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Chapter One


Myron, are you listening to me?” Carl Herbold glowered at his fellow convict, impatiently shook his head, and muttered, “Stupid, stupid.”


Impervious to the insult, Myron Hutts’s vacant grin remained in place.


Carl thrust his face closer. “Lose the grin, okay, Myron? This is serious stuff I’m talking here. Has anything sunk into that lump of shit riding on top of your shoulders? Have you heard a fucking word I’ve said?”


Myron chomped down on his PayDay candy bar. “Sure, Carl, I heard you. You said for me to listen good and pay attention.”


“Okay then.”


Carl relaxed somewhat, but he wasn’t convinced that even a fraction of what he told Myron would register. Myron wasn’t what you’d call brainy. In fact, stretching, Myron’s IQ might range in the single digits.


He was physically strong and eager to please, but his shortage in the smarts department made him a risk to Carl’s carefully laid plans. Having someone with Myron’s limitations as an accomplice wasn’t without its drawbacks.


On the plus side, Carl needed a Myron Hutts. He needed a nonthinker who did what he was told, when he was told to do it, without question or argument or scruple. That’s why Myron was a perfect choice. Even if he’d been a fucking Einstein with gray matter to spare, Myron was missing a conscience.


A conscience was “internal dialogue.” Now wasn’t that a catchy phrase? Carl had picked it up from an article in a magazine. He’d committed it to memory, then pulled it out and used it on the parole board the last time he came up for review. For five minutes he had waxed eloquent on how he had been having internal dialogues with himself about his past misdeeds and the havoc he’d wreaked on his life and the lives of others. These dialogues had shown him the error of his ways and pointed him toward the light of self-discovery and accountability. He was remorseful and wished to atone.


The board members weren’t impressed by the big words he’d thrown in. They’d seen his speech for the string of bullshit it was and rejected his petition for parole.


But supposing the conscience was internal dialogue. That entailed abstract ideas and concepts, which Myron was just too plain stupid to grasp. Actually Carl didn’t give a damn whether Myron had a conscience or not. He would act on his impulses of the moment, period. Which was precisely why Carl had chosen him. Myron wouldn’t go squeamish on him if things got ugly.


And speaking of ugly, Myron was one butt-ugly dude. His skin had only a trace of pigmentation. Most of his coloration was concentrated in his lips. They were large and unnaturally red. By contrast, the irises of his eyes were virtually colorless. Pale, sparse eyebrows and lashes made his vacuous gaze appear even emptier. His hair was thin, but coarsely textured, radiating from his head like crinkled wire. It was almost white.


He was particularly unattractive with the half-masticated nougat center of a PayDay oozing from the corners of his fleshy lips. As his tongue swabbed up the drool, Carl looked away.


Many would wonder why he and Myron were pals, as the contrast between them was so striking. Carl was tall, dark, and handsome. He worked out with weights when the mood struck him, but he religiously did push-ups and sit-ups in his cell to keep his torso hard. He had a killer smile that was reminiscent of a young Warren Beatty. At least that’s what he’d been told. Personally, he thought he was better looking than the actor, whom Carl had always thought of as a fruit. Beatty had a great-looking wife, though. A real sweet piece was Mrs. Beatty.


Carl was certainly superior to Myron Hutts in the brains department. The quantity Myron lacked, Carl had as extra. He was a great planner. Brilliant ideas just seemed to come to him naturally. He also had a real talent for taking a loosely woven idea and pulling all the strings tight until it became a grand scheme.


If he’d been in the military, he would have been a general. But even the highest-ranking officers needed soldiers to carry out their strategies. Thus, Myron.


He could have picked his partner from any man in the joint. Myron spooked most people, even hardened criminals. They steered clear of him. But Carl’s leadership qualities drew people like a magnet. Seniority had given him a lot of clout among the convict population. That and his innate charisma. He could have anointed any number of inmates as his partner, all of them smarter and meaner than Myron— because for all his violent tendencies, Myron was sweet-tempered. But anybody brainier also could have caused Carl problems.


He didn’t need anybody with a conflicting opinion giving him lip along the way. Disharmony led to distraction, and distraction led to disaster, namely getting recaptured. All he needed for this escape plan was an extra pair of eyes and ears, and someone who could shoot and wasn’t afraid to when necessary. Myron Hutts filled the bill. Myron didn’t need any cunning. Carl had enough for both of them.


Besides, he was going to catch enough guff from Cecil. Cecil thought too much. He overanalyzed every goddamn thing. While he was weighing the odds, he missed opportunities. Like that funny postcard Carl had seen one time of a man holding a camera to his face and taking a picture of the Eiffel Tower while a naked French lady was strolling past—that was Cecil.


But Carl didn’t want to think about his older brother now. Later, when he was alone, he’d think about Cecil.


As he leaned back against the chain-link fence, his gaze roved over the exercise yard. The vigilance was second nature. Twenty years of incarceration had taught him always to be on the alert for the first sign of trouble from an enemy, declared or otherwise. He wielded a lot of influence and had a wide circle of friends, but he wasn’t a favorite of everyone.


Across the yard a gang of weight-lifting blacks were flexing their well-oiled muscles and glaring at him with undiluted hatred for no other reason than that he wasn’t one of them. Society was all hepped up about rival gangs, street warfare, vendettas. Laughable. Until you’d been inside, you didn’t know shit about gangs. The society inside was the most demarcated, polarized, segregated in the universe.


He’d had differences of opinion with the black prisoners, which had caused exchanges of insults, which had eventually led to fights, which had resulted in disciplinary actions.


But he wasn’t going to get anything started with anybody today or in the near future. Until the day he and Myron had their turn to work on the road crew, Carl Herbold was going to be an ideal prisoner. It was a new program, part of prison reform designed to make convicts feel like contributing members of society again. He didn’t give a crap about the social implications. All he cared about was how it affected him. When his turn came to leave these walls and work outside, he would be first on the bus.


So he was keeping a low profile, doing nothing that might call the screws’ attention to him. No rule-breaking, no fights, not even a bad attitude. If he heard a mumbled insult directed at him, he ignored it. What he didn’t like, he pretended not to see. A few nights back, he’d had to stand by and watch Myron suck a guy off. The other prisoner, a white trash wife-killer two years into a life sentence, had bribed Myron with a prize, so Myron had obliged him.


Frequently the more aggressive prisoners tried to take advantage of Myron’s mental incapacity. Carl usually intervened. But this close to their break, it hadn’t been worth the risk of a confrontation. Besides, Myron hadn’t minded too much. In exchange for the blow job he’d been given a live mouse, which he’d later disemboweled with his long pinkie fingernail.


“Now, remember what I told you, Myron,” Carl said to him now, realizing that rec time was almost up and they would have little privacy for the rest of the day. When our turn comes up to work the road crew, you can’t seem too excited about it.”


“Okay,” Myron said, becoming distracted by the bleeding cuticle around his thumb.


“It might even be good if we could look sorta pissed that we gotta pull that detail. Think you can manage that? To look pissed?”


“Sure, Carl.” He was gnawing the pulverized cuticle with all the relish he’d shown the PayDay.


“Because if they think we’re eager to go, then—”


He never saw it coming. The blow literally knocked him off the bleacher on which he’d been sitting. One second he was looking into Myron’s slack-jawed, candy-encrusted grin. The next he was lying on his side in the dirt, his ears ringing, his vision blurring, his gut heaving, and his kidney getting the piss kicked out of it.


He forgot about his resolve not to cause or continue any trouble. Survival instinct asserted itself. Rolling to his back, he brought his foot up and thrust it into his attacker’s crotch. The black weight lifter, who obviously depended strictly on muscle instead of fighting finesse, hadn’t anticipated a counterattack. He fell to his knees, yowling and clutching his testicles. Of course the other blacks sought reprisal by piling onto Carl and hammering him with their fists.


