CHAPTER 1

Jim Wilson’s first reaction to the scene before him was—deja vu! Several seconds passed before the haunting memory gradually slipped into the correct crevices of his mind. Yes, this was the place where his friend, Nat Trainor, had harvested an elk on that first morning of the hunt a few days ago. Now, standing in the open, between the cover of a large black spruce trunk and a group of small fir trees, he found his location to be very surprising—he hadn't realized he’d gained so much altitude. But yes—the gut pile from the downed elk would be just ahead and to the left, behind those two small evergreens.

A sensation of movement penetrated his peripheral eyesight, up the hill slightly and thirty yards away, behind more evergreens. It wasn't the quick motion of a deer flicking its ear or flipping its tail—it was more subtle, slower. His head didn't move as his eyes cut to the location. Gradually he turned to face the object. There was a presence that didn't belong to the shadows of the fir trees low in the tangle. His eyes fought to penetrate the dense foliage. Yes! Through one small triangle of an opening was a tan object. 

It had to be an elk's buff colored rump. The herd must have returned to the area. And here he was, caught in the open, with no cover. He could try to step back into the brush, but any such movement on his part would surely spook the animal. No, the only thing to do was to use the trick that his friend Parson had talked about—move like molasses on a cold morning. 

If the animal stepped out before he got his bow flexed he’d never be able to draw and shoot fast enough. It would be gone in a heartbeat. But, maybe—if he could just draw and hold—it might move out of the brush and offer a clear broadside shot before his strength failed.

He timelessly executed a task of shot preparation: quietly unquivered an arrow—nocked it on the string and placed it on the arrow rest—slid the release trigger up the string to its home position—raised the bow ever so slowly—and the hardest part, flexed it without erratic motion.

The string settled against his cheekbone in familiar comfort and his view through the peep sight emerged with its thirty yard aiming pin lined up in the near vicinity of what could only be animal fur. He stood, statue-like, waiting, reviewing his legal options for taking an elk—either a bull or a cow would be okay. If it was a bull, it would have to have four points or more on at least one antler.

He was beginning to feel the physical strain of holding the bow at full draw when something in his sight picture went terribly wrong. The animal didn't step out as he expected—rather it stood upright, dwarfing the small fir trees, roared a challenge, squashed the trees and bolted toward him. The scene burst on his consciousness with an explosion of motion and sound—not the side of a slow moving bull elk, but the front of a charging grizzly! 

He had inadvertently blundered into the proprietary zone of the awesome creature, its ‘kill’ protection area—the gut pile. Head down, ears back, the bruin’s curled lips exposed long yellow canine teeth as it roared its rage at his trespass.

Primal fear gripped his mind. He stifled an almost overwhelming urge to scream, to run. But to where? The uselessness of such action slammed into his consciousness and reality broke through his stupor. It might be a false charge—or might be the real thing. He must wait to see. His breath slowed, leaving him strangely calm with ancient words of courage flicking somewhere in the neural networks of his brain: Stand still, feet. Arrow, fly true, arrow fly sweet.

He no longer tried to deliberately aim the bow. Eyes wide, instincts alive, the bowstring appeared as a blurred vertical line against the engulfing tan wall of hair, teeth and claws. He held target position for eight inches below the V of the chin under the creature's mouth. This was no false charge. He fired his arrow when the juggernaut was eight feet from his face. He began to turn to his right as the grizzly slammed him like a runaway truck. 

His breath exploded with shock, pain ripped through his shoulder and chest on the left side. Incredible force jammed his rolled jacket hood into his neck. Sound-obliterating roars assaulted his ears and the putrid smell of rotten meat invaded his nose—smothering. He couldn’t breathe. The blubbering snarls and growls were seemingly inside his head. The pressure on his skull—grating . . . scraping . . . huge teeth . . .

Jim bolted upright, gasping, sweat drenched. It took a few moments for the lingering panic to recede. He rubbed at his face and pushed shaky fingers through damp hair. He was in his own bed—in Virginia, had only been dreaming. The nightmare again—and as always, so real. 

There weren’t supposed to be any wild grizzlies remaining in Colorado. But five years ago he’d found one there and paid the price—in flesh and blood and physical pain, then more psychological pain that had continued for a long time in the form of these nightmares.

He settled back on the pillow, still trembling, trying to analyze his own emotions. It wasn’t really hard to figure out—it had to have been triggered by the trip he was planning for the fall. 

