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Life can be magnificent and overwhelming – That is its whole tragedy. Without beauty, love, or danger it would almost be easy to live.
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To be, or not to be: that is the question.
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Audie Palmer had never learned how to swim. As a boy when he went fishing with his father on Lake Conroe he was told that being a strong swimmer was dangerous because it gave a person a false sense of security. Most folks drowned because they struck out for shore thinking they could save themselves, while those who survived were found clinging to the wreckage.

‘So that’s what you do,’ his daddy said, ‘you hang on like a limpet.’

‘What’s a limpet?’ Audie asked.

His daddy pondered this. ‘OK, so you hang on like a one-armed man clinging to a cliff while he’s being tickled.’

‘I’m ticklish.’

‘I know.’

And his daddy tickled him until the whole boat rocked from side to side and any fish in the vicinity swam into dark holes and Audie spotted his pants with pee.

This became a running joke between the two of them – not the pee, but the examples of holding on.

‘You got to hold on like a giant squid hugging a sperm whale,’ Audie might say. ‘You got to hold on like a frightened kitten on a sweater,’ his daddy replied. ‘You got to hold on like a baby being breastfed by Marilyn Monroe.’

And so it went on …

Standing in the middle of a dirt road some time after midnight, Audie recalls these fishing trips with fondness and thinks how much he misses his daddy. The moon is blooming overhead, pregnant and white, creating a silver path on the surface of the lake. He can’t see the far side, but he knows there must be one. His future lies on the distant shore, just as death stalks him on this one.

Headlights swing around a bend, accelerating toward him. Audie plunges down a ravine, turning his face to the ground so it won’t reflect the light. The truck hurtles past, kicking up a cloud of dust that balloons and settles around him until he can feel it on his teeth. Getting to his hands and knees, Audie crawls through the tangle of brambles, dragging the plastic gallon containers behind him. At any moment he expects to hear someone shouting and the telltale click of a bullet sliding into a chamber.

Emerging at the edge of the lake, he scoops mud in his hands and smears it over his face and arms. The bottles knock emptily against his knees. He has tied eight of them together, lashing them with scraps of rope and strips of torn bed sheet.

He takes off his shoes, laces them together and hangs them over his neck. Then he knots the calico laundry bag around his waist. There are cuts on his hands from the razor wire, but they’re not bleeding badly. He tears his shirt into bandages and wraps them around his palms, tightening the knots with his teeth.

More vehicles pass on the road above him. Headlights. Voices. Soon they’ll bring the dogs. Wading into deeper water, Audie wraps his arm around the bottles, hugging them to his chest. He begins to kick, trying not to create too big a splash until he gets further from shore.

Using the stars to navigate, he tries to swim in a straight line. Choke Canyon Reservoir is about three and a half miles across at this point. There’s an island roughly halfway, or maybe less, if he survives that long.

As the minutes and hours pass, he loses track of time. Twice he flips over and feels himself drowning until he hugs the containers tighter to his chest and rolls back above the surface. A couple of the bottles drift away. One springs a leak. The bandages on his hands have long ago washed loose.

His mind wanders, drifting from memory to memory – places and people, some he liked, others he feared. He thinks of his childhood, playing ball with his brother. Sharing a Slurpee with a girl called Phoebe Carter who let him put his hand in her whiter-than-white panties in the back row of the cinema when he was fourteen. They were watching Jurassic Park and a T. rex had just eaten a blood-sucking lawyer who was trying to hide in a port-a-potty.

Audie doesn’t remember much else about the film, but Phoebe Carter lives on in his memory. Her father was a boss at the battery-recycling plant and drove around West Dallas in a Mercedes when everyone else had beat-to-shit cars with more rust than paint. Mr Carter didn’t like his daughter hanging out with boys like Audie, but Phoebe wouldn’t be told. Where is she now? Married. Pregnant. Happy. Divorced. Working two jobs. Dyeing her hair. Turned to flab. Watching Oprah.

Another shard of memory – he can see his mama standing at the kitchen sink singing ‘Skip to My Lou’ while she washed the dishes. She used to make up her own verses about flies in the buttermilk and kittens in the wool. His father would come in from the garage and use the same soapy water to wash the dirt and grease from his hands.

George Palmer, dead now, was a bear-like man with hands the size of baseball mitts and freckles across his nose like a cloud of black flies had swarmed into his face and got stuck there. Handsome. Doomed. Men in Audie’s family had always died young – mostly in mining or rig accidents. Cave-ins. Methane-gas explosions. Industrial accidents. His paternal grandfather had his skull crushed by a twelve-foot piece of drilling pipe that was thrown two hundred feet by a blast. His uncle Thomas was buried with eighteen men. They didn’t bother trying to bring the bodies out.

Audie’s father had bucked the trend by living to fifty-five. He saved enough money on the rigs to buy a garage with two gas pumps, a workshop and a hydraulic lift. He worked six days a week for twenty years and put three kids through school, or would have done if Carl had bothered trying.

George had the deepest, softest voice of any man Audie had ever met – like gravel turning in a barrel of honey – but he had less and less to say as the years rolled by and his whiskers grew white and cancer ate away at his organs. Audie wasn’t there for the funeral. He wasn’t there for the disease. Sometimes he wondered if a broken heart had been the reason, rather than a lifetime of cigarettes.

Audie rolls beneath the surface again. The water is warm and bitter and comes in everywhere, in his mouth and throat and ears. He wants to fight for air, but exhaustion drags him under. Legs burning, arms aching, he’s not going to make it across. This is where it ends. Opening his eyes, he sees an angel dressed in white robes that billow and ripple around her as though she’s flying rather than swimming. She spreads her arms to embrace him, naked beneath the translucent cloth. He can smell her perfume and feel the heat of her body pressed against his chest. Her eyes half open, her lips parted, waiting for a kiss.

Then she slaps him hard across the face and says, ‘Swim, you bastard!’

Thrashing to the surface, gasping for breath, he clutches at the plastic containers before they float away. His chest heaves and water spurts from his mouth and nose. Coughing. Blinking. Focusing. He can see a reflection of the stars on the water and the tips of dead trees silhouetted against the moon. So he kicks again, moving forward, imagining the ghostly shape below him in the water, following him like a sunken moon.

And at some point, hours later, his feet touch rocks and he drags himself ashore, collapsing on a narrow sand beach, kicking the bottles away. The night air has a dense feral odour, still radiating heat from the day. Mist hangs on the water in wisps that could be the ghosts of drowned fishermen.

He lies on his back and looks at the moon disappearing behind the clouds that seem to be floating in deep space. Closing his eyes, he feels the weight of the angel as she straddles his thighs. She leans forward, her breath on his cheek, her lips close to his ear, whispering, ‘Remember your promise.’
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The sirens are sounding. Moss tries to go back to his dream but heavy boots are ringing on the metal stairs; fists grip the iron railings and dust shivers on the treads. It’s too early. Morning count isn’t normally until eight. Why the siren? The cell door opens, sliding sideways with a dull metallic clang.

