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2,000 Miles
 
Hal Turnbull's throat itched.
Right where that son of a bitch in Elk City, Oklahoma, had stabbed him. Damn scar was two inches long and shaped like a pissed-off snake and right now, he wanted nothing more than to put a little lotion on it, get himself a bottle of Daniel's, put on some Joe Ely or Charlie Sexton, and forget this entire mess.
And he always got what he wanted, didn't he?
"Yeah," he whispered as Templeton's car stopped. "When pigs fly and I grow a twelve inch dick."
Focus up, Hal. Shouldn't be too hard. Ain't that often you traded twenty grand for a DVD. Then there was Templeton, who'd definitely be packing. And don't forget about Templeton's goon, who'd also be packing.
And if that isn't enough, don't forget about the disk and your brother. 
Hanford Eric Turnbull. Sitting in that nice office waiting for the phone call. At least, Hal hoped Hanford was waiting on the call. Hanford hadn't actually taken the call yet but things were rolling now, moving right along, and eventually Hanford would have to answer that damned phone.
With all that, should'a been damned easy to focus. Instead, Hal stood there, wanting to scratch his scar and wishing the sweat on his skin didn't feel as though an army of ants crawled on him while the stench of this crappy little city crawled through his nose. 
A giant cesspool, this town. Full of tourists and fifty-cent gangster wannabees and arrogant hoods who believed they were just a hop, skip, and shoot 'em up away from Vegas.
"I know Vegas," he said. "I've been to Vegas and this ain't no Vegas." He snickered--getting punchy, he thought--as a light breeze blew the stench into his face. It smelled like shit. Not metaphorically, not figuratively. Literally. Because this was the only place Templeton would meet him.
It was high summer in Nevada, it was hot, and goddamn but didn't it stink. 
With a thin, shaking hand, Hal wiped the sweat off his brow and wished for the millionth time for a Corona. Nice frosty bottle, yellow and white label, a nicely sliced lime sitting on the bottle's rim. Theresa, when she wasn't playing third grade teacher, drank from those bottles like nobody's business. Her tongue came out and touched the rim before the entire top part disappeared in her mouth. Christ, it was--
When the door to Templeton's Benz slammed, Hal almost crapped a brick. He bit back a yelp and stood as tall as he could, setting his right foot back just a bit in case he had to lunge. Then, trying to look casual, he adjusted his 'South by Southwest Music Fest' ball cap. 
It was a beautiful car. Too bad it had to ferry around such a piece of crap. Midnight blue with metallic flakes shining in the Nevada afternoon sun. Silver wheels and chrome polished to a blinding sheen. 
Hal wiped his face again and saw Templeton smirk. Thinks you look weak, Hal thought. Well, Hal wasn't anything if not weak.
Stop it. You ain't weak. You ain't. Ain't. 
A crappy daily affirmation banging around in his head.
He stared at Templeton and the skull stared back. Templeton always wore that ugly black belt with silver medallions on it and that friggin' skull buckle, polished silver…grinning. Around Templeton's neck was a chain with a matching skull. 
Today, like every other day, Templeton wore a western suit. It shimmered from all the metallic material woven through it. All his suits looked the same. This one was a blue as deep as the car. Probably bought the car to match the suit.
The three of them, Hal, Templeton, and the goon--Hal preferred to think of him as Goon--stood not anywhere near toe to toe in a smelly dirt lot on the northeast side of town. The thrum of city life went on, obliviously, around them. The state prison was less than a 1/4 mile south and didn't he feel naked with those guard towers standing over him? The animal shelter was about the same distance north and those dogs sounded pretty unhappy right now. The nearby highway, US 50--and don't think he hadn't already realized that was his ticket outta here--was filled with cars and trucks but none of it--except the dogs--seemed to reach his ears. 
Hal swallowed and shifted his back ever so slightly. The gun, a strict no-no for this particular deal on Templeton's orders, pressed tightly against his sweaty skin. Sweaty from the heat, yeah, but sweaty too, because he was fucking scared half to death, maybe three-quarters to death. His heart banged like a cheap drum and his blood was running as fast as his bowels.
"I am not cut out for this shit," he said.
"Excuse me?" Templeton said. "I didn't quite catch that."
Hal swallowed. "Can't catch what I didn't throw." He wiped down again. "Damnit." He put his hands in his back pockets. 
"Hot enough for you?" Templeton asked.
"Let's just get this done, ho-kay?" Hal set the paper bag down in front of him and stepped back. 
Templeton grinned. "You look a little tired, Hal. That's some pretty good black you've got going beneath your eyes. My mother told me never to stoop the way you are. Did you get enough sleep last night? Or, rather, any?"
"Don't worry about my sleep, ho-kay?"
But the truth was, Hal was exhausted. It made his blood run slow, made his feet and hands heavy and slow as bricks. Yeah, he wanted this disk. Yeah, he wanted to get out of town. But at least as much as that, he wanted to get some sleep.
In his ears, along with the howling dogs, was his watch's tick. It was as loud as the Luther Allison he battered himself awake with every morning, as loud as Allison's growling songs, as the man's guitar. 
Tick-tock, it said. Tick-fucking-tock.
That was what kept him from sleeping just yet. The tick-tock and the man who refused to take Hal's calls. 'Cause as soon as Hal talked to the man and showed him how it really was, Hal would be back in Theresa's arms. All the rest was bullshit. 
Except the visions. 
Yeah, there was that. But soon as he had this DVD, which was the proof of his innocence, Hal knew the visions would stop. And if they didn't, he'd die of exhaustion before he ever made Theresa's arms.
Templeton cleared his throat. "On to business, then. Twenty thousand dollars is quite a bit of money for someone like you." He snorted contemptuously.
"Cashed in some savings bonds."
"No doubt birthday gifts from your grandmother."
"Leave my grandmother out of this, asshole. She was a good woman. Ain't no reason for her to be in your mouth."
Goon, his face as blank as the surrounding desert, retrieved the money. Handing it to Templeton with his left hand, he kept his right across his stomach. Hal frowned and a moment later, understood. Goon was keeping his hand near his shoulder holster.
It was that moment that the air changed. It still smelled like crap but there was a new vibe and Hal didn't dig it at all. Even the dogs seemed to have quieted.
"You have to pick the sewer plant?" Hal asked. The smell matched the color of the mountains ringing town: shit brown scrub.
Without answering, Templeton opened the bag. "It all appears to be here."
"Appears? It is or it ain't. Which is it?"
Quietly, his mouth moving the slightest bit, Templeton counted the $100 bills slowly and reminded Hal of a studious bank teller. Forget the pile of bullshit trailing behind both of them and this could be just another deposit.
During the counting, Hal shifted foot to foot. He kept his eyes on Goon and after seven full minutes of silence, Templeton nodded and handed the money to Goon. A slow grin spread across Templeton's face, each of his painfully thin lips curling around perfectly white and straight teeth. 
The smile pissed Hal off. He had been raised in the oil patch in west Texas, just another son of a bitch with blue permanently tattooed around his collar and the privileged smugness of Templeton's smile annoyed him. Reminded him of Hanford's smile. 
Guess privilege makes a man stand tall. 
In Templeton's case, it was that and all the damned bodies he was standing on. 
Hal had no bodies to stand on, didn't want any, either. But he would have given just about anything to get this whole nightmare done and get his ass to Barefield.
But first get the disk. Get it to Hanford. Then get himself to Theresa for a future that would probably be obnoxiously bright and promising.
But when Goon moved his hand closer, that future clouded up. Maybe Hal should have bought some back-up muscle. "Shit." 
Templeton's right eyebrow rose. "Excuse me? You seem to be talking to yourself quite a bit today, Hal."
"Don't guess it's a problem unless I start answering, huh?" He tried to laugh but the brittle, scared sound got sucked up by the heat. To cover, Hal spit. A tired gob that evaporated before it hit the dust. "Come on, let's roll the show. We good or what?"
"Patience, Hal," Templeton said. "We'll be finished when we're finished." His eyes caught Hal. "Until then, shut your fucking hole."
Surprised, Hal concentrated on the disk. Where was it? Templeton's pocket? Goon's? In the car? What if they hadn't even brought it? What if this was less a matter of selling a DVD to a buyer than whacking the buyer and taking his money? 
"I am still surprised you called. You must need this disk quite badly."
Like you can't imagine. Like you and your fucking goon and your cheap mob clichés can't imagine. "You got your money, give me my property."
"Answer me this: why? It's no great work of art. There is a little excitement, but mostly it's eye candy. Whips and chains, couple of women, that's about it."
"Mama always said I was a perv."
Silence fell, broken only by the continuing tick of Hal's watch. It seemed as loud as the guns Hal fired recently; bullets fired into walls and floors to intimidate answers out of people who knew where the disk was. 
"No doubt. You know, of course, the chances I take selling this item to you. It could get me killed."
Hal laughed. "Are you kidding? Nobody's got the eggs to kill you. That voodoo gangster bullshit scares ever'body away. Wave a skull necklace, give 'em a chant, call up Marie Leaveau? Sends 'em all packing."
"Except, apparently, you." Templeton lowered his head a bit, stared at Hal through the tops of his eyes.
If the man weren't so scary, it would have been comic. "Shit, you ain't even on the disk. Or so I hear."
"No, I'm not on it. Not quite my cup of tea."
"Still got a copy, don't you?"
"Call it ambition." Templeton grinned his foul grin.
"What's that mean?" 
"Climbing the corporate ladder."
"Ho-okay, whatever. You wouldn't sell it if you were on it and hadn't taken care of all the problems that might cause. Christ, you think I'm stupid?"
Templeton grinned and in spite of the heat, Hal's blood chilled. Templeton's lips pulled straight back, parting slightly over his teeth. Those damned perfect teeth stared back.
"I do, Hal," he said. "That is exactly what I think." He patted the pocket with the money. "But you're being entirely too literal. Selling this DVD doesn't cause me problems, but could to those who are on it. Besides, do you truly think I would take a few dollars for this? The limit of your imagination is staggering, Halford."
Goon's hand rested now on the holster. His face lost some of its emptiness. Lines and crevices formed as his eyes got brighter.
Here we go, Hal thought. Gonna get popped by some steroid-driven idiot when I'm too tired to fight back and then they're going to toss me in the crap plant. For once in my life, what I wouldn't give to see some cops just about now.
Templeton nodded. "There it is, the fear that shows a man has just realized he's been bested." Templeton shook his head. "The sad thing is, Hal, it took so little to do the besting. This was not one of my more entertaining business ventures." 
The sun cast a slight shadow over Templeton's face. "Of course I am not going to sell the DVD. I'm going to take your twenty, let my associate leave you with a small bit of lead, then I'm going to go home to my wife and ask if she'll blow me."
Goon looked confused. His brows knitted together. "We ain't selling it?"
Templeton glanced at him sideways. "What?"
"Well, you said he wanted to buy it, so I--"
"You what?"
Red crept into the man's face. It spread like the stain of a slap. "Well, I brought it." He pulled it from his coat pocket. "I thought we were selling it."
Templeton laughed and the sound surprised Hal. It was loud and brutal and completely assured. "You sure you aren't related to Hal?"
Hal stood up as tall and straight as his five-and-half foot frame would allow. He was a good half-foot shorter than Templeton. "Give me the goddamned disk or we'll end it here and now."
"Is that an order?" 
"No orders, I already had lunch. Give me--"
The sound had already pierced the afternoon air by the time Hal heard it. A high pitched squeal. It might have sounded like a coyote or a big ass bird or maybe one of those screaming dogs from the shelter, but Hal knew exactly what it was.
"Hal? Is there problem?"
"One man's problem," he said, adrenaline thrumming in his system. Holy Christ, had that car always been that loud or was that his heart, pounding against his ribs and cracking them?
"Hal, you aren't making much sense."
"Gimme the disk."
Goon shook his head and stuck it back in his pocket. "You heard him, we aren't selling." 
"Gimme the disk," Hal said, but he knew it wasn't going to happen. Damnit. He had been there, right there, at the edge of getting everything squared away. Not only that, but getting it squared away his way. Now Hanford would just have to read about it in the papers.
Shit, he thought, you think your death will make the papers? Think again, buddy.
The car exploded around the corner and into the sewer plant's parking lot as though someone had shot the damned thing from a cannon. The tires smoked and the engine's scream fell for a slice of a moment and then ratcheted back up through two or three gears.
And as the car came out of the tire smoke, Hal saw two people. Dogwood must have gone and gotten that psycho Jonathon. Well, the upside was Jonathon would be creative enough that Hal's death would certainly make the papers. Hanford would be able to read about after all.
Dogwood's Mustang, waves of heat spilling from its roof, slid to a halt and every day of Hal's life stumbled through his head. Goon turned toward the car and Hal moved quickly. He jerked the Glock he'd boosted from the pimp in Fresno and smashed it on the back of Goon's head. Goon fell quietly and quickly, became a pool of quivering flesh in the dirt.
"Where's my money, Hal?" Dogwood screamed.
"You steal twenty thousand dollars and aren't even smart enough to finish the bastard off?" Templeton asked Hal, staring at the Mustang.
"I ain't a capper."
When Templeton turned toward Hal and saw Goon in the dirt, his eyes went wide. When he saw Hal's weapon, he sputtered and yanked his own gun.
There was a tiny pop and a bullet thunked into the dirt near Templeton's foot. Templeton dove for the cover of the Benz. A surprised but steely "The fuck is this?" spilled from his lips.
Another pop sounded and dirt near Hal puffed.
Hal yelped and stumbled toward his own car. Five or six bullets plunked into the side panels. 
Templeton yelled something incoherent and slung himself over the hood of his Benz, a big goddamned gun in his hand. When it popped, the explosion dwarfed whatever kind of gun Dogwood had.
Into the air spiraled Dogwood's laugh. "That all you got, you fucker?"
From beneath the tail of his car, Hal watched Dogwood toss the smaller gun aside and whip out some monster thing. Looked about a hundred feet long and as big as a stout woman's thigh. Its pop was huge, followed by the explosion of the driver's side window in the Benz.
Then the air was full of pops--no, not pops but fist-sized bangs. They fired at each other, Templeton behind his Benz, Dogwood inside his Mustang. The shooting stopped only long enough for empty magazines to be spit out and full ones jammed in. Hal was fairly certain they had only a passing idea of who they were shooting at but now that it had devolved to guns, Hal had slipped easily from their minds and that was a damned good thing.
Goon lay twenty feet from Hal, not quite in the field of fire. While Hal might not have killed him, he was sure as shit dead now. At least three bullets had left raggedy holes in the man's head.
Staring at the man, Hal hardly heard the war zone or the dogs. Nor did he smell the stink. His heart was in his throat and he wanted to go home; to get dead ol' Mama on a three-way call with Hanford and confess a lifetime of sins.
Instead, he went after the DVD.
Because that would be a confession, too, wouldn't it?
"The fuck are you, Hal?" Dogwood said over the shooting. "Where is my money?"
"Isn't his anymore, asshole," Templeton said. 
Hal tuned them out. Get the disk while they're killing each other. He dashed across the chasm. At five feet from Goon, he slipped, his feet out from under him like a west Texas boy suddenly on ice. He hit the ground hard and crab-crawled to the body.
When Hal reached into the dead man's pocket, the man grabbed for him.
Hal screamed and banged the Glock against the man's head. A dead arm flew at him, as though it wanted to grab Hal by the head. After that, a dead leg jerked as though it was going to knee Hal in the groin. Then it stopped, then twisted sideways, then bent backward.
The bullets. 
Those two sons of bitches were firing as though they owned the market on bullets, but they damn sure weren't trying to kill the dead man. They were trying to whack Hal. 
Bullets flying, the stink of his own fear high and acrid in the afternoon air, Hal grabbed at the man's pocket. When he found the disk, he howled triumphantly and jumped to his feet. Bullets pounded around him, plunking the dirt now rather than the dead goon. 
"Halford, that's my DVD," Templeton yelled over the growing wail of cop cars. 
Hal laughed hysterically. "Was your disk."
"Bought with my fucking money." Dogwood screamed and laid down a solid sheet of bullets.
"Was your money," Templeton answered.
Hal ran harder, all too aware of the bullets slamming in the ground around him as Templeton and Dogwood found their range. He raised his middle finger to them just before the bullet struck him. Pain flared then disappeared.
He hadn't been hit. The heel of his boot slid to a stop in the dust fifty feet away.
Behind the metal skin of the car, he clutched the disk tightly to his chest. Hysterical laughter bubbled out. This was it. Now it was over. He'd take the disk to Hanford and then be able to drive without the road filling up with visions of Tyler in the Walls or Missy in the room. 
An explosion ripped through the dirt lot. Hal stuck his head up and saw the Benz in smoldering ruins, smoke and fire pouring from beneath the trunk. Gas ran over the dirt, carrying flames along with it.
Beneath the roar of the burning car, the wail of squad cars grew.
"Shit shit shit." This would be a good time to get himself moving.
Another couple of bullets popped holes into Hal's car. He hopped in and jammed the key into the ignition. The engine screamed but caught.
He kept his head down as much as he could and saw only a thin line of fire and bloody men above the dash. To his left was the Benz. The blue paint was bubbling off. To his right was the Mustang, shot to pieces and sitting on four flat tires.
"Fuck you," he shouted. "I got it."
Templeton fired four times. One bullet shattered the driver's side window, a second left a crease on the car's hood, matching four or five others already there. Dogwood stepped out from behind the Mustang and fired, too. One of his shots killed the passenger window as one of Templeton's shots found Dogwood's leg.
With a howl, Dogwood went down.
Hal goosed the car, afraid to floor it completely and lose control and crash the son of a bitch before he ever left the lot. It fishtailed, squirming like a school girl in her first back seat rumble. He spun the wheel, cranking it around as far around as he could, wishing for more as the back-end struck the nose of the Mustang.
And in the moment of the crunch, when his car kissed Dogwood's battered ride, when the metal to metal crunch was a strangely comforting sound, she dove through the window.
"The fuck're you?" Hal said. 
"You're not gonna stop are you?"
When a bullet whizzed past his nose and shattered the front windshield, Hal yelped and floored the accelerator.
 
 
 



 
 
2,000 Miles (Still)
 
She was a tumble of arms and legs. 
Arms thrashing, groping for something to grab, legs flailing out the window, boots banging against the roof of the car. Her face pressed against the cracked vinyl seat. 
"Who the hell are you?" Hal yelled, his voice nearly drowned by the roar of the engine.
Her legs came in, banging against the windshield. Her hands grabbed the seat, the dash, Hal's shoulder. "Damn," she howled, her finger caught in the seatbelt. Finally her head popped up. Wild green eyes blazed, framed by equally wild red hair. She wore a man's blue denim shirt and where it rode up out of her jeans her skin flashed. The top button had also been torn off and as much as he would enjoyed seeing some tit, he managed to keep his eyes on the road.
But he did catch the scar of train tracks on her arm.
Son of a bitch, Hal thought. A chick dives through my window and she's a junkie. Ain't got enough to worry about with those two shooting it out? Now I've got this? 
He shook his head but made no move to stop the car. Damn sure not while those two boys were firing. 
Finally, he was out of the dirt lot and harm's way. He had the disk, a full tank of gas, and a map in his head that would take him all the way to Huntsville. 
"You know where you're going?" she asked. 
"I know exactly where I'm going," he said. "I just don't know how to get out of town."
"Take a left here. Edmunds will take you to East William."
There didn't seem to be any cops coming from the direction she pointed so he turned. As much as he could, he ignored the fact that he was listening to a woman he didn't know, who had jumped out of the car of a man he did know. Regardless, he punched the car up. 60. 65. A bit more.
"East William is Highway 50, right? Get me out of town?"
"Where else?"
"Damned if I know, it ain't my town."
"You think?" She sucked her teeth. "You sure managed to make a mess of this, didn't you? Dogwood isn't any too happy with you right now."
"I give a shit?" He flicked his right hand but the move came off pathetic. 
Her chuckle was filled with contempt. She didn't think much of his words, that was obvious. It was also obvious she was trying to get away from Dogwood, too. 
"What's the story?" he asked. 
"Turn here."
"What?"
"Turn, damnit." She grabbed the wheel and jerked a hard left. 
The car's tires screamed as they slid across the pavement. A car in the oncoming lane blasted a weak-lung horn and the driver spun his wheel and laid his middle finger out clear as day for both of them to see.
"Fuuuuuuckerrrrrrrrrrr." The other driver's voice faded into the afternoon air.
Hal's car grabbed the road finally and shot back into his lane. Hal peeled himself off the driver's side door and shoved her back across the car. "What the hell you do that for?"
Behind them, cops roared past, headed toward the sewage plant. 
"You better slow down, sweetie, you're going to get us stopped."
Dazed, blinking and thinking he might toss his breakfast, Hal jammed on the brakes. The car decelerated suddenly to fifteen. 
"Trying to put me through the windshield?"
"Damn," he said. He sped up just a bit.
"Take it easy, Hal," she said. "We're driving a shot-up car, we've got to be a little more careful."
Hal nodded, even though he knew it. He didn't need some juice tramp telling him anything. Shit, he had spent the last six months desperately tracking that disk from town to town, hand to hand, jurisdiction to jurisdiction. He knew about being careful. "Where are we?" 
"Turn right up here and we'll be on Airport Road. That'll take you to 50. Until we get there, just be cool."
Yeah, no problem. His heart pounded hard enough to snap a rib. His head was on fire from the length of superheated wire somebody had shoved into his ear to ignite his brain. His hands gripped the wheel so tightly they had gone from pink to white and then on to colors he wasn't even sure had been discovered yet. 
"Slow down," she said. 
The speedometer read fifty-seven. He hadn't even realized he was speeding up. He slowed down again, too much, and so sped up a bit. 
"This back and forth is killing me, Hal," she said. "Back and forth, back and forth. It's like getting nailed, you know?"
Hal licked his lips and kept the machine neatly between the white painted lines. As they moved further away from the shooting and the traffic got heavier, Hal's heart began to slow. Odds were better in the middle of people. Easier to disappear in the machinery of a modern city when that machinery was greased with lots of people. Cars and trucks settled in around them and fewer and fewer faces caught his. With that growing anonymity came a sliver of confidence. Maybe he'd make it out of town after all.
"Pull in over there." She pointed to a mom and pop hamburger shop. Painted hamburgers were all over the front glass, lettuce and tomatoes nearly two feet across. "Park on the far side over there, no one will see us."
Without question, he did it and then for seconds, maybe hours, there was nothing. The thrum of traffic rocked them gently and constantly but beyond that there was nothing: no shooting, no screaming, and sure as hell no cops.
"They're not done yet," she said.
"Dogwood and Templeton?"
She shrugged. "Sure, but that's not who we're worried about right now. I'm talking about the cops. They'll set up road blocks everywhere and they'll work every snitch they've got. It's about to get pretty hot in this stretch of Nevada."
"Good thing I'll be gone, then, huh?"
"Good for both of us."
A fiery redhead, no shit about that. Her eyes dared him to make a point. Her lips, set and full, double dared him. Instead, he copped a visual of her body. Tits not so large but nicely shaped, legs long and lean, arms so well muscled that for a second Hal thought maybe she was a man.
"You gotta dick?"
"Moving a little fast, aren't you, Hal?"
Hot red flooded his cheeks. He shook his head. "That's not what I meant. You got good legs. Strong arms. I mean--Damn."
She laughed. "I work out some." She took a deep breath and her breasts heaved gently. 
"So you take care of that body except when you're riding the Horse?"
Her eyes pinched into an angry squint. "That self-righteousness you carry heavy?"
"Not especially," Hal said.
"Yeah, well, keep it to yourself."
"I don't travel with junkie whores." He stared at her matter of fact. 
"Since I'm not either one I guess you've got nothing to worry about." 
He grabbed her right arm and stretched it out. The tracks were black ink scratches. Four ran better than two inches each, one was nearly five.
"Clean and sober," she said. "Two months, two weeks, three days, and I don't know how many hours." 
He stared into her eyes, looking for the malice, the anger and hidden agendas. But he saw nothing; just an openness that was more than a little startling. 
"You don't have to worry, I'm not a junkie whore."
"Don't have to worry 'cause I travel alone." He released her arm. "What's your name?"
"Call me Apple Valley."
He laughed. "Sounds like a junkie whore to me."
"I'm a performer."
"Bet that's true."
Behind them, more sirens split the air. Fear scratched the back of his throat. He looked around. There were a couple of kids on in-line skates, another couple on foot, and no one else. A waitress inside the burger joint glanced their way but Hal was certain they hadn't really registered with her.
Now that he was stopped, not concentrating on not getting shot or on driving, his hands resembled an old man's with how much they shook. And the sound of the bullets flew around the inside of his skull. If he closed his eyes, it didn't stop the sound, it just gave him the visual. Dogwood and Templeton firing away, intent on killing him and if they managed to kill each other at the same time so what…as long as he was dead.
But Dogwood had gone down, hadn't he? Shot in the arm or the leg or something. Now Hal couldn't remember. Either way, Dogwood didn't matter anymore. Neither did Templeton. Both were now the property of the local police department. They were out of his life and don't think for a minute he wasn't damn glad about that. 
Out of his life and he had the disk. 
"Son of a bitch," he said. "Where is it?" He pushed himself off the seat, thinking he might be sitting on it. "Where the hell is it?" Panic exploded in him. He shoved her legs out of the way and looked in the floorboard.
It was gone. 
"Goddamnit, where is it?"
He twisted around, tearing through the back seat, brushing safety glass off the seat. If he'd managed to lose that damned thing--
"This?" she asked.
She held the disk in her long fingers. He snatched it violently.
"Don't you fucking touch this, you hear me? Apple fuckin' Valley or whatever, you don't touch this. I see you even look at it, I'll kill you then and there."
She held both hands up, palms out. "No problem, Hal, calm down. I wasn't going to take it. I found it when I jumped in the car."
Anger burst through him and he snatched up his Glock. "And why did you jump in my car?"
She said nothing for a long moment and in that silence, Hal realized the crush of sirens was over. The cops would still be at the sewage plant, probably for hours longer, but the rush of it was over. Then another thought struck him. Unless Dogwood and Templeton had managed to kill each other, they'd squeal on him as quick as a Vegas slot disappears three quarters.
"They'll give me up." He jammed the keys into the ignition. "Get out, I'm leaving."
"I'm going with you."
"Got no time to travel with junkies. Get outta my car."
She shook her head. "You can't get out of town without me."
His chest puffed a bit. "I can get anywhere I want." 
"You don't even know which road to take. Besides, all that guys-with-guns crap has seriously screwed up your options."
Out the window, the waitress was looking at them again as she took an order to a pick-up. Her eyebrows furrowed, sending alarm bells clanging in Hal's head.
"We've been made."
"Of course we have," Apple Valley said. "Look at this car. The windows are gone, Hal. There are bullet holes everywhere. We'll get made where ever we go."
Her eyes were hard as steel. They bored on him like ice picks. There was no difference of opinion in those, you were with her or you weren't. Except how could he be with a woman who'd been with the enemy, who'd probably slept with the enemy?
"Keep the car if you want," she said. "But I won't be sitting here when the cops pull up. Hal, how many roads do you think there were out of that lot? Just one. And there aren't too many streets off that road. It's not going to take them long to check every road and lot within a mile. You stay here or stay with this car and you will never make it to Texas."
His head snapped back. "How'd you know about Texas?"
"Are you coming with me or what?"
"Going with you? I'm going to Texas." He held the disk up for her. "This is all I got on my radar, lady." He climbed from the car and jammed the pistol in his waistband as an older man left the hamburger stand.
"Hey, boy," the man called. "You car gotta problem?"
Hal looked at her, then back at the man. "Not my car."
The man laughed. "I know it ain't hers; Miss Valley has no need for cars."
Surprise coursed through Hal. 
"Hey, Sammy, how's it going?" She climbed out of the car.
Sammy nodded. "I knew her before her name was Apple Valley. I knew her when she was just--"
"That's enough, Sammy, dead men tell no tales."
Sammy laughed, a big, bellowing sound that shook the air. "I love it when she threatens me. Yes, ma'am, Miss Valley, no problem."
Apple Valley pointed to Hal's car. "Obviously, we've got a problem."
"Some shit going on, wasn't it?" Sammy asked. "That scanner was going nuts."
A scanner rat. Hal eyed him. "Where the roadblocks?"
Sammy looked at Apple Valley. 
She shrugged. "Tell him, for all the good it'll do."
"Where aren't they?" Sammy said. 
"We need a car, Sammy."
He shrugged. "Mine is in the shop, Miss Valley, but that one right there--" A blue Chevy sat on the top level of a three story parking garage half a block down. It was barely visible. "Hasn't had a driver for a couple of weeks." A sparkle worked through his face. "I do believe the owner is otherwise disposed."
Hal's throat tightened up. "Murdered?"
"Listen to him," Sammy said with a laugh. "What are we, in the movies? No, I think he and his woman had a disagreement over how she should be treated. He ain't been murdered yet."
Apple Valley grinned. "The day is still young."
"True," Sammy said. "You're welcome to the car if you want it. I'm sure the keys aren't there but--"
"Fine." Hal turned and headed to the lot. He didn't need any more small talk, he needed to get back on the road. Behind him, he heard her ask Sammy where the cops were. He answered her better than he had Hal.
"Pretty much all over, kid. Got the gang units out, the K-9s, everybody. Think about it. It's a major shooting, at least one man dead, two other known thugs involved, one riding with a former--"
Something about the way he said it stopped Hal short. When he looked at them, Apple Valley was staring hard at Sammy.
"He's not coming, is he?" she asked.
Sammy kicked at an empty soda cup on his parking lot. "It wasn't just any couple of thugs, Miss Valley, it was Dogwood and that scares them."
Hal frowned. Templeton was an entirely worse proposition than Dogwood.
The hard look on Apple Valley's face got harder. "Damnit."
"You should have known that, Miss Valley. They might not have called him but he sure as hell heard about it."
"Who's he talking about?" Hal called.
Neither of them answered, as though he weren't there. 
"What about the bullet express?" she asked, indicating Hal's car.
"Leave the keys, it'll be gone two minutes after you're gone. By the time the cops stop whoever gets it, the junkie won't remember where they found it."
"You hope," Hal said.
Sammy smirked at him. "I know, brother. If there's anything I know, it's how junkies in this city work."
"I'll bet." Hal ignored their strained looks and quick hug and headed to the car, off-balance because of the missing boot heel. She was following him, he knew that sure as he knew he'd see the ghosts of Tyler and Missy again. He was just as sure she wasn't getting in his car.
"See you, Miss Valley. Maybe next time you come back, you can threaten me some more."
Over the sound of her booted footsteps, she said, "Don't make me get out the belt."
The car sat on the third story near the edge. Hal climbed the flights quickly, and burst through the door, hoping not to hear it close and then open again. Wasn't his luck.
"I'm your only way out," she said. "I can get you through the roadblocks."
"Get through myself."
"You don't actually believe that, do you?"
He didn't. Wanted to…but didn't. Because Dogwood and Templeton would cough up his name to save themselves. They'd probably cough up why he was looking for the disk, too. Which meant the PD would, or already had, made a few calls and probably already had his picture floating high and pretty on the mobile computers in the squads.
"You know how to steal a car?" Apple Valley asked.
"Who don't? Messy way to do business, though."
"Easier to con someone out of it, right?"
"Why steal when you can get the title?"
"Titles leave a paper trail."
"And stealing leaves a jail trail. Other than that, it's a great idea."
"Whatever you say." She pulled a slim-jim from her purse and shoved it between the window and door. It didn't catch.
"Sammy give it to you or you have it handy?"
"Sammy. He works in the…ah…auto industry. But I usually have one myself."
"Must come in handy when you're looking to score. Boost a car, sell it for dope."
She stopped fishing with the slim-jim. "Look, I heard you. You think I'm banging for rock or something and that's fine, believe what you want. But could you do me a favor and just shut up about it? We've been together like fifteen minutes and already I'm tired of hearing about it."
"Yeah? And I don't want to travel with a junkie who steals cars for a living."
"I dance for a living." The slim-jim banged around. "Damnit." 
"Stealing cars your second career?" Hal pulled two bits of wire from his pocket, stuck them in the door lock and within seconds was sitting in the car.
Without a word, but with a raised eyebrow, Apple Valley went to the passenger side and climbed in. 
"Grab the wheel," he said. "Back and forth."
She turned the wheel left and right while he popped the lock. After that he smashed the column open with his fist, pulled a set of wires free, and got as much clearance as he could. Then he jammed the slim-jim inside and fished it around until the car started.
"You're a dancer and porno actresses are just Kathryn Hepburns-in-waiting, no problem." He sighed. "I'm going to Texas." He gunned the motor. "Don't need a complication."
She shrugged. "I'm not a complication, I'm a way out."
"Yeah? How's that work?"
"Those roadblocks, my friend. They have those in Texas?"
"Got 'em everywhere I go."
"Well, I can get you through these."
He stared at her for a long minute. Her eyes never left his, her body never made a move to get out of the car. Maybe she was full of crap. Probably she was full of crap. But maybe, just maybe, she knew what was going on. She knew, after all, when to turn to avoid the cops and where to go to get some information and this set of wheels.
With a curt nod, Hal gunned the car out of the garage. On the street, they headed toward U.S. 50. Cops continued to swirl around them but no one gave them a second look. 
"How?"
"Trust me."
"Yeah, that's a good plan."
After a few minutes, she said, "Car rides pretty well." 
"For a stolen car." A stolen car. That hadn't been on his list of things to do for the day. But neither had the shoot-out, though the stolen cash had been. "Helluva lot of felonies for one day."
"And the day is still young," she said brightly.
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Day might be young, but Hal sure as shit was getting older. Too damned old for this kind of crap anymore. But 35 years of life and what else was there? College sure wasn't in his future and he only had one skill--playing the game--and it surely wasn't in demand in polite society. Sometimes the game was a simple Murphy, sometimes a complicated swing, but always just a game.
Yet the disk in his hand seemed to say otherwise. The disk, a bit of plastic and laser coding, seemed to say there might be something else available, something else a little further up the line. "Hold on," it seemed to say. "I'll get you there."
And where, exactly, was there? Back to Barefield, where he could return triumphant--semi triumphant--to his boyhood home? Or maybe a clearing of the air with his brother and a blazing-ass drive to Barefield and then to Theresa? 
Barefield was out of the question. Mama was dead and Hanford was long gone. Plus, there was a ton of baggage associated with that little wide spot in the dusty road. Specifically, baggage from a small room with a single chair.
So that left Hanford and then Theresa.
Sweaty, he kept one hand on the wheel and with the other yanked his cell phone out. A deft thumb punched in the numbers. After two rings, she picked up.
"Hola?"
"It's me." He spoke quietly and turned as far from Apple Valley as he could. Houses slipped past in a blur outside the window. 
"Hal." Was that relief he heard in her voice? "How are you?"
Alive, he almost said. Maybe a bit too harsh, considering she already knew he'd been stabbed in the throat and shot in the ass. "Good, Theresa, I'm good. It's a good day, too."
"Is it?"
He stayed quiet, not wanting to toss his business out in front of Apple Valley. After a moment, Theresa understood.
"You found it?"
"Yeah."
"Oh, Hal, I knew you could, I knew you could." Excitement built in her voice. "Where are you?"
"I'm not there yet."
"Not in Texas or you haven't talked to Hanford yet?"
"Soon."
Got silent then, didn't it? But as comfortable as a shot of whiskey and a twangy Texas guitar under a scratchy voice. It was their silence, the one they reveled in whenever they could.
"I'm waiting for you." She spoke softly. Had her brother come in the room? Was he standing over her, ready to yell about that damned gringo?

