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    ONE




    “A clear conscience is nothing more than a bad memory.”




    For what it was worth, this was the last flawed pearl of wisdom offered by Evan Riggs on the day that Henry Quinn was released from Reeves County Farm Prison.




    It was July of 1972, and Henry Quinn had served precisely three years, three weeks, and four days—a handful of hours, too, but up against the time he’d already done, such a detail didn’t count for much. Not until the final night. That final night the mattress seemed more unforgiving, the cell more claustrophobic, the sound of caged men more terrifying than anything he’d experienced since the day he’d arrived. Evan Riggs, there on the bunk above him, just slept through it all. Riggs had done more than two decades. If something disturbed his sleep, it was unknown to Henry Quinn.




    Quinn knew that the teenager he’d once been—shuffling ankle-bound along the gantry to his new home, wearing nothing but shorts and shorn hair and a fierce, burning shame—was now so removed from the man he’d become that … well, it was as if his soul had been stolen and replaced by another.




    He had served his time, had listened, perhaps learned. He’d been beaten, battered, bruised, close to broken, but had somehow survived. Much of the latter had been down to Evan Riggs, and for this he owed a debt that could never truly be repaid. Should he ever forget that debt, he merely had to look in the mirror at the scar that traversed his midriff from beneath his right shoulder to his ribs on the left. That had been a bad night, and it was a night he would not have survived alone.




    And when—at last—Henry’s final hours in Reeves approached, Evan Riggs sat with him and they talked of everything but goodbyes.




    “Success does not vanquish demons,” Riggs told him. “Remember that, kid. I tried to drown my demons in liquor, but they swam real good. That’s the trick right there. That passion for something, that burning desire to be somebody bigger than you are … well, that’s the thing that drives you to do whatever you gotta do, but it never sleeps, you see? The hunger that drives most creative people is the thing that ultimately kills them.”




    “Why so many of them do drugs, I guess.”




    “Maybe … Couldn’t say. Never took that route. Hell, in my own way I guess I did, but I just looked for some kind of peace in the bottom of a bottle. Looked real hard, never found it. Liquor doesn’t make people do bad things. It just makes them believe there are no consequences. Truth is, you get drunk enough, then everything and nothing makes sense. You’ll cry about it all; you’ll laugh about it all. Solutions to life’s problems are as clear as day after two-fifths, but when daylight actually comes, you realize you’re still as dumb as a box of rocks. Every sunrise I believed things would get better. Every sunrise I was wrong.”




    Evan Riggs, onetime guitar picker, onetime singer, onetime West Texas radio star, onetime murderer, looked intently at the young man sitting on the edge of the facing bunk and then he smiled.




    “And now the talking’s all done, Henry Quinn,” he said, perhaps as some kind of in-joke, for Riggs was laconic at the best of times. In the main he was quiet, watchful, an expression on his face like he knew that what he wanted to hear would never be said. “Talkin’ is all used up, and you gotta go do whatever you’re gonna do with this life of yours.”




    Riggs was a hard man with a hard history, not yet fifty years old and already twenty-plus years of jail behind him. A few more years and he’d have seen half his life through bars. Henry Quinn would leave, someone else would take his place, and they in turn would see freedom before Evan Riggs. How many cellmates Riggs had seen, he’d never said. Of his own thoughts and feelings, he ventured little at all. Maybe that was West Texas; maybe that was just Riggs’s way. Many was the time Henry Quinn had wondered why Riggs tolerated his chatter. There were a million ways to die; perhaps loneliness was the worst. Maybe that was all there was to it: someone’s voice—anyone’s—was better than silence. For Quinn himself, the silence had grown exhausting within a week of his arrival, for in the spaces between sounds, his mind nagged and tugged at everything for some kind of explanation for his situation. There was none. That was—at last—the conclusion. Sometimes life, fate, God—whoever or whatever—just dealt you a hand that left you wondering if you should scratch your watch or wind your balls.




    “Can hear the man comin’ to get you,” Riggs said.




    Quinn heard footsteps then, out along the gantry, down the steps, and onto the landing, that all-too-familiar ring of heels on metal, the first night like some surreal death knell, the last like some liberty bell beckoning one and all from deep beneath the ground. The battle was done. The war was over.




    “Evan—” Henry started, but Evan raised his hand and silenced him.




    “We ain’t doin’ none of that goodbye shit, Henry. I’ve listened to you for the better part of three years, and I don’t have a mind to hear much else. Have to say I’m lookin’ forward to a little peace and quiet.”




    “I just wanted to say thank you—”




    “Just need you to find my daughter and give her that letter, kid. You do that for me, and I’ll still owe you beyond anything I might have done for you.”




    “I gave you my word, Evan. I’ll find her and give her the letter.”




    “I know you will, kid. I know you will.”




    Henry turned as a warder appeared on the other side of the cell bars.




    “You lover boys done finished your kissin’ and whatever?”




    Evan winked at the screw, gave him a wry smile. “Oh, there’s plenty more left for you, Mr. Delaney, sir. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about that.”




    “You are such an asshole, Riggs. Of a mind to come on in there and—”




    Henry Quinn stood in such a way as to block Delaney’s view of Riggs.




    “Ready, boss,” Quinn said.




    “Hell, you done wastin’ your time in here talkin’ to this crazy old fuck, I’ll never know,” Delaney said. “Anyways, you’s all done and dusted now. Reckon we’ll be seein’ you again real soon, though. I guess Riggs’ll have found himself another pretty little bird by then.”




    “Oh, hell no,” Riggs said. “Savin’ myself all up for you, Mr. Delaney, sir.”




    Delaney disregarded the comment, turned left, and barked, “Open up seventeen! Man goin’ out!”




    There was a wave of catcalls, whistles, and hollers from the block. Toilet rolls came sailing over the gantries and landings like inauguration-day ticker tape. Men hammered dents into coffee cups against cell bars.




    Henry Quinn felt a firm hand grip his shoulder, and without turning around, he placed his hand over Riggs’s and held it for just a second.




    “Remember how I told you, kid. Eyes and ears open, mouth shut. Pretty much no one out there who ain’t lookin’ for some way to fuck you. And when you get to hell, you keep an eye out for me. I’ll be waitin’ there someplace with a bottle.”




    Quinn merely nodded. He could not turn and face the man. He did not want Riggs to see the tears welling in his eyes.




    Some people—a rare handful—left their fingerprints on your soul.




    




    Processing took four hours. There was a lot of waiting and clock-watching, but Henry Quinn was used to it. Seated on a hard plastic chair in an antiseptically clean corridor that still somehow managed to smell of regret, Henry looked at his hands for a while. Where once there were calluses from playing guitar, there were now calluses from hefting pick and shovel and hammer, from breaking rocks and throwing rocks and piling rocks together. It would be a good while before he could play like he had before.




    He had to go see his ma in San Angelo. He was torn six ways to Sunday. Last time she visited, he’d asked her not to come again. That had been more than a year ago. She was crazy-talking, like, We are the same, aren’t we? Sometimes I feel like my mind is so small I’m nothing more than a prisoner inside … Other times my mind is so big I could walk for years and never see the boundaries. Not what she said, but how she said it. As if she were talking to more than one person when there was no one but Henry in front of her. One of the wardens asked Henry if she was okay. Henry said she was fine, just tired from the journey, a little stressed maybe. Henry knew she was drinking. Not for thirst but for medicine, and that kind of medicine caused its own panoply of ailments, the cure for which was just more liquor.




    So Henry thought about his mother and pretty soon reckoned he didn’t know what to think, and thus he tried to think of something else.




    And then he splayed his fingers and looked through the spaces at the black-and-white tiled floor beneath his feet, a checkerboard he had cleaned so many times he knew it intimately.




