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THAWED OUT & FED UP



PROLOGUE


It’s a bad deal, waking up cold and stiff in the back alley of a pool hall, your skin pruned from rain, your lip dangling slobber, and you can’t remember how you got there.

Made even worse when you find blood all over you.

Worse still when you realize the blood ain’t yours.

Add to this the fact that your own fillet knife is tucked into the waistband of your Levi’s, and you begin to suspect that you might be in a bit of a pickle.

That’s how it went the morning all this started.

I’d been back in town only two days, and by the looks of things, I was already steeped in shit.

Good news was that I was in a familiar setting. I’d spent a fair share of time smoking in the narrow alley behind the Rack ’Em Up, so I knew the territory well.

I came off the ground on stiff legs, managed an upright position, and shook some feeling into my arms. Then I closed my eyes, drew a deep breath, and ran through a sort of bodily status check. I had no headache, and my stomach felt all right, which meant that I wasn’t hungover yet. Which also meant that I was probably still drunk.

Stepping over strewn trash and cigarette butts, I moved to the pool hall’s back door and knocked. A full minute passed before I got a dull groan in response.

“That you, Slow Eddie?” I asked.

Another groan.

Slow Eddie was the owner of the Rack ’Em Up. I figured he’d crashed on one of the snooker tables after closing time again. He usually did that when him and Peg were fighting, which was always.

“It’s Sam,” I said.

“Who?”

“Sam Bonham, you idiot.”

“Sam? You back in town?”

“You’re talking to me, ain’t ya? Open up, I’ve got a situation out here.”

“I ain’t decent!”

“You’re never decent.”

“Go away!”

Slow Eddie had never been much of a morning person. He also wasn’t called Slow Eddie for doing things quick.

“Fine, then,” I said. “Just answer me one thing. Did I get into a scrap in there last night?”

“Do what?”

“Did I get sideways of someone last night?”

“You weren’t in here last night!”

“Of course I was in there last night,” I said. “I’m always in there last night.”

“Weren’t. Now git!”

“So what you’re saying is—”

“Git!”

I did, figuring I wouldn’t get much out of Slow Eddie until at least noon, maybe one.

I circled the block in search of my truck but didn’t find it, so I walked to the Circle K and bought a pack of Salems. The gal working the counter looked a little taken aback by the blood on my shirt and the knife tucked into my waistband.

“It’s okay, honey,” I said. “I’m a veterinarian.”

I lit my first outside the store, slipped the knife into my boot, and took a seat on the front curb. The cigarette got my brain working, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember a thing from the night before.

Matter of fact, I couldn’t remember anything from about midmorning the previous day, when I’d pulled into Floyd’s Bottle Shop to pick up some Wild Turkey. I’d also bought a scratch-off lottery ticket there. NO LUCK, the ticket had said. Story of my life. After tossing the ticket I’d opened the bottle, and that was the last thing I could recall.

I stood, crushed out the cigarette, and headed east down San Jacinto.

The town was quiet. The rain had stopped overnight, but thick clouds still hung low in a charcoal gray sky. The smell of grease turned me left on Goliad and led me straight into the Busy Bee Diner.

There were a few patrons scattered about the place, but the breakfast rush hadn’t hit yet. I took a seat toward the end of the counter near a glass cabinet full of rotating pies. Pearl had a steaming cup of coffee on the counter before I even hit the stool. She studied me for a time, then her eyes narrowed.

“Sam Bonham, is that really you?”

“Pearl.”

“I hardly recognized you. What’s it been, a couple months?”

“Six.”

“You look like hell.”

“Hell should be so lucky.”

“What in the world have you been up to?”

I sipped some coffee. “Searching for answers, I figure.”

“Hope you found some,” Pearl said, fixing me with a stern glare. “Hate to think you walked out on your family for nothin’.”

I looked at her.

She popped her Doublemint. “Say, what’s that all over your shirt?”

“It’s autumn rouge,” I said, sipping some more coffee. “I’m repainting the doghouse.”

“I’s your wife, I’d have you sleeping in it.”

“Make it three eggs, runny,” I said. “Hash browns, burnt. White toast, buttered. Side of cheese grits. Side of patty sausage. Half a grapefruit. Might as well add a short stack.”

“Crossin’ a desert?”

“Soakin’ up a rough night.”

“What happened?”

“Wish I knew.”

She studied me some more. “You trying to grow a beard or what?”

