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  PROLOGUE


  JOHNNY EARL


  You know things have taken a hard left when even the corpses are conspiring to further screw up your life. Sadly, I never needed help from the living or the dead. For nearly four decades, I had done a grand job all by myself.


  The forces that conspired to keep me trapped in Steubenville, Ohio, in the summer of 1989 were not of my devising. For once, I was not guilty of the stupidity and poor decisions that had defined my entire adult life.


  It was solely the fault of that festering, bullet-ridden corpse.


  My guilt or innocence aside, I became the primary suspect in his murder. For those of you unfamiliar with the justice system in this country, that is very bad for a guy who has just walked out of a federal penitentiary. I quickly became what law enforcement officials like to call a “person of interest.”


  All I wanted was to put the Ohio River Valley in my rearview mirror and start my pathetic life over some place where they had never heard of Johnny Earl. But I couldn’t.


  When I was six, my mother bought me a hamster at J. G. ­McCrory’s five-and-dime in Steubenville. I named him Herman, and that little guy was the first thing in my life that I loved more than myself. I carried him around the neighborhood in the pocket of my sweatshirt and played with him for hours. Mom bought a hollow plastic ball in which I could put Herman so he could run around the house on our hardwood floors.


  I took him outside in his plastic ball one hot afternoon to let him run around on the garage floor. The kids next door were playing Wiffle Ball, and I went over to get in the game, forgetting about Herman. The poor little guy rolled himself off the driveway and got stuck in the grass, where he cooked to death in the afternoon sun. I was devastated.


  I thought of Herman often that summer of 1989. Not unlike Herman, I was trapped in a ball, the metaphorical heat coming in from all sides. If there is a God in the universe that cares about small animals, this was Herman’s revenge.


  CHAPTER ONE


  JOHNNY EARL


  It was never my life’s ambition to be a cocaine dealer. My goal in life, from the time I was old enough to hold a baseball bat, was to play in the major leagues, make a boatload of money, and be inducted into the Hall of Fame. When I was in high school I would practice my induction speech by standing in front of the bathroom mirror holding a hairbrush for a microphone. I became a cocaine dealer by accident. Unfortunately, I was every bit as adept at dealing cocaine as I was at hitting a baseball, and I was the greatest baseball player to ever come out of Steubenville, Ohio. That’s a fact. The biggest difference between the two is this: To the best of my knowledge, no one has ever been sent to a federal penitentiary for booting a ground ball.


  I’ve really screwed up my life. That’s also a fact. I had it all. I mean, so far as Steubenville was concerned, I was the king. I was the best-looking kid in our school. I’m not bragging—just telling you the way it was. I’m bald now, which I hate even more than the idiotic tattoos I allowed a white supremacist to ink into my biceps with a sewing needle while I was in prison. But in high school, I had thick, dark hair that I parted in the middle and feathered back over my ears. My eyes are pale blue, I have a little cleft in my chin, and I had the most perfect set of teeth you ever saw. They’re still nice, except now I have a partial plate that fills the gap where that black son of a bitch, Andre Edwards, a psychopath who should have been in permanent lockdown, smacked me with a piece of pipe and knocked an incisor and an eyetooth down my throat.


  There were probably some girls in my class who would say that Jimmy Hinton was better-looking than me. His family owned the big dairy and cattle farm out on County Road 724 near New Noblesville, and they had, as my dad liked to say, more money than God. Jimmy always dressed up for school—never wore blue jeans or sneakers like the rest of us—and he drove a very cherry, midnight blue ’55 Ford with blue lights under the wheel wells. He wore nicer clothes than me, and he had a much sweeter ride, but no way was he better-looking. He was a pretty boy—curly blond hair, a baby face, and sleepy eyes. Hell, I always figured he wasn’t interested in girls. After all, he played the clarinet in the marching band, for Christ’s sake.


  I also dated the most beautiful girl in the school—Dena Marie Conchek. That’s another fact. If you want proof, look at my senior yearbook. She was the head cheerleader, she was the homecoming queen, and she had the most incredible ass in Jefferson County. I was tapping that action every Friday and Saturday night and getting head on Sunday afternoons when her parents were visiting her grandmother at the nursing home. Since we weren’t married, Dena Marie thought it was sinful to have intercourse on Sundays but apparently didn’t think God had a problem with oral sex. It was typical Dena Marie. She was as crazy as she was beautiful, but putting up with her lunacy was a minor sacrifice in exchange for such great sex, especially when you’re eighteen years old and sporting a perpetual boner.