    Had to collect his guitar, his gear, his pickup truck, and then head southwest toward the Mexican border, find a town called Calvary. Evan Riggs’s estranged brother, Carson, was sheriff down there, and from what Evan had told him, Carson had been—to all intents and purposes—the legal guardian of Evan’s daughter after Evan had been jailed. Once Quinn found her, once he’d fulfilled his promise and delivered the letter, then he was on his own. That promise to Riggs meant a great deal, as much as any word he’d ever given, and Henry Quinn knew he’d be damned if he didn’t fulfill it.




    Evan Riggs—a man to whom Henry had spoken endlessly, a man who’d patiently listened to everything that Henry had uttered, a man who’d somehow become a seemingly limitless well for all that Henry Quinn had to say—remained an enigma to Henry still.




    Evan Riggs would die right there in Reeves County Prison. The only other possibility was a prison transfer, and that meant dying somewhere else that looked just the same.




    Life. No hope of parole. Life that meant life. And all for nothing.




    I told them I didn’t remember what happened, and I didn’t. They don’t wanna hear that, however. A man who doesn’t remember must be a man with something to hide. Like I always say, a clear conscience is nothing more than a bad memory. Doesn’t stop me knowing in my bones that I killed that man. And for what?




    Some said that Evan Riggs didn’t get the chair because he was a country singer with a long-playing record to his name. Others said that it was because he’d done two years in the military, ’43 to ’45, just like Governor Robert Allan Shivers, Angelina County-born, Austin alma mater, a man who liked that old-timey a-pickin’ and a-singin’ as much as the next conservative Democrat. Army men respected army men, and that had been enough to keep him alive.




    Some said that Evan Riggs didn’t see death row because there was a ghost of doubt in the back of everyone’s mind that he was, in fact, the one who beat that man to death in a cheap motel in Austin in July of 1950.




    Whys and wherefores aside, Governor Shivers signed the paper; Riggs went to Reeves County Farm Prison for life without parole. The dead guy, some slick Charlie who went by the name of Forrest Wetherby, was simply consigned to history.




    Riggs was hauled semiconscious from his own motel room, still reeking of rotgut. Said he remembered nothing at all—not the man he’d supposedly killed, not the hollering, not the fistfight. Had no explanation for the blood on his knuckles or the rips in his clothes. He did know one thing, however. He knew he was a drunk, and not a good one, that he possessed the capability and capacity to kill a man. He’d done army time. He’d seen conflict in Europe. Train a man to kill and it’s only a matter of time before he ups and does it.




    Riggs pled no contest, accepted the first lawyer the Public Defender’s Office afforded him, reconciled himself to the three Moirai, those fateful Greek characters who spun the threads that connected every event of one’s life from start to finish. The Moirai did not treat him well, but they could have treated him worse. Governor Shivers intervened, and Riggs didn’t tap-dance on linoleum while the state boiled his brains.




    Those who knew Evan Riggs wondered why he didn’t fight a better fight. Some said he must be a Bible-reading man, that whatever avoidance he may have engineered on earth would only catch him later. Better to take the punishment now, be done and dusted within his own lifetime than look forward to an eternity of damnation in the hereafter. Some said a man may be guilty of something else entirely, that God finds a way to bring justice to a sinner, and there was no lack of evidence of Riggs’s drinking and womanizing and wanton lifestyle. After all, weren’t the very songs on that long-playing record of his about one and the same thing? Hell, even the name of the record—The Whiskey Poet—said all that needed to be said about Riggs’s source of inspiration. “Lord, I Done So Wrong.” “This Cheating Heart.” “I’ll Try and Be a Better Man.” Take those pretty tunes away and you may as well have called it a confession.




    People were always of a mind to think what they wanted, and there was often no relationship between that and the truth.




    Such were Evan Riggs’s circumstances, and however many times he might have tried to rewind his life, it would not be rewound. Hindsight was as close as anyone could ever get to living things differently, but hindsight was nothing more than a ghost of what might have been with a promise of nothing new.




    Henry Quinn and Evan Riggs had been drawn together, it seemed—by design, by default, by destiny, who knew? They crossed paths, like stray dogs looking for a home that never was and never would be. The dynamics and circumstances that brought them together were similar, if only that there had been liquor and a long night and a jail term at the end.




    As for Henry, he saw the capacity in Riggs to kill, certainly the capacity to fight like a cornered hound. Had he been pressed for an opinion, he would have said that Riggs did kill that man in Austin, and even though he claimed his memory was blank to the event, he’d seen it writ large on his heart. The internal truths are the ones that can never be truly buried.




    If Evan Riggs’s life had been changed by a fistfight, then Henry’s had been changed by a bullet. The bullet that had changed Henry’s life was the very same one that near-fatally wounded Sally O’Brien. Irony being what it was, that .38-caliber slug had not been intended for her. In fact, it hadn’t been intended for anyone at all.




    It was just one of those things. An accident, a coincidence, once more the spinning of those fateful threads. Beyond that, it was God’s will, and there was no fathoming that.




    How Henry Quinn wound up at Reeves went like so:




    Sally O’Brien’s husband, Danny, was already at work. The two eldest kids, Laura and Max, had run out to the school bus no more than twenty minutes earlier, and Sally was alone with the baby, Carly. Sally was dressed in one of her husband’s T-shirts and a robe. It seemed to be a regular day, a day just like yesterday, just like the day before, save it wasn’t. Sally’s life would dramatically change for the worse before that minute was out, and she had never even suspected it.




    The bullet that came through the window at 9:18, morning of Monday the third of February 1969, made a sound like a blown lightbulb as it punctured the pane. Sally barely heard the sound, had no time at all to register its source. It traversed the last six or seven feet to where Sally stood stirring eggs on the stove, and it entered her neck at a near-perfect angle to cause the maximum amount of damage without actually severing her trachea or spinal column.




    The radio was playing some song by the Light Crust Doughboys, not the original lineup, but the later crew that Smokey Montgomery put together. Sally could listen to that kind of thing all day and all night and all day once again, folks like Tommy Duncan and Bob Wills and Knocky Parker. Her husband said it was too old-timey, but then her husband said a great many things to which she didn’t pay no mind.




    Involuntary response caused Sally to grip the spoon she was using to stir the eggs, and for a moment she stood there—stock-still, her eyes wide—and then she keeled over sideways and hit the linoleum. The spoon caught the edge of the pan, and hot scrambled eggs scattered across the floor around her.




    Carly—all of one year and four months old—started giggling. She didn’t understand the game Mommy was playing, but it was funny. She went on giggling for a mere twenty or thirty seconds more, and then she figured that this wasn’t such a fun game anymore.




    Another thirty seconds and Carly was crying, and would go on crying for a further twenty minutes before the mailman, a sometime drinking buddy of Danny O’Brien’s called Ronnie Vaughan, appeared at the door with a package requiring a signature.




    Vaughan knocked on the screen, on the inner door. Then he rang the bell. He could hear the baby crying, and yet there was no response. The inner door was locked, and so he walked around the side of the house and approached the building from the rear. From the rear porch he could see sideways into the kitchen. He did not notice the neat hole in the other window; nor did he see Sally O’Brien lying on the linoleum in a pool of blood and scrambled egg. He could see the baby, however, and the fact that no one seemed to be attending to her raised sufficient alarm for Ronnie Vaughan to call the police.




