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Introduction

 The years in the Texas penal system had matured Willy
Baker in every way, except one. His natural physical strength plus
the years of hard work in the penal system had formed him
physically into a powerful man but still that never quite satisfied
him. There was another strength he had seen in his brother John.
John’s strength was a reasoning mental one. John’s point of view
always put Willy’s arguments to irrelevance. Prison gave Willy time
to think. He decided early on to use his time reading and digesting
everything he could think of. Maybe he could develop some of his
brother John’s reasoning power. One facet of his nature that had
not changed was his willingness to pull pranks, con people and
generally put them to shame. Somehow that seemed to elevate his
power over others that justified his foolishness. Willy also used
his prison time to explore another avenue. That venue was one of
revenge; his soul fed from the desire for revenge on those who had
wronged him and blurred his reasoning. The problem was that he knew
all his woes were of his own making and there was no fix for that
hurt he had caused.

Falling in love was the means by which he
met his foolishness face-to-face. Bonnie Wilkerson was a hardcase
who had stepped away from a good raising to trudge the sewers of
the wild side. She cast aside her godly raising for the pits of
rotten fruit the world offered. Willy saw in her a love he could
not do without.

Thomas Taylor would also have a profound
impact on Willy’s rehabilitation. Unfortunately, with dire
consequences for them both.

C1 - Big News

 The Houston paper carried a plane crash that became
big news when the body of Harlan Williams was found to be one of
the deceased. A man well known for his generosity and
accomplishments in Texas, Williams would be missed by the business
community, the paper stated. Little did the readers know that
Harlan Williams was the figment of a shy, but talented, Jesse Rash.
Rash was a young man who invented the persona of Harlan Williams.
His disguises helped to rescue, Amy Hamilton Anderson, the daughter
of Drew Hamilton of Hamilton International from the jaws of certain
death. His lust for the unknown took many down the path of the dark
side.

The next morning Judd Smith walked into Ed
Week’s garage. The first thing he noticed was a downcast look on Ed
Weeks and Thomas Taylor’s faces.

“What’s wrong with you two now?” Judd
asked.

“Mr. Smith, have you seen the paper this
morning?” Thomas asked.

“No, why? Is there something I need to see?”
The front page had two pictures side by side of Harlan and the
pilot of the Cactus Flying service identified as Amy Anderson. They
had died in a fiery crash. Judd read the entire article then let
the paper slide from his hands to the floor. He had been sitting on
a stool and for several minutes he just sat there. Slowly he stood
and walked to his pickup truck. Judd realized he had lost the
person who put everything together. He had never felt a loss like
the losing of a friend he so admired. The sadness cut deep into his
soul and he almost came to tears. This was totally unexpected and
suddenly he hated the thought of continuing the shine
operation.

Word of the plane crash had left Ralph Davis
far from sad. All the money in the safety deposit boxes had
suddenly become his. In the days after the bank robbery he had
argued with Harlan Williams that they should keep the money and
forget helping the Smith family. Now he had it all. Every account
and business arrangement the bank had with Williams had been moved
or sold. Ralph regretted he couldn’t get his hands on that money.
Oh well, he still had the safety deposit boxes full of cash. All he
had to do was remove every record or business dealing Harlan had
from the bank records. In essence, he would erase Harlan Williams
from the bank history. The owner of the safety deposit boxes would
be his dearly departed mother whose name and signature he had on
file. Ralph was an only child and had power of attorney in her
estate. Her death had been recent and back dating the records would
be easy and fool proof. Life was getting sweeter by the day for
Ralph and he owed it all to luck and a fiery plane crash.

C2 - Transitioning

 Aclear blue sky encompassed the heavens at berth 22
along the Corpus Christi dock. Sea water splashed lazily against a
long white yacht gently rocking in a soft gulf breeze. This day
Roger Spillman became the crew-of-one for the ‘The Genesis.’ He
figured he had died and gone to heaven. Roger had landed a job
doing what he was best at. It paid better than the ancient
freighters he had maneuvered across the oceans in his past. Today
he was again a master sailor sailing the seven seas. Spillman’s
first and only attempt at smuggling had cost him a year in prison.
Now middle aged he was back on the seas piloting one of the
greatest yachts he had ever seen. He had one other talent which he
loved…he could cook. These talents made him a highly valued prize
which Jesse and Amy Rash would soon enjoy.

In the master bedroom, Amy examined her new
wardrobe and combed her newly dyed hair. The clothing transformed
her into Amy Rash, wife of Jesse Rash. It had been two weeks since
the plane crash. Harlan Williams no longer existed. Jesse Rash was
in fact Jesse Rash as his birth certificate stated. The beard and
mustache had given him an aristocratic look that had now been
replaced by a boyish look and a set of stylish glasses. He so
enjoyed not putting on the makeup each morning. Without the facial
hair and makeup an overnight transformation had taken place and a
new man appeared. He was working out and the pounds of muscle
changed his lanky physique for the better. Physically he was sound
but mentally he could not leave behind nagging moral problems he
had created and could not discuss with anyone. He had left young
Thomas Taylor in a dangerous situation, that could possibly get him
killed. Judd Smith had been just an ordinary man that under the
influence of Harlan Williams had gone over to the dark side. Jesse
could not dismiss it and found no way to clear his conscience of
guilt.

The ships intercom crackled bringing him out
of his contemplation when the voice of the ship’s captain said,
“Jesse, breakfast is ready.”

“Good, I am starved; Roger, inform Amy we
are having breakfast on the fantail this morning.”

Roger Spillman handed Jesse the Houston
paper and directed his new boss to a chair on deck. “Jesse, I’m
going to need a deck hand. Someone I can train to be my second in
command,” he said.

“I’m ahead of you on that, Roger. I have
just the man in mind.” Flipping the paper open, Jesse read the
headlines and for the next few minutes was lost in the story on the
front page. Folding the paper, he sighed deeply and scanned the
shimmering water of the Gulf. His ship’s captain walked by and
Jesse said, “Roger, after breakfast, Amy and I will be on land for
a few days cleaning up some business. After we leave today take on
provisions and chart a course along the coast of Mexico.” Pointing
to a spot on a map they always kept handy, he continued, “Pick us
up at this little bay near Cortina. Meet us there a week from
today. Then we will cruise the Caribbean. We might as well enjoy
this beautiful weather while Amy gets her sea legs.” With breakfast
behind them, they stepped from the yacht and Jesse and Amy Rash
made their way along the dock.

“I really like the boat. So, what’s your
plan?” Amy asked.

“I guess I need to come clean about the boat
as you call it. Your father gave it to us as a wedding present,”
Jesse said.

“I figured that…I was just waiting to see if
you would own up to it. I do like the part about it being a wedding
gift,” Amy smiled.

“I hope he doesn’t mind. I haven’t got time
to find him and ask for your hand in marriage,” Jesse remarked.

“You just keep saying things I like, but you
could smile a little this morning. Why so gloomy?” Amy
inquired.

Jesse smiled a broken smile, but he knew his
demeanor was putting up a false front. The old nagging in his
conscience was back with a vengeance. “I have decided!” Jesse said
with determination. “My life of crime will cause a great deal of
grief to many people before it plays out. There are people I must
try and help get free of the web of sin it has surrounded. First on
the list, if you agree, is that we will make this union official
this very morning.”

“You mean like get married…today?” Amy
gasped.

“Yes, that is exactly what I mean. Jesse
Rash will start out his new life right,” Jesse declared.

“Aren’t you supposed to get down on one knee
and ask me to marry you?” Amy questioned.

“I have on these expensive white slacks.
Getting down on one knee might mess them up, but yes, I am
proposing or maybe begging would be more appropriate after what
I’ve put you through,” Jesse confessed.

“I like begging. It has an ego building
connotation for me. Well, let’s get this show on the road. Shall
we?” she asked.

“Good! The first order of business is to
keep an appointment this morning with a nice old preacher I
befriended a few days ago. He and I have made arrangements to
officially change your last name,” Jesse stated.

“I’m all for that, Jesse. Then we’ve got to
go back and get John,” Amy stated.

Jesse began to grieve in his spirit.
‘Well it can’t wait,’ he thought. A bench next to a bait
shop was the only spot he could find to sit her down. He unrolled
the paper and looked at her. “Amy, the bad guys must have found the
junkyard about the time we left. John had a surprise planned for
them. There is nothing left of the place according to this paper.
They ran a three-page story on the life of John Hannibal.”

Amy read the paper, occasionally wiping her
eyes. She said, “Jesse, I want to go out there.”

“Amy, there is nothing left to see!” Jesse
stated.

“I know…but I will not be satisfied unless I
do. We need to see and commit to memory the sacrifice John made for
us,” she said sadly.

“Amy, I talked to John and tried to persuade
him to come with us. He just wouldn’t come. He said he had been
making plans for the visitors for a long time and he needed to
welcome them to hell. He knew what I had planned before I told him.
John said he would light up the desert for us,” Jesse
explained.

“What does that mean?” Amy questioned.

“It means all the ordinance, that’s
explosives, John had stored up, he rigged to explode in some
fashion. According to the Houston and Dallas papers the mob guys
looking for us found that out. Now, the preacher is waiting for us
in that little church over there,” Jesse said.

“Okay, but after we get married, I want to
drive out to the desert,” Amy said.

“I kind of figured you would. We will be
headed for Mexico, so I guess we can go by and pay our last
respects. I hate our first day of marriage will be so sad,” he
admitted.

“It will be a sad day, but that’s what I
want to do,” Amy said determinedly.

C3 - The Desert Never
Blooms

 It had been days since John Hannibal had lit up the
desert sky. Rusty auto parts, rocks and cacti littered the desert
for several hundred yards. Jesse slowed the car as he and Amy
passed the junkyard.

“Pull in and stop, Jesse. I want to look
around,” Amy stated.

“Let me drive by first. There may be someone
watching,” Jesse replied.

“Why do you say that?” Amy questioned.“It’s
possible the mob may have someone out here watching the place,”
Jesse stated.

“Don’t you think they believe we died in the
plane crash?” Amy asked.

“Yes, but we must not underestimate them,”
Jesse said. The stretch of highway was deserted and so he pulled in
and parked the car behind a small rise. Amy sat looking out the
side window. Jesse walked around the car and said, “You might as
well get out. Lets walk back to our special place where I proposed
to you…the first time.”

Tears ran down her face and her breast
heaved. Jesse was saddened and found himself at a loss for words.
The accounts of what had happened in the desert had made headlines
for days. John Hannibal had been a glamorous, mystery figure of the
past. The paper sensationalized his life. They mixed the great
composer’s ability with that of his talents in the military. Two of
the dead mobsters were quickly identified as hired killers and
speculations ran wild. There was no way to tell how many men were
killed in the heated explosions. One forensic expert guessed
between four and ten. The heat in John’s adobe had been so intense
there was little of the bodies left to identify.

“Amy, John is gone. His sacrifice gave us a
chance at a normal life. We must not jeopardize what he has
accomplished for us,” Jesse said gently.

Standing in the middle of the runway she
began to cry. “Goodbye, my gentle sweet friend. Someday we will
meet again,” she whispered.

Jesse considered his sweet wife and her
brokenness. He stated, “You and John drew close while I was living
the lie. I feel like this could have been avoided if I had not
become greedy. Enjoying the mystery of being Harlan Williams,
became an obsession for me and I felt I was above the law. Now, I
must live with the results of my sins. I remember you and John
saying you would meet again. What made you say that?”

“It came from you,” Amy said.

“Came from me? I don’t understand,” Jesse
said.

“When you and I landed in the desert that
first night, and the morning light revealed we were sitting in a
junk yard. I offered that we had landed in hell. Not liking what I
was seeing, I suggested a very short tenure in hell. You suggested
I read Luke 16 for duration information. It nagged me, and I asked
John to show me what you were talking about. It took us an hour to
find Luke 16! John and I were biblically illiterate to say the
least. We made a lengthy study of Luke 16 concerning the rich man’s
stay in hell. We realized there were no round-trip tickets and
there were no weekend passes from hell. Bringing me to the desert
was providence. God was giving me and John a chance to investigate
truth. You were gone all the time, living your new life, so we
spent a good part of the day determining if we qualified for any
other place than hell. Maybe a small island in the Caribbean or
even a stay in Chicago would have been better than hell. Nothing
was mentioned in our search of any other accommodations for the
sinful.” Amy began to cry, and Jesse felt a pain inside. She had
become so much a part of him their emotions were intertwined.

“Baby, don’t cry! John is in a better
place,” Jesse told Amy softly.

“How do you know that, Jesse? Tell me…do you
have reliable personal knowledge of where John Hannibal is right
now? Or is it just an off the cuff remark you’ve heard at funerals
you’ve attended? John had no funeral. I never even asked him if he
had family other than his wife who died. No one could come to say
goodbye. John was blown to bits and the worst of it is he did it
for us. Oh, John, I’m so sorry,” Amy cried.

While she sat sobbing in a deep sorrow,
Jesse sat considering what his beautiful wife had just said. “Amy,
I am truly sorry…I meant it to comfort you.” He said, “Actually, I
was just repeating what I have heard at funerals. I have attended
many funerals but have never taken the time to investigate if it is
true and where the information can be found. You and John have made
me realize how shallow my life is.”

From somewhere there came a distinct metal
click. “What was that?” Amy asked almost in a whisper. Suddenly the
turret gun on the old tank began to swing around until it was
pointing directly at them. Neither of them knew what to say…they
were dumbfounded. Jesse didn’t know whether they should run or
raise their hands! The old hatch popped open and John’s cotton head
appeared out of the tank.

“John, it’s you! You are alive!” In tears
Amy ran around the tank trying to find a way to get up on the
tracks.

John climbed out of the tank and they hugged
for a long time. “Amy, this old tank has always been my ace in the
hole. I knew if I could get to this old Sherman. I could survive.
It took you two long enough to get back here,” John said with a
grin.

“John…were you just sitting in there
listening to us go on and on?” Jesse inquired.

“Shure was! Mighty touchin’. Don’t get any
sweeter than that. By the way, I have solved the problem with
Hamilton International,” John said.

“You what?” Jesse questioned.

“Bob Anderson was associated with the major
crime families in the south. He, or they, came up with the idea of
Anderson getting control of the company by his marriage to Amy.”
John continued, “Anderson was a good-looking man with a glib
tongue. He prearranged to meet Amy and it’s all history after that.
As her husband he could get control of Hamilton International
through an almost legal means. Unfortunately for them Anderson’s
sudden death put a damper on getting control legally. Finding Amy
would have given them a chance to finish what they had started by
blackmailing her father. That fellow Elmer Hayes threw a monkey
wrench into the syndicate's plan when he decided to blackmail Drew
Hamilton. They sent a couple of gangsters, Jack Majors and Lennie
Cobb, to fetch Amy and dispense with her protector Harlan Williams.
Lennie and Jack are dead, and Amy Anderson and Harlan Williams died
in a fiery plane crash. The perpetrator of the whole mess was a
legitimate branch of the Dixie Mafia called Southern Crest under
the leadership of Albert Swift. I read in the papers not too long
ago there was an investigation ongoing into criminal dealings that
had been traced back to Southern Crest.”

“Wow! John Hannibal, you never cease to
amaze me! You have solved all of Amy’s problems,” Jesse said.

“Not so fast. We still have a wee problem,”
John exclaimed.

Jesse and Amy looked at each other. “Okay,
what may that be?” Jesse asked.

“If Amy Anderson and/or Hamilton should
reemerge from the dead, now that her problems have been solved,
what will that say about the plane crash that killed you two? The
bodies in the plane were not you. I might add Harlan Williams
couldn’t be dead if Amy Anderson is not dead. Oh, what a tangled
web we weave when first we practice to deceive,” John said quoting
Sir Walter Scott.

Amy stood and considered what John had just
said. “It looks like I will have to stay dead. Jesse, I’m not
liking this,” Amy said.

“Jeez, John, you sure know how to throw a
wet blanket over our party! Let’s think about that tomorrow. You
are giving me a headache,” Jesse declared.

Grinning from ear to ear John said, “I think
I just might change my name…how about Hannibal Rash? What do you
two think?”

“Well, that seems to be an ongoing theme in
this family. Just hours ago, Amy changed hers. I think this might
just prompt us to write a great novel. Intriguing! Just think…a
novel about the great composer, John Hannibal written by Hannibal
Rash. There will be years of stories about the great composer after
this desert fiasco. That should keep us entertained for years. Why
don’t we discuss it on our Honeymoon down in Mexico?” Jesse
asked.

“Honeymoon? Well, now, I’ve never had the
pleasure of a honeymoon. Considering you two’s past, you will need
a protector just to keep you out of trouble,” John said
laughingly.

“On another note, have you ever fished off
the back of an eighty-foot yacht?” Jesse asked.

“What say we get going? I might get to
missing this old desert,” John urged.A weight was lifted from
Jesse’s soul and suddenly he was having the best day of his
life.

C4 - Looking Out for The
Little People

 Through the small barred window Emil Hosea looked
longingly at the large moon. On a distant beach he could hear the
music and laughter of the Americano tourist. It was not likely Emil
would ever see the beach again or feel the sand under his bare
feet. His home now consisted of these four grey walls. They
surrounded him as a cage would surround a wild animal. This remote
Mexican prison , thirty inmates all small crime nature. His
sentence had started only a month earlier. The shock of being in
prison was almost more than he could bare. Emil was just the right
person to be charged with this crime. He was considered a not too
bright fisherman who had no family. Emil would never amount to
much. In complete despair and void of any hope Emil had decided to
end his life, but then came hope. He had something to trade the
prison commander for his freedom. This day Emil Hosea sat in a
small interrogation room. Sweat dripped from the end of his nose.
Occasionally he would mop sweat from his brow. Was the dream of
last night nothing but that? No, the vision was real.

“Emil?” the voice had called him in the
night! Above his cot the small window outlined a man’s head. “Emil,
are you there?” the shadow asked again.

It was an Americano’s voice and one Emil
knew well. Emil quickly said, “Si, Senor, it is I, Emil.” Breaking
into a sob, he stood on his bunk and reached out of the small
window as if in a dream.

In the moonlight, a hand took Emil’s hand
and spoke softly, “Do not cry my friend. I have heard of your
plight and may have a solution that will set you free. Now I want
you to listen to me carefully. I will explain what you must do to
gain your freedom. Do as I say and give no information unless you
have a promise from the prison La Commandanté you will be freed.
With this information he can secure money from the authorities
north of the river in El Paso. Now I will tell you how to handle
this and you must not be swayed and give the information without a
promise of freedom.”

This hot summer day Emil sat in a small
interrogation room that smelled of human urine and sweat. At first
the smell was overwhelming and Emil almost vomited. Flies and
mosquitos buzzed, and the day droned on. La Commandanté had
intentionally kept him waiting for hours. Emil laid his head on the
table and dozed. Just before the evening siesta the commandanté
appeared in the room. Standing in the doorway he quickly dismissed
the guard. There was something about him Emil had never noticed
before. La Commandanté, dressed in his grey uniform, was a very
short man with a large belly. His tall shiny black boots made him
look like an Easter egg sitting on black sticks.

“Now, Emil, I, La Commandanté El Cisco
Merico Valdez, have it from a source that you have information.
This information concerns a bank robbery across the Rio. If this is
true and the sum of money I get is not small, I, La Commandanté El
Cisco Merico Valdez will consider reducing your sentence. After
all, Emil, your crime was not of a large nature. I am a
compassionate man. I am listening. Please let me know of this bank
robbery.”

Emil sighed and rubbed his sweating palms
together and said, “Si, La Commandanté Valdez, I wish I could tell
you of what I know. For me to sit in this prison one day longer
will cause me to do harm to myself. When I was free, I was a good
man. Did I not bring you fresh fish each day for your large family?
Was I not a good guide for your important friends that desired to
fish the Gulf? Now I want to walk the sandy beach again and aboard
my boat feel the ocean spray on my face. Surely as insignificant as
I am, you could see fit to set me free.”

“Emil, I must hear what you know before I
can give you my word to set you free,” the commandanté stated.

“Si, La Commandanté. Set me free and I will
only go just beyond these walls on the beach. You will see me each
day when I bring you fish again.”

La Commandanté considered the fresh fish and
the way Emil had served him over the years. He stated, “Then, I, El
Cisco Merico Valdez, will give you my word and now you must tell me
what you know!”

Emil sighed deeply and rubbed his swollen,
tired eyes and said, “La Commandanté, not long ago when I was a
free man, I sat by a fire on this very beach and baked fish for the
tourist and Mexicans. They were merry with drink. One hombre was
heavy with wine and told of a bank robbery that took place across
the river. There were four banditos taken from Mexico in a small
plane to do the bank robbery. It was a small aircraft and it flew
low to the ground. The drunken bandito said the flight was scary
and fast. In Texas, the four Los mexicanos robbed the bank for
someone who they did not know. They said they only got the money
they were promised but the bank’s money never left the bank.

“Emil…I do not understand either they robbed
the bank or not…which is it?” La Commandanté inquired.

“Si, La Commandanté, the money was put in
some special lock box by El Presidenté del banco and kept for
himself. The Americano La Policìa thought the banditos had taken
all the money,” Emil stated.

Standing erect the commandanté studied the
little man for a long time. In his mind he saw a large sum of money
for this information. He would sell Emil to them as a bonus. “Emil,
what you have told me is significant. I will contact the La Policia
in El Paso. You will keep this to yourself. No one besides me must
know this. Do you understand? Failure to keep your mouth shut will
cause severe problems for you,” La Commandanté threatened.

“La Commandanté, I wish only to be free. I
am guilty of no crime. You have the information. Let me go walk the
banks and fish. I am a poor man and want only to be free,” Emil
pleaded.

“Emil, I have not received any money and I
cannot let you go until I do,” La Commandanté declared.

“La Commandanté, I am a poor peasant
fisherman and have no place to go. I have lived here in this small
village all my life. I want to walk through the marketplace and
sleep on the sand of the shore under my small fishing boat once
again. Remember, I will bring you fresh fish each day. I will not
go anywhere,” Emil stated.

Looking at the poor peasant, La Commandanté
knew Emil would not go anywhere. If he needed him, he would be easy
to find. Ultimately, Emil would have to be turned over to the
Americanos. He had missed the fresh fish each day. Alas, his family
was large. “If you agree to tell no one of this, I will let you go.
Bring my fresh fish each day and I will see to this matter,” he
stated.

Outside it was beginning to get dark when
Emil walked to the ocean. He would be forever scared of small
places. He knew he would kill himself before he went back to the
prison. His boat had been neglected and was half full of sand. For
a long time, he cleaned the sand out of his boat. Just as dark was
setting, he walked out to take a bath in the saltwater. His eyes
were full of tears and he rejoiced at his new freedom.

“Emil?” a voice on the water startled him.
He stood shaking in the cool dark water of the Gulf. Oars bumped
the sides of a wooden hull.

“I do not see you, but I hear your voice. I
am but a poor peasant…” Emil began to plead.

A skiff cut through the night and eased up
beside Emil as he stood in the water. Jesse’s voice came across the
water, “Don’t be alarmed it is I, your friend, the Americano. Tell
me what your La Commandanté said and how you come to be here?”

“Oh, Senor, I am a free man, thanks to you.”
Emil related the story to the men in the boat. After a long silence
Jesse Rash shook his head as if he had come to an agreement and
asked, “Emil, do you love the sea?”

Excitedly Emil cried, “Si, Senor! In prison
I longed to feel the sand and water between my toes and feel the
gulf breeze in my face.”

“Emil, I fear I have put your life in
danger,” Jesse stated. “The police will come for you in the next
few days. Tomorrow morning, I want you to hang a string of fresh
fish on La Commandanté’s front door as you were instructed to do.
Then get in your boat and head out to sea. My ship will be waiting
for you just beyond the breaks. We will scuttle your boat. The
commandanté will think you drowned. You can be part of my crew.
Your life will be of the sea helping the captain sail my ship and
learning the ways of the sea. Emil, would you be willing to do
that?”

“Si, Senor, I will gladly do as you say!”
Emil said gratefully.

C5 - Chicago East
Side

 Willy Baker stood by a picture window looking out
across Sixth Street watching the bustling crowd that moved around
the intersection.

“When I was a kid, I use to kick the top off
ant hills and get this same result,” Willy stated.

Behind him a man said, “Where in the world
are all these people going?”

“Where did they come from is a better
question. How’s business this week?” Willy asked.

“Great! I had to hire another person for the
laundry business. I’m open six days a week and all my clothes racks
are full. You sure picked a good spot to open this shop. Both types
of customers come in here and the honest folks don’t realize what’s
happening in the back. This is the only, almost legitimate
business, McDonald has in Chicago, all thanks to you, Willy. Too
bad you don’t get a slice of the pie. You are making him rich!” the
man chuckled.

“He’s paying me better than you think. When
I first laid out the laundry deal, I explained I have a lot of
money-making ideas rolling around in my head, but they wouldn’t be
free. Even seeing these results, he still complains he pays me too
much,” Willy said reflectively.

“Not only is this laundry making a killing,
but the betting operation in back is doing even better. We’re right
in the heart of the city and the building couldn’t have been better
picked. McDonald wins both ways. Everything you touch has made him
money. You really have a green thumb and he knows it; but a little
friendly advice, watch McDonald. He is a bad man you can’t trust,”
the man said.

Willy’s eyes tightened for a minute and
said, “Yes, he is. I don’t trust anybody and least of all McDonald.
Smitty will be by to pick up receipts from the back tomorrow. Here
comes my cab, see you Monday.”

Willy made his way to the curb where Sam’s
cab sat. “Take me to the mission; I have a surprise for our
friends,” he said excitedly.

“You still sparking Bonnie?” asked Sam.

“Yes, indeed! Now that I’ve got business on
a roll for McDonald, I’m so busy I don’t get to see my girl every
day. Maybe my surprise will make our relationship grow a bit,”
Willy said hopefully.

“Hey, thanks for the tip on the horses last
week! I made a killing! You got anything else I might make some
money on?” Sam asked.

“Don’t worry, Sam. When I see a sure thing,
I will always keep you and Pat informed,” Willy replied.

“Pat said to tell you LaSalle, over in the
heights, is making noise about a couple of his boys getting snuffed
down in Texas. Seems they were cutting into a local’s shine
business and got deep sixed somewhere around the Houston ship
channel. He blames McDonald for their demise and is asking
questions about the shine drivers McDonald has on his payroll,” Sam
said.

“Why would he want to know about drivers?
McDonald only has one grouchy old truck driver that I know of that
he uses regularly. When he wants to move merchandise, he usually
lets me handle it,” Willy said.

“Don’t know, but the talk in the bar the
other night was a guy named Seals got knifed down in New Orleans!”
Sam told Willy.

“I know Seals, but my business never
included him. Good information, Sam. You hear anything you let me
know right away. I’m right in the middle of McDonald’s operations
and need to be kept informed. You and Pat are my eyes and ears on
the street and the only two I trust,” Willy commented.

“How did your trip south turn out last
week?” Sam asked.

“Ok, didn’t get everything done I wanted to,
but setup something that will be useful in the future. The less you
know about my business the better and what you know keep to
yourself,” Willy responded.

“Didn’t mean to pry, but let me know if you
need anything,” Sam said.

“You’re not prying. I just want to keep you
and Pat out of harm’s way. I will need you two when my plans come
together. Keep your meter running. I will be right back,” Willy
said as he got out of the cab and made his way up to the
mission.

Alice and Bonnie were sitting in the big
room. Seeing him approach, Bonnie met him at the door and adjusted
his tie. Her face was radiant, and her smile lifted his spirit. She
said happily, “Nice suit! Not only do you get later every day…that
is if you even show at all, but now you’re wearing a different suit
every time I see you. If you’ve got yourself a new girlfriend…I’m
going to be mighty upset!”

“Bonnie, of all the things you may have to
worry about, you will never have to worry about me and another
woman. I’m not interested in anyone else. Alice, where is Billy? I
have a surprise for you three, and the cab is waiting,” Willy
said.

A few minutes later Willy ushered them in
the back of Sam’s cab and winked at Sam across the top of the cab.
Sam drove along Chicago’s streets, all the while Bonnie and Alice
asking questions excitedly.

“Sam, where are you taking us?” Bonnie
inquired quizzically.

“You will have to get that information from
the man paying for this ride,” Sam answered with a smile.

“Okay, everyone be quiet,” Willy said,
looking back over the backseat. “We are almost there.”

The cab moved along a busy street in the
heart of Chicago. “That’s where I work…are we going to the grocery
store?” Alice asked.

Sam turned the cab onto a car lined street
with several apartment buildings and pulled the cab to the curb.
Willy said, “Here we are folks, your new home!” No one said
anything. They just sat looking at the building. In the apartment
they walked silently from room to room.

“There are two bedrooms with a large living
room and kitchen. I had it repainted and the smell of paint is very
strong. Well, say something; you were all chirping like a bunch of
birds before we got here!” Willy said with anticipation.

“Willllly…this is…is…is for us?” Billy
stuttered.

Willy replied, “It’s close to where Alice
works and there’s an automotive shop down the block where Billy can
learn about cars. I have already talked to the man running the
shop. Billy starts to work Monday,” he added. “There are two
bedrooms. One for Alice and Billy and one for you, Bonnie,” Willy
added.

“Willy, you must be doing very well to be
able to help us like this! Are you doing that well?” Bonnie
questioned.

“Alice and Billy are both employed now, and
I made a good deal on the apartment. I don’t see how the three of
you will have a problem paying the rent. It’s paid up for the next
two months. That should give you time to get on your feet and be
able to pay when the rent comes due,” Willy said.

“You didn’t answer my question, Willy,”
Bonnie stated.

“The answer is, yes. I am doing well at my
new job,” Willy said.

Summer came and went and the three had
settled down in their new apartment. Bonnie found work in a dress
shop within walking distance. Willy came and went almost daily;
sometimes it was very late when he arrived. There was always the
cloud of mystery around just what he was doing. He used Sam’s cab
less and less but kept Sam busy taking the three anywhere they
wanted to go. Willy had truly become their guardian angel. Sam took
it upon himself to explain the workings of an automobile to Billy
and when he found time was teaching him to drive.

The weather was changing, and Bonnie wrapped
her shawl tightly about her shoulders as she walked home. She was
downcast, and the fall season made her melancholy. She had made a
habit of stopping by the market where Alice worked and the two
walked home together.

“Willy hasn’t come by or called me all week!
Alice, I’m worried about what he is doing. He always has money, new
clothes and now a car!” Bonnie exclaimed.

“It’s not a new car, but it is a big one,”
Alice replied.

“Obviously, he has an apartment somewhere!
He asked me to move in with him the last time I saw him,” Bonnie
said.

“So! That’s what has been bothering you! Why
haven’t you told me this?” Alice asked.

“Because…he didn’t ask me to marry him, he
just wants me to move in,” Bonnie said.

“Men!” Alice said with disgust. “What was
your answer?”

“Alice…he knows I have lived with another
man, why would he want to marry a girl like me?” Bonnie asked
dejectedly.

“Bonnie, you know living like that is
unacceptable. You are the best thing that has ever happened to him.
You should be treated better. You have to bring him up to God’s
standards not let him bring you back down to the world’s
standards!” Alice replied.

“I feel that will be the only way I will
ever have him…maybe someday he will decide to marry me,” Bonnie
said.

“If not, you will be right back where you
started, just older and not a bit wiser. You must work on his good
traits and hold him to higher standards. If you don’t, what is good
in him will soon disappear. If you move in with him, you are taking
the Lord out of the equation. You will be in direct rebellion
against God and his help is essential in bringing Willy back from
the dark side,” Alice said.

“Do you think he is mixed up with the mob
here in Chicago?” Bonnie asked.

“I don’t know, Bonnie, but he is into
something and it’s dangerous!” Alice added.

“Something is wrong in his past. He is
always having those bad headaches and sometimes he is so distant.
He has a locked trunk in the closet in my room. I asked him what
was in the trunk; he said it’s his getaway trunk,” Bonnie
stated.

“What does that mean?” Alice asked.

“I have no idea,” Bonnie said.

Willy did not call or communicate for weeks.
Winter blew a cold breath on Chicago and people stopped complaining
about the summer heat and started complaining about the cold. Not
seeing Willy for a whole month weakened Bonnie’s resolve to stay on
the straight and narrow. On a cold overcast evening, Alice and
Bonnie walked home from work to find Willy’s car sitting in front
of the apartment. Bonnie charged up the stairs and fell into his
arms sobbing. “You’ve been gone so long, I was afraid I would never
see you again,” Bonnie cried.

“I’m glad I was missed so much. I’ve had
business down south. Sorry I couldn’t get in touch with you. I
promise it won’t happen again. From now on, I will make sure you
hear from me no matter what,” Willy promised.

One cold Saturday morning Willy and Sam
moved Bonnie’s belongings across town to his apartment. Willy
walked down the steps carrying a large box of Bonnie’s things when
he spotted Alice standing at the end of the porch. Handing the box
to Billy, Willy walked back on the porch. “Alice, are we still
friends?” Willy asked.

Alice stood looking at the two cars being
loaded in front of the apartment. “You know you will always be my
friend; but this is not right,” Alice said.

“Come sit by me on the swing. You think I’m
doing Bonnie wrong by not marrying her before she moves in with
me,” Willy stated knowing Alice’s thoughts.

“You are wrong to do this, and God cannot
bless your relationship when you do not follow the standards he has
set for men and women. You are cheapening Bonnie and that is the
worst thing you can do to a woman. We’ve had this discussion before
and back then you agreed. A woman looks to her man to set the
standards they will live by in their relationship,” Alice said.

Willy was thoughtful for a long time. “I
agree with what you have said, but there are things that you do not
know. It may be best that Bonnie is not tied to me at this time. It
would have been better if I had not met the love of my life at this
point in my time. All I can say is, I will always love her and if
things change, I promise you, I will make things right between us,”
Willy said.

Alice noticed Bonnie standing in the doorway
listening to them. “Bonnie, tomorrow is Sunday. I guess Billy and I
will have to walk to church without you. Please don’t do this, we
are doing so good here and growing spiritually…I will miss you
going with us,” Alice said sadly. Bonnie turned away from Alice and
walked back to her room.

C6 - A Cold Winter

 In Chicago mounds of snow piled high against
everything. On Clermont Street a large row of warehouses lay
blanketed under frigid snowbanks. Vehicles were identified by the
antenna that quivered in the cold north wind. The numbing wind
howled and cut the faces of those who ventured outside. Two men
were cursing the inclement weather as they made their way along the
street. Deep boot prints in the snow gave testimony to their
passing.

Despite the cold, Phineas Stewart was
jubilant. He had worked for months to arrange the meeting between
the two mob bosses. Finally, he had convinced his competition that
they could make a lot more money by working together. Stewart had
made a lot of concessions to appease Walter McDonald. Ambition had
lifted Stewart’s hope for a position of greatness in the mob. He
was willing to make a deal with the devil himself.

Today, all his hard work and compromise had
paid off; a truce had been established with McDonald. The rest of
Chicago’s crime families were watching what happened between these
two old rivals. Stewart had a gift of reasoning with people like
McDonald. He would soon have the power to yield the strongest voice
within a fractured organization and lay to rest years of feuding.
Diplomacy would establish for him a prominent place in the
leadership of Chicago’s crime families. His way of handling
problems among brothers and rivals in the mob had earned him the
nick name of ‘Phin the Smooth.’ A thinker…that was what he was and
could reason with the Prince of Darkness himself. Politics would be
his next move. Power and influence would then be at his fingertips.
One day he hoped to be a senator instead of just owning them. His
influence would control all the families through his wise council
and leadership.

Walking into a garage on the lower east side
of Chicago, Phineas Stewart shielded his face from the harsh wind.
Fighting the cold with his head down, he listened intently to the
chatter of Smitty, The Mechanic, McDonald’s right-hand man. Smitty
McGuire, also bent over from the cold wind, had Stewart’s complete
attention as they entered the garage.

Just inside the door of the warehouse the
two men continued talking while they stopped, removed their hats
and brushed the snow and ice from their clothes. From behind the
door a shadow reached out and placed a noose around Stewart’s
neck.

Phineas “The Smooth” Stewart was not a
violent man and a little too trusting in his fellow man. He was not
a good fit to be a gangster. He finished his criminal career on
this cold Chicago morning. Outside his footprints quickly filled in
with fresh snow bringing to mind that no one knows when or where
they will leave their last footprints down life’s path.

A few blocks east of the warehouse Walter
McDonald moved his ink well to the corner of his desk. His forehead
wrinkled, and he drummed his fingertips on his desktop. He had
waited for over an hour to hear from his most trusted men, Smitty
‘The Mechanic’ and his associate, Val. Of all his men, McDonald
confided in only these two keeping his inner circle small. It had
been a productive week and money continued to pile high on his desk
like the snow drifts outside. Even with this good fortune he
seethed with anger. His bookie operation was paying off better than
it ever had due to the efforts of one man, Willy Baker. Walter had
a real liking for Baker’s craftiness and creative ways of making
money. Baker had streamlined Walter’s operation and the increase
from his gambling was very impressive. Now just when he had begun
to trust Willy, the bad news came. Baker had been cheating the
Irishman, skimming money from practically every operation McDonald
had. A knock on the door brought Walter out of his thoughts as
Smitty came in with Chubby Hawkins, a small-time thief and
sometimes drinking buddy of Smitty’s.

“Is the business with Stewart taken care
of?” McDonald inquired.

“The Smooth came around to your way of
thinking boss,” Smitty said with a grin. “Stewart said he was
taking a long vacation now that you two had buried the hatchet.”
McDonald rolled the cigar between his fingers and looked at
Smitty.

“Good, now that Stewart and I have come to
an understanding, how about our friend Willy? He has been working
way too hard lately,” McDonald said.

Smitty emptied a small valise onto the desk
and several bundles of cash fell on to the desktop. He said, “This
is the take from the laundry on Sixth. Willy sure had a winning
idea there. The laundry is a gold mine.”

Puffing on his cigar McDonald gathered the
large stacks of money in front of him. Leaning over, he put his ear
close to the piles of money as he ran his thumb along one of the
stacks. “You hear that sound, Hawkins?” he asked.

“Why, yes Sir, Mr. McDonald…I surely do,”
Hawkins said. Being in the presence of the kingpin himself, Hawkins
was unsure of what the gangster expected him to say.

“Well! That’s the sound of success, my boy,”
McDonald said with a laugh. He stood and walked around to the front
of his desk all the while looking at the end of his cigar. “Smitty,
now what about our friend Willy? I want to show my appreciation for
all the good work he has been doing.”

“Why don’t you send him on a vacation boss?”
Smitty stated.

“That’s a good idea. Why not? I think Willy
and his girlfriend would really enjoy a vacation. A long cruise to
Europe,” McDonald said.

“Consider it done; I will make the
arrangements right away,” Smitty said. He had been waiting for an
opportunity to remove his competition for the boss’s favor and this
would be a pleasure. He had kept a close eye on Baker and had
reported his suspicions to the boss. They had finally paid off.

Leaving the office, Smitty pulled his coat
collar up around his ears. “Hawkins, I’ll see you later! I have
business to take care of,” Smitty stated and went to a local bar to
collect Val and be about the arrangements his business
required.

Down the street from McDonald’s office,
Willy Baker stood in the corner grocery and fish market watching
snow blow across the street. “If this snowstorm doesn’t let up,
traffic will come to a standstill and the city will be frozen in
for weeks,” Willy said.

The butcher finished wrapping a pound of
meat for Willy and stepped over to him and said, “Mr. Baker, the
weather here in Chicago, you learn to tolerate…or head to a warmer
climate. That’s basically your only two options.”

Willy sighed; the confinement amplified his
restless spirit. Looking for a break in the weather he drank a soda
and looked out the window. Suddenly Chubby Hawkins happened to
round the corner. Upon seeing Willy through the plate glass window,
Hawkins waved and turned to enter the store.

“Oh great,” Baker muttered, not
wanting to talk to Hawkins.

With his hat cocked back and a toothpick
sticking out of the corner of his mouth Hawkins said, “Hey Willy,
how you doing? Guess what I just heard the boss tell Smitty?”

“What’s that, Chubby?” Willy asked
uninterestedly.

“You and the misses going on a trip.”
Slapping the snow from his overcoat Chubby realized his mistake and
said, “Oh, I forgot it’s supposed to be a surprise! Don’t tell the
Irishman I told you!”

“Ok! I promise, but you got to finish
explaining now,” Willy urged.

“Well! The boss and Stewart finally buried
the hatchet,” Hawkins said.

“They what?” Willy asked.

“Yep! Smitty said Stewart left a happy man.
Said he was going to take a vacation. That gave the boss an idea,
says you and Bonnie deserve a good vacation for all the hard work
you are doing for him. It’s supposed to be a surprise so don’t let
on you know. That McDonald is quite a guy!” Hawkins said
admiringly.

“You don’t say?” Willy asked. Buttoning up
his overcoat he realized Stewart had been done away with. He was
probably already at the bottom of Lake Erie wearing concrete
boots.

“Thanks, Chubby! You are a lifesaver! You
better not tell the boss. He will be mad at you for spoiling his
surprise,” Baker said as he headed out the door.

“What’s the hurry? You want to have a beer
with me?” Hawkins said.

“No time, Pal. I really need to go, see you
later!” Willy said.

Hurrying through the snow, Baker made his
way down the slippery sidewalk until he came to his apartment. He
looked along the street for a car belonging to Smitty or Val while
he caught his breath. Confident that all was clear he ran across
the alley and entered the back door taking the stairs two at a
time.

Apartment 201 had been their home for the
last six months. Willy had moved twice trying to keep his personal
life distant from the mob. Somehow Val and Smitty always knew where
he was living. Bursting into the apartment he scooped up Bonne’s
coat and held it up for her to slip into. “No time to pack, Bonnie!
Leave everything as it is. Cut the stove off and let’s go,” Willy
said.

“Willy, I’m frying chicken, what’s the big
hurry?” Bonnie inquired. Willy reached around her and cut off the
stove.

“You don’t understand; our lives are in
danger! Do as I say,” Willy said.

Bonnie grabbed her purse as they quickly
left the apartment and headed down the back stairs; her high heels
made the stairs difficult to traverse.

“I’m not dressed for this cold. My feet are
freezing, and all my stuff is back there. My goodness, Willy! What
have you done?” Bonnie asked.

“Just come on, you still have your skin, be
thankful for that,” Willy said.

“Are you going to tell me what this is all
about?” Bonnie asked.

“I got greedy and McDonald caught me
cheating him. Smitty and Val are on their way over to kill us,”
Willy explained.

“What? Oh, this is just great! Now I know
why you always parked your car a block away from the apartment!”
Bonnie said.

The car was finally beginning to warm when
Willy pulled into a warehouse. “We are going to change cars here,
Bonnie,” Willy said.

“Change cars? I was just beginning to get
warm!” Bonnie exclaimed.

“Just go get in that car! We need to stay
ahead of this snowstorm, or we will be snowed in here. McDonald
will be looking for this car all over town.” Willy moved a bag from
the trunk of his old car to a shiny new car with Texas plates. This
didn’t surprise Bonnie; she was used to his cautious ways. Sitting
in the new car Bonnie admired the leather upholstery. “Why don’t
you just pay McDonald back? You don’t need to be working for a man
like that anyway,” Bonnie said.

“It doesn’t work like that. A dirty old
crook hates to be stolen from. He probably thinks…I’m a crook,”
Willy chuckled.

“Can’t you ever be serious? Where are we
going?” she questioned.

“We just had a change in plans, a little bit
earlier than I anticipated. We are now going to plan B. Now be
quiet while I run this over in my mind and make sure I have all the
bases covered.” Bonnie started to speak but seeing his wrinkled
brow she decided against it. Willy was focused, and she knew better
than to break his concentration. She sat quietly watching as he
navigated the snow-covered streets.

“You’re crazy stealing from a man like
McDonald. You had to know this was going to happen one day. Is this
why you keep the trunk in Alice and Billy’s spare bedroom?”

“That’s right, my dear. We will pick up our
belongings and head south,” Willy said.

“They will follow us, Willy. You can’t cheat
a creep like McDonald and get away with it!” Bonnie stated
emphatically.

Willy wrapped his big hand around her small
delicate hand. Bonnie slid across the seat to sit next to him. “You
happy with me?” Willy asked.

“I am,” Bonnie said. “I used to feel safe
until a few minutes ago when I found out I’m about to be murdered
by the mob!”

“Doll Face, I wish I hadn’t gotten you mixed
up in this. Just let me worry about McDonald and his boys. I don’t
want you worrying your pretty head about anything. As it stands now
the climate in Chicago is way too hot for us,” Willy replied.

Snuggling close to him she responded, “I
hope Smitty enjoys my fried chicken. I fried that chicken with
momma’s recipe I mixed up just for you.”

“That could have turned out bad; Smitty and
Val could have killed us while enjoying my favorite meal. I bet
they are eating my chicken right now,” Willy said grinning.

“Don’t you ever take anything seriously?”
she asked.

“Didn’t you just ask me that?” Willy
asked.

A few blocks behind them the sound of cold
brakes squealing, and slamming doors heralded the arrival of Smitty
and Val at their apartment.

C7 - A Long Time
Coming

 Ralph Davis unlocked the bank door and stepped inside
to adjust the window blinds against the rising sun. “Good morning,
Mr. Davis,” each employee said as they filed in behind him.

“Good morning, everyone,” Ralph said. It was
Monday and today he would start transferring the money from the
deposit boxes to several secret accounts he had already created. By
the end of the week it would be secure and invested. Ralph
understood finance and was a master at all matters concerning
money. The last thing he expected to see was several bank examiners
and detectives show up at his office on this Monday morning.

“Ralph Davis, you might remember me from the
last visit. To refresh your memory, I am Justin Peabody. These men
work for the Internal Revenue Service.”

“Well, what is this visit all about?” Ralph
asked.

Mr. Peabody continued, “As you know the bank
robbery investigation has been ongoing for some time. These are
Detectives Forrest and Holmes. They are from the Houston Police
Department. They have uncovered a few leads that bring us back to
your bank. The detectives have some questions, so I’ll turn these
proceedings over to them.”

The detective named Holmes produced several
documents that made the proceedings all legal and the worst Monday
morning of Ralph Davis’s life began.

“Mr. Davis, in our investigation we found a
small airfield not far from the Mexican border. It is used to fly
people on small fishing trips and vacations into Mexico. The
flights in and out of Mexico are mostly overlooked by the Mexican
authorities. The flights usually take important Americans to Villas
or vacation spots. The charter we are most interested in occurred
the day of the bank robbery. It flew four Mexican nationals across
the border into Texas. Later that day the charter shuttled the four
of them back. We think these were the men who pulled the bank
robbery,” Detective Holmes stated.

“I am with you so far,” Ralph said, his
voice sounding surprisingly calm to himself.

“The charter was made three days before the
bank robbery,” the detective said.

Detective Holmes continued, “Our informant
in Mexico led us to believe the bank robbery here was somewhat
different than what we normally expect to see. The Mexican
nationals were paid to rob the bank. They carried no cash out of
the bank. It was suspected by the informant that the money went
into several safety deposit boxes. The money never left the bank.
We fully intend to inspect suspicious boxes for that capital with
your full cooperation. At this point we would suggest that you
contact your lawyer.”

Ralph didn’t know if his heart would start
beating again. He had totally exonerated Harlan Williams by
removing him from the records. There were no records that Williams
had ever been in the bank, no account records…nothing. To make
matters worse Williams was dead. Ralph had convicted himself by
tying his dead mother into the stolen money. Worst of all he had
stacks and stacks of mob money in the locked cabinet behind his
desk he had yet to deal with.