Last year he’d sweated through his first hunting trip to Montana, and now here he was readying to go for a second time, right into the teeth of the best grizzly country in the lower forty eight states—next door to Glacier National Park. Some said the big carnivores in that area had learned that the report of a rifle was a call to dinner—freshly killed elk or deer—with only an insignificant human creature to guard the delicacy.  

But his fears were probably irrational. First of all, he wouldn’t be hunting with a rifle. The bears certainly wouldn’t be able to hear him shoot a bow from very far. Still, they were known to be able to smell the blood of a kill from a great distance. 

It just gave him the Willies to think about quartering an elk carcass with a big silvertip grizzly silently moving in behind him—but no, the outfitter had assured him last year that they rarely saw grizzlies, mostly just busted stumps and logs and such where the big animals had rooted for grubs. And the guide’s nonchalant attitude had proven to be justified. Jim had a good hunt and lost some of his edginess. But obviously his fears were back—as strong as ever. Had they ever really left him?  

He wiped his face with the sheet. Somehow, if he were ever to feel good about himself again, he had to get used to hunting in the homeland of ursus arctos horribilis. Like his friend Nat Trainor had said, the only way to get over a fear was to face it. So now he was committed to another Montana elk hunt. He shuddered, sighed again and burrowed under the covers.

CHAPTER 2

The big rawboned dun horse trembled and tossed its head, fought the pressure on its halter by pushing its head down as far as the sturdy grip of the rider poised above it would allow. The rider eased his taut body off the slatted structure of the rodeo enclosure and seated himself in the saddle, gripped the horse with his knees.

The gate man looked at the rider’s sun-darkened face. “Ready?”

The rider snugged his hat and nodded sharply. This action precipitated opening the gate latch, simultaneously releasing an explosion of horseflesh into the sand-covered arena. The dun executed a strong crow-hop with a shattering, stiff-legged landing, followed by an airborne twisting, end-swapping effort to rid its back of the leech-like burden. A head-popping reversal and spiral jump led into a linear series of rump-up-head-down bucking. With each jump the rider’s spur rowels rolled back and forth along the horse’s shoulders, leaving lines of roughened hair that the cowboys called ‘hundred and eleven’ marks. 

At the end of a jolting twelve seconds the rider relaxed his grip and tumbled to the sand, quickly sprang to his feet. He dusted his hat across his gray-striped jump suit to enthusiastic applause and shouts of encouragement from the near bleachers. He trotted quickly back to the slatted structure while other similarly clad cowboys hazed the horse into an open gate at the other side of the arena.

“Damn good ride, Bellerman!”

“Way to hang in there!” 

The enthusiastic cheering floated to Bellerman’s ears as he dropped his spurs off at the equipment table. The waiting trusty stacked them in a lockbox under the table while a uniformed guard witnessed the event and put a check mark on a form—yes, both of Bellerman’s spurs had been returned. 

There had been a big fight over this very thing between the various elements of prison officials before the rodeo had been installed within the prison institution. One side had said that having a rodeo event for the prisoners would give them an outlet and focus for their energies, make them a happier lot and easier to manage. The other side had been opposed to the whole thing, saying that it would only give the prisoners an opportunity to make mischief, provide another source of objects, such as spurs and animal care tools, which might be used as weapons or converted into dangerous concealable items. The pro-rodeo side had agreed to a strict set of procedures to avoid that eventuality and the rodeo with its on-going schedule of events and tournaments had become a reality. 

As the applause faded Bellerman climbed into the stands and seated himself among the other gray-clothed men. The crowd again ramped up its excitement, laughed and cheered the next rider’s agility in escaping an angry bronc’s flailing hind feet as he left the horse and rolled backward over its rump.

A portly trusty with a red-pink complexion leaned down from a table structure eight rows up and called out, “That’s enough points to put you in the lead for the tournament, Bellerman. You do that good next week and you’ll be champ in the saddle bronc division.”

Bellerman twisted his torso to look up at the man. He called back, “Bollen, you get me assigned to Black Spider or Bad Pogo and I’ll fuckin’ guarantee it.”

Bollen recoiled and wagged a pudgy finger toward Bellerman’s face. “Luck of the draw, my man. Luck of the draw.”

Bellerman turned to a huge man sitting beside him. “Labaine, you think Bollen could get me some luck in the draw?”

“Maybe so, Boss. Maybe he puts good names in. I talk to him.”

A man sitting on the first planks lower and in front of Labaine leaned back and said in a low voice, “I’ll take care of that for you, Bellerman.”

