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Prologue/ 
“This one will be right up your alley,” he said in his purposefully irritating 
sarcastic way, steepling his index fingers with the rest of his fingers clasped, his 
hands suspended right below the level of his chin as he usually did when he felt 
superior, which was all of the time when we had a direct interface and he wanted to 
get my goat, which incidentally was virtually all of the time as well, at least before 
we got down to real business.  His unblinking beady eyes under heavy dark 
eyebrows were focused directly on me seated on the other side of his desk in a 
chair that was lower than his.  I knew that he did this on purpose, jacking his up as 
high as it would go. 

I tried to act as if I was ignoring him, trying to remain professional; I wasn’t going 
to let him get to me this time.  ‘Just be professional,’ I counseled myself.  Actually 
my profession consists mainly of the elimination of parasites.  I am kind of an 
exterminator of sorts and have been working for a clandestine government agency 
of last resort and off the record for almost twenty years.  My specialty is 
eliminating the vermin who have managed through position, power, influence, 
corruption, intimidation or just plain bribery to elude their just desserts that would 
usually be meted out to others of their ilk by the legal system but that had 
somehow failed.  My employer had some official agency name but was popularly 
called, “The Outfit”. 

Anyway I was called in to be given an assignment, and my boss, my boss of over 
ten years was thoroughly enjoying lording over me as he leaned back in his 
elevated leather chair behind his rather expansive and expensive desk and peered at 
me over the tops of his fingers and just let the moment linger.   

No typical government issue furnishing here.  The opulent office was a front, 
actually the centerpiece of a thriving legitimate business, and virtually no one save 
a select few of the people that it employed beyond my boss’s doors had any clue 
what the true business was that he conducted.  The business that I was brought here 
to be briefed on; that is, once we finished with what in my mind was an exercise 
that he got no small amount of glee from and which I felt bordered on perversion. 

I was feeling fidgety, not a good sign.  Finally I said, “How so, right up my alley?” 

“Well, you live out in the wild west.” 
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“Phoenix isn’t that wild,” I responded, “unless you are in the wrong part of town at 
the wrong time, but every big city has places like that.”       

I decided to play the game.  Actually I had no choice.  I always did just to get this 
charade over with and get down to business.  “Well, before my family moved to 
Arizona I did live on a farm in the Midwest and we raised cattle, but I never 
learned how to lasso anything.” 

“Bet you managed to rope quite a few buckarettes, though,” he continued as he 
rocked back a bit farther.  His chair squeaked. 

“All right,” I said, “I was an all American boy, but what does that have to do with 
why you had me fly all the way back here to meet with you and get an 
assignment?” 

“Well,” he continued, apparently unfazed by my attempt to bring this game to a 
close, “even that name you took up a while back, Bakoda Pak fits the profile.  It’s 
quirky, kind of like Sundance,  Curly Bill Brochess,  Kid Curry, Johnny Ringo, Bat 
Masterson, Doc Holliday, Yancy Derringer…” 

“Yancy Derringer was a fictional television character back in the fifties before I 
was born,” I interjected. 

“Anyway, you get the idea.  All those quirky names.  You fit right in with the 
Bakoda thing and technically you are a gunslinger.” 

“But I don’t have a wide brimmed white Stetson hat, just an Arizona 
Diamondbacks baseball cap that I wear on bad hair days.”  This was getting on my 
nerves. 

“See, a rattle snake, their logo.  You can’t get much more western than that.  Yeah, 
you are a cowboy and just don’t know it.” 

“Well, whoop-ee-ti-yi-o,” I said shaking my head slowly from side to side and 
rolling my eyes.  I was cracking.   Very affirmatively I asked, “Is that all you 
dragged me back here to tell me?”    

“No, I want you to put on your chaps and boots, load up your trusty “Peacemaker” 
and ride your horse, so to speak, down to a little town in Southeastern Arizona and 
mete out a little special justice to the mayor named Ben Riggor.” 

Finally I just couldn’t take it anymore and blurted out, “OK Buffalo Bob, exactly 
where am I going?”  I wanted to punch my boss in the face. 
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He paused for what seemed like a complete minute, glowing in the fact that he had 
indeed managed to get under my skin big time. 

Finally, “A little town, just on this side of the Mexican border called Big Lizard.” 

“Big Lizard,” I replied. 

He nodded, then he unclasped and dropped his hands, leaned forward in his chair 
that managed to squeak again, opened a green Pentaflex file on his desk pad and 
we finally got down to business. 

Before we did he said as he glanced up at me from the file with that fucking self-
satisfied little smile on his face, “And by the way Bakoda, you can unclench your 
fists now.” 

 

 

Chapter 1/ 
“Hell Dorado Days,” the sign read next to the state road as I traveled south.  “More 
Fun Than A Hangin’,” it continued in slightly smaller sub text.  “All This Week in 
Big Lizard. Just 15 Miles Straight Ahead”.  Below it was next Monday’s date 
through the following Sunday’s.  It was the end of summer, almost the beginning 
of fall.   

It was Saturday mid-afternoon.  I had left Phoenix about ten o’clock that morning 
and was almost there.  I had skipped lunch, driving straight through and my 
stomach had begun to growl. 

I wondered what epicurean experience awaited me in Big Lizard.  I wasn’t too 
optimistic, but at the moment anything edible would do. 

To get my mind off of my stomach for the next quarter hour or so until I got to Big 
Lizard I reviewed my mission and the circumstances that led up to this assignment 
in my mind. 

I was dressed pretty Western, and as much as I hated to admit it my boss and his 
needling had been dead on.  I had on a pair of boots that had been in my closet 
since I dated a barrel racer back ten years ago and used to accompany her to rodeos 
around Arizona and New Mexico.  My bosses’ “buckarette” observation had been 
annoying but in reality brought back some pretty good memories.  Too bad she 
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finally threw me over for a bull rider.  As unfair as it is I still harbor the hope that 
he ultimately got thrown badly, gored and stomped to death.  

Levi 517s boot cut, the originals, not ragged but well worn, a big belt with a big 
buckle inlaid with turquoise over silver or what passed for it, again a remnant of 
past rodeo weekends and a western cut and tapered shirt with faux mother of pearl 
snaps. 

I planned to be down there for at least a week, maybe ten days, so I had filled a 
liberal duffel with an appropriate supply of toiletries, socks, underwear and similar 
outer garb. 

I couldn’t bring myself to add a cowboy hat to the rig though and just donned my 
red Diamondbacks cap a bit sweat stained around the edges from hot days in 
Sunnyslope, North Phoenix working around my little house at the top of Central 
Avenue at the base of North Mountain.  Working outside at a hundred and twelve 
degrees in the summer generates plenty of sweat and creates a genuine patina 
around the “sweat band”, appropriately named, of the cap.  The once ironing board 
stiff bill had been molded into a sincere bend and roll on both outer edges shading 
both eyes and my forehead. 

I hadn’t shaved for a few days and a turf of brown stubble covered my face. 

I didn’t look like a dude but perhaps a working ranch or farm hand or as my phony 
creds identified me, as a contractor named Michael or “Mick” Hatcher from up 
north in the Verde Valley area, Cottonwood, Sedona, Jerome, Camp Verde and the 
like.  Lots of rural community construction owners dressed like I did and some 
were very successful and that was my cover identity.  Besides building in the area I 
had an address outside of Cottonwood on some acreage, some horses and a couple 
of dozen cattle, or so the cover story went.  I drove a red extended cab Ford F-150 
pickup, in great shape though a few years old and appropriately dusty, purchased in 
Phoenix five days ago and titled using my assumed identity. 

The Hell Dorado Week celebration provided the perfect cover for me, again 
something my annoying boss had figured out.  Any other week a stranger in a 
small town would be the focus of attention, but they expected ten thousand visitors 
for the celebration all the way from Mister and Misses America and their kids to 
duded up cowboy wanna bes and reenactors, to guys like me who were coming 
down to check out the festivities, raise a little hell, maybe get laid and pick up 
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something at the gun show the following Saturday and Sunday and hopefully 
nothing else catching if they got lucky with the local gals.   

If anyone asked I was looking for an old 1873 Colt Single Action Army .45 six 
shooter, investment grade, at the right price at the gun show.  I had six thousand 
dollars in hundreds in two envelopes to back up my claim in case anyone, 
particularly a member of the local constabulary, might ask.  And I brought down a 
vintage black powder Winchester ‘73 44-40 lever action rifle ostensibly to sell or 
trade at the gun show but in reality it was the weapon that I planned to use to 
dispatch the mayor unless by happenstance something more contemporary and 
quieter became available, or perhaps another method proved appropriate.  The 
Outfit left my methods up to me which I appreciated and often I free styled only 
making a final choice just prior to the execution depending on the circumstances of 
the moment.  At any rate, hopefully I would simply blend in with all the visitors 
and in a little over a week I would leave town, a town flush with cash from the 
festivities but minus a mayor and I would simply be someone who came and went 
leaving no trail behind. 

This mission was a little different from most of the previous ones.  It seems that 
Big Lizard had been a conduit for drugs coming across the border, at least that’s 
what the Feds supposed and all of their information indicated.  The upshot was that 
they really didn’t know how.  They suspected tunnels coming under the border into 
the town but none could be detected even using ground penetrating radar save one 
about five years ago which was a primitive affair and located courtesy of an 
informer, a mule from the Mexican side of the border who had been picked up by 
the Policia Federal on another charge and gave up the tunnel to mitigate his 
sentence.   

As part of my briefing for the assignment I read a report by The Congressional 
Research Service.  A portion of it was about tunnels and the conclusion was that 
even with ground penetrating radar they are difficult to detect and that the 
technology is not generally effective.  The report concluded that surveillance of 
suspected tunnel locations and the information garnered from informers has led to 
far more location detections of tunnels than has been detected by technology, 
exactly how that lone tunnel was located that extended about three hundred feet 
from a warehouse on one side of the border to an abandoned horse barn on the 
other on the outskirts of Big Lizard. 
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The tunnel that was located was not up to the standard of the cartels whose tunnels 
included air handling systems, lighting and often extended as far as a quarter of a 
mile or more and up to forty feet below the surface of the earth.  

If there were no other tunnels that had been detected then how were drugs coming 
through Big Lizard?  There is a border crossing just on the outskirts of the town 
and manned by border patrol and customs agents but there has been no success 
monitoring there with drug sniffing dogs and searches of vehicles.  Yes, there was 
the occasional small load of pot or other contraband, but nothing on the scale that 
had to be coming through Big Lizard.  And yet when the track of illicit trafficking 
in controlled substances was traced back throughout Arizona and New Mexico a 
substantial amount seemed to begin in Big Lizard, but nobody could explain why 
or how. 

The town was also flush with prosperity.  It was surrounded by ranching country 
and had a small service industry that catered to the needs of the ranches, but these 
were subsistence enterprises making a small profit for the owners but no one was 
getting rich on that commerce.  The only tourist income came from Hell Dorado 
Week and after that the town offered little to attract travelers throughout the rest of 
the year as it was off the beaten path.  There were a few wineries scattered around 
the country side but none were noted for the excellence of their product. 

Ostensibly the source of the thriving overlay of the town was The Border Ranchers 
and Growers Association or the BR and GA.  They poured money into Big Lizard 
and had big plans.  The little town had three hotels, one of which I was staying in, 
The Gunslinger’s Inn.  Hell Dorado Week would guarantee that they would be 
filled up and the balance of the people who would come for all or part of the week 
would be staying at the ample R.V. park on the outskirts of town or in communities 
like Bisbee, Benson, Douglas, Wilcox and even Tucson around a hundred miles 
away.  Other than an occasional visitor doing business with the community 
businesses or ranchers, the hotels had to be basically vacant for the balance of the 
year, but the overall plan was according to the association to make Big Lizard a 
tourist destination and a retirement community with some of the surrounding 
ranchland to be converted into sub-divisions. 

And why was Big Lizard so prosperous beyond the supplemental influx of capital 
from The Border Ranchers and Growers Association?  Only one answer as far as 
authorities were involved, an underground economy and the whole town was 
involved.  Oh, the DEA had swept down on the place a few times and the border 
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patrol was forever watchful but nobody had come up with anything save that 
makeshift tunnel discovered years ago. 

As an example, back when the reclamation of the town began there was no city 
sanitation system, everyone was on septic tanks and leech fields.  The Border 
Ranchers and Grower’s Association, as one of their first projects, constructed a 
sewage treatment plant with all the bells and whistles including a huge sewer line 
that ran right through the middle of town and down skirting a few hundred feet 
from the border to the treatment plant.  The DEA knew that such sewers, in 
essence large tunnels were often tied into tunnels carrying contraband from down 
in Mexico, so they swooped down on Big Lizard again.  Net result after all the fuss 
and the Feds trudging through about a mile and a half of raw sewage on its way to 
the treatment plant; no tunnels, no contraband and the community in masse 
professed to know nothing as usual except that their toilets were more efficient and 
their bathrooms didn’t smell from backed up septic gas. 

The question was why I being sent down to take out the mayor?  After all else had 
failed the idea was simply to send a message, to cut the head off of the snake.  Ben 
Riggor as mayor had an annual salary, a matter of public record, of about twelve 
thousand dollars a year and owned the local hardware store.  As far as could be 
determined he had not inherited any substantial estate nor had any other form of 
investment income, yet he lived in the largest and most opulent home in Big Lizard 
on several acres, raised prize quarter horses and had another residence on 
Coronado Island across San Diego Bay from San Diego. California. 

Where did it all come from?  The hardware had an annual gross income of one 
point two million dollars, of which the net profit was almost six hundred thousand.  
It was impossible given the local ranching economy and yet that was how it was 
reported on tax returns. 

In the parlance of the old mystery detective novels, the whole thing was pretty 
“hinky”.  

To me the whole thing seemed pretty futile, the sending a message and such by me 
eliminating the mayor, but I was sent to Big Lizard to do a job and that was my job 
so I would do it.  Also, this was a bit of a different assignment.  Usually I was in 
and out, but I had also been asked to try to determine, if possible, what was going 
on down here.  I was told to ‘try and fill in the gaps”.  I would keep my eyes open 
while down here to do a job but as far as I was concerned ‘the gaps” were as wide 
as the Grand Canyon.  I’m not Sherlock Holmes, just a very good assassin, but I 
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would do my best, but my main personal objective was to take care of business and 
get the hell out of Big Lizard. 

 

 

Chapter 2/ 
Monty Buckin’ Fremont’s Steakhouse and Saloon was the first restaurant I ran into 
as I entered the town of Big Lizard.  It looked pretty good and besides that my 
stomach wasn’t growling anymore it was howling. 

“You want a Big Buck, that’s thirty two ounces, a Dude’s Buck, that’s sixteen 
ounces or a Yearling, that’s eight ounces?” the bartender asked as he put a draft of 
Dos Equis Amber down on the bar in front of me. 

“How about a cheese burger with all of the fixings and an order of fries?” 

“Fries included,” he answered.  “Well done, medium or crawling off the bun?” 

“Let’s go medium with a small crawl,” I answered. 

“Have you taken care of in about ten minutes.” 

“Sounds good to me,” I replied as he turned and punched my order into some kind 
of terminal on the back bar.  “Who’s Monty Fremont?  He own the place?” 

He turned and replied, “Monty put Big Lizard on the map.  Champion bronc rider, 
now retired and owns a ranch, lots of property and lease land west of town.  He 
owns this business and a few others in town.” 

 “Heard it’s quite a town,” I said, “never been here before.” 

“Oh, it’s been spiffed up a lot over the last eight or ten years.” 

“Looks like it,” I replied. 

“More to come they say.  Where you from?  In town for the week no doubt?” 

“Up north around Cottonwood, contractor and I raise a few steers and horses.  
Came down to see what’s going on and the gun show next weekend.  Seemed like 
a little fun and I needed some wringing out.  Might be interested in investing in a 
little property down here.  Understand you have big development plans.”  It 
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seemed as good a pretense as any, being a potential investor, to start up a 
conversation and maybe gain a little intelligence about the community. 

“That’s what they say; like I said the place has been really spiffed up and the 
movers and shakers have big plans.  Don’t think they are looking for outside 
money though.” 

“Money always talks,” I said carrying on the theme.  “Who’s the mayor around 
here?  Maybe I can talk with him and get a handle on possibilities.” 

“Good luck this week.  With Hell Dorado and all he’ll probably be pretty busy, but 
then again I’m not sayin’.” 

“Just a thought,” then I added, “you know I’m familiar with small towns like this 
all over the state and none of them are as prosperous as I hear Big Lizard is.  It 
makes you wonder where all the money is coming from doesn’t it.  As an investor 
I’d certainly be curious.”  

Red didn’t reply and I noticed that his body language indicated that he wanted to 
change the subject as he turned to the back bar and started polishing glasses with a 
towel, so I followed his lead, but I sensed that I had definitely struck a nerve. 

“Anyway, I’m down here for a little fun.  What’s going on?” 

“Come by here later,” he replied seemingly relieved that we were moving on from 
my inquiries.  “Saturday night and the Bob Wills Retro Cowboys will be on the 
stage and some damned nice looking women to dance with, and some of them like 
to entertain visitors, just for fun of course.”  He gestured toward the stage and 
dance floor that occupied significant space in the center of the room. 

“That sounds interesting but I’m sure there are some local guys who wouldn’t be 
interested in an out of town guy horning in on their territory.” 

“Hey, you dance at your own risk.  But the potential is definitely here if you come 
on by, and besides I’m working tonight and I’ll give you a heads up if you are 
stepping on anyone’s boots.” 

“Thanks, I probably will come over.  My motto when in a strange bar is to always 
dance with the ugliest gal first.” 

“A wise strategy to stay out of trouble but we don’t have many ugly ones around 
here.”  He smiled, winked and said, “Burger will be up in a few minutes.” 
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“The sooner the better,” I replied as he moved on down the bar to take care of a 
new walk in, but before he left he asked, “What did you say your name was.” 

“I guess I didn’t,” I replied, then continued, “Mick Hatcher.” 

“Mick Hatcher, contractor, Cottonwood right?” 

I nodded.  He extended his hand over the bar and said, “Red Sander”, and we 
shook.   

I looked around after he left and noticed a newspaper on the bar a few feet to my 
right.  It had been read and reread obviously by earlier patrons.  The mast head on 
the front page top identified it as “The Big Lizard Epitaph” in an old fashioned 
script.  Obviously a takeoff on “The Tombstone Epitaph” which was still published 
in the town that Big Lizard was obviously trying to emulate some miles down the 
border.  I wondered if Big Lizard had a Boot Hill too. 

A good source of local information I thought as I picked up the local rag and 
worked my way through it as I waited for my burger.  What was interesting was 
that it was not a weekly but two times a week, on Wednesday and Saturday.  I 
wondered if the office would still be open this afternoon. 

 

 

##### 

 

I finished my burger and fries, very good, and by then the bar was beginning to fill 
up and Red Sander, the bar tender was busy servicing customers so I didn’t have 
the opportunity to ask him anything more except for a check. 

I had looked in the newspaper for an address of their office and decided to drive on 
over on the off chance that someone might be there late on a Saturday afternoon.  
After that I would take a drive around to survey the town a bit and then check into 
my hotel and later come back to the steakhouse.  I wasn’t trying to get lucky, just 
to get some information from the locals, but to fit into my part I would have to 
dance with some of the local girls.  An occupational hazard, but someone had to do 
it. 
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I pulled up and parked in the strip mall lot where the newspaper office was located 
and it looked pretty deserted.  Not only was the newspaper office deserted but there 
were no other tenants in any of the other available spaces in the mall.   

Places have a sort of look when nobody’s around and you know it even before you 
try the door and tap on the glass in hopes that someone is inside.  My intuition 
proved accurate even though I went through the motions trying the door of the 
newspaper office and tapping on the window with my keys. 

Driving up I had noticed that there was a white truck or rather a cargo van parked 
behind the building with the hood up and someone, a guy with his head in the 
engine compartment.  I decided to pull around and see if he had anything to do 
with the newspaper or was willing to talk. 

I pulled out of the parking lot in front of the building and around the corner and 
into the lot behind the building. 

The van had “T Bar 9 Delivery Service” in black block letters on the side of the 
cargo compartment behind the driver and passenger compartment, and even though 
I pulled up and parked, the fellow under the hood didn’t come up for air to check 
out who had pulled into the lot.  I noticed that it had big heavy duty push bars on 
the front painted black like most police cars have.  

The van was not new by any stretch and had seen a lot of service although it was 
apparent that it was well taken care of.  The white paint hadn’t gone flat and chalky 
from the southern Arizona sunshine but was obviously waxed and washed on a 
regular basis.  The tires were shiny with tire black and the windows were clean. 

I got out of my truck and walked over to the van. 

“Sorry to bother you,” I said to the body under the hood.   

“Yeah, what do yah want?” came the reply from down near the engine. 

“Just wondered when the newspaper office would be open.” 

“Nine o’clock Monday.  Classified ads submitted by noon will be in the 
Wednesday edition.” 

“You work for them?” I asked. 