The screws came running, swinging their clubs. Other prisoners began either to try to break up the fight or to cheer it on, depending. The struggle was quickly contained. When order had been restored and the damage assessed, it was found to be minimal. Only two prisoners were sent to the infirmary with injuries.


One of them was Carl Herbold.




Chapter Two


I thought it was a very nice occasion.”


His wife’s comment caused Ezzy Hardge to snort with disdain. “That was the toughest piece of meat I’ve ever tried to eat, and the air conditioner was working at half capacity. Thought I was going to melt inside that black suit.”


“Well, you wouldn’t have been happy with the dinner no matter what. You were bound and determined to be a grouch about it.”


Ezzy had been married to Cora two years longer than he had served as sheriff of Blewer County—fifty-two years. He’d first spotted her at a tent revival, which he and a group of friends had attended just for laughs. Almost in defiance of the hellfire being preached from the pulpit, Cora had been wearing a sassy red bow in her hair and lipstick to match. During the hymn singing, her eyes had drifted away from the songbook and across the aisle to land on Ezzy, who was staring at her with unabashed interest and speculation. The light in her eyes was not religious fervor but devilish mischief. She had winked at him.


In all these years, none of her sass had worn off, and he still liked it.


“The people of this county went to a lot of trouble and expense to host that dinner for you. The least you could do is show a little gratitude.” Peeling off her housecoat, she joined him in bed. “If I’d had a dinner held in my honor, I think I could find it within myself to be gracious about it.”


“I didn’t ask for a testimonial dinner. I felt like a goddamn fool.”


“You’re not mad about the dinner. You’re mad because you’re having to retire.”


Cora rarely minced words. Tonight was no exception. Sullenly, Ezzy pulled the sheet up over them.


“Don’t think for a minute that I look forward to your retirement, either,” she said, unnecessarily pounding her pillow into shape. “You think I want you home all day, underfoot, sulking around and getting in my way as I go about my business? No, sir.”


“Would you rather I’d’ve got shot one night by some rabble-rouser with one too many Lone Stars under his belt, spared you all the headaches of having me around?”


Cora simmered for several seconds. “You’ve been trying to provoke me all evening, and you’ve finally succeeded. It’s that kind of talk that makes me furious, Ezra Hardge.”


She yanked on the small chain on the nightstand lamp and plunged the bedroom into darkness, then rolled to her side, giving him her back. Ordinarily they went to sleep lying face to face.


She knew him well. He had deliberately said something that was guaranteed to get her dander up. The irony of it was that every day of his tenure as sheriff he had prayed that he wouldn’t get killed on the job and leave Cora a bloody corpse to deal with.


But from a practical standpoint, he should have died in the line of duty. It would have been cleaner, neater, simpler for all concerned. The community leaders would have been spared the embarrassment of suggesting that he not seek office again. They would have saved the expense of tonight’s shindig at the Community Center, or at least put the funds to better use. If he had died sooner, he wouldn’t be facing a future where he was going to feel about as useful as snowshoes in the Sahara.


Seventy-two years old, going on seventy-three. Arthritis in every joint. Felt like it anyway. And his mind probably wasn’t as sharp as it used to be. No, he hadn’t noticed any slippage, but others probably had and laughed at his encroaching senility behind his back.


What hurt most was knowing everybody was right. He was old and decrepit and had no business heading up a law enforcement office. Okay, he could see that. Even if he didn’t like it or wish it, he could accept retirement because the people of his county would be better served by having a younger man in office.


He just wished to hell that he hadn’t had to quit before his job was finished. And it would never be finished until he knew what had happened to Patsy McCorkle.


For twenty-two years that girl had been sleeping between him and Cora. In a manner of speaking, of course. Feeling guilty about that intrusion now, especially in light of their quarrel, he rolled to his side and placed his hand on Cora’s hip. He patted it lovingly. “Cora?”


“Forget it,” she grumbled. “I’m too mad.”


When Ezzy walked into the sheriff’s office a few hours later, the dispatcher on duty lifted his head sleepily, then bounded from his chair. “Hey, Ezzy, what the hell you doin’ here?”


“Sorry I interrupted your nap, Frank. Don’t mind me. I’ve got some files that need clearing out.”


The deputy glanced at the large wall clock. “This time o’ morning?”


“Couldn’t sleep. Now that I’m officially out, I figured I’d just as well get all my things. Sheriff Foster will be wanting to move in tomorrow.”


“I reckon. What do you think about him?”


“He’s a good man. He’ll make a good sheriff,” Ezzy replied sincerely.


“Maybe so, but he’s no Ezzy Hardge.”


“Thanks for that.”


“Sorry I didn’t get to go to the banquet last evenin’. How was it?”


“You didn’t miss a thing. Most boring time I’ve ever had.” Ezzy entered his private office and switched on the light, probably for the last time. “Never heard so many speeches in all my life. What is it about turning a microphone over to somebody, they automatically become long-winded?”


“Folks got a lot to say about a living legend.”


Ezzy harrumphed. “I’m no longer your boss, Frank, but I’ll get physical with you if you keep talking like that. Got a spare cup of coffee? I’d sure appreciate it.”


“Comin’ right up.”


Unable to sleep after such an emotionally strenuous evening, not to mention Cora’s rebuff of his affection, he’d gotten up, dressed, and crept from the house. Cora had a radar system as good as a vampire bat’s, picking up any sound and motion he made. He hadn’t wanted a confrontation with her about the stupidity of going out in the wee hours to do a job that the county had granted him a week to get done.


But since they’d retired him, he reasoned they didn’t want him lurking around, no matter how many times they assured him that he would always be welcome in the sheriff’s office of Blewer County. Last thing he wanted to do was make a pest of himself, or become a pathetic old man who clung to the glory days and couldn’t accept that he was no longer needed or wanted.


He didn’t want to start having regular self-pity parties, either, but that’s what this was, wasn’t it?


He thanked the deputy when he set a steaming mug of coffee on his desk. “Close the door behind you, please, Frank. I don’t want to disturb you.”


“Won’t bother me any. It’s been a quiet night.”


All the same, Frank pulled the door closed. Ezzy wasn’t worried about disturbing the dispatcher. Fact was, he didn’t want any chitchat while he went about this chore. The official files were, of course, a matter of public record, shared with the city police, the Texas Department of Public Safety, the Texas Rangers, and any other law enforcement agency with which his office cooperated and coordinated investigations.


But the file cabinets in his office contained Ezzy’s personal notes—lists of questions to pose to a suspect, times and dates and names of individuals connected to a case, information imparted by reliable informants or witnesses who wished to remain anonymous. For the most part, these notes had been handwritten by him in a shorthand he had developed and that only he could decipher, usually jotted down with a number-two pencil on any scrap of paper available to him at the time. Ezzy considered them as private as a diary. More than those damn flowery speeches he’d had to endure at the Community Center last night, these personal files documented his career.


He took a sip of coffee, rolled his chair over to the metal filing cabinet, and pulled open the bottom drawer. The files were more or less categorized by year. He removed a few of the earliest ones, leafed through them, found them not worth saving, and tossed them into the ugly, dented, brown metal wastebasket that had been there as long as he had.


He went about the clean-out methodically and efficiently, but he was inexorably working his way toward 1976. By the time he got to that year’s files, the coffee had gone sour in his stomach and he was belching it.


One file was different from the rest chiefly because it was larger and had seen the most use. It was comprised of several manila folders held together by a wide rubber band. The edges of each folder were soiled, frayed, and curled, testifying to the many times they’d been reopened, fingered as Ezzy reviewed the contents, spilled on, wedged into the cabinet between less significant folders, only to be removed again and put through the same cycle.