    A black-and-white arrived at 9:43 a.m. The attending officers, James Kincade and a recent academy graduate named Steve French, surveyed the scene. Kincade rang the bell, rapped repeatedly on the front door, and then obtained the telephone number for the O’Brien property. He had Dispatch call that number three times, allowing the phone within to ring for a considerable time. By 9:51, Ronnie Vaughan, James Kincade, and Steve French came to the collective conclusion that something was awry. Kincade and French went in through the rear kitchen door, and before Kincade had even taken three steps, he was aware that he was traipsing not only through Sally O’Brien’s breakfast, but also her blood. Kincade, later acknowledged as having taken action that ensured Sally’s survival, stuck a finger in the bullet hole and prevented any further blood loss. He kept his finger in that hole even as she was lifted onto a gurney, even as she was driven the eight and a half miles to San Angelo County Hospital triage.




    Had James Kincade not done his Little Dutch Boy routine, then Sally O’Brien would have bled out. But she didn’t bleed out; she made it. There was a darn good chance she would never speak again, but she was alive.




    Then came the investigation. Why would anyone want to shoot a woman like Sally O’Brien in the throat while she was making eggs? Why would anyone want to shoot her at all?




    Took Officer James Kincade all of twenty-five minutes to find the hole in the fence that ran adjacent to the O’Brien property. Running a line of cord to ascertain trajectory from the other side, he found a ricochet mark on the side of a water barrel. He surveyed the area extensively, and with his not-insignificant knowledge of firearms, he concluded that there was only one place from which that bullet could have originated and yet still be possessed of sufficient power to pass through a fence, ricochet off the water barrel, and puncture a woman’s throat. The yard that backed onto the O’Brien property became the focus of his attention. The property—a rental—was occupied by a woman called Nancy Quinn and her son, Henry. Finding no one home, Kincade went over the back fence of the property and discovered empty beer cans and shell casings. He didn’t touch a thing.




    Two and a half hours later, he and French returned with a warrant, a detective by the name of Oscar Gibson in tow, an Oklahoman by birth, a West Texan by default. He’d been San Angelo PD for eight years, was a good man, an honest cop, and he waited patiently while Kincade and French hammered on the door, rang the bell, came to the inevitable conclusion that there was no one home.




    Vaulting the O’Brien fence and surveying the scene with a clear and unbiased eye, Gibson came to the same conclusion as Kincade, albeit unsupported and hypothetical. Someone or some persons had drunk beers and fired a handgun in the Quinn yard. One of those bullets had passed through the fence, ricocheted off the water barrel, punctured the window, and penetrated the throat of the O’Brien woman. The bullet had done its worst around nine a.m., presumably the sound of gunshots unnoticed and unreported because it was a weekday and a working neighborhood. Whether the beers had been drunk at the same time as the firing of the gun and whether those who had drunk beers had been the same as those who had pulled the trigger was unknown. Henry Quinn was the name they had, unless his mother, Nancy, was some kind of errant modern-day Annie Oakley with a taste for Buckhorn.




    The kid was rounded up within two hours. They had him dead to rights. First questions asked and answered in the affirmative—Were you at home this morning, drinking beers in the yard? Did you fire a handgun?—saw him arrested on the spot. Nancy Quinn was fetched from work, and by the end of the day, she saw her son charged with unlawful possession of a weapon and assault. They let him slide on the underage liquor beef. Gibson proclaimed he had a forgiving and lenient side. The kid had dug himself a deep hole; no one, least of all Henry, needed it deeper.




    Henry Quinn, two days shy of his eighteenth, was charged as an adult, arraigned, remanded to San Angelo City Jail. Preliminary hearing would be a formality. The kid had no defense. He was drunk, he fired the handgun, and Sally O’Brien got a slug in her neck. The slug was confirmed as having been fired from that very same handgun and no other. Had Sally died, it would have been manslaughter. Counsel from the PD’s Office told Nancy O’Brien that if her son got a sympathetic jury, he’d do three-to-five, more than likely in Reeves County Farm Prison. He made a point of telling her that Sally O’Brien wouldn’t be so lucky. Prognosis for vocal recovery was not looking so good. Said that Henry Quinn should keep a weather eye out for Danny O’Brien after his release.




    The trial went as expected. Henry got a sympathetic jury. Defense counsel, PD Office or otherwise, was a great deal more astute and purposeful than that provided for Evan Riggs back in August of 1950. Henry Quinn got the three-to-five, was shipped out to Reeves after sentencing on Monday, June 16, 1969. Hendrix had just been busted for heroin possession. Apollo 10 had been launched and was short of the moon surface by nine miles. The toll of Americans dead in Vietnam had just exceeded those lost in Korea. “Get Back” by the Beatles topped the Billboard.




    That was the way it happened.




    




    To say that prison life came as a shock to Henry Quinn would have been an understatement. More than an understatement. Everything that had taken place between the day of his arrest and his arrival at Reeves possessed a spectral and transparent quality. None of it was real, and none of it mattered. He would wake soon, of course, secure in the knowledge that it had been nothing but the fun-house mirror of imagination distorting his worst fears into a far worse reality. But it was not reality. It was dreamland. He didn’t need to worry.




    There was no Sally O’Brien. There had been no drunken gunplay in the yard. There had been no bullet, no ricochet, no Carly O’Brien left crying as her mother nearly bled out on the linoleum. No public defender, no preliminary hearing, no charge, no arraignment, no trial, no conviction. And the day of sentencing? That had merely been the precursor to his moment of waking.




    A moment of waking that never actually arrived.




    The reality of who he was, where he was, the surreal diversion his life had suddenly taken, came home to him with the sound of a heavy door, a door that slammed shut behind him that first night in June of 1969.




    There is nothing comparable to that sound, almost as if the very nature of that sound is somehow ingrained into the spiritual woof and warp of human existence. We have all heard it. We all know what it means. It never loses its potency or power. Such an old sound for such young ears.




    You are no longer a free man, Henry Quinn.




    You will eat when we say. You will piss when we say. You will smoke and walk and talk and work and shit when we say. You will not see girls or guitars or a good breakfast for a long time to come, sonny. That’s the way it is. Deal with it or hang yourself in the latrines with six feet of twisted bedsheet and a prayer that no one finds you until your eyes glaze over and you soil yourself.




    This is a done deal.




    Henry Quinn lay in prison that first night. He did not sleep. He was on suicide watch, as were all greenhorns. First seven nights alone, first seven nights in a cell with nothing but bars. Guard on duty changed every four hours so there was no chance of sleeping on the job. Men cried. Men sobbed. Men prayed. The guard said nothing; it was the others who hollered for the noisy ones to keep their goddamned mouths shut.




    Quit your fucking whining, you asshole, or I’ll come in there and cut you good.




    Henry did not cry, nor sob, nor pray. He lay in silence and wished the night away. Somehow it worked, for each night seemed briefer than the last, and after three days, he slept, sheer exhaustion snatching him away into a fitful but thankfully dreamless slumber.




    On the morning of the eighth day, he was integrated. He was showered, deloused, issued a second set of denims, a pair of rubber-soled shoes, no socks. Socks had been withdrawn from standard uniform at Reeves after the 1959 riot. Men had brought fist-sized rocks back from the fields, dropped them into socks, felled some guards, killed one, brought the place to a standstill for two days straight. The National Guard came down, and eight dozen wannabe soldiers restored order with fire hoses, batons, and sheer force of numbers. Closest any of them would get to war, but the inmates gave them a good run for their money.




    Warden at the time was “retired,” and the new man, a seasoned veteran by the name of Frank Colby, was brought in to kick Reeves in to shape. And he did. Convict leasing was reestablished—external work parties, chain gangs—and the pent-up frustration and inherent anger within Reeves County Farm’s populace was channeled into constructive and socially contributive endeavors. A NATURAL FORCE FOR GOOD. COLBY SWEEPS THE CORRIDORS CLEAN. REEVES: A ROUTE TO REHABILITATION. It was all so much whitewashed horseshit. Colby was on the make, had always had an eye for a bribe and wasn’t scared to take it. He was a generous man, however, and officials the length and breadth of Reeves County and beyond took advantage of that generosity. The farm prison became a proverbial horn of plenty, and thus the beatings, the unduly harsh solitary terms, the inmate injuries and accidental fatalities were overlooked.