Bellerman stared at the man’s rather sallow upturned face. “Why would you do that, Morgan?”

“Favor’s a favor.”

“Right. What you want?”

“Lonnegan’s on your burial detail, right?”

“Was. He just busted behavior. He’s off the detail.”

“That’s my point. You need a replacement. Any way you can get me in?”

“What’s your tour?”

“Thirty to life. Six so far.”

“You got five years good?”

“Fuckin’ barely.”

“I have to think about it. Take some finaglin’.”

“Okay, you do that. I’ll work on that fat Bollen son of a bitch.” 

***

An orange truck nosed to the heavy chain link gate under elevated coils of razorwire and stopped. Stenciled black letters, ‘LOUISIANA STATE PRISON,’ gave it an official presence. The ‘doghouse’ cage just behind its cab and its pine box cargo marked its solemnity of purpose—a burial detail. 

The fact that people would mount the truck in the scalding midafternoon heat had already indicated that the trip was totally necessary—no one in their right mind would venture into the heat if it could be helped. Bare skin touched to exposed metal on the truck bed could produce first degree burns. Conditions inside the cab had been even worse before being moderated by air flow through hastily opened windows. The driver had started the vehicle and gingerly gripped the steering wheel to turn into the tower road. He used first one hand then the other in a patting motion, alternately bringing them to his face to puff air at them. 

“Burial party going out!” The radio crackled as Tom Bonnor removed his thumb from the microphone key. It abruptly crackled again as the grainy voice of the watchtower guard responded. 

“You better get yore ass in high gear, boys. They’s a storm a comin’.”

“Thanks for the warnin’, Tule. Just got one to plant today. Won’t take long, we don’t have a heat stroke or somethin’.”

“Ol’ Sizemore. That right?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Didn’t make it this time.” 

“Say a word over his grave, will you?”

“Sure. Anything special? Chaplain’s right here.”

“Just, ‘we never had no trouble out o’ him.’”

“I’m sure he’d appreciate that, he could hear you say it. Wasn’t it you and Wellesley put ‘im in the hole, seven, eight years ago?”

“Yeah, I guess so. But bygones are bygones. He’s been no trouble since. Big cloud back in the southwest there, boys. Y’all gonna get your asses wet—if they ain’t blowed away.”

“We best be gettin’ on with it, then. Out.”

The gate buzzed and opened, swung wide, allowing the truck to move through before it swung closed again with a groan and a clang. The vehicle rolled up the long driveway past rodeo corrals with their scattered barrels standing sentinel, escaped the confines of the facility through an outer gate, which closed in similar fashion to the first. The truck made a left turn at the main road under a sign that identified the sprawling institution as Louisiana State Prison at Angola. 

Chaplain Thornburg leaned forward to peer toward the threatening skies, his skinny neck moving from the back of the white collar to the front, turtle-like. “Tule wasn’t kidding, boys. Look at that roll cloud off to the right. She’s coming in fast.”

Bonnor nodded. The other man in the cab, Joe Whitcomb, was dressed like Bonnor, in a brown guard uniform, with a prison-issue revolver in its black saddle-leather holster. He said, “Maybe you ought to start saying the words now, save some time, Padre.”

The chaplain sighed, moved his head side to side within the perimeter of its white cloth circle. “Man’s been here thirty-one years. Least we can do is give him the proper sendoff. Won’t take the men fifteen minutes to get a hole in the ground.”

Bonnor said, “If we got fifteen minutes.” He fell silent, busy with his own thoughts, primarily about April Deneis, but also about what story he could tell Elaine to get out of the house. He really needed to come up with something good tonight. The looks she was giving him these days weren’t happy ones. She had to be getting suspicious of his stories. But then—maybe not . . . 

***

Three quarters of a mile later the truck moved across a low levee in a golden cornfield, the tall stalks losing their green to creeping yellow and brown in the mid August heat. A pair of meadowlarks glided ahead of the truck and lifted into the upper branches of a stand of liveoak trees at the end of the levee. The truck followed into the oppressive environment under the wide branches. 

The shaded space seemed to suck the vehicle in and smother it. Brown grasshoppers with black and yellow tipped wings flew in all directions away from the truck, making sharp rasping sounds in the afternoon quietness, otherwise broken only by a Bobwhite quail whistling sharply from the other side of the trees. A cottontail rabbit leaped from a tuft of grass at the front of the truck, bolted into an uneven field of wooden cross-marked hillocks. It stopped in an open area a hundred yards away, just beyond the graves, which were laid out more or less in rows that spread beyond the edge of the oak limbs into a kiln-baked field of grass and weeds.