He rolled the rubber band off the folders and onto his thick wrist. He wore a copper bracelet because Cora said copper was good for arthritis, but you couldn’t tell it by him.


Stacking the folders on his desk, he sipped the fresh coffee that the deputy had refilled without any acknowledgment from Ezzy, then opened the top one. First item in it was a page from the Blewer Bucks yearbook. Ezzy remembered the day he’d torn out this page of the high school annual to use for reference. Senior section, third row down, second picture from the left. Patricia Joyce McCorkle.


She was looking directly into the camera’s lens, wearing an expression that said she knew a secret the photographer would love to know. Activities listed at the end of the row beneath her name were Chorus, Spanish Club, and Future Homemakers. Her advice to lowerclassmen: “Party, party, party, and party hearty.”


Cap-and-gown photos were rarely flattering, but Patsy’s was downright unattractive, mainly because she wasn’t pretty to begin with. Her eyes were small, her nose wide and flat, her lips thin, and she had hardly any chin at all.


Her lack of beauty hadn’t kept Patsy from being popular, however. It hadn’t taken long for Ezzy to learn that Patsy McCorkle had had more dates than just about any other senior girl that year, including the homecoming princess and the class beauty.


Because, as one of her classmates—who now owned and operated the Texaco station on Crockett Street—had told him, stammering with embarrassment, “Patsy put out for everybody, Sheriff Hardge. Know what I mean?”


Ezzy knew. Even when he was in high school there had been girls who put out for everybody, and every boy knew who they were.


Nevertheless, Patsy’s soiled reputation hadn’t made it any easier for him to go to her home that hot August morning and deliver the news that no parent ever wants to hear.


McCorkle managed the public-service office downtown. Ezzy knew him to speak to, but they weren’t close acquaintances. McCorkle intercepted him even before he reached the front porch. He pushed open the screened door and the first words out of his mouth were, “What’s she done, Sheriff ?”


Ezzy had asked if he could come in. As they made their way through the tidy, livable rooms of the house to the kitchen, where McCorkle already had coffee percolating, he told the sheriff that lately his girl had been wild as a March hare.


“We can’t do anything with her. She’s half-wrecked her car by driving it too fast and reckless. She stays out till all hours every night, drinking till she gets drunk, then puking it up every morning. She’s smoking cigarettes and I’m afraid to know what else. She breaks all our rules and makes no secret of it. She won’t ever tell me or her mother who she’s with when she’s out, but I hear she’s been messing around with those Herbold brothers. When I confronted her about running with delinquents like that, she told me to mind my own goddamn business. Her words. She said she could date anybody she damn well pleased, and that included married men if she took a mind to. The way she’s behaving, Sheriff Hardge, it wouldn’t surprise me if she has.”


He handed the sheriff a cup of fresh coffee. “It was only a matter of time before she broke the law, I guess. Since she didn’t come home last night, I’ve been more or less expecting you. What’s she done?” he repeated.


“Is Mrs. McCorkle here?”


“Upstairs. Still asleep.”


Ezzy nodded, looked down at the toes of his black uniform boots, up at the white ruffled curtain in the kitchen window, over at the red cat stretching itself against the leg of the table, onto which he set his coffee. “Your girl was found dead this morning, Mr. McCorkle.”


He hated this part of his job. Thank God this particular duty didn’t come around too often or he might have opted for some other line of work. It was damned hard to meet a person eye-to-eye when you had just informed him that a family member wasn’t coming home. But it was doubly hard when moments before he’d been talking trash about the deceased.


All the muscles in the man’s face seemed to drop as though they’d been snipped off at the bone. After that day, McCorkle had never looked the same. Townsfolk commented on the change. Ezzy could pinpoint the instant that transformation in his face had taken place.


“Car wreck?” he wheezed.


Ezzy wished that were the case. He shook his head sadly. “No, sir. She, uh, she was found just after dawn, out in the woods, down by the river.”


“Sheriff Hardge?”


He turned, and there in the kitchen doorway stood Mrs. McCorkle wearing a summer-weight housecoat spattered with daisies. Her hair was in curlers and her eyes were puffy from just waking up.


“Sheriff Hardge? Pardon me, Ezzy?”


Ezzy looked toward the office door and blinked the deputy into focus. He’d forgotten where he was. His recollection had carried him back twenty-two years. He was in the McCorkles’ kitchen, hearing not Frank, but Mrs. McCorkle speaking his name with a question mark—and a suggestion of dread—behind it. Ezzy rubbed his gritty eyes. “Uh, yeah, Frank. What is it?”


“Hate to interrupt, but Cora’s on the phone, wanting to know if you’re here.” He winked. “Are you?”


“Yeah. Thanks, Frank.”


The moment he said hello, Cora lit into him. “I don’t appreciate you sneaking out while I’m asleep and not telling me where you’re going.”


“I left you a note.”


“You said you were going to work. And since you officially retired last night, I couldn’t guess where you are presently employed.”


He smiled, thinking about how she looked right now. He could see her, all sixty-one inches of her drawn up ramrod straight, hands on hips, eyes flashing. It was a cliché, but it fit: Cora was prettier when she was angry. “I was thinking ’bout taking you out to breakfast at the IHOP, but since you’re in such a pissy mood, I might ask me some other girl.”


“As if any other girl would put up with you.” After a huffy pause, she added, “I’ll be ready in ten minutes. Don’t keep me waiting.”


He tidied up before leaving the office and gathered what he’d salvaged into some boxes the county had thoughtfully provided. Frank helped him carry the boxes to his car. After they were loaded into the trunk, they shook hands. “See you ’round, Ezzy.”


“Take care, Frank.”


Only after the dispatcher had returned inside did Ezzy lay the McCorkle file on top of the others. He wouldn’t unload the trunk while Cora was around. If she saw that file, she would know that was what had got him up in the middle of the night and had kept him occupied these last few hours. Then she really would be pissed.




Chapter Three


Carl whispered to Myron, “It’s tomorrow now, remember?”


“Sure, Carl. I remember.”


“So don’t do anything that might keep you from getting into that road-crew van.”


“I won’t, Carl.”


Dumber than dirt, Carl was thinking as he gazed into the cerebral desert behind Myron’s clear eyes.


Although it wasn’t quite fair to question Myron’s behavior when he himself had come close to screwing up their plan. All he’d done was try to protect himself from a sound beating. But if he had it to do over again, he wouldn’t fight back.


After that nigger attacked him, he’d gone plumb berserk with rage. It had taken four men to get him into the infirmary and strapped onto the bed. Even then he’d managed to bite a chunk of flesh from the forearm of a male nurse. They couldn’t give him a sedative because they hadn’t yet examined his head to determine the extent of his injury.


Uncaring about the blasted headache, he had ranted and raved the rest of that day and the livelong night. He had screamed like a banshee, railing against God, and the devil and the niggers, who might have cost him his one chance for escape.


In hindsight he realized he should have lain there in the dirt and let that weight lifter keep on kicking him till the bulls got there and pulled him off. How much damage could have been done in a matter of a few more seconds?


He’d been diagnosed with a mild concussion. He had vomited a few times. His vision was slightly blurry, but it had completely cleared by late the following day. He’d had a headache that no amount of medication had alleviated; it had finally just worn off. His kidney was bruised and sore, but the doc said no permanent damage had been done.


He’d suffered a few days of discomfort, but he had been grateful for the injuries. They demonstrated to the warden that he was the injured party and that he had only been trying to protect himself when he kicked the other prisoner in his privates.