    It was into this new and improved correctional facility that Henry Quinn found himself integrated, and he had known—within a matter of days—that here was a place that would make him or break him.


  




  

    TWO




    Whichever way you told the tale, Henry Quinn was an accident.




    To be raised with such a knowledge does something to a kid, no doubt.




    Nancy Quinn, all of twenty-two years old, had never intended to get pregnant, and Jack Alford had never intended to be the man who’d done it to her.




    But he did, all hot and sweaty and half undressed in the back of a Buick Super four-door sedan, the drunken moment most memorable for the fact that Nancy Quinn whacked her elbow on the white Tenite steering wheel and couldn’t stop laughing for three minutes straight. The sex itself had not been memorable. Waking alone and clothed in her own bed the following morning, Nancy was aware of two things: her elbow still hurt and her underwear was missing. She prayed that she hadn’t gotten knocked up. Her prayer, like so many others, went unanswered, and within a week she knew. She just knew. The mental and psychological hurricane through which she survived over the subsequent weeks was biblical, but she never said a word to her parents. She confided in her sister, and her sister said that the only thing to do was cross the border into Ciudad Acuña or Piedras Negras and get an abortion. As far as she understood, all of Nancy’s worldly problems could be solved with a length of hose, a liter of lye, and about seventy-five bucks.




    Whether it was the horror stories she’d heard about backstreet abortions, whether it was guilt, innate compassion, or a sense that something like this happened for reasons she could never begin to understand, she made a decision. That decision occurred to her while she sat in a movie theater in San Angelo. The film—Edge of Doom with Dana Andrews and Farley Granger—did not engage her attention. However, it was during that film that she was overcome by an emotion she could describe only as peaceful. Accompanying that emotion was the certainty that she would see the pregnancy through; not only that, but she would tell her parents the truth.




    It didn’t go well. Her mother said little of anything. Her father called her a hussy, gave her two hundred dollars, and told her that this was the limit of his financial and parental responsibility. She was twenty-two years old, she had a job (she worked as a secretary for the San Angelo County Library Department), and she rented her own apartment. Whether she kept the child or not would be her own decision. He knew what he would decide, but he was not her and this was not his problem.




    Not unsurprised by her father’s reaction, Nancy left the house somewhat reconciled to the fact that this was a one-way ticket. Even her mother, trying to console her at the threshold with a Don’t worry, dear … he’ll come around in time didn’t allay her fears. It was a fearful thing, after all, and whatever the whys and wherefores, Nancy didn’t believe it was right for her family to abandon her. The sense of abandonment became a sense of injustice became a sense of self-righteous indignation, and by the time she reached the second trimester, she knew that if her father came crawling on his knees for forgiveness—not that he ever would, mind—she would turn him away unsympathetically just so he’d understand how he’d made her feel.




    Her father never came, the self-righteous indignation tempered and softened, and by the time Nancy Quinn gave birth on February 5, 1951, she was a different woman. She called the boy Henry. Just Henry. No middle name, no ancestral relevance, nothing but the simple certainty of a two-syllable sound that felt right for the little one who returned her gaze unerringly and melted her heart. Had there ever been a ghost of doubt in her mind about the rightness of her decision to see the pregnancy through, that doubt was exorcised and vanquished in a single beat of that selfsame melted heart.




    If anything, time alone served to vindicate that decision, for Henry Quinn—by any standards—was no normal kid.




    To say he was bright would have been an understatement. The child was incandescent. It was not that he asked questions, for out of the mouths of babes the questions are endless and routine. It was the questions asked that puzzled Nancy, and those questions often left her lost for words. And sometimes Henry would make a statement as if that statement were nothing less than fact, and from a child so young it just baffled the hell out of her.




    Why is it that some days go really fast and some go really slow, even when they have the same amount of hours in them, Ma?




    Turn the music up, Ma. It makes me feel like nothing bad could ever happen to anyone.




    This from a child merely a year past his first words.




    And then, one night, lying in her arms, he looked up at her and said, My heart goes twice as fast as yours. Is that because I love you twice as much as anyone else?




    These were the things that told Nancy Quinn her boy was different. These were the joys and wonders that her father would never discover. Henry’s maternal grandfather died before Henry was three, and Nancy never once regretted harboring the resentment she felt toward him. Even if she couldn’t hold on to a man, she sure as hell could hold on to a grudge.




    Nancy took Henry to the funeral, told him that he was going to meet his grandmother for the first time. Henry seemed to take the whole thing in his stride. He charmed everyone, men and women alike, and when Grandma Quinn picked him up and hugged him, she cried more than she’d ever done for the loss of her husband.




    That day saw the resolution of any conflict or disharmony that may have existed between mother and daughter. Marion Quinn paid for Nancy and Henry to move out of the cramped apartment where they’d lived since forever and into the rental house where she and Henry would remain until that fateful morning when beer was drunk, a gun was fired, and a water barrel deflected a bullet into the throat of an unfortunate and unsuspecting Sally O’Brien.




    The years between the funeral of Walter Quinn and the arrest of the grandson he never met were quietly eventful in their own way. Henry Quinn attended a local school, jumped grades twice, graduated, attended college, and though his academic prowess was never questioned, his motivations were. Henry Quinn did not care. That was the way it seemed. He read books by the handful, sometimes two or three simultaneously; he wore out his library card and his shoes with the sheer number of trips he made to the library. Nancy, still employed by the San Angelo County Library Department, herself a remarkably well-read woman, made lists of recommended volumes. Henry not only read the books on those lists, but he strayed wildly down odd literary avenues into obscure genres and rare subjects. Everything from English classics to contemporary American poetry passed through Henry’s hands, through Henry’s mind, and thus into Henry’s psyche. Equally at ease quoting Twelfth Night, H. P. Lovecraft, or a stanza from Helen Adam’s Margaretta’s Rime, Henry Quinn confounded people. The person folks expected Henry Quinn to be and the person Henry Quinn actually was were never the same thing. In fact, Henry seemed to take an inordinate degree of pleasure in defying people’s expectations of him. Perhaps they anticipated someone with such an intellect to be superior, even condescending, but Henry could not have been more humble had he tried. He was neither self-deprecating nor riddled with internal doubt, but he exuded an air of carefree nonchalance that somehow eased the air around him. However quick his mind might have been, his manner was slow, his speech measured, as if everything he uttered had the flavor of something planned and practiced and yet could never have been.




    The truth, if there were such a thing, was that Henry Quinn thought in terms of music. He lived his life as if everything he heard were merely a soundtrack. From his first discovery of T-Bone Walker and Freddie King, he did as he had done with books. He wandered wildly through myriad genres and subgenres, listening to Red Garland, Charlie Christian, Harry Choates; then suddenly it was Shostakovich and Rachmaninoff, once more veering wildly back to Ernest Tubb and the Texas Nightingale, Sippie Wallace.




    When Henry Quinn was nine, Nancy bought him a Teisco EP-7 electric guitar from a secondhand store. The guitar was already four or five years old, looked like it had maybe been used to row a boat out of a muddy swamp, but it cleaned up well and looked close enough to the one Freddie King used that she knew it would make Henry happy.




    When Henry saw it, he cried.




