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PROLOGUE

THEY TOOK THE Dairy Road toward Huntington with a sawed-off twelve gauge, two Glocks, and some premium hydro that Shane had been skunking the Chevy with since Lynch, its smooth haze leaving Huddles with raw retinas. Rain cascaded down the windshield and drenched the road until their headlights reflected off the drowning yellow lines. This glare helped Huddles fight sleep while Shane, fortified by his daily cocktail of meth and steroids, rested like a stump in the passenger seat. The big man’s deltoids bulged with strips of chemical muscle, his shoulders great hunks of chiseled flesh that made Huddles feel scrawny beside him.

Late runs rarely bothered Huddles. He preferred traveling at night, the last driver on the road with only the occasional yattering from coyotes on the hillside. It was the departures at dusk, times when the sun had just begun its descent behind the mountains, that let his lethargy take over. Often, he could avoid those trips. He would complain about a lack of sleep and beg his brother for a few hours to nap on the couch. Better at night anyway, he’d say. Less traffic, only the few state troopers roving to bust drunk kids, but standing on the steps of The Cat’s Den earlier that evening, his nostrils filled with the scent of some distant neighbor’s burning trash, he knew Ferris would send him anyway.

The Dairy Road began to straighten. The narrow margins were marked for two lanes of traffic, but really only wide enough to safely accommodate one. In the days of the real coal boom, when the road was the only way to Huntington from Lynch, coal trucks constantly moved from the mine at the crest of the mountain. Now, it was mostly for the people who still lived in the backwoods that diverged from the route or night runners, like Huddles and Shane. With the mines closing, Huddles figured in ten more years there would be no cars left on the road at all. The woods would reclaim things by growing over the asphalt.

In the distance, Huddles made out the black humps of cattle. There weren’t many farms in West Virginia, just strip mines that killed the fish in the creek. Before he dropped out of high school, his teacher referred to this sort of mentality as a product of Appalachian fatalism, but that always sounded like shit to Huddles. No one in Vermont, the Yankee state Mr. Walker hailed from, ever paid the teacher’s great granddaddy in scrip. Maybe that’s why Huddles loved taking the ­college kids’ money. There was real satisfaction in wadding crisp denominations up with rough hands and shoving the cash inside his pocket.

Shane packed another bowl. “Your brother should have let us sleep,” he said.

Things would have been easier if Huddles could’ve avoided Shane’s death metal. When his partner finally tired of the thrash guitars and relinquished control of the radio, Huddles left it on the classic country station where the spectral voices of dead crooners seeped from the speakers. All the twang and outlaw fiddle helped him focus.

Ahead loomed a barn with all the windows busted out, its rotting wood eaten away by termites and years of elemental erosion. Behind the barn, a giant oak grew alone in the field, its crooked branches like the broken necks of young turkeys still alive enough to stretch skyward. Huddles watched the building so intensely that the Chevy hydroplaned across a deep puddle, but he regained control without colliding into the guardrail. He checked the speedometer. They’d been pushing nearly seventy, so he slowed down.

“Careful,” Shane took a long hit off the pipe and hacked into his elbow.

From behind them came the whimper of something in the distance. At first, Huddles thought it might be a catbird that had yet to roost, but then a blue glow filled the rearview and Huddles’ mind immediately jumped to his brother. He thought about the older man’s scarred knuckles covered with faded ink and how those knuckles would feel knocking against his bare teeth, loosening them from the root.

Shane hacked again, fanned the smoke in the car and said, “You’d better pull over.” He cracked the window and pitched the pipe out into the night. It sailed a moment in the weak lights before the darkness swallowed it.

The Chevy didn’t slow. It was as if the motor had become sentient and wanted to keep moving. The Dairy Road hugged close enough to the mountain for Huddles to pretend he was searching for a wide spot to pull over. He used this time to consider the lies he’d spout to the officer. Their stash was hidden in the trunk, but Huddles knew Shane’s pistol was under the passenger seat. The gun worried him. Shane seemed frantic, almost shaking as he lit a Marlboro and sucked deep to fill the car with some scent that might mask the weed.

“Be cool when you pull off,” Shane said. “Just let me talk.”

Huddles looked over Shane’s face, the hard jaw and bruises around his dark eyes from barroom brawls. No cop would believe any story from them. An ex-con and a sixteen-year-old traveling a useless road together was too suspicious. Ahead on the left sat a Marathon station that was robbed every other month, the last stop for gas for anyone headed towards Lynch, the first sign of civilization for travelers headed toward Huntington. Huddles knew he should pull off among the deserted pumps and let Shane try his luck, but something in him went rabbit and he pushed the throttle down.