Moss opens his eyes and groans. He’d been dreaming about his wife Crystal and his boxer shorts are tented with his morning glory. I still got it, he thinks, knowing what Crystal would say: ‘You gonna use that thing or spend all day looking at it?’

Prisoners are ordered from their cells, scratching at navels, cupping testicles and wiping grit from their eyes. Some emerge willingly while others have to be encouraged with a swinging bat. There are cells on three levels enclosing a rectangular yard with safety nets to stop people from attempting suicide or being thrown off the walkways. The ceiling has a tangle of pipes that gurgle and knock as though something sinister lives inside them.

Moss hauls himself up and out. Barefoot. He stands on the landing with his face to the wall. Grunts. Farts. He’s a big man, softening in the middle, but solid across the shoulders due to the push-ups and chin-ups he does a dozen times a day. His skin is a milk-chocolate brown and his eyes seem too big for his face, making him look younger than his forty-eight years.

Moss glances to his left. Junebug is leaning his head on the wall, trying to sleep standing up. His tattoos leap and snarl on his forearms and chest. The former meth addict has a narrow face and a moustache trimmed into wide wings that stretch halfway across his cheeks.

‘What’s happening?’

Junebug opens his eyes. ‘Sounds like an escape.’

Moss looks in the other direction. Along the length of the landing, he sees dozens of prisoners standing outside their cells. Everyone is out now. Not everyone. Moss leans to his right, trying to peer inside the next cell. The guards are coming.

‘Hey, Audie, get up, man,’ he mutters.

Silence.

From the upper level he hears a voice ring out. Someone arguing. A scuffle develops until the Ninja Turtles storm up the stairway and dish out a beating.

Moss steps closer to Audie’s cell. ‘Wake up, man.’

Nothing.

He turns to Junebug. Their eyes meet, silently asking the question.

Moss takes two steps to the right, aware that the guards could be watching. He peers into the darkness of Audie’s cell and can make out the rack bolted to the wall. The basin. The toilet. No warm body or cold one.

A guard yells from above. ‘All present and accounted for.’

A second voice comes from below. ‘All present and accounted for.’

The hats and bats are coming. Inmates flatten their bodies against the walls.

‘Up here!’ yells a guard.

Boots follow.

Two of the uniforms are searching Audie’s cell as though there’s somewhere he could possibly be hiding – under a pillow, or behind the deodorant. Moss risks turning his head and sees Deputy Warden Grayson reach the top of the stairs, sweating from the climb. Fatter than Albert, his belly hangs over his polished leather belt and more rolls of skin are trying to smother his collar.

Grayson gets to Audie’s cell. He looks inside and takes a breath, making a sucking sound with his lips. Unhooking his baton, he slaps it into his palm and turns to Moss.

‘Where’s Palmer?’

‘I don’t know, suh.’

The baton swings into the back of Moss’s knees, dropping him like a felled tree. Grayson is standing over him.

‘When did you last see him?’

Moss hesitates, trying to remember. The end of the baton is driven into his right side, just below his ribs. The world flushes up and down in his eyes.

‘Chow time,’ he gasps.

‘Where is he now?’

‘I don’t know.’

A shimmer seems to rise off Grayson’s face. ‘Lock the place down. I want him found.’

‘What about breakfast?’ an officer asks.

‘They can wait.’

Moss is dragged into his cell. The doors close. For the next two hours he lies on his rack, listening to the prison buildings quiver and groan. Now they’re in the workshop. Before that it was the laundry and the library.

From the next cell, he hears Junebug tapping on the wall. ‘Hey, Moss!’

‘What?’

‘You think he got out?’

Moss doesn’t answer.

‘Why would he do something like that on his last night?’

Still Moss remains silent.

‘I always said that sonbitch was crazy.’

The guards are coming again. Junebug goes back to his rack. Moss listens, feeling his sphincter opening and closing. The boots stop moving outside his cell.

‘On your feet! Against the back wall! Spread ’em!’

Three men enter. Moss has his wrists cuffed and looped through a chain that is wrapped around his waist, while another tethers his ankles. He can only shuffle. His trousers are undone and he doesn’t have time to do up the buttons. He has to hold them up with one hand. Prisoners are whooping in their cells and hollering messages. Moss walks through shafts of sunlight and catches a glimpse of police cars outside the main gates where stars of light reflect from their polished surfaces.

When he reaches the administration wing, he’s told to take a seat. Guards on either side say nothing. Moss can see their profiles, the peaked caps, sunglasses and tan shirts with dark-brown epaulettes. He can also hear voices inside the adjacent meeting room. Occasionally one utterance rises above the others. Accusations are being made. Blame apportioned.

Food arrives. Moss feels his stomach cramp and his mouth fill with saliva. Another hour passes. Longer. People leave. It’s Moss’s turn. Using short mincing steps, he shuffles into the room, keeping his eyes lowered. Chief Warden Sparkes is dressed in a dark suit that already looks crushed where he’s been sitting down. He’s a tall man with a mane of silver hair, a long thin nose, and he walks like he’s balancing a book on his head. He signals for the officers to step back and they take up positions on either side of the door.

Along one wall is a table covered with plates of half-eaten food: deep-fried soft shell crab, spare ribs, fried chicken, mashed potato and salad. The grilled cobs of corn have black skillet marks and are glistening with butter. The warden picks up a spare rib and sucks the meat from the bone, wiping his fingers with a moist towelette.

‘What’s your name, son?’

‘Moss Jeremiah Webster.’

‘What sort of name is Moss?’

‘Well, suh, my momma couldn’t spell Moses on my birth certificate.’

One of the guards laughs. The warden pinches the bridge of his nose.

‘Are you hungry, Mr Webster? Grab a plate.’

Moss glances at the feast, his stomach rumbling. ‘Are you fixing on executing me, suh?’

‘Why would you think that?’

‘Meal like that could be a man’s last.’

‘Nobody is going to execute you … not on a Friday.’

The chief warden laughs, but Moss doesn’t think the joke is very funny. He hasn’t moved.

Maybe the food is poisoned. Warden’s eating it. Maybe he knows which bits to eat. Hell, I don’t care!

Shuffling forward, Moss begins heaping food onto a plastic plate, piling it high with ribs, crab claws and mashed potato, trying to perch a cob of corn on the top. He eats with both hands, leaning over the plate, the juices smearing his cheeks and dribbling down his chin. Meanwhile, Warden Sparkes picks up another spare rib and takes a seat opposite, looking vaguely repulsed.

‘Extortion, fraud, drug dealing – you were caught with two million dollars’ worth of marijuana.’

‘It was only weed.’

‘Then you beat a man to death in prison.’

Moss doesn’t answer.

‘Did he deserve it?’

‘Thought so at the time.’

‘And now?’

‘I’d do a lot of things different.’

‘How long has it been?’