Carl had derived tremendous satisfaction from leaving the infirmary intact, able to walk out under his own power, while the nigger’s balls were still swollen. Their grotesque size was a source of amusement for everyone in the infirmary. He had a tube stuck in his dick, peeing for him, which also generated all sorts of ridicule. He cried like a baby every time he moved.


So in the long run, it had worked out all right. The doc had declared him fit to go back to work on the grounds maintenance crew, making him eligible to pull road-crew duty as well. Squeaking by once, he was taking no more chances on getting disqualified for that special detail.


Since leaving the infirmary, he had kept his distance from the rest of the prison population, except for Myron. He hadn’t engaged anyone in conversation. He hadn’t looked askance at anybody, especially the blacks. He hated like hell to leave without killing one of them in retaliation for all the grief they’d given him over the years, but in the grand scheme of things, it just wasn’t worth it. He might have a few fleeting moments of enjoyment from seeing their blood run, but then his ass would be hash. He would never see the light of day again. And he had a real hankering to see just how bright the sunshine was in Mexico and to taste all the exotic pleasures that country had to afford.


But he had to get out of here first.


Today his and Myron’s names had appeared on the list. Tomorrow was the day. He had waited for it. Planned it. A few hours from now he would be a free man. If everything went his way. There was a lot that could go wrong. That’s why his stomach was so nervous he could barely choke down the beanie-wienies and sauerkraut on the dinner tray.


But he ate the food anyway to keep from drawing the screws’ attention and arousing their suspicion. “Myron, tonight before you go to sleep, you might try going over the plan in your mind.”


A spoonful of sauerkraut disappeared into Myron’s mouth. “What plan, Carl?”


“Jesus,” Carl muttered. This was hopeless. How many times had they been over it? If the idiot fucked this up for him, he would kill him with his bare hands. Taking a deep sigh of resignation, he said, “Never mind, Myron. You just stick to me like a fly to shit tomorrow, okay?”


“Okay, Carl.”


“When I tell you to do something, I want you to do it, okay?”


“Okay.”


“No arguments, no discussion, just do it, okay?”


“Okay.”


Go stick your dick in a meat grinder, Myron, okay? Okay, Carl.


On the verge of screaming with frustration, Carl reminded himself that this was the kind of blind obedience he wanted and needed. He was the top gun, the leader, the head honcho. He was the dashing, good-looking, shrewd ladies’ man, strategist stud. In an operation like this, there couldn’t be more than one boss. It needed mules, too.


So actually it was better that Myron was dumb and obedient to a fault. Because when Carl told him to do something—like, say, slit the bastard guard’s throat—that’s what Myron would do.


Without shame or remorse, Myron had told Carl stories about his childhood. Young Myron Hutts had been one twisted fuck. He’d been a one-man extermination brigade in his town, ridding the community and outlying areas of pets and small animals before the authorities finally caught him and sent him away for psychiatric analysis. Members of his family had petitioned the state authorities until they finally released him from the head hospital. They lived—not for long, however—to regret it.


Myron had spoken matter-of-factly about their slaughter. “Grandma’s head went plop, and her wig come right off. It fell into the gravy bowl.”


Myron was particularly fond of telling that part because on occasion Grandma had used Myron’s head as a wig form while she was putting curlers in it. The rest of the family always laughed hysterically upon seeing their tall, gawky Myron in Grandma’s gray wig all wound up in pink sponge curlers.


His head had also been used as a punching bag when his old man got drunk and disorderly. One particularly bad drinking binge had resulted in Myron’s retardation. His daddy had repeatedly slammed the head of his two-year-old son into the room radiator. It had been summer and the radiator was cold, but it had done its damage just the same.


From that day on, Myron was an easy target for verbal and physical potshots. He was made fun of at school, routinely abused by the bullies. But it was his family—Dad, Mom, sister, and Granny—who tortured and humiliated the boy for their amusement.


They didn’t laugh the evening Myron came to the supper table with a hatchet and a shotgun.


He’d made one hell of a mess of his family. A killing like that, it was a wonder he hadn’t been deemed criminally insane and confined to a psychiatric hospital for analysis and healing. Most likely a fire-breathing prosecutor had argued that Myron was bright enough to go to the big house, and that if he were confined to a hospital rather than sentenced to a maximum-security prison, the state would be running the risk of some bleeding-heart shrink eventually declaring him “cured” and unleashing him on an unsuspecting public. And, in fact, he showed no compunction against killing. Bugs, animals, people—you name it. Carl had watched Myron torture small creatures for hours before killing them.


Oh, yes, Carl needed a Myron. A case could be made that he was taking advantage of Myron just as ruthlessly as had the bullies in his grade school. But, as with all twinges of conscience, Carl ignored this one.


Feeling a sudden rush of affection for the man who obviously idolized him, Carl leaned across the table and smiled at his confederate. “Have I told you the two things I’m gonna do when I get outta here, Myron?”


“Find some sweet Mexican pussy.”


Carl laughed. “You remember that one, don’t you, Myron?”


“Yeah, I remember that one.” Myron smiled through a mouthful of beanie-wienies.


“That and what else?” Carl asked. “What else am I gonna do?”


Myron pushed the food down his throat with a hard, noisy swallow. “Kill the motherfuckers who got you put in prison.”




Chapter Four


Jack Sawyer stepped down from the cab of his pickup. “Need some help there?”


His footsteps crunched across the loose gravel of the driveway, sending up small clouds of dust that resettled on his scuffed snakeskin boots, boots handcrafted by a Mexican saddle maker more than a decade ago. The old guy had been fond of taking frequent tequila shots, so Jack’s left boot was a fraction of an inch longer than the right. He’d never asked the cobbler to correct it. Instead, his foot had adjusted to the slight imperfection.


The boy to whom he had addressed the question seemed particularly interested in his boots as he watched Jack’s approach with unconcealed curiosity, his tongue tucked securely in his cheek. Jack had no experience with children, but he estimated the boy to be about five years old. He nudged his mother’s thigh to get her attention, but she brushed his hand aside while her head and shoulders remained beneath the hood of the car, where she was examining an engine that was obviously giving her trouble.


The boy started toward him. They met about halfway between Jack’s pickup and the stalled car. The kid tilted his head back to look up at Jack and squinted against the bright noon sun. Jack said, “Hi.”


“Did you know I have a book about dinosaurs?”


“No kidding?”


“A video, too.”


“Hmm.”


“Velociraptors are my favorite.”


“You don’t say? Mine too,” Jack told him.


“Really?”


“Yep.”


“Cool. What about pterodactyls?”


“Pretty scary, those pterodactyls.”


The boy gave him an approving grin, which revealed a space recently vacated by a front tooth. The new one had pushed through his gums to form a jagged little mountain range in the gap.


He was a cute kid, dressed in shorts and sneakers and a T-shirt bearing the likeness of a TV cartoon character whom Jack recognized but couldn’t name. The boy had rosy cheeks and a healthy sprinkling of freckles. A few strands of dark hair were sweat-stuck to his forehead.


“What’s your name?”


“Jack. What’s yours?”


“David.”


“Pleased to meet you, David.” He hitched his chin toward the car. “What seems to be the problem?”


The boy shrugged, pulling both shoulders up beneath his ears and extending his arms at his sides, palms up. “I dunno. My mom and me were going into town, but when we got in the car it went like this.” He made a choking sound and gyrated like somebody with a terrible palsy. “Then it stopped and my mom can’t start it again.”


Jack nodded and started moving toward the car and the woman, who wasn’t nearly as friendly as her son. Either that or she didn’t welcome the interference of a stranger. Or she was scared of him and thought that maybe if she just ignored him he would go away. “Uh, ma’am? Can I be of help?”