“Fuck,” Shane said. Huddles buckled his seatbelt while his friend’s fingers splayed on the dash. The knuckles bulged from multiple breaks and poor splints.

The radio changed over from a Hank Williams tune to Merle Haggard’s lonesome intro on “Mama Tried.” Huddles felt the Chevy’s grip on the road loosen again. The car skidded into the guardrail, bounced off, and Huddles kept driving while the Crown Vic grew in the rearview. The siren became a wildcat scream behind them as the blue lights flashed inside the car. Ten feet separated their bumpers.

Huddles’ brother kept invading his thoughts. He imagined the first few days after Ferris finished his prison stint. It was the same year their father died, and Ferris attended the wake swollen from all the time inside with nothing to do but build his body into some kind of flesh machine, proof he’d refused to yield to the diet of Wonder Bread and bologna. Something about him seemed invincible, unwilling to acquiesce to the inevitable mortality they’d recently witnessed.

Shane pulled the Glock. The strip of duct tape used to secure it beneath his seat still hung from the slide. Huddles watched it flutter near the AC vent like a flag. “I’m lighting his ass up,” Shane said.

The cruiser connected with the Chevy’s back bumper. Shane dropped the pistol onto the floorboards. He scrambled to pick it up, but it slipped too far under the seat for him to get a grip. Huddles put the pedal down harder.

Another connection and they spun a half turn, their headlights shining through the cruiser’s windshield. The Chevy’s hood crunched into the guardrail and they stalled. Huddles tried to throw it into reverse, but the car’s engine simply gurgled. The brown sugar sweetness of coolant evaporating on the radiator filled his nostrils.

The trooper exited the car with his gun and flashlight raised. Huddles squinted against the beam while Shane still tried to get a handle on his piece.

“Leave it,” Huddles said.

The trooper stood at the window screaming for them to place their palms on the dash and not move a fucking muscle. Huddles looked at Shane and tried to let his eyes say what his mouth couldn’t. When the officer opened the door, Huddles got a better look at him. A big young trooper, Smokey the Bear lid concealing light eyes full of fear. He seemed to vibrate as he stood with his feet spread and the gun trained on Huddles in that perfect stance that was still academy fresh. Huddles put his feet on the ground and the trooper threw him around into the car door, yanked his arms back and cuffed them while screaming for Shane to lie on his belly. After the bracelets were biting his wrists, Huddles sat on the wet ground and watched as the trooper tossed the car. He considered hitting the hills while the cop was busy in the back seat, but the idea of stumbling through the woods with the cuffs on didn’t make much sense. The trooper mumbled into his radio and threw fast food wrappers out of the Chevy’s floorboards as he searched.

It didn’t take long to find the guns. The trooper pulled them from under the back seat, cleared the chambers on the pistols, ejected the clips and laid them on the hood. He came out of the trunk holding one of the Ziploc bags of pills in front of him, his Maglite shining on the assorted capsules as he shook it like a man calling chickens to feed.

“I guess you boys had good cause to run,” he said.

The trooper read their rights. Huddles tuned it out, his mind lost on the woods and the way his brother used to run through them, bare chested and dirty in the early fall when the mountain leaves changed into a multitude of colors. He recalled the animal scent of Ferris when he came home, the way the mud would be caked on his shins, clinging in the coarse hair of his legs. Huddles was never able to keep up with his brother’s long strides whenever he tagged along.

Huddles and Shane were both loaded into the back seat of the cruiser, and then they were moving again, the country ghosts’ singing replaced by the static from the cop’s radio as he called in the arrest.

“You boys got anything to say?” the trooper asked as they drove back towards Lynch.

“Lawyer,” Huddles said and laid his head back, eyes closed until the only thing left was the sound of tires on asphalt, the occasional random piece of coal lost from a truck pinging as it was tossed up into the wheel well.





PART I

THE CHILDREN
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CHAPTER ONE

AN EARLY SUMMER storm had killed the power on Fuller Street, casting the turn of the century coal company duplexes into darkness. The high winds tore branches from trees rooted low on the mountains and collapsed a sizable oak onto a generator. The live wire lay convulsing in the road beside a church that had been converted from the old company store, the pulpit now sitting where the cash register once resided. Repair men stood around the downed line, its wiring hanging out of the black casing like the exposed guts of a slain beast. They removed their hard hats, wiped perspiring brows and debated who would go tell the neighborhood it might be days before the lights were back on.