‘Fifteen years.’

Moss has eaten too quickly. A piece of the meat is lodged halfway down his throat. He thumps his fist on his chest, making his cuffs rattle. The warden offers him something to drink. Moss swallows a full can of soft drink, fearing they might take it away. He wipes his mouth. Belches. Eats again.

Warden Sparkes has sucked the spare rib clean. He leans forward and plants the bone into Moss’s mashed potato where it sticks upright like naked flagpole.

‘Let’s start at the beginning. You are friends with Audie Palmer, is that correct?’

‘I know him.’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘Yesterday evening at chow time.’

‘You sat with him.’

‘Yes, suh.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘Usual stuff.’

The warden waits, his eyes expressionless. Moss can feel the butter from the griddled corn coating his tongue.

‘Roaches.’

‘What?’

‘We were discussing how to get rid of roaches. I was telling Audie to use AmerFresh toothpaste and put it in the cracks in the wall. Roaches don’t like toothpaste. Don’t ask me why, they just don’t.’

‘Cockroaches.’

Moss talks between mouthfuls, eating around his mashed potato. ‘I heard a story about a woman who had a cockroach crawl into her ear while she was sleeping. It had babies that burrowed right into her brain. They found her dead one day with roaches coming out her nose. We fight a war against them. Some niggas will tell you to use shaving cream, but that shit don’t last through the night. AmerFresh is best.’

Warden Sparkes eyeballs him. ‘We have no pest-control problems in my prison.’

‘I don’t know if the roaches got that memo, suh.’

‘We fumigate twice a year.’

Moss knows all about the pest-control measures. The guards show up, order prisoners to lie down on their racks, while their cells are sprayed with some toxic-smelling chemical that makes everyone feel poorly, but has zero effect on the roaches.

‘What happened after chow time?’ asks Sparkes.

‘I went back to my cell.’

‘Did you see Palmer?’

‘He was reading.’

‘Reading?’

‘A book,’ says Moss, in case any further explanation were needed.

‘What sort of book?’

‘A thick one without any pictures.’

Sparkes doesn’t see any humour in the situation. ‘Did you know Palmer was due to be released today?’

‘Yes, suh.’

‘Why would a man escape the night before he was due to be released?’

Moss wipes grease from his lips. ‘I have no idea.’

‘You must have some inkling. The man spent ten years inside. One more day and he’s a free man, but instead he makes himself a fugitive. When he’s caught he’ll be tried and sentenced. He’ll get another twenty years.’

Moss doesn’t know what he’s supposed to say.

‘Are you hearing me, son?’

‘Yes, suh.’

‘Don’t tell me you weren’t close to Audie Palmer. Don’t tell me that for a second. This ain’t my first rodeo and I know when someone is crow-hopping me.’

Moss blinks at him.

‘You shared the next cell to Palmer for – what – seven years? He must have said something to you.’

‘No, suh, honest to God, not a word.’

Moss has reflux. He burps. The chief warden is still talking. ‘My job is to keep prisoners incarcerated until such time as the federal government says they’re eligible for release. Mr Palmer wasn’t eligible for release until today, but he decided to go early. Why?’

Moss’s shoulders rise and fall.

‘Speculate.’

‘I don’t know what that word means, suh.’

‘Give me your opinion.’

‘You want my opinion? I’d say that Audie Palmer was dumber than shit on a biscuit for doing what he did.’

Moss pauses and looks at the uneaten food on his plate. Warden Sparkes takes a photograph from his coat pocket and puts it on the table. It’s a picture of Audie Palmer with his puppy-dog eyes and floppy fringe, as wholesome as a glass of milk.

‘What do you know about the Dreyfus County armoured truck robbery?’

‘Just what I read.’

‘Audie Palmer must have mentioned it.’

‘No, suh.’

‘And you didn’t ask?’

‘Sure, I did. Everybody asked. Every guard. Every nigga. Every visitor. Family. Friends. Every sonbitch in this place wanted to know what happened to the money.’

Moss didn’t have to lie. He doubted if there was a man or beast incarcerated in Texas who didn’t know the story of the robbery – not just because of the missing money, but because four people died that day. One escaped. One got caught.

‘And what did Palmer say?’

‘Not a damn thing.’

Warden Sparkes fills his cheeks with air like he’s blowing up a balloon and then releases it slowly.

‘Is that why you helped that boy escape? Did he promise you some of the money?’

‘I didn’t help nobody escape.’

‘Are you cocking your leg and pissing on me, son?’

‘No, suh.’

‘So you want me to believe that your best friend escaped from prison without saying a word to you?’

Moss nods, his eyes searching empty air above the warden’s head.

‘Did Audie Palmer have a girlfriend?’

‘He used to talk about a girl in his sleep, but I think she was long gone.’

‘Family?’

‘He has a mother and a sister.’

‘We all have a mother.’

‘She writes him regular.’

‘Anyone else?’

Moss shrugs. He isn’t revealing anything that the warden couldn’t find in Audie’s file. Both men know that nothing important is going to come out of the interview.

Sparkes stands and paces, his shoes squeaking on the linoleum floor. Moss has to twist his head from side to side to keep him in view.

‘I want you to listen carefully, Mr Webster. You had some discipline problems when you first arrived, but they were just kinks and you ironed them out. You won privileges. Gained them the hard way. That’s why I know your conscience is bothering you, which is why you’re going to tell me where he’s gone.’

Moss looks at him blankly. The warden stops pacing and braces both his hands on the table.

‘Explain something to me, Mr Webster. This code of silence that operates among people like you, what do you think it achieves? You live like animals, you think like animals, you behave like animals. Cunning. Violent. Selfish. You steal from each other. You kill each other. You fuck each other. You form gangs. What’s the point of having a code?’

‘It’s the second thing that unites us,’ says Moss, telling himself to hold his tongue even as he ignores his own advice.

‘What’s the first thing?’ asks the warden.

‘Hating people like you.’

The chief warden upends the table, sending plates of food clattering to the floor. Gravy and mashed potato slide down the wall. The guards wait for the signal. Moss is hauled to his feet and pushed out the door. He has to shuffle quickly to stop himself falling. They half carry him down two flights of stairs and through a half-dozen doors that have to be unlocked from the other side. He’s not going back to his cell. They’re taking him to the Special Housing Unit. Solitary. The Hole.

Another key slides into a lock. The hinges barely squeak. Two new guards take custody. Moss is ordered to strip down. Shoes. Pants. Shirt.

‘Why you in here, asshole?’

Moss doesn’t answer.

‘He aided an escape,’ says the other guard.

‘I did no such thing, suh.’

The first guard motions to Moss’s wedding ring. ‘Take it off.’

Moss blinks at him. ‘The regulations say I can keep it.’

‘Take it off or I’ll break your fingers.’

‘It’s all that I got.’

