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Preface:

It begins with a tranquil step, 

while bending down to sniff the mark. 

The wolf learns when passed the prey, 

and if it is lame or weary. 

A long, noxious howl informs the pack 

that a quarry has been found. 

Turning, the chase begins, with

the wolf aware it can run forever. 

Once cornered, the lead wolf growls,

awaiting the pack’s arrival.

Each cohort snarls raucously

to augment the panic of the prey. 

In unison, they close in step by step,

spiraling the victim’s tension. 

The leader snaps, blood is spilled, 

and others follow, seizing limbs.

Devouring begins before the

chaunt of death is squealed.
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[image: ]




The Courtroom

The judge asked. “Tell me your story. How did you get here?”

Wade decided that the long version was appropriate here. There were some forgiving aspects that might work in his favor. “I was born on a freighter coming to America. Grew up in New York City on the East side, near the docks.”

“On his deathbed, me father, Butch Deeks, told me about his life in London. He ran with a tough bunch and was often in trouble. The Chief Magistrate grew up with me dad’s older brothers and lived in the one big house in the neighborhood. My dad was the youngest of 7 boys, and when he was arrested, the Chief Magistrate provided bail himself and called Dad to his office. He said to me father, ‘Son, you don’t have a trade. Ya never stayed in school long enough to learn proper. You go to the New World. Skip the hearing; that’s Tuesday next. Consider my payment and this extra cash as a neighborly offering. Be on your way before that Tuesday and make a new life for yourself.’“

“Dad did just that. Went to New York with a young girl he’d gotten pregnant. I was born on the way over. She died in childbirth but told my father to call me Wade before she passed. They buried her at sea. I have no memory of her. I don’t know if they were married. 

Wade continued, “In New Your City, me father worked long hours as a longshoreman while I ran the streets with a gang. One day, he was working on the upper deck of a new ship, and a fight broke out on the next pier. The police were breaking up striking workers. A policeman was clubbed and pushed over into the water. Me father saw a huge bubble and knew the man had no breath and was probably unconscious. He dove from the ship and rescued the policeman. Dragging the man up the ladder, me father was clubbed himself. The policeman survived, and me father lasted a couple of weeks. It was only in the talks at his bedside I learned about his troubles in London and what little I now know about my mother.”

“When my father passed, the city honored him with a ceremony and burial. The policeman he saved collected money at the funeral and gave it to me. He said, “Wade, listen to your father’s story. The dockers will no longer accept you here. Go west to the frontier and make yourself a new life. Take this money as a grubstake.”

“I looked him in the eye and shook my head up and down. He was right. I met trouble in Detroit and again in Chicago. Liquor didn’t help. I was no good with people. They gave me no respect, although I’m not sure any was deserved.”

“Chicago was the worst. Several blacks were working the docks, and I had striven to fit in with them. I started saving money to build a new life. I had had enough of dock work and, frankly, enough with dock workers. They could not be trusted and backstabbed each other. Downtown people shied away from the likes of us, so we stayed away and kept to the area on the south shore of Lake Michigan.”

“My friend, Tiny, hooked up with a sweet girl. Over the next several weeks, we hung out and drank together at a bar in an old red wooden building near the tracks. I said something nice to the girl one evening, and Tiny overheard. In a jealous rage, Tiny thrashed me savagely. It had been a friendly remark, so I held back in the fight. Tiny did not stop. A few of the others kicked in. I was left outside the bar, unconscious.” 

“At dawn I woke up with blurred vision, a severely cut lip, and scars over my face. I rolled over twice and staggered to my feet, limped to my room, where I slept past noon”.

“Once awake, I packed everything I had in a pillowcase and grabbed my stash from the mattress and the throwing knife from underneath. I was leaving – I didn’t know where, but this life had ended. I needed something different.”

“People stared at me as I hobbled along. I first headed for the train station, but turned and kept walking down the tracks. Nearing a town called Cicero, I first smelled the slaughterhouses. I entered a scene I’d never envisioned or even thought might exist.”