Fuller Street had never been a place of wealth, but it contained a sense of economic diversity rare in America as suburbia continued its sprawl. The two rows of houses were bisected by derelict railroad tracks and status. The poorest on the left, slightly better off on the right. The few families not destitute often bulldozed the old company houses, building more modern homes with central heat and bay windows. These renovations sat near houses ready to fall in on themselves, the porches rotten with splintered planks bowed up like malformed spines, the yards constantly filled with cinder blocks and scavenged lumber as the owners tried to get a tourniquet on the slow decay.

Henry Felts’ place was the worst on the street. For many years it was the local drug den, a nuisance due to the migration of addicts who flocked there for week-long binges. Fuller Street was too far from town for anyone to give a damn until someone in the house was shot with a squirrel rifle. After the incident, the police raided the hovel and the county auctioned it cheap.

Terry Blankenship had been helping Felts with the repairs. Even at sixteen, Terry was no stranger to labor and didn’t mind the work, but the place felt like a lost cause to him. There were holes in the roof, like God routinely put his fist through the ceiling in a rage, and the front of the house remained bare to the lumber, the patchwork of half-­aluminum and half-wooden siding either gone completely or hanging from the frame like skin flayed from bone. The entire structure seemed as if it were staggering before it fell over. Worse still, old man Felts preferred to bend his elbow and supervise. Terry’s young back did most of the work. Considering Felts’ penchant for injuries, it may have been the better system. Terry had worked alongside his father on unlicensed contracting since he was twelve, had witnessed all manner of workplace mishaps, including a man shooting himself through the calf with a nail gun, but he’d never seen someone as accident prone as Felts. Three consecutive days of minor electrical shocks, multiple fingers crushed by hammers, and trips over extension cords kept Felts hobbled while Terry took over whatever half-finished duty felled the boss.

They worked at night to avoid the heat and since the sun would be rising soon, Terry decided to finish prying up the kitchen floor around the sink. He felt bad every time he drove his pry bar into the pulp that had once been blond hardwood before the water damage. It was too hurtful to consider what the place had been in the past, so Terry just focused on work until the dirt underneath the house was exposed. He was looking at the nests of torn cloth brought under the foundations by creek rats when Felts shambled into the room and handed him a chilled Old Milwaukee.

“Let’s call it a day,” Felts said. “My nephew’s coming up to look at the place.”

“You want him to see it like this?” Terry asked. The cold can felt good in his blistered hand. Terry placed it against his warm neck.

“He’s seen worse.”

They sat on the porch steps and looked out across the overgrown yard. A pile of aluminum siding lay near the gravel driveway. Another stack of vinyl beside it. Eventually, all this mismatched shit would be stripped from the house, and Terry would be responsible for replacing it with something new. He was thankful for the weeks of work. The money was better than any other opportunity in town, and Terry needed all he could get his hands on. Boys in Lynch grew up aware of what other young Americans were just beginning to understand. This generation would have to work three times as hard as their parents or starve.

A battered Ford truck pulled off the highway. When the engine died, Terry watched a small man jump down from the high cab. He might have stood five feet tall, the overgrown grass brushing against his shirttail. As he approached, Terry noticed the man’s stunted legs were the only strange appendage on him, the torso and arms proportional to a slightly larger body. His face was startling once close enough for Terry to make out his features in the darkness. A heavy brow with green eyes, cheekbones so high and sharp they might chisel through his tight skin. His nose ran a tad long, the end pointed downward like the blade on a hawkbill knife.

The man grinned at them on the porch, only the left side of his mouth rising into a smirk, and Terry felt a stirring he hadn’t believed such a small man could create. He was certainly handsome in an unconventional sort of way. Terry thought he might have been truly beautiful if those femurs were only afforded a limp pecker’s worth of added inches. The tragedy was this missing stature would keep the man invisible to so many. Terry knew what it meant to be different in a nowhere town. Strange is hard enough anywhere, but small towns hammer down on the unusual. Any absence of conformity and you find yourself marked. Terry knew people talked about him, aired their private suspicions in small congregations, but he could hide if necessary. Staying closeted created a certain pain, but it was still an option in a place where being yourself meant risking your life. He felt sorry for the little man. It must’ve been scary being branded with difference for all to see.

“You have bought yourself one serious mess,” the small man said. His voice sounded like dry reeds rubbing together.

Felts smiled. “Wait until the bats come.”