Moss closes his fist. The guard hits him twice with the baton. Help is summoned. They hold Moss down and continue to hit him, the blows sounding oddly muted and his swelling face wearing a strange look of astonishment. Falling under the blows, he grunts and gargles blood as a boot presses his head to the floor where he can smell the layers of polish and sweat. His stomach lurches, but the ribs and mashed potatoes stay down.

When it’s over they toss him in a small cage of woven steel mesh. Lying on the concrete, not moving, Moss makes a wet noise in his throat and wipes blood from his nose, rubbing it between his fingertips where it feels like oil. He wonders what lesson he’s supposed to be learning.

Then he thinks of Audie Palmer and the missing seven million dollars. He hopes Audie has gone for the money. He hopes he spends the rest of his life sipping pina coladas in Cancun or cocktails in Monte Carlo. Screw the bastards! The best revenge is to live well.
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Just before dawn the stars seem brighter and Audie can pick out the constellations. Some he can name: Orion and Cassiopeia and Ursa Major. Others are so distant they’re bringing light from millions of years ago, as though history were reaching across time and space to shine upon the present.

There are people who believe their fates are written in the stars, and if that’s true then Audie must have been born under a bad sign. He’s not a believer in fate or destiny or karma. Nor does he think that everything happens for a reason and that luck evens itself out over a lifetime, falling a little here and there like it comes from a passing raincloud. In his own heart he knows that death could find him at any moment and that life is about getting the next footstep right.

Untying the laundry bag, he takes out a change of clothes: jeans and a long-sleeved shirt that he stole from one of the guards who left a gym bag in his unlocked car. He pulls on socks and laces his feet into his wet boots.

After burying his prison clothes, he waits until the eastern horizon is edged in orange before he begins walking. A creek crosses a narrow gravel wash, feeding the reservoir. Mist clings to the lower ground and two herons stand in the shallow water, looking like lawn ornaments. The mud banks are pockmarked with holes made by nesting swallows that flit back and forth, barely brushing the surface of the water. Audie follows the creek until he comes to a dusty farm track and a single-lane bridge. He sticks to the road, listening for vehicles and watching for clouds of dust.

The sun comes up, red and shimmering above a line of stunted trees. Four hours later, water is a memory and the blazing orb is like a welder’s flame against the back of his neck. Dust cakes every wrinkle and hollow of his skin and he’s alone on the road.

Past midday, he climbs a rise, trying to get his bearings. It looks like he’s crossing a dead world that some ancient civilization has left behind. The trees are huddled along the old watercourses like herded beasts, and heat shimmers off a flatland that is threaded with motorbike tracks and turkey trails. His khaki pants are hanging low and there are hoops of sweat beneath his arms. Twice he has to hide from passing trucks, slipping and sliding down loose rocks and shale, crouching behind brush or boulders. Stopping to rest, he sits on a flat rock and remembers the time his daddy chased him around the yard because he caught him stealing milk money from people’s doorsteps.

‘Who put you up to it?’ he demanded to know, twisting Audie’s ear.

‘Nobody.’

‘Tell me the truth or I’ll do worse.’

Audie said nothing. He took his punishment like a man, rubbing the welts on his thighs and seeing the disappointment in his daddy’s eyes. His older brother Carl watched from the house.

‘You did good,’ Carl said afterwards, ‘but you shoulda hid the money.’

Audie climbs back onto the road and continues walking. During the afternoon he crosses a sealed road with four lanes and follows it from a distance, taking cover when traffic blows past. In another mile he comes to a dirt track curving north. In the distance, along the rutted road, there are mud tanks and pumps. A derrick is silhouetted against the sky with a flame burning from the apex, creating a shimmer in the air. At night it must be visible for miles, standing atop a mini-city of lights like a fledgling colony on a distant planet.

Studying the derrick, Audie fails to see an old man watching him. Stocky and brown, he’s wearing coveralls and a wide-brimmed hat. He’s standing next to a boom gate with a painted pole and a weighted end. Nearby is a shelter with three walls and a roof. A Dodge pickup is parked beneath a lone tree.

The old man has a pockmarked face, flat forehead and wide-set eyes. A shotgun rests in the crook of his arm.

Audie tries to smile. Dust cracks on his face.

‘Howdy?’

The old man nods uncertainly.

‘Wondered if you might spare me some water?’ says Audie. ‘I’m parched.’

Resting the shotgun on his shoulder, the man steps to the side of the shed and opens the top of the water barrel. He points to a metal ladle hanging on a nail. Audie dips it into the barrel, breaking the still surface, and almost inhales the first mouthful, bringing water up through his nose. He coughs. Drinks again. It’s cooler than he expects.

The old man takes out a crumpled packet of cigarettes from the pocket of his coveralls and lights one of them, drawing the smoke deep into his lungs, as though seeking to replace any fresh air.

‘What are you doing out here?’

‘Had a row with my girlfriend. Bitch drove off and left me. I figured she’d come back – but she didn’t.’

‘Maybe you shouldn’t be calling her names if you want her to come back.’

‘Maybe,’ says Audie, ladling water over his head.

‘Where did she dump you?’

‘We were camping.’

‘By the reservoir.’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s fifteen miles from here.’

‘I walked every one of them.’

A tanker rumbles along the track. The old man leans on the weighted end of the boom gate, making it lift skywards. Waves are exchanged. The truck drives on. The dust cloud settles.

‘What are you doing out here?’ asks Audie.

‘Guarding the place.’

‘What are you guarding?’

‘It’s a drilling operation. Lots of expensive equipment.’

Audie holds out his hand and introduces himself, using his middle name, Spencer, because the police are less likely to have released it. The old man doesn’t ask for anything more. They shake.

‘I am Ernesto Rodriguez. People call me Ernie because it makes me sound less like a spick.’ He laughs. Another truck is approaching.

‘You think one of these drivers might give me a ride?’ asks Audie.

‘Where you heading?’

‘Anywhere I can catch a bus or a train.’

‘What about your girl?’

‘I don’t think she’s coming back.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘I grew up in Dallas, but I’ve been out west for a while.’

‘Doing what?’

‘Bit of everything.’

‘So you heading anywhere and you do a bit of everything.’

‘That’s about it.’

Ernie gazes south across flatlands that are scratched by ravines and dotted with rocky outcrops. A fence runs away from them and seems to dip off the edge of the earth.

‘I can give you a ride as far as Freer,’ he says, ‘but I don’t finish for another hour or so.’

‘Much obliged.’

Audie sits in the shade and takes off his boots, gingerly fingering his blisters and the cuts on his hands. More trucks pass through the gate, leaving full, returning empty.

Ernie is a talker. ‘I used to be a short-order cook until I retired,’ he says. ‘I make twice that now, because of the boom.’

‘What boom?’

‘Oil and gas, it’s big news. Ever heard of Eagle Ford Shale?’

Audie shakes his head.

‘It’s this sedimentary rock formation, runs right under South and East Texas, and its full of marine fossils from some ancient ocean. That’s what makes the oil. And there’s natural gas trapped down there in the rocks. They just got to dig it up.’