  If I had spent any time at all studying, I would have been valedictorian, too. Maybe. Lanny Chester was pretty damn smart, but I would have given him a run for his money. I was smart. Well, book smart, anyway. Most people would tell you that I never had a lick of common sense, and, given my recent track record as a guest of the Federal Penitentiary at Terre Haute, Indiana, it’s hard to put up a strong argument to the contrary. But I was pretty close to straight A’s, and I never cracked a book. I finished in the top ten in the class—eighth, I think.


  Grades were never a big concern, because I was the best athlete in the storied history of Steubenville High School. Again, I’m not bragging—I’m just telling you the facts. You can find people who will tell you that little limp-dick Jimmy Hinton was better-looking than me, and that Lanny Chester was smarter, but no one will argue that I wasn’t the best athlete to ever wear the crimson and black of the Steubenville Big Red. I was first-team all-Ohio six times. Six times! Three times in baseball, twice in football, and once in basketball. Now, I’ll be the first to admit that being all-state in basketball was probably a gift—name recognition from my baseball and football accomplishments. But that doesn’t matter. It still counts. First-team, all-Ohio, six times. You can check it out if you like. Photos of the all-staters hang in the front hall of the school. I’m the only one up there more than twice. At least, I think I’m still up there. After the drug conviction, they might have decided that I was too big of a disgrace and taken them all down.


  I was five foot ten, a hundred and ninety-five pounds, and built like a statue of one of those Greek gods. My belly was rippled so tight you could hardly pinch the skin. And I was born to play baseball; I swear I was. I had twenty-three home runs my senior year. No one in the history of the school had ever hit twenty-three in a career, and I hit them in one season. I was a dead fastball hitter. You could sneak sunrise past a rooster easier than you could sneak a fastball past me.


  I have always been very competitive. My friend Fran Roberson was at a high school debate competition and a kid from Mount Pleasant High School asked him what I was like. Fran said, “If you met him on the street, you’d think he was a nice guy. But he hates to lose, and he’s an absolute prick between the lines.” To this day, I consider that the highest compliment I’ve ever been paid. It was true. I would do anything to gain the advantage, including getting under the skin of an opponent. I was pretty good at it, too.


  My senior year, Jefferson Union had a pitcher named Harry Bantel—a lanky kid who wore horn-rimmed glasses that made him look like Buddy Holly. Before the game, he yelled into our dugout that he was going to challenge me. I yelled back, “Give it your best shot, Buddy.” Everyone laughed, and that pissed him off. He tried to blow the first pitch by me, and I hit it over the bus barn behind the center-field bleachers. I touched home plate and asked, “Hey, Buddy, when are you going to start challenging me?” Next time I’m up, he gives me a dick-high fastball and I hit it into the tennis courts beyond the left-field fence. I said, “Do your ovaries hurt today, Bantel? You don’t have your good stuff.” Now, he’s furious and I start singing “Peggy Sue” while I’m circling the bases. Next time up, he tries to put one in my ear. I dodge it, give him a wink, then hit the next pitch through a shop-class window. Take that, Buddy. Three swings, three home runs. I laughed all the way around the bases.


  The Baltimore Orioles drafted me in the second round. I was pissed because I thought I was a sure first-rounder. Still, any thoughts I had of going to college ended when the Orioles flashed a fifty-thousand-dollar signing bonus in front of me. It was more than my dad made in two years at the steel mill. I went right over to Ohio Valley Chevrolet and bought a new Camaro and drove straight to Jimmy Hinton’s house. I raced the engine until he came outside. “Whatta ya think of this?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “It’s okay.”


  “Okay?!” I couldn’t believe it. “Better than that piece-of-shit Ford you’re driving. They’re going to pay me a lot of money to hit a baseball, Jimmy boy, which is lots better than shovelin’ shit and tuggin’ on cow tits for the rest of your life.” I laid rubber a hundred feet down County Road 724. Jimmy Hinton was as nice a kid as you would ever meet, and he had never done a thing to me, but I was so scalded that some girls thought he was better-looking that I had to show off.


  Admittedly, there were times when I was a first-class horse’s ass.


  Most everyone in Steubenville was real excited when I got drafted, with one notable exception—Dena Marie Conchek. The day I signed with the Orioles, she wouldn’t stop crying. Ultimately, though, I asked the question to which I already knew the answer. “Dena Marie, what’s wrong?”