“Deliver the papers twice a week.”  I heard a sigh of moderate exasperation and 
then the voice added, “Look buddy I’m trying to replace a leaky fuel line here and 
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it aint coming along easy.  Come back Monday when the office is open and they’ll 
take care of you.” 

“Thanks,” I said, turned and walked back to my truck.  I could take a hint. 

 

 

Chapter 3/ 
The Gunslinger’s Inn was pretty much what I expected from what I had pulled up 
on the internet and the general information in my briefing packet.  The place 
couldn’t have been more than a few years old and true to its name the whole place 
was decorated in a western theme pretty much just as the whole town of Big Lizard 
was. 

Not a high end hotel by any means but clean, crisp and new and three stories.  The 
room was large enough with a king bed, a good sized TV and a desk and chair 
along with the other expected furnishings.  I was told upon checking in that “The 
Fast Draw” breakfast buffet would be open at no additional charge from six until 
ten every morning including bagels and cream cheese for the tender feet, 
scrambled eggs and French toast for the Pilgrims and huevos rancheros with 
homemade salsa and tortillas for those made of stronger stuff.  The salsa was 
offered in three varieties, hot, hotter and hotter still.  Everything considered, The 
Gunslinger’s Inn wasn’t at all bad for a small town hostelry. 

I unloaded my duffel and moved in for the week or so.  Then I set the alarm for 
eight o’clock that evening, took off my clothes and crashed for a few hours of 
sleep.  It had been a long drive. 

Before I drifted off I reviewed what I had found out so far; absolutely nothing, 
except for Red the bartender’s discomfort at discussing an outsider investing here, 
but then again outsiders are always viewed with some skepticism in a small town.  
So much for playing super sleuth I concluded, but I had indeed broached a 
sensitive subject so I decided to exploit it.  So much for blending into the crowd. 

 

 

##### 
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“New in town?” 

I looked up from my beer into her aqua blue eyes and answered, “How did you 
come up with an original line like that?” 

“Red told me,” she confessed, then added, “He said you would dance with the 
ugliest girl first but I haven’t seen you out on the floor yet.” 

“Well,” I replied, “you certainly don’t qualify for that first dance.” 

“Then I’ll wait for second.  I’ll help you pick out your first choice.  How about that 
one over there?” She swung her head and blond hair toward a table several feet 
away where three women were seated. 

“Which one?”  I asked, then added, “They all look pretty well kept.  You know 
anything about them?” 

“Girl’s Saturday night out.  Husbands are at home playing poker and swapping lies 
so no need to wonder if a guy is going to tap you on the shoulder then slug you in 
your mouth.  Take your pick.  Trust me, they all would be grateful and the ugly 
part is inside, not on the outside, they are all pretty high dollar and well cared for.” 

“How do you know so much about them?” 

“Small town,” she replied. 

“And what are you doing here?” 

“We all have our roles to play.  They profess to be born again church ladies who 
come out to flirt with the devil once a week, but never get singed.  And their noses 
are always high enough not to smell the stink that some of us have to put up with 
down here below their station.” 

“And your role?” I asked. 

“I’m the town tart,” she replied, smiled, winked, turned her head and took a long 
pull on a long neck Coors. 

“Professionally?” I asked. 

“Hey, they are as big of whores as they think I am.  They all gave it up in the board 
room, a cherry paneled office or at a motel hideaway in exchange for getting 
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hooked up and taken care of for life and flying to San Diego or San Francisco 
every month or so to go shopping as additional compensation for living out here.” 

“So, like I asked about you, the tart thing, professionally?” 

She took a few moments, then replied, “I’d like to keep you guessing but no, I’m 
just the book keeper here and general manager.  Red just told me there was an 
interesting guy coming in tonight and he pointed you out when you came in the 
door.” 

“Attached?” 

“Divorced in Tucson and relocated,” she replied.  “I was looking for somewhere to 
go away from bad memories and people I thought were friends until I broke up 
with my husband or rather he broke up with me when they opened this place a few 
years ago and a client of my ex-husband who was one of the few good guys and 
knew Monty Fremont called me up and asked me if I would be interested in 
coming on down.” 

I nodded. 

“But to answer your question, besides work, there isn’t anyone in my life.  Kind of 
slim pickins in Big Lizard unless you are out to displace one of the chosen few 
over there and at any rate, I don’t want to end up like them.” She swung her head 
over toward the table with the trio of trophy wives.  “So I just make sure this place 
is running efficiently making a few bucks for Monty, smile at the patrons and 
every once in a while put up with some of their bull.” 

“All married to ranchers?” I asked again tossing my head toward the trio. 

“They and the growers have all the money around here.  And the three of them are 
socially acceptable; good church going PTA moms and they set the standard for 
snobbery in the community.  Like I said, well taken care of; actually spoiled rotten 
and believe me they think that they deserve it.” 

“And you are the town tart.” 

“That’s what they think because their husbands come in here and try to nail me.  If 
they really knew, their old men go up to Tucson a few days every week to play 
golf or quote “do business” where they also keep the offices for the BR and GA  or 
whatever it really is and that’s where they get their rocks off.  Then they come in 
here and brag about it when they come back to town.” 
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“I figure they already know, don’t you?” I offered nodding again toward the trio. 

“Oh sure,” she replied, “that’s just part of the game.” 

“Well,” I said rubbing my chin over the stubble as if in contemplation and 
changing the subject, “I think I’ll skip that first girl rule of mine.  After I buy you 
another beer, would you dance with me?” 

“My pleasure,” she replied and took a final pull on her Coors and sat the empty 
bottle down on the bar with authority.  She turned and smiled a beautiful smile at 
me. 

I liked her and she was a good dancer.  The Bob Wills Retro Cowboys were 
playing and singing a composition of their own called “She may be a Little 
Chubby but She’s a Willin’”.  We both laughed at the lyrics the whole time we 
were on the floor “She may be chubby and a tad bit tubby and she’s lookin’ for a 
hubby but tonight she’ll settle for me.”  We stayed out there                                                                      
for renditions of two or three more classical country and western standards then 
changing the pace again wrapping up their set with the Homer and Jethro mid-
century classic, “The Wedding of the Monkey and the Big Baboon”. 

She definitely had a bit of an attitude but it looked good on her as did everything 
else including a great figure about five foot five and a pretty face with high 
cheekbones, a wonderful smile and those great aqua eyes with lots of mischief in 
them framed in beautiful blonde hair.  I figured her somewhere north of thirty but 
she could pass for much younger. 

Her name was Joanne or as she liked to be called “Johnnie” Runner.  Irish, Danish 
and Cherokee.  Runner was her maiden name which she took back after her 
divorce.  

I only managed a kiss in the parking lot before we both left in our respective rides.  
I could tell, she wasn’t easy and picky with lots of pluck.  She agreed to meet me 
the next day, Sunday, for brunch at The Lizard Trace Country Club. 

I had told her that I was interested in investing down here and she said that’s where 
I could possibly meet some of the fellows who turned the screws in Big Lizard 
including the mayor Ben Riggor.  I’d have to put up with their wives though who 
would accompany them after church of course, but generally they had the common 
sense to stay out of business conversations and would simply spend their time 
glaring at her.  
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The mayor, she added wouldn’t be sitting anywhere near the ranchers and growers 
clique.  They don’t get along at all, in fact he has a blood feud going with the 
chairman of the organization. 

Strange, I considered since it was the ranchers and growers who were pouring all 
of the money into his hardware business. 

“I like his wife though, Marilee.  She’s a sweetheart,” she offered.   

I thought again of Johnnie and her feelings about the other wives. I got the feeling 
that part of the reason that she resented them, the trophy wives so much was 
because she might have been one of their kind back up in Tucson before her 
husband probably traded her in for a newer and younger model and she was 
shunned by the socially “in” crowd.  At any rate she had survived even if she had 
acquired a hardened edge but she hadn’t moved beyond the resentment.  

I went to sleep that night feeling that compared to several hours ago, I had made 
some progress.  All in all, I could have done worse than to meet Johnnie Runner 
and tomorrow presented all kinds of possibilities. 

I also wondered about her comment about “the stink that some of us have to put up 
with…” 

 

 

Chapter 4/ 
The next morning, Sunday, I was to pick up Johnnie at eleven at the steakhouse 
where she would go in early to count the receipts from the night before and be sure 
that the place was ready to open properly, especially today as they would be 
expecting folks coming into town for Hell Dorado Week. 

I got up about six thirty and went down to the lobby for a cup of coffee and walked 
by the buffet in the area set aside for breakfast.  The huevos rancheros were 
tempting but I knew that I would be eating at the country club later so I’d pass on 
something that substantial but it was still tempting.  I usually don’t eat breakfast 
but figured I’d break that rule the following morning.  They actually had a guy 
cooking the breakfasts up behind the line with liberal servings, not the premade 
egg patties heated in a micro and such that you generally find in this type of 
travelers hotel.  I grabbed a tenderfoot’s bagel with some cream cheese and peanut 
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butter to take back up to my room along with the coffee to tide me over as I hadn’t 
eaten since my cheese burger and fries late Saturday afternoon.  I was sincerely 
tempted by the huevos rancheros but they would have been plenty too much, but 
there was always tomorrow. 

About eight I decided to take a walk and check out Big Lizard from the sidewalk 
perspective. 

The main street looked more like a back lot movie set in old Hollywood than a real 
town save the street was paved and not dirt and there were defined parking spots 
for cars and trucks instead of hitching posts for horses and mules.  There was The 
Rosebud Saloon on one corner, there was a barber shop with a revolving barber 
pole, Jack’s Tack and Saddlery, The Emporium department store, an ice cream and 
sweets shop and on and on.  At the end of the block closest to my hotel was 
Riggor’s General Hardware.  I noted in script on the front window, “The Most 
Comprehensive Supply of Arms and Ammunition in Southern Arizona.”  I looked 
in and beyond the usual hardware which beyond bolts and nuts included pots and 
pans and other household goods, there was a long counter along one wall devoted 
to firearms, hand guns in the cases and long guns and shotguns on racks behind 
them along with stacks of ammo in boxes and hand loading supplies. 

Nothing was open and when I heard the church bells chime from the surrounding 
streets I was reminded that it was Sunday and as noted on most of the doors to the 
establishments, either they wouldn’t be open on Sunday or if they did it would only 
be in the afternoon between one and five accounting for church services in the 
morning. 

The single exception was The Rosebud Saloon which declared itself open every 
day from ten in the morning until the last cowboy stumbled out the following day. 

As opposed to a back lot movie set these businesses were all legitimate.  Off of 
Main Street were several blocks of neat housing and a Catholic and Baptist church 
from where the bells tolled.  A park was located one block south of Main with a 
more contemporary red brick building which was the city hall and adjacent to it the 
city sheriff’s department constructed of the same material. 

Of course, driving around the previous afternoon I had noted that the farther you 
got from Main Street and the town center the more conventional and contemporary 
the community became.  There were strip malls like where the newspaper was 
located, a Safeway and a four screen movie theatre along with the general 
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smattering of fast food chain restaurants, gas stations and convenience markets.  
Several manufactured home communities and a mobile home park were also on the 
outskirts along with Big Lizard High School, Home of the Gila Monsters and the 
adjacent grammar school and kindergarten. 

I completed my circuit and returned to the hotel, shaved and showered and dressed.  
It was a quarter until eleven when I went down the elevator, through the lobby and 
out to my truck wearing pretty much in the same style of outfit as the previous day 
but I left the sweat stained baseball cap behind. 

 

 

##### 

        

“Mr. Hatcher, we appreciate your interest in Big Lizard but we are simply not 
interested in any outside direct investment in our community at this time,” Monty 
Fremont told me as I sat on the patio after we had eaten brunch with Johnnie at a 
table with Monty and three other members of the BR and GA.  The wives as 
Johnnie had predicted had retreated to an adjacent group of outside lounge chairs 
around a small table to kibitz, gossip and glare at her. 

“I understand though that you accept investments through your Tucson offices,” I 
said as I lifted a glass of locally vinted Cabernet that was average at best and took a 
drink.  Not very cowboy but I do like wine more than beer which I drink only on 
hot afternoons or after a long drive like yesterday and never hard liquor, also very 
non-cowboy. 

“We certainly do Mr. Hatcher but those investments are at arm’s length and we 
would certainly discuss that form of venture with you, however, you have said that 
you actually want to buy property down here and besides the fact that there is none 
available, we certainly would not be interested with all due respect even if there 
were.” 

“So your association owns everything.” 

“Everything in terms of acreage that’s available, developed property and literally 
everything in the town that isn’t private residential, business or civically owned.” 

“So it is a closed shop,” I replied. 
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“Afraid so.  You see all of us,” he gestured to the other men around the table, “and 
the other ten in our association were raised in Big Lizard and our families go back 
down here almost a hundred and fifty years.  We want to keep it that way, all in the 
family so to speak.” 

“I can’t say that I’m not disappointed,” I replied, “but I see your position.” 

“Feel free to talk to us in our Tucson office if you are interested in indirect 
investment but that’s all that we can offer.  We have plans to make Big Lizard 
thrive.  In the meantime enjoy your stay and Hell Dorado Week and part with some 
of your cash with the local businesses while you are in town.  They will appreciate 
it.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied and finished my wine. 

Johnnie took the hint and patted me on the knee and said, “Mick, let me introduce 
you to some other folks.” 

I thanked Fremont and his colleagues for their time, put my empty glass on the 
table and got up with Johnnie and moved on among the people mingling on the 
patio after brunch.   

Before we walked away though Freeman said, “Oh Mr. Hatcher, be sure not to 
miss the gunfight on Main Street on Friday at high noon.  You’ll find it 
interesting.” 

“Who’s having a showdown?” I asked. 

“Oh me and that pesky mayor.  The Rotary Club set it up because we’ve been 
feuding for years and they thought the showdown would be a good addition to the 
normal reenactments, mostly for the locals who know we don’t get along and that’s 
everyone around here.  We’re both going to be set up with digital timers to see who 
draws the fastest before we fire.  I figure I’m twice as fast as that boated carpet 
bagging city slicker, so I’ll win hands down,” he said with a broad toothy smile. 

“What do you shoot?” I asked. 

“An 1873 Colt Single Action Army in 44-40 caliber with that long seven and a half 
inch barrel, the civilian version of the cavalry model.” 

“That’s hardly a pistol,” I observed, “that’s almost a rifle.  I heard that some of 
them could be equipped with shoulder stocks.” 
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“True Mr. Hatcher, that long barrel made them a little slower to draw but far more 
accurate than the shorter barreled ones nicknamed ‘The Gunfighter’s Model’.  I’m 
as quick though with that long old horse pistol as anybody around here and 
certainly faster than the mayor.  Come on out Friday and catch the action.” 

“I won’t miss it,” I promised Monty Bucking’ Fremont.  

After we were away from the table I stopped Johnnie, gently put my hands on her 
shoulders, turned her around toward me and looked her up and down. 

“So,” she said, “what are you looking for?” 

“Holes,” I replied.  “I figured the way those wives were looking at you that you 
would have several burned right through you.” 

“I’m fireproof.  If I wasn’t I would have been torched a few years ago when this all 
started.” 

“All right Teflon Woman,” I replied, “let’s go meet the mayor.” 

 

 

##### 

 

 

On the far side of the patio at another table by themselves sat Ben Riggor and his 
wife Marilee who was very attractive in a sun dress baring her arms and shoulders 
to the late summer sun.  He was in contrast rather round and red faced and 
generally fleshy.  Johnnie introduced me and they asked us to join them.  We 
chatted for a while, me looking across the table at the man I was sent here to kill, 
but something bothered me, was nagging away at me in the back of my mind.  The 
kind of bugging that sets your spine on edge all the way up to your shoulders. 

It wasn’t because I was looking at a man that I would be eliminating from the face 
of the earth within the coming week.  No, I had been to this rodeo before and my 
business can require the kind of coldness that allows me to carry out my mission.  I 
would have probably been an efficient executioner in the middle ages accepting a 
token and forgiveness from the condemned before I lobbed off their head.  I don’t 
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really know and don’t spend a lot of time thinking about it, but what bothered me 
was something far more disturbing. 

I knew these people and I was sure that they remembered me.  

 

 
Chapter 5/ 
“So,” I asked Johnnie as I drove back toward the steakhouse from the country club, 
“what’s the big deal between Monty Fremont and the mayor?” 

“Oh, it’s pretty basic.  He came down here, the mayor that is, about four years ago 
and since he was an outsider Monty and his organization hate him.” 

“As simple as that?” I asked. 

“Well you know how they basically told you to go to hell or rather back up north 
and not have any designs on Big Lizard.” 

“Yeah sure,” I replied.  “They sure are a clannish bunch.” 

“That they are,” Johnnie said as we pulled into the parking lot and I dropped her 
off.  She asked me what I planned to do the rest of the afternoon and I said I was 
going back to the hotel and catch up on some business paperwork and make a few 
calls up north to subcontractors who were working on my building projects.  She 
asked me to call her after six when she would be finished at the steakhouse and 
make some plans.  She handed me a business card with her cell phone number on 
it. 

As I drove away I had to wonder why, considering that she worked for one of 
Monty Fremont’s enterprises and knew how the BR and GA felt about outside 
direct investment why she would have even had me meet him and discuss investing 
in Big Lizard in the first place. 

Then again, I was more concerned about Mayor Ben Riggor and his wife or rather 
Teddy Freeberg and Edie, two grifters out of Boston who had helped me set up a 
target over ten years ago in Miami.  Edie, using her beauty, guile and literal 
sexuality specialized in setting up a mark, while Teddy, the epitome of the 
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bumbling nebbish could empty your bank account before your branch even opened 
and max out all of your credit cards as well. 

 

 

##### 

 

I hadn’t driven more than two miles toward town before I was damned near T-
boned or rather broad sided by a red light runner through one of the four traffic 
controlled intersections in Big Lizard, the only one on this road into town until you 
hit Main Street. 

The light was solid, solid green when I approached to go through and as I neared 
the intersection just approaching the near white line of the crosswalk I saw in my 
peripheral left vision the vehicle speeding in a direct line that would intersect if I 
continued smack in the middle of my driver’s door. 

The reaction was instinctive, inbred, and based on survival.  I didn’t brake 
immediately or I would have simply slid forward to the same fate but I threw the 
shifter into neutral, cracked the steering wheel hard the right lock then jammed the 
brake and the front heavy pickup pivoted and immediately swung ass end first 
sideways almost a hundred and eighty degrees and slid scrubbing off speed into the 
intersection tires smoking.  If he did hit me he would slam into the bed and not the 
cab. 

The oncoming driver’s innate instincts could have taken over as well as at the last 
moment he swerved into the oncoming lane missing my ass backwards Ford F-150 
by less than a foot as he blasted through while I sat stopped halfway through. 

It was not an accident I was sure though, but a message, and as the white cargo van 
with the heavy duty black push bars on the front flew by me I read T Bar 9 
Delivery in black bold letters on the side of the van.  If he would have hit me with 
that rig on the front had I not spun the truck he would have driven that van halfway 
through my driver’s compartment. 

But he didn’t and on purpose or he wouldn’t have evaded the hit in the last few 
micro seconds.  And even if I would have driven straight into the intersection he 
would have avoided a collision by using the same tactic that I did.  No, this was a 
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message I concluded.  I wasn’t welcome here and if I stayed more of this was to 
come. 

I threw the Ford back into gear and swung around and proceeded on.  Fortunately 
there were no other vehicles coming or going in either direction when this 
happened but the big question was, how did this get set up?  How would someone 
decide to either try to take me out or scare the hell out of me knowing I would be 
coming through this intersection at this time and more basically, who had I become 
such a threat to in less than twenty four hours that warranted setting this incident 
up? 

I had only met Monty Bucking’ Fremont less than two hours ago and ran into the 
mayor and his wife, old cohorts in crime literally within that same time frame.  No, 
this was hatched before the country club encounters and someone had to know 
exactly when I was leaving the steakhouse and about when I would be going 
through the intersection and the most logical suspect unfortunately had beautiful 
blue eyes.  

 

 

##### 

   

 

Back in my room I obviously had no sub-contractors to call or paper work but I did 
have plenty of work to occupy my time. 

The most impulsive thing considering the event in the intersection would be to go 
and confront the driver of the van, but he was only small change.  He obviously 
was a cog in the wheel and bore watching but putting the heavy press on him 
would gain nothing and logically would be exactly what whoever was behind this 
would expect me to do. 

The best tactic is most often to do the exact opposite of what your opponent would 
expect and I planned to move forward as if nothing had happened.  It would mean 
that they would believe that I simply hadn’t gotten the message or that I simply 
chose to ignore it.  Either way, there was something certain as I had concluded, 
there would be another coming and this time a closer near miss, maybe worse.   
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The good news was that somehow, perhaps in a way I actually didn’t understand at 
this point, I had stumbled on to something.  Perhaps I was a better sleuth that I 
thought I was even if I didn’t know what I was doing or what it was that I had 
figured out, and I was making someone or someone’s nervous. 