Ernie makes it sound so easy.

Just before dusk a pickup truck arrives from the other direction. It’s the night guard. Ernie hands him the keys to padlock the boom gate. Audie waits in the Dodge. He wonders what the two men are talking about and tries not to get paranoid. Ernie returns and climbs behind the wheel. They negotiate the rutted track and swing east onto Farm to Market Road. The windows are open. Ernie dips his head to light a cigarette, holding the wheel with his elbows. He yells above the rushing air, telling Audie how he lives with his daughter and his grandson. They got a house just outside of Pleasanton, which he pronounces ‘Pledenten’.

To their west a jungle of clouds has swallowed the sun before it dips below the horizon. It’s like watching a flame burn through a soggy piece of newspaper. Audie leans his elbow on the windowsill and keeps watch for roadblocks or police cruisers. He should be clear of them by now, but he doesn’t know how long they’ll keep looking for him.

‘Where are you fixing on spending tonight?’ asks Ernie.

‘Haven’t decided.’

‘There’s a few motels in Pleasanton, but I never stayed in any of ’em. Never had the need. You got cash?’

Audie nods.

‘You should call your girl – say you’re sorry.’

‘She’s long gone.’

Ernie drums his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘I can’t offer more than a bunk in the barn, but it’s cheaper than a motel and my daughter is a good cook.’

Audie makes noises about declining, but knows he can’t risk checking into a motel because they’ll ask him for identification. Police will have posted his photograph by now.

‘That’s settled then,’ says Ernie, reaching for the radio. ‘You want to listen to some music?’

‘No,’ says Audie, too abruptly. ‘Let’s just talk.’

‘Fair enough.’

A few miles south of Pleasanton, the truck pulls up in front of a gaunt house beside a barn and a stunted grove of cottonwood trees. The engine dies clumsily and a dog wanders across the dirt yard, sniffing at Audie’s boots.

Ernie is out of the truck, mounting the steps, calling out that he’s home.

‘We got a guest for supper, Rosie.’

In the depths of an open hall, a light shows from the kitchen where a woman is standing over the stove. Broad-hipped with a round, pretty face, her skin is a milky brown and her eyes elongated, more Indian than Mexican. She’s wearing a faded print dress and bare feet.

She looks at Audie and back to her father. ‘Why are you telling me?’

‘He’ll want to eat and you’re doing the cooking.’

She turns back to the stove where meat hisses in a frying pan. ‘Yeah, I do the cooking.’

The old man grins at Audie. ‘Best get you washed up. I’ll find you some clean clothes. Rosie can wash those later.’ He turns to his daughter. ‘Where do you keep Dave’s old clothes?’

‘In that box beneath my bed.’

‘Can we find sumpin’ for this fella?’

‘Do what you like.’

Audie is shown to the shower and given a fresh set of clothes. He stands under the hot spray for a long time, letting the water turn his skin pink. Luxuriating. Daydreaming. Prison showers were truncated, regulated and dangerous activities that never made him feel cleaner.

Dressed in another man’s clothes, he combs his hair with his fingers and retraces his steps along the hallway. He can hear a TV. A reporter is talking about the prison escape. Audie looks cautiously through the open door and sees the TV screen.

‘Audie Spencer Palmer was nearing the end of a ten-year sentence for an armoured truck robbery in Dreyfus County, Texas, in which four people died. Authorities believe he scaled two fences using bed sheets from the prison laundry after short-circuiting one of the alarm systems with a chewing gum wrapper…’

A young boy is sitting on the rug in front of the TV. He’s playing with a box of toy soldiers. He glances up at Audie and then at the screen. The story has changed. A weather girl is pointing to a map.

Audie squats on his haunches. ‘Howdy.’

The boy nods.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Billy.’

‘What game are you playing, Billy?’

‘Soldiers.’

‘Who’s winning?’

‘Me.’

Audie laughs and Billy doesn’t understand. Rosie calls from the kitchen. Supper is ready.

‘You hungry, Billy?’

He nods.

‘We best hurry or it might all be gone.’

Rosie makes a final survey of the table, putting a knife, fork and plate in front of Audie, her arm brushing his shoulder. She sits and motions to Billy to say grace. The boy mumbles the words, but says ‘amen’ clearly. Plates are passed, food spooned, speared and consumed. Ernie asks questions, until Rosie tells him to ‘be quiet and let the man eat’.

Occasionally, she sneaks a glance at Audie. She has changed her dress since before dinner. This one is newer and hugs her a little tighter.

When the meal is finished, the men retire to the porch, while Rosie clears away the table and washes and dries the dishes and wipes the benches clean and makes sandwiches for tomorrow. Audie can hear Billy reciting his alphabet.

Ernie smokes a cigarette and props his feet on the porch railing.

‘So what are your plans?’

‘I got kin in Houston.’

‘You want to call them?’

‘I went west about ten years ago. Lost touch.’

‘Difficult to lose touch with people these days – you must have really made an effort.’

‘Guess I did.’

Rosie has been standing inside the doorway listening to them. Ernie yawns and stretches, saying he’s about to hit the sack. He shows Audie to the bunkhouse in the barn and wishes him goodnight. Audie spends a moment out of doors looking at the stars. He’s about to turn away when he notices Rosie standing in the shadows near a rainwater tank.

‘Who are you really?’ she asks, accusingly.

‘A stranger who appreciates your kindness.’

‘If you’re fixin’ to rob us, we don’t have any money.’

‘I just need somewhere to sleep.’

‘You told Daddy a pack of lies about your girlfriend running off. You been here three hours and you haven’t asked to use the phone. Why are you really here?’

‘I’m trying to keep a promise to someone.’

Rosie makes a scoffing noise. She is motionless, half in shadow and half out.

‘Who do these clothes belong to?’ Audie asks.

‘My husband.’

‘Where is he?’

‘He found someone he liked better ’n me.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Why? It ain’t your fault.’ She looks past Audie into the darkness. ‘He said I got fat. Didn’t want to touch me any more.’

‘I think you’re beautiful.’

She takes Audie’s hand and places it on her breast. He can feel her heart beating. Then she raises her face, pushing her lips against his. The kiss is hard, hungry, verging on desperation. He can taste her hurt.

Breaking her grip, Audie holds her at arm’s length, looking into her eyes. Then he kisses her forehead.

‘Good night, Rosie.’
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Prison tried to kill Audie Palmer every day. Awake. Asleep. Eating. Showering. Circling the exercise yard. Through every season, scorching in summer, freezing in winter, rarely in between, prison tried to kill Audie Palmer, but somehow he survived.

To Moss’s mind, Audie seemed to exist in a parallel universe where not even the worst of deeds could alter his demeanour. Moss had seen movies about people returned from Heaven or Hell because something in their life had been left undone. He wondered if maybe Audie had been sent back from Hell because of some glitch in the devil’s bookkeeping or a case of mistaken identity. If that was so, a man might appreciate penitentiary life because he had witnessed so much worse.