The guards watched as the little animal stood upright, its front paws folded at its chest, seemingly trying to determine if it should return to the shaded area or find a more private place. Whitcomb pointed his finger at it. “Bang! One dead rabbit.”

Bonnor wiped sweat from his forehead with a white handkerchief and said, “I could take the .30-06 and bust his ass if we had time, if the damn storm wasn’t comin’.” He held up a box of cartridges. “These new rounds’ll do the job on ‘em. I shot two the other day. Makes the little bastards into red soup.” 

Whitcomb said, “I’d rather have my rabbits fried—have to use a twenty-two if you’re gonna eat ‘em.” 

Bonnor said, “I don’t know if I’d rather eat ‘em or watch ‘em explode.” He pulled sharply at the door handle. “Okay, Joe. Get the men while I figure out the spot. Captain’s cranky about the willy-nilly digging Balfour’s crew’s been doing. We got to straighten it out.” He unfolded a creased paper plat and stepped away into the graveyard.

Pairs of eyes peered through the slats as Whitcomb bounced into the truck bed and jangled keys in the cage lock, carefully keeping his bare hands away from the hot metal. 

One of the prisoners ventured, “Storm’s comin’, Boss.”

Joe said, “Yeah. We gotta shuck and jive.” He pulled at the door, jumped off the truck and stood to the side with a wary eye as three men filed out, damp patterns of perspiration marking their gray striped uniforms. These men had been on good behavior for at least five years or they wouldn’t be on burial detail, but you could never tell about lifers and such—like the thing his daddy had told him about mules. ‘They’ll be gentle and cooperative for ten years just for one good chance to kick hell out of you.’ The men, dripping wet and breathing gratefully of the outdoor air, stretched and gingerly picked up hot shovels stacked along the side of the truck bed. The guard waved toward his leader and said, “Go on over there with Bonnor. He’s gettin’ th’ layout figured.” 

***

Bonnor glanced at the approaching cloud, kicked a hole in the sod, dragged his toe in a line, and spoke to the largest prisoner, “Labaine, put the shovel point right here. Dig it parallel to that next grave over there. We only got a few minutes ‘fore the rain. Hustle now.”

 The big Cajun’s accent hung in the heavy air. “Sho, boss.” He put his foot on the spade and pressed with vigor into the dry ground as Bonnor stepped back and the other two men stepped up to await tasking.

Bonnor checked the sky again. The storm was approaching even more quickly than he’d thought it would. The sun disappeared behind a dark gray mass that hovered over a horizontal white cylinder stretching almost horizon to horizon across the northwest. Beneath the bright roll cloud the blackness of falling water blotted out the distant tree line. Flashes of lightning jagged from cloud to cloud, and several seconds later the sound of thunder rumbled ominously.

The tips of the oaks had been waving slightly in a small breeze, but now were still. The meadowlarks and quail stopped their jubilant calling and sharp whistling answers. Even the random rasping clatter of the grasshoppers ceased in the breathlessness. 

“Goddammit, Labaine. Can’t you dig faster? Bellerman, get in there and clean it out. You, too, Morgan. Quick, now.”

Labaine climbed out of the hole and the other two prisoners worked back to back, spades flying, piling clods and loose dirt on a growing mound. The big Cajun’s exercise had left his gray striped uniform dark with sweat, but his breathing was even and measured. He glanced at the approaching maelstrom. “Maybe gonna be tornado, boss.”

The storm had Bonnor’s full attention for a moment before he turned back to the shoveler. “How many damn thunderstorms you seen come through here, Labaine?”

The big shoulders hunched. “Plenty, maybe.”

“And how many tornadoes you seen?”

Labaine scratched at a prominent bare chin. “One, maybe, boss.”

“Okay, this is just a thunderstorm. A plain old gully-washin’, toad-stranglin’, cat-swimmin’ thunderstorm. It’s August. It’ll just wash the lice off you. So don’t go gettin’ all bent out of shape about it. You’ll scare the shit out of Morgan. Might give him a heart attack. He’s only got twenty-five or thirty more years, and I wouldn’t want anything to happen to him.”

“Sho, boss.”

“Now, Bellerman–he’s different. You couldn’t shake him up if you stuck a tornado up his ass. He’d just pinch it off and go on broodin’ and schemin’, wouldn’t he?”