“Large pens crammed with cattle without room to turn around. There seemed to be an endless number of pens, some with pigs. Horses were hitched to every post. Stench hung like fog, permeating everything. The unhappy noise from the cattle bothered me like a hornet’s nest that had just fallen from a branch. And the sun sweltered, steaming out the life from everything and everyone. I had walked too far, hadn’t eaten, and simply needed a piece of shade to rest my aching bones.”

“People were entering a building in a square filled with horses and several wagons. I went in. People stood around an open room, some on balconies. A horse stood in the center of the room, with the floor covered with straw – this was a barn. Off to one side, a man shouted numbers.”

“That’s an auction, I thought. I walked over to an empty spot between two standing gentlemen and sat on the straw.” 

“Horses were brought up one at a time. Some moved on quickly with just a single bid. Then a beautiful chestnut was brought into the staging area. First, there was a commotion, then the bidding began, and this one had many bidders. It went for $10,000. I was shocked.”

The very next horse was a brownish-black, well-muscled, and a little older. I sat up, and he looked directly at me. The man started the bidding at $150, and no one spoke for the horse. They began to lead him away. I shouted that I would take him for $100.”

“The man asked me if I had it, and I responded, “yes.” The man glanced to his left, turned to me, and said, “Sold.”

“We left, and I found a country store where I purchased a rifle, some feed for the horse, and some jerky for myself.”

Leaning on his hand with the elbow on his desk, the judge remarked. “I didn’t know this would have so much depth. You have the right to answer the question. What happened next? And please move this along.”

Wade realized that parts of his story were negative, while others were positive and might help his case. “I headed west. Learned to shoot me rifle. It helped when I got hungry. I shot a deer. It was too much to eat myself, so I gutted the carcass and laid it across me lap. I found wagon tracks and caught up with a wagon train. Offered it to the wagon master.”

“He accepted and offered me a job, for $400, to ride along, hunt, and protect the train. I agreed to that. Seemed best for me to have company. They were heading for Oregon.”

The judge interrupted. “Let’s jump on to Oregon.”

Wade thought – that’s good because we were attacked by braves and I shot a couple to help drive them away. He was happy to skip over that. “Once in Oregon, I worked as a cowboy for about four years, till the family laid me off a week ago.”

The judge interrupted. “Why did they lay you off?”

“They lost some cattle to rustlers, and their boys were getting old enough to do the work I was asked to do.”

“They paid a bonus, and with what I saved over the years, I left with a good grubstake, although I was not sure just what I would do or where I should head. Found myself in the saloon the other night.”

“Finally!” Remarked the judge. “Did you know anyone in the town?”

“No.” Responded Wade.

“What happened?”

“Missed me supper and came in for an early dinner. The place was empty. Six guys playing poker. A couple of ladies sat by the piano, but were not playing. Two other men were eating an early dinner over there, and one was eating at the table next to me. I was next to the poker table. Three of the poker players were from the same ranch. It was payday, and they were blowing off steam.”

“Suddenly, one of the players accused another of slipping a card. One of the cowboys jumped up, as did one of the other players. The guy eating next to me jumped up and raised his rifle. I busted his chops. Gave him a right cross and grabbed his rifle. The two at the table both drew and shot at each other. Then shots were coming from every direction. I ducked under my table and stayed low.”

The judge spoke. “The rifle you had in your hands killed the man at the table.”

“I grabbed it from the guy to my left.”

“You didn’t pull the trigger?”

“No. I ducked to save myself. Don’t know what happened to the rifle.”

“There are witnesses who saw you holding the gun.”

“I held it for just a few seconds.”

“Surely long enough to pull the trigger.”

“Not really.”

“A man was killed with that rifle, and you were seen holding it.”

“I did not shoot the rifle.”

Who did?”

“I do not know. I’d guess the man I took it from.”

“The witnesses all say it was you.” Concluded the judge.