“Why, you like it?”

“Kinda patchy.”

I just shrugged. “Can I smoke?”

“Sure, just don’t let the door hit your butt on the way out.”

I put away the Salems.

Pearl popped her Doublemint again, eared her pencil, and headed into the kitchen. I drank coffee and watched the pies rotate. On the radio in the kitchen, Patsy Cline was singing about falling to pieces. I hadn’t fallen to pieces myself yet, but I could see it happening if I didn’t sort out this deal with the blood and the fillet knife. Plus, I really needed to know where my truck was.

The knife was definitely mine; that much I did know. Trouble was, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d laid eyes on the thing. I saw no reason why it shouldn’t still be in my tackle box at home, by which I mean a home that hadn’t been mine for some time.

I guess I should say now that Pearl had spoken true. I did run out on my wife and boy six months back. I can’t say I’m proud of it, seeing as they’re the only two people in this world I care about. Back in high school when I first started courting Georgia, her mother and daddy used to tell her I was no good. One could say I’ve spent the better part of the last twenty years living down to their expectations.

Drinking might have had something to do with it. I’m not an alcoholic; I’m just a man who drinks all the time because it helps solve my problems. At least my drinking never made me violent. Distant maybe, but never violent. Not with my family, anyway. Sure, I might hack off a man’s ear over a pool hustle, but I never once laid an angry hand on George or Sam Junior. It wasn’t in me. I love them both too much for that.

I’m not without my finer points. I can hustle nine-ball with the best of them. I can usually fix whatever’s broke, ’cept a heart. I can land a smoke ring on a trophy antler from across the room. And I guess for a drywall man you could do a lot worse.

Finer points I got. It’s just character and integrity I lack.

Take for instance the Old Lady Holcomb incident three years back. Old Lady Holcomb lives across from the Sonic over on Travis Street. I was doing the drywall in her kitchen, and she accused me of stealing sixty-three dollars from a Folgers can she keeps above the icebox. I denied it, of course, but she still ran me off without pay and threatened to call the law if I ever came back.

Truth is, I did take that money. Spent eleven dollars of it on whiskey. Put down another fifteen on Salems. Then I took what was left to Slow Eddie’s back room and took the poker table for six hundred thirty dollars more. Cheated to win it, too. Then I burned through my winnings on a six-day bender and missed Sam Junior’s Thanksgiving pageant because of it.

I recall the Old Lady Holcomb incident only to offer some idea of the man my wife and boy were living with when I ran off in search of answers.

Good thing was, I was back in town now, and determined to set things right on the home front once and for all … soon as I got to the bottom of this deal with the bloodstained knife, anyway.

As Pearl delivered my breakfast I got to wondering if maybe I’d gone by the house again last night. Maybe that’s where my truck was. It made sense, seeing as I’d bought that bottle of Wild Turkey yesterday. Drinking and house watching had gone hand in hand over the past two days.

I sopped up some egg yolk with a corner of white toast and let my eyes drift back to the pies, turning in circles, going nowhere fast. I related.

Minutes later, two men appeared at the counter on either side of me. In the reflection of the milk locker, I could see that they were cops. They smelled like rain and menthol snuff. The man on my left set down a Stetson wrapped in a plastic rain cover and ran his fingers through wet hair.

Pearl came over and both men ordered coffee.

“You boys look like hell,” Pearl said, her favorite greeting.

“Tough morning,” said the cop on my right. “Better make them coffees to go, Pearl. We’re on the clock.”

“Into overtime now, aren’t you?”

The cops shared a look over my head.

“Whole damn force’ll be pulling OT on this one, I reckon.”

“On what?”

“Had ourselves a homicide in town last night, sugar.”

Coffee dribbled onto the countertop as Pearl looked up. “Did I just hear you right?” she asked.

The cop on my right gave a solemn nod. “Got us a bloody damn mess of a dead man sprawled across this young gal’s front lawn over on Shady Glen Road.”

My fork clattered to the plate.

“Don’t that beat all?” asked the cop on my left. “A fatal stabbing right here in Welshland, Texas.” He made a rueful click with his cheek. “Good-lookin’ young man, too. Such a waste.”

“Well, who was he?” Pearl asked.

“He carried no ID, but they’re runnin’ plates now. Don’t think he’s a local.”

“Worst part is,” said the other cop, “it was the woman’s boy found the body. Poor kid’s probably damaged for life.” He shook his head. “Never in my twenty-one years on the force …”

There was a thoughtful pause between the three of them.