“Mr. Davis, we will start with your office.
Open these cabinets for us,” Detective Forrest added.

Ralph sat down in his plush leather chair in
a state of shock. For some odd reason, his mind drifted back over
the years to a dusty drought covered farm. ‘Gretchen, if that
boy don’t start respecting his betters he’s going to end up in
prison!’ he muttered.

“Mr. Davis, did you say something?” ask
Detective Forrest.

“I said, I want to see my lawyer,” Ralph
said despondently.

C8 - End of The Good
Life

 Ed Weeks sat in his office watching the sun race
across a cold winter sky. Harlan Williams was dead and as quickly
as the flow of money had started it had dried up. He swirled the
West Virginia whisky in his glass and looked at the drab, snow
laden sky. What would he do now? He had gotten used to the big
money and had spent himself into debt. Judd had simply disappeared.
Ed’s life had begun to bottom out.

The weather had turned cold. Oh, how he
hated to work on cars in cold weather. There was just not a warm
place in this old barn; even his office was dark, cold and drafty.
Building the fast cars had been a dose of medicine to his wretched
soul. ‘Why didn’t I put money away for a rainy day like
Thomas?’ Winters were dreary enough with the gloomy skies and
bone chilling cold. This was shaping up to be the worst winter he
had ever had. Without Thomas coming around Ed had no friends. His
hands shook violently. The silence and loneliness were
overwhelming. Putting his hands under his armpits he rocked back
and forth in despair.

Thomas Taylor fared no better. He believed
he had money he would never live to spend. One of the last things
Judd had privately discussed with Thomas was the fact that the mob
had a contract on the Shine Ghost. It was a certainty that it would
sooner or later lead to him. With that information Thomas had
dropped out of sight. Thomas avoided Huntsville and was working in
a small sawmill out by the river. The miserable torment in his soul
was never far from his mind. The old Sunday school teacher had told
him right, ‘Sin kills. It will destroy every soul it controls
and the only thing it will leave in its wake is bitterness and
grief.’ How true that had become for Thomas. He wanted death to
take him. ‘So why not seek out the hit men and let them put him
out of his misery?’ His grief switched to Granny…she would
surely find out. What if she knew what he was really like? The boy
she had devoted her life to was the infamous Shine Ghost, had
witnessed the killing of a ranger, two mobsters, and yes, he knew
about the shine runner Seals who was knifed in New Orleans.
Paranoia had set in and he had become sullen and withdrawn. How
could this ever be made right? Sitting on a log by his campfire he
shook his head trying to clear the hurt. Tears ran down his face
and he threw the half empty beer bottle into the river. ‘I must
go home to face Granny, but not now. I would breakdown and she
would get it all out of me.’

C9 - Running Scared

 Atired Willy Baker rubbed his eyes as he drove
the ivy green Buick down the streets of Huntsville, Texas, in the
early hours of the morning. Sleeping soundly, Bonnie laid across
the front seat covered with a blanket. Her head propped against
Willy’s leg was the only thing not covered. He ran his hand through
the tangle of thick black hair and smiled. He always got a kick out
of Bonnie trying to brush the tangles out of her hair. Yawning and
stretching his back, Willy looked about as he drove around the town
square. ‘Nothing has changed since I was here last. Except this
thick blanket of snow covering the ground.’

Snow was not a common occurrence in this
part of Texas and created a hardship even though it was a treat for
the local children. Icicles hung from every roof and white powder
covered the town like a sheet. Above the local diner, rooms could
be rented, and Willy pulled the big car in the parking lot behind.
It only took a few minutes to get a room and move the grumpy but
sleepy Bonnie up to a cold room. Quickly he lit a small heater
while she removed her coat and shoes and crawled between the covers
with all her clothes on.

“Don’t you want to undress?” Willy
asked.

“You’re kidding! I’m freezing to death! Just
cut the light off and let me get to sleep,” she grumbled. Willy
chuckled and propped a chair under the doorknob before he cut off
the lamp. Sitting at the table he emptied his pockets laying his
watch and wallet on the table. Putting his cold hands in his
pockets he considered their situation and how his plans had
changed. Leaving his coat on until the room warmed, he removed a
pistol and laid it in easy reach. The chair was comfortable, and he
relaxed for a moment while looking out across the snow-covered lot
where his car was parked.

His mind went back over the years of
incarceration down the street. There were no good memories of his
life here and sighing deeply he removed his boots. The room started
to warm, and he dozed off in the chair. Sometime later, someone
coughed below his window causing him to jerk awake. Quickly he
eased the gun from the table… ‘this is how it would be until he
set things straight. He must never let his guard down…not for even
a moment...knowing the type of men McDonald would be sending after
him.’ Looking at the bundle laying in the bed, he shook his
head and thought, ‘I should have never gotten her mixed up in
this.’

Moving the curtain to the side, he saw a
tall man standing below his window stomping about nervously trying
to get the chill from his bones. It wasn’t long until the crunch of
snow on the frozen ground signaled the arrival of a second man. The
second man was big like Smitty, but how could the mob have possibly
tracked him so quickly? Willy eased the window up a couple of
inches, so he could make out the voices from below. The crack
quickly sapped what little heat was in the room.

“Close that window, Willy! The room will
never get warm,” Bonnie snapped.

“There are men out there! Be quiet a minute
while I hear what’s going on,” Willy said.

Below his window the muffled whispers and
slurred speech was barely audible. The tall man said, “What kept
you? I can’t stand out here and freeze while you make up your
mind!” In the moonlight, the glint of liquor in a bottle being
passed to the shorter man arriving caught Willy’s attention.

“I don’t want a drink this time of the
morning. Don’t you ever get enough of that stuff?” the shorter man
asked.

“You can’t get enough of this. It’s the best
West Virginia shine made!” the taller man stated.

The shorter of the two paced back and forth
jamming his hands deep in his jacket pocket and stomping his cold
feet. He said, “It’s too cold to be out here! We’re a couple of
fools!”

“If we weren’t fools, we wouldn’t be
considering this at all! We need to move fast before the sheriff
makes his rounds,” the taller man responded.

“Forget the sheriff! It’s too cold for him
to be out on the street; besides, the store is not even open yet,”
the shorter man exclaimed.

“Well, it won’t be long until he opens up.
You can set your watch by that old storekeeper,” the taller man
said.

Above the alley Willy watched the shadowy
figures in the moonlight. Hearing the bed squeak, he turned to see
Bonnie’s dark eyes watching him. Looking down at the gun he held,
he quickly laid it down on the table and spoke to her in a soft
whisper saying, “There are men in the dark below; it’s too dark to
see their faces.”

“You think it’s Smitty and his friends?” she
whispered.

“I can’t believe they could find us this
quick. It must be locals. They are up to something,” Willy
said.

“You sure it’s not some of McDonald’s men?”
Bonnie questioned.

“Relax, Bonnie! There is no way they can
find us…at least not this quick,” Willy replied.

“Is this the way it’s going to be for us,
jumping every time we hear a voice and watching everyone we pass on
the street?” Bonnie inquired.

Willy didn’t answer for a moment. Then he
said quietly, “Go to sleep, Doll Face. I will join you in a few
minutes.”

Pulling the quilt tightly around her, Bonnie
said, “I bet they are McDonald’s men. I told you, we couldn’t get
away; we will be killed in our sleep.”

“Would you be quiet and go to sleep. It’s
locals I tell you!” Willie said sharply.

Bonnie snuggled low in the bedding; her
raving black hair the only thing visible above the covers.
Frowning, Willy stood in the dark room watching the men below.
Above them a moon lit sky illuminated the snow-covered ground.
Memories of bygone years in Huntsville and the reason he had been
incarcerated flooded his mind.

The bed squeaked as Bonnie changed
positions, pulling the heavy quilts tightly about her body. Cuddled
tightly in a ball, she waited for the spot she occupied to warm.
Weary from the hard drive from Chicago her eyes followed Willy’s
tall figure as he moved about the room like a caged animal. Willy
was good to her and treated her with kindness. She had given up on
a marriage proposal. She needed to be more independent, but she had
no education and nowhere else she could go.

Living a day to day existence, the two had
stayed together not making any commitments. Bonnie had made life
hard on herself and now she cautiously guarded her heart. In the
past, admissions of love meant commitment and somehow that always
ended her romantic ideals with a sudden finality. Like Willy, she
had compartmentalized her feelings and guarded her emotions. After
giving up on girlish dreams, harsh reality had set in. Months had
turned into years and family ties were forgotten. She tried not to
look back on the life she had left behind.

The carefree teenage years were gone. No
senior prom. No dances. No growing up with friends that she had
wanted to establish lifelong relationships with. Bonnie’s open
rebellion of authority had led her to this point in her life. She
had seen and done far too much for a girl her age.

The bleak winter months always brought back
memories of her childhood. Bonnie moved her legs under the covers
trying to warm up the spot where she lay. This cold room reminded
her of the cold mornings on the farm when she had cuddled low on
top of the warm feather mattress not wanting to get up. Her eyes
closed, and she dreamed, ‘Bonnie, hurry and get dressed! You
will be late for school. Your breakfast is getting cold!’ Her
mother’s voice awakened her, and her eyes popped open. She lay
staring into the dark cold room. Memories always made her feel
empty and alone. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply remembering
the scent of her mother’s perfume. The tenderness that only a
mother can give flooded her mind. These memories reminded her of
all she had missed. They brought a longing deep down in her heart
knowing a mother’s love was needed in every stage of a girl’s
life.

Peering from under the covers her brown eyes
followed the man she was sharing her life with. Willy paced back
and forth across the room rubbing his temples; his breath a cold
vapor in the darkness. Headaches and black moods frequently came
over him and his handsome face became fierce and cold. Those
moments always scared her. ‘What had he done to cause the dark
moods that haunted him? What could turn a man with such a tender
heart so drastically?’

Bonnie had become accustomed to unscrupulous
men. Her life was not an easy life and the path she had chosen had
taken a dangerous turn with her latest association with Willy
Baker. She realized he was only one side-step from sliding into the
dark abyss.

C10 - A Cold Bleak
Morning

 Grady O’Hara always opened before dawn. He was an
early riser and years of operating the diner and candy store had
made him a creature of habit. Every morning he opened at the same
time and prepared for business in the same way. Even though there
would be no customers this early, Grady was open, and coffee would
be ready when people began to pass along the street.

O’Hara’s was a gathering place for the local
merchants with stores around the town square. Business, politics
and coffee started their day. It housed the only drug and candy
store in the small town of Huntsville. The town sported a farmer’s
market, prison and college. The college attracted young people from
all over the state. Unfortunately, so did the prison.

Across the square from the O’Hara’s candy
store, Willy Baker rubbed his throbbing temples. Exhausted from the
long drive he sat in the darkness hoping the dull feeling in the
front of his head would go away. Voices below his room brought
Willy back to the window. Moving the curtain, he watched and
listened as the voices of the men below drifted up to him through
the cold morning air.

“The safe is usually opened and the old man
is in the front of the store. I went in the back door the other day
delivering ice, that’s how I came up with this plan. It won’t take
more than a minute to walk in the back and over to the safe.” The
shorter man took another drag from the pint bottle and shuttered as
the strong liquor made its way burning through his system.

“What makes you think he will have the safe
open this early?” the taller man asked.

“It has been open every time I delivered ice
this past year. If it’s not…you can just turn around and walk back
out the door,” the shorter man said.

“Did it ever occur to you that he would
remember that the only man that goes back there this early is
you…the-ice-man?” the taller man asked.

“You don’t think I’m smart enough to figure
that out, do you, Big Man? Well, I quit the ice delivery job last
week and now a black boy is doing the delivering,” the shorter man
chuckled.

Sliding the half pint back in his hip pocket
the taller man said, "Let's get going, It will be light soon. You
go around back. I will watch the old man through the front window.
When the old man is in the front of the store, I will light a
cigarette; that’s your signal to go in. We got to hurry before the
ice man comes.”

The shorter man questioned, “Why I got to
go? This whole deal was my idea…you need to do the going in,”

“Look, Dummy, I weigh a good hundred pounds
more than you. I would sound like a bull in a China closet! I don’t
know the back of the store like you do,” the taller man
replied.

The shorter man thought for a minute and
said, “Okay, but I get more than you. I could have done this myself
if I had known all you would do is give me orders and watch!”

Ignoring the comments, the taller man said,
“I will meet you at the graveyard in a half-hour and split up the
money.”

Above the men, Willy slipped into his heavy
coat and started for the door. Bonnie had been watching him from
under the covers aware that he was getting into one of his restless
moods.

“Where are you going this time of the
morning?” Bonnie questioned.

“Get some sleep, Doll Face. I’m just going
for a stroll.” She watched as he stepped into the hallway and
quietly closed the door.

Outside Willy followed the footprints in the
snow as they made their way around the town buildings. Finding a
secluded spot, he waited in the dark alley. The signal came from
across the square. The shorter man, whose name was Dave, took a
deep breath and eased himself in the rear of the store unaware of
the watcher that had followed behind him. Looking around the dimly
lit room he saw that fresh candy had been cut in pieces on the
table and the old man had begun to wrap the individual pieces. Just
as he had seen before, the safe was ajar. As Dave passed the
freshly made candy, he grabbed a piece and slipped it into his coat
pocket.

Dave licked his lips nervously and eased
himself across to the safe. He heard the old man cough in the front
of the store and quickly pulled the door to the safe the rest of
the way open. He could not believe his eyes. There had to be
several hundred dollars laying out ready for the taking. This was
better than he had expected. Reaching in he scooped up all the
green money and hastened out the back door making his way down the
alley.

In his entire life he had never had this
much money in his hand at one time. Consumed with the bounty of his
evil deed and high on adrenalin, he didn’t notice the figure that
eased from the shadows. The butt of Willy’s gun came down on the
top of Dave’s head and instantly he slumped to the ground. Willy
scooped up the money and disappeared down the alley trying not to
leave tracks in the snow.

Dave sat up and rubbed the goose egg on his
head. The money was gone. Now he was scared. He got in the old car
that was his sole possession and headed out of Huntsville through
the back alleys and side roads.

C11 - A Time to Die

 Awrought iron fence circled the small cemetery
west of Huntsville which was occupied by a smattering of majestic
cedar trees and a variety of grey headstones, some even pre-dating
the Civil War. Over the years the graves had been placed
haphazardly without much thought of alignment or distance. All had
one common denominator, the headstones all faced a rusty six-foot
wrought iron fence. Normally a dusty, gravel road paralleled the
fence. This morning, however, the road was a muddy mess hidden by a
five-inch blanket of snow. In the rear of the cemetery a couple of
mounds of snow indicated the latest arrivals. A few sunken graves
gave a more forgotten appearance.

Ed Weeks eased his car up in front of the
gate and sat looking out into the cemetery before turning his
headlights off. Graveyards and old church buildings gave him an
uneasy feeling anytime day or night. To his right stood an old
white frame church that had stood for close to a century. Most of
the occupants of this gravesite had passed through the white double
doors on their way to the graveyard.

Shifting into neutral he eased out on the
clutch and rested his left leg on the floorboard. ‘How in the
world had he gotten to this state in his life, from working for
Harlan Williams with money in every pocket to robbing a candy
store?’ Shaking his head, Ed sat the bottle of gold liquid on
the dashboard and watched it shimmer in the early morning
moonlight. Ed knew full well the content of that bottle had become
the ruling influence in his life. Dismissing the thought as he
always did, he leaned his head back against the seat. The engine in
his old car idled smoothly thanks to a valve job he had done the
day before. His trained ear listened for any signs of trouble in
his engine work. The heater kept the Hudson warm and his mind was
dull from the effects of the strong liquor. Adjusting the heat down
a notch, Ed sat and counted the tombstones through the front
windshield. An hour passed and the moon moved across the early
morning sky. Opening the glove compartment, he found another half
full bottle. He cursed the cold morning and needed to relieve
himself. He wasn’t about to get out of the car in a graveyard.
Reaching back in the glove box he slipped his old pistol into his
pocket.

The mind behind the bloodshot eyes began to
imagine all manner of thoughts. His suspicions and fears grew by
each passing minute. He was almost ready to give up and head back
to Huntsville when he heard the old Studebaker of Dave’s coming up
the dirt road. Cutting the engine off and getting out of the car he
took the last drink of the powerful liquid before casting the empty
bottle into the early morning darkness. Ed staggered out into the
graveyard and relieved himself while leaning against an ancient
cedar tree. Taking a few deep breaths to clear his foggy mind he
found a flat-topped tombstone and sat down watching the headlights
of the Studebaker navigate the slush covered road. ‘Watch this
fool slide off the road and get stuck,’ Ed thought.

Stepping from the old car, a cold blast of
wind caught Dave’s open coat and it caused his skinny frame to
stagger. With both hands on his car he stood for a minute,
regaining his balance before making his way into the cemetery.

“Well, what the devil happened to you? I
half expected to see the law coming up that road instead of you!”
Ed yelled.

“I was headed back to the meeting place when
someone hit me on the head and took the money,” Dave explained.

“What did you say?” Ed let out a half-laugh
and then stood. It took a minute for Dave’s words to sink in.
Suddenly he grabbed Dave by his coat collar and lifted him off his
feet. His whisky breath came in cold clouds against Dave’s face as
he suspended him above the ground. “What you think, Dave? I’m a
fool or something? How could that have happened? You are trying to
rob me! That’s what’s happening here! I should have known better
than to team up with a dummy like you. You are just as sorry as
that drunken daddy of yours,” Ed exclaimed.

“Turn loose of me, you big drunk idiot!”
That remark got Dave a hard slap.

Ed slid and almost fell trying to navigate
the muddy ground. He exclaimed, “You expect me to believe that you
was robbed when no one but the two of us knew what was going down?
Give me my share of the money!”

“Put me down! You’re choking me!” Dave’s
voice coming out in a weak whistle. The wild-looking eyes in a
twisted face just inches from his face brought fear to Dave’s
heart. Now he struggled even more near panic trying to breathe. Ed
took a step back with his left leg, raising a large fist. The blow
would have been damaging had Ed not slipped. Instead, the blow
glanced off Dave’s back. Out of desperation Dave sunk his teeth
into a big hand which only brought more rage and a curse of pain.
The two slipped in the mud and fell to the snow-covered ground. The
fall saved Dave from a wicked kick as he crawled away on all fours.
Backing against a tombstone he pulled a knife. A second kick at him
brought a quick response and Dave drove the knife through the side
of Ed’s boot.

“You worthless little creep! You stabbed
me!” Ed bellowed in a rage. A second later a gunshot split the
morning air and for a moment Dave’s face had a look of shock then
slowly his body relaxed, and he lay still against the tombstone. A
look of horror covered Ed’s face as he looked down at the gun in
his hand.

“What have I done? I killed this sorry good
for nothing! It was self-defense…he stabbed me with a knife…I had
no choice,” Ed said to the cold clouds of breath that formed at his
face. Time stopped as if it was all just a dream. A drunken moment
in time had been fatal for Dave Smith.

Wiping his lips with the back of a shaky
hand, Ed said weakly, “This was not my fault, he stabbed me.”
Looking around he laughed a nervous laugh. At his feet, the dead
man lay in a crumpled heap. Dave’s sightless eyes staring blankly
into heaven.

Realizing his sock was wet with blood, Ed
grabbed the dead man’s collar and dragged him to the back of the
graveyard and heaped him on a freshly occupied grave. Quickly he
searched the body for the money. Rising from his task he was even
more distraught to realize that there was no money. Fear took over
and he ran to his car swearing and cursing Dave for causing this
disaster.

Click! Click! Click! A cold chill came over
Ed as he realized that the engine would not turn over…the battery
was dead. Half-crazy with fear he looked about. Jumping out of his
car he slid and fell to one knee in the wet snow-covered dirt.
Jumping up he raised the hood and stood looking around in panic. He
had no jumper cables…he would swap batteries in the cars, that’s
what he would do. Working feverishly, he had just about finished
switching the battery’s when the sound of a motor brought his head
up in a frightened stare. Looking around the side of the raised
hood he saw an old pickup round the curve by the old church.

‘If the farmer will just pass on by, I
can get out of here,’ Ed thought. Cursing deeply, he leaned
against his car as the headlights of the approaching pickup bathed
him in light. The farmer had seen the cars at the cemetery with the
hoods up and was coming to offer assistance.

“Why can’t people just mind their own
business?” Ed muttered.

C12 - No Way Out

 Jack Parker had missed helping his wife into her
wheelchair and rolling it next to his easy chair each morning. It
had only been two weeks since she had gone home to be with the
Lord. It had been a tough couple of weeks for him. Jack’s life had
centered on Sara and he enjoyed taking care of her. His military
career was over. The little farm they owned west of Huntsville kept
him busy and he and Sara enjoyed country living.

They had laughed and enjoyed the simple life
of the farm until two weeks earlier. Jack had walked to the mailbox
down by the main road only to return and find Sara slumped over in
her wheelchair. The disease that had taken her strength had finally
taken her life. It was a sad time for Jack for he dearly missed
caring for Sara and would give anything to have her back,
wheelchair and all.

This morning Jack drove down the
snow-covered road headed for the mailbox. He had neglected to get
the mail the day before. The road rounded the old church and as
Jack made the turn, his headlights illuminated Ed Weeks as he stood
next to his car with the hood up. ‘Now that’s ironic,’ Jack
thought, ‘The best mechanic in Huntsville with car trouble.’
Rolling down his window Jack asked, “What’s the matter, Ed?”

“I have a dead battery and I don’t have a
set of jumper cables, so I was changing out the battery.”

“What on earth are you doing out here this
time of morning?” Not waiting for the answer Jack maneuvered the
old truck to shine his lights on the front of Ed’s car.

“The fellow that owns this car is looking
for someone who might have some battery cables back at the main
road. I was going to get mine running then swap the batteries
back,” Ed said trying to make up a good story.

This didn’t sound right to Jack. His
military life set off a flag in his brain. The Hudson started up
and Ed put the car in neutral and raced the engine a couple of
times. With his head down, Ed Weeks cursed under his breath,
‘just a couple of minutes more and he would have been down the
road, now this!’ He sighed as he set the park brake and jumped
out of the car, saying, “Thanks for the assist, Jack.”“Don’t
mention it,” Jack said distractedly. He was trying to focus his
eyes on the back of the graveyard where an odd lump lay and without
his glasses, he could not quite… Jack’s countenance changed, and Ed
saw the look on Jack’s face as he slowly turned his eyes back to
the tall man. Jack’s years of military action had built a sense of
warning that today he had not bothered to heed. He reached for the
gear shift as Ed jerked the truck door open and shot him. The
bullet entered Jack’s heart and ended his life instantly.

In the back of the cemetery the blood of
Dave Smith soaked in the fresh dug earth that Jack had piled high
on his wife’s grave just days before.

Cursing his luck, Ed raced away from the
cemetery passing snow covered fields on his way to Huntsville. He
needed a drink in the worst way. Pulling another half-pint from
under the seat, he calmed his shaky nerves and slung the empty
bottle into the snow-covered weeds at the side of the road.

This road was the only way into Huntsville
from the west and all he could do was hope he didn’t pass anyone he
knew. A shiver ran down his spine as he remembered nights when the
lights in his office had dimmed as someone was executed down the
street at the Huntsville State Prison. Ed’s size and strength had
been his downfall, always getting his way by bullying and
intimidation of those around him. Today his drinking and lack of
self-control had reached a place he did not think himself capable
of. Fear came over him as he thought of what he had done. A cold
mist fell which would soon dissolve the snow. His knuckles turned
purple as he gripped the steering wheel, ‘how could he have let
this get so out of control?’ At the city limit sign, he slowed
his car and worked along the back streets where no one would be
awake. Pulling up behind his garage without meeting another car
relieved his troubled mind. He backed the Hudson into a row of old
cars he used for parts. He sat for a long time in the dark
gathering his wits.

Ed’s mechanic shop was down the hill from
the main square of Huntsville and held a good view of every car
entering or leaving town from the west side. He had to accept what
he had done and as bad as it was, there was no one to blame but
Dave Smith. Ed’s conscience had been seared by years of his
bullish, brutality under the influence of alcohol. He must simply
put what had happened out of his mind. What was done was done;
besides, there was no evidence that could incriminate him except
the pistol in his pocket. Looking at the cars moving in and out of
Huntsville in the predawn light, he rubbed his chin. What if
someone had robbed Dave and the fool had been telling the truth? He
could be linked to the killings by that person. Ed rubbed his
normally clean-shaven face and ran over the activities of the early
morning once more. Getting out of the Hudson he moved to the rear
door of his shop.

C13 - A Joke Turns
Deadly

 Above the diner, Willy grinned to himself as he
counted the money. ‘There’s four hundred dollars here. This was
no small robbery.' Laying the money on the table he considered
what he had just done. Thinking back along his teenage years,
‘Wasn’t this the very behavior that had kept him in
trouble?’ Groaning to himself he thought, ‘I’m too old to
start stealing again. It was poetic justice to take from a
crook.' Still he grinned to himself. 'I would like to hear
the guy called Dave explaining how he had been robbed.’

Bonnie was awake and sat up in the middle of
the bed. She asked, “Willy, what have you just done? Where did you
get that money? I guess what I should ask next is how much trouble
will we be in when you get caught?”

“We are as clean as that snow outside, Babe.
I just lifted this roll off some crooks after they robbed a store.
This is the slickest thing I have ever pulled,” Willie
chuckled.

“Do you think that stealing money from
crooks makes it right for you to steal? You can put me on a bus
back to Chicago! I can see where this is headed, and you will be
right at home; you may even get your old cell back! We haven’t been
in this town but a few hours and look at what you’ve done,” Bonnie
scolded.

Willie replied, “Your memory is mighty
short. Do you really want to go back to Chicago? You and I wouldn’t
last two minutes on the streets of Chicago. The Irishman would like
very much to know where we are. We have lived pretty well off the
money I took from him. By now McDonald has a contract out on us and
every gangster in Chicago is looking to cash in on it.”

“That may be, Willy. I had started
straightening out my life with Alice and Billy. I should have
listened to Alice. She knew you would never change. When I die, I
would like to know I was living right and people respected me,”
Bonnie stated.

Willy responded, “Honestly, Bonnie. I
thought there would be thirty or forty dollars, not four hundred!”
Dropping the money on the dresser he began to rub his temple.
“Bonnie, I’m always in the clear in anything I do. I took this
money from crooks that stole from honest people.”

“Don’t give me that! If there is one thing I
know…you are not in the clear! I was raised to believe there would
be a payday someday and there are no exceptions!” Bonnie exclaimed
as she wrapped her arms around her knees. “Willy, what you just did
was foolish, irresponsible and downright dangerous! Don’t ever try
to justify stealing just because you are stealing from someone that
is dishonest! Oh, what are we doing here? … of all the places you
could have chosen! We didn’t need to come to this town where you
were in prison!” Bonnie continued to take Willy to task.

“Go back to sleep, Bonnie! I’ve heard enough
from you,” Willy stated trying to put an end to Bonnie’s
nagging.

“I guess maybe you have,” Bonnie said
resolutely.

West of Huntsville, Ken Ward drove to a row
of mailboxes that lined the main road leading from Huntsville to
Bryan, Texas. Retrieving a week of mail from his box, he noticed
his neighbor’s truck with the lights on sitting at the cemetery
alongside a car he did not recognize. He had been out in West Texas
for a week and was glad to be headed home. Ken rolled down his
window as he pulled up beside Jack’s truck. Jack was visible
through the frosty window and appeared to be asleep, but something
didn’t look right. Ken hated to have to get his new boots muddy,
but he couldn’t get Jack’s attention.

“Neighbor, you okay?” Ken pulled a
flashlight from his coat pocket as he walked around the back of the
truck. The glow instantly illuminated the sightless eyes and blood
that had puddled in Jack’s lap.

“Oh, my goodness!” Ken exclaimed as he
pulled his pistol. Turning around he saw the cemetery gate was open
and at the back where Jack’s wife was buried there was another
body. Backing slowly, trying not to slip down in the mud, he
retreated to his truck. A light rain begun to fall making an even
grizzlier scene.

The city of Huntsville was still quiet with
only a few people on the street when Ken Ward’s old truck circled
the town square blowing his horn. The events of the day would soon
speed up as he related the story at the cemetery. His entry
attracted a group of early risers from O’Hara’s and the diner. The
robbery of the candy store was quickly forgotten as Ward told of
the murders. During the commotion on the square, Ed Weeks walked
from his mechanic shop where he had been working on an old car.
Within minutes trucks loaded with men and guns slipped and slid out
of town toward the cemetery.

Dr. Mueller and the undertaker were also
summoned, and they arrived at the cemetery in time to watch a bunch
of armed men slipping and sliding around in the mud. Their high
anxiety would destroy what physical evidence may have been at the
graveyard.

Doctor Mueller shook his head as they sat in
the ambulance watching the drama at the cemetery unfold. “Digger,
do you think it’s possible that there is a man among that mob that
has a brain? They have destroyed any hope of finding the killer!”
he stated in frustration.

“Well, Doc, maybe he left a note with his
name and address somewhere out there. Needless to say, they
couldn’t read it if he did! Not a single man out there thought to
bring a flashlight!” Digger Dawson, the undertaker, shook his head
and pulled his gloves off saying, “Doc, we might as well sit in my
warm ambulance until the sheriff gets his head straight and runs
that bunch off. It will be daylight in a few minutes anyway.”
Digger sighed and turned the windshield wipers on for a moment
clearing the pelting rain.

“Your right, Digger! We might as well stay
dry and watch these armed fools kill each other. What you want to
bet, I have to treat a gunshot wound before they settle down!” Doc
replied.

“Our new sheriff is really making a showing
bringing this bunch out here this morning!” Digger said
disgustedly.

The rain stopped just before daylight and
the scene at the cemetery was utter chaos. The new sheriff’s
attempt to control the situation had been abandoned. Doc mumbled to
himself and after putting on a set of rubber boots, he and the
undertaker made their way to the first victim.

“Digger, this is Jack Parker. We just buried
his wife a few days ago,” Doc Mueller stated.

“Doc… there’s a body in the graveyard,” the
sheriff said.

“Who is back there?” Doc asked.

“Dave Smith. He is from the Navasota area,”
the sheriff said.

“Sheriff, the victim would be the son of Dan
Smith who died a year ago. You need to notify the boy’s stepmother
about Dan’s son before the Smith’s hear it from someone else,” Doc
Mueller ordered,

“Ok, Doc. I will go on out to the Smith
place when I leave here,” Sheriff Wells replied.

The sheriff finally convinced the last of
the men in the cemetery they were not needed. Which left only the
doc, the undertaker and the sheriff to try and figure out what had
happened. The two bodies were loaded in Digger’s ambulance.

Making himself as conspicuous as possible,
Ed Weeks stood by the door of his shop as the men returned from the
graveyard. His demeanor had cooled, and he was back in control.
However, now there was a calculating look to his eyes and his heart
was more wicked than ever. Returning inside his shop he removed a
bottle from an old pot behind his desk. He considered a drink and
wiped his lips looking at the bottle. Slowly he decided it would be
wise for him to just leave the bottle alone for a few days. He
needed to stay alert. Not staying focused could bring suspicion
down on him. Washing his hands in diesel to cut the heavy grease,
he made his way to the small restroom behind his office. A shave
and clean shirt would make him more presentable and after brushing
his teeth he would venture onto the town square to hear what was
being said.

Dave Smith flashed through Ed’s mind and he
cursed the thought. Smith was responsible for this mess. He was
glad he seldom had much to do with him. No one could tie them
together. He had cut the pistol up with a torch and buried it in
the back of his shop. There was nothing to tie him to the
murders…or the cemetery.

C14 - Austin, Texas

 Captain Daniel Eastman, Texas Ranger drummed his
fingers on his glass covered desktop and asked, “Rita, has the kid
called in yet?”

“Yes! He’s on his way. My goodness it’s not
seven yet and you would think the day is over. You could at least
give him the title he now holds. Ranger Cruise did finish the
academy,” Rita O’Neal scolded.

The sixty-year-old ranger laid a file aside
and grumbled, “Isn’t the coffee ready yet?”

“No, it’s just beginning to perk. It
wouldn’t hurt you and Lightfoot to come in a little late once in a
while. I could have coffee ready. You being late would give me time
to get organized. When you and that crazy Comanche show up, you
disrupt my routine and blow my schedule,” Rita said.

“Chief Lightfoot is not in Austin for your
information,” Captain Eastman stated.

Rita knew where the Chief was, as well as
all the other rangers on duty. It was an important part of her job
to know their whereabouts just in case they were needed in a
moment’s notice. “The government of Texas will run much better for
a few days then,” she said jokingly.

“You better watch it or one of these days
I’m going to send you on an undercover assignment that will take
you away from this secure protected environment… like maybe to
darkest Africa,” Eastman teased.

“Send me, just go ahead and send me. I will
show you ranger boys how to solve cases and kick crime in the
butt,” Rita said flippantly.

This tirade was a weekly event in the life
of the head of the Texas Rangers and his feisty young secretary.
The two occasionally enjoyed a friendly banter about the captain’s
field officers. Actually, that bantering usually streamed through
her office on a daily basis. Always taking every opportunity to
make a joke at her expense which she loved. What she wanted dearly
was for one of the eligible rangers to sweep her off her feet and
marry her, but that scenario seemed remote. There were no seasoned
rangers that were not out on assignment and he needed a man in
Huntsville now.

“Captain!” the intercom sang out. "Ranger
Cage Cruise has arrived!"

“Send him in Rita and get us some coffee,”
Captain Eastman ordered.

“What’s the magic word?” Rita
questioned.

“If you don’t, I will have a desk moved next
to yours for the Chief,” the captain teased.

“Blackmail is a poor characteristic for an
officer of the law. The coffee is almost made.” Once Daniel had the
last word with Rita the game was over for the rest of the day. A
tall immaculate young ranger looked back at Rita and winked as he
stepped into the captain’s office. Captain Eastman’s back was to
the door thumbing through a file when the ranger entered.

“Have a seat, Cruise. I will be with you in
a minute,” Eastman stated.

“Good morning, Captain!” Ranger Cruise
said.

“Ranger Cruise, have you seen the headlines
this morning?” the captain said while sliding the paper across his
desk.

“No, Sir. I haven’t had time,” he said,
almost apologetically.

“Well! Let me fill you in. I received a call
shortly after dawn from an old friend in Huntsville and another
before breakfast from the Governor,” Eastman stated. “To cut
through the newspaper hype, there were two people murdered in
Huntsville and I have no seasoned rangers available at the moment.
I was thinking about sending Edward.”

“Edward is a security guard,” Cage gasped.
“Why not send me?”

“Because you are so green the cutting worms
wouldn’t bother with you,” the captain said.

Cage grinned and thought, 'This rough old
ranger is easy to rile.'

The intercom crackled with Rita’s voice,
“Captain, two rooms have been reserved in Huntsville and not a
minute too soon!”

The captain sat deep in thought
absentmindedly drumming his fingers on the desktop. “It’s not my
policy to send cut worm bait, fresh out of the academy on such an
assignment alone. I just don’t have anyone else to send with you.
The local sheriff, Strete Green, stepped down from the job of
sheriff in Huntsville after his last term ended. Huntsville now has
a new sheriff. I talked to a local merchant, Grady O’Hara, this
morning. It seems that the only real choice in the election had
been involved with a married woman and all the local women decided
he was not to be elected. Bart Wells had put his name on the ballot
and woke up Sheriff Wells the morning after the election, more than
likely with a hangover! Cruise, get down there and start an
investigation. I will send you some backup as soon as someone comes
available. I want a daily report on what you find. Don’t mess this
up!” Captain Eastman said.

The conversation was over, so Cage stood and
made his way into Rita’s office. “Rita, how are you today?” he
asked.

“Ranger Cruise, I’m just great,” she
said.

“Could you help me with something, please?”
he asked sitting on the edge of her desk.

Looking up with her best smile, she
fluttered her eyelashes and said, “I will try. Just what is
it?”

“Well, I’m leaving on this long and perilous
assignment. When and if I return alive would you have supper with
me?” Cage asked.

Before she could answer the Captain’s voice
from the other room said, “It’s company policy that my secretary
cannot date, have a luncheon or any other off duty activity with
cut worm bait.”

“Well, you heard the boss,” Rita said. “Now
when you get the stigma of cut worm lifted then come back and see
me. I will hold my breath until you do!”

“Then I guess I will have to solve this case
posthaste. By the way, what is a cut worm?” Cage asked.

C15 - The Jokester

 By noon, the sun was warming things up and only
remnants of snow could be seen in shady spots on the city square.
Willy and Bonnie had awakened hungry and made their way to the
diner below their room. Entering the diner, they sat at a table
close to the front window watching the activity around the city
square. Bonnie was cold and had her hands wrapped around her
steaming cup of hot chocolate.

“I thought it was warm in Texas! I’m
freezing to death!” Bonnie exclaimed.

“Drink your coco; that should warm you up,”
Willy said.

The diner was full of people eating. Their
conversation focused on the murders that had occurred last night at
the cemetery. Bonnie’s eyes grew big as the two sat listening to
what was being said. Not taking her eyes off Willy, she whispered,
“Do you hear what they are talking about?”

Nodding his head in a yes motion, he quieted
her with an uplifted hand. Deep in thought he listened to the
conversation around him. It wasn’t long until he had a clear
understanding of what had happened. Soon the name he had heard
below his window, Dave, was spoken and a cold chill ran through his
mind. Putting parts of various conversations together, he realized
he was the only one in the diner that really had a grasp on what
had happened. What he was hearing he didn’t want to believe.
Quickly Willy put the circumstances together in his mind. It became
apparent the taller of the men below the window had killed the
other. Someone had happened along, and the killer had killed him
because he could identify him.

Willy sat and sipped his coffee. His hand
trembled slightly while Bonnie sat staring at him. She was shocked
at what she was hearing. The fact that Willy had tricked these two
thieves was not so funny anymore. All of this had happened because
he had pulled a prank. The dark clouds in his mind began to gather
again. He found himself wiping his hands on the tablecloth as if
they were bloody.

“What’s the matter?” Bonnie asked.

“Nothing. Drink your coco,” Willy said
flatly.

“I have seen that look before and it worries
me,” she whispered. Willy did not respond. A dull headache was once
again beginning. He sat in disbelief. Is it possible the trick he
had played would have produced such dire consequences?

The waitress poured a cup of coffee for a
customer at a table next to Willy’s and called to a man who had
just entered the diner, “Ed, what will you be having this morning?”
A familiar voice ordered coffee and Willy stiffened. The diner door
was to his back and the voice was one from below their window.
Willy waited until the man had passed and seated himself at the
only table available in the back of the diner. Then he cast a slow
glance at the man. The waitress took the man a cup of coffee. “Ed,
have you heard about what happened last night at the cemetery west
of town?”

“No, I saw a lot of commotion this morning
when I was opening my shop.” Voices from around the diner relayed
the story to Ed. Willy watched Ed’s face looking for any expression
he might show. A look of shock came over Ed’s face. “I just saw the
Smith boy a couple of days ago. I replaced the carb on his
Studebaker,” Ed stated.

Willy watched as the story unfolded for Ed’s
benefit. He knew he was watching the killer perform at his best.
Bonnie had taken interest in the conversations going on around them
after seeing Willy’s demeanor change and suddenly an alarm went off
in her head. A waitress appeared with their dinner and Willy asked,
“Can you put that in a bag to go?”

“Yes! Let’s go! I’m ready to get out of this
town,” Bonnie whispered.

“We are not going anywhere. As a matter of
fact, we will be around here for a while,” Willy said. Rising from
his chair, he dropped a tip on the table and said, “Let’s get back
upstairs. I need to lay down.” Running his fingers through his
black hair, he didn’t bother to put the new Stetson on. The
headache was getting worse and he needed to get back to bed.
Upstairs Bonnie closed and locked the door to their room. Turning
she leaned against the door and watched Willy get undressed.

“Downstairs they said there were two men
murdered a few hours ago. Does that have anything to do with you
leaving this morning?” Bonnie inquired.

Dropping his clothes in the floor, Willy lay
on the bed and pulled the covers up over his head and said, “Turn
the lights off and get in bed Bonnie, I can’t talk now.”

Bonnie hung up his clothes, wet a washcloth,
sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the covers back and placed
the wet cloth over his eyes. “Willy, answer me just one question,”
she said.

“Bonnie, I was only gone for five minutes.
How could I know anything about what happened miles from this
town?” Satisfied she darkened the room as much as she could then
slipped under the covers and held him close.

Ranger Cruise stepped from the state car and
stretched; it was late afternoon. He had parked in the only parking
place that was available on the town square. The town had taken on
a carnival atmosphere and on every park bench and along every
storefront people were talking to reporters. The badge caught their
attention and suddenly Cruise was surrounded by a flock of
reporters all talking at once.

“I just got here and there is nothing I can
tell you!” Ranger Cruise exclaimed. Walking away without further
comment, he made his way through the crowd headed for the diner.
Today he learned to appreciate Rita’s efficient management. She had
reserved rooms in Huntsville as soon as she heard of the deaths
through the captain’s open door. Putting his things away he headed
for the office of the sheriff across the street.

The warming weather brought a fine mist as
Cage crossed the street to the courthouse. Taking a deep breath and
gritting his teeth he entered the sheriff’s office. The office was
as he would have expected, a mess. Half-filled paper coffee cups
sat around the room and a stack of paper had slid from a desktop.
The new sheriff’s face took on a look of surprise as the ranger
walked in and he said, “Well, a Texas Ranger has come to town! I
guess you come to solve the murders for us country boys?”

“I was sent to get a report on your progress
and see what I can do,” Cage said trying to ignore the comment.

“I’m the sheriff of Huntsville and can
handle this without the rangers snooping around,” Bart said
haughtily.

“Maybe I need to clear the air a little
better. I have been sent here by the Governor of Texas and expect
your full cooperation. Let’s keep this as professional as we can,”
Ranger Cruise stated. “Tell me what happened at the cemetery and
what evidence you have.”

Bart re-crossed his legs on his desk and sat
cleaning his fingernails with his pocketknife. “A ‘local yokel’ got
himself killed; plus, a fellow named Jack Parker. The local was
from Navasota area. His daddy is dead, and I don’t think either one
of them has ever held a job in their lives. The fellow Parker is
new to the area. He retired from the military and runs a large
spread out west of Huntsville. At the cemetery Parker’s body was in
his pickup the other one was in the cemetery. The vehicles are
still at the scene and no one has touched them. That’s all I know
at the present,” the sheriff stated drily.

The weather cleared, and the sun came out.
After leaving the sheriff’s office, Cage Cruise headed for the
cemetery. Just as the sheriff had said, the vehicles had been left
as they were. It was obvious any physical evidence around the
cemetery had been trampled into a muddy mess. Remembering the
conversation with the sheriff, Cage figured the Smith boy must have
been murdered for some reason and the other man had happened upon
the scene. What a turn of events--the killer started something that
snowballed into a double murder. He had nothing to lose now;
turning himself in would gain him nothing. This man would be
dangerous and not to be taken easily.

Standing at the cemetery gate, Cage looked
over the scene. ‘Why was the hood raised?’ On closer
inspection he found that the battery in the old car had been
disconnected. Evidently the killer’s vehicle wouldn’t crank, and he
was switching batteries; that must be it. The tracks indicated the
farmer had happened along and offered help but got a bullet in
payment. Looking at the mess the sheriff’s men had made, he shook
his head and headed back to Huntsville.

C16 - Money Talks

 In Chicago, the snow was still coming down as Walter
McDonald stood by the crates of liquor stacked in an eastside
warehouse. This was the biggest shipment ever.

“Get the rest of these crates loaded before
the roads are all closed, and we are stuck with a warehouse full of
Canadian booze. Artie, you make sure the trucks are loaded right.
Don’t none of you bozos break a single bottle of my booze. Fred,
you take Burnie and a relief driver with you.”

Fred stretched his shoulders from side to
side and limped over to the water cooler saying, “McDonald, I drove
this load all the way from Canada. I’ve been on the road for the
last eight days and I need a rest. I don’t plan on getting back in
the cab of that truck until I’ve slept. I will leave at first
light; a few more hours will not make you any richer. If you want
your thugs to drive that big rig on these icy roads, let them have
it. If not, I will be on my way in the morning.” He left the
warehouse passing Smitty as he exited the building.

McDonald hated the independent attitude of
this ornery little truck driver. Fred didn’t display the respect
for him the other men did. “That old fool doesn’t seem to realize I
could waste him as fast as squashing a bug,” McDonald said.

“Boss, Pappy is right, he needs some sleep.
I don’t trust these men to handle that big rig in this weather.
Once an hour, starting now, I will send one of the small trucks out
of here that should scatter them out a little. Tomorrow I will have
Pappy on his way,” Smitty said.

“You just make sure it happens and quit
treating that old man like he is your grandfather,” McDonald
said.

Smitty laughed out loud and said, “I don’t
like all this merchandise sitting in the warehouse any more than
you. But tomorrow is better; maybe we will get a break in the
weather. Too bad Willy’s not here to see the product of all his
hard work.”

Walking away from the trucks McDonald looked
around at the assembly of trucks in the warehouse. “If the feds
found this place, we would be up the river for a long time. Is
there any word on the street?” he asked.

“No one has seen Willy. We almost had him at
his apartment. When we got there the stove was still hot, Bonnie
sure can fry-up good chicken! He had to have had this all planned
in advance. I don’t think he’s in Chicago or I would have turned
him up by now,” Smitty said.

“Keep this quiet but keep looking. That
flashy broad will surely be easy to spot. No one steals from
me…find him Smitty and find him quick. I’m going to personally take
care of him and that dame. Keep looking and keep me posted. If he’s
not in Chicago, then track him down. Check with our friends in the
police department. They should be able to help us locate him and
make sure they keep this quiet!” McDonald ordered.

“Look, McDonald! Just put a contract out on
him! He will turn up dead in twenty-four hours!” Smitty
responded.

“I want this done quietly. He cheated me and
I don’t want it known until he is dead!” yelled McDonald.

In Huntsville, Texas, the bell on the front
door jingled as Cage walked into the local doctor’s office.
Grinning at the spectacled man sitting in a chair he said, “Hello,
Doc.” For a moment there was no recognition on the face of Dr.
Nathan Mueller then slowly a grin widened.

“Cage Cruise, I hardly would have recognized
you! Why, Boy, you have grown up these past few years!” Doc said as
he stood and gave Cage a hearty handshake.

“It has been a long time, Doc. I see you’re
still kicking,” Cage said smiling.

“Somebody has to deliver the babies and
write out the death certificates. I sure have been doing that
lately. I guess that is why you are in town? How can I help you?”
Doc asked.

“Doc, what can you tell me about these
killings?” Cage inquired.

“The Smith boy, I guess we shouldn’t call
him a boy, was killed three days shy of his twentieth birthday. I
just gave him a physical a few weeks ago. Dave was trying to get in
the Army just like his Uncle Judd. He was a borderline diabetic and
failed the entrance exam. I told him if he didn’t stop drinking, he
would be dead in a year. That seems somewhat prophetic now, doesn’t
it?

Cage responded, “It sure does! What else did
you find, Doc?”

Doc continued, “Dave Smith had been choked
and ruffed up a bit; probably in a fight. I can tell you that the
same gun killed them both. Smith was on the ground when he was
shot. Ironically, he was leaning against a tombstone. The older
man, Jack Parker, was sitting in his vehicle.” Handing Cage the
bullets he had taken from the bodies he said, “Thirty-eight
caliber; I collected all the bullets but didn’t give them to the
sheriff. He might lose them.”