The jury found him guilty of murder with a sentence of twenty years.
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Work Detail

Two years later, the day was hot as bacon sizzling in a fry pan, with no wind to speak of, and sweat dripping like a monsoon, the line of men worked along the county road on an odd fall day when the temperature spiked.

Just as they had done for the past couple of weeks, they had been whacking weeds along the road for a couple of hours and expected to remain on the job till supper.

Wade dropped his scythe and simply stepped back into the tree line. He stood dead still for a minute. No one seemed to notice.

Wade Deeks turned and faded into the woods. His striped prison garment was wet with sweat and impregnated with dirt. His left shoe was ripped, but he was free.

Deeks ran at a comfortable pace, trying to put as much distance between himself and the work detail. His exit was an hour before the lunch break, so he had some time before one of the guards might notice.

He deliberately did not panic and rush; instead, he was careful to avoid leaving an easy-to-follow trail. Obviously, dogs could track without signs, but it would take time for the dogs to arrive.

At a road, he ran up several hundred yards before turning into the woods on the other side. The woods were dense. The leaves were turning, but few had fallen. It was a blaze of color that Deeks only hoped would hide his movement.

Deeks stopped at a creek sometime in the late afternoon. He figured he was several miles away. After drinking his fill, he searched for some vines. Deeks wrapped a vine around the shoe a couple of times, then around his ankle. It was an improvement, but he could feel the vines when he stepped.

He took off at an angle, again trying to avoid making a clear track. He stopped and entered the bushes slowly so as not to break branches. Distance remained the primary goal.

He came upon a farm. It was a corn field, past harvest, with the farmer working far to the left. Deeks stayed in the trees and took a route around the field, staying in the line of trees.

Once on the other side of the field, he noticed clothing hanging on a line near the house. It was worth the gamble to get other garments. So, Deeks ran along a tree line between two fields toward the house. Stopping briefly to see if the wife was around, Deeks dashed to the clothesline and grabbed some jeans, a shirt, some socks, and a jacket. 

He carried the clothing back between the fields to the end of the farmer’s property. There, he changed, dropping the prison jumpsuit and putting on the other clothes. They fit reasonably. He re-tied the vine on his left shoe. He picked up the prison garment, then ran through the woods away from the farm as quickly as possible. He was hindered without a belt. Deeks stopped briefly, removed a foot of vine from his shoe, and tied that length of vine between two loops on the pants. That helped as the pants stayed up while he ran.

Dusk was approaching. Deeks figured the farmer’s wife would be collecting the laundry by this time; thus, it was essential to put some distance between himself and the farm.

He headed for a hill.

Near the bottom of the hill was a creek. Wade stooped for a drink. He buried his prison jumpsuit under rocks in the creek. No dog could smell it there; perhaps that might end his trail. He walked in the stream for a spell and found some rocks to step out, thinking they would quickly dry.

He headed up. Once over, he saw a road to his left. That might be the road past the farm. He also felt that the guards must have noted his departure and would notify the prison and the sheriff. He descended, back down where he came up, and walked in the creek for the entire way across an open space. Eliminating his footprints would end his trail. He felt that was more important than gaining more distance.

The other side offered a forest. Deeks entered and immediately began foraging along the edge. Finding nothing, he headed further into the forest.

Deeks spotted a squirrel’s nest that was not too high. By the time he reached the branch, he had seen three of them leave. Still, there might be a pile of nuts and other edibles they were saving for the winter. He crawled out on the limb. It hardly held his weight. He was not steady or comfortable. He tried to bend the limb, and it did that, but did not break.

Wade swung down so that he was below the limb, holding on with both hands. He swung up and caught his foot between his hands and bent the limb sharply. It bent further and finally broke. Wade was lucky he did not lose his grip with his right hand. The broken limb fell, while he struggled to keep his grip. The branch bent further down. He gripped hand over hand until he was close to the tree and could reach over. He climbed down and went for the squirrel hut.

There were two chambers in the leaf ball, one padded with hair, the other full of nuts. Wade ate until full and put the rest in his pockets.