I subtly tugged my ball cap down low over my eyes.

“Anyway, we best get on back,” said the cop on my left. “Chief’s got some hard-core boys from County comin’ in to do lab work. Them County boys ain’t gonna mess around on this deal, I’ll tell you that.”

“That ain’t no lie,” agreed his partner.

“Real sorry to upset you with this, Pearl.”

Pearl asked if they had any leads on who might have done it.

The cop on my right shook his head. “But don’t you worry, honey …” He took a toothpick off the counter and set it between clenched teeth. “There ain’t a badge in this county gonna sleep till the sumbitch is slow roastin’ in hell.”

He winked at Pearl, then placed some money on the counter. Pearl told him not to be silly, and he put it away. She asked the men if they wanted some biscuits to go.

The cops declined, thanked her kindly, tipped their hats, and moved off.

I quickly folded my arms over my bloody shirt.

Me and Pearl shared a look.

She shook her head slowly. “You think you know a town and the people in it …”

I told her I couldn’t believe it, either.

Trouble was, I could.

As it happened, my wife and boy lived on Shady Glen Road.
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I sobered up quick then, waiting desperately for Pearl to move off so I could get hell and gone from there before she considered the cops’ story and my red-stained shirt and put two and two together. Didn’t help that Pearl picked that moment to get back to her crossword puzzle just a few feet down the counter from me.

Torturous minutes passed. My mind began to reel, recalling what all had transpired in the past thirty-six hours … or at least those parts I could remember.

I went back to the moment I’d returned to town the night before last. It had been well after dark. Minus the odd stop for gas and food, I’d been driving for more than fourteen hours and had gone long past road weary.

After grabbing a drive-through Dairy Queen burger and a bottle of Wild Turkey at Floyd’s, I’d decided to post up somewhere for the night and plan my next move. When you’ve run out on your family for a stretch of months, leaving them with no idea where you went to, it can be a tricky deal crawling back to ask forgiveness. I figured if I was going to pass the night in my truck, thinking and planning, I might as well do it in a familiar setting.

I parked some seventy-five yards down the street from the house on Shady Glen, just past the bend in the road. The spot offered a good view of the house but was far enough away not to draw suspicion. Good thing was, I was driving a truck that no one would recognize. My old truck had given out weeks back. The new one I’d won in a card game back in Pewly Flats.

Staring at the place through the bug-stained windshield for hour upon hour, I had plenty opportunity to take in every detail of the house and yard. The dogwood I planted the day we moved in. The sun-cracked garden hose I’d been meaning to replace, but hadn’t. The waterlogged Nerf ball Sam Junior always leaves on top of the holly bush just off the porch. I took some comfort in seeing that not much had changed in my absence.

It was near midnight when I first caught sight of George’s silhouette moving past the living room drapes. After sixteen years of marriage I could make a pretty good guess that she was heading to the kitchen for Lucky Charms. George always ate cereal when she got hungry at night. I couldn’t make out any details in the silhouette, but I figured she’d be in one of her tank-top-and-shorts combos that she sleeps in. Just the mental image of it was enough to get the old flame burning again.

My wife, George, has the kind of looks that could inspire epic poetry. Red hair. Green eyes. Freckles between her bosoms. Skin that looks tan even in the winter. Her shape hasn’t changed a lick since her days on the high school drill team, either.

I took a healthy belt of Wild Turkey, hoping it might douse my arousal, but it proved to have the opposite effect. By the time George’s silhouette moved past the window again, I’d been worked into quite a lather. My hand went for the door handle. It was all I could do not to jump out of the truck right then, go ring the bell, and get started on setting things right.

But I resisted.

I hadn’t thought it all through yet. A situation like this has to be handled just right, I knew, and I needed a plan.

I took another drink. Then another.

A plan never came. But sleep soon did.

I don’t know what time I awoke in the morning, but the sun was out and the morning dew was beaded up on the windshield. I rose stiffly on the bench seat and popped my neck and back. My head throbbed. My mouth tasted sour. My eyes were caked with crud.

The bottle lying in the floorboard was empty.

I pulled a Salem from the box on the dash, got lit, and flipped the wiper switch to clear the dew off the glass.