"Almost there," he answered.
Then she was gone, her voice replaced by a dial tone. Satisfied--her brother had been in the room--Hal snapped the phone off and shoved it into his shirt pocket.
Almost there, nearly there, but not anywhere near there. Hadn't gotten outta town yet, then another 2,000 miles to Hanford and more miles to Theresa.
He was closer, with the disk in his pocket, but not anywhere near close enough. He shook his head but it didn't clear. With an angry grunt, he rolled down the window and let the dry heat filter through the car. Eventually, it sank into his head, into his brain and bones. 
"Tired?" Apple Valley asked. 
He said nothing. 
"Hal?"
Again, nothing.
"Fine. I'll talk the entire way to Texas, no problem. You don't want to get in on the conversation, that's fine."
"Shut up, ho-kay?"
She chuckled and the sound grated against his ears. "You wear that anger pretty well. Did you have it specially tailored?"
Great, he thought, cheap psychology. What everybody needs after getting shot at. "Got no worries, everything's perfect."
"And denial ain't just a river…."
"Who in hell are you?" Hal sat up straight as they passed through a green stoplight. A cop stood on the corner, his face an easy grin for the elderly couple he was talking to, but his body language alert and edgy.
"Apple Valley," she said.
"That's not what I mean. I mean who are you? Of all the cars--"
"In all the cities, you had'ta jump into mine," she finished.
He tuned her out. She didn't matter. What mattered was that he was on the way…with the disk. Hell, in his more truthful moments, he never actually thought he'd get this far. Six months ago he had thought, as he rubbed the scar across his neck, he would wind up with a bullet in the brain in a back alley somewhere. Or maybe dumped in some farmer's ditch.
"Guess I'm just wondering what you were doing with Dogwood." He swallowed. "And why you didn't turn me in when you had the chance."
"I've still got the chance."
Hal's ears laid back against his skull. Not quite the answer I'm looking for. That answer makes my stomach clench so hard I think I'm gonna throw a load. The way she said it, so flat, so matter-of-factly, scared him. The casualness of the threat reminded him of Dogwood's casual threats when Hal managed to steal his twenty grand. When Hal looked at Apple Valley, her jaw was tight, her lips pressed together, her eyes zeroed in on the road ahead.
They drove with the threat hanging there, both of them sucking air down and spitting it out. It was as though they were both listening, trying to know when, exactly, the other person was going to make a move. Except Hal knew there was more going on. Hell, he could almost hear it. She's calling for that Horse, he thought.
He could almost see her jaw trembling in anticipation.
"Two months," she said quietly. "Two weeks, three days."
"And some hours." He watched her carefully. "Feel like feeding it?"
"Feeding the beast?"
Hal nodded.
"Not right now. That's the key. Not right now."
Hal sucked his teeth. "That works, huh? That mantra thing you got going?"
"Listen, quitting was the easiest thing in the world. I used to quit every day. The problem was that I always told myself 'never again.' That screwed it. If I knew I couldn't have anymore, I wanted it." She shrugged. "So I changed the rules. Told myself I could have it whenever I wanted. Makes it easier to keep the demons at bay."
"Uh-huh."
A tight grin slipped across her face. "Works for me." After a deep breath, almost ritualistic, she said, "You need to relax a little, Hal, you're as tight as a Catholic virgin."
He gaped. 
"Didn't know there were any, did you?"
"Actually, I thought all Catholics were virgins, immaculate selection and all that."
With her laugh, the car's atmosphere suddenly wasn't all heat and fear. For that moment, Hal breathed easily and his bowels unclenched.
"Speaking of selection, looks like it's our time." She nodded to the road ahead. 
His heart seized when he saw the cops. Everywhere, spread side to side in a wall of blue blocking the highway. Passenger cars were stacked up like the lines at Disney World, all waiting to get through. Policemen moved slowly between the cars, dogs on leashes, clipboards at the ready.
"Be cool," she said. "Don't…don't worry about it."
The easy moment they had shared was gone. "Don't worry? Yeah, easy for you to say. You probably been busted a thousand times. A thousand petty beefs. You spent more than a week total in lock-up?" He coughed and slipped the disk down the front of his pants. "Wouldn't be so quick on the cheap advice if you knew your ass from a hole in the ground."
She stared at him as the Chevy came to a halt. "Are you bipolar?"
"What?"
"One minute we're laughing and the next you're freaking out."
Two Nevada State Troopers glanced at their car, their eyes unreadable behind mirrored sunglasses. The car ahead came to a stop and a police officer leaned into the window and started talking. Hal could see his jaw flapping up and down. 
On the passenger side, a state cop peered into the back windshield, then into the backseat, then into the front.
"Damn," Hal said.
"Calm down, Hal, we can get through this."
"Shut the hell up, ho-kay?" One hand went to the gear shift while the other went to the door handle.
"Yeah, that'd be a smart thing to do. Jump out and run. Dogwood told me how stupid you were. I didn't believe him, but maybe--"
"Don't say it."
"Then prove me wrong."
 He moved his hand away from the handle as the car ahead of them pulled away. He inched the car forward until the cop motioned them to stop. When he looked at them, she sucked in hard through her nose.
"What?" Hal asked, rolling the window down.
"Afternoon," the cop said, leaning down to the window. He glanced at Hal but then moved his eyes toward Apple Valley. A flicker of something passed through his eyes but Hal didn't recognize it. "A bit hot today."
"Yes, sir, officer it is. Be nice and cool tonight, though. A nice chance for a family picnic, don't you think?"
Picnic? What kind of noise was that? Hal frowned. A state cop was outside Apple Valley's door, peering down at both of them, his head flicking left and right as he searched the floorboard and the backseat. 
"A picnic?" The cop sounded startled, but his voice got quieter. "Yeah, maybe so."
"We're taking a picnic, and maybe an overnighter. Headed to the lake."
"That's pretty country up there." He looked along the highway out of town, as though he could see the lake from this very spot. His badge and nameplate--Ranart--winked in the sun.
Hal swallowed into a throat as dry as the desert in which they sat. His hands tingled and he tried to nonchalantly slide them under this thighs. The trooper saw it and watched him.
"Sorry for the delay in your trip," Ranart said. "But we've got a little situation here. You can probably appreciate that."
Apple Valley nodded. "I certainly can. People get themselves into little situations all the time, don't they?"
This time, Hal knew exactly what flickered across the man's eyes. It was embarrassment, as naked and pale as if he were standing on this roadside naked and pale. What in the shit is going on?
"All the time," Ranart agreed. "Not usually of their own accord. Sometimes they're dragged in by someone else."
She nodded. "True enough. But sometimes they do go willingly, even knowing they shouldn't." With a smile, she looked directly at him. In the driver's side rear view mirror, Hal could see part of her face. "Sometimes it is an accident." 
Ranart nodded. A droplet of sweat dripped from his nose to the asphalt.
"But people never seem to understand those accidents, do they?" she asked. "Those accidents and situations can be quite a mess." 
The words hung in the car's interior like a ripe, bloody carcass. 
The cop nodded. "Quite a mess."
"Ranart?" one of the troopers called. "You okay over there?"
He waved a hand at the trooper without taking his eyes from Apple Valley. "We've got a man. Might have been involved in something in our fair little town. Mid 30's, maybe six foot, comes in about 165 pounds. Short brown hair, in a Marine cut." He crouched until his head was level with Hal's. His eyes bored in on Hal's. "Guy must have an inferiority complex, wearing his hair like a tough guy."
"Is he a cop?" Hal asked.
The smile disappeared beneath a smirk as he looked again at Apple Valley. "Probably involved in a little dust-up near the prison. But he's also wanted on a warrant."
"Really," she said.
"A murder charge. Killed somebody. That's what NCIC says."
Keep the eyes casual, keep the breath even. This ain't nothing, just a crappy cop in a crappy town.
"You don't say," she said.
"I do I do, computer gave me the whole story. Warrant out of Texas. Torture. Rape. Sodomy. Used a broom handle. Might even have been a dog involved in the sex part."
Hal's eyes snapped to Ranart's.
"Got something to say?" the officer asked.
Ain't even remotely what happened, Hal almost said. "No."
"Well, if we see him, we most certainly will call the authorities." Apple Valley smoothed her shirt. Ranart's eyes caught the movement. She turned to Hal. "You did remember to bring the camera, didn't you, dear? I mean, since we'll be secluded, we might want to take some pictures." To Ranart, she said, "I do so love taking pictures when there is no one around. How about you, Officer? Do you--or your wife--like pictures? If they're the right kind, I mean?"
The heat was fully inside the car now, a third passenger. It sat heavily on Hal, next to Hal, behind and in front of Hal.
"I'd guess you know what the right kind are?"
Apple Valley nodded. "It's the only kind I like. Maybe I can show them to you and your wife sometime. A friend's holding them for me, just waiting for me to call."
Ranart did a half-snarl half-smile thing but his eyes flashed dark and angry. If he thought he could get away with it, Hal thought, he'd whack us both here and now.
He stood and waved at the officers now watching intently. "I guess you'd better get moving, before any of our other officers get here and want to ask questions." He sighed. "If I know Captain Brooks at all, and I do, he'll want to go through all of this again, how you're going to the lake and all." He nodded to Hal. "Captain Brooks is vice, one of those tough guys who doesn't take well to losing what's his."
Hal's breath stopped. Nothing like getting waved on and threatened at the same time.
"Depends on what's his, doesn't it, Officer?" Apple Valley asked.
With a nod and a nervous smile, Hal rolled up the window and left the roadblock behind. As they pulled away, Hal couldn't help but watch the hard stare of Officer Ranart in the rear view mirror. He stood, hands on his cocked hip, his head down just a bit. He watched them as long as Hal watched him. But eventually, even on a road as straight as Highway 50, the cop receded to nothing.
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Forty-five minutes later, Hal scratched his crotch and then broke the silence. It had ridden with them since the road block. Instead of asking about the warrant, which he'd expected, she just sat. Her jaw was as hard as the roadway beneath them and her hands gripped her knees so hard he thought her knuckles might shatter. At one point, he thought he'd heard them creaking, edging up to where they might break. Instead, it had been her teeth grinding together. 
"Want some Horse now?"
"Not. Right. Now." 
"Right. I believe that."
She turned on him savagely. "Will you quit pushing the fucking drugs? I am clean and sober. Two months, two weeks, three days, some hours." She punched the radio on, then clicked it off. For a moment, her hand held steady near the radio, clenching and unclenching slowly.
"Clean and sober."
"Damn straight. Now leave me the hell alone." She faced the road.
For a twitch of a second, he was annoyed with himself. Leave her be. She got her shit, you got yours. "Fallon's up next." 
She nodded. 
"Maybe we can stop, get some drinks or something." God, he was a kid on his first date, unsure of what to do or say next. Funny how women could do that to you. Women or cops. "Pretty ugly driving out here."
She smirked. "Compared to west Texas?"
Texas again…but more specific this time. With an eye cocked toward her, he asked, "How you know about Texas?" She had never answered the question. Slipped over it as smoothly as a cop sliding over evidence that didn't fit what he needed.
"Is that a joke? Like immaculate selection?"
"Ain't meant to be." Without signaling, he slid the Chevy around an elderly couple in a big-ass luxury boat of a car.
"Who doesn't know about Texas? By the time you stumbled through the door at The Cuchillo, everyone in town knew what you were looking for."
"Think so?"
She might not have known everything, but she seemed to know a good bunch. Hal was shocked. Obviously his discretion needed some work. He'd asked only the people whose names he'd been given and asked only in the places he'd been told about. He had never mentioned directly what he was looking for.
Talking bones, man. Pure as they ever were.
It was Theresa's phrase, talking bones, a grapevine where everyone knew everything all the time. A small town thing, she always told him. But in this case, size didn't matter. Big or small, everyone knew everything--so said Apple Valley--from here all the way back to Elk City where he'd started this jaunt. 
Fallon slipped up on them like a back alley thug in the dead of night. A blink of an eye and there it was. Since getting out of town, he had kept the car just under the speed limit. Not too slow to be noticed but certainly not fast enough to be noticed. Now he slowed even more, obeying local limits, signaling as he turned into the parking lot of a convenience store, casting his eyes around to see if anyone was following them.
He left the car running but climbed out. "Everyone knew, huh?"
She got out and nodded. "Don't let this get stolen." She disappeared into the store. 
Leaning on the car's hood, Hal pulled out his cell phone. Across from him, graffiti marred a battered pay phone. 'Julio' written in what looked like Liquid-Paper, 'Jenny's' name written across the cover of the phone book which hung by a thick wire, 'fuk me 2' written in black ink on the phone's silver housing, 'Bubba's' name in something rusty and brown that could have been dried blood. The number to Hanford's office sounded beneath his fingers and then rang until it became a vaguely lulling rhythm, something like a lullaby. Just when part of him wished it might never end, just the pleasant electronic buzzing to put him to sleep, someone answered.
"This is Natalie." Thin and faraway. 
Why wasn't she more formal? 'This is Mr. Turnbull's office,' or some shit?
"It's Hal. He in?"
She covered the moment's hesitation pretty smooth, didn't she? As good a secretary as it gets. "He's not. If you can leave a contact number, I'll see he gets it."
Asked every time even though she knew ol' Hanford wasn't going to pay a return call. "Same number as always…you know, the one he never uses."
"I wouldn't know about that."
"Tell him I have the disk."
"And what disk would that be?" Her words were ice. Damn near froze him through the phone.
"He'll know."
"I'm sure he will."
And then there was a whole lot of nothing except the dial tone in his ear. With a pained nod, he snapped closed the phone as the store's door opened. Through it, Hal heard Apple Valley's laugh. Sweet and high, the color of a summer day near a soft lake. She waved to who the hell knew and each hand held a large soda. "You tell him you don't want it backdoor and if he keeps pushing, tell him he won't get any front door, either."
The cashier laughed. "We'll see how he likes that, huh?"
Seeing Hal, Apple Valley shook her head. "I don't think Dogwood will return your calls."
"Yeah, that's funny. Not as good as immaculate erection, but close."
With an amused shake of her head, she slid into the passenger seat and in minutes they were back on the road.
"We stay on 50, we get to drive The Loneliest Road. If we head south a little, we can drive the Extra Terrestrial Highway."
He snorted. 
"Instead, we'll do 95 south and go to Vegas. Sun and fun and endless buffets standing next to old people who smell like Old Spice and lilacs."
Hal shook his head. "Got somewhere to be." He might well go through Vegas, but he wasn't stopping, not even for a quick hand at the blackjack table. Texas called and truth be told, he was a little surprised Apple Valley wanted to stop. Something seemed to be pushing her as hard as it was him. 
They drove for a long while in silence and it reminded him of being a kid on vacation with Hanford and Mama. From west Texas to just north of Oklahoma City and it was always silent in that car except for their goddamned music. Classical, both of them conducting like they were standing in front of the fucking New York Philharmonic. And him sitting in the back seat of the Buick Electra 225 Limited--another big ass boat of a car--just watching. Not his kind of music--you don't conduct Texas rockabilly like a long-haired symphony man--so on that score, he was out in the cold, a third wheel. 
Eventually, the silence between Hal and Apple Valley drove him nuts and he popped on the radio. A preacher spoke. He had a great long drawl and pulled each word into a thousand syllables. "Gaaaaaawwwwwwd luuhhhvvess youuuuuu." His voice filled the Chevy. "Did'cha know that? You betcha he does. He's got enough luuuuhhhhvvv to see us all through but you know what? It don't matter 'cause you're going to hell."
"Ain't we there already?" Hal asked. It sounded nihilistic and self-involved the moment he said it.
He flicked the dial. Enough of talk radio bullcrap, where were the tunes? After running the band twice, a crackly signal came in, weak as an old lady.
Disco.
"Shit," Hal said.
"What was it that Preacher Man said about being in hell?"
 
***
 
Nearly 140 miles later, when the yellow line in the middle of the road was directly beneath the car, his phone rang. The buzz jarred him back into his lane. He grabbed it from his pocket, punched it to life. "Yeah?"
"The perfect vacation is within your reach. All you have to do is agree to a free, four hour course on selling real estate and you can claim an all-expense paid trip to Cancun, where the sun and beach and women are warm and welcoming. Can I sign you up, sir?"
Without a word, Hal hung up.
Eventually, he quit looking at the towns they drove through. Schurz. Walker Lake. Hawthorne. Carbon copies of the last town and a preview of the next. They all had a grocery/convenience store, a post office, a bar or two. Who knew what they had hidden a few streets back, maybe nothing, maybe something, but from where he sat each one was as empty as the next one.
But really, how different were they from Barefield? Or from the other little towns in Zachary County? They were all empty and desolate. So was Nueva Rosita. Just as small, just as empty and yet didn't it hold something for him? Sure as crap did. Everything, all these small towns he was passing, was just to get back to Nueva Rosita. The disk in his pants and the shot up car he'd left behind (paid for with a week of night work he would never tell Theresa about because she valued spiritual purity) and the constant calls to his brother were all to get him back to just such a small town.
"It's a different town," he said quietly. 
"You know, you don't have to carry the conversational load yourself." Apple Valley nodded as though they had discovered some great fundamental truth about the universe. "You could talk to me and it would be grand fun, wouldn't it?"
"Ever done something you were ashamed of?" he asked.
Didn't see that coming. Out and full-voiced before he knew it. He immediately stared out the window at the passing scrub. It was a shit-brown-streaked desert. Looked like the sewage plant. Each cactus was a lonely cowboy standing in the middle of all that shit-brown. 
We're all standing shit deep, ain't we?
He shook his head. A little less projecting and self-pitying and a little more getting on down the road, if you please.
"Something I was ashamed of? Sure as rain, my friend. Not quite every day, but close." She paused. "You got something on your mind?"
Rest of my life, he almost said. "No, forget it."
"Already forgotten."
They rolled into, and just as quickly out of, Coaldale. As it became a memory, Hal cleared his throat. "Ever'body knows, huh? Wanna tell me how?"
She crunched some of the remaining ice in her soda cup. "Not that many people come to town asking to buy a disk and waving twenty grand--stolen or not--to buy it."
He shrugged. "A fair point."
"Want to tell me what's on that disk?"
"Not particularly."
"I do admire how you were broke when you got to town but then suddenly had the money." She laughed, a booming sound that wasn't harsh or belittling, just pleasant. "I will never, as long as I live, forget the look on his face when Dogwood realized you'd snookered him. God, that was priceless."
After a second, he chuckled. "Glad I could help."
"Was it hard?" 
"What?"
"Jacking his dough."
"Oh, yeah," he said sarcastically. "Terribly difficult. I was brilliant in how I conceived my revolutionary plan."
She brushed a strand of hair out of her face and he found it oddly endearing. Not like the whores in Elk City or Denver or Salt Lake City. When they did it, they reminded him of a punky street kid racking the slide on his stolen Sig Sauer trying to look veteran. When a whore did it, maybe the john had thought it was an innocent school-girl thing. Dumbshits never realized the hair thing was just as lethal as the punk with the Sig. Their weapon was different but would leave them just as dead if they let it.
But here, with Apple Valley, it was just a regular woman taking care of her hair. No whore, no money, nothing illegal, just a normal person. 
"Brilliant? Conceived? Nice ten dollar words. What about the execution? Was it equally brilliant?"
Damned harsh word. Execution. As harsh as somebody dragged along hundreds of miles of highways, sniffing for blood and scuffing his alligator boots in the piss-stained roadhouses. As harsh as nights spent in the company of thugs and wannabe gangsters.
"Hal? You okay?"
He glanced at her and saw some serious concern in her green eyes. He had finally gotten to see behind the slate wall that had been in them since she jumped in his car. Holy shit, she just gave me something. Something deep and personal. I don't know why and I'm not sure she'll ever do it again but at this moment, in this stolen car, she made a gesture.
He opened his mouth, on the edge of telling her everything. Instead, he shrugged and said, "It's harder to roll bums."
Confusion registered on her face. "What?"
"Harder to roll bums…than robbing Dogwood. He was as easy as…uh…as a lonely housewife."
A grin toyed at the edges of her lips. A small giggle slipped out. "Easy as a housewife, huh? He'd be glad to know that."
"Whatever I can do to support him."
"Yeah, you and me both. Maybe we can send flowers to the funeral home."
For an intensely comfortable moment, it was as though the miles had scraped away most of their fear and distrust. It was still there and they were so beat-up it probably always would be, but it didn't seem to matter much now. Or maybe it still mattered but they were just able to ignore it for a few minutes.
They passed a sign for Tonopah.
"After that is the gunnery range," she said.
"The what?"
"Nellis Air Force Base Bombing and Gunnery Range. You'd think they'd be shooting all the damn time. But it's pretty desolate. Nothing much going on, sort of like back there. Two hundred miles past is Vegas."
Hal swallowed. " You want to tell me about the picnic and camera bullshit?"
"Not particularly."
"Talking to that cop pretty good. You and him have some special secret or something?"
She tossed her soda cup into the backseat. "We do."
His bowels tightened again. "Great, just great. Wanna tell me what it is?"
She shrugged. "We fucked for a while."
"Of course you did." For whatever reason, it hadn't been much of a shock. A surprise but not really a shock.
"He knew who you were, you know," she said. "He knew exactly who you were."
"He has no idea who I am," Hal said. And the warrant doesn't explain dick, he thought. "Just a guess, but probably he didn't move on me because your friend might or might not have pictures of you and him taking the skin boat to tuna land?"
"The pictures do exist, he's seen them."
Only dimly aware he did it, Hal glanced in the rear view mirror. No cops back there and that was surprising enough given recent luck.
She pointed to a highway sign. "Take 6 east. It's also 95. It'll get us to Tonopah. Ninety-five south from there."
"What about the other guy? Captain Brooks. You fucking him, too?"
"Kind of hard not to, being married and all."
 
 
 



 
 
1,849 Miles
 
He knew it was a vision. From the moment it started. How the hell else does someone just appear hanging in midair or sitting on a telephone pole? Come on, that's not something that happens just every day.
Hal didn't see them for a while because he was paying attention to the highway, to the scrub and brush and miles and miles of nothing. He could have been standing on the beach and staring at the sea. This sea was brown, yeah, but it gave him the same completely overwhelmed feeling. 
It was just so goddamned big.
Even bigger, if that were friggin' possible, than all the vultures touching and then lifting from the highway, snatching bugs and roadkill remains off the asphalt. Reminded him of the vultures at the bus station in Los Angeles. Kids climbed off the bus, tired, strung out from days on the road with nothing but the hum of big wheels in their ears and got sucked up in the claws of those freaks.
Exactly how Missy had been snatched up.
"Are you thinking about me?" Missy asked.
He heard it as a sweet, innocent voice even though he'd never actually heard it. Not completely innocent, obviously, otherwise she'd never have been there, but a whole heaping lot more innocent than his own voice.
Truth was, brutal and shitty as it was, Hal tried not to think of Missy. When he did, those were the nights he couldn't sleep. The days he did were the days when he couldn't concentrate on the task at hand. Those were the times he wanted to forget the whole thing, boogie his ass to Mexico, and drown as quick as he could in a bottomless tub of Corona. 
"Yeah, Missy, I think about you." 
He said it softly but still Apple Valley looked at him. He ignored her.
"Think about me at all, bubba?"
Tyler, sure as shit. Should'a known he was going to come along, too. Sitting on top of that phone poll, a low-county king surveying his desert realm.
"That's why I'm coming back," Hal said.
"That's bull and we both know it." Tyler shook his head and licked his teeth with a wet sloosh. "You're coming back for Hanford."
"What do you care why? Long as you get what you need?"
Tyler smiled and nodded. "Too right there. Long as I get what I need." He tapped his watch. "Clock ticking, though, man. Whoever you doing it for, better get yo' ass moving."
Hal tapped his own watch and pushed the car a bit faster.
"Whoa," Apple Valley said. "Don't lose control, Hal."
"That boat already sailed."
Then, as easily as they had come, the visions of Missy and Tyler were gone. The pole was just a pole and there was no face floating in front of his windshield.
 
 
 



 
 
1,664 Miles
 
Three hours later, the glitz came and he didn't even see it. Lights flashing, barkers coaxing and cajoling tourists into the casinos, musicians and buskers on the street and on the make. But really, he didn't see much of it.
His brain was a million miles away. Or a couple thousand anyway. His brain was sitting in the reception area of Hanford's office, hoping Natalie would show him in rather than call the cops. In his head, he sat in his best suit, the one Theresa had bought him when they were still in Barefield; the dark pin-striped job. He was wearing his best boots, too, the beautiful gray ones she spent $250 on. Natalie called him Mr. Turnbull and asked him if he wanted any coffee, or perhaps some green tea. Yes, tea, please, thank you very much. I hear the entire affair has been vacated, Natalie would say. Why yes it has, Hal would answer. In his head, showing Hanford the DVD and getting the rest of the shit vacated happened in a single, fluid, dreamlike moment. 
That was the biggest clue he was in his head again. Nothing ever happened that way, with the bad shit suddenly gone and good shit suddenly in its place. It hardly ever happened at all and when it did it took months.
"That way," Apple Valley said.
"To what?"
"I have to use the bathroom."
"You gotta piss? Didn't you go back at the store?"
"That was a while back, Hal. Christ, you sound like my Daddy."
Hal followed her directions and moved the car whichever way her finger pointed. Outside the car, the streets darkened from the bright, shiny streets of Vegas. Less neon, less glass and chrome, fewer tourists, more street people. Hal ground his teeth. Then the flashing lights were gone. The disappearance of civilization was a siren call, "get your ass back to civilization where we can take your money legally." 'Cause out here, on streets that became rougher and darker, among buildings that were boarded up and broken down, you'd lose that money illegally. Whores, gambling, a knife to the throat.
"Been there," Hal said.
"What?"
He said nothing but he rubbed the scar. Damn thing itched like fucking crabs.
Call this place Stevie Ray Vaughn's 'Tin Pan Alley.' Roughest place I've ever been no shit, Stevie. Burned out lights, broken windows. No casino barkers, either, to call and persuade and cajole people to donate their money to the house. Instead of overweight men with cameras around their necks, calling to frumpy wives while wearing dark socks with short pants and dress shoes, there were winos and addicts and people hanging on to that last rung pretty desperately. 
One man slept on a bus seat covered in graffiti. Maybe a broken neck, too, the way his head lolled back and forth. His arms, though, were folded together in a hard prayer. Maybe they were put there by some street preacher who was overseeing the wino's death.
A couple of teenagers eyed the wino carefully. Score coming, Hal thought. Punks were the same all over the country. Looked the same, dressed the same, walked the same. Hell, if Hal sniffed hard enough, every two-bit thug in the country would even smell the same; the same bitter, skanky odor from all of them, fuckin' communal use of the same shitty goddamned cologne.
And it'd play out the same, too. Take the clanging change in his pocket, if he had any; take whatever food coupons the Salvation Army had given him, whatever booze he might have left. And if it was a good day for him, the punks would leave without caving his skull in just to see if brain matter really was gray.
As heists go it wouldn't be particularly high-paying. It'd validate these two mopes, though. They'd believe they were headed up into the rarefied air of gangland's future. But the confidence would burn off pretty quick, leaving the stink of losers. Literally nothing but that stink. They wouldn't even feel guilty about having rolled the old dude. Nothing but sociopaths, that's what they were, the little bastards. 
Pot calling the kettle, Hal thought. He was as remorseless as anyone he ever met on the streets. Con the mark and move on down the road. Snag the money or the car, boogie to the roadhouse in the next county. No guilt, no remorse, no twinge of conscience; don't get weighed down with useless baggage.
You never spent any time with a conscience, Hanford always said. If you don't have something good down inside, you have to grow it. Don't I have something good? Hal had asked in return. Hanford sighed, shrugged, and clapped a heavy hand on Hal's shoulder. I don't know, brother, maybe you just need more time to find it.
Which was how Theresa figured in. Not as planned redemption, not even as unplanned redemption. Hell, until he saw her sitting on that barstool in Barefield, her eyes endlessly deep brown and her skin caramel, he hadn't believed in the bullshit of the love of a good woman.
'Cause, really, when you got down to it love was just as much of a two-bit con as anything else.
And yet when he thought of her, of those eyes and thighs, that arching nose and seductive pose, he'd go to Hell and back. In fact, hadn't he just? Didn't he leave her alone with her family in Nueva Rosita so he could get to Elk City? And didn't he leave Elk City for Tulia, Texas and then Albuquerque and Denver and Salt Lake City and LA and finally that corner of Nevada just for her?
Yeah. For her.
And for Tyler, a guy he barely knew, who he'd used once for what was supposed to have been a great score, a guy who he'd probably never see again for the rest of his life. A guy who he owed nothing.
Tick-tock-tick-tock.
He glanced at his watch as the summer moon hovered just above the horizon. Seemed kind of dented and banged up from this angle. Maybe that was just how the moon looked when surrounded by the dilapidated buildings they drove past. It gave them a bit of light, being a full moon, but it bounced off the buildings and looked nothing but crappy all the way around. If someone had designed this scene, they couldn't have done it anymore thoroughly. Every shaft highlighted another crumbling building, some desolate doorway or broken window. Having driven through the cleaner parts of town, where the cops patrolled regularly and the street sweepers moved, the cracked sidewalks became that much more obvious.
"Welcome to Vegas," he said.
"I hate it."
Her anger caught him short. Since the convenience store in Fallon, she had been fairly mellow. Angry before that, yeah, but chilled since then. Now almost as suddenly as they got into this part of town she was again a hard woman. 
'Cause that Vegas line means something to her. God only knows what.
"You hate it so bad why we stopping? We can get money somewhere else."
She pointed to what appeared to be a casino, or might once have been a casino. Two narrow strips of lights encased the front door but only two or three bulbs were actually on. The rest were either burned out or missing. Giant windows sat on either side of the door but both had been boarded over. Marquees had been nailed--both slightly crooked--over the covered windows. In one, a curled poster advertised the 'Loosest Slots in Town.' The other showed a woman with about twelve yards of legs, beautifully covered in thigh-high black boots, smiling from beneath a black leather policeman's style hat. She held a riding crop in one hand and a cattle prod in another.
"'Cause we need some money." Her face was tight. "Unless you were smart enough to snag some'a what I gave to Templeton. I had about five bucks. We're damned lucky the car was gassed."
"When would I have gotten any of Templeton's money?" Hal had reached for the money, but the bullets had gotten the better of his nerves. "Right." He sighed. "Okay. I'm'a do some work, see if I can't get us some funds." 
"You stole the car," she said. "I'll get the money."
With a shrug, he pointed at the awnings. They were worn through and sagged like an elderly couple. The paint might once have been white but now was mostly gone. What was left had gone a dirty tan and where the wood showed through reminded Hal of scabs on tanned skin. "Ain't gonna be much here." 
A crack, it looked as fragile as a newborn, ran the length of the right side door. Top to bottom, twisting and turning. Badly painted letters--'Puss'n'Boots'--announced the place. They had been gold but now they, too, were dirty white. The color reminded him of a bone stripped of flesh.
"Jolene owes me," Apple Valley said.
Hal frowned but said nothing as he killed the car. They sat and he watched her try and swallow down her agitation while the engine cooled.
She fit a wrong-sized smile on her face. "Trust me."
"Yeah, no problem." He'd only known her for a few hours and she'd come from a man who'd tried to kill him. No, trust wasn't going to be a factor at all, not at all.
"Shit, if you could see how red your eyes are. When was the last time you slept?"
"I'll sleep when I'm dead." 
"Snappy answer that doesn't mean dick." She headed for the front door. "You should sleep while I drive."
No chance, he thought. I got no idea who or what you are. Until I know that, I'll keep my red eyes open, thank you, very much.
"There's some money here," she said. "Not as much as on the strip, but then again, I never worked for anyone on the strip, did I?"
"Maybe you did, maybe you didn't, I have no idea." He rubbed his hand across his face. "I don't know anything about you…Apple Valley."
"You know I got you a car."
"Technically I stole the wheels."
"You know I didn't turn you in."
True enough, he thought, looking again at the poster of the dominatrix. His gaze moved slowly up from the woman's legs to her breasts then her face. Her green eyes stared directly at him as though she had been waiting just for him.
"Nice picture, huh?" 
"Yeah, it is. Lookit those friggin' legs. Christ, I'd like to--" He stopped, embarrassed. He cleared his throat, took two steps for the door. The missing heel on his boot tripped him up. "Anyway, it's a nice picture."
"Thanks." 
She disappeared inside while he stood between the car and the poster, staring at the woman. Didn't really look like her, but the demure and slightly scary face in the picture certainly fit the way Apple Valley enunciated and the way she tossed her head and looked at him through the tops of her eyes.
Yeah, he thought as he hardened up a bit, that could be her. "No shit. Who'd'a thunk it?"
He headed inside, stepping awkwardly because of the boot heel. Once in, he gaped. 1960s cool and still sort of weirdly hip. Rat Pack and Dean Martin, one-eyed Sammy and blue-eyed Sinatra. A beat-up jukebox played limp jazz. The swing seemed to have crawled away, no doubt lost in a bottle somewhere. 
"Are you kidding me with this place?"
"Kind of funky, huh?" she asked.
One entire side of the room was slot machines. The other was dominated by a runway raised to just above the level of the bar, which was built into the runway's side. There were lots of mostly empty bottles on the shelves. A barkeep sat on a stool, staring at a magazine of gargantuan-breasted women. Without raising his head, he eyed the two of them.
The place was practically empty. Four slot players, two bar-dwellers. Two college age boys played video poker, each of them immaculately dressed in black suits with thin, sharp ties that could have easily cut Sinatra's throat. 
The sound surprised Hal. In spite of how empty the place was, how lost to time it seemed, there was a ton of noise. There was the weak jazz, yeah, but on top of that, every slot machine in the place clanged and jangled mechanically. Lights, red, white, and blue was the favorite color scheme, spun like cops' lights while others flashed and still others just stayed on.
"What is that smell?" Hal asked. 
It was thick and stale, had edges of piss and maybe blood, and a center of something nasty he didn't even want to think about. He held a finger to his nose.
"In a casino? That's the smell of money."
"Bullshit," Hal said. "I smelled money before and that damn sure ain't it."
Near the back, there was a door marked 'employees only.' She stopped there. "Okay, call it the dream of money. Those who don't have any, looking to find some."
"Ha," a man shouted, right on cue. His slot machine, 'Full of Aces,' flashed and dinged, whirred and spit out a grand total of ten quarters. "Fucking won that son of a bitch, didn't I?" He turned to the bartender. "Gimme a beer before my luck runs out."
These people weren't at all different, Hal realized, than the people he'd spent his adult life with. These guys just had better lighting and better music.
Apple Valley pushed her way through the door and into the office. Hal stood just behind her. An old woman, wrinkled and wizened and looking every bit of 307 years old, sat behind a tiny cheap desk. Her face registered a bit of pleased shock. "Christ below. Apple Valley walking through my door."
"Hi, Jolene." 
The woman stood but didn't offer a hand or a hug. She spread her hands out on the desk and leaned over a bit and maybe that was how her ancient back was most comfortable. On one corner of the desk was a bronzed thigh-boot. On the other corner was a stuffed cat rearing up on its hind legs as though waiting for the perfect moment to finish its attack. The cat and the bronzed boot were damn near taller than the woman between them.
She saw Hal staring and pointed at the cat. "Puss." A crooked finger then pointed at the boot. "And boots." Her bony finger moved back to the cat--"My cat, long live King Cat Henry,"--and then back to the boot, "Her boot."
Apple Valley jerked a thumb toward the front of the building. "And my picture out front?"
The woman shrugged.
"What happens when guys come in and they see some woman who isn't me?"
Jolene laughed. "Honey, they don't see any women anymore. We haven't had a strip in three years and haven't had a good one since you left."
With a shake of her thin head, the woman pulled a cigarette from a pocket and lit up. Thin, gray smoke choked the office. "I guess they were right. You are stupid enough to come straight back here."
The hair on the back of Hal's neck stood.
Apple Valley frowned. "They who?"
Hal turned then, ready to run his ass out of the room. 
"They me."
Hal couldn't really see much of the man, not with the man's gun barrel jammed directly against his forehead, pretty much obliterating his view of anything else.
"Who are you?" Apple Valley asked.
Hal couldn't see the man's face, but he sure as hell saw the badge. Somewhere, deep in his chest, his heart stopped and somewhere else, deeper in his soul, he cursed Hanford--you'll never know what I know--and said goodbye to Theresa.
"Fucking Vegas PD, Miss Valley, and you're busted."
 
 
 



 
 
1,664 Miles (Still)
 
'Fucking Vegas PD' sat them both on Jolene's sprung couch. No sweat, Hal thought, I'll sit anywhere you want if you just get that goddamned gun outta my face.
"I am Douglas O. Bessemer, Director of Security for Jolene Entertainment Enterprises." The gun came down to waist height but he didn't put it away. Made no move, either, to slip his finger out of the trigger guard. 
Apple Valley looked at Jolene. "Jolene Entertainment Enterprises?"
The old woman rolled her eyes.
"You will address me at all times, Miss Valley," Bessemer said. "I am the door to your future. You do the right thing and that might not be a cell door."
"Right thing? What's that mean? You wanna blow job?" Hal shook his head. "Christ, give a guy a badge."
"Got a bit of a mouth, don't you?"
"Guess you got a handle on anatomy. I thought all you knew was your crank." 
With a tight grin, Officer Douglas came toward him. The slow walk was about as menacing as a blond-haired six-year-old on a porch swing. "I hear you have someplace to be, my friend. Keep your mouth in control and maybe, just maybe--" He glanced at Apple Valley, then back at Hal. "I'll let you get back on the road." 
"Hal," Apple Valley said. "Shut up. Why are you antagonizing him?"
Hal kept the smart-ass answer inside his mouth this time. This guy was a windbag, no doubt, but a windbag with a gun usually trumps the play. Truth was Hal antagonized the guy because he didn't care a whit for windbags and he missed his girl. He missed her eyes and her laugh and even, God help him, her crazed meth junkie brother. And 'cause I have to get to Hanford before I see her again, 'cause if I don't set Hanford straight, then none of the rest of it will matter.
The exhaustion was making him stupid. And stupidity was making him cough up bad decisions like a drunk vomiting Thunderbird.
There they are again, folks, the legendary bad decisions. "Why won't you go to college?" "That was a good job, why did you quit?" "You're working for a con man." Those and a million other bad decisions that have led his life astray, leading him to the quote he will never forget. 
He and Hanford used to go to a particular park every few nights. The name was lost in his memory but they had loved going there. There was a knee-high brick wall all the way around it and two huge Evergreens on either side of a grand staircase descending into the park. They sat on a bench one night--Hal's first night out after his first night in--and Hanford laid it out, crisp as winter wind and twice as nasty. "You'll go to jail again."
"Not me, Daddio. One night's enough for me."
"You've got no choice, everything you do is leading you there. You'll be in jail for who knows what, or maybe on death row for murder."
"Hope just ain't in your vocabulary, is it?"
And for as long as Hal lived, he would never forget seeing his brother shake his head. A cool blue-white streetlight caught Hanford's face every time his head swung left. It lit up one of Hanford's eyes, half his nose, half his chin. "Not for you. I want to have some hope, but every time I turn around, you've done something stupid and the stupidity keeps getting worse."
Yeah, well, it never got as bad as Hanford believed, had it? Hal was a con man, yeah, a thug with loaded dice certainly. But he never sold drugs and he sure hadn't killed anybody. Soon as we get that straightened out, he thought, I'll be on my way.
Soon, he had told Theresa.
But this chicken shit cop standing in front of him wanted to screw that up. Maybe screw it up in such a way as to leave Hal in jail with a boyfriend named Bubba.
"Look," Hal said. "That warrant isn't--"
Apple Valley put her hand on Hal's thigh. "No, no, different problem."
Officer Douglas smiled. "You are as smart as he said you were. But you are as stupid, too. He said you'd come here. Used to work here, did you?"
'He' had to be Captain Brooks, Hal thought.
"I performed here. Before he and I got together." She snorted. "None of that matters because he and I split months ago."
The cop smiled, all teeth and no compassion. "Ah, but you're married and there was no divorce. No separation, either. There was just you walking out for another companion."
"Jolene, what is going on? You've got security now?" Apple Valley nodded toward the big room. "Doesn't seem like you need it to me."
Jolene turned her dead eyes toward Apple Valley. Exhaustion ran in her face. "He offered his services." Jolene took a deep drag on the cigarette. "Came into the office one day. Convinced me we needed his help, had to avoid shrinkage."
That'd be a clue, wouldn't it? The way she said 'convinced?' This wasn't a mutually preferred arrangement. "Shrinkage is a retail term," Hal said. "Has to do with stolen retail merchandise. In casinos, theft is called…what? Theft?"
"Shut the hell up, loverboy." Officer Douglas grinned again, the same toothy sneer. A mouthful of nicotine yellow stared out at Hal. "Brooks'll love to make your acquaintance. Captain Brooks requested I detain the both of you for interrogation regarding a shoot-out." 
"Thought you said you'd let him go," Apple Valley said.
Officer Douglas shrugged, then puffed out his chest. "Besides Director of Security, I am a captain in the Las Vegas anti-crime unit. I am a thirty-year veteran with more citations than you have entries on your rap sheet." 
"That directed at me, Officer Douglas O. Bessemer?" Hal stood. 
"How perfect," the cop said. "A crooked man actually standing crooked."
Gotta get some new boots, Hal thought. "Listen. My rap sheet ain't so long. If you're using that as a comparison, you ain't done much over thirty years."
Bessemer moved quick, a bolt of lightning tied to a meaty fist that connected solidly with Hal's face. Red exploded in Hal's eyes and he rocked sideways. Warm blood flooded his mouth. He slumped to the cushions. Sideways, he saw Jolene lean over to Apple Valley.
"I don't need security," she said quietly, her voice hardly a whisper. "But I can't get rid of his ass. It's my casino and he won't leave."
The cop's grin grew slowly. "No, no, sister, it's my casino." He looked at Apple Valley. "And we do need security, missy, not everyone enjoys the Disney-fication of Las Vegas. Or Times Square or Florida or all of southern California. There are those who long for a return to the old days, with all the crime that entails."
"'Specially Neanderthal cops looking for an extra pie to shove in a Cayman Island bank, right?" Hal sat up straight and dared the man to take another swing.
The man took the dare.
Hard this time. Teeth rattled in Hal's head as he fell off the couch. More blood washed over his lips while some munchkin in his head began to bang with a twenty-pound sledge hammer.
"Next time, we'll just report you resisted arrest. It'll break my heart, truly, but as an officer of the law, I occasionally have to kill suspects."
"More than occasionally," Jolene said.
Officer Douglas grinned triumphantly. "Just doing my job, ma'am. Protecting our investment from the riff-raff." He turned to Hal. "Anything else to say?"
The answer was on his tongue, but the man's finger on the trigger kept Hal quiet. Through angry eyes, Hal stared at the cop. The uniform was perfect, the creases in his pants as sharp as those boys' thin ties and probably just as lethal. His shoes were black mirrors. And his badge--
Hal frowned and took a deeper look. It sat perfectly straight on the man's chest. Gold with silver and a number along the bottom and no fucking city name.
What crawled across Hal's mouth might have been a grin but it felt more like the curl of lip you might see on a dog before he bit a bloody chunk out of your ass.
"Hal?" Apple Valley said.
It was bullshit. More than that, it was bad bullshit. Hal had seen enough crappy cons to know when one had sprung a leak and this was pretty much one of those times. Face bloody, Hal stood and put himself between Officer Douglas and Apple Valley.
The cop's face grew long with surprise. "Get some balls, did you?"
"And I'm gonna shove 'em down your throat."
Hal moved quick, bringing his left hand up in a feint. When Officer Douglas faded to his own left, Hal smashed him with a hard pop to the face.
"Hal, what--"
"Get him, baby," Jolene said. Her laugh spiraled up over them. 
Officer Douglas stumbled sideways, but reached out as he fell. His hands clamped around Hal's left arm like a vise. The man's nails, too long, tore into Hal's skin. With a yelp, Hal went down. They both landed in a pile and the air went out of Hal. He gasped as Officer Douglas landed punch after punch.
Apple Valley threw herself on top of the cop. She grabbed his hair and tried to roll him off Hal.
"Get the hell off me, bitch," the cop screamed. "You're breaking the law."
"You ain't no law," Jolene said. 
Hal covered his face with his hands, tried to avoid the flurry of punches. Fists, eventually blood-covered, came at Hal's face again and again. They were fucking bricks, hard and unyielding.
As he punched, the cop's head flounced back and forth. Apple Valley slammed it over and over again into the shag carpet, as though she was playing a counter-rhythm to the punches Officer Douglas threw at Hal. The man's chin bounced off the floor. His tongue flopped between his teeth, becoming bloodier and bloodier.
"You're under arrest, you're under arrest." Spittle flew from Officer Douglas's face.
"Arrest this," Hal said. He jammed his knee upward but had no idea what he hit until Apple Valley winced. 
The cop laughed and shoved himself free. It was like a concrete block had been torn away. Hal jumped up and his blood flew across the garishly decorated office. Red dots here, red dots there.
Hal danced and tried to keep moving since he couldn't see anything through the blood. He could hear and smell the cop, he just couldn't see him.
"Hal," Apple Valley said. "Watch out. Left. Left, damnit."
"What the fuck does that mean?" Hal rubbed bloody fingers in his eyes. Stinging pain answered him. "Whose left?"
"Yours," Apple Valley yelled.
"Get outta my casino, asshole," Jolene said.
Above her voice, Hal heard Officer Douglas's laugh. Then a truck pummeled Hal's gut. Pain exploded white hot as though he'd been shot with a cannon. He howled and fell to the floor.
"I'm sorry, Hanford," he said, his voice a weak and watery moan. "Ain't gonna make it."
"This is my place," Jolene shouted. "Get the hell out."
"Shut up, bitch," Officer Douglas answered. He went to his knees on top of Hal. His fist cocked back and just before he let fly, he smiled.
"Damnit, this is my club," Jolene said again. "Puss."
A hollow thud rang out into the office. Officer Douglas slumped a bit as bits of fur exploded from around his head. Hal thought the man had been shot with a pillow. It took him a second to realize Jolene had beaned Officer Douglas with the stuffed cat. She stood behind the cop now, the cat held high--broken at its back and one leg missing--cocked and ready to whack him again.
"The fuck are you doing?" the cop asked. He stood and faced her, his hand moving to his gun. 
Jolene's eyes went wide. She dropped the cat and whirled to her desk. When she came back around, Hal caught just a quick flash of bronze.
"And mother fucking boots," Jolene yelled.
She heaved, the cords on her neck stood high and defined, her face a grimace. The bronzed boot smashed into Officer Douglas's face. Beneath the metallic bong of metal against bone, there was the tender crack of cartilage and bone. 
He never made a sound. His head snapped back and his spine curled until he resembled the letter 'C' more than he did a man. Spatters of blood trailed down the closest wall.
And then, as though attached by strings that a puppeteer only reluctantly released, he slowly fell. 
Apple Valley began to cry, her breath thick and ragged and whistling. She was scared and Hal wondered if her fear tasted as bad as his own. Hot and liquid and dragging his ass down in a whirlpool. It pulled him so far down, in fact, he damn near didn't feel the pain of the beating the cop had administered.
Oh, yeah, Hanford was right on this one. This was one bad--check it, BAD--decision. "Holy shit," Hal whispered.
"This is my place, dickhead," Jolene said to the corpse.
She stood over him, stuffed cat in one hand, bronzed boot in the other. The heel of the boot dripped blood and Hal was pretty sure that if he checked, there'd be a matching hole in Officer Douglas's brainpan.
"Are you kidding me with this? Another felony."
Apple Valley began to shake. "Shit shit shit, I can't believe this." She turned to Jolene. "I just needed a few bucks, that's all. Christ, this wasn't supposed to happen."
"Felony?" Jolene asked. 
"For killing a police officer," Apple Valley said. "Oh, God, I can't believe this." She fell to her butt on the couch and hid her face behind her hands.
Jolene snickered. "He wasn't any cop. He got thrown off the force two years ago for beating up whores and sniffing evidence room coke and turning in faked travel expense reports."
"Damnit," Apple Valley said. She bolted off the couch and began kicking Officer Douglas's body. "What the hell were you doing? I don't have to take this shit from you."
Hal pulled her back. She beat on him for a second or two, intensifying the pain of Officer Douglas's beating, and then finally collapsed in a heap at his feet. She paid no attention to the blood in which she rolled.
A cop's blood. Former cop's blood. Either way, what was left of him was a bloody mess. It pooled on the carpet where his head lay. The man's face, pale now as moonlight, was contorted into a grimace. 
Yeah, yeah, bad decision. He sighed, tried to see himself further down the road, all the bullshit behind him. "Cop or not, he's dead."
"Makes him easier to bury," Jolene said. "You won't have to dig too far down, seeing as how he would be climbing out."
 