“Doc, when you get your report written up, I
need a copy,” Ranger Cruise stated.

“Come back this afternoon. I will have it
ready for you,” Doc said.

C17 - The Lull After the
Storm

 Bonnie sat in front of a big round mirror combing her
thick black hair. Each stroke was a tug of war, but after a few
minutes of torture the work became easier and she sat back to
admire her hair. “I think I would like to get my hair dyed,” she
said. Getting no response, she continued combing as the brush now
glided through the rich black hair.

The headache had all but subsided as he
watched her from across the room. Yawning he rubbed the sleep from
his puffy eyes. The consequences of his prank crept back into his
mind and he shuttered.

Bonnie continued, “I see you are finally
waking up! You were sleeping well, and I didn’t want to wake you. I
was just saying…”

Willy cut her off as he sat up in the bed
and leaned against the headboard saying, “I have a different idea
about your appearance; leave your hair alone, I like your natural
color. I have an idea or two and they include you, Doll Face.”

“Willy, just leave me out of your plans. I
want nothing to do with your means of destroying yourself. What we
really need to do is get out of this place before you end up
staying here for another three years. Have you considered working
for a living, as in getting an honest job?” Bonnie asked.

As if he had not heard a word she said, he
continued, “Bonnie, I want you to go shopping tomorrow. I don’t
want these town folks to see the sleazy way you dress.”

“I don’t dress sleazy!” she retorted.

“Well…what I mean is you have a lot going
for you and it makes every man that passes turn to have a second
look,” Willy said sweetly. “I want you to go shopping and buy some
modest dresses. Maybe you can get something nice you can wear to
church.”

“Huh! What is wrong with you? If I step in a
church the roof will cave in! Are you planning on robbing a church
or something?” Bonnie replied sarcastically.

“Bonnie, quit trying to be funny and listen
to me!” Willy said. “It won’t hurt us to be respectable. We have
plenty of money and I want to find a place in the country where
there are not a lot of neighbors. We can become respectable
ranchers. I want a secluded place to stay for a while. Tomorrow I
will start looking; I need a place with a big…” Looking out the
window he saw Ed head across the street. “I will be back in a
little while. I need to see a man about some business.”

“Willy, why don’t we just get out of here?
I’m not sure about this town. We can be respectable somewhere else.
The prison down the street scares me,” Bonnie pleaded.

“We can’t… Doll Face,” Willy said and went
out the door. In the hall he turned for the stairs and came face to
face with the ranger. The star caught his eye as he passed, and
they bid each other a good day.

Outside the boarding house Willy went to the
mechanic shop of Ed Weeks. The tin building was crowded with old
cars in various stages of disrepair. On three sides of the building
an array of cars that had been robbed of parts stood in weeds and
brush. One old sedan without a front door had become the home of a
rather large and hairy dog. Willy rubbed the dog’s head as he
passed, and the response was a vigorous wagging of his long shaggy
tail. Entering the garage, he stood by a potbelly wood burner and
watched Ed change a generator.

Neither man acknowledged each other for a
while, then from under the hood Ed asked, “Mister, you need
something?” Getting no reply, Ed looked back over his shoulder. The
man made him nervous and he didn’t like not getting a response, so
he continued, “Its closing time. You didn’t come in a car. Are you
broke down? W,hat is it?”

Stepping away from the warm stove, Willy
leaned against the fender of the car Ed Weeks was working on and
said, “I need a car. It doesn’t have to be pretty just dependable
with new tires and the fastest engine around these parts.”

“Sounds like you plan on running moon
shine…wanting an outfit like that, what kind of business you in?”
Ed questioned.

“I’ve heard you have built a shine car or
two. You think you could build me a fast car?” Willy asked.

“Mister, I can build you a fast car from the
junk I have parked out back,” Ed said proudly.

“I don’t want one that is known or can be
traced,” Willy said.

“You need your car fixed, I’m your man,
other than that I don’t have anything else to say. I don’t know
what you are getting at. Are you a lawman or something?” Ed
asked.

“I’m no lawman, just a businessman looking
for the right man to do some business with. I don’t waste a man’s
time for small change,” Willy answered.

“In case you haven’t heard, two people in
this burg have been killed! There is a killer lose. I don’t know
you! For all I know you are a lawman or the killer. You’re not from
around here so, what’s your game?” Ed asked.

“One thing you can be sure of, I don’t go
around killing people,” Willy said. Ed was getting nervous and
wanted nothing else to do with this stranger. “How about you and I
discuss how we can make a lot of money in a short period of
time.”

“How ‘bout I go and tell the sheriff you are
up to something,” Ed said.

Willy responded, “Suit yourself. I’ll be
around town for a while. If you change your mind, look me up. But
don't wait too long. This opportunity will not last much longer.”
Willy knew the type of man he had just baited. Weeks was every bit
as bad as Smitty. Leaving the garage, he went back across the town
square.

C18 - The Plan

 At dusk Shane Thomas Taylor walked into the bar on
11th Street. Standing just inside the door to let his eyes adjust,
he scanned the tables looking for a familiar face. Across the room
Ed called for him to join him at a booth against the back wall.

“I haven’t seen you for a long time. What
have you been up to lately?” Ed asked.

“It’s been too cold to do anything but stay
by the fire,” Thomas replied.

“Judy! Bring us another round over here,” Ed
said as Thomas settled into a chair against the wall.

“I’ll have to see some identification if
Thomas is getting one of these beers!” responded the waitress.

“Just bring me two beers and a coke. I feel
really thirsty!” Ed said as the waitress walked away.

“Where has Bart been hanging out since he
became the sheriff?” Ed asked.

“I don’t care where he is hanging out. I
never liked being around him and still don’t. I guess he is still
living in the house down on Sycamore at the edge of town,” Thomas
said.

“After we finish these beers we need to ride
over and set a spell with our new sheriff,” Ed said.

“I’m not interested in having any
conversations with Bart,” Thomas said.

“No need to be that way. Bart doesn’t have
any friends as it is,” Ed said.

“That’s because he’s such a jerk. I can’t
imagine the town hanging a badge on that man,” Thomas said.

Thomas leaned his chair against the wall and
took a long drink of the beer in his hand and said, “As soon as the
weather warms, I’m going to do some trot line fishing on the
Trinity.”

“That’s a good idea. I like to bait a hook
myself,” Ed replied.

The two left the bar and drove to the
rundown house on the edge of town. Broken cars and trash littered
the yard. Under a Sycamore tree an old pickup sat. The motor had
been pulled using a limb to support the weight. The bed of the
truck had been the logical place to hold trash and was filled with
cans and broken parts. The two drove up in the driveway carrying a
six pack of beer and parked behind the sheriff’s car. Blowing the
horn, they got out and sat on the fender of the police car looking
around at the mess.

Bart came out of the house; his uniform
shirt off and asked, “Kid, you old enough to be drinking that beer?
Especially sitting on the fender of my police car!”

Pitching Bart a beer, Ed asked, “What is
going on with you these days, Sheriff? Since you took office, we’ve
been having a regular crime wave here in Huntsville.”

Bart smiled at the two and with an opener he
had on his key chain popped the top of the beer. “Ed, guess who was
one of the first persons in my office after the murders at the
cemetery?” Bart asked and then answered his own question. “Judd
Smith…I didn’t even know Judd Smith was kin to Dave Smith!”

“You didn’t know Dave was Judd’s nephew?” Ed
asked.

“I do now. Nobody knows much about that
family,” Bart said.

“Dave Smith was a loser and never had a dime
for a beer. How about inviting us in? This night air is cold
standing out here in the yard. I want to talk to you both for a
different reason,” Ed said.

“Who do you want me to arrest?” Bart
chuckled. Inside they all sat down at the kitchen table and opened
another round.

“I had a visitor this morning and a strange
fellow was he. He came into my shop and looked the place over. Came
right out and asked me if I wanted to do some funny business. He
knew I built shine haulers. Said we could make some big money real
quick if I was up to it. I told him I might go and see the sheriff
about our conversation but that didn’t scare him any,” Ed
stated.

“Could he be a cop? I didn’t get a name but
he’s tall, black hair early twenties or so, a hard face, about my
size,” Ed said.

“You ever seen him before?” asked Bart.

“Nope, he’s new in town. I doubt he knows
me. The guy sure was getting at something crooked. We could make a
lot of money fast and easy, he says to me. I don’t know why he
picked me and that bothers me,” Ed said.

Bart rubbed his chin, pondered the situation
and said, “He might know you was making shine haulers. I don’t
think I like the way this smells. The murders…now this gent shows
up. Where is he staying?”

“First time I saw him was at the diner. He
was sitting with a good-looking woman having breakfast. I guess he
is staying at the diner boarding house. Why don’t you make like a
sheriff and get the low down on this guy?” Ed said.

“I think we should meet with him and see
what he has to say. Wouldn’t you like to start building cars again?
Harlan is dead, but Judd is still around,” Bart said.

“I don’t want anything to do with this,”
Thomas snapped.

“Now hang on Tom Cat, he also asked me to
get him a car that is fast. Why, Kid, he may need a first-class
driver and there’s no one around here as good as you,” Ed said.

“He might be planning to rob banks and want
me to be his getaway driver. Nothing doing! I’m not interested!”
Thomas said emphatically.

Across town Cage entered the medical clinic
where the doctor sat reading a Houston newspaper. “I wondered how
long it would take you to get back for this report,” Doc said.

“I’ve been busy, Doc. I need to see the
clothing the victims were wearing especially Smith,” Cage
requested.

“I put everything in bags; figured you would
need to see them. Hold on one minute while I turn off a pot on the
stove,” Doc replied.

Digging though the clothing Cage held up a
shirt that was covered with dried blood. The collar was partially
torn away.

“Which one was wearing this shirt, Doc?”
Cage inquired.

“That’s Smith’s shirt. It looks to me like
it was ripped while fighting. The assailant was probably holding
him by his collar,” Doc speculated.

“Doc, did you check the clothes’ pockets?”
Cage questioned.

“Smith had some small change, beer bottle
caps and a piece of smashed candy,” Doc replied.

“Let me see the candy.” Cage requested.

Doc handed the melted candy to Cage. “This
candy has O’Hara’s candy name and logo,” Doc stated.

“Doc, do you suppose that there might be a
candy jar or something in the back of the store? Dave might have
snatched a piece of candy as he left!” Cage said.

“That’s what I’m thinking, and it would
place him in the back of the store. This soft candy could not have
lasted long in a jean pocket. It would have had to be put in that
morning,” Doc said.

“That would place Smith in the store that
morning,” Cage said. “Someone was supposed to have seen Smith’s old
car on the square the morning of the murders; do you know who that
could be?”

“Franks may know. He runs a clothing store
across the square from the candy store. He is one of the early
risers. Franks always opens the store before the sun comes up then
goes for coffee while his helper watches the store,” Doc
stated.

“See you later, Doc! I better go visit the
local candy store,” Cage turned to leave.

“Wait for me, Boy! You are not leaving me
behind after that bit of detective work. Besides, I need to beat O’
Hara out of a piece of candy,” Doc said.

A chime rang as Doc Mueller and Cage entered
the candy store. Without acknowledging O’Hara, they began looking
in the candy cases for the candy that had been found in the jean
pocket. From behind a newspaper O’Hara asked, “Doc, you and the kid
ranger have a sweet tooth acting up on you today?”

“Mr. O’Hara, is this all the candy you
sell?” Cage asked when they couldn’t locate the candy they were
looking for.

“Why, can’t you find something you like?”
O’Hara inquired with a smile.

“We like everything we see but we are
looking for something very special,” Cage said.

“O’Hara we are trying to solve a crime
here….so do you have more candy or not?” Doc questioned.

“Yes, you impertinent old saw bones! I make
a very special candy in the back and it is my best seller,” O’Hara
responded.

“Well, would you get a piece, so we can see
if it’s what we are looking for?” Doc asked.

Returning from the back O’Hara held a hand
full of the candy out to Cage.

“The morning of the murders did you have any
of this candy made up in the back?” Cage asked.

“I had made a batch the night before and let
it cool. The next morning, I cut the pieces and started wrapping
it. I haven’t had my special ingredient in over a week, so this is
the first batch. Want to try a piece?” Doc reached for a piece and
O’Hara slapped his hand.

Cage un-wrapped a piece and asked, “So, that
morning you had a fresh batch in the back? Was any of it
wrapped?”

“A few pieces were wrapped but it was noon
before I finished wrapping the rest,” O’Hara said.

“Mr. O’Hara, one of the murder victims had a
piece of this candy in his pocket. It was smashed but the wrapper
had your name on it,” Cage asked.

O’Hara’s eyes lit up when he said, “That
candy would have to be from this batch. No one could have that
candy for a week,” responded O’Hara.

“Why is that?” Cage asked.

“It’s just too good to keep that long! It
would melt into goo that would be stuck to the inside of that
pocket forever,” O’Hara said.

“This places Dave Smith in the back of your
store the morning of the robbery, just before he was killed. I
guess I better try that candy and see if it’s all that good,” Cage
said.

“Maybe you better have several,” O’Hara said
with a grin.

“We need to talk with Judge Stewart about
this development,” Doc said.

“Doc, while I’m on the square, I think I’ll
go by and talk to Franks at the clothing store.” A few minutes
later Cage entered Franks Clothing and at the counter stood Bonnie.
Piled on the counter was the clothing she had purchased. Smiling
she made her purchase. She was loaded with packages so this was not
her first stop, Cage observed. Smiling at Cage she felt a cold
chill when she saw the badge pinned on his shirt front.

Down the street Willy sat in the diner. “The
asking price for the acreage seems high to me; the house is small.
I’ll give you eight thousand for the place. If you sell all the
cattle you have on the property then you will come out pretty
good,” Willy said.

“I’m not interested in dealing with the
livestock. The buyers are putting a hurting on the ranchers these
days. Tell you what, for ten you can have it all.”

“I will give you nine five; take it or leave
it,” Willy said.

Ray Waters thought about the offer as he
sipped his coffee. This offer was not bad. No one around Huntsville
was interested in the land. It was hard to make money in cattle
these days and his wife hated living in the country, especially
after the murders that had happened just down the road. He could
return to Austin and buy her a fine home free and clear. He was
tired of the hard work anyway.

Mr. Waters said, “Okay! It’s a deal; I’ll
meet you at the courthouse Tuesday morning. We will start moving
today. I can have all our belongings out of the house by tomorrow.”
Willy shook hands with the farmer and headed up to tell Bonnie the
news.

“You bought a ranch with cattle? I was
raised on a farm, but I don’t know anything about cattle,” Bonnie
said.

“It’s simple, Doll Face! You just milk them
every day and when you want a steak you just go out in the field
and cut a steak off the nearest cow. Let’s go for a ride! It’s
beautiful outside. We can go by and look the place over,” Willy
said.

Bonnie didn’t know what to think. Living in
Chicago was light years away from living on a farm. Her earlier
life had been on a farm, but she had not missed the country life.
She knew Willy knew more about ranching than he let on. She could
never get a straight answer from him. Riding through the country
her spirit was uplifted. She loved the rolling hills and
pastureland. ‘Maybe this would be good for me,’ she
thought.

C19 - Paranoia

 Ed Weeks’s mechanic shop held a bird’s eye view of
every car entering or leaving town from the west side. Standing in
the open door of his garage he watched Thomas Taylor walking
alongside the road headed for his shop. A shiny new Buick passed
Thomas headed out of town. Watching the car disappearing over the
next hill, Ed rubbed his chin. ‘Could it have been that someone
had robbed Dave…just maybe the dope had been telling the truth. If
that were the case the stranger driving that new Buick would have
been the culprit. The gent and his woman were rooming over the
diner as Dave and I had made our plans.’

Ed cursed himself. Life had been good
working for Harlan Williams. Now of all things, he had been reduced
to robbing a candy store with an idiot. Rubbing his normally
clean-shaven face, he went over the activities of that cold night.
‘It was in the early hours of the morning…what if the stranger
and his wife had been awake and heard the conversation?’

The lines on his face tightened and the
coffee cup in his hand shook spilling coffee over his hand.
‘That had to be it; this guy must have overheard the
conversation. We had talked in low tones, but voices carried in the
still night air and I had been drunk.’ Now Ed was visibly
shaken.

‘There was a witness, maybe two, that
could tie me directly to the killings that morning.’ The old
paranoia came back, and he headed for the flowerpot that sat behind
his desk.

Thomas walked up and Ed asked, “Thomas, what
are you up to?”

“I’m headed for the river. I thought you
might give me a ride down to the bridge,” Thomas said.

“Old man Bates will be by to pick up his
truck in a minute, you can get a ride with him. I think I will
close up shop this evening and take the rest of the weekend off.
How about I get us a case of beer and I meet you at your camp and
we can do some fishing?” Ed suggested.

The old farmer showed up and Thomas left
Ed’s garage for the local feed store. He loved the river and the
solitude camping it gave him. He wished he had never gone by Ed’s
garage. He preferred to be by himself. He couldn’t tolerate Ed for
too long at a time. It was easier when they were building shine
cars. Ed was always focused. Oh well, frying catfish and a few
beers would make him relax. He had a restless spirit, and nothing
seemed to help.

Sitting in the bed of the old truck, Thomas
watched the scenery passing as the miles ticked away. Suddenly he
shuddered as a mental picture crossed his mind. It was always
accompanied by voices in his head screaming in pain and anger.
Quickly he closed his eyes and leaned back against the pickup
cab.

The miles went by until the farmer stopped
by the bridge over the Trinity. Slipping from the truck; Thomas
waved goodbye and walked down along the riverbank. It was a mile
walk, but he enjoyed walking in the cool afternoon. Birds sang, and
trees were turning green again. The cold months had kept him
confined. Today his heart was light. He imagined how it must have
been when the Indians roamed the riverbanks carefree and wild as
they rode their canoes down this old river teeming with beaver.

There was a special place on the river where
large oaks adorned a hillside overlooking the river. Under the big
oaks he had built a small cabin from driftwood and tin. Actually,
his carpentry was quite nice. It had taken him two years to build
the place. He had stored materials for the project in an old barn
on his great uncle’s place. His only regret was ever letting Ed
know where his special place was. Before he reached the camp, he
saw Ed’s old car sitting by the camp. Muttering to himself he had
hoped for a little time alone to enjoy before having to deal with
Ed.

“Thomas, this place is really looking great.
That potbelly stove must keep the cabin snug in the winter. Let’s
have a beer,” Ed said. Opening two beers he handed one to Thomas.
“Chugalug, chugalug,” he said and they both turned the beer up and
emptied the bottles before they put them down. Pulling a pint of
whisky from his back pocket he took a drink and handed it to
Thomas. “Thomas, you and I have been friends a long time. We’ve
done things with cars that we didn’t realize was possible, but they
worked. Most of our creative ingenuities are in junk yards being
crushed like so much scrap. I guess our efforts will never be
known. As a team we were the best. You are the best shine driver
there ever was. You and I made Judd and Harlan a pile of money. I
sure wish Harlan was still alive and we were building a shine car
right now,” Ed said.

“Not anymore, Ed! Not for me!” Thomas said
determinedly.

“What are you saying, Thomas? You are a
legend! You are the Shine Ghost. You could spend time in jail. It’s
a real shame you can’t tell anyone. One of these days they may make
a movie about the Shine Ghost,” Ed deduced.

“I was wrong to drive shine. Even worse…I
saw things that I cannot live with,” Thomas said despondently.

“What sort of things? What’s bothering you
boy? The night watchman never died. You still can’t be upset about
building an armored car that was used to rob banks! Are you?” Ed
questioned.

“People are dead!” Thomas blurted out.

“What? What did you say?” Ed asked.

Thomas Taylor’s burden welled over. His
emotions were controlled by the liquor that had fogged up his
brain. Had he been sober, he would have realized he was talking to
the devil himself. “The ranger got in behind us and Bart couldn’t
handle the curves and almost lost it several times. I could have
left him in a cloud of dust if I had only been driving. The ranger
would have never caught us.” Thomas’ voice was slurred, and tears
were in his eyes, but he had to let it out.

“What are you talking about Thomas…the
ranger…are you telling me you know what happened to the ranger that
was killed up around Georgetown?…I wondered about that the night
you made the run for Judd. I dismissed it because I thought you
wouldn’t be that far west. That was the night, wasn’t it?” Ed
asked.

Thomas was crying now. Sobbing he said,
“When the ranger caught us, we had to stop. The first thing he
wanted was for Bart to open the trunk. I heard the voices outside
the car but lay still in the back seat pretending I was passed
out.”

“What happened then?” Ed inquired.

“The ranger turned to walk to the back of
the car. I was laying on the backseat. The mobster reached over the
seat right by my face and picked up the rifle. He shot the ranger
right over my head through the back window. It all seems like a
blur. Then I must have passed back out. I had drunk most of the
half-pint and it became like a dream in my mind. Even now, I
sometimes wonder if I didn’t just imagine it. Bart was upset but
the mobster told him to shut up and get the job done. There was
more shooting and loud talking. I was pretending to be passed out
and decided that was the way it needed to stay,” Thomas
explained.

“Wow, Boy…I never would have guessed! Man,
you really have been carrying a heavy load,” Ed said to Thomas.

“One night two mobsters tried to ambush me
for a load of shine. Judd was riding shotgun and he killed them
both. I would have been killed for the shine car had he not been
along. Before Judd left, he let me know a Chicago crime family has
a contract out on the Shine Ghost. He suggested I disappear. They
think I killed the mobsters,” Thomas explained.

Ed was without words for a long time. “No
wonder you stay on the river. Listen, boy! We will let this lie. I
know you are between a rock and a hard place but by not telling the
cops you became an accessory to the murder of the ranger and the
mob guys. Now I’m implicated. If Bart ever finds out you and I had
this conversation he will kill you and me both,” Ed said.

“Don’t worry, Ed! I’m not crazy. Bart thinks
I was passed out and I don’t intend to let him know different.
Sometimes when he looks at me, I feel like he is thinking maybe I
know. Bart is bad to do what he did. Judd knows about the ranger. I
thought he was going to kill Bart, but I guess it would have drawn
too much attention. Every ranger in Texas was looking for clues,”
Thomas continued.

“I need to run back to town for a few
minutes. I’ll be back to help you run the lines. Thomas, maybe we
both need to leave Huntsville and don’t leave a trail when we go. I
just need some traveling money,” Ed said.

Thomas watched Ed drive away and sighed; he
was finally alone.

Later that night Ed’s car circled the town
square before stopping in front of the diner. Getting out of his
car he walked around back to the guest parking. It was late and
every available spot for parking was taken. The stranger’s car had
a Texas license plate. No one was around so Ed took a quick look
through the car. There was nothing there that would shed light on
this gent except a ticket for gas in Chicago. Walking back around
to the front of the diner Ed saw Willy through the front window
sitting alone reading a paper. Passing the glass Ed caught his eye
and made a motion indicating he wanted to meet. It wasn’t long
until Willy stepped out of the diner. As he passed Ed’s car he
said, “I will meet you at your shop.”

Ed let him cross the street before he backed
away from the curb and drove to the back of his shop. Leaving the
back door unlocked, he went to his office and turned on a small
lamp in the corner, keeping the room dim. A few minutes later Willy
entered and stood against the wall beside the door.

“Okay, Mister, this is your game! You got
something to say and I’m listening; but no funny business. First
thing I want to know is what is your name and where are you from?”
Ed demanded.

“My name is Baker and where I’m from is not
important. I need some men for a quick job. No questions asked. The
money will be big. It’s a one-time job; then we go our separate
ways. What I have planned will not be known by the law and the
other party wouldn’t involve the law if they could,” Willy
stated.

“This sounds fishy, but if I don’t like your
plan, we say goodbye and that’s it. If you agree, I’ll listen,” Ed
replied.

“I’ll agree to that. Here is the deal. I
need three truck drivers. The trucks will be loaded with stolen
goods. All you three have to do is drive trucks. I will not put you
at risk. You drive the trucks; I take all the risk. I pay each of
you $4000,” Willy explained.

“We get $4,000 each? How much you get?” Ed
inquired.

“I get whatever I can get from the load,”
Willy stated.

“Then you get a lot more money?” Ed
asked.

“I’m taking all the risk and I provide the
fence. This is mob business and the only person that knows where it
is coming into the country is me. It won’t be hard for them to
figure out who took it. We will drive the trucks north to a
location and you will walk away with a pocket full of money. If you
are interested get two more experienced drivers lined up. But hear
this! If anyone talks, ever, we all die. You can’t run far enough
or long enough to escape the mob,” Willy said.

“Where will we take the trucks?” Ed
asked.

“I bought a place out west of here with a
barn big enough to hold the three trucks. The trucks will stay
there until I make arrangements. In a month or so we will drive
them at night to the buyer,” Willy explained.

Ed stood thinking about the deal and said,
“I will get back to you on this. I know two men that I can trust,
and I need to see if they are okay with this deal. One is the local
sheriff and the other is a kid that can drive anything.”

“What are their names?” Willy asked.

“One is the sheriff, Bart Wells. The other
is Thomas Taylor,” Ed said.

“Wells…was he associated with Harlan
Williams' shine business?” Willy asked.

Ed was shocked at the question and
responded, “The sheriff was one of Harlan’s drivers. You knew
Harlan?”

“You three don’t have much time to think
this over. You better be on your way,” Willy said.

“I asked you a question!” Ed snapped.

“You ask too many questions. The shipment
will be coming in on the twenty-sixth. I will work out the details
and let you know when and where. Don’t contact me and don’t
associate with each other in town. I will contact you when I need
you. I will need your best driver to be available to do some
driving ahead of time. Think you can set that up?” Willy asked.

“Like I said, I will have to clear this with
the other two,” Ed said.

Willy left through the back door of Ed’s
garage and headed back to the boarding house. Ed stood in the dark
room and watched him go.

C20 - For Love of
Money

 By the time Ed returned to the river Thomas had fish
frying and sat peeling potatoes and a big red onion. There is
nothing better with fried fish than fries and hushpuppies. Bart had
arrived and was sitting by the river with a cane pole. Over a plate
of fried fish and fries Ed relayed the proposition the man Baker
had just made to him.

“You expect us to take the word of a fellow
you just met and don’t even know? I doubt that Baker is his real
name! What does he take us for?” Bart asked.

“The deal is this: we have to drive three
trucks and bring them to his barn. When he makes the arrangements,
we will deliver the trucks and walk away with $4,000 dollars each,”
Ed related.

“That sounds too good to be true but…for
four thousand I am interested,” Bart said.

“For your information, when I mentioned your
name he wanted to know if you were associated with Harlan Williams’
shine business. He evidently knew Harlan,” Ed said.

“He knew you built shine cars. I bet this
guy has mob connections!” Bart said.

“That’s right! He is running a double cross
and if we mess up or talk, it could get us all killed. Knowing
that, four thousand is not so attractive,” Ed admitted.

“Bart, we don’t know anyone in this line of
business anymore. If all we do is drive the trucks, then we can
walk away anytime,” Ed said.

“That’s a lot of if’s and it all seems
mighty suspicious to me.” Bart got up and dusted the sand off his
uniform. “Ed, tell this gent that knowing the situation, we won’t
drive for less than five grand apiece and we take no risk. If he
says no, then walk away,” Bart said. Both men looked at Thomas with
an inquisitive look.

Thomas had been sitting quietly thinking of
what the money could do for him. No more waiting for the new rig.
He would have money enough and then some to get the rig now. He
suddenly realized all this was greed driven and could backfire and
land him in prison or dead. ‘Thomas had a problem deep in the
recesses of his mind. The situation he found himself in had become
more than he could handle. He had been thinking about ending it all
here lately. In fact, he seldom went a day that he didn’t think of
ending his misery. Then there was Granny. How could he possibly
cause her anymore grief? Yet there it was day after day.’ He
had said nothing and the other two were staring at him.

“Thomas, have you heard a word we’ve said?”
Ed asked.

“What about it, Tomcat? You aren’t saying
much! Cat-got-your-tongue?” Bart said sarcastically.

“I’m not interested. I don’t care what you
do. I’ve never done anything more illegal than drive a shine car,
and that is over with now,” Thomas said with determination.

“Thomas, without you we are out of luck, the
gent needs three drivers and neither of us knows anything about
driving a big diesel rig,” Ed pleaded.

“I don’t want to discuss this anymore,”
Thomas said.

“Cool down, Thomas! We have time to think
this over. What say we sleep on this and meet at Bart’s house
tomorrow night? Whatever you tell us, we will abide by. Besides,
Tomcat, I’m not sure I trust this gent either. You may be right! We
all need to think on this,” Ed stated.

Bart rose to his feet and said, “I better
head back to Huntsville, I will see you tomorrow night.” Giving
Thomas one last look Bart frowned at Ed and walked back to his
car.

Ed knew Thomas was beyond reasoning, so he
said, “Enough talk for tonight; let’s do some fishing.” Before him
Thomas sat looking into the campfire, the reflection of the flames
dancing in his eyes.

C21 - Chicago

 "We found Baker’s girlfriend’s family living in a
small town in Georgia. From what our people was able to gather
Bonnie was wild and full of trouble. Her old man is an out of work
factory worker and mom works in a school lunchroom. I had them
watched for a few days, but Willy and Bonnie never showed,” Smitty
reported.

“What about Baker?” McDonald asked.

“Not much to tell about Baker. He was a
military brat. His old man was a Marine and never was home. He was
killed in the war. His mother was an alcoholic. She died a few
years ago. Willy spent three years in the joint in Texas, don’t
know why,” Smitty said.

“You don’t know why he was in prison?”
McDonald questioned.

“McDonald, nobody with a Chicago accent
wants to get nosey around a Texas courthouse. We almost had them
though. I don’t know how he found out we were on to him. The day he
left Chicago was definitely his lucky day. Willy picked up a bag
from a friend and he and the broad disappeared. He evidently had it
all planned out. We found his car a couple of days later. He was
just one step ahead of us. We are checking out all his
acquaintances now,” stated Smitty.

“Keep the pressure on whoever you have
looking into this,” McDonald said.

“Mac, I think you are right. Let’s keep this
Willy thing quiet for a while. At least until we get the job down
south taken care of. Baker made a lot of friends in your
organization. I think they would keep him informed if word gets out
you are after him. He sure had the gift to make money! Everything
he touched turned to cash. He was free with it with his friends. I
suppose he figured you owed him for all his schemes. He had to know
one day you would get wise to him. A couple more years and he would
have been on easy street. Your accountant, Binky, can’t figure out
how much money his schemes have made you and Willy,” Smitty
continued. “Binky said Willy even found a banker down in Texas to
launder your money. I’m telling you every cent you have will be
invested legitimately before long.”

“So, what are you telling me, Smitty? You
sound like you think we should kiss and makeup. The crook stole
from me and that will not go unpunished!” McDonald exclaimed.

Cutting McDonald’s hair, Artie chuckled and
said, “Hey, Boss, old Willy was running his own game under your
protection.” Slowly his smile faded as he saw McDonald’s face turn
blood red in the barber mirror.

“The chiseler stole from me and I’m not
forgetting. He is a no-good-crook and I want him dead!” McDonald
yelled.

“What about the shipment down south? You
still want to pick it up at the same place?” Val asked.

“Why not?” McDonald asked.

“Willy was the one who set up the deals and
made all the arrangements!” Smitty replied.

“I wish he would show up! What I wouldn’t do
to him! I think I will go with you this trip, this snow is getting
to me,” McDonald stated.

Gusts of wind shook the plate glass window
and showered the building and streets with white powder. Several
feet of snow covered the street as they watched from the barber
shop. McDonald rolled his cigar between his fingers and sighed.

“Boss, I think we should change places for
the delivery. We have been using the same place too long,” Smitty
said.

“Alright, after this shipment we will make
the change. This is the biggest load we have ever handled. With
Stewart out of the picture there is no split and no competition! We
can control the whole East side of Chicago,” McDonald said with a
smirk.

“What does LaSalle say about the price
increase?” Smitty asked.

Walter chuckled and said, “Not a happy man;
we cut into his profit big time. Stewart was keeping him happy; now
LaSalle has to come to me for the merchandise. Well I guess that’s
the breaks, never liked that dago anyway. Now he has to do the
worst thing he can think of and that’s deal with me,” Walter
laughed out loud. What a joke; he had cornered the market on
Chicago’s illegal booze traffic. He was the big man in town.
“Gentlemen…all is as it should be…all is as it should be!” he
laughed.

C22 - Spring

 It was a good morning to take a look at the ranch
Willy was about to purchase. Spring was in the air and the weather
had warmed south of Memphis. Bonnie had shown little interest in
the farm and didn’t like the idea of getting up early to head for
the country, but early Saturday morning the two drove up in the
yard of a very pleasant country home. Bonnie watched as a very
large dog trotted up to the car and looked in the window at
her.

“That is the biggest dog I have ever seen.
It looks ferocious to me. Willy get out and see if it bites you
before I get out,” she said teasingly.

“If it does, I will shoot it between the
eyes,” Willy said.

“Willy, you need to learn you can’t go
around shooting poor animals between the eyes. You are just so
mean!” Bonnie said. Pushing the car door open she stepped from the
car and extended her hand to the dog. After sniffing Bonnie’s hand,
the dog wagged her tail and began to circle the car and sniff the
tires.

Willy opened the drivers’ side door and
stepped out. Leaning his arms on top of the car, he looked around
the ranch yard. Bonnie didn’t know what to think; here she was back
in the country again after all these years. She remembered the
worst thing about living in the country was all her friends lived
in town. On weekends she was stranded while her friends in town had
fun. The house was pretty with a fresh coat of paint and flowerbeds
all around. The yard was just waiting for warm weather to turn
green.

Bonnie was motionless for a long time as she
stood looking around the Waters’ farm. Willy watched her reaction
as she took everything in. Her black hair blew in the wind thick
and shiny; her lips rich and full. Leaning on the car he watched
her as her facial expressions changed. The hard mask seemed to melt
away and her smile was genuine. He was developing deep feelings for
Bonnie; feelings he had never felt before.

“Well, what do you think? It is secluded and
we can relax here. I think this place is the real deal for us,” he
said. Smiling at her he leaned his chin on his folded arms.

“Willy, I love it!” Bonnie exclaimed.

Not seeing the same possibilities for the
ranch that Bonnie saw…his gaze was centered on the barn. “This guy
was in the hay business that’s why the barn is so big,” he
said.

Willy helped the farmer load the last of the
furniture on his old flatbed hay truck.

“Mr. Baker, it looks like we are going to be
out of the house earlier than I thought. You folks are welcome to
move in today if you like! By the way, the dog has to stay here. It
wouldn’t be right to take her to the city. She loves to run, and I
don’t have the heart to shoot her. How about it, Lady? Want a dog?
I never saw her take to a person like she took to you,” Mr. Waters
said.

“We don’t want the dog. Get rid of him on
the way to Austin,” Willy said.

“What? You…will…not! I want the dog. He
stays,” said Bonnie. Willy was surprised and turned to look at
Bonnie who was stroking the dog’s ears. “Look at these big brown
eyes,” Bonnie said. “He is so sweet.”

“Bonnie, we don’t need a dog,” Willy said
sternly.

“Who will protect me at night if you are
gone? I want him Willy! He will be my responsibility,” Bonnie
stated firmly.

“Lady, sorry to disappoint you but the dog
is a she and before long she will be a mother. That is probably the
largest dog in the world. She eats scraps and chases rabbits.
Smart, too! She doesn’t bother the chickens or the cows. She has
been a right good dog, just kind of big…scares people.”

Grinning at Willy Mr. Waters said, “Well,
Mister, looks like you got yourself a dog. I guess the cows will be
a good start for you. You need a good bull to build up your blood
line. The spring calves are falling. Better put up lots of hay for
next winter.”

Listening intently to the farmer, Bonnie
questioned him concerning the operation of the ranch. “Well, Ma’am,
it looks like you have yourself a ranch. You city folks need to be
on the lookout for a foreman that can handle this big spread,” Mr.
Waters stated.

She instantly thought of her father and her
early years on the farm. Dismissing the thought with a toss of her
hair, she went back to stroking the big dog’s head.

“We better be getting back to town and get
some furniture for this place,” Willy said.

Turning to Willy, Bonnie said, “I want out
of the boarding house and out of town today.”

“If that is what you want, then let’s get
going. You will be sleeping in the country tonight!” Willy said
with a smile.

C23 - In the Pines

 The hum of a motor brought Willy out of the bed. He
instantly took a pistol from the nightstand. For a long time after
the automobile’s dust cloud had settled Willy stood by the window
and listened. The moonlight cast an eerie pattern on his handsome
face through the sheer curtain.

Bonnie lay in the bed watching him. Slowly
he relaxed, and the tension left him, and he dozed. Later another
automobile passed. Their first night in the country Bonnie was not
getting much sleep. The country night and the quietness had Willy
up tight. Finally, she sat up in the darkness and fluffed her
pillow up against the headboard. “Willy, the country is a quiet
place, unlike the city where you hear car horns all night long.
Susie will bark and let us know if anyone comes near. You need to
relax and get used to the quiet. I was hoping it would calm your
restless spirit, so you could rest better,” Bonnie said.

Standing by the curtains, Willy looked at
the moon. The moonlight flooded the bedroom through the big
windows. He turned and looked at the beautiful woman laying on the
white sheet. “Bonnie lets go out and sit on the porch swing, we
need to talk,” Willy said.

The swing seemed to quiet the restless
spirit of the man Bonnie had fallen in love with. Laying her head
on his shoulder she sighed and whispered, “Willy, I have come home.
It’s peaceful here. I don’t want to ever leave this farm.”

“I was afraid you would feel that way,” he
said. “Girl! I don’t want to see you hurt. You must get the idea
out of your head that we can live like other people. If everything
works out as I plan, it may be different. Until then there is no
peace on earth for us. The reality is you will have to stay with me
just to stay alive. McDonald will never give up looking for us. I’m
sorry I got you into this…I truly am.” With that said, Willy and
Bonnie returned to their bed.

The sun cast morning shadows on the wall.
Suddenly Willy sat straight up in bed, reached for the gun on the
nightstand and said, “What is that? Wake up Bonnie and listen to
this.” Bonnie was not a morning person. Rolling over she covered
her head with a pillow. Shaking her again, she raised up on one
elbow and opened one eye. For a moment she let the words soak into
her foggy brain before she sat up in bed. Adjusting her pillows
against the headboard she sat listening to the singing.

“Well, Willy, you wanted me to go to church.
That is the sound of people singing in a church choir,” Bonnie said
smiling.

“I didn’t see a church when we were driving
out here,” Willy said.

“Well, there is,” she said. Leaning back
against her pillow, Bonnie listened to the music coming through the
woods.

“Great! Just what we need. A church on our
doorsteps,” Willy said. “I suppose we will hear that every Sunday
morning.” Willy covered his head up with a pillow and went back to
sleep. Bonnie sat leaning against the headboard. Her lips moved to
the songs she knew by heart. Songs she had sung week after week
when she was young. Getting out of bed she fixed coffee and went
out on the front porch. A cool breeze lifted her spirits as the
tops of the tall pine trees swayed in the wind. Music from the
church came clear through the morning air. Leaning against the
porch rail she listened. A sudden gust of wind blew a mist of rain
drops against her face. Taking a deep breath, she knew God was
waking her from a misspent life. Until now her life had been a
colossal waste. Now she felt she had purpose. All she had to do was
figure it out. The porch swing moved slowly back and forth, and a
soft rain fell. Bonnie remembered the small church she had attended
with her family. How she longed for those days. The words of the
old Sunday school teacher with the large Adams apple rang in her
ears. ‘Children,’ he would say each and every Sunday,
‘The most worthwhile thing in this life is to prepare for
eternity. That is the only thing that is important and the only way
to do that is to know Jesus. He and He alone can add the worthwhile
to your life.’ Looking around she realized she was sitting on
the porch of her first home. She was right where she wanted to be.
Tears came in her eyes as she listened to the old gospel hymns. She
wanted to see her mother and father more than anything at that
moment. ‘Forgive me, Mom!’ she whispered into the wind.
Memories of her youth flooded her mind and lessons taught in the
small Sunday school class came back fresh in her heart. She could
understand how Willy could be the way he was, but she had no
excuse. Wrapping her shawl tightly around her shoulders against the
cold wind she smiled. ‘I’ve come home.’

Later that morning the two walked out into
the yard where they were greeted by a steady drumming of the dog
tail on the porch.

“What’s the name of this big ugly beast? I
bet it’s going to cost a lot to feed him,” Willy said. The big dog
kept looking at Willy with a suspicious look. “I don’t think he
likes me; maybe I should shoot him between the eyes.”

“It’s a she, not a he and she is my dog. You
shoot my dog, you better not go to sleep with me awake,” Bonnie
replied. Willy laughed out loud and put his arms around her.

“Her name is Susie. You better be nice to
her. We are going for a walk in the fields, want to come along?”
Bonnie asked.

Looking around at the sky, Willy said, “No,
thank you! I think you are going to get a good soaking. I’m going
to sit on this porch swing and relax.”

Bonnie and Susie walked down to the creek
and followed it through the pasture. Susie was big and intimidating
and Bonnie felt safe with her around. Walking for a while she
became aware this was not a small ranch operation and she would
need a ranch hand. Someone who had worked a ranch before.

Walking close to the fence line, Susie
suddenly began to growl. A voice from across the fence called a
greeting. “Hello there! You must be the new owner of the Waters’
place. I see Jeff Waters left his big dog with you. He told
everyone in church he was selling the place,” the stranger
said.

“News travels fast,” Bonnie said.

“It sure does, and all your new neighbors
heard it in church this morning. You can expect some of the members
will surely be around to make you feel welcome. Let me be the
first! My name is Silas Delaune.”

“I’m Bonnie Baker! We moved in yesterday.
The dog and I are going for a walk to look the place over” Bonnie
replied happily.

“I walk this fence every few weeks for the
boss of this outfit. This time of year, I enjoy walking. There is
something glorious about the start of spring.” Pointing down the
direction she was going Silas said, “There is a great swimming hole
down there. My kids use it all summer long. Hope you don’t
mind.”

“Sounds like fun. I might have to join
them,” Bonnie said smiling.

“Mrs. Baker, you need to meet the owner of
this spread. I think you two would like each other. She will be
delighted to know there is another woman her age in this country,”
Silas stated.

“I will have to come meet her soon,” Bonnie
said.

“I’m sure once I tell her about you, she
will be looking you up. It looks like your dog is about to have
pups. I would like to have one for my children,” Silas said.

“I will give you the pick of the litter,”
Bonnie said joyfully. Thunder rumbled and she turned for the house
excited she had met a friend. Not like the men she had known in the
past. This was different, a quality friend. The kind you could
count on. She was puzzled over the thoughts she was having. She was
excited and she couldn’t wait to tell Willy about the meeting with
Silas in the pasture.

“Bonnie, what are you thinking? You don’t
need to be friendly to the neighbors. I don’t want that bunch of
busy bodies from the church coming here to visit,” Willy said
flatly.

“The best way to keep that from happening is
for us to go to church next Sunday,” Bonnie replied.

Willy shook his head. “Suit yourself! Just
keep them away from here. Don’t get too chummy. We may need to
leave here at a moment’s notice. If you get careless and start
living like you are free and clear, that will be the end of us
both. You best remember the mob is looking for us,” Willy said.

Bonnie sat silently thinking about leaving
her new home. She had begun to believe they belonged, and this
could be the life she wanted.

“I’m not leaving,” Bonnie said.

“What did you say?” Willy questioned.

“This place is the first home and peace of
mind I’ve had in years. I will not leave and live the way we have
been living,” Bonnie replied.

“Bonnie, do you think this is a game?
McDonald, Smitty and Val are killers. They don’t care if you are a
woman! They will kill you and never blink an eye. I cheated the mob
and they will make an example out of us. You better get that
through your head!” He turned and let a sudden breeze blew against
his face.

“Tomorrow morning the farmer and I sign the
papers for this place, I will leave early for town,” Willy
stated.

Bonnie thought about that for a minute and
called after Willy, “I’m going to the courthouse with you.”

“Suit yourself. I meet the farmer at nine
sharp,” Willy said.

The following morning Bonnie made her way
out on the porch in the early morning haze. The songbirds were busy
across the countryside and from all directions there was activity.
Cows were mooing and new calves ran across the fields. The wind
blew gently through the trees and touched her face. Funny, she
thought, ‘I was raised in a rural setting within walking
distance of the small town and school I attended, but I never
noticed the solitude and peace I’m feeling now.’ The cool
morning made her glad to be alive. Just sitting on the front porch
swing was peaceful. From inside she heard Willy rustling around and
felt secure and safe knowing he was there. A few minutes later he
came out on the porch where she sat fully dressed ready to go to
town.

Willy looked at her suspiciously for a
moment and asked, “What have you got up your sleeve, Bonnie?”

“I want to go to town with you and you told
me to be ready,” she replied.

He sat down on the swing beside her and for
a long time neither spoke. The quiet and peace was affecting him,
too. Tranquil moments like this had never been a part of their life
in Chicago. At nine that morning, they circled the courthouse where
they saw the farmer leaning against his old truck.

“Been waiting for you folks! The clerk has
already got the deed made up. All we need is your John Hancock on
the papers and pay me the money,” Mr. Waters said. After some small
talk, the men entered the courthouse with Bonnie close behind. From
behind a counter a portly clerk raised her head from her typewriter
to give the newcomers the once over. Pulling a pencil from the bun
on top of her head she asked, “Can I have the buyer’s name?”

“Bonnie Baker,” she said.

“Middle name, please?” the clerk asked.

“Wilkerson,” Bonnie said.

Willy could not say a word; the place was
full of judges and county officials. Quickly Bonnie signed the deed
never looking at Willy who was glaring at her. After paying the
money and securing a receipt the two walked outside the courthouse.
Willy moved out ahead of Bonnie. As soon as they were alone, he
turned to her and exclaimed, “Are you crazy? You gave them your
real name!”

“That’s right!” Bonnie replied. “I want
everything on the up and up. The ranch belongs to me. My family
will inherit our place if McDonald makes good on his promise to
kill us. If you want to marry me, I’ll give you half my
spread.”

“Quit trying to be funny. If we were alone,
I would smack you one. Right in the mouth,” Willy said
agitated.

Bonnie chuckled and reached for Willy’s arm
which he pulled away from her. She said, “Willy, this is where I
will die if it has to be. I’ve done so much bad I feel that this
may be a way I can make amends, somewhat. I have decided from now
on I will not live a lie.” About to explode Willy walked back to
the car and got behind the wheel.

Bonnie let him simmer for a moment and
walked over to the car where he sat. “I guess if I hadn’t done that
and something does happen to us the place would go the highest
bidder. Wouldn’t you like to know a very deserving family would get
it?” she asked. Putting her head in the driver side window she
said, “You said you were going to smack me when you got me alone.
Now here’s your chance.” She kissed him on the cheek.

“That was not the kind of smack I was
planning on giving you,” Willy smiled in spite of all his efforts
to stay mad. The closeness of her made him dizzy and he sighed,
“Women!”

Standing next to the car she ran her small
hand over his large hand on the rear-view mirror. “You have
lipstick on your cheek,” she chided. “Would you like to get some
ice cream before we leave town?”

Turning his head so he could see the
lipstick smudge in the rearview mirror he said, “No!” Willy sat in
the car looked up at Bonnie standing beside the car with a tight
grip on the deed and began to laugh.

“What are you laughing about?” Bonnie
asked.

“Well, I might as well enjoy life while we
are alive. You are surely going to get us killed. It’s too early
for ice cream,” he said.

