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‘Ellory’s the real deal, giving us another horrific chunk of small-town American violence, neglect and psychopathy. ****’


Daily Mirror


‘Set in an utterly convincing 1960s rural America, this is a jaw-droppingly good thriller’
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‘Set in the 1960s, the content may be dark and unforgiving but it is a beautifully and poetically planned tale that reveals itself layer by layer’


Candis


‘Though [Ellory’s] books always provide a wild and giddy ride, there is more to them than thrills, chills and spills. Bad Signs is rich, complex and nuanced, with many psychological undercurrents. It’s edge-of-the-seat entertainment’


Birmingham Post


‘He’s one of the great British thriller writers of his generation’


Peterborough Evening Telegraph


‘Violent imagery, real pathos and a dark, dark humour. Without doubt, Bad Signs is Ellory’s most disturbing book, and one that will haunt the reader’


Shots


‘One of the most interesting crime novelists working today. He sets his novels in the US and seems to change his style of writing from book to book – always to excellent effect’


The Weekend Australian


‘Ellory has a lovely prose style that allows his story to glide on, as events both rivet and repel. [An] excellent action thriller’


Globe & Mail




BAD SIGNS


R.J. ELLORY


[image: images]




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


This is the ninth book I have released, and—as is always the case—there are too many people to mention. Those that I acknowledge are forever telling me they did nothing deserving of thanks, which—as we all know—is entirely untrue. So I express my heartfelt gratitude to my editor, Jon, also Jade Chandler, Susan Lamb, Juliet Ewers, Sophie Mitchell, Angela McMahon, Anthony Keates, Krystyna Kujawinska, Hannah Whitaker and all the Orion crew; to my agent Euan, to Charlie at AM Heath, Dominic and his team at WF Howes, to Amanda Ross and Gareth Jones at Cactus, to Judy Bobalik, to Jon and Ruth Jordan, to Ali Karim, Mike Stotter, to all those at Bouchercon, Thrillerfest and Harrogate. You know who you are, and you know what you did.


From the host of international publishers and festival organizers I have worked with, I must mention a few people specifically: Peter, Jack and Emer, Stephanie, and all the wonderful crew at Overlook; Francois, Leonore, Marie M., Arnaud, Xavier and Marie L. at Sonatine-Editions; Cécile, Sylvie and Carine at Livre de Poche, France; Sophie and Fabienne at SoFab; Fabrice Pointeau, Clément Baude, Christel Paris, Richard Contin, Catherine Dô-duc, Caroline Vallat, Marie-France Remond, Robert Boulerice, Linda Raymond and all the bookstore owners who made the French and Canadian tours so memorable. I must also thank Kevin and Brendan in Australia, Gemma in New Zealand, Anik Lapointe and Laura Santaflorentina in Barcelona, and Seba Pezzani in Piacenza for taking care of everything so incredibly well.


To my wife and son, my appreciation for everything, and to Guy and Angela for all their help and encouragement.


Most of all I thank you—dear reader—for your continued friendship and support.


This is for you.




Born under a bad sign,


I been down since I began to crawl.


If it wasn’t for bad luck,


I wouldn’t have no luck at all.


—“Born Under a Bad Sign”


Booker T. Jones/William Bell




CHAPTER ONE


By the time she reached her mid-twenties Carole Kempner had seen enough of men to be nothing other than disappointed. She bore two sons from two forlorn and wretched fathers, and it seemed that in all quarters and aspects those fathers were found sorely wanting. One was dumb and thoughtless, the other just downright crazy.


Elliott, the older of her two children, was born on January 2, 1946. Elliott’s father, Kyle Danziger, was a transient oilfield worker, and he swept through Carole’s life like a bad squall. Kyle was gone before Carole made her first trimester, perhaps because he could not envision himself burdened beneath the responsibility of fatherhood, perhaps for other reasons. Carole, believing that such a gesture might precipitate Kyle’s eventual return, gave her son his father’s name. And so he was Elliott Danziger, though from the first moments of speech he referred to himself as “Digger.”


How Clarence, the second and younger of her sons, came to be was a thing all its own. His conception—merely eight months after Carole’s delivery of Elliott—occurred in a moment of drunken awkwardness that was regretted immediately. That was indeed a low point, but things didn’t improve much from then on. Suffice to say that the boys’ childhood was grounded hard in violence and madness.


Just to begin with, Clarence’s father—Jimmy Luckman—killed Carole stone-dead on a cool winter’s morning while both Clarence and Elliott looked on.


Clarence was five by this time, Elliott a year and five months older. Jimmy was busy getting drunk. Carole, however, had set her mind to leaving once and for all. Perhaps she was simply exhausted with the disappointment. Or maybe she believed such an action would serve the boys well in the longer run of things. Either which way, Jimmy Luckman didn’t seem to agree with her plan.


So Jimmy—enraged at Carole’s calumny and deceit, the way she seemed to have thought this thing through with no regard for his needs and wants—took a baseball bat and broke some crockery. He broke a window. He spiderwebbed the TV screen. Then he broke Carole’s darn fool neck.


She went down like a stone. She was expressionless in the moment of impact, expressionless after the event. She could have been staring at a discount sign in a convenience store.


Jimmy Luckman appeared uncertain for some time. Later Clarence figured him to be calculating the odds. If Jimmy buried Carole, or perhaps chopped her up and drove out to Searchlight or Cottonwood Cove to hurl her piece by piece into a bottomless ravine, perhaps if he sent her headfirst down a dry well, or took her out northwest a hundred miles and left her in the desert for the coyotes . . . If he did this and told the world she’d finally left him for her mother’s place in Anaheim and was likely never to return, then what were the odds? Would anyone ever discover the truth?


Eventually Jimmy Luckman told Clarence to sit quiet. Wait here until she wakes up, he said. I’ll be back soon, kiddo.


Jimmy did not speak to Elliott. Elliott was neither his son nor his responsibility, and Elliott—slightly slower than Clarence, heavier, almost denser in some way—had always seemed to Jimmy as a distraction and a deadweight.


Jimmy—despite what he told Clarence—didn’t come back soon.


He didn’t come back at all.


Carole didn’t wake up neither.


Three and a half hours later Jimmy Luckman, never a man to take after his name, was shot in the throat by an off-duty cop in a liquor store in North Las Vegas. He was trying to escape with nineteen dollars and sixty-two cents. Even today, allowing for inflation, it wasn’t a great deal worth dying for.


Clarence waited patiently for the father that would never return. Elliott waited with him. They waited in the bedroom—one of four rooms in their first-floor apartment. The front door opened into the kitchen, the kitchen gave onto the sitting room, the bedroom with a narrow en-suite came last.


Frightened to leave their mother in case she woke, Clarence and Elliott took turns to venture only so far as the bathroom for water. They ate nothing however.


Their view to the street from the bedroom window was obscured by the walkway and heavy railings that circumvented the internal square of the apartment block. Above the railing and beneath the walkway above they could see a strip of sky. As it grew dark the stars appeared. Little Clarence talked to them. He asked them to relay a message to God. Make her wake up, he said.


Elliott merely watched his younger brother.


How Carole slept with her eyes wide-open Clarence did not understand. Whatever the reason, it did not matter. He just wanted her to wake up.


It was the most part of two days before anyone visited.


So it was that on the 5th of November Evelyn Westerbrook came by. She had always been Carole Kempner’s closest friend. She came to tell Jimmy and Carole that Eisenhower had won the election and they should celebrate. She carried with her a copy of a newspaper, the headline of which read, “Ike to The White House!” Jimmy had left the front door unlocked. Evelyn let herself in. She called out after them. “Carole? Carole?” And then—“Jimmy? Jimmy . . . are you guys in?”


She came on through to the bedroom. She found both Elliott and Clarence asleep, Clarence’s head against his mother’s shoulder, Elliott resting against her tummy, his hand holding hers.


Evelyn woke the boys up. She called the police. What happened after that Clarence didn’t really remember, except that he never saw his mother again.


It was a long time before he understood that she never did wake up.