 
 



 
 
1,560 Miles
 
An hour and a half later, Hal scratched his dick. After taking care of his knob, he snapped the radio's knob. Country music, bad hip-hop, all night talkers. It was all the same, no matter where in the country you were.
He drove Jolene's 1985 Nova. A small car but it ran pretty good. It had a full tank of gas and they had a few bucks besides. Hal kept it just above sixty, unsure of the limit in southern Nevada. Regardless, sixty-two probably wasn't too fast or too slow.
"God, we're screwed we get stopped," he said quietly.
She stared straight ahead, her jaw set and tight, her hands compressing to tight fists, then opening and repeating the process. Her feet were up on her toes and her legs opened and closed as though she was crushing someone's head between her knees. "So don't get stopped. I guess that'd be the answer, wouldn't it?"
"The hell did we agree to this?"
"Because she helped us, Hal. You don't mess with people who help you." Apple Valley's tone was as brittle as the men in Jolene's casino. Anxiety flooded every word. "Did she not save us from Brooks? Did she not get us out of Vegas? She damn sure got us a car and some money."
"Not much. Could use a few more bucks."
"Don't forget about the map." Apple Valley waved it in his face. "She went way beyond for us. So we do the favor because we owe her."
"Wasn't really looking for an answer. That was a rhetorical."
She waved her hand. "Whatever."
Night had swallowed everything. Not the kind of night where there was a bit of moonlight to see by and damn sure not the kind of night where there were still some slivers of orange or purple on the horizon. Black night, black as the inside of a shitty dream, and that black had swallowed everything like a big-bellied eater at a barbeque cook-off. Tomorrow morning that eater would vomit out some sunlight and this mess would start again. The only difference would be he and Apple Valley would be a helluva lot further down the road.
Hopefully straddling that New Mexico line no later than six of the a.m.
Except things hadn't gone any too well since he got the disk so why would they start now? Bad decisions since the beginning and definitely over the last few hours. Shouldn't'a stopped in Vegas, shouldn't'a let her in the car. Maybe shouldn't'a tried to buy the disk and maybe shouldn't even'a gone looking for it.
Piss on that. That had been the one good decision of the last few months, regardless of what Hanford had said over that last cup of coffee. "Don't do this, Hal. They'll think you're running."
"I am running."
"It's the wrong thing to do."
Hal had shaken his head. Good old Hanford just didn't get it. It wasn't the wrong thing to do, it was the only thing to do. Nine billion fucking people on the planet and only two--count 'em, one two--did Hal give a shit what they thought about him. 
One of those two was Hanford.
Finding the DVD and taking it to Hanford was the only thing he could do. 
The second person Hal gave a crap about--Theresa--was through that disk. He'd have no life with her until Hanford had seen the thing. And no crap about it, it was something Hal had no desire to see. More than that, he thought maybe he was actually scared to look at it. He knew what was on it and he didn't want that stuck in his eyes. Once he saw it, he wouldn't be able to unsee it.
So as shitty as things were since he sent Theresa to home to her family in Nueva Rosita, had that last cup'o'java with Hanford, then boogied outta Barefield for Elk City, they were looking up right now. He was on the road moving toward Texas. Full tank of gas. Partially full wallet. DVD. This was as good as it could be right now.
If that's the case, he thought, then why am I on the verge of freaking out?
 "Don't forget about the body," Apple Valley said.
Right. Could be that.
Hal licked his lips. Could be the body and the exhaustion, which was threatening to close his eyes regardless of what he wanted. They were both like a stifling muffler, the kind his mother used to wrap around his face when he and Hanford were kids. It never got all that cold in west Texas, but Mama wrapped those damn scarves anyway. Blue for Hanford, green for him. His exhaustion was one of those mufflers: hot, suffocating, hard to breathe through. 
Trying to cover the memory of Officer Douglas' nose crunching like snow beneath boots, Hal played with the radio. More bad country, bad Top 40, paranoid right-wingers gabbing about government take-overs, and liberals too stupid for their own good.
"You think he needed killing?" Hal asked.
In the dim light from the dashboard, her eyes were both cynically dark and brutally alluring. "Don't you have the stomach for it?"
They hit a bump, probably coyote road kill ground into the highway. Officer Douglas thumped in the trunk.
Hal shook his head. "Hell no. I'm not a killer."
"You're okay stealing, but not killing."
"Fine line, maybe, but it's what I have."
A good chunk of distance passed beneath the Nova's wheels. "I'm sorry about this," she said. "I didn't think anything like this was going to happen."
He chuckled but felt no humor. "Bullets were flying when we met. What else can we expect from this relationship?"
Her laugh was as bright as the afterglow of a speedball. "So true, so true."
He absently retuned the radio, then snapped it off. "He was right. That cop back there. It's a murder warrant."
"I figured."
"With my name on it."
"Yeah, that was hard to figure out."
Silence fell hard between them, as it had off and on since she first dove through the window of his car. The sound of the wheels played beneath the silence, the hum of an occasional passing car or truck. 
"Did you do it?"
The lump in his throat was a big as a fist. "What do you think?"
"I haven't decided. You say you're not a killer but I don't really know you particularly well."
"Well enough to jump through my window."
"That was different." She tapped her nails against the passenger door arm rest. "All I know is that you wanted a disk with something on it and that you scammed $20,000 to buy it. I hear you've got quite the silver tongue when it comes to wheeling and dealing."
"Didn't wheel the last deal worth a shit. Templeton and Dogwood."
"Everyone has an off day." She shrugged and leaned back in the seat. "So why do the cops think you're the doer?"
Hal licked his dry lips. "I was there." So was Tyler, Hal left unsaid.
Apple Valley snorted. "Color me surprised. So tell me about this disk."
"It's a DVD."
"Have you seen it?" 
"No."
"Do you know what's on it?"
"Yeah."
"You?"
"No."
"You don't want to see it." A statement.
"Not for no kind of money." He swallowed into throat as dry as bone. 
"Is it snuff?"
He left the question unanswered. 
"How'd it get recorded? I mean, most killers--"
"Ain't no killer." He said it quick and hard.
"Right, you said that." She nodded. "I just wonder how it got recorded."
"Guess somebody brought a video camera."
"So whatever is on this disk happened and someone thought to bring a video cam?"
"Have to ask them, I guess." Hal ground his teeth. 
"Maybe somebody did it for a private client list that caters to those with a special taste."
"Maybe. All I know is I ain't no killer."
She nodded and gently patted his leg. "I'm usually not, either."
His stomach rolled. "Guess you'll need to explain that one."
Her laugh was explosive. "You should see your face. God, you'd think you were riding with Satan." She held up three fingers, a Girl Scout pledge. "I'm pretty sure I'd remember killing someone."
"You'd think."
She held her fingers steady, her eyes on his, waiting for…what? His approval? His blessing? His absolution for something that might not have happened? Shit, he had nothing to give her. He barely had it to give himself, why would he waste it on a woman he hardly knew?
"You'd remember if you whacked someone. Just like you'd remember if you ever seen somebody killed." He looked at her. She kept eyes on the road.
"Yeah," she said, jaw tightly set. "That I remember." 
Simple, easy words that froze Hal's guts. Hal was running to something, wanting to burn the highway with his speed so that he could get to the rest of his life. But she was running away, trying to burn the highway so that no one could follow.
And Hal'd bet even money that someone was Brooks.
"…you've done something stupid and the stupidity keeps getting worse."
Maybe Hanford's words fit her, too. 
"…everything you do is leading you there."
Shut the hell up, Hanford, you don't always know what's best. You don't always have to be perfect big brother, better grades and better decisions and the accolades and the rest. But he did know best, didn't he? Wasn't he the successful one? Always getting what he wanted, being where he wanted to be? Had he ever served time?
Shit no. He wasn't stupid enough to serve time.
"Hal?"
Apple Valley looked at him, her fingers still raised in a promise that she was pretty sure she had never killed anyone.
With a curt nod, Hal accepted her semi-promise. She might be a thief or a whore or whatever, and since she had been with Dogwood there was really no telling what exactly she'd been into, but she didn't strike him as a killer. 
And what if she was? What did it matter? If he slept and she gutted him then none of the worrying would matter at all. 
"You'll get killed."
Hal ground his teeth, turned the radio up loud. They hit another bump and Officer Douglas' body bounced, seemed to keep bouncing, as though wanting to remind Hal he was back there.
You're traveling with a corpse, it said.
"Piss." Hal spit the word. Saliva dotted the wheel.
Traveling with a body, with a stiff, it continued to say. 
He jammed the brakes to the floor. The Nova's tires locked. The car fishtailed. 
"Hal?" Apple Valley asked.
Bad decision, the body said, exactly as your brother always said.
"Shut up," Hal yelled, climbing out of the car. 
He jammed the keys into the trunk lock and popped the lid. Officer Douglas, his face long since blue with death but his head still covered in the dried blood of violence, stared up at him.
Yes? he seemed to ask. Is there a problem?
"Fuck you," Hal screamed. 
He slammed a fist against Officer Douglas's face. The head snapped sideways and froze there. 
"You got something to say?"
From some great distance, maybe a universe away, someone put their hands on his shoulder. But he kept up the barrage, punching Officer Douglas' face and laughing as the man's head snapped back and forth. Reminded Hal of how Hanford used to shake his head to show Hal his disapproval.
"You disapprove, you dick?"
Hal reached in and dragged the man's head and chest half way out of the car. "You think I've done the wrong thing? Well, you can suck my ass."
More punches, his knuckles stained with his own blood, his voice shrill in his ears, his anger thick and acidic on his tongue. He spit it out, tried to get rid of the taste. His spit ran down his brother's face, stopped on his lips and nose. Hal punched it off and dragged his brother further out of the trunk. 
A truck horn exploded and Hal knew it wasn't Hanford. It was Officer Douglas O. Bessemer. Hal whirled, suddenly terrified of cops and state troopers and detectives. The semi, doing probably better than 70 blasted past them, its horn still blaring. 
"Hal," Apple Valley yelled. She jerked him back onto the shoulder.
They fell in a heap, she atop him…almost protecting him. The truck's horn receded into the darkness. Dust and dirt, carried along in the truck's wake, stung him.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm so sorry, Hanford. Please forgive me."
She stayed on top of him as his tears came. She held him tightly and breathed quietly into his ear. "Shhhhhhh."
He hugged her back. He knew it wasn't Theresa, didn't pretend it was Theresa's loving arms around him or her heart thudding next to his. He knew it was a woman named Apple Valley; a woman who had come into his life and who just might be able to keep the voices out until he could exorcise them himself.
"Shhhhh," she said again. "There's nobody else here. Nobody can hurt you." 
"Ain't nothing left to hurt."
As she gently kissed the side of his head, his cell phone rang. The shrill exploded out of the night just as the truck had. He jerked it from his pocket, dropping the disk to the roadway. He punched the 'talk' button.
"What?" 
"Would you like to be a better lover? Well, I can give you the secrets that will make your lady--or man--believe the sun rises and sets between your legs."
Hal frowned. "How'd you get this number?"
"Is that really important, sir? What's more important is that you are able to have the love life you've always wanted."
"If you can't get me Theresa, shut the hell up."
There were no more words from the voice, just a laugh that rumbled Hal's ears and chest as though it came from within his very body.
"Piss off," Hal said. He jammed the phone in his pocket and grabbed the disk off the pavement.
Another car passed and the glow of the headlights illuminated Apple Valley's arms. Crescent moons from his fingernails were large and deep in her skin.
"Shit," he said, dusting the road crap from his clothes. "I do that?"
She smiled and though it was a pleasant smile, it was obvious she was scared. "I like it rough."
"Rough, but not psycho, right?"
A shrug rolled through her shoulders. "Well, there is that."
The body was still half out of the trunk. Gently, he placed it back down and closed the trunk. "Let's get going before somebody calls this in. 'Excuse me, is this the police? Yeah, I saw a crazy man beating a cop except he wasn't a cop and, well, actually, he was dead and the man was screaming his brother's name and then was maybe humping a woman on the road. I think it might be suspicious.'"
Apple Valley laughed. "I hadn't realized it was that funny. I actually thought the whole thing was a little scary."
Hal nodded and climbed behind the wheel. "It was scary, Apple Valley, and I ain't much for being scared. I don't even like scary movies." He twisted the key and the engine roared to life. "All right, Phoenix." 
Staring at the map, she shook her head. "Not Phoenix, not yet. We've got one other place first."
"Where?" He asked it warily. He didn't want another stop, he wanted to keep moving. 
"Bagdad." She jerked a thumb toward the trunk. "For him."
With a nod, Hal pulled back on the highway. 
"A few miles up," she said. "Take 97 east, then 96 north."
"Right." 
He pulled onto the highway, but now he moved faster. The urge to be in Texas was pushing him harder.
 
 
 



 
 
1,457 Miles
 
For a moment, when they pulled into town, there was light; a few streetlights, a shop or two that had left an interior light on. But by the end of the long and winding Main Street, the dark had snatched the light away, the way Hal had seen greedy old winos do for a bottle of cheap wine. The dull green of the dashboard was the only light left and Hal was pretty sure the dark would snatch that, too, if it had the chance.
"Where we going?" he asked.
"Beats me, I've never been here before." 
"You brought me here."
"That doesn't mean I know where here is. I just looked for some place remote. The map said this was it."
"Bagdad, Arizona.
She visibly swallowed. "Bagdad, Arizona."
Swallow and swallow and see if the nightmare was still there. And after all the swallowing, yeah, the nightmare wasn't going anywhere. But maybe it was the slightest bit less scary the closer they got to Texas.
Officer Doug thumped in the back of the trunk as they hit a pothole.
Nope, no less scary. Closer to Texas but no less scary.
"I'll stay on this road," he said. "Maybe we'll find someplace to turn off."
She giggled, a mix of humor and dead-cold fear. "Just don't get us lost. Not the place to get lost with a corpse in the trunk."
He kept the car slow and steady as they eventually left the paved road for smooth gravel. The gravel crunched beneath their wheels and when they went from gravel to dirt road, the bumps got worse. Hal knew Officer Doug was bouncing around. It got worse still when they left the dirt road for a back trail.
"Shit," he said. "Ain't nobody been here since Lewis and Clark."
She laughed but the darkness seemed to steal even that gentle sound. "This might be a little further south than they got."
"It might, huh?"
In the rear view mirror, it was though Bagdad had never existed. The dim glow of lights reflecting from the low-hanging clouds was the only reminder there was anyone anywhere near them.
"This is good," she said. "Let's do it and get the hell out of here."
Hal stopped and together they climbed out of the car and went to the trunk.
"Don't have to worry about being seen," she said. "We're a million miles from anywhere and it's 2:30 in the morning."
He couldn't argue with that. Bagdad, and the surrounding country-side, was not Vegas. Chances were damned good everyone was long since in bed. Licking his dry lips, he popped the trunk. 
He expected a smell. He expected the stink of piss and shit and maybe congealed blood, the odor of death Hanford always called it. But it wasn't there. There was maybe a bit of tire smell from his spare but nothing else.
"No maggots," he said.
"Because we've been moving. They haven't had a chance to get in yet."
He frowned at her. "If you keep moving, the maggots can't get you?"
She nodded.
"Ain't that something to learn."
Regardless of maggots, Officer Douglas didn't look like Officer Douglas anymore. The blood had drained from his face and pooled in his backside. The backs of his arms and hands, of his neck, the back tips of his ears. All were as black as tattoos. The skin around his face had tightened a little and his mouth pulled back. The barest hint of canine teeth was visible.
"Ugly mug," Apple Valley said.
"Ain't you sensitive? Wanna show some respect?"
She cocked her head. "This from a man who went dancing with the body and who carries around a disk that shows God-knows-what?"
He turned away from her. "Shut up about that. You don't know what the hell you're talking about. You don't understand it."
"I guess not."
He crushed his anger down. She didn't know dick. Jaw clenched, he reached for the body. The man had begun to stiffen, his muscles paralyzed by rigor mortis. Soon enough the rigor would be gone and Officer Douglas would flop like a run-over rag doll. But right now, as Hal tried to swallow the bile in his throat, Officer Douglas was as stiff as a boner.
His hands shaking, Hal gingerly touched the man's shirt. He avoided the fake badge, now bloody, and grabbed the shirt instead. When he pulled, the former cop didn't move at all.
"Fucking dead weight," Hal said.
"Well, yeah," Apple Valley answered. "Where do you think the term came from?"
Hal released the shirt. No way in hell he wanted to grab the man's head or neck and just lean him forward. On the other hand, he sure as hell didn't want to stand here all damned night.
"Hal?" she asked. "You okay?"
"Not by a long shot."
She put her hands on his back and gave him a quick squeeze across the shoulders. "Just take your time. Relax a little. Take a deep breath."
"Yeah."
After a deep breath that was loud enough for cops even back up the road to hear, Hal reached back into the trunk and slid his right hand beneath Officer Douglas' neck to his right shoulder. Hal's left hand went to the dead man's left shoulder. Another deep breath and Hal lifted. Gently--Slowly--
And banged Officer Douglas' head against the inside of the lip of the trunk. 
"Shit," Hal said. "We're gonna get a curse for that."
Apple Valley chuckled.
Hal moved the man around, twisting him back and forth, trying to get his head past the metal lip. "Little help?" 
Apple Valley grabbed the dead man's feet and shoved them further into the trunk. It allowed Hal to push the body slightly sideways and get the head free. But as he pulled the body out, Officer Douglas' head banged against the side of the trunk again.
"Are you trying to kill a dead man, Hal?"
"Maybe saving one," he said under his breath.
She frowned. "What?"
"Nothing.
Hal backed up slowly, allowing Apple Valley to move Officer Douglas' feet and legs back and forth. 
"Almost there," she said. "Hang on. I need to--His shoe laces are caught on something."
She wrestled with the man's feet, but Hal backed up another step and stuck his foot in a hole. His ankle buckled and pain rocketed up through him. He yelped and fell backward. Officer Douglas fell with him, almost exactly with him, his back pressed to Hal's chest.
"Shit shit shit!"
They landed in a heap.
"Fuck." In a panic, Hal shoved the corpse off and scrambled away. His hands beat at the air behind him, certain the man was following. He spun and kicked at the air.
"Hal, what's wrong?"
"Alive." He hated the scared schoolgirl in his voice. 
"What?" Her eyes went wide.
Of course he was dead. And even as he stood partially behind Apple Valley, Hal knew Officer Douglas was dead. He had been dead since Vegas and, like so many people walking around, maybe since a helluva long time before that.
Pretty much like you, eh, Hal ol' boy? Just like you all lifelong. Lost and dazed. How you go from Mama's little boy to standing in the middle of nowhere with a dead man--no, a dead cop--I just don't understand. And traveling with a woman who obviously had something going on with other cops?
A coyote howled somewhere and Hal almost laughed. Too perfect. It's darkest before dawn and that's when the coyotes howl…at least in this bad movie script.
But bad script or not, Hanford felt much further away than 1,500 miles. For six months, Hal thought he was getting closer. Every day was a word or a phone number or a name or something that got him a little closer. Not just closer to Hanford and Theresa, though that was the largest part of it, but to himself; to a freedom within himself that would make up for all the bullshit. He was trying to clear the decks, empty the road, get the obstacles out of his way and as rough as the search for the disk had been, he'd always felt as though he was boogie'ing down the road.
Really, though, feeling some forward motion was an illusion. He was still lost, still the black sheep boy. He was literally lost this time, and there didn't seem to be much he could do. Even when he thought he'd made good decisions, ones that would fix everything up, they ended up screwing him. Go get the disk? Yeah, he'd gotten it and now he stood in the desert in the dark.
"Pathetic."
Hal blinked. "What? What're you talking about?"
She pointed to Officer Douglas. "Him. That's what you were staring at. You had this sad kind of look on your face. I thought you were thinking what a loser he was."
"Ain't gotta think about that part. It's obvious." He pointed to the badge. "I seen lots of badges, up close and way more personal than I wanted. That's not even remotely real."
"You know badges pretty well, do you?" 
"Did she tell you how long he'd been off the force?" Hal asked.
"A year? Little more."
"Sadist," Hal said. "He got off on people thinking he was the man."
Apple Valley nodded. "No doubt. He took $100 every week. Payment for security services, I guess. Snagged it out of the register, big as day."
Hal had seen the need for that cash. It had been in the man's shoes and in the T-shirt he wore beneath the cheap uniform. His shoes were battered. The black polish hardly covered the worn areas and the backs of the heels were worn, as though he'd spent quite a bit of time sitting with his legs splayed out in front of him. Hal was certain that if he looked, the t-shirt would be sweat-stained, touched with small holes. But what he saw when the man had walked in had been the T-shirt's neck. It stuck out from behind the unbuttoned dress shirt and had been frayed enough that it had split. Hal had those same frays on some of his shirts.
"He lived at the casino." She said it quietly, flatly, and he understood that. It needed no special inflection to make it more sad.
"Wasn't a casino. Was a pisshole."
She shrugged. "Any place you are is home, I guess."
"Not even close. Only one place is home."
She stared hard at him. "And where is that for you?"
"None of your business."
"You and him are a lot alike."
Hal startled. "What?"
"I think he just wanted somebody to talk to. I think you want the same thing."
Hal sighed. "That's what he wanted, why'd Jolene whack him?"
Apple Valley's brows arched up as she shrugged. "Didn't want to talk."
Silence descended and Hal realized it was like a memorial. Here they were over his body, talking about what had driven him in life as they set about burying him. Pity wormed through him. It was something he didn't want to have. He didn't want to think maybe the guy had been okay. He didn't want to think maybe the guy should still be alive. Actually, he didn't want to think about the guy at all but if he had to, he wanted to remember the asshole had busted him in the chops and had been perfectly willing to turn them over to Captain Brooks.
Best get moving, boy. No more time for any damn memorial. Wasting time, wasting time.
And it was Apple Valley, nice lady or not, beautiful woman or not, costing him time. She had stopped in Vegas and everything from there to Bagdad had cost him time. He should be three hours further down the road.
"Whatever," he said. "Let's do it."
"How's the ankle?"
"I don't care if it's broken, I'm getting this guy planted and getting outta here." He looked around the endless sky, dotted with millions of stars. "This place creeps me out."
Apple Valley grabbed the body's feet. He grabbed the man's torso and head and together they walked toward the front of the car. Though they went off the barely visible roadway, they stayed within the glow of the headlights. After twenty yards, they stopped and set Officer Douglas on the ground. Then Apple Valley stared at him expectantly. He stared back. 
"Well?" 
"Well, what?"
Her hip was cocked slightly, her white shirt dirty from carrying the dead.
"Are you kidding me with this?" he said.
Officer Douglas lay at their feet expectantly. The coyote was quiet. A shooting star burned itself out over their heads.
"Is there one in the car?"
"There's a tire and a jack and his dried blood."
"Calm down, Hal."
 He crushed his finger into tight fists. "Fuck it. I ain't wasting no more time, I'm going home." He turned and took a few steps before turning back to her. "I didn't do it." He pointed at the dead cop. "None of this is my fault. None of it."
As silently as a summer day, a man slipped out of the darkness. His jeans were dirty, his T-shirt covered with sweat stains. Beneath the sweat were letters fashioned from the American flag. 'Live Free or Kill Them All.' His mostly bald head shined in the moonlight. And though he moved uncertainly, a man scared of the surrounding night, he held the shotgun extremely well, his finger already inside the trigger guard.
"Son of a bitch," Hal said. He glanced toward the car, where the Glock lay beneath the seat.
The man stared at Officer Douglas. "I guess you gonna need this," he said through a mouth filled less with teeth than naked gums.
He held up a shovel.
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No one moved.
Hal's eyes never left the man, though the man's eyes danced between Hal and Apple Valley for a few seconds. Eventually, they lingered on Apple Valley, on her breasts and legs, but Hal didn't get a rape vibe from the guy. Mr. Kill-Em-All didn't have the whiff of a rapist or the stink of a random violence kind of guy. Which is not to say there wasn't the odor of possible violence, just that he came across as a guy who was deliberate in those he killed.
On the other hand, it was wholly possible Hal was being paranoid and the man had never killed anyone in his entire life.
"He dead?"
"Pretty much," Apple Valley said.
"Too late, I guess."
Scratch that. Dude probably killed everybody for 100 miles. Probably even killed his Mama. 
"That probably sounds pretty bad, doesn't it?" the man said. 
"Not one of the more reassuring things we've heard lately," Apple Valley said.
Not that we've heard too damn many, Hal wanted to add.
The man nodded, handed the shovel to Hal, and leaned on the car. His finger had come off the shotgun trigger and in fact, as his butt left a print in the dust of the Chevy, he held the gun against the front of his thigh, his right hand far up the barrel. Hal could get to him easily before he could get the thing down to shoot.
Hal tensed, moved his right foot slyly backward to get a hard spring.
"Hal? Are you going to get to digging?"
Did his look tell her how pissed he was, that she was cramping his style? If it did, she ignored it. She pointed to the ground and mimed digging a grave.
For whatever reason, that crappy little voice in his head--the one that sent his ass off on this entire jaunt--told him to trust her. She'd fucked things up for him pretty good, but he wasn't dead and that had to be a good sign. Reluctantly, he began to dig.
When he stood over a hole about six inches deep and a couple feet wide, the man came off the car. Hal jerked the shovel up over his shoulder, ready to bat this guy to the East Coast.
"I could save you some time, I guess," the man said.
Hal eyed him until he handed the shotgun to Apple Valley. She held it like she'd never seen one before. Good Christ, Hal thought. Get the damned thing up and on our freaky friend. He took the shovel from his shoulder and held it out to the man, ready to grab the shotgun and get the hell out of Bagdad.
The man didn't take the shovel. His eyes darted from Hal to the body and Hal would've bet the chicken coop the guy was drooling. The man didn't actually rub his hands together, but he damn sure wanted to. "I didn't mean I could dig your grave. I mean I could save you from having to dig it."
"What?" Apple Valley raised the gun just a bit.
The man licked his lips. "Well, I could…you know…take…uh…take it for you." He took a step toward the corpse, leaned down the slightest bit.
"Uh…," Apple Valley said. "I…uh…."
"What she means to say," Hal said, trying to get his footing. "Was that we didn't realize you were an undertaker."
The man half-laughed, as though he and Hal were in on some private joke together. "Undertaker, yeah."
This is where the camera comes in, Hal thought. Allen Fucking Funt or some TV news station doing some story on fleeing fugitives. 'Look,' their talking heads would say breathlessly. 'We found the killer the cops couldn't.' Then they'd lean over the desk and look directly into the camera. 'And he's killed again.'
Instead, Hal's phone rang. He hesitated but the ring was so loud he had to grab it. "What?" 
"Would you like to make your fortune? It's as easy as--"
"Would you quit fucking calling me, you goddamned asshole?" Hal snapped the phone closed and shoved it in his back pocket.
The shotgun-toting man stared at him, frowning. Well, what the fuck was Hal supposed to do now? Was there some manual for when you were lost out in the middle of the desert with a body and a side-show freak came along? Was there some accepted etiquette for just such a situation? Guess he missed that class at good ol' Barefield High in Barefield, Texas. 
What would Hanford think of this nightmare? Maybe more importantly, what would Hanford do to get out of it? What was the right decision in this case?
"You worried about identification," the man said. "That maybe someone will see him and know who it is. Maybe they'll ID him, he's a cop, after all."
"He isn't--" Apple Valley began.
"--only a cop," Hal said. "He's also head of security for one of north Las Vegas' most exclusive casinos, Jolene Entertainment Enterprises. He is involved, as an investigator, in a number of other situations. You can understand our reluctance to hand him over to you."
The man looked blank. 
"Can I be completely honest?" Hal asked.
The man's right eye worked into a frown. "If you hafta."
Hal swallowed, looked into the sky but there was no inspiration there. Come on, man, pull your head out, you've been in worse places than this. His gaze came back down and caught the man's American flag letters.
"Uh…have you…uh…what I mean to say is, I'm sure you've heard of the Homeland Security Department?"
A huge grin broke across the man's face. "Applied for a job. Ain't heard back yet but I feel pretty good about it."
"And you'll feel better when we call the regional supervisor in Phoenix and tell him how you helped two HSD agents in their hour of most dire need."
There was more confusion on the man's face than teeth in his mouth. "Uh…what?"
Hal pointed at himself and then at Apple Valley. "This is Special Agent Poheman and I'm Special Agent in Charge Epstein. We are Homeland Security."
"No shit?" The man's eyes went wide. "No fucking shit?" He grabbed Hal's hand and shook it generously. "That is absolutely righteous." He thumped the American flag letters on his chest. "Tell me what you need."
Hal took a deep breath, used the most authoritative voice he could muster. "Well, sir, we need this body to be buried deep and good. He is an agent with the HSD, as you can see from the badge."
"He ain't undercover?"
"Exactly. This--" Hal touched the bloody badge. "Is simply part of the charade?" He took a step toward the man, slung his arm around the man's shoulder. "No one can know he's been murdered, not yet. Once the case of the terror cell in Kirkland is broken--"
"Kirkland?" The man's eyes bulged. "I gotta cousin livin' over there."
"Agent?" Apple Valley said. 
"Special Agent in Charge," the man said pointedly.
"Right. Special Agent in Charge, you weren't supposed to tell anyone anything."
"I understand that, underling, but this is a special situation. This requires decisions. Besides, this man is a God-fearing American."
"Ain't scared of nobody," the man said.
"Figure of speech," Hal said. "Once the case is nailed down and presented to the military court working out of Phoenix, we can announce what happened to our agent and get him a proper burial and the Congressional Medal of Honor. Until then--" Hal put a finger over his lips. "Sshhhhh."
"But can't you put him on ice somewhere? Seems like a bad thing to bury him out here."
Hal cleared his throat. "Well, of course we could but--Uh…well, it's like this--"
"The cell is centered on HSD agents," Apple Valley said.
"Oh, my God." The man's voice was quiet. "That's treason. Ain't it?"
Hal nodded. "Absolutely. And we're not sure who's working for who. Until we do, we have to keep the details quiet."
The man hesitated. A thin, pale-pink tongue ran over his equally thin lips. His beefy right hand wiped down his forehead. He moved from foot to foot, his gaze again moving between Apply Valley and Hal.
"You can help us by burying him," Hal said gently.
The man's eyes narrowed. "But what if someone comes along and identifies him? Kirkland ain't but a few miles up the road."
Hal licked his lips. "I guess you'll have to bury him in such a way that no one could identify him."
Silence rained over them. Then the man cleared his throat. "Maybe this'll help. I don't usually keep the head and hands."
"That's a start," Hal said.
"And I don't usually bury them. I don't do nothing freaky with 'em, I just…you know…." The man's eyes cast down.
"Say no more, sir. What a true American does for the cause is for the cause. Word will never get out. All people will know--once Kirkland is broken--is that you are a true patriot. You will be recognized for this."
The man stood tall and straight and for a moment, Hal thought he might salute.
"And I hate to mention this."
"What?"
"What happened to our agent also involved us being robbed of everything. Our ids, our ready cash, everything."
The man pulled out a thin wallet, cranked it open, and handed them a few tens. "It's all I got but you take it."
"Sir," Hal said. "You have a deal."
The man grinned. "Now, get outta town fast, 'cause you breakin' curfew."
Hal gaped. "This place has a curfew?"
"Yeah. My brother's the town marshal but he don't even give me a break on it." The man stared at them for a long moment. "It's good you guys with the Department, 'cause otherwise this would look pretty funny, you know?"
"Funny how?" Apple Valley asked.
He nodded to the car. "That's probably stolen and you got a body. Not just anybody but one looks like a cop. Don't guess other cops, like my brother, would take any too kindly to that." The man raised his hands. "But you're national security so it's all legit, ain't it?"
"Legit enough for now," Hal said. "He's yours but remember what we said--no identification."
The man grabbed Officer Douglas' shoulders suddenly, a father shaking a misbehaving child. He stood, Officer Douglas' body in his clutch, and headed into the darkness. 
Hal took the shotgun, needing to feel the comforting weight of it. I got all kinds of miles yet to go, God knows who else is up ahead of me. And something's niggling at the back of my brain. I don't know what it is, but I damn sure don't dig it.
"Maybe," the voice said, "up ahead of you ain't all you got to worry about."
On the other hand, if we get stopped somewhere along the way the last thing we want in that car is a fucking sawed-off shotgun. Cops'll ask permission to search the car and if I give it, they'll find this ugly hunk of metal. If I don't, they'll call that probable cause and find it anyway. The Glock was already going to cause enough problems.
"We'll pass on the shotgun," Hal said finally.
"Why? Thought you needed it."
"Well…we're going into the hornet's nest. We go armed and they'll kill us, too."
"Can't get me a medal if you dead," the man said. "Give it back then." He nodded toward Officer Douglas. "Put it on him."
Apple Valley set the gun on Officer Douglas' belly but it slipped off. 
"Jam it in his pants," the man said.
She did as he demanded and when the two of them, man and corpse, slid off into the darkness, Officer Douglas had quite the armed erection.
Hal jammed the money in his pocket, and he and Apply Valley hopped into Jolene's Nova and roared the hell outta Bagdad.
 
 
 



 
 