  “If you leave, we’ll never get married,” she blubbered.


  “Dena Marie, I never said we were going to get married.” That was a fact.


  “You don’t want to marry me?”


  “I want to play in the major leagues.” The wailing began anew.


  A week before I left for my minor-league assignment, I said, “Dena Marie, we need to break up.” She was still bawling when I left her house, and I didn’t talk to her again for more than eight years.


  Here’s another thing, and it’s a stone fact. When I got to the Orioles’ rookie league team, I learned very quickly that there are a lot of guys outside of Steubenville who can play the game. I was a fastball hitter and that was great in high school, where you get a steady diet of fastballs. That wasn’t the case in the pros. They had the most unbelievable breaking balls I had ever seen. I flailed away at curveballs and missed so mightily that it was embarrassing. And here’s another thing: Once word gets around the league that you can’t hit a breaking ball, and you can trust me on this, that’s all you see.


  I was basically a career minor-leaguer. I hit some mammoth home runs, but my average was about two-twenty, and I struck out seven times for every home run I hit. For those of you unfamiliar with the statistics of baseball, that is not good. The Orioles were patient, but I only made it to double-A ball, and after six years I was traded to Pittsburgh. In the middle of my second season in the Pirates organization, the left fielder at their triple-A affiliate got hurt and I got moved up. All of a sudden, for reasons that I cannot explain, I started hitting the ball like Babe Ruth. It looked like a cantaloupe coming in there, and I was spraying line drives all over the park. That was the year I got the call to the majors. It was an end-of-the-year call-up, a cup of coffee, but it still counts. I, Johnny Earl, was a member of the Pittsburgh Pirates and a major leaguer.


  My claim to fame was hitting an off-the-wall triple off of Nolan Ryan. That’s right, the Nolan Ryan, and I rocked his ass for a three-bagger. A big crowd from Steubenville had come up in a couple of charter buses to see me play, and they were all on their feet, cheering. I was standing on third, grinning, all proud of myself. That’s when Nolan Ryan looked over and said, “Enjoy it, rook. It won’t happen again.” And it didn’t. The next three times up, he struck me out on three pitches.


  I thought I had finally gotten the hang of professional pitching. The Pirates thought it was a fluke and traded me in the off-season to the Detroit Tigers. My agent said they wanted to unload me because they thought my sudden ability to hit a curveball had been an anomaly. Unfortunately, they were right. By the time I got to spring training, I was again floundering, flailing away at curves like a blind man at a buzzing fly.


  My career ended on a damp evening in July of 1979 in Toledo. I sent a loopy fly ball down the right-field line and blew my knee rounding first. I crumpled into a heap ten feet from the base. The pain was excruciating; I felt like I’d been shot and my leg was on fire. The right fielder threw the ball to the first baseman, who leaned down and said, “Sorry to do this to you, pal,” putting the tag on me as I rolled around the infield. That was the last time I ever stepped onto a ball field. I had reconstructive surgery and went back home to rehabilitate and consider my future.


  In a little more than eight years, I went from signing bonus to sayonara. At age twenty-six, the only thing on my résumé was 158 minor-league home runs and a major-league triple off of Nolan Ryan. I was depressed and humiliated by my failure. When I was in high school, you couldn’t have told me that I wasn’t going to play in the major leagues. If you had, I would have laughed in your face. I was Johnny Earl, goddammit. You get a distorted view of the world growing up in a place like Steubenville. I had had such great success in my little pond that I thought I couldn’t fail.


  But I had.


  Most Jefferson Countians had a similarly hard time understanding my failure. They didn’t realize the level of talent out there and assumed that because I had been a stud for the Steubenville Big Red that I was a lock for the big leagues. Hell, even I thought that. Not long after the knee surgery, Bubbie Szismondo, who worked with my dad at Weirton Steel, walked by the house and saw me sitting on the porch with my leg in a brace. “How’s the knee?” he asked.


  “Not good,” I said.


  “Gonna try again next year?”


  “Nope. I’m done.”


  He shook his head, disgusted, and sent a spray of tobacco juice into my mother’s zinnias. “I knew you should have taken one of them football scholarships,” he said, already walking away.