And then about four o’clock my theory to blown all to hell, or at least it appeared 
so when the phone in my room rang. 

“Mr. Hatcher,” the desk manager said, “there is a gentleman down here in the 
lobby, we know him, Tommy Barton and he says that he saw your truck in the 
parking lot and owes you a hell of an apology and wondered if you would come 
down.” 

“Give me a minute,” I replied. 

 

 

Chapter 6/ 
“Sir, I’m the guy who almost crashed into you this afternoon and I want to 
apologize.  I was completely at fault, in a rush to make a delivery and my mind 
wasn’t on my driving.” 

I noticed that when he extended his hand for me to shake it was already shaking.  
That’s hard to fake.  The guy was obviously upset. 

“Well,” I said, clasping his hand, “fortunately there was no damage done.  Thanks 
for stopping by to tell me how it happened.” 

“I had an emergency delivery from the drug store, open on Sundays you know and 
was just driving too fast and didn’t even notice that red light.  It may sound like an 
excuse and it is a lame one but that used to be a two way stop and the road I was on 
went through.  They just set that light up a few months ago and well, I just wasn’t 
thinking.” 

This guy might be sincere or this could be a ruse, but one way or the other he knew 
something, if only about the community, so I said, “While you took the effort to 
stop, if you don’t have anything pressing for a few minutes let me buy you a soda 
out of the machine and I’d like to know a little bit about you.’ 
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“No, I’ll pay.  I could have killed you.  I’ll pay.  You want Coke, Pepsi, or 
something else?” 

“Okay,” I replied, “a regular Pepsi will do.” 

I released his hand and he immediately turned and walked toward the beverage 
vending machine in an alcove off of the lobby next to an ice machine.  I noted that 
my palms were wet from his sweat.  If he wasn’t for real, he was a hell of an actor. 

He returned with the sodas and we sat down and talked for about a half hour. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

About seven that evening I called Johnnie.  I asked her if she would have some 
time the following afternoon, Monday, to show me around in exchange for a dinner 
at a place of her choosing.  She said that Monday was her usual day off but since it 
was Hell Dorado week she thought that she would go in for a few hours to the 
steakhouse but would be finished by early afternoon.  She said that she would pick 
me up at my hotel at three.  I agreed and told her that I would look forward to her 
good company, and she said that rather than eat out she would fix dinner.  I said 
that I would provide beverages.  She kind of suggestively said that she would 
provide desert. 

I walked down Main Street several blocks to The Rosebud Saloon.  I wasn’t very 
hungry but figured that I should get something to eat.  I needed to tide myself over 
until the huevos rancheros breakfast the next morning. 

I sat down at the bar.  The place was pretty lively for a Sunday evening, folks that 
had come in during the day for the festivities and obviously had been for the most 
part partying since they had arrived here.  They all seemed to be having a good 
time. 

I ordered a small grilled chicken salad, noted on the menu as “Rosebud’s Favorite” 
and a pinot grigio.  The salad wasn’t bad and just enough.  I had finished my first 
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pinot and was on my second as I settled down to serious thought while the bustle 
of folks partying continued on around me.   

I had avoided thinking about the most pressing matter most of the afternoon, the 
fact that I knew the mayor and his wife and that I was sure that they knew me, or at 
least who I was and what I did in the context of our interface ten years before.  The 
fact was, this entire gig could be totally a fiasco and while I was asked to look into 
the drug trafficking around here, I had let that endeavor which was a secondary 
objective take precedence over my primary mission, eliminating Mayor Ben 
Riggor who now probably had a good idea that I had come down here to take 
someone out. 

How he and his wife ended up here was up for total speculation, but they were 
indeed grifters, or con artists of the highest order and from what I knew about them 
from past experience always available to the highest bidder and that’s how they 
were recruited by The Outfit ten years or so before.  There was undoubtedly a 
financial opportunity to come down here and pose as a municipal official and his 
wife in a small town or they wouldn’t be here, that was for certain. Teddy Freeberg 
and Edie his wife didn’t do anything unless there was a con and something in it for 
them. 

I considered the possibility of retreating, contacting my boss and calling the whole 
thing off, but then I thought some more.  I decided to let it play itself out, after all, 
I had nothing to lose by waiting, and besides this whole thing was taking on 
another dimension and I wanted to see where it would go from here, as long as my 
curiosity didn’t overshadow common sense. 

I sighed and looked around the room at the revelers and people coming and going.  
It was busy for any establishment like this for a Sunday evening.  I turned back to 
the last few bites of chicken and salad and a drink of pinot grigio. 

That was about the time I felt someone tap me on the shoulder and turned on my 
bar stool to see a cop.  

“Mind if I sit down,” he asked. 

“Not at all,” I noted as I looked sideways at him.  He looked the part.  Six feet and 
something, pretty fit and uniformed, tanned with a square chin and brown eyes 
under dark brown eyebrows that matched his conservative and sharply trimmed 
sideburns that I could see below his hat.  He was dressed in contemporary western 
peace officer garb.  Neatly pressed medium brown trousers over shined black 
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boots, the typical side arm, looked like a Glock, cuffs in a pouch and wide black 
belt with a radio clipped on and a sharply pressed and medium starched tan shirt 
complete with a badge and a nameplate that said “Sheriff Rock Martin.”  A dark 
brown straw hat, campaign style with those little metal vents in it topped him off.  
A shoulder patch in the shape of a shield read “Big Lizard Sheriff’s Department.” 

He sat down.  I waited for him to say something. 

He ordered an iced tea from the bar tender and stirred around the ice for a while 
with the straw that came with it then began drinking the dark liquid.  It took a 
while but he finally said something. 

“Just came in to make sure all of our guests in town were having a good time, that 
is, in a responsible way.” 

“Looks like everything is pretty under control in a fairly noisy way.” 

“That’s the way we like it, but you don’t seem to be a part of that profile.” 

“How so?” I asked. 

“Well, you are just quietly sitting here at the bar rather than whooping it up a little 
bit.” 

“I’m not much of a whooper, besides I came down here to enjoy myself but also on 
business and just have been thinking about that.” 

“Well,” he said after taking a last drink of his iced tea, “I’ve got some other places 
to check out.  Maybe you might loosen up a bit, even get a little rowdy, this week 
we’ll give you a pass.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind officer,” I said and added, “you have a good evening.” 

“You too, and good luck with your business that you came down here for,” he 
replied as he got off of the stool and tipped the brim of his hat, turned and walked 
out the door. 

Not an accident, I considered.  I was being watched by Sheriff Rock Martin and 
possibly by others.  I had actually noticed him when he came in and he talked with 
the bar tender a while.  I knew why.  I managed to leave several perfect finger 
prints on my wine glass and my plate. 

As I walked back to the hotel I thought about what a quirky name Rock Martin 
was.  There had been a Rock Hudson, but that was a stage name.  Who would 
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name their kid “Rock”?  Then I considered the fact that my name was Bakoda Pak, 
about a quirky as names could be.  I guess the pot was calling the kettle black.  I 
chuckled and walked on toward my hotel. 

 

 

Chapter 7/ 
All told the huevos rancheros breakfast the next morning was better than expected, 
and the salsas were as hot as advertised.  Having broken my usual practice of no 
breakfast I decided to skip lunch and enjoy dinner with Johnnie that evening after 
the tour.  

“Enjoying breakfast?” the gentleman asked as he approached my table. 

I nodded while I chewed and looked up and saw a rather professional looking 
fellow in blue slacks and an oxford open collar shirt; his blue name tag with the 
hotel logo on it read, “Dalton Emory, General Manager.” 

I finished chewing and raised my napkin to my mouth and wiped it then replied, 
“Very good.  I’ve already given my compliments to the chef and five dollars in his 
tip jar.” 

“That’s much appreciated.  We’re lucky to have him for breakfast.  Actually he 
cooks for a steak house in town for lunch and dinner.” 

“Monty Freemont’s place?” I asked. 

“Yes,” Dalton replied. 

“Seems everyone in Big Lizard is tied up one way or another with Fremont and the 
BR and GA in one way or another.” 

“That’s right, actually they own this hotel Mr.?” 

“Hatcher,” I replied, “Mick Hatcher.” 

“Oh yes, three sixteen.” 

“Right,” I commented.  “You have probably sixty rooms here.” 

“Sixty-six, twenty two on each floor Mr. Hatcher, eleven on each side of the hall.” 

“And you know who is registered in each one, I’m impressed.” 
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“Not all of them,” Dalton Emory replied, “only special guests that I’ve been 
instructed to pay special attention to.” 

He paused and then said, “Enjoy your breakfast Mr. Hatcher and if you need 
anything, don’t fail to ask.” 

Then he turned and walked away toward the lobby.  He hadn’t acknowledged any 
other guests and there had to be at least a couple of dozen at tables enjoying 
breakfast.  The place had filled up with visitors for Hell Dorado week. 

I must have indeed been a “special guest” and garnering a lot of attention in Big 
Lizard.  Dalton Emory knew who I was way before he asked me as he stood in 
front of me at my table.  Interesting, I concluded. 

 

 

##### 

 

   

The newspaper office door had an “OPEN” sign on it and I walked in.  An old 
fashioned bell attached to the door informed those within that someone was 
coming in. 

You could smell the overlay of printer’s ink, the cornerstone of every printing 
enterprise.  I didn’t hear any presses running but it was Monday and the next issue 
would be out on Wednesday so late tomorrow they would be cranked up and run 
into the evening or perhaps the night depending on circulation requirements of 
“The Big Lizard Epitaph”. 

Upon entering, besides the smell I was presented with a relatively small reception 
area and an elevated counter about six feet long.  There was a rack with past issues 
suspended from poles like you used to find in old libraries and a surface in front of 
the window facing the street about thirty inches deep and four feet wide where you 
could spread the copies and read them. 

There was nobody tending the counter but there was a bell with a sign that read, 
“Ring for Service”.  I rang.  
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Presently a handsome woman, probably around fifty came through a door behind 
the counter and asked, “Are you here to place an ad?” 

“Yes,” I replied.  “Will it appear in Wednesday’s paper?” 

“Sure,” she said as she pulled out a form designed to take an ad order from under 
her side of the counter and picked up a pen from a container that held several of 
them and pushed them over the counter to me.  I positioned the pad in front of me 
and picked up the pen to write the text. 

“What category?” she asked. 

“I’m not exactly sure,” I replied.  “I’m interested in investing in Big Lizard and the 
surrounding area and would like to place an ad inviting anyone interested in selling 
parcels to get in touch with me.” 

She extended her hand and put her palm over my hand holding the pen resting on 
the pad and said, “I think you had better talk to my husband the editor.” 

“How so?” 

“Let me go get him.” 

“All right ma’am,” I replied as she turned and disappeared through the door behind 
the counter which led to the production area and the press which was visible 
through a window in the door.  I really didn’t know anything about printing but the 
press appeared to be pretty imposing and looked virtually like new. 

After a few minutes a little man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties, thin and pale 
with a receding hair line and with what hair remained prematurely gray and 
somewhat askew came through the door and stepped to the counter demonstrating 
a demeanor of nervous agitation. 

“Understand you are interested in placing an ad to buy property in Big Lizard,” he 
blurted out, his eyes scanning me up and down. 

“Yes, I’m from up north and am interested in investing down here, possibly 
relocating.” 

“Look,” he said, “I can save you some money because no one in this town or out of 
it for at least twenty miles in either direction will sell you anything.” 

“Really,” I said.   
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“Yeah, really.” he replied.  “We’ll take your money and place that ad, a whole 
page if you want but it would just be a waste of your money and your time.” 

“What’s the hang up?” I asked, then continued, “I’m looking at cash purchase.  I 
can’t believe that nothing’s for sale.” 

He sighed and shook his head slowly from side to side, obviously telegraphing the 
fact that in his opinion I just didn’t get it.  The little guy wasn’t being obnoxious, 
quite the contrary.  He was trying to give me good advice but had the demeanor of 
a banty rooster on amphetamines.  

Finally, “Well, this is a closed town.  Other than outsiders coming in for Hell 
Dorado week, the powers that be don’t accommodate anyone who doesn’t live 
here.  They keep a tight lid on things.” 

“But I understood,” I interjected, “that there were plans to develop Big Lizard as a 
tourist destination and a retirement area.  Can’t very well accomplish that if no one 
is welcome here.” 

He sighed again and composed himself a bit but not a lot, then asked, “What’s your 
name?  Mine’s Gil Alston and I’m the editor and publisher of this paper.” 

“Mick Hatcher from up around Cottonwood, Verde Valley area.” 

He extended his hand across the counter to shake almost like a snake striking.  We 
shook.  He flashed a quick and nervous smile obviously trying to demonstrate an 
effort to accommodate me. 

“I’ll set you straight like I’ve been trying to set this whole town straight since that 
bunch took over years ago, the whole deal is a pile of shit.  They want 
development here like a healthy man wants a heart attack.  The whole town is fat 
dumb and happy because the Border Ranch and Grower’s Association or the BR 
and GA supplements everything but it is nothing but a fraud.” 

“How so?” 

“Any damned fool can see this place wouldn’t hardly merit a dot on the map until 
back some years ago when all at once prosperity hit for no good reason at all.  Hell 
that was in the middle of a general financial downturn and suddenly the place was 
flush with money.  Let me tell you, every business here now is either owned by the 
BR and GA or gets a monthly supplement.  If it wasn’t for that we’d be right back 
where we were ten years ago, scraping the dirt just to get along.” 
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“Well I met the mayor yesterday at the country club brunch and he seemed pretty 
positive on the town’s prospects.” 

“Oh, that buffoon.  He just spouts the company line.  He’s a paid shill.  And that 
hardware of his, if everything was on the up and up he wouldn’t be making a 
dime.” 

“He was elected by the community wasn’t he?  I assume he was elected to 
represent their views.” 

Gil Alston threw back his head and laughed out loud, almost a cackle, then laughed 
again.  He actually wiped tears from his eyes before he answered my question.  
“Elected, hell man you have to be kidding.  He was appointed, or rather anointed.  
There was no election.  They just brought him in and made him mayor, their 
mayor.” 

“And nobody objected?” 

“Hell no.  Who would object when their pockets are being lined?  Like I said, fat, 
dumb and happy.” 

“Or, ‘see no evil, hear no evil and say no evil’ I added. 

“Yeah,” Alston replied nodding affirmatively, his head bobbing up and down, “but 
come Wednesday I plan to break that sham wide open.  Be sure to read my paper 
and hold on to your money because after what I’m planning to uncover Big Lizard 
would be the last place on earth that you would want to invest.  Overnight it will be 
back to where it was ten years ago.” 

“That big huh?” I replied, then added, “You really believe that you can bring this 
whole town, this community down because of what you plan to print?” 

“This place is not only a sham, but is built and thrives on a major illegal enterprise.  
Sometimes I think that I am the only person in this whole area who can confront 
the truth.” 

“So,” I said, “why don’t you bring the authorities in if there is something illegal 
going on?” 

“I plan to, but first I plan to have my say on Wednesday.  I’m a very stubborn and 
purposeful man.” 

“That you are,” I replied.  “You’ve certainly convinced me.” 
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Then I decided to change the subject, somewhat out of curiosity.  I looked from 
side to side surveying the place and the door to the pressroom and said, “This is 
quite and operation, it must take quite a few people to get out two editions per 
week.” 

“Nope,” he replied, “just me and the wife.”  He paused, then added, “Well, we do 
have a delivery guy, nice fella and he helps run the press when we need him or the 
wife and I take a break, like for a short vacation up to Phoenix for a few days in the 
summer when the resort rates are low during the week.  On a slow news week, 
generally when it’s hot, one man can get an issue out say for Wednesday if we are 
out of town.” 

“The guy with the truck that was parked out back.” 

“Yes, he delivers our papers and has a little freight and delivery operation.  He 
lives a block away within walking distance and we let him park his truck behind 
the building.” 

I nodded and lay the pen that I had held in hand to write my ad back on the 
counter. 

“What’s your circulation?” 

“We print about four thousand issues per run.  Paid subscribers at about three 
thousand, that’s about every household in town and the surrounding area and the 
rest go out for sale at the hotels, convenience markets, the Safeway and such.” 

His crusty demeanor had softened somewhat as he spoke of his business which he 
was obviously proud of.  

That was about the time I heard gunfire up the street. 

 

 

Chapter 8/ 
“Alice get your camera, the fast draw contests have started,” Gil Alston shouted 
over his shoulder.  “We need a couple of shots for Wednesday’s issue.” 
Then he turned to me and said, “Sorry mister but we still have a paper to run and 
my wife and I not only put this thing out,” he gestured toward the newspapers on 
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the hanging racks with a skinny arm and rolled up sleeve, “but we are the reporters 
and photographers as well.” 

“Thanks for the advice and info.  I’ll check out your story Wednesday.” 

I’m not sure if he heard me because by the end of my sentence the skinny little 
disheveled guy was already through the door to the press room.  

I walked out of the office and up Main Street toward the firing and the reenactors 
who were involved in the fast draw contest. 

As I walked the few blocks toward the center of town I began to note as I had the 
previous morning the western theme of the buildings, many of which like in the 
real old western towns had high facades to make a single story wood framed and 
sided building look more imposing, as if it were two stories tall. 

As I neared the mock gun fight I passed the hardware, Riggor’s hardware which 
had a vacant lot next to the building and noted a similar façade except that it was 
only about four feet high.  The building had a flat roof behind the facade and I 
noted as I glanced at the building as I passed the vacant lot that there was a metal 
ladder permanently attached to the structure at its rear corner next to the lot that 
would allow access to the hardware’s roof from the alley.  I assumed that it was to 
make maintenance of the air conditioning and heating unit as well as maintaining 
the roof more convenient. 

Just as Monty Fremont had said at the country club the fast draw gunfight 
competitions were a rather high tech affair but still maintained the legendary old 
west showdown flavor.  

From what I had gathered from a brochure in the hotel lobby about Hell Dorado 
days and the activities, reenactors from all over the western states and as far east as 
Missouri came to Big Lizard to compete.  The fast draws were timed digitally from 
the moment the pistol cleared the holster to it being leveled and fired at the 
opponent who true to the old west faced him on Main Street at a distance of twenty 
paces or about sixty feet.  There were a ladies and mixed competitions as well.  
The total purses in all of the competitions for the week was over a hundred 
thousand dollars which accounted for the attraction of participants from almost half 
of the country. 

Obviously only blanks were used and the guns had to be contemporary to the 
nineteenth century or current replica versions.  Most were Colt 1873 Single Action 
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Armies which were the most popular and familiar because of decades of western 
movies and television.  Some of the purists competed with Colt 1951 Navy and 
1860 Army pistols or Smith and Wesson Schofields, Americans and New Model 
Threes, all of which were guns that won the west right along with the more 
recognizable 1873 Colt Single Action Army. 

There were also competitions where actual live rounds were fired at the range at 
The Big Lizard Gun Club.  Pistol and mostly Winchester and Marlin lever action 
rifle competitions were held for accuracy at varying distances, but the tourists liked 
the mock gunfights on Main Street.  The true marksmen or markspersons at the 
gun club had a small spectator following but the competition drew participants 
from all over, much as the fast draw contests did.  And, those old rifles, especially 
in the larger calibers were deadly accurate in the hands of a skilled marksman at 
well over a hundred yards without the aid of a telescopic sight. 

The Winchester 1873 model came in a variety of calibers but the 44-40 was the 
most unique and versatile.  Since the 1873 Colt Single Action Army was also 
available in 44-40, a very potent cartridge in its time, it meant that a mounted 
working cowboy or lawman had to carry only one type of ammunition for both his 
pistol and his rifle. 

I stood and watched the gunplay for about a half an hour, then walked back to my 
hotel while the reports from the pistols bounced between the buildings lining Main 
Street.  Johnnie was going to pick me up at three o’clock, not at all an unattractive 
prospect and I promised to provide beverage so I needed to go to the outskirts of 
Big Lizard and see what the wine selection at the super market included.  An hour 
later I returned with two bottles of a respectable Chardonnay. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

“The ranches are unbelievable,” I said as we passed the fifth.  “Makes my little 
place on the backwater up north seem pretty pitiful.” 

“I’m sure to the contrary that it is a reflection of the owner,” Johnnie replied. 
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“How so?”  I was interested in her description of the purely fictional micro spread 
that I purported to own as part of my cover. 

“Oh,” she mused for a bit as she drove before she answered, “I would imagine that 
it is well organized, nicely kept and visually pleasing.” 

I thought a bit before answering as we rode along in her BMW, not at all the ride 
that I would have predicted for a manager of a cowboy steakhouse, saloon and 
honkytonk in southeastern Arizona. 

Finally I said, “That’s a pretty confident statement for someone who has only 
known me for, let’s see, the lesser part of two days.” 

“Oh, I’m pretty good at sizing up,” she replied then laughed a bit. 

I laughed too, just because hers was infectious.  Then I asked, “Any other 
observations.” 

“Sure,” she replied, then continued, “you aren’t exactly what you seem to be.” 

“Does that mean that I am a phony?” 