Bonnie smiled, “It’s never too early for ice
cream. There is a candy store across the street. Let’s go.” Willy
was a strange man who could be mad one minute and totally at ease
the next. The two went arm and arm across the street laughing
together. “Wait a minute! I need to wipe that lipstick off your
cheek.”

“Nothing doing! I intend to leave it on all
day just to embarrass you,” Willy chuckled.

“Willy, stop and let me wipe that off. You
can’t go in there like that!” Bonnie said.

“Watch me!” Willy said.

“Now, there’s a happy couple,” O’Hara said
to Cage.

“I’ve seen them around; they were boarding
over the diner. He smiles all the time, but this is the first time
I’ve seen them together. Now I know why he smiles so much. She sure
is a looker,” Cage said.

“Yeah, he is a lucky man……are you going to
buy something or just look all day?” The bell over the front door
jingled and O’ Hara said, “Move over, Boy, looks like I have a
couple of real paying customers here.”

“Hello folks! Just step around this
overgrown kid with the badge. He has been looking in that candy
case all morning. Never buys anything just waits till I give him a
free sample. I haven’t seen you around so let me welcome you to
Huntsville. My name is O’ Hara this is Ranger Cage Cruise out of
Austin. I guess you know you have a set of lips on your cheek. They
look suspiciously like the pair right next to you,” Grady O’Hara
said grinning.

Willy was somewhat timid, but Bonnie was
not. “He thinks he is going to embarrass me,” Bonnie said. “My name
is Bonnie and this shy gentleman is Willy. He is going to treat me
to some ice cream; that is, if he has any money left. He just
bought me a ranch,” she said with a laugh. Willy rolled the brim of
his hat around in his hand and grinned. A curl of black hair hung
down in his face and made him look even younger than his
twenty-four years.

“I have seen you in the boarding house a
couple of times, but never took the time to introduce myself,” Cage
said. The two men shook hands while O’ Hara led Bonnie down the
counter.

“I make all my ice cream here. I have six
flavors!” O’Hara said proudly.

Willy sat on a bar stool and watched Bonnie.
She had class and was cordial. This was a new side to the woman he
had been with for the past year and her warmth was contagious. She
was making herself at home in this town and getting to know the
people. Suddenly he began to be jealous of the tall Texas Ranger
who stood by giving Bonnie a broad grin. He was glad he had left
the pistol under the seat of his auto for this ranger was a very
observant man. The attention and closeness to the ranger made Willy
cut his visit to town short. As soon as he could he ushered Bonnie
out of the candy store.

C24 - Just A Few Close
Friends

 Annie couldn’t wait to go meet the new woman on the
next ranch. She turned her horse down the road; enjoying the cool
mornings that always came with the early Texas spring weather.
Susie barked several times then stood wagging her tail as Annie
dismounted and tied the horse’s reins to a railing on the front
porch. “Nice dog! Good Dog!” she said as she knocked on the front
door.

Out of a sound sleep the commotion outside
brought Willy to a sitting position. He had been laying on the
couch with a newspaper over his face sound asleep. Bonnie was
drying her hands on her apron and had almost reached the door when
she heard Willy’s voice behind her saying, “Don’t answer the door
until I’ve had a look outside.”

Bonnie stood looking at the gun he held in
his hand and the memory of the life she had been living came back
fresh on her mind. “Put that thing away. I hope we never need that
here!” Bonnie chided.

Willy stepped over to the window and looked
through the curtain. A horse was tied to the porch rail and he
could see a girl standing on the porch. With his head he motioned
for Bonnie to answer the door as he retreated into the bedroom.

“Hello, Neighbor! I’m Annie Parker from the
next farm over and I came over to say hello. Your dog is giving me
some hungry looks,” Annie said. Bonnie stepped out on the porch and
introduced herself. It didn’t take long for the women to warm to
each other.

Willy stepped back into the bedroom to get
his shirt on mumbling. ‘This place has more traffic than a city
street.’ Listening to the women talk he knew that Bonnie was
getting too close to the neighbors. He had to have a talk with her
and explain that they could never be like ordinary folks. The life
she was living would get them killed if they got careless. He
stayed in the house listening to their conversation while the two
drank coffee on the front porch. Bonnie was careful to steer around
the areas of her life that she did not want known. She had decided
she would have a new life regardless of the consequences. From now
on she would not hide from people she wanted to meet.

The morning was almost gone when Annie
excused herself and headed back home. Bonnie was delighted because
tomorrow Annie would bring an extra horse and they would ride. In
the days to come despite Willy’s argument Bonnie continued her
friendship with Annie. He saw the two riding across the fields and
along the country lanes enjoying each other’s company like a couple
of schoolgirls. They became the best of friends. Bonnie became
quite skilled at riding. Almost daily the two would meet on their
favorite riding trail.

“Willy, I want a good riding horse of my own
and I want you to start riding with me once in a while,” Bonnie
said.

“Bonnie, think about what you are saying. We
are just one jump ahead of McDonald. If these fancy friends of
yours ever find out about this fake life you and I are living they
will be the first ones to turn on you. What you are building will
someday tumble down!” Willy stated.

“I can’t go back to the life we lived in the
past! Your logic only works for people who live in the shadows. I
don’t want to live a double life. It is my intention to rectify all
the wrong I have done and walk a different path from now on,”
Bonnie replied.

Willy stood watching the determined look on
her face before shaking his head and walking away.

That evening Bonnie sat at a lamp and wrote
her mother a letter. Beside her the trashcan was full of previous
attempts. Willy walked into the living room and wiped shaving cream
off his ear. Looking at the waste can he stooped over and picked up
a wrinkled piece of paper. “Dear Mom……” he started then
looked over at her and said, “You know you might put your family in
harm’s way if you contact them?”

Weakly she said, “I’m just trying to think
of a way to say I’m sorry for the hurt I put them through.”

Willy moved a chair over by the desk, smiled
at her and said, “Bonnie, if you will give me a few more weeks I
believe I can clear up all this mystery and remove the danger we
are in forever. Then you can contact your parents and our lives
will look just like all the rest of the good citizens in
Huntsville.”

Bonnie nodded in agreement but night after
night she wrote letters. Night after night she ripped the pages
apart and cast them in the waste can. She couldn’t think of enough
lies to cover up her past. In fact, there was no way she could put
a lie on paper to her mother. If she contacted them surely her
sordid past would someday be revealed to them. One morning she sat
drinking coffee and looked at the latest attempt at a letter.
Frowning she wadded it up and threw it in the trash. The sun was
up, and birds were singing outside.

Today she would explore every inch of her
land and see what the place looked like. Stamping on her new boots
she walked along a fence line looking at the cattle that eyed her
suspiciously. She had never ventured so far into the backwoods as
today. Moving across a pasture she followed a small stream deep in
a wooded area. Suddenly she stopped. Before her was a log cabin
buried in honey suckle vines. Bees and insects buzzed around the
flowers and hummingbirds darted about. Startled, she stood looking
at the picturesque cabin. Ivy clung all around the cabin and
encased its clay chimney. There were grape vines and fruit trees
beginning to bud. ‘This is like a cabin in a children’s
fairytale. I feel like I just stepped into a story,’ Bonnie
thought.

The door was covered with spiderwebs. It had
not been used for a long time. Walking around the cabin to the back
door looked much the same. Stopping suddenly, she stood very still.
Laying on the back porch was a big red wolf. The wolf had been
surprised by her appearance. Susie stood wagging her tail. It was
obvious they knew each other. The wolf jumped up and ran off into
the woods. The back door, however, was easier to enter. Inside the
cabin, except for a heavy coat of dust, warmed her heart. Susie
walked from room to room sniffing everything. The furniture had
been covered with old sheets and the mantle was adorned with
several dusty pictures. Stepping to the mantle, Bonnie dusted a
picture with her sleeve. An elderly couple stood outside by the
chimney holding hands. It was a very old picture. No doubt these
were the people who had lived here. She was excited. She would
clean up the cabin and it would be her place of solitude. Now she
needed to get back. Susie was acting funny. It may be time to have
her puppies. The dog was wheezing when they finally got back to the
house. She laid down on her blanket with a great deal of effort.
Bonnie didn’t know anything about animals, but she thought it must
be time for her to have her litter. Laying on the porch Susie could
not seem to get comfortable. “Willy, come out here! We are going to
have puppies any minute. I need your help!” Bonnie yelled.

Willy came out on the porch with a
questioning look on his face. “What do I know about dogs having
puppies?” he questioned.

“Men are so helpless! Go get me a towel and
some warm water! The puppies are coming now!” Bonnie exclaimed. A
half hour later Susie lay panting while seven puppies squirmed,
making grunting noises. They were both excited to see the newborn
puppies squirming around on the blanket. Willy had taken to the
birthing and was as excited as Bonnie.

“I always wanted a puppy when I was a boy,”
Willy said.

Bonnie looked at him and couldn’t imagine
what his childhood was like. Every child had a puppy when they were
young!

“What are we going to do with all these
dogs?” Willy asked.

“They are half-wolf, and we will give them
to our friends,” Bonnie explained.

“What are you talking about?” Willy
asked.

“There is a fairytale cabin way back in the
woods where I saw a big red wolf. He wouldn’t come near me, but he
kept eyeing Susie. I think he is the father of these puppies,”
Bonnie related.

Willy grinned and said, “Girl, you have a
great imagination. Fairy tale cabins, red wolves. It sounds like
Hansel and Gretel may be living back there.”

“Willy, I am finally home again. This is
where I want to be. I need you to help me make this place pay,” she
stated.

“Make this place pay? What are you talking
about? We are not here to become a couple of hick ranchers. We are
on the run from the mob. I have things I have to take care of! Then
we’re gone. One day soon, we will be leaving here. The reason we
bought this place is because of that big barn over there. It’s part
of my plan,” Willy explained.

‘Tomorrow is Sunday and the small church
down the road may be just the place where God could start whipping
my family in shape,’ Bonnie thought.

C25 - The Devil Gets His
Due

 It was an overcast morning when Thomas entered Ed’s
garage. “Thomas!” Ed said. “I’ve been waiting for you!” Ed raised
his head from under the hood of an old Dodge and stepped back
wiping his greasy hands on a rag. “I expected you to come around
sooner. We need to talk about that job,” Ed said.

“I’m not interested about what you and Bart
are fixing to do,” Thomas stated firmly.

Ed jerked Thomas around and said, “Get this
straight, Boy! I’m tired of this small town, of being broke, and
working on these old junk cars. You better not mess this deal up
for me! The man says we need three drivers and you are the only one
who knows how to drive big trucks. You have to teach Bart and me
how to drive big rigs, pronto.”

“I told you, Ed, I’m through with anything
outside the law,” Thomas reiterated his feelings about the job.

“Not this time, Shine Ghost! I have too much
on you to let you ruin this big deal for me. You will do this one
thing, because if you don’t, I will go to Bart with your drunken
confession the other night. He will certainly take care of you,
because you can put him in the electric chair,” Ed growled.

C26 - Night Trips

 Willy wiped his mouth and placed the napkin next to
his plate. Sliding his chair back from the table, he sat and
watched Bonnie moving about the kitchen. Most of the women he had
known didn’t know how to boil water, much less how to cook.
“Bonnie, you are the best cook I have ever known. Your mother
taught you well. If you don’t fatten me up, it won’t be because of
your cooking!” Willy stated.

Bonnie replied, “I’m enjoying country living
and this house is a dream come true!” Her face was aglow as she
turned back to cleaning a pot in the sink.

“I’ve got to go meet with someone. I will be
back early tonight,” he said.

Bonnie removed the dishes from the table
trying to think of a way to discuss Willy’s night trips that
wouldn’t start an argument. “Why don’t you stay home with me this
evening?” she said.

“We’ve been all over this and nothing is
going to change my mind. You need to turn a blind eye to my coming
and going. It doesn’t concern you,” Willy stated.

“Willy, let’s give this new life a chance!”
Bonnie pleaded. “You and I were meant for each other. Whatever you
are doing, get out of it before it’s too late.”

He had exited the kitchen through the screen
door and stood on the back porch. Leaning back against the door
jamb, he looked at Bonnie through the screen.

“We are a couple of misfits. You can try to
change, but it won’t work. Be realistic, I don’t want to see you
hurt,” Willy said.

“I want my hands to get dirty doing honest
labor. This is a big spread and I fully intend to run this ranch
and make it profitable. If you tried using that creative mind, no
doubt it would come up with honest ways to make a living,” Bonnie
pleaded.

“Do you have anything in mind to start
with?” Willy meant it as a challenge.

“As a matter of fact, I do. I have had my
ears open and it seems that the local ranchers get the short end of
the stick every spring at the auction barn. The cattle buyers have
their heads together and fix the cattle prices. What can you do to
insure I get a good price for my year-old calves? The local
ranchers are keeping them longer to get as much weight as possible,
so they can at least break even. We have a lot of calves ready for
market,” Bonnie stated.

“Let me think about that. I will investigate
the problem and get back to you. Any other problems I need to solve
for you?” Willy asked with a smile.

Bonnie quickly replied, “You can marry me
and take away my shame.” Willy was taken by surprise and while he
stood with his mouth open, she quickly walked away.

At a pre-arranged spot west of Huntsville,
Ed and Thomas watched the dust cloud following the car Willy drove.
The meeting place was a deserted farmhouse, a victim of the
depression years.

“Thomas you best remember what I said. You
are in this deal and after this one easy job you will have all the
money you need to get your rig. Remember you cross me…I tell Bart,”
Ed said.

Driving up the lane, Willy passed the two of
them sitting on the old porch. He drove around back and parked. The
cars were out of sight from the county road that passed a hundred
yards in front of the house.

A few minutes later Bart drove his patrol
car along the road and parked next to Willy. With Bart’s arrival
Thomas and Ed entered the front of the house where Willy stood in
the kitchen with a map rolled up under his arm. He had lit a
lantern and sat it on the hearth of the old fireplace. The glow
from the lantern gave off sinister shadows as the men milled around
the room.

Willy looked at Thomas and then his eyes
went to Ed. “This is your third man?” asked Willy.

“This is Thomas Taylor. He is the driver
that knows how to drive anything on wheels and the law has never
caught him,” Ed stated.

Willy’s eyes narrowed, “Did you drive shine
for Harlan Williams?”

“I was one of his drivers, so was Bart. Ed
and I built cars for Harlan and we drove them.” Thomas was quiet,
now everything in his past was back fresh on his mind.

“Well, we are all here. Let’s get this laid
out, shall we?” Willy said as he spread the map over a rickety old
kitchen table that had been left by the last sharecropper. “I will
make this brief,” Willy said, pointing to a spot on the map. “This
is the place where the trucks will be kept. It is an isolated road
with no traffic.” The expression on Thomas’ face was a look of
shock. Willy noticed the look but continued. “There’s an irrigation
canal that runs along this road and an old farm that has been
abandoned for years. The roof of the old farmhouse has recently
fallen in. Sitting next to the house is a large storage shed which
is still standing and in good repair. It serves as a place to sleep
for the drivers. Two hundred feet from the storage shed there is a
large hay barn. It’s a perfect place to hide the trucks until they
decide to move them,” Willy said.

The three looked over the map as Willy
continued, “If the same precautions are taken that have been used
in the past, this will be a piece of cake. They will be
overconfident, and I doubt they will post a guard. Usually there
are a couple of guards left to watch the barn while the rest go
party along the coast.” Willy watched the faces of the men as he
talked. “When the guards go to sleep. I will sneak up and simply
lock them in the storage room. I made a trip down there a week ago
and reinforced the building without making it obvious. The building
is real sturdy now and can be locked from the outside,” Willy
said.

“What makes you think it will be that
simple?” Ed asked.

“Weeks, I have been there and know the
routine. I set up the deals from the beginning. I know how they
think,” Willy said as he walked out of the light of the kerosene
lamp and leaned against the wall while Ed and Bart studied the map.
Thomas sat backwards in a chair with his hands over the chair's
back, his head resting on his arms.

“Taylor, you and Bart know the place I’m
talking about?” Willy asked.

“I’ve been there…before the house caved in.
Harlan and Judd bottled the whisky in the kitchen. I’ve slept in
the shed,” Thomas said.

Willy acknowledged Thomas’ observation then
started again, “After everyone is asleep, I will sneak up to the
shed and lock the door. There is a small window in each side, too
small to crawl through. I will disable all the vehicles but the
trucks. When I get the door locked, we will start the trucks. The
door will hold long enough for us to make a getaway. Once on the
road we will be in the clear. Then it’s a long night’s drive to my
barn.”

Raising his head from the chair, Thomas
cleared his throat and asked, “All we have to do is drive?”

“Yes, that is all I want you to do, nothing
else. The trucks will be full of fuel. I will bet on that. So,
drive straight through. The routes are marked on the map so pick
your route and memorize the way you are to go. They are all
approximately the same distance, so we should arrive about the same
time. When you get to my place wait by the big trees down from my
barn for the other trucks to arrive. I will follow one of the
trucks in the vehicle and lead you all into the barn. Once the
trucks are in my barn, I will take you back to your vehicles. You
will be back at work by morning,” Willy said.

“You got it all figured out, but just say
something goes wrong and we get found out. I say we take some
hardware so there won’t be no need to worry,” Bart said.

“Get this straight; there will be no
shooting! If they get wise to us, break and run. Meet back at the
meeting place beside the canal. Remove all the identification out
of your pockets and tags from your clothing. Make sure there is no
way to identify you should something go wrong. Nothing, absolutely
nothing, must be left behind that will identify us or where we came
from. We will not stop on the way to get anything. So, have all the
smokes and soft drinks you need,” Willy stated as he stood watching
the men for a long time and then he continued. “They are pros and
will try to back track us. To find where we came from and where we
stashed the trucks. They will check every station. Checking
anyplace we could buy diesel for the trucks. I will make sure there
is extra fuel for each rig just in case. Do it my way and no one
gets hurt. Any questions so far?” No one said anything, so Willy
changed positions on the wall and continued. “Yesterday, I picked
up an old panel truck outside of Austin. I have taken all the
identification off but the tags. Ed you need to take a look at the
engine and replace all the tires. Make sure it will not leave us
beside the road. Earlier today, I parked it in that row of old cars
you have behind your shop,”

Ed nodded his understanding and lit a
cigarette. “I’ll take care of it,” he said.

“After you give it a tune up and a new set
of tires, I will pick it up and hide it down behind my place. If we
have to abandon it, all we have to do is remove the tags. We can
drive it into a lake…just get the tags first.” Willy looked around
the room at each man’s face. “I heard an insignificant candy
wrapper on a murder victim placed him in the candy shop the morning
the candy store was robbed. You men make sure a candy wrapper or
anything else you may have will not lead the people we are going to
steal from back to Huntsville. One last thing and this is
important. Don’t go close to my house or let my wife see you. Stay
in the barn and get directly in the car as soon as we park the
trucks. She doesn’t know anything, and I intend to keep it that
way. If I have to cut and run, she will know nothing to incriminate
herself or identify you.” Willy looked around the room. He had seen
the worst types of men associating with the mob and knew Ed and
Bart ranked among them. On the other hand, Thomas was a confused
and sad case. He was in over his head but was probably the most
useful of the three with his driving skills. “I want everyone
ready; it has to work like clockwork. I will let you know when we
move. Meanwhile, I will make arrangements to deliver the
merchandise. When I tell you to meet me; you must drop everything
and be ready to leave. Any delay and we will miss the trucks. This
is our last meeting. After tonight there will be no contact with
each other until we hijack the trucks,” Willy spoke firmly.

“There’s only one little problem, Baker,”
Bart said.

“What might that be?” Willy inquired.

“The twelve thousand is not enough,” Bart
stated boldly.

For a long time, Bart and Ed stared at
Willy. Thomas sat as before, showing no emotion.

“Spit it out…I don’t have all night!” Willy
stated gruffly.

“The money is not enough to warrant risking
our lives,” Bart replied.

“I figured you would wait until now to
spring that on me. How much more do you want?” Willy inquired.

Ed spoke up and said, “We want a share of
the sale price of the goods, plus the twelve thousand.”

“Pack it up boys; the deal is off! You made
the deal and I’m not giving you anything but what you agreed to,”
Willy said.

Ed began to squirm and said, “Look, Baker!
Putting our heads on the line for four grand is not worth the
money!”

Baker had rolled up the maps and was walking
out the door. Thomas looked relieved and stood up ready to
leave.

“Now holdup, Baker! Give it some
consideration. We are taking a big chance!” Ed stated.

Willy turned at the door and looked at the
three and stated contemplatively, “Alright, I will give you five
grand apiece. That is fifteen thousand dollars for driving three
trucks with no risk involved. Take it or leave it but don’t try and
jack me around again.”

“Okay, five a piece is good…we accept,” Bart
said.

Thomas Taylor looked downcast and it was
obvious he wanted out of the deal.

“Wells, you will have to get away from your
duties without being missed for a few hours when we grab the
trucks. Then again when we get ready to deliver the merchandise. It
will take all of three days to deliver and get back here. I assume
you all can drive a big rig by now?” Willy asked.

C27 - A Change of
Heart

 It was Sunday morning, and all was quiet along the
streets of Huntsville. Across the city white steeples with crosses
glistened and church bells rang. In every home in the city, the
faithful as well as those who cared not for religion heard the
beckoning call. Men adjusted their ties or put on their suit
jackets. Women finished putting on makeup or finished dressing a
child. In every Christian home, the faithful prepared their
families for worship. Others made different choices; they snuggled
deeper under the covers trying to sleep as long as possible on this
day of rest. Some walked outside to retrieve the heavy Sunday paper
from their lawns. Sunday’s editions were always large and held
together by heavy rubber bands or slipped in a plastic sleeve if
the weather was threatening.

On Sunday morning, everyone made a choice;
whether it was relaxing with a cup of coffee and reading the paper
or answering the Clarion call. Either way it was a personal choice
made freely. What would they do with Jesus? Most realized the
decision held eternal consequences and that there was no third
option. Nothing else in life carried such a far-reaching
consequence as that one decision highlighted on Sunday morning.
‘…narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be
that find it.’ Sunday mornings in America at this time in world
history were profoundly significant because the choices were so
easily discerned. Sunday was the Lord’s Day in America.

Shane Thomas Taylor sat in his grandmother’s
kitchen. His only desire in life was to be free of all the bad
things he had seen and done in his young life. Betty Mueller walked
into the kitchen to find Thomas sitting at the table.

“Granny, I want to go to church with you
this morning,” Thomas stated.

Betty smiled, and her heart jumped within
her. She had longed to see Thomas back in church. She looked at
Thomas and said, “I will be proud to have my favorite man in church
with me!”

Later that cool spring morning, they reached
the small Baptist church before the service had started. They sat
in a small park across the street and watched people file into the
church. “Its cold out here, Son. You ready to go in?” Betty Mueller
asked.

“Granny, I will be there in just a minute,”
Thomas said. He watched her cross the street. More and more his
past weighed heavy on his mind. There was just no way to deal with
them. His admission to Ed by the river had been foolish. Now Ed
would use it to blackmail him. Sooner or later he had to disclose
the entire mess to the authorities but not with Bart as sheriff. He
had made up his mind. Getting right with the Lord was the first
step. He had not drunk anything since that night with Ed and never
intended to do so again.

Sitting in the park, his mind went back over
the years of his life. Living with his grandmother had been charged
with love. No one could have asked for a better mother than Granny.
It all came to a head in the eighth grade. Bobby Dan Lopez had
shocked him in front of the whole class when he said, “My mother
said, your mother was never married and ran off with a man twice
her age when you was a baby. You don’t know who your daddy is do
you?”

None of that mattered now. Life was what it
was, and he intended to make drastic changes in it for the better.
Thomas stood up and adjusted his tie and made his way across the
windy street. A few minutes later, he looked up at the choir to see
his grandmother smiling back at him. She gave him a wink and Thomas
winked back. He had reached a turning point in his life. The next
time he saw Bobby Lopez he fully intended to have improved his
standing in life. This morning he would seek to rectify his life
with the Lord.

C28 - Birds of A
Feather

 "Iexpec’ it to be warm over here in Texas. Where
is all dem’ cactus’s and long ear jacorabbits?” the man in the
passenger seat asked.

The man driving the car chuckled as he
pulled the car around the town square. “Boy, what you thinkin’…dis
your first time in Texas?” he asked.

“We folk in Luzana don’t sees much need in
leavin’ home too much. Takes yourself a look at dat. Reckon we have
any friends up in there?” The driver stated as the two men drove
slowly by the walled prison sitting on the edge of Huntsville.

“I’ma thinkin’ not. If we be careless tak’n
care of this Shine Ghost, we might be a finin’ out. Reckon why they
built dem walls so tall?” Jock Birdie Stein inquired.

“What you think, Boob? So, nobody what try
be goin’ breakin’ out of dat place. We dun come a long way from
Norleans. What de fellas name we contac’?” Grey Jack asked.

“Jude or Dude or something like dat,” Birdie
replied.

“Why don’ you be lookin’ on dat piece of
peper in your pocket. Din you can tole me for sure. After we take
care of dis Shine Ghost character, we might want to leave town in
som’ kina hurry. These folks take them prisons som’ kina serious,”
Grey Jack Mahoney said.

“Dat prison tell me dis’ town don’t be no
place to be messin’ roun.’ We find dis ghost, we thump him and get
back to Norleans’ in som’ kina hurry. For myself, Grey Jack, I
would have thumped that albino for free. I never did like needer
two of dem don’ ye kno,” Birdie said. “What day this hap’nin?”
Stein asked.

“It’s Sunday you boob! Don’t you see all
dem’ churches and cars?” Grey Jack replied.

“I’m not usual up dis’ time of day. Let’s
find dat motel and get some bre’fast! I’m hongry,” Birdie said.

“You reckon dis ghost fella goes to church
som-atall?” Grey Jack said.

“I hope he atten’ reglar’ an make amends.
Cause he’s goanna meet him maker som’ kina quick!” Birdie said.

ααααααα

Through the forest the sound of the country
church bell rang calling those who eagerly awaited the Sunday
morning worship services. Annie drove her dad’s old pickup down the
dirt road. It had become a daily trip to pick up Bonnie for one
reason or the other. The two had become inseparable friends.
Bonnie’s secret life was not shared with her new friend. The two
enjoyed their trips to town and now to the little church in the
back woods. Sitting among a sea of wiggling puppies, Bonnie heard
the old truck coming down the dirt road long before Annie pulled up
in front of the house. Annie had made her choice of the pup she
wanted.

“I want that one, Bonnie. Save him for me. I
am going to name him Ranger,” Annie had said.

“I promised Silas first choice. I will let
him know he can’t have Ranger,” Bonnie said laughing.

Annie laughed, “Now you are learning how to
give a man first choice.” A mile in the backwoods the small white
church stood by the now famous cemetery surrounded by cars and
trucks parked among the shade trees. Annie ground the gears
reaching for a lower gear as she pulled into the church yard. Annie
waved to the ranger standing there. “Bonnie, I invited Cage to
church yesterday and he came!” Annie said smiling.

“It looks like you have yourself a ‘Bo’
Annie! He’s sure handsome,” Bonnie said. “He is almost as handsome
as my Willy.” Arm and arm they walked into the church. For Bonnie
it had been years since she had last attended church. She knew the
old gospel hymns by heart and joined in from the first. It was
invigorating to sing with the people there. The small congregation
quickly realized they had a talented singer in their midst that
knew all the songs and never looked at a hymnal. Without her
knowledge on that beautiful spring day, God began replacing the
years the locust had eaten of her life.

Back along the dusty road Willy laid in bed
listening to the music that radiated through the morning air. He no
longer covered his head but quietly listened. The songs had a
soothing message that he could not deny. Nothing in his past had
prepared him for a Christian type of influence. Had he been born to
a Christian family, maybe things would have turned out differently.
As it was, there was no hope. He hated to see Bonnie get her hopes
up. He knew that it would never work for them. His brother was a
Christian. He smiled as he remembered the little black testament
John had carried in his back pocket. Often it had been the source
of much pleasure to Willy as he would grab it and run. Faster and
more athletic than John, he had loved to torment him. He missed his
brother but that was ages ago, in another lifetime. Good memories
were always overshadowed with bad memories and they kept him from
dwelling on the past.

Putting a pillow over his head, he dozed off
and for a while slept soundly. Suddenly, the shrill voice of his
drunken mother shot through his dreams. Then came a vision of his
brother John running for a place to hide from her. She stormed
through his dreams robbing him of his fond memories and the
long-ago love of his brother. This time he got up, warmed the
coffee and moved to the porch swing where he listened to the
singing and enjoyed the peaceful morning. He had to admit the times
spent here had made him more at peace with himself. His headaches
were less frequent while his new thoughtfulness played a part in
his coming to love Bonnie more and more.

He had to be careful. This country living
was taking the edge off him. In Chicago, he had always been
wheeling and dealing. He was exploring new angles of making money;
always with a hidden plan in the back of his mind. The fast pace
life never left him time to consider his life and the bad memories.
Now he enjoyed just sitting in the swing and listening to the wind
through the tall pines. There had never been such times as these in
his life. But why pretend that there might be a future here for
them? Bonnie would just get hurt when they were found out and when
the good folks of Huntsville rejected her. Checking his watch, he
got in his car and headed for a certain phone booth to await a
phone call. A breakfast at the roadhouse diner would be good this
morning since Bonnie was not home.

Pulling up to a little service station by
the highway, he acknowledged the attendant and asked, “Mr. Jackson,
has there been a call for me today?”

Mr. Jackson replied, “No, Sir, Mr. Baker.
The coffee is fresh. Make yourself at home.”

Right on time the phone rang, and Willy
closed the phone booth door that sat beside the station. “Hello,
friend,” the voice said.

“Hello to you…I have missed our
conversations of late. I’m glad you called. Did you have a chance
to pass the information to Pat or Sam up north?” Willy asked.

“Per your instructions, Amy and John went to
Chicago and met with Pat and Sam. They are excited to know some
will be headed south soon. Pat, the bartender, said to let you know
the storm is coming your way. It’s so big that it will end a
legend!” Jesse said.

“Sounds serious! What do you make of this?”
Willy asked.

“Well, I know that a couple of freelance
operators have been retained from down around New Orleans,” Jesse
said.

“Sounds like heavy weights!” Willy said.

“Yes, indeed they are. LaSalle is serious
about revenging his kin. Pat says they are fast and effective. I’m
surprised McDonald has not made you a public example. Strangely
quiet in Chicago about you,” Jesse said.

“Good! I was counting on Mac keeping me for
himself…for a while anyway. How did you get up north so quickly?”
Willy asked.

“My compadres are flying a new plane. We can
make things happen!” Jesse said.

“I am trusting you to figure a way to help
save the legend. It’s getting dangerously close to show time. I
have a kid Texas Ranger breathing down my neck. If I don’t stay a
jump ahead of this stumblebum, he will mess up my plans. I never
counted on a wet-behind-the-ears ranger birddogging me,” Willy
said.

“Cousin, just keep moving forward. There is
nothing else we can do. I put the legend in a lot of trouble. We
must work fast to make sure this ghost lives on. My people can make
this work only if you stay on course. It will all hinge on our plan
meshing with your plans. It will be tight, real tight. At some
point, I must bring in the medicine man. If I bring him in too
soon, he could blow the whole thing,” Jesse said.

“Jesse, you have to handle this. Don’t bring
in the medicine man until the very last minute…not a minute sooner.
I don’t trust how he will react to this,” Willy said.

“I left a special phone number with Mr.
Jackson, the man that runs this station. He will have the line
monitored day and night; should you need to talk. I will be waiting
for times and dates. We’ve got to make this work for all concerned.
It’s going to be just another school play,” Jesse Rash said.

“When can I expect the freelance party?”
Willy inquired.

“Pat says trouble should be arriving real
soon probably within the week. There are two of them and have a
contact down there to head them in the right direction. I don’t
know who their contact is. Birdie Stein is certifiably crazy and
Grey Jack Mahoney is one rough customer. Good luck, Cousin!” Jesse
said.

The phone went dead, and Willy grimaced.
‘Huh…a school play…about dead people, Cousin. If you don’t get
this right, we will have dead people. Oh, what a terrible web we
weave,’ Willy muttered.

C29 - The Ranger Pain

 Cruise had placed Dave Smith on the town’s square the
morning of the robbery. He had decided that the cemetery was
nothing more than an isolated meeting place they had chosen. The
local pool hall and tavern was their hangout, like every other
cowboy in Huntsville. He needed some way to tie them to someone in
particular and a way to put them together on the morning of his
death.

Standing in the tavern, Cage contemplated
what he needed to do next. Mitch Riley stood cleaning a glass at
the far end of the bar watching the ranger. The law had always been
a pain to Mitch, but this ranger had been a rather friendly boy and
Mitch had known his dad. Walking over to him he struck up
conversation.

Mitch asked, “You want another coke or
something?” Shaking his head Cage said no.

“Mitch, you knew Smith. What’s your take on
this mess? This is the main hangout for Huntsville, so everybody
that’s having a night on the town ends up in here at some time in
the night. Did Smith come by here the night he was killed?”

Mitch pulled the big apron aside and looked
at his pocket watch and said, “That night Smith came in about 9:30,
drunk as usual. You know how some boys have a few drinks and begin
acting the fool. That was Dave for you. He sure took after his old
man. John Smith was a foolish drunk, too.”

“He settled at the table over by the window
and started nursing a beer. Judy Clark came in after her shift at
the diner and bought him a beer; she sat with him for a while. Judy
works in here occasionally and helps me out, but she didn’t stay
long before she called it a night.”

Mitch was talking, so Cage just sat and
listened. “There were several people in here at that time. The
night was as cold as a mountain top and that seemed to drive people
in off the street. I stayed busy the early part of the night with
the usual crowd. Lots of people came and went most of them in
better shape than Smith. You might check with Judy and see if she
remembers if he left that night with anyone.”

“Can you tell me where I can find her now?”
Cage Cruise asked.

“Take a look over at the diner, she was
working there the last time I talked to her,” the bartender
said.

“Thanks, Mitch. If you think of anything
else, let me know,” Cruse said.

Up the street it was a busy time of day at
the diner. People from the courthouse were gathering for lunch when
Cage entered. Seeing him, Judy’s eyes brightened, and she headed
for his table with a menu. After giving Cage her best smile she
asked, “Hello, Ranger! What would you like to drink?” For a moment
he considered what the menu had to offer then placed his order.

“I’ll have a cup of coffee and a piece of
your apple pie. Judy, when things slow down can you come and have a
talk with me?” Ranger Cruise asked.

“How did you know my name?” Judy
questioned.

“I’ve been talking to Big Mitch over at the
Longhorn. He pointed me to you.”

“As soon as things slow down, I will come
sit a spell,” she said.

After the lunch break was over the diner
cleared fast. Watching the activity in the diner, Cage decided it
was time for a report to Captain Eastman and to see when some help
would be arriving. It had been a week and he didn’t have a solid
suspect yet. It wouldn’t hurt to have some more experience on this
case. He would call Eastman today and make his report asking also
for an extra ranger to sort through this with him.

Judy came back to the table and sat in the
chair across from Cage and said, “I have a few minutes, what do you
want to talk about, Sugar?”

“Tell me about the night Dave was killed. I
understand you talked with him for a while.”

“Well, what can I tell you? He was always
looking for a good time and was as sneaky as the day is long! He
always wanted a free drink or food. Wanting me to sneak him a pack
of cigarettes or something from behind the counter when I worked
for Big Mitch. The night of the murders I came in and was playing
pool when Dave came in. He was drunk and loud. Dave sat in the
booth under the window. You could always tell when he was broke, he
hung onto a beer for a long time. Bart, our new sheriff, came in
and sat with him buying a round. When he left, I talked with Dave
for a while.” Her face became serious and she became thoughtful.
“Strange isn’t it? We sat and talked but had no clue in a few hours
he would be dead.” Judy rubbed her arms briskly; the memory gave
her goose bumps.

“Death is certain and it’s certain we don’t
know when it’s going to happen,” Cage said.

“That sends cold chills up my spine! You
just never know, do you? Ed came in and sat with Dave for a while,”
Judy stated.

“The mechanic?” Cage asked.

“Yes, he is the local mechanic. He dresses
nice, but he can’t get the grease from under his fingernails,” Judy
stated blatantly.

“Was Ed a good friend of Smith's?” Cruise
inquired.

“I don’t know if you would call him a
friend. Ed is big and brutal; nobody calls him friend,” Judy
said.

“What about Bart? Was he a close friend of
Smith's?” Cage asked.

Judy’s face tightened and she said, “The new
sheriff is a hateful man! I stay away from him. If he comes near
me, I leave as quickly as I can. I never seen a man that could
laugh at someone else’s hurt, but Bart is that way. He has no
conscience; he likes being hateful. To answer your question, Dave
Smith didn’t have friends. Most everyone avoided him as much as
possible and that went for Bart and Ed.”

“Did anyone leave with him?” Cruise
continued his questions.

“Not that I saw. It was so cold most people
went home early and got by a warm fire and that included me,” Judy
said.

C30 - Another School
Play

 "Ididn’t catch all of that. One of you two tell
me, I didn’t just hear, ‘rob another bank’! Did I hear that?” Amy
Rash said.

“Actually, you did hear rob another bank.
The way you said it is not in the context of what John and I were
discussing,” Jessie Rash replied.

“I was just telling John that we have been
called upon to setup and carry out another school play, similar to
the robbery on the bank,” Jesse said.

“Then I heard right. You two are planning
another bank robbery,” Amy said.

“Amy, Dear! I would never do anything that
would be stepping over the line. No, we are not robbing a bank,”
Jesse said. “John, you’ve read all the papers and articles about
the Shine Ghost, the wizard who has eluded every state trooper in
the country. You both know the ghost is a kid just barely in his
twenties…Thomas Taylor. Well, Chicago has put a contract on the
Ghost. They mistakenly believe he was the one who killed BB
Crawford and Alvin LaSalle, the nephew of Gino LaSalle. We know
that is not true. It will be necessary to fool the hit men, all the
while protecting Taylor and getting him out of danger
permanently.”

“We could just go tell this LaSalle
character the Shine Ghost didn’t kill the two mob guys. He was just
driving the car his men were trying to steal,” Amy said.

“Now why didn’t we think of that, John,”
Jesse said in jest.

“Amy, LaSalle would want to know the name of
the other man in the car. That would get a contract on the other
man and us as well. If this came to light, it would bring a lot of
scrutiny down on us and that is not what we want,” John said.

“So, Jesse, you better get to writing the
script. It sounds like this play might get us more than just jail
time,” Amy said.

“I’ve been thinking on that. We need a way
to protect him until we can fix this,” Jesse said.


C31 - The Comanche

 David Lightfoot sat pondering the information being
relayed to him from across the desk in Captain Eastman’s office.
Lightfoot was a full-blooded Comanche Indian that had served with
Eastman in the war where he had been useful sending messages from
his company in the Comanche dialect. He was not a large man, but
the scars of battle were on his face. He had been a chief in his
tribe and out of respect Eastman always addressed him as Chief
Lightfoot. After leaving the war, he had come back to Texas with
the captain and joined the Texas Rangers.

“Chief, I have a ranger in Huntsville
investigating the murder of two males. There is evidence one of the
men was involved in a robbery of a local store. It appears he was
murdered over the money stolen from the store.”

“How much money was taken?” Lightfoot
asked.

“The sum of $400.00 dollars was reported to
have been taken,” Eastman stated.

“He killed for a small amount of money.
Anyone who would kill for such a small amount is a very dangerous
man indeed,” Lightfoot said.

“It also seems that the other victim
ventured up on the scene and was killed. I waited until I could put
you on the case before sending anyone else down there.”

“Who do you have down there?” Lightfoot
asked.

“Cruise; he was the only ranger I had to
send. But it looks like he is doing a good job. I am really
interested in how he handles this,” Captain Eastman stated.

“Captain… a kid just out of the academy. His
first time out and he’s going it alone?” Chief Lightfoot
inquired.

“Spare me the lecture I always give you. I
have been waiting for you to get through with your assignment for
that very reason. I want you down there to add some
experience.”

Lightfoot sat looking over the report and
asked, “Who is this Baker character?”

“He is new man in town and Cage says his
suits have a cut common to carrying a gun in a shoulder holster. He
showed up the morning of the murders,” Eastman said.

“Get a good look at him and his wife. I will
need a picture of him if you can get it. We will run it through the
prison system mug books for a start. He has a southern drawl but
talks like he came from up North. I want you to be there in the
morning. Several other men are mentioned in the report. One or more
could be the murderer. Watch yourselves. Chief, I know it is a
waste to tell you this, but whatever you do don’t tell the junior
ranger I told you to look after him.”

“Captain, the idea never crossed my mind,”
Lightfoot said.

C32- A Different
Perspective

 The ringing of a hammer in the early morning aroused
Bonnie’s curiosity as she opened the side door of the barn. Willy
was stripped to the waist as he dragged heavy bales of hay across
the floor to one side of the barn. Surprised to see Bonnie, Willy
exclaimed, “What are you doing out here? We had an understanding
did we not? You would stay away from the barn.” Bonnie stood still,
her complexion white as a sheet, her appearance caused him to stop
the argument long enough to ask. “What’s the matter with you? You
sick or something?” There was no time to answer. Bonnie rocked back
and forth before she threw up. Willy caught her and helped her to a
bale of hay he had been moving.

Bonnie said, “Willy, I think I’m pregnant.”
With that bit of news, he sat back on another bale of hay and
looked at Bonnie with astonishment.

“Bonnie, your timing is terrible! This is
not the time for a baby,” Willy admitted.

“What do you think…it’s entirely my fault?
What are you going to do about this?” Bonnie asked.

“What can I do about it?” asked Willy.

“Well, you better marry me as soon as you
can. That is if you intend to stay in this house another day. This
is Saturday, we can find a preacher somewhere and get married
today,” she said.

Willy pulled hay from his hair and sat
looking at Bonnie. He said, “This just takes the cake! How did I
ever get tied up with you anyway? I should have left you in Chicago
when I had the chance.” Bonnie’s big brown eyes started watering
and she began to cry softly. They both sat for a few minutes
without saying anything. “I’m sorry. I had no call to say that. I
will get cleaned up and we will go to Bryan. There should be a
preacher over there that will marry us. Let me finish what I’m
doing, and I will be in to clean up.”

“What is this hole in the floor? Where does
it go?” asked Bonnie.

Willy explained, “Over the years rainwater
running down the hill washed a gully under the barn. The farmer
just filled it in with hay. I’m afraid if a heavy truck drove over
it the truck would get stuck. The hay is rotten and stinks, so I
cleaned it out and covered it with boards. The gully runs all the
way to the bottom of the hill. It’s not visible from the outside of
the barn. The blackberry vines have it covered. Let me finish
moving the hay and I will come in. Go on Bonnie and promise me you
will not come back out here.”

“Willy, you need to start acting like a
father. You need to get a job or run this ranch,” Bonnie said
pleadingly.

“Jeez, Girl! We’re not married yet and you
are already nagging me. Don’t you think I have thought about what I
could do to make a living for us? This baby thing makes it even
more important that I succeed in what I am doing,” he said.

“It is more important that your baby knows
you as a decent man and father,” she said.

Willy started moving the hay again and said,
“Just go back to the house and leave me be.” With that Bonnie left
the barn. This new development added a new dimension to
everything.

Bonnie sat on the front porch swing,
bewildered about the circumstances. She thought about her mother
and how badly she needed her at this moment. She doubted that they
still lived where they had eight years ago. Bonnie was alarmed that
she may never see her mother again. This new situation made her
want her more than ever. I want my mother, she muttered.

The noise in the barn finally stopped and
Willy came out of the barn. His muscles were shimmering with sweat.
He was smart and strong as a bull. There was nothing he couldn’t do
with a nudge in the right direction. Bonnie sat watching him from
the porch swing as he walked to the house.

“Willy, I don’t want you to do something you
may never have done under different circumstances. So, this is all
I ask, I want you to marry me for the child. You are under no
obligation to me after that. I will not hold you against your will.
I want to be able to tell the baby about her father and how much I
loved him.” With that said, she went in the house and ran bath
water for him.

Willy sighed and sat down on the top step.
The wind blew and behind him the swing made a squeaking sound. As
he looked around at the place, he saw flowers everywhere. Bonnie
had made the place come alive. He realized that he really wanted to
marry her. He didn’t know how to show emotions. He never had cried
and would be embarrassed to do so. ‘Why couldn’t he tell her he
loved her?’ Getting up from the steps he gently pushed through
the dogs and went in to get ready.

C33 - No
Wedding Cake

Before noon, the
two were headed for Bryan. The air between them seemed tense and
little was said. For a long time, she sat smoothing the front of
her dress. Looking through the windshield her mind was a million
miles away. This was the day all girls longed for from an early
age. They planned for a chapel wedding. A knight in shining armor
and happiness forever. All girls long for the perfect wedding with
bride’s maids all in a row. However, her path in life had changed
all her schoolgirl dreams. She had given up the school proms and
all the fun that growing up should bring. Here she sat, her wedding
day filled with loneliness and a deep sense of regret. No father to
give his favorite daughter away. No mother to fuss and plan for
weeks before the wedding. The good things that all mothers wish for
her daughter, she had forsaken. A bump on the road brought her back
to reality.

“A penny for your thoughts,” Willy said.
“What’s the matter, Babe? This is supposed to be a happy day for
you!” Looking out the side window to hide the tears, she wished he
could understand what was missing. The countryside flew by through
blurry eyes. Across the seat Willy muttered, “Women.”

Bonnie had dressed in her finest and the
clothes that she laid out for Willy made him look very
distinguished. It didn’t take long to find a parsonage behind a big
Baptist church and Willy knocked on the door. The little man that
answered the door was about half the size of Willy and bald.

“Sir…preacher errs…my girlfriend wants to
get married. Can you do that for us?” The pastor walked out on the
porch and removed his glasses.

“How about you? Do you want to get married?”
the pastor asked Willy.

“Yes, I meant to say we…want to get
married,” Willy said almost stammering.

The pastor replied, “Reckon I can, Son, but
I would like to talk to the both of you first. Meet me at that door
over there and we will go in my study.”

A few minutes later Willy sat in the church
office fumbling with the western tie Bonnie had bought for him.
Wiping the dust off the big black cowboy boots, he was ill at ease.
Even the gun he had under his right arm couldn’t help him in this
situation. The pastor left to get the necessary papers. Willy
cleared his throat and asked, “Bonnie, what will we use for our
names?”

Bonnie looked at him with puzzled look and
asked him, “Willy, what is your real name?”

“It’s Welford Baker, you know that well
enough,” Willy said grimacing.

“Don’t lie to me! Is that really your name?”
Bonnie questioned with a smile.

With a grin he pushed the hat back on his
head and asked, “Bonnie, do you think I would make up a stupid name
like Welford?”

“Then we will be married as Mr. and Mrs.
Welford Baker,” she said determinedly.

“They won’t put it in the paper, will they?
You know some of these cities publish who got married and who
died,” Willy inquired.

“I don’t know Willy, but the pastor will get
suspicious if you tell him not to publish your name in the paper.
Where were you from anyway?” Bonnie asked.

“Amarillo,” Willy stated.

Bonnie replied, “So it’s no accident we are
in Texas?” Before he could answer she asked another question. “Do
you have family here?” Suddenly she realized that she knew very
little about the man she was about to marry. “You’ve never said
that you want to marry me,” Bonnie said.

Puzzled Willy said, “Well, I’m here!”

The two sat looking at each other wondering
what to say next when the preacher returned. The preacher stated,
“These are the forms you need to fill out and then there is a
three-day waiting period before you can get married.”

Willy looked horrified at the thought of
going through this again and asked, “Can’t you marry us today? It
is mighty important.”