  Everything in my life had been a competition. It wasn’t that I loved winning, but I loathed losing. The victories in my life were never as sweet as the defeats were bitter. Why else at this point in my life would I still be upset that some people thought Jimmy Hinton was better-looking than me back in high school? It’s great to have a competitive fire as an athlete, but it can lead to problems if you don’t control it off the field. I am the poster child for that last statement.


  For the first time in my life, I didn’t have some kind of athletic season to get ready for. I moped, worked on model cars, and generally felt sorry for myself. This was a major blow to my ego. (Once upon a time, my mammoth ego was my most dominating characteristic. That’s not so much the case anymore. Seven years in the penitentiary and going bald in the process will knock the swagger right out of you.) I was pushing twenty-seven, my baseball career was over, I was driving a rusting Camaro with 180,000 miles on it, I had thirteen hundred bucks in my checking account and no education beyond high school, and my only job prospects were the steel mills or the coal mines. Tell me that isn’t depressing.


  And, just to prove that God has a sense of humor, three days after I got home from my knee surgery, Dena Marie Conchek rapped twice on the front door and then just came in. I was sitting at the dining-room table putting together a model of a ’64 Thunderbird. “Hey there, Dena Marie,” I said, my first words to her since I left her crying in her living room.


  She stopped in mid-stride, her eyes widened, and she said, “Oh my God, you’re going bald!”


  “Thanks so much for noticing. It’s nice to see you, too.”


  She sat down at the table next to me and said, “Johnny . . .” She waited until I looked up from my model. “I knew that you’d come back to me.”


  “I know this will come as a big surprise to you, Dena Marie, but I didn’t come back to Steubenville looking for you. My knee exploded, the Detroit Tigers fired me, and I needed a place to live.” She pretended not to hear me, but I knew Dena Marie, and I’ll bet the minute she heard I was coming back home she had started planning our wedding. “Besides, aren’t you still married to Jack Androski?” I knew she wasn’t. My mom was the most spectacular gossip in Steubenville, and I had received regular updates on the town’s sins and sinners. Jack had divorced Dena Marie a few years earlier, after he caught her with Alan Vetcher.


  “I’m divorced. It was a bad marriage from the start,” she said in a whiny tone. “I couldn’t help it. I was so upset when you left that I married the first man who asked me.”


  “Well, I knew it would somehow end up being my fault.”


  “Johnny, is it my fault that I never stopped loving you?”


  It was my turn to pretend like I hadn’t heard her, and I went back to working on the Thunderbird. Dena Marie sat at the table for an hour, telling me everything I didn’t want to know about everything I didn’t want to hear about. I was exhausted just from listening. I was ready to ask her to go when she said she was late for her job at the grocery store and left.


  She stopped by the next day.


  And the next.


  On her fourth visit, we had sex.


  I hadn’t been with a woman in months, and my willpower was at low tide. Granted, my moral compass spends a lot of time at low tide, but I got a good whiff of her perfume, and when she touched the inside of my thigh while inspecting my surgery scars it became readily apparent that although my knee was out of commission, other body parts were fully operational. A stiff dick has no conscience. I hobbled up the steps on my crutches and we had clumsy sex in the twin bed in my bedroom, which was still adorned with trophies and plaques from my high school days. Once again, I was back to ignoring Dena Marie’s lunacy in exchange for sex.


  I have the morals of an alligator.


  Things got worse. I was five weeks post-surgery when Rayce Daubner showed up at my door. I hated Rayce Daubner. I had pretended to like him when we were playing football together, even though he smelled like piss and used to call me “Hollywood” with a sneer because he was jealous of all the attention I received. The last time I recall ever talking to Rayce was when he was named second-team all-Ohio in football. He was upset, of course, because I was first-team. I said, “Second-team all-state is a hell of an honor.”


  “Really? Do they put your picture up on the wall for second-team?”


  I shrugged. “No, but . . .”


  “That’s right. They don’t. I bust my ass blocking for you, Hollywood, and what do I get—second-fucking-team. That’s nothing.”


  Until the minute he walked through my door, those were the last words that we had spoken to each other, but he acted like we had been best friends for years. “John-eeee Earl!” he yelled, holding up a hand to give me a high-five. “How the hell are ya?” His hair was long and black, drawn into a ponytail that somewhat disguised his lopsided head, and he had a thin goatee. He was wearing a yellow shirt with green paisleys and a hard pack of Marlboros in the pocket, blue jeans, and sandals. He was thinner than he had been in high school, but still muscular and broad across the shoulders. It was an odd look for someone who had aspired to join the Marine Corps and boasted of having uncles who were card-carrying members of the Ku Klux Klan. He still smelled like a wet diaper.