The boy went to his mother, placed the heel of his hand on the outside of her thigh, and gave it several urgent pushes. This time she straightened up and turned toward him with exasperation. That’s when she must’ve caught sight of Jack out of the corner of her eye, because she did a double take, then jumped like she’d been scalded.


“My mom’s deaf,” the boy informed him. “She didn’t hear you coming. I think you scared her.”


Jack thought so too. Her eyes were bouncing around like twin Ping-Pong balls in a heated tournament, moving from him to his pickup and back again, trying to gauge whether or not he was dangerous.


The boy said, “When you sneak up on her she gets mad.”


“I didn’t know I was sneaking up on her.” Jack extended one hand in apology. She reacted by flattening herself against the grill of the car and yanking the kid up against her.


“Mo-om.” David stretched the protest into two syllables as he wiggled free. He signed and spoke at the same time. “Don’t be scared. He’s nice. His name’s Jack. He—”


She held her hand up in a silent command that he stop.


“Tell her I’m sorry. I didn’t—”


“She can read your lips,” the boy said, interrupting. “I’ll try to sign what you say, but she’s good at reading lips.”


Looking directly at her, Jack overenunciated, “Can you understand me?”


Her eyes narrowed a fraction. From irritation was Jack’s guess. Although he couldn’t imagine what he’d said to tick her off. Then he received a curt bob of her head that shook loose a hank of hair from a summertime topknot. It was the same dark color as the boy’s, but the sun had found threads of copper in it.


“I didn’t mean to startle you, ma’am. I’m here to see Mr. Corbett, but long as I’m here, I’d be happy to try and start your car for you.”


The boy nudged her to get her attention. “Can he, Mom?”


She shook her head no.


Forlornly the boy said to Jack, “I don’t think she’s gonna let you.”


“I don’t mean any harm, ma’am,” Jack said to her.


She continued to eye Jack warily as she signed for the boy to interpret. “She says thank you, but we’ll call a garage.”


“Yeah, you could do that, all right. But it might not be necessary.” Jack motioned toward the car. “It could be something real simple.”


Her fingers moved furiously fast. Her lips formed words, too, although no sound came out. The gist of what she was saying was conveyed by her animated facial expressions, but Jack looked to David for interpretation.


“She says if it was something real simple, she could fix it herself. She says she’s deaf, not—I missed that, Mom. What’s that sign mean?” He tapped his first two fingers against the center of his forehead.


She spelled out the word alphabetically. David recited the letters as she signed them. “What’s that spell, Jack?”


“Stupid,” he said.


“Oh,” David said. “It makes her mad for people to think she’s dumb just ’cause she’s deaf.”


“No offense intended.” Jack rubbed his chin, becoming a little irritated himself. “You want me to take a look at your busted car or not? Because if not, it’s hotter than h-e-double-ell out here and I’d just as soon be trying to find some shade if there’s any to be found.”


David’s plump fingers were spelling out h-e-double-ell in the sign language alphabet. “Jack, what does that spell? Is it hell?”


Refraining to answer, Jack said, “How ’bout it, ma’am?”


David interpreted her reply. “Thank you, but Mr. Corbett will see to it.”


“Is he around?”


“Some steers broke down a section of fence. That way.” David pointed out the direction. “My grandpa’s fixing it.”


“Your grandpa?”


“Yeah.”


“Where’s your dad?”


“He died.”


“Died?”


“Before I was borned.”


Jack looked at the woman, who in turn shot her son a look that could kill, then got his attention and began to sign. “She says I’m talking too much.”


“The offer is still good. How bad did you need to get to town?”


Maybe his persistence finally wore her down, although she didn’t look like a person who would capitulate easily. Maybe she’d decided he wasn’t a threat after all. Or maybe the suggestion of finding some shade appealed to her. For whatever reason, she was on the brink of acquiescing when her eyes dropped to his waist.


Following his mother’s gaze, David remarked, “It might be your knife that’s scaring her.”


“Oh. Is that all?” Jack unsnapped the leather scabbard. The woman stiffened. He eased the knife from the sheath and laid it on his palm. Crouching down in front of David, he gave the boy a closer look.


“An Indian brave made this, David. A Comanche warrior. Long time ago.”


“Wow,” the boy exclaimed in a reverent and hushed voice. He extended his hand to touch the weapon, but timidly withdrew it before making contact.


“It’s okay. You can touch it.”


“How come it’s bumpy?”


“That’s the way the Indians made their knives back then.”


David ran his finger along the bluish, rippled blade. “Cool,” he said in the same reverential tone.


Slowly Jack came to his feet. Keeping his eyes on the woman’s face, he replaced the knife in its scabbard. He then raised both hands in surrender.


She didn’t take kindly to the mockery, but, giving him a retiring look, she stepped aside and signaled that it was okay if he looked at the engine.


He removed his straw cowboy hat and sunglasses, placed the sunglasses in the crown of his hat, and set it on the fender. Poking his head beneath the raised hood, he bent over the motor. A bead of sweat rolled off his forehead and splashed onto the hot casing, making a small sizzling sound as it evaporated.


Hell of a new experience, this was. He’d never run across a deaf woman before.


Or one who had such an enormous burr up her ass.


Turning, he asked her to start the engine and rev it, which she did. Jack’s knowledge of cars wasn’t extensive, but this diagnosis was elementary. Something was blocking the fuel line. He set to work.


David took up a post just beneath his elbow. Obviously wishing to impress Jack, he boasted, “We have a whole ranch.”


“I see that.”


“Just the three of us. Mom, Grandpa, and me. I’d like to have a brother or sister, but Mom says I’m a handful all by myself and anyway you can’t have a baby without a daddy, she says. Do you like peach pie, Jack? My mom makes good peach pie and Grandpa makes vanilla ice cream and I get to sit on the tub while he’s turning the crank, and the ice cream’s good on peach pie or just plain. Can you swim? Grandpa says when he has time he’s gonna teach me to swim, ’cept Mom’s afraid of cottonmouths in the river. We’ve got a river, and I’ve caught fish before, and after Grandpa and me took their guts out Mom cooked ’em and we had ’em for supper. I can already do a face float and that’s the first step to swimming, a face float. Maybe you could see my room. I’ve got a Dallas Cowboys poster on my closet door. Do you have a little boy?”


“No, I never had a little boy. Or a little girl either.” As he removed a filter from the fuel line, he smiled down at the boy.


The woman was hovering nearby. She signed something. Looking chagrined, David reported, “She says I’m probably wearing out your ears with so much—I didn’t get the last.”


“Chatter?” Jack ventured.


“Maybe,” David said. “Sometimes Grandpa calls me a chatterbox.”


“I don’t mind if you talk. I like having company.”


“We never have company.”


“How come?” Jack addressed the question to David, although he was looking at the woman.


“I think it’s ’cause my mom’s deaf or something.”


“Hmm.” Jack put the filter to his mouth and blew into it hard. Then he replaced it and motioned for her to try the ignition again. She got in and turned the key. After she pumped the accelerator several times, the car started.


Jack lowered the hood and dusted off his hands. “There you go.” He replaced his sunglasses and hat. “Shouldn’t give you any more problem. You had a piece of grit stuck in your filter.”


“You sure are smart.”


“Not too smart, David. It happened on my truck once. Cost me fifty bucks for a mechanic to blow out the speck.” Turning to the boy’s mother, he said, “I’d like to see Mr. Corbett now, please.”


“Can I show him where Grandpa’s at, Mom?”


She shook her head no, and motioned for David to get into the car.


“Point me in the right direction and I’ll find him,” Jack said.


“It’s that way, past those trees,” David told him. “But I’ll take you. It’s not far.”