“No, just that I sense an agenda beyond investing in Big Lizard.  I also have a 
feeling that once you check that something, whatever it is, off of your list I’ll never 
see you again.” 

“That’s a pretty dark prediction,” I replied trying to smile through the astute 
observation.  “Then I would suggest that we make the best of our time together in 
the present and leave the future to fate.” 

“I’m afraid fate has already been determined,” she replied and extended her hand 
across the center console of the car beckoning me to clasp it. 

I did, and noticed that it was very cold.  

 

 

##### 
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“I’ll bet you thought that I was a beer and brats type of gal with a pizza delivered 
when I didn’t feel like cooking.” 

“No, I watched what you selected at the brunch at the country club yesterday and 
thankfully you aren’t vegan but you eat healthy with an interesting variety of 
choices and you have impeccable table manners.” 

“My mother taught me well,” Johnnie replied, then added, “and so do you for a 
contractor and weekend cowboy from up north.” 

“Hey, when I’m out on a roundup I make a point of bringing my own chef, and by 
the way dinner was excellent.” 

“And so is the wine, many thanks.”  

We touched glasses across the small glass dining table for two, exchanged smiles 
and finished the first bottle of the two that I brought.  I went to the kitchen and 
opened the second and brought it back to the table and poured Johnnie another 
glass, then one for myself. 

“Mind if I ask you a question?” I said. 

“What did you want to know?” 

“I’m curious,” I replied.  “I wonder why you took me to the country club and 
introduced me to Monty Fremont and his associates when you knew that there was 
no way that they would let me invest in any property in or around Big Lizard?” 

She thought for several moments, took a sip of wine from her glass, sat it on the 
table in front of her and replied with her head cocked a bit to the right and her 
eyebrow lifted, “Well,” she mused, “I was hoping that at least if you met him and 
you hit it off that you might make an arm’s length investment through their Tucson 
company and that would give you a good excuse to come down here once in a 
while,” she paused, then finished, “and see me.” 

“Well,” I replied, “the highway goes two ways.  You can always come north and 
see me.” 

“I know, but I had only met you the evening before and well, I figured if you came 
back something might materialize.” 

“You want that?” I asked. 
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“I think so.” Johnnie said and dropped her eyes a bit and played with the stem of 
her wine glass rotating it a bit.  “I don’t know if I am ready.  It’s been a while.” 

I reached across the table.  She removed her hand from the glass and put it in mine 
and I said, “No pressure, let’s just see where it goes.” 

Then she volunteered, “But that wasn’t the only reason I took you out there and 
introduced you to him.” 

I smiled and nodded, encouraging her to go on. 

After a few moments she said quietly, “I just wanted to show you off.” 

‘Curious’, I thought, I’m hardly tall dark and handsome like Monty Fremont, rather 
I’m medium height, stocky and solid and pretty average looking.  I’ve been told 
though that I have great eyes.  Must be the eyes I concluded. 

As Johnnie drove me back to my hotel we rode quietly.  I realized that she was a 
vulnerable woman and that still waters were running deep even though she 
projected a tough and independent demeanor.  I also reminded myself that I had no 
business up in the Verde Valley, and that this was just part of a ruse and within 
several days I would complete my assignment and simply disappear.  Also, part of 
me wished that I wasn’t lying, that I had that little spread and that Johnnie might 
become a part of my life. 

I realized that was impossible just about the time we turned onto Main Street and 
saw the flashing lights on three police cars down the street in front of the strip mall 
where the newspaper office was located. 

 

 

Chapter 9/ 
“Johnnie, Alston shot his old lady, then offed himself.  He hung himself from those 
open rafters in the back of the building where the press is.  Plain as day, a murder 
suicide.  You probably didn’t know but they had financial troubles and the bank 
was probably going to foreclose on the property and the paper would have closed 
down.  No tenants in this entire building.”  Sheriff Rock Martin said in an offhand, 
matter of fact manner as the three of us stood in the parking area in front of the 
building while the sheriff’s vehicles lights flashed alternate colors in our faces.  A 
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crowd of bystanders stood beyond the taped off area that Johnnie had paid no heed 
to when we arrived and had approached Martin who was talking on his cell phone 
next to his SUV to see what was going on. 

After his statement about the Alstons he glanced over at me and added, “I see you 
are making friends with out of towners.  I told him yesterday to enjoy his visit to 
Big Lizard, but I didn’t expect him to take up with the boss man’s squeeze.” 

Johnnie ignored him and his comment and turned and said to me, “Mick, I think 
that we had better go.  I’ll drop you off at your hotel.” 

“You should Johnnie, go that is,” Martin said.  I’ve got to get these bodies out of 
here, the mortuary has already made one trip and is coming back for the other.  
Then we have to close this building up.  You take your friend here to his hotel and 
let me and my boys do our job, and I hope for the sake of your reputation you 
spend the night at home tonight alone.” 

During the whole interchange between Sheriff Martin and Johnnie he had not 
acknowledged my presence except in reference, and didn’t as we turned and 
walked to her car. 

She said as she turned and was pulling up in front of The Gunslinger’s Inn only a 
few blocks away, “Those poor people.  He was the local hell raiser and believe me 
this place needed some eyes opened that find it more convenient to remain closed.” 

“Like who?” I asked. 

“Pretty much everyone in this whole town and all around it.” 

“Johnnie, other than you, you are making Big Lizard seem less attractive to me all 
of the time.” 

“Well it is what it is,” she threw out that oft used and trite phrase in the absence of 
any other comment. 

She stopped the car under the portico in front of the lobby, then turned toward me. 

She continued, “Please don’t believe everything that you hear, like what Martin 
said back there.  Beyond the façade of this perfect place,” she waved her hand 
toward the Main Street and its western themed structures and the streets with 
pristine homes behind it, “there is a lot of pettiness, manipulation and just plain 
meanness if you are a single woman in a town dominated by powerful men and the 
puppets who work for them.” 
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I just nodded, and smiled, then said, “I take everything with a grain of salt and I 
had an enjoyable afternoon and evening with the exception of the last twenty 
minutes or so, but I will hold you to one thing.” 

“What’s that?” she asked. 

“You said that you would provide dessert.” 

She leaned over toward me and pulled me gently to her and gave me a long deep 
kiss, then said, “That will have to do for now.” 

“That will do just fine,” I replied, then got out of the car and walked into the hotel 
as I heard her BMW pull away behind me. 

‘No way’, I thought as I walked toward the elevators, ‘No way.’  I knew that I had 
to talk with Tommy Barton the next day, the delivery truck driver who delivered 
the newspapers and had almost run me over yesterday afternoon, but had come to 
the hotel to apologize and left me his telephone number and had spent some time 
talking to me about Big Lizard and the ranchers and growers on the border that he 
delivered to and transported packages for.   

And Johnnie, well, that was another story. 

 

 

##### 

  

   

The next morning I called Tommy Barton and left him a message in his voice mail.  
I asked him to give me a call at the hotel and leave a message if I wasn’t available 
regarding when we could get together.  I said that it was important. 

I drove down the street to the strip mall and the newspaper office.  The yellow 
police tape was still up and there was a seal on the front door and a label affixed to 
the window indicating that this was a potential crime scene under investigation and 
that no one could enter unless given permission by the sheriff’s department.  Pretty 
normal for a crime scene, but if as Rock Martin had stated, the deaths were a 
murder suicide, then there would be no need to investigate further or blocking 
access to the building.  I assumed that whatever team he had had taken the usual 
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pictures and gathered whatever evidence that led him to his conclusions the night 
before to satisfy any inquiries by family or interested parties like insurance 
companies.   

Anyway, regardless of the crime tape, early that morning, about three I had broken 
in, or rather found a window in the back of the press room that could be 
compromised quite easily and climbed through. 

Sheriff Martin and his men had done a piss poor job of securing whatever they 
were trying to secure and what I found inside was what I suspected that I might 
find given what I had been told by the now deceased publisher and editor the day 
before and everything that I had known before coming to Big Lizard, had found 
out and sensed since arriving. 

The place was a wreck.  Every drawer was wide open and all of the contents were 
all over the place.  The files were strewn everywhere.  The little office off of the 
press room where two desks sat facing each other, most probably one for Mr. 
Alton and the other for his wife were ransacked, desk pads thrown on the floor, 
drawers open and dumped just like in every other room. 

I saw blood on the concrete floor of the press room, and I assumed it was from the 
fatal wound that Alston’s wife had suffered but there was no evidence of a hanging 
by suicide.  In fact, there were no exposed rafters on the ceiling of any part of the 
press room.  The entire ceiling above the presses, indeed all of the ceiling surfaces 
above the entire floor were covered in drywall but Sheriff Rock Martin had said 
that Alston was found hanging from the rafters. 

I looked for a computer, a desk top, any type of device to store information or to 
commit it to the presses to print, any input device.  There were none to be found, 
but there had clearly been two desk tops in the office and they were gone leaving 
only a clear patch on a computer table next to each desk surrounded by dust. 

I concluded that whoever had trashed this place was looking for the same thing that 
I was, the draft of the expose that Alston had planned to print in the Wednesday 
edition. 

I gave the place a cursory once over, but concluded that what I was looking for had 
already been found or had been secreted in such a way that it had not been located 
by whoever tore this place apart. 
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As I crawled out of the window that I had entered through I concluded that by 
finding nothing I had determined something.  Alston had known something that 
someone or somebodies were willing to kill him and his wife for.  

I was betting on somebodies, somebodies that had the whole town in their pocket. 

Next I walked down Main Street and through the vacant lot to the ladder attached 
to the side of the hardware roof.  I climbed up and inspected it, walking across the 
flat surface to the four foot high parapet wall that served as a false front for the 
upper portion of the building. 

Then I climbed down, walked back to my hotel and went to bed. 

 

 

Chapter 10/ 
“They didn’t have any relatives that I know of,” Tommy Barton told me.  “In fact 
they told me that if anything happened to them I was to take care of arrangements.  
I got a notarized letter giving me permission.” 

“That’s kind of odd,” I commented, “like, did they think that they were in danger?  
They seemed kind of young to be making those kind of plans.” 

“Hey buddy, anyone who bucks the system around here is in danger.” He paused 
then asked, “Why do you give a shit anyway, and besides I’ve said more than I 
should have?” 

I thought for a few moments then answered, “Well Tommy, I had considered 
investing in some property down here and wanted to come down to have a little fun 
but get an idea what the community was like before I made a financial 
commitment.” 

“Well,” he replied, “investing in this area is a non-starter.  Unless you are in the 
‘in”, he raised his hands with fingers raised to simulate parenthesis, “crowd’ you 
couldn’t even buy a funeral plot, so I’d suggest that you just have that little bit of 
fun and head north and forget about Big Lizard.” 

“Well, maybe then I’m just curious,” I replied. 



45	  

“Well,” he said, “just curious can get a little dangerous in Big Lizard.  Most folks 
just stay uncurious.” 

“Except Gil Alston,” I said. 

“And look where it got him and his wife.” 

I waited a few moments then said, “So it sounds like you don’t think they died by 
murder suicide?” 

Tommy Barton shook his head slowly from side to side in obvious frustration, then 
finally said, “Look mister, I didn’t mean to say anything like that.  I’m sorry that I 
almost ran over you the other day but I think we got that cleared up and I got final 
arrangements to take care of for two good people.  I got to be going and I’d 
appreciate it if you didn’t call me again.” 

With that he got up and left the lobby of the hotel.  His half drank soda sat on the 
little table between our chairs. 

I answered his final request under my breath after he left saying, “Don’t count on 
it.” 

I could hear the gunfire down the street while the fast draw competitions 
continued. 

I decided to go to the steakhouse for lunch and talk with Red, the bartender, and 
stir the pot a little bit more. 

On the way I stopped at a small office supply store in the small mall where the 
Safeway was located on the outskirts of town.   

 

 

##### 

   

 

I made a point of downing three large mugs of draft before I struck up a 
conversation with Red beyond the normal courtesies and placing my order and 
asking for refills. 
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I was finishing my third and ordered a fourth when I said, “Hell of a thing that 
happened to that guy and his wife, the one who ran the newspaper.” 

“Sure was.  Guess he was depressed.  Always thought he was a head case and all; 
couldn’t leave well enough alone, ranting and raving.” 

“Yeah,” I agreed, adding a bit of a slur to my speech, which wasn’t hard 
considering I had drank three large ones.  “I was in there the afternoon before they 
found him and he was going on and on like you said.” 

Red seemed somewhat more interested in what I had to say than he had been only 
moments before.  “What did he say?” he asked as he put the fourth draft down on 
the bar. 

“Hey,” I said, just to change the subject, “is Johnnie around today?” 

“Not now, she’ll be in about four and cover the night shift, close down and count 
the receipts.” 

“She’s a hell of a good looking woman,” I offered, drooping my eyes a bit. 

“Yeah,” he replied.  “You two seemed to have hit it off.  Good luck getting 
anywhere with her.  She’s not easy, no matter what people around here think.” 

“Oh hell,” I said, “I’ve popped tougher cherries than hers in my time,” and took 
another drink from my mug. 

“So you said the newspaper guy told you something about…?” 

“He said he was coming out with a story that was going to blow this whole town 
wide open.” 

“Did he say what?” 

I fished into my jeans pocket and pulled out a little flash drive and shook it in 
Red’s face, then answered, “No, but that crazy coot went into the back and brought 
this out and gave it to me.  Said the whole story is on it.  Only problem is I haven’t 
got my lap top with me so I can’t read it and really didn’t think much about it until 
you just brought it up.  Been in my pocket since yesterday. Probably just town 
gossip.  Like you said, I think the guy probably has a few bolts loose.” 

Red seemed a little eager and extended his right hand forward toward mine that 
held the drive.  “Why don’t you just give it to me.  I can take it in the office and 
make a copy.” 
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“No, thanks,” I replied as I withdrew my hand and dropped the drive in the breast 
pocket of my shirt.  “I really don’t give a shit what’s on that thing.  I’m tired of this 
place and wouldn’t invest a dime here even if someone was interested in selling 
which isn’t a possibility with the assholes that own this town.  I might take a look 
at what’s it,” I patted my breast pocket, “when I get back home just for curiosity 
but for now I’m going back to my room and toss it in my briefcase and just get on 
with being a tourist. Got to get going.  Tab me out.  Say ‘Hi’ for me to Johnnie 
when she comes in.” 

I stood up next to my stool wobbling a bit and looked at him.  He just stared at me. 

“How about my tab,” I said a bit impatiently and managed to sway a bit more.  
“Got to get out of here Red.” 

“All right,” he finally said and turned to his terminal and printed me out a check. 

I tossed thirty bucks on the bar and said, “Keep the change.” 

I left. 

As I drove away in my imagination I could hear the beep, beep, beep of Red 
dialing his phone. 

 

 

##### 

  

 

When I got back to my hotel I had a message at the front desk, an unexpected one 
from the woman who was married to the man that I was send down here to kill.  
She wanted me to call her.  The message was in a sealed envelope with my name 
on it.  

It was about two in the afternoon when I phoned from a courtesy phone in the 
lobby. She wanted to meet with me.  She wouldn’t tell me why over the phone but 
asked me to meet her at the country club at four.  Edie Freeberg or as she was 
known now, Mayor Ben Riggor’s wife Marilee, wanted to have a sit down. Things 
were getting very interesting indeed. 
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## 

 

 

“We know who you are,” she said tentatively as a bartender walked over and 
delivered her a martini.  He asked what I would like and I said, “Thank you, but 
nothing for me.” 

After the bar tender left I turned my attention back to her.  “And so you know 
me?” I replied and shrugged matter of factly as we sat at a table on the patio of the 
country club well out of earshot of anyone sitting nearby 

She was attempting to look and sound confident but seemed to be having a hard 
time pulling it off.  She finally just blurted it out.  “Ben is willing to give it all up.  
He wants out, but he, well we, want immunity and to maintain the assets that we 
have, the ones that we can take with us,” she said rapidly and nervously. 

“So, some form of witness protection?” I said. 

“Yes,” she replied nodding her head shakily in affirmation, “you are hooked up 
with the people who can put this together.  You wouldn’t be here if it didn’t have 
something to do with what has been going on in Big Lizard.” 

“So it’s gotten too hot for the two of you and you are looking for a way out.” 

“Guess so,” her eyes dropped to the martini in front of her on the table and she 
stirred the liquid around nervously with the stick that had skewered olives on it, 
then raised her eyes to meet mine, “We never figured it would get this intense.” 

“The publisher and his wife?” 

“Not saying,” she replied, dropped her eyes again and continued stirring even more 
quickly than she had before.  I reflected on how the beautiful, confident confidence 
woman that I had known ten years ago now appeared to be a rather haggard and 
worried person who appeared to have aged twice as many years not just in the last 
ten years but literally since I had seen her Sunday with Johnnie on this very patio, 
and I couldn’t help but notice her cheek and the bruise on her upper right arm.  She 
continued, still stirring, “We’ll talk about that if we make a deal.  All I can say 
until that happens is that Big Lizard is not what it appears to be,” she paused, then 
continued, “but you wouldn’t be down here if it was.” 
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“What do you want specifically?” 

Tentatively she put her bid on the table so to speak.  Her eyes still fixed on the 
martini glass not meeting mine, “Twenty four hours to get our assets together and 
documented aliases.” 

“In other words clear out your liquid accounts and investments and transfer the 
assets to accounts under new secured identities.” 

“Exactly,” she said, then she looked up and stopped stirring though her fingers 
were still suspended trembling a bit above the glass holding the skewer. 

“And then what,” as if I didn’t know. 

“Safe passage to a final destination of our choosing, and once there we will tell you 
everything that we know.” 

“They are going to want something up front in good faith, just a little bit for me to 
even discuss a deal.” 

She knew that I would be asking for this so she didn’t hesitate, and simply said, 
“There are no drugs to speak of coming through Big Lizard.  The town is a red 
herring just to throw your people off.  We’ll tell you the rest of the story if we get a 
deal and Monty Fremont is the king pin.” 

“Will you, either of you come back and testify if necessary?” 

Marilee stirred her martini slowly again as she looked up at me, but through the 
worried and haggard look she smiled that sly and knowing smile that I remembered 
from way back when we had conspired to kill someone and replied, “If we have 
too, but we both know that if you are involved, there will never be a trial.  Things 
will just get taken care of.”  It was the first demonstration of confidence that I had 
seen since I had joined her. 

“I’ll see what I can do,” I replied, nodded and got up from the table and walked 
away with her still sitting staring at the martini that she had not taken a drink from 
yet and still stirring.   

When I got back to my hotel things were progressing faster than I had expected.  
My room was intact, nothing disturbed, except for one thing.  My briefcase was 
missing. 
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I wasn’t worried, it was simply a prop with nothing but bogus business papers 
inside and no flash drive that contained anything. 

 

 

Chapter 11/ 
Pay phones were getting harder and harder to find, what with the proliferation of 
cell phones, but I figured that there was one place in Big Lizard where I could find 
one, the RV park. 

I didn’t want to call from the hotel.  It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out 
that I was being watched, monitored and someone with a pass key had come into 
or let someone into my room that afternoon. 

I never carry a cell phone when on an assignment because what many cell phone 
users don’t know is that it can also be a tracking device whenever it is turned on 
you can literally be located or followed as long as you are within proximity to a 
tower.  Having a compromising piece of equipment on my person is not a 
worthwhile proposition in my profession especially when I am someone when 
working who does not want to be tracked or located and as careful as one might be 
having that little device in your pocket or purse is easy to take for granted.  And 
when it is turned off it is of no use anyway. 

Pay phones are ubiquitous, they can’t be traced to a specific caller.   

Sure enough, the RV park had two, right in front of the convenience market that 
catered to the folks who had brought their homes on wheels down for Hell Dorado 
Week and couldn’t get a good cell signal. 

I called my boss back in the Eastern Time Zone at home.  I told him the story about 
the mayor and his wife.  He said that for the time being I was to remain in place 
and put my basic mission on hold, in other words, not to target Ben Riggor.  He 
said to call him back tomorrow, Wednesday at noon his time and he would tell me 
how to proceed. 
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##### 

  
 
“It was my grandfather’s,” Johnnie told me as she passed the old Winchester over 
to me. 

I was at her house for breakfast the next morning after she had declared that “I can 
make better huevos rancheros than any cook in town and if you come to breakfast 
tomorrow morning I’ll prove it.” 

She had called me at my hotel from work inviting me for the next morning, 
Wednesday. 

It was nine and sunny and we had enjoyed breakfast which I had to admit was as 
good or better than at the hotel, but then I may have been bias considering the 
company.  Then she pulled out the gun. 

“You told me that you brought down an old Winchester to sell or trade at the gun 
show so I thought I would show you this one.  It was my grandfather’s.” 

It was indeed a Winchester ’73 but with brass studs driven into the stock and 
horsehair braiding wrapped around the fore stock.  It had seen a lot of use.  The 
wood was nicked and bruised and most of the finish was worn off.  The blued steel 
finish was totally gone and the bare metal showed consistent pitting on every 
exposed surface but it was handsome in its overall presentation.  A real piece of 
history obviously even if you didn’t know its story. 