  In yet another bad decision, I started going out with Rayce to the Starlighter Bar, otherwise known as the Star Bar. The Star Bar was the hangout of many of my buddies who had mentally and emotionally never left high school. You could hear the same stories about the same high school heroics night after night at the Star Bar. The regulars would buy me beers and ask me to tell stories about home runs or touchdowns that I could barely recall. The first night I was there, Chico Deter asked, “Johnny, do you remember that block I threw on that linebacker from Warren Harding that sprung you for that touchdown just before the half our junior year?”


  “Oh, hell yes, I remember that, Chico!” I said. “You lit his ass up.” Chico smiled, slapped me on the back, and bought me a beer. I have absolutely no recollection whatsoever of the block or the touchdown, or the game, for that matter, but it made him happy.


  After a night of drinking, just as I was starting to walk without a noticeable limp, Rayce said, “Let’s swing by the house and do a line of coke.”


  I had never done cocaine. I was mostly a beer man, and on rare occasions, reefer. “Ah, I dunno, man. I’ve never done coke.”


  “Come on, try it. Once. You’ll fuckin’ love it.”


  He was right. I fuckin’ loved it. The minute that powder hit my nose, I was hooked. My eyes watered, my dick got hard, and I thought a kettle of popcorn was going off in my brain. I turned to Rayce and said, “I’m gonna call Dena Marie and ask her to marry me. Maybe even tonight.”


  He laughed and said, “Why don’t you wait and rethink that in the morning?”


  I did cocaine every night for a week and drained my checking account. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see that I was heading down a path that was not conducive to a promising future. Cocaine was going up my nose at an astonishing rate. I was borrowing money from my parents to buy cocaine from a man I didn’t trust as far as I could throw him. I was sleeping with Dena Marie, and she was starting to talk about what color drapes she wanted in our living room. I had no job and no prospects. I had to get out of town and find some work.


  I went to Pittsburgh and landed a job with a construction company owned by Geno Bartelli, who had been a Pirates season-ticketholder and had once told me to call him if I ever needed work. Because my knee was still tender, Mr. Bartelli had me train to be a backhoe operator. I quickly got the hang of it. When my knee healed to the point where I could walk and kneel, Mr. Bartelli said he wanted me to be an apprentice mason. I liked the backhoe, but he assured me that there was a better future in masonry.


  As I stated earlier, I didn’t start out to be a drug dealer. After two months with Bartelli Construction, I figured I owed myself a reward, so after work on a Friday afternoon I drove back to Steubenville to visit Rayce’s supplier, a guy I knew only as Squirrel. He was a disgusting little man with oily, shoulder-length hair, an unwieldy moustache, and a perpetually runny nose, but great cocaine. I bought four grams and, as luck would have it, ran into Rayce on my way back to the car. “Where the fuck you been?” he demanded.


  “Pittsburgh. I got a job.”


  “You couldn’t say something?”


  “It came up kind of sudden.”


  “You fuckin’ prima donna. You still think you’re better than everyone else.” Rayce Daubner was a prick once again. My universe was back in alignment.


  That night I went to a club downtown that I frequented when I was with the Pirates. Yes, I went there hoping that someone would recognize me as a former Pirate. Perhaps someone was at the game when I tripled off of Nolan Ryan. Either they had faulty memories or the game had been poorly attended, because no one remembered. I was no longer Johnny Earl. Now, I was simply Johnny the backhoe guy.


  My first cocaine sale was that night at the bar. A brunette with a couple dozen earrings rimming each ear squeezed up to the bar next to my stool and ordered drinks for her and some friends. As she waited, she turned and her eyes locked on my face. Finally, I thought, someone remembers. After a few moments, she asked, “What’s your name?”


  “Johnny Earl.”


  “Uh-huh. Johnny. I’m Samantha. Can I give you a little advice, Johnny?”


  “Sure.”


  She put an index finger in her mouth, wetting it with her tongue, and swiped it under my nose. She held out the finger for my inspection. It was smeared with a thin film of white powder. “Don’t let this stuff go to waste,” she said, putting the finger back in her mouth. I grabbed my cocktail napkin and began furiously scrubbing my face. “Relax, sweetie, I got it all.” I kept rubbing. “Got any more?”