“Bats?”

“Living inside my eaves.” Felts pointed to a small opening in the shingles. “They’ll fly home soon, but I’m ready.” His finger traced down to the corner of the porch where a Remington pump sat against the railing.

“You’ll never hit one,” Terry said.

“Gonna try,” Felts replied. He looked at the house, perhaps speculating where the first bat might enter before turning back to the small man. “Terry, this is my nephew, Jason Felts. Jason, this is Terry Blankenship. He’s helping me out around here.”

Earlier, Terry had wrapped a bit of black electrician tape around his index finger to staunch a cut. This made their handshake awkward. Even standing from the lowest step, Terry noticed he was twice Jason’s size, chest high over this elder.

“Jason here used to help out at the funeral home when he was your age,” Felts said. “He works up at The Shell now. I’m gonna get him to come over Thursday when we tear that carpet out.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard about it,” Jason said.

The Shell was the local nickname for The Shelby Youth Correctional Facility. The place swallowed up more Bradshaw Hollow boys than overdoses or the mines. Terry had been lucky enough to avoid it, but still found it hard to imagine Jason walking the halls, telling adolescents twice his size to lock down. The guards would be even worse. A child-sized man forced to operate in a land of hard-asses who only respected brawn and cynicism. He wasn’t sure whether to pity or respect Jason.

Terry turned his attention to Felts to avoid the subject. “I got most of them holes in the hallway patched. That kitchen’s gonna take longer.”

“Sure,” Felts said. He dug a fifty-dollar bill from his wallet and passed it to Terry. “You need a ride home?”

“I’ll walk after my beer.”

Terry couldn’t tell them that he wasn’t going home. His father had kicked him out over a week ago, but he’d managed to keep the eviction, and the reason for it, a secret. Felts might be prejudice if he had all the details.

“You think this dumpster fire can be saved?” Jason asked Terry.

“What else was I gonna do?” Felts interrupted. “Without something to fiddle with, I’ll just lay drunk. Only a few years of that before a man’s liver explodes.”

“What about finding a wife?” Jason said.

“That worked real well the last three times. No, this is it. You’re the one who needs a woman.”

Jason looked embarrassed. Terry guessed he was the sort often told by relatives of his handsome attributes, reminded how bright and charming he was to the point of exhaustion because others thought he needed to hear it. Probably set up on blind dates, encouraged to flirt at any public event as if it were practice. The curly dark hair atop his head was no doubt mussed by a thousand older women who found the act safe on such a tiny man. If Jason stayed lonely, it was likely more the ignorance of his environment. Another thing Terry understood.

“Never believe who they arrested tonight,” Jason said. “Ferris Gilbert’s brother.”

The name tied a knot inside Terry’s stomach, but he hoped the shadows hid any visible reaction. The men didn’t seem to have noticed. Still, the next sip of his beer tasted like ashes.

“The sheriff will be by to lean on him,” Felts said. “When I bought this house at auction, the whole courthouse was going on about the task force.”

The group looked towards the mountainside where the woods hulked over them like a testament to the weakness of brick and mortar.

“When my father still ran the funeral home, I rode the bus to school with the other kids,” Felts said. “Dad didn’t want money to make me feel entitled. So, on my first day of high school, I get on and Francis Gilbert, that’s the Gilbert I grew up with raising Hell, is sitting in the back. He’s sipping from a pint stowed in his lunch sack. After he finishes the bottle and we round the turn at Porter’s Hardware, he chucks it out the window and puts it through the windshield of a Cadillac in the oncoming lane.”

“Jesus,” Terry said.

“When we get to school, Officer Millhouse is waiting. Sitting on the front of his cruiser and saying, ‘Come on out and have a word with us, Francis.’ Well, Francis comes out, spits on the man’s shoes, and tells him ‘Just take me to jail, faggot.’”

The word made Terry shudder. He hoped his employer hadn’t seen the reaction, but Felts just set his empty beer aside and let the story hang a moment.

“Some men are always walking about with a hard-on for trouble. Francis Gilbert was one of them, and his boys ain’t different. You’d best remember that.”

Terry was surprised to hear fear in the voice of a man with such a hard reputation. After Henry Felts lost the funeral parlor, he used to haunt bars with a Saturday night special stuck inside his boot, his Harley making the climb up Mount Gay so he could imbibe in the worst watering holes. There was something wild in his blood, something that in his youth led him out to the honky-tonks at night, slinking home against dawn like a vampire.