The pastor stated, “Well I guess I can make
an exception and we can back date the papers…I married so many
young people in the war that couldn’t wait for the three-day
period. I suppose another one will not hurt. I’ll get my wife and
her sister to be the witnesses.” He got up and disappeared down the
hall. Willy was relieved and sat slumped in his chair waiting for
the next step in this ordeal. The wedding was short, and it seemed
to touch Willy. The little preacher was able to explain what
marriage was about and quickly earned Willy’s respect.

After the wedding Willy walked out of the
church as if he had been sent through a ringer. Bonnie followed him
out of the church looking at the Bible that the preacher had given
them for a wedding present. “This is a mighty fine Bible; I am glad
you paid him good. I’m glad he was the one who married us. Willy,
he was a nice man. Don’t you think?” Bonnie asked.

“Yeah, yeah he was great. Let’s get some ice
cream,” Willy said.

The two walked down the street to a little
ice cream parlor. Looking across the street Bonnie spied a jewelry
store and said, “After we leave here let’s go over there! I want a
wedding ring. Now tell me about your family!”

“What do you want to know about me for?”
Willy asked amazed.

Bonnie responded quickly, “That’s a dumb
question. I want to know something about the man I’m married to. I
want to be able to tell the baby everything about her dad if you
leave.”

“If I have to leave, I’m not leaving without
you. The kid will not need to know about my side of the family….my
family was messed up. There is very little to tell,” Willy
said.

Bonnie crossed her arms and gave him a hard
stare and said, “Willy, I want to know something about your
family.”

“Okay…Okay, I had a twin brother. We were
close. He was good, and I was bad. He died a long time ago and I
have been on my own since then. My father was killed in the war; I
was told he was a brave man. My mother drank herself to death.”
After saying that, Willy lapsed into silence.

Bonnie, on the other hand told her life
story over the ice cream cones. Willy sat and listened with renewed
interest in her.

Willy grinned at Bonnie and said, “You were
a real stinker weren’t you, Gal?” Bonnie looked at him with her big
brown eyes.

“Willy, do you think a person can change?”
she asked.

Leaning over the table and holding her
hands, he said, “I honestly believe you have, and I love what I
see.”

“We can have a good life together, I will
make you happy, but whatever it is you are doing, let it go,”
Bonnie pleaded.

“Bonnie, it’s gone too far to turn back. I
have gone too far to quit now. Now, let’s go get that ring you
want!” Willy said.

“I want you to have a ring, too! Don’t you?”
Bonnie asked.

“I suppose so, Doll Face! After this wedding
ordeal I need a ring or something to prove I made it through
alive!” Willy said smiling.

“Quit joking, Willy! Take this seriously,
please. I want to remember this as a blessing all my life,” she
said sincerely.

Pulling her close he said, “I’m sorry, this
is probably the only right decision I’ve made in my life.”

The next morning a rain shower added
humidity and the day promised to be a hot uncomfortable one. Bonnie
sat composing another letter to her mother; this time it would be
the truth. With no way of making it an easy blow she penned the
letter. The tears flowed as she accepted the way she had lived as
her own doing and begged for her mother’s forgiveness.

Willy was walking out of the house as Bonnie
sealed the letter and said, “Willy, mail this while you’re in
town.”

Walking ahead of her to his automobile he
frowned and looked back at her and said, “Bonnie, this is not the
time for this; we need to wait a while before you contact your
folks. I wouldn’t be surprised if McDonald was watching their house
waiting for such as this to happen. I promise after this deal is
over, I will take you to see them in” …looking at the address on
the envelope he finished… “Darien, Georgia.” Bonnie crossed her
arms and Willy saw the determined look on her face.

“Okay, I will mail the letter.” He agreed
knowing full well as soon as he was out of sight, he would tear the
letter to pieces.

The sound of a motor brought the two out of
the discussion as Annie came bouncing into the yard in her father’s
old truck. “You need anything from the store? I’m going to
Huntsville for my weekly shopping,” she said. Spying the letter in
Willy’s hand Annie took the letter from Willy and dropped it on the
stack beside her in the seat. “I’m going right by the Post Office.
No need in both of us going by there!” In another breath she gunned
the old truck and shouted, “Toodle-do,” as the old truck sped down
the dirt road.

Astonished Willy stood and watched the dirt
fly from the back of Annie’s truck as she picked up speed. ‘That
woman is beginning to get on my nerves,’ Willy said under his
breath.

Bonnie almost laughed and said, “That’s
okay, as long as it’s not me that’s getting on your nerves!”

Willy’s trip to town was short he was back
before noon. Bonnie could tell he had something on his mind and
later that day Willy came out of the house with a traveling
bag.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I will be gone for a few days. If anyone
asks, tell them that I left on business,” Willy said flatly.

“Willy, where are you going?” Bonnie
inquired.

“We’ve been all over this before so listen
to me…what you don’t know won’t hurt you. I will be back as soon as
I can.” Pushing his hat back in the Clark Gable style he gave her a
smile and said, “I never plan on being away from you for long,
couldn’t stand it, Toots.” Kissing her passionately, he got in the
car and headed down the dirt road repeating what Annie had said in
a high-pitched voice, “Toodle-do.”

C34 - Arraignments

 Thomas Taylor stood behind the diner in the pre-dawn
darkness, his traveling bag hid behind an old car. It wasn’t long
until Willy’s shiny new car rounded the Huntsville square. Flipping
his cigarette into the gravel he opened the door and threw his bag
into the back seat. Climbing into the passenger seat Thomas leaned
back against the leather seats. “Nice car,” he said looking the
mahogany dashboard over.

“Listen, Taylor, we are not going to a party
or getting drunk. This is business. Every time I get around Ed or
Bart, I smell alcohol. You will not take a drink of anything until
we are back here, and you are no longer in my company,” Willy
said.

“Actually, I don’t intend to drink anything
stronger than coke ever again. That was the last cigarette in the
last pack I will ever buy,” Thomas said.

“You don’t say much but when you do it's
confusing …what do you mean?” Willy asked.

Thomas sighed and said, “I notice you do not
drink or smoke and that is rare among the people I associate with.
I never intend to do either again. After this job I will never do
anything dishonest again in my life. You can keep the money. I
don’t want it.”

“Then why are you here?” Willy inquired.

“The reason is my own business. I’m here as
a driver unless you tell me you don’t need me,” Thomas said.

Willy thought for a minute then said, “You
don’t want the money and I know you don’t want to be in on this.
You’re here, because Bart and Ed are blackmailing you, is that
it?”

Thomas said nothing for a minute then said,
“All I want is to be free from those two. I saved a lot of money
driving shine and one day soon I will have enough to purchase a new
eighteen-wheeler. I promised my grandmother we will see the country
when I do.”

Willy responded, “Then you need the
money?”

“Yes, it would be more than enough, but like
I said, I’m through with crossing the line,” Thomas added.

Willy considered what he had heard and said,
“Well boy, we have a lot of country to cover in a very short
time.”

“In that case, wake me when we stop for fuel
and I will take over,” Thomas said and leaned against the passenger
door and drifted off to sleep.

The trip to Memphis was mostly uneventful.
They stopped only for gas, refresh themselves, and to switch
drivers.

“Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?”
Thomas said while pouring a bag of peanuts into a coke at one of
the fuel stops.

“I doubt it,” Willy said then added, “Don’t
spill that coke on my seats.” Thomas lapsed into silence he seemed
nervous and deeply troubled. Thinking back over the years, Willy
wondered how he had managed to keep from becoming a Thomas the way
he had lived his earlier years. The miles stretched out before them
and Willy found himself daydreaming about Bonnie and how things had
changed for them in the past few months.

“Taylor, I worked for a guy by the name of
McDonald in Chicago. I found out about the shine coming into Cuba
through my sources down there. I contacted Harlan and bought every
bottle of shine that Judd Smith and Harlan didn’t sell in Cuba. I
was secretly working between two mobsters that had a bitter hate
for each other. I only knew one man from each family. Joey Rice was
my contact with Gino LaSalle. I used a go between so my boss,
McDonald, or his goons didn’t know I was running a business
separate from working for him,” Willy said.

“That was a dangerous business. It could
have gotten you killed,” Thomas said.

“I did business through Harlan rather than
Judd Smith. You probably made the deliveries and may have seen me
once or twice. How well did you know Harlan?” Willy asked.

“I had made several runs before I ran into
Harlan at the farm. I made a late delivery to the farm where they
were waiting to bottle it. Harlan was shocked at how young I was
and was irate with Judd for using a kid. After that meeting Harlan
Williams set me up with a banker and made sure my savings was
invested. Smith did the leg work side of the shine business for
Harlan Williams. Ed and I built cars and I delivered the shine.
Harlan knew all the shine makers across the country,” Thomas
said.

“Judd Smith was Harlan’s right-hand man. You
know the mobster, LaSalle, is looking for the man who killed his
nephew and the albino. He thinks it was the Shine Ghost,” Willy
said.

“I can tell you it wasn’t the Shine Ghost. I
have never killed anybody and don’t intend to,” Thomas said.

“Do you know why you are making this trip
with me?” Willy asked.

Thomas looked over at Willy, “I guess to
help you drive, is that not true?”

“Not true! Yesterday two men came to
Huntsville. They are looking for the Shine Ghost. Gino LaSalle has
put a contract on your head for killing his nephew and the albino.
I wanted to get you out of town,” Willy said.

“I told you I didn’t kill anyone. Why do you
care what happens to me?” Thomas asked.

“Before Harlan died, he asked me to see if I
could help you get out of the mess that he unknowingly put you in.
I aim to oblige if I can,” Willy said.

He noticed Thomas was very thoughtful. “Mr.
Baker, if there is anything you can do to help me get free of this
mess, I’m in! I will be grateful. I am at the end of my rope,”
Thomas said.

“I’m already working on it,” Willy said.

Thomas sighed. It was a heavy burden to
carry. He was at ease behind the wheel, so Willy let him drive,
relieving him only when he asked for a break. Ten hours later the
two pulled into a service station along the main highway north of
Memphis. Stepping from the vehicle Willy stretched and studied the
bus station across the highway.

“Taylor, I assume you know this place. Top
off the tank then stretch your legs. We will be here for a while,
but don’t wander off.” Thomas filled the car with gas then walked
around the station to find the restroom located in the rear. For
Thomas it had been a relaxing drive from Huntsville. He eyed the
old cannery warehouse and wondered if any of the mob men were in
there now.

“Thomas, go across the street to the bus
station diner and get us a burger and coffee,” Willy said.

“That’s a first,” Thomas said.

Willy studied the youth for a moment then
asked, “What’s a first?”

Thomas smiled and said, “You called me by my
first name.”

Willy gave him a tight smile and pointed to
a shady place beside the station where picnic tables had been setup
for weary travelers. Willy said, “Meet me at the table over there
under the trees and don’t talk to anyone, try not to make yourself
noticed by the local folks.” The next half hour the two ate mostly
in silence and watched as traffic passed on the highway. “I’m going
over to the phone booth and make some phone calls. Sit here and
wait for me.” Getting up from the table Willy walked to the
telephone booth. Fishing a fold of paper from his pocket, he
stepped in the phone booth and dialed a number on the paper. The
phone calls lasted more than thirty minutes and he was about out of
change when he finally finished. Clearing his thoughts Willy looked
once again at what he had written on the paper and committed
everything to memory. Tearing the paper up, he let the wind take
the piece of paper out of his hand.

Well?” Thomas asked as Willy walked up to
the car.

“It’s all set. We bring the trucks here to
the cannery and they will be picked up,” Willy replied.

Willy got in the passenger side and said,
“Thomas, drive the car across the street and park beside the bus
station.” With that done Willy said, “Sit here for a minute. I will
be right back.”

Taking a small satchel out of the trunk,
Willy walked into the terminal where he placed the bag in a locker
and hung the key from a chain around his neck. Dropping it down his
shirt he headed back to the car. Thomas leaned against the car
watching him through the plate glass window.

“Go to the diner and get this thermos filled
with fresh coffee. I’m going to the rest room,” Willy said.

“Willy, just to let you know, the two in
Huntsville will give me the third degree. They want to know
everything you do and who you talk to. I don’t feel we will be safe
once you get the money for the deliveries,” Thomas said.

Willy replied, “Relax, Thomas, everything is
set. I figured they would plan a double-cross. They know you are
the Shine Ghost and are no doubt looking at the money the mob has
on your head. They are not only blackmailing you but will surely
kill you for your share.”

“I guess it really don’t matter because
there are two killers waiting for me. So, what difference does it
make who gets me?” Thomas said.

“Thomas, Ed and Bart know you are the Shine
Ghost. If they find that there is a bounty hunter looking for you,
those two will sell you out to him. I will keep you safe and after
this deal is over, I can help you disappear. So, don’t worry. Just
help me keep an eye on them. Let’s get going. Just drive the speed
limit going home,” Willy said. Willy let Thomas drive while he
slept in the back seat. While Thomas drove, he said little and kept
his eyes on the road. The return trip was a dry one for Thomas and
quitting smoking was a lot harder than he had thought it would
be.

“We need gas. There is a station about three
miles down the road. I am going to stop there and fill up,” Thomas
said.

Dozing in the back-seat Willy considered the
baby and what she or he would be like. The past few weeks had
caused him to consider if the way he was living would end as
violently as Stewart or some of the other men that had got
crossways with the Irishman. Bonnie had bought him a wedding band
and he found himself liking the feel of it. He was glad that under
the circumstances it had happened that way. He knew now that he
loved her. Closing his eyes, he prayed silently, ‘O God, I know
that my brother believed in you. If you truly exist take care of
Bonnie. Shield her from what I’m about to do.’

It was dark when they pulled into Texarkana
for another tank of gas and supper. Thomas said, “Wow! I’m hungry!”
He seemed to be reaching out to Willy, but Willy didn’t know how to
handle that. After several attempts to befriend Willy, Thomas went
back into his shell and withdrew like he had done all his life.
Nothing else was said and after supper Thomas climbed in the back
seat and stretched out.

Looking in the rear-view mirror, Willy said,
“Thomas, were you around Huntsville when the ranger was killed a
few years back?”

Shocked by the question Thomas said, “I was
very young, early teens. I remember it. I was up in Austin visiting
my old man, why you ask?”

“Nothing. Just wondered,” Willy
responded.

“Thomas, is there a place you can go where
no one can find you?” Willy asked.

“I campout on the Trinity and know that
river like the back of my hand,” Thomas said.

“Then I will drop you there. Stay on the
river and hide from anyone that may come along the river, whether
you know them or not. We will determine a meeting place where I can
drop groceries and such off to you. I will check for messages daily
so find a hiding place where we can meet and leave each other
messages. You must change your usual camping place. Watch the drop
off spot. Come out if you see me waiting there,” Willy said.

C35 - Too Good to Be
True

 Gino LaSalle sat in his office in Chicago and
discussed the phone call he had received from Memphis. “Joey, what
you think? Is Baker on the up and up?” he asked.

Joey looked at the man across the Mahogany
desk. “The word on the street is, Willy was cheating McDonald and
got caught. If he can get his hand on that much booze, then I would
have to believe that he is stealing it from McDonald.” Joey cleared
his throat. “I’ll tell you this, Baker is the only one in that
organization I trust dealing with. Stewart’s organization fell
apart and I don’t believe we can ever depend on them again for
anything,” Joey said.

“Sounds like too good a deal to be true to
me. It might be a double cross. McDonald may be setting me up like
he did Stewart,” LaSalle said. Putting his highly polished shoes on
his desk he thought out loud. “Well, all we have to do is bring a
sack full of money to Baker and drive the trucks back to Chicago,”
Gino said.

Joey looked at his boss for a minute and
said, “I trust Baker. He has always been straight with me. He is
smarter than the rest of that bunch.”

“Roundup the boys, Joey. We better take more
than drivers on this little trip. With this deal I could make more
money in a single day than we have made all year long,” LaSalle
stated.

“Gino, this could start a shooting war. What
will you do if McDonald finds out you got his goods?” Joey
said.

“That dirty crook put me in a nine-line bind
when he killed Stewart. I will simply tell him I made a business
deal with one of his people. How would I know Baker was pulling a
double-cross? McDonald had me over a barrel. This will take him
down a notch or two. If he wants war, he will get it. That double
cross McDonald pulled on Stewart needs to be returned in kind. Make
the plans, Joey. We need to be able to travel fast when I get the
phone call. Pick out the best of our men and keep them close for a
few days. I have been waiting to get the upper hand on McDonald and
maybe this Baker fellow will be a good man to know. Joey, when we
have the meet, you meet Baker. He trusts you. The two of you will
go inspect the trucks. If the merchandise is okay, then I will
bring him the money in the warehouse just like he wants. If we
don’t like what we see, then we take Willy and his friends out and
do McDonald a favor.”

Gino rolled his cigar in his mouth and said,
“Snuffing out this Baker character might smooth ruffled feathers,
but on the other hand, Baker might be a new man like Stewart we can
do business with. You got any word who did Alvin and the
albino?”

“Nothing yet! The Shine Ghost has to be the
answer. Whoever he is, we know he’s not working for McDonald. He
has to be a tough character to deal with Stump and the albino
together,” Joey said.

C36 - Day by Day

 Ginny sat in the bleachers and watched her boy at bat.
This was the Saturday morning practice before the evening game
under the lights. Small town ball games were always exciting and
drew most of the town folk. Young heroes were made, and the games
gave the town something to look forward to and discuss all
week.

Darien, Georgia, was no exception and the
games included every boy in town. Ginny’s husband Ben stood in the
dugout grinning at the boy they loved so very much. She loved the
early morning practice for it was always cool. She also enjoyed
watching her son and his father enjoying the game they loved.
Behind her smile there was a dark cloud that was never far from her
thoughts. A mother below her on the bleachers hugged a teenage
daughter and fussed over her hair. Moments like this caused an ache
in her heart every time a reminder shot a fiery arrow through her
heart. Never knowing the fate of her daughter had aged her beyond
her forty-two years. It had been eight years since Bonnie had
disappeared and it had taken years to be able to stop the grieving.
Life had become a dreary existence; mechanically she got up every
morning and went about her work.

She was tired of working in the cafeteria
and since her husband had been laid off it had been a stretch to
make ends meet. Her eight-year-old needed a lot of things that she
and Ben could not supply. Ben had looked everywhere and there was
no work. Odd jobs, here and there around town were all the work he
could find. Ben, like Ginny, had never forgotten his little girl
and the pain was etched in his face. They didn’t know if she was
alive or dead and that was the worst of it. After Jerry was born,
they had consumed themselves in raising him. Jerry was a good boy
and he and his dad were great friends. Ginny missed the girl things
that she and Bonnie had enjoyed. She had to constantly put Bonnie
out of her mind. Putting the grief away was easier said than done
and a family never could give up hope. ‘As long as there is
hope, I will continue, but without hope I will lose my mind,’
Ginny thought.

The crack of a bat brought her head up as a
ball sailed out of the park. Ben threw his hat in the air and began
to do a dance and said, “Boy, you do that in the game tonight, and
you will be a hero!” Jerry grinned as he trotted the bases to boos,
lucky batter and chiding from his friends. After practice, the
three walked arm in arm down the main street of Darien,
Georgia.

“You guys want to see a movie this evening?”
Ginny asked.

“What do you think, Champ? Want to do the
matinee with your mom?” Ben asked Jerry.

Jerry quickly smiled and asked, “Can we have
popcorn and a coke?”

“What’s a movie without popcorn and a coke?”
Ben asked grinning.

C37 - Digging Up the
Past

 "This is Baker alright,” Lightfoot said looking at the
picture and spread sheet that had been passed across the table to
him. “This guy’s real name is Willy Baker, recent from Chicago but
a not too distant resident of Huntsville prison.”

“We sent the sketch you made of Baker to the
local prisons and low and behold this popped up from the mug shots
the very same day,” Captain Eastman said. Walking around his desk
he tapped the mug shot. “Baker spent three years in Huntsville
prison and is now back, but why?”

“This is a very short rap sheet. Looks like
he decided to take on the whole world at once and I suspect he has
graduated to bigger things after three years in prison. I would
think he is a hardened con now,” Lightfoot said.

“He is the only logical suspect for the
killings in Huntsville,” the captain stated.

“Okay, so how does he tie into these
murders?” Lightfoot asked.

Eastman replied, “He has mob connections in
Chicago. There has to be a reason he is down here. Do you suppose
he is representing the mob here?”

“Captain, this picture of Baker really bugs
me. He looks familiar. Why would he come back to a town where he
had been incarcerated for three years? I don’t see this guy as part
of a candy store robbery. He wouldn’t waste his time on small
change,” Lightfoot said.

Handing a small local paper to Lightfoot the
Captain said, “Take a look at this” An article had been circled in
the paper. “Willy Baker and Bonnie Wilkerson got married here a
couple of weeks ago,” Eastman said.

“On the other thing you asked of me. I
checked the sheriff out from top to bottom and cannot find the
items we are looking for. The man lives like a pig. His backyard is
a junkyard. I was stung several times when I bumped into an old
beehive leaning against an old car. The back yard is covered with
poison ivy. It was more dangerous sneaking through his backyard
than in Normandy!” Lightfoot said.

“What about the victims? Have you anything
that would link them to the sheriff?” the captain asked.

“Captain, Huntsville is a small community.
Everyone knows everyone. From what Cage has gathered, the sheriff’s
had trouble with everyone in Huntsville at one time or another,”
Lightfoot said.

C38 - Getting Use to The
Good Life

 The sun came up with a vengeance as Willy pulled up to
the ranch house. Stepping from the car, puppies gathered at his
feet and every step was taken with caution. Susie sat on the porch
watching to make sure he didn’t step on any of her pups. He had
never had a dog as a boy and had taken a liking to the puppies.
Resting against the inside of the screen door Bonnie smiled at him.
“I’m keeping that one for you. He seems to be the smartest and
minds the best,” Bonnie said.

“We better start getting rid of a few dogs,
don’t you think? Your flower beds are wrecked and after dark you
can’t walk barefooted in the yard,” Willy said. Sitting down on the
steps, he rubbed the heads of the pups as they clamored for his
attention.

Looking out over the meadow Bonnie breathed
a peaceful sigh and said, “You love it here as much as I do, don’t
you?”

Standing up, he looked out across the meadow
in thought. “If you are happy with this place, then I am to,” he
said.

“Willy you never had much of a childhood.
Don’t you think it would be great to raise a family here?” Looking
for the response she longed for, Bonnie stood leaning against the
screen door.

He considered what she had said. Shaking his
head as if to clear an agonizing thought he said, “Come take a walk
with me.” For a while, the two walked hand in hand. Occasionally,
Willy hurled a stick at an aggressive looking cow.

“Bonnie, I really like it here just like you
do. Just keep everyone clear of the barn for a couple of weeks and
I will have my business done,” Willy said.

“I’ll try, but my ranch hand wants to clean
out the barn of last year’s hay and start putting up hay from the
south field,” she said.

“No trying to it, Bonnie! You must keep him
clear of the barn,” Willy responded.

“He said he will be really busy over at
Annie’s place for a couple of weeks anyway,” she said.

The walk in the cool morning air was
invigorating and Willy put his arm around her waist.

“It won’t be long until I will not be able
to get my arms around you,” Willy gently but teasingly said.

Looking up into his face, Bonnie put her
hand on his cheek and said, “I never knew love could be like this.
This is the love that my parents shared. Don’t you feel it, Willy?
I wish you would reconsider what you are doing for the baby’s sake.
All our life we have been looking for fulfillment and it’s here on
this place. We have found it,” she said. ‘The Bible says that God
will restore the years that we have wasted. Let’s make a life here
for the baby and us.”

“Bonnie, what I’m doing is for you,” Willy
said.

Putting her fingers over his mouth she
stopped him and said, “Don’t say that, Willy. If anything happened
to you, those words would be with me the rest of my life. If you
get put in prison or killed, I couldn’t live with what you just
said. Right now, I will leave this ranch for you. If…you say you
will drop what you are doing and make a life for us somewhere else.
We will pack our bags and be on the road in one hour. You are a
smart man, Mr. Baker, but I believe you are in over your head this
time.”

Willy looked at Bonnie and caressed her face
and hair. He said, “I’m sorry for what I said. I am doing this for
reasons I can’t explain to you. I’m trying to pay a debt that can
never be paid. I can’t explain it but, win, lose or draw, it will
be the last time I step over the line. I want you to know that you
are on my mind all the time. I have never met a person that has
treated me the way you have. I love the way you walk, the way you
talk and those magnificent eyes. Yes, I love it here and I will
never leave of my own free will. Trust me that I will take every
precaution to ensure that never happens.”

With tears in her eyes she melted in his
arms. She felt so safe in his big strong arms and wanted never to
be turned loose. Praying silently as they clung together, she asked
God for his safety. Standing in the field a strong gust of wind
made the grass bow and push against Bonnie with a ghost like hand.
The clap of thunder signaled the approaching rain.

“We better head back,” Willy said as a gust
of wind pulled the hat from his head and sent it scooting across
the grass; like a stone skipping across a pond. Bonnie laughed as
he chased his expensive hat across the field. Then just as suddenly
the rain came. Together they raced for the house laughing. Stepping
up on the porch he stood looking at the drenched Bonnie pulling up
the rear. Standing out in the rain, she stood laughing while the
rain coursed over her. “You better take those wet things off before
you catch cold,” he said with a grin. Jumping from the porch he
lifted her in his arms and ran through the water fall that came
from the edge of the roof. On the porch he stood with her in his
arms. She clung to his neck and kissed him as the water dripped
from his black hair. “I had a hard drive last night. Any chance I
can get a breakfast?” he said as he pushed back his wet hat and
kissed her on the forehead.

“Let’s get out of these wet things and I’ll
make your breakfast. It will cost you some kisses after you get rid
of that rough beard,” Bonnie said laughingly.

“Sounds good to me! It looks like it will
rain for a while.” As if on cue the rain swept across the meadow,
and calves ran kicking up their heels in the first rain they had
seen in their young life. Bonnie and Willy enjoyed the cleansing
rain and the noise it made on the tin roof. Each day they grew
closer. Bonnie had never felt so content and prayed that it would
never end. If she could just reconcile the past with her mother and
father, then she would be completely happy.

The wind swayed the tall pines showering the
tin roof with heavy drops of rain.

“You are quite the cook! I could get fat
being married to you,” he said.

Eyeing his hand Bonnie said, “I see you
still have the wedding band on.”

He smiled holding up his hand saying, “I
like it there.”

A second thunderstorm moved across the
landscape. Wind blew sheets of rain across the meadow as Willy
picked her up and carried her from the kitchen. Snuggling in his
arms she said, “Willy, don’t let anything ever come between us. I
could never love another man.”

C39 - Trotline Bait

 The spring runoff had lessened and with it the
trotline was not producing many fish. Thomas sat on the log he used
as a catfish skinning table. He moved his campsite every few
days.

“Boy, you are getting hard to find. If it
wasn’t for Baker, we would never find you. You went to Memphis with
Baker and made the arrangements but that is all the information you
got for us?” Bart asked.

“Did you get drunk or something?” Ed
added.

“Listen, the gent is not talkative and
didn’t meet with anyone. He did his talking in a phone booth. I
couldn’t hear anything he was saying,” Thomas said.

“Well, the locker is interesting, what do
you suppose is in the bag?”

“If exchanging the bag is how he plans to
get paid for the merchandise, we need a plan to get our hands on
it,” Bart said.

“I just bet before he delivers the trucks,
he probably will pick up that bag full of money. I don’t intend to
take the scraps while he walks away with a bag full of cash. We
deserve more than what he is giving us!” Ed exclaimed.

Bart tossed a bottle into the river and
said, “I don’t intend to put up with the drunks and rednecks of
Huntsville much longer. This sheriff job is for the birds!”

“Bart, you stay where you are! Don’t quit
yet. We may need your badge to keep us out of trouble!” Ed
said.

“It sounds to me like you two are planning a
double cross!” Thomas said.

Bart replied, “We’re just making sure we get
something for our trouble. It’s not going to be a double cross! I
tell you what…we will just tell him upfront. We want more money!
What’s he going to do? He can’t go find more drivers this close to
the pickup.”

Ed sat on a tree stump looking at the other
two over the campfire. Looking at Thomas he said, “I know what
you’ve got on your mind and you’re in whether you like it or not.
You just drive and leave the rest to us. You know too much to quit
now. Now let’s figure what we will do to protect ourselves. Bart,
have you picked up any good hardware from those bums you have been
arresting? We need some good weapons.”

Bart contemplatively said, “The lockup room
has a few good pieces I can take.”

“You two get this straight. I’m not carrying
a gun,” Thomas stated emphatically.

“Thomas, you better take one, because we are
way over the line,” Bart said.

Later that night Ed and Bart sat in a small
aluminum boat running trot lines while Thomas lay in a hammock back
at the camp. Bart said, “The boy scares me, Ed. I can’t tell what
he’s thinking, and he is too weak to be trusted.”

“Well, after we make this heist he could
drown while we are fishing. We can’t depend on him,” Ed said
without any feeling towards his young friend.

“We will just plan on Thomas not spending
his share of the money,” Bart stated. Ed nodded somberly. The two
pulled their way across the river taking a few small catfish off
the trot line and rebaiting as they went.

Bart wiped the bait off his hands and laid
the stinky towel on the floor of the old aluminum boat and said,
“Let’s get something straight between us, Ed. You and I need to
cover for each other. You watch my back and I’ll watch yours. We
split everything fifty-fifty. If things go bad, we grab the cash
and head for Mexico. I’ve spent some time in Mexico and even down
in Columbia. If we get across the border we can head south as far
as the tip of South America if we want to,” Bart said.

“Funny you should mention that. Long ago
when things were going good in the shine business, I had a feeling
I needed a backup plan. I started working on a sweet old van that I
had originally equipped for camping. I’ve powered it up and added a
second large fuel tank. I added some secret compartments to carry
money and weapons in. Not long ago I stocked it with can goods. You
are the only one that knows I have the van. It’s parked back of my
folk’s old place among a couple of junk heaps. If we have to run, I
have a plan, and no one will know what we’re driving,” Ed said.

“Sounds like you do have a plan. That makes
me feel better,” Bart said.

C40 - The Shipment

 Arusty old cargo ship sat at the dock in Corpus
Christi. It had been moored to the pier for the past three days.
Once heavily loaded with merchandise it no longer sat deep in the
water. Cargo marked as farm equipment from across the sea had found
its way to this Texas port. High above the dock McDonald sat in the
warehouse control room watching the loading of his trucks through a
cloudy and weather-stained window. A short pudgy longshoreman with
a cigar watched the important mobster from Chicago. “Relax,
McDonald, you ain’t got no worry here on my dock. I say what goes
and comes here and that includes the cops,” he said.

“Shaw, I’m a cautious man. That’s how I got
to be where I am,” McDonald replied. One by one the trucks left the
dock. As each loading was finished, Smitty looked up at the window
and signaled his stamp of approval until the last one pulled from
the dock. McDonald nodded back and signaled Smitty to bring a
valise from a sedan sitting in the corner of the warehouse. A
minute later, two of McDonald’s men knocked on the door of the
control house.

For a long time, Shaw, the longshoreman,
looked at the contents of the valise. Finally, he smiled and winked
at McDonald. “Your boy Baker has made us both rich. Where’s he at
anyway?” the longshoreman asked. McDonald gritted his teeth and
looked at the smaller man and said, “He couldn’t make this
trip.”

“Well, tell him I appreciate the retirement
funds!” the little man said with a laugh. A very nervous French
ship captain took his money and hurried out of the warehouse.
Within an hour the ship was steaming from harbor for open
water.

Making his way to the bottom of the stairs,
McDonald met Smitty and Artie. “Follow the trucks and make sure
they are secure. Leave Chubby Hawkins and the old man at the farm
to guard the trucks. I will call Chicago as soon as I get back to
the hotel,” McDonald said.

While they stood talking, a longshoreman
walked to a telephone booth a block down the dock. Looking around
cautiously, he fished a handful of change from his pocket. A few
minutes later, an old man attending a small service station south
of Huntsville wiped his oily hands on a rag and answered the
telephone.

“You Jackson?” the longshoreman said.

“Yes, this is Jackson,” he said.

“The trucks are rolling,” the longshoreman
said.

C41 - Unlocking the
Past

 "Willy, we’ve been need…ing to ssse…e you, wh…ere are
you?” Billy said into the receiver.

“Is Alice home? I need to talk with her
Billy,” Willy said.

“Alice is nnno…ot hhhere, she ha…s part-time
wwwor…k at the diner down the stre…et,” Billy stuttered.
"McDonald’s men pai…d us a visit. Smitty beat me up real bad while
that creep Hawkins stood by and laughed. They wanted to know
wwwhere you were. They knew all the time, you didn’t tell me
nnnothing,” Billy said. “Word on the ssstree…t is McDonald is going
on a road trip.”

“Billy, listen carefully. Smitty and Hawkins
will be coming back. You and Alice must not be there when they do.
It’s time for you and Alice to make some changes in your life. I
want you to go in my old room and look in the closet. There’s a key
hanging above the door. You and Alice pack a bag and go to the bus
station down the street from your apartment. Now don’t try and pack
everything you own. Just take what you need and travel light. You
won’t need your old things anymore. You just need to get away.”
Willy continued, “The key is to a locker in the bus terminal. In
the locker you will find a bag with money, bus tickets and a letter
with instructions for you and Alice. The money is for you and
Alice. It’s going to help you start a new life. Now, Billy, do
exactly as the instructions in the bag tell you to do. I will be
looking forward to seeing you again real soon. Don’t wait. You must
leave tonight. Billy, you must do just as I tell you to do.
Everything will work out for you and Alice if you do.”

“Thththanks, Wwwilly. Things have been real
bad for us since you left. McDonald wants you dddead and nothing
shshshort of that will make him hhhappy. He will never gggive up on
accomplishing that. Yyyyou will never be sssafe anywhere from that
mmman,” Billy said.

“Billy, as soon as Alice gets home, tell her
everything I have told you and do as I have instructed,” Willy
said.

Willy hung the receiver up. Standing for a
moment in the phone booth, he hoped that Billy would get the
instructions right. Stepping from the booth he looked around the
Huntsville square. There was very little activity this time of day.
Getting back in his car he thought for a moment. Had he covered all
bases? Dismissing the thought, he moved away from the curb. While
looking in his rear-view mirror he saw Cage leave the courthouse.
Willy smiled to himself. It’s time to go home. He missed Bonnie and
wanted to see her in the worst way. His heart ached when he was not
with her.

C42 - The Tracker

 "Operator, there was a call just placed from this
number. Can you tell me the number that was called? Yes, this is
police business and I am a Texas Ranger. This is most important,
please hurry,” Cage said. Getting the number, Cage called Austin
and gave the number to his Captain. He had followed Baker around
and after he had made a call, Cage relayed the number to Austin.
Hanging up the receiver, he headed for the alley where his car was
parked. It was time to arrest Baker and put some pressure on him
with the information he had. Baker was up to something and he was
the only possible lead to the murders here in Huntsville. Arresting
him in possession of a gun would put him back in prison and Cage
was sure he was carrying today.

It was late afternoon when Willy drove up
the dusty road in front of his house. He was confronted by a
worried Bonnie who came off the porch to meet him.

“Settle down, Honey, and quit ringing your
hands! Now what has you in such an uproar?” Willy asked.

“Annie came to see me this morning,” she
began. Then she blurted out, “Cage is coming out here to arrest
you! They think you committed the murders at the cemetery. I told
her I was with you all night and you could not have killed those
people nor could have done such a thing. The rangers know all about
your past here in prison.” Bonnie began to sob. “I couldn’t ever
face Annie. I just sat inside with the door locked and talked to
her through the door. She asked me to come out, but I was crying
too hard. I can’t stand the thought of losing you! She finally gave
up and went home,” Bonnie said.

Willy led her to the porch swing, and they
sat down. Willy said, “Listen to me, Honey! They know there is no
way I had anything to do with the murders. The rangers are baiting
you. They are fishing and want to see what I will do when you tell
me the news. Right now, we are being watched,” he said. Pushing his
hat back on his head he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
“Go in the house and get us a coke. I'm thirsty. I want you to walk
out to the barn with me.”

Across the dirt road, a hill offered
Lightfoot the best place to watch the two as they walked to the
barn. Settling back against a tree and resting his binoculars on
his chest, he wished he could hear what they were saying. Dozing in
the shade he looked at his watch. They had been in the barn for
over an hour. He had better try to locate them. Just as he was
about to leave his position and start moving through the woods, he
spotted Bonnie coming out of the barn alone. Lightfoot jumped to
his feet and headed back through the trees at a run. Instinctively
he knew Willy was gone. More than likely Willy had a vehicle
stashed back in the woods for just such a situation. ‘Where was
the kid ranger? He was supposed to have been watching Baker in town
and should have been here by now!’ thought Chief Lightfoot.
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“A couple of your sparkplug wires had
slipped off your car. It’s running fine now,” Ed said.

“What’s the charge? I need to be on my way!”
Ranger Cruise stated.

“No charge for that! Glad to help the law
when I can,” Ed said.

It took almost an hour before Cage pulled
into the trees where Lightfoot’s motorcycle was parked. Getting out
of the car, he found the chief sitting on a stump. “We have been
snookered, my young friend. He and his misses took a walk down to
the barn and she returned at least an hour later alone. Where the
heck have you been?” Lightfoot asked.

“He pulled sparkplug wires off the engine of
my car. I spent an hour getting the local mechanic to get the
engine to run,” Cage said.

C43 - Highway 45 Oasis

 “What will it be, Mr. Baker? Premium or regular?”
asked Mr. Jackson, the old attendant.

Willy shook the old man’s hand and greeted
him warmly saying, “Premium, Mr. Jackson. Have you received any
messages for me?”

“Yep, a feller called this morning and
wanted me to let you know the trucks were moving,” the old
attendant stated.

“How long ago was that?” Willy asked.

“Around eleven…about two hours ago,” Jackson
replied.

“Thanks! I need to use your phone,” Willy
said.

“Help yourself. You know where it is.
There’s sandwiches in the fridge if you’re hungry,” the old man
said.

Willy’s voice came over the phone in Ed’s
garage, “Weeks, it’s time to move. Pickup Taylor and Bart. I will
be waiting at the meeting place. Call me here at this number in
about an hour. Be cautious and watch for a tail. If you think you
are being followed drop them off one at a time like I told you and
I will pick them up.”

Ed closed his shop and walked to the row of
old junk cars behind his garage. In a few hours, he would have some
real money. This just might be the start of a new career.
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Neither Rain, Snow nor Dark of Night.
Cotton Wright had never missed finishing the rounds he started. He
had served as mailman for the 101st airborne unit for three years
before getting a medical discharge caused by shrapnel. The mail he
was responsible for in the army had always been delivered to the
anxious soldiers and he took his job very seriously. Now he was a
civilian mailman. He knew every name and house in the small town of
Darien, Georgia. Today, all else could wait until he had delivered
the letter in his hand. For fifteen years he had known the
Wilkerson’s and their kids. He and his wife had prayed with them,
and for them, in the terrible years after Bonnie left. While
sorting his mail, he came across the letter that bore her name with
a return address. Dropping everything and running out of the post
office he headed down Main Street. Cotton had once had the
opportunity to be a courier for General Dwight Eisenhower and had
sensed the importance of the correspondence he carried. Today this
letter gave him a sense of hope far more than the confidential
correspondence of the general. The delivery today was the most
important letter he had ever delivered. He was not about to be
distracted from this appointed round.

“Well, what in the world has gotten into
Cotton?” Gloria asked. Craning her neck around the arm load of
mail, she watched him through the Post Office window.

Sticking a pencil in the large bun on top of
her head Bernice Wilson adjusted her bifocals and continued
stuffing mail in boxes. “Cotton can be weird sometimes,” she
said.

Cotton walked down Main Street as fast as
his mail carrying legs could carry him. He wanted to catch Ginny
and Ben before either of them left for work. He didn’t want one of
them to open the letter without the support of the other. All these
years he and his wife had thanked God for not putting such a trial
on them as He had the Wilkerson’s. They had constantly prayed for
the family in the small church they attended. He had seen the
Wilkerson’s growing stronger and more caring because of their
troubles. Never had they complained but had maintained hope all
these years.

Jerry was headed for school and waved a
greeting as Cotton rounded the street corner. “Jerry, are your mom
and dad still at home?” he asked without slowing his pace.

Jerry Wilkerson replied, “Yes, Sir! Dad is
about to leave. He got a job digging ditches on the city gas lines
for a few days. Mom and Dad are on the front porch drinking
coffee.” Waving back over his shoulder, Cotton quickened his
pace.

Ben spotted him coming down the road and
shouted a greeting, “Cotton Wright, what’s the hurry? You have a
letter from the president to deliver today?”

Opening the gate leading to the Wilkerson’s
home he slowed his pace and said, “Better than that, this is for
you…I want you to brace yourselves.” Ginny sat her cup down and
straightened, never taking her eyes from the letter Cotton held in
his hand. With a shaking hand he handed the letter to Ginny as Ben
rose to look over her shoulder. The three eyed the letter held in
Ginny’s hand for a time. Ginny gently ran her fingers over the
return address as if she was afraid she might erase it. Her lips
trembled and her eyes ebbed with tears.

“What do you think, Cotton? Is this for
real?” asked Ben.

“I believe it is the answer to years of
prayer. We will never know if Ginny doesn’t open it! I know this
will be personal and I don’t want to pry. If I go home and tell
Phoebe you have a letter from Bonnie without knowing that
everything is all right, I will never hear the end of it!”

“Cotton, this town knows all there is to
know about us. We live in a glass house. Sit down and I will read
it out loud.” Ginny cleared her throat and gathered her composure
and stated, “First, this is her handwriting and she starts her
letter with Dear Mom and Dad. Now we know she is alive and
well after all these years.” Her body shook from the sobbing and
she wiped her eyes with her apron and started again.

Dear Mom and Dad,

I don’t know if you are still in Georgia or
even alive. I hope this letter finds you. If it does, I wouldn’t
blame you if you burned this letter without reading it. I can only
say that over the years I have yearned to see you and at times I
have been so desperate that I contemplated ending my life. Knowing
what you had taught me about the Bible I was afraid it would be far
worse on the other side than what I have experienced here on earth.
The longer I put off contacting you, the worse my life got. Even
now as I write my life is still full of problems. My past follows
me like a bad dream. I make no excuse for the way I have been
living. I fully accept the blame for the course my life has taken.
The broad road does lead to destruction, but now it is safe for me
to say that my life has a new direction and I no longer worry about
the future. Living one day at a time is all I can handle, and I
lean on the Lord to get me through. I know without you in my life
it will never be complete.

The three looked around at each other. “That
is very interesting. She doesn’t sound like the Bonnie that left 8
years ago,” Ben said. Ginny cleared her throat and began to read
again.

“I have the first home I have had since I
left home. I wake eagerly looking forward to each new day. I have a
husband, ranch with cows, a horse and the biggest dog I have ever
seen with puppies everywhere. These are the things that are
important to me now. All the things I once thought had value was
just “misery wrapped in a pink ribbon.”

Ben began to grin. How many times had he
told her that the thing of life she was craving was just, ‘misery
wrapped in a pink ribbon’?

“I kept nothing from the past from my
husband. Dad, I need your help with this ranch. My husband and I
know nothing about ranching and every animal here is multiplying,
including me.”

Ginny looked over the letter at the two
sitting on the porch and asked, “What does she mean including
me?”

“I suspect you are going to be a
grandmother,” Cotton said.

“This ranch has given me a home I never
thought I would have again. The Lord has given me a new direction
and a way to direct my energy in a positive direction. I will never
be fully happy until I have my family back in my life. I will be
checking my mailbox every day eager to hear from you. Come soon, if
you can. We will all have a new start together!”

All my love

Bonnie

Cotton broke the silence as the three sat
almost in tears. He stated, “Well, I’m headed back to the Post
Office. I’m late for my rounds and I need to stop by my house
before the rumor weed starts blowing in the wind.”

C44 - No End to Misery

 Billy and Alice had lived their lives on the lower
east side of Chicago, which was a place where the down and out
seldom got a break. The two had never been far from the bottom
until Willy came into their lives. His help earned Willy their
undying devotion. Now he was gone, and life was slowly taking a
downward spiral. Then came the evening Smitty came looking for
Willy. Smitty had been cruel and had enjoyed beating Billy. But the
abuse that Billy took had convinced Smitty he did not know the
whereabouts of Willy and Bonnie. A knock on the door brought Billy
up with a start. He asked, “Alice, arrre you expecting anybbbody?”
They had been so busy packing their meager possessions and deciding
what they would leave behind they had not been cautious. Shaking
her head no, she quickly shoved the suitcases under the bed to
conceal the evidence of their leaving.

“Just a mmminute, I’m cccomming,” he
stuttered. Billy opened the door a small crack to see a very large
detective.

“Are you Billy Parks?” asked the large
detective.

“Who wwwants to know?” stuttered Billy.

“Just answer the question, Dummy,” the big
man said. Shoving the door open and pushing Billy aside, he said
aggressively, “May we come in?”

“Yyyou’re already in! Wwwhat yyyou wwwant?”
Billy asked.

“I’m Detective Hadley, this is Detective
Baxter,” he said pulling his badge out of his pocket and shoved it
back in the same instance.

“Yyyouu don’t have to shshshow me your
shield. I know who you are,” Billy said.

“You received a phone call today from down
Texas way. Want to tell me what that conversation was about?”
Getting no response from Billy, Hadley pushed him into a chair.
“Now listen, the both of you. I don’t have a lot of patience or
time. Why not make it easy on yourself? Besides, from the look of
your face, someone’s done stepped on you recently. I hope you don’t
want more of the same,” Hadley said.

“The phone call was for me.” The two
detectives turned to see the petite woman standing behind them. Her
tattered house coat gave the appearance of years of use. Pointing
to her husband in the chair she said, “He doesn’t know about the
phone call. He wasn’t even home.”

“Ok, why don’t you tell me what the call was
about?” Hadley demanded.

Alice looked at her husband and pulled the
knot tighter on the house coat. Looking at the floor she moved her
barefoot slowly across the worn wooden planks.

The big detective removed the cigar from his
mouth and with a gruff tone said, “Let’s cut the crap lady! We know
who was on the other end of that line. Now why would a slick like
Baker call a loser like you?” Hadley asked.

“We were friends once and he wanted to see
how I was doing,” she said. Billy looked at Alice with a hurt look.
For years they had dealt with cops like Hadley.

With his head down Billy said, “Youuuu been
seeing him again, haven’t youuuu? I aught ttto beat the devil
outtaaa you,” Billy said standing up suddenly.

“Shut up, Loser, and sit back down! I’m
doing the talking here. Now lady, what makes you think I buy that
line? You think I was born yesterday?” Hadley asked.

Alice lifted her eyes defiantly to the
detectives and said, “Look around you. What do you think he would
possibly want here?”

“I could drag you both downtown and make
your lives a living hell; but you are right. What could he possibly
want here? We will be back! You can bank on it! Don’t plan on going
anywhere! Let’s get out of here, Baxter,” he said.

Leaving the boarding house, the detectives
looked at each other. “They would never tell the truth if we killed
them. You could question them till doomsday and all you would get
would be a headache,” Hadley stated.

“Do you think we should follow them for a
few days?” Baxter asked.

Hadley replied, “Naw…let the Texas Rangers
figure out their problems! It’s quitting time; let the next shift
look after them if they want to! I’ll drop you off at your car and
we will take this up with the chief tomorrow.”