No sooner had I done it than movement caught my eye—Sam Junior bounding out of the garage on the side of the house. He was riding a bike I didn’t know he had. First thing I noticed was how big he’d gotten, looking every bit of his twelve years and then some. He was still scrawny, but there was some shape to him now. His limbs had stretched, and his shoulders had taken some form. He wasn’t just knobby knees and elbows anymore.

Second thing I noticed was how good he rode that bike. Ball cap turned backward, hair blown back; he was hopping curbs and riding wheelies like him and the bike were a part of the same well-oiled machine.

I slumped low in the seat and watched him do a few turns and work some tricks. Once, he passed no more than twenty feet in front of the truck, and I had to duck so as not to be seen.

For some time the boy put on quite a show, until he came up short trying to curb jump the fireplug next to the driveway. The cigarette fell from my lips as I watched him sail over the handlebars. I was out of the car and running at full stride by the time his head hit the ground.

He’d been lucky. Four more inches and his skull would have hit concrete instead of grass. By the time I’d hustled up behind him, he was already sitting upright and shaking grass out of his hair.

“You all right?”

“I’m cool,” he said.

He stood on unsteady legs. I saw that his top lip was already swollen. There was also a bruise above his left elbow.

“Should ice that lip,” I said.

“Huh?” Dazed, the boy dabbed the lip with his finger. “No, that … that happened yesterday.”

I could tell he was still rattled by the fall, if not a little embarrassed. He kept his body turned as he dusted himself off.

“We should get you some protective gear,” I said. “You nearly gave me a heart attack, Sam.”

He stopped, turned, and looked up. “Do I know you, mister?”

“Mister, hell … it’s me!”

His eyes blinked. “Dad?”

“Hell, yes, Dad, who’d you think it was?”

“I just wasn’t expecting … I mean … well, what’s with that beard?”

“You like it?”

The boy thought about it. “Kinda patchy.” He looked me up and down. His manner suddenly became guarded, like he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to react. “What are you doing here?”

Behind us, the front door of the house swung open. George stepped out, fumbling to tie her bathrobe over her tank top and short-shorts. She was barefoot. Her legs looked tan and silky.

“Sam!” she hollered.

“Yeah?” The boy and I replied in unison.

Georgia came marching down the walk.

“Hi, honey,” I said, smiling. “That bacon I smell in there?”

I never saw the punch coming. She hit me in the nose, hard enough to well tears.

“Mom! That’s Dad you just socked!”

Georgia told Sam Junior to get back in the house this instant.

Sam Junior stayed where he was.

I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and looked back at my wife. “Now I can see how you might be pissed—”

“I’d still have to care to be pissed,” she said. “I’m long past that. That punch was just fulfilling a promise I made to myself months ago.”

Her voice was calm. Calmer than I would have liked. I’d have much preferred anger to quiet resolve.

“Can I come in?” I said.

“No.”

“If you’ll just hear me out—”

“I won’t. Nor will I let our son hear it.”

“Don’t you wanna know why I ran off?”

“It doesn’t matter why you ran off,” she said. “I can promise you, we’re the ones who are the better for it.”

Georgia moved Sam Junior in front of her and planted her hands on the boy’s shoulders. My vision had finally cleared. I noticed a small knot on George’s head, just above her eye.

“How’d you get that?” I asked.

“I got it opening the iron cupboard,” she snapped. “The door sticks, in case you’ve forgotten.”

“Been meanin’ to fix that,” I said. “Been meaning to fix all those stuck doors, in fact. Happens sometimes when a home’s foundation weakens.”

“Well, you didn’t fix them. You never fixed anything.”

“You let me in, I’ll get right to it. This is the new me, honey. A changed man.”

“Yeah? Then I take it that’s cough syrup on your breath,” Georgia said.

I shifted on my feet. “Now that I can explain.”

Georgia shook her head.

“Just tell me what you want me to do,” I said, “and I’ll do it.”

“Go back to wherever you’ve been hiding, and stay there,” she said.

“Where were you, anyway?”

This from Sam Junior. I looked at the boy. But before I could answer, Georgia told him again to get back in the house.

Sam Junior stayed where he was.

“Can I at least answer him?” I said. “I’d like him to know where I’ve been. I’d like you both to know.”

Georgia was having none of it. She spun Sam Junior around, and they started back up the walk.

“How ’bout if I just check in later, then,” I hollered.

“We’ve got plans,” Georgia hollered back.

I was about to ask if I might join them when an engine roared up behind me. The pickup that swung into the drive was a late-model Chevy with all the whistles and bells. The license plate read SLICK.