The conversation stalled as lightning bugs illuminated the brush with an on and off glow. Terry had heard enough stories. He didn’t want to think any more about the outlaw family, just to watch the fireflies communicate in their mute language of light.

“I’ve gotta get home,” Terry said. “Nice to meet you, Jason.”

Terry shook Jason’s hand a final time as Henry Felts produced a hairnet from his jean pocket and pulled it over his graying mane. He loaded the breech of the shotgun and took aim just as the first bats flew toward the eaves. Buckshot belched from the barrel, but none plummeted like furry fruit.

* * *

TERRY DIDN’T WANT to break into another house. It wasn’t a moral dilemma—circumstances had pushed him beyond that. Working late had just left him tired. There was nothing more he wanted to do than finish the long hike back to his cabin, settle in with Davey, and crush up a few pills. He always arrived at the improvised home with the need to have hands laid on him.

Terry removed the fifty-dollar bill from his pocket and examined the wrinkled visage of President Grant. The amount of work he’d poured into that place warranted at least a hundred every few days. He rubbed the fifty between his fingers, reminded himself that money was the only salvation from his predicament and moved on.

The few homes at the end of Fuller looked worse in the darkness. Without porch lights to cast a glow on the well-manicured lawns and overflowing flowerbeds, every stitch of poverty stood out. The fresh wax jobs on the cars and trucks couldn’t be seen, only their age and the Bondo that held them together. Peeling paint flecked off walls and loose shingles flapped in the wind like tongues taken over by the presence of the Holy Spirit. Terry wondered if any of these places were worth the risk. The residents would be on high alert with the power off, and Felt’s shotgun might as well have been an air raid signal. Desperation kept him going, but Terry promised himself he’d retreat at the first sign of trouble.

He slipped down from the tracks, crossed the road, and hopped the chain-link fence that surrounded Mrs. Frasier’s property. A giant chestnut tree sat in the center of the yard. It dropped burrs in its blooming months, leaving the grass a minefield for anyone foolish enough to stroll barefoot. Terry worried the softening soles of his Chuck Taylors might be penetrated by the quills, but no car sat parked in the driveway, and the house looked empty. This was his best option. He climbed the steps to the back porch. The door was locked, so he put his shoulder into it.

The small kitchen stank of urine and garbage. The sink still held dirty dishes. Cups with the dregs of coffee and spoiled cream, a saucer with a dab of blackberry jelly on the edge. The space was cramped, the cheap tile backsplash ready to clatter atop a stove several decades old. Terry could almost feel the lingering presence of the miners’ wives who’d hovered over the appliance. Two families once shared the space in the coal camp days. Two families trying to cook in the same kitchen, two wives trying to wrangle each other’s kids while their husbands were away underground. It seemed a barbaric way to live, but it had happened here. Terry could feel the ripples of it.

Terry opened the kitchen cabinets and read the labels of several pill bottles. Plenty of blood pressure medication, but he didn’t see anything for pain. Sometimes the old women had diet pills that really kept you moving if you popped enough. A sudden hunger pain came upon him, so he pocketed a can of salmon from the pantry.

Inside the bathroom medicine cabinet, Terry found a bottle of Bactrim and some Augmentin on the lower shelf. He took both. Further inspection revealed a half a prescription of Lortab and a whole bottle of Xanax. He’d hoped for some Oxycodone, but the Xanax was still a treat. Terry took a moment to inspect his face in the mirror. It was still bruised, so he gently fingered his purple jaw before going upstairs.

The master bedroom was a testament to a time past. The closet held nothing of interest aside from a Vietnam era Army uniform. The fatigue green of the dress jacket had faded, and the airborne patch hung from the shoulder by threads. Terry put his nose to the sleeve. The smells of foreign shores remained trapped in the fibers. In a shoebox, Terry found two hundred dollars in small bills that he placed in his pocket. There was more to search, but he was anxious to leave the house.

Once outside, he could see a light at the end of the street provided by a resident’s generator. The machine powered a single bulb inside the home, and if Terry had to guess, probably a refrigerator. Still, it was enough activity to make him retreat. Davey would probably be wondering where he was. He stepped up onto the tracks, selected a large chunk of slate that filled his palm in case he was jumped in the woods or chased by stray dogs, and set off on the three-mile walk back to his shack. The Gilberts stayed fresh in his mind from Felts’ stories. His footsteps made little noise on the wood of the rails. The only cadence came from the pills in his pockets, a slight rattle only he could hear.