Moss first set eyes on Audie when the young man walked up the ramp with all the other new arrivals. As long as a football field with cells on either side, the ramp was a cavernous place with a waxed floor and fluorescent lighting that buzzed overhead. The mainline prison population watched from the cells, catcalling and whistling at the fish. All at once the cell doors opened and people spilled out. This only happened once a day when it was like rush hour on the subway. Prisoners were settling accounts, placing orders, collecting contraband or looking for targets. It was a good time to draw blood and get away with it.

It didn’t take long for someone to discover Audie. Normally, he’d be news because he was young and good-looking, but folks were more interested in the money. There were seven million reasons to befriend Audie or to beat the shit out of him.

Within hours of his arrival, his name had spread on the prison grapevine. He should have been shitting bricks or begging to get into The Hole, but instead Audie calmly paced the exercise yard where a thousand men had paced a million paces before. Audie was no gangster or wiseguy or killer. He didn’t pretend otherwise and that was always going to be his problem. He had no pedigree. No protection. To survive in a penitentiary, a man needs to form alliances, join a gang, or find a protector. He can’t afford to be pretty, or soft, or rich.

Moss watched all this from a distance, curious but with no skin in the game. Most fish tried to make a statement early, marking territory or warning off predators. Kindness is seen as a weakness. Compassion. Benevolence. Toss food in the trash before you let another man take it from you. Never offer your place in the queue.

The Dice Man tried it on first. He offered to get Audie some prison hooch. Audie declined politely. The Dice Man tried a different approach. He upended Audie’s chow tray as he walked past his table. Audie looked at the puddle of gravy, mashed potato and chicken. Then he raised his eyes to the Dice Man. Some of the other cons laughed. Dice Man seemed to grow six inches. Audie didn’t say a word. He crouched down and began scooping up the mushed-up food, putting it back on his tray.

People cleared back a little, sliding along benches. They all seemed to be waiting for something, like passengers in a stopped train. Audie was still squatting on the floor, picking up food, ignoring everyone. It was like he inhabited a space of his own creation, outside the thinking of other folks, a place that lesser men can only dream of reaching.

The Dice Man looked at his shoes. Gravy had splashed on them.

‘Lick it off,’ he said.

Audie sighed wearily. ‘I know what you’re doing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You’re trying to goad me into fighting or rolling over, but I don’t want to fight you. I don’t even know your name. You’ve started something and you think you can’t back down, but you can. Nobody is going to think less of you. No one is laughing.’

Audie stood up. He was still holding the tray.

‘Do any of you think this man is funny?’ he shouted.

He asked the question so earnestly Moss could see people giving it some serious thought. The Dice Man looked around like he’d lost his place on the page. He swung a punch at Audie because that was his usual fall-back position. In the blink of an eye, Audie had swung the tray into the side of the Dice Man’s head. Of course that only provoked him. He roared forward but Audie was faster. He drove the corner of the tray into the Dice Man’s throat with such force that he dropped him to his knees where he curled onto the floor, struggling to breathe. The guards arrived and took the Dice Man to the prison hospital.

Moss thought Audie had some sort of death wish, but that wasn’t the case. Prison is full of people who believe the world doesn’t exist apart from in their own minds. They can’t imagine life outside the walls, so they bring their own world into being. A man is nothing inside. He’s a grain of sand under somebody’s shoe, a flea on a dog, a pimple on the buttocks of a fat man. The biggest mistake a man can make in prison is to believe he matters at all.

Each morning it began again. Audie must have fought a dozen men the first day and another dozen the second. By lockdown, he’d been bashed so badly that he couldn’t chew and both of his eyes were like purple plums.

On the fourth day, the Dice Man had sent word from the prison hospital that he wanted Audie Palmer dead. His gang made the arrangements. That evening, Moss took his chow tray to the table where Audie was sitting alone.

‘Can I sit down?’

‘It’s a free country,’ mumbled Audie.

‘It’s not though,’ replied Moss. ‘Not when you’ve been in prison as long as I have.’

The two men ate in silence until Moss said what he came to say. ‘They’re going to kill you in the morning. Maybe you should ask Grayson to put you in The Hole.’

Audie raised his eyes above Moss’s head as though reading something in the air, and said, ‘I can’t do that.’

Moss thought Audie was being naïve or stupidly brave or maybe he wanted to die. This wasn’t a struggle over missing money. Nobody in prison can spend seven million dollars – not with the worst drug habit or need for protection. And it wasn’t about the small stuff like chocolate bars or extra soap. In prison, you fuck up, you die. You look at a person the wrong way … you die. You sit at the wrong table at chow time … you die. You walk on the wrong side of the corridor or the exercise yard, or make too much noise when you’re eating … you die. Petty. Stupid. Unlucky. Fatal.

There were codes to be lived by, but these were not to be mistaken for any sense of camaraderie. Incarceration put people close together but it didn’t bring them together, it didn’t unify.

The next morning at eight-thirty the doors opened and the ramp filled. The Dice Man’s troops were waiting. They’d given the job to a newcomer, who had a fibreglass shank hidden up his sleeve. The others were stationed as lookouts or to help him ditch the weapon. The fish was going to be gutted like a fish.

Moss didn’t want any part of it, but there was something about Audie that intrigued him. Anybody else would have surrendered or kowtowed or begged to be put in solitary. Anybody else would have looped a bed sheet around the bars. Audie was either the dumbest sonbitch in history or the bravest. What did he see in the world that nobody else did?

Prisoners had spilled out of the cells and pretended to be doing business but mostly they were waiting. Audie didn’t appear. Maybe he’d taken his own way out, thought Moss, but then came the crashing symbols and a thumping baseline of ‘Eye of the Tiger’ turned up loud, blaring from Audie’s cell.

He appeared, bare-chested, dressed in boxer shorts, long socks and trainers darkened with bootblack. Dancing on his toes, throwing shadow punches, he had a sock on each fist stuffed with toilet paper to look like enormous boxing gloves. With his face beaten to a pulp, he looked like Rocky Balboa coming out to fight Apollo Creed in the fifteenth round.

The kid with the shank didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Audie danced and jabbed, ducked and weaved, wearing those ridiculous gloves. But then a strange thing happened. Niggas started laughing. Niggas started clapping. Niggas started singing. When the song finished playing, they carried Audie above their heads like he’d won the heavyweight title of the world.

That’s the day that Moss best remembers when he thinks of Audie Palmer – watching him dance out of that cell, throwing punches at phantoms, ducking and weaving at shadows. It wasn’t the beginning of something or the end of something, but Audie had found a way to survive.

Of course folks still wanted to know about the money, even the guards, who had grown up in the same dirt-poor projects as the men they were watching, which left them open to bribery and smuggling contraband. Some of the female correctional officers suggested Audie transfer funds into their bank accounts in return for sexual favours. These were women who could eat their own weight in burgers, but who started looking mighty fine after a few years inside.