1,107 Miles
 
After Phoenix, San Simon was a blink.
All night long, the road to Phoenix had been mostly empty. In the cloak of darkness, another car or semi-rig occasionally passed, but those headlights and taillights were only visible long enough to pass or be passed. 
Like everybody I ever knew, Hal thought. Passing each other or seeing each other or knowing each other just long enough to snatch something from whoever they saw. Maybe a few Franklins or a snort of the white or a swallow of the amber. Whatever the item, it was also a bit of their soul, maybe whatever they could scrape together from pieces they stole from someone else, or maybe only what they had left.
But since Phoenix, Interstate 10 had been packed. Too many people to find any soul. 
Wouldn't mind a little blast of the amber right now. A bottle at the next stop. A bottle and new boots. But he knew he wouldn't. Not because Theresa hated his drinking, though that was true enough, but because he was scared shitless right now. Piss was eating through him he was so scared. Hell, he'd been that scared three times in less than twenty-four hours. 
He chuckled nervously. 
Things getting ugly, Hal. Keep going this way you damn sure gonna get to see Hanford, maybe not the way you want but seeing is seeing, ain't it?
Sunrise cranked itself up over the highway out in front of them, toward Las Cruces and then on toward Texas. Brighter than hell and maybe the sun was trying to blast out enough light so Hal could see everything, in all the corners and behind all the doors.
Morning sun was no good, never had been. 
Hal preferred the night, always had. Hanford was a morning boy, Hal was a night boy. Many was the time they'd crossed each other's paths in the living room, Hanford headed out to work, Hal coming in from working just as hard.
A little after six, after the sky had gone from mostly dark to mostly pink with slashes of orange and purple, San Simon rolled into view. 
Time to stop. Gas, food, and Hal had to take a hellacious piss. And there wasn't any chance he was going to stop on the road, flop his equipment out, and squirt. Surprisingly enough, he would have been embarrassed to do that in front of Apple Valley.
So he held it. For just about a million miles. Hours and hours. And just about now, his bladder was screaming like a band of migrant cotton pickers who spent their entire wad on tequila and quarters for the jukebox.
Not that I'd mind some tequila, he thought.
He came off I-10, slowed down to avoid getting noticed by the local cops, and popped into San Simon. At the end of a Main Street only a bit longer than Bagdad's, a convenience store hid inside a metal building that might once have been a barn. The side was painted to resemble all the of the adobe buildings that had sprouted between dark last night and sun-up this morning in this end of the state. It even had a little brown outline of the crenellations at the top. 
When he stopped in the gravel parking lot, Apple Valley woke up. Her face was twisted with either sleep or anger, Hal couldn't tell which.
"The fuck we stopping for?"
Anger.
"I gotta piss. And I thought I might grab some sandwiches or something, if that's ho-kay with you." Hal climbed out of the car and leaned in the open window. "You want something or what?"
"What are you so pissed off about?" She rubbed her fists in her eyes, then glared at Hal.
"I'm not," Hal said. "You're the one woke up yelling."
"Yeah, it's me, always my fault."
"Whatever."
From the outside, it had been nothing more than a convenience store. Inside, the place opened up and Hal took a look around after coming out of the bathroom. There was a small café attached to the back and once he smelled the eggs and bacon--haute cuisine for any roadside café--he understood exactly how hungry he actually was. It didn't matter that the smell was mostly bad. His stomach roared like the guns and explosions back at the sewage plant. And the hunger came just as suddenly as those shots had.
"Hal," Apple Valley said from behind him. "I'm sorry, I don't wake up particularly well."
"Uh-huh." 
Again, the speed with which she changed moods damn near broke his neck. Bitch Queen one second, Beauty Queen the next.
"Listen," she said. "I know we've got to keep driving, but we'll be no good to anyone if we're both starved to death. Let's take a few minutes and eat."
"No."
"But--"
"No." Hal strolled the aisles, grabbing candy bars and two-liter bottles of soda as though by moving he might be able to convince her. Fried fruit pies, a spinning rack of car deodorizers that you could hang from the rear view mirror, stacked twelve packs of cheap beer. He grabbed almost mindlessly. Time spent here was time not spent on the road and that road pulled at him like an insistent cop pulling his hands back to cuff him.
And then, somehow, those nasty smelling eggs were a Godsend. The odor became an aroma. Eggs, sausage, what smelled like relatively fresh-baked biscuits. And he knew his shaking hands weren't just from the piss-fear roiling in his guts. 
I gotta eat, Hanford. Be there as quick as I can, but I gotta eat.
As they found a seat, he grinned. Hanford was a big boy who loved cheeseburgers and beer, both in huge quantities. If there was anything his brother would understand, it was stopping for breakfast. There had been times when food was the only thing that brought the brothers together. Some guys had baseball or football or whatever sport, but the Turnbull brothers had food. Tex-mex, barbeque, fried anything, all the west Texas staples
A skinny waitress rolled up and cocked her hip. A giant gap shone out where two teeth should have been, and a single eyebrow lay flat and dull over both eyes. "Getcha?"
"Scrambled eggs, bacon, wheat toast, milk, muffin." Apple Valley nodded, pushed the menu back toward the waitress.
"And you?"
"'Good Morning, Sunshine,' and 'Bigger Biscuits for Baby.' Large OJ, small milk." He winked at Apple Valley. "Courtesy of the newest member of the Homeland Security Team."
"What?" The woman glared at him. "You're a terrorist, I'll kick your ass."
"Lita," a man said. "Ain't everybody a terrorist. Now can I get a refill?"
She glared at Hal a moment longer, then at the man who'd asked for more coffee. "Damn sure ever'body's a fucking idiot."
"Kiss your mama with that mouth?" Hal asked.
"Kick your ass with that mouth, dickhead." She stormed off.
"Good choice, Hal. I've always wanted eggs and bacon that some waitress has spit on."
"Naw. She does anything, she'll lift that polyester skirt and piss in my OJ."
Apple Valley giggled. As it died away, the smile did, too. "Tell me something. What's the deal?"
"With what?"
"Texas. You're putting together quite a little road trip here. I just wonder why."
Hal licked his teeth. Few minutes with Crest and they might belong to him again. "Going to see my brother, Hanford Turnbull."
"That's a hell of a last name." 
"Sucks, you ask me," the waitress said as she set down a large orange juice and two small milks.
"Didn't ask you, unibrow."
"Clever, never heard that before." 
Apple Valley waited until she had gone, then turned back to Hal. "I know you're going to see your brother. I know you're taking the disk. But that doesn't tell me anything."
"Think you need to know?"
"No," she said firmly. "I don't need to know, it's none of my business."
"True enough."
"I'd like to know."
Hal sighed, finished off his entire glass of milk. "I've got an appointment." 
She frowned. "That was properly mysterious." 
For a moment, Hal left it at that. His eyes took in everything in the café, moving from hanging item to hanging item, person to person. Truly, there weren't that many items or people. On the far wall, someone had built a shrine to classic country. Album covers and posters were stapled damn near as far as the eye could see. Merle Haggard's face, and Hal had thought the man's last name fit perfectly, stared out. Not a sneer, not a grimace, but a weariness Hal knew well enough. His hair was perfect, as was his suit, but his face was filled with exhaustion. His clothes were perfect, too; a strange 1960's western suit made from material that vaguely flashed and with piping along the seams that defined everything.
Next to Merle, Hank Williams was the same. A picture taken in his prime, with hair slicked down but still fluffy like a stack of freshly laundered towels. This one did have just the slightest touch of sneer and it was a sneer Hal had secretly practiced lots of times. He wasn't much of a Hank Williams fan, but that sneer, defined by equal parts annoyance, smugness, and arrogance, fit so well in so many of the situations where Hal found himself. Not that he could do it the way Hank did it, but he never gave up trying.
Just for grins, he tried one on now. Apple Valley caught him and nodded toward the poster. "Not bad, jumbalaya."
Hot blood rushed into Hal's face. 
Good men hanging on the wall. Tough, stood up for what they believed in, and were successful in spite of bad decisions. But somehow, those faces staring at him creeped him out a little. Something a little strange about all of them. Williams, Haggard, Jennings, Conway Twitty, Don Williams, Patsy Cline. A line of faces, all staring at him as though they could see right into his soul.
See anything worth a shit, he wanted to ask.
His phone rang, its tiny little chime somehow rock concert loud in this café. "Shit. What?" His voice was a bark.
"Sir, you have been registered to win--"
The same voice. "Oh, man, would you quit calling, you stupid son of a bitch. Take me off your call list." He banged the phone against the table twice, then put it back at his ear. "I don't want nothing and I ain't gonna want it when you call again in two hours. Now leave me the fuck alone." 
Hitting the 'end' button, Hal jammed the phone back in his pocket.
"Hal?" She reached across the table and squeezed his hand once before letting go. "You okay?"
He snorted. "Not even close."
She sighed and he heard a mile of frustration in the sound. "What's the story with the warrant?"
Instead of answering, he rubbed his temples. In the last few minutes, pain seemed to have built a brand new house and taken up permanent residence in his head. From the feel of it, it was a damned big house, too.
"You don't need to know about that crap." He looked at her as the waitress left another two glasses of milk. "You already got in deeper than you know."
"What I know is that I'm traveling around the country with a guy who is wanted on a warrant out of Texas."
"Well, that much is true." God, why was this happening? It wasn't supposed to be like this. There wasn't supposed to be a dead man at the sewage plant and another from Vegas and a freak who wanted bodies. And he wasn't even back in Texas yet, where the road was going to get really hairy. 
None of it was supposed to be this way. It was supposed to be a disk, a toot across the country, a reconciliation. Then there was supposed to be the rest of his life, wrapped in the arms of his border jewel.
"Warrant's out of Zachary County. Barefield, Texas. 'S got my name on it." He looked her dead in the eye. "Murder."
What'd he expect? Gnashing of teeth? Tearing out of hair? Maybe a quick yell to the waitress to call the cops? Whatever it was, it wasn't this. Dead silence. Eyes on his but not judgmental eyes. Hard eyes, curious eyes, maybe a little disturbed at thought of killing, but not judgmental and that was something, wasn't it?
Instead, Apple Valley nodded slowly, as though mentally chewing over the information. He swallowed and looked toward the doors. To the right was the store and beyond it the parking lot. To the left was a set of stained glass doors that presumably led outside. There was no way he'd get to either place if she started yelling for some help.
She had to have known, when she'd first seen him in the dirt lot, there might have been some baggage. She had to have known he might well have whacked somebody. Shit, he had robbed Dogwood and Templeton. Man who'd do those things didn't have a clean past.
"Did the man need killing?"
"That make a difference?"
Eventually she nodded. "Dogwood needs killing, my Daddy doesn't."
"Wasn't a man."
"A woman?" The brow over her right eye arched until it looked like a housetop. 
"That make a difference? You a hardcore feminist?"
The waitress came back, loaded down with three plates. She set Apple Valley's in front of her before tossing Hal's to him. Eggs and sausage slopped off one plate, gravy and one huge biscuit off the other. 
"Take long to perfect that technique?" Hal asked.
"Kiss my grits."
"Clever, never heard that one before."
Without another word, she was gone. Greasy steam rose from the food and Hal realized his appetite was gone.
Apple Valley raised her fork. It hesitated over the eggs. "No, I don't think it would make a difference. Sometimes, bad people need killing."
They ate for a few minutes, Hal forcing the slop down though he would rather have gone without and kept moving. Theresa was where he wanted to be, not this crappy café. In between bites, he pulled out his phone and called her. She answered on the fifth ring.
"Hola?"
"Soon."
"Hal." Her voice was as soft as summer grass, as soft as the perfect curves on her fleshy body. "You don't call for days and days and days, and then two calls in less than a day? And since when are you awake before noon?"
He laughed to himself, amazed at the calm that descended over him. This was all worth it. The drugs, the fights, the stabbing in the throat, even the dead guy in Arizona. All of that was getting him closer to what was on the other end of the phone and that was everything. Melodramatic as it might be, what was on the other end of that phone was life itself.
"Como esta?" she asked.
"Good. Getting better hearing your voice."
"Smooth talker, makes my skin hot." She giggled and even through the phone, the sound was full and beautiful. "Where are you?"
"Edge of Arizona. Not too much longer. New Mexico, Texas, home."
"They looking for you, mi amante."
"They who?"
"Texas Rangers were here last night. They said they heard you were headed back and wanted to know if I'd heard from you."
Silence fell between them, punctured only by clinking glass and silverware in the café. But behind that silence was panic. The Rangers? The fucking Rangers? Mention those guys and the world shifted out of balance, call it tilt and shove in the next quarter 'cause this game is over.
"You going to ask, Hal?" Her voice held an edge.
"I don't need to." 
"No, you don't." The tension was gone. "But just know they'll probably be around here for a few days."
"And they'll follow you if you leave."
"Probably."
"Shit," Hal whispered. "How they get on my trail?"
"They scare me, Hal."
"They oughta, they're scary. No talk no bullshit. Guns blazing and sort out the dead later."
"What about guns? What'd you say?" Her voice had ratcheted up, dripping with fear and anger. 
"I said they had the guns."
"You stay away from guns, Hal. You told me. You promised me."
"I don't, Theresa, I haven't had. I promised you and that's how it is." 
Agreeing to her demand was a harsh lie, but one he intended to give her as often as he needed to. Because if it came down to a promise to her or getting a gun and staying alive to get to her, he'd break the promise in a heartbeat. Shitty thing to do, but there it was.
Bigger question right now was how the Rangers had sniffed him out. His gaze fell on Apple Valley and the answer was as clear as her Horse addiction was. Captain Brooks. Same guy who'd sent Officer Douglas for them. Once again, baggage from someone Hal hadn't even known was dragging him down. 
"Anything else?" the waitress asked. She stood next to their table. Some of the attitude seemed gone. On the far side of the café, Hal saw a manager with his arms crossed over his chest, a slight scowl on his face. 
To Theresa, he said, "I've got to go, honey. Don't worry about the Rangers, I'll figure it out."
"I love you."
"God, I love you, too." With a click, he ended the call and shoved the phone into his pocket. "Got any boots? I could use some new underwear, too."
She frowned. "What?"
"Boots. For your feet? And drawers…for your balls."
She whirled to her manager. "I don't have to take this shit, not for the crap you pay me. What you're given me between the sheets don't make up for this kind of shit."
The manager's face flushed.
"Just the check, please," Apple Valley said.
The woman pulled out a ticket, scribbled some numbers down and slammed it on the table. "You lucky you got her to protect you, otherwise I'd kick your ass."
Then she was gone.
"I don't need no protection," Hal said. 
Apple Valley smiled and nodded. "Sure. Whatever you say. So who's Theresa? You're going to see your brother but she's the one you talk about. Is this all for her?"
He nodded. 
"So maybe the disk proves who killed someone close to her. Or maybe it proves who didn't kill someone close to her."
"What's your name?" he asked suddenly.
She startled, leaned back in her chair, cleared her throat. "Shawn." She took a deep breath. "I haven't used it in a while." Licking her lips, she repeated, "Shawn."
With a nod, he pulled out a few of the bills they'd gotten in Bagdad and set them on the table. "I ain't got no blood on my hands."
"Then why is there a warrant for you?"
"'Cause justice is an illusion?"
"Nice answer. Like so much of what you say, it doesn't really mean anything, does it?"
Hal swallowed. "It means something this time. There's a guy been convicted of the killing. He's behind the Walls and he didn't do it."
"And you know this because you did?"
"Guess you don't listen worth a shit."
"Yeah, yeah, you didn't do it. Were you there when it happened?"
"No," he said quickly. "I wasn't there. I wasn't anywhere around there. But--" He swallowed, fiddled with the wadded up napkin in front of him. "The guy done it is a porn king…or so I hear. Man-woman, woman-woman, multiples, S and M, B and D, animals, blondes, brunettes, bald men…hell, bald women, for that matter. Whatever you're looking for. All live on the Internet. Twenty-four hours a day, live cams looking at everything you can imagine and a ton of shit you can't."
"He killed this woman live? On the 'net?"
Hal shrugged. "I don't know about that. All I know is they think me and the guy in the Walls were there. They think we killed her."
"So you snatch the disk--and how did that come into being, I wonder?--to prove you and this guy are innocent."
"I don't give a shit about him," Hal said. "This ain't got nothing to do with him." He regarded her for a moment. "There's a computer program. Vid-Ripper. Records streaming video. Leastwise, that's how it was explained to me." He pushed his plate away from him and pulled the DVD from his pocket.
"The deed?"
"And the doer. And it ain't the guy in prison and it ain't me." He put it back in his pocket. 
"Good for you, Hal. You're going to get this guy out of prison. I guess your brother wasn't completely right about you, was he? You're doing the right thing. Wait, the Walls. Why does that ring a bell?"
"'Cause it's getting so much use? 'Cause you see it on the news about every third day?"
"That's the death house, isn't it? Texas' death row."
Hal said nothing.
"This guy is going to be executed for a murder he didn't commit."
"They fry you in Texas for getting a parking ticket."
The shock on her face was obvious, worn like a badly tailored suit, ill-fitting and of the wrong style. "Holy Christ. This is bad, Hal. Why didn't you tell me this?"
"Not really your business, is it?"
The disk held her eyes. "You track this thing down, steal the dough to buy it, then take it to your brother." Her eyes narrowed. "Hanford. He's the one, isn't he? That's why you're pushing so hard to get back. He's going to be executed."
"Hanford ain't never been convicted of anything."
"A man who knows how to cover his tracks."
A grand joke that was. Covering his tracks, hiding his skeletons and peccadilloes. Hal laughed. "Ain't even close. Crime ain't the family business, Shawn, I'm the only black sheep."
"So who is the guy in the Walls?"
Hal shrugged. "Just a guy got caught in the same net I did. Let's get one thing straight, Shawn. I don't really give a shit about the guy they're gonna strap down, ho-kay? I mean, yeah, it'd be shitty if he got whacked for something he didn't do, but he's a thug. Johnny Tyler ain't nothing but a thug. If he didn't do this, he did something else, guaranteed. He's just some mope got caught in the system. Pretty much we all are, ain't we?"
"Nice self pity."
Easy to shove those casual words outta his mouth and maybe there was part of him that didn't care about Tyler, but there was a part of him that did care about the guy. Hal had been on the receiving end of too much bullshit in his life--too much created by somebody else--to be able to completely write the guy off. But Tyler wasn't Hal's priority. Neither was Missy. Hal's priority was Hanford and Theresa. 
"Let's go," he said. 
All the people in this place are just like you, he thought, popping three extra singles down for the unibrow waitress. Place was filled with a few truckers and a whole lotta the lost, just as it had been when they came in. People the same as the people all the way back up the line. He didn't even want to think about how much they were just like him.
At the register, a broad-shouldered man stood in front of him. The guy was outfitted in a metallic western suit, pants and jacket sparkling blue as though he were an Opryland star under the stage lights. His white boots gleamed in the low-slung early morning sunlight crashing through the glass doors. His left hand played idly with the umbrellas standing in a stand right in front of the counter.
Behind the counter, her bitten-nail fingers tripping around the register keypad, was an older woman. Goo-goo eyes oozed toward the broad-shouldered man. When she spoke to him, her words slurred in what Hal thought the woman believed was seductive.
Back your ass up, Hal, it don't pay to crowd nobody and damn sure not these two who need to get a friggin' room. But something tickled the back of his neck and that made him nervous as hell because he didn't know what it was.
"Can I make a call just real quick?" the man asked her, pulling out a cell phone.
She nodded and probably didn't even realize her tongue was licking her lips. 
Christ, just slob his knob right here, give us all a thrill to see it.
A second later, Hal's phone chimed. Holy crap, barely half an hour since the last call. This time he was going to rip this guy more than a new asshole. This time he was going to rip the guy an entirely new digestive tract. He was going to leave him in--
"You listen to me, you asswad, I--"
"Sir, you have--"
The sound was odd this time. It didn't have any of that strange wind tunnel reverb all the other calls had had. 
It was then Hal recognized that blue western suit.
"--been selected--"
Sounded close because the guy was here. In front of him, actually. Turning toward him, his gun already out.
The last time Hal had seen that suit, it was hiding behind a burning Mercedes-Benz
"Hal?" Shawn said. "Oh, shit."
"Selected to die," Templeton said.
Without closing the phone, Templeton fired four times.
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Hal felt the first one before he heard it.
It was as hard as a punch from a pissed off heavyweight boxer. Shit, maybe two or three heavyweights punching in unison. His arm exploded in pain. Big ass red hot pain and Hal realized it wasn't the pain of a heavyweight fight, but the pain of someone heating the shit out of baling wire and jamming it beneath his skin.
He yelped, a honking girly yelp, as he fell backward. Yelped right along with those people screaming in the café. The woman behind the counter screamed and he wanted her to shut up and just call the cops. No, don't call the cops, bad idea. Fine, then, just shut up. But she kept on screaming; howling and yipping until Templeton turned and blasted her through the window. 
Glass exploded, along with packs of beef jerky and corn nuts and sunflower seeds hanging just below the window, and blood. Then she was gone, out of the window and into the parking lot, maybe dead maybe not. 
"You shouldn't answer your phone," Templeton said to him. "Not the smartest thing you've ever done."
He fired again but either he missed because he was a shitty shot or the excruciating pain made Hal writhe so badly Templeton couldn't hit him.
On the floor, the stained tiles much closer to his eyes than he ever thought they'd be, Hal scrambled for something to strike back with. There were no random guns down here. No knives, either, but there was the stand of umbrellas. It had fallen when he had.
As people in the café dove for cover, as someone yelled into a phone--probably to the cops--Hal grabbed and swung a neon green umbrella, $2.99 on sale. It connected against Templeton's shiny boots.
"Haha. Is that the best you can do?" He knelt and put his face close to Hal. "It's weak, Hal, weak like a woman." One leg was to the right of Hal's head, the other to the left. Templeton spread his legs even further and grabbed his crotch. "It makes me wonder if you have a penis."
The stink of sulfur came from the gun. "How'd--" Pain rocketed up through Hal. "How'd you find us?"
"Is that a joke? It wasn't terribly difficult to track you. You drove the same stolen car all the way to Vegas. Then you took Jolene's."
"She better be okay."
"Or what? You're not in much of a position to do any negotiating." Templeton sighed contentedly. "But the cars are the least of the story, Hal. Why do you continue to answer your phone?"
It had been a risk, he knew it each time he answered and he definitely knew it now. But every time that phone rang, there was the slightest part of him that believed it was Hanford calling.
"I followed the cell towers, Hal."
"Wha'?" Pain sloshed through him, blurring his vision. Hadn't hurt this bad even when he'd been stabbed. 'Course, he'd been fighting the amber juice that night, hadn't he?
"The cell towers. Every time you use that phone, the signal goes through a number of towers. We followed them right down the road to you." Templeton shook his head in amazement. "How stupid can you be?"
"This smart, I guess."
With an umbrella, Hal stabbed Templeton's crotch. The metal tip slightly missed his jewels but did snag a hunk of thigh. Blood spurted and Templeton howled.
When he fell backward, holding his leg, Hal jabbed again. Got Templeton's ass this time.
Shawn hauled Hal to his feet and Templeton fired a few times but did it from on his butt. The shots were wild. Hal jumped across the tile, landed heavily on Templeton's chest. He pounded the man until he dropped the gun.
"You empty a magazine and you only hit me once? That the best you can do?" Hal's fist smashed Templeton's face. Teeth crunched beneath knuckles. "Kind of weak, boy. A woman. Ain't you got no dick?" Hal glanced at the blood and laughed. "You lucky I don't cut it off."
Shawn grabbed Templeton's gun and shoved it in her pants. "Let's go."
"Brooks might well cut yours off," Templeton said. "He's not far behind and he's moving fast. He is upset."
"Me, too."
"Well, Brooks didn't treat Dogwood any too well. In fact, he might be bringing Dogwood with him. Not all of him, of course."
Shawn had gone white at the mention of Brooks. She tugged on Hal's arm. "Let's go."
When he stood, his attention off Templeton for a second, Templeton lunged. He sank a steel-hard fist into the bullet hole in Hal's right arm. Hal howled and collapsed. Templeton rolled over him and socked the bullet wound over and over with one hand while he tried to slide his other hand around Hal's neck. 
Shawn made a grab for Templeton but slipped in the blood. As she went down, the gun went clattering free. It banged into a stand of soda six-packs and then a shelf of cookie packages. 
Both Hal and Templeton lunged for it and for a second neither was completely sure who had it. Hal thought it might have been him but he couldn't feel anything except the barrel. Templeton pressed tightly against him, as though trying to obscure where the damned thing was, and Hal was sure he'd hear the shot and then feel the bullet ripping through his guts.
Instead, he felt the waffle grip slide gently into his hand as the barrel swung away from him.
Hanford's voice in his head--"…killer or killed…."--Hal hesitated a split second, then fired.
Templeton screamed and fell away. A large bloody hole stared out of his shoe where a toe had once been.
"You son of a bitch," Templeton said. 
Blood was smeared now from his balls to his toes, a morbid racing strip down his metallic blue western pants.
"You kill him?" a man asked.
Hal whirled around, gun cocked and ready to go. Shit, he didn't even know if there were any bullets left.
The man held his hands up. One hand held Hal's gun by the barrel. "Don't kill me, I called the cops for ya'." 
"Awww, no…tell me you didn't." Hal lowered the gun but kept an eye on Templeton. "Son of a bitch."
"That a bad thing?" the man asked. 
"For him and me both," Hal said. "Thanks for your help, but I gotta few outstanding tickets."
The man smiled. "Got a few of those myself. You get on outta here, I'll keep this piece of shit here 'til Joey gets here."
"Joey?" 
"My cousin. New Mexico State Trooper, voted best road cop four years running by the Lordsburg Post-Dispatch." The man's chest swelled.
"Ain't we in Arizona?"
The man shrugged. "Fluke of geography, pal. Besides, what's the difference where this turd gets popped? I help Joey move him four miles across the state line, Joey gets the bust. Might help him get that fifth year."
Hal laughed and a bolt of pain shot up his arm. 
Five minutes later, Shawn driving and both of them armed now, they headed west on Interstate 10 in Jolene's blue Chevy. He didn't want to think about what had maybe happened to Jolene and he didn't want to see Brooks behind them, and even though the New Mexico State Trooper coming toward them was headed west, he didn't particularly want to see him, either.
"Joey, no doubt," Shawn said.
"Hmmm," Hal mumbled, sliding down into the seat.
Soon, he thought. Keep telling yourself that. Don't worry over Brooks or any of the rest of it. Just keep saying: soon, soon.
But somehow, Theresa seemed further away than she'd ever been.
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His eyes popped open. There was no confusion, not like when he got stabbed in the throat or when he'd come out of the binge in Barefield, stumbling out of the mansion and unsure whether Missy had been a dream or a nightmare. This time there was nothing like that. This time he knew exactly what had happened and knew exactly what that second skin feeling he had was.
Blood.
His blood.
He looked at his arm and was more than a little surprised to see a hospital-style bandage wrapped around the wound. "Lookit that." He touched the wound with his opposite fingers and realized he hurt hellaciously. All the other hurts--getting shot at age twelve in the ass by a BB gun, his broken toe, and the ruptured disk in his back--didn't measure up at all. This was absolutely the worst.
He moaned, wishing Theresa's hand were there to put a cold wash cloth on his forehead.
"You won't die," Shawn said. "There's no bullet in there." Slumped shouldered as she drove. Maybe that slump was the weight of the world.
"Feels like I got shot by a bazooka." Did the desert always spin?"
"Pansy," Shawn muttered. "You passed out so I stopped in Lordsburg. I found a doctor. He fixed you up." 
"How much that cost us?"
"What does it matter? Can't you get us more, Mr. Con Artist?"
"Didn't answer my question."
"The answer is: it didn't cost us anything. He traded the treatment for a long look at my boobs, okay?"
Hal swallowed. "Jesus, Shawn."
"Yeah, he wanted a blow, too, but I have to draw the line somewhere, right? Gotta have my pride."
Hal frowned, dug around in his pants until he found the wad he'd gotten from the man who disappeared with Officer Douglas. That was a whole lot thinner than when he pocketed it after breakfast. "The hell's my money?"
"I had to spend some."
"For what?"
She pulled Templeton's gun from her waistband and set it on the seat between them. "It's a .380 and the clip was nearly empty."
Hal leaned his head back against the seat. There were entirely too many guns in this mess. His, which was in the floorboard in front of him and now this one. Damn, but he hated guns. They were way too tempting. He hated the thought of being able to become what Hanford thought he was with a few pounds of pressure on a trigger. So much power in such a little move. Tiny little squeeze of a tiny little piece of metal and the power just exploded through his body. It was like a dump of black ice mainlined right into his blood.
"Nice prop," he said. "Put it away."
"Do you have a problem with guns? You brought one to meet Templeton."
"I know I did."
She left it for a moment and in her face, Hal saw a touch of anger. "Whatever." She shoved the pistol in her waistband. "That's where some of the money went. I believe we're going to discover this gun is a good friend."
Hal shook his head, opened the window against the mid-afternoon heat. "Wouldn't need it if you hadn't jumped through my window. And by the way, it's not called a clip. It's a magazine."
She laughed. "Goof ass. And I call bullshit on my coming through your window. If you had gotten out of town--and I don't think you would have--Templeton still would have followed you and where was your gun when he was shooting at you? In the car, under the seat. Getting rid of me wouldn't have gotten rid of your trouble. In fact, if you'll remember, I've saved your ass a couple of times."
He nodded. 
"And let a sloppy old man stare at my breasts for ten minutes." She snorted. "Damned if I couldn't see him popping wood right there. Another couple of minutes and he'd have snapped a wad off."
Hal had to laugh, in spite of Shawn's indignation. "Don't need that image in my head."
"And you're getting it second hand."
Neither spoke for a few miles. They watched the land pass, the reds and browns of the New Mexico desert. Looked a helluva lot like Arizona, Hal thought. Didn't need another state, this was the same as that. 
As they drove, the thudding in his arm cranked itself down a bit. He rubbed it, trying to get it down another notch or two.
"Hurt?" she asked.
"Hurts pretty good."
She chuckled. "I thought you had died."
"Day's still young, right?"
"Day's still young." Young enough, he thought, to see a pissed-off cop everywhere, lurking behind every rock and cactus and billboard, just waiting for them to pass. But not just any cop of course; Brooks, the mythological Captain Brooks.
"You seen him yet?"
She shook her head. "No. But you know, I have to wonder if it's bullshit."
"Templeton said--"
"No, I believe Brooks would track us down, I just don't believe he'd do it himself. Doesn't like to get his hands dirty anymore. He's got a reputation to protect, after all. He'd send somebody."
"Like Officer Douglas and Templeton."
She nodded. "Exactly."
"Never killed anybody? That what you telling me?"
She rubbed her lips. "Should'a bought some cigarettes. No, I'm not saying that. He's killed quite a few people that I know of, probably lots more I don't know about. What I'm saying is he's not in a position to go running all over the country looking for his wife and some hoodlum."
"Might be right. I mean, lookit so far. Officer Douglas. Templeton. The Rangers."
"The who?"
"Texas Rangers."
"What are you talking about?"
"They went to see Theresa, asked all about me. Said they'd heard I was headed home."
Shawn's teeth ground together. Hal could see the muscle bulge in her jaw. "When were you going to tell me about that?"
"'Scuse me, got shot before I could mention it. My oversight, I guess." 
"Please." She rolled her eyes. "You didn't get shot that badly."
Bad enough for his taste. 
"The Rangers, huh?" Shawn said.
And who knew who else? Maybe even the FBI. Was no telling how high Brooks' reach went. Hell, already every time they turned around there was some acquaintance of Brooks' tracking them down and waving guns.
Frustrated, Hal banged a hand against the dashboard, sending pissy little jolts of pain up through his arm to the bullet hole.
"Damnit, Apple Valley, what the hell--"
"Shawn," she said quietly, her eyes never leaving the road. "My name is Shawn."
"Happy to meet you, now could you call off the fucking cops?" The anger, plaguing him ever since she dove through his window--Christ, was that less than 24 hours ago?--burst up through him. "I don't have time for a pissed off cop to send goons to grab me up because you were banging a two-bit drug dealer, okay?"
"Hal, please don't yell--"
"I'm gonna yell, ho-kay? I'm pissed off. I'm tired. And some asshole I never even met is trying to whack me. My goddamn arm was blown half to bits, I've got to get to Texas, and what the hell kind of name is Apple Valley anyway?" 
She jammed on the brakes and the back tires squealed like a slapped prisoner in a county jail. The car fishtailed but somehow held the road as she steered it off Interstate 10 and onto the shoulder. When they were still, the dust trapping them, she turned a hard stare on him.
A harsh afternoon sun blasted through the front windshield, setting her face and hair on fire. But even on fire, he realized, she was great looking. Sculpted cheek bones, prominent teeth, only a blemish or two on her skin.
"What are you staring at?"
Hal shrugged.
"First of all, your arm was not blown off, you pansy. And secondly, shut the hell up about Texas. I'm sick of hearing about it."
"But Texas is--"
She howled and if it had been in a comic book, it would have looked like Charlie Brown: 'Auuuuggggghhhh!'
With a violent yank on the car door, she jumped out. She was a good fifty feet down the road before he got out. Her boots kicked up dirt as she walked.
"I gotta get there."
"I know what you have to do, Hal." Her green eyes flashed brilliantly. "You've got to take this disk that cost you twenty thousand bucks that wasn't yours to Texas, present it to this mysterious brother of yours, and thus save the world for mankind, womankind, and anyone else who wants a ride. You've got to answer to yourself whether or not you're as stupid as he says you are and--"
"He never said I was stupid." Hal burned. He was sure his face was the color of an oil well fire. "Bad decisions, is all."
"So the last few weeks have been an attempt to prove he's right?" She sat on the car's trunk. "I have been watching you for the better part of 24 hours, trying to figure out what was going on in your head. I can't understand why in hell you snatched Dogwood's money, then stole Templeton's disk. You say you're not on the disk, that you didn't kill anyone. But somehow, somebody knew enough about what was going on to copy the video stream. By the way, that's called accessory after the fact. Pretty much illegal."
"Don't worry about my shit, ho-kay?"
"Your shit is stinking everything up."
"Other way around, chick. This is your nightmare. Or did you forget Brooks is after us?" 
"Brooks isn't all you have to worry about, Hal. Get your head out of your ass."
"What? What the hell does that mean?"
She fell silent, sighed tiredly, and waved her hands dismissively. "Nothing."
Hal paced toward the front of the car, stared down the highway toward Texas. "Just lemme do what I gotta do."
"Get to Texas."
"Yeah." 
A spiky, fear-laced laugh slipped out of her face. "You've been doing such a great job of it so far, haven't you?"
The silence was cracked only by the passing cars and trucks. One big rig, painted a slick purple, passed in a rush of wind and stench. The driver saw her and gave his horn a long yank. The deep booming sound filled the valley for a full thirty seconds.
"Everything that's happened to me is your fault, Shawn."
"My fault? I've been saving your ass constantly."
"Saving me from what you've created. Brooks didn't send Officer Douglas and Templeton after me, he was looking for you."
"Don't you believe it, my friend."
Hal gaped. "Of course, he was. He'd be in jail except for Brooks. The cops should have gotten there, seen at least one dead guy, two shot up cars, and two morons blasting away at each other. Should'a been game over. But his wife was humping one of the morons, now we got a whole new fucking game, courtesy of Captain Brooks. Brooks was your mistake, not mine." 
She nodded. "My mistake was marrying him. Everything else, the beatings and him chaining me up in the closet and keeping me drugged, came from that mistake." With a heavy sigh, she looked into the sky. 
It would have been symbolic to see a bird, flying free and going wherever the currents took it. Or maybe to see the contrails of a silver bird moving 400 miles per hour and leaving all the crap behind. But at the side of the highway, the stench of cars and SUVs and diesel-fueled semis thick in the air, there was no symbolism, at least not good symbolism. The road was full of people running away from something and the sky was empty of everything except pollution.
"He doesn't know me, I ain't done anything to him."
She sat on the hood. "For a man who has spent as much time in the sewers as you have, you just don't see too well sometimes, do you? It's like you're trying to be blind. Maybe you're just stupid."
He stood directly in front of her, his hands tight fists. "What'd you say?"
She shook her head. "Where'd you get that money?" 
"Dogwood."
"Well, obviously," she said, her voice strained. "But where'd he get it?"
"Junkies, I guess." Something nagged him in the pit of his gut. He didn't like where this seemed to be going. 
"Shit, how can you be so obtuse? Okay, let me ask it this way: where do you think Dogwood got his supply to sell to those junkies?"
Son of a bitch, Hal thought.
"Give the man a kewpie doll, he wins the $64,000 question." 
"Brooks was Dogwood's supplier?"
"Brooks is everyone's supplier." 
"So at least part of that twenty belonged to Brooks."
Shawn nodded. "All of it, my none-too-bright Texas friend. It was Brooks' dope. Dogwood was acting as front man. You don't think Brooks would sell himself, do you?"
Hal sighed, licked his lips. It was always something new, wasn't it? One decision led to something that forced another that led to still another. An endless, and vicious, cycle of decisions. And on the other side of those was Hanford. Always good grades and always pretty girlfriends and always winning the awards. He won the spirit award when he was in high school band, for fuck's sake. How was Hal ever supposed to compete with someone who won a friggin' spirit award? How was he ever supposed to stand equal to someone who always got the good breaks?
Yeah, he's got all that and you got Brooks. Guess which one might get you killed.
"But what's Templeton's stake?" Hal asked. "What's Brooks got to do with the disk?" Hal frowned and stared west along the highway. There were tens of cars, just as many trucks. Any of them could be another of Brooks' henchmen. 
"Goddamnit, pay attention." Her voice was sharp, a saw blade in the hands of an angry woman. "They're separate…two different things." She held both hands up. "Templeton--" She indicated her right hand. "Had a disk that you wanted. Call it Business Deal A. Dogwood--" She indicated her left hand. "Had some money that you needed. Call that Business Deal B. The money from B buys the disk from A but other than that, there was no connection."
Hal stared at his shaking hands. "I stole the money from wrong guy."
Shawn nodded slowly. "You think?" She climbed into the passenger's seat. "And now the wrong guy's boss is sending people after you. Templeton didn't get shot so Brooks is using him, that's it."
"I don't have the money, Shawn. I made a grab but I couldn't get it. Hell, the cops probably divvied it up between themselves."
"The money doesn't matter. The stealing matters. And I'll tell you this, too, you would do well to ask where Templeton got that disk."
It had never occurred to him. His only concern had been getting a copy. Who Templeton stole it from or bought it from didn't seem to matter much.
"You telling me it should matter?" he asked.
She blinked. "I have no idea."
Eventually, Hal cleared his throat, spat a juicy wad onto the highway, and climbed in the driver's seat. "Fuck it, I got to get to Texas."
He pulled quickly into traffic, laying down a spread of rubber for nearly an eighth of a mile behind them. A semi-rig in their lane blasted his horn as Hal pulled in front of him.
"Nice driving," she said. "And the name was my performance name. A wholesome name to go with a wholesome face. Blonde hair, blues eyes, perfect white teeth."
"Picture at Jolene's wasn't any too wholesome. Leather? A riding crop?"
"Yeah, well, to some customers, that is wholesome."
He nodded. "How long you been performing?"
"Couple of years. I started it after my last job."
Again, that nagging sensation at the back of his neck, like the tightening of skin after a bad sunburn. He was beginning to know it meant something bad was coming. "And what was your last job?" He almost hated asking it.
She grabbed her purse and pulled a small black wallet out. After opening it, she held it up in front of his eyes.
A nice, shiny badge stared back at him. He almost threw up. 
"I was a cop. Captain Marc Brooks was my FTO."
His heart stopped, he was pretty sure of it. It had never happened before but he imagined this is what it might feel like. A tightness and hollowness that he was pretty sure was the Almighty coming to take him. "Christ. Fucking cops everywhere. Can't swing a dead cat without hitting a cop."
"Dead cat," she said. "From the casino, right? That's funny. Not as funny as invincible erection, but close."
He frowned at her. "Was a cop? You ain't anymore, right?"
"Technically no, but that badge comes in handy occasionally. Sometimes, I tell people I'm still a cop. I get free sodas and stuff."
"So you and Officer Douglas are pretty much exactly the same."
"Except one of us is dead."
And wasn't that pretty much the ultimate leveler? Some are dead and some ain't.
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Five miles further down the road, he called.
Damn sure shouldn't, no doubt. If Templeton could track it from 1,000 miles up the road, he was probably still tracking it, jail or not. Who's to say he was in jail anyway? He didn't go after the shootfest, who knew where he was right now. If he got a call through to Brooks--and that was damn near a given--then Brooks was probably tracking the calls. Reading his little PDA or whatever the hell he was using, and calling in still more favors with the Texas Rangers.
Yet in spite of all that, he couldn't keep his finger off the keypad. After punching in the numbers, he got the electronic buzz. Oddly comforting. Finally, she answered.
"This is Natalie." 
"He in?"
Her hesitation seemed longer this time. Was it possible they had tracked him, too? Was it possible they knew he was getting closer?
"I'm sorry, Mr. Turnbull, he's in a meeting. There is no contact number, correct?"
"I got the disk."
"I asked him about a disk, sir, he had no idea what it might be. So is there any new message, Mr. Turnbull?"
Nice inflection, bitch. Hit 'new' just a little harder. "Getting tired of the old one?" he asked.
"It is getting a bit repetitive, don't you think?"
"Well, ain't that what he pays you for?"
"Do not get snippy with me, Mr. Turnbull."
Snippy? Was that what she called it? Hal called it righteously pissed-off. Thirty plus years of always being the brother; younger, smaller, dumber, less cool, less hip, less happy. Did she have any fucking clue what it was like always being the cops' first call when something nasty went down in the neighborhood? Or what it was like to have constant fights with your Mama until finally she sent you away to a Boys' Ranch--"I just can't control you anymore." "Don't control me, love me."--where you got gang-raped in the showers, ignored by the adults because they were just as afraid of the boys as the boys were of each other?
"You're going to end up in jail, Hal."
"I'm too smart for that."
"To smart to keep from ending up dead?"
It was that harsh, the prediction. Dead or in jail.
Just tried to make you proud, Hanford, that's all. Wanted you to smile when you said my name or when you thought of me. Mama wasn't there for me, I wanted you to be. But you kept turning your back, you kept pushing me away.
And now Hanford believed Hal was a murderer. 
It was always something, wasn't it? Mama. The cops. Hanford's doubt. And now this shitty little woman answering Hanford's phone.
"Working for Brooks?" 
"Excuse me?" she said.
"Are you working for Brooks? Ain't a hard question, you stupid bitch. I bet he's got you just like he's got everyone else."
"God, no wonder your brother hates you."
"He doesn't hate me." Spittle dotted the phone and the steering wheel.
"Christ, Hal," Shawn said. "What are you yelling about?"
"He loves me and don't you forget it, you soul-sucking vampire bitch. He just couldn't do anything to help. You understand that?" 
"Hal." Shawn's voice spiraled up near panic.
The car had crossed the median and drifted dangerously into oncoming traffic. A semi-rig's horn blasted as the truck flew toward them. They and the truck weaved left and right. The driver was clear as day, his eyes wide, his arms waving them off the road.
"You're going to kill us," Shawn yelled. 
In a half-dozen jerky movements, he wrenched the wheel to the right. The truck jerked to its left, its tires smoking. Rubber laid heavy into the asphalt, a screech that filled the air. He pulled the wheel left and right but the car ignored him, as though it knew they would both have better luck dead.
Hal's hands went up in front of his face. Won't do you any good at seventy-five miles per, dumbass.
Then the car obeyed. Its tires grabbed the pavement hard, slinging the car sharply to the left. The car crossed the center, getting back into oncoming traffic. Hal banged his head against the doorframe as Shawn held the wheel. Exquisite pain, a hammer to the head, rocked him.
Their car shot completely across the highway, missing the half dozen other cars and bumping into the drainage ditch. The truck's horn--joined by a chorus of car horns--scolded them as it receded down the highway.
He jammed the brakes and brought the car to a stop. None of the drivers in front of them now had any idea what had happened. They stared quizzically at the car sitting on the wrong side of the road but no one stopped to offer help.
Just as good, Hal thought. Keep going, don't even notice us and damn sure forget us when the cops ask. 
His heart had stopped. Now it started again. Tentatively at first, as though trying things out, seeing if it was going to survive.
"Question of the day," Hal said.
"What?"
"Nothing."
Sweat coated him like the morning-after funk on his tongue when he got drunk. His teeth chattered as though he'd been left out in the cold for too long.
"What in the fuck was that about?" Shawn said. "Are you crazy?" Her green eyes blazed fire. "Are you trying to get us killed?"
Trying? Maybe. He hadn't really thought about it before. Maybe that's what all of this was about. Not fixing life, getting his road cleared out so he could ride into the sunset, but filling the road with death so he'd be a martyr, a James Dean, dead too young but what a beautiful corpse.
Instead of answering, he rolled down the window and in one clean motion, tossed the cell phone out. Natalie's tinny voice faded into nothing.
"Mr. Turnbull?….nbull?...ull?"
The phone slid into the highway. A heavy tire on an SUV smashed it. Plastic flew every direction.
"Oh, good, even better," Shawn said. "What do we do if we see Brooks now? We've got no way to call anyone."
"Who would we call?" he said, climbing out and coming around to the passenger side. 
She said nothing as she slid behind the wheel and then watched for a moment when they could cross the west bound traffic and get pointed back toward Texas. "Anyway, you still have to pay for those minutes."
"Cloned," he said simply. "I ain't paying no minutes."
"Cloned. You're just like the asshole you got the phone from." Her hands shook but the anger had gone out of her eyes. 
"What does that mean?"
"Cloned phone, no big deal. Stealing twenty K, no big deal. Got a disk of someone killing a woman, no big deal."
"Bullcrap. That part is a huge deal."
"Only because it allegedly wasn't you. You don't give a rat's shit about the dead."
"Why you cutting my balls off?"
"You almost killed me." She said it with a tinge of hysteria. "You'll know when I'm cutting your balls off."
He tuned her and her sudden anger out, stared through the dirty front windshield at the passing world. Traffic and scrub, desert brush, trailer parks and mobile homes, campers on trucks with bumper stickers that read "I brake for guns," and "When guns are outlawed, who's going to shoot Hillary Clinton?"
Mama had asked him to set the table once. A memory clear as the first night's shower at the Boys' Ranch and the sewage shootout yesterday. He had come back for dinner. Not really for dinner, just a short visit. Not even really a visit, just a blast through Barefield in search of a business partner and hardly even that. Just looking for someone with some money needed investing. Nothing more and somehow expecting so much less. Stop for dinner. Surprised him as much as it had Mama and Hanford. "Set the table, Halley," she had said. Simple request, had done it a thousand times before getting his ass shipped off to the ranch. 
Couldn't do it. 
Not couldn't as in he couldn't bring himself to. Couldn't as in just couldn't remember. She wanted it a certain way--a particular placing of plate and knife, fork and napkin--and it was right on the tip of his brain, like the name of the first girl he'd ever nailed the summer he was fourteen. Then gone quick as a rash cleared up by time. And it wasn't that Hanford had saved him by setting the places because he hadn't. Hanford hadn't even wanted to set the places, he wanted Hal to do it. He wanted Mama to see Hal do it, to have her understand that Hal was a good man, that he was capable of setting the places. But in the end, Mama had handed Hal one of her nauseating smiles, said something about how good boys never left their families, and put the plates in their appointed places.
The thing of it was, Hal didn't give a shit what Mama thought, hadn't cared long before that and sure as shit didn't care even today on this highway. They had signed off with each other years before and neither cared to revisit the issue. 
He wanted to set those plates for Hanford, still did. If they were in a café right now, Hal would order the tables cleared and would spend as long as it took to set that table right.
Because good boys never left their families. And when they did, only bad stuff happened. 
"What you running from?" she asked. 
He laughed. "Welcome to the Apple Valley cliché fest. Ain't you figured it out yet, smart as you are? I ain't running from nothing--Brooks notwithstanding."
One of those awkward silences fell on top of them, a drunk stumbling over him at one of the blues clubs he loved so. Eventually, it dawned on her.
"You're running to something."
He sucked his teeth. "Old news, chick."
"To Hanford. This mysterious being you call and who, for whatever reason, won't take your calls."
It was all so cheap. Like a bottle of Thunderbird. Two brothers, one gone right, one gone wrong blah blah blah. Guess which one he was. Except, it wasn't just a matter of right and wrong or whether or not he remembered how to set the table. It was a matter of belief. Regardless of what he had said--dead or in jail, which he said as a motivator to shake Hal into doing the right thing--Hal always believed, had to believe, that Hanford believed in him. Hal needed--sometimes desperately--to believe Hanford knew he was a good man who had gotten bad breaks and compounded them with bad choices.
From day one, from the first time Hal and Mama fought, from the first time the cops called and said Hal had been picked up for burning down a garage, every second that ticked past on the great eternal clock had been one more second that Hanford believed in Hal, believed he was a good boy, and then a good man, in spite of appearances.
But since that awful night in a third floor bedroom in that terrible mansion just outside Barefield, with the single bulb hanging over the chair and blood on the floor and the mansion's owner and a passel of friends at the backyard pool laughing and drinking and eating crystal meth, Hanford's belief had been gone. Hal was certain of it. Hanford's belief in his brother was gone, shattered along with Missy's bones and washed away in the rush of blood.
Actually, it wasn't that the belief had been gone. It was that it had changed.
There was a warrant from Barefield, county of Zachary, state of Texas, and it had his name on the top line. Hanford believed his brother was a murderer. It didn't matter what Hal said in the thousand letters that went unanswered. It didn't matter what Hal's attorney said. It didn't matter what the scant evidence said. 
That belief was the why of the drinking of the six years since the murder, the why of the cheap cons that kept him moving and off the cops' radar, the why of the burglaries and the handful of assaults--always on people weaker than he. It was the why of the nightmares and the shakes and the blackouts.
But it was also the why of the last six months, of the chase and stolen money and shootout and endless driving. Because the disk in his shirt pocket proved that Hanford believed the wrong thing, that he backed the wrong horse.
The disk was, at its most basic, redemption. Dark and tarnished, but still vaguely shining. Yeah, it showed something scary and maybe evil, but it didn't show Hal.
"No," he said, his voice as flat as the road onto which they had pulled. "He doesn't want to talk about it. But he will."
"You're bleeding again."
The bleeding wasn't bad. Shit, maybe it was penitent blood. "Don't give a shit, I gotta get somewhere."
"Yeah, yeah, get to Texas." She snapped on the radio. "But I'll tell you this, Halford Turnbull, you might be running to something, but you're damn well running away from shit, too."
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Well, wasn't El Paso a fucking shithole of a town?
He'd been here once or twice, always looking for the easiest jumping off point to Mexico, and it hadn't changed in those years. Hell, it hadn't changed even since he and his high school chums came west looking for cheap women and cheaper tequila. It was a giant slum that was more Mexico than Texas. Shantytowns and open sewage lines and boarded-up buildings and abandoned cars and the rest of it. Third World nation right in the good old U.S.A.
She held the wheel so tightly her knuckles had gone five different shades of white. And those teeth ground together loud as a bell. "Shit," she said. "Is there anywhere nice in El Paso?"
Traffic grew, more cars, more trucks. Every few minutes, Hal saw a panel truck headed north. The trucks might say 'Consuela's Lettuce,' and there might actually be lettuce in that truck, but beneath the greens were browns. Men and women, kids, all of them brown-skinned and looking for something else, something better.
They were all just like him; just like everybody.
"I'm sure there is," he said to her. "But I ain't never seen it."
"Yeah," she agreed. "There are almost always nice places if you've got the time to find them." She looked at him. "You okay? You don't look good."
"That a pick-up line?"
"Absolutely. It's code for I want to fuck you until I can't walk. Wow, how'd you ever see through me? I'm as serious as the clap here, Hal, you're looking pretty pale. Vampire-pale. Between no sleep and getting shot, flesh wound though it was, you don't look good."
He shook his head. "I'm fine. I'm tougher than I look."
"Whatever you say, John Wayne."
The truth was he was exhausted. Every move, arms, legs, even fingers or lips, was excruciating. And getting shot didn't help. Flesh wound or not, he hurt right now.
As they moved into the heart of El Paso, Hal popped open a bottle of aspirin and ate six. Bitter powder ground against his throat when he swallowed.
"Yum," she said. "Bet that was nice."
"Shut up." 
"Yeah, shut up, no problem. Whatever you need, boss. Yes, sir, master, I am at your beck and call. Captain Marc Brooks used to order me around. Drive. Cook. Clean. Bend over." 
"I didn't order you in my window, did I? I'd be just as happy you left, get rid of all that Brooks baggage."
"That wouldn't do it. You stole his money." She giggled but there was an edge to it. "And you stole his wife."
He looked sideways at her, watched her watch the city. Her hands twitched, her slim, deliciously pink tongue wet her lips but it wasn't seductive, it was scary. This woman is near the end, he thought. Who knew what that might mean.
And let's think about that badge, boys and girls. She's got a badge and she was carrying a .380 and a shitload of ammo. What else was she carrying? And what about this "from when I was a cop" bullshit? When had she ever been a cop? Why wasn't she one now? Or was she? 
His head spun, a cheap carnival ride going 'round and 'round. Gonna throw up this goes on much longer, he thought.
"God, I'm tired of driving," she howled. "This is Texas, Hal, we're here. You've made it home. We've got to stop, I need to get out."
His arm throbbed. "Can't stop now, we' got a ways to go."
"I thought you said Texas."
"Big damn state, Shawn. We're at the wrong end. Nine hundred more miles, maybe more. East side we're looking for. Huntsville."
"Son of a bitch." She leaned against the driver's door, banged her head hard against the glass. "I can't believe this. Some white knight you turned out to be. Just another two-bit criminal with his head so far up his ass he can taste his own throat."
"We can stop, I can let you right the hell out, no sweat. Your choice."
Surprisingly, she exited the highway, pulled over near a bodega. Two old men sitting at a bus stop watched them. "You want to travel solo?" She climbed out of the car, standing straight and proud on the sidewalk. "Good luck, dumbass, don't let Brooks kill you."
With a nod, she slammed the door, he moved behind the wheel, and took off. 
Quiet rolled like a wave into the car. It hadn't really been quiet since he'd first pulled up at the sewage plant. Even when they hadn't said anything, it wasn't quiet. Call it the atmosphere factor. Even if they had driven in silence, he knew she was there. She got into his space, filled his brain with the fact that she was there.
At a red light, the highway blasted through on an overpass. Straight through this intersection, back on the damned thing and then east. By early tomorrow morning, he'd be where he needed to be. Two days later, he'd be back in Theresa's arms.
But not without a twinge of guilt. Hell, it already rode high and hard in his head. He'd left a woman back there--a woman he knew a man was trying to kill--in a city she'd never seen, with no money. Yeah, she was armed but that probably wouldn't get her fed or a bed for the night, it would just get her shot.
That's good, Hal. Leave a woman on the street. Be sure you tell Hanford all about it, let him revel in the rightness of that decision. Let him know that when the chips were down, you dumped them outta your car.
Behind him, a car honked for the green light. In the rear view mirror, he saw the bus stop half a block back. Shawn watched him. Sighing, angry at himself for doing it, he reached across and opened the door. 
A long moment passed, long enough for the car behind him to honk again and then jerk out around him on the left. Driver passed with his finger tossing a grand salute.
"Yeah, yeah," Hal said. 
He watched her, and was fairly certain she was watching him, for about a million years. Another car came and went, its driver also saluting. More of this and the cops would appear and then his magnanimous gesture would mean dick.
Finally, she headed toward the car. When she climbed in, he saw a streak of tears on her face.
"Don't leave me here, Hal."
"Yeah."
He jammed the gas, slipped through the yellow light, and was back on the highway in a breath.
"Don't leave me anywhere."
"Yeah. Uh…look…I'm sorry about that. I was being an ass."
"You and me both." 
He rolled down the window. Why was it so hot in the car suddenly? Just you, he thought. You're embarrassed at being a pig. "I'm sorry. I thought you wanted out."
"I don't want out, I want…."
"What?"
For two or three mile markers on the highway, she didn't say anything. Angry heat radiated from her like heat from desert rocks. Her hands toyed with themselves, then with her elbows, then ran up and down her thighs.
"Your arm is bleeding again."
"It's fine. What do you want?"
She licked her lips. "I want--Shit. I just want to be done. I want him to leave me alone." Her legs came up under her until they all but disappeared beneath her knees. "I'm just so tired of him."
"And he ain't letting you out, is he?"
She shook her head. "This is how it's been since the beginning. He was my FTO and--"
"The hell's that?"
"Field training officer. Every cop gets one. You get out of the academy and you know all the book material but the books and the streets are very different."
"You think?"
"I fell in love with him," she said simply. "He was this big, decorated cop, tons of friends and everybody in town knew him and it was great. I knew all the inside jokes and got invited, with him, to all the great parties. I met the mayor and the governor and all kinds of movie stars."
"Yeah?"
"Mostly in Reno and Tahoe. We went all the time." She sighed. "I loved it."
"What happened?"
She shrugged. "I got seduced. By the lights, by the celebrities, by him, by all of it. Mostly by him. He was perfect."
"Ain't looking too perfect to me."
She chuckled but it was tired sound. "Yeah, well, we're all a little smarter now, aren't we?"
"Asked you to get hitched and you said sure without even thinking. Wouldn't'a mattered, though, 'cause this was Prince Charming."
"No, this was the King of the World. We got married and the very first night, he slapped me. Just enough to show me the lay of the land. He apologized all over himself but even the apology put the violence on me."
"It was your fault."
Her hair danced dispiritedly when she nodded. "When I left he went nuts. I moved down to Vegas and worked there. After a few months, I went back and worked for a little while, then got hooked up with Dogwood and some other stuff."
"And Dogwood was dealing Brooks' drugs."
"Yep. I was with Dogwood but Brooks raped me two or three times, just enough to let me know he was around. Eventually, he'd have come for me and it would have been go with him or get shot."
"Nobody could help you out?"
"Nobody had balls big enough. I'm scared, Hal, is all. Damn scared."
"Worse than when you left him?"
She chuckled, an angst-filled sound that touched him with his own little finger of fear. "I never left him. Even when I was with Dogwood, I didn't leave him, understand? This is entirely a different proposition. He's after us and it doesn't matter whether it's me for leaving him or you for stealing from him. The result is the same."
Hal punched the car a bit, nosed it up to about seventy-five as they left El Paso behind.
"Where are we going, Hal?"
"Huntsville."
"What the hell is in Huntsville?"
"Whole lotta nothing."
"Oh, well, by all means, let's go there. So the Rangers or the highway patrol will just ignore the murder warrant?"
He shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not. Ain't really thought that far ahead."
"Fucking great, that's just fucking great. Everything I've done since I got to Nevada has been in association with a murder suspect. Freedom is right over that border right there, it's out the fucking window, but by all means, let's take a nice drive through Texas."
"Shut up, ho-kay, and let me drive."
"Try not to get any blood on the car, it'll hurt the resale value."
His arm was mostly covered in blood now, bleeding freely and profusely. Driving with one hand, he used his other to bind the bandage more tightly. Maybe that would staunch the bleeding. And maybe not. It might well be that he'd bled to death before he ever got to Huntsville or Theresa.
"We could stop at a hospital," she said.
"Yeah, good plan. Every gunshot wound--or suspicious injury--has to be reported in Texas."
"This just gets better and better, doesn't it?"
He nodded. "Welcome to my life."
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For whatever reason, she was there. Not Apple Shawn. Not Theresa or even Natalie.
The other one. Missy.
Standing on the street and it confused the hell outta Hal. He shouldn't have been standing on any street with any dead girl. He should have been in the car, behind the wheel, pushing the accelerator to the friggin' floor. He should have been moving, hustling to Huntsville.
Instead he was with the dead girl.
"Did you kill me?" she asked. "I don't remember you."
His mouth was thick with sand. It was as hot as a glass bottle left in the sun. And it sure as hell tasted like the dirt around Barefield, Texas. "I didn't kill anybody."
She nodded thoughtfully. "But you knew it was going to happen, Hal." Not a question.
"Of course he knew," Tyler said. He was on the street, too, but not quite away from the Walls, was he? Leaning against a telephone pole with an IV stuck in his arm. The three bottles of drugs that would paralyze him and stop his heart lay in the dirt. "He was there that night; at the Palace. Least, that's what we all called it, isn't it? We were both there. Drinking and carrying on."
"Did you know I was there?" Missy asked. Her feet were tiny, as delicate as crystal, even covered in dirt. She moved them slowly as she came toward him. 
Hal took a deep breath. "I knew the Mayor had certain tastes. I knew he was there that night. I didn't know you personally were there. Maybe I knew someone was there."
Missy nodded, as though none of it really mattered. "They sexed me, you know."
"Read it in the papers."
"I did make the papers, didn't I?" She looked at him, a harsh frown on her face. "But that's not where you get your grief, is it?"
Not even close. His grief came from Hanford. Accusations and then six years of licking the inside of whiskey bottles and tequila bottles and even--at one point--a rubbing alcohol bottle. Shit, staring at her right now, he'd have given his left nut for a toot. But as his alcoholic friend Alan always said: one drink was both too many and not anywhere near enough.
Missy walked over to Tyler and sat on the ground near his feet. 
"So now you're clearing your conscience?" Tyler asked.
Hal sighed and spit out a mouthful of dirt. Damned if the wind wasn't blowing just like along the border. And he realized the dirt didn't taste of Barefield at all, it tasted of Nueva Rosita. "I'm trying to."
"Trying to what, Halford?" Theresa said.
Damn sure wasn't Barefield anymore. Dirt tasted like Nueva Rosita 'cause that's where he was now.
Wake up, he thought, watch the road, keep the car on the damned road. But he didn't want to wake, he wanted to see Theresa. He wanted her to soothe his aches and pains, the fire in his throat where he got stabbed, the dull thud where he'd been shot.
She was a vision in the swirling dust. She stood at the far end of a dusty street, a breeze swooshing the brown around her, tossing her hair carelessly. Single story buildings rose around them, some framed, some adobe but all poor, stained with poverty. As stained as the air, which carried the stench of failure; the bitter and thick and nauseating odor of sweat and piss and maybe blood and blown second chances.
Actually, it pretty much smelled like the sewage plant.
But when he looked at her, the air smelled different. When he looked at her, it was lilacs. The dust cleared, too, when he looked at her, and the honking of old cars stopped and the howls of angry kids became the squeals of delighted children. 
"Theresa."
"Halford."
She held her arms out for him and he ran toward her. It was all for that, wasn't it? For a hug and a kiss and warm breath on his neck. It was all for a white dress and a black tuxedo and a priest standing in front of them reading from a Bible and Hanford handing him a beautiful--but inexpensive--ring and people throwing rice and taking a car to San Antonio and a plane to St. Thomas, Nassau and then maybe, just maybe, never coming back to the World.
It was about getting to Huntsville on an empty road, no obstacles, no problems, no bullshit.
"Hombre."
Her brother's perpetually angry face flashed in the dry heat. The sun stood directly above them, casting shadows straight down. "You come back here? I told you to stay away."
"I came back for her," Hal said.
Theresa faded into the dust, hardly more than an outline.
Her brother laughed. "You didn't come back for her, hombre, you didn't come back at all. But it's good to see you in a church. Maybe you can find your alma."
He groped for the word. "Uh…soul?"
"Maybe it got tossed in the garbage can after Missy died." Domingo laughed but it was a hollow sound. "You remember that garbage can? Where you threw-up when they were raping her? Maybe your alma came out then."
He had forgotten about the garbage can. He had nearly forgotten about the throwing up. The rest--the rape, the murder--he had been unable to forget.
"Where am I?"
The same laugh, now laced with sadism, bubbled out of Domingo. "You're in Valentine, gringo. What the fuck for, I don't know. But like I said, it's good to see you in church, you got a lot of praying to do."
"For my alma."
Domingo shrugged. "We all got to pray, but you got a lot more to do than the rest of us."
"'Cause you're pure as the driven snow, right, Domingo?"
"Oh, yeah, pure as the driven dust, that's true." Domingo fixed a hard stare on Hal. "Theresa is pure. You forget that, hombre, and things might get ugly."
"Uglier than now?"
"This ain't ugly, hombre, ugly's still coming down the road."
Hal woke then, the grit and shit-taste of border dirt still in his mouth.
It was a small room, hardly fifteen steps across. The only furniture was a single chair and the bed he was on. A large cross hung on the wall but there were no windows and only a single door, surprising in its simplicity. The walls were beige and seemed to be textured. Adobe, Hal realized. Old, stained adobe. Slashes of brown marked the walls in nearly perfect lines. The lines pointed every direction but each line was straight, larger at one end before trailing off. Some of the lines were interrupted where hunks of adobe had fallen out. The dust of worn adobe coated the floor and the single chair and the bed.
And the body.
"Jesus H." Hal scrambled from the bed. His foot caught in the simple cover and he fell to the floor at Shawn's feet.
"Holy fucking shithole Christ."
She sat against the wall, one leg tucked awkwardly beneath her, the other straight out. What had been beautiful red hair was now matted and clumped with mud. A single lock covered her closed eyes. One of those eyes was black, the edges already turning to purple. Not too long and that whole shiner would fade to diaper-shit yellow. One of Shawn's arms crossed her chest and held the neck of her shirt tightly. 
And from the other arm, which was as straight as her leg, a syringe stuck out like a fucking knife. Blood spilled beneath where it stabbed her. Pooled and dried rusty brown in her palm. 
"What the shit is this?" His voice shattered the air.
She startled but her head never came up off her chest. A terrible moan slithered from her lips.
Hal threw himself at her. Anger boiled through him, a blowtorch through plate metal. His head and arm throbbed as though some invisible thug whacked him over and over with a hammer. "Shawn. What's going on?"
Her head bounced back and forth, struck the wall at least twice. She winced and a tired hand went to the back of her head. "Lemme alone."
Hal dragged her to the bed, tossed her to the near side, as far from the body as he could get her in the tiny bed.
"Wake the hell up." He stormed to the door. It was locked from the outside. "Let us out. Where are we?"
"Texas." She slurred a giggle. "'S where you asked for." She flung her arms wide open. "We're here. Now what, boss?"
"Damnit." 
Hal slapped her hard. Her head bounced back and forth and blood flooded her cheeks.
"Don't hit me." She howled and held her hands up in front of her face. 
"What?" Hal backed up. "Hey, I didn't mean to--"
"Please, Captain." Her voice screeched. Her hands waved and she tried to back up, her feet scrabbling for purchase on the sheet. "Don't hit me, I'll do whatever you want. Captain, please. I'll swallow next time, I promise."
"Shawn, what's--" 
He reached for her and when his skin touched hers, it was an electric shock. She screamed and shot across the bed. The body tangled her. The dead man's hands reached for her, the dead man's feet pushed at her. Her own feet pushed and scrabbled, shoving the man's legs askew. They looked like sex fiends crawling all over each other.
"Shawn, what's going on?"
Crying, open and jagged she fell off the far side of the bed, thumped loudly against the floor.
"Are you okay in there?" The voice was meek, maybe a little scared. A timid knock sounded at the door, followed by a quiet throat clearing. "Hello?"
"Yeah, we're fine." Who in the fuck was this? Hal's head spun. Christ, Shawn, what have you gotten us into? 
"Anything you want, Captain." She had gotten herself in the corner, her knees drawn up to her chest, her hands in front of her face, hiding her eyes from the world. If you can't see the world, Hal thought, maybe it can't get you.
"Anybody hurt? We've got some bandages."
"No, we're fine." Hal wiped the sweat from his forehead, licked it from his upper lip. "We'll be fine." He turned to Shawn, lowered his voice, held his hands in front of him, palms up. "Shawn, listen to me." He kept his voice low and quiet, non-threatening. "Everything's going to be just fine, don't you worry, ho-kay? The captain ain't here. He ain't anywhere near here, ho-kay? Whatever he done, it ain't gonna happen here."
How could he make that promise? Who knew who the hell the guy outside the door was? Obviously, that pansy-ass voice wasn't Captain Brooks but maybe Brooks was in the building.
And just what was this building? It had adobe walls but it felt modular, like a hotel or pre-fab housing.
"Shhhhh. Everything will be fine. Tell me what I can do for you right now. What do you want? Something to drink? Something to eat?" 
It was then he realized his voice--shit, the very words--were Hanford's. As though Hal had channeled his brother, had called the spirit of the older, stable Turnbull son and given it to this scared woman on the floor, drool leaking from her mouth and the tang of piss on her legs.
The first time Hal had gotten arrested, for stealing four Hot Wheels cars from a grocery store, Hanford had said that very same thing to him. Hanford had whispered and soothed and said he would do anything he could to help his little brother. 
Shawn spread her thin fingers and her eyes, washed out and tired, were lined with red After a moment, those eyes focused on Hal and Hal thought he could see just a moment of clarity slip into them.
"Is that stink me?"
"How about a shower?"
When she stood, her head lolled until it came around so she could see him. "That a proposition, big boy? You gonna strip me and fuck me 'til I can't walk? Ejaculate perception and all that?"
"No, Shawn." He guided her toward the shower and helped her out of her clothes. Finally, he got to the syringe. As delicately as he could, he pulled it out and tossed it over his shoulder toward the bed. Bruises raced up and down her torso. "Holy shit, what is all that about?"
She looked down, smiled drunkenly, and waved a breast at him. "Tits, Captain. You're supposed to suck on them."
Hal bit down on his anger. "I'm not the captain, Shawn. I'm Hal."
Blinking, she nodded. "What? Oh, yeah, I know that."
Water blasted from the shower head when Hal turned it on. After it had warmed, he moved her into it and she howled like a kicked dog when it doused her skin. Hal held her as tightly as he dared without hurting her bruises and eventually she calmed down. She turned toward the wall, the water in her face, as though she was being frisked by FTO Captain Marc Brooks and stood there for nearly an hour, mumbling about Brooks the entire time.
Hal never left. His feet hurt, his arm sure as hell hurt, his head hurt, but he never left. 
Chick's scared to death. No wonder she smacked up. Two months, two weeks, three or four days and none of it mattered now. The Horse had dragged her off the wagon damned hard.
And scared or not, understanding it or not, Hal was pissed. Anger came and went in waves. Why the hell had they stopped? How had they stopped? He had been driving last he remembered. He crash things up? Sure wasn't injured if he had. Where in the hell were they? Domingo told him Valentine in the dream but that had to be bullcrap.
But most of all: how long had they been here?
His watch said 4:30. Day or night who knew?
"Damnit." 
"What?" She turned off the water and the sudden silence startled Hal. Shawn's deep red hair lay flat against her skull, lifeless and dead. At the same time, her skin was a healthy pink from the hot water. Holy Christ, Hal thought, she's so skinny. What should have been an alluring curve of hip was pointed and angular. What should have been a flat, or even slightly pooched, stomach was actually a hollow. And her collarbones stuck out from her shoulders like elongated tumors.
"You been a junky for awhile."
With a slow nod, she turned toward him. "You should have been a detective." She looked over his shoulder. "Who's the stiff?" 
"Hoping you could tell me."
Her eyes had cleared a bit. Still lined with red but able to focus. "I think I know him." Her face creased into a frown. "But he wasn't dead." She pointed. "And I don't think he scores like that." 
The syringe Hal had tossed over his shoulder had stuck in the meat of the man's thigh.
Hal snorted, pissed again. "Should'a seen this. The fuck are we, Shawn? And why did we stop? I've got to--"
"Yeah, yeah, got to be somewhere. You know, I'm getting damned sick and tired of hearing about it. If you aren't going to tell me everything, then tell me nothing."
"Ain't your concern. And don't go forgetting who jumped into whose window, ho-kay?"
Trying to stay together, trying to focus on getting out of this place, he paced the floor, awkwardly because of the missing boot heel. Every time he turned, his gaze caught the dead man. "I was right the first time. Crack whore. Nothing but."
Stoned, wet and tired, she was still fast. Her hand came up, open palmed, and caught him dead in the cheek. "I am a lot of things, Hal, maybe a lot of bad things. But I am not a whore."
Flame burned in his cheek. "Yeah? What are you?"
Gritting her teeth, she dried off and started to dress. "A little buzzed. A little desperate. Maybe a little jealous."
He blinked. "Of what?"
"Theresa. Who is she? Wife? Girlfriend?"
"Girlfriend. She teaches third grade in Nueva Rosita. Used to teach in Barefield before it went bad for her."
"You must love her pretty hard. You even talk about her when you sleep. Wouldn't shut up is more like it."
"Sleep?" He rubbed his cheek. "We been here long enough to sleep?"
She shrugged. "Last time I checked my watch it melted. Call me Dali." 
He raised a hand to slap her again, to knock her back into the reality of here and now, but her eyes stopped him. "How long we been here?" 
"You don't scare me, Hal. You can huff and puff all you want but you aren't a bad ass, probably never been one and you'll die without being one." She sighed and began dressing. "You're a good man, Hal, just a little lost maybe."
"Yeah, well, not as lost as I want to be." He went to the door again. Through the far wall, he heard a car pass. It wasn't going highway fast, but faster than it would in a neighborhood. "Why the hell did you stop?"
"I didn't stop, you did. Well, not really stop so much as pass out. We were halfway in the ditch before I realized what was going on. I had to stop. We'd have been killed."
"I was bleeding or what?" His head spinning, Hal sat heavily in the chair. Passed out? He was hurt that bad? How much would that slow him down? A tremble took hold of his bottom lip and for a wild moment he thought maybe he was twelve again and sitting and crying in the back of a policeman's car. 
"There was a pretty good amount of blood." With a sad grin, she shook her head. "If we do get stopped, the cops are going to have a field day with all the blood on the driver's side of that car."
"Whatever. Gimme the keys."
"Hal, look," Shawn said. "You're hurt pretty good, I don't care what the fathers did for you, I don't think--"
"The keys, Shawn."
"Listen to me, you've got to rest some--"
Hal slammed a fist against the adobe wall. Pain rocketed up through his wrist and arm, into his brain, and exploded white hot. Bits of pulverized adobe fell to the hardwood. A rusted face stared out from behind the adobe.
"What is that?" Hal asked.
She shrugged. "Who cares what it is? Hal, you're hurt."
"It's aluminum." Hal dug at the adobe. More of it crumpled out. "It's a trailer home wall."
"So what?" Shawn jerked Hal's face toward her. "Yes, it's a mobile home. Five of them, actually. All put together and covered with adobe."
Hal snorted a surprised laugh. "What?"
"It's a church, Hal. Listen to me."
"You said 'the fathers.'" He looked at the cross hanging on the wall. "This is really a church? Who has church in a trailer house?"
Her hand flashed, quick and solid, struck him on the cheek a second time. "You're getting bogged down, Hal. The church is pretty much the last thing you need to worry about."
Hal grabbed her hand to twist it behind her, to maybe rip it off and toss it on the garbage. "I don't care about all this weird shit. I just want to get outta here. Now give me the keys and point me toward I-10 and I'll be on my way."
She sucked her teeth. "I-10 is about 50 miles back. We're on U.S. 90."
"Hey," a groggy voice said. 
They turned to the corpse. It sat upright, its eyes half open and covered in crust, its nose hidden behind dried snot. Blood had dried around the man's mouth and was roughly the same color as the brown slashes on the walls.
"That cop didn't show up, did he?" The man stuttered a laugh, reached down, and popped the syringe from his calf. "Wow," he said, staring at the needle. "Welcome to the big city, I guess."
Hal's insides sank into quicksand.
"That's why I got off the highway," Shawn said. "I saw Brooks."
Now Hal's insides flipped over, guts on a roller-coaster. "Son of a bitch."
"He was behind me. I lost him in some little town where the highway split."
"Van Horn." Hal ground his teeth together. "Damn hard to lose anybody in Van Horn. It's pretty small." He paced the room, knocked on the door. "So I pass out and while you're trying to decide what to do, you see Brooks. Then you turn off the highway, somehow lose Brooks, and stop here."
"Pretty much." She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. "God, I'm scared. That's why I scored. I've been trying to quit but this scares me, Hal. Scares me bad. If you could have seen his face you would have scored, too." 
"He here?" the guy asked. "'Cause I got… a warrant or something. Drugs…whatever."
"Gimme the keys," Hal said.
"I don't know where they are." She shrugged. "I was stoned, Hal. I think the fathers have them."
The man on the bed squirmed. "Something's poking me."
"What about the key to the room?" Hal pointed at the door.
"I don't know, Hal."
The man on the bed dug something from beneath his ass. "This yours?"
A room key on a wooden dowel.
Hal grabbed it, unlocked the door, and headed down the hall. "I'm getting out of here. Shit. I'm not even sure where 90 will take me. It's an east-west, I think."
She shrugged. "The signs said Alpine, Del Rio, Uvalde, and then San Antonio."
Del Rio? Hal stopped short. Del Rio was about forty miles from Nueva Rosita. Del Rio was where he and Theresa had gone looking for a dance and a movie before he left.
Suddenly Huntsville was a million miles away. Suddenly Huntsville was less clear, less obviously where he wanted to go. She was close, maybe close enough to hear if he listened well enough. Huntsville was still better than 700 miles away.
No, he thought as he strode down the hall toward a room marked 'chapel.' Huntsville, then Barefield. Fix this, then find the rest of your life.
"Hal? Where are you going?" Shawn was a few steps behind him, trying to keep up.
"Hey?" the corpse called. "What up?"
"We'll be back," Shawn lied. "There's another hit…uh…under the bed. You can have it, we'll be back before you know it."
"Right on." Without another word, the man disappeared back inside the room.
"You're not going to leave me here, are you?"
Hal ignored her. If he stopped to answer her, his anger might overwhelm him. He kept moving toward the chapel. Finally he reached the door and shoved through.
The room was full of priests. Twenty, maybe twenty-five of them. Maybe more. 
They stood dead still and they were all bloody.
 