CANDLES BURNED THROUGH the broken windows of the shack. Terry watched the flames flicker as the wind spun the carpet of last fall’s leaves under his feet. Most men he knew found something peaceful in the woods, but Terry never shared that. The only thing more ominous than the eternal green stillness was the occasional cracking branch. He didn’t trust nature. Some days, he dug up handfuls of dirt in the shade and found just a few inches of topsoil before hitting rock. It surprised Terry anything could take root in this earth, especially the tall trees growing around the cabin.

The building had been the hunting lodge of a man named Randall Kittredge who owned a convenience store at the mouth of Bradshaw Hollow. He retired there each summer to hunt turkey until a worker coming in to stock shelfs found him dead beside the deli counter, the hunk of bologna above him not yet sliced. Afterward, the cabin set unused for years until Davey and Terry began to spend nights inside. Terry knew the penalty if his father caught him with another boy. The old man never asked the question aloud. He didn’t need to. Terry’s father identified certain qualities in him from birth and decided if his son had to be what he suspected, absolute certainty must remain a secret. He vented scorn to make sure Terry would never tell him, did his best to show disdain, and growled insults at the men from town he thought queer. Anyone who showed the slightest weakness could be a suspect. Eventually, the pair decided the cabin was the safest way to sneak around.

The four rooms stayed drafty and the roof leaked in certain corners, but aside from a raccoon that briefly took up residence in the hallway, the boys had no other domestic worries. They used the stove for heat and candles for light. The nearby creek served for bathing, the woods for an outhouse.

When Terry entered, he found Davey squatted in front of the potbellied stove. His palms lingered near the fire as if trying to capture the heat inside cupped hands like a squirming insect. The summer air carried only the hint of a chill, but Davey stayed constantly cold. He would seek out excess sources of warmth the way a reptile might sun itself on a slab of sandstone. The stove’s light cast shadows on Davey’s cheeks, illuminating the long scar that crossed the bridge of his nose. Terry never asked where the scar came from, but it appeared too ­purposeful a brand on the flesh to be any accident. Someone must have given it to him. Terry found himself strangely thankful to the unknown assailant.

“What took so long?” Davey asked.

Terry sank down and began to drop the pills onto the floor. It surprised him how badly he need one. He never allowed himself to show up high when assisting in the renovations. Felts pounded beer all day and might not have noticed, but Terry knew addicts didn’t like a reminder of their own condition. Anyway, he might be out of a job if Felts caught him patching drywall stoned. He couldn’t risk that.

Davey squinted to read the fine print on the labels. He needed glasses, but Terry doubted he would have worn them. Despite the dirt they’d accumulated living in the cabin, Davey remained vain, always combing the matted hair that fell on his shoulders, always biting his nails to avoid letting them grow long.

“Damned Lortab,” Davey said. “This shit makes me itch.”

“I thought that was the Percocet.”

“Percocet gives me bad dreams, but other than that, it’s cool.”

“Bad dreams how?” Terry asked as he wrapped an arm around Davey’s waist.

“Once, back when I was still at home, I was on Percocet and fell asleep in my brother’s room. Well, he had all these army men . . .”

“The kind from a bucket?”

“Not those plastic cheap shits. These were like a Ken doll, but with uniforms and everything. He kept them set up around the room, fighting on dressers. I fell asleep and dreamed those sons of bitches sprang an ambush. All creeping forward at the foot of the bed.”

Terry popped open the Lortab bottle and dry swallowed a pill. “That’s pretty rough.”

“Scared me till I was hiding under the covers.” Davey extended his hand. Terry shook two pills into his palm. “Any cash?”

“A bit.”

“Enough for Gilbert?”

“Not nearly.” Terry went to work on the salmon with a can opener. The wheel refused to turn no matter how hard he strained, so Davey took it from him.

“Should take two of those,” Davey said, gesturing towards the Lortab. “It would help your chin.”

Terry received his wounded jaw the previous night at the Bradshaw pit fights. He and Davey had brought his dog Roscoe to scrape up some cash. The dog had never been violent aside from a quick tussle with a neighbor’s Bluetick, but it tore that hound’s throat out and Davey believed Roscoe could earn. After Terry’s father passed out on the couch with the evening’s last High Life balanced on his knee, Terry snuck Roscoe into his father’s truck.