“Yeah, boss. He maybe do that.”

Labaine traded places with the two men in the grave as often as their tasks permitted. In a few minutes the bottom had been lowered to almost five feet.

“Goddamn cloud comin’ on, Boss.”

Bonnor said, “I know. Bellerman, you and Morgan get Sizemore. He don’t weigh enough that you gonna sweat—any more’n you already are. Labaine, get another half shovel depth an’ clean it out. That poor bastard’s never gonna know it wasn’t full six feet deep.”

The two prisoners, the wooden box, the chaplain and Joe Whitcomb arrived at graveside at the same time as a bolt of lightning. It hit a tree at the end of the grove, the peal of thunder shaking the ground and vibrating in their ears, making them all flinch and whirl to face the explosion. A sheet of water propelled by a vicious gust of dust-laden wind virtually blotted out vision as they turned back to the grave. 

The guards averted their eyes to avoid the blast. As Bonnor leaned into the wind trying to see the bottom of the grave, the portion of his vision not already obliterated by the storm was cut off completely by the edge of Labaine’s shovel, swung, ax-like, in a wild arc from the bottom of the grave. It bit deeply into his skull at the temple. At nearly the same moment, Joe Whitcomb’s eyelids wiped at the rain, registered a blur, then bulged as Morgan chopped into the back of his skull with the side edge of his spade. 

Morgan immediately whooped and leaped into the soggy air. His unbridled yelling was intermittently obliterated by the near-continuous blasts of thunder and wind driven torrents.

Bellerman disrobed himself and pulled the uniform from Whitcomb’s corpse, sliding each piece of the soaked clothing onto his torso as it came off the dead guard. As he buckled the gun holster belt, water streamed off his head and shoulders. He yelled above the roar, “Morgan, shut your fuckin’ face and change clothes with Bonnor.” 

He dragged and rolled Whitcomb’s body into the grave, already sloppy with puddling water in the bottom. Labaine sidestepped in the mud and cast a brief glance through the gushing rain at the near-naked corpse, held his hand up for assistance. Bellerman dug his heels into the ground, reached out and pulled the big man from the hole. Labaine wallowed over the edge of the embankment and scrambled from his knees to his feet, mud plastered. He slung his hands and popped his arms like a whip to rid them of the reddish goo as water ran off his straight black hair, down the front of his clothes in muddy little rivulets.

The chaplain stood in transfixed horror, shoulders slumped, his eyes frozen on the mounting carnage in the grave.

As Morgan pulled the wet trousers from Bonnor’s body, he said, “Whoa! Look at this. The son of a bitch had a hideout gun strapped to his ankle.”

Bellerman said, “Well, take it off and give it to Labaine.” He slid Bonnor’s body into the grave with a thump and splash.

Morgan handed the holster and revolver to Labaine, then buckled the other belt about his waist. 

Bellerman looked at the chaplain, then across the rainswept field. “I ain’t made up my mind whether to find somethin’ and tie the Padre up or run him out in the woods.”

Morgan stepped behind the chaplain. “Say a prayer, Padre.” He chopped the frail neck with a vicious swing of the spade and pushed the sharp end of the shovel against the falling body, guiding it into the grave with a splash.

Bellerman peered into the hole at the dying convulsions of the priest for a few seconds. He yelled over the storm, wide-eyed, “You asshole! Why’d you do that? It wasn’t necessary.” He shook his head angrily, paused a moment. “We ain’t got time to argue about it. Drop the box on top of ‘em. And cover it up. Quick.” 

Morgan continued to whoop and dance in the rain. The Cajun stopped shoveling, stared at his new partner. “You be happy later, maybe!” 

Morgan shrugged, turned his attention to the task. Both men worked furiously and in a matter of three minutes the grave was covered. 

Bellerman yelled, “Bring the shovels. Let’s get out of here. Labaine, you ride in back. We got to get you some clothes.”

Morgan, fists doubled and pumping the air, celebrated all the way to the truck, climbed into the passenger side. He whooped loudly and pounded his fist on the dash. “We showed those motherfuckers, didn’t we?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Wahoo!” 

Bellerman backed the truck into the road. The tires spun in the mud before finding forward traction and the vehicle moved toward the main road as briskly as the deluge would allow.

Morgan, still breathing hard, said, “Where to?”