He headed toward higher ground within the forest. Near dusk, he reached the top of a very high hill and looked about. To the south and west were more trees and yet higher ground with grey mountains behind, several days away. He could see farmland to the west and knew there were more farms north, around the prison. Southeast seemed the best, as there were mountains in that direction.

Wade slept fretfully. He was worried he might be followed, and every noise alerted him to his plight.

Before sunrise, he was up and foraging. He found some mushrooms. Realizing some were poisonous, he only ate those that looked like those he’d seen in stores. He passed over some long, thin mushrooms by a log.

When he was no longer hungry, Wade looked about for more mushrooms. They had been numerous under this one tree, but none were near any of the other nearby trees. Wade picked up a stout stick and began digging near the roots. He was looking for truffles. He found some black mounds near the roots and dug near several other roots. Two trees had five or six of these, and he gathered them all. Wade knew truffles were extravagant, but in truth had never tasted one. 

After brushing off all the dirt, he bit into one. It was mild, so he finished that one. He put the rest in his pockets, along with the remaining nuts.

He headed southeast at a fair pace, noting that most of the trees did not have mushrooms. That was odd. He thought about that as he moved onward.
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By the following evening, he had traveled a considerable distance and was in the midst of a heavy forest, following a creek. He’d finished all the items in his pockets and had stopped often for water. It was time again to forage.

On the bottom ground, it was flat, and most of the trees were leafed. He had no direction in mind but took what the trees allowed. Many bushes and weeds forced him to change direction and keep moving, without leaving a clear trail. He made good time as the footing was flat.

After moving to higher ground, he stopped and took stock of the forest around him. There were no mushrooms. Most of these trees were pines. And the ground was covered in needles, with no spot seeming likely for mushrooms. There were no bushes, thus no berries either. He was drawn to the creek and walked along it slowly, keeping as silent as he could. There did not appear to be any fish.

He found some bushes growing in an area where the creek was wider and shallower. And there, on a log, catching the last of the sunshine was a turtle, a huge one, thick with a high shell. It looked dangerous.

Wade grabbed it and tossed it onto the shore. It landed on its back. Wade was not sure just what to do next. 

He picked up a long, stiff branch and put one end against the turtle’s neck. The turtle swept the stick away, flipped onto its feet, and began to move quickly. Wade acted quickly, grabbed the turtle again, and flipped it over. He needed to act swiftly.

He put the stick against the turtle’s neck and, this time, pressed it into the turtle. It struggled, but the stick was strong, and eventually it stopped moving. Wade used the stick to move a paw, and there was no reaction. The turtle was dead.

Wade gathered lots of needles and small twigs. He also secured a log and began twisting the stick in the log to start a fire. The stick kept slipping off the log. 

Finding a sharp stone, Wade dried it off to keep the log dry. He then twisted the stone, digging into the log. He worked the stone until the hole was an inch deep and irregular, with several broken pieces. Wade then began twisting the stick in the hole as swiftly as he could. It was not going well, but he kept twisting the stick. He could sense warmth, but there were no sparks.

He stopped momentarily, putting some dry needles into the hole, stuffing them tight. He began again twisting the stick. His arms now hurt, but he kept twisting. He again sensed warmth, and the needles lit. Wade piled more needles on, and they caught as well. He put on more needles and added the stick, which he broke first. He had a fire and quickly gathered more sticks, then thicker ones. 

The fire started, and he grabbed the turtle and placed it on the fire, shell-side down, thinking it would work like a pan. He had no idea about how long this would take. 

Wade gathered some thick branches and piled them up to block the view of the fire from down in the valley. They might see the light, but not the fire. It seemed to be important.

Water was bubbling out of the leg holes. The turtle started to slip; Wade added some logs to keep the turtle flat. 

The water stopped flowing, and steam began to escape from the legs. Wade took that to be that the cooking was finished and used a stick to guide the shell out of the fire, keeping it flat. 

It was too hot to eat, so Wade put the fire out, carrying the larger logs to the creek and stomping the remainder. 
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