Terry had never been to the pits, but Davey was a regular since he’d turned eighteen. The brawls were held in an abandoned barn, first the chickens tossed into the ring and later the dogs. Watching the chickens spar made Terry sick. He disliked the quick movement of the birds as they lunged for one another, tearing out feathers when their spurs connected. The losers tried to revive their fowl by giving them an injection or, as one desperate man had done, blowing in the animal’s ass in hopes of bringing it around. Terry could still see the old redneck’s lips on the limp rooster, blowing hard as if he were playing a trumpet made of ruined flesh.

Roscoe held his own in the first round. He ducked in low, seizing the other mutt on the forepaw, but by the second his ear was chewed to mince and he bled hard from deep marks in his muzzle, Davey threw in the towel. At the end of the night, they’d lost over fifteen hundred dollars. Ferris Gilbert came over with his dog muzzled at the end of a steel chain and placed a tattooed hand on Terry’s shoulder.

“Mutt fought hard,” he said. “I know you don’t have it all, but I expect to be paid in five days.”

Terry and Davey fought over the loss out in the parking lot. Terry told Davey he called the fight too early and swung a poor John Wayne haymaker. When he missed, Davey hit him in the jaw with a quick jab. Davey had spent the next morning apologizing to Terry, telling him he shouldn’t have hit him, but Terry let him suffer by pouting. Even if he’d thrown the first punch, he wanted to punish Davey for the stupid idea of fighting Roscoe.

Once the salmon was open, they passed it back and forth, digging the fish out of the water with their fingertips. Numbness began to ebb its way into Terry’s extremities. Outside, the moon moved behind a heavy blanket of clouds. The sky looked ready to break a sweat and drop rain on them. Terry hoped the roof would hold, hoped that the water wouldn’t find new holes to drip through, and that if they did end up sleeping soaked that at least the water might be warm. He found the Bactrim and the Augmentin in the pile of meds. He wasn’t sure on doses, but figured the combination of both should keep Roscoe’s tattered ear and muzzle from festering.

“Gotta go see Ferris Gilbert tomorrow,” Terry said, but Davey was already curled upon himself, arms tucked over his knees as he slept.





CHAPTER TWO

AFTER THEIR FATHER died, Ferris never let Huddles operate under any illusions. Days after the funeral, just around the time Huddles turned ten years old, Ferris took his brother up on the flat roof of The Cat’s Den that was packed with December snow and poured them both a few fingers of whiskey while he laid it all out. He explained their way of life was just a law of averages. Enough times running product or enough times with a loaded pistol in your pocket, eventually you’ll get caught. With that truth in mind, he told Huddles about his own time inside, about the guards and the gangs, the regulations and the wolves. Ferris said the hardest night was the first. The rest of the time he was free to stroll about in the corridors of his own memory. It wasn’t any known meditative technique he used, just some exercise Ferris’ created out of necessity. After some instruction, Huddles learned to slip outside his mind into a self-made void. There was nothing in this darkness but a comforting vibration, something to reassure him he was safe.

Huddles tried to remember these things on the night of his arrest, but regardless of the control over his breathing, he couldn’t escape reality with The Shell producing a cacophony of machine sounds. Rather than be taken to the courthouse or held at the police barracks until the magistrate could be woken from sleep and court could begin, Huddles went straight into the seclusion of a holding cell. He lay on a mattress covered in thick plastic that clung to his skin. This was odd. Juveniles were supposed to have a hearing right away before they could be incarcerated, but the guards informed him that there was nowhere else to house him until court convened. Huddles thought there was likely an ulterior motive. No one in Lynch would be in a hurry to arraign the brother of Ferris Gilbert. They’d sweat him for as long as possible, probably drag their feet informing Ferris that he’d been picked up at all.

All he really wanted was a book. One of the officers had mentioned that Education kept a small library of paperbacks, but he’d made a silent vow to himself in the back of the cruiser to only accept what was necessary. Any additional comfort would make it easier for them to break him down.

Huddles expected panic to seize him when the door’s heavy bolt slid home. Instead, he was filled with a manic energy, but knew circling the room like a trapped animal would only display another sort of weakness. The guards would read it as anxiety and the other boys would think him soft. Best to just lay down, let the mattress suck at his sweating skin and ignore the desire to pace that made him roll in bed, fighting the thin blanket he’d been provided.

A moth circled in the room. It fluttered from one cinder block wall to another, the brown speckled wings powdering the air. Huddles tried to catch it, but the insect evaded him until he closed his eyes. Eventually, as his mind glazed over into practiced calm, he felt the moth’s wing kiss his bottom lip. Huddles crushed it with his palm, smearing its body across his chin.