Evelyn Westerbrook gave the police Jimmy Luckman’s name. It wasn’t long before they figured out who he was and where he’d died. Despite the fact that Carole had married neither Kyle Danziger nor Jimmy Luckman, the authorities afforded each boy their respective father’s names. Elliott would forever be Digger Danziger, and Clarence would be a Luckman. Maybe that was the start of his trouble, for Clarence Luckman was born under a bad star—that was the small and unavoidable truth—and people born under a bad star carry a bad sign their whole lives. Apparently this is so. And as far as people in general are concerned, there’s bad ones and real bad ones. The second lot are pretty much broke beyond mending. Might as well shoot them where they stand. And shoot them the first time you see them. Anything else is just going to be a heavy sack of heartache for all concerned. Clarence was possibly in the first category, Elliott too, but those who would later most influence their lives were definitely in the second.


Clarence and Elliott, looking from the start like the longer they lived the worse it was going to get, were both shipped off to a boys’ school outside of Barstow, California. It was a vast complex of buildings surrounded by a wall high enough to leave much of the day in shadow. The rooms smelled of dirty clothes and death, like a hospice for the destitute. In such a place life could be nothing but lonely and awkward. The kids ranged from seven to nineteen. The moment they hit their nineteenth they were released or moved on up to the big house. These were kids who had come up hard and bitter. Spent their childhood eating from hot dog stands and sleeping in bus depot restrooms if they were lucky. The attitude engendered by such experience was one of tight-wound nervousness. There was no way else to survive. Everything you didn’t grab was grabbed by someone else. Sometimes people would kick and grab even when you’d got there first. Start out like that and it wasn’t long before you figured all of life was colored that way. It was here that Elliott shined his light. The denseness, the slowness, became a methodical and pragmatic ability to deal with things that perhaps might have overshadowed Clarence. Elliott was the older boy, the big brother, and he wore his hat with pride and diligence. He was not afraid of people it seemed, neither kids nor grown-ups, and he was always there behind Clarence, always ready to step in and defend his younger brother if springs got wound too tight and fists were set to fly. He seemed to know when he was wanted, and when he was not. He had a temper for sure, much like his father, the transient oil worker, yet other times Clarence would watch Digger as Digger seemed to drift off in his mind to someplace where there was no one else but himself. He wondered if he was looking for long-lost Kyle, just as Clarence often thought of his own father, the ironically named Jimmy Luckman, who—it seemed—had neither been really lucky, nor really a man.


“Digger?” Clarence would say. “Digger?” And it would require three or four urgent repetitions before Digger snapped out of it, smiled, and said, “What’s up, little man?”


At Barstow they taught Elliott Danziger and Clarence Luckman to read and write. Clarence took to it quickly, Elliott a little more slowly. They were different boys in so many ways, though often mistaken one for the other. It was their eyes. They both had their mother’s eyes. As they grew older they became less physically similar, but their eyes stayed the same. See Clarence, see Elliott, you saw Carole. How that physical attribute would contribute to an endless chain of troubles was both unknown and unpredictable. Safe it was to say that had they taken after their respective fathers—at least in looks—then life would have been a great deal simpler.


Life progressed in some vague fashion until Clarence was thirteen, and then he kicked one of the kitchen staff real hard in the pants. The man that Clarence kicked had been trying stuff that was about as wholesome as a roadkill sandwich. Elliott was there too, and he got down and gave that guy a wallop or two before the guards came to break it up. They took off, the pair of them, but the police caught up with Elliott and Clarence no more than three miles away. They beat them some, and then sent them to the juvenile hall in Hesperia. Here a different man tried the same sort of thing on Clarence, but had sense enough to tie the boy to a bed before he started. By the time Clarence got to tell Elliott what had happened, well, it was too late for Elliott to do anything about it.


And so it went on, Elliott Danziger and Clarence Luckman weathering their lot like stoics, and all the while they had in their minds the thought that there had to be something better than this someways up the road. Where that road started, and where it ended up, they didn’t know. Such things were just details, and details came long after the main body of a plan. That’s what Clarence set his mind to working on—a plan—and whether he was sluicing out piss buckets or peeling potatoes or spit-shining shoes that wouldn’t stay clean for an hour, his mind was always working. Got close enough and you could hear the wheels turning, some kind of intricacy in there like a Frenchman’s clock. The cogs turned, the ideas evolved, and maybe everything would have come right had he kept his ideas to himself.


But he didn’t.


He shared them with Elliott. Older brother. Rock of ages. Elliott didn’t have the vision or foresight of his younger brother. The boys were similar perhaps, but only in the thin thread that connected them through their mother. The rest was wildly different, and that difference would only become more evident as time moved on.


Elliott, now known as Digger to all and sundry, was a magnet for small and unnecessary troubles. Hesperia had served the local community with a juvenile facility for as many years as anyone could remember. Back before secession it had been a prison, before that something else. They had rooms that could sleep eight or ten, and Clarence and Digger were berthed side by side.


Within their first days at Hesperia Clarence noticed a shift in Digger. Slight, perhaps unnoticeable to anyone but Clarence, but there was a shift. He seemed bigger, a mite taller and wider, and he seemed to hold himself with a good deal more presence. This was more like a grown-up facility, and Clarence believed that Digger knew it would take more work to care for his younger brother.


“Your name is Clay,” he told Clarence on the third or fourth morning after their arrival. “That’s what you should call yourself. Clarence is all fucked up. Sounds like a homo name. Clay is much better.”


Clarence was puzzled, but he nevertheless agreed. From that day forward he was Clay Luckman.


Digger was merely a year and five months older than Clay, but he started to look like a man when he hit twelve. He was willing to fight anyone, and did when it suited him. He lost more often than not, staggered away with his nose bloodied and his pride battered. But he never lost that pride, and he never lost his confidence and willingness to give it his best shot. His fists were all bone and no meat. His temper flared fast like a cheap firework, but he had the carry-through and balls to back it up. Nine times out of ten he went into battle for Clay, and Clay loved him for that. There was a loyalty there, a fraternity that meant the world to them both but for different reasons. Digger had charged himself with the responsibility for Clay’s physical welfare, and Clay, well, he believed that at some point in the future Digger would be receptive to education, enlightenment, a wider mental and emotional perception of life. Digger was the fighter, Clay the negotiator. Digger was the pugilist, Clay the philosopher. Had both parts been worked into one boy, then that would have been some boy. But they were not. There were two of them, linked by blood, but separated by personality.


One time Clay asked Digger what he wanted.


“More to eat most of the time,” Digger had replied.


“You know what I mean, Digger,” Clay said. “From life. From the future.”


That question had given Digger pause for thought. He did his little disappearing act, and he was gone someplace else for a good three or four minutes. “S’pose when it comes down to it,” he eventually said, “I want the same things as everyone else. Enough smarts to keep out of trouble, enough money to get what I want, enough time to enjoy it.”


Perhaps that was the deepest Digger would ever go. He had a view of life, a longer-term view, but present environment seemed so present that he rarely saw beyond the next meal.


Digger carried on fighting. He carried on losing. Clay wondered how much pride he did in fact possess, and how long it could be battered before it was entirely broken.


So as far as those that were charged with his welfare were concerned, Digger became both a trial and a tribulation. Rumor had it that Digger was going to be there through his eighteenth year, and then he’d be graduated to the big house. Rumor had it that had he not been a juvenile he’d have been there already. Rumor had a lot of things to say for itself, all except some way to determine the truth.


Digger seemed to find the notoriety and negative reputation somewhat of a charm and an allure.


“I’m a hot potato,” Digger told Clay. “Far as the law is concerned, that’s what I am.”


Clay shook his head. He didn’t understand.


“They got me for a salt and buttery,” Digger explained, and then he bust a gut laughing.


Digger got like that. He blew hot and cold. A funny guy, very funny, and then all of a sudden serious. Clay sometimes wondered if he hadn’t been hit in the head just a few too many times. It didn’t make sense, but it seemed to Clay that everyone who’d given Digger a kicking had left a little of themselves imprinted on his personality. Or maybe it was that Digger, seeing someone stronger or faster or smarter, had snatched a little of their attitude away while they were pounding on him. Snatched that thing away and kept it for himself in the belief that it would make him stronger. All those bits of people were now there inside of him, packed up tight in his skin, and Clay didn’t know from one mealtime to the next which one he was going to get next.