    Subsequently, and almost without variation, Henry returned from school, completed his homework, did his chores, and then headed for his room. Rare was the night when Nancy did not find him asleep in his clothes, the guitar still clutched in one hand, pieces of paper scattered around the floor covered in hieroglyphics, lyrics, musical annotations of one variety or another. Sometimes she would stand in the hallway and listen to Henry as he played a phrase from some scratched Bakelite disc on his Symphonic 556 record player over and over and then tried to replicate it himself. She marveled at the boy’s patience and determination, and when she started dating a music teacher by the name of Larry Troutman from San Angelo High, she watched as Henry literally bled the poor man dry for knowledge and a better scope of understanding.




    “Boy’s as hungry as a Cuban boxer,” Larry told her. “Never seen anything like it. Darn kid has a sponge for a brain … Don’t matter how much I tell him; he wants to know more.”




    The relationship between Nancy Quinn and Larry Troutman did not last. Henry’s passion, however, went from strength to strength.




    The songs he started writing were old songs. At least that’s the way they sounded to Nancy. Lines like Every time I die, someone steals my shoes from the lips of a fifteen-year-old seemed both terribly wrong and terribly right. He understands whiskey, women, and God, and everything in between. That was another one she heard as she crossed the hallway to the bathroom, and she stood there a moment and wondered if Henry was actually hers. Maybe they had switched babies on her in the hospital. Maybe this kid was some kind of gypsy. She knew as well as she knew her own name that it wasn’t so, but still she wondered at the source of this angled perspective and the strange wisdom it seemed to precipitate. Maybe Jack Alford was responsible, the errant and irresponsible one-night-stand father of Henry Quinn. She could not know, and never would, for she hadn’t known Jack then, and she doubted she’d ever see him again for long enough to find out.




    A few months after Henry turned sixteen, there was a talent show at the Tom Green County Fair. Henry got up on a makeshift stage in front of a tough crowd, and with his beat-to-hell Teisco EP-7 guitar and a Lafayette LA-75 amplifier, he played a song of his own com­position called “Easier than Breathing to Love You.” Where he got the words from, Nancy did not know. She wasn’t privy to everything her son did, but she was pretty sure he hadn’t yet found a girl and lost his virginity. However, that song had been written by a man whose heart had been broken more times than he cared to recall. That’s how it sounded. It must have sounded that way to Herman Russell, a scout from a small record company in Abilene. Herman Russell was as wide as he was tall, kind of rolled enthusiastically forward, a crooked smile on his face like he knew everyone was a trickster, nevertheless certain he was trickier than most. Had a habit of wearing suits with a vest, a watch and chain, a pocket handkerchief that matched his tie. A Southern dandy with a penchant for two-toned shoes and pomade.




    “Seen a hundred thousand of these talent shows in my time,” he told Nancy Quinn.




    Henry stood by, guitar in hand, aware of nothing but the fact that he’d dropped a bar on the middle eight, hit a half dozen bum notes, and on the final refrain pitched a semitone flat. As far as he was concerned “Easier than Breathing to Love You” had sounded like a pet store burning down.




    “Kid’s got a voice, a good playing style as well,” Herman Russell said, and then turned to Henry and asked, “Who writ the song, boy?”




    “I did, sir,” Henry replied.




    “Straight up? You don’t say,” Herman said, and knocked his hat back an inch from his brow. He squinted against the light and looked at Henry as if for the first time. “You don’t say,” he repeated, as if somewhere deep inside him was a cave that served up echoes. “You got some more tunes like that?”




    “He’s got a ton of them,” Nancy said. “All he ever does, aside from school and chores, is play guitar and write songs, Mr. Russell.”




    “Oh, you go on and call me Herman. No one calls me Mr. Russell, save the cops and the IRS!”




    Herman looked at Henry’s boots, his raggedy jeans, his rolled cuffs and youthful face. Youthful he was, no doubt about it, but if this scrawny kid had writ a song such as that, then there was something going on that didn’t make sense.




    Herman, however, was the kind of man who attended church more often than Easter and Christmas and believed that it was right to trust a man until he gave a reason to do otherwise. Hence he had no motivation to consider that Henry Quinn had not writ that song, and a good song it was, the kind of song that could be pressed into a 45 and sold to a hundred or more West Texas music stores under the Crooked Cow label. For that’s who Herman Russell worked for—the Crooked Cow record label—and he was Abilene born and bred, had different boots and suits for every day of the week, ties and kerchiefs that matched, and he prided himself on a square deal for a square service. Henry, if all was as appeared, was not only a square deal but the real deal, and there weren’t so many of those that came along in a straight month of county fairs.




    Herman Russell suggested a visit on up to Crooked Cow in Abilene, and Nancy—seeing such a thing could do no harm in either the short or the long term—went with her son on the bus, tickets paid for by Herman Russell with a Crooked Cow business check at the Greyhound depot that same county fair afternoon. They took the bus ride just a week or so later, on Thursday, same day the Beatles released Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and in a small anteroom outside a large recording booth, Henry Quinn stared at a picture of a country singer called Evan Riggs. He knew the man and his album, The Whiskey Poet, but he did not know of Riggs’s current whereabouts, that he had already served seventeen years of a life sentence at Reeves for the murder of Forrest Wetherby in an Austin hotel corridor in July of 1950, and had Henry known then that he himself would share a cell with the man he now looked at, he would have smiled his Henry Quinn smile and said, “You know what? You’re just plumb crazy …”




    Henry cut a tape demo of “Easier than Breathing to Love You” that afternoon. He felt more relaxed, and there was no one watching him, at least no one he could see, and the man who spoke to him through the headphones seemed unhurried, as if all the time in the world were at their disposal. He had Henry sing the song a couple of times, “Just to check the levels, son …” and then told Henry that they were finished.




    When the man appeared, he was all elbows and knees, sapling-thin, had a smile as contagious as a summer cold.




    “Folks just settle down when they think they ain’t on tape,” he explained. “Great trick, but works only one time. You done good, son. Got a good song there, nice voice. Few years more you gonna sound as fine as anyone I’ve recorded.”




    Henry took the compliment. He expected nothing. He’d just bused it to Abilene for the adventure.




    Herman Russell took the recording away, told Henry and his ma to talk a walk around the corner to a soda shop, have a root-beer float or some such, come back in a while.




    They took a walk, they had a float, came back in a while, and Herman was awaiting them.




    “Spoke to the big boss with the hot sauce, played him your song. He was very impressed, but he ain’t gonna tape you now. Wants to wait a coupla years, let your voice mature a touch. Wants to know if you’d be interested to sign a holding contract.”




    “A holding contract?” Nancy asked. “What on earth is that?”




    “Nothing really binding,” Herman explained. “Just means that you’re gonna give us first refusal on your songs should anyone else express an interest in Henry, professionally speaking. We give you five hundred bucks, we get first refusal on your material if someone else wants to record and distribute you, and when Henry here turns eighteen, he comes on up here again and we cut some more demos and see what’s cooking.”




    “And the five hundred bucks? If we want to go with some other record company?” Nancy asked.




    “They buy Henry out for the same amount. Like I said, it’s kind of informal, to be honest. More a gentleman’s agreement than a legally binding contract. No one’s gonna go see a lawyer for the sake of five hundred bucks, Mrs. Quinn.”




    Henry signed the paper. Nancy signed it as his legal guardian, even though she thought five hundred bucks was little short of a money mountain. Herman signed it, too, but with a flourish, like it was the redrafting of the Constitution. He gave Henry the money right there and then, and in a music store two blocks east, Henry bought a 1968 Gibson Les Paul Custom guitar for two hundred and sixty-five bucks.




    Henry knew he wanted it the moment he saw it. It was like meeting an old friend.