* * *

AFTER MAYBE AN hour, an officer named Hendricks fetched him. Hendricks was tall, well over six feet with a slight frame rendered more athletic by a shaved head. Everything about the man looked agitated. His pursed lips seemed ready to spill obscenities. Even his hairless forearms were bisected with scars, the flesh puckered like a distended worm surfacing through the skin. Huddles had overheard the other officers call him Sir Hendricks in the hall. He didn’t understand the nickname, but it felt proper. Hendricks acted as if noble authority were another item issued along with his uniform.

“Where’s my brother and my lawyer?” Huddles asked.

“On their way. You come with me.”

The control room buzzed them onto the main floor where they passed several octagon shaped tables. Long bench seats connected to each one by tentacles of pipe. They reminded Huddles of stainless steel krakens. He could imagine boys crowded together here, heads down over their chow as some guard paced the periphery. Already he felt the constant observation. The knowledge that every movement was being watched by men or the mechanical eyes recording from the black orbs on the ceiling. This smothering feeling persisted as they exited the dining hall. Since it was almost daylight, Huddles assumed it was time for court, but Sir Hendricks led him down a long corridor toward Recreation.

While the rest of The Shell felt sterile, the Rec area smelled of sweat. A full-length basketball court stretched out across the gymnasium where the B-Unit boys lined the far wall. Half stood stripped to bare torsos, bodies covered in wounds from flagrant fouls. The paint on the court was the same vibrant blue as their bruises, but the wood had fared better than any exposed flesh. The only blemish Huddles could see on the hardwood was the foul line dulled by years of sneakers shifting in free-throw preparation. He inhaled the stale locker room scent in the air. There was life here. Not just the paltry life of insects encountered in his cell, but the real energy of brief enjoyment.

“The wood was donated from Mercer High when they tore the school down,” Sir Hendricks said as if reading Huddles’ mind. “Some state worker wanted you boys to have something special. Probably saved a buck, too.”

The B-Unit boys exercised using a deck of playing cards. Each suit assigned a different task. A ten of spades required ten push-ups. A queen of diamonds twelve crunches. When the pack ended, the boys broke up into shirts and skins.

“Why don’t you shoot some hoops while you wait?” Hendricks said.

Huddles pulled on a pair of old Converse that Hendricks offered and went to shoot alone at the opposite rim. The others kept their distance. No one even bothered to shout an insult when he bricked a three-pointer off the backboard.

Sheriff Thompson entered just as Huddles missed another shot. The low-heeled maroon boots he wore, strange and useless in mountain country, clicked on the hardwood. His hat traveled in his left hand as if delivering bad news to a freshly made widow, his right fingers absently rubbing the empty holster where he’d checked his sidearm. Huddles was surprised he gave the weapon up, but Thompson had always been a man of manners. He referred to Ferris as Mr. Gilbert when they spoke even if the name seemed to sour in his mouth.

“Morning, Huddles.” Thompson’s voice bounced off the cinder block walls. The balls stopped dribbling.

“I got nothing to say.” Every young ear was tuned to their conversation. Thompson placed a hand on his shoulder. Huddles tried to shrug it off, but Thompson clamped down hard.

“Let’s have a talk anyway,” he said.

Sir Hendricks unlocked the side door on the far end of the court. Thompson led Huddles out into a fenced-in section of yard. Huddle should’ve felt some joy at being outside. Even if he’d only spent a few hours in The Shell, it was still time without freedom, locked into a room with the knowledge he couldn’t open the door if he wished. It would be best to soak up the brief amber rays of dawn, but Thompson’s presence seemed to eclipse the sun. Huddles told himself it didn’t matter. The view behind The Shell was the same tired mountains. The only thing worthy of note was a stream than ran at the base of the hill where a few ducks swam circles. One of the mallards dipped its emerald green head underwater to snatch minnows.

Thompson stepped across the tall grass and kicked his boots through the weeds.

“You ever see such a place for snakes?” he asked. A jaw packed full of tobacco distorted his speech. “I wanted a word with you before court.”

For the better part of a year, Sheriff Thompson had sat outside The Cat’s Den in the same blue Chevy Cavalier with deep rust stains eating away the passenger door. A plain clothes deputy usually rode shotgun. Huddles knew it was the same man since the deputy was foolish enough to hang his tattooed arm out the window most mornings, a Celtic cross always visible against sunburnt skin.

“You ain’t been subtle about things,” Huddles said. “Sending undercovers in like they were looking for lap dances.”
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