Clay loved Digger. He respected him. He cared for his well-being. He also stayed close because no one bothered him if Digger was around. Whenever he got mad with Digger, he had only to cast his mind back to the day of their mother’s death, the way Digger carried water in his cupped hands all the way from the bathroom to where Clay was sitting. He did it many times. He’d figured that Clay was crying so much he’d just dry up and blow away if he didn’t drink plenty of water. In Clay’s mind there was nothing that he would not forgive Digger. He found himself rationalizing Digger’s viewpoints, appreciating his left-of-center sensibilities, listening to his little dreams and aspirations. As time went on they just became closer. See one and you’d see the other. Some other kid said they were probably homos together, but Digger broke the kid’s nose and he never said it again.


And the more they talked, the more it seemed that Digger’s perspective and viewpoint widened. He listened to his younger brother. He started asking questions. He wanted to know Why this . . . and Why that . . . and Clay told him what he knew, or what he thought, or what he imagined was the truth. Digger taught Clay how to hit someone so they wouldn’t get up so fast. He called it “lumberjack fighting,” and Clay paid attention and toughened up somewhat. They were good for each other, and they started to connect not only as half brothers, but as real honest-to-God friends.


Perhaps Clay figured that was the point at which his fortunes altered. That now he’d outlived the irony of his name and gotten something good. Digger had a dark shadow, but he had a sense of humor and his mind was surprisingly fast. Clay knew he could always count on him in an awkward place. How awkward that place would be, and how it would happen, well, neither of them had the slightest idea.


“Nothin’s really trouble till you’re caught,” was always a favorite line of Digger’s.


One time—spring of 1961, Clay all of thirteen, Digger a couple of months more than fifteen—they were out on a field gang, all of them tied together with a length of chain, working like dogs, digging up rocks and stones out of sun-baked fields and loading them in the back of a pickup by the bucketload. The sun was high and brave. The wind out there didn’t blow, it sucked. Sucked every ounce of moisture right out of you and replaced it with dead flies and dust. A hellacious thirst came upon Clay. Would’ve drunk a pint of warm piss had it been offered.


Duty guard was called Farragut. Sat on a horse and rode back and forth up the line making sure the boys worked hard and fast. Wore an expression like he’d had toothache his whole life. He was a compact knotted little man. If you hit him you would hurt for days. He would never go down without a bullet or two. Farragut was known as Shoeshine. Kicked boys in the ass of their pants all day and all night until his toecaps glossed up like river pebbles. He had true meanness deep inside of him, as tight and twisted as a box of snakes. He said little, but when he did the words sounded practiced.


“Toe the line and I’m behind you, boy. Cross it and I’ll be the first agin you,” he’d say, and “I told you with words to quieten down, boy. Next time I’m telling you with fists.” Such tough poetry as this.


First time Clay met Shoeshine was his second day at Hesperia. “Seems to me you got only two expressions, boy,” was his greeting. “Causing trouble an’ asking for forgiveness. Well, you listen here now. I won’t have the first and I won’t give the second. That keeps it simple enough for both of us to understand.”


Shoeshine had a cool box in the foot well of the service truck. Inside of the cool box were a half dozen or so chilled bottles of root beer. That day, April something-or-other of 1961, Digger took a liking to the idea of a root beer, a chilled root beer in a glass bottle with a crimped metal cap. Being Digger, he was suited to doing the job with his fists, not with his smarts, but this day was different; this day Digger had a mind to working some kind of angle on Clay.


“No way, Digger,” Clay told him. “You get busted for some foolish stunt like that they’re gonna beat you and throw you in the tool shed for the rest of the day.”


“You think I can’t take it?” Digger asked.


“Hell, Digger, sure you can take it. The point is not whether you can take it, it’s whether it’s worth it for some foolish dumbass bottle of root beer.”


“But it sure would taste so good, right? You like root beer, right? Hell, everyone likes root beer. And it’d be so cold, and it’d taste so good, and it would be worth it, I reckon.”


“Digger, you are sometimes so fuckin’ stupid.”


“Thirsty,” Digger said. “Not stupid, just real thirsty.”


It was a bad game from the start. Digger didn’t say anything directly. Perhaps it was Clay’s own fault by mentioning the fact that another transgression would see Digger into the tool shed with a few more bruises. Digger just kept on talking about the damned root beer. How cold, how tasty, how refreshing, how special on such a hot, hot day. Perhaps it had been his plan all along, but it seemed that Digger was trying to persuade and cajole Clay with his mind. Like he was set to hypnotize his younger brother. Later, after many other troubles, Clay Luckman would wonder if Digger had such a power, or if it was just his own mental process that was weak. Digger turned Clay’s thoughts in such a way as to make him believe that stealing a bottle of root beer from Shoeshine was the only thing that could be done. Maybe it was Digger who did that, or maybe it was simply the memory of Digger walking back from that bathroom with his hands full of water.


“I know you don’t agree,” Digger said, “but maybe it’s right to feel sore about people who have a lot of things. Like the more they have, the less there is for everyone else.” He carried his broomstave across his shoulders like a yoke, his hands up and over left and right. He and Clay were walking to the edge of the road to get water. An old truck had been abandoned amidst the foot-flattened ridges of a fallow—four, five bullet holes in the radiator grille like the thing had quit one time too many. To hell with you, someone had thought, and took a rifle from the rear rack and shot the thing dead where it stood. You don’t work for me . . . hell, you don’t work for no one. Federal yellow flowers had grown up around the spare on the tailboard and made a crude wreath. Given enough time the seasons would take it all down to rust and dust. The other kids were coming down behind them. A five-minute break for hydrating, and then back to work. They gathered along a high dirt bank punctuated with rough handfuls of hardy sedge, dun and dry and dusty. This land hadn’t seen rain for weeks, and the air itself made you cough. Fifty yards away was a deserted homestead; stone ruins like broken teeth, as if this were all that remained of some giant’s fractured jawbone. Perhaps this was such a place where folks weren’t s’posed to settle.


“Take this situation, for example,” Digger said. “I’m one to latch on to an idea and let it take hold.” He smiled. “Like this here root beer proposition. Seems to me that if you decide you want something, and then give up on the idea because it’s too much trouble . . . well, you say this yourself. You gotta decide on a plan and then carry it through despite whatever obstacles come in the way, right?”


“Sure,” Clay replied, the sense of resignation already evident in his voice. He knew where this was going, and he didn’t like it. “I’m talking about what you want, Digger . . . what you want when we get out of here. I’m not talking about a bottle of root beer.”


Clay looked sideways at Digger. He was waiting for a response, but Digger didn’t say a word. He shielded his eyes against the sun. He looked out to where Shoeshine was watering his horse, and then back to the truck. The door was closed but unlocked.


Clay looked at Digger again and shook his head. Digger just returned an expression like he’d lost a piece of his mind and never cared to look for it.


“Some folks don’t deserve to be wished well, wouldn’t you say?” Digger asked.


“I think there’s some good to be found in everyone.”


“Sure, that’s as may be, but with some folks you gotta dig real deep to find it.”


“Yeah, I’d say so.”


“Shoeshine for example—”


“It ain’t gonna work, Digger. I ain’t doin’ this thing.”


“Well, I see things different from you, Clay,” Digger said. “I see a guy like Shoeshine, and he’s got what he’s got, and we ain’t got nothin’, but he’s the bad guy here, he’s the one who likes to kick kids and hurt them and whatever . . .”


“You are crazy,” Clay said. “Always have been, always will be. Sometimes I don’t know whether you’re being serious or just winding me like a cheap watch.”


“Whichever way you wanna take it,” Digger said, and then he looked at Clay for a while longer, and then out to the truck, and then he smiled and said something about water being for horses and dogs and gardens.


Clay drank the water. Water was good enough for him. He didn’t need a root beer, and he sure as hell didn’t need the kind of trouble that would come from stealing one from off of Shoeshine.