“He claimed that it was at the Little Big Horn,” she said.  

Remembering that she was part Cherokee I figured that there might be substance in 
that claim except that the Cherokees didn’t take part in the battle, in fact they were 
close to a thousand miles south and west in Oklahoma at the time, having been 
forcefully relocated from their native lands in the Carolinas under Andrew 
Jackson’s administration which resulted in “The Trail of Tears”. 

But Johnnie knew her history and added, “Grandpa said that he traded it at a pow 
wow in Montana in about nineteen twenty or so from an elderly Northern 
Cheyenne who claimed that it had belonged to his father who was in the fight.” 

“It’s quite a relic,” I said, “forty four forty?” 
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“I guess, I wouldn’t be brave enough to try firing it,” Johnnie said. 

I pulled back the lever, opened the action and raised it up and looked down the 
barrel illuminated by light coming in through her kitchen window. 

“It was a shooter all right.  There is almost no bore left and a little dirty.” 

“Well,” she said, “it’s only a family heirloom. 

“If you could prove that it was part of the battle the thing would be worth a 
fortune.” 

“That would be impossible,” she replied.  “Just the stories of a couple of old men.” 

“But great stories,” I replied. 

She smiled, then she took the rifle from my hands and set it aside and said, “I think 
I’m ready to offer you desert in the proper way if you want Mr. Hatcher.” 

I left at eleven thirty feeling that I had been given a true gift. 

 

 

##### 

 

 
“Tell them that we are putting a package together.  I don’t mean ‘we’ exactly, just 
the people who can set this up,” my boss said. 

“So my primary objective is on hold,” 

“Yes,” he replied, “but the secondary is still in place until further notice.  Gather as 
much intelligence as possible to supplement whatever these people can give up if a 
deal can be made. 

I left the pay phone at the convenience market in the RV park and drove back into 
Big Lizard.   

I got there just in time to witness the Hell Dorado Week Parade with Monty 
Bucking’ Fremont, all six foot or so of him, lean, handsome and cowboy looking to 
a tee including western garb the would put Roy Rogers or Gene Autry back in the 
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thirties to shame as well as enough silver on the saddle that was on the beautiful 
horse that he was riding to fund a third world economy for at least a week. 

He was waving at the crowd.  I waved back.  He saw me but ignored me, just kept 
smiling and riding on his spurs going jingle, jangle, jingle. 

I just couldn’t get any respect around here. 

 

 

##### 

  

 
“It’s simple, I,” he paused and glanced over at his wife, then corrected himself, 
“we, just want out,” Ben Riggor told me as we sat in a rented motor home in the 
RV lot that evening.  According to him, it had been delivered from Tucson two 
days before and put it in the park.  It was the only place that he could think of in 
the entire town that wouldn’t be bugged and where we could meet after he 
recognized me at the country club. 

“Well, we’re working on it,” I replied, “but it shouldn’t be a surprise, it is going to 
take a few days even longer.” 

Ben Riggor continued, “The word is that you have a computer gismo that has the 
information that was going to be printed in the paper.” 

“I do have a flash drive.  I haven’t tried to read it,” I replied. 

“Well, I can give you more information than that editor came up with, I mean 
everything.”  I noticed that his voice was quavering a bit.  He was anxious. 

“Including how the drugs are coming in?” 

“Yes, and who is involved.” 

“Well,” I replied, “for starters, you and your wife here.” 

He shifted around a bit before answering, his eyes dropped, “All right, technically 
yes, but we were brought down here just to play a role.” 
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“And in exchange laundered money through that hardware of yours.  How much 
did you get as a commission, or rather how much did the two of you skim off, 
maybe about a million?” 

“Close, maybe a little more,” he replied honestly, but then again knowing his 
background probably not, probably closer to two. 

“And, let me see, you’re coming forward doesn’t have anything to do with 
conscience, I know your history, you know that they are on to you and that you 
know too much and you and her,” I pointed to his wife sitting quietly next to him 
staring at her hands clasped in front of her on her lap, “are going to share a similar 
fate as the publisher and his wife, the Alstons, experienced just a couple of days 
ago.” 

“We didn’t have anything to do with that,” she said quietly, wrung her hands, then 
looked away. 

“Maybe so, maybe not,” I replied, “but at the least you know who was responsible 
and were complicit, so that makes both of you accountable.” 

“Yeah, so much for the legal lesson and the morality lecture,” Ben Riggor replied 
huffily.  “I don’t give a fuck about some crack pot who stuck his nose way too 
deeply into affairs that were none of his business.  If he was unhappy he should 
have moved out of town, but we want out and we are willing to trade that 
knowledge as well as a lot more, so let’s get our cards on the table.  This is going 
to be a business deal and one way or another we’re out of this town.  If your people 
are willing to trade, we want to leave with our money.” 

“Nuff said,” I replied, “I’ll keep you up to date.”  I got up from my chair across 
from the small couch that the couple was sitting on. 

“It better be soon,” he said acting like a man with leverage, but bluffing.  He rose 
and extended his hand to shake.  I noticed that his hand was shaking.  “You’re 
scared,” I replied. 

After a pause he nodded and replied in a more sublimated tone, “Damned right.” 
He was a man under pressure.  I ignored the hand shake and turned to leave the 
RV.   

As I left I remembered something that I had noticed when I met with his wife 
Marilee the day before, there were no bruises.  Perhaps they were expertly covered 
with makeup.  If they were Ben Riggor was not only a grifter and possibly an 
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accomplice to murder but probably abused his wife as well.  Not unusual for a man 
on the verge of cracking up, or maybe that had been going on for a long time. 

 

 

Chapter 12/  
I decided on my way back to the hotel to make a stop at Riggor’s hardware.  They 
had advertised a wide selection of shooting supplies, so I bought a pound of lead 
buck shot.  Nice round lead balls.  I bought a package of zip ties as well, a roll of 
black duct tape, a one inch key ring and a length of light weight steel chain 
eighteen inches long.  

I went back to my room and took two of my socks, nice black sturdy cotton calf 
length ones and put one sock inside of the other and then filled the resulting single 
pouch with the buck shot and zip tied the socks closed about four inches from the 
top of the socks then wrapped that area with duct tape to improvise a handle.  I had 
a sap, a formable weapon in close combat. 

I took the chain and attached the keyring that I had purchased to one end of the 
chain and at the other I attached my keys that I carried on a ring including the keys 
to the truck that I was driving, my house in Sunnyslope , my vehicles there and a 
padlock on my shed behind the house.  It was quite a wad of keys. 

I pulled my shirt out of my pants and let the shirt tails hang loose.  Then I put my 
improvised sap in my right back pocket and wadded the chain and keys together 
and put them in my right front pocket with the ring at one end of the chain hanging 
out next to the pocket.   

It was definitely a tight fit and somewhat uncomfortable, but I figured that I was 
ready for what would most probably come next. 

 

 

##### 
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I had a late bite to eat at The Rosebud Saloon.  It was dusk when I went in and dark 
when I came out.  My truck was parked in front.  I got in, started it up and drove 
the few blocks down to my hotel and parked in the lot in front. 

I had just turned off the headlights, pulled the keys out of the ignition and was 
ready to open the door to get out when someone tapped on the glass of the driver’s 
side window.  I turned and saw Tommy Barton, the delivery driver.  He stepped 
back, I got out. 

“I need to talk with you,” he said. 

I nodded and stepped sideways and leaned against the bed of the truck then asked, 
“About what?” 

“First off, the Alston’s.” 

“Last time we talked you were going to make arrangements.” 

“Too late, by the time I talked to the sheriff’s department they already had been 
transported up to Benson from the mortuary here and cremated.” 

“And that bothers you,” I stated. 

“Well,” he replied, “doesn’t that seem a little, well not a little but a lot strange that 
they would be toasted and tossed within about twenty-four hours of their deaths 
under questionable circumstances?” 

“No,” I replied, “not given what we both are pretty confident is going on here.  
That would have been exactly what they would have done.” 

“Well, Johnnie Runner, she said that you came down here to help get this fucked 
up town straightened out.” 

“Let’s get something straight,” I replied firmly to make a point, “I never told 
Johnnie anything of the sort although she might have assumed that.  As far as I am 
concerned Big Lizard is a cesspool with a lot of perfume on top.  Everyone in this 
town is either corrupt or complacent…” 

He interrupted, “Or just plain scared.” 

“Okay,” I replied, “but I am just one guy and there is no way that I can turn this 
place around alone even if I wanted to,” and I noticed a figure over Tommy’s 
shoulder walk out through the front doors of the hotel and light up a cigarette, then 
turn and look at us and continued to look as we talked. 
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“Well, you aren’t alone,” he replied, “I will help and Johnnie too.” 

“Still crappy odds,” I answered.  “I know this is a western theme town, but I’m not 
the guy with the white horse and hat that came in to save it, then ride off into the 
sunset.” 

“But you aren’t an investor from up north either, not by a long shot,” he said 
shaking his head from side to side, acting somewhat irritated. 

“And you aren’t just a guy who delivers newspapers either,” I shot back. 

“What in the fuck do you mean?” 

“I mean that you were the source for Alston’s expose.  You gave him the 
information that he needed for that article, at least enough to get him curious 
enough to start snooping around and gather more.” 

Tommy didn’t say anything, he just looked down at the pavement. 

“And,” I glanced back over his shoulder at Dalton Emory, General Manager of 
hotel,  the man smoking a cigarette under the portico, “I’d be damned careful if I 
were you or get in that truck of yours and put as many miles between yourself and 
Big Lizard as possible, as quickly as possible.” 

“I’m next, I know,” he said still looking down. 

“Well don’t feel lonely, not only you but anyone else who has any form of 
knowledge about what’s happening or has happened.” 

He looked up.  “Will you help me, just me?” he asked in desperation.  It was cool 
outside but he was sweating on his forehead over his brow as it glinted in the lights 
illuminating the parking lot. 

“I already gave you my best advice,” I replied. 

“No, I want to stay and so does Johnnie.  Can’t you bring anyone in who can 
help?” 

“Hey man,” I answered, “who in the hell do you guys think that I am?” 

“That guy with the white hat on the white horse,” he answered. 

I thought for a moment, then said, “Ok, tell me everything that you know, but not 
here, not now.” 

He considered, brought his left hand up and stroked his chin. 
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“Tomorrow at noon.  I’ll have my van parked in the lot behind the newspaper 
office.  The Alstons let me store it there when I’m not making deliveries.” 

“All right,” I replied, “but no guarantees.  I still think that you better get out of here 
and Johnnie too if she knows what’s been happening.”   

He didn’t say anything immediately, then after several long seconds, “Tomorrow at 
noon,” he replied and reflexively wiped the sweat from his brow with his right shirt 
sleeve before he turned and walked away. 

Emory, the manager had finished his cigarette and walked back into the hotel, I 
figured that he had seen all that he needed to see. 

I was wondering what I was getting into.  I was just sent down here to kill a guy 
who was a real creep and that got aborted so the government could pad his nest just 
to get some information, and then just to gather intelligence and pass it on to 
whoever might do something about it, and now I was just getting in deeper.  I 
hoped that the white horse and white hat thing hadn’t gone to my head, but then 
again it was very compelling, but it could get me killed. 

But then again that could happen just stepping off a curb in Phoenix.  I decided that 
I would play it out. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

When I had left my hotel room I had put the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door 
knob, but something else as well.  I had coated it with a thin film of lotion from the 
courtesy cosmetics in the bathroom.  The room had been cleaned that afternoon so 
there would be no reason for anyone to enter my room, but then again, I was the 
guy with the missing briefcase and there was a hotel manager with a pass key who 
was extremely attentive to me, what I was doing and who I was talking to. 

I pulled out my card key as I approached my room and looked at the knob and sure 
enough the coating of lotion was smeared.   
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I pulled out my chain with the keys and I grasped the chain just ahead of the ring at 
the opposite end of the keys and held the whole wad in my right hand.  I inserted 
my key card and with my left, opened the door and entered and was confronted by 
three men wearing masks.  They were pretty big guys and they were wearing those 
rubber pull over your entire head masks but I knew who they were by their stances, 
their postures and finally the voice of the one who was standing in the middle and 
somewhat forward of the other two. 

“You know what we want.  Fork it over and then check out and get the hell out of 
here,” the guy in the middle said. 

“There’s nothing on it,” I replied.  “It was just a ruse to get you to come up here,” I 
replied as I put the keys in my left hand and the other end of the chain remained in 
my right as I clenched that fist, the chain suspended between my hands at my sides. 

“We’ll be the judge of that,” he replied, then glancing down at my hands asked, 
“What in the hell is that.” 

“Oh,” I replied, “looks like you came dressed for Halloween; no treat tonight but 
this is just a trick for you.”  And with that I flung my right arm forward and 
snapped the chain with the keys at the other end which sent them flying forward 
and nailed him right in the face with the wad of keys traveling at about sixty miles 
per hour.  He groaned and his hands instinctively flung up to his face as blood 
gushed out of the holes in the mask and he turned to his right bent over and 
lowered his head.  I had obviously broken his nose and probably busted his lips 
wide open.  I heard him say “Fuck, fuck,” muffled through a mouth filled with 
blood as he spit trying to clear it, the majority of the result further filling the mask. 

While the other two momentarily watched stunned, their leader bent over at the 
waist, blood now dripping from his mask onto the carpet, I dropped the chain and 
pulled the sap from my back pocket and fell to my knees as I swung it as hard as I 
could in a roundhouse toward the second man who stood on his leader’s left and hit 
him full force on his right knee, probably breaking it or the bone above it.  He 
buckled and fell, writhing on the floor his hand wrapped around his knee probably 
one of the most painful places in the body to sustain an impact injury which he had 
pulled up toward his chest,  He screamed in pain as he continued to cradle the 
injured leg saying “Oh Christ, oh Christ!” in desperation. 

The third guy just stood there still apparently dumbfounded just staring at his 
cohorts, his shoulders drooping while I rose, dropped the thrust myself forward on 
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my right foot, dove for the bed and pulled my Winchester out from under the 
mattress, spun around on my right knee and rose with the gun trained on them, one 
thug still standing, the other two down.  The Win’ was cocked and ready to go. 

I said to the third guy, “Now, drag your buddies out of here or this old forty four 
forty will put a hole in your gut a half inch wide.  And trust me, being gut shot is 
not a nice way to die, and I won’t give you the courtesy of putting one through 
your forehead just to put you out of your misery.” 

Still standing motionless he finally managed to nod his head as I walked from the 
bed to the door with the rifle on them the entire time and opened the door with my 
left hand, then stepped back. 

As the three finally managed to get out into the hall I said before I shut the door, 
“And by the way, I want my brief case back.  Leave it at the front desk tomorrow 
or I’ll come looking for it.” 

“You are a dead man,” the leader managed to say through a mouth filled with 
blood in a muffled voice through a mask now completely soaked with blood, his 
shirt below it soaked in crimson from the chest up. 

“You first,” I replied.  “Have a good night,” and I took the flash drive out of my 
pocket and tossed it out in the carpet on the floor between the three of them.  

Then I slammed the door, leaving the three of them, one with a broken knee cap or 
femur in the hall and the guy who was in the middle a bloody mess and the third 
guy trying to help them along down the hall.  I’m not sure when they would take 
those stupid masks off but it was a cinch that they wouldn’t be leaving through the 
lobby and the front entrance.  Strictly a back door exit. 

I waited about twenty minutes, then called the sheriff’s office to report the incident 
and request an investigation.  Since the guy in the middle, the one who now had a 
broken nose and a badly bruised face was Sheriff Rock Martin and the other two 
his deputies who I remembered from the other night at the newspaper office, it 
would be interesting to see who showed up to take my statement and file a report. 

No surprise, nobody did. 

I tried to compose myself while I sat at the desk after making the call, the adrenalin 
was wearing off.  I’m human, I was shaking a bit.  This was serious stuff. 
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I had brought the Winchester up to my room from my truck following the 
disappearance of my briefcase and put it under the mattress.  I figured that when 
they took the briefcase they had also checked around the room, including under the 
mattress for where the flash drive may have been hidden.  Conversely, when they 
came the second time they probably wouldn’t check under the mattress again, so 
that was where I stashed the old forty four forty.   

 

 

Chapter 13/ 
It was Thursday and I met Johnnie at the rodeo arena at nine in the morning.  She 
was dressed western with tight boot cut jeans and cowgirl boots with rather 
distinctive heels.  When we walked over the concrete to the ticket booth to buy our 
tickets I noticed that they clicked.   

“You have steel taps on your heels,” I said. 

“Oh,” she replied, “I like the way that they sound.  People know that there is 
nothing but trouble coming.” 

“I’ll buy that,” I replied. 

The main event was to be tonight and through the day were preliminaries.  Some 
rodeo television channel would be taping the finals that evening and the highlights 
of the preliminaries throughout the day. 

I was wearing my usual get up complete with my Cardinals baseball cap as we 
strode around the grounds then sat up in the stands for a while. 

“I wish that I didn’t have to go to work and we could go over to my place after a 
nice lunch,’ Johnnie said. 

“Me too,” I replied, “but we both have business to take care of.” 

That was all that we said as we sat body to body in the stands holding hands. 

 

 

##### 
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“You told me when we first had a conversation in the hotel lobby that besides 
delivering newspapers you also made deliveries to the ranches and farms along the 
border, and that you picked up packages and freight that was to be shipped out of 
the area.” 

“Yes,” Tommy responded as we sat in the cab of his van behind the vacant 
newspaper office and the adjacent spaces in the strip mall. 

“And obviously you noticed things that were unusual about those deliveries and 
freight going out that you passed along to the Gil Alston.” 

“True,” he replied, then added, “Now I wish that I hadn’t.” 

“Well, if you want me to help, you have to tell me the whole story.” 

“From the beginning?” 

“From as far back as it makes a difference,” I replied. 

He settled back in the driver’s seat, kind of sighed and finally began. 

“Big Lizard wasn’t but a dusty little old border town back about seven years ago, 
not many houses except some old prefabs and trailers.  The only people making 
any reasonable money were the ranchers and farmers, they were doing pretty well 
considering.  The rest of us scratched for what we could get just doing business 
with them to get by.  Don’t get me wrong, they, the ranchers and growers weren’t 
fat cats by any means, just doing business like their families had for three or four 
generations going back into the eighteen hundreds when this area was first settled.  
Their families put up with Apache raids, Mexican bandits coming over the border, 
cattle rustlers who drove parts of herds down over the border, droughts, and what 
all.  All of those families had a lot of grit and love of the land and they still do to 
this day.” 

“Then things changed,” I encouraged. 

Tommy nodded, “Like I said, about ten years ago money began to flow.  Cash 
money.  The BR and GA had been established long ago and even before the money 
started to come in big time they would do what they could for the community like 
new uniforms and equipment for the high school sports teams, sprucing up the 



63	  

town as best they could, donations to the churches and civic organizations and 
such.  You had to hand it to them, they did support the community as best they 
could.” 

He paused, then continued, “But ten years ago like I said all of that changed.  The 
BR and GA had a town meeting and said they had big plans and would fund it.  
Big Lizard would prosper in a new way, become a tourist attraction and retirement 
destination.  That began two years of a complete renovation.  The main street was 
constructed like an old western town with new fronts put on the existing 
businesses.  They built new housing that flanked Main Street by two blocks to the 
north and south.  All at once we got a country club and a gun club with shooting 
range.  It was like manna from heaven and everyone in Big Lizard got a piece of 
the pie.  Every business got a subsidy and the new housing was offered at 
extremely reasonable rent rates or available for purchase at the cost of construction 
and land which was nominal.” 

“So,” I interjected, “didn’t anyone think this was all very strange.” 

“Sure, quietly,” he replied.  “Nobody wanted to kill the goose that laid the golden 
eggs though.  Besides, the few who asked too many questions were quickly made 
unwelcome.  If they owned a business, the BR and GA stopped doing business 
with them and stopped their subsidy.  In kind, even the community shunned them 
both socially and business wise.  Eventually they all left Big Lizard except for a 
few hangers on.” 

“Like Gil Alston and his wife?” 

“Yes, and the BR and GA did everything that they could to make them leave.  That 
little strip center they owned was once full of tenants but once the association put 
the press on they all moved out.” 

“Now I heard that they were having financial problems and that was the reason, it 
was speculated, that they executed a murder suicide pact.” 

“Bull shit,” Tommy replied.  “Oh sure, the strip mall was vacant, but everyone 
read the paper just because it took on everything that all the people around here 
speculated about but wouldn’t say out loud.  And money, they weren’t broke by 
any means.” 

“How so?” I asked. 
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“Gil had inherited a sizable estate and they were very comfortable.  He could have 
had some free non subscription community rag in say Tucson or Phoenix, but in 
Big Lizard, “The Epitaph” was kind of like “The New York Times” in New York.  
Hey at two bucks an issue it wasn’t cheap but everyone bought it.  Yeah, maybe 
the business just broke even but they had enough money in the bank so to speak to 
carry them through and then some, almost two million.” 