David’s mother stamped her foot to get his attention. Her fingers moving with the speed of light, she issued a parental order. “Aw, Mom. Please. Why can’t I stay here with Grandpa and Jack? I hate going to the dumb grocery store.”


With her arm held shoulder high and straight as an arrow, she pointed an imperious index finger at the passenger door of the car.


Jack patted David’s shoulder. “Better mind her.”


“Will you still be here when we get back?”


“We’ll see.”


“I hope so. Well, bye, Jack.”


“Bye.”


David trudged around the rear of the car. As he passed his mother, he ducked his head so that she couldn’t read his lips and muttered, “You’re a mean ol’ mom.”


It was all Jack could do to contain his grin, but he soberly tipped the brim of his hat. “Ma’am.”


She climbed behind the wheel and closed the door. After securing her seat belt and making sure that David had done the same, she turned to Jack. Through the open car window she signed something that he supposed was “Thank you.”


He watched them drive away. When they reached the main road, they turned toward town. The wrought-iron letters bridging the main drive spelled out CORBETT CATTLE RANCH. Not very elaborate or imaginative, Jack thought, but certainly informative.


He turned to gaze at the house. It was a neat two-story, white frame structure with dark green shutters accenting the windows. Ferns on stands stood sentinel on either side of the front door. Pots of blooming flowers sat on the edge of each of three steps leading down from the deep porch. Functional columns supported the roof above it. It was a pleasant-looking place, but nothing distinguished it from thousands of other such ranch houses scattered across the south central states.


Jack crossed the yard and went through a gate, walked past a large barn and a corral where several horses were eating hay from a trough and whisking flies with their tails. Beyond the corral, he opened the gate into a pasture, where he kept on the lookout for cow chips as he moved through the grass.


He thought of a countless number of reasons why he should retrace his steps to his truck and drive away.


He had heard the news of the prison break all the way down in Corpus Christi. Even though it had taken place in Arkansas, it was big news across the region. Though most viewers had probably listened with half an ear and readily dismissed it, the story had galvanized him. Almost before he realized it, he was speeding toward Blewer. He had arrived at midnight and checked into a local motel.


He wasn’t particular when it came to lodging, and the room was comfortable enough, but he’d lain awake the remainder of the night, watching the John Wayne Flick Festival on a cable station and arguing with himself about the compulsion that had caused him to abandon a good job and come here.


Of course he’d been doing that all his adult life—moving at the drop of a hat. He was a loner, an adventurer, a drifter, having no ties to anything or anybody. All his worldly possessions he could carry in his truck. He went where he wanted and stopped when he took a notion. If he liked the place, he stayed. When he tired of it, he left. He had a driver’s license and a Social Security number, but no bank account or credit card. He lived on cash earned by doing what interested him at the time.


At dawn, just as Rio Bravo was ending, he’d gotten up, showered, shaved, and climbed into his truck. While sipping a cup of good coffee at the doughnut shop across the highway from the motel, he reached a compromise decision: It was a bad idea, and risky to boot, but he was going to do it anyhow.


He had to do it.


Over the years he had come this way many times, just passing through, taking a curious look around but never stopping. Whenever in the area, he drove past the Corbett place and wondered about the people who lived inside the wrought-iron gate. But his wonder had never been so urgent that he stopped to inquire.


When this was the last place on the planet he should be, why did he feel it necessary to be here?


Carl Herbold’s prison break, sure. But that had only been the catalyst. There was something inside himself that kept bringing him back here at intervals over the years. He had tried to forget the connection, tried to outrun it, but it always overtook him. More specifically, he carried it with him wherever he went.


His travels had exposed him to different religions. He had sampled peyote with a shaman from one of the tribes in Arizona who believed the gods spoke through drug-induced visions. He had caddied one summer for a golfing rabbi who had talked to him about God’s covenants and the promised Messiah. He had discussed the gospel with a group of Christian seminary students at an outdoor rock concert.


All had believed wholeheartedly that something greater than themselves was directing their destiny. Something greater than themselves was at least helping them choose the right path.


Jack didn’t know which religion was valid, or if any of them were. He couldn’t imagine a God who was omniscient enough to create the cosmos only to direct the lives of men with such petulance and caprice. The reason for natural disasters escaped him. He didn’t comprehend why bad things happened to good folk, or why mankind was forced to suffer pestilence and famine and war. He wasn’t so sure about the whole concept of redemption, either.


But he knew that sin was real enough. And so was the guilt that went with it.


Call it providence, or fate, or God, or just plain conscience. Something—a will greater than his own—had compelled him to leave his present circumstances and come here when he heard the news that Carl Herbold was on the loose.


What would happen next was anybody’s guess. Jack himself didn’t know. Even as he’d driven beneath the iron arch he hadn’t known what he was going to say or do when he got here. He had no concrete plan. He certainly hadn’t counted on meeting a woman and child in the driveway of Delray Corbett’s place. From this point forward, he would roll with the punches, react to events as they occurred.


In any event, the die would be cast seconds from now.


Spotting the rancher down on one knee struggling with a contrary strand of barbed wire, Jack hesitated only a moment before cupping his hands and calling out, “Mr. Corbett?”




Chapter Five


Startled to hear his name, Delray Corbett turned and saw Jack walking toward him. Reluctantly, he came to his feet. He stood about five feet ten inches, a man in his midsixties, with a comfortable middle-aged softness around his waist, stocky legs, and a stern countenance. His displeasure upon seeing a stranger in his pasture was evident. Jack tried not to let the man’s frown discourage him.


“Mr. Corbett,” he said again, extending his hand. “Jack Sawyer.”


Markedly unrushed, Corbett removed his right glove and shook Jack’s hand in an obligatory way. From beneath the bill of his dozer cap he regarded Jack with unfriendly eyes.


Jack tipped his head toward the fence. “Heard some steers knocked down a section of your fence.”


“Where’d you hear that?”


“From your grandson.” He pointed to Corbett’s forearm, where a long nasty scratch was still bleeding slightly. “Catch some barbed wire?”


Corbett made a disinterested swipe at the scratch. “It’s nothing. Where did you run into my grandson?”


“Up at the house.”


“You tried to talk to them?” he asked angrily. “Damn it. I already told you people I don’t know anything. Leave us alone.”


“Pardon? Look, Mr. Corbett, I don’t know who you’re mistaking me for.”


That was a white lie. Delray Corbett would be among the first to be contacted about Carl Herbold’s prison break. Apparently law enforcement agencies had already been in touch with him. He was resentful of the intrusion. Or worried about the repercussions. Both were valid reactions.


“Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong,” Jack assured him. “I only talked to your family because your daughter-in-law was having some trouble with her car.”


Corbett glanced toward the house with concern.


Jack said, “It didn’t amount to anything. Just some grit in the fuel-line filter. She’s on her way now.”


Corbett’s eyes moved back to him. “Nobody sent you?”


“No.”


“Sorry.”


“It’s okay.”


Still wary, Corbett removed a handkerchief from the rear pocket of his jeans and took off his cap long enough to mop perspiration from his face. He had very dark hair, barely threaded with gray. “Did Anna give you something?”


Anna. Her name was Anna. Busy assimilating that information, Jack didn’t catch the rest of what Corbett had said. “Come again?”


“Did you come out here to get some money from me? For the time and trouble you spent fixing her car,” he added, when it became obvious that his meaning hadn’t clicked.


Jack replied with a terse “No, sir. I was glad to help her out. I came here to speak with you.”


Corbett’s guard went up again. “You selling something?”


“You could say so.”


“Well then you’ve wasted your time. I can’t think of a thing I need.”


“How about me?”


“Huh?”