“Seems to me that good things don’t come find you. They stay where they are and you have to go looking. And hell, if they don’t hide in the damnedest of places.” Digger shook his head and looked out toward the horizon. “Bad things, however . . . well, let’s just say that bad things is something else altogether. Bad things can find you anyplace, and sometimes it means a great deal to have someone there who can help you take care of them . . .”


“I don’t want to go,” Clay said. When he first thought of the words they sounded strong and definite. When they left his lips they didn’t.


The tension between them was so solid you could have pushed it over.


Clay wanted to say Fuck you, Digger, but he stayed silent.


Looking at Digger then, he realized another facet of their difference. Digger was not stupid, never had been, but there was a shadow there, something that perhaps had come from his own father. Digger always appeared to be looking for the slant and pitch of the situation, how angles could be influenced to some small advantage. Digger was certainly no stranger to threat or violence, neither of them were, but maybe Digger was the sort of person to bring his own if none were present. It gave him the upper hand. Perhaps he believed he would make his mark more firmly on the world if he made others around him unsettled.


They went back to work for another two hours, scratching stones and rocks out of the dirt with their hands, an exercise that seemed to serve no purpose but to keep them occupied.


The feeling came upon Clay slowly. It was the kind of feeling that got right down into the basement of his gut and stayed there, slow-cooking like a pit barbecue. He believed that if he didn’t do what Digger had asked of him then there would be discord between them. That was more trouble than he could weather. Clay knew that Digger would never threaten him, never hurt him. Nothing like that. It was not a concern for what Digger would do to him, but what could be taken away. Without Digger he would be adrift in this world. He would manage, of course, but the tension and agitation that would become part of his life without Digger there to defend and protect him would be a strain he could do without. He thought of the times Digger had pasted some kid who was grieving him. Without Digger as a shield perhaps that kid would come back for revenge. He had never really had to do such things alone. Yes, he began to think, perhaps all of the past avoidances would come back at him. Right when he least expected it. Saying nothing about the violence itself, the surprise would be enough to kill him.


Clay said nothing, but he watched the pattern that Shoeshine followed. The service truck sat at the side of the road, no more than twenty feet from the wheels to the edge of the hot top. The line of boys—more than eighty of them—stretched a good two hundred yards. Shoeshine paced his horse from one end of the chain to the other. He looked ahead of him, never back—not unless someone called for permission to take a piss. If that happened he would watch the boy until his business was done, and then he would resume the walk. Clay counted the time it took from one end of the line to the other. From the moment he turned he reckoned three minutes until Shoeshine was coming back the other way.


Next break time Digger said something to Clay. Said it low like a whisper, nothing direct. “Sometimes I feel like there’s two sides to me. Sometimes I think the only reason I have a left hand is to stop my right hand from doing stuff it wants to.” Digger tried to hide his smile, but it was there in his eyes. He was winding, winding, winding.


“You are so full of shit,” Clay said. “You think you can make me do this—”


Digger laughed. “Hey, man, cool it. I’m just baiting you.”


Clay opened his mouth, and then he hesitated. There was a change in his expression, a different light in his eyes. There was some shadow of grim determination that seemed to have taken hold. He looked across at Shoeshine, at the truck, back to Digger, and then he said, “I’ll do it. Don’t say any more. I’ll get you your root beer.”


Digger didn’t say a thing. He didn’t even smile. Expression on his face was suddenly serious and implacable, like he’d spent a lifetime walking against the wind.


Clay wondered then if Digger would try and stop him. Wondered if the whole thing had been nothing but a test. Now it was there, now Clay had agreed to do it, well, he had demonstrated courage sufficient for Digger to ease up. Digger would say the whole thing had been a prank, a stunt, and he had no more yen for a root beer than he did a snake sandwich.


But no, he didn’t say a word.


There was a fraternal angle, a challenge, a thrown-gauntlet of sorts, and it had progressed too far to be reversed.


Clay made a small prayer. He thought of where his mother was, whether she could see him, and what she would say. He wondered if there was a heaven and a hell, and he wondered if the folks in heaven could see the folks in hell, and if he wound up down there with his father would he ever be able to speak to her again.


And then he realized how stupid he was being. It was a root beer. He was going to get his brother a root beer. Damn, the number of times Digger had bailed him out crap, this was the least he could do.


He waited until Shoeshine turned at the end of the row, and then he dropped his shovel and took a step.


The next boy in line stopped working.


Digger glared at him. The boy started up again. Seemed like the whole world went quiet. Seemed like the breeze stopped, the dust settled, the birds stayed right where they were in the branches of trees.


Clay’s heart was in the middle of his chest, in his throat, in his mouth, and he could see everything twice. There were beads of sweat along his hairline. Seemed never to have bothered him before but they rolled down his brow and met his eyes and blurred his vision.


Three times he asked himself what the damn hell he was doing before he’d even made it two yards.


Shoeshine was still going the other way, his back to the line, his rifle across his knees, his attention all the way forward and nowhere behind.


Clay glanced back at Digger. Digger was leaning forward, his shovel in the ground, but he was not moving. His expression was unreadable. Clay wondered what would happen if he turned back. Would Digger forgive him? Would he just brush it off as a great joke that might have played out? Or would he make it a big deal? Would this put some irreconcilable rift between them that would never be healed?


Dead if he did, dead if he didn’t.


Clay loved his brother, but hated himself. He feared Shoeshine, but more than that he feared the loneliness that he would have to endure without Digger by his side.


He looked back at the line of boys. He looked at the tool shed. He crouched lower to the ground and took another three steps. The truck was another fifteen yards. He wondered if he should just make a dash for it. There were boys farther down the line who would stop working as soon as they saw Clay run across the field. Shoeshine would hear him. He would stir the horse and chase him down within a heartbeat. He would knock him over with the butt of the rifle. Maybe the horse would trample him.


Clay swallowed. He gritted his teeth. He was going to do it. He had to do it. There was no other choice.


He pictured himself back in the ditch with Digger. He could feel the cool weight of the bottle in his hand. He could see the smile, the pride, the sheer unalloyed pride in his brother’s eyes, and he knew that this was the way to make his mark with everyone else in the line. After this they would see him not as Digger’s sidekick, the weaker brother, the one who was always being defended and protected, but they would see him as an individual in his own right.


This was his test, and destiny had brought him here.


He edged forward—another step, another two—his heart racing ahead of him, his pulse quickening in his neck, his temples, feeling the blood in every part of his body, his mouth dry, every hair on his head rigid with fear, but he took another step and he could see the truck getting closer.


Shoeshine was halfway down the line. He needed to gather pace if he was going to make it there and back. He took three more steps, three more again.


There seemed to be a united gasp all the way along the line. Eighty boys held their breath. Clay knew he was imagining it, but it was as real as anything he had ever experienced before.


Now was the moment. Now was his chance to make a dash across the last twenty-five feet and get that bottle out of the foot well.


Clay Luckman, believing he had broken the spell of bad fortune, held on to his belt and made that run for all he was worth.


Three yards, no more, no less, and his foot landed awkwardly on a protruding stone. Fist-sized, round every which you looked at it, the sole of his boot skidded off the surface and sent him sprawling.


Some kid laughed. Others laughed too. It was not so much the sense of ridicule that they found humorous, but the relief, that terrible instinctive reaction when you see some calamity befall another. A relief that it was not you.


Clay lay there for a second, dust in his eyes, despair in his heart, and then he tried to scoot around and head back for the ditch.


Shoeshine saw Clay Luckman before he’d made it five feet. He stirred that horse and chased him down just as Clay had envisioned. He did not use the butt of the rifle to knock him down, but rather booted the boy fair and square in the back of the head. Clay went down like gravity. His lights were out before he tasted dirt.


Shoeshine figured the boy had planned to take off in the truck. That’s how he wrote it up. Clay didn’t argue. Would have served no purpose. Shoeshine and Hesperia were going to believe what they wanted to believe regardless of what anyone said. Clay was up on an attempted escape charge. He went to the solitary block for a month. He stitched pants and shirts with rough thread, he washed piss buckets and shined boots and dug trenches and held his tongue. He didn’t say a damned thing about Digger goading him up for the enterprise with the root beer, and he knew Digger would appreciate that.


When Clay came out it was May of 1961 and white folks were terrorizing colored folk for taking bus rides in Alabama.