Hadley dropped Detective Baxter off and
headed for a local bar he frequented. A few minutes later Detective
Hadley leaned over the bar and lifted the phone onto the bar.
Dialing a number he knew by heart, he said, “Hey Val, is McDonald
around? This is Hadley from the 3rd precinct.”

“He is out of town,” a gruff voice on the
other end of the line said.

Hadley retorted, “Well! I have a question
for you then, Bozo. Is McDonald still interested in finding this
Baker character?” There was silence on the other end of the
line.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,”
Val said.

“Okay, Mr. ‘I don’t know what you are
talking about’, get hold of McDonald. Tell him it will cost him
plenty and I can’t guarantee the offer will last past tomorrow,
because there are some other folks looking for Baker. I will call
you tomorrow and you better have an answer. Tell McDonald to think
big, because this information will be expensive.” Hadley hung up
the phone and grinned to himself. He needed a large sum to boost up
his retirement account and just maybe he would be able to retire
early.

The visit from Detective Hadley made it
easier for Billy and Alice to decide what to leave behind. Billy
stood in the dark room watching the street for better than an hour.
“We need to llleave sssoon. It’s almmmost shift change at the
precinct and ifff they are going to wwwatch us they wwwill be
coming bbback sssoon!” Billy said.

“Are we going to leave tonight?” Alice
asked.

“We arrre going ttto llleave rrright now,”
Billy said.

“Walking through these streets in this part
of Chicago at night is not a good thing to do Billy, but I guess we
have no choice,” Alice said. Leaving the small apartment, they
looked around cautiously. The long dark street stretched endlessly
before them. Each side of the street was lined with cars and
containers full of trash. Occasionally a cat would run across the
street in front of the old shopping cart they pushed. Pushing the
cart in the center of the deserted street the squeaking wheels let
all know they were coming.

“How much further is the bus station?” Alice
asked.

“At least another mile,” Billy whispered as
though he could be heard over the unsettling squeaking of the
wheels along the cold and empty streets. Neither of them had eaten
all day and now they moved on hope from the phone call from
Willy.

The last snow of the season had begun to
thaw, and a misting rain made the dark streets shimmer under the
dim streetlights. Their breaths came as frosty puffs of white
rising in the cold night. Alice anxiously watched the darkened
doorways along the street. Occasionally a cold breath or the glint
of a cigarette could be seen. She wrapped her coat tightly around
her as waves of fear gripped her heart. The squeaking wheels sent
alarm through her mind. An occasional streetlight cast eerie light
from the foggy mist that blew along the rain-soaked street. To
quiet her fears, she softly hummed a song she remembered her mother
had sung to her as a child. ‘Jesus loves me this I know for the
Bible tells me so.’

As they rounded a street corner where a
streetlamp hung lifeless and dark, Billy sighed. Ahead in the
distance the lights from the Bus Station threw giant rings of light
in the misty rain. Just as safety seemed obtainable, a large figure
moved out to block their way. A heavy voice said, “Got a
light?”

Billy turned the buggy and tried to sidestep
the dark figure.

“I have done ask you nice! You hard of
hearing?” the heavy voice asked.

Billy pushed by the stranger and said, “Wwwe
dddon’t smoke!”

“Hold up there! I didn’t say you could
leave!” the heavy voice stated angrily.

“Mister, we haven’t got nothing you would
want. Leave us be,” Alice said.

“I will be the judge of that.” The smell of
whisky permeated the night air as the swaying figure pushed up
against Billy. Grabbing Billy by the collar the larger man began to
run his hands through Billy’s pockets. Bringing out the locker key,
he held it to the front of his face trying to determine what he had
and said, “What’s this here? Why it’s a locker key!” Turning the
key around in his hand he slowly turned and looked at the distant
terminal and a slow recognition began to show in his eyes. Pushing
Billy back he stood eying the two of them and yelled, “You got any
money? I need some money!”

Billy stood looking at what had terrorized
him all his life. This beast was a predator that preyed on the weak
living on these streets. How many times had men like these hurt him
or Alice? They were prisoners at night, because of such men. Now
the beast of darkness threatened to take their future away. This
was too much for Billy and without warning he struck out with all
the strength that he could muster. The sound of bone crunching and
the gasp of the big man as he fell backwards broke the night
silence. Standing over the man laying cold and still, Billy waited
for the beast to rise and dispense the beating he expected to get.
As big and scary as he had been moments before, the predator lay
quiet and still in the wet street. Reaching down Billy took the key
from the fallen man’s grasp and said, “Alice, inccccase there is
any more trtrtrouble you cccarry this kkkey.”

Looking down at the prostrate figure Alice
asked, “Do you suppose you broke his nose?”

“I hhhope so,” Billy replied.

Alice fished through the cart until she
found a heavy bag and small box. She said, “Billy, take this we
will leave the rest with the cart.” A few minutes later they stood
in front of the Greyhound terminal and with a sigh of relief they
both sat down on a cold bench outside the station. Clinching
Billy’s hand tightly Alice looked as scared as a wild animal.
Looking back the way they came Alice half expected to see the man
coming for them from the darkness.

“Billy, before we enter this bus station, I
want you to know something. One way or another we are leaving this
place tonight; I will not let this opportunity pass us by. If we
don’t leave, we will die in this place. Now Billy, let’s just
relax. We can’t walk in there like a couple of scared rabbits the
hounds of hell are after.” Laying her head on his shoulder, Alice
said, “Billy, I will always love you, no matter what. You have been
good to me all these years. We haven’t had much, but you have been
there for me.” Raising her head from his shoulder she asked, “Why
do you suppose Willy left us the money?”

“I don’t knnnow, Babe, but he wwwas alwwways
generous.” Taking the key from Alice, Billy walked over to the
lockers not looking to the left or right. His eyes scanned the
lockers until he came to the one that had the same number as the
key. Sighing deeply, Billy stopped in front of the locker. His
heart was pounding so hard he was afraid someone could hear it. A
heavy black bag was the only item in the locker, and it took a bit
of doing to get it out of the small doorway. Walking back to where
Alice was seated, he neither looked to the right nor left; his eyes
staring at hers. Alice sat knitting and for a long time neither of
them said a word. Billy just sat with the bag in his lap. In a few
minutes they began to slowly look around and to their surprise no
one in the terminal appeared to be interested in them. Billy
unzipped the bag and gasped. In the bag was a stack of money of all
denominations. On the top of the money was an envelope that had
their names on it. Handing the envelope to Alice and removing a
$20.00 bill he zipped up the bag. Swallowing hard he turned to
Alice who sat staring back at him. “Dddid you sssee wwwhat I saw?”
he whispered. Nodding her head, she began to open the letter with
shaky hands.

Billy stood looking over Alice’s shoulder as
if he could read while she opened the letter, “The letter is
addressed to us and it gives instructions as to where we are to go.
There are also two bus tickets with open dates to Houston, Texas,”
she said.

Taking the money out of his hand, Alice
said, “I will go and get us a sandwich and coke and see when the
next bus will leave. You sit here with the bag.” Before she walked
away, she turned and said, “Now, Billy, don’t go nowhere and don’t
take your hand off that bag.” When she returned, they sat eating
the sandwiches. Alice said, “Our bus leaves in two hours.” For a
long time, she sat quietly reading the rest of the letter to
Billy.

“Looks like you will get your wish, Billy.
This letter says we are to go to a place called Conroe, Texas, and
on the main highway headed north there is a service station called
the Highway 45 Oasis.” Included in the letter was a picture of the
station and a small house. Alice looked at the pictures then
continued with the letter. “The man running the service station is
waiting for you to take over the business before he retires,” she
said. Billy sat looking at the pictures almost in shock. His eyes
ebbed with tears and his lower lip quivered. “Willy bought the
service station for you, Billy. Do you remember all the times you
would tell Willy how you liked the looks of the different
automobiles that passed on the street? How you planned to work in a
service station someday? Willy never forgot, and now you own your
own service station. The man that runs the place is going to work
with you until you know all there is to know about the business.”
Alice wiped tears from her eyes and her voice quivered. Alice read
the next paragraph and taking the picture back from Willy, she
wiped her eyes trying to clear the tears so she could see. “Billy,
this letter says the house behind the station is mine.” Quietly she
examined the picture again and for a long time sat looking at the
house memorizing every detail. “Why…it’s lovely.” She said it so
softly it was almost a whisper. “We have our very own home,” she
said shaking her head in disbelief. “There are curtains in the
windows! Billy, will you paint it white for me?” she asked
softly.

Choked with emotion, he nodded a yes and
said, “III’ll do anythththing for you, Alice.” For a long time,
nothing was said. They had forgotten how hungry they were. Overcome
with emotion they just sat still, Alice never taking her eyes from
the picture of the small house and Billy looking over her shoulder
at the picture. Alice was the first to break the silence.

“Yesterday, all was hopeless and now
everything has changed,” she said.

Billy gasped and took her hand squeezing it
tightly. Fear shot through her body as she looked in the direction
he was looking. Coming through the door they watched two policemen
walk into the station.

“Thththey are loooking for us, arrrren’t
thththey?” Billy asked.

“Settle down Billy, you don’t know that.
Maybe they are just making their rounds,” Alice said. Taking up her
knitting she worked the needles feverishly as they looked at each
other for support.

The two officers walked around the station
their eyes taking in everyone, one stopped at the sandwich counter
and the other started over to where Billy and Alice sat. Billy
looked down at his hand and saw he still hadn’t finished his
sandwich.

“Hey, Frank, what kind of sandwich do you
want?” Turning abruptly the policeman headed for the counter. His
sudden interest in Billy and Alice was just as suddenly forgotten.
A few minutes later they left, and Billy gave a sigh of relief.

The bus left Chicago on time and Alice and
Billy watched the station disappear in the darkness. “Yyyou know,
Alice, I cccan’t do numbers vvvery well. You will have to handle
the cash rrregister and I will service the cccars!” Billy laughed
and said under his breath, ‘Yyyou want yyyour windshield
washed?’… ‘yyyour oil checked?’… ‘lovely mmmorning isn’t it!’
Getting no response, he looked over at Alice. She had drifted off
to a peaceful sleep. The stress had been too much for her. Together
he knew they complimented one another. He had his strengths and
weaknesses and Alice always filled in his weak areas. He knew that
without her he could always live on the edge of society just
getting by. Billy leaned his head against the seat and choked back
the tears. Leaving their meager existence on the east side had been
a dream come true. He was not afraid to face the unknown. Settling
back, he knew that without his friend Willy, they would have been
doomed to a life on the streets of Chicago. Tears flooded his eyes
and a peace flooded his soul. He was overcome with emotion and he
prayed.

“God,…Take care of Willy. He has been
awful good to Alice and me. Please Lord, don’t let him get caught
because he will end up back in prison and he needs to be free. Help
him find peace in his soul from the devil that torments him. If you
have a place in Heaven for me, give it to Willy. I want him to
have it.”

The morning brought a change of bus for
Billy and Alice, but they were too happy to be weary. The future
had promise for the first time in their lives. A new joy flooded
their souls as they changed busses in St. Louis. Miles later her
knitting was hanging over the bus window to protect them from the
rising sun as the bus headed south once again.

Billy dozed and awakened, watching the girl
of his life sleep in the next seat. The sunlight gave her red hair
an orange glow as the rays passed through the fabric. “Alice,
Alice, wakkke up and rrread me the letter again and tell me wwwhat
we are sssupposed to dddo in Houston!” Billy pleaded.

Alice opened the letter again and looked at
the picture of Bonnie included in the letter. “Her picture is so
beautiful, I don’t think I want you carrying it in your billfold,”
Alice said to Billy smiling.

“You gggoing to rrread me thththat llletter
or not?” Billy asked.

“Willy wants you to check in the motel
beside the bus station and register as Willy Baker. I’m to stay out
of sight so the clerk thinks you are traveling alone. We are to
stay there for three days then take the bus north. It makes a stop
at the service station. Mister Jackson will be looking for us when
we get off the bus.”

“Billy, what do you think Willy is up to?”
Alice asked.

“I don’t knnnow but, WWWilly nnnever was a
very tttalkative mmman,” Billy said.

C45 - Time to Move

 “Jerald, I think I’ll head for the river; I need a few
days off. Keep an eye on the jail. These walls are closing in on
me. If anyone asks for me, just tell them I’ve gone fishing,” Bart
said.

“Sheriff, folks get mighty riled up when
they can’t get hold of you,” Jerald replied.

“The patrol car is parked out back if you
need it. The keys are in my desk,” Bart said.

“Sheriff, I’m too old to be arresting
people. My job is cleaning the courthouse and the jail. I’m a
janitor not your deputy,” Jerald said.

Irritated Bart said, “Okay, for goodness
sakes, Deputy Jones will be back on duty tomorrow. Nothing is going
to happen. Just answer the phone!”

Bart hated the sheriff job. It was too
confining, and he wasn’t used to being responsible for anything. He
would have quit this job long ago if it had not been for Ed. After
today things should change for the better. Leaving the sheriff’s
office, Bart crossed the square and headed down the back alley that
passed behind Ed’s garage. Bart walked down behind an old abandoned
feed warehouse where Ed and Thomas waited in one of Ed’s old
cars.

Throwing his bag in the backseat and
crawling in, Bart settled in the seat with a sigh.

“Get me out of this town, before I explode!
If I get one more phone call from some old bat about a cat, dog or
kid, I will lose it!” Bart exclaimed.

“Better get out of that sheriff’s uniform
before we get too far down the road,” Ed said looking back over the
front seat.

Removing the uniform Bart slipped into a
pair of blue jeans and cotton shirt before slipping his boots back
on. He wiped the dust from them with the uniform shirt and threw it
on the floor.

“Where is the hardware, Bart?” Ed asked.

Reaching in his bag Bart handed a heavy
handgun to Ed. “How about this one, Ed?” Bart boasted.

Thomas’ eyes opened wide and he said, “Do
you think that is necessary? Willy doesn’t want us to use
guns!”

“Thomas, do you really want to steal from
the mob without a gun?” Handing Ed another small gun over the seat
Bart said, “Here, Ed, stick this in your boot.” Handing Thomas the
same setup, he said. “You do the same and don’t start whining or I
will shoot you. I’ve had a hard day and it won’t take much to make
me mad. If you don’t want to use the gun have it handy if I need
it.”

“The ranger came in my shop today. His car
was missing. I held him up as long as I could. I believe he was
after Baker. Baker must have swapped the wires around on the boy
ranger’s sparkplugs. I have to give it to Baker; he covers all his
bases. He is a smooth character,” Ed said.

“If they are following Baker, they suspect
him of something. Now that bothers me,” Bart said.

“I believe he can pull this off if anyone
can, but the money still sticks in my craw. Five thousand dollars
is not much money for all the chances we are taking. He agreed to
five grand awful easily,” Bart said.

“That just shows you how much he is really
making off this deal. Don’t worry about that, he will decide to
give us a bigger split before it’s over,” Ed said. Looking in the
rearview mirror he gave Bart a wink.

“We don’t need to be in a hurry. We have an
hour before we can reach him by phone,” Ed said.

“Have you been watching your back side in
case we are followed?” Bart asked.

Looking in the rearview mirror, Ed said, “I
haven’t seen anyone behind us since we left Huntsville.”

“Pull up that dirt road and let’s watch the
highway for a few minutes.” Ed drove his old car up the dirt road
and parked so they could watch the main road. Behind him Bart
pulled a carton of shells out of his carpet bag. “Put a handful of
bullets in your pockets, Boys! Compliments of the Huntsville Police
Department. I would dearly hate to run out of lead!” Bart
chuckled.

“Thomas, come around here and drive. It will
give you something to do besides worry,” Ed said.

Thomas had truly missed his calling. He had
been the best driver Judd Smith had ever used. Behind the wheel he
was in control and fearless and many a night he had made Bart grab
the dashboard as he drove into a curve with a heavily loaded car.
Blocking out the conversation around him, he drove on and his mind
wandered. One way or the other this was his last walk over the
line. Lately his conscience was nagging him. He knew his
granny had been right about the drinking and friends he had chosen.
Thomas smiled to himself. He could just see Granny looking out the
window never getting tired of seeing new scenery of places she had
never seen before. Together they could visit his mother and find
out who his father was. Years ago, she had come by once to see him.
All he could remember about her was running down the street after
her when she left. Now he had a plan. She would be proud of him
now. He had something to look ahead to. This was the last time he
would ever associate with these two.

With a new determination he rolled down the
driver’s side window and let the wind and miles go by. He had a
plan and no one else must know until he had left Huntsville. I
will make it up to Granny for all the misery I have caused her. I
would let her see this great country from a high picture window and
a comfortable chair. This time I would follow through, with Willy’s
help.
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“You better come out of there; I am not
leaving until we talk,” Annie said standing on the porch surrounded
by the dogs. “Bonnie come out here and talk to me! I can’t stand
this any longer! I have been worried to death about you!”

All the curtains had been drawn and the
house had been dark for several days. Her attempts to get Bonnie to
talk to her had been in vain. Annie pleaded, “This is the last time
I will try and get you out on my own. I’m going to get Silas to
come knock down the door! Come out now or else!” There was movement
in the house and a curtain moved from the side of the door.

“Bonnie, I’m not leaving until this matter
is settled. Ellis Cooper tells me you have not answered the door
when he came to check on the stock. Susie looks worried. Have you
been taking care of her and the pups?” Slowly the door opened to
reveal a haggard Bonnie standing with her face partially obscured
by the door. Pushing her way in the house, Annie confronted Bonnie
face to face.

“Okay, so you are not perfect. I accept you
just like you are. Bonnie, I know Willy didn’t have anything to do
with the murder of my father. I don’t believe Cage thinks he did
either, but he has a record and is the most logical suspect. I will
make us some coffee and we will sit on the porch,” Annie
stated.

“There is something you don’t know, Annie,”
she said leaning against the door. Annie turned and waited to hear
the rest.

“Well, what is it?” Annie asked.

“I’m going to have a baby,” Bonnie replied
softly.

“That’s wonderful, Bonnie! The first thing
we got to do is get you on a regular diet and go see Doctor
Mueller. You look like you haven’t eaten in days! Now you will have
to think of the baby from now on,” Annie said.

“Oh, Annie, I’m so sorry I’m not the person
you thought I was! I have lived a terrible life and you don’t want
me as your neighbor and friend,” Bonnie sobbed.

Annie encouraged Bonnie by saying, “Bonnie,
I don’t care about your past. You are my best friend and I don’t
want to hear all the sordid details of your misspent youth. We have
a baby to take care of and besides, I haven’t had breakfast! Get
dressed and let’s go to the diner in town for breakfast…we can go
see the doctor while we are there!”

“Girl, you really need to get rid of some of
the puppies! They are all over the place! Every day I step in a new
pile,” Annie said. The two stood looking at each other then broke
into laughter. Crying and laughing together they looked through the
screen door at the group of puppies assembled there.

Annie continued, “Cage is on his way out
here to talk to you. He will be here shortly then we will go to
town. Now get yourself cleaned up and I will see what your new
ranch foreman has planned for today!”

“Annie, look!” Bonnie said. Strung out
across the field a line of kids of all sizes and colors headed for
the swimming hole. The dogs had seen the parade and were racing
across the field to join the children. Silas drove up in his truck
with Ellis and Hank Conners. Getting out of the truck the three
leaned on the fender watching the children.

“Now isn’t that a sight to behold!” Bonnie
exclaimed. As they stood watching the children and dogs, the state
car pulled up in the driveway and Cage and Lightfoot stepped from
the car.

Bonnie wiped her eyes and looked at the two
rangers and said, “There is nothing I can tell you. He travels a
lot and I know nothing of what he does. I know he would never hurt
anyone.”

“Bonnie, I think he carries a gun and that
is enough to send him back to prison because he is an ex-con,” Cage
said.

ααααααα

Thomas pulled the old sedan into a service
station on Highway 45. Stepping from the car Bart looked
around.

“Stay put and keep the engine running,” Ed
said. Checking his watch, he walked over to a phone booth and
waited for the phone to ring. Hearing footsteps behind him he
turned to see Willy walking up behind him.

“You are right on time! Let’s go!” Willy
said.

“Where did you come from? I don’t see any
car,” Thomas said, as the two climbed into the old car.

“The panel truck is about a mile down the
road. We will swap vehicles there,” Willy said. A few minutes later
they switched vehicles. Thomas drove through the day never
relinquishing the wheel; content to drive and not be part of the
conversation around him.

“How much further is this place?” Ed asked
from the back seat.

“Not far now. A mile on the left is where we
turn off the main highway. There will be a canal that runs by the
old farm where the trucks are kept.

A few minutes later Thomas said, “The road
is coming up, and there is a truck coming out.”

Willy said, “Keep driving straight; let him
get on the main road.” Looking out the back window of the panel
truck, Willy added, ‘That must be one of the trucks. It appears we
are too late…I had figured they would not move for a couple of days
more.”

“Well, you figured wrong! Thomas, turn this
thing around and stop that truck,” Ed snarled.

“Keep driving and do as I say! That truck
has a shooter and a driver! It’s doubtful we would get anything but
a dose of lead and maybe dead to boot. Thomas, he is out of sight.
You can turn around and go back. If we work fast, we may be able to
get the other two trucks tonight. They will move the trucks out at
different times and by different routes. The farm is about eight
miles up this road,” Willy said.

A mile later Willy directed Thomas to pull
the panel truck up a dead-end road that ended at the canal, where
he eased into a secluded place behind a clump of brush and small
trees. Thomas shut the engine off and sat still staring through the
windshield with a tight grip on the steering wheel. It was obvious
he was ready to break and run.

“Everyone, just relax! We have several hours
to kill before we can start for the farm,” Willy said. The four men
got out of the van and opened the doors. Ed leaned against the rear
fender and lit a cigarette; his jaws clinched tight. “We should
have been here yesterday, and we would not have missed that truck,”
he said.

“Relax, Ed,” Willy said with a grin. “We
might get it yet. You forget I know where it’s going.”

Pushing a big finger in Willy’s chest, Ed
said, “I still say you blew it!”

“Well, things don’t always work out as you
expect and that’s why you always have a backup plan. Besides, you
lose some and you win some. You get paid the same if we lose the
truck or not. So, what’s the beef?” Willy said flippantly.

The two men faced each other. Their faces
were only inches apart when Willy pushed the hat back on his head
and smiled. It was evident to all that Willy was not intimidated
and that infuriated Ed all the more. Moving away from Willy, he
seethed with anger.

Bart knew the brutal mentality of Ed. There
certainly would be trouble between the two. “Calm down, Ed! We have
a job to do and you both need to be in one piece!” Bart said.

The wind was still and hot. The evening
dragged by slowly in the summer heat. They sat quietly in the grove
of trees by the canal and waited sullenly.

Willy walked away from the group to avoid
any more confrontation. He had secretly dreaded this day; his life
with Bonnie had changed his perspective and living recklessly held
no excitement. In the summer heat, he thought of Bonnie at home. By
this time, they would have finished the housework which he enjoyed
helping her with and would be sitting in the front porch swing. He
had grown to enjoy the quiet and transparent times they shared
together. Rolling the wedding band around his finger he realized
this was one thing in his life he had done right. He suddenly felt
very empty. The crunch of a boot on gravel brought him out of his
private thoughts. Showing his displeasure at this intrusion he
asked, “What do you want, Thomas?”

“Willy, I have been thinking…I mean
something is really bothering me. You don’t need me since one of
the trucks has already left. You know I don’t care about the money.
Let me stay here. I will wait until you pass in the trucks and then
follow you out in the old car.”

Running his fingers through his hair, Willy
looked at the pitiful boy and said, “Thomas, why do you ask me to
help you, when I am orchestrating the biggest heist ever pulled in
the State of Texas?” Nodding at the other two sitting at a distance
he added, “Those two will not let you walk away from this.”

Ringing his hands nervously, Thomas shook
his head slowly from side to side and said, “No, I guess not but
they will listen to you.”

“Taylor, how did you get tied up with those
two anyway? Didn’t you realize they were dangerous men and feed on
people like you?” Willy asked.

Thomas raised his head, looked at Willy and
said, “No one my age in Huntsville wanted anything to do with me.
For as long as I can remember no one would associate with me. I
fought every day and always lost.”

Feeling guilty, Willy said, “Thomas…I know
their kind. You don’t know it, but I have a plan that includes you.
I will make sure nothing happens to you.”

“Mr. Baker, I don’t intend to ever do
anything like this again. I have a plan if you will help me get out
of this safely…I’m going to leave Huntsville and start driving
trucks,” Thomas explained.

“That’s a good plan, Thomas! I will see you
get through this, but you are old enough to be responsible…so try
helping yourself. Leaving Huntsville would be the best thing you
could do. Now tell me are they armed?” Willy asked.

“Yes,” was all the answer Thomas gave.

“Okay, listen to what I am about to tell
you.” The two talked for half an hour in the hot sun. Thomas had
very little to say and was more in amazement than anything.

Across the clearing Ed fanned himself with
his hat. “What do you think those two are cooking up over there?”
he asked.

Bart was leaning against a small sapling
watching Thomas and Willy through half closed eyes and said, “I
don’t like the looks of that either. I sure would like to know what
they just talked about.”

“The weasel and fox are getting suspicious.
Thomas walk away and let me think for a while,” Willy said. A dull
pain shot across his forehead as he watched Thomas walk away along
the canal. Thomas had reached out to him again and he gave him
assurances he hoped he could bring to fruition. Memories flooded
his soul and panic set in. He needed a place to hide; the headache
would leave him weak and vulnerable. Walking away he found a
secluded place under the low branches of a Willow tree. Crawling in
among the branches Willy leaned against the tree and closed his
eyes. Sweat coursed down his temples as the pain intensified. In a
few minutes, he slept from the exhaustion.

“You know, Ed, we missed a lot of money when
we lost that truck,” Bart said.

“Just another score to settle with Baker
when this is over with,” Ed replied.

“Sometimes I catch Baker looking at me awful
strange and it gives me the creeps,” Bart said. The two watched
Thomas walking along the canal.

“We will have to deal with that fool, too,”
Ed said. Finally, the sun started to go down and with it a cool
breeze began to blow.

Thomas walked back to where the two sat. “I
don’t have a good feeling about this,” he said.

“Quit whining! Look at Baker; do you think
he is worried? He’s over there sleeping like a baby,” Ed said.

C46 - Time to Kill

 The evening slowly turned into night and the tension
mounted. Ed had smoked a pack of cigarettes waiting through the
long hot evening. Standing up he flipped his cigarette into the
canal and said, “Wake him up and let’s get this show on the
road.”

Bart walked over to the tree. “Hey Baker,
the sun has gone down. Are we going to do this or not?” he
asked.

Straightening himself Willy sat for a while
letting the cobwebs clear his mind. A sigh of relief came as he
realized the headache had gone. Crawling out from under the low
hanging tree branches, he walked down to the canal and washed the
sweat from his face. Running his wet fingers through his thick
black hair he looked up at the night sky. This is what he had been
waiting for all these years. Win or lose, there is no turning back
now. “It is time to move. We might as well get started,” Willy
said.

“We will all have holes in our shoes from
the walking we are about to do,” Ed said.

“This canal runs right by the farm and there
is a boat concealed in the brush over there. There is enough
current to get us there by midnight,” Willy said.

“Well, you don’t need me to drive anymore,
why don’t you leave me here to watch the truck?” Thomas asked.

“Fat chance of that! If we returned on the
run, you would be gone with the truck! Let’s get started,” Ed
said.

“Bart, the oars are in that dead tree trunk
over there,” Willy said, as he pulled a boat from under the brush.
After the other three were situated in the boat, Bart slid the boat
into the water. The small boat sat deep in the water from the heavy
load as the current carried them down the canal.

“Baker this boat is about to sink! You
should have gotten a bigger boat,” Bart said.

“Anything bigger would have been easy to
spot and hard to conceal. Sit still and be quiet. I know what I’m
doing,” Willy said.

C47 - Austin Line

 “Ihad a talk with her today. I suspected she
knows nothing about what Baker is up to. I have a ranger in Houston
trying to get a line on where he went. His wife says he is in
Houston on business and will be home in a couple of days. Then he
would get in touch with me,” Cage said into the receiver.

“That is interesting,” said the captain.
“Whatever he is up to must be going down now…find him and bring him
in. If he is wearing a gun, pick him up on parole violation.”

“Captain, I just dropped Annie and Bonnie
off at the diner for breakfast. Guess I might as well join them, I
will get back to you later,” Cage added.

“Okay, let me know if the situation
changes,” Captain Eastman replied.

A few minutes later Cage and Lightfoot
walked across the courthouse square. “The captain found our man in
a motel in Houston. He checked in a couple of days ago,” Cage
said.

“You sure it’s Baker?” Lightfoot
questioned.

“It’s him all right. He registered as Willy
Baker and the night clerk saw a picture in his billfold of a black
haired beauty with Love, Bonnie written across the picture,”
Cage related.

“He is alone? I should go check him out,”
Lightfoot said.

“His wife said he will be back here
tomorrow. There are a couple of rangers checking out his business
dealings in Houston. If they come up with something, they will let
us know. Let’s go and have breakfast with his wife and Annie,” Cage
said.

“This is strange, Cage. We are going to have
breakfast with a woman whose husband we are keeping under
surveillance,” Lightfoot said.

Looking at Lightfoot, Cage smiled and said,
“We can’t keep up with her husband so maybe we can keep up with
her.”

“Speak for yourself, Paleface. I do pretty
well when I’m not handicapped with the Junior Ranger
Department.”

Cage laughed as the two walked to the
diner.

C48 - Four Minus One

 Looking out the window of the diner, McDonald watched
the rain falling in sheets, as the wind whipped the rain drops
against the glass. It was one of those tropical storms that raced
across the Gulf of Mexico dumping several inches of rain in a
matter of minutes.

“It’s hot as blazes one minute…now it’s
raining. Man, this heat is bad when you’re not used to it,”
McDonald stated.

“It’s the humidity, Boss. After a rain in
hot weather it gets muggy,” Smitty said.

McDonald responded quickly, “Muggy, muggy,
what does muggy mean? Is that a Texas term? I want to get the
merchandise out of here; I need to get back up north where it’s
cool!”

“Actually, it’s not all that hot yet. It’s
still early in the year,” said Smitty.

“Yeah, I know. It’s just muggy,” McDonald
said.

Smitty grinned. He was not in any hurry to
head north. He remembered the blistering cold they had left two
weeks before. Smitty said, “Boss, remember I told you Binky called
you a couple of hours ago. He called again just before you came in.
He wouldn’t talk to me. He needs to talk to you. Says its urgent.
You also got a call from Val. He says Hadley wants to get in touch
with you. Hadley left a message with Val. Says he knows where Baker
is and wants to make a deal for the information…Val said to tell
you it would cost you plenty.”

McDonald grinned past his big cigar and
said, “Get Val on the phone now, I want to talk to Hadley.” A few
minutes later Smitty returned to the table.

“Boss, Hadley will call you back in your
room in fifteen minutes. You need to call your accountant while
you’re at it,” Smitty said.

McDonald exclaimed, “Oh, what does Binky
want? He can be such a pain! You boys stay here and wait for me.”
When McDonald opened the door to his room the phone was
ringing.

“What you got, Hadley?” he asked in a gruff
voice.

“Well, ‘Merry Christmas’ to you McDonald…I
got a present for you,” Hadley stated smugly.

“Cut the crap! It ain’t Christmas and what
you got ain’t free,” McDonald barked back at Hadley.

“How bad you want this bum you been looking
for?” Hadley asked.

“Ten big ones for you, assuming the
information is right,” McDonald said.

“That’s generous! You must want him mighty
bad…I was expecting a lot less!” Hadley said in amazement.

“What you got, Hadley?” McDonald asked
angrily.

“My chief got a call yesterday about this
Baker guy. He is being investigated by the Texas Rangers. The chief
sent us looking for a loser he contacted here in Chicago by the
name of Billy something. He didn’t know anything, but your man is
in a burg called Huntsville. Seems he did time in a prison there.
Maybe he is homesick,” laughed Hadley.

“Huntsville, Texas! What’s the heat want
with Baker?” McDonald asked more to himself than in the phone.

Hadley’s voice cracked again in the
receiver, saying, “There have been a few murders there in Texas and
he is the only suspect.”

“Willy? He don’t have the stomach for that.
I will make a call for you Hadley; go get your money at the usual
place. This better be good information, if not I will see you in
Chicago. I would have paid twice that for the information,”
McDonald said.

McDonald came back in the diner and sat down
with his men. “Smitty, how far is Huntsville, Texas, from here?” he
asked.

“I don’t know, Boss. Never heard of the
place,” Smitty said.

“Well, you have now…get a map or
something…we have a friend there,” McDonald said with a grin. “I
can’t believe that life can be so sweet. My old friend Willy is
somewhere in this state.”

“Boss, this is a big state, in case you
haven’t noticed,” Smitty said.

“The Texas Law is looking for him, too. I
wonder what he is up to?” McDonald said.

“Boss, this don’t feel right…if the cops are
looking for him, maybe we better wait and get him at another
time.”

“What’s the matter? You scared of a bunch of
cowboys? When we finish our business here, we will head for
Huntsville. If they ge\ot him, I will get him in jail. If they
ain’t, I’ll find him, but I want him one way or the other!”
McDonald stated.

“Boss, I wonder what Willy is up to? I don’t
like the coincidence that he’s in Texas. Maybe we need to move the
trucks out now!” Smitty said.

“Relax, Smitty, one of the trucks left
today, the other two will leave tomorrow morning. Let’s get
something to drink. I feel like celebrating!” McDonald said.

“Did you get your accountant on the line?”
Smitty asked.

“I forgot…Binky is always whining about
something. I’ll call him first thing in the morning. Just remind
me, Smitty,” McDonald said.

C49 - Fateful Night

 While McDonald celebrated his good fortune with his
men, fifty miles north of Corpus Christi a small boat made its way
down a canal that flowed by an old abandoned farmhouse.

Hawkins placed several pieces of wood on a
small fire and swatted an insect and said, “We need to get this
place in better shape if we will be coming back here again. I don’t
like these bugs. What kind of animals make all those noises out
there in the dark? Everything around here stings, creeps, screeches
or crawls. You got another bottle, Fred?”

Fred Mayfield sat by the fire eating chili
out of a skillet with stale crackers. Disgusted with having to
listen to Hawkins, he frowned and said, “I don’t know which is
worse, eating canned chili and crackers or listening to you.
There’s another bottle in the tool shed. If you don’t want any of
this chili, I think I will dump it in the canal.” Fred had driven
trucks most of his adult life. He suffered from the long hours
behind the wheel and a poorly set leg that had been broken years
before. His weathered face resembled the road maps of the miles he
had driven.

“Fred, you have a cigarette?” Chubby
asked.

“Hawkins, I told you I…don’t…smoke,” Fred
responded.

“Oh, I forgot. What time we leaving in the
morning?” Chubby kept asking questions.

“As soon as the shooters get here, we leave.
I’m tired of this place! These bugs are eating me alive! You better
lay off the whisky, Hawkins. Your boss will be mad if he finds you
drinking. As a matter of fact, that could get you killed. You came
down here to drive. If the shooters smell liquor on you, they will
tell McDonald,” Fred replied.

That comment sobered Hawkins and convinced
him he had had enough to drink. Tossing the half empty bottle to
Fred, he said, “Throw this in the canal, too. I’m going to
bed.”

“Now, that’s a good idea,” Fred said.

A gust of wind rocked the boat back and
forth in the canal as Fred stood a few yards away and tossed the
half empty pint of whisky in the water. The moon hadn’t come up yet
or he would have seen the men sitting in the boat. Scraping the pan
clean, Fred returned to sit by the fire.

“That was close,” whispered Thomas as they
all breathed a sigh of relief. Leaving the boat, the men followed
Willy up the bank and into a wooded area away from the campfire.
Willy made a wide circle that would lead them around the farm to
the other side of the barn. A light rain began to fall as they made
the far side of the barn. Once inside they stood listening to the
rain intensify on the barn roof. Soaking wet, Ed cursed under his
breath.

“You have dry clothing in the panel truck.
Quit complaining!” Willy whispered.

Inside the barn the men made their way
around the big trucks in the dark. Looking through the cracks in
the barn wall they saw the smoking remains of the fire. The rain
had driven Fred in for the night.

“This rain may have helped to get the old
man in the shed, but it made the gravel road slippery. We will have
to be real careful getting out of here in the trucks,” Willy
whispered. Noticing the windows down in the trucks Willy said,
“Thomas crawl through the window make sure the keys are in the
trucks, remove the interior lights and check the fuel gauges.”

For another hour, the men waited in the barn
watching the shed. Finally, the lantern in the shed went out and
Willy looked at his watch.

“Bart, you and Ed drive the lead truck.
Thomas will take this one. I will lock the shed and disable the car
they have behind the shed.”

Willy left the barn and made his way around
the shed. He found a car hidden back behind a clump of trees and
stopped long enough to remove the distributor cap. The dark shed
loomed out in front of him. Quietly he made his way through the
high grass. Stopping at the rear of the shed he listened for any
sound from within before easing around the side. He was about to
step around the shed when Hawkins opened the door and stepped into
the night air. The rain had stopped, and he wanted one last smoke
before he went to bed. Stepping over to a tree not twenty feet from
the shed he lit a cigarette and began relieving himself. The flash
of the match temporally blinded Hawkins and gave Willy a minute to
step back around the shed.

In the barn Ed stood watching the figure of
the portly man. Ed leveled his pistol at the figure standing next
to a tree. Reaching over his shoulder Bart gently pushed the barrel
of the gun down.

“That hombre has had a lot to drink. He will
be going to bed soon,” Bart said.

Ed replied, “Just the same, I don’t like to
leave them so they can follow after us.”

“Relax! Let Willy handle this! If he
can’t…we will,” Bart suggested. That seemed to relax Ed enough that
he shrugged and shoved his pistol back in his belt.

Sitting in the last truck Thomas watched the
shadowy figures of Ed and Bart through the windshield. He began to
tremble from the fear that was coursing through his body. Closing
his eyes and gripping the steering wheel he shivered with terror.
‘O God! What am I doing here? If I live through this, I will
never get involved in anything like this again! Thomas knew Ed
and Bart would kill if anyone got in their way. He knew far too
much about these men. His life was in jeopardy. How had he ever
gone this far astray? He knew better than to hang with Ed and Bart.
The easy road was always the path of least resistance for him. Now
he was in one colossal mess and with no way out.

Outside Hawkins flipped the cigarette in the
wet road and went back in the shed. It began to rain again. The
rain on the tin roof covered any noise Willy made with the latch.
The hasp moved quietly and smoothly from the oil he had applied
weeks before. Slipping a screwdriver in the hasp he eased a board
out from the side of the shed and wedged it against the door. It
didn’t take long for him to reach the barn. Stepping up to the barn
doors he slowly opened first one door and then the other. Looking
into the darkened barn he saw the faces in the first truck. Looking
at his surroundings one more time, he turned to the truck and made
a circular motion over his head. Instantly each engine of the
trucks began to whine. The lead truck’s engine came to life and
lurched forward.

The engine of Thomas’ truck had not yet come
to life. The whining gave Willy a sick feeling as he ran into the
barn. Jumping up on the passenger side running board he heard the
diesel catch, sputter and die. Again, Thomas wound up the big
engine. This time it caught and black smoke billowing from the
stacks filled the barn. Instantly the truck was moving. Thomas
handled the big rig like a pro. Bart had the first truck clear of
the barn and crossing in front of the shed when gun fire erupted in
the shed as Hawkins tried to blow away the latch. The latch held,
and the second truck was clear of the barn when gun fire erupted
from the lead truck. They were firing at the shed trying to
discourage the effort from within. Willy saw the board he had
lodged against the door splinter from one of the shots directed at
the shed.

Shifting up, the big rig lurched, and the
tractor tires spun slowly gaining speed. Shifting again Thomas
worked the transmission to keep the wheels from spinning on the
slick surface. Inside the shed Hawkins was finally able to shoot
away the hasp and without the prop against the door came bursting
from the shed firing wildly at the last truck. The first truck
gained the road and picked up speed without any trouble. The second
truck was a heavier rig. The heavy load and slick ground made it
slow gaining momentum. Bullets began to glance off the cab as
Hawkins came free of the shed. The shots were wild and did little
damage. Hawkins panicked, seeing the trucks disappearing on the
road. He had emptied his gun with little noticeable damage to the
trucks. Grabbing a rifle from inside the shed, he got off one last
shot at the fleeing trucks racing down the dirt road along the
canal.

“Get the car, Fred! They are getting away
with the trucks!” Hawkins shrieked. Fred had already disappeared
behind the shed when Hawkins reloaded and ran around to where the
car was parked.

“Let’s go, Man! They are getting away!”
Hawkins shouted.

“The car won’t crank; they did something to
the motor. Hawkins we are in deep trouble; this will get us
killed,” Fred yelled.

Wringing his hands, Hawkins said, “Why
didn’t you shoot? We may have stopped them!”

“I’m not paid to shoot nobody! I just drive
trucks,” Fred said.

“You might wish you had used a gun when
McDonald gets through with us!” Hawkins exclaimed.

Fred replied, “I don’t kill people, Hawkins.
If I had been smart, I would have never taken the easy money
McDonald paid me to drive for him!”

C50 - New Hope

 Sitting on the front porch of the small frame house in
Darien, Georgia, Jerry listened to his mother. He knew he had an
older sister and that she had left the year he had been born but
time had dimmed his need to know about her. Now he sat watching his
mother’s glowing face at the prospect of having her back in their
lives again. Ginny wanted him to fully understand all about the
sister he had never known. What he really wanted to know at his
young age was about the horses and dogs his sister had on her
ranch. It took little convincing to get him willing to head for
Texas and the summer months were the best time to go.

Cotton agreed to trade the old postal truck
he had bought from the post office for the Wilkerson’s old car.
Since Ben had been laid off, most of the furniture they had owned
had been sold to meet their bills. What was left could be loaded
into the old postal truck for the trip. Life had changed
drastically since the letter had arrived yesterday. For Ginny there
would be no more sleepless nights grieving over her lost child. Now
her loss of sleep was because she was anxiously awaiting the reply
from the letter she sent Bonnie.
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Change for the Better………It was almost
dark when Annie pulled up to the mailboxes along highway 30. It was
a hot day. She reached in the mailbox and removed the mail. Easing
the old truck forward she opened the mailbox belonging to Bonnie.
Reaching in she pulled out a heavy letter. A cool wind had begun to
blow. Bonnie sat on the other side of the car with her head against
the open window seal. A cool breeze passed through the passenger
window. Her eyes were closed. She didn’t see the surprise on
Annie’s face as she looked at the return address on Bonnie’s
letter. The long silence from the other side of the pickup made
Bonnie open her eyes and look over at Annie.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“It’s a letter from your mother,” Annie said
anxiously.

For the next few minutes Bonnie wiped the
tears from her eyes while trying to read the letter. “They’re
coming to Texas, and I have a brother I didn’t even know I had.
Mother was pregnant when I was giving her such a hard time,” Bonnie
said. By the time they stopped in the front of Bonnie’s house she
had finished the letter. Fear that she would be rejected turned to
hope as she read the letter. Her family had fallen on hard times
and she could now actually do something good to help them.

“Bonnie, you are seeing God’s timing at
work. Your family needs you as much as you need them,” Annie said.
Excitedly they chattered as they stepped from the old truck.

“We can fix up the cabin in the woods for
Willy and me. They can move in this house…Dad can run the farm.
Annie, this thing with Willy…what do you think they will say?”
Bonnie asked.

“I don’t know but they have had a lot of
adversity in their life. I guess they can handle this situation.
They may even be a help to you; besides, we don’t know what he is
up to,” Annie replied.

“Maybe this will make him decide to stop
what he is doing; I mean, with a good family like mine and the
baby?” Bonnie said looking at Annie with hope in her eyes.

“I don’t know about Willy but all we can do
is take one day at a time and trust God to work things out,” Annie
said.

“Maybe they should not come yet,” Bonnie
said.

“Don’t start crawfishing now, Bonnie! It’s
too late! Besides, yesterday you were on the bottom of the world
and today you are on top. I think God is taking a look at your new
family and shaping it up,” Annie said reflectively.

ααααααα

Changing the Past…Thomas jerked
forward and gave out a gasp as the bullet passed just above Willy’s
knees and hit the door panel on the passenger side of the truck.
Realizing what had happened Willy grabbed the wheel and placed his
foot on top of the gas pedal.

“Willy, I’m hit! Lord, I have been shot!”
Thomas screamed.

“Hold on, Thomas! When we get out of sight,
I will take over,” Willy yelled trying to stay calm.

Thomas lifted his left hand from his side; a
mask of terror covered his face as he saw the blood on his fingers.
The road was deserted. Willy helped Thomas move to the passenger
side of the cab. Looking in the sleeper he found a sheet which he
tore into strips and wrapped around Thomas’ middle. Thomas was
numb. The pain had not started.

“Don’t panic! When we get back to the panel
truck, I will get you to the doctor! This should never have
happened. Ed shot away the prop that was holding the door shut. I’m
sorry, Thomas! I will get you to a doctor as soon as possible,”
Willy said pleadingly.

“They won’t let you Willy…I’m a liability
now, they aim to kill us. I heard them talking. That’s the way they
think. I’m real scared, Willy! Don’t let me die! Please don’t let
me die!” Thomas began to sob softly.

Trying to stay calm, Willy tried to compose
himself by sounding more confident than he really was by saying,
“Thomas don’t panic…just stay calm…I promise I will get you to a
doctor. This was not supposed to have happened!”

“I have some things to tell you, Willy. I
know things I don’t want on my conscience when I die,” Thomas
stated.

“You are not going to die. I’ll get you to
the doctor just hang on. I’ll drive this rig straight to the next
town,” Willy said.

Crying, Thomas looked at the sheet that was
wrapped around him saying, “Lord, I’m bleeding like a stuck
hog…can’t you help me? Willy, please, you must stop this
bleeding!”

Willy replied as truthfully as he could, “I
can’t do anymore…the closest town is twenty miles away. I will get
you there as fast as I can, just hold on, Thomas! Just hold
on!”

Thomas stopped crying and grabbed Willy’s
collar and said, “I need to tell you about Bart and Judd Smith and
the rotten thing they have done. I guess I’m guilty too because I
was too scared to say anything. I don’t want to take this with me
to my grave, so listen. I’m afraid I will go to hell. I’ve been
praying for forgiveness for a long time, but it still robs me of
sleep and drives me nearly crazy at night…I need to tell you.”

“Thomas, be quiet and let me drive this rig!
We need to get you to a doctor… so just be quiet and still.”
Thomas’ voice was quiet and relaxed, and he put his hand on the
shifter to stop Willy from shifting into gear.

“Willy, do you think God can forgive me for
all I have done?” Thomas asked pleadingly.

“Boy! Why do you ask me something like that?
I don’t know anything about that! Thomas…I don’t know God. My
brother did. He was always telling me God would forgive me if I
wanted it. I just never saw the God my brother did. Let me drive
this truck and get you to a doctor!” Willy responded.

“It’s too late and you know it,” Thomas said
bluntly.

Willy let the truck roll to a stop and his
trembling hand slid from the gear shift and took Thomas’ bloody
hand. Willy’s voice shook as he spoke again, “My brother told me
once God saved a thief on the cross right next to his own cross
while they were both dying. The thief just asked Jesus for
forgiveness! He couldn’t do anything to correct all the things he
had done in his life, but he got forgiveness.”