Audie refused their offers. Not once in ten years did he ever mention the robbery or the money. He didn’t lead anyone on, or make any promises. Instead he conveyed a sense of calm and equanimity, like a man who had banished from his life all superfluous sentiment, all longings and all patience for the nonessential. He was like Yoda, Buddha and the Gladiator all rolled into one.
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A beam of sunlight settles on Audie’s eyelid and he tries to flick it away like an insect. The light comes back and he hears a giggle. Billy is holding a small mirror and angling the sun through the open barn door.

‘I can see you,’ says Audie.

Billy ducks down and giggles again. He’s wearing tattered shorts and a T-shirt that’s too big for him.

‘What time is it?’ Audie asks.

‘After breakfast.’

‘Shouldn’t you be at school?’

‘It’s Saturday.’

So it is, thinks Audie, rising to his hands and knees. At some point during the night he rolled off the bunk and curled up on the floor, which felt more familiar than a mattress.

‘Did you fall out of bed?’ asks Billy.

‘I guess I did.’

‘I used to fall out of bed but I don’t any more. Ma says I outgrowed it.’

Audie emerges into the sunlit yard and washes his face at a pumpjack. It was dark last night when he arrived. Now he can see a clutch of small, unpainted houses surrounded by rusting vehicles, spare parts, a water trough, a windmill and a woodpile stacked against a crumbling stone wall. A small black boy is riding a bicycle that’s too big for him, sitting on the frame to reach the pedals, navigating between fluttering chickens.

‘That’s my friend Clayton,’ says Billy. ‘He’s black.’

‘I can see that.’

‘I don’t have many black friends, but Clayton’s okay. He’s little but he can run faster than a bike unless you’re going downhill.’

Audie cinches the belt on his trousers to stop them falling down. On the porch of a neighbouring house he notices a thin man in a checked shirt and black leather vest watching him. Audie waves. The man doesn’t wave back.

Rosie appears. ‘Breakfast is on the stove.’

‘Where’s Ernie?’

‘Work.’

‘He starts early.’

‘Finishes late.’

Audie sits at the table and eats. Tortillas. Eggs. Beans. Coffee. There are glass jars of flour, dried beans and rice on shelves above the stove. He can see Rosie through the window hanging washing on a line. He can’t stay here. These people have been kind to him, but he doesn’t want to bring them trouble. His only hope of staying alive is to follow the plan and keep hidden for as long as possible.

When Rosie reappears he asks her about getting a lift into town.

‘I can take you at midday,’ she says, rinsing his empty plate in the sink. She brushes a strand of hair from her eyes. ‘Where are you heading?’

‘Houston.’

‘I can drop you at the Greyhound Depot in San Antonio.’

‘Is that out of your way?’

She doesn’t answer. Audie takes money from his pocket. ‘I’d like to pay you something for the lodgings?’

‘Keep your money.’

‘It’s clean.’

‘If you say so.’

It’s thirty-eight miles into San Antonio, heading north on Interstate 37. Rosie drives a small Japanese-made car with a broken exhaust and no air conditioning. They travel with the windows open and the radio turned up loud.

At the top of the hour, a newsreader lists the headlines and mentions a prison break. Audie begins talking, trying to make it sound natural. Rosie interrupts him and turns up the volume.

‘Is that you?’

‘I’m not fixing to hurt anyone.’

‘That’s good to know.’

‘You can drop me off right here if you’re worried.’

She doesn’t answer. Keeps driving.

‘What did you do?’ she asks.

‘They said I robbed an armoured truck.’

‘Did you?’

‘Hardly seems to matter any more.’

She sneaks a glance at him. ‘Either you did or you didn’t.’

‘Sometimes you get blamed for things you didn’t do. Other times you get away with things you did. Maybe we finish up even at the end.’

Rosie changes lanes, looking for the exit. ‘I don’t have a lot of moral authority since I don’t go to church any more, but if you’ve done something wrong you shouldn’t run away from it.’

‘I’m not running away,’ says Audie.

And she believes him.

Pulling up outside the bus station, Rosie looks past Audie at the row of buses heading to distant cities.

‘When you get caught, don’t mention what we did for you,’ she says.

‘I won’t get caught.’
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Special Agent Desiree Furness walks across the open-plan office on her way to see her boss. Anyone glancing up from a computer screen would see only her head above the level of the desks and think perhaps a young child had wandered into the building to visit a parent or sell girl scout cookies.

Desiree had spent most of her life attempting to grow taller, if not physically then emotionally, socially and professionally. Her mother and father were both short and the genetic numbers had come up on the lowest percentile for their only child. According to her driver’s licence, Desiree was five foot two, but in reality she needed high heels to reach such lofty heights. She wore the same heels through college, almost crippling herself, because she wanted to be taken seriously and to date basketball players. That was another cruel twist of fate, her attraction to tall men – or perhaps she harboured some innate desire to have lanky progeny, dealing her children a different genetic hand. Even now, aged thirty, she still got asked for her ID at bars and restaurants. For most women this might have been flattering but for Desiree it was an ongoing humiliation.

When she was growing up, her parents would say things like ‘Good things come in small packages’ and ‘People appreciate the little things in life’. These sentiments, however well-meaning, were hard to accept for an adolescent who still shopped for clothes in the kiddie section. At college, where she studied criminology, it had been painfully embarrassing. At the academy it had been mortifying. But Desiree had belied and defied her stature, topping her graduating class at Quantico, proving herself fitter, brighter and more determined than any of the other recruits. Her curse had been her motivation. Her size had made her reach higher.

Knocking on Eric Warner’s door, she waits for his summons.

Grizzled and prematurely grey, Warner has been in charge of the Houston office ever since Desiree was posted to her home city six years ago. Of all the powerful men that she’s met, he has genuine authority and charisma, along with a natural easy scowl that makes his smiles look ironically sad, or just sad. He doesn’t make fun of Desiree’s height or treat her differently on account of her gender. People listen to him, not because he shouts but because his whisper begs to be heard.

‘The escapee at Three Rivers – it was Audie Palmer,’ says Desiree.

‘Who?’

‘The armoured truck robbery in Dreyfus County. 2004.’

‘The guy who should have ridden the needle?’

‘That’s him.’

‘When was he due out?’

‘Today.’

The two agents look at each other, thinking the same thing. What sort of moron escapes from prison the day before he’s due to be released?

‘He’s one of mine,’ says Desiree. ‘I’ve been keeping an eye on the case since Palmer was transferred to Three Rivers for legal reasons.’

‘What legal reasons?’

‘The new US Attorney was unhappy with the length of the original sentence and wanted him retried.’

‘After ten years!’

‘Stranger things have happened.’

Warner rattles a pen between his teeth, holding it like a cigarette. ‘Any sign of the money?’

‘Nope.’