The man that stepped out of the truck was a square-jaw. Tall. Thick beard. Crisp white Stetson. Ostrich boots. There were creases down the legs of his Wranglers. A baseball glove was wedged under one of his armpits. In the opposite hand was a bundle of flowers.

Me and the man held eyes for a moment.

I turned to George. “He here to make repairs or something?”

The man’s thin smile revealed store-bought teeth. He stepped forward, brushing past me like I wasn’t there, and started up the walk. He tossed the baseball glove to the boy.

Sam Junior didn’t thank him; he just kept looking at me.

The man gave the flowers to George. He said he hoped they’d make her feel better. He gave the knot on her head a tender touch, then pivoted around in such a way that his hand wound up on the small of George’s back.

Everyone was quiet.

“Am I reading this right?” I asked.

“You’re reading it right, Bonham,” the man said. “Isn’t he, George?”

“That’s Georgia to you,” I said. “And as she’s my wife … I’ll thank you kindly to unhand her.”

The man said nothing. He pulled a Marlboro out of his shirt pocket and put a flame to it. Smoke trickled through his thin smile.

Georgia folded her arms across her chest. Her eyes fell to the ground.

I approached her up the walk. “Don’t do this,” I said.

“It’s done, friend,” the man said. “You best be getting on now.”

I cut my eyes over to him. “I ain’t your friend. And no one tells me to get off my own damn lawn.”

Sam Junior started to say something, but the man stepped forward, closing the distance between us, and Sam Junior held his tongue.

“We’re not gonna have trouble here, are we?” the man asked.

His tone was level, but I noticed a fist coiling at his side.

I had to crane my neck to look him in the eye.

Georgia answered his question before I could.

“There’s not gonna be any trouble, Slick,” she said. “Sam was just leaving.”

I looked at her. “George, you gotta believe me now. I’ve changed. Just give me the chance to show you.”

“It’s too late,” she said.

“It ain’t,” I said. “You just gotta take a leap and trust me.” I raised her chin with my finger. “I leaped a cliff for you once upon a time, didn’t I? All I ask is that you do the same for me now.”

The man moved my finger off of George’s chin.

I jerked my hand away and drew it back, ready to swing.

“Don’t …” The man’s voice was deep. His cigarette still hung limp between his lips. “That’d be a big mistake, I can promise you.”

Now the man had both fists coiled. His breathing was still slow and steady.

“He’s right, Dad,” said Sam Junior. “Get on outta here now. It’s best for everyone.” I looked at the boy. He looked back at me. “You should know there are no more doors need fixing in this house, anyway.”

The man tipped his Stetson to me. He turned Georgia and Sam around and led them both up the walk. I went back to my truck, gunned the motor, and drove like hell. Minutes later I was in Floyd’s parking lot, cracking the seal on that bottle of Wild Turkey.

That was yesterday morning, and that was still the last thing I could remember before waking up in the alley behind the Rack ’Em Up.

A bell dinged. I looked up to see Pearl set her pencil down on her crossword puzzle and retreat into the kitchen at last. I tossed a few wrinkled bills onto my plate and hustled outside. Two minutes later I was speeding through town in a hot-wired Buick, taken from the Whataburger parking lot across the street from the diner.

I didn’t stop until I reached Charon’s Bridge, which crossed the Trebok River on Welshland’s north side. I parked in the center of the bridge and barely made it out of the car in time to chuck what little I’d eaten over the bridge rail. I sent the fillet knife into the river right behind it.

The world seemed to be spinning around me. My limbs felt numb. My breath was short. Thinking I might faint, I planted my elbows on the rail, lowered my head, and took a few deep breaths.

My head was filled with too many thoughts to process at once. I just couldn’t believe that I had it in me to do such a thing. No doubt the square-jawed cowboy had pissed me off something fierce, stepping up to me like he had, belittling me in front of my boy, taking all that was mine for his ownself. But Christ, could I have really been pissed enough to go back and gut the son of a bitch in a blind drunk?

A siren wailed in the distance, and my body went rigid.

I looked at the stolen Buick parked behind me, door open, engine running.

I scanned the length of the bridge in both directions.

One way led east, back toward Welshland, from where there were now two sirens screaming.

The other way led west toward … everywhere else.

West it was.
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I hit Waxahachie by midmorning and ditched the Buick there, switching it out for a late-model Ford pickup. From Waxahachie, I veered southwest, just following my nose, keeping to the back roads, not yet thinking about a destination. My mind was still swimming. The towns flew by as quick as the Salems burned.