  I leaned toward her and asked, “Could we have this conversation outside?” She followed me to the parking lot and that’s how it began. I sold her a half gram of cocaine for double the amount I paid for it. It seemed ridiculously easy. “I have friends who’ll buy coke from you,” Samantha said. “Can you get more?”


  I thought it over for a moment and said, “I’ll be here next Friday.” The next week, I doubled my purchase from Squirrel, then doubled it again the next week. At first, I just sold to Samantha and her friends. Eventually, I had Samantha and one of her friends selling for me. I found out that I’m a damn good businessman. I kept my overhead low and my profit margins high. I didn’t sell on credit and was real strict about getting paid. No money, no coke. I started sleeping with Samantha, and she thought this would entitle her to free cocaine. When she found out otherwise, she was livid and stood naked in the middle of my apartment, screaming and throwing empty beer cans at me and calling me a greedy bastard and a greedy prick and a greedy son of a bitch, all of which were arguably true, but that didn’t change my cash-and-carry policy.


  I used to wonder why people would take the chance of going to prison for dealing drugs. It didn’t take me long to figure it out. Dealing was lucrative as hell. Within a couple of months, I had upward of $80,000 hidden in my apartment. I kept working my job with the construction company, because I was smart enough to know that no one grew to an old age in the cocaine-dealing business. You either get arrested or someone who wants your business hits you over the head with a two-by-four and they find you floating in the Monongahela River. My plan was to make enough money to buy a backhoe and dump truck and start my own excavating business. The problem was, as Samantha noted, I’m a greedy son of a bitch. I worked all day for Bartelli Construction and made coke deliveries at night. Eventually, I took on the drug-dealer image. I shaved my head, grew a lip beard, wore lots of gold, and got an earring. I liked the persona. Mr. Bartelli saw me one day and said, “You’re not going faggot on me, are you?” I recruited some lieutenants to keep me away from the action. I’m sure they were stealing from me, but I was still making a ton of money, so I let it slide. I expanded my business and found another supplier, which reduced my costs but really pissed off Squirrel.


  After about three years, I knew I was running on borrowed time. Too many people knew I was a drug dealer, and that meant it was just a matter of time before a cop or a competitor put a stop to my business. Adding to the angst was the fact that beneath the floor of my closet were bricks of hundred-dollar bills. I had to find a better hiding place, but where? Depositing the money in a bank would set off an alarm at the Internal Revenue Service, and I didn’t want to put it in a safe-deposit box because if I was ever arrested my ill-gotten gains were a mere search warrant away from being confiscated.


  By this time, I was still an apprentice mason with no enthusiasm for the work. This aggravated the masons, who perceived themselves as being above the other crafts, and certainly above a heavy equipment operator. They gave me menial jobs, like mixing mortar, or building trivial shit, like brick walls in front of buildings or the little vaults that held cornerstone documents or time capsules. Basically, I did jobs in which a mistake would not cause an entire building to come crashing down.


  As I was considering getting out of the cocaine-dealing business, I got a phone call and the guy on the other end says, “Hey, Hollywood.”


  My stomach knotted up. “Rayce?”


  “Yeah, dude, it’s me. I need some help. You seen Squirrel?”


  “Squirrel? No, I haven’t seen him in a year or so.”


  “I got to find him. I got a fuckin’ opportunity here that you can’t believe.”


  “I can’t help you, Rayce. I don’t know where he is.” My curiosity and greedy nature got the best of me. “What kind of opportunity?”


  “A big-time deal. Big time. I got a guy from Cleveland, some lawyer, who says he knows these rich cokeheads who will buy anything he can get his hands on.”


  “How much you looking for?”


  “Six kilos.”


  “That’s a lot of dope. Squirrel’s a small-timer. He couldn’t get you that much.”


  “Goddamn, dude, I’ve got to have it. This guy’s got more money than good sense. I can make a shitload of money on this. Can you help me out?”


  Now, here’s the thing: I’m smart enough to know that I shouldn’t have gotten involved with any of Rayce Daubner’s brainstorms. Warning sirens should have been going off in my head. But I was thinking that unloading a steady stream of dope on Rayce would be easy money and expedite my exit from the trade. “When do you need it?”


  “Yesterday.”


  “It’ll take some time to line it up. Give me a number, and I’ll call you back.”