Thomas said weakly, “I can’t change what
I’ve done either, Willy, and I’m asking for forgiveness.” Willy
pulled the sheet tightly around Thomas’ waist, not able to look in
the boy’s face. Thomas tried to continue, “Willy, I want you to
tell my granny I asked for forgiveness before I died. She will want
to know…promise you will do that for me? I would not have been here
if Ed hadn’t blackmailed me into driving!”

“You are not going to die, I will get you to
a doctor just hang on,” Willy said.

“No, Willy, it’s too late! Help me lay down.
It’s beginning to hurt,” Thomas stated.

Willy lifted Thomas into the sleeper and
wrapped a towel around his waist. He was horrified to see all the
blood Thomas had lost.

“Now you need to listen to me. It’s about
the ranger,” Thomas said.

Willy’s head jerked up and he said, “Go on,
I’m listening.”

“I was in the car the night that the
gangster and Bart killed him,” Thomas admitted.

“You saw Bart kill the ranger?” Willy
inquired.

“No, I was laying on the back seat. I wasn’t
driving so I got drunk. We were bringing a load of shine into Texas
for Judd. He told Bart to let me drive but Bart wanted to show the
mob guy he was just as capable behind the wheel as me. We were
running hard and came up on the ranger so fast we couldn’t slow
down. Bart just blew by him. The red light came on and he ran us
down. If I had been driving, he never would have caught us; that
Ford was fast. I know, because I helped modify the car and engine,”
Thomas groaned. He tried to move then settled back down and said,
“The ranger was careless. On top of that, there was a mob guy from
Chicago in the front seat. It was his liquor and he wanted to see
Harlan’s operation.”

“What was his name Thomas…tell me his name?”
Willy begged.

“He was a mobster from Chicago his name
was…Mac something,” Thomas replied.

“Think, Thomas! Think! What was his name?”
Willy kept asking.

Thomas relayed the incident, “McDonald, that
was it and he was a cold character. When Bart was getting out of
the car this McDonald looked at Bart and said, 'kill
him!'”

“All this time I never suspected McDonald. I
thought it had to be LaSalle. Now I know after all these years it
was McDonald behind it,” Willy said.

Thomas continued, “The ranger made a mistake
and turned away. That’s when McDonald shot him. He picked up the
rifle and shot him through the back window of the shine car. Then
he got out and shot him again. I was laying in the back seat and
the barrel of the gun was right over my head. I can’t forget the
flash; it drives me crazy at night. When he got back in the car, he
was cursing the ranger. Bart had taken his wallet and badge. I
still see that blinding flash at night, and I hear him laugh. They
would have killed me if they had not thought I was passed out. I
never let on that I knew, and my drinking got worse after that.”
Thomas began to cough and there was blood in his mouth.

Willy asked, “What did he do with the wallet
and badge?”

“Bart’s father had a few beehives and there
were several hives in his back yard. Bart parked the old car in the
back yard among the beehives. His old man was dead and there was no
one to attend to the bees. Bart let the air out of the tires and
busted the windshield, so it would look like it had been there a
long time. It didn’t take long for the grass to grow up around the
car. The badge and wallet are hid in the trunk of the car. The
beehives still guard the old car. The nightmares drive me crazy at
night. Looks like my sins have caught up with me,” Thomas
sobbed.

“What about Judd Smith?” Willy asked.

“Judd killed two mobsters that were going to
kill me for a load of shine I was hauling. I always feared LaSalle
would find out who was driving the shine car and come after me,”
Thomas said.

Willy put a pillow under Thomas’ head as
blood trickled out the side of his mouth. Willy wiped it with a
corner of a towel.

“I guess I will never meet my mother and
father. Would you pray with me, Willy?” Thomas asked.

Unable to bring himself to call upon the
Almighty, Willy exclaimed, “I don’t know how to pray! Thomas,
didn’t your grandmother teach you how to pray?” he asked.

Weaker still, Thomas said, “Granny and I
prayed each night before I went to bed…when I was a boy.” Thomas
closed his eyes and began to pray for forgiveness. His prayers
began to get weaker and weaker and he looked at peace. Thomas
frailly pleaded, “Willy, don’t forget your promise. Talk to Granny
and tell her I will see her in heaven, and we will be together
forever. Tell her I’m sorry I caused her so much grief.”

“I promise, Thomas. I promise,” Willy
said.

Thomas turned his head away from Willy and
his grip began to weaken. Slowly his face took on an ashen hue and
his eyes became sightless. Something seemed to leave Thomas as he
died, and a cold shudder passed through Willy realizing Thomas was
dead. In death he looked so different. It was as if his body was a
suit that Thomas had taken off and laid aside. Willy covered
Thomas’ face quickly. He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes as he
began fighting back a dullness and the beginning of a bad headache.
He understood about the nightmares that had driven Thomas for he
was tormented by his own nightmares.

Thomas had revealed the forces that
tormented his young mind. In the sleeper Willy wrapped Thomas’ limp
body binding the blanket securely with cords he found in the truck.
With towels from the sleeper, he cleaned the seats as best he
could. Getting behind the wheel Willy clenched his teeth and
started the big rig down the road again. He drove on until he saw
the taillights of the other truck.

Pulling up behind the other truck, he jumped
down from the cab and was greeted by Bart.

“We thought you had been caught,” Bart said.
Seeing the look on Willy’s face he knew that something was wrong.
“What happened? Where is Thomas?”

“In the sleeper,” Willy said.

“What’s he doing in the sleeper?” Ed asked
stepping around the back of the first truck.

“He’s dead,” was all the reply Willy gave as
he hit Ed with a blow that sent him back against a small tree.
Coming off the ground with a growl Ed lunged. Side stepping him,
Willy sent him on past with little or no effort. Again, Ed hit the
ground and rolled over. This time he was not so quick to get
up.

“You want to tell us what this is all
about?” Bart asked stepping between the two. Pointing at Ed, Willy
said, “Because of that fool, Thomas is dead. He shot away the prop
that was holding the door closed and we took all the lead they
could sling at us!”

“Thomas is dead?” Bart looked at Willy with
a blank look.

“He was shot in the left side and the bullet
cut through him and out the front. He bled to death in just a few
minutes,” Willy related.

“Did he say anything to you before he died?”
Bart asked.

“No, he just wanted me to talk to his
grandmother,” Willy stated flatly.

“You can’t do that! He has to be done away
with,” Ed said.

Willy turned and faced Ed saying, “You get
in the front rig and out of my sight! You’ve turned a simple job
into a disaster. The only reason you are alive now is because I
need you. Cross me again and I will correct my mistake. Do what you
are told and nothing more.”

“How was I to know my bullet would knock the
prop away from the door?” Ed asked.

“If I didn’t need you to drive this truck
you would be laying by Thomas for all the problems you created. You
cross me again it won’t matter…now I’m going to take care of
Thomas’ body and you two are going to drive the trucks. You take
the trucks to the woods where I told you and stay put. I will be
late with this so don’t get impatient and do something stupid. You
better hope no one saw you leave Huntsville with Thomas, because
when he comes up missing it is going to stir up a new hornet’s
nest. You two get the body out of the rig and into the back of the
panel truck,” Willy said.

Opening the rear doors of the truck, Willy
removed the spare tire and rear seat and threw them into the
canal.

“What are you doing this for? What are you
going to do with him?” Bart asked. It didn’t seem to bother either
man that the body they were carrying was someone they had known for
years. A few minutes later Willy stood watching the trucks head
down the highway with instructions to follow their routes back to
Huntsville. Looking at his watch he knew he had no time to waste.
This would be a busy night and he had to get this done. Taking off
his coat he removed the gun and threw it in the canal. Taking an
extra blanket he had removed from the truck, he covered the
lifeless form and headed up the highway. He knew most of the towns
he had passed through on his trips through this area and had always
familiarized himself with the areas he passed through. Stopping at
a phone booth on the outskirts of a town of some size, he looked in
the yellow pages for an address he needed. This town was bigger
than most along the route back to Huntsville and in the phone book
he found what he was looking for. Parking the panel truck by a
school bus that sat in the rear of the only funeral home in town he
walked to the rear door. There was no one on the streets this time
of the morning. Even the local police had gone to bed. It took only
a minute for him to pick the lock and slip inside. A row of caskets
was lined along the wall and he quickly selected one. Sliding it
onto a casket dolly, he rolled it to the rear of the panel van.
Hurrying back in the funeral home he left five hundred dollars on
the office desk. By the back door he picked up two small
gravestones used to mark graves and quickly locked the back door.
The whole affair took only a few minutes and checking his watch he
drove out of town. It was going to be close; but he must get the
trucks in the barn before daylight. Before dawn Willy drove into a
grove of trees behind the cemetery and unloaded the casket. He had
only about an hour before daylight, so he quickly put Thomas in the
casket and covered it with brush. Down the road both trucks were
waiting when Willy’s headlight picked up both men walking back and
forth chain smoking and talking nervously.

“Bart, here he comes! Just remember, if
anyone saw us with Thomas when we left yesterday, we will be a
suspect in his murder,” Ed stated.

“I know that, and no one has ever seen us
with Baker. He is in the clear and I bet he has an alibi for
tonight. No one would believe we were not involved in Thomas’ death
if he is found. I hope he hid him good,” Bart replied.

Willy pulled up by the trucks and without
saying a word he motioned the men to follow him to the barn. It
wasn’t long until the trucks were in the barn and the three men
were on their way to town.

“What did you do with the body?” Bart
asked.

“He has been taken care of. Don’t ask me
again,” Willy stated. Sitting on the floor in the back of the panel
van, Bart put his uniform on while Ed dressed in his work shirt and
pants.

Willy drove the men to an isolated spot
behind the old farmhouse. Bart quickly got in his car and drove to
town. Coming into Huntsville from another direction, Willy
continued to Ed’s garage and parked the truck up close to the rear
of the garage out of sight of the town.

“Ed, take this truck apart and get rid of
it. Make sure there is not enough of it around by tomorrow to be
identified.” Willy instructed. He put his bloody clothes in the
stove. Ed added all his trash and some kerosene to make the fire
burn quicker. While the clothes burned Willy washed and shaved in
the small restroom at the back of Ed’s garage. Checking his watch,
he took a small suitcase and a Greyhound bus ticket stub from his
billfold and stepped out into the night. Crossing the square, he
made his way to a small building by the terminal and waited for the
north bound bus to arrive from Houston. On time this day for a
change the bus circled the square and pulled into the station. A
few weary soles ventured off the bus to use the restrooms before
heading north again. Blending in with the crowd Willy approached
the ticket counter.

“Excuse me! Is there a taxi I can get this
time of the morning?” he asked.

“Old man Domino lives a block over and I
have a deal with him to fare people around Huntsville. Might take
him a few minutes to get here but he’s always available. Want me to
call him?” the ticket agent asked.

“Yes, I will be at the diner having coffee.
Have him pick me up there,” Willy said. He hated to take the time
in town, but he wanted to be seen this morning. Passing the plate
glass window of the candy store, Willy thumped on the glass and
waved to O’Hara before making his way on down the street. He hoped
the fake smile was not apparent to O’Hara. He had to get the glum
look off his face before he entered the diner. He was the only
customer in the diner as he sat drinking coffee. A few minutes
later Cage entered the diner and apparently had not seen Willy. “I
hear you are looking for me,” Willy said before Cage had seen him.
Turning around, Cage was surprised. Walking over to the table he
hung his hat on the chair next to Willy’s.

“Mind if I join you?” Cage asked.

“Have a seat…how is your investigation
going?” Willy asked.

“Getting closer all the time. As a matter of
fact, you are the main suspect at the moment and if you’re guilty,
I’m here to find a way to prove it,” Cage stated.

Willy said, “I thought you were here
courting my neighbor.” Both men grinned. Cage decided that it was
hard not to like Willy.

“Have you had any luck?” Willy asked

“No, but things are beginning to look up,”
Cage said.

“I wasn’t talking about the case; I was
talking about my neighbor,” Willy said grinning.

“I was, too,” Cage said.

Both men laughed, and Willy said, “Cage, you
know I couldn’t have done the murders. I was here in town and
checked in upstairs at the time that was happening. So, let’s get
down to whatever it is that you really want.”

“Okay,” Cage said. “You served prison time
here and have a violent past.”

“I did my time and now I’m clean,” Willy
replied.

“Are you carrying a gun?” Cage asked.

“Of course not, I’m an ex-con. That would
send me back to prison.” Willy pulled back his coat to show Cage he
was not carrying.

“You realize if you had been carrying a gun,
I would have taken you in,” Cage stated.

“You are looking for straws now, Ranger,”
Willy said.

“What are you doing in Huntsville?” Cage
asked.

“I like the area and decided to start
ranching,” Willy stated.

“Where were you yesterday?” Cage asked.

“I was in Houston at a motel on Government
Street. It’s very close to the bus terminal. I just arrived on the
four am bus from Houston.” Pulling a bus ticket stub out of his
pocket Willy showed it to Cage.

“We knew you were in Houston. What were you
doing there?” Willy asked.

“This country is bursting wide open with
commerce and I see the need to be able to move products from place
to place. I intend to start a trucking business. It looks to be a
growing industry here in the South. I was in Houston looking for
contacts and checking out the possibilities,” Willy said.

Opening his wallet, he pulled out a bill to
pay for the coffee revealing a picture of Bonnie. He handed Cage a
hotel ticket revealing the date and the location of the motel.

Convinced, Cage asked, “Why were you in
prison?”

“You know the answer to that,” Willy said
looking into Cage’s eyes.

“Yes, but I want to know what caused you to
pull a dumb stunt like that and get sent up. You are too smart to
be so foolish,” Cage responded.

“Everyone is foolish when they are young.
Unfortunately, in youth we make choices that ruin or change our
lives forever. I’m one of those people,” Willy said.

“You know a gangster by the name of McDonald
in Chicago?” Cage asked.

“McDonald? McDonald? I can’t say that I do,”
Willy said with a straight face.

“There were rumors years ago that a mobster
by that name was coming into Texas to start moving stolen goods and
liquor. A ranger was looking into that when he was killed,” Cage
said.

“Texas is a big place and its borders are
easy to get across. I have no desire to move anything that is
illegal. It is too easy to make money legally,” Willy said.

“If you plan to start a trucking business in
this state, I will make sure that every truck you own will be
inspected every time they roll,” Cage stated.

“Thanks for the warning! Now I have a taxi
sitting outside. Do you have anything else you want to talk about.
If not, I have a beautiful wife at home!”

“Make sure you stay there,” Cage said.

“You have nothing on me, I will come and go
as I need for my business plans. I will try and make myself
available when you need me,” Willy said.

Cage had gained nothing and was no closer to
pinpointing anything, or solving the murders.

C51 - A Time to Run

 “Binky, this is Mac. What is so important you been
calling me all the way down here?” McDonald asked.

The phone buzzed, and the voice of his
sleepy accountant came on the other end of the line. His
accountant’s voice took on a higher octave as he woke to a
nightmare he had been dreading. “Mac, I don’t know how to tell you
this. You remember the banker Baker sent me to. Well, he has been
busted,” Binky stated.

“You talking about Ralph Davis the banker?
So, what does that mean?” McDonald asked.

“According to my sources, Davis faked a bank
robbery on his own bank. The feds caught him,” Binky replied.

“What does that mean to me, Binky…spell it
out!” McDonald shouted.

Timidly Binky said, “Well, the feds found
the money I had taken him in a cabinet in his office. He was
arrested for laundering money. All the money…err your money was
seized!”

“My money? My money? How much money we
talking, Binky? How much?” McDonald shouted even louder.

“It was most of the money you have accrued
that Willy talked you into investing,” Binky said nervously.

“Ahhh……” Throwing the phone against the
mirror McDonald sat staring at the wall. “Smitty, did you get any
of that?” Mac asked.

“I heard it all, Boss,” was all Smitty dared
say. Picking up the phone he listened for a minute. Realizing the
scared accountant was still on the line, Smitty said, “Binky, keep
us posted if you hear anything.”

A few minutes later the phone rang again as
McDonald stepped from the restroom. McDonald put the receiver to
his ear as the shrill voice of Hawkins related the story of the
trucks. With blood shot eyes McDonald stood dumbfounded. “Hawkins,
you lost my trucks. I’ll kill you for that!” Slamming the phone
down he shouted, “Get up ,you bums…get up and get ready to go. The
trucks have been stolen!” McDonald said between clinched teeth.

Smitty stood leaning against the doorframe
with shaving cream on his face. He had a much clearer head than the
others in the room.

“That idiot you hired has let two trucks get
hijacked!” McDonald said.

“How could that have happened?” Smitty
asked.

“I don’t know. Only one guy knew what was in
those trucks!” McDonald said.

“Willy set up all the truck deals here in
Texas. He is the only one that would have known plus, he set up
Binky with the banker,” Smitty said.

McDonald pointed a finger at Smitty and
said. “Get dressed! We are going to find those trucks. The first
thing you do is take care of that mistake you hired and that old
man.”

“It’s hard to find good help these days,”
Smitty said as he quickly finished his morning shave.

After the sun came up, Fred found the
distributer cap and got the car running. Standing by a phone booth
Hawkins and Fred looked at one another. “Fred, McDonald said he was
going to kill us. You reckon he means it?” Hawkins asked.

“Hawkins, I don’t plan on being around when
McDonald and Smitty show up. Yes, they will kill us for sure…I’m
headed for a healthier climate,” Fred said.

Bug-eyed and wringing his hands, Chubby
Hawkins had lost his courage; he no longer wanted to be a gangster.
He asked, “Do we want to go back to the shack to get our
belongings?”

“They are already on their way here. Going
back will take us just that much longer to get away from here,”
Fred said.

“Which way are you going?” Hawkins
asked.

“The only way is north from here. You can
drop me off in Houston. That’s where we split up. All you need to
know is I’m changing climates. I’ve done enough time in Texas. I
suggest you do the same, Hawkins,” Fred said with finality.

Willy stepped from the taxi by the big barn
and paid the driver. He said, “Domino, thanks for the ride. I have
your number when I need a cab!” Standing in the road Willy watched
the taillights retreat down the dirt road as he considered what he
must do. Above him the tall pines swayed in an early morning breeze
and whispered his secret through the forest. He had grown to love
the whispering pines and each Sunday morning he eagerly waited to
hear the hymns from the little church. Now the trees had turned
against him. They carried the message of another dark secret lying
hidden behind the church where God’s people came together to
sing.

Willy’s big frame drooped from the burden of
guilt that weighed him down. He collected a shovel and pick for the
gruesome job he had to do. Waiting down the road, a dead man lay
hidden beneath brush. In the town of Huntsville, a grandmother
would someday learn her grandson was dead. She had spent her life
caring and praying for a boy that had been rejected by society.
Setting his jaw, Willy was determined to bring this matter to a
head. All wrong would come to light and maybe then the darkness
would leave his soul. He looked back at the house knowing Bonnie
would be sleeping soundly. Until she was ready to wake nothing
would wake her. A few minutes later he walked past the church and
looked to make sure no one was around before making his way to the
rear of the cemetery. He was well secluded from sight and unless
someone came to the cemetery this early, he could get the job done
quickly. These days few people came around this graveyard.
Superstitious tales were spread of dark shadows and spirits that
inhabited the woods around. He removed the sod away in squares from
the grave he was going to dig. For the next hour he worked
feverishly to get the grave dug. The ground was sandy so the
digging was easy. It would be a shallow grave. Leaning back against
a big cedar tree he wished for a drink of water. Before dawn he
slid the casket into the grave and quickly filled in the dirt. Next
the sod squares were laid back in place. Standing back, he looked
at his finished work. Remembering the stones, he set a stone at the
head of Taylor’s grave and one next to it. Brushing dirt from the
stones that read ‘RESERVED’ he collected his tools. Maybe Thomas’
grandmother would like to have a place by him if she chose to leave
him here.

Walking back towards the house, Willy
crossed the creek where the kids loved to swim. Removing his
clothing he stepped into the water and submerged himself. The
vision of Thomas in death would not leave his mind. Thinking of the
grandmother and knowing he had to tell her someday very soon made
him ache inside. He hated to see her suffer for long, but the
innocent always suffer with the guilty. At this point he had no
doubt he must follow through with what he had started. With new
resolve he slipped a towel from his traveling bag and pressed it
against his wet face. Thomas’ words filtered through his mind.
‘I guess I will never know my mother and father,’ he had
said.

Walking across the field, it wasn’t long
until he stepped up on the back porch. Through the screen door he
could see Bonnie at the stove. Leaning against the door frame he
watched her. Standing in her bare feet and in a simple cotton dress
she was beautiful. He knew he could never stand being apart from
her. Without turning from the stove, she brushed a string of hair
from her vision and said, “How was your trip?”

“All I can say is that I never want to be
away from you for any length of time,” Willy replied.

“Did I hear trucks out at the barn last
night?” Bonnie asked.

Avoiding the question, he asked, “Is that
breakfast for me?”

“Who else would it be for? I get up every
morning and cook breakfast for you even if you don’t show up…you
didn’t answer my question,” she said.

“Bonnie stay away from the barn. In a few
days, my business will be complete,” Willy stated.

Opening the screen door, he stepped up
behind her and put his arms around her waist. With tears in her
eyes she turned around and looked up at him. Putting her hand on
his chin she began, “Willy, for the first time in my life I am
truly happy. I have peace and hope. Hope that we can have a life
free of the past. I want a bunch of kids like Silas hauls around in
the back of his old pickup truck. Kids that are not members of a
gang; standing on street corners looking for trouble. Here we have
a place where turf is grass the cows eat. Not where Italian kids
guard the streets against the Irish or make deals over something
stolen. I want our kids to spend their time rolling down the side
of a hill in an old tire. Kids brown from the sun playing together
at the swimming hole. I want a bunch of kids that look like you,
who are creative and make their toys instead of breaking the glass
of a store window to steal them.” Kissing him lightly she wiped her
eyes on her apron and turned back to the stove. “I received a
letter from mother yesterday. I have a brother I didn’t even know I
had. My father has been out of work for a long time and they have
fallen on hard times. I have a chance to do something good for them
and hopefully make up for the heartache I have caused. Now tell me
what I am bringing them into?”

Sitting down in a chair, Willy pulled her
into his lap. Looking up in her face, he asked, “When will they be
coming?”

Bonnie replied, “I don’t really know yet,
but soon, I hope. Annie and I are fixing up the log cabin down in
the meadow. My parents can move into this house. I want us to move
back there while the baby is little, and you can build us a home on
the hill overlooking the swimming hole. I want to watch my younger
brother and my children swimming from my kitchen window.”

Willy thought of the change in Bonnie and
the latest developments that were outside his control. Her family
would be arriving right in the middle of this unless he stepped up
the pace. What had happened the last few days had put them on a
collision course with McDonald.

C52 - Beginning Again

 Billy stuffed the red rag into his back pocket and ran
in the station to answer the phone. “Rrrrroute 45 Oasis, how can I
help you?” he asked.

“You sound like a pro, Billy! I see you made
it here and you were right on time!” Willy said.

“Wwwilly! Mr. Jackson is ttteaching mmmme
all I need to knnnow about cccars and Alice is taking cccare of the
cccash register. We are bbboth learning to drrrive…I have a lot to
tell you,” Billy said excitedly.

“Slow down Billy and talk to me slowly. You
hardly stutter at all until you get excited,” Willy said.

“Ok, Wwwilly. I’m slowing down…after you
cccalled me, the police cccame …they were Detectives from the
prrrecinct. One of them was Detective Hadley.”

Willy thought for a minute, “I know Hadley.
He is on the take to McDonald.”

“Someone traced your cccall and they sent
Hadley and another deeeetective to see why you called mmmme. We
didn’t tell them anything! Did just as you said in your letter and
herrrre we are,” Billy proudly said.

“Billy, stay close to the phone for a few
days. I might need your help,” Willy stated.

“Just lllet us know what we cccan do,” said
Billy.

Willy hung up the phone and stood in the
hall of the diner thinking of the latest development. ‘Damage
control. He had to change his plans. McDonald knew where he was and
would be coming after them with all his goons.’ Stepping back
into the dining area, Willy ordered a cup of coffee. He had brought
Bonnie into Huntsville to shop. Watching the activity through the
plate glass window, he noticed Bart crossing the street heading for
the diner. With no other people in the diner, Bart settled at the
table next to Willy’s. “Good morning,” Bart grumbled.

Willy gave him a cordial hello and continued
to sip his coffee and read the newspaper. When the waitress had
served Bart a cup of coffee and pie she went to the back of the
diner.

“Real problem coming our way,” Willy said
under his breath. “We have to move a truck out tonight. The mob
knows where I am, and they are headed this way. Nothing we can do
but move up our plans. Make some kind of excuse and be ready to
leave this evening as soon as it gets dark. I will pick you up at
the same place.” Willy left a tip on the table and left.

Walking over to the table Judy scooped up
the tip and said, “You local cowboys could learn a lot from that
man. He is a gentleman and always leaves a tip.”

Laughing, Bart got up and left the
diner.

Walking down the street looking in the store
front windows, Willy found Bonnie collecting can goods in the local
grocery. By now most everyone in town knew her and went out of
their way to say hello. Pulling her to the side he said, “Doll
Face, I have to go somewhere, so finish up your shopping and let’s
go now.” Together they gathered up the packages she had on the
counter and walked to the car. An hour later Willy pulled up to the
old deserted farm where he found Bart waiting on the back porch.
Bart got in the car throwing his bag in the rear.

“Where did you get this car? It looks like a
reject from the junk heap,” said Bart.

“The engine and tires are sound, so Ed says.
It will get us to Memphis and back……I hope. When we get to the
barn, I will drive the big rig. You follow in this car,” Willy
said.

“What about the other truck?” Bart
asked.

“I will need it later; it's insurance,”
Willy replied.

“What did you do with Thomas’ body?” Bart
inquired.

Willy clenched his teeth and set his jaws.
It was bad enough he couldn’t get Thomas’ hollow-eyed stare out of
his mind but now Bart had to mention his name. “He’s in a place no
one will find him so don’t ask me again,” Willy said flatly.

The barn was located a far distance from the
main house, but Bonnie heard the faint noise of the truck as it
left the barn. Sitting in the living room with Susie at her side,
she buried her face in her apron and wept. ‘Oh Willy, what is
driving you? We could have a good life together.’ The four
remaining pups sat on the porch looking through the screen door,
their eyes shining against the light from the room.

Traveling through the night and the
following day, the truck lumbered on with the two men switch
driving. Finally, Willy pulled the big rig into a truck stop near
Memphis. Parking the car, Bart got in the cab with Willy.

“There is a warehouse a half mile or so up
the road. When we get there, let me do the talking and you keep
your head!” Willy ordered. Driving the truck up to the warehouse,
Willy said over the sound of the engine, “If we are lucky, we will
pick up the other truck.” The truck horn blared as the big rig sat
with its hood only inches from the big sliding door of the cannery
warehouse. Instantly they were slid open and Willy pulled the truck
inside. Turning to Bart…his stare hard, Willy said, “Sit in the
truck and keep quiet. You look like you are about to come apart at
the seams. Stay calm or you will give everything away.”

Taking a clipboard from the dash he turned
to see a man looking up at him with a puzzled look. “Hello
Francis,” Willy said as he jumped down from the cab. Looking
astonished, Francis started to speak when Willy cut him off saying,
“Hawkins took ill in the Texas heat and McDonald sent me and Floyd
on with this load.” Willy didn’t know if his departure from the mob
had been broadcast but usually McDonald only let a few of his close
associates in on his personal matters.

The shooter looked up at Bart sitting in the
cab and said, “Where is the other truck? We are getting tired of
waiting for you boys to show!”

“They will be late tomorrow getting here,
that’s why I’m here. McDonald wants to leave the trucks here for a
while, maybe a month or two. That means you boys can get on back to
Chicago. McDonald is a happy man these days. He wants you boys to
head on back and enjoy a few days off,” Willy said.

“Willy, that sounds good to me. If you say
go, we’ll be out of here in a jiffy,” Francis, the mobster,
said.

“You boys enjoy your time off. McDonald
won’t be back to Chicago for another two weeks so don’t get in a
big rush, take your time going back and keep your mouths shut,”
Willy stated.

Handing Francis a hundred-dollar bill, Willy
said, “On your way back have yourself a night on the town on me.
Now be on your way before I change my mind. You know Floyd and I
could just as well leave you with these trucks.”

“You don’t have to tell me but once. We are
out of here!” Francis said gladly.

In the truck Bart sat behind the wheel. His
nerves were tight as a coiled spring. The men left heading north
and Bart climbed down from the cab and said, “Baker, that was the
slickest thing I ever saw. You are smooth, man. Real smooth.”

Wiping the sweat band in his hat with a
handkerchief, Willy said, “Give me your cigarette lighter and walk
back and bring the car down here. We need to be ready to move
fast.”

“That truck stop is a mile back…you want me
to walk?” Bart asked.

“This day is only beginning; now do as I
say. When I finish here, I’ll be in the bus station coffee shop. Go
get the car and park in the parking lot and wait for me in the
car,” Willy said.

Grumbling about the walk, Bart left as Willy
began peeling the signs off the truck’s doors. Reaching behind the
seat he pulled out new signs and glued them over the spot where the
old signs had been. A white can of paint was next, and he got up on
top of the truck.

Willy finished his third cup of coffee at
the diner thinking about Bonnie when a tall skinny waitress at the
other end of the diner shouted. “Is there a Bill Washington
here?”

Willy walked down the counter and took the
receiver and said, “Hello, this is Washington.”

“This is Joey…I’m where you told me to be.
You ready to make a deal?” Joey Rice asked.

“Yes, let’s get this done,” Willy said.

“Better not be any funny business, Willy! I
will make you my first target,” Rice stated.

“Fair enough. I’m just down the street. Park
in the bus station parking lot, then walk across the highway alone.
I will be standing in front of an old vacant cannery warehouse. I
will meet you alone in front of the warehouse. You know me, Joey.
Don’t be foolish or you will regret it,” Willy said
threateningly.

A few minutes later after looking at the
loaded truck, Joey said, “Willy, this stuff is worth a fortune! You
should have asked for a lot more! Gino is getting a real
bargain!”

“We better make this quick, Joey. Get him in
here alone and tell him to keep his men on the other side of the
highway,” Willy said.

Remembering the stern warning from Willy,
Joey left LaSalle’s men outside. “Gino, you are getting a good deal
here,” said Joey. “I told you that Willy would treat you right.”
Willy stood between the trucks watching LaSalle inspect them.

“You know, Willy, I’m taking a big chance
taking this off your hands like this. This might start a shooting
war,” LaSalle stated.

“You took a bigger chance walking across the
highway,” Willy said. “The price will not come down. Pay me the
money or walk. I delivered… now pay up or walk away. Any more talk
and the price starts going up,” Willy said.

“Baker, I’m just saying that is an awful lot
of money you are asking for…now what if I decide to just take the
trucks from you?” Gino inquired.

Flipping his cigarette lighter open Willy
lit a fuse that was looped over a barrel standing between the
trucks. “Tell you what, Gino. Why don’t you just stand here, and
you can pick up what’s left of this load when it goes up.”

Joey and LaSalle stepped back watching the
fuse inch toward the truck. Following the fuse with their eyes,
they saw where it disappeared under a tarp on the back of the
truck. “Okay, you made your point, Baker!” LaSalle stated
firmly.

The fuse continued to inch toward the trucks
as Willy said, “You think that you would walk away from here. If
one of your men so much as comes through that door, I will plug you
first. Joey might get me, but I get you and the dynamite will get
Joey and everyone outside.” Gino saw the resolve in Willy’s eyes
and decided not to push this man standing before him.

“Cut the fuse, Baker! You get your money,”
Gino said. Turning he rushed out of the building.

Cutting the fuse Willy said, “Joey, your
boss is not a brave man. I hope he took time to look both ways
before he crossed the highway.”

Joey chuckled and asked, “Willy, would you
really blow up the trucks?”

“The trucks are booby trapped. You give me
the money; I remove the charges. You try and remove them yourself
you will get a one-way ticket to hell, first class.” Willy locked
the warehouse doors with a big chain and the two went across the
street to the Greyhound Terminal.

Gino’s limo sat in the terminal parking lot
while Joey opened the rear and removed a briefcase before entering
the terminal. Willy and Joey went to the restroom where Willy
transferred the money to a satchel and handed the briefcase back to
Joey.

“Joey, here are the truck keys, I will go
remove the charges and your men can take the trucks, wait for me by
the limo and remember, I have all the bases covered that your boss
might have dreamed up,” Willy stated.

After Willy reappeared from the warehouse,
it wasn’t long until LaSalle’s men had the trucks moving north. The
limo pulled out behind the trucks and Willy closed the big doors
and locked the warehouse. Going back to the bus station he put the
bag in a locker and returned to the car.

“Where’s the money?” Bart asked. From his
pocket Willy removed ten thousand dollars and put it in the glove
compartment.

“That will take care of you and Ed. I will
deliver the last truck,” Willy stated.

“You got a lot of nerve, Baker, but I think
you have a death wish! That man you just sold those trucks to is
Gino LaSalle!” Bart exclaimed.

“You know LaSalle?” Willy asked.

“Everybody knows LaSalle. He is one mean
man,” Bart said.

“We better get going, Bart. You have a city
full of crime to attend to. I need a nap before I start driving,”
Willy stated.

The crunch of gravel was all the warning
Willy got as the barrel of Joey’s gun rested next to his ear. Bart
was leaning over to start the car when a gun was shoved in his
back.

“Don’t start the car,” a gruff voice from
the driver’s door said.

“Sorry, Willy! This wasn’t my idea,” Joey
said.

“What’s this?” Bart said.

“It’s a double cross; I should have been
looking for this,” Willy said.

“Let’s take a walk over to the bus station.
Gino wants the bag,” Joey said.

“Baker, do something! This is not right,”
Bart said.

“I’m fresh out of new ideas,” Willy
said.

“Let’s go, Baker! You boys keep our friend
here comfortable until we return…If there is any fancy stuff, shoot
him,” Joey said.

One of the men got in the car with Bart and
sat with his gun pointing in his direction. In the rear-view mirror
Bart saw the limo ease out from behind the warehouse and sit
waiting.

With a concealed gun at his back, Willy went
into the terminal and back to the row of lockers. Retrieving the
bag, they walked out of the terminal. Jerking the keys from the
ignition the man gave Bart a warning and ran back to the waiting
car. The limo drove across the highway where Joey and Willy stood.
As the car pulled alongside Willy, LaSalle lowered the window and
said, “It’s nice doing business with you, Sport! Stay clear of
Chicago if you value your health.”

Willy walked across the street to the car.
“Are you going to let them get away with the money?” Bart said.

“Take a look at that car Bart, there were
six men in that limo plus a second car you didn’t see with a driver
and two shooters. There are only two of us and we are unarmed;
besides, what’s your gripe? Your money is in the glove box. You and
Ed could split your money with me!” Willy said looking straight at
Bart.

“Nothing doing! You blew this deal! I’m not
giving you a red cent. Besides the car keys are headed for
Chicago,” Bart exclaimed.

Willy took a spare set of keys out of the
ashtray and handed them to Bart. “Well, the bag is ten thousand
lighter than what they brought with them. Pull over to that
telephone booth. I need to make a phone call,” Willy said.

While Willy was on the phone, Bart sat and
chainsmoked. His vision of riches had just flown out the window.
Getting back in the car, Willy crawled in the back seat and said,
“It’s a long way to Huntsville, let’s get going.”

Bart shook his head and said, “I just don’t
believe you, man.”

The limo sped along the highway headed
north; in a few minutes they would be behind the trucks.

“You boys want to play a game?” LaSalle
said. All heads turned to the back of the limousine where Gino
sat.

“Sure, what’s on your mind, Boss?” Joey
asked as Gino said handed him the briefcase that had been taken
from Willy, “Gee, Boss, this is Monopoly money!”

“What? Let me have that! You are right,
Joey! Where is the money that was in this satchel?” LaSalle
inquired.

“Baker must have pulled a switch on me. I
have a bad feeling about this. We should have never pulled the
double cross on Willy. I don’t think we have heard the last of
this,” Joey stated.

“My only regret is I didn’t plug him when I
had the chance,” LaSalle said

“It don’t matter, Boss! We have the
merchandise and it’s worth a fortune. You really got a good deal!”
Joey said excitedly.

“True, very true. I don’t want this much
merchandise in my warehouse for long. When we stop tonight, call
Chicago and get my distributors lined up,” LaSalle stated.

C53 - Worried Minds

 It was not unusual for Thomas to disappear for a few
days, but he had usually called Betty to let her know not to worry.
So just for conversation while she was having Ed check the
hesitation in her old car, she asked, “Ed, have you seen
Thomas?”

“No, Ma’am. I haven’t,” he said without
raising his head from under the hood. “Not in the last few days
anyway.”

“Well, he is gone again; I don’t know what
will become of him. He is such a restless soul,” she said.

“Granny, if I see him, I will tell him to
get home.” Straightening, he changed the subject saying, “I changed
the distributor cap and points. It should run like new. I will make
you a bill for the parts and labor. Just drop by on Friday and
settle up.” To that Granny Taylor thanked him and backed the old
Plymouth out of the garage. Ed wiped his shaking hands and watched
her drive away. There were two sides to Ed when he was drinking;
the darkness in his soul surfaced and he was a man capable of
anything. When he had to, he could pass for the local banker or
store clerk. His only regret was not knowing what Baker had done
with the body. The tension was getting too much for him. Turning,
he made his way back into the garage.

ααααααα

“Hello! Is that you, Mother?” Two
emotionally charged voices talked back and forth through the
phone.

“Bonnie! Is that you?” Ginny Wilkerson
cried.

They sat sobbing on the phone; neither one
able to talk for a long time. Calmly, they started again.

“Bonnie, quit apologizing! There is no use
going there. Tell me where you are and how you got there. I’m not
interested in all the past now!” Ginny said lovingly.

“I was so afraid I would never see you
again!” Bonnie said sobbing.

“Bonnie, stop crying, please!” Ginny said
pleadingly. Through the emotional exchange the two began to talk
about their families.

Ginny knew that all her prayers had not
fallen on deaf ears. She was glad she never gave up on Bonnie.
Laying down the receiver she sat and cried tears of joy. They were
beginning again, in a new place with a healed family.

Neither was under the illusion that things
would be just peachy from now on. There would be problems to face,
but they could face them together with a stronger faith. They knew
that God always worked it out; no matter how long it took.

The hour was early on a rainy morning in
Chicago’s West side when a tired and ragged Joey opened the
warehouse doors and stepped aside as the big trucks lumbered in.
The warehouse soon took on a carnival atmosphere as the men who had
been assembled started looking through the merchandise the trucks
contained. Greed had overtaken their better judgment as they
unloaded the crates. No one noticed the activity outside the
warehouse. Getting over the excitement, Gino got the attention of
the men.

“Alright gentlemen settle down. Joey’s boys
will inventory this truck first and distribute the goods. I want a
record of every item in both trucks,” LaSalle said.

“When you get through with the inventory you
can give it to me, Joey,” a voice from the side of the warehouse
said. All eyes turned to see a string of Federal lined up along the
inside of the warehouse armed and ready for trouble. They had
entered by a side door and positioned themselves in the shadows for
the best cover.

“Raise your hands, Gentlemen. There are a
lot more of us outside. You are all under arrest,” the Federal
Agent stated.

FBI agent Gary Burkett moved over to an
astonished LaSalle and said, “Gino, my boy! I have dreamed of such
a moment. Please forgive my excitement but Christmas has come early
this year. You might notice there are no local cops among my men?
Had there been, this would not have been a surprise to you.”
Walking among the items that had already been unloaded, Burkett
said, “My! My! This is quite a haul.”

LaSalle stood in disbelief, clenching his
teeth saying, “I want to see my lawyer!”

“Yes! You really should,” Burkett said with
a grin. “Look in these crates, Gino! We have all manner of
contraband: smuggled automatic weapons and here we have cases of
liquor without a tax stamp. Yes, indeed, you need to see your
lawyer.”

Joey was cuffed and being led next to
LaSalle when he said, “You just had to mess with Baker! Now look at
what it got you.”

“I’ll kill him for this!” LaSalle
exclaimed.

“No, you won’t. We will be so old when we
get out of prison, he will have died of old age,” Joey said in
disgust.

“I didn’t know you had so many men in your
employ,” Burkett said. “What did you do? Call in all your
distributors for this party? Why some of these guys have shops in
my neighborhood… or did. This will go down as the dumbest stunt a
crook ever pulled in Chicago. You put all your eggs in one basket;
even McDonald will be laughing at you.”

Gino turned so handcuffs could be put on and
said, “Burkett, that’s one man that will not be laughing.”
Twenty-two men left the warehouse that morning in cuffs. Some were
well known and respected in Chicago.

Willy lay in the back seat as Bart headed
south. His mind was troubled; cloudy one minute as if seeing Thomas
through a haze and seeing Bonnie the next laughing and carefree,
running across the meadow. His futile attempt to rest was broken by
the voice of Bart in the front seat.

“What about the five thousand you have that
was for Thomas?” Bart inquired.

“Bart, you are getting everything you agreed
to. If you and Ed had done as I told you Thomas would be alive
today,” Willy stated.

“You still have the third truck,” Bart
said.

“Yes, and moving it will be more dangerous.
So be glad I took your money out of the satchel or you would be
going home empty handed,” Willy replied.

The drive back from Memphis was long and
hard, stopping only for coffee and rest breaks, they drove straight
through. The loss of the trucks and money had made Bart angry. It
was easy to figure that Bart and Ed had made alternate plans for
the money. Bart, sullen and red-eyed, sat on the passenger side of
the car.

Willy couldn’t get Thomas off his mind.
Death was final and there was no going back and undoing it. Hearing
Thomas’ dying testimony had affected Willy greatly. Unable to do
anything, he had watched as Thomas’ life ebbed away and his face
turn ashen. In his mind the face came back to him. Willy felt
Thomas’ hands as he had gripped the front of his shirt trying to
hold on to life, knowing that it was the end. Thomas had been
deeply troubled by what he knew and with no way out he had turned
to Willy for help baring his soul. The only consolation was that
Thomas seemed to have gained a release from his tormented soul in
the last few moments of his life.

Hours later Willy concealed the old car back
in the woods behind the cemetery and started walking back for home.
Stopping at the back of the cemetery, he leaned against a tree limb
and wondered if he would ever have peace from his own torment. In a
strange way he almost envied Thomas. The recent rains had dispersed
the loose dirt around the grave and the grass was growing again.
For now, his sins had been concealed. One day he would have to face
Thomas’ grandmother, but for now he had to stay focused and deal
with McDonald or there would be no future for Bonnie. Stepping up
on the porch he rubbed the dog’s ears and sat heavily in the porch
swing. He could hear Bonnie in the kitchen rattling pots and pans.
The smell of bacon was strong in the air. Shaking the weary
thoughts from his head, he rose and entered the house. Putting his
arms around her he kissed the top of her head. He smelled her
fragrant hair as it clung to his heavy growth of whiskers. He
whispered in her ear, “I missed you.”

She leaned her head back against his
shoulder. “I missed you, too. I’m glad you are back. I fear that
you may leave one day and never come back. Then I will spend the
rest of my life wondering what happened to you.” Changing the
subject, she said, “I will have you some breakfast ready in a
minute.” Turning and kissing him she said, “I’m not worried for me,
it’s for our baby. I am afraid our past will put him in harm’s
way.”

“Do you think it is a boy?” Willy asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. I just know it is alive
and moving around. It sometimes has the hiccups!” Bonnie said
smiling.

“Bonnie, maybe you should leave for a couple
of weeks,” Willy stated.Changing the subject again she said, “Your
breakfast is ready.”

Willy reiterated, “I mean it Bonnie. I want
you to leave just for a few days.”

“Willy, this is my home and whatever happens
I will face it here. I didn’t know it, but I have been running from
a good home and family all my life. Maybe McDonald has forgotten
about us,” Bonnie stated.

“That’s wishful thinking…he knows where we
are now,” Willy said.

“How do you know that?” Bonnie asked.

Willy responded, “I just know. He knows
where we are.”

Bonnie leaned over the sink and looked out
the window at the field that stretched across her vision and said,
“Willy this is heaven to me. I cannot leave it, but you can…leave
now and he will never catch up to you. He will leave me alone,
don’t you think?”

“He will never stop looking for me and he
must not get his hands on you. I could never be away from you for
very long. I wish I had met you ten years ago. Things may have been
different,” Willy said sadly.

“I don’t think so, back then you would not
have liked me,” Bonnie said as she put her arms around his neck. “I
think you and I came together at just the right time in our life.
After finding real love I don’t intend to make any more bad choices
with my life.” Turning the burner down Bonnie cracked an egg on the
edge of the skillet and dropped it into the bacon grease. “In the
past few weeks I have found out something precious about life that
most folks live a lifetime and never figure out. The steps we take
can be a light for someone else or they can lead them down a dark
path that may leave their lives dismal and grey. I will from now on
order my steps to reflect a person of wisdom and character. You and
I will soon have a child and we will leave a legacy for him or her.
I want to leave a clear path they can be proud to follow should
they choose. If we leave poor examples, it will be there for them
to see. So, I ask you to consider our child in the path you are
taking.”

For a long time, Willy sat and considered
the Bonnie that now stood before him. She had so completely changed
he was simply amazed. Even her appearance had taken on a more
wholesome and cleaner look. Or was the change coming from an
earlier lifestyle with a godly family that was coming to fruition?
Whichever it was, it showed a depth he did not understand.

A sudden thunder shower moved across the
countryside and the wind whipped a light mist across Willy’s face.
Sitting on the porch swing he watched the grass on the hillside
sway in the wind. Rain fell in great sheets and soon filled the
barrels at the corner of the house. He sipped his coffee and
marveled at the peace he felt. Bonnie was right. This place had a
soothing effect on a person. Stepping out on the porch, Bonnie
smiled at him and said, “The dishes can wait. I want to enjoy this
morning with you.” The rain came down and the wind blew a spray
across the meadow where the calves kicked up their heels. Sitting
close to Willy, Bonnie said, “I take one day at a time. That is all
I can handle. My folks will be here soon, and I intend to be the
daughter they never had.”

Looking at the rain-soaked fields Willy
wished things could be different. The events of the last few days
had sealed his fate. He thought of Thomas Taylor laying cold in the
ground with no one to mourn him. Willy shuddered shaking his head
to clear the depressing thoughts.

“What is it, Willy? What’s wrong?” Bonnie
asked. Again, the dull pain set in and he began to feel sick.
Quickly she helped him inside to the couch and darkened the room.
Running back in the kitchen she got a cloth to press against his
forehead. This was going to be a bad one.






Revenge is Sweet……Giving up the road
search for the trucks, McDonald pulled into a truck stop on the
Texas-Louisiana border. The trucks were long gone, and Hawkins and
the old man were running as fast as they could away from
McDonald.

“I will see Willy dead for this,” McDonald
said from the backseat. “Let’s go to Huntsville. As soon as we get
there, call Val and get the truck we still have unloaded and the
merchandise out of the warehouse. Put a contract out on Hawkins and
Fred for losing the trucks.”

Later that day Ed stood in his mechanic shop
and observed a new Buick driving up the road to the town square,
‘now there is a shiny new car that looks out of place,’ he
thought. Leaning on the fender of the car he was working on, he
watched as a large heavy-set man got out and headed for a phone
booth on the square. Something about this car and men made him feel
uneasy. Suddenly the hair on the back of his neck stood up. These
men were not reporters and certainly not rangers. They had to
be…somehow the mob had found their way to Huntsville.