Bellerman, leaned forward, his hands tight on the wheel. “Now where’n hell you think? Find a car. Hide this thing before the rain quits. That strip mall up the road’ll have cars in the parking lot. We get some clothes, find some triple or quadruple-XL stuff for Labaine. Key is, do it quick and keep it quiet. We got about a half hour before they get excited, send out a search party. Then we got maybe another few minutes before they find out what happened and the bulletins go out to the highway patrol. By then we’ll be on our way to Florida.”

“Florida? What’s in Florida?“

“I may know some people in Miami.”

“We goin’ to get some women? I need a woman—been goin’ crazy for a woman six years.”

Bellerman stared at Morgan an inordinate amount of time for someone driving a vehicle in a heavy thunderstorm. He jerked his head forward and swerved back into his lane, turned to the passenger. “Listen, you stupid son of a bitch! We’ll get women when I say we get women. Right now we got things to do don’t concern women. In the meantime, keep your dick in your pants and your mind on what we’re doin’ here. I’m not going back to The Farm—not for no woman, not for you, not for that stupid rodeo, not for anybody. You got that?”

Morgan’s belligerent stare only lasted a moment, his response somewhat subdued. “Yeah. I got it. Just . . . it’s been a fuckin’ long time, man.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Bellerman’s voice was softer than his eyes.

“I . . .” Morgan looked at Bellerman, looked away at the silvery streaked opaque side window and fell silent. 

***

An hour later the orange truck was parked on a side street a block from the strip mall, and three men in a mix of casual shirts and camouflage pants were traveling in a late model green Ford sedan south on US Highway 61 toward Baton Rouge. A “CLOSED” sign hung on the door of the strip mall sporting goods shop, it’s manager’s broken body hidden under cardboard boxes in the dumpster behind the store. 

The Ford had only covered a few miles when Bellerman steered onto an exit ramp. 

Morgan said, ”Why we stoppin’ so soon?”

“Get some gas. Make a quick phone call.”

Labaine growled, “Too close, maybe, huh, Boss. Cops be lookin’.”

“I gotta make the call before they close the net. They’ll be checkin’ Jessie’s phone.”

Morgan said, “Hey! I thought you said, ‘No women.’”

“There’s women and there’s women.”

“You mean it’s all right if you have one and we don’t?”

“Shut your face a minute, asshole! Jessie’s gonna help get us out of the country, helped me plan this whole shindig. It was her idea to get on the burial detail and wait for the right time. She’s been waitin’ eight years for this call.” 

Bellerman completed his tasks at the gas station without incident and they resumed their travel. After a few minutes of monotonous, thumping highway sounds he glanced at Morgan and said, “You know, Labaine never belonged on The Farm in the first place. He was just defendin’ himself in a bar and they called it murder. Cousin of the bartender. Ain’t that right, Labaine?”

“Yeah, Boss. Man wanted to fight. He say, ‘Bigger they are, harder they fall.’” 

Morgan said, “And you just naturally got into it with the son of a bitch?”

“He hit first.”

“You shoot him or stick a shiv in him or somethin’?” 

“Hit him.”

“Hit him? What with? A fuckin’ piano?” He laughed at his joke.

Labaine was silent until Morgan became quiet again. “Fist.”

“Jesus Christ! You hit him and killed him? With your fists?”

Labaine shrugged. “One.”

Morgan turned and looked closely at Labaine in the back seat, at the shoulder bulk.

“One Goddamn fist? That’s fuckin’ awesome.” He slowly shook his head and turned back to stare at the approaching pavement. 

Bellerman broke the silence a few minutes later. “What were you at The Farm for anyway, Morgan?”

“They said I killed a cop. It wasn’t really me, though. I helped this guy get rid of the body and some asshole saw us diggin’ and called the cops. They said we was both in on it. He got life—I got thirty to life.”

“That all you ever did?” 

“Naw. When I was a kid I went to reform school for a double murder.”

“How old?”

“Thirteen.”

“You do it?”

“Yeah. I did it all right. Beat the motherfuckers faces in with a baseball bat. Beat ‘em ‘til all their teeth was busted out, their noses all punched back in their heads. I already had one of ‘em sort of disabled with an ice pick—stuck him in the liver a few times while he was passed out drunk.”

“You musta been really pissed off at ‘em or somethin’.”

“You could say that. Yeah, I was pissed off.” 

Bellerman waited a few moments. “Well, come on. What they do to make you so fuckin’ mad?”

“One of ‘em was my mother’s boyfriend. He used to whip my ass regular with a belt since I was a little fart.”