 
 



 
 
752 Miles (Still)
 
Hal had seen a crime scene photo once. Hell, he'd seen lots of them, courtesy of Hanford, but this one in particular struck him and stayed with him. It had been taken in a room at a low-rent motel outside of Garden City near Barefield. Beige and lime green; walls, curtains, bedspread, even the fucking telephone. Everything was beige and lime green. The very definition of hip at one point. 
One night, a man had killed another man. 
The beating had started with fists and moved on to a lamp. After the lamp had broken, the killer had grabbed a second until it, too, broke. Then a leg snapped off a cheap chair and finally, the toilet seat. What Hal remembered, and sometimes saw in his dreams, even more than the sheer amount of blood, was the story of the blood. Not in globs or brushstrokes, but in spatters and flings, each one fat and round at one end and strung out like a junkie at the other. Every spatter told a different story. Each direction, each angle, was something different. This angle showed the victim had been standing, that one showed the man had been on his knees, the next proved he'd been slumped. 
In the crime scene photo, the man was still--left inside a bathtub full of red water--with his eyes open. Yes, he was dead, but it was almost as if he were still because it was a picture. It was as if he could have gotten up and walked out whenever the photographer was finished.
The priests were bloody with eyes open. They wore brown robes belted at their waists but opened and slung down off their shoulders to reveal their chests and backs. What skin was visible was as pale as wedding lace. Most of their heads were bare, as were their feet. A couple wore earrings, a couple others had nipple piercings. All had tattoos, usually some version of a cross.
'Member those lines in the pic, Hal? How it was obvious when the killer was swinging the lamp or toilet seat and the blood was coming off the end in perfect, straight lines? Damn same thing on these walls and ceiling. Just as directed, just as straight. The lines--ain't no way they weren't blood--were mostly on the ceiling. Hundreds and hundreds of rusty brown stains. Some faded by age, some more recent. 
Some still glistened.
"Holy Mary Mother of fucking God." Paralysis swept through Hal, kept him frozen at the chapel's door. 
Four priests were bent over and naked. They beat themselves with a short leather whip. The others watched and somberly danced. Arms moved in unison, even those not holding whips, not striking and tearing open flesh. Fifteen arms, twenty, maybe more, moving slowly up and quickly down, then slowly up again and down with a snap.
The priests chanted. A deep rumble, like continual far-away thunder or the rumble of Barefield's Friday night high school football games.
"What in hell is this?" Shawn crowded behind him, pressing against his backside. Her breath had stopped.
The whips deposited the men's blood on the ceiling and on the men around them, great slashes reminiscent of the motel room. But it all made noise, too. Above the chanting, an after-sound of leather striking flesh: the tiny taps of blood drops on the adobe ceiling. Thousands of quiet finger snaps, beatniks loving a poem of blood.
"Betch'a didn't think you'd see something like this, huh?" A priest stood behind them, draped in a bad movie prop brown robe. A Silver Surfer comic book poked out of a badly sewn pocket. "I heard you guys earlier, thought you might be doing your own bloodletting." The man's eyes wandered over Hal's wound, over the bruises from the tracks on Shawn's arm. "We do have bandages."
"Probably go through a few boxes," Hal said
The man grinned. "A few."
"What is all that?" Shawn asked.
"Penance for our sins."
"Sin a lot do you?" Hal asked. "Wild parties with cheap women and homemade brew? You guys run around with lampshades on your heads, giving beads to women who show you their tits?"
The man's eyebrows rose. "Haven't been to a party like that in a while. Got one in mind?"
Hal gaped. "Uh…no, not really. Actually…uh…Father, I'm--"
"Bob," the man said.
"Bob? As in Father Bob? Whatever."
"And it's not penance for individual sin, it's for collective sin."
"Collecting, huh? Better you than me." 
The man cracked a quick, tiny grin. Gently, he directed Hal and Shawn back down the hallway toward the room they'd come from. His touch was light on their shoulders. "Don't be so shocked, Halford. Lots of people worship in lots of ways. Even in that room, we've got all kinds of people. We have a professor from MIT who comes out every few months to clean his soul. We've got a woman who's a reporter in Amarillo and who comes here to, as she says, 'Beat her editor out of her skin.' Couple of other guys who are gun freaks. One used to be a school resource cop in Illinois and one used to be a banger with the Gangster Disciples in L.A. They get along great here. We built a range for them out back." Bob shrugged. "Everybody's gotta get closer to God."
"You're like the Philippines, Father Bob," Shawn said.
Bob winced. "That's the general idea, but with the nails they use, I'd consider them a bit more extreme."
"Yeah," Hal said. "They're the freaks, I guess."
"Shut up, Hal," Shawn said.
"Listen, Bob, we've got to get outta here. Now. I've got somewhere to be."
"Don't we all?" Bob nodded thoughtfully. 
"Right, everybody's got some place to be, everybody's got original sin and blah blah blah. That's all fine and good but could I have the keys to the car we came in?"
Bob's eyes were brown, dull as dirt. They moved back and forth between Shawn and Hal. "You mean the one stolen from Arizona?"
"What are you--" Hal's hands clenched to fists. "What are you talking about?"
He pulled a couple of driver's licenses from his pocket. "Hers says Reno and her insurance card says she drove a 1995 Monte Carlo." He smiled at Hal. "Texas. Oklahoma. Utah. Colorado. Looks like you've been around." He shuffled through the papers. "Barefield. Austin. Dallas. Ponca City. Salt Lake City. Denver."
"Yeah, yeah, what's your point?" Hal asked.
With a bony finger, Bob pointed out a window darkened with black shoe polish. "I don't know cars very well, but what you guys drove up in doesn't look like a Monte Carlo to me."
Shawn swallowed. "I bought a new car, Father Bob. I haven't gotten the insurance changed over yet."
"Really," Bob said. "Then I wonder why the Nevada State Police have that car listed as stolen on their website."
Hal grabbed for his licenses and glared at the priest. "You call them?"
"Whatever you do is whatever you do."
Shawn took her license and insurance card. "But you had to check, didn't you?"
"Like to know who I'm dealing with. Look, I don't know what's going on with you guys, but you're free to stay here as long as you want. Eat, drink--sorry, we ran out of the wild party homebrew--sleep, whatever."
"Thanks for the offer but we're leaving. Just as soon as you care to give us the car keys, we'll be out of your hair."
"My hair?" Bob lowered the hood to his shoulders to reveal a shiny, bald head. "My own thing. Not that many of us shave ourselves bald."
Shawn whistled. "Nice head, Father Bob."
"Isn't that a country song?" Bob asked.
"Will you two shut the hell up?" Hal said, irritated. "Give me the keys and let me get out of here or I'll have a couple of murders on my hands."
Bob frowned. "Do not forget the commandment: thou shalt not kill."
"Ain't what it says," Hal said. "It says thou shalt not murder, but thanks for the reminder."
With a chuckle, Bob pulled the keys from a pocket on the robe. "You guys always have all the answers, don't you?"
"Us guys?" Hal asked. He snatched the keys.
"I've known guys like you all my life, Halford. Running and running; goddamned basketball player running up and down the court except the fucking game is never over, is it?"
"Nice language, Father Bob," Shawn said.
Bob pointed toward the chapel. "You'd do well to maybe grab yourself a little bit of this."
"Of what?" Hal glanced back toward the chapel.
"Penance."
The word hung over them, blood spatters on the chapel's roof. 
"Right," Hal said. "Got just about enough pain in my life for right now, thanks."
"There's a difference between pain and penance," Bob said.
"Not from where I stand." Hal wiped the sweat from his lips. 
"We do this for guys like you."
Hal spit on the tiled floor. "Send me a bill."
"You just don't get it, do you? This doesn't hurt." He pulled his robe down and showed them the scars. "This doesn't hurt because we choose it."
"Choose pain? Bull-fucking-shit." Hal glanced up and down the hall. Each door was a duplicate of the bedroom from which he'd come. The only other door was to the chapel. That had to be the way out. "No one chooses pain. People give you pain, it ain't a choice."
Hal headed for the chapel. "Every bit of pain somebody gets, and it's a fuck of a lot, is because somebody gave it to them." He nodded toward Shawn. "She gets her ass beaten black and blue…it makes her string herself out with drugs…and you think she chose that pain? She didn't choose drugs, they were forced on her by a cop who thinks he owns her."
"Hal," Shawn said.
"Nobody does their own pain except a bunch of whack jobs who couldn't afford a church so they bought a bunch of mobile homes. It's the same for everybody. Somebody beats you or steals from you or gets a promotion or some award or whatever." 
He slammed a fist against the wall. Bits of badly applied adobe fell to the floor. Silver aluminum skin winked at him.
"It's bullshit because you're just as good as they are."
"Hal?" Shawn's eyes knitted together in a deep frown.
"I could have set that fucking table, sure as hell. I could have set it eight ways from Sunday. I could have set it with my eyes closed." He jammed his finger into Bob's chest. "Don't be a fucking idiot. I didn't choose that pain."
Sweat poured from him, like a summer rain spreading across the dry west Texas desert. Angrily, he wiped it away. "Don't be a patsy, Bob. Someone is always getting over on you." His hands clenched to fists. "And it ain't never your fault."
There it sat, as stark and brutal as it had ever been in his head. Hal took a deep breath. He had never spoken it before, not to another person. He had spoken to himself, screamed it to himself, but never to someone else. It had been his thing, his secret. Damn near the only thing he had secret.
Now it was in the air for anyone.
Without another word, Hal headed for the chapel. He pulled the door open and stepped into the world of allegedly chosen pain. Behind him, he heard Shawn give Bob a kiss, whisper a thank you, and then follow him. 
It was a perverse fun-house with parodies of priests. Twenty, maybe thirty of them, all dressed in the same type of brown robe Bob wore. Now all of them with their chests naked, the backs either bloody or scarred. None of them moved, not even those with fresh blood on their backs. Every arm was aloft but motionless, every face set and tight. Even their sweat didn't move. 
The chanting had stopped, too. It was the kind of silence Hal wanted to find in his sleep at night, the kind that had eluded him for the better part of his life.
There was no area for pews nor an aisle so he moved between the men, moving slowly, somehow afraid to disturb them. But even when he was directly in front of someone, they took no notice.
Except for two. One was a youngish guy, call him Hal's age. The man kept his head trained on the cross, as most of the priests did, but let his eyes quickly catch Hal every few seconds.
That's a scared damn face, Hal thought. He's hiding out in the middle of these nuts, hoping something out in the World won't find him.
"You and me both, brother," Hal said quietly.
He gave the man a nod and the man looked quickly back at the cross and managed to make himself smaller without actually moving, as though trying to disappear even more.
The second man was more sly. He watched Hal and Shawn, but didn't want Hal to realize it. He stood near the front door and he didn't move, didn't call out, didn't let his eyes hold Hal's more than a second. But in that second, Hal was certain the man had noticed him.
He turned back to Shawn. "He's watching us."
She shivered in spite of the heat. "Somebody sure as hell is, I can feel it."
The chapel, what had probably once been the living room of at least three of the mobile homes, was dank and ran with dust motes and the odor of blood. Sunlight sat behind the blacked out windows and appeared as an anemic, yellow light, a bug light some neighbor left on during the night. 
With a deep swallow, Hal glanced back toward the front door. Had that priest moved? Just a little bit? Had he edged toward the door? He looked at him directly and when they caught each other's gaze this time, the priest didn't look away for a long minute. The hair on Hal's arms stood. Then the man opened his mouth and brayed.
Shawn yelped. Hal brought his hands - tight little fists now--up, ready to beat the shit outta whoever might jump him.
As the man's sound fell away, the priests began moving. Slowly, in rhythm to the man's chanting. The words were garbage, Latin or Greek or some bullshit. The men kept their arms up high and slowly spun in place. Their eyes were closed while they lip-synched the chant. When they had completed a turn, they all brought both arms high, then dropped them straight out sideways, leaned their heads forward, and began spinning.
"Crosses," Shawn said.
The chanting grew as more joined in. Hal felt the sound in the floor beneath his feet. It banged around the room and came back twice as loud. Soon, Hal didn't know where one chant ended and the next began. To him, it was a single chant, on a single note, maybe only a single word.
And still the priest watched him, still the man held his eyes. Hal stopped, let the twirling priests get between him and the man near the door.
"Something's going on," Hal said.
"What?"
"That guy keeps watching me."
"Maybe he thinks you're cute." Shawn snickered.
"Goddamnit, Shawn, something ain't right."
"Beyond guys in robes beating themselves up, you mean? What else is it?"
"The hell do I know? But I know I gotta get the hell outta this chapel and into some good, bright sunlight where I can see everything. Get in that car and get my ass on the road, that's all I want." He began walking. "Check that, all I want is to be done."
"Might be done soon enough," the man said as he pressed a cold barrel to Hal's head. 
 