    “Guitars is like guns, son,” the salesman told him. The salesman’s name was Norman. He had it woven above the pocket on his chambray shirt. “There’s a gun for every man. Soon as he picks it up, he knows. Feels like he’s shaking hands with someone he can trust. Guitars is the same. You got yourself a bargain there. Good as new, should be about three twenty-five, but we sold it six months ago only for this lightweight feller to come back and tell us it was too heavy. Not a mark on it, not a scratch. Coulda sold it as new, but that’d be dishonest, and we ain’t dishonest.”




    Nancy stood aside. She said nothing. It was like listening to a different language. A conversation between aliens. Alabama rednecks, maybe.




    “You got yourself an amplifier, son?”




    “Got a Lafayette.”




    Norman smiled, said, “That’d be like putting cookin’ oil in a Cadillac. Need yourself a Fender. Should git yourself one of these here Princeton Reverbs.”




    Norman took Henry into the back. Nancy stood a while and felt like Henry now loved something just as much as he’d once loved her. She knew the music thing was inside of him like a blood-borne virus. There was no cure, only a medicine with which the symptoms could be managed and allayed. That medicine was playing and singing and being the center of attention and all else that went with the life her son had evidently chosen. Or maybe the life had chosen him—she wasn’t so sure which it was.




    Henry walked out of Abilene’s Finest Music Store with his new gear and enough change for a good dinner. He and his ma went to a diner a couple of blocks from Arthur Sears Park, and here they talked a little of the past, a great deal about the future, and Nancy Quinn understood in her heart that soon her son would be leaving this life for something unknown, untried, untested.




    As it turned out, less than four months shy of that scheduled return to Abilene, a trip that might very well have seen Henry Quinn cutting records for Herman Russell and Crooked Cow, Henry would get drunk and play fool with a loaded .38.




    By the time he was released from Reeves in July of 1972, a great deal of life would have happened. The United States had apparently put a man on the moon, though Henry Quinn would have been among the first to question that; Mary Jo Kopechne drowned at Chappaquiddick; the hippies found free love and peace, and Manson lost his mind; even the demise of the Beatles could not keep Vietnam from the headlines; trigger-happy National Guards, much the same as those who had quelled the Reeves riot in 1959, shot four students dead at Kent State; Arthur Bremer tried to assassinate George Wallace, and J. Edgar Hoover’s ghosts and paranoid delusions finally provoked a heart attack big enough to kill him.




    The young man who bought a ticket for Calvary at the Greyhound depot in San Angelo was a changed man in a changed world.




    He carried with him a backpack, that selfsame Gibson guitar he’d bought in Abilene all of five years earlier, and a letter to a girl called Sarah from a father she’d never seen.




    Henry Quinn believed that Evan Riggs’s friendship had helped him maintain his sanity in Reeves. He’d said he would go down to Calvary and speak to Evan’s brother. He’d said he would find Evan’s daughter and deliver the letter.




    As far as Henry Quinn was concerned, there was no real difference between a promise given and a promise kept. That was just the way he was made.


  




  

    THREE




    Rumor had it that Calvary was once called Calgary. Just as in the Bible, the place of the skull. The place they nailed up the king of the Jews.




    “They sure as hell done that ’fore any Texians done got here,” someone once said. “Texians here too darn drunk and too darn lazy to do anything so fancy. Woulda just shot the dumb sucker ’stead of buildin’ all that fancy riggin’ and whatnot. Shot the boy and then thrown him in a ravine or some such. Let the coyotes git ’im.”




    Way back before all the border wars and suchlike started, Texas didn’t rank so well in the popularity stakes. It was too far from the other colonies, there were too many Indian raids, and something about the endless panorama of dust and nothing debilitated the soul.




    Calgary, if it was even called that back then, came about by accident.




    Lincoln’s election in 1860 saw South Carolina set on secession, and five other lower South states followed suit, Texas among them. The Civil War played out, the army of Northern Virginia finally surrendered, and Reconstruction began. Congress welcomed Texas back into the Union in 1870, but it seemed once more that Texas was like a distant and unruly cousin, bad-tempered, prone to drunken outbursts, volatile at the best of times. Invitation was little more than a resentful obligation, the loutish and unsophisticated uncle at a genteel Southern party. While everyone was drinking watermelon juleps and talking politics, Uncle Tex had cleared half a bottle of bourbon and was trying to fuck the help. Texas seemed to offer nothing but agricultural depression, unrealistic demands, and a landscape sculpted by wind and an endless caravan of hard wheels and hooves.




    Until the oil. Until black gold burst from the ground south of Beaumont in January 1901, and Spindletop defined the new Texas. Seemed there was no looking back. Texas possessed a currency that everyone wanted and everyone could spend. But that did not make the state any more hospitable; nor did it prevent the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression. It was only the Second World War, the vast influx of federal money that built army bases, munitions factories, and hospitals that really changed the state’s fundamental nature. Three-quarters of a million men left Texas to fight, and those who returned did not return to stare at featureless horizons and work an inhospitable land.




    One of the Texans who did return from the war was Evan Riggs, twenty-one years old, and the homestead he returned to perhaps defied the seeming inclination toward progress that characterized so many other towns and cities statewide.




    “One of those places Jesus forgot, or just plain gave up on,” was the way Evan’s father, William, described it, but he’d already set himself to farming all of three hundred and fifty acres of cereal, was stubborn enough to set his spurs as deep as they’d go into the haunch of West Texas.




    Born in Marathon, just on the other side of the Stockton Plateau, in the late summer of 1896, William Riggs was West Texas in blood and bone and everything else that made a man. William bought a plot of land that he would, in time, expand and establish in his own methodical way. He was twenty years old when he went out there, but West Texas had a way of accelerating the years on even the most unsuspecting and naive young man, and by his second decade, William was as able and confident as would ever be required for survival.




    On a clear-skied day in October 1918, William Riggs married a seventeen-year-old girl called Grace Margaret Buckner. Though he had known her less than six months, William loved that girl with a missionary zeal equaled only by those first Spanish colonists of the late 1600s.




    Perhaps Grace agreed to the marriage as an escape route. Her own father possessed a skittish eye, as if always watchful of things others could not see. Stray dogs, lost kids seeking forgetful parents. Even ghosts. Folks called him crazy, but they meant something a good deal harsher. Rumor had it he messed with his own kids, and not just the girls. William Riggs saw the man had no manners. Never ate nothing but it wasn’t with his fingers and straight from the pan, and when it came to the marriage day, Lester Buckner’s face was nothing more than a twisted knot of grievance and displeasure.




    However, Buckner had good sense enough to let his daughter go. The deal was done, and Grace was now a Riggs. Just seventeen years old, she went out to Calvary with her new husband, and though she may not have felt true love in her heart, she certainly did feel that the life ahead could only be better than the one she’d left behind. Thankfully, it was. Better, but no less tough. William Riggs was a good man, no doubt about it. He was honest and straight, a worker, a churchgoer, a good friend, and a decent husband. He did not want children, not yet, not until they had settled and stabilized, and this was something she could understand and appreciate. If you were going to bring a child into the world, then best make that world as good as it could be.




    And so it was with trepidation and anxiety that Grace informed her husband that she was pregnant in April of 1919.




    William stood stock-still and silent for some time. His expression was unreadable, but it was an expression Grace had not seen before.




    He opened his mouth to speak, seemed to reconsider his chosen words, and then simply said, “No one to blame but myself.”




    William Riggs left the house and did not return until dusk.




    Grace asked him if he was okay. He replied, “I was all set on gettin’ myself angry about this, but now I don’t feel so much like it.”




    Something had changed in the man. As if something inside of him was broke down and irreparable.




    “It’s going to be okay,” Grace assured him, but she did not believe that, and it was obvious in her voice.