I hit Lampasas at noon and Pontotoc around one. The pedal stayed floored until midafternoon, when hunger and fatigue finally led me into the Lasso Burger just outside Menard.

There I added another crime to my rap sheet, realizing only after I’d scarfed a shrimp-and-rib combo that I’d dropped my last dollar in my hurried exit from the Busy Bee. I’d had no choice but to walk the check, but managed to get clear of the town without incident.

No question something had to get done about the cash situation.

Also there was the issue of my bloody shirt, which had become as itchy as it was unsightly. I pressed on for a couple more hours, but finally stopped in Thedford, a depressing little onestoplight town you wouldn’t find on most maps.

Creeping down Thedford’s only drag, I came across the Bluebonnet Variety Store and headed in to see about getting some new clothes.

The store was bigger inside than it looked outside, and I was surprised to find a handful of shoppers milling up and down the narrow aisles. I wasted no time snatching a purse from the shopping cart of a distracted old woman studying a rack of panty hose. She had no wallet or credit cards, but carried sixty-seven dollars in cash—plenty for a pair of Wranglers, a pearl-snap shirt, some nice tube socks, a three-pack of underwear, and some Juicy Fruit.

From there I headed to the coin-op car wash at the end of the street and hosed myself down, standing buck naked in the open door of the pickup. I threw on my new clothes and was eager to keep moving, but decided first to spend my remaining six dollars on gas before pressing on.

The Gas ’N Snack was a half mile outside the western edge of town. A tall neon sign above the roof read LAST STOP FOR GAS. It didn’t say till when.

The station was a pay-before-you-pump outfit. On my way into the store I passed a pay phone and wondered if it might be worth risking a quick call to the Rack ’Em Up to see what I could learn about the situation back home. The phone rang a good twenty times before Slow Eddie answered with a belch.

“It’s Sam,” I said.

“Who?”

“It’s Sam Bonham, you idiot.”

“Sam? Kee-rist, are you in a pickle.”

“Pickle?”

“Someone’s been kilt outside your wife’s place.”

“Who got killed?”

“Real good-looking fella from what I hear. Tall, too.”

“Slow Eddie, listen, I don’t have much—”

“Sam, you should know the cops came in here earlier to ask if you were … hold on …”

The line went silent.

“Hello?” I said. “Slow Eddie, you there? Listen, if the cops are there with you right now and you can’t talk to me, just say Elmer Fudd.”

A full minute passed.

I started to get anxious.

Then finally, “What the fuck’s Elmer Fudd got to do with any of this, Sam?”

“Damnit, Slow Eddie, put Elwood on!”

Elwood Turner and I had run a few pool hustles together over the years. He didn’t have any more sense than Slow Eddie, but he usually did things faster.

“He’s smoking out back,” Slow Eddie said.

“Put him on!”

Four minutes later, Elwood came on.

“Sam?”

“Yeah, it’s me. Listen, I don’t have much—”

“When’d ya get back in town, you old butthole?”

“That’s not important,” I said. “I need you to tell me what you—”

“You know, I ought not be talking to you, Sam. You’re hot, and I’m on parole.”

“I’m hot?”

“People say you murdered him.”

“Which people? Murdered who?”

“Cops. They say you killed a fella by the name of Slick Motley. Where are you anyway?”

“Des Moines.”

“The fuck you doing in Ohio?”

“Skip it. What else can you tell me about this killing?”

“You want the good news or the bad?”

“Give me the good.”

“There ain’t none.”

“Give me the bad.”

“Bad news is, the cops found a truck with your prints all over it parked down the street from Georgia’s house this morning. They found footprints in her yard that match the make of your Tony Lama’s. Last night one of Georgia’s neighbors overheard a confrontation in your old lady’s front yard, and claims one of the voices was yours. Your fingerprints were found on the stiff’s wristwatch and belt buckle. Some waitress at the Busy Bee claims you came by this morning with blood splattered all over your shirtfront. There’s reports that you stole a cripple lady’s Buick and skipped town. The old lady has since fallen because you drove off with her walker in the trunk. Word is her hip’s gone outta whack and her health care’s for shit.”

I agreed that this was bad news.

“Also, Slow Eddie says your beer tab’s past due.”

“How you getting your information, Elwood?”

“Chet Lindo.”