 
 



 
 
752 Miles (Again)
 
"Captain Brooks," Hal said, warm piss streaming down his leg.
"I love the smell of piss in the morning." Brooks' laugh was both as hard as steel and as cracked as a tired sidewalk. "You are a heavyweight, aren't you?"
Embarrassment filled Hal even as his bladder emptied. The man had scared him; more properly, the gun had scared him. He'd been shot and stabbed and even thought he was going to die once in a car crash, but he'd never had a gun so close he could smell the oil. He'd never felt a cool, slick barrel against his skin. 
Would he hear the bullet traveling down the barrel when Brooks fired? Would he ever even realize Brooks had fired?
Around them, the priests spun slowly, still chanting. The noise reached a level that rumbled in Hal's bones like a low-volt charge. 
"Let him go, Brooks," Shawn said. "Are you crazy? Trying that in the middle of all these people? They'll take you down."
Brooks laughed. "Take me down? They're so tranced out they don't even know I'm here." He fingered the badge hanging from a slim chain around his neck. "Doesn't matter, anyway, I'm a good guy."
Hal surveyed the priests. With the exception of the two who'd been watching earlier, none looked at the trio, none of them stopped twirling or chanting. Shawn, Hal, and Captain Brooks were as invisible as a breeze.
"What do you want?" Hal asked. Stupid question, granted, but he was looking to stall and nothing else came to him.
"What do I want?" He laughed. "You got time for everything I want?"
"Gimme the express version." Hal tried to measure the distance from where he stood to the door. It was about twenty feet but no way in hell could he cross it before Brooks killed him. All right, he thought, then let's go to Plan B. Except there hadn't really been a Plan A so he was at a bit of a loss. 
Maybe the priest, Hal thought. He glanced at the first one he'd noticed, the one whose face had been scared and almost laughed. This guy would be zero help. He'd gone from scared to terrified. His eyes never left Brooks' badge.
"Don't be so flip with me, my friend," Brooks said. "Smart mouth could get you in trouble. Now, first of all I want my twenty grand."
"Don't have it."
"I want my dope."
"Don't have it."
"I want my woman."
Hal bit his lips.
With another laugh, Brooks grabbed Shawn and hauled her close to him. "What are you doing here, honey?"
"Taking in a show," she said through gritted teeth. 
Brooks slapped her face. The pop was a small caliber shot in the chapel. The priest near the door who had eyed Hal earlier looked over. Only his eyes, though, his head stayed toward the group of priests. 
Shawn held a hand to her cheek. The skin was already going a deep, angry red.
"Don't sass me, bitch." He ran a finger along the barrel of his gun. "I'll kill you here and now, don't think I won't."
Hal opened his mouth but said nothing, a healthy fear of the gun still in the back of his throat as thick as bad booze.
"What's that, loverboy?" Brooks said, his dead eyes on Hal. "You got something to say?"
"Leave her alone." His voice was so soft he wasn't certain he'd even said anything. "She…she ain't done nothing…to you."
Brooks grinned at Hal. "That's right, loverboy, you've done it all. The dope, the money, the girl. You took it all."
"He didn't take me," Shawn said. "I went with him."
"Semantics. The point is, this particular set of problems pretty much start with Halford Turnbull." He raised the gun, sighted it on Hal's face. "Might as well end it with Halford Turnbull."
Hal's eyes closed. He wanted them open, but he was so freaked out it wasn't happening. You pretty much got whatever dignity I had left, Hal thought, so best get to shooting. Except he didn't want it to end in this goofy-ass church with his brains as splattered as priests' blood. Truth was, he didn't want it to end at all, he'd just as soon live forever. Certainly long enough, anyway, to give his brother a kiss on the cheek and make love one last time to Theresa.
"I guess we have a problem here, don't we?" Brooks said. "I mean, I got some things I want and you say you don't have them. That's a problem."
Brooks' voice was nearly lost by the chanting, growing louder by the moment. The robed men moved faster, too, in time with their chants, in rhythm to the words and sounds. 
They're like dancing teenagers, Hal thought. This is their music, their socializing. And they were just as oblivious as teenagers. A man held a gun on two other people, had slapped one of them, and only two priests had noticed. One of those two was piss-scared and was trying to disappear into the damned walls and the other seemed to be getting off on the confrontation.
"Officer?" He stepped up to them. "Is everything okay? Do you need some help?"
Brooks tossed Hal and Shawn an angular grin, then shook his head. "No, sir, I have the situation under control. But let me just offer my thanks for your checking. If we had more citizens like you, we'd have fewer citizens like them." 
With a nod, the priest went back to the others. He joined their movements, sang their chants, but his eyes stayed on Hal and Shawn.
That was probably the former cop, Hal thought. Wearing that robe instead of a fucking uniform. Probably still wore his badge at night while he paddled his pud when the rest of the freaks were safely in bed.
"You've got no problem," Shawn said. "Get out. Leave us alone. You lost some money and drugs. Deal with it."
Hal shook his head. "Ain't gonna work like that. He lost something. Three somethings. Boy needs something to replace what he lost."
A grin crawled across Brooks' crooked mouth. Teeth as twisted as a bad fence, stared out. "Not bad, loverboy. You may actually not be as stupid as you look." 
"Thanks for that, I guess." 
"Now, let's start this again. First I've got to correct you on one point, I only lost two things."
Hal frowned.
"I've got my dope."
Of course he did, Hal thought. Of course the money and the drugs would be exactly where they fell when Goon got whacked.
Understanding came to Hal suddenly. "But then the money--"
"Was gone." Brooks sucked his teeth. "You got it. Everything else was there: cars on fire, a dead man, two other local hoods, about a ton and a half of spent brass. But no money. What was amazing was that neither Dogwood nor Templeton could agree on exactly what happened."
"Go figure," Hal said.
"But they did agree that you were there when it all went bad. And seeing as how you are the only one who walked out of there, I put my money…literally…on you. You're probably also the one that brought down that particular fire-fight in my city."
"He didn't shoot at all."
Brooks swung his gaze toward Shawn. "You'd know because you were there. With Dogwood."
"Yes."
"Who I told you to stay away from."
"Yes."
"Lighten up, corporal, you don't own her."
Brooks jammed the gun into Hal's face. The barrel pressed against Hal's teeth. "Let me tell you something. Not only do I own her, I own everything."
Even if the gun hadn't been scraping the enamel off his teeth, Hal was not prepared to disagree. He might well have made some dumbass decisions in his life, but he sure as hell wasn't going to make one now. For now, as the priests got themselves more and more worked up, he'd keep himself nice and quiet, thank you very much.
"And it's Captain, not corporal, asswipe. Now, please do tell me where my money is."
Hal swallowed. "Swear to God, I don't know. When I left, it was with the dead guy."
"You expect me to believe you left $20,000? Not even a piece of afterbirth like you is that stupid."
Around them, the priests all raised their arms. Slowly, ritually. They came back down, then went up again. Everyone's head, Bob's included, was tilted back, eyes closed and mouth in a slight grin. Hal half expected some kind of golden light to come blasting out of the sky straight from God and shine down on them.
"Of course I ain't," Hal said. "I tried to get that money. Damned hard to get with bullets flying all over the place. Those fuckers shot at me. Shot my boot heel off."
"Shocking." 
"The dead guy had it," Shawn said. "Templeton's goon. Did you check him?"
"Wow, why didn't I think of that? Oh, wait, I did. No bread."
"Well, it was there when we drove off." Shawn nodded. "We left it there." 
Brooks grabbed her hair and twisted it until her face was nose to nose with his. "It's 'we' now is it?"
"Whoa," Hal said. "No need to go honking on women, Captain." Hal stepped forward a foot or so. "Just let her go and lets you and I get this thing straightened out."
"Officer?" the priest asked. He stopped with his eyes dead hard on Hal.
The arms, collectively synchronized, collective, raised above the priests' heads. They hesitated for a moment, then came back down before repeating the ritual. The chanting and twirling continued, growing like a wave coming in off the sea, larger and larger as the winds around it whipped up.
"What the hell is this?" Brooks asked, as though seeing the display for the first time.
"It's what we do," the priest said.
"It's stupid."
"It is self-sacrifice." The priest nodded. "It is getting to the heart of the matter of sin." 
It kept going, over and over, a visual version of the chant, a monotony of movement. But then the chant changed. The arms came down fast and as they shot back up, four priests brought out whips. A half-second later, those four whips smashed against skin. The whap of leather and flesh rang out, bold over the chant. Blood exploded into the air.
"What in the hell…." Brooks backed up a step, his eyes wide.
Blood flipped through the air, dotted the ceiling, nailed Shawn. She yelped and fell backward. 
"The fuck is that?" Brooks said. He turned toward the priests, amazement plain and naked on his face. "You guys are craz--"
"Go," Hal shouted. He shoved Shawn toward the chapel's front door. "Get your ass outta here."
Shawn never hesitated. She ran for the front door, mowing through priests like a bowling ball through robed pins. Her yells banged around the chapel's walls, interrupted the priests. The chant stopped, replaced by their confused questions. "What's this?" "Officer, should I get my--" "Who are you people?" "Why are the cops here? I'm wanted in--"
"Get your ass back here," Brooks shouted. 
"Go," Hal called. "Get outta here."
Brooks lowered the gun toward Shawn and fired. Two shots missed, instead pulverizing the walls, vaporizing the adobe. The sting of cordite hung heavy in the air as the priests hit the floor. For a split second, Hal thought maybe they'd all been soldiers once, so quick and seemingly instinctive was their fall.
While Brooks was distracted by the falling priests, Hal jumped at him. Two minutes, maybe three, and Shawn would be gone. She'd be in the car, on the highway, getting the fuck outta Dodge. And surely Hal could go two minutes with this badge-wearing ape.
The ape punched him. In the face. Hard.
Scratch that original plan. Might not make it thirty seconds with the ape.
Hal shook his head, tried to clear it as Brooks landed a second punch. It banged against the side of Hal's head and his hand to God, it was as powerful as if the Liberty Bell had gone off inside his skull. 
Hal stumbled forward, not really looking to go another round. In fact, not really looking at anything at all. His eyes were closed, the bell in his head bonging. He was just trying to get some place where the fighting wasn't.
Instead, he found Brooks. They hit the floor in a mass of swinging fists and missed punches. Brooks laughed and pounded Hal's gunshot wound. 
If nothing else, the skin-splitting pain of that punch quieted that goddamned bell, didn't it?
"Hal?" Shawn called. She had stopped suddenly at the front door. Her eyes pleaded with him, begged him, to get his ass out the door. "What about you?"
"I'll get back to you. I'm a little busy right now--"
Brooks' thin fists landed a one-two in his gut. 
Another hesitation but then she was gone. Hal turned back to Brooks and for a while, managed to stay with him, punch for punch. He moved into Brooks, tried to get inside the cop's arm to avoid the gun. Brooks tried to slip around him but the blood on the floor, both from Hal and the priests, made it impossible. 
"Officer?" the priest asked. 
The others stood, brushed themselves off, and watched. Their eyes were intent on Brooks and Hal and more than one gently rubbed himself. Ah, homo-eroticism rears its ugly head, Hal thought.
"I'm a cop," Brooks shouted. "This guy's wanted for murder."
His words rang out through the chapel but still no one wearing a robe made a move. Most were frowning now, as though caught in some internal debate. Help the cop? Or help the wanted? Shit, most of them were probably wanted on some kinda bullshit charge, no wonder they weren't jumping to Brooks' aid.
But the one who'd asked Brooks if he needed help, the one who'd stared at Hal as though he were the devil incarnate, did help. His face a huge, sexually-charged grin, he pulled his robe up, revealing tanned and muscular legs.
And a wooden holster.
"The fuck is that?"
While he was looking at the priest, Brooks nailed Hal in the jaw. Washed out stars, limp and ragged, beat down by the Texas heat and sheer exhaustion, flashed in his head. 
"Lemme help," the priest howled.
He whipped an obviously old, exotic gun from the holster. A long barrel, a square box with a short magazine in front of the trigger guard, a large wooden grip.
When he fired, the sound filled the chapel like a thousand whips against skin. Most of the priests screamed and hit the floor. At least one moved too slowly. His head came apart in a mist of robed-red. Behind and around him, adobe exploded in a line from one side of the room to the other. Beneath it, where the bullets pounded, silver aluminum skin peeked out.
"Shit." Hal hit the floor while bullets sprayed everything in sight. The cross near the back of the chapel danced and splintered its way to the floor. The largest piece, sharpened at the end by the fracturing, went through the leg of a downed priest. He howled.
The small, framed, stained glass windows hanging on the walls exploded in a blast of shards. The blacked-out windows were gone instantly, as though they'd never been there. Sunlight streamed in, mostly blinding Hal but giving him enough light to see damn near all the priests head for the doors.
They ran like scared cattle, like cows in the stun line at the slaughterhouse when they figured out what that fucking sledge-hammer was for. Some of their robes slipped down their ankles, got kicked off. Others jerked the hoods over their heads as they ran, almost as if the hood gave them protection.
Two figured out that was bullshit when their chests burst. Blood splashed everywhere, but not in the neat, organized lines of the penitents. Now, as the one priest continued to shoot, it came in great gobs, reminding Hal of the Garden City motel room pictures. Those priests still alive, screaming and crying now, stumbled and fell away from the dead men, as though that ugly death might somehow rub off and leave them just as dead.
"Hal," Shawn screamed. She stood on the other side of one of the windows, Templeton's .380 barking in her hand. Who in hell was she shooting at? "Let's go. What the hell are you waiting on?"
Brooks punched his arm again. Pain flared bright and bold.
"What the hell is going on?"
The guy Shawn had scored with--the one Hal had thought was dead on the bed--came through the far doors. His face was waxy, his eyes glassine. Blood dribbled from the crook of his elbow. 
Then blood dribbled from everywhere as the priest raked the gun across the guy. His chest sank in on itself as the bullets slammed him backward. He gurgled, or at least Hal thought he did, before he cashed out.
"Teach you to eat smack in a church," Hal yelled, his voice mostly lost in the din of bullets. Shitty thing to say, Hal knew, but try as he might, he couldn't quell the hysteria. It jangled him and squeezed him like the one priest desperately squeezing his intestines back inside his abdomen. 
The gun fell silent but as quickly as he had pulled the gun out, the priest jammed in another magazine and fired again. This time, the bullets worked all the way around the room, a jagged line of holes marching somehow neatly from wall to wall. Both Hal and Brooks, intent as they were on each other, knew exactly where those bullets were. When they began to march toward them, both men fell away from each other.
Hal landed a last punch, managed to send Brooks' gun flying across the floor, and ran his ass toward the door.
Where the priests were piled up. Some obviously dead, others trying to crawl over the dead, some trying to crawl out from under the dead to the door. Their moans were a dark flip side to their chants.
"I'll get him," the shooting priest yelled out. He whipped the gun around toward Hal.
Okay, no door, Hal thought. Window'll work just as well.
He crashed through the window to get gone. A finger of broken glass caught him and zipped open a stretch of skin on his cheek before breaking off. He hit the ground hard and ran. His boots pounded in the dust as he realized he wasn't going to die in that chapel.
Behind him, the chapel door burst open, spilling the dead and the somehow still living out. In the harsh sunlight, the brown robes were the same color as the dried blood on the ceiling, as though the blood had gotten scared and jumped its way off the ceiling, ran its way out of the church.
Like the blood was running for its life.
There was nothing in front of him. A building, maybe two, and then desert. Fucking Valentine, Texas, he thought. Population four counting all major cats and dogs and there ain't no next move. Where the hell you gonna go? This is it, end of the line.
Except for the car pulling up beside him. 
"Let's go," Shawn said.
"I'll fucking kill you," Brooks screamed from the window. Bullets whapped the car.
Hal dove in the window as Shawn jerked the gear shift into overdrive. "Fuckohfuckohfuck." Hal's teeth chattered, bit the tip of his tongue off. Blood flooded his mouth. "Go go gogogogo!"
The car fishtailed around a corner just as Brooks came out of the church, blasting away. One shot took out the back windshield while others popped the trunk. Shawn jammed the accelerator all the way down and hit the highway blacktop damn quick. Tires squealed like teenagers on a Saturday night and the momentum pressed Hal backward into the seat.
"Son of a bitch." This was bad. Real bad. Not stealing cars bad or stealing money bad. This was dead Missy bad. This was 'get a rope' bad. 
When he sat up, the town was long gone. His hands shook and his heart had stopped long ago. Fucking thing might never start again. His head, surprisingly, didn't hurt. But it did continue to show him the chapel over and over. Shooting over and over again, priests falling repeatedly to the floor. And priests, continually dying.
And Brooks' face, twisted into something beyond anger, something in a whole different universe than simple anger.
"Holy shit," Hal said. "We gotta get hidden, he's going to follow us." 
"Not for a while," Shawn said.
"Why not?"
She tossed a hunk of metal and wires at him. "Distributor cap. What did you think I was doing while you two were dancing?"
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Someone had smeared the landscape. Browns and tans, reds and yellows, smeared like wet paint into a colorless blur. It reminded him of the chapel, when the priests were screaming and diving for cover, when all he could really see was brown robes flying and falling.
Not that he was paying all that much attention to the landscape.
He was actually watching her drive. Seventy-five. Seventy-seven. Eighty. Edging toward ninety. Made him nervous as hell yet it wasn't fast enough.
Hal's nerves edged faster, maybe 115…120. His scar itched, his throat burned. His heart pounded, a thousand cons banging on jail bars. His breath came as hot and fast as the wind had in his dream of Theresa just a few hours earlier.
"Holy fucking shit." His voice was a croak. "Holy fucking shit what in the hell fucking shit was that?"
Shawn said nothing. She drove, pushing the car to ninety-four.
Drive on. Just the way fucking Johnny Cash sings. Drive on, motherfucker, drive on fast as you can.
Was that smell, that terrible, acrid smell, the odor of the Nova's tires burning? Were those tires leaving little bits of black rubber all over the highway, vomited out by the car? 
"Leaving a trail for the cops."
Not that they didn't already know where he was going. They knew exactly what was going on. Brooks had told all the cops in all the world and they were all waiting either in Nueva Rosita or Huntsville.
"Fuck," he shouted, banging his fists against the dashboard. 
Never mind the tires, how long until this crackerbox car was spitting gouts of black smoke into the Texas sky? Exactly how the fucking gun spat out bullets and the dying priests spat out blood and Brooks spat out threats and promises.
"Dead goddamned priests." His teeth chattered.
"Pretty much," she answered.
"How many, you think?" 
"Too many for me."
This ain't right, he thought. Ain't even anywhere near right. 
"The junkie, too," Shawn said. "I can't believe this. I can't believe this happened."
"Believe it, baby. This is way beyond ugly. Brooks."
She shook her head. "He was there, but he sure as hell didn't pull out that gun and shoot up the chapel."
"Well, that certainly relieves him of moral responsibility." Hal shoved himself back in the seat, let go of the dash. Relax, buddy. Instead, he coughed. A slight thing at first. But it built, like hearing Dogwood's car coming out of the dusty streets two days ago…three days ago…a friggin' lifetime ago, whenever. The cough was the same. Built and built until he was coughing up everything inside. Blood certainly, maybe an organ or two. Phlegm and spit.
Stars in his eyes, pain in his throat and head.
And blood on his hand.
"Son of a bitch." He wrapped his hands around himself, looking for the wound. "Son of a bitch, I been shot. Again." He scrambled to get his shirt off, to find the hole that would kill him. "I can't be shot. I can't be--"
"Hal, stop it."
A body shot wasn't like the arm shot earlier. A body shot would end it. A body shot would finish him off here and now. He was too close to be shot. Too close to the end and too close to Theresa.
He checked himself, panic thick and warm in his throat. There wasn't much blood, but he couldn't calm himself down. A drop here, a drop there until it became a tidal wave of blood. In those tiny drops he saw the end of everything. 
"Goddamnit." He banged around the inside of the car. His arms smashed off the door and the side of Shawn's seat. "Where is it?" He turned and turned, a puppy chasing his tail, except he screamed until his throat was shredded. "Where the fuck is the bullet?"
"Stop it," Shawn yelled. The car swerved to the left, onto the shoulder. "You're going to kill us." The car shot back across the road into the oncoming lane. Face pulled into a grimace, she managed to keep the thing under control. Eventually, she got them back into their own lane. "Hal, stop it."
 "I don't want to die." 
"Quit screaming, you fucking pansy. You're not going to die."
He whirled on her. "You did this. This is you, this is all on you. You and that asshole psycho Brooks. You brought this on me."
"Yes, I did. Now what?"
"What?" He blinked. 
"Yes, this is all my fault. That doesn't change anything. Now what do we do? You can yell at me from now until Rapture and it won't change anything. This is the situation. Where do we go from here?"
"Won't change nothing? You actually just say that to me? It changes everything, you stupid bitch. It wasn't some low rent hood back there got killed. It was a bunch of priests."
"Granted but my question stands. What's next?"
Hal ground his teeth. How could she sound so reasonable? How could she sit there, driving and wearing the pistol in her waistband like a freakin' bandolero from old Mexico? Did she not understand what had happened? 
"…going to end up in jail…"
"…too smart…"
"…to keep from…dead?"
He coughed again. There was more blood. He stared at it blankly.
Shawn grabbed his face and twisted it toward her as the car reached ninety-eight. "You cut your cheek. It's coming from your cheek. You're not dying."
"Day's still young," he said, feeling stupid and slow. 
"True enough."
"I'm not a killer."
"So you keep saying."
"Brooks is."
"Again, true enough, but he's not responsible for everything. He's not the only killer in the world. There are lots of people a helluva lot worse than him."
"Not me."
Yeah, he had never jammed a gun against someone's head and pulled a trigger or slid a knife between two ribs or into a heart. But he sure as hell had shot at people. He had fired bullets past ears and hands and feet, trying to get mouths to flap loose. Maybe that wasn't exactly the same thing, but it put him in the cell, didn't it? Sitting right there on the same jail bench as somebody what did slide that knife.
This shit, ugly as it had started, was getting uglier in a big fucking hurry.
"Maybe if you were, we'd already be out of this mess." She said it quietly.
"What?"
"If you had done the deed, we'd be on our way free and clear. We could kill his ass, Hal. We could turn around, go back, and blow him away."
"Are you crazy? There are a million cops there by now."
"No," she said. "Brooks works off the books."
"It was a fucking firefight in the middle of Valentine, Texas. I don't care how he works, the cops are there."
"We could do it, Hal. Quick and easy and be on our way. Huntsville. Or Barefield. Or--"
"Or what?"
She swallowed. "We could just get away. You and me."
"Not gonna happen."
"One good shot, Hal, and he's--"
"I'm not a killer." He turned his attention out the window.
After a few miles, Shawn nodded. "Why'd you do it?"
"Do what?" he asked.
"I didn't realize what you were doing at the time, all those bullets flying around."
"What are you yabbering about?"
"Just for the record, Hanford doesn't know anything."
"What's on your mind, Shawn, quit dicking around."
She laughed. "You are a good man, aren't you?"
"Yeah," he snorted. "I'm a fucking peach, that's why Hanford hates me, Theresa moved back home to Nueva Rosita, Tyler will probably die, and Missy is already dead."
"It's why I'm not." A bright, vaguely annoying glow suffused her face. 
"Piss off," he said. "It was just an accident, I didn't mean to."
"Yeah, it just happened that way," she said. "You dancing around, keeping yourself between me and Brooks, keeping him occupied while I got my ass out of that church."
"It's just the way the cookies bounced, ho-okay?"
"It wasn't any mistake," she said. 
He turned away, put his gaze back out the window. Hanford was 700 miles from here. Theresa was less than 300. 
"Bet your brother would have never done that," she said.
"Wouldn't'a had to. Wouldn't'a been there in the first damn place. If he had been, he'd'a made sure nobody died." Hanford, no shit about it, would have done the right thing because he was genetically incapable of not doing the right thing. 
"Maybe so," she said. "But let me ask you this: could he have gotten that disk?"
"You wanna keep your eyes on the road? We're purring along pretty good here."
She turned back to the road but her body language left the question hanging.
"Yeah, Hanford would have gotten it, sure as shit. No muss, no fuss."
"You really believe that?"
Didn't he? Wasn't it a given that Hanford could have gotten the disk? That he could have tracked it down and gotten it without the bloodshed and violence? Without payoffs and stolen drugs and the rest?
Except--Could he have, really? Could he have gone the places Hal had gone? The whorehouse in Amarillo and that friggin' storage unit in Denver with those two whacked-out gun runners. Granted, Hanford would have loved the classical music the one guy played but he would never have dealt that kind of guy. 
And what about the bar in Elk City? Sawdust on the floor, brown stains on the floor, blood or tobacco juice? A band behind chicken wire to save them from the flying bottles, dancing girls in glass boxes rather than cages because men could still stick their hands through cages. Druggies in the parking lot and whores in the back rooms.
Hal had gotten stabbed in the throat in that place but it had also been the place that had given him a name to put with the disk. He had gotten his best information in that Elk City dive.
And Hanford would never have made it through the front door.
"Doesn't matter if Hanford could have. Only reason I got it is to save my own ass."
"True enough, but that's not the only person you are saving. Tyler?"
Hal didn't give a shit about Tyler anymore, and maybe didn't care about any of it. Theresa was close and maybe he should just blow everything off to get to her. Hal waved his hand. "Just shut up about it all."
"Are you uncomfortable with this?"
"Stupid. Waste of time to sit around wondering about stuff like that. So what if it's true? So what if he couldn't have done what I did. Just proves his point."
"Bullshit."
"You think I could do what he does? An office? A suit and tie? Keeping things organized so a helluva lotta people can keep working? I could never do that. Ain't smart enough for that stuff."
"You're worse than me, I can at least admit I've got a problem. But you, you have no idea."
"What?"
"You're a junkie, Hal, worse than me. You need the thought that you're not smart enough. I think you get off on the anger it breeds. You need that fix as badly as I need Horse. Your brother, and his opinion of you, is your addiction."
"That's crap and it ain't even all that interesting crap."
"But what about--"
"Holy Christ watch it."
His warning and the jackrabbit exploded at the same time. Blood and fur covered the front of car, bathing the windshield in viscera. The glass cracked and--
"You killed me."
Shawn yelled and slammed on the brakes. The tires locked up and the smear resolved into mesquite and cactus. Drivers going the other direction laid on their horns, stared at them goggle-eyed.
The car began to fishtail.
"Shitshitshit." Hal's heart stopped. Turning off a light. Snap, it was done.
"You killed me."
It wasn't a rabbit they'd hit. Speed shoved Hal into the windshield and Dear God it wasn't a rabbit, it was Missy. "You killed me." Was that a smile? Was that some perverse smile, some mocking smile?
"Shitshitshit," Shawn said. 
The car sailed to the right, the rear-end crossing the white line to the shoulder. The steering wheel began a hard shimmy. The car sailed right, its back end hanging off the highway as Shawn moved toward the shoulder to compensate. Then it came back, moving toward the oncoming lane. Shawn jerked the wheel toward the slide, straightened the car out.
Still the tires howled. Smoke poured from beneath them.
Missy was lost in the smoke. Hanford's face came out of that same smoke. The rabbit's fur looking like his beard. His brother grinned at him and shook his head.
"I always knew…."
"Fuck you," Hal shouted, pushing his face away from the windshield as the car continued to slow, continued to slide. "You didn't know shit."
It was over the shoulder line now, but flattening out as Shawn steered in the direction of the slide and after all, it was just a rabbit, its head torn off and smashing the driver's side rear view mirror. Both of them tumbled along the highway, moving nearly one hundred miles an hour, losing pieces as they rolled.
It was all moving too fast now. Might have been slowing down but it was still moving too fast. And when she went from brake to accelerator, he nearly shit. The car shot forward, easily topping seventy-five.
"The fuck is this? Slow down."
"No, I want to kill him, Hal, I want--"
"Stop the car."
"Damnit, listen to me." Her voice wailed through the car, sending jagged ice bolts into his brain.
"No. Stop this goddamned car."
"Hal, please just--"
Grinding his teeth, Hal jumped for the .45 and her .380 at the same time. He jammed both of them against her temple. 
"Are you a killer now, Hal?"
"Day ain't so young anymore."
Her foot came off the accelerator, gently applied the brake. The car slowed and eventually, Shawn pulled to the shoulder. Silence fell, broken only by the engine-tick.
"Why are we stopped?"
Hal licked his lips, bone dry as though he'd sandpapered them. "We're parting company."
"What does that mean?" Her hands were still on the wheel, squeezing tight.
"What about 'get out' don't you understand?"
"You don't need me for Huntsville, huh?"
"Ain't going to Huntsville. Fuck Hanford. Let him think what he wants, I'm done." Hal wiped the blood from his mouth and tried to get the sound of dying priests out of his head.
"Because of all this?"
"Ain't this enough? I'm done with this. I'm going to Nueva Rosita to get Theresa."
"And what about the murder warrant?"
"She's from Mexico."
"Ah," Shawn said. "A little emigration in your future."
"Slip across the border, head down to the Yucatan, see what we can find." He sighed. "I'm tired'a people shooting at me."
"They're shooting at me."
"Bullets still coming my way, ain't they? No more talk. Get out, I'm leaving."
She didn't move. "You can't leave me here, Hal. In the middle of the desert? There's not a town for miles."
"Marfa's pretty close. Lotta people driving. Somebody will pick you up."
"Didn't you do this once already? You dumped me out and then came back." 
"Won't happen again, Ms. Valley."
Slowly, she frowned. "You're serious."
Yeah, serious as an attack of conscience, he thought. He was an ass, knew it even as he pushed her out of the car, tossed her purse to her, but there it was. She had caused these problems, she had slowed him down. She hadn't'a been with him and this would all be over already.
"Hal, you can't--"
"Yeah, I can. I'm sorry, but that's the gig." 
Slamming the door, he gunned the motor. She stood on the highway, not screaming, not yelling, not even banging on the window. Her glare could have shattered diamonds, though. 
At the end, just before he drove off, something made him roll down the window. Something made him give her the .380. Maybe she'd shoot his ass here and now, but he didn't think so.
She held the weapon heavily, a weight she didn't want, and stepped away from the car. "I hope you find whatever it is you want, Hal."
"Me, too," he said, already screeching back onto the highway and leaving her in a blast of dust.
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Three hours later, he blasted into Nueva Rosita.
And that big ass albatross hanging from his neck, slowing him down even as the car had danced up around 80, was Shawn…staple-gunned to his neck. Every time his eyes caught the rear view mirror, she was there, looking at him the way she had when he'd pulled away. 
"Lemme alone," he said, turning down the rockabilly on the radio and letting the car slow to about 30. "Lemme the hell alone." 
Wasn't any point to try and dismiss her. He'd tried that for every single mile since he'd dumped her and he failed every single time. So now she was just always there, like a case of genital warts. 
Around him, the tiny town rose up slowly. Low-slung buildings, most of them adobe style, didn't reach out for him so much as let him come to them. Some were still open, advertising tanning beds or twenty cent per sheet copying or imported Mexican beer.
"Ain't no tax stamp on that, sure as shit," he said.
Maybe that was the racket. Get down to Mexico with Theresa and import--using that word loosely--American beer to the Mexican masses. Miller and Lone Star for just a few pesos. Bring in the really high dollar stuff--Bud and the Silver Bullet--and charge a bit more. Make out like a king.
He passed the short business district and found himself quickly in what passed for a residential section. Here the houses were a mix of frame and adobe, but all were poor. Cars on blocks in the front yard, couches on porches, old refrigerators with their doors removed sitting idly against the sides of houses. For a split second, he could have been back in Alabama, rather than Texas.
"Don't matter white brown black," he said. "Trash is trash."
And trash makes bad decisions.
An apparition of Hanford reared up in Hal's head, full and disdainful, as dust swirled around the car. Hanford and the Albatross. Hell, for that matter, Hanford, the Albatross, Missy, and Tyler. They were related. 
He rolled down the window, sucked in a breath of dusty air, trying to clear his head. Everything was for Theresa but he had gotten bogged down in a bunch of other crap. The disk, proving his innocence, proving to Hanford he wasn't a complete screw-up (which was the big lie considering what he'd done to Shawn and the dead priests on his bar tab). 
All of that was just a path to an end and the end was Theresa, and he shoulda skipped the middleman bullshit and gotten his ass to his girl.
At the end of a ragged street, he pulled into a ragged parking lot. It was potholed and overgrown with weeds around the edges. Two cars sat near the convenience store's front door and two older women, both wearing tight running pants in spite of their ample asses, stood between the cars, their jaws flapping faster than he'd been driving. 
They never even glanced at him and that was fine and dandy, he thought. Don't even notice me. I ain't nothing but a breeze from the highway. I'll be gone soon enough.
Digging a couple quarters from his pocket, he shoved them rudely into the slot on the pay phone and pressed the buttons.
This time, the phone answered quick.
"This is Natalie." 
God, was he close enough she could sound this clear? No static, no distance, nothing but clear sound. Was he really that close?
"I'm not going to be snippy, Natalie, I just want to talk to my brother." He said it softly, almost quietly. Please, he thought, just let me talk to him this one time.
"Mr. Turnbull." She sounded vaguely surprised. "We've not heard from you for a few days."
"I was otherwise occupied."
"I'm sure."
"Please, Natalie, I just need to talk to him."
"Mr. Turnbull is in a meeting. Can I assume there is no contact number?"
Did St. Peter, welcoming the dead, take as many friggin' meetings as Hal's brother seemed to? Not bloody likely.
"No contact number, Natalie, but will you give him a message?"
"Certainly." Bored, hard, flat. 
"I ain't coming."
"Excuse me?"
Hal took a deep breath. Damn sight harder to say these things than he'd thought it'd be. "I ain't coming to see him. I'll mail the disk, but I ain't coming. Can you just tell him that? And tell him--"
The words dried up, as dry as the two old bags in running pants now staring at him. Why couldn't they ignore him? He raised a finger, intent on giving them a little afternoon shock. But then he stopped. Instead, he waved. One waved back, the other frowned. 
"Tell him what, Mr. Turnbull?"
"Tell him I ain't what he thinks. I ain't a murderer. And I love him and I'm sorry for everything."
"You're going to end up in jail, Hal."
Not this time, he thought. This time, I'm getting the hell out before it gets any worse.
"Uh…." She sounded different this time. As though some tiny bit of compassion had gotten inside her, infected her. "Certainly, sir, I'll tell him."
"Thanks." 
A click and he had a dial tone again. Another quarter and some more numbers and the phone was ringing. Closer this time. Much closer.
"Hola?"
"Hey, Gloria. I'm at Sabina's. The pay phone."
"Welcome home, chico. Don't leave, she'll call you."
"Don't have her call me, they're probably tapping the phones."
"Do you think we're stupid, hombre? My son took her the cordless phone from my bedroom."
"You're a beautiful woman."
The phone clicked and went dial tone. He hung up and answered quickly two minutes later.
"Is this too soon?" he asked.
"Hal."
Her voice showered him, washed the dirt and filth, the blood, from him. He stood clean in the purity of her voice. 
"You are home."
"Yeah."
She breathed audibly. "You can't come to me, those two Rangers are watching the house."
"Can you come to me, then?"
In the silence, he knew she would. In the silence, he knew she wanted to see him as much as he wanted to see her. Upon that silence he would build the rest of their lives.
"Do you know Hilda's house?"
"North side. Frame house, brown and blue. Front window broken out."
"You remember all that? You've only been here twice."
"I remember it being the ugliest house in town." During both of his visits, they had walked beneath shimmering moonlight and laughed about how ugly her house was. "Her Christmas lights still up?"
"It's only August…of course they are." Then she laughed. A loose-fitting laugh.
"When?"
"I'll be there at 6:15."
It was 4:28 by his watch. An hour and forty-five minutes was a helluva lot of time in a small town hiding at least a couple of Texas Rangers.
"Use the front door," she said. "Go up like you own the place."
"How is this gonna work?"
"Hal?"
He licked his lips. "Yes?"
"Trust me."
Then the line was dead, as though she had been snatched away. Slowly, eyeing the lot and the surrounding streets, he hung up and climbed back into the car.
He drove from the lot slowly, like Nueva Rositans did. They were an old lot. They drove slow and ate supper in the middle of the afternoon. It still cracked him up. If Theresa's grandmother wasn't eating by four, she was pissed the rest of the night. Drinking beer and bitching about how her family was trying to starve her to get her money. She was worth about a buck.
Resisting an impulse to wave at the big-butted women again, he drove slowly along the back streets. The main street, called Zapata, was two blocks left. Hilda's house was three blocks right.
He headed left.
A quick ride through Nueva Rosita. See what he could see. Yeah, some people knew him and knew the trouble, but inside a car and with several days' worth of beard, no one would recognize him, least of all the Rangers. And this way, he'd maybe have a better idea of where they were. Not that he was planning on testing them at all. He knew about the Rangers, knew them up close and personal. Fuck the myth and legend, that only softened up the real picture. Those Ranger boys were hardcore.
And they never spoke.
Drove him insane when they'd busted him before. Stamping feet, racking slides, flashing badges, and never saying dick. One guy had said "You're busted." From then, there was nothing until his rights and then nothing until he hit the Harris County Jail.
"You gonna beat my ass, the least you can do is talk to me," he had said.
The car held steady at twenty miles per. The buildings on either side of the street were exactly as he remembered. They were tired and dilapidated, boarded up and broken into. Somehow, they reminded him of the trip through the seamier side of Las Vegas.
Which reminded him of the casino.
Which reminded him of Officer--now dead Officer--Douglas.
Which reminded him of the body in Arizona and the café and the priests and blah blah blah. All of it led him back to Shawn. Standing by the side of the road, a devastated look on her face, while he drove away, easy as you please.
"You been a bad boy, Hal."
Telling lies and hitting people and threatening them with knives and shooting guns at them was one thing--a bad thing, yeah--but not as bad as leaving a woman at the side of the road. That was a whole new degree of shitty.
And there wasn't anything that was going to take that away from him. That was his, he owned it through and through. One hundred years from now, should he still be alive, he'd still be beating himself up over it.
Behind him, a horn peeped. 
"Piss," he said, letting off the brake and driving through the green light.
Near the school, he turned off the main drag. Two more turns and Theresa's house slipped into view. It sat across the street from the elementary school, on a north-south street. The trees, what few there were, were limp and brown, burned by the south Texas heat. At her place, a small tree stood valiantly against the heat but it would lose quick enough. 
Two kids played in a car on cinder blocks while a third yelled at them from a porch. A dog lolled in the shade and an old man sat in a lawn chair, his shirt off and his tits bigger than Theresa's.
And right in front of her house, the Rangers.
Hal frowned. The Rangers were brilliant at undercover. No clothes slightly out of date, no street slang that was old and tired, no institutional cars or dark colored Dodge Intrepids or Chevy Impalas with government plates. The real Rangers' cars would be random, a grandmother's Buick or something, with regular plates.
The black SUV sitting at the curb was about as far from random as you could get.
"Who the hell is you, then?" Hal asked.
He slowed down, tried to keep his gaze straight ahead as he passed them. 
The two men inside were low-rent at best. One wore a bad suit--in this heat?--and the second wore a green knit shirt that looked straight off the Salvation Army rack. Suit Man pulled a big ass gun from a shoulder rig. He held it up and racked the slide bright and obvious, exactly where Hal could see it.
They know you, his head screamed.
Hal's insides tightened up like a guitar string tuned an octave too high. Sweat broke profusely on his forehead. He jerked his gaze back to the road and kept moving, turning down a side street. He drove two blocks and headed left on another road. A block and right, then left and left and a long straight shot, then right and another long straight shot. Random turns, odd directions, just to keep them off his tail if they were following.
Quick enough, he was on the far side of Nueva Rosita but still not far enough away. 
Biting his lips, tasting his own blood, Hal headed for Hilda's house. At this point it was all the way across town, but that wasn't saying a whole bunch, it was a small town. Within minutes, he found her block and then saw the house from the far end of that block. Christmas lights blazing even during the day, brown and blue paint clashing so loud his head hurt because of it. He parked in front and strode up the front walk to the steps.
At the door, he didn't even knock or hesitate, just went right in.
The place smelled of freshly baked tortillas and candles. On the mantle, flanking a picture of Jesus were two tall glass candle holders. Jesus adorned each one, both were frosted, and both were lit. Flames bounced delicately behind Jesus' head.
"Dancing Jesus," Hal said.
Something thunked the back of his head. "Ow." He ducked away, fists tight and ready.
"Watch your mouth, Halford Turnbull." Hilda's angry eyes bit hard into him. "Take his name again and I'll wash your mouth out."
Hal grinned. "Yes, ma'am."
She returned his smile and suddenly pulled him to her. Her hug was tight and fierce. "It's good to see you, Halford."
"Good to see you, too, Hilda." He kissed her cheek gently. "Hey, by the way, it's August."
"I don't need any grief from the likes of you."
Something about the way she said it, her tone of voice, both reproaching and sarcastic, put Shawn in his head. Where was she now? Had she been picked up yet? Or was she still walking?
"Halford?" Hilda frowned.
"Nothing. I'm good."
She nodded but obviously didn't believe him. "Theresa will be here at 6:15. How about some lemonade while we wait?"
Hal shoved Shawn out of his head, nodded, and drank nearly an entire glass in one gulp. As sweet, as nostalgic and beautiful as it was, Shawn kept pressing back into him.
He couldn't drink fast enough to drown her.
 
***
 
At 6:17, she came through the front door. Her face was flushed, her breath fast. Her hands trembled. The way they had the last time they'd touched. That tremble was for loss, this was for found.
"Hal." 
Voice soft as a feather. 
When she came to him, he brushed the steel-black hair from her face, which opened her dark eyes up to him. She smiled and he grinned at the hard water stain between the two lower teeth on her right side. 
"I missed you."
"You need to say it?" 
He shook his head. "Need you to hear it."
"I know it, mi amante."
They stood for a few minutes, as though acclimating to the presence of the other. Silence, more comfortable by the moment, slipped between them while the sun crawled down the side of the sky, heading toward evening. It would be a long while until dark, but streaks of orange and purple already stretched toward the horizon. 
"I'm glad you came home."
He kissed her forehead. "Should'a never gone away."
She shrugged. "I wouldn't'a been able to hang out with my boyfriend if you hadn't."
"True enough, I guess."
A giggled passed between them.
At 6:21, she took him into the bedroom. Discreetly, Hilda left the house. At 6:22, she undressed him. She ran her fingers along his body, not asking about the bandaged wound on his arm or about the scar on his neck, not asking about the scabs and cuts running the length of his legs and his cheek. Instead, she kissed those wounds and for a glorious moment, he thought they might well have disappeared beneath her lips. 
Slowly, his own hands trembling now, he undressed her. His fingers, once so fluid on the buttons of her blouse, fumbled and knotted. His breath, once so controlled and perhaps even a bit suave, was now fast and hot and ragged; the breath of a sixteen-year-old on his first sweaty night in a backseat.
When he couldn't undo the third button, she covered his hands with hers. "Slowly, Hal." 
She guided his hands, helping him as though showing him for the first time. If only it were this easy, he thought. A lesson from a beautiful woman and there would be no more obstacles.
"I have to tell you--"
"Shhhhhh." The admonition was as sweet as the soft of her fingers. "You don't have to tell me anything right now except--"
"But I do, Theresa, I did something bad--"
"Shhhhh. Just tell me you love me and leave everything else for later."
"I do love you." He lowered her to Hilda's bed. "I don't think anyone else can save me."
 