“I need a job. You need a hand. My services are for sale.”


Corbett looked as though he were waiting for the punch line. Finally he said, “You’re serious?”


“As death and taxes. I could start right now by helping you string that fence.”


The rancher moved a few inches to his right, placing himself between Jack and the coiled strands of barbed wire, either to block them from Jack’s view or to protect them from his interference; Jack couldn’t tell. What was all too apparent was that Corbett didn’t take his proposal at face value.


He responded with chilly politeness. “I don’t think so, Mr. Sawyer. But thanks all the same.” He returned his handkerchief to his pocket and his cap to his head and his attention to his chore.


“You haven’t heard me out.”


“I don’t have a hand.”


“That’s obvious.” The remark brought him around again, as Jack had hoped it would. “No offense, Mr. Corbett, but your place needs some work. Looks to me like this whole fence needs replacing, not just this section. That entails digging holes, setting posts—”


“I know what it entails,” Corbett snapped.


“So you know it’s too much work for one man, especially when daily chores have to be done, too. Your barn door is loose. That trough in the horse corral is about to collapse, and two of the horses need shoeing. That’s just for starters. A place this size, it’s more than even two men could do efficiently.”


“My son and I held it together.”


“But he’s no longer around, right?” Corbett glared at him hard. Quietly Jack added, “The boy told me his daddy had died.”


“That’s right.” Corbett assumed a tight-lipped, stoic expression. “Now if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Sawyer, I’d like to get back to my work. I’m not hiring. You or anybody.”


Stalling, Jack looked down at the ground and dug a little trench in the dirt with the riding heel of his boot. He hadn’t known how he was going to approach Corbett. The idea of asking the man for a job hadn’t occurred to him until he heard himself proposing it. Now it seemed the logical course. Good thing he had observed and made subconscious mental notes of the needed repairs. If the ranch had been in tiptop shape, this would have been a tougher sale.


“I’d be willing to give you a hand with that fence anyway,” he offered. “No obligation.”


Corbett looked at him with irritation and seemed ready to order him off his property.


“I’m a good worker,” Jack said.


It was Corbett who finally relented with a shrug. “Suit yourself. Got some gloves?”


Jack removed a pair of leather work gloves from his hip pocket and approached the fence. “Want me to hold the post or wind the wire?”


Pride wouldn’t let Corbett do the easier job. “I’ll handle the wire.”


They worked in silence. Jack held the post in place while Corbett pulled and stretched the barbed wire taut around it, then nailed it into place. They moved to the next post. Then the next.


“How many acres have you got?”


“Six fifty. Just over a section.”


Jack whistled. “How long have you had the property?”


“All my life. I inherited it from my father.”


“How many head you run?”


“Several hundred.”


“Where are they now?”


“In another pasture. Across the river.”


“Herefords?”


“And a few Angus. Prime beef. The hell of it is . . .” He grunted with the effort of stretching the wire.


“Want me to do that?”


“I can get it.”


Jack noticed that the older man’s face was turning red from the effort, but he let it pass. “Hell of it is?” he prompted.


“Too many vegetarians these days.” He hammered the last nail into place.


“The scourge of a beef cattle rancher.” Jack let go of the cedar post, removed his hat, and fanned his face with it.


Corbett reached for a thermal jug that he’d previously stowed in the notch of a cottonwood tree. Before taking a drink himself, he offered it to Jack. “Go ahead,” Jack told him. Corbett drank directly from the spout, then handed the thermos to Jack.


“Where’d you get your experience?” Corbett asked, once again using his handkerchief to blot his face.


Jack recapped the thermos and put it back in the tree. “Everywhere.”


“You’ve worked ranches?”


“I’ve done a little of everything.”


“Then you must come with plenty of references.”


“No, sir. None.”


Corbett came as close to a smile as he ever got, Jack thought. “You’ve got gall, Mr. Sawyer. I’ll hand you that.”


“Call me Jack. Why do you say that?”


“You ask me for a job, but you have no references.”


“Guess you’ll just have to trust me.”


“Guess again,” Corbett returned curtly as he bent down to gather his tools. After neatly replacing them in a metal box, he came to his full height, retrieved his thermos, then faced Jack. “I appreciate you helping Anna with her car if it was giving her trouble. And thanks for your help with the fence. But I won’t be hiring you.”


As he headed across the pasture, Jack fell into step with him. “Mind if I ask why not?”


“No, I don’t mind you asking. And I don’t mind telling you. I don’t know you from Adam. You could rob me blind.”


“That would be pretty stupid. If I was going to do that, I wouldn’t have introduced myself first.”


“I’ve got David and Anna’s safety to think about.”


“Hiring me isn’t going to endanger you or them.”


“I don’t know that, do I?”


Jack placed his hand on the other man’s arm, halting him. Corbett glanced down at his hand and Jack immediately removed it. “All right, you don’t know me. I’m a stranger that dropped out of nowhere. Yesterday I left a job in Corpus. If you want a reference you can call my boss there.”


“How come you left?”


“I got ready to.”


“Just like that?”


“That’s the way I live.”


“Doesn’t make you sound very reliable, does it, Mr. Sawyer?”


He started moving again. Jack, undeterred, went with him. “As long as I’m here, I’ll give you a full day’s effort, every day. I have experience in all types of work because I’ve paid my way doing just about anything that was legal.


“I’ve been a short-order cook and a fishing guide. I’ve worked in oil fields and assembly plants. I’ve broken horses, milked goats, washed dishes, cleaned toilets, and once, when I was real hungry, I pimped for a five-dollar whore.”


Corbett stopped walking and turned to him.


“That’s right, Mr. Corbett, I’ve done a lot of things I’m not too proud of. Show me a man who hasn’t. But I swear to God there’s one thing I’m not, and that’s a thief. I won’t steal from you. And I would never hurt you, your daughter-in-law, or her boy. In fact, it might give you some peace of mind to have another man around, keeping an eye on the place.”


That was the ace that Jack had been waiting to play, and it worked. He had Corbett’s attention and could sense his resolve weakening. So it came as a mild surprise and a huge disappointment when Corbett shook his head no. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sawyer. The answer is still no.”


“What can I say that’ll change your mind?”


“Nothing. Fact is, I can’t afford you.”


Jack grinned. “Probably not. I’m fairly expensive. But I think we can work something out.”


“Like what?”


“I need a place to live.”


Corbett actually uttered a sound that could pass for a laugh. “You must think I’m crazy.”


“I’m not suggesting that you take me into your home. But what about that old trailer parked on the north side of the barn? I could bunk in it.”


Corbett glanced in that direction. “It hasn’t been used in years. My wife and I lived in it while we were building the house. We tore down the original, but wanted to build on the same site. That was almost forty years ago. I should’ve sold it to a salvage yard, but never could bring myself to. It’s probably falling apart.”


“Does it have water and electricity?”


“Hookups. The stove works on butane.”


“I’ll clean it out. It’ll suit me fine.” Corbett tested him with another long, measure-taking stare. Jack’s eyes didn’t flicker. He’d developed that knack by dealing blackjack in a Reno gambling hall. “Well, Mr. Corbett, what do you say?”




Chapter Six


Cecil Herbold had gnawed his index fingernail down to a nub by the time the Arkansas state policemen strolled into the office of the garage and body shop where he worked. There were two of them. Mean bastards, by the looks of them.


It had only been a matter of time before they showed up. They had let him sweat out the morning in anxious anticipation of the inevitable. Now here it was well after lunch on a sweltering afternoon, and even though he had been expecting the visit, his sphincter was tested when one of the duo upended a wastepaper basket and sat down on it, facing him, not more than six inches away from the tip of his nose.