“Maybe you needed it, Morgan. Maybe he was just punishin’ you for shit you did. Kids are always doin’ shit they ain’t supposed to.”

“Yeah. Maybe that’s how it started. I don’t know.”

When Morgan didn’t continue, Bellerman said, “What you mean? You don’t think that’s why he kept on doin’ it?”

“Nah. He got so he’d poke me in the ass after he got done whippin’ me.”

Bellerman paused, then continued, “Wasn’t anybody around could make him stop that shit?”

“Naw. No fuckin’ body.”

After a few moments Bellerman said, “Well, what about your old lady? Couldn’t she do anything?”

Morgan grunted. “Hell, she was the one put him up to it. Anything I did she’d tell him to punish me. Bitch had him punish me a lot. She’d get hot watchin’ me get reamed, then she’d be all over him, workin’ him up for herself.”

Bellerman nodded. “Hmph. Bitch! She was the other part of the double, right?”

“Yep. I bashed her head in and left the bloody bat stickin’ in her—between her fuckin’ legs. Happiest day of my life.” He nodded, then nodded again. “I believe so. Yep, it was the happiest day of my miserable fuckin’ life. So why was you in?” 

“I was framed. Unlucky. Wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Bullshit. Ninety percent of the assholes at The Farm was ‘framed.’” What’d you do?”

“There was witnesses said a bank robber in Atlanta was wearin’ a camouflage jacket. I came out of a building with a camouflage jacket on. They convicted my ass and sent me to The Farm on an inter-state prison contract. Got twenty, time off for good behavior. Eight years ago. I woulda probably got out in another eight.” 

Morgan looked sideways at the driver. “And you couldn’t wait eight more?”

“Not even eight days, I got the chance to leave that shithole.”

“I still say ‘bullshit’ to you bein’ innocent.”

Bellerman’s eyes cut right, showing white at the sides. “That’s the way it is, asshole. Take it or leave it.” 

***

A dozen hours later the Ford exited the interstate. The passengers roused to look around. Morgan said, “Where the fuck are we?”

“Atlanta.”

“Atlanta? How come we got so far north. Florida’s south. Goddamn, man, last time I looked, we was almost in Florida. Mobile ain’t that fuckin’ far from Florida.”

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“No, how come we’re in Atlanta?”

“I got a pickup to make.”

“A pickup?”

“That’s right. A pickup. It don’t concern you.”

“Fuckin’ concerns me if we get caught, don’t it? That damn credit card you been usin’ for gas. You sayin’ they won’t be trackin’ it?”

“Part of the plan, asshole. Let ‘em track us east, then we go west. Won’t use the card any more. We’re gonna get some cash.”

“Cash. We gonna hit another gas station? They probably gonna be lookin’ for us.”

“No more gas stations. Nothin’ like that. I got stash. Okay, from now on, we don’t do anything makes us suspicious to anybody. Nobody shave. Let your beards grow. We changin’ course. Goin’ campin’.”

“Campin’?”

“That’s right. Campin’ in th’ woods. In th’ mountains. Why the hell you think we took all that gear and shit from that sportin’ goods store?”

“How the fuck should I know. I thought we was gonna sell it. We just gonna hide out?”

“Yep. On the way out of the country.” 

“Well, what about women? You said we’d get some women.”

Bellerman sighed.

“Well, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Hey, wait a minute. There ain’t no mountains in Florida. Where’s these fuckin’ mountains? We goin to Tennessee or somewhere?”

“You are a dumb son of a bitch, aren’t you? You think goin’ to Tennessee would be gettin’ out of the country?”

Morgan hesitated. “Well, maybe we could catch a plane from there.” He bristled, “How the fuck should I know?”

“Well, like they won’t be watchin’ all the airports, asshole! We’ll be goin’ through Tennessee—and a bunch o’ states—on the way to Canada.”

Morgan said, “Canada! They gonna be watchin’ every crossin’. You know the Customs people got to be gettin’ bulletins on us. How you figure we can get through?”

Bellerman said, “Trust me. They won’t be watchin’. We’ll cross where they ain’t no Customs. All we got to do is drive close, ditch the car, and hike across. We’ll meet Jessie in a little town in British Columbia. She’s got fake passports. We can go anywhere from there.”

The conversation lulled.

Labaine said, “Boss?”

“Yeah?”

“Women, huh? Maybe, Boss?”

Morgan said, “Yeah, when? When we gonna get some women?”