 
 



 
 
459 Miles (Still)
 
At 9:00, a bird with a broken wing woke them. After cawing nine times, it slipped back inside the clock and Hal thought: damnit. They were sweat-stained, satiated, and they clung to each other with a delicious desperation.
The sunshine that had blasted sideways through the window earlier and had made her brown skin glow was gone. It had been replaced by the yellow-orange rays of the sodium street lamps. Somewhere, a dog barked and a rooster crowed in answer.
"Stupid rooster," Theresa said as she climbed out of bed. Her skin flashed for a split second when she passed in front of the street light. "He crows every night. Dumb animal."
"Yeah, 'cause roosters are known for their smarts."
"Score one for the man with the battering ram between his legs."
"You give me a compliment and then laugh? Thanks a lot."
"No problem." She went to the window and stood staring at the sky. Light flooded her face and neck, her breasts and stomach, the tops of her thighs.
"You are beautiful, Theresa."
She nodded. "No moon tonight."
"You're the moon." He rose to half-sitting. The sheet fell down to his waist.
"You learn some poetry on the road? Learn that in the bars? The bikers and rednecks toss some Robert Frost at you?"
He grinned. "Damn straight. Him and that other poet guy and that lady one, too."
"Whoa, buddy, don't flood with me names."
He jumped from the bed, gave her his best John Wayne walk. "I whipped their asses, too. Tore them limb from limb."
"Ho-kay," she said, holding her hands in front of her, palms out. "Now I know you're lying. Whipped their asses? You wilt in front of Hilda." She pointed at his crotch. "See?"
He looked down. "True enough, I guess."
Walking past him, she gave his dick a gentle squeeze and started dressing.
"Already?" 
She nodded. "I've got to get back. They are watching."
"The Rangers."
"Yes."
He stayed quiet and watched her dress. When she finished, she pulled some boxers out of a drawer and tossed them at him.
"From Hilda's dresser drawer?" he asked. "Something I should know?"
"They're clean and you don't have any, leave it at that." 
"You the boss. How'd you get out?"
She said, "Every night at six I go to the library. I stay for four hours. First few times, they followed me, now they don't." She winked at him. "It's not me they're looking for, it's you."
"You are one smart chick, ain't you?"
"Smart enough to have sex with a wanted murderer. My Grandmother's turning over in her grave."
"Doesn't want her granddaughter fucking a bad guy."
"Doesn't want her granddaughter fucking any guy."
"Ah."
He dressed in silence and knew her eyes were on him. It was as though he had never left her. Maybe with this comfortableness he'd be able to erase the last few months outta his head; the fights and booze, the bullets and bullshit. The phone calls to Hanford, the threats from cops as corrupt as Capone. Maybe he'd be able to forget all of it and settle down in Mexico.
All of it except Missy. And Tyler. And now Shawn. Those images weren't going anywhere. 
"I dreamed of you," he said. He sat on the bed.
"I would hope."
He turned away. "You and her."
A frown slipped across her face. "Missy?"
He wiped his mouth as he nodded. "And Tyler and Domingo."
"Domingo's always around."
Hal looked out the bedroom window. "Where is he now?"
She shrugged. "Probably hiding in Hilda's closet."
"He's just looking out for you. Doesn't want me to fuck up your honor."
She chuckled. "That boat's already sailed. Tell me about your dream."
"I was standing in Valentine, looking right down main street. Fucking dust blowing everywhere and I could hear the cows and pigs."
"Why Valentine?"
"That's where I was at the time." He'd tell her about the priests later. "Anyway, Missy stood in the street. Asked me if I killed her."
Theresa left the question unasked. It wasn't even in her eyes.
"I told her I didn't kill anybody."
"And what did she say?"
Hal swallowed a lump of disgust and fear into his throat. "That I knew about it. That I knew it was going to happen."
"Did you?"
"I think so," he said slowly. "I think I did know something might happen."
"They raped her, Hal."
"Yeah."
"Could you have stopped it?"
His hands shook and for a long while, maybe the length of that little girl's lifetime, he said nothing. Eventually he stood. "Yeah, I think I could have."
"Then why--"
"'Cause I'm a coward, ho-okay? Can we just leave it alone?"
She kissed him and nodded. "Whatever you say."
He sighed. "I wish I had never gone to that place." He sat on the bed and scooted closer to her when she sat next to him.
"That place." She snorted. "It's a loony bin."
"Used to be a church."
"And then it was a speakeasy." She spit the words out and crossed herself. She wasn't overly religious, but she sanctity of churches was dear to her.
"Yeah." He paused, stared out the window and realized for the first time, how much he missed Barefield. "It still there?"
"As far as I know. It was six years ago. It'll never get closed. Too much money running through that place."
"Yeah."
"And power."
"Uh-huh." He stood. "All that shit out there and the cops never bust the place?"
Theresa caught his eyes. "Except the night Missy died."
"Yeah."
Without another word, she left the bedroom, headed toward the living room. He followed and in the hallway, she spun on him. "You are no coward, Hal. Maybe they would have killed you, too."
"That would'a sucked, huh?"
A weak joke and they both knew it.
In the living room, with the neon light pouring in from the convenience store, they sat on the couch.
"Tyler was in it, too. Stuck with a needle. An IV bag."
"I was in it?"
"Yeah," he said. "You stood in the street in a wedding dress."
"That a proposal?"
"Domingo showed up so you tell me."
She smiled. "I guess that'd be no. Why was he there?"
"I was in a church--"
Her mouth dropped open.
"Hard to believe, but true. He said I was there to find my soul."
"Alma."
"Word he used. Said maybe it came out when I was puking after Missy died." He turned to her. "Also said you were pure and that if I forgot that, things would get ugly."
She laughed, stifled it quick. "I'm sorry, but that's funny. Domingo's got this weird machismo thing going on."
"All Hispanic guys have that. Goes along with the western shirts and Tejano music and straw cowboy hats."
"Oooh," she said, frowning. "Racial stereotypes, that's a good way to get into my pants."
"Been there."
"You won't be there again you keep that up."
"Come on, Theresa, you know I'm not a racist."
She stood, headed for the kitchen. "I know, but saying that kind of shit makes you sound like one. Hell, Domingo already hates you, why give him more? You don't want it to get ugly, then don't give him stupid shit like that."
But that wasn't really what Domingo had been talking about, was it? He'd said Theresa and that was the inference, but wasn't there something more? He'd also said that situation in Valentine had been a bump in the road and everything was going to get uglier yet.
Hal shook his head while Theresa poured them a drink. No more ugly. This was over. A few hours here, gather her shit together, and hit the road for Mexico.
Coming back with two tall glasses of lemonade, Theresa nodded toward his legs. "You hurt, Hal? You've been limping."
"Got my boot heel shot off."
Her laugh was strained. "Why didn't you buy some new ones?"
"Had other things on my mind."
It was harsher, harsher than he had meant. He regretted his words immediately. They stopped Theresa's laugh and for that he was desperately sorry. "Maybe we can get some in Mexico."
"Maybe. You got a little sunburned, too."
He nodded. "Driving." She touched his neck and he placed his hand over hers, moved it away from the scar. "Had a little problem in Oklahoma."
"I guess." She made an effort to brighten her face. "I'm so glad you're home."
"Me, too."
She sat next to him. "Now, tell me what bad thing you've done."
The joy in her face belied the steel in her voice. She had seen the scars, the wounds, and she knew what he'd been doing, where he'd been going. She expected the worst, she expected to hear he had hurt people, maybe killed them.
He took a deep breath. "I left her by the side of the road. She's probably dead."
Theresa licked her lips. "Left who?"
"Her name is Shawn. She jumped in the car during the shooting."
"This is not the time for jokes, I know, but there are probably some good ones about picking up women while people are shooting at you." She smiled but it was tight.
"Yeah, probably."
Gently, Theresa took his head. "Tell me, nino, what happened."
He did.
 
***
 
At 10:04, he stared at her. His heart pounded as though he were running from a shooting. His skin was sweaty, his hands clammy. Truth was, he was scared. At least as scared as when they'd shot at him. Maybe worse, actually. But she didn't yell at him. She didn't make him feel stupid. She nodded and asked a few questions and held his hand and hugged him.
"You're home now," she said.
"Close enough." He glanced outside. A few blocks from here, two men watched her place, watching for him, guns never far away. "Maybe that ain't such a good thing."
"It's good for me." She nodded. "But yeah, maybe we ought to leave."
"Hilda got a car?"
"Not even a license."
"Right."
"Car wouldn't work anyway, Hal. Any place we could cross will have border guards. Maybe they know about you, maybe they don't."
"They do."
"Yeah, probably. If the Rangers are watching my place, then all the crossings are checked."
"Ain't the Rangers, chica," Hal said. "Rangers ain't so stupid they let you know they're watching. They damn sure wouldn't let you outta the house, either. If they're watching for me, that means they're watching you."
"Well," Hilda said. "Whoever they are, they aren't watching anymore."
Her voice went off like a shot. Hal and Theresa sat on the couch, motionless, glasses halfway to their mouths.
"What?" Hal asked.
"They're gone."
"How you know that?" Hal set his glass down, stared hard at Hilda.
"I'm not stupid, Halford. I've seen them every day for weeks. I know what they drive and how they sit and when they take a urine break."
Hal stood, grabbed at Theresa. "We've got to get out. They know I'm here." He dashed for the front door.
"Wait, Hal," Theresa said. "Don't panic. If you go busting out that door and they're there, it's over."
"They're not outside." Hilda stared at them. "I told you, they're gone."
"What does that mean?" Hal asked. Panic-sweat stood heavy on his face and arms.
"They're gone, Halford, gone from Nueva Rosita."
"I don't know what that means." Hal hated the near hysteria in his voice. "That don't make no sense."
"Doesn't make any sense," Hilda corrected.
"Goddamnit, Hilda, now ain't the time."
It stung like a boxer's punch, her hand across his cheek. He held a hand to his warming cheek.
"If you're in my house, you will not take the Lord's name in vain. I've told you that. If you care to continue, I'll throw you out myself."
Silence fell hard as a drunken black out. Hilda's gaze never left his. Finally, he nodded. "I'm sorry, Hilda."
And then it was over. Her face softened, her voice lightened. She had spoken her piece and moved on.
"Why did they leave?" Theresa asked.
"Maybe they decided Halford wasn't going to come back." Hilda sat and drank some of Hal's lemonade.
Hal shook his head. That was too easy. They'd been waiting weeks and they had to know he was headed this way. Brooks had to have told them. Didn't matter his corruption, only that he was a cop. He would have called ahead and they would know.
Which put him back at square fucking one. Why did they leave?
"Shit," Hal said. "They saw me. I drove past your place. I saw them and I know they saw me. One of them cocked his gun while I watched. They left because they know I'm here. Their part of this whole deal is done. Hell, Brooks is probably already in town."
"Why in hell did you drive past my house?" Theresa said.
"'Cause I'm stupid. Hanford knows it, I'm not sure why you don't."
Her eyes flashed
"We gotta move." His voice was barely audible. "We gotta move now. They think they got us so we gotta move before they do got us."
Hilda nodded and was already headed into the kitchen. "Let me get you some sandwiches or something. If you're headed straight to Mexico, you'll get hungry."
Hal wanted to laugh. Hilda would always offer food, that was her way. "Hilda, thanks, but Mexico ain't that far."
"For people who aren't wanted on a murder charge and who are driving the roads, no. But for those others, it's a bit further. You aren't taking any road to cross over, trust me on that."
"We'll go to Janice's place," Theresa said. "She has an old truck she's been trying to sell. She'll let us take it." Theresa nodded to herself. "We'll head to Del Rio and then take 277 south. About 50 miles south, we're across from Jimenez. We can get over there."
"How do you know?"
She said nothing but smiled the slightest bit.
Hilda came back, handed them two brown bags with food, and kissed both of them. "You let me know where you are, Theresa, I will come see you."
A tear stood in Theresa's eye. "Will you--"
"I'll talk to Domingo, don't worry. Now get going."
"Hilda," Hal said. "Thank you."
Hal pushed them out of the house quickly, afraid the goodbye might get too bogged down. A car headed up the street toward them, moving slowly.
The black SUV.
"Son of a bitch," Hal said. He shoved Theresa into the car. "Don't look at them, don't say anything. Just act like everything's cool."
Christ, he hated seeing that fear on her face. He would have given anything to get it off her face.
The SUV slowed as it approached but Hal tried to keep on as though nothing was going on. He expected, as it got closer, to feel the searing pain of a bullet in the leg. Instead, the driver's side window rolled down as Hal climbed into Jolene's car. He carefully palmed his gun while the man in the green knit shirt smiled and nodded. "Evening."
Hal nodded. "Yeah."
The SUV kept moving, slow, and the passenger stared at Hal and Theresa. His face was mostly blank, but his eyes never left theirs until the truck rolled around the corner.
"Holy shit."
"That was them," Theresa said. "Why didn't they stop us?"
Damn good question, one that Hal didn't particularly want to wait around to have answered. He jammed the key into the ignition and the engine roared to life.
"Let's get the hell outta Dodge."
"Be careful." Her hand squeezed his thigh and they pulled away from Hilda's house.
Four hours, he thought, six tops, and we're in Mexico and this is done.
Except they didn't quite get that far.
 
 
 



 
 
459 Miles (Again)
 
They nearly made it out of town. 
The same road Hal had come in on. Dark now and spotted with orange circles of street light zig-zagging across the road, like age spots on an old man's hands. Eventually, the curbs disappeared in favor of drainage ditches. Neatly paved driveways disappeared in favor of gravel drives. The lights simply disappeared.
"Janice is about a mile down. We can get her truck, they'll never know what we're driving."
Hal nodded and in that split second, Shawn appeared. Not magically as though she appeared from nothing, but brutally, shoved from the darkness on the side of the road in front of his car.
"Hal," Theresa shouted. She gasped and jammed her feet against the floorboard.
"Fuck." Hal's voice pierced the car.
He jerked the wheel to the right, back to the left. The car darted around Shawn even as he jammed the brake pedal to the floor. The back end slid around, almost sending them into a spin. They ended up nose down in a shallow drainage ditch.
Shawn stumbled to the car, fell against the trunk as Hal climbed out.
"Shawn. Shawn. You okay? What the hell happened?"
In the glow of the taillights, a penetrating red, he saw her clearly. She was a monster, hidden behind the tears and rips of badly done Halloween make-up. Blues and reds, bruises and blood and her nose was bent to the right while her left eye was swollen shut. At least two teeth were missing and Hal couldn't help but think of the crenellations on top of a castle.
"Christ'a'mighty," he said. "Who did this?"
And also--but unspoken--how'd you get here?
Hal craned his head, looking for Brooks. He'd obviously done this and if she was here, stumbling around in front of his car, it was a warning from Brooks. He was close and in a whoosh, Domingo's warning in Hal's dream clanged a Klaxon alarm in his head.
"Brooks do this?"
Shawn tried to speak. There were no words, only blood. 
Theresa climbed out of the car and helped Shawn into the backseat. "Is this her? The woman you told me about?"
"Yeah."
Theresa gently brushed the dirt from her face. She tore a strip from her own shirt, wet it with her tongue, and tried to clean some of the blood from Shawn's face. Shawn grimaced and pulled back.
"I know it hurts," Theresa said. "Don't worry, we'll get you fixed up."
"What?"
"We're taking her to Hilda."
Hal gaped. "What? We're not going back to town."
Theresa stepped away from the car, close to Hal's face. Her glare was almost painful. "You told me you already left her by the side of the road. You said you felt shitty for doing it and you hoped she didn't get killed. Well, lucky you, she didn't. But she did get herself beaten, didn't she? Are you going to leave her by the side of the road again?"
"But, Theresa, we can't. We have to--"
"Yes, we can. We can't not take her back. She might die out here."
I don't care, he wanted to scream. I don't give a shit about any of this. I just want to get my girl and get across the border. But of course he wouldn't say that. Both because he would follow Theresa to Hell if need be and because he didn't want to see Shawn dead. The image of her stabbed or raped and shot and stuffed in a garbage can at some roadside stop was what had haunted him since he left her.
This was his chance to do the right thing for Shawn.
With a nod, he climbed in the car and turned it back toward town. As he drove, he checked his .45, made damn sure the safety was off, and prayed he wouldn't have to use it.
 
***
 
Two hours later, Shawn was almost recognizable, the monster was almost gone.
The bruising was still there and her nose was still bent. The teeth were still missing. But the blood was gone. The dirt was washed away. Now her face was mostly stained with tears.
"I had to tell him," she said softly. She kept her face turned away from Hal and Theresa. "I didn't have a choice."
"Shhhhh." It was the same softness Theresa had used with Hal earlier in bed. "Don't you think about that, chica, you just worry about yourself." She rubbed a wet cloth across Shawn's forehead. "Hal's a big boy, he can take care of himself."
"He's done--" Shawn coughed. "Pretty well so far, I guess."
"Well, he's not dead." Theresa winked at him.
"Day's still young." Shawn coughed again. Spot of blood dotted her hand.
"Not so much anymore," Hal said.
Hilda bustled in carrying a second towel, ice wrapped deeply in the middle. Gently, she placed it on Shawn's face. Shawn gasped but didn't move. 
"She'll be okay," Hilda said. "But what are we going to do with her?" 
Hal took a deep breath. Brooks and his goons knew where they were and if Brooks wasn't already in town, he would be soon, sure as the sun's coming up tomorrow. Nightmare ain't quite over.
But it was worse now because there were a crap load of other people involved. Shawn was nearly dead. Theresa would be if they caught her. And Hilda, who had nothing to do with any of this, might well get her eyes shot out.
For that moment, the three women stared at him. What'choo gonna do, their gazes asked. What'choo gonna do so we don't get killed and maybe don't even get hurt? What incredible plan you gonna whip out that saves us all?
He had no fucking clue.
"Hey." A hard voice.
Hal turned. Standing in the front door was the man in the green knit shirt.
"Shit." Hal made a move for his gun.
For a fat guy, he moved damned fast. He was across the room in a flash. But not at Hal, not at the gun. He moved for Theresa, had an arm around her neck before Hal even got the .45 out, much less racked and ready to shoot.
Without a word of warning, the man smashed a meaty fist across her face. She yelped and would have fallen to the floor had he not held her tightly by the hair.
"Oh, my God," Hilda said. "Leave her alone, animal."
A knife appeared in his hand as quickly as he had dashed across the room. He held it at her throat. "Your choice, buddy."
Hal dropped the gun instantly. It clattered on the floor at his feet. Without being asked, he kicked it toward the man. The man, grinning, released Theresa and grabbed up the gun.
"Good," he said. "Now, I don't want to get into a bloodletting, I just want to deliver a message." 
"Get the hell outta here," Hal said. His hands shook. If he'd had the gun, he wouldn't have been able to aim it straight, but he was pretty sure he could have hit the guy if he fired enough times.
"I'm getting, Hal, no problem. I just got a quick thing or two to say and I'm done."
"Where's the other guy?" Hal asked. Sweat broke on his forehead. 
"He's in the goddamned car." The man jerked his head toward the SUV parked at the curb. 
"Watch your mouth," Hilda said. Her eyes burned at him.
The man looked startled but he nodded solemnly. "No problem." 
"Good," Hilda said.
"Look." The guy lowered the gun a bit. "This is a freaky situation, no shit about that. You're sweating like a pig, she's beat up. That one's nearly dead. Bad all the way around. But you can end it all, get your sweet ass to Huntsville to that brother of yours."
"Ain't going to Huntsville." Damnit, he thought. Shut your hole. You don't need to tell them where you are and ain't going.
"Like I give a shit," the man said. "Whatever, you can end it all. Take one quick meeting and it's done."
"I ain't meeting with Brooks, ain't gonna happen. And you can fucking tell him I don't have his godda--" Hal's eyes darted to Hilda. "I don't have his money."
Hal glanced at Shawn. Her eyes were closed and he couldn't tell if she was scared or passed out. Shit, maybe both. Theresa caught his gaze and shook her head.
A puzzled look crossed the man's face. "No, you got it wrong."
"I got nothing wrong, buddy. Get your ass outta--"
"Shut up, I'm talking." The man's face hardened instantly and if he listened closely, Hal could have sworn he heard the guy in the SUV clicking the safety off his gun.
His hands shook a bit more. He tossed a look at the gun.
The man grinned, held the gun out. "You ain't got the guts for killing and everyone in this room knows it."
"I'm a wanted murderer." Hal stood as tall as he could. "They want me for killing."
"Because they're too stupid to realize they popped wrong guy." He sucked his teeth and put the gun at his side. "Like I said, you ain't got the guts to kill. If you did, you would have killed Officer Douglas yourself, instead of letting the woman do it."
Hal's throat dried.
"You'd'a killed Templeton, too, instead of leaving him for the cops. Too bad he was dead before they got there."
Hal gaped. "He died?"
The man shook his head. "Killed. Very different situation."
Through the open door, a dog barked. A moment later, it fell silent, as though it had found what it had been looking for.
"You killed him."
The man shrugged. "Doesn't really matter who did what, long as he was dead before the cops got there." The man turned to leave. "You've got ten minutes. Drive over to the laundromat on Chavez and Main. There will be a man there who wants to buy something of yours."
After flipping the gun to Hal, he headed down the sidewalk.
"I'm not going. Tell Brooks to kiss my ass."
Moving his bulk easily, a man used to his weight, he climbed in the truck. "Don't worry about Brooks."
Then they were gone.
Two minutes later, Hal took a breath. It burned his sinuses and he wondered if he'd breathed during that entire fucking meeting. The room around him was quiet, too, as though none of the women were breathing. Shawn still sat with her eyes closed--must be passed out--and Hilda and Theresa stared at him. Hilda's eyes were as big as pie plates. She wasn't used to seeing the threat of violence right in front of her.
"That is a bad man," Hilda said.
"You think?" Hal paced the living room, the gun jammed down in his pocket.
"They're all bad men, Halford." Her eyes, a soft brown, were overflowing with fear. Maybe a bit of concern, too, but mostly she was scared. 
So was Hal.
"You have surrounded yourself with bad men, Halford. You have to get away from them."
"Mexico." Theresa's voice was quiet.
"No." Hilda said it firmly. "The police."
"What?"
"Theresa told me you are innocent. I believe that, but what else have you done? She tells me you can prove you're innocent and yet you talk of going to Mexico. What about the man they're about to execute? What about him? If you don't want to go back for yourself, go back for him." She shook her head. "You have to go back and prove your innocence. If you don't, you'll be running from bad men for the rest of your life." She pointed at Theresa. "For the rest of her life, too. What kind of justice is that?"
The room fell silent. A heavy silence, this time. The same kind of silences there'd been with Shawn. Silences that laid everything bare. Theresa slowly shook her head while Hilda nodded. 
"You can't go to the police," Theresa said. "They won't believe you."
He pulled the disk from his back pocket and held it up.
"That's the proof?" Hilda asked.
"Also what Brooks wants to buy." He nodded toward the front door. "At the laundry."
"This is the man who's been chasing you." Theresa said it quietly.
"Yeah."
She frowned and tapped her chin with a slim finger. "But didn't you say that she said--" She pointed at Shawn. "That he said he wanted the missing money?"
Right. If Brooks wanted the money, why would he suddenly want to buy the disk? Especially since he wasn't on the thing. From what Hal had heard, there was a lotta shit on this DVD, but Brooks wasn't one of them.
Theresa stood there, so beautiful and so trusting. When she looked at him, his heart broke. It broke again when he focused on her eye. It was already swelling, already turning blue. It would be with her for days. You did this. You stay away from her and she doesn't get smashed. Or you get her and go to Mexico, not take time out to make love to her and she doesn't get hit. Or you drive faster and she doesn't get hit.
Shoulda coulda woulda and it was all bullshit.
Jamming the disk back in his pocket, he headed for the door.
"Where you going?" she asked, her voice both firm and scared. 
"He's right. This is bullshit and it's gone on way too long. Hanford is right, I'm a fuck up and always will be. Fine, I can live with that. But I can't live with you getting beat up because I'm a fuck up."
"Hal, no, you can't blame--"
"I'll sell the disk and get the money. We'll drop Shawn at the hospital in Del Rio and we'll be in Mexico before sunrise."
Theresa came to him, stopped him at the door. Her hands electrified him. Her battered face froze him. "Don't do this. You need that disk. It can prove everything."
"Everything doesn't matter," he said. "You do."
She rolled her eyes, disgusted. "That's crap."
With more strength than he'd wanted, he grabbed her by the shoulders. "Not to me. You're all that matters as far as I'm concerned. You want crap? That's everything else. You're all I care about and now you're getting hurt because of me." 
He kissed her hard on the mouth, then once on the forehead. "I'll be back in a few minutes." He winked, trying to lighten the mood. "Don't worry."
She closed her eyes as he left. "I guess that boat's already sailed, hasn't it?"
 
 
 



 
 
459 Miles (Almost Done)
 
He moved fast. Dale Earnhardt taking those corners, shoving other drivers outta the way, eatin' up road before the big crash, before the big death. Yeah, moving fast and hoping like hell he didn't up as dead as Earnhardt.
The car fishtailed around two corners, roared down the short straight Main Street, squealed when he hit a red light, squealed again when he blasted through the next green one. 
Moving fast, he knew, because he was afraid to slow down. Go too slow, take too long to think it through, you gonna lose your shit. Scare yourself right across the border. Scare yourself into a lifetime of looking over your shoulder, 'cause don't kid yourself, Hilda's right. You run now, rather than face whatever this is, you gonna be running from here to death.
A 7-Eleven blazed past, a blur of bright white light and oversized posters for soda and chips. A cop car, maybe a county deputy, sat in the lot, the officer in the front seat, busily writing. 
Hal didn't slow down.
"Shit," he said. "You scared enough you ain't even bothering with careful."
What was the point of that? Hell, all the players knew where all the other players were. No more hiding or running or gunning. It was all on the table, cards out, waiting on the last raise and then the call.
It was full dark, the moon high over head. Street lights, a God-awful orange, hopped from side to side of the street. Headlights came at him, turned away from him and every pair was a spotlight boring into him.
With a quick wipe of his face, he down-shifted, and parked right in front of the door. If bullets started flying, he didn't wanna be any too far away from the car.
The building was nothing special. A squat, gray, cinder block building. The names of a whole bunch'a businesses dotted the side, peeking out of years worth of paint jobs. The name of the laundry was in lime-green neon letters, each two feet tall, along the front wall. Windows ran all the way around the building except for the back wall. Across the front, bullet holes crawled inevitably across the individual plate glass windows. But only the last window was blown out. It had been covered with plywood.
He thought of the casino in Vegas. This was either slightly better or slightly worse, he wasn't sure which. 
This whole thing was a repeat of the casino. And the café. And the bars and taverns. Every place was the same place and they were all dives. Didn't seem he was reaching very high on that socio-economic ladder, did it?
Inside, giant industrial washers were lined up back to back in two long rows. Call it twenty washers per side. Along the walls, stacked about halfway up the windows, were dryers. Near the back, between a door marked 'Toilet' and one marked 'Office' were vending machines for soap and softener.
Except for a single man in the far back corner, the place was empty.
And that single man, staring hard at him, sure as hell wasn't Brooks.
"Mother Christ." Hal swallowed, hating the taste of his fear.
With a quick hand over the pistol, checking it, making sure it was there, Hal climbed out of the car. The night around him was mostly silent; the hum of a few cars, the bark of a few dogs, and the whir of a washing machine, loud and clear even outside.
The man's gaze never left Hal. A smirk crawled across his mug as Hal licked his lips and opened the door.
"Getting some laundry done?" Hal asked. He nodded toward the running machine.
"No."
"Uh-huh." Trying for nonchalance, thinking maybe he'd already blown it, Hal sat in one of the folding plastic chairs near the front door. He crossed his legs and hoped the gun, which pressed uncomfortably in his back, wasn't obvious by his posture.
"Shouldn't carry it in the small of the back." 
So much for that.
Hal held one hand in front of him, palm out, and reached behind him with the other hand. When he brought the gun out, he held it by the barrel.
"A man of integrity," the man said.
"Yeah," Hal said. "I reek of the stuff."
The man chuckled. "We both knew you were carrying and you chose not to lie about it." He stood in the far corner. An older guy, call it mid to late fifties. Husky but not muscled or fat, kind of a mushy in-between, though he was trying awful hard to make those muscles on his arm look pretty tough. His black shirt was too tight by about a size and a half. His pants, also black, were tailored. The all-black motif would have made Hal laugh had he not been so goddamned scared. 
The goon had said don't worry about Brooks and Brooks had never asked for the DVD, he'd asked for the money.
"I figure I know what you want." Hal set his gun in his lap.
"Yes."
"I figure you got two goons waiting somewhere to pop me if I shoot."
"Yes."
With a sniff, Hal said, "Just can't figure who you are."
The man leaned back against the wall, his weight on one foot, the other cocked across it with toe down. "Well, I'm not sure you need to know that. What you need to know is that I've got a pocket full of bills and I'm ready to deal. Take some and you can go on about your merry way to Mexico with the wetback."
Hal fought the urge to stand. He kept his mouth shut.
The man grinned. "Did I offend you? Go ahead, then, put your finger on the trigger. You'll see the goons then." He waited for Hal to make a move. 
Hal declined, plugged his ears with his fingers. "Can we turn the washer off?"
The man smiled. "I say you have integrity because you've been through a shitload of grief, my friend and--"
"Ain't your friend."
"What?" The man frowned.
"I ain't your friend. If you don't have those goons around her house, I ain't here."
With a shrug, the man said, "Fair enough. You have integrity because in spite of everything he's thrown at you, you keep moving. Always moving, getting to that brother."
Hal's lips twitched. He looked again around the laundry. Glanced at the parking lot.
"How close are you? Four hundred miles? Five hundred? Shit, it's like you can see Huntsville over the horizon."
Hal shook his head. "Ain't going there."
"Right. Mexico."
The man fell silent and in the gaping hole, desperation began to howl. Maybe it was the guy's quiet voice or maybe the sparse way he moved, all compact and certain. Maybe it was his damned eyes. Or maybe it was as simple as the goons watching from points unknown.
"You're the one who beat Shawn up." Hal was certain of that. Why hadn't Brooks done it himself? "Shoved her in front'a the car, too. What if I'd killed her? What's the message then? That was why you pushed her out there, wasn't it? A message?"
Feeling the shake in his hands, Hal held his hands together behind his head, spread his legs out along the floor. Just a man taking in some night time laundry, nothing more.
"The message is, I want my disk."
"My disk. I bought it. Got a receipt and everything."
The man chuckled. "You bought a stolen DVD."
"Why not? I bought it with stolen money."
"Quite the life of thievery." The man took a few measured steps toward Hal. "Isn't that the problem with your brother?"
The hair on the back of Hal's neck stood. "Leave my brother outta your mouth."
"He knows you're a thief, knows you've spent time inside for robbery and burglary and deceptive practices and a host of other charges. But now--" The guy's head tilted slightly, like a mutt hearing an odd sound. "Now he believes you're a killer. And all this was to prove him wrong."
Hal stood, kept the gun light in his hands.
The man ignored it. "Everything got bloody, didn't it? And that fouled you up because, really, deep in your guts, you've got no guts. You're not a killer, you're not even a very good hustler." 
"I ain't got no notches in my gun right now," Hal said as hard as he could. "That don't mean I'll never have any."
The man nodded. "Again, a fair point. People do graduate. Here's my problem, Hal. If I let you show that disk around, even to your brother, that could seriously jeopardize some business opportunities…given who your brother is." 
Hal frowned. This guy hadn't been involved either, at least not that Hal remembered. "Business opportunities? What are you talking about?"
"VPN."
"Guzhundheit."
"Virtual private network. It's where my friends and I meet and discuss our interests." 
"Son of a bitch," Hal said. "You guys get on-line and watch people getting snuffed." And probably considered themselves a simple society club with exotic tastes.
The man said nothing.
"How, exactly, did that DVD come to be?" Hal asked. "If you do all this murder-watching on-line, why is there a disk of it?"
Another few steps toward Hal. Hal moved to his left away from the man.
"You are not so stupid, are you?" he asked. "You have to realize Missy isn't the only person on that disk."
Hal sucked his teeth. "Am I stupid? Of course I know there are more. I watched this thing soon as I got it. Had to make sure I got what I paid for. Sure I know there are more." Hal rolled his eyes, made a big presentation of shrugging his shoulders. At the same time, he tightened his grip on the gun. 
Truth was, he'd never thought about the DVD beyond it getting him clear with his brother. More murders? He could hardly stomach that there was one. 
With a smirk, the man nodded. "That's not the way I heard it, but whatever you say."
"How'd you make it?"
"What makes you think I did?"
Hal didn't bother with a shrug. "How else would you know about them all? Unless you're just distribution. You got a bigger ego than just distribution, though, don't you?"
"Everyone wants to be a director, don't they? Or a producer. Missy's murder, like so many killings in this fine country, was taped. Everyone has a videocam anymore, Hal, and everyone enjoys watching themselves."
It was then Hal noticed the security camera in the far back corner. It was a small, black bird, hovering and watching--and recording--everything.
"You, too, I guess." Hal nodded toward the camera.
The man gave it a quick glance. "No. If I wanted to record what happens here, I'd use something a little more subtle." He looked hard at Hal. "Shootings, knifings, beatings. I've got whatever you want to see."
"Including Missy getting killed." Bile rose in Hal's mouth. One shot and this guy was gone. One shot and him and all his bullshit were gone.
"Raped and killed, Hal, but I've got more than that. I've got grandmothers being tortured. I've got retards being burned. I've got people in wheelchairs dragged out of their chairs and then beaten to death with them. I've got people buried up to their necks who then get their heads sliced off with chainsaws."
Hal's stomach rolled. "Man, that's the sickest bullshit I've ever heard."
"Oh, but there's more, Hal. I've got executions galore. Two from Alabama, one from Florida and five from Texas. Not all taped. February 3, 1998, Carla Faye Tucker, executed live by the State of Texas on my VPN."
Silence slipped between them like a blade between ribs. 
"I can get a camera anywhere I want. Or I just wait until someone brings the product to me."
"Then you make a DVD, call it Faces of Death or some shit, and sell it everywhere."
"Faces of Death is frat-boy fare, call it murder lite. Plus, I don't sell anything." The man nodded. "Ah, now I see some spark of understanding." He pointed toward Hal's car. "A man named Harwell stole that disk from me. Thought he could extort a few hundred thousand from me. He's dead now but the disk slipped away."
"Few more times stolen, or maybe bought, and good old Templeton's got it. Then he's selling it to me."
"And I sent someone to get it back."
It laid there between them for an eternity. Finally, Hal understood. "Shawn." Son of a bitch. How had he not seen it? How had she traveled 1,500 miles with him without him tumbling to it? "That was why she was with Dogwood. She knew I'd snagged the dough and that I'd be looking to buy."
"I don't know about that. All I know is I sent her to retrieve it. She fucked that up and then Brooks got involved and continued to fuck the situation up and the next thing I know, the disk is halfway across the country."
"Why her?"
"She owed me a favor."
"How's that? You're the dealer."
The man brushed a finger past his nose as though brushing away coke residue. Or giving a signal to the goons. Hal drew the gun tight into his hand, brought it up quickly, aimed it dead center at the man's head.
"Whoa, careful, Hal. Don't do anything that will get you killed."
"They kill me, they'll be looking at your corpse."
"Right, the first notch." He looked out the front windows and shook his head. "Those disks, what few exist, are kept by members of the…society, let's call it. Those disks are made special for each client, according to his…or her…taste."
"Because they're junkies, ain't they? Some of them need more than what they can cram onto their computer."
He smiled. "You know more about the darker areas of the heart than you think you do."
Probably so, Hal thought. But not nearly as much as you and you can just keep that knowledge to your fucking self. "How'd you know where I was? Brooks tell you?"
"Brooks never said a word." He took a few more steps toward Hal, slowly, measured steps. "He's not a rat. Prided himself on that."
"Then how?" Hal stepped away, further from the door, closer to the whirring washing machine.
"Like I said, dangerous DVDs, custom burned. In fact, even the blank DVDs are custom pressed. I can track each and every one."
"Bullcrap."
"Enough money and you can do anything you want. The technology is there, Hal. But this isn't even cutting edge. It's the same microchip vets put under the skin of animals and doctors put under the skin of kids."
Shitshitshit. The very disk that was going to free him had put him in another prison, one he hadn't even known he was in. 
"Now, let's finish with this bullshit. Give me the DVD, I'll give you a few bucks and we'll call it good. You'll be on your way to retirement with Theresa."
The moment the man smiled, Hal knew it was going to end here. No disk for cash, no walking out the door. This was it. This guy had no intention of ever letting Hal drive away into some sort of Mexican sunset.
He thought he'd been scared over the last few days but this--as suddenly and powerfully and brutally as an ice pick to the face--was the real thing. This was fear, this was certainty of death.
"Holy fucking shit." Confused, scared, Hal stepped sideways, trying to see everything at once without taking his eyes off the asshole. He kept the gun trained dead center on his forehead.
"You really should sit down. It'll be easier for you to see where they're coming from if you're sitting still."
"Easier for them to shoot me if I'm sitting still."
"You make so many fair points."
"Goddamnit, can't we turn off that washer?" The sound was in Hal's ears now like a stack of guitar amplifiers at some hepped-up rock concert. The machine, almond colored but scratched and dented, banged against the machines on either side of it.
"It'll be done in a minute."
"Why you doing your underwear right now? We got business other than cleaning up your dainties."
"What's in there is my business."
"What the hell's that mean?" 
"I realize you don't need my money because you have all of Brooks' cash, but I'll make a good faith gesture. You paid twenty large. I'll pay you fifty."
The machine stopped. In the sudden, screaming silence, Hal nearly yelped. He jerked the gun toward the machine. 
"Blast away," the man said. "But whatever you destroy, you'll have to pay for, that's just good manners."
"Ain't worried about my manners," Hal said. "I'm worried about my ass."
"Wise choice. Now take a peek."
The laundromat was dead silent now. The machine was dead still, as though it had never been alive. Hal stared at it.
"Go on, Hal."
"The money in there?"
The man smiled, shook his head, and sat in the chair where Hal had been originally. "We've moved beyond money, Hal. I made an offer and you chose not to take it."
"Ain't decided yet."
A curt nod. "Yeah, you did."
The man shrugged again and Hal nearly shot him just for the annoyance. His feet, shaking nearly as badly as his hands, stepped toward the washer and stopped, then stepped again. He was about ten or twelve more steps away and for whatever reason, he couldn't stop himself. The guy's face held no expression.
"Gonna tell me who you are?"
"Names are facades."
Eight steps.
"Ain't everything?"
"Again, you make a fair point, Hal."
Five steps and the sweat ran down Hal's back, slipped between his ass cheeks and down his legs, where it ran on his legs. It leaked into his eyes, tipped his nose.
"What's in here?"
Silence.
"Damnit, what in the hell is in here?"
His hand shaking, Hal lifted the lid.
"A buddy of yours." 
Brooks' head, ragged at the neck where it had been cut off, stared up at Hal.
"Fuckfuckfuck," Hal screamed. He vomited into the washer and fell back just as the front glass shattered in an explosion of bullets.
 