Digger, having earned himself a reputation for trouble, seemed to now have passed a little of that reputation to his brother. They became even more inseparable, not because of any wish on Clay Luckman’s part to be troublesome, but because they each possessed a need for reliance on the other. Possibly Clay might have survived far better without Digger. He would have taken the beatings that would have come without Digger to protect him, but he would have made it through. He might have figured out a way to exorcise Digger’s influence and attention. As with all things there was a way to do it. As with most things he didn’t know what it was.


Late at night, the sweltering darkness, the sound of dogs punctuating the throaty pitch of cicadas, Digger would whisper things.


“I seen enough bad in men to know that they could never really have been created in His image,” he said. “Couldn’t have been. And most folks think one way, say another, and then act in a fashion that contradicts both. Don’t make sense to me.”


Another time, saying, “There’s a little bit more to being smart than just knowing how to get out of trouble. Real smarts is never getting into trouble in the first place. And unhappiness? Unhappiness is like a sediment. You don’t know it’s there until you empty everything else out. And when something good looks like it’s gonna happen, well, you take it slow. Don’t rush it. Don’t drink that thing too quick or you’ll get a mouthful of inevitable bitterness at the bottom.”


And then he would reach over and prod Clay in the shoulder. “You listenin’ to me? You listenin’ to me there?”


Clay tried to hold on to his optimism, his wishes for the future, but too much of what Digger said made too much sense. He had seen his share of bad things. He had experienced his share of rough fortune and disappointment. If the first decade of his life had been a portent for the rest, well, there was a great deal more heartache and hopelessness on the way.


Clay didn’t try to dissuade Digger from his monologues. He just lay there listening awhile, and then he slept the best he could.


Hesperia was a shadow of some other distant and better place. Children came and went. Sometimes faces would appear for weeks, days even, and then they’d be shipped off to some other facility on the West Coast. Seemed to Clay Luckman that he and Digger were part of the great unwashed and unwanted, a tribe of misfits. No one ever said the thing directly, but it was evident that such people as they were consigned to short lives filled with jail, with violence, with hardship and awkward death. Perhaps, early on, he decided it would be somehow different for them. They were not criminals like the other kids. They were boys with no parents that no one had wished to adopt and no one knew what else to do with. Clay, it seemed, was unaware of the bad star, thus ignorant of the bad sign that followed him, and though ignorance was never a worthy defense, it at least gave some small respite for the time it remained.


Digger had his darker moods, and during those times he would talk his bitter talk. He had a chip on his shoulder sufficient to break it, but most times it didn’t show. Only thing that Digger ever said that Clay really took to heart was about being stupid. Worst kind of stupid is the failure to learn from experience. That was something Clay could understand. That was something that felt like a truth.


The quiet passage of weeks and months became the relentless passage of years. Both Clay Luckman and Digger Danziger became hardened in their own ways. Clay resolved in himself the desire to be free of Hesperia once he had gained nineteen years in June of 1966. Digger was still uncertain of his fate, whether he too would be released, or if they would send him up to the big house as they had threatened so often. Digger told Clay that he intended to escape before this happened. Escape or die trying. He was going out to Eldorado, Texas.


“You what?”


“Eldorado, Texas,” Digger said.


“What the hell do you know about Texas . . . or anyplace, for that matter?”


Digger crouched to the ground and ferreted his hand beneath his mattress. He withdrew a folded piece of something-or-other, and when he spread it out on the bed Clay saw that it was some kind of magazine advertisement. “The Sierra Valley Estate,” it shouted in big sunshine-yellow letters. Every house was picture-perfect, the adults were smiling, the kids were laughing, there were shiny silver barbecue sets on emerald-green lawns and sapphire-blue pools in every back yard. In that picture Digger saw everything he’d never had. Clay saw it too. It was enchanting beyond words. They saw what they wanted to believe, and each of them—in their own very different way—imagined this place, this “City of Gold,” to be representative of everything they had been denied.


“Where d’you get that?” Clay asked.


“There was a magazine in the infirmary. I tore it out.”


Clay reached out and touched the page. He could feel the warmth of the sun through the tips of his fingers.


Eldorado. Where kids have moms and dads. Where the grass is green and the sky is blue and you are never hungry and you can smile without someone wanting to wipe that smile right off of your face.


Eldorado, Texas.


Yes.


“We gotta got there,” Digger said.


Clay looked at him. He couldn’t have agreed more.


“That’s what we gotta do, Clay . . . We gotta find someplace like Eldorado and make our fortunes and find some good things after all this crap we’ve been through.”


“Eldorado,” Clay whispered, and it sounded like just the sort of place where you had to leave all the bad stuff behind just to get there.


It was everything that they’d been denied, and how their intentions to remedy that denial became inextricably linked, and the consequences for both brothers could not have been foreseen. It was all related to a man that neither of them knew, nor had ever met. A man who came to Hesperia in a thunderstorm in the late fall of 1964.




DAY ONE




CHAPTER TWO


Earl Samuel Sheridan was a man who cared little for anyone but himself. His was a narrow and claustrophobic world, and beyond the borders of his own needs and wants there was little that engaged his attention. Earl had a quarter century of impatience embedded in his bones. Somewhere inside him was a nerve that was irritated by pretty much everyone. What they did, what they said, how they looked. Folks who knew him, even those who raised him up, understood it was only a waiting game before Earl Sheridan killed someone. Perhaps it was nothing more than an accumulation of minor incidents, but those who understood some aspect of human psychology knew that the power of small things should never be underestimated.


Earl Sheridan, all of twenty-five years old, was a handsome man. A little shy of six feet, broad-shouldered, fair-haired, he had the look of someone who spent most of his life in the sun and took to it well. He fell in with a girl who went by the name of Esther Mary Marshall. She could have just been plain old Esther, but no, she was Esther Mary, and that was the way she wished to be addressed. Her language was loose and slutty, and she wore makeup in church. Esther loved Earl. Her love was clear and uncomplicated. He lit a fire in her somewhere, and she knew she wanted him even though he was a violent man. The anger was in his bones and his blood, and she knew it was only a matter of time before he started sharing it with her. She was smart enough to leave him before it happened. One thing she wanted to say was that whatever he might have been guilty of, he never did inflict violence upon her. It was her departure that did it, almost as if her strength of character served to highlight Earl’s own weaknesses. He could not keep a girl. She had left him. Deserted him. Despite the fact that they had been together for less than six months, this betrayal lit a slow fuse in Earl Sheridan’s mind.


The next girl he charmed wasn’t so smart. Her name was Katherine Aronson. She possessed a quiet and unfailing optimism, and perhaps believed that with good sense and persistence she could get a light to shine in amongst Earl’s darkest thoughts. She was heard to say one time that all it took to make a bad person good was for someone to expect it of them. That kindness and encouragement could be the best sort of discipline. She was never to prove her theory. Earl Sheridan felt no need for any higher emotion. Anger and bitterness had carried him thus far, perhaps would carry him all the way. He beat her senseless with his bare hands a month after she met him. She could have pressed charges, but she didn’t. Earl Sheridan was a patient man, if nothing else. His patience was matched only by his anger. However many years he might have served for what he’d done, he would never have forgotten. Katherine knew he would have found her and killed her. Earl would have made it his reason for living. Additionally, Katherine believed that such things were a test of her faith. The brightest stars attracted the darkest shadows. She believed that Jesus had died on the cross for her sins, and that everyone had to make amends in their own individual ways. Sometimes those amends required the salvation of another’s lost soul.


So they let Earl Sheridan out with a warning, and Katherine took him back. He said he was sorry, and he called her sweet baby, and she forgave him. Three weeks later he cornered her in the kitchen and put a boning knife through her heart. She was dead before she realized what had happened, dead before she hit the linoleum. Earl Sheridan did nothing by halves, especially relationships.