“Now, Cecil,” he began, “we asked Mr. Reynolds if he would lend us this nice office of his so we could talk to you private, away from your coworkers and all. He was most obliging. So I’d hate to test his hospitality and wear out our welcome. We pride ourselves on not taking advantage of law-abiding citizens. Let’s make this short and sweet, okay?”


These guys were nothing but hillbillies with shiny badges, starched uniforms, and fast cars. Cecil didn’t know these two personally, but he’d known their type all his life, and hated them. Their faces were shaved so close their skin was chapped. There wasn’t a wrinkle between them. Hot as it was, there weren’t even sweat rings under their arms.


But they looked as stupid as the day is long. Take away the uniforms and badges, the fast cars and good guns, and he and Carl would make mincemeat out of them in no time flat.


Soon. But later. This wasn’t the time. For now, he had to play dumb and scared. Which was good. He could be convincing. Not that he was dumb. But he was a little scared.


“If you’ve come here to talk to me about that stunt my brother pulled yesterday, I’ll tell you right off that I don’t know anything about it.”


The guy sitting on the trash can glanced over at his partner, who was leaning against the wall, arms folded, ankles crossed. He rolled a matchstick from one side of his mouth to the other and said, “He must think we’ve got shee-ut for brains.”


“Swear to God,” Cecil cried earnestly. “I’m telling you the truth.” The worst that could happen would be that they would throw him in jail on some trumped-up charge just to keep an eye on him. He must convince them that they had his full cooperation.


“First I knew of that prison break, I heard it on the evenin’ news when I got home from work. I settled down with a Diet Pepsi in front of the TV and there was my brother’s face, filling up the goddamn screen. Nearly messed my pants.” He paused to gauge their reactions, but they were revealing none.


Doggedly he continued, “All I know is the same as what everybody knows. I learned about it from the TV.”


Matchstick hitched up his pistol holster. The one on the trash can pursed his lips and continued to stare at Cecil, who squirmed uncomfortably in his seat until he could stand the tense silence no longer. “What?”


“You think we’re stupid, Cecil?”


“No, sir.”


“You know Myron Hutts?”


“No, sir.”


“You never met him?”


“No, sir. Him and my brother linked up at Tucker. I was never in Tucker.”


“No, you were in Cummins.”


Because the Cummins Unit was a medium maximum-security facility, Cecil felt that a little righteous indignation was called for here. “That’s right, I was.”


“You served for armed robbery, right?”


“Right. I never killed anybody.”


“Oh, right, right. Almost forgot that. You left the actual killing to your little brother Carl, didn’t you? That’s why your sentence was so much lighter than his.”


This was a sore subject. Cecil couldn’t argue the trooper’s point or he would be confessing to a murder that, technically and truthfully, Carl had committed. But he didn’t want to admit to a character flaw, either. That flaw being that, while Carl seemed unaffected, even exhilarated, by shedding someone’s blood, the thought of taking another human life made Cecil slightly queasy.


Disturbed by this introspection, he blurted out, “I went to prison and paid my debt to society. I found Jesus and got rehabilitated.”


Matchstick nearly choked before removing the shredded wood from his mouth so he could laugh.


“I’m on parole,” Cecil declared. “You think I’m going to do something as damn-fool stupid as my brother did? No way. Cummins was no picnic, you know. I got out and I’m staying out.”


“Uh-huh.” The seated officer wasn’t impressed by his sincerity. “Hear about those guards at Tucker?”


“Heard they, uh . . . they died.”


The trooper came closer, until he was almost touching noses with Cecil. “They didn’t die, asshole. They were assassinated. Your brother got one of them in the heart with a shank. Stabbed him through the eyeball while he was at it. Hutts slit another one’s throat, nearly cut his head clean off.”


He leaned back and tugged at his earlobe as though reflecting on the prison break, which had mobilized every law enforcement agency in Arkansas and neighboring states. A manhunt had been organized for the apprehension of Carl Herbold and Myron Hutts, who were to be regarded as armed and dangerous. Citizens were warned to exercise extreme caution if they sighted the pair.


“Have to hand it to old Carl. He planned it good,” the state officer remarked. “That Myron character, he’s a certifiable idiot. Hasn’t got the sense God gave a rubber duck. But your brother is one smart sum’bitch. He had even figured a way to get those tracking devices off them. They were found, but Carl and Myron weren’t attached to them. No, sir. All that’s been found is their prison uniforms, their dog tags, and those high-tech devices, which turned out to be good for nothing. ’Cause those boys are long gone.”


The convicts had outfoxed the authorities and outrun the tracking dogs. Helicopter patrols, search parties on foot, and roadblocks hadn’t turned up a trace of them during the night.


Damn, Cecil was proud of his little brother!


It was all he could do to keep from smiling proudly as the trooper enumerated Carl’s crimes, which Cecil considered accomplishments on a par with those of his heroes Jesse James, John Dillinger, and Clyde Barrow.


To conceal his pride, he worked his face into an emotional grimace. “I just hope y’all don’t kill him. Our whole lives it’s just been me and him.”


“Now, that ain’t quite the truth is it, Cecil? Y’all had a mama. She married a nice man, who tried to do right by y’all. I got the records, see? So don’t be lying to me, Cecil.”


“Our stepdaddy was a hard-ass. He hated us right off, and we hated him. He didn’t raise a peep of protest when they sent us to that school for wayward boys when Carl was barely fifteen.”


“Prob’ly ’cause that’s what y’all were. Wayward, I mean.”


“When Mama died, he came down on us even harder. Didn’t faze me much,” he added as a precaution. “But Carl, being the baby, it tarnished him. Getting no love from anybody, he grew up angry and mean. He’s rotten to the core. You think I don’t know he’s meaner than sin? He refuses to see the light. He won’t accept Jesus and get saved for nothing.” For emphasis, he whisked a tear from his eye. “But he’s my kin, my blood, all that’s left of my family. I don’t want him dead.”


“See,” the trooper said, shifting to a more comfortable position on the bottom of the trash can, “that’s what we’re counting on, Cecil. If Carl and his friend Myron showed up at your place one night, you’d probably feel such brotherly love you’d aid and abet those boys.”


“No, sir,” Cecil said, shaking his head adamantly. “I’d call y’all right off.”


“Is that right?”


“That’s right.”


The trooper turned to his partner. “Do you think he’s lying or what?”


Matchstick yawned. “He’s lying. All Herbolds is born liars. Everybody knows that.”


“Swear on Jesus’ holy name—”


“Shut the fuck up about Jesus, Cecil!” The state officer came to his feet so suddenly he knocked over the trash can. “You ain’t fit to speak the Lord’s name around decent folks. Oh, you sound real sincere, but you’re a convicted felon. You and your brother practically shared the same skin till y’all were sent to separate prisons. So here’s the way it’s gonna be.” Placing his hands on his knees, he bent down low, placing his face once again on a level with Cecil’s. “We’re gonna be on you like white on rice. You hear me?”


Indignantly Cecil drew himself up. “Think what you want to, Officer. I’m telling y’all that I’d turn Carl in. I swear I would, to keep him from getting his crazy self killed.”


“See that you do, Cecil.”


“Yeah, Cecil,” Matchstick said, “see that you do.”


The two sauntered out, spoke briefly with Mr. Reynolds who owned the garage, then got into their shiny, well-equipped car and sped off. Cecil slunk back to the bay where he had been working on a pickup truck when the laws showed up. Reynolds wasted no time joining him.


“Were you telling them the truth?” he growled. “If you even look like you’re about to get into trouble again, you’re gone. Understand?”


“Yes, sir, Mr. Reynolds. I need this job. I don’t want anything to do with that sorry brother of mine. I’ve learned my lesson.”
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