“How do you know that for sure?” 

“Because, they have no immediate family on either side.  No kids.  I am the heir to 
their entire estate because I have been with them since they came down here and 
started the paper, even delivered for free for them before they came into money to 
make sure they could survive.  At any rate, they provided me with semi-annual 
statements regarding their investments and assets should their will ever go to 
probate.” 

“Like now,” I concluded. 

“Yes, like now,” he agreed his voice trailing off. 

“Sounds like you have it made,” I said with a note of irony. 

He lowered his head pensively and said after a few moments said solemnly, “I’m 
afraid that their misfortune was my gain.” 

 

 

##### 

 

  

“So what did you see that got Alston interested, interested enough to finally write 
the expose that he told me about?” 

“Well, I told him that on a regular basis I was called and asked to take packages to 
Tucson.” 

“What was so unusual about that?” I asked. 

“Nothing I suppose, but as you know there are fourteen ranchers and growers with 
tens of thousands of acres along the border and over the course of a year I had 
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picked up at least a dozen of these packages, or rather boxes from three of them.  
They were all alike.  Same size, about three feet square and all to be delivered to 
the same address in Tucson.” 

“So what was so unusual about that?” I asked the same question again. 

“Well, they were kind of odd in a way.” 

“How so?”  

“For as big as they were, they were light as a feather.  Then one day on the way up 
there one corner accidently got ripped open on one of the boxes.” 

“Accidently?” I responded skeptically. 

“Accidently, I swear.  I’m a bonded freight handler.  I could lose my bond if I 
tampered with anything.  No, I, unless it is a rush job usually wait until I have a 
van full of shipments that are going to Tucson before I make a trip up there.  I 
charge a low priority rate and the customer knows that it may be up to ten days 
before they are delivered.  The time the box corner broke open the van was packed 
tight and when I opened the back door that box tumbled out and hit the pavement 
just right on its corner and broke open.” 

“What was inside?” 

“Fabric,” Tommy replied, “orange and green fabric, slick and shiny” 

“So you told Alston about it.” 

“Yeah, I told him because he was always interested in anything that involved the 
BR and GA bunch.” 

“Where were you delivering boxes to up there?” 

“A place called Militia Supply on Speedway.  I know after World War Two there 
were a lot of places around like that, my grandfather used to get camping and 
hunting supplies from stores like that in Phoenix like Yellow Front.  I didn’t know 
that any were still around.  They used to call them army surplus stores.  You know, 
canteens, boots, surplus ammunition, tents, cots and such, some new, some used.  
Some actual military and some just look alike knockoffs made in Japan then, 
China, probably India now.”  

“What did Alston say when you told him about the box that opened and the other 
ones like it that you delivered?” 
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“Not a lot.  He just said that it was interesting, which was unusual for him because 
he was talking all of the time when he wasn’t ranting and raving.  But I did notice 
one thing because I was delivering papers for them and had my truck parked 
behind their building so I was in and out of there a lot.” 

“What was that?” 

“Well he was gone a lot.  I asked Sandy his wife and she said he was out scouting 
around for a story, a big story.” 

 

 

Chapter 14/ 
I told Tommy to be careful, but before leaving the van I asked him if he knew 
where the draft of the article might be that Alston had written.  He said that 
everything that they wrote was on their P C’s. 

“Well, they are gone,” I said. 

“I know,” he replied wryly, “funny how that happened.” 

“It certainly is,” I nodded in affirmation.  “Say do you have keys to the place?”  I 
pointed across the rear lot to the building. 

“Sure.” 

“Would you mind letting me in for a few minutes?” 

“No, I wouldn’t.” 

We went in and I jotted down some information on a piece of notepaper that was 
on one of the desks in the office that had been trashed, put the paper in my pocket, 
thanked Tommy, then left. 

It was a little after one.  I figured that I could be in Tucson a little after three. 

 

 

##### 
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I had driven about twenty miles when I passed a county sheriff’s car parked next to 
the road. 

Next thing I knew he flicked on his lights and started from the shoulder onto the 
highway’s pavement then accelerated.  That’s when I heard his siren. 

I slowed and pulled to the side hoping that he would pass having been called to 
somewhere down the way, but no such luck.  He pulled up behind me and 
motioned me to pull to the shoulder of the road and stop. 

I asked what the problem was but he simply asked for the usual documents.  He 
checked out my driver’s license and registration, then walked back to his vehicle. 

I could see him through my rear view mirror talking on his radio.  After about ten 
minutes he returned to my car and handed me my documents. 

“Is there a problem officer?” I asked as I took my license and registration back in 
hand. 

“I’ve been asked to escort you back to Big Lizard.  You reported an assault in your 
hotel room and the sheriff’s office there said that they are holding suspects and 
need you to identify them.” 

“Look officer,” I mildly protested, “I have business in Tucson, besides they were 
wearing full face masks.  I couldn’t identify any of them.  Can’t this wait until I get 
back later this evening or tomorrow?” 

“Not for me to determine sir.  I’ve been told to escort you back and if you refuse to 
take you into custody as a material witness.  Now you can follow me back or leave 
your truck here and ride in the back of my car under custody.  Take your pick.” 

“Not much of a choice,” I replied, knowing that my ass would be grass the minute 
that I entered the Big Lizard sheriff’s office. 

 

 

##### 
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I was sitting in an interview room, well the only interview room since the Big 
Lizard sheriff’s department was a rather modest affair with a force of only twelve 
as best I could figure.  Three per patrol shift rotating and a desk officer holding 
down the fort.  He had escorted me after being turned over by the county sheriff to 
the interview room and politely asked me if I wanted a bottle of water or a coffee.  
I passed on both, then he left and locked the door. 

I sat there for almost three hours. 

Finally Sheriff Rock Martin walked in.  His face was one big black and blue, his 
upper lip was stitched and swollen and his nose had some kind of splint covered 
with a bandage that was obviously designed to try to straighten it out.  I noticed 
one of his front teeth was chipped as well.” 

I knew that I was in trouble so I decided to go for broke anyway. 

“Walk into a door Sheriff?  That, your face, looks like it really hurts.” 

He just grunted and tossed down a handful of papers that he had carried in on the 
table between where I was sitting and the chair that he was standing behind. 

“Michael Hatcher, or whoever you really are,” he began, then continued, “we want 
you out of Big Lizard.” 

“I was told I was brought here to identify the men who accosted me in my room at 
the hotel,” I replied in the most naïve manner that I could muster.  Actually I 
couldn’t resist a bit of a smart ass smile. 

“You know,” he said ignoring me, leaning over the chair and shuffling through the 
papers on the desk avoiding looking at me, “we did quite a bit of checking on 
you.” 

“Is that a courtesy that you extend to everyone who is new in town?  You must be 
awfully busy with the Hell Dorado Week and all.  Lots of people.” 

“No,” he replied, “not everyone.  Only those who are a potential nuisance, like 
people who aren’t who they purport themselves to be, people like you.” 

“I’m not sure what you are talking about, last time I checked I was me.” 

“Well, you certainly aren’t Michael or Mick Hatcher.  We called all over the Verde 
Valley, Cottonwood and the Sedona area, even Prescott Valley and nobody has 
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ever heard of you or any construction business or any property listed in that name.  
There’s no verification of identification for you in the state or county records and 
your fingerprints aren’t in any database either. ” 

“Must be a mistake,” I replied. 

“No mistake,” he said leaning over the table toward me.  “You came down here 
and stuck your nose in community business, business that you have no interest in.  
We don’t know who you really are, or why you came but we want you to get the 
fuck out of our town.” 

“You know Sheriff,” I said, “that must have been a pretty heavy door to mess up 
your face that bad.” 

I figured that would blow a fuse but he remained composed, after a few moments 
he rose from the table, walked to the door and called for an officer. 

Presently a deputy entered.  He had a bottle and a wash cloth in his hand.  He 
walked around behind me and stood behind my chair.  I could hear a screw top 
being undone, then a waft of a pungent odor. 

“Hatcher, or whoever you are, this is Deputy Favor.  Normally he would read you 
your rights but I will instead,” he paused, then continued, “Mr. Michael Hatcher, 
you have no rights in Big Lizard.” 

The Sheriff lunged forward over the desk, grasped my shoulders and pushed them 
back hard against the chair that was bolted to the floor. 

That was when I felt my head being jerked back by the deputy’s hand under my 
chin and the wash cloth covering my nose and mouth, then the world began to spin, 
my ears began to echo, and a black hole materialized before my eyes that got 
bigger and bigger then finally enveloped me. 

 

 

##### 
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I was in and out but everything was a blur, surreal and I couldn’t move from my 
waist up other than my head which kept flopping from side to side when I 
attempted to move it.  I would try to struggle but ultimately fall back into darkness.  
In moments of relative lucidity I tried to determine where I was but all was black 
and there was a chill in the air and a fresh damp smell.  I knew that I was out of 
doors, but I had no concept of where, then I would pass out again. 

“Hey buddy,” I heard the voice say and felt my chin being shaken from side to 
side, “Hey buddy, wake up.” 

I tried to open my eyes, a seemingly monumental task but finally I succeeded as I 
groaned while he kept moving my head, then began patting my cheeks.  Through 
the fog in my brain I could see the sky and the horizon.  It was the beginning of 
daylight and yet I still couldn’t move.” 

“I’ll untie you,” the voice said.  “You must have really tied one on and I’m not sure 
what kind of friends you hang around with but if this is their idea of a practical 
joke, you need to change your social circle.” 

“Huh,” I replied slurring, “what’s going on?” 

“Well,” the voice replied, “you are tied to a four by four post, bound from your 
chest down to your belt by ropes.  I’ll untie you but I need to be sure that you can 
stand if I do.” 

My senses were becoming more acute, more reliable and I could smell the odor of 
alcohol, whisky. 

“Where am I?” I slurred trying with difficulty to keep my eyes open.  My head still 
bobbing a bit. 

“You are on the Big Lizard Gun Club range, tied to a post out here on the range 
and you smell like cheap Kentucky Bourbon.  Now you think you can stand on 
your own if I undo these ropes?” 

My legs were a little bit rubbery when I flexed my muscles, but I replied, “I’ll try.” 

As he was unlashing me he commented, “Hell Dorado Week; we get all kinds of 
mischief and pranks, but this takes the cake.” 

He untied me and when the ropes slackened I fell to the ground. 
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An hour later I was in his office finishing my second cup of coffee and finally in 
control of most of my faculties. 

He told me when I was up to it that he would take me back to my hotel but he had 
to be back by eight because the black powder pistol competitions were to begin at 
nine.  I looked at the clock, it was seven; I said that I was ready to go. 

“Oh, before you go, your friends had a sign hung around your neck.  I took it off 
before I woke you up and untied you.” 

He handed me a makeshift foam core sign suspended by a string tied to each end at 
the top.  It read in a broad black Sharpie script “#1 Target in Big Lizard”.  

 

 

Chapter 15/ 
Back at The Gun Slinger’s Inn I fell into my bed.  I was exhausted even though I 
had been out for at least ten hours, but it wasn’t real sleep. 
However before I fell asleep, I wondered just one thing; why didn’t they just kill 
me?  It would have been easy.  If not that, why wasn’t I beat up.  Other than being 
chemically knocked out and lashed to a post I was intact, even my clothing was 
hardly messed up.  Based on what I had done to the sheriff and one of his deputies, 
serious bodily harm, they could have exacted more, even terminal revenge. 

But they didn’t and there had to be a reason.  It would have been easy to pull off 
since I was just someone visiting town, if I disappeared, it would be assumed that I 
simply went home.  And Sheriff Rock Martin had indicated that my cover had been 
broken, so there was nobody up in the Verde Valley or the area around there who 
would miss me if they did me in and buried me in that wide expanse that 
surrounded Big Lizard for literally hundreds of miles. 

I put that question, why I was still alive or not severely beaten, in the back of my 
head as something that needed to be answered. 

I called for a wake up at eleven.  I wanted to go down town to watch the mock gun 
fight between the local rivals Monty Bucking’ Fremont and the Mayor, Ben 
Riggor, the guy who was going to rat out the local conspiracy if the government 
could cut him the right deal. 
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The main reason I wanted to watch was because this was the scenario where I had 
planned to dispatch the mayor, my original objective, which had been called off.  I 
had planned to shoot the mayor from the roof top of the hardware with my old 
Winchester at the exact moment that the guns went off during the mock shoot out, 
but now I would only be a spectator. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

I woke up feeling somewhat worse than when I went to sleep but managed to shake 
off the cobwebs after a long shower and save for a dull headache I was pretty 
intact.  At about a quarter until noon I strode out of the hotel and up the street.  It 
was a very warm, late summer afternoon with the sun shining almost perfectly 
brightly overhead. 

The site was literally packed.  Probably everyone in Big Lizard, I estimated, must 
have come out to see the two rivals have their mock showdown on Main Street, not 
to mention the tourist spectators. 

I was standing beneath the corrugated metal roof overhanging the elevated plank 
sidewalk in front of the hardware while the president of the Rotary Club, who had 
encouraged the two rivals to compete in this event was announcing and touting the 
benefits to the community of his organization and whipping them up for the 
showdown. 

The two rivals, Monty Buckin’ Fremont and the mayor stood in western garb 
twenty five paces apart, legs spread, hands at their sides ready to draw at twelve 
sharp.  The fastest would win the contest. 

Fremont looked the part of the gunslinger who ruled the town with the big iron on 
his hip, a nickel plated black powder Colt 44-40 that he had told me about at the 
country club several days before.  He was dressed all in black and stood tall and 
handsome like the rodeo star that he had once been and the guy who had led the 
parade and waved to the crowd.  The mayor, in contrast was short and fleshy and 
his outfit matched his persona.  I had known him as Teddy Freeberg, a dumpy 
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grifter out of Boston, a con artist and couldn’t quite think of him in any other way, 
about as amoral as you would find a human being as long as there was a dishonest 
buck to be made and he was setting up the government even as we spoke to cash in 
for being an informer. 

The president of the Rotary Club was standing on an elevated stage on the street 
next to a big clock that was ticking down the seconds until high noon when the two 
men would draw. 

“Ten, nine, eight,” he began the countdown and finally he got to “one” and a bell 
rung at precisely noon and the two men drew and fired.  The two reports were 
almost simultaneous and I have to admit the mayor was faster than I thought he 
would be. 

Something else I sensed as they fired, the metal roof over the porch above me 
shuddered as if a loud noise, a sonic wave had cracked above it. 

Then I saw the mayor, Ben Rigor go down. 

At first the crowd laughed thinking it was part of the show, until a broad red stain 
began to soak his shirt just above his abdomen and he began to convulse on the 
pavement. 

By the time the president of the Rotary Club jumped from the stage and ran to the 
mayor, Ben Riggor or rather Teddy Freeberg was dead, laying spread eagle on his 
back on Main Street his severed aorta having pumped the life out of him in the last 
few moments of his existence. 

Monty Fremont just stood, still in his gunfighter’s stance, apparently dumbfounded 
with his Colt hanging in his right hand still smoking from the barrel. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

The crowd was gasping, rumbling and talking all at once and true to form, anyone 
with a camera were crowding forward to the margins of the group to get a picture 
of the corpse sprawled in the street. 
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The sheriff’s deputies who were spectating and available as security if needed 
before the shootout immediately took control to keep the crowd at bay.  One of the 
deputies got on the stage and took the mike and commanded the crowd to disburse, 
which few if any heeded.  Then the rest of the deputies formed a perimeter around 
the crime scene and maintained order as best they could.  The deputy who had 
taken the stage took his radio from his belt once a semblance of order was restored 
and spoke into it. 

A few minutes later Rock Martin came down from the direction of the station, 
looking pretty much the same way that he had the day before when I got picked up.  
That really must have been a hell of a heavy door that hit him in the face, I 
thought.  Obviously he had forgone attending the shootout due to his appearance 
but had to come when he was called regarding the situation.   

He talked briefly with the deputy, looked at the mayor’s body, then walked the 
twenty five paces to Monty Fremont, said a few words to him, and Fremont handed 
him his Colt. 

I turned and walked away, there was nothing more to see here.  I was more 
interested in what I had heard, that shudder above me on the metal roof when the 
shots rang out. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

I walked the few blocks to the police station to retrieve my red Ford F-150.  My 
keys as well as everything else on my person when the sheriff had me hauled in 
were still in my pockets when the range master had untied me. 

There sat my truck, just where I had parked it the afternoon before when I was 
escorted back to Big Lizard by the county sheriff’s deputy.  I thought they might 
have at least broken a window or two or cracked the windshield blaming it on 
vandalism yet it was totally intact, just as I had left it. 

The sheriff and his deputies didn’t seem at all like the forgiving types but then 
again their office was in reasonable proximity to the local churches and maybe the 
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aura of charity and good will had enveloped the sheriff’s department and had taken 
hold. 

I sincerely doubted it. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

The phone call was made as quickly as I could drive to the RV park. 

“Dead, dead,” my boss said. 

“As a doornail,” I replied. 

“Will his wife still go along with the program?” 

“I think so, but I haven’t had an opportunity to talk with her.  It just happened.” 

“Well, find out and if she still is get account numbers.  I can begin to arrange 
transfers of their, or rather I guess her assets pending a tentative agreement.  Our 
federal cohorts want to wrap this up quickly so put the press on.” 

“I will,” I replied, “but one other thing.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Things are getting pretty heated down here and I need some clean personal 
ordinance.  High caliber, hand held and it doesn’t have to be quiet.  I need to pick it 
up in Tucson at the bus station if it can be done by Monday afternoon at the latest.” 

“Jesus Bakoda, you don’t asked for much.” 

“Hey,” I was irritated now, “my ass is already on the line down here.  They’ve got 
me once and I can’t figure out how I got out of it alive, but I’m not counting on 
getting lucky a second time.  This whole deal is really funky and I have literally 
been labeled as a target.” 

“All right,” he said with some exasperation in his voice, “I’ll see what I can do.  
I’ll contact the west coast armorer and see, well,” he sighed in desperation, “I’ll 
see.” 
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“Thanks,” I replied in conciliation.  “I’ll work on the other thing until you find 
out.” 

“Call me at seven your time in the morning and I’ll have an answer.” 

“Good,” I replied and hung up, pulled a slip of paper out of my shirt pocket and 
made another call. 

I drove back and parked in the lot at the hotel.  I hadn’t had a message from 
Johnnie, even though I had disappeared for almost a day.  I tried to call her cell but 
got no answer.  I left a message.  Then I called the steakhouse and Red told me that 
she had taken part of the day off but was planning to come in to work later in the 
afternoon.  I asked him to tell her that I would probably stop by for dinner about 
eight or maybe nine. 

After I made the calls I took a couple of aspirin for my headache and simply 
crashed for several hours, trying to catch up on my sleep. 

At dusk, just before I drove to the steakhouse I walked down to the hardware that 
was closed and climbed up on the roof and had a look around with a flashlight that 
I had in my truck.  

Then I climbed down, went back to the hotel, got in my truck and drove to the 
steakhouse. 

 

 

Chapter 16/ 
“You know the sheriff is holding our boss, Monty, on a pending charge of man 
slaughter.  I’ve even heard that he might be pressing with the county attorney for 
first degree murder.” 
“Johnnie, it was a mock fight, I doubt that either man even aimed at the other 
before they fired.” 

“Damn it Mick, Monty could have hit him dead on.  He’s won the fast draw on 
target competitions with live ammunition three years running during Hell Dorado 
Week out at the range at twenty five yards including this year, besides, there were 
literally a couple of hundred witnesses that saw him do it.  The only question is, 
was it an accident or intentional?  What else could it have been?” 
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I kept my mouth shut and just nodded my head. 

“Besides,” Johnnie replied with a snicker, “it couldn’t have happened to a nicer 
guy.” 

“Which one?” I asked, picking up on the irony and her guile. 

“Both of them,” she replied.  “They deserve whatever one of them got and the 
other is going to get.” 

I didn’t say any more.  She was busy managing the place and other than our short 
and terse conversation she seemed preoccupied.  At any rate I had finished my 
dinner and had to get up early to make a call and set up a table at the gun show 
which was one of my pretenses for coming to Big Lizard in the first place. 

I was walking out in the parking lot toward my pickup and was about to get in 
when a black Lexus drove up and stopped right behind me.  A woman got out, it 
was the grieving widow Marilee Riggor.  She approached me. 

“I’m sorry about your loss today,” I said. 

“I appreciate that,” she replied quickly without emotion, “but I just want you to 
know that I still am willing to go through with the plans that we had.  About Ben, 
well we told you in the RV park that we were both concerned for our safety.” 

“Then we need to talk, I need some information to get the ball rolling as long as 
you are still willing to go along with things.” 

“Get in my car.  We can go to my house and I’ll bring you back.” 

A little over an hour later I was back in the parking lot.  Got in my truck and drove 
back to The Gun Slinger’s Inn.  Edie Freeberg’s plans had changed somewhat 
which was interesting considering that her husband had just been shot dead just 
eleven or so hours before and as we sat talking in her house I noticed that the 
bruises I had noticed before had reappeared.  I couldn’t help but look at them 
closely without being too obvious. 