It was a hot summer day in Huntsville and
Smitty was uneasy about being in this town. Digging in his pocket
he pulled out all the change he had for the phone call. “Hey Val,
this is Smitty. We are in a burg called Huntsville in Texas. I’m
looking at a prison right down the street. I mean like on Main
Street. I guess it’s a short walk to prison from the courthouse in
Texas. The boss is on the war path…he has blood in his eyes. You
ain’t gonna believe this, but our old friend Willy stole the trucks
at the farm. That ain’t all either. The feds got a big chunk of
McDonald’s money Binky had put in the bank,” Smitty said.

“What?” Val exclaimed through the receiver
as he removed the cigar from his mouth.

“That’s right! Took both of the trucks and
got clean away!” Smitty said.“Smitty, you might want to go check
yourself in at that prison. Especially after what I’m fixing to
tell you. You think the boss is mad now hold on for a minute while
I finish the story for you. Now get this…Francis and his shooter
had the first truck in the warehouse in Memphis when Willy Baker
relieved them of that truck, too!” Val stated.

“You sure about that?” Smitty
questioned.

Val continued, “Willy drove up to the
warehouse in one of the other trucks as big as you please. He told
Francis the boss wanted the trucks to stay in the warehouse a few
days. Francis didn’t know about Willy and turned the truck over to
him. Willy sent them back to Chicago.”

“What?” Smitty said in amazement.

“That’s right, Baker got that truck, too!”
Val said.

“This is not a thing I want to tell
McDonald,” Smitty said.

“I’m glad I ain’t in your shoes,” Val
said.

Walking back across the square Smitty
dreaded to face McDonald with the news. This was the ultimate slap
in the face for a man like McDonald.

“Well?” McDonald said in a gruff voice.

“Boss, the first truck never left Memphis
for Chicago. The driver called in to tell Val that Willy had
relieved them of the truck at the cannery in Memphis and sent them
on their way, per your orders,” Smitty said reservedly.

McDonald stepped back and took a deep
breath. Alarm came over Smitty’s face.

“Hey, Mac, are you alright?” Smitty
asked.

Trembling with rage, McDonald got back in
the car. Through the open window of the car he said, “Find him now!
I don’t care about anything more than that! If he is in this burg
find him! NOW!”

“Keep it down, Boss! We look suspicious
sitting here on the town square. Here comes the heat now,” Smitty
said quietly.

C54 - Flew the Coop

 “Not much I can tell you,” Hadley said speaking into
the telephone. “We went out and had a talk with a loser name of
Billy Parks. He and his wife Alice live in and out of a local
mission for losers. The Mission provides help for skid row bums
like him. He had nothing to say and we got nowhere with him. We put
a watch on their apartment that night but found out they had
skipped the next morning. They are somewhere in the city, I would
bet on it,” Hadley said. “These kinds live from meal to meal. Do
you want us to try and dig them up?”

From the other end of the telephone, the
voice was calm but firm saying, “We have a major murder
investigation going on here in Texas and this Billy Parks is
possibly a vital link. He may even hold the key to solving the
crimes. Yes, I want you to find them and as soon as possible. Put
your chief back on the phone.” Handing the phone to the smoldering
superior, Hadley knew he had messed up.

“Captain Eastman, we will get back with you
today with something.” Hanging up the phone, the Chicago Chief
looked at Hadley and said, “You allowed this man and his wife to
rabbit and you don’t have a clue as to where they went. You clowns
get back on the street now and find those people. I want a full
report before noon. Is that clear? Don’t show your faces until you
know all about these two. I want your report before I have to call
this ranger and make some excuse for your poor performance.”

Daniel Eastman hung up the phone and turned
to Lightfoot saying, “Now there’s a fine piece of detective work.
The detectives that investigated the phone trace lost the suspects.
At least they got their names: Billy and Alice Parks. Their chief
said he would call me back. If they don’t find them, I will offer
to send you to Chicago to find the suspects for them.”

“Oh yeah, that should just about do it,
Captain,” Lightfoot said sarcastically.
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Work of Art----The rusty rear fenders
shook violently as the old truck made its way east. Edsel
Washington had been the owner and operator of the Washington
Monument Company for the past 30 years. Today he had two of his
finest creations to set. Edsel was especially proud of the
engraving he had done on this monument. These two stones were the
best of all his creations. Floral designs, western scenes,
crosses…no problem. He had a gift for creating beautiful monuments.
His work gave him pride and a real sense of accomplishment. To
Edsel, words set in stone were a thing of beauty. They reminded him
of the Ten Commandments which God had written in stone. These two
were the most expensive stones he had, and he had wanted to set
them for a very long time. Then out of the blue, a well-dressed man
stepped into the monument company office and gave Trelbi cash money
for the two stones and a retainer to finish the names and dates
later.

Edsel tried to carry on a conversation above
the noise of the old truck Bubba Henry drove. Following directions,
he watched for the row of mailboxes that would lead them to the
first cemetery. His bald head stuck through a turf of receding red
hair giving his pail skin and big nose a comical appearance. Bubba
seldom had much to say but he was a good listener. Besides, Edsel
usually answered his own questions. One would think that he already
knew the answers before he asked it. Working for the little black
Frenchman left little space to interject much of anything into a
conversation.

The letter of instruction for the stones was
plain. The two stones went in different cemeteries. Edsel’s wife
had been supplied with information and locations in each cemetery.
‘In the far-left corner of the first cemetery there were two
spots both marked with small stones marked RESERVED.’ Set the grey
marble stone above the left most grave. The engraving on the stone
is to be done later.

The second stone went to a cemetery in
Huntsville down the hill from where Sam Houston was buried. Bubba
rounded the fence next to the church and Edsel jumped out to open
the service gate in the rear of the cemetery. After locating the
gravesite Bubba backed the old truck across the rear of the
cemetery. “You ain’t going to run over anyone… there ain’t no one
buried back here, bring it on back,” Edsel shouted over the sound
of the truck noise.

A few minutes later both men stood wondering
who was buried at their feet. Bubba said, “Edsel, I don’t get this.
This spot looks occupied so why we ain’t putting a name on this
stone…what-you-figure?”

“Well, we got to come back and do the
fixing. We sure gonna hafts to know who’s down there when we
come…that’s what I reckon. Got me sorta’ mystified, don’t you
know,” Edsel said.

C55 - A Glimmer of
Understanding

 “Captain Eastman, this is Captain Murphy of the
Chicago Police Department. Let me apologize for the poor detective
work done by my men. However, they have redeemed themselves
somewhat. It appears that the party you’re looking for left Chicago
the night my detectives made their visit. Traveling by Greyhound
they purchased tickets to Houston. There is little else that I can
tell at this time except they are traveling using their real names.
Their neighbors say they are peaceful people. Billy Parks has a
speech impediment and stutters so bad he can’t hold down a job. The
wife works at whatever she can find to keep them afloat,” Captain
Murphy stated.

Hanging up the phone, Eastman drummed his
fingers on his desk and said, “Chief, I’m sending Ranger Mike
Walker back with you. I want you to locate these two. Start at the
bus station in Houston and find out what’s going on. This Billy
Parks and his wife must be a major key to the puzzle. You and Mike
link up with Cage and keep me posted.”

“Captain, we haven’t linked Baker with the
other two suspects. We haven’t the first clue as to what is going
on. Something has to break before long or we will stand a good
chance of never solving these crimes,” Chief Lightfoot stated.

During the discussion Ranger Walker came
into the office and Lightfoot commented, “Captain, have you issued
Cage and Mike guns yet? These junior rangers are getting to be as
numerous as fleas on a dog.” Mike grinned at the Comanche and
lifted the side of his coat to reveal a shiny revolver.

“Lightfoot, I guess you will have to start
driving a government issue unless you can get Mike in a side car on
that cycle of yours,” Captain Eastman said grinning.

“Not a chance, Captain. I have seen how he
drives that thing,” Ranger Walker stated smiling.

“Then we best be on our way. I will let you
know as soon as we find the suspects,” Lightfoot said.

C56 - What Goes Around

 Bart was tired and had a bad head because he had drunk
too much last night, but he circled the square to make his presence
known. What he really wanted to do was sleep for a week. Rounding
the square, a black Buick parked across from the diner. Bart
frowned. He was tired of reporters and rangers and this car
probably had a fresh load of one or the other; full of the same old
questions. Pulling up to the rear of the Buick, he got out of the
police cruiser.

“Evening, Gentlemen! What brings you to
Huntsville?” He had not noticed the man sitting in the rear of the
car until a voice spoke up.

“Well, hello, Sheriff!” a voice from the
back seat of the car said. Turning, Bart was caught by surprise to
see McDonald.

“You’re the sheriff of this place? You’re
Harlan Williams’ driver. Too bad about Harlan. We were about to do
a lot of business together,” McDonald said.

Bart stood speechless putting two and two
together. He realized the stolen trucks belonged to McDonald.
Recovering somewhat Bart asked in a low tone, “What are you doing
here?”

“Well! Well! Well! Sheriff, you are the
answer to a very large problem,” McDonald said as he lit a cigar
and dropped the match at Bart’s feet.

“I don’t know what kind of problem you have,
but this town is overrun with Texas Rangers. We’ve had a series of
murders here,” Bart interjected with more confidence than he
felt.

“I know, and your prime suspect is one Willy
Baker,” McDonald stated.

“Willy Baker? Who’s this Baker fellow? The
rangers haven’t told me any such thing,” Bart said.

McDonald rolled the cigar and thumped his
ashes out the window looking at Bart. He said, “You need to get
more involved in law enforcement and find Baker for me.”

“The rangers have kept me in the dark. I
don’t know anything that’s going on. Baker must be new in town!
What do you want with this Baker fellow?” Bart asked.

“Knowing his whereabouts could make you a
tidy sum of money,” McDonald said.

“You haven’t told me what you want with
him,” Bart stated.

“Just find him, Sheriff. The less you know
the better. You find him, and it could get you a couple of big
ones,” McDonald stated. “Harlan Williams had a man named Judd
Smith. You know where he is?”

“Judd Smith owns a ranch west of here. What
do you want with him?” Bart asked.

“What’s with the questions? That’s none of
your business, Sheriff. Just contact him for me,” McDonald added
bluntly.

“Judd Smith I can get hold of in a few
hours, but this Baker may take me a day or two to locate without
raising suspicion. Like I said, there are rangers all over the
place. I suggest you get out of town. I will contact you when I
find your man,” Bart stated.

Pointing his cigar at Bart, McDonald said,
“Bart, you have two days, then I’m going to find Baker myself,
rangers or not. You find Baker for me pronto! He should be easy to
spot. Baker is running with a looker by the name of Bonnie
Wilkerson. I want her, too…and I will throw in an extra five
hundred for her. Now point me to the closest motel around
here!”

“There is a motel south of here on Hwy 45,”
Bart said pointing west from the square towards the highway.

“We will be there, Sheriff. Send Smith to
see me and remember…two days,” McDonald stated with a threatening
tone.

The Buick circled the square and headed
south. Bart watched the car until it passed Ed’s shop. His eyes
stopped where Ed stood by a car with the hood up. Driving the
police car to the garage Bart got out and raised the hood. This
encounter had shot his nerves. He stood with his head down blowing
hard. His face was masked in worry.

“Man, what’s wrong with you?” Ed asked.

“Ed, the car that just drove by is big
trouble. The man in the back seat owned the trucks we hijacked. His
name is McDonald. He and Judd were business associates.
Unfortunately, I know him from a few years back. He knows Baker
sold the trucks to Gino LaSalle who is another gangster from a
rival gang in Chicago. If McDonald finds out we were in on the
heist, we will be history. He is looking for Baker and if he gets
him, he gets us!” Bart related.

Ed cleared his throat and said, “Calm down a
little, Bart! You are a nervous wreck. He gets us only if he gets
Baker alive.”

“McDonald tracked Baker here…he knows all
about the rangers and said the ranger’s suspected Baker of the
graveyard murder. How could he know all that? We got to do
something, or we will be caught up in this,” Bart said
nervously.

“Settle down Bart…you look like you are
guilty of something. Now remember, there is still a small fortune
in that remaining truck and we know where it is,” Ed said.

“A lot of good it will do us. We don’t know
how to move that kind of merchandise,” Bart stated.

“If we could like happen up on it and give
it to McDonald, we might get a reward,” Ed stated.

“We might get killed if they even remotely
suspect we are working with Baker,” Bart said.

“Harlan or Judd would have known what to do
with that truck,” Ed said.

“Yeah, they knew how to handle things like
this. Wait a minute! Judd Smith is back. You're right! He knows how
to handle merchandise like that. McDonald wants me to round up Judd
Smith. Why do you suppose he wants Judd Smith?” Bart asked.

Ed swallowed hard and wiped his hands on a
rag. “I don’t know but I have all my traveling items in the old van
ready to go. Just in case things go haywire, I’m ready to travel,”
Ed said.

“I’ll do the same. If I have to disappear, I
will just walk away and make my way to the van,” Bart said.

“You think Judd would be willing to help
us?” Ed asked.

“I don’t know, but I don’t trust anyone
anymore. I’m not willing to tell Judd we stole the trucks! He might
roll over on us to McDonald for a reward,” Bart said.

Walking back to the motel room the next
morning Smitty carried a Houston newspaper. The front page
disclosed the Mob bust that had rocked Chicago. “Mac, you want to
read about what happened to the trucks?” Smitty asked.

McDonald’s hand shook as he held the coffee
cup and read the headlines on the front page. Between clenched
teeth he said, “What I wouldn’t give to get my hands around the
neck of that double-crossing Baker. I’ll kill the Banker and Baker
if it’s the last thing I ever do. I had a fortune invested in those
trucks.”

“Boss, there is still one truck that is not
accounted for. Baker must still have it hid out somewhere,” said
Smitty.

“I always did Willy right. He had no call to
cheat me. Have I ever treated you boys anyway but right, huh,
Artie? What have I ever done to Willy to deserve this kind of
treatment?” McDonald asked.

“You didn’t do nothing, Boss. You was always
square with Willy,” Artie said.

Smitty sat at the table giving the details
of the bust. He said, “Listen to this, Boss! The feds say this
stuff had a street value of close to half a million dollars…It says
that LaSalle faces a list of charges that carry thirty years or
more.”

“Gee whiz, Boss! I wouldn’t want to be in
his shoes,” Artie said.

“You can’t trust anybody these days,”
McDonald said.

“Listen to this! One of the trucks had blood
in the driver’s seat and in the sleeper; there were bullet holes in
the cab! Looks like Hawkins got in a lucky shot,” Smitty said.

McDonald read and re-read the paper.
Finally, he crumpled it up and threw it at the garbage can. “The
good sheriff better get some results soon…Smitty go back to
Huntsville and hang around, maybe you can spot Willy or Bonnie.
Maybe our boy is hurt! If he is, I will put him out of his misery!”
McDonald said.

The gangsters looked at each other when a
knock came on the door. Smitty opened the door and grinned at the
tall lanky man that looked as rural as any farmer in Texas.

“What you say, Tall Man?” Smitty said in his
deep voice.

The two shook hands and from behind Smitty,
McDonald said, “Judd Smith, come in, come in…It’s been a long
time,” McDonald said.

C57 - The Genesis

 Tugging softly against its mooring, The Genesis sat in
a small Caribbean port taking on supplies. Jesse Rash sat thumbing
through a stack of papers from the states. His interest had become
fixated on the articles in the Houston paper. “Winfred, I had no
idea you would go to such great lengths.” Mumbling under his breath
he thought, “Willy, why don’t you just let the past die? This is
not a thing I can help you with. The banker…that was one thing.
Nothing you can do will ever clear your troubled mind of what you
have caused.”
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Sitting in his cell in the Huntsville State
Prison, Ronald Joseph “Beaver” Watson laughed out loud. The Houston
paper lay scattered at his feet. “Hey, Booker!” Beaver called to
the aged guard as he passed his cell. “Did you see the paper this
morning?”

“Yes, and I didn’t see anything humorous,”
Booker responded.

Turning the paper toward the cell bars,
Beaver proudly displayed the front page. “What’s so funny about
that? They are doing something about your kind in Chicago! I just
hope they don’t send them here,” Booker stated.

“Booker, if you only knew…say have you heard
from our friend Baker?” Watson asked.

“No!” the old guard answered as he walked
down the hall with a mop bucket. “Hope he took my advice. I hope
you will do the same! You will be leaving in a couple of days, but
I don’t think you’ll be away long. I hope I’m retired before Baker
ever darkens this place again.”

“I won’t be back, Boss. Unless it’s on
visiting day. You’ve seen the last of me. I would like to see
Willy, though.” Looking out the cell window into the courtyard,
Watson mentally went over his past years of incarceration.
‘Yes,’ he mumbled mostly to himself. ‘You’ve seen the
last of me.’

C58 - An Old
Acquaintance

 Smitty figured his appearance in the small town of
Huntsville would not be too noticeable. The town was full of
reporters from all over Texas. Sitting in the diner, he watched as
people passed back and forth across the square. The diner seemed to
be the best place to observe the activity on the square. Reading
the newspaper, he drank his third cup of coffee. Paying little
attention to what was in the paper, he occasionally glanced up from
the paper to scan the street. Even though it was early, cars and
trucks maneuvered for a parking spot. An old truck passed, moved
around the square and parked across the street at the courthouse. A
beautiful young woman got out of the truck and Smitty cast an
approving glance her way. Just as he was about to change pages of
the Houston paper, the passenger side door opened, and a
black-haired beauty stepped out of the truck. Smitty was stunned.
He knew that head even though she was on the other side of the
truck. Abruptly he got up and paid his tab. If the women came into
the diner, he would be trapped, and she would see him. Crossing the
street, the two stepped up on the sidewalk in front of the diner.
Walking back to the phone in the hall he stood and fumbled with
some change in his pocket. Glancing out the window he saw the two
women pass the front window. ‘That was close,’ he thought. This was
an interesting twist. Bonnie was apparently going to have a
baby.

Bonnie and Annie left the clinic and headed
for the local stores to pick up the items they had purchased.
“Let’s have a soda before we head home,” Annie said.

Walking across the square they headed for
the candy store chatting happily. Down the block Smitty watched the
two enter the store. He had located Bonnie. Standing by his car he
surveyed the street, contemplating what he would do next. There was
the answer... across the street he spied Bart coming out of the
sheriff’s office. Moving down the street Smitty intersected the
sheriff and said, “The woman McDonald is looking for just went in
that store. She will recognize me if she sees me. You follow her
and let me know where she goes. I will be back in a couple of hours
with the boss. Meet us at the rest stop south of town. She is a
beauty with black hair, you can’t miss her.” With that he got back
in his car and headed out of town.

Judd Smith walked across the city square
where Bart stood next to his car and said, “Hello, Bart. It has
been a while.”

“Yes, it has, Judd. You up and joined back
in the army? I hear you got a few medals while you were in the war.
How did you get back so soon?” Bart asked.

“I got shot a couple of times. Next thing I
knew I was on a slow boat home. Looks like this town has gone to
hell since I left. How did you get elected sheriff?” Judd
inquired.

Bart studied the man for a moment and said,
“Things have been happening since you left, Judd. It would be nice
if we could get the old shine business going again.” Bart was
thinking fast. ‘Judd was a cold fish. This could be his
opportunity to get the only witness, Baker, that could link him
with the stolen trucks taken care of.’ “Judd, you didn’t
mention that you had a nephew killed recently. Does that bother
you?”

“To tell you the truth, Bart, I couldn’t
stand the jerk or my brother. They were both losers and couldn’t
control their liquor. Actually, they were both an embarrassment to
me and my brother’s wife,” Judd said.

“The Texas Rangers are down here snooping
around. They are not telling me anything. I left you a message. Did
you see McDonald?” Bart said.

“I did! I was real surprised to see McDonald
down here. He wants me to find a man and woman that gave him some
grief. After I help clean up his mess, he wants to do some business
like the old days. Is Ed and the kid Taylor still hanging around
here? I might be in need of a car or two and a shine driver!” Judd
said.

“I haven’t seen the kid lately. Things went
to pot after Harlan died. Ed is still running the garage. I think
we need to get together and talk. The man you are after and his
wife bought the Waters old place. He is a big man, black hair and
wears a grey hat,” Bart said.

“McDonald is also looking for a truck loaded
with contraband. Do you know where that may be?” Judd asked.

“I don’t know, but there are a lot of vacant
farms around this country. A big rig wouldn’t be hard to stash. I
know where Baker is, and he is worth a lot of money, let’s say
dead, and it needs to be done quickly,” Bart stated.

Judd laughed and said, “I haven’t been home
a week and already been offered big money for a fellow McDonald
wants alive and you want dead. Things are looking up!”

“Tell McDonald there was no way you could
take him alive. McDonald will still pay you and you get a thousand
from me,” Bart said.

“It’s always cleaner that way,” Judd
observed. “I need a new rifle.”

“Drive over behind Ed’s garage in about an
hour and I will bring you what you need. I have been eyeing it
myself. It’s in the jail arms room; I will just remove it from the
books,” Bart stated.

A while later Bart stood in the old barn
behind his house. It had been a fine barn at one time. Now it was
beginning to lean to one side from rotting posts and neglect. A
cold shiver went through him and a demon from his past fluttered
around the dark barn. He swallowed hard as he eyed a rusty old
shovel leaning against the back wall. His eyes moved to the old
feed manger under which he had buried the rifle. A few minutes of
digging in the soft dirt and he uncovered a rusty old pipe. The
oily rags he had stuffed in the end had long since rotted. Looking
around cautiously, Bart swallowed hard and slid the rifle case from
the pipe. The hinges on the case had rusted off. With shaky hands
he lifted the lid. Thanks to the dry earth in the barn, the inside
of the waterproof case was just as he had seen it last. The rifle
was a work of art. It was a J.B. Waller Rifle, specially made in
Oklahoma! Less than fifty existed and every one handmade by the
best rifle machinist of the time. His old man had owned it for
fifteen years and when he died Bart had made sure he got the rifle.
Circling behind Ed’s garage where Judd sat, he took the rifle out
of his trunk and slid it behind the seat of Judd’s old truck
looking around nervously.

“What are you so nervous about, Bart?
Everyone in the state of Texas has a deer rifle in their truck,”
Judd said.

“Judd, this situation is getting critical
and if you put this guy down it will clear a lot of problems up for
me. Like I said. It’s worth a thousand if you do it right,” Bart
said.

“Bart, what have you gotten yourself
into…this time?” Judd grinned.

“Never mind that, Judd. Just take care of
the problem. There isn’t much time,” Bart said.

C59 - A New Life

 Seeing a customer drive up to the service station,
Billy ran and asked, “Yyyou want a fffill up, Mister?”

“Yes, and check under the hood. It sure is a
hot one today,” the man behind the wheel said.

“Yyyes Sssir, the sssummerrrs are sure hot
herrre in Texas,” Billy said.

“What’s the weather like in Chicago this
time of year?” Billy lifted his head from under the hood to see two
Texas Rangers had stationed themselves at each side of the car just
in case he decided to run. “I dddon’t knnnow whwhwhat yyyouuu
mmmean, Mmmister,” Billy asked.

“Let me introduce myself and this young
fellow here. We are Texas Rangers,” Lightfoot stated. “This is
Ranger Mike Walker. Is that Alice sitting behind the desk? We need
to talk to the both of you.”

“Yyyeesss,” Billy replied, somewhat
dismayed. He was used to being abused at the hands of the Chicago
Police and didn’t see why it would be any different here in Texas.
The three went into the station and the rangers introduced
themselves to Alice. Sitting in the station Billy said, “Rrrranger,
wwwe hhhave nnnothing wwwe cccan tttell yyyou. Wwwilly is lllike a
brbrbrother to us.”

“Why did you mention Willy? We haven’t
mentioned his name,” Chief Lightfoot stated.

Billy lowered his gaze to the floor and said
nothing more.

“Listen both of you, I don’t know what Baker
is mixed up in. We have two murders we are investigating and you
two might hold the key,” Lightfoot said.

“We don’t know anything about any murders;
and we don’t believe Willy could do such a thing,” Alice said.

“Tell us why you checked in the motel in
Houston under his name?” Getting no response, Lightfoot continued,
“What was he up to during that time?” Billy gave no response to
either question. They both sat with their heads down.

“We believe Baker was working for a mobster
in Chicago…Is he still working for him?” Lightfoot said.

“We don’t know anything about no mob guy!
Willy is just our friend,” Alice said.

“When the truth comes out, you both will be
implicated with Baker in what he is doing,” the Chief stated.

“We would still be on the streets of Chicago
if it was not for him. He is a good man and he has kept his
business to himself,” Alice said.

Mike spoke up and asked, “If you truly
believe that he is a good man, help us get to the bottom of this.
Why would he set you up in Houston posing as himself?”

“Ranger, we truly don’t know,” Alice stated
honestly.

“Let me tell you why he did it,” said
Lightfoot. “He wanted to throw us off his track. To keep us from
spoiling whatever he had planned the night you were in Houston. He
says he plans to start a trucking company. Did he tell you anything
about that?” Lightfoot asked.

Alice looked up at the two rangers and said,
“A long time ago, Billy and I was living on the streets of Chicago.
One night a couple of men found us hiding in an alley where we had
been sleeping. They beat Billy almost to death and were about to
hurt me when a man passed the alley and saw what was happening.
That man was Willy Baker. He stopped and looked at Billy lying on
the cold street and me half naked. The ruffians told him if he
didn’t leave, they would kill him. He stepped into the alley and
beat them both up. He took us to a mission down the street and gave
us his room. From that time on he kept giving us a helping hand. I
believe he would start a trucking business. He loves to keep things
moving. Yes, that would be something he would do. A few days ago,
we were in Chicago, one day away from being evicted from our
apartment. We were hungry and hadn’t eaten all day. The cycle had
started again for us and we had given up hope. But all the while
Willy had this place for us, and we didn’t even know. Willy knew it
was Billy’s dream to work on cars in a service station.” Wiping her
eyes, she looked around and said, “If he should have to go to
prison for whatever reason, I pray I can take his place. I would
gladly spend the rest of my life in prison, if I could do it for
Willy.” Alice took a deep breath and continued, “What I will tell
you is a mobster by the name of McDonald is looking for Willy and
Bonnie. I don’t know why, but he will kill them both if he finds
them. Before we left Chicago, we were visited by a detective that
is on McDonald’s payroll. He sent word to McDonald that Willy was
here in Texas.’

“What is the name of that detective?” Mike
asked.

“His name is Hadley,” she said.

Alice looked at Billy sitting against the
wall and said, “Billy, I’m sorry, but if Willy and Bonnie turn up
dead, I will never forgive myself after all he has done for us. I
believe these rangers might want to help Willy if they can.”
Turning to the rangers Alice said, “We know that Willy took
something that belonged to McDonald. McDonald is here in Texas to
kill him. Willy also knew a man by the name of LaSalle who is also
associated with the mob in Chicago.”

The Chief stood looking at the two. He then
said, “We will do what we can to keep your guardian angel from
getting himself killed. If he calls you, tell him to come in. We
will help him put McDonald away. He needs to come clean and we will
do what we can for him. If you need to talk to us call the number
on this card and ask for Captain Eastman. He will know what to
do.”

“Mr. Parks, you have a customer at the pump.
Go ahead and take care of business,” Lightfoot said. As they left
Lightfoot turned back to Alice. With a smile he tipped his hat and
said, “I want to welcome you both to Texas.” Alice smiled back at
the dark skinned Indian with the long braid down his back.

Across the busy highway behind a large pile
of gravel and sand used to refinish the road, Willy sat and watched
the rangers get in their car and head north. Getting back in the
old truck, he drove up to the station. Billy stood shocked to see
him drive up.

Willy said, “Hey! What kind of service is
this, you should have been filling her up by now!” Billy was
confused and stuttered as he pointed to the highway the rangers had
just left on.

“I know Billy,” Willy said. “It’s a good
thing I pulled over in that construction site and watched your
place before I came in.” Another customer drove up to the pumps and
Willy went to the office where Alice stood waiting for him to come
in the station. While Billy serviced the truck, Alice explained the
visit with the rangers.

“Alice, you did just fine. The truth was all
that was necessary. I’m headed home but McDonald is probably on
this same highway headed for Huntsville. You watch for a car with
Illinois license plates. Should they pull in here, Smitty would
recognize you and Billy right away,” Willy stated. “I’ll talk with
Mr. Jackson. I think it would be wise to let him take care of the
pumps for a week or two. You and Billy need to keep a low profile.
If this thing goes sour on me, I want you two to help Bonnie all
you can. I tried to convince her to leave but she refused. I’m
going home and insist she come stay with you for a few days.”

“Tell Bonnie I would love for her to stay
with me. I will have her room all ready. Willy, how can I thank you
for all you have done for Billy and me? I have a real home. I’m so
happy,” Alice said smiling.

Willy took two letters from his pocket and
handed them to Alice and said, “This letter is for you and Billy.
If you have not heard from me in seven days, open this letter and
do as it instructs you to do. Mail this one at the same time.
Alice, this is very important. Do just as it has instructed.
Remember one week from today, you open your letter and mail this
one.”

“Willy, please let it go; stop what you are
doing before it is too late,” Alice pleaded.

“My dear sweet Alice…it is too late.”
Removing his hat and bowing low, he said, “I am past the point of
no return. You must not hinder what I am doing. If you do, Bonnie
and I will be in grave danger. Now there is one other thing I want
you to do for me.”

Driving back to Huntsville, Willy drove
through the parking lot of the County Line Inn. He found what he
was looking for…several cars with Illinois plates. Leaving the
motel, he headed for the first phone booth he could find.

C60 - The Hunt

 Captain Eastman sat in his office looking at the
Houston paper. His intercom was on and Chief Lightfoot stood in a
telephone booth in Huntsville. Eastman said, “Interesting fact in
this article is the amount of blood found in the truck. Given the
amount of blood found, I would bet someone died. The bullet holes
in the truck were all small arms fire except the one shot that
penetrated the truck. It hit behind the driver seat and that was a
high-powered rifle. One of the drivers arrested with LaSalle said
they had picked up the trucks in Memphis, Tennessee, so they were
coming from the south.”

“Captain, you think they came from down
here?” Lightfoot asked.

“It would make sense. Didn’t Baker say he
was thinking of going in the trucking business? Chief, you need to
take a look around the Baker’s place and see what you can turn up.
Now I need to talk to our friends in Chicago. This conversation
should be interesting,” Eastman said.

Detective Hadley walked into the precinct
house uneasy. He had been informed to get back to the squad room on
the double. Sitting in the office of his chief was a detective from
internal affairs. This did not look good at all.

“You want to see me, Captain?” Hadley
asked.

When he walked in, they had been talking in
low tones. The tension in the room was so thick you could cut it
with a knife. Drumming his fingers on his desk, deep in thought,
the Captain never looked up. “Detective Hadley, these men are from
internal affairs. They want to discuss your affiliation with a
gangster by the name of McDonald.” Hadley opened his mouth to say
something when the captain pointed his finger at him and said,
“They want to discuss your recent bank deposit.” Hadley sat down
hard and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.

C61 - A Friend to
Remember

 “Hello, Artie,” the voice in the receiver said. “It is
nice to hear your voice. I have surely missed you, Boy. We had some
good times, didn’t we, Artie?” Willy’s fast talk confused Artie and
for a moment the telephone was quiet.

“Yeah, we sure did,” Artie said.

“How is McDonald treating you these days?”
Willy asked.

“Okay, but sometimes he sure can be
grouchy,” Artie said.

Smitty and McDonald both turned, wondering
who Artie could be talking too. Smitty shrugged at McDonald and
looked amused.

“You were always my friend. I sure miss
you,” Artie said.

“It’s good to talk to you, Artie, but you
better let me talk to the old grumpy crook,” Willy said with a
chuckle.

“It sure is good to talk to you, too,
Willy!” Artie said.

Hearing the name of his arch enemy, McDonald
jumped to his feet as Artie announced, “Hey, Boss! Wil…ly, …”

“Give me that phone, you idiot!” As quickly
as he got the receiver in his hand McDonald screamed into the
phone, “Willy, is that you?” His throat was tight, and his voice
had a high pitch. The effect was comical but no one in the room was
about to laugh.

“Hello, Mac,” Willy said nonchalantly.

McDonald responded quickly, “Don’t call me
Mac, you chiseler...When I get my hands on you, I will…”

“Calm down, Mac! You could have a heart
attack getting your blood pressure up like that. Listen McDonald, I
want to make this all right and I have a present for you,” Willy
said.

“What I want from you is your head on a
platter. That’s the only present I want from you,” McDonald said
seething.

“Okay, but I have a big truck loaded to the
gills with merchandise. You could recoup your losses and still make
a lot of money from this one truck…it’s a nice load,” Willy
stated.

“Willy, I’m going to thump you and that
broad you run with! You hear me, Baker?” McDonald shouted into the
receiver.

“Mac, you’re talking about my wife and you
know she had nothing to do with this. Besides she is going to have
a baby,” Willy said.

“I don’t care what she is having…you brought
this down on your own head!” McDonald yelled.

“McDonald, be reasonable, I will give you
the truck, if you will leave Bonnie out of this,” Willy said.

“Begging won’t do you no good. You cost me a
fortune. I want the money you got for the other two trucks. What
about that banker you sent Binky to? I want that money back as
well. You do that…we talk. Other than that, you and the broad are
dead. You hear me...dead,” McDonald shouted.

“The buyer double crossed me, and I got
nothing…You want that last truck or not?” Willy asked.

“Yes, I want the truck, you…you!” McDonald
was beside himself with anger.

“Okay, let me hear you say you will leave
Bonnie alone. I will give it to you before I leave town. If you
don’t give me your word, I will burn it,” Willy said flatly.

“Okay chiseler, you have a deal, but you are
a dead man no matter how long it takes,” McDonald stated.

“You stay by the phone until I call you with
the location of the truck,” Willy said.

“Okay, Baker, but you might as well shoot
yourself. I will surely find you if it takes me the rest of my
life,” shouted McDonald.

“I hear you, Mac. So, keep your shirt on. I
will be calling you shortly,” Willy said. Hanging up the phone,
Willy headed home. It was time to get Bonnie out of harm’s way.

C62 -
A Long Shot

 Judd finished cleaning the rifle and rolled it over in
his hands. He knew this rifle. Bart didn’t remember he had known
Bart’s father. This was without a doubt a work of art. It was the
perfect sniper rifle. Bart was dumb, but he had to know he had just
given him a J.B. Waller rifle. Removing the stock plate, Judd found
what he was looking for. The order number that all Waller rifles
start with. He thought back over the years and frowned. I bet if I
had the time to back track this requisition number it would lead to
Bart’s father Marshal Wells. Judd’s only question at this point was
could Ed Weeks be a part of this setup. A dark cloud seemed to mask
his face and he smiled. Bart was stupid to try and pull this. The
identification number behind the stock plate would lead the rangers
back to his father who died years ago. Picking up the sack with the
ammunition, he thought. ‘Now just whose fingerprints are all
over these shells?’

Dressed in fatigues, Judd made his way to
the crest of the hill opposite the Baker farm. This was the best
place to observe the activities below. On the way from Huntsville
he had stopped by his place to sight in the rifle. The ammunition
he had carefully loaded himself. Judd was a remarkable shot and
with his special loads he was always sure of a kill. Laying in the
brush Judd watched the farmhouse. Adrenalin began to flow. He was
in his element and the hunt was all consuming. From his position he
mentally calculated the distance. In the military he had been
called upon to make shots this far with a high rate of success.
Laying in the bush his mind wandered while the scope scanned the
scenery. Too bad this wasn’t hunting season. This could be mistaken
as a hunting accident, especially a shot at this distance. Judd
grinned to himself. The price tag to get Bart out of this jam had
been a fair sum. Bart was up to his eyeballs in something and it
wouldn’t be hard to figure out.

One shot and he would head home and lay low
for a while. The ranch needed his attention since the war. Now it
was time to refocus on getting money coming in again. McDonald was
the starting point he had needed.

There was nothing visible at his location.
Judd had been a master at hiding in the forests of Europe and the
excitement of the hunt came back to him. For hours he scanned the
farm through a set of binoculars laying in a cool shady spot. The
hot summer day drew on and insects buzzed around him. His
binoculars revealed a farmyard alive with color; flower beds that
wrapped the yard and a white picket fence had been built across the
front of the house. A woman’s creative touch always adds to a
place. It never looked this good when old man Waters owned the
place. A drop of sweat coursed down his nose and dripped into the
sandy soil below his chin. In this summer heat, even the birds had
ceased their singing. A noisy truck made its way along the gravel
lane and pulled up in front of the house. For a minute, two women
sat in the truck letting the dust cloud settle before getting out.
From the hilltop he watched the two women taking packages and
groceries from the truck bed before parting company. The
blond-headed woman continued along the road alone.

Judd wiped his dry lips and reached for the
canteen he carried on hunting trips. He decided; these were two of
the finest women he had ever seen. The Parker girl was sure a
looker. Hours slowly passed with no activity at the house.

Scanning the windows of the house, he
occasionally caught a glimpse of the black-haired beauty as she
busied herself from room to room. The intrusion on her privacy
excited him and he enjoyed the game he was playing. Laying the
rifle down, he settled back in the brush and wished for a little
breeze. An hour later the sound of a truck making its way along the
road came to him. Again, he watched a tall black-haired man step
out of the truck and was greeted by old man Waters big dog and a
red pup. This was his man for sure. He fit the description and was
a new man in town. Opening the front gate, the target made his way
to the porch swing where the black-haired girl sat waiting for
him.

Willy said, “Flowers, flowers everywhere.
You sure have transformed this place into a garden.”

“I just wish I could keep that red pup out
of my flower beds,” she said.

Placing his arm around her he said, “Coming
home to you is the nicest part of the trip.”

“Are you here to stay?” Bonnie asked.

“I came to get you out of here for a few
days,” Willy replied.

“I told you I was not going to leave my
home,” Bonnie said emphatically.

“Bonnie, I’m not asking you to leave. Just
go visit a couple of old friends for a week,” Willy stated.

“Who?” she asked.

“Alice and Billy,” Willy said with
enthusiasm.

“You are kidding, aren’t you?” Bonnie
questioned.

“Nope! They live in Texas now and are
expecting you!” Willy said.

More questions from Bonnie, “They live in
Texas? I guess you will explain how they got here?”

“It was part of my overall plan in Chicago.
I couldn’t leave them there, knowing they would be back on the
bottom without us to help them! So, I bought a service station on
route 45 and set them up there. I intend to make the place into a
truck stop later. The owner is training Billy and Alice to run the
place before he leaves,” Willy explained.

Bonnie sat astonished at what she was
hearing. She said, “How wonderful! Willy you are the most
thoughtful man I have ever met!”

Willy beamed when he got her approval. As
the porch swing squeaked back and forth, he explained how the two
got to Texas. Willy said, “I couldn’t leave them behind; they would
never make it without us.”

“Willy, you are a good-hearted man. Which is
one of the things I adore about you!” Bonnie said with a big smile.
“What do you think will happen to our place if I leave?”

“Everything will be fine! Ellis and Silas
will take care of the animals. You are only leaving the place for a
few days. I will complete my business in a couple of days and come
get you. McDonald knows we live in Huntsville and is now here
looking for us. Without you to worry about, I will be able to
function better. Just stay out of harm’s way for a few days and it
will all be over,” Willy stated.

As he explained to her how to get to Billy’s
station, Willy never suspected the cross hairs of a scope were
watching them. ‘Elevation & wind-age! Elevation &
wind-age!’ Judd thought. Ten inches high and one squeeze of the
trigger and he could drop this gent shooting over the head of the
beauty that sat by him. Judd was a patient hunter and the woman was
too pretty to shoot. He had time and would wait for the perfect
shot.


Epilogue

 The curse of the Baker family seemed endless. It
appeared to center around Willy’s past, present and future. It was
evident his time on this earth was going to be shortened, and at
this point precious little could be done to change that. His sins
would also bring down the wrath on Bonnie and her family.

Cousin Jesse Rash, on the other hand, had to
find a way to live with all the problems he caused others. Hardly
anything could be done to straighten out the problems he caused
those who had dealings with him.

There is a point after which there is no
turning back or repentance. Judd Smith never knew he had reached
that point. He did what he wanted or felt he needed to do without
any consideration to the possible consequences of his actions.
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C1 - Starting Over

 Ronald Joseph “Beaver” Watson stepped into the
sunlight and heard the metallic sound of the gates close behind
him. Turning, he remembered the day he had checked into the
Huntsville prison shackled to one Willy Baker. For him, the past
years of confinement had been a lifetime. This was a passage of
time in both sorrow, regret and shame. Sullen and bitter, he had
entered his first day of prison. Today he stood in the warm
sunshine allowing it to bathe his face. ‘I’m going to get this
right! Today will be the first day in a new life and I will start
from scratch and make it a good one!’ Once he had been a happy
man with a pretty wife and child. Alcohol and bad company had
turned that marriage into a disaster. Every morning of his
incarceration he had swung his feet from his bunk. His first
thoughts being of the family he no longer had. The grief had slowly
subsided, but the emptiness would never go away. He had seen the
relief on his wife’s face when the judge had given him five years
instead of probation. The sentence had shattered his pride and
touched a cold heart. He could never forgive himself for treating
such a precious woman so badly. The only good thing in his life had
lost all respect and questioned her love for him. The drunken
nights had cost him her trust and a daughter he ached to see.

In all these years his wife Shelby had never
returned his letters. She did not believe that he could change. In
fact, he didn’t believe he could either. But prison had done what
he could not do. For five years he had written a letter each week,
holding out hope that she would write back but she never did.
Beaver knew the time he had served was a lot less than he deserved
and would accept the past and not be bitter.

He strolled through the streets of
Huntsville looking intently around. Heading in the direction of the
town square, he took stock of his worldly possessions and went
directly to the Western Union office.

Beaver had received for his good behavior
three hundred dollars to aid in starting a new life. A little of
that money would get him some decent clothes and a room for a few
days. The first thing he needed was a job. Walking along he watched
as birds flew from tree to tree. ‘Free-as-a-bird’ would
always have a special meaning to him. ‘It was a shame when men
had to be locked up, because they couldn’t live in society,’ he
thought. Never did he want to sit day by day in a box again. He
decided his existence on this old planet was much too important for
that.

Texas was hot this time of year, but Beaver
liked this country; it was big and open. A man could breathe here.
He had done his time in Texas. So here he would stay. He had no
ties with the past except the memories of a woman and child he
hoped one day to see again. He owed no man and the law said he had
paid his debt to society. So now he walked along the sidewalk
looking in each window as he walked by. A candy store was a good
place to get out of the heat for a while. He decided he would treat
himself to a soda. Never again would he drink anything stronger.
The devil’s brew had made a fool of him for most of his thirty
years. Tonight, he would write Shelby a letter and tell her he was
a free man.

Easing up on the stool he could not quit
smiling. Grady O’Hara stood back of the counter watching the man
with the big smile and the buck teeth. A slight girl of eighteen
stepped up to the counter and asked, “What can I get you, Sir?”

Beaver replied, “I think I will have a milk
shake and a piece of that pie there.” Giving the proprietor a big
grin Beaver turned his attention to the black berry pie before him.
He emitted a sigh of enjoyment as he ate the pie.

“Looks like the pie is a hit today,” Grady
said.

“This pie is a hit any day. Sir, this shake
is just right, too!” Beaver said as he cut another bite of pie.

“Were you down the street long?” Grady
asked.

“Some would say too long, but for me it was
necessary,” Beaver said.

“If you are planning to stay around, might
look at the railroad station. Mr. Benson needs help most all the
time,” Grady stated.

“I will make the railyard my next stop. I
sure am obliged to you, Sir. I think Texas will be a good place to
start over,” Beaver said reflectively.

“It will be what you make of it. Let me know
if I can be of help to you. My name is Grady O’ Hara,” he said.

Beaver introduced himself and the two
exchanged warm conversation for a few minutes. Beaver wanted to ask
where he could find Willy, but he was afraid of the response he
might get. ‘I will just keep my eyes and ears open for a
while,’ he thought.

Down the street Texas Ranger Cage Cruise
walked up to the prison gates. Introducing himself to the guard, he
was at once ushered in to see the warden. A slightly old guard was
summoned as soon as Cage arrived in the warden’s office.

“Ranger, I remember him well. I can’t tell
you much about him. He never discussed what was eating him. Baker
was a smart fellow and never gave me a hard time. Like most of the
inmates, they all come in here with a chip on their shoulder and
most leave the same way. Baker was a lot smarter when he left,” the
warden related.

“Did he confide in anyone or have any
friends?” Cage asked.

“Well the only inmate that even talked to
him was Beaver Watson. Baker mostly just spent his time alone. He
had problems with bad headaches,” the warden answered.

“You remember him well for an inmate that
has been gone for two years,” Cruise stated.

“I really liked that boy…sure hope he is not
in any trouble. I would hate to see him come to a bad end,” the
warden replied.

“Warden, I would like to talk with this
Watson inmate,” Cruise requested.

“You could, but he was paroled this morning.
He is a sandy headed fellow with buck teeth,” the warden said.
“Watson is always smiling…like he was up to something. I didn’t
like him much at first,” the warden said. “He came in here with a
smart mouth but over time he mellowed out.”

“Did he say where he was headed?” Cruise
asked.

“No. He said he had no place to go, but out
of here,” the warden responded.

Leaving the prison, Cage headed
downtown.






Missing
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“Young man stop right there, please!” the
white-haired lady called to Ranger Walker. Mike stopped his forward
progress along the sidewalk and helped her get up on the curb. He
had been headed for the candy store to wait for Cage and had
decided a shake would be the right thing for this hot Texas day.
“My name is Betty Taylor Mueller and I have been looking for one of
you rangers. I have been trying to get the sheriff to look for my
grandson, but he won’t do anything. His name is Shane Thomas Taylor
and he disappeared over a week ago and hasn’t called me. He has
left before but usually he would let me know where he was!”

“How old is your grandson, Ma’am?” Mike
asked.

“He is 19 years old. I know he is a man, but
something has happened to him or he would have contacted me. I know
he would,” she said exasperatingly.

“We don’t look for missing people, but if
anything turns up, we will let you know,” Ranger Mike stated.

Cage was sitting across from Annie and the
two were drinking from the same malted when Mike walked in the
candy store. Looking at the two who didn’t seem to notice him, Mike
said, “What’s the matter, Cage? Can’t you afford to buy Annie her
own shake?” Standing behind the bar Grady grinned, sighed and shook
his head.

“Mike, I think you and I need to have a
talk,” Cage said.

“Hey, Cage, an elderly lady wants us to look
for her missing grandson,” Mike interjected.

Without looking away from Annie, Cage asked,
“How old is the lad?”

“He is 19 years old,” Mike replied.

“That’s a year younger than me and no one is
looking for me!” Cage said with a smile.

Grady O’Hara responded, “Everyone knows
where you are. Either you are looking through the glass on my candy
case or looking at that pretty face of Annie Parker!”

With that Annie laughed and said
“Toodle-doo,” as she left the candy store.

“Well, what did you tell the lady about her
grandson?” Cage asked.

“I didn’t know what to tell her. His name is
on the list of people we are watching!” Mike said.

“What! …Which one?” Cage quickly asked.

“It was the Taylor guy,” Mike replied.
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Heavenly Father,

Please honor my wishes that this book opens
a window by which all who read it may see the truth of sinful
living. I ask that you transform my work of fiction to appeal to
all in an understanding way. As my fingers pass over the keys,
guide them to present how the dark side controls all that do not
practice self-control and destroys all it controls. Let it help
them walk a path around the pitfalls of sin that I have so often
fallen into. Please forgive me for all my past present and future
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many lives.

In Christ’s name

Amen
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