That action irritated the nerves of twelve jurors, a judge, and the state of California, and they decided to kill Earl right back. They had him up in Baker, had arranged a welcoming committee in San Bernardino State Penitentiary. Here he would reside while due process dragged its heels, and here he would remain until the necktie party. So that afternoon, November 20, 1964, they had Earl Sheridan meet with a doctor from Anaheim University Hospital. Earl was asked if he’d be willing to bequeath his eyes. They were making great progress in the field of optical surgery. “Don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Earl Sheridan told the Anaheim doctor. “Reckon most folks would best prefer blindness than to see the world through my eyes.”


They handcuffed and shackled him. They put him in an armored vehicle with a black-and-white up front, a second one in the rear, and they began the one hundred-and-twenty-five-mile southward drive to San Bernardino at five o’clock in the afternoon. The storm came up unexpected and strong. It should have been a straight run along 15 all the way, nothing more than a dogleg turn where they connected with 138, but the rain came like a barrage of fists, and for a while they were down to ten miles an hour, little to see ahead of them but rain-hammered windshields.


Stopping in Barstow was out of the question. Barstow could provide them with little more than a sheriff’s department holding tank. Victorville had a facility for orphaned girls and unwed mothers fallen on hard times. It was secure enough, but not to the standard required for a man on his way to hanging. Hesperia it would have to be, and by the time they reached it they had managed the ninety miles from Baker in three hours and twenty-five minutes. Sheridan had bitched all the way, and had it not been for the sound of rain on the roof of the car they might have listened to him. It was a little after eight thirty when the convoy pulled through the outer gates of Hesperia Juvenile Correction Facility, and they had all of eight warders awaiting that boy. Earl Sheridan had never seen such a welcome in his whole born life. He made some crack about how many half men it took to guard a whole man, at which point the convoy chief, a retired Death Valley Junction deputy sheriff named James Rawley grabbed the chain between Sheridan’s cuffs and twisted it until Sheridan near pissed his pants with the pain. Each one looked at the other for a good thirty seconds, and then Rawley smiled all high, wide, and handsome with his broken, tobacco-stained teeth, and said, “Reckon about one ought to do it.”


Had that challenge not taken place, had Sheridan not gone to his isolation cell with a sense of humiliation burning through his very being, then the events of that night, the subsequent events that would terrorize California, Arizona, and Texas, might have never happened. People were going to die, people who were utterly unaware of this inevitability, and even had they known—well, there was not a thing they could have done about it. That night had been scheduled to mark the departure of Earl Sheridan to his intended final residence, care of California State, but in reality it marked the beginning of the worst regional murder spree to date, a murder spree that would not be outdone until Evan Sallis went on a roll almost thirty years later.


Earl Sheridan went into isolation a sad and sorry mess. Soaked to the bones, his wrists bleeding, his shirt filthy, the cuffs of his pants looking like they’d been chewed to length. But he did have one thing that no one knew about. He had a metal comb. Had seen it on the floor of the car as Rawley twisted his hands down and threatened him with silence. In the moment that followed his release—hyperventilating crazily, his head down between his knees as if accepting defeat—he had reached right on down and picked it up. Jamming it into his shoe, moving it then beneath his foot, he had walked it all the way into his cell. They removed his cuffs when he was through the door, and they left him to his own devices.


“One night you’re here,” Rawley had told him through the grate in the door. “Tomorrow morning we drive you on down to San Bernardino and finish what we started.”


Rawley walked away. Sheridan said nothing at all. It was only when Rawley reached the external door that he heard Sheridan singing. He knew what it was; that old Rabbit Brown song—Sometimes I think you’re just too sweet to die. And other times I think you ought to be buried alive.


Things kicked off in earnest a little before ten that night. The storm hadn’t let up, wouldn’t until six the following morning, and by then much of the surrounding farmland would be a swamp of dirty oatmeal. Rawley’s deputy, a skinny man named Chester Bartlett, brought Earl some dinner. Though nothing more than a mess of cornmeal, a couple of pieces of fatback, a fried egg, and a cup of coffee, Bartlett still needed the key to get through the door, and he still had to hold the tray while Earl got up off of the floor. Experienced Bartlett might have been at convoying chained prisoners from one part of the state to another, but when it came to attending a confined man there was a procedure and a protocol about which he was ignorant.


First Rawley heard of it was when Sheridan had already made it to the kitchens. It was here that he found Clay Luckman and Digger Danziger.


Chester Bartlett was bleeding out from a wide neck wound inflicted by a metal comb. He would die before they got to him. Earl Sheridan had used Chester’s own keys to lock him in the isolation cell. Now he had Chester Bartlett’s sidearm, a pocketful of shells to go with it, and he was about his business with vigor and excitement.


Digger had heard word of Sheridan. It had been news throughout the entire facility within thirty minutes of the man’s arrival. There was something hypnotic and addictive about a hanging, more so about the man who was to be hanged. Faced with the condemned himself, Digger saw nothing but the opportunity to escape. He believed that if he allied himself to Earl Sheridan, if he showed him the way out of the facility, then both their purposes would be served. Earl had other intentions in mind. Earl saw two young hostages, a healthy collection of sharp knives, and a way to avoid the scaffold.


A rapid evaluation of the situation gave Earl Sheridan a clear comprehension of what he was dealing with. The older kid was up for the thrill, the younger one looked like he was going to piss his pants right where he stood. The older one would work with him, help him control and manage the younger, and the three of them would be out together. Somewhere along the line he could kill the younger one, perhaps kill them both, or if he was feeling humanitarian he could just ditch them on the road somewhere and go it alone. Go where, he did not know. For in amongst all the running and hiding, in amongst the rush and panic of this thing, he had forgotten to think about what would happen next.


By the time Earl Sheridan, Elliott Danziger, and Clarence Luckman made it to the main gate the entire facility was ablaze with searchlights. Dogs, men, guns; trucks revving in the back of the compound ready to chase this guy down to nothing if that’s what was needed. Sheridan had Danziger and Luckman tied together with a whole mess of twine he’d found in the kitchen. It served the purpose, for he had those two kids on a leash just less than three or four feet long. Anyone with a twitch on their trigger finger could so easily have taken out one of the hostages instead of Sheridan himself. Sheridan demanded a pickup truck. He got one. He wanted three days’ worth of food; he got that too. Facility governor Tom Young took his sweet time about organizing these things, charging every man present from the top down to work in the direction of double-crossing Sheridan, creating the appearance of cooperation, all the while looking for a way to bring his dreadful plan to a halt. The difficulty was the hostages. Young had his deputy on the phone to the local police, to the federal authorities. They had a convicted death row escapee, now responsible for another murder, and he had to be stopped. But in stopping him they could not endanger the lives of the two brothers. The simple fact that Tom Young didn’t give a solitary damn about Clay Luckman or Digger Danziger was beside the point. The newspapers gave a damn. The taxpayers gave a damn. The public at large would be the ultimate judge and jury in such a scenario, and they always erred in the direction of the underdog. No, the boys needed to come out of this alive, and that—first and foremost—was in Young’s mind as he tried to figure a way to outfox Sheridan.


When Sheridan demanded a shotgun to go along with Chester Bartlett’s sidearm, well Tom Young told him to go fuck himself. It was then that he took one of the knives he’d taken from the kitchen and cut Clay Luckman’s shoulder. It was a shallow wound, but it bled like a bitch, and Young didn’t have much choice but to accede to the man’s demands. Sheridan told them he was driving away. They were going to see which way he was going for only so long, and then he was gone for good. He said if they sent cars or trucks or helicopters or any of that shit after him then both the kids were dead. And he would shoot himself to boot. Save the State a few bucks but ruin the day for Young. Young—old enough and wise enough to recognize a crazy one when he saw him—held up his hands and said nothing. Kidnapping really did make it a federal mess, and as soon as Sheridan hightailed it out of the facility gates he planned to speak to the Federal Bureau of Investigation and tell them the mess was all theirs.