I don’t require a lot of sleep just four to six hours, unless I’ve been drugged and 
tied to a post on a firing range, so about midnight thirty I was still up when my 
phone rang.  It was Johnnie. 



78	  

“Mick, I apologize for being so short with you this evening.  All in all it’s been a 
very trying day.  I’d like to make it up to you if you would come over to my place.  
I know it’s late but I would like to be with you tonight.  I need that.” 

“I will,” I replied. 

“Bring your toothbrush,” she replied, not being coy or cute, just matter of factly. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

“We have a problem sir, up on the border.” 

“It must be a substantial problem for you to come to me.” 

“It’s been festering for quite a while.  I thought it would resolve itself through 
negotiation before I had to come to you, but it has not.” 

“You are good at resolving issues such as this or I wouldn’t have you taking care 
of that part of the business.  What problem do you need me for?” 

“The caballeros in that little border town.  We’ve delivered five times in the last 
three months and they’ve never paid.” 

“We’ve been doing business with them for a long time, we offer liberal terms and 
no problems.  They have always paid on time.  Why now?” 

“No idea.” 

“How much are they into us for?” 

“Almost five million US.  I know that they turn it over pretty efficiently and have a 
substantial reserve but their jefe, our contact for years has not responded to any of 
our inquiries regarding payment.” 

“And Eduardo, you come to me seeking permission?” 

“As a last resort of course.” 
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After thinking for a few minutes while his business manager waited he finally 
responded, “Give them one more week, maybe two, then you have permission to 
go over the border and take care of them all like we would do down here.” 

“I will do as you suggest.  I’m sorry that it has gone this far.” 

He waved his hand dismissively “All part of doing business.  Not an overly 
troubling issue but it must be addressed.  Just because we have had a good business 
relationship for these many years we can’t allow any group to take liberties.  It 
would be a minor setback to lose their business but it would send a message to 
those in El Norte that they are not immune to our justice.” 

The manager nodded, turned and left the opulent office in Sinaloa State, Mexico. 

He had permission. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

At six thirty I left Johnnie’s house.  I had asked for a favor, just one thing.  I 
carried her grandfather’s Winchester 44-40, the one supposedly used at the Little 
Big Horn.  I told her that it would attract attention at the gun show at my table and 
help me to get a decent offer for the Winchester ’73 that I was hoping to sell. 

She was reluctant at first, but finally agreed. 

I was hoping to get attention by having the gun, but not from the hundreds of 
people that would be attending the show.  I was counting on only one.  It was a 
long shot, but if you don’t pull the trigger you won’t hit the target. 

I inspected it in my truck and found that it was in pristine condition having recently 
been cleaned and the mechanism taken down and oiled. 

I drove to the RV park and called my boss.  He told me that I would have a key to 
a locker delivered to my hotel early Monday morning and the locker would be 
located in the bus station in Tucson.  The delivery that I had requested would be 
there. 
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I gave him the account numbers that Marilee Riggor had given me and told him 
where the assets should be transferred.  After some explanation he agreed, and 
after that he said, “We’ll take care of that and you do what you have to do.” 

I left the RV park, went back to my hotel, showered and changed clothes.  It was 
after eight when I left but before I went to the gun show to set up, I stopped by the 
hardware that opened at eight.  I bought a spade, a shovel, a pick, and a heavy duty 
canvas tarp and stowed them in the crew cab area of my pickup.  A black wreath 
was affixed to the front door in true old west fashion to indicate mourning for the 
death of the owner, Mayor Ben Riggor, but the business was open; Marilee Riggor 
wouldn’t miss making an extra buck to the very end to take with her. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

The show was well attended and I sat behind my table with my lone item, my 
Winchester on the table with a sign that said “Private Sale” on the table in front of 
it.  It generated some passing interest but no serious offers, I had purposely put a 
price on it well over market so that it wouldn’t sell. 

Johnnie’s old rifle was laying at my feet on the floor in a vintage scabbard that was 
decorated in the same American Indian motif as would be appropriate to the 
vintage of the weapon.  It may have been original, maybe not but I had wiped the 
weapon down and slipped it into the scabbard and there it lay all morning and 
afternoon at my feet as I sat in my chair and waited for that one person that I hoped 
would attend the show.  When the doors closed at five, he had been a no show. 
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Chapter 17 
“Any luck selling your old Winchester?” Johnnie asked.  I met her at the 
steakhouse after I left the gun show.  She was working until midnight just like the 
night before.  As on Friday evening the place was packed with tourist’s whooping 
it up as Hell Dorado Week drew to a close. 
“No sale.  It’s a true collector piece and even though I am willing to do a little 
haggling, I’m looking for a pretty dear price.” 

“Well my old gun evidently didn’t help much.” 

“I’m counting on tomorrow, if things go well it will definitely help tomorrow.” 

“Well, I hope to be out of here by midnight.  The crew can close like last night.  
You want to grab that traveling toothbrush and meet me at my place about twelve 
thirty?” 

I told her that I would, then asked if I could use the house phone in her office.  She 
agreed and while I made a call she made the rounds to be sure everything in the bar 
and restaurant was under control and that the entertainment was setting up for the 
evening. 

I called Tommy Barton and asked him if we could meet for a few minutes.  He 
suggested The Rosebud Saloon.  I told him that I would be in a booth having 
dinner if he could meet me in an hour.  He agreed. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

“Did you ever work with Gil Alston on the press Tommy?” 

“Oh sure,” he answered, “when they did a run I’d help bundling before I made 
deliveries to the convenience stores, restaurants, hotels, and whatever.  I also 
banded the papers for individual residential deliveries that I made.” 

“Did you ever learn how to actually set the press up for a run?” 
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“No, that was Mr. Alston and his wife’s specialty.  I was just down on the 
receiving end after the run started.” 

“Well, are you computer literate?  I mean do you have a PC or lap top that you can 
download information on.” 

“Sure,” he replied, then asked, “doesn’t everyone?” 

“Well, Tommy, I don’t have one handy and the hotel has a business center with a 
terminal that I could use but I don’t trust that anything that I would do there would 
be private.” 

“What do you need Mick?” 

“Well, I called the help number for that printer.  I took the make and model off of 
the press when you let me in the other day.  They told me that model is 
programmed and has a memory where all of the information to be printed for any 
given issue can be stored and archived after the run.  I figure there is a good chance 
that the article that Gil Alston was writing was input directly into that press from 
his desk top to be printed the following morning and is still in there.  I want you to 
download the user’s manual and figure out how we can retrieve it.”  I pulled out 
the folded slip of paper from my pocket that had the press manufacturer, model 
number, telephone number and email address on it, opened it and slid it across the 
table to him.” 

He extended his right hand and toyed with the piece of paper with his index finger. 

“I’m not that computer savvy, it could take a day or two.” 

“That’s all right.  I’ll be tied up at the gun show tomorrow, then I’m running up to 
Tucson Monday, so you have some time. 

“All right, I’ll give it a shot.” 

“Thanks,” I said and nodded, then added, “take care of yourself.  I get the feeling 
that things are beginning to fall apart here and the old guard is scrambling to cover 
all of the bases, the Alston’s probably won’t be the only casualties.” 

“What about the mayor.  Was that weird or what?” 

“Or what?” I replied. 

He picked up the piece of paper, folded it and put it in his pocket. 



83	  

##### 

  

 

Johnnie was much more relaxed than when I had spent the night before just twenty 
four hours ago.  Then she needed someone to be close to, someone to make her 
feel secure, someone for warmth.  We had made love but only once and it was 
quiet and tender, then she drifted off to sleep in my arms. 

Tonight was different.  As I have noted before, I don’t require a lot of sleep and got 
precious little all of the time until dawn. 

As we lay nestled together, as the early sun bathed the bedroom she punctuated the 
silence by a single statement, “I hope that when you leave you won’t forget me.” 

I really couldn’t say anything, I just held her closer. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

The swelling was going down but he still had a nose that was black and blue that 
radiated under both of his eyes.  His split lip was healing but the stitches were still 
there. 

“You talked with Marilee,” the sheriff said still nasal. 

“I did,” I replied. 

“She says that you are cool with everything.” 

“It’s not up to me Rock.  It doesn’t matter what I think, I just do as I’m told.” 

He grunted then put his right hand down on the forestock of my Winchester that 
was laying on the table.  He changed the subject. 

He picked up the little price card next to it, looked at it and said, “You are asking a 
pretty penny for this old rifle.” 
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“Well it has a lot of history.  A seventy three manufactured in eighteen eighty two 
with a letter of authentication.” 

“I suppose that is what collectors want,” he opined. 

“Well, Sheriff, that is about seventy percent of the value of any antique gun, the 
history or potential history behind it.  You can fantasize that this one was used in 
the old west, considering that the letter said that it was shipped to a hardware in 
Denver and was probably sold there, but let me show you one that has a real 
story.” 

I had his attention as he leaned forward a bit. 

I reached under the table and pulled out Johnnie’s 44-40 Winchester in the 
scabbard, and handed it to Rock Martin standing on the other side of the table. 

“That gun,” I said, “was supposedly used at The Battle of the Little Big Horn 
against Custer.  It’s priceless.” 

He held the scabbard with the gun in his hands and looked at it. 

“Go ahead,” I said, “take it out, touch a real piece of history.” 

And he did.  He put it to his shoulder and pointed it at the ceiling.  He put his hand 
through the lever, his finger on the trigger and then his thumb on the hammer.  He 
grunted in satisfaction and smiled. 

“A little bit of history,” he said as he put the gun back in the scabbard and handed 
it back to me.  “Is it for sale?” 

“No, it’s privately held.  I just have it here to show it to someone like you who 
would appreciate it.  If this gun were to be sold it wouldn’t be at a gun show like 
this, it would be at an auction in New York, San Francisco or Los Angeles along 
with other pieces of priceless art and jewelry. 

I placed the gun in the scabbard back under the table at my feet. 

Martin leaned toward me and almost whispered, “I’m sorry for what I had to do to 
you the other day.  You know I had to maintain respect among my men until, well, 
you know until.” 

“I know,” I said, “all I want to do is get our business taken care of and get out of 
Big Lizard.  All I ask is that until I do you and your guys go easy and get that creep 
that manages the hotel to stop playing detective or rather stooge.” 



85	  

“Deal,” he said. 

“Deal,” I replied, “starting now.” 

He nodded, then left my table and moved on. 

I closed my table before the show came to an end at four in the afternoon.  I hadn’t 
sold my gun. 

I returned to my hotel and the front desk clerk hailed me down as I entered.  He 
handed me an envelope, express delivery private messenger service.  I figured it 
had been driven down from Tucson.  Evidently my boss had come through. 

I went to my room and opened the envelope.  It contained a key with a number 
stamped on it. 

 

 

Chapter 18/ 
The next morning I drove up to Tucson. 

I had begged off seeing Johnnie, calling her at work and telling her that I needed to 
catch up on my sleep after the last night.  She laughed and said that I was a wimp, 
then asked about her rifle.  I said that it was in the same condition as when she had 
loaned it to me and it would be safe until I got back. 

“Call me tomorrow when you return.  I have the day off.  I’ll cook dinner.” 

“I’ll call,” I assured her. 

“I hung up and looked at her rifle in the scabbard on my bed and wondered when I 
would have to tell her.” 

 

 

##### 
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Militia Supply on Speedway was a huge building filled with everything from 
rubber boots to inflatable rubber boats. 

I asked for the general manager and told him that I was the quality control manager 
for T Bar 9 Delivery and I understood that a shipment was delivered with a broken 
carton a while back. 

“We’re a small outfit but we want to be sure that we maintain careful and quality 
deliveries.  Our man said that the box fell out of his van that was overloaded and 
that was how it broke open.” 

“Well,” the general manager replied, “we’ll have to go back to shipping and 
receiving and talk with my manager there.  I wouldn’t know anything about a 
damaged package unless it was something that we would file an insurance claim 
against or require your company to compensate us for.” 

I followed him through the store with racks of outdoor clothing, tents big and 
small, fishing gear, hunting bows, firearms, some new and some used and actual 
surplus items through double swinging doors to a warehouse in the back of the 
building that was almost as cavernous as the store in front.  We went to the 
manager’s office with a glass window in front of his desk looking out on a delivery 
dock.  A pallet lift was parked by the open overhead door waiting for the next 
delivery of merchandise. 

The general manager introduced me to the warehouse manager and asked him if he 
had received a damaged package from T Bar 9 Delivery in a box three feet by three 
feet. 

I added, “It would have come up from Big Lizard, down on the border.” 

He sat behind his desk and thought tapping his pencil on the top of the old gray 
Steel Case desk.  After a while as we stood patiently in his little office he began to 
nod slowly, then somewhat faster, “Yes I do remember, that was weeks ago.  Nice 
young fella makes those deliveries about once every month or two.” 

“Was there any damage to the contents?” I asked. 

He turned and looked up at us with a look of irony, “Hell, you could run a semi-
tractor over those boxes and not hurt the contents.” 

“How so?” I asked. 
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“They are filled up with nylon, almost indestructible unless a hole gets torn in the 
fabric.  They were fine.” 

“They?” I queried. 

“The parachutes, cargo chutes.  That’s what were in every box, the three by threes 
that the guy ever delivered.” 

“You sell parachutes?” I turned and asked the general manager.  “It seems that 
would involve a lot of liability.” 

“No, we don’t sell parachutes for people to use, I mean to jump out of planes, 
skydive and such.  Those are specialty items that require technical expertise 
obviously for safety reasons.  The chutes he’s talking about,” he nodded toward the 
warehouse manager sitting behind the desk, “are light cargo chutes.  Even at that 
the shipments of those chutes that we get in from Big Lizard will never go out on 
the floor.” 

“Really,” I said. 

“Yes, they all end up being shipped down to Mexico to a single client.” 

“Really,” I said again. 

After I thanked the general manager, purchased and item and left Militia Supply I 
drove to the bus station.  I picked up a box that weighed about three, maybe four 
pounds from the locker whose number matched the number on the key. 

I drove back down to Big Lizard, stopped by the RV park which was now almost 
deserted since almost all of the tourists that had come for Hell Dorado Week had 
left.  I called Tommy. 

“Any luck?” I asked. 

“I think I have it figured out,” he replied. 

“When can we meet and give it a try?” 

“About four at the newspaper office.” 

“I’ll meet you there,” I replied. 

Then I called Johnnie.  She said to come over for dinner at seven, “And bring a 
decent red, two bottles.  I’m cooking Italian.” 
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##### 

     

 

About four thirty we finally got it, the article, and it was easy to see after reading it 
why the principals involved would do anything to suppress it.  It outlined a scheme 
that had been going on literally for years.  As Marilee Riggor had indicated Big 
Lizard was not the center for illegal drugs coming over the border but enough 
attention was drawn to it to divert concern about where the drugs were actually 
coming in.  There were no tunnels as was popularly believed, the drugs were being 
parachuted in, which I had surmised and confirmed after visiting Militia Supply. 

Border security by any international standard along the Mexican American border 
is lax, especially in the air.  Planes either by error or intentionally roam back and 
forth over it all of the time and as opposed to the popular conception of invasion of 
air space, a squad of fighters isn’t scrambled to intercept whenever an errant one is 
detected.  

Alston, I was lead to believe evidently picked up on two things.  Tommy said that 
he had told him the ranches that he was getting boxes from to be shipped to Militia 
Supply and what he had seen when one broke open.  Tommy said that he had told 
him that the boxes were always picked up from three adjacent ranches on the 
border, the McFee’s, the Carlton’s and the McGetrick’s. 

Tommy said that Alston had spent weeks skirting the roads around the ranches and 
claimed to have actually witnessed a drop on the McFee spread. 

He conceivably also figured out why the Feds had concentrated directly on Big 
Lizard as the point of distribution, because they had followed the money and it was 
all being laundered through the town, specifically through the municipal 
government and Riggor’s hardware. 

The article said that primitive tunnel that had been discovered had been a ruse, and 
the occasional drug shipments confiscated at the border were as well and the sewer 
system, while benefiting the community was thrown in just to further frustrate the 
Feds who just knew that contraband was coming through the border from 
underground while they were simply being dropped by parachute from the air or 
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possibly landed on a remote airstrip on the McGetrick property that was used by a 
crop dusting operation several months a year during the growing season. 

Other than identifying the ranchers involved and implying that the now late Mayor 
Ben Riggor was involved, Gil Alston had come up with no other names to name.  
At the end of the article he stated that for the good of the community he was 
planning to contact the authorities with the information that he had uncovered. 

After reading the article I turned to Tommy and asked, “You know where this 
airstrip is located?” 

“Sure, that’s no secret.” 

“Mind showing me tomorrow?” 

“No, with the Alston’s gone the paper is shut down and I have a light pickup and 
delivery schedule.  First thing in the morning all right?” 

“Sure, I’ll meet you here say at eight.” 

“Eight works for me,” he replied. 

Then I asked him to tell me what he knew about Monty Fremont and Johnnie and 
he spent several minutes of filling me in on the town gossip that went back several 
years.  

“One more thing,” I asked after he finished, “mind if I use the telephone here to 
make a few calls in the office.  I don’t trust using my phone at the hotel.” 

“Sure,” Tommy replied, “I guess this place is technically mine now anyway.  I 
have a spare key in the van and you can have it.” 

“Thanks,” I said, and went to the office to call Edie or rather Marilee. 

“We’ll be leaving on Wednesday.  A helicopter make the pickup and take you to 
Tucson, then you’ll go by private jet to a resort out of state where you’ll be 
debriefed and you’ll be staying there until your new identity and destination is 
established.” 

She sounded enthusiastic as she asked, “What resort, where will that be?” 

“Can’t tell you now and I’m sure that you will understand why.  I’ll call you 
tomorrow and give you the details of the pickup.  Pack light, only two bags.  You 



90	  

won’t need anything else where you will be going.  When you get to the resort if 
you need anything it will be taken care of.” 

“Okay,” she replied. 

“One more thing,” I said. 

“What’s that?” 

“Where is Ben’s body?” 

“Well, they sent it up to the county seat in Bisbee for autopsy by the county 
coroner.  Monty Fremont has been transferred up there too pending indictment 
depending on how they will charge him.” 

“Thanks,” I replied. 

 

 

Chapter 19/ 
“Do you trust me Johnnie?” I asked as we opened the second bottle of red after a 
very satisfying dinner. 

“Of course,” she replied as I poured her glass full and she sat back down at the 
table. 

“Then I need you to do something for me, and for you.” 

“What’s that?” 

“On Thursday morning, I want you to call and report your Winchester stolen.  
Insist on a report from a deputy.  Tell them that you haven’t seen it for over a week 
and thought that you just misplaced it but now you are sure that someone came into 
your house and took it.” 

“That wouldn’t be hard since this is a small town and lots of folks, me included, 
leave doors unlocked all of the time.  There’s no petty crime around here,” she 
paused, then added, “just the non-petty kind.” 

Then she thought for a moment and asked, “Will I get it back?  I mean, it is a 
family heirloom?” 
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“Yes, eventually, I’ll guarantee it.  Just be sure that you give them a complete 
description and the serial number of the gun when you file the report.  Do you have 
it?” 

“Never looked,” she replied. 

“Well, here it is,” I handed her a slip of paper that I had in my pocket. 

She took the paper and lay it on the table between us, stared down at it for a few 
minutes, moved it around with her fingers a little bit and finally looked up and 
said, “Are you sure that you know what you are doing?” 

“You said that you trusted me.  Are you having second thoughts?” 

“Not really,” she replied, “but you are asking me to do this with very little 
explanation.” 

“That’s the way it has to be,” I tried to assure her and extended my hand and lay it 
over hers as it rested on the paper.  “We both know that we both have our secrets 
and for the time being they are best left that way, not for discussion now.  Maybe 
later.” 

“I guess,” she said tentatively still looking down. 

“And a couple more things I need you to trust me with.” 

She looked up with a bit of a start.  “What do you want?” 

“Your entire given name and your social security number,” I replied.  

 

 

##### 

 

  

The next morning I met Tommy and he drove me in his van out to the McGetrick 
spread and down a dirt road several miles to the airstrip.  It was indeed remote and 
simply an airstrip, a leveled dirt runway that would accommodate the most basic 
prop planes like crop dusters and light aircraft and not much else.  There were no 
adjacent buildings. 
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“Oh, besides the crop dusting operation, the members of the BR and GA use it to 
fly in and out sometimes but they keep their planes up in Tucson for the most 
part.” 

“Well, Tommy,” I said, “if Alston was right and drugs are coming in here they 
would probably have to be stored somewhere before they were shipped out.  
You’ve spent a lot of time coming and going with deliveries and pickups.  Is there 
any place that you can think of?” 

He seemed to consider for a while as we sat parked next to the airstrip, then said, “I 
can only think of one place.” 

“Where’s that?” 