“Who’s Chet Lindo?”

“Guy I’m shootin’ pool with. He’s pluggin’ Tina Tillwell.”

“Who’s Tina Tillwell?”

“She works the dispatch desk at the Welshland PD. Tina tells Chet about everything comin’ and goin’ over at that station house. Just a sec …”

I heard chalk squeak, then the clack of pool balls.

“Sorry, Sam, had to sink the seven.”

“Anything else you can tell me, Elwood?”

“I don’t guess.”

“You sure?”

“Well, there is one thing. They’ve launched a statewide manhunt for you.”

“Who’s they?”

“A multijurisdictional task force, or some damn thing. Fella named Turkey Shoot Johnson’s been put in charge of the op.”

“I’m an op?”

“T. S. Johnson don’t play around, from what I hear. Big bastard. Crack shot. ’Nam vet, and all that.”

“Anything else for me?”

“Just a question, Sam.”

“Go ahead.”

“When you get the chair, can I have your truck?”

I hung up and headed into the store.

I tried the men’s room door but found it locked, so I went on up to the register.

The kid working the counter was maybe nineteen, with spiky hair, wire braces, and acne. But he looked friendly enough.

Too friendly, it seemed, after a moment’s consideration. Something about the kid’s smile wasn’t quite ringing true.

“How’s your day goin’?” he asked through a wide grin.

“Why do you ask?” I narrowed my eyes.

The kid frowned. “Just being friendly, is all.”

I held his stare for a few beats but saw nothing suspicious behind his eyes.

It occurred to me that my talk with Elwood Turner had already left me paranoid.

“John’s locked,” I said.

“Key’s in the back,” he said. A phone rang. The kid smiled and jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Phone’s back there, too. I’ll just be a sec.”

He moved into the back.

I dropped a five and a single onto the counter for the gas and tried to shake the paranoid feeling that had come over me. It wouldn’t shake. I looked out the storefront window and imagined that Turkey Shoot Johnson and his boys were already on me, standing behind the bushes across the street, riflescopes on my head, just waiting for me to step outside so they wouldn’t have to splatter the candy shelf with my brains and hair.

It wasn’t a pleasant thought.

I tried to laugh it off and chalk it up to Elwood’s dumb ass playing tricks with my head. Trouble was, the more my thoughts went in that direction, the further my imagination took them. Just how close could those lawmen be? I’d ditched the Buick back in Waxahachie almost six hours ago. Surely they’d found it by now. Surely by now the pickup I’d replaced it with had been reported, too. And wouldn’t someone have called in that check I walked back at the Lasso Burger outside Menard?

Who’s to say a team of lawmen hadn’t been holed up somewhere since early this morning playing connect the dots across a Texas road map, following me every step of the way and closing in fast? Christ, what about the purse I’d snatched at the Bluebonnet Variety some twenty minutes ago, just a half mile up the street? If it had been reported, someone might have checked a store camera and seen …
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His shocker of a debut novel, Play Dead, earned accolades from
Lee Child for its “pace, energy, tension, and drive,” and was
hailed by Jonathan Maberry as “scary, funny, sick, twisted,
inventive, and fresh!” Now, with Thawed Out & Fed Up, Ryan Brown
brings the soaring spirit of the iconic Old West into the twenty-first
century, ushered in by none other than the most celebrated
cowboy ever to strap on spurs: John Wayne.

Cryogenically frozen at his death, The Duke is back topside. He's reani-
mated by Sam Bonham, a hard-living, hard-drinking man on the run for a
murder he has no memory of committing. He is searching for a way out.
He finds it in John Wayne.

Sam and his rawboned mentor are unleashed on a modern-day frontier
town ruled by ruthless gunslingers. The townsfolk need a hero. Sam and
The Duke swagger in. . . .

Trouble is, they’re next in line for the noose.

Torn between freedom and duty, Sam must confront what it means to
cowboy up. The stage is set for a showdown, and for Sam the stakes are
higher than life or death. Above all else, he must set the record straight
with a wife and boy back home.

Somewhere between John Ford’s mythic Wild West and Rod Serling’s
twisted imagination, Ryan Brown stakes his claim with this hardboiled
and wholly original neo-Western thriller.

RYAN BROWN is a former film and tele-
vision actor and the author of Play Dead, an
acclaimed thriller set in the world of Texas
high school football. Raised in Texas, he
lives in Manhattan with his wife and son.
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