Bellerman sighed again. “Okay. After I make my stop a few blocks up ahead. Keep your eyes open for somethin’ good. A damn good opportunity. I mean a good one—slam dunk—nothin’ risky. I ain’t goin’ back to The Farm. Not for no woman. Not for a fuckin’ rodeo championship. Not for anybody. First thing we got to do is lift somebody’s license plates. We’ll do it again when we make the hit.”

***

Ellen and Julie Weldon finished their shopping later than anticipated. Julie hitched her purse higher on her shoulder and shifted the packages and shopping bags as they left the mall building and strode into the parking lot. “What do you think, Mom? Was that too much to pay for running shoes? I mean, they really are the best.”

“I don’t think so, Baby. You can’t be comfortable in some of those floppy things we used to try to run in. It doesn’t pay to be chintzy on shoes. Since I got my new ones I feel like I can fly. You’ll be glad you spent the money.” She paused. “Speaking of spending money, what do you think about that little outfit I got—the green one?”

“Good buy, Mom. Dad will flip over it. I just wish I could have found him something. He’s so hard to buy anything for.”

“I’ve got a secret, Baby. I think your dad’s happiest when we don’t buy him anything. He always complains about getting things he doesn’t want—especially for his birthday.”

“Oh Mom, it just gives him something to grouse about. Deep down, he really loves it. I’m going to get something for him before next week.” She shifted her purse, extracted car keys and unlocked the car. “Just put your stuff in the back.” She stashed her packages and settled into the driver’s seat.

Ellen startled and spun her head to look out the back window. “Julie—watch out! There’s a car behind you. Honestly! The way some people drive! They act like they don’t want to wait ten seconds to get our space when there are other spaces they could just as easily take.” She paused, stared at the men in the vehicle behind them. “Julie? What do they want?”

“I don’t know, Mom. They need to use some manners. Just ignore them. Don’t make eye contact.” 

The green sedan screeched its tires and wheeled into the adjacent empty parking space, stopped with another screech. A stocky man with dark complexion with a stubble of black beard jerked Julie’s door open and thrust a pistol in her face. His voice was gruff. “Out of the car! Right now!” 

A huge man jerked her mother’s door open and pulled her from the van by her arm, pushed her into the back door on that side, paid no attention to her protests. Ellen squeaked in a shrill voice, “What?—Oh, my, Julie! What’s happening to us?” 

Julie was still in a state of disbelief as the man grabbed her arm and pulled her partially out of the car, her seat belt impeding further exit. The man said in a harsh voice, “Loosen the seat belt.” He put the pistol to her neck.

She clicked the buckle and was immediately jerked from the car. She began flailing at the man, kicking at him. He grabbed one arm and spun her to face away from him, roughly ushered her into the back. As she was being pushed inside she had a vague awareness of someone moving to the back of the vehicle. The man with the gun kicked the shopping packages aside with his feet and slid in behind her.

Julie’s anger rose to the boiling point, but she fought to control it. No doubt their intention was to rob them. The best response would be to remain calm, determine how to get out of the situation. She found her voice trembling slightly in spite of her best efforts. “What do you want? If it’s money, we don’t have mu—”

The man gripped both her wrists with one hand and slapped her face hard, splitting her lip. ”Shut up, bitch!” 

She cringed, tears of pain and shock rolled down her cheeks, and with them a sudden realization—in one horrible moment their lives had changed. She would have no leverage with these men, her femininity gave no advantage, not even equality—her interests would have no vote, no representation.

This was no longer the shopping trip they had embarked on this afternoon. Instead, they were now in big trouble. Her father would not be greeting their return. She and her mother would not likely be running in the marathon next week and she wouldn’t be going out tonight on a date with Bill What’s-his-name, the young man she’d met last week. 

They were now at the mercy of men unlike any she’d ever known—dark men with evil purposes. She could only guess what those purposes were—no, there was no need for her to guess. One look at the hungry eyes of their captors dispelled any doubt about their intentions. She bit her lip, tasting the saltiness of her wounded lip, her own blood. There would be no bargaining here, only a struggle to survive—from here to—to what? She forced the thought from her mind. 

The man lowered the window and leaned his head out. “Hurry up back there.”

The third man yelled, “Done.” He moved forward and bounced into the driver’s seat, twisted around and looked at the two captives, a big grin on his bristly face. “Hot damn! Look what we got. Hot damn!”

The man holding Julie continued his gruff manner. “Just shut your stupid face and drive, asshole!”