“There’s a building on the McFee place.  It’s used mostly for storage.  A side 
business of McFee’s is providing fertilizer and some hybrid seed to the growers in 
the BR and GA.  It’s kind of like a co-op.  McFee buys in bulk with the members 
pitching in to buy inventory, he stores it there and distributes it among the 
members of the BR and GA at a substantial discount over what they could 
purchase it for out of Tucson.  He also provides supplements to the ranchers to 
feed to cattle in the feed lots.”  

“So, what makes you think that building could be a point of distribution?” 

“I’ve gone there for pickups.  Now when a grower or rancher needs something that 
they buy from McFee, they drive over a pick it up or send one of their hands over 
with a truck.  When they get deliveries from Tucson in bulk, it is coming in by 
truck and unloaded.  There is no reason in my mind why they would be shipping 
boxes out of there using my delivery services.  Fertilizer is in heavy bags as well as 
seed and supplements.  The boxes that I’ve picked up there are not filled with 
fertilizer, seed or supplements.  I have no idea what they would be shipping out of 
there but it’s not that.” 

“Where do you take the boxes?” I asked. 

“Same place as the broken three by three box that I told you about.  I deliver them 
to Militia Supply in Tucson.  These are smaller though, about a foot square.” 

“And how often do you make those pickups?” 

“Several times a month, oh maybe five or six boxes at a time.” 

“Thanks Tommy, let’s get back to town.  I have a few chores to take care of.” 
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Tommy drove me back and the rest of the day I spent driving around the 
countryside outside of Big Lizard, taking a lot of old dirt and rutty roads out in the 
middle of nowhere.  Parked out there in the desert, about as far away from 
humanity as one could get, I considered my options and tried to put the whole 
thing together.  Then I went to work. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

On the way back into town I called my boss from the RV park.  When I am 
working in the field, I am pretty much on my own, but given the need, I do have 
some resources that I can call upon to support me, or rather the completion of my 
mission.  He agreed to initiate the implementation of my requests. 

Then I called Edie. 

“It’s all set up,” I said.  “Tomorrow evening, seven forty five sharp, meet me at the 
airstrip on the McGetrick ranch.  Your friend will know where it is.  Two suitcases 
max.” 

“Sounds good,” she replied, then asked again, “Where are we going, I figured 
Colorado, Aspen or Vail, maybe Telluride?” 

“I told you that I couldn’t tell you now, but you’ll know tomorrow evening.  The 
only thing I can tell you is that you’re going where no one will be able to find 
you.” 

Then I called Tommy. 

“We need to get together tomorrow evening.” 

“How come?” 

“The whole things coming down.  The Feds are coming in and I don’t want you to 
get swept up just because you delivered some packages not knowing what they 
contained.” 

“When?” Tommy asked. 
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“Can’t tell you now, but soon.  The information that you have provided gave them 
enough to come in and shut this operation down.  You have immunity as an 
accessory without culpability but I figured that you wouldn’t want to leave, 
considering you are inheriting the Alston’s estate.” 

“I can’t see myself leaving,” he replied. 

“Precisely and as soon as I finish a piece of business tomorrow I won’t be here to 
vouch for you, so I am have some documents that I picked up when I was in 
Tucson from a drop to leave with you.” 

“A pass so to speak.” 

“Exactly, when the Feds interview you, show them the packet and it will clarify 
your role in clearing this up and of course will indicate that you are willing to 
testify if necessary and they will provide protection for you if it is required.  Its 
official and they won’t question it.” 

“All right,” Tommy said, “when can I get it?” 

“Tomorrow evening.  I have a helicopter coming in to pick up some other key 
figures who are willing to testify in exchange for immunity and relocation.  Once 
they are out of here and I deliver your package, I’ll be leaving immediately, so I 
need you to meet me before I go.  I don’t want to make the exchange in town, too 
many eyes watching, so meet me out there.” 

“Where and when?” Tommy asked. 

“The landing strip on the McGetrick ranch at eight thirty,” I replied. 

“I’ll be there,” he replied.  

 

 

Chapter 20/ 
I ate at the Rosebud, I was pretty tired and all I wanted was to go back to my hotel 
and take a warm shower and hit the sack early. 

Before I did, I called Johnnie at work. 

“You working tomorrow night?” 
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“Six days a week, same as always, but Thursdays are pretty light, I’ll be off by ten 
thirty.” 

“What time does the kitchen shut down?” 

“Usually ten or so but I could make sure we make an exception if you want to 
come in and have a bite to eat with me before we go to my place.” 

“Well, I might be a little later, maybe eleven.” 

“I’ll have them make up a dinner for two and keep it warm.  We’ll eat when you 
get here, or we can take it to my place.  I have a couple of bottles of wine that I 
picked up today.”   

“Sounds like a plan,” I replied.  I’ll be there about eleven o’clock.” 

“Better yet,” she said, “why don’t you just meet me at my place?  I’ll have dinner 
waiting.” 

 

 

##### 

 

       
The black Lexus pulled up next to my pickup on the airstrip at precisely seven 
forty five.  I saw the trunk pop open and a moment later the front doors opened and 
Marilee Riggor or rather Edie Freeberg got out looking like a woman going on a 
dream vacation rather than into witness protection.  Sheriff Rock Martin got out of 
the passenger side of the car still bruised and I could tell by his body language that 
he didn’t have the cockiness that he had demonstrated on our pervious interfaces.  
This was obviously Edie’s show. 

Rock walked around to the trunk and pulled out two old fashioned suit cases, not 
roll-ons and you could tell by the way that he strained to pull them out of the well 
that they were packed solid and heavily.  He sat them behind the Lexus and then 
awkwardly joined Edie and me at the back of the truck.  The gate at the back of the 
bed was down. 

“Have a seat, the chopper should be here any minute.  Thanks for being on time.” 



96	  

Rock didn’t say anything, he was wearing his sheriff’s uniform and I noticed that 
he had his sidearm on.  Edie hopped up on the gate and sat with her hands next to 
her clasped on the edge of the gate and her legs swinging back and forth like a little 
kid, obviously excited about the trip. 

“Rock,” I said, “I need the gun.  Can’t take it with you.” 

“I wasn’t thinking,” he replied, obviously uneasy, out of his element compared to 
Edie who probably saw this just as the completion of a successful score, “I should 
have left it at the office.” 

“That’s all right,” I replied.  “Just take it out and lay it in the bed of the truck.” 

He complied and took a seat next to Edie who was still rocking back and forth 
swinging her legs, a smile on her face. 

It was already getting very chilly in the desert as soon as the sun went down and I 
was wearing an oversized down vest that I had purchased at Militia Supply when I 
had gone up there.   

“So how long has this been going on?” I asked.  “You two?” 

Rock didn’t say anything, but Edie was more than happy to answer, “Oh we’ve 
been an item for about a year.” 

“Hard to keep a secret like that in a small town,” I commented. 

“Oh, we figured everyone knew after a while.” 

“Except Ben,” I added. 

“Oh,” Edie answered, “if he did, I don’t think he cared as long as he was getting 
his cut from all of the action coming through the store and city hall.” 

“And the sheriff’s office,” I suggested. 

“Oh, that too.  The big guy here,” she bumped her shoulder against Rock and 
smiled, then continued, “he put a sweet deal together and it worked for a long time, 
and the community got a piece of the action too.” 

“So Ben wanted out when you came to me.” 

“Yeah, you were right, after the Alstons he got cold feet.  Anyway we, Rock and I, 
were planning to move on anyway, that just moved the plan along a little faster.” 

“Well that’s the way it goes,” I said, then added, “I think I hear that chopper.” 
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They turned their heads a bit and looked up to look and hear, then Edie said, “I 
can’t hear it yet.  But now you can tell us, where are we going?” 

With that I put my hand under the open vest and pulled out the sanitized Kimber 
1911-A Custom .45 and said before I shot, “Straight to hell as far as I’m 
concerned,” and gave them a double pop each before they even moved. 

They fell back into the bed of the truck.  I climbed up into the bed and pulled both 
bodies forward.   Then I got the tarp out of the rear cab and covered them after I 
put both heavy suitcases in the bed, put on a pair of gloves and took out the bonus 
item, the sheriff’s pistol.  I wiped down the Kimber and tossed it in the bed and 
closed the gate.  I put the sheriff’s pistol in my belt and got in the truck, turned on 
the heater and waited for Tommy. 

 

 

##### 

 

 

“What’s in the back,” Tommy said as he got into the cab on the passenger side. 

“Just some trash that I’m taking out to dump for Johnnie,” I replied. 

“God,” he said, “you two have a strange relationship.  Here you are down here on 
some government mission or whatever and you hare hauling trash for your 
girlfriend.” 

“Go figure,” I replied. 

“You got my papers?” Tommy asked putting his hand to the vents to warm them 
up.  “Man it sure gets cold out here this time of year.” 

“Sure does,” I agreed. 

He was rubbing his hand together in front of the vents and he nodded his head over 
toward the Lexus parked next to the truck and said, “Marilee and the sheriff, they 
were the witnesses huh?” 

“Yeah.” 
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“Everybody figured they would take off.  When Ben bit the dust a few days ago, 
well it’s not a surprise.” 

“Yeah,” I replied, “getting out while the getting’s good.” 

“And that damned Monty Fremont, he’s taking the fall.  Damned do-gooder with 
his big hat and those leftover cowboy outfits from the days of Roy Rogers and 
Hopalong Cassidy.  You know, they still have those shows on classic cable.  
Anyway, the dumb shit, I really think he had no idea where all that money was 
coming from.  He just wanted to see Big Lizard be a big deal.” 

“Oh he probably had an idea like the whole damned town did, but he figured it was 
better not to ask too many questions.” 

“Nobody did,” he said. 

“But you did, right Tommy, you knew what was going on all of the time?” 

“What do you mean?” he turned and looked at me and stopped rubbing his hands 
in front of the vent. 

“Tommy, you were part of it all along or mostly all along.  You knew what was in 
those boxes, not the ones with the parachutes, but the other ones that you delivered 
to Militia Supply.  Clear plastic bags filled with little black pieces that looked like 
coal, some as small as marbles, some the size of golf balls or charcoal briquettes.  
Black tar heroin from Mexico.” 

“How did you know?” 

“Not that hard Tommy, you made it far too easy.  You played stupid but with the 
information that you fed to me you would have to have been pretty dumb not to 
know what was going on, but then again, you were just the mule, delivering the 
product.  You were at the bottom of the food chan.  Making some money, but not a 
lot.” 

“Well,” he replied. 

“But then, the relationship you had with the Alstons paid off when you found out 
that you would be inheriting their estate.  If they were out of the way you wouldn’t 
need the income from the sheriff and the ranchers, so all that you had to do was 
figure out how to get rid of them.” 

He didn’t say anything. 



99	  

“So, it was simple.  Alston didn’t put the whole thing together based on the limited 
information that you provided him, going out to watch the ranches, seeing an air 
drop.  No, you fed him the entire story and when he decided to print it, you told the 
sheriff and the next thing, the Alstons were dead and cremated.” 

He gathered himself together and blurted out, “How do you know any of this for 
sure?” 

“Because you lied to me.  I had my suspicions but you had told me that you didn’t 
know how to run the press, but Gil Alston told me that you actually put out the 
paper at times on your own.  Then when I asked you to contact the manufacturer of 
the press to figure out how to get into its data base to locate the expose article I 
gave you a bogus telephone number and a phony email address, and you managed 
to get the article anyway.  That cinched the deal.” 

“Well, I can explain,” he said nervously and I pulled the sheriff’s Glock out of my 
belt and pointed it at him. 

“No explaining necessary.  You had two good people killed for your own greed 
and ratted out the sheriff and the ranchers because you figured that you didn’t need 
them anymore; after all you were just a delivery boy not making very much, and 
besides the jig was up and Rock Martin and Marilee were going to bug out 
anyway.” 

“And, Tommy,” I continued, “it wasn’t an accident that you almost hit me in that 
intersection.  At that point the objective was to run me out of town.  Red from the 
steak house called you when I left, but then when you choked and avoided a 
collision you came up with a bright idea, pretend to be my ally and manipulate the 
take down of the entire organization while you got off scot free. 

He didn’t say anything he just began to tremble. 

“Get out of the truck.  You can take it here or out there.  Take your pick.” 

He swung open the door and leapt from the cab, landed on his knees, came to his 
feet and began sprinting to his van that was parked about sixty feet away. 

I stepped out of the cab and took a few steps toward the back of the truck and lay 
my hands with the sheriff’s gun in a shooters stance on the top of the sidewalls of 
the pickup bed to steady it and pulled off six shots which struck home just as he 
reached his van. 
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I tossed the sheriff’s gun next to the Lexus, took Johnnie’s Winchester out of the 
back of my cab and put it in the trunk of the Lexus under the mat by the spare tire 
well, got into my vehicle, backed out over the desert caliche which made an 
excellent airstrip especially since it was compacted and was hard as rock and left 
no vehicle tracks and drove away. 

I buried Edie and the sheriff along with the Kimber and the two suitcases in the pit 
that I had dug the day before in the desert with the pick and shovel.  I covered it all 
with the tarp and filled in the hole.  It took the better part of an hour but when it 
was over they were deep enough below ground that the coyotes wouldn’t dig them 
up. 

 

 

Chapter 21/ 
“Where have you been, you look like you just finished laying ten miles of hard 
road?” 

“I could use a shower before we eat,” I said. 

“You do that and I’ll brush off your clothes.” 

I went into the bathroom off of Johnnie’s bedroom and showered letting the hot 
water flow over my shoulders and down my back aching from shoveling.  When I 
got out of the shower my clothes were laying on her bed. I dressed and put my 
boots back on.  She had brushed the dirt and dust off of them and buffed them as 
well. 

When I came out to the dining table Johnnie had everything ready and a glass of 
wine before each of our settings. 

We ate quietly and finally she said, “It’s over, you’ll be leaving.” 

I stopped, my fork in midair, nodded and said quietly, “Yes, tomorrow.” 

“There’s no place up in the Verde Valley.” 

I put down my fork and nodded again. 

“And you won’t be back.” 

I nodded again. 
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“And you knew that I shot the mayor.” 

“Yes,” I replied, paused for a moment and then continued, “your boot heels with 
those taps made impressions in the tar roof of the hardware, and considering that 
you were woman’s division champion two years running in the black powder 
carbine rifle class at the gun club it was a simple shot, you just had to pull the 
trigger at exactly the right moment when the other guns went off.” 

“Yes,” she replied. 

“Only problem is you shot the right guy for the wrong reason.” 

“What do you mean, the man was a wife beater, he terrorized her.  I saw the 
bruises.” 

“Look Johnnie, you were the victim of a long con.  I knew Marilee Riggor, or her 
real name was Edie Freeberg from way back.  She and her husband were grifters, 
con artists and what you saw was makeup, expertly applied pure and simple.  Edie 
was also an actress and she could be very convincing and she managed to get you 
to rationalize killing her husband on her behalf and getting a bit of revenge of your 
own as well.” 

“Monty you mean?” 

“Yes, I do.  Oh he’ll get off, I’ve already made sure of that but I have a pretty good 
idea that you figured that he would anyway.  Just the thought of him sitting in the 
can up in Bisbee and the public humiliation, would be enough to satisfy you, but 
then you detested him.” 

“All right,” she said slamming her right palm on the table, “I hate him with every 
fiber of my body.  I should have known when I got involved with him up in 
Tucson, my fucking fault, a married man, and then it came out and my marriage hit 
the rocks and I became a pariah in our social circle.  Then Monty says not to 
worry, to come down here and he was planning to leave his wife.  Guess what, that 
never happened.   I just ended up with a job managing his joint, stuck in this town 
and a BMW in exchange for spreading my legs for a has been rodeo star with big 
ideas and empty promises.  My mother had a name for women like that and I fit the 
bill perfectly.” 

I didn’t say anything and just waited for her to settle down. 
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Finally she flicked her head from side to side and her blonde hair flowed with it, 
then she picked up her napkin from the table and daubed her eyes. 

“So you are saying that Ben Riggor was not a wife beater.  You mean I killed an 
innocent man?” 

I shook my head a bit then said, “Not really Johnnie, he was marked from the 
beginning.  No, he didn’t abuse Marilee, but he was up to his neck in the drug 
smuggling and money laundering down here.  I was actually sent down her to kill 
him, and then things got turned around.  If you hadn’t done it, the organization he 
was tied up with would have done it because he was planning to turn state’s 
evidence and rat them out.  Marilee manipulated you into doing it for the same 
reason and because her and Rock Martin were planning to split anyway.  Martin 
was the kingpin of the whole operation along with three of the ranchers.” 

“And what will happen to them, I mean Marilee and Rock?” 

“Marilee came to me to work out a witness protection deal.  You know, change 
their identities and relocate in exchange for immunity.” 

“So they are gone.” 

“As of tonight, yes, and they’ll never be back.” 

She toyed with the food on her plate with her fork for at least a minute then looked 
up and said a bit sarcastically, “A pretty neat package.” 

“Yes, I said, that’s what I was sent down here to do.” 

“So you came by to tie up the last loose end, us?” 

“I suppose,” I replied, “and to give you a ticket out of Big Lizard.” 

I reached in my pocket and took out a slip of paper.  It seemed that I’ve been doing 
that a lot lately.  I slid it across the table. 

She picked it up and unfolded it. 

“What’s this?” 

“It’s an account with Wells Fargo.  It’s been opened in your name.  The funds 
cleared today courtesy of the Feds.  The balance is over two million dollars.” 

She folded the paper back together and lay it next to her napkin on the table, “And 
the shooting, the mayor I mean?” 
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“Oh, I wouldn’t be concerned about that.  Most likely it will be determined that he 
was killed by someone who would have killed him anyway.  You know how the 
drug business is, people who are planning to rat or skim money off the top get 
shot.” 

“Like I said,” Johnnie commented, “a pretty neat package.” 

I left Big Lizard the next morning and never looked back. 

 

 

Epilogue/ 
I was tough to leave Johnnie and I often thought of locating her, but after 
consideration thought better of it.  We both had our secrets and we both knew the 
score intuitively from the moment that we met, and what the ultimate fate of our 
relationship would be. 

Monty Buckin’ Fremont was released in Bisbee after the ballistics tests proved that 
there was no match between the test slug fired out of his pistol and the one taken 
from the mayor’s body which had virtually no evidence of lands and grooves 
markings.  Of course Johnnie’s gun found in the trunk of Edie’s Lexus with the 
finger prints all over it pretty much pointed the finger at the sheriff after Johnnie 
had reported the gun stolen as I had told her to do. 

The Feds were indeed planning to sweep down on Big Lizard and bust the three 
ranchers, the McFee’s, the Carlton’s and the McGetrick’s but the Sinaloa cartel got 
there first, brutally killing all three families,  burning down their houses and all of 
their buildings.  From what my boss told me, information they had gotten from 
sources inside the cartel in Mexico, the cartel had been owed over five million 
dollars in cash that had never been paid and that was the motivation for the 
massacre.  When I heard about it I couldn’t help but think about those two heavy 
suitcases that I buried in the desert.  I did a good job though, even if I wanted to 
dig them up I probably couldn’t find them now. 

Militia Supply got busted big time as a major distribution point for black tar 
coming not only from Big Lizard but other places along the border.  The helpful 
general manager and warehouse manager are now facing Federal time. 
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The sheriff and Marilee came as no surprise, everyone figured they got away via a 
plane from the airstrip and were probably down in some Latin American country 
sipping pinna coladas.  Nobody could quite figure out why the sheriff shot Tommy 
but everyone figured that he was involved somehow and that’s the way the drug 
business is, people get killed. 

The sheriff’s department was purged and the county attorney got indictments for 
first degree murder charges for the Alston murders against the two deputies that 
had accompanied Martin in the attempted assault in my room at the hotel.  The 
sheriff was indicted in absentia.  True to form when there are more than one person 
involved in a crime eventually someone talks to someone and half the remaining 
police department were aware of all or part of the details of the Alston murders and 
subsequent cover up and were willing to testify to keep their own cans out of 
prison. 

I had hoped that Red the bartender and Dalton Emory would have suffered some 
consequence for their complicity but upon reflection they were probably not 
guiltier than the whole town who either turned their backs and denied the obvious 
or supported the criminal enterprise on a pragmatic or de facto basis. 

And Big Lizard, Monty Fremont’s dream about resurrecting the town did come 
true but on a more limited scale.  The BR and GA finally loosened up after the 
supplements dried up and allowed investors and developers to come into the town 
which now is courting retirees with weekend trips to a “real western town with a 
great year round climate” in hopes of selling retirement property.  Sales I 
understand are not brisk but respectable.  A few of the remaining ranchers, Monty 
Fremont included opened dude ranches for tenderfeet that wanted the true western 
experience.  Packages included first class air fare to and from Tucson, limo 
transportation down to Big Lizard, riding and roping lessons and accommodations 
in a real ranch house including a chef or for those cow pokes who wanted to rough 
it, in an air conditioned bunk house with memory foam mattresses. 

And I still think of Johnnie and wish her well, then I simply try to put her out of 
my mind and resolve to never look back as I always do. 
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