    The pregnancy was endured. It was not easy, not at all. William spent all the hours God gave him in the fields. He hired extra hands, coloreds and Mexicans, worked them hard, paid them a decent wage in comparison to his neighbors. Riggs earned a reputation as a fair-minded and pragmatic man, even somewhat empathetic. To his wife he became a distant memory of something that might have been. He was never abusive or violent, far from it, but there seemed to emerge a cruel streak in him, a coldness perhaps. Whatever tenderness may have once been there seemed hardened and resolute, as if blame was being apportioned and he’d assigned her the lion’s share. Perhaps he believed that his authority had been undermined. He’d said no to children, at least for a while, and yet here was a child on the way, like a letter in the mail that could not be delayed. Perhaps, as some men do, he took this as a sign that he was not master of all he surveyed, that there were other forces at work that could defy and derail his intentions. Whichever way it came, he had decided it was a bad thing.




    The child came in January of 1920. Same day the federal government saw fit to prohibit alcohol.




    William Riggs held his firstborn in his arms, a son, and when the child opened its eyes and looked at its father, the father felt little of anything at all. Riggs had sense and humanity enough to understand that this absence of feeling was wrong, but he could not force himself to feel something he did not. That the mother loved the child was evident in all she said and did around him, but Riggs did not connect with the boy. They called him Carson, and he was a strong boy, a fighter. He never sickened, he slept soundly, he ate enough for two, and he grew like a tree. But Riggs watched that boy as if he were the fruit of some other man’s loins, and though he knew that such a thing was impossible, it still sat like a shadow among his thoughts. It repeated on him again and again, like sour milk on the palate. He desperately wanted to love the boy, but he could not. Grace saw this turmoil, this inner conflict, and she grieved in her own quiet way. The atmosphere was one of melancholy, akin to a wake, but she could not fathom what William believed he had lost.




    When Grace told him she was again pregnant in the latter part of June, 1923, William stood in the kitchen and looked at her, a glass in his hand, a mustache of milk on his upper lip, and he said, “Seems like we’re destined to have a family,” which wasn’t what he wanted to say, but some type of distant cousin.




    The second child, once again a boy, arrived with a good deal less fanfare and drama in March of 1924.




    Whatever internal knots were tied with Carson’s birth seemed untied once more in the moment that William held Evan in his arms. The newborn gurgled and blinked, his tiny hands reaching toward his father, and the obdurate stone that had temporarily replaced William Riggs’s heart gave up its tenancy without a fight. The man cried. Never would have admitted such a thing, but he cried. He carried that babe out to the veranda and stood silently while his exhausted wife slept. Carson, now four years old, was elsewhere, perhaps taking this opportunity to secrete further comestibles about his person as if continually allaying the risk of starvation. His dungaree pockets were a mess of crumbs and crusts, his fingers forever finding ways into Weck and Mason jars, his face a smear of chocolate or preserve. There was something simple, even base about the boy, William believed, as if his intent in life would never be anything greater than taking as much of everything as he could and yet giving as little as possible.




    To him, even in those first moments, Evan was different. Never a man for poetic and elegant words, William was inspired to find terms such as lightness and presence. The child, even in those first few days of its life, brought something to the party. Carson, it seemed, was a taker. Evan was a giver. That was the only way William saw fit to define it. And though his temperament and love for Carson would never match that which he felt for Evan, nevertheless he believed that Evan had rehabilitated something he had lost. Evan showed his father what there was to love about his eldest son, for within those first few weeks of life, the newborn expressed an affection and affinity for his sibling that prompted comment from both parents.




    Grace could not have been happier, for she recognized in her husband the man she had married, not the man she feared he had become.




    William and Grace Riggs attended the small church in Calvary; she made preserves and cookies for the school bake sale; William brewed a potent fortified wine from blueberries and the like, and once a month he and a half dozen local farmers gathered for cards and cigars and ribald anecdotes. The Riggs were a well-liked and much-respected family, and within that environ the boys grew side by side, the slower Carson ever vigilant for the swifter-witted Evan, their similarities few, their mutual affection unquestioned.




    And so it seemed that life would progress ever forward from good days to better days, and in the handful of years before the Great Depression, there was little for which William or Grace could have asked.




    But then it seemed the devil came to Calvary. Wearing a hat and a coat and a crooked smile, blown in by some ill wind from beyond the Stockton Plateau and the Pecos River, a dark kind of trouble walked its way into the lives of William and Grace Riggs.




    For so many inexplicable reasons, life would never be the same again, and it all began on Evan’s fifth birthday in March of 1929.


  




  

    FOUR




    On the sidewalk outside an Eldorado gas station, a three-legged dog sat statue-still and watched as Henry Quinn rolled a cigarette and lit it with a match. Henry wondered about the leg, how it was lost, where it wound up, and how a dog like that would think about such a thing. Whether a dog like that would think at all.




    A bus had stopped to refuel, disgorging its passengers, giving them time to use the restroom, stretch their legs, buy chilled ­bottles of root beer and sacks of potato chips before their own journey resumed. He had driven fifty-odd miles south on 277, would head east out of Eldorado, would perhaps make another brief stop in Ozona, and then cover the last handful of miles to Calvary.




    The passengers gathered on the forecourt as they waited for the driver to fill the bus and fetch coffee, and Henry listened to the vignettes of conversation that snuck their way between the sound of the wheels against the highway and the passage of cars.




    How am I doing? Spending money I don’t have, drinking myself into an early grave. The usual, you know?




    …three gross of Nibco 633 copper pipe unions …




    …tell you now, ideas is like assholes. Everyone’s got one, and they’re usually full of shit …




    To Henry they seemed like people of another race. In his mind he was still cell-bound. Would take a while to come out of it. Evan had spoken of such a thing.




    Man’s as likely to get someplace and ask for the smallest room he can get. Can’t take too much space, you see? We don’t care much for the unfamiliar, and when you’ve been buckled up in an eight by ten for years on end, you don’t feel so good unless you’ve got four walls arm’s breadth apart and a door you can shut tight. People get over it, but it takes a while. Some of them never get over it, and they do something to get ’emselves brought right on back. You can feel their sigh of relief when someone locks ’em up again.




    Henry knew whereof Evan spoke. There was a comfort in claustro­phobia. There was a comfort in routine. There was a comfort in never having to think about anything save the book you were reading or the conversation you were having. In jail you did not need to find the rent. In jail you did not miss a meal. There were a great deal of things you did miss, but even they seemed to fade from reality after a time. In a way it reminded you of being a child. You ate when you were told; you slept when you were told. Step out of line and there was always someone mighty keen to show you right where that line was and put you behind it once more.




    But now it was all done. Now he was out and free, and though he could not leave the state for another year without telling someone, he was his own man.




    Except for his promise to Evan and whatever was happening with his ma, he could do pretty much as he pleased.




    The reunion had not gone well. She was still right there in the house where it all happened. The O’Briens, Henry was relieved to discover, were gone. Sally O’Brien had not lost the faculty of speech. A blessing, no doubt about it. Should Henry keep a weather eye out for Danny O’Brien? Maybe. Maybe not. Henry didn’t know the man from Adam, thus could not determine his temper or taste for retribution. Seemed to Henry that when it came down to basics, there were two kinds of people: those who blamed everyone else for their situation and those who blamed themselves. Would take a broad perspective to accept that accidents and coincidences were of your own making, but given a choice between yay and nay, Henry would fall on the yay side. Even if such things weren’t of your own design and decision, the mere fact of taking responsibility for them got you of a mind to do something about it, rather than just bitching like a cuckold.