  Four days later, I had the coke and called Rayce. I told him to meet me at a restaurant along Route 22 in the West Virginia panhandle. I was having a cup of coffee when he arrived. “I’m in a hurry,” he said. “You got the coke?”


  “Good seeing you again, too, Rayce.”


  “I told you, I don’t have the time for chitchat. You got the coke?”


  “Maybe. You got the cash?”


  He slid the newspaper he was carrying across the table. I pulled an envelope out of the sports pages and, holding it in my lap, slit the flap with my finger. It was stuffed with crisp hundred-dollar bills. I put my foot behind the gym bag that was on the floor and slid it between his feet. “Don’t open it here. It’s all good. Your lawyer friend will be pleased.”


  “Good. Let me get out of here first,” he said.


  “When are you going to want more?” I asked. “I never keep this much in stock. You’ve got to give me more time.”


  “I’ll let you know.” And he booked.


  I pushed the envelope into my pants, paid the bill, and walked outside. I never made it to my car. Unmarked cop cars came in from everywhere. Guys in baseball caps and black jackets with “FBI” across the back jumped out, pointing pistols and shotguns at me, screaming, “Get your hands in the air! Get on your knees, get on your knees, goddammit!” I was screwed. The feds had the dope, and I was carrying an envelope full of marked bills. I found out later that a guy who had been sitting across the restaurant had a video camera in his briefcase. They had me dead to rights.


  The headline in the Steubenville Herald-Star the next day read:


  Former Steubenville High Star Arrested for Cocaine Trafficking


  Before my arrest, not one person in Pittsburgh remembered my brief stint with the Pirates. Afterward, however, every news story in every paper carried the phrase, “former Pittsburgh Pirate Johnny Earl.” Once upon a time, I would have been proud to see that in the paper. Now, it was just humiliating and a reminder of how far I had tumbled.


  Everyone in Jefferson County looked at each other and said, “Oh, that’s why he didn’t make it to the major leagues. He was on cocaine.” Rayce was a federal informant. He was working off some minor drug rap and had told the feds he could get them a major dealer. Mainly, me. He testified before the grand jury that he had asked me why I wasn’t afraid of getting caught and I had said, “I’m a former Pittsburgh Pirate and a six-time all-Ohioan. Who’s going to mess with me? I’m untouchable.”


  Bull crap. I never said anything of the kind. He invented that just to make me look bad, as though being charged with cocaine trafficking wasn’t bad enough. But that was it. That whole all-Ohio thing had sat in his craw all those years.


  After I was indicted, I asked my lawyer, “So, what do you think my chances are?”


  “Of what?” he asked.


  “Of getting off.”


  “Zero. Maybe less than zero. You’re totally screwed.” Not exactly the words I was hoping to hear. “It’s your first offense. Let’s cop a plea. You’ll get out of prison while you’re still a young man.” It is a sickening feeling knowing that you have only two options—prison or more prison. Before my sentencing, my lawyer said, “How about we soften up the looks a little? Let’s lose the lip beard and grow some hair.”


  Seemed reasonable. Then, adding insult to injury, it turns out that while I was dealing drugs and shaving my head every other day I had gone bald. And I mean completely bald. Perhaps this says something about my psyche, but I was more upset about going bald than I was with the prospect of a lengthy prison term.


  Not far from Steubenville is the village of New Rumley, the birthplace of General George Armstrong Custer. Each year, fourth-graders from the Steubenville elementary schools take a field trip to New Rumley to see Custer’s statue and hear an impersonator tell the story of the general’s life—his glorious victories, his fearlessness in battle, and his death while trying to save America from the godless red horde at the Little Big Horn. Historians may think Custer a lunatic, but he’s still a hero back home.


  I told you that in order to tell you this, and it’s one of those little ironies of life that wasn’t lost on me. By the time I pleaded guilty to cocaine trafficking, limpy Jimmy Hinton was no longer shoveling cow shit at the farm, as I had predicted. He had gone to college and was the chief editorial writer for the Steubenville Herald-Star. I was still at the Allegheny County Jail in Pittsburgh, awaiting my transfer to the federal penitentiary, when a smirking deputy stopped by my cell. He was carrying a manila envelope that looked like it had been opened and had its contents inspected. “Here’s something for your scrapbook, big shot,” he said, flipping the envelope to me between the bars.


  It was a copy of the Herald-Star—sent, most likely, by Rayce Daubner—opened to the editorial page.