Sheridan and his charges went out of those gates a little before midnight. Facility governor Tom Young went back to organize the facility lockdown. Once the place was secure he called the FBI. He spoke with a man named Garth Nixon. Nixon said they’d take it from here. All he needed were details of the stolen truck and pictures of the two boys. They already had enough pictures of Earl Sheridan to make a snapshot album. Young wrote up a dispatch with the requested details, and sent one of his men out to the Anaheim Bureau Office. Nixon made it clear that Governor Young and anyone else involved in this fiasco was relieved of their responsibility for the matter. The bureau would attend to whatever internal investigative and resultant disciplinary action might be required for Rawley and his escort team. Earl Sheridan was a fugitive from the law, a condemned man on the run, and a kidnapper. Throw into the mix the charges for which he was going to hang and he was numero uno as far as the FBI were concerned. Had Nixon known then even some small aspect of Sheridan’s nature, even the nature of sociopathological behavior in its crudest form, he would not have been so quick to criticize or censure his colleagues. He thought Rawley, Young, others of their ilk, little more than hicks and rednecks, no more capable of restraining and transporting a known felon across a hundred and twenty-five miles of countryside than he himself was capable of dancing an Irish jig. This was now Bureau business, and the Bureau would attend to it.


Forces were mobilized for the search. Pictures were distributed, radio bulletins were issued on the wires and relayed to all stations in the surrounding counties. It was the most excitement the FBI had seen in years, and they were going to take advantage of the publicity and media furor that they knew was coming their way. In such cases, Nixon knew that if you did not unofficially deputize the populace and get them alert and looking too, well, you were screwed.


Earl Sheridan was a matter of enormous concern, as were the kidnapped brothers, Clarence Luckman and Elliott Danziger. The state governor was apprised of the situation within a matter of hours. He made a personal telephone call to the widow of Chester Bartlett and ensured her that they were doing everything they could. He assured her that Earl Sheridan would be brought to justice.


Everything they could do was hampered by their lack of understanding of Earl Sheridan.


By six o’clock, morning of Saturday, November 21, Nixon had been deputized to Anaheim Field Agent Ronald Koenig, a fourteen-year veteran of the Bureau, a prior history in the Anaheim Sheriff’s Department, before that a handful of years in the military, the last two in Berlin during the establishment of the East-West divide. He had been around the block and then some. He estimated that Sheridan would kill or release his hostages within twenty-four hours, that they would be found dead or alive within thirty-six, that Sheridan himself might manage another seventy-two or ninety-six hours, and then die in a hail of bullets in some small dust pocket of a town like Calexico or La Rumorosa. Of this he had no doubt. Sheridan would make for Mexico. He would be dreaming of sunshine, tequila, cool cerveza, and hot girls. A man like Sheridan was driven by his instinct and his dick.


Of this Ronald Koenig could not have been more wrong. Earl Sheridan was driven by his instinct and his hatred. He did not head south as was expected. He did not intend to ever get to Mexico. He went southeast toward the Arizona state line. He did not understand federal law sufficiently well to appreciate that he was now being looked for by the government entire. He believed that his salvation lay outside the state of California. Once he was over the border there was little anyone could do. He would steal some money, buy some clothes, color his hair, change his name. He would vanish. It was that simple.


How it then became something more than simple had a great deal to do with the quantity of hatred that Earl Sheridan felt for people whose names he didn’t even know.




DAY TWO




CHAPTER THREE


The diner was just a little box of a place with a few seats in back for the coloreds. The menu was made up of wooden letters stuck to a board behind the till. A layer of dust and grease adorned those letters. It said that the menu had never changed, and never would. Fatback, meatloaf, ham and eggs, steak.


Sheridan had a fist of dollars from someplace or other. Clay did not know where he had come by them, but he also had a clean T-shirt, which he told Clay to put on. “Can’t have you walking around with blood all over yourself,” he’d told Clay. “Just attract flies and unwanted attention.”


It was eight, a handful of minutes after, and they stood in the doorway of that diner as if they’d blown in on the back of some ill wind.


They’d slept in the truck—he and Digger tied together, and then the rope looped over the back of the tailboard and secured to the chassis. Earl—if he had slept, and he sure didn’t look like he had—had been in the cab, the shotgun across his knee, Chester Bartlett’s revolver in his lap.


Surprisingly—from the moment Clay had put his head down against the baseboard of the pickup to the moment he felt a rough hand hurrying him awake—he had slept. No dreams, no fear, nothing. He had slept like a newborn. Once he was awake he became acutely aware of how much his shoulder ached. The quantity of blood had belied the shallowness of the wound, but he was concerned it would become infected. There was little he could do at this juncture. The clean T-shirt concealed it but did not allay the discomfort he felt. Above and beneath whatever concern he may have had for his physical well-being, there was the blunt reality of Earl Sheridan.


“We’re going to find breakfast,” Earl had told them, and then he untied them, and even in that moment—even as he appeared to be friendly—there was something dark and unsettling about everything he did. Clay did not know how to describe the feeling. Like approaching a firework already lit that had not yet flared. You just didn’t know. Was it a dud, or would it explode in your face?


Standing at the side of the highway, the three of them pissing into the wind, Earl had said, “Have to acknowledge you boys. Most kids would be crying like orphans in their first boys’ home. A pair of wet and whimpering sacks of shit. Well, I’ll tell you something right here and now. People feeling sorry for themselves just makes me mad as hell. Makes me feel like I really want to give them something to moan about, you know? So, it’s good for you that you ain’t bein’ that way about this. You’re takin’ it like men, and I feel it’s only right and proper that I acknowledge you for that.” He shook his dick and put it back in his pants. “When we started out from that place I had a mind to kill the pair of you and leave you someplace, but I’ve changed my mind. Seems to me you never did me no wrong, and I don’t have a right to hurt you for that. We’ve come from the same place, and more than likely we’re gonna end up in the same place, right?”


Digger glanced at Clay.


Clay shook his head. Say nothing, that gesture said.


“Hey, I’m talking to you,” Earl Sheridan barked. “You hear what I said?”


“Yes, sir,” Digger replied.


Earl laughed. “Sir? Jeez, kid, you been in that place too long. You don’t need to be callin’ me no ‘sir.’ Lordy, lordy, you really are a pair of misfits and troublemakers. You been in that place all your life?”


“Ever since our mama died we’ve been one place or another,” Digger said.


Clay said nothing. He wanted to maintain as much distance between himself and Earl Sheridan as he could.


“Your mama?” Sheridan asked.


“Yes, sir.”


“You pair are brothers?”


“Yes, sir,” Digger replied.


“Well, I’ll be damned. I never would have guessed it.” He paused, frowned, squinted at one, then the other. “Well, now you come to mention it, I do see something there. Maybe in the eyes, huh?” He shrugged. “Well, okay then. Seems you pair have seen the sorry end of nothin’ for quite some time, eh? Reckon a bit of a change is good for the calendar, whaddya say?”


“Sure thing,” Digger said.


“Well, good enough,” Earl said. “Reckon we should start with a good breakfast and then we’ll figure out where the rest of our lives is gonna begin.”


Clay listened to his brother talking with Sheridan, and though he wanted to tell Digger to shut the hell up, he could not. Ignoring the man would just make him mad, and there was no telling what mad would provoke him to do.


The town was called Twentynine Palms. It sat along 62 at the edge of Joshua Tree, a hundred or so miles from Hesperia.


Earl had already explained to them that he was doing what the authorities would least expect. “Tell you something now,” he said. “Ninety-nine out of a hundred guys in my shoes would run right to Mexico. I know this part of the world. I’ve been causin’ trouble here for as long as I can remember. Right now they’ll have people in Palm Springs, maybe Moreno Valley and Escondido. Hell, maybe they’ll even have people looking for us in San Diego ’cause they think we’re gonna try and get in through Tijuana. There’ll be roadblocks on all the highways . . . and shit, man, they’ll be runnin’ themselves ragged wonderin’ where the fuck we disappeared to! Anyways, we ain’t doin’ nothin’ of the sort. We’re heading for Arizona, maybe even Texas. Texan girls are a sight to behold . . .” And then Earl turned and saw the waitress walking toward them with a smile on her face like Christmas.


She had on a peasant blouse with a pattern like a tablecloth. Red and white checks. The front tails were tied up in a fist-sized knot above her navel, and it pushed up her breasts like an invitation to all and sundry for something wicked and wonderful.


Earl Sheridan just stood there, dumb as a fence post.


“You boys wanna table or you gonna stand there till sundown?” she said.


Earl didn’t speak.