‘Take a drive. See what the chief warden has to say.’

An hour later, Desiree is on the Southwest Freeway passing Wharton. The farmland is flat and green, the sky wide and blue. She’s listening to her Spanish language tapes, repeating the phrases.

¿Dónde puedo comprar agua?

¿Dónde está el baño?

Her mind drifts to Audie Palmer. She inherited his file from Frank Senogles, another field agent who had moved further up the food chain and was tossing his scraps to Desiree.

‘This one is colder than a well digger’s asshole,’ he told her when he handed over his case notes, looking at her breasts instead of her face.

Cold cases were normally divided up between active agents with newbies getting the oldest and the coldest files. Periodically, Desiree checked for new information, but in the ten years since the robbery none of the stolen money had been recovered. Seven million dollars in used banknotes, unmarked and untraceable, had simply vanished. Nobody knew the serial numbers because the cash was being taken out of circulation and destroyed. It was old, soiled and torn, but still legal tender.

Audie Palmer had survived the robbery despite being shot in the head, and a fourth gang member – believed to be Palmer’s older brother Carl – had got away with the money. Over the past decade there had been false alarms and unconfirmed sightings of Carl. Police in Tierra Colorado, Mexico, reportedly arrested him in 2007 but they released him before the FBI could get a warrant for his extradition. A year later an American tourist holidaying in the Philippines claimed that Carl Palmer was running a bar in Santa Maria, north of Manila. There were other sightings in Argentina and Panama – most of them anonymous tip-offs that led nowhere.

Desiree turns off the Spanish lesson and gazes at the passing farmland. What sort of idiot escapes the day before his release? She had already considered the possibility that Audie might have fled to avoid a reception committee. Surely he could have waited one more day. Under the reoffending policy in Texas he could get another twenty-five years.

Desiree had been to Three Rivers FCI once before to interview Audie and to ask him about the money. It was two years ago and Audie hadn’t struck her as being an idiot. He had an IQ of 136 and had studied engineering at college before dropping out. Getting shot in the head could have changed his personality, of course, but Audie had come across as polite, intelligent and almost apologetic. He called her ma’am and didn’t comment on her height, or become annoyed when she accused him of lying.

‘I don’t remember much about that day,’ Audie told her. ‘Someone shot me in the head.’

‘What do you remember?’

‘Being shot in the head.’

She tried again. ‘Where did you meet the gang?’

‘In Houston.’

‘How?’

‘Through a distant cousin.’

‘Does your cousin have a name?’

‘He’s very distant.’

‘Who hired you for the job?’

‘Verne Caine.’

‘How did he contact you?’

‘Telephone.’

‘What was your job?’

‘Driving.’

‘What about your brother?’

‘He wasn’t there.’

‘So who was the fourth member of the gang?’

Audie shrugged. He did the same when she mentioned the money, spreading his arms as though ready to be searched then and there.

There were more questions – an hour of them – taking them in circles and over hurdles and through hoops until the details of the robbery were a tangled mess.

‘So let me get this straight,’ said Desiree, not hiding her frustration. ‘You only met the other members of the gang an hour before the robbery. You didn’t know their names until afterwards and they all wore masks.’

Audie nodded.

‘What was going to happen to the money?’

‘We were going to meet up later and divide it up.’

‘Where?’

‘They didn’t tell me.’

She sighed and tried a different approach. ‘You’re doing it tough in here, Audie. I know everybody wants a piece of you – the screws, the cons. Wouldn’t it be easier if you just gave the money back?’

‘I can’t.’

‘Doesn’t it bother you that people are out there spending it all, while you’re rotting away inside?’

‘The money was never mine.’

‘You must feel cheated. Angry.’

‘Why?’

‘Don’t you begrudge them getting away?’

‘Resentment is like swallowing a poison and waiting for the other person to die.’

‘I’m sure you think that’s very profound, but to me it sounds like bullshit,’ she told him.

Audie smiled wryly. ‘Have you ever been in love, Special Agent?’

‘I’m not here to talk about…’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.’

Recalling the moment, she experiences the same emotion again. Blushing. Desiree couldn’t remember ever meeting a man, let alone a prisoner, who was so self-assured or accepting of his fate. He didn’t care if his stairs were steeper or if every door was closed. Even when she accused him of lying, he didn’t get annoyed. Instead he apologised.

‘Will you stop saying you’re sorry.’

‘Yes, ma’am, I’m sorry.’

Arriving at Three Rivers FCI, Desiree parks in the visitors’ area and stares out of the windshield, her eyes travelling across the strip of grass to the double line of fences strung with razor wire. Beyond she can see guards in the towers and the main prison buildings. Zipping up her boots, she steps out of the car and straightens her jacket, preparing for the reception rigmarole – filling out forms, surrendering her weapon and handcuffs, having her bag searched.

A handful of women are waiting for visiting hours to begin – girls who ended up with the wrong guys, or the wrong criminals, the ones who got caught. Losers. Bunglers. Swindlers. Throwbacks. It’s not easy to find a good criminal or a good man, thinks Desiree, who has decided that the best of them are usually gay, married or fictional (the men if not the criminals). Twenty minutes later she is ushered into the chief warden’s office. She doesn’t take a chair. Instead she lets the warden sit and watches him grow more and more uncomfortable as she moves around the room.

‘How did Audie Palmer escape?’

‘He scaled the perimeter fences using stolen sheets from the prison laundry and a makeshift grappling hook made from a washing-machine drum. A junior officer had let him into the laundry out of hours to collect something he left behind. The officer didn’t notice that Palmer failed to return. We believe he hid in the laundry until the tower guards changed shift at 2300 hours.’

‘What about the alarms?’

‘One of them triggered just before eleven, but it looked like a fault with the circuit. We rebooted the system, which takes about two minutes. He must have used that window of time to go over the fences. The dogs tracked him as far as Choke Canyon Reservoir, but we think that was probably a ruse to throw us off the scent. Nobody has ever escaped across the lake before. Most likely Palmer had somebody waiting for him outside the fence.’

‘Does he have any cash?’

The warden shifts in his chair, not enjoying this. ‘It has been ascertained that Palmer had been withdrawing the maximum amount of $160 bi-weekly from his prisoner trust account, but spending virtually nothing at the commissary. We estimate he could have as much as twelve hundred dollars.’

Sixteen hours has passed since the escape. There have been no sightings.

‘Were there any unfamiliar cars in the parking lot yesterday?’

‘The police are checking the footage.’

‘I need a list of everyone who has visited Palmer in the past decade along with any details of correspondence he may have had by mail or email. Did he have access to a computer?’

‘He worked in the prison library.’

‘Does it have an internet connection?’

‘It’s monitored.’

‘By whom?’

‘We have a librarian.’

‘I want to talk to them. I also want to speak to Palmer’s caseworker and the prison psychiatrist, as well as any member of staff who worked closely with him. What about other inmates – was he close to anyone in particular?’
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