  Steubenville’s Fallen Star


  Not since the fateful day in 1876 when this paper carried the news of the slaughter of General George Armstrong Custer and the Seventh Cavalry at the Little Big Horn has such a pall hung over eastern Ohio.


  On that day on the plains of Montana, a star fell.


  Today, another star has fallen.


  Johnny Earl, arguably the greatest athlete to ever graduate from Steubenville High School and a hero to many, yesterday admitted to being a cocaine dealer and was subsequently sentenced to seven to twelve years in the federal penitentiary.


  That’s all I could read. I threw up in the stainless steel toilet and wondered whether limpy Jimmy had recalled the day I stopped by his house to show off my new Camaro and squealed my tires down the road, and thus had chuckled to himself the entire time that he was writing the editorial.


  CHAPTER TWO


  SHERIFF FRANCIS ROBERSON


  I love being the sheriff of Jefferson County. I love the uniform and the badge and the pistol hanging at my side. I love leading the Fourth of July parade in my cruiser and tossing bubble gum to the kids on the curb. I love walking into the diner for breakfast and seeing heads turn and hearing men say, “G’ morning, Sheriff.”


  I love all that.


  It’s being a cop that I hate.


  Admittedly, that’s an unusual confession for someone who has spent his entire professional career in law enforcement and who dragged his family from a comfortable life in Minneapolis to take a job as sheriff in the hardscrabble hills of eastern Ohio. But, it’s the truth. I hate it. It’s a disgusting, dirty job in which I am forever dealing with idiots with beer on their breath and vomit on their shoes. No fewer than a dozen guys have either pissed, vomited, or defecated themselves in the back of my cruiser. And, this isn’t a great trait for a lawman, but I get nauseated at the sight of blood. Always have. Someone starts bleeding and I start gagging. When I was at the FBI Academy I had to watch an autopsy, and I threw up in a sink. The room started whirling and I thought I was going to pass out. My instructors said I would eventually get used to the sight of blood and intestines and it would no longer bother me. They were wrong. It still makes my stomach churn.


  I try to hide it from the men. My chief deputy, Toots Majowski, knows. He’s seen me hurl several times. An elderly woman near Dillonvale died in her house a couple of summers ago, and by the time a niece got around to checking on her she had been dead for a week. The thing is, she had six dogs and a couple dozen cats. The corpse was bloated and half eaten. There were piles of feces everywhere. The smell was so overwhelming that I vomited on what was left of the old woman.


  Toots laughed and said, “Francis, why don’t you just wait outside?”


  We’re a small county, and I am not exempt from making runs. I’m not so much a lawman as I am a babysitter for drunks, derelicts, and wife-beaters. I liked being an FBI agent. You got to deal with a better class of criminal. They were basically gentlemen who let greed or cocaine or a mistress get the better of their judgment and cause them to defraud their clients or embezzle from their banks. When I walked into a business to arrest one of these sad sacks, they would just start crying and saying, “Oh no, oh God, no, no, no.” Then they’d stand there and put their arms behind their backs and let me cuff them and walk peaceably out of the building. I never had to worry about arresting someone who might have lice and a bad attitude. Generally, the white-collar criminals were very well-groomed and didn’t want to fight.


  But every time I go to some bar to arrest one of the drunks, usually an unemployed steelworker with too much time and not enough work on his hands, the fight is on. Some are guys I went to high school with who don’t like getting arrested by a classmate. Sometimes it’s an older guy my dad pissed off somewhere along the line. They slide off the bar stool, stagger for footing, try to focus in on me, and say, “Why, you’re Edgar Roberson’s boy. You’re a sumbitch, just like your old man.” And then they take a wild swing and miss. “You motherfuckin’, cock of a son of bastard, fuckin’ ass wipe . . .” That’s generally when I hit them with the Mace. I got a call to the Hoot ’n’ Holler Bar out on County Road 12 one night when “Dimebag” Dave O’Connell was crazy on mescaline and tearing up the inside of the bar. Dimebag threw a few wild punches, and when I hit him with the Mace he kept coming. I laced him across the side of the head with my nightstick, and it sounded like I had hit a bowling ball. He dropped to his knees, swayed left, swayed right, and then fell on his face. I struggled to get him to the cruiser and asked if he needed to get sick before he got in. He said no. He waited until I shut him inside, then sent a stream of vomit through the wire mesh divider and into the front seat. I dragged him out of the car and smacked him again.
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