“A table please,” Clay replied, and the girl smiled and indicated the table right beside the window.


“You’ll be wantin’ breakfast, I presume?” she said.


“Three times,” Clay said, and he elbowed Digger along the seat so he could sit down too.


Earl was still dumbstruck, like a mule hit by lightning.


The waitress leaned forward. Her cleavage was as deep as the San Fernando Valley. You could have pitched a silver dollar from the other side of the room and never missed that target. “My name’s Bethany,” she said. “I’ll be your waitress today. Now d’you boys want coffee or milk or juice or what?”


“Co-coffee,” Earl stuttered, and then he smiled like a fool and his cheeks colored up.


“Well, coffee it is,” Bethany said, and then she turned around and walked away.


Earl watched her ass like it was the last train to freedom.


The food came. Digger ate with his arm down, his left hand guarding his plate, his right hand around the spoon in a fist.


Earl showed him how to hold it properly. “Like a pen,” he said, “and you can put your left hand someplace else. No one around here is looking to steal your food.”


There was fatback and grits, eggs, some waffles with syrup, even sausage-meat gravy and corn. The three of them ate enough for a Kiwanis Convention, and then they sat back and held their guts like Santa.


Bethany brought more coffee.


“You all here by your own sweet self?” Earl asked her.


Clay saw something flash in Earl’s eyes. It was a dark thing, a bad thought. Clay could feel the tension in the man, tight like a spring.


“For a little while,” she said. “My husband and I own this place together, but he’s down the road apiece getting a spare tire for his truck. He’ll be here in a while or so.”


She went on in back of the diner. Earl waited no more than a minute, and then he told Clay and Digger to go get in the pickup out front.


“I’ll be no more than a couple of minutes,” he said, and he got up from his seat. “I have the keys to the pickup,” he added. “Those guns in there ain’t loaded right now, and won’t be until I get back. You can make a run for it, but in the time it’s gonna take me to finish up here you’re gonna make it half a mile, and that’s if you run like a pair of halfwit motherfuckers. My advice is just to hang tight until I’m done, and then we’ll all leave together.”


Neither Digger nor Clay argued. They sat in back of the pickup and waited. Clay wanted to say something, but there was nothing to say. He knew what was going on, he just didn’t know how bad it was until Earl came running from the back of the diner with blood on the tails of his shirt. Clay knew then that he had hurt Bethany, maybe even killed her. Bethany was done for, and that was a cert. Earl tucked the tails in before he climbed up, but that didn’t change the fact that Clay had seen them.


Earl fumbled with the keys. He dropped them, retrieved them, got them in the ignition and revved the car. The pickup kicked a whirlwind of dust behind them as they cut away from the front of the diner and regained the highway. Earl had a fistful of dollars, some fives, maybe a ten or so, and he stuffed it in the dashboard. There was blood on the money too.


“You kill her?” Digger asked.


Earl slammed his foot on the brakes. The pickup careered to a halt in the middle of the road. Before Digger had a chance to double-take he felt Earl’s hand around his throat, felt the man’s weight bearing down on him, looked right back into his eyes. Those eyes were black and depthless, as if all the darkness of the world resided there.


“One question is too many questions,” Earl said, and his voice was low-slung and gravelly. “You understand me, little man?”


Digger said Yes with his eyes.


Clay started; could recall with such clarity when Digger used to call him that.


Little man.


“Good ’nough,” Earl said.


He released Digger’s throat, jammed the pickup into gear, and pulled away with a shudder.


Clay looked straight ahead, dared not to look anyplace else, but then he felt Digger’s hand on his arm. The reassuring presence of his brother. Hang in there, he believed that gesture said. I’m okay. We’re gonna get through this. Somehow, someway we’re gonna get through this. Might even make it to Texas. Might even see Eldorado after all.


Clay wanted to cry, but he did not dare. He was scared beyond belief. Everything had happened so fast, and now here he was—trapped in a car with his brother and this maniac—and the maniac had just killed some poor unsuspecting waitress for the sake of a handful of dollars.


Out here it was different. Institutional rules did not apply in the wider world. For now Clay had no choice but to go along with this business, so he decided to keep his eyes and his words to himself. Earl Sheridan had killed Bethany the waitress. He’d killed her for money. For sex too, more than likely. The sex had lasted a minute, maybe two, the money couldn’t have been more than fifteen or twenty dollars all told. This was the kind of man he was traveling with, and Clay wondered if he and Digger were even going to see the other side of tomorrow.


Still there was the reassuring grip of his brother’s hand on his arm.


Clay kept his eyes forward. He didn’t want to risk showing any signs of weakness.


They followed 62 and crossed into Arizona over the Colorado at Big River. By this time it was late morning and they had driven the hundred or so miles from Twentynine Palms without stopping. They connected with 72 at Parker and headed southeast. Earl wanted to get to the I-10 near Salome and then make a straight run into Phoenix.


“Couple of hours and we’ll be in the biggest city you boys ever did see,” he said. “Times like this a city’s best. City has so many people you’ll never find but one of them at a time. Make it to Phoenix and we’re as good as gone forever.” He laughed like a jackass, though Clay didn’t tell him so.


Behind them a number of miles a hubbub of activity surrounded the small roadside diner at the edge of Twentynine Palms. Black-and-whites had come south from Ludlow, northeast from Yucca Valley. Twentynine Palms’ sheriff, Vince Hackley, had been the first out there. Don Olson, owner of the Highway 62 Grill & Diner had called in an incident. Hackley knew Don, had eaten out at his place plenty, and when he got there he found the ordinarily level-headed and sober guy a mess of nerves and hysteria. In the kitchen he learned why.


Bethany Olson, for sure and certain one of the best-looking girls Twentynine Palms had ever known, was dead. Not only dead, she was gutted like a pig. From first inspection it seemed as if whoever had done this had set his mind to dividing her up three or four different ways. Her throat was cut—deep, like he had a mind to decapitate her. Perhaps growing frustrated at the difficulty of his task, he set about her torso and breasts, wide incisions that went a good two inches into the flesh. The upper thighs were also lacerated, her blouse shredded into a mess of wet, scarlet ribbons. Hackley went out front and called for reinforcements from the two closest towns, and he put a call into his dispatcher to get the county coroner from Desert Hot Springs. Next thing he did was go out and talk with Don Olson. The man was spotless. Not a speck of blood on anything but his shoes, and Hackley had some of that same blood on his own boots. Appearances indicated that Don Olson had done what he said: come home from the garage to find his wife exactly as Hackley had just seen her. Hackley didn’t doubt for a moment that someone had raped her. If you had an urge to do that to some girl, well Bethany Olson was the girl you’d want to do it to.


The diner was cordoned off. The county coroner came down and started the unenviable task of controlling the crime scene and managing the body. Hackley and his two colleagues—Ed Chandler from Ludlow and Ethan Soper from Yucca Valley—began canvassing the area, looking for signs, clues, indications of who might have passed through here with murder in mind. Highway 62, all of a quarter mile away, had more than likely brought them in and taken them away. Hackley knew—more from intuition than experience—that the harder they looked the less they would see. There was nothing here, nothing to tell them who or why. Unless their man did some other thing, unless there was another incident that brought him to the attention of the police, then the likelihood of finding him was almost nonexistent. That was the rub down here. Small-town murders came in two flavors. First was domestic, familial, neighborly. It was obvious who did it because there was no one else who could have. Second came the unexpected. Never witnessed, always out of left field, as unexpected as weather. Three or four times in his quarter century he’d seen such things. Granted, none as violent and bloody as Bethany Olson, but he’d seen them. Robbery-homicides ordinarily, holdups and the like, one of them when he’d served in North Las Vegas back in the early fifties. Some schmuck had turned over a liquor store for little more than nineteen dollars, and Hackley’s partner—off duty at the time—had shot the man in the throat. Hell of a thing to die for.


Big cities were different. Big cities there were always people who knew people, people who’d seen things, heard things, got word from so-and-so about such-and-such. Price you paid for the wealth of available information was the proportionately greater number of killings. You couldn’t have one without the other. Seemed to be the nature of things.
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Taken hostage as boys, wanted for murder as men.. . .
and all in just nine bad days