    Anyhow, all such philosophical ramblings aside, his mother was his mother, and she was slipping out through the gap between what was and what wasn’t. The drinking didn’t help none. Drinking, in Henry’s experience, merely served to exaggerate what was already inside of you. Like money. Like power. Give those things to a man and he just becomes more of what he inherently is.




    Reeves County Farm Prison transport drove Henry as far as Odessa. The driver said little, save that he wanted to stop at a roadside diner to get a cup of coffee and a bear claw. Henry waited on the bus. Driver never asked if he wanted anything and brought nothing back for him. Just sat and ate his bear claw, drank his coffee, lit a smoke, and then started out again.




    By the time they arrived, it was nightfall. Henry slept at a shabby motel in a room that smelled of mold and bad feet. Didn’t undress, for he doubted the sheets had been changed in a month. Even the water in the bathroom seemed uncertain of its own ability to clean anything. Wash your hands in it and they needed to be washed again elsewhere. It was not a good welcome back to the free world.




    Henry took a walk around Odessa on the morning of the twelfth. Little things caught his attention. Colors seemed brighter, hair was longer, cars louder than he recalled. What had he expected, that time would wait for him unchanged and unmoved while he served his three years, three months, and four days? That it would be like dreamtime—a day in a second, a week in an hour—and yet upon waking the dreamer discovers that everything is the same? No, everything had changed. He could sense it. He could feel it. He did not like it, for it was a constant reminder that the time he’d spent in Reeves was as good as time lost forever. The only upside had been Evan Riggs, the fact that the man understood the need for music, that he’d shared some wisdoms and words that would count for something on the road to wherever Henry was ultimately headed. Where that was, well, Henry would find out in due course. Like Hemingway said, It is good to have an end to journey toward; but it is the journey that matters, in the end.




    And so he walked, and he thought of how best to talk to his mother, to explain to her that he was not staying in San Angelo, that there was a road he was going to walk and its first wide part was somewhere called Calvary. Once that was done, the pledge honored, then where? He didn’t know, and he didn’t need to know. After a thousand or more days of regulations, he figured he could do without them for a while. Would she understand? There was no way of knowing until he got there and told her.




    




    It was bad, but not as bad as it might have been.




    A man had been staying in the house. That much Henry could determine from the shaving accoutrements in the bathroom, the shoes on the porch. Who he was and what his business was, his ma didn’t say, and Henry didn’t ask.




    “You’re leaving?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you for a year and you’re leaving?”




    That first line he could have written before he left Reeves.




    “I am,” he told her.




    “But why?” She stood in the kitchen doorway, her hand on her hip, something in her body language that said he was going nowhere until she received some satisfactory answers. Her appearance was further confirmation that more than three years had passed. Her hair was close to silver, her eyes reconciled to the sight of an unappealing future. She did not look well.




    “Have to deal with something, Ma,” Henry said.




    “But you need to spend some time here, spend some time with me, settle down, get a job. You need to get a job, Henry. A job should be your first order of business.”




    “It isn’t, Ma. I don’t expect you to understand, but there is something I have to do. I made a promise, and I gotta keep it.”




    “What about your promise to me?”




    “What promise would that be, then?”




    She changed the subject, went for the bourbon, took a slug that would have put Henry on his back after three years of no liquor. She started off on a detour concerning something or other that Henry did not understand, and in truth had no mind to. Seemed like she was working up enough courage for a fight, and that was the last thing Henry wanted.




    “Look, Ma,” he finally said, interrupting her midflow on some wild anecdote about a raccoon as big as a dog in the garbage, “I just have to do something. I’ll be gone a little while. A few days, a week, a month maybe. As far as the rest of my life is concerned, I have to figure that out, sure, but that’s not my priority right now.”




    “I am not happy, Henry,” Nancy Quinn said.




    “Is anyone?” Henry replied.




    Nancy Quinn looked at her son like he was a stranger.




    Henry smiled at her like she was the only mother in the world.




    




    Compromising, Henry agreed to stay one night. His mother’s gentleman friend arrived for supper. His name was Howard Ulysses Morgan.




    “Hell of a story behind the Ulysses, if you’re interested,” which Henry was not, but Howard proceeded to tell the story anyway.




    The story was no big deal, but politeness won over and Henry smiled at the end.




    “And that, young man, is how I came to be Howard Ulysses,” Howard concluded, pleased with himself perhaps, as if the oddity of his middle name somehow compensated for an absence of charm and personality.




    Whichever way you painted the sign, Howard was a drunk. His was the bourbon, and he had no shame in keeping it to himself. Only once did he offer some to Henry. Henry declined. Nancy took a second man-sized jolt, then switched to her own brand of poison, and the pair of them slid into semi-coherence, seemingly un­troubled by the fact that Henry had just been released from prison and might have had an ache for company.




    After an hour, he left them to their own devices. He went out back to check on his pickup, an Apache Red 1962 Studebaker Champ. Pride and joy, no question. Front driver’s-side tire was down some and would need a breath of air; rust around the wheel arches was accelerated but not fatal. It had been tarpaulined, and the tarp had at least prevented animal or insect infestation and sun-bleaching. She kicked over on the first try.




    “Y-you goin’ s-someplace?” Howard slurred at him from the back door.




    “No, sir,” Henry said. “Not just yet. Just checkin’ she’s still runnin’.”




    Howard looked at Henry as if he’d forgotten the question he himself had asked, and then he raised his glass, smiled cheerily, and headed back indoors.




    Henry heard Howard and his ma laughing about something, and then there was silence.




    Maybe folks like Howard got through the day by convincing themselves it was still Christmas or New Year’s or some such.




    




    Half an hour later Henry was in his room. Evan Riggs’s letter was there on the nightstand. It had one word clearly and carefully printed on the front. Sarah. Henry’s guitar case sat on the floor at his feet. It had been underneath the bed all this time. The Princeton amp was still working. No reason for it not to have been, but when he switched it on and the transformer came to life, he was almost surprised.




    Why there was a sense of trepidation as he leaned forward to open that case, he did not know. It was there, and he could not deny it.




    Before Reeves, music had been his life, his being, his raison d’être. Glancing now toward the wall, seeing the stacks of vinyls that rested there—everything from Lead Belly and Sonny Terry to Gene Vincent and Johnny Burnette, British imported records like Five Live Yardbirds and Piper at the Gates of Dawn, the West Coast sounds of Surrealistic Pillow and Easter Everywhere from right here in Austin, Texas—Henry could see himself seated right where he was now more than three years earlier.




    A moment. That’s all it took. A moment of dumbass stupidity.




    He was drunk. Four, five, six cans of beer, he couldn’t even remember. He was in the funk. The black dog. He was pissed about something he couldn’t learn, something that frustrated him. Nothing so simple as girl trouble; it had been soul trouble. Maybe something only musicians could understand, but there was a point where the body defied the mind. Maybe it was the same for athletes, as if you knew something could be achieved, but there was no clear way to achieve it. Regardless of reason or rationale, Henry had been down. He’d drunk most of a six-pack and then took the .38 into the yard and let off a few rounds. One degree up or down, one degree left or right, and that slug would never have ricocheted as it did, would never have made it across the yard and through the fence, would never have reached Sally O’Brien.




    And he would not be here three years later with a void in his mind.




    The weight of the guitar surprised him. Ten pounds, give or take, but it seemed so much heavier. The shape and feel was unmistakable, and the chords were still there, though changing was slow and clumsy. That would come back in no time at all. It was the riffs and lead lines that were gone, and where muscle memory had once put his fingers exactly where they needed to be, there was little of anything left.




    Henry played the guitar for a handful of minutes, and then he laid it back in its case and just stared at it for a while. Finally, he kicked the lid closed with the toe of his boot.




    He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his head in his hands like a man taking delivery of heartbreaking news.
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