 
 



 
 
459 Miles (One Last Time….)
 
The guy, still nameless and why in hell was Hal worried about that right now, fell sideways into the wall. Hal went down too, glass flying around like pissed-off bees looking for someone to sting. 
And damned if Hal didn't get stung. A piece bit into his cheek. He ignored it as the air filled with the sound of guns and the stench of cordite. They're shooting at me, sure as shit. 
Scrabbling against the washer, down the sides of which ran strings of vomit, Hal waited to see someone at the far end of the laundromat, their gun looking for him. The barrel of his own gun smoked where he'd laid off two shots. 
God knows where those had gone 'cause they damn sure hadn't killed the guy who brought Brooks' head. From the other side of the washers, call it twenty feet away, his scream was loud and clear and righteously angry. Nor had his shots killed who ever had started this madness because that gun was still blasting away.
Bullet after bullet slammed into the washing machines. It was a thin, metallic pop, and made Hal think of a kid thunking cars with a golf ball. Then the bullets hit wood. Hal looked at the closet behind him as the door opened lazily and disgorged one of the goons. He fell slow, cheap-movie slow, right out of the closet. Face first on the floor. Blood meandered along the stained tiles.
"How 'bout that, motherfucker?" the shooter said. "Think you can beat me?"
"Who the hell are you?" the VPN guy called.
"Guy who's gonna kill you."
More bullets, more frenzied shooting and damned if Hal wasn't back at the sewage plant. Bullets flying and people yelling and the smell of testosterone thicker than gun powder.
"Gonna kill you good, too. Asshole watching my sister and beating people up."
Hal raised his head. "Domingo?" A bullet pinged the nearest machine, whizzed past his ear. He ducked quickly.
"Shut up and maybe get outta here?" Domingo said over the shooting.
"There's another guy." Hal scrambled down toward the front door, belly crawling.
"I know--"
His words disappeared beneath a volley from VPN Guy, who didn't say anything as he fired, just plugged away. Hal had no idea, other than near the back, where he was. He had no idea, other than toward the front, where the man's bullets were going.
"Hal? You wanna get out?"
"Yeah, yeah, I'm going. But watch out for--" He swallowed as he raised up just enough to see the front wall. All the glass was shot out and Hal hadn't even realized he wasn't hearing exploding glass anymore. Bits and pieces twinkled in the incandescent light like yellowed stars. They were all over the floor and the sidewalk outside. They dusted the back of his car and decorated the parking lot. 
"Go, you stupid ass gringo."
A bullet, no doubt fired by VPN Guy, popped a water pipe behind and above Domingo's head. Hot water geysered down on Domingo. He yelped and danced out of the stream.
At least it wasn't blood soaking him, Hal thought.
And then it was. A single shot to the shoulder. Through and through. It came from behind and Hal clearly saw the bullet exit Domingo's front. 
"Son of a bitch." Domingo's voice spiraled up through the air.
Hal jerked to his feet and fired steadily toward VPN Guy. Domingo whirled and shot through the empty front window. The second man, the one in the green knit shirt, howled. Hal glanced over, even as he continued to fire at VPN Guy, as the flunkie stumbled out of the dark.
He slumped onto Hal's car, an after-market hood ornament, and bled all over everything. A lop-sided grin rode his face but Hal was pretty sure it was from the pain of having his balls shot off. Blood poured from between his legs and streaked the stolen car.
"Holy shit."
He had been creeping up on Domingo, but he had fired too early. He'd missed Domingo's heart or head, leaving Domingo more than able to shoot him. Didn't that suck all to hell? Getting killed was bad but getting whacked by a man you already shot was worse. And to get your balls blasted away in the process was just the final, bloody cherry on top, wasn't it?
Hal, still yanking the trigger even though the clip was empty, turned back to VPN Guy. The office door stood wide open. Through it and the back door, framed like a bad black velvet painting, was the alley and the moon. 
"Son of a bitch," Domingo said, heading for Hal's car. He shoved the dead man off the hood and climbed in. "Let's go. Can't you hear that?"
Sirens climbed up out of the sudden silence. A helluva lot of them. Probably both of Nueva Rosita's cars, a couple of county deputies, maybe some Texas Highway Patrolmen. God knew who else.
"Again with the fucking cops," Hal said.
"Ain't that what life is all about?"
This was why Hal had left the keys in the ignition. The car belched to life and they left, the breeze filling the cab since all the windows were shot out.
"Played this scene already," Hal said.
"I heard." 
Domingo kept his eyes straight ahead while his voice was dark and quiet, filled with all kinds of hostility. Or was that just physical pain? Shit, was there really any difference?
"Turn here."
"But this ain't--"
"Turn here."
Hal did as he was ordered and somehow they managed to never see a cop. Four or five blocks straight west, then a couple south, two more west, then four miles south, straight into the desert. Straight toward Mexico.
"How far is Mexico?" Hal asked.
"Twenty-seven miles. Turn in right there."
A faintly visible path that might once have been a drive-way. At the end of the lane, about a quarter-mile, an old house stood as hunched over as an old lady. 
"Abandoned?"
"This is where my girlfriend lives. What's wrong with it?"
"Uh…nothing."
They parked behind the house. Before getting out, Hal looked at Domingo. "Thank you. I'm pretty sure you saved me."
"I did."
"Listen, Theresa and I are going to Mexico. It's gonna be damned hot here for awhile, maybe you should go, too."
Domingo shrugged. "Maybe. I'd like to go to San Antonio, I never been there. Maybe even leave tonight."
Inside, Theresa, Shawn, and some woman Hal didn't know sat on the couch, watching satellite TV. Something on the women's channel about how to keep a male mate in line.
"Only one thing keep me in line," Domingo said, a slightly cracked grin on his face.
"You just had some this afternoon," the unknown woman said.
"Time for some again."
"Domingo, please," Theresa said. "The less I know about your sex life, the happier I am."
"What happened?" The girlfriend's eyes went wide at the bloody hole in Domingo's shoulder. "They kill you?"
"Yeah, Angela, they killed me. 'S why I'm standing here."
A snarl on her face, she thumped the wound. "Watch it, boy."
Domingo blinked, whimpered, but still managed a smile as he followed her down a darkened hallway. A second later a door closed.
"They gonna screw right now?" Hal asked.
"She's a veterinary student," Theresa said. "She has some medical knowledge. She's probably going to clean it out, sew up both sides and then they'll screw."
On the corner of the couch, Shawn winced. Though she was clean, only bruised instead of bloody, she obviously hurt. Her face was streaked where she'd been crying and her lips trembled. "I am so sorry, Hal. I tried to tell you."
"Brooks is dead," Hal said to Theresa. 
"I know. Why do you think I sent Domingo after you?"
"What's the guy's name?"
"Roby Trenton." Shawn swallowed. "A major player. Drugs, guns, whores--"
"DVDs of murder." 
Shawn nodded. 
"Both his guys are dead but he disappeared."
Shawn paled. 
"He offered fifty large for the disk, then showed me Brooks, getting cleaned up in a washing machine…minus his body."
"Holy God," Theresa said. 
She sat heavily on the couch, near Shawn. Her face had gone slack, her eyes empty and dark. Absently, she played with her hair, but even it seemed to have lost its shine. The moonlight spilled in on her now, as it had earlier in the night, but now it threw her into stark relief. Now she was all angles and lines. 
"Don't matter, we're getting out." Hal raised Theresa off the couch and kissed her gently. "Get your shit and get it in the car. I'm driving to Mexico in two minutes."
Theresa nodded and went back to the bedroom where her brother and his girlfriend were. Shawn stared up at him, her swollen eyes somehow puppy-dog big. 
"He said you were going to get the disk back for him."
"I was supposed to get it from Templeton."
"By hanging out with Dogwood?"
"I knew Templeton had it and I knew when you guys were sealing the deal."
There was a bitter taste in his mouth. He licked it off his teeth and spit into an ashtray. "I thought you were running from Brooks."
"I was, Hal. Whatever else was going on, I was running from Brooks. I had to do this one thing for Trenton and then I was leaving town. With Dogwood, with Templeton, with fucking Mary, Mother of God. I didn't care who took me, only that they took me."
"You jumped in my car."
She stood. "Like I said."
"He also said you owed him a favor."
Her eyes, battered though they were, rested hard on him, as hard as when he'd been haranguing her about being a junkie. "It wasn't a favor, it was blackmail."
"Over what?"
Her eyes never left his. "Are you taking me to Mexico or leaving me here?"
Theresa came back down the hallway. Domingo and Angela stood behind her, each of them watching Shawn and Hal.
"Let me ask it this way: are you going to leave me behind again?"
When they left five minutes later, kisses hanging between Theresa and her brother, Shawn sat in the back seat. She didn't complain about the wind from the shot-out windows, but Hal knew it was bothering her.
Angry as he was, he didn't give a shit.
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Del Rio rode up hard and fast.
Almost as hard and fast as Missy and Tyler each on opposites sides of the road. They both waved, smiles on their faces, pink on their cheeks. Shit, they weren't dead, they were one big-ass happy family, all grinning and teasing and having a grand old time.
All in your fucking head, you lunatic, you've got to know that. 
But with the echo of bullets in his head--again--he didn't know that. With the road unspooling behind him and maybe everything unspooling in front of him, he didn't know anything for sure.
Shawn was quiet, crammed against the far door, her head resting against the glass, her eyes closed hard, her brow crunched, her lips twitching a little. Maybe she was seeing Tyler and Missy, too.
No, they were his demons. She was seeing all different demons.
With a swallow, Hal clicked on the radio. Tejano music washed the inside of the cab. Theresa sighed deeply next to him, turned the volume down a bit.
They drove Janice's truck. The woman, a friend of Theresa's, had gladly tossed Hal the keys. She'd told him where to park it when they went over and wished them well. Theresa and Shawn had followed him while he drove the car to an arroyo seventeen miles out of town and parked it there. After tossing some tumbleweeds over the top, they'd hit the road.
And now the road was hitting back. Tyler, hundreds of Tylers, sat in chairs every 100 feet or so along the highway. But not just any chair. Shit no, they were all the special chairs.
Friggin' electric chairs.
Thousands of electric chairs and that wasn't even how they did it anymore. It was injection anymore, the humane way to whack somebody. Go to sleep and don't sweat waking up. Didn't have anything to do with frying his brains out.
"Hal," Tyler said. "You forget about me? You gonna leave me here, let them toast me like a fucking bagel?"
"I loved bagels," Missy said. "Daddy and I used to get them fresh from Ranty Buff's. You remember them, Hal? Over on Neely Street? We used to go get a bag every Sunday and take them to Mama. We'd sit in the garage and eat and Daddy would
tell us about whatever wood project he was working on." She turned to him, a thousand faces lining the roadway. "Do you know what they did to me?"
Dead girls don't talk. 
Through clenched teeth, Hal snorted. It was a T-shirt. A dead girl, mouth open, inside a red circle with a line through it.
Of course this was all bullshit. It was the last few wobbly steps of somebody going over the edge. It was all in his head, playing with him like a kid torturing ants with a magnifying glass. 
The rear view mirror was empty. For the last twenty minutes, he'd been expecting the flash of red and blue, but the road behind them, Highway 377, was dark. Ahead of them, the skyline was getting awfully light.
Del Rio. 
The truck rattled and Hal thought maybe this was how the shackles sounded when somebody walked to the chair. Shackles rattling on the concrete, banging against the legs of the chair, being unhooked and tossed to the side by a guard. They called the chair Old Sparky down in Florida but he had no clue what they'd called it in Texas. Probably the same thing, prison screws weren't the most imaginative brutes on the planet. 
He turned the radio up and damned if the percussion in the tune didn't sound like more shackles, more rattles.
"Mmm mmm mmm, good," Tyler said. He reached down and tightened the leather straps around his ankles. He pulled his pant leg up to reveal a hairless leg. "You like bagels, Hal? Maybe with a little spread. Something red, like that fat old guy's
blood down in Florida. Did you see those pictures? They screwed up his electrocution so bad he bled right through the black mask and all down his front. Looked like jelly on a bagel."
"Shut the hell up," Hal said.
"What's that, baby?" Theresa, sitting tight next to him, her hand around the inside of his right elbow, leaned closed to his ear. "What'd you say?"
Shawn shifted, blinked, wiped the sleep out of her eyes.
"I don't do bagels," Hal said.
She laughed, stifled it behind her hand. "What?"
"I love bagels, if you're making a stop," Shawn said. 
Pour on the music, he thought, drown Tyler right out. But not Missy. She didn't have to say anything. All she had to do was stand there by that simple wooden chair. God, how many times had he battered his way out of nightmares of what that chair had been for? 
The one time he'd seen any of the disk, and that had been when Templeton played a few seconds' worth twelve hours before the buy, he'd watched only enough to know he wasn't on it. He'd refused to watch anymore.
"Then you don't know," Missy said. "You have no idea what they did to me."
He rubbed his eyes, knowing that wouldn't empty them. All it did, when they were closed, was give him different images to look at: bullets and blood, the way the green shirt man thudded sickeningly onto his car, the way Domingo had casually shoved the dead man to the ground.
And the glass, winking winking winking.
And the priests, bloody, brown bowling pins.
And the car exploding at the sewage plant
He wasn't getting used to this shit. He wouldn't in a million years. This shit wasn't him, not at all.
Hal couldn't do the things Brooks and Trenton and even Domingo could do. He stole cars. He stole credit cards and wallets, social security numbers and even Christmas gifts. But he wasn't a killer. Though, to be brutally honest, and that was the only kind of honest that interested him right now, for most of the time he'd been with Roby Trenton, he had wanted nothing more than to kill him.
Things changing inside'a you?
Fucking dead people sitting in chairs along the highway and you got to ask?
He pumped the dial a bit more. The volume grew. From the corner of his eye, he saw Theresa frown a little.
Things aren't changing. You are not a killer, you never have been. It doesn't matter what the DA in Barefield thinks, it doesn't matter what your brother thinks, you are not a killer.
"I could be," he said quietly.
He could start with Shawn. This was all her fault. Telling him one thing while something else entirely was going on. Nearly getting him killed lotsa times and staying quiet about the real reason she'd been in Dogwood's car. She had been a problem this entire time.
"Bullshit, this is the problem," Tyler yelped from the side of the road. He jerked a black hood over his head and jumped around, as though someone were giving him the juice. After a few seconds, he was laughing so hard he had to stop. "This is the problem, butthole." He pointed at the chair. "Right here."
Across the road, even as yellow lines blasted through the vision of them, reminding him they weren't really there, Missy said nothing. She sat in the chair. 
Tyler was right. Shawn wasn't the problem. Neither was Trenton or Brooks or Dogwood or any of the rest of them. The DVD, he thought as he picked it up from the dashboard and let the star light wink from it, was the problem. And not even the DVD, really. The DVD represented the problem, illustrated the problem, but it wasn't the problem.
Him being in that place--in that Barefield mansion with a thousand rooms all painted different colors--was the problem; him being there to buy a shipment of hijacked Jack Daniel's to sell on the cheap and somehow knowing--hearing in that one particular man's thin, agitating laugh--what might be happening to Missy and doing nothing about it was the problem. Tyler being on death row was the problem.
Theresa turned the radio down. "Hal?"
"Yeah?"
She nodded toward Del Rio. "If you want, you can exit onto Highway 277. Take it about thirty miles down. There is a place we can cross. We park the truck like Janice asked and we can be in Jimenez in an hour." 
She squeezed his arm and he knew she was looking at him. But in the darkness, with her brown skin only barely visible from green dashboard light, he couldn't see her eyes, they were cyphers, as if they didn't exist.
"If I want?"
"Don't take 277." Her voice was hushed suddenly, urgent. "Take 90."
U.S. 90 right through San Antonio, straight east to Houston and north to Huntsville. Because it really does matter what your brother thinks but that's not even really the thing anymore.
The thing was them…Missy and Tyler. Missy was dead and there wasn't anything he could do about being a stone-cold coward while she was being murdered, but he could do something about Tyler's death. And he was afraid if he didn't, he'd see Tyler in that chair for the rest of his life.
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He never stopped in Del Rio. Didn't even see it, really. It was just another crappy town. Another Bagdad, another San Simon. He drove through, keeping the truck below the speed limit, watching the highway signs. Ahead of them somewhere lay two different highways, but he was only watching for one.
"Where you going?" Theresa asked.
His lips were rough, dry. He licked them, glanced up at Tyler and the dead Missy. "You don't see them, do you?"
"Who?"
"Tyler and Missy."
"Tyler?" She leaned up in the seat. "From the prison? Where?" She craned her head, looking along all the side streets. "How can he be here?"
"Not here," Hal said, pointing at the streets. He lifted a finger to his head. "Here. Missy, too."
"This isn't about Hanford anymore, is it?"
"It never was," Shawn said. 
"It's about Tyler and Missy?" Theresa asked.
"Ask Freud." He jerked his head toward Shawn. "She got all the answers. Found 'em in a crack pipe, I guess."
A tired, sad little laugh limped along for a moment. "Touché. Maybe someday I'll tell you what else I see in that crack pipe." She squeezed Theresa's knee and Theresa held her hand. "It's about Hal. That's the only thing it's ever been about."
Confusion radiated from Theresa. With her free hand, she reached up and held Hal's arm. 
"It's about his own uncertainty. He's never been sure he was good enough for you and Hanford, but mostly you." Shawn spoke quietly.
"What?" 
Even facing the road, not seeing her, he knew Theresa was frowning, he could hear it in her voice. 
"He's a thief," Shawn said. "You're a teacher."
The truck got quiet and again he felt her looking at him. Maybe still frowning, maybe getting more confused. What confused him, confused the shit outta him, was how'd Shawn known that? That was the shit that kept him awake at night, that kept him sweating all the time.
"So?" But Theresa's grip tightened on Hal.
It was comforting. The meat of her hand against his bare arm, the tip of her nails digging the slightest bit into his flesh. Desperate for more contact, he took a hand off the wheel and took hers in his. "You teach 'em better'n me."
Again, that stifling, oppressive silence. As though there wasn't anything else left in the world, just his soul, open and bare for everyone to laugh at. Should'a never said anything, here to Mexico, should'a shut the hell up.
Theresa shrugged. "Well, first of all, it's not 'you teach 'em,' it's 'you're teaching them.' It's about verbs and not dropping syllables. Also, I'm teaching them to be better than you. There has to be that second verb, otherwise the sentence means I teach them better than I teach you, which is something else entirely."
He looked at her, surprised. "What?"
She laughed, tried to stop it, then just let it go. Shawn joined her and eventually, Hal did, too.
"Hal, listen, you stupid ape." She pulled his head toward her, held his eyes with an iron grip. "I love you. I know you're a thief, but you won't be for much longer. And you never were a murderer."
"Yeah, can we get his eyes back on the road?" Shawn asked. "He might hit something."
Theresa held him a second longer and he could have disappeared in that moment. He could have fallen into those eyes and never climbed out. They were where he wanted to be for each and every moment he had left before he climbed outta his body and it turned to dust.
"That's a pretty ferocious love you've got there, Hal," Theresa said. 
"Yeah, about his eyes on the road?"
Her fingers, so tightly around his chin one second, were gone the next. He faced the road and relaxed when he felt those same fingers on his arm.
Ahead, a pile of highway signs jumped at them from nowhere. Big ass green signs, nine million different highways and exits and how many miles away, but he was looking for a single one.
"277," Shawn said. "Two miles."
"90," Theresa said. "Next right."
Hal clicked on the blinker and moved the truck toward the exit. When he turned, Tyler and Missy were, for the time being anyway, gone.
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An hour later, they were outside Uvalde and it was getting to him. Yeah, he'd probably morally done the right thing, but it was still damned scary. Theresa's love was a great thing, yeah, but there were lots of men in prison with loving women on the outside. Probably lots of them in the Death House with loving women on the outside, too. That alone wasn't going to get him dick when it came to the cops.
Or to Roby Trenton.
He might'a run out that back door, but he wanted his disk. He'd made that pretty clear. And he sure as hell knew where Hal was headed. It was pretty clear he'd beaten it out of Shawn. 
So…cops and a collector.
And what, exactly, was going on with that collector? Yeah, he wanted his disk back, but why work so hard to get it? It was a collection of random movies, pictures and video streams. Shit, it had been Hal, he'd have written it off long before this.
Hanford had been a collector once. Comic books. The scary ones. Monsters and vampires, shit like that. Spent his allowance all the time on the damned things. Had to build special bookcases in his bedroom, and then in the garage, just to hold them all. Collected in college and in fact, made some pretty shrewd buys to help pay for college. Shrewd enough to get Hal interested in the market. Of course, Hal's version was mostly cons and scams and he'd lost his shirt behind some garbage comics he'd been sold.
But the thing about hardcore collectors of comics and books and movies and whatever was that they almost always thought they could do better. Hanford had been no exception. He had tried to write the stories and then draw the pictures. Nobody bought his stuff and eventually, he just published them himself. Man, he had gotten killed. The critics, and Hal was still surprised there were people who were critics for comic books, hated them and nobody who bought the things was much impressed, either. Hardly any of them sold. Went back to strictly collecting pretty quick.
The disk sat on the dash. 
You a hardcore collector, Roby-boy? You get into your collection enough that you thought you was maybe better at it than other folks? Fifty grand was a lot of scratch for something that you said was just a copy. If it was a copy of some dead bodies, why bother?
But if it was a copy of some dead bodies with him killing them, that was a whole different thing, wasn't it?
He glanced at Shawn. She was asleep again, her entire face twitching this time. Bad ass dreams, he thought. And I'll bet you even money Trenton is in them. 
Trenton had said Shawn owed him dough. Hal assumed that was for smack, but there might well be something else going on here. She'd lied so far, best to assume there were still some truths she hadn't coughed up.
Which made it cops, collector, and junkie.
Call it another five, maybe six hours to Huntsville. Goddamn he was close. But as his watch clicked over to 12:33 a.m., he looked at Shawn--cops, a collector, and a junkie--and thought, fuck, six hours and the day's still young.
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San Antonio was half an hour behind them. Seguin was on their doorstep. And Hal's bladder was pretty close to splitting right the hell open. "We gotta stop." 
"I could use something to eat," Shawn said. 
Hal grunted and squeezed Theresa's thigh just enough to wake her up.
"We're stopping," he said. "This is Seguin."
"I missed San Antonio? Damn, I wanted to see the Alamo again."
"They ain't usually open this late," Hal said. 
"There is that, I guess."
Slowly, like a Gila monster stirring itself from a sunny rock, the truck's cab woke up. Theresa cleared her throat, coughed, began to comb her hair. She'd been leaning against Hal and so when she moved, he readjusted his seat belt, put the disk in his pocket, rubbed his sore shoulder a bit. Shawn rubbed her finger across her teeth, looked in the tiny mirror hanging from the sun visor at her bruises. 
They'd all been lost in their own places for the last few hours and now, as the highway sign pointing them to the business district rolled up, they gently entered the world they shared.
Hal passed the sign.
"Aren't we going to stop?" Shawn rolled the window down a bit. A breeze grabbed at her hair.
"I wanna find a truck stop," Hal said.
"Any particular reason?" Shawn asked.
"Yeah."
But he said nothing more. Not much further up the road, a giant neon sign beckoned them. 'Rosie's Place for Truckers,' it said. In spite of the shitty name, it actually wasn't too bad. Looked clean from the outside. Not huge, only space for maybe fifty trucks, maybe sixty. Right now there were only ten or twelve in the lot. Probably every damn one of them with a trucker in the sleeper.
Wouldn't mind a sleeper on this crappy pick-up, he thought. Curl up, get Theresa in a clinch, get my ass sleeping for twenty or thirty years. But in spite of how tired he was, how exhaustion pulled at him, he was excited, too. Shit, another three, maybe three and a half hours, and he was in Huntsville.
Excited and terrified.
It was all going to end there. With or without his brother. With or without Roby Trenton. With or without whatever, it was all going to end. He would come out the other side either free and clear or getting measured for a pine box.
You ain't nothing if not melodramatic, Hal, he thought. He shut the truck off, climbed out and stretched. His muscles were still sore from the laundromat, from crawling around on the floor and then being so damned tense when he was dropping off the shot-up car.
"Why'd you want a truck stop?" Theresa asked. She slammed the driver's door behind her.
"No reason."
"That's crap. Everything you do is for a reason."
He swept her into his arms, pressed her tightly against his chest. "You are the only reason for anything I do." He waggled his eyebrows. "Pretty good line, huh?"
Her eyes rolled. "Oh, yeah, you are Mr. Suave and Debonair."
For that moment, when everyone laughed--and it didn't even matter that they were laughing at him--things were good. Things were right and would always be right. He shoved everything else out of his head and lived in that moment. He strung it out, hung on to it, refused to let go, until it died long after it should have, like an old man left on life-support too long.
Finally, the trio headed inside.
It was a standard restaurant at a standard truck stop. It smelled like eggs and sausage and chicken-fried steak and truck stop perfume. The faces that looked back at them could have been their own faces. Tired, surprised that anyone else was out at three in the morning, deadened by the cheap florescent lighting. Everyone in the place, just like at the place in San Simon, Arizona, was just marking time until the next thing.
Hal swallowed, shook his head, and nodded to a waitress. A big part of him didn't want to see the next thing. He wanted to jump to the thing after the next thing, the thing that put them in Mexico on the Pacific.
"What can I get you?" the waitress asked, stubby pencil at the ready.
"One order of Pacific ocean, hold the violence and murder warrants, please."
Her eyebrows rose, her eyes back and forth between Hal and a bruised Shawn. "What?"
Hal felt the heated rush of blood to his face. "Guess you've never seen that movie, huh?"
Still puzzled, the woman shook her head. "I like love stories."
"So does he," Shawn said. "He just doesn't realize it."
The waitress nodded. "Ah, one of those."
"One of those?" Hal frowned.
"Just some scrambled eggs for me, please," Theresa said. "And some milk."
"Ditto." Shawn leaned back in the booth.
"What does that mean, 'one of those?'" Hal asked. Theresa elbowed him and pointed to the menu, which was taped to the table beneath a clear plastic cover. "Uh, yeah, a burger. And a beer."
"You're driving," Theresa said.
"Make it two, then," Hal said.
"Ah, one of those," the waitress said. "Got it. Burger and a soda."
When she left, Hal touched the DVD through his shirt pocket. He'd wanted a truck stop rather than a McDonald's or Burger King because he figured there'd be a computer or an employees' DVD player for when things were slow.
"I'll be back," he said. "I gotta hit the head."
He left the women and headed into the store. Behind the counter sat an older man, his face handsome but beginning to take on the flab that would soon hang itself easily on his bones.
"You guys got a DVD player or computer or something like that around? I got a disk I need to play."
The guy looked at him. "You need to play a disk here? At Rosie's?"
"That a problem?"
"I guess not. 'S just that most drivers got their own players in the trucks."
"In the trucks?" Hal asked. "How can they drive while they're watching movies?"
The man snorted. "Shit, most of the guys come through here couldn't drive even if they were watching the road." He jerked a thumb toward a door marked 'Employees Only.' "Back there's a TV and player, knock yourself out."
It was a small room, lockers along one side, a sink and microwave and trashcan along the other. Two small tables filled most of the room. The TV and DVD player were a combo unit and sat on a rickety looking stand in the corner.
The TV came to life quickly but Hal hesitated to put the disk in. Yeah, this might help him figure out what's what, but it might also stick shit in his brain he couldn't ever get out. Gotta watch it, he told himself. Gotta know what the hell Roby-boy wants it for. It got the right things on it, might be worth a few bucks.
"Yeah, fifty fucking grand."
Licking his lips, Hal shoved the disk into the player. A second later, the black screen suddenly showed him the room.
"You get it okay?" the guy asked. He barreled into the room, his eyes on the TV screen. 
"Oh, uh, yeah." Hal quickly hit 'stop.' The barest beginning of Missy's body, still clothed, faded into a black screen. "Can I help you?"
"I'm just getting something to eat," the guy said. But his eyes never left the screen. "You can go ahead and watch, don't mind me."
Hal chuckled, in spite of his clammy skin, in spite of the lump in his throat. "It ain't porn, buddy."
The man's face colored. "I didn't think--" Then he grinned. "Always hoping, you know? So what'choo got?"
Damnit, get outta here. This is it, don't you get that? This is what all this has been about. Now let me fucking watch it. Instead he grinned. "Well, it's just from my brother. He's…uh…he's in the Navy. Sends me disks time to time."
"Really? Small world. I was in the Navy, too."
Hal kept the shock out of his face. Had to choose that one, huh? Stupid son-of-a-bitch, did you forget how to read people? How did you miss that freakin' Navy tattoo on his arm?
"U.S.S. Meridian. Destroyer stationed in the Gulf of Tonkin." He smiled. "I'd love to see it, bring back some memories."
"I…uh…wow, I'm really sorry, buddy. Can't do it. See, my brother's a navigator on one of the nuclear subs. There's probably classified stuff in the background and what not."
The man frowned. "You ever been in the Navy, buddy?"
"Uh…no."
"Then chances are pretty good I'm cleared higher than you, aren't they?"
"Well, true, except…." Hal sighed. "I really didn't want to have to do this, but you give me no choice." Gritting his teeth, hoping the guy saw it, Hal pulled Shawn's badge wallet out of his pocket. A quick flash, not enough to really see what it was. "State Department. I suspect my clearance is a wee bit higher than yours."
"No shit? State Department? Wow, that's cool." The man nodded. "Yeah, you probably have better clearance. Sorry, buddy…uh…sir, I had no idea." The man headed for the door.
"No problem."
When he was gone, Hal wiped his face and turned the machine back on. His finger hesitated over the play button. Last thing on earth he wanted to do, see this DVD.
Wishing desperately for a touch of the amber…Beam's, Daniel's, fucking homemade Mexican brew for all it mattered, he pressed play. The black screen snapped into something else, and his bowels turned to water.
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He watched for less than fifteen seconds. Then he held his head in his hands and tried to keep his gaze somewhere else.
During Tyler's trial, Hal had continually checked in on the Barefield Industrial-Times' website. He had followed that trial as closely as he could while running from Johnny Law, and without even looking, he knew the room. Twenty feet to a side, nothing but a simple wooden chair. The walls were all painted a soft, pastel green. Missy was drugged. He had known that but knowing a thing and seeing a thing are two different things. Her head lolled side to side. A couple of times, her eyes--dead empty--caught the camera. 
"Freakin' prosecutor never mentioned that," Hal said.
How could he? He hadn't known there was a movie of the murder. He'd known the room, described it perfectly, and known there was a chair. He described it perfectly, too. But he hadn't known about Missy's eyes.
And he hadn't known about the men.
He had described two men but those guys were Hal and Tyler, not the blood-drunk thugs walking into frame right now. They were naked, hairy, overweight. One was maybe sixty-five. Call the other one mid-twenties. Both had drool on their lips and their cranks in their hands.
The other thing that punk-ass prosecutor, strutting in court every day in his $1,000 suits and shiny boots, hadn't known about was the whips. Or the bloody stockade on wheels the two hairy-bellied men were rolling into the room right now. Or the cattle prods and clothespins. 
And how could he have known how terrible the sound of the voices was?
"Missy? Do you like this?" A hard voice, full of maleness and malice.
"No." Barely more than a squeak, full of pain and Hal thought for a minute maybe that was what Jesus sounded like when He asked God why He'd been forsaken.
"What was that?"
"I mean…yes. Please do it again."
And then the crying. Hers. And eventually, Hal's.
 
***
 
Much later, someone stopped the DVD and then a soft hand touched his arm. "You didn't do this, Hal." Theresa held him from behind, pressed her face against his back. "You didn't kill her."
He was unsurprised she had come in. Without knowing it, he had desperately wanted her to. He wanted her to see that it wasn't him. "I did, too."
"You were not in that room."
"I was there. I was at that place."
Theresa nodded slowly. "Why?"
"It was…nothing…just a--Damnit, Theresa, it was booze, okay? I had a line on a semi of Daniel's. I was going to hijack the thing, slip away into the night, sell it in the streets and make a killing." He winced at his choice of words. "Make some money."
She nodded at the screen. "But this came along first."
"Sweet Jesus it did," Hal said. "I saw her get taken back there."
"Which means he brought her in strictly to give to someone else," Theresa said.
On screen, there was black, as though none of it had existed. As though it had been a horrible dream. Or a fucking nightmare.
"She didn't have any tears." Hal touched the TV screen. 
"What?"
"When she cried, there weren't any tears." He looked at Theresa.
"She was probably used to it. She had probably cried herself out."
"Don't tell me that, Theresa. Please, God, don't tell me that." 
Roughly, she grabbed his face and jammed it close to hers. "Damnit, Hal, you didn't kill her. Okay, so you were there. What could you have done? Could you have shot them? Or stabbed them? Honestly, what could you have done?"
"I could have tried."
"Tried what? I mean, come on, did you even know what was happening?"
He didn't answer for a moment. Then he nodded. "I think I did, yeah."
Slowly, with a gentleness that seemed like an apology, she kissed him. "Then you failed, my lover."
He nodded.
"And now you'll set it right."
"Pretty scared, though."
"You ought to be, Hal. This is scary stuff."
"You don't seem so scared. You a better man than I am?"
She flexed her shapely arms. "That's obvious, isn't it? My dear, sweet man, I am more terrified than you will ever know. For you, for me, for all of us. But what else can we do? We have to set this right."
"Ho-kay." He said it with as much command as he could muster. Wasn't much at all. 
Then he turned the DVD player back on and went to the second selection on the disk. The screen was black for a moment, then snapped into a bright, white room, lit by sunlight pouring through massive windows. Three windows were visible, each of them four feet wide and who knew exactly how tall. Maybe six, maybe eight feet. White, billowy curtains hung on ornate rods and danced with a slight breeze that came through the open windows.
White carpet but black leather and dark oak furniture. Dirty brass fixtures and metallic art and music. A trumpet and some soft bass and piano. Hal turned to Theresa. "Lots of money in this picture."
"I have a bad feeling about this."
"Who don't?"
For thirty or forty seconds, there was nothing. The sound was still down but Hal didn't turn it up. If there was any screaming going on, he didn't want to hear it. Eventually, two women swished into view and Hal almost choked.
One of them could have been Shawn. Shorter than Shawn and with blond hair rather than red, but her eyes were just an intense, her cheeks just an angular. And when she smiled at the brunette, it was the same smile. 
"Is that--"
Hal shook his head. "Looks a helluva lot like her, don't it?"
"Hal, what's going on?"
Hal swallowed. "This whole disk is murder, Theresa. That's what Trenton collects. You better get on outta here."
Instead, she put her hands on Hal's shoulders and Hal felt as though he had become the chunk of wood doctors used to put in patient's mouths just before surgery started.
The Shawn-lookalike stood near the black leather couch, dressed in baggy jeans and a loose T-shirt, an obvious attempt to hide her body. And yet she didn't move as though self-conscious about herself. She moved easily, as gracefully as a ballet dancer. 
She said something to the other woman. The brunette, dressed exactly the opposite--tight jeans and a tight tank top shirt--smiled and shrugged and handed over a small roll of bills. Her mouth moved and she squeezed her legs together.
A moment later and the two women were at each other. Kissing, touching, slowly undressing each other. The camera shook and bumped once or twice as it zoomed. Yet even as erotic and beautiful as it was to see two women enjoying each other--even if one was bought--Hal wasn't excited. Far from it. The longer the tryst went, the more scared he got. 
"Who's running the camera?" he asked quietly.
When both women were naked, tied up together in a tangle of arms and legs and tongues, the third party came from behind the camera. Already naked. His dick rock hard, jutting out like a conquering sword.
"Fucking Trenton." Hal ground his teeth together. 
"That's the man who tried to kill you?"
"Yeah. He knew he was on this disk. That's why he didn't want me taking it to Hanford." Hal pounded a fist into his knee. "Damnit."
"Yeah, but he's back in Nueva Rosita." She sounded more hopeful than certain.
"No, he's in Huntsville. He knew all about Hanford. He got it from Shawn. Or maybe he already knew. Dogwood and Templeton knew. Brooks knew. Shit, every low-life in the country knew where I was going. Damnit."
He should have been more circumspect. He should have kept his mouth shut, kept everything to himself as much as possible. He had been blowing, blowing just to make himself sound better.
Blowing gonna get you killed someday. Not his brother this time but another guy, an arson investigator he'd known once. Man had played everything so close to the vest you'd have to climb inside his clothes to see if he was even there. He'd said it to Hal over a beer once when Hal had been telling everyone in Barefield how he was nailing the married county coroner. Now that blowing, while looking for this disk, had put one last obstacle between him and Hanford and a free, clear drive to Mexico.
On screen, Trenton was going at it with the two women. One on his groin, the other on his face. Lots of sex, lots of open mouths and grinding and yet neither of the women's faces seemed particularly interested. When Trenton reached under the couch, Hal's stomach tightened. He reached up to press stop.
"No," Shawn said. "Let it play."
She stood in the doorway, her face as white as it had been when Hal had awakened in the church and she'd been zonked on heroin. "That's my sister."
"She looks just like you," Theresa said.
"So does her daughter." Shawn chuckled bitterly. "The Three Musketeers."
"I can't watch this," he said, his finger still near the stop button.
"This is one of the answers, Hal," she said. She stepped forward, her eyes never leaving the screen. "One of the answers I found in the crack pipe. Remember? She's my sister. There were only two answers in that crack pipe and this is one. This was the first one." 
"But--"
"Let it play. I've seen your sin…the death of that 13-year-old girl, now you can see mine."
"How'd you know she was only 13?" 
"Hal, I knew everything that was on that disk before you knew it even existed."
As though in a trance, her eyes riveted to the screen, Shawn knelt in front of the TV and slowly put a hand to her sister's face. Half a second later, Trenton jerked a knife from under the couch and ripped it through the sister's face. He must have hit an artery in the neck because blood flooded out, seemed to cover everything at once.
"Oh, God," Theresa said weakly. She turned away, tears already pooling in her eyes.
Even with no sound, Hal was sure he could hear the scream. The woman's mouth was open and when she turned a certain direction, it seemed she was spitting blood.
Trenton slashed again. Again and again and the brunette stumbled out of the way. She stood in the far corner, turned partially away, neither smiling nor shocked.
Shawn's sister fell backward over the table. Blood ran off the leather couch, soaked the white carpet, even splashed to the white curtains. Her hands waved uselessly in front of her. Trenton cut through them like a Chamber of Commerce wonk at a new business ribbon cutting.
"I am so sorry," Shawn said. She kissed the screen before turning to Hal.
"Can we turn it off now?"
Boom and the screen was black. 
"He killed your sister," he said. 
"She came to Vegas after I told her how cool it was. This was after I failed the academy. She came out and I introduced her to some of my friends and this is what happened."
"Trenton was your friend?"
She eyed Hal. "I had no idea who Roby Trenton was until later." Her finger trailed down the darkened TV screen. "This is what drove me to the pipe. Crack, dope, heroin, whatever I could get my hands on."
"God, why didn't you go to the cops?"
Instead of answering, she pressed play, went to the third track on the disk.
The screen blinked back on. A darker room this time, maybe a back room with a futon. A man sat, stupid grin on his face. A second later, Shawn--as Apple Valley--danced into view. She preened and turned for him, held her breasts out and bent over so he could get a clear view. 
And the one time she turned her face full to the camera, Hal knew why she couldn't go to the cops. 
She was completely gone, obviously miles beyond high. There was no light in her eyes. There were only two black holes.
The next thirty seconds was of her running a Jack The Ripper scene on the customer. It was worse than her sister. More blood, more violence. More of everything. Until it was a bad Hollywood movie where the props guy had simply used too much ketchup on the actors.
After he was done, long after he was dead, she kept stabbing, slicing bits and pieces off and tossing them aside.
And through the entire mess, her face never changed. Until the end, when she was on the floor, in his blood, jabbing a needle into her arm that'd she'd pulled from her boot. At the end, when the heroin was streaking through her, she gave the camera the tiniest smile before giving it the bird.
The screen went black.
"Holy God," Theresa said. She stood at the door, her face awash in tears, her hand in front of her mouth.
"No cops because you're on that disk, too." Hal kissed Shawn gently on the forehead while Theresa took the DVD from the machine and stuffed it into a pocket. 
"See what you needed to, CIA man?" the counter clerk asked when they came out a moment later. His eyes betrayed him, he didn't believe Hal's story and maybe never had.
"Yeah. Thanks for the help, your President appreciates it."
"Didn't vote for him so piss on his fascist ass," the man said. 
Theresa ran back to the table and dropped a few bills. Hal and Shawn headed outside to the truck. For a long while the three of them stood near the hood. No one said anything but the surrounding traffic was as urgent as everything Hal felt inside. If he had spoken, it would sound like the traffic--harsh and complicated, disorganized.
Eventually, they climbed in the truck and they got back on the highway, merging into the chaotic traffic. 
 
 
 



 
 
120 Miles
 
The truck drove shitty. It rattled and banged, wheezed. Anything over seventy and it shimmied and sometimes just randomly swerved left or right, taking them across the divider or onto the shoulder. But every sound it made reminded Hal it was chipping away at the miles. Wasn't much left now, call it thirty miles to Houston, another ten or twenty through town, and seventy more to Huntsville. Two and a half hours, which would put him there just about sunrise. 
And then what? You can't just go waltzing up to Hanford's job. Everyone he works with knows what's going on and Natalie sure as hell won't give you any slack if you call. And what's to say he'll even be at work when you get there? Hal had no clue in hell where Hanford lived, no idea what his home phone number was but he damn sure knew it would be unlisted. 
So what then? Smoke signals to let him know you're in town? Or Morse code to Natalie? Maybe she'd let that through.
Next to him, Theresa snored. 
Maybe she was the way to go. Send her into Hanford's job. No one knew her, wouldn't have her arrested on sight. Then again, if she just showed up, Natalie probably wouldn't let her have a meeting with Hanford. And if she dropped Hal's name, the whole shitting mess would get worse.
Unless he handed Theresa Shawn's badge, let her go in that way. But of course that offered its own set of nasty questions and answers. And let's don't forget about impersonating an officer, should the entire thing go south.
Hard to see how that was even possible. Bad as things had gotten a couple hours ago, hard to imagine how it would be worse.
Other than Trenton being in Huntsville, of course.
"He will be in Huntsville, won't he?"
Shawn nodded. "Yes. For the millionth time, I'm sorry, I--"
"I ain't worried about that, Shawn. You did what you had to do."
"I thought he was going to kill me."
"Yeah." Hal tried to say it compassionately. He wasn't mad at her. Maybe he had been, but that disk turned everything sideways. Drugs? Shitty deal but she'd seen her sister killed. More drugs? Again, shitty way to go but she was a murderer.
"You told me you ain't never killed nobody."
"No, I didn't. What I said was I was pretty sure I'd remember killing someone. Trust me, there isn't any way I'll ever forget it."
A loud breeze came in through the opened driver's window. Hal leaned into it, as though it might blow everything past him. "Seems pretty convenient, don't it?"
"What?"
"That my murder and your murder and your sister's murder are all on the same disk."
"It's not a conspiracy, Hal, it's just how things came out. My two murders are related and they're on that disk because Trenton wanted them on there. Yours is on there because he liked watching it." 
The truck shimmied a little beneath them. Hal let up on the speed and the needle dropped down to about sixty-eight.
"What were you doing? With Trenton?"
She snorted a giggle. "At first, I thought I could get a copy to Brooks. I wanted some justice for my sister. I thought if I took it to Brooks, let him be the stud who broke open a national snuff ring, he'd leave me alone." 
Hal shook his head. "Don't seem like that kind of guy."
"No shit."
They drove in silence for a few miles, each mile on the odometer tightening Hal's gut and head a bit more. He grabbed a few aspirin from the bottle they'd bought at a 7-Eleven and ate three. They were bitter and nasty as shit and Shawn grinned at his face.
"Guess I'm wondering how you got to him," Hal managed to say. "He whacks your sister and then suddenly you're a junkie who's killing."
She took a deep breath and told Hal she'd been working a club, stripping to old ZZ Top. A man had asked for a lap-dance, any redhead would do. She danced for him and he'd freaked out.
"Why?"
She stared at him, the answer all over her face.
Hal nodded. "He'd seen the murder. Thought you were back from the dead."
"He got mad because he had paid for snuff and there I stood."
The man had yelled that he'd been screwed with fake footage had shoved her off his lap, and stomped on her while she was on the floor. Drunk, enraged, he stood over her, trying to fight his way through the bouncer who'd suddenly appeared. He screamed he would beat her but after two drunken swings, the bouncer showed him out.
"I had no fucking clue what he was yelling about," Shawn said. "Then two nights later, Roby Trenton was at the club."
He'd bought her for a night, she said, and took her to his apartment. Eventually, she'd seen the disk. 
"I'd asked her to come with me and she had and then she was dead," Shawn said quietly. "My notion of getting some justice was bullshit. Within in a month I was buying smack from Trenton."
"Then you were killing for him."
"Yes."
Theresa stirred between them. She'd been awake for a few minutes. "I don't understand this at all. How can you two guys live in that kind of world?"
Hal squeezed her thigh. "It ain't living, Theresa, it's surviving and it's why we want out."
"Uh-huh."
"We ain't the only ones and you know it," Hal said. "Domingo lives here, too."
"Yeah," she said. "But he's an idiot. You're smarter than that."
As they passed a highway sign--HOUSTON 10--Hal took a deep breath. "Then why am I going to Huntsville?"
"So you won't see Tyler or Missy anymore," Theresa said quietly. "You're doing the right thing, Hal."
"Right thing." He snorted. "Shit, I'm gonna get arrested and I'll be lucky if I'm outta prison by the time I'm 100."
"You didn't kill that girl." Theresa held his hand.
"True enough," Shawn said. "But there have been a few things on the road."
Hal sighed.
"Well, show your brother the disk and get out of town," Shawn said. "Make sure you don't do anything the cops'll stop you for."
"Hal?" Theresa said. She glanced from Shawn to Hal. 
"Not now, Theresa."
"But, you have to tell--"
"Yeah, yeah." Hal nodded. "I will."
"What?" Shawn's face had gone pale, obvious even in the green dashboard light. 
"Nothing," Hal said. "Don't sweat it. Ain't nothing to worry about."
"Everything is something to worry about." 
"Maybe so, but it ain't anything you need telling right now."
"Damnit, Hal, don't you hold out on me."
Hal's eyes went wide. "You kidding me with this? Don't hold out on you? You've been fucking holding out on me since you got in my car. Don't hold out on you? Piss off, junkie bitch."
"Hey, ease up, Hal," Theresa said. "No call for that."
"More call than you know," Hal said.
Shaking her head, she settled back in the seat while Shawn's glare burned him like a heat lamp. He kept his eyes on the road, tried to shut her out. Eventually, the heat lamp turned off and they drove in silence through the far western edge of Houston.
He'd been to Houston how many times in his life? Enough to know damn well what was here--petroleum plants, strip malls, cheap housing. Yet at night it was indistinguishable from itself. There was no specificity to anything. He saw no outlines, no shapes or shadows. Everything was hidden in one shadow, hidden in one shape. Everything, he realized, was part of something else. This entire trip had been that way.
"Hal?"
"Yeah, babe?"
"We've got to stop at a Kinko's or copy shop or something." Theresa opened her purse and pulled out an address book. "I've got to get some notes to the principle because I'm pretty sure I won't be in school tomorrow."
"Gonna get a substitute?"
She shrugged. "I don't know, maybe he'll teach it himself. Either way, I need to fax over some notes."
Twenty minutes later, Shawn waited in the car while Theresa sat behind a computer. Hal stood over her shoulder.
"Give me the disk," she said.
"What?"
"Give me the disk." 
There was no question in her voice. He handed it to her, aware of how his time on the road, or maybe his life in general, made him distrustful even of her.
"Why?"
"You aren't the only one this disk can save, are you?"
She didn't mean Tyler. She was talking about Shawn and as he watched, she loaded the disk into a CD burner. She was going to burn just the murder of Shawn's sister, nothing else. Just enough to get Shawn the justice that drove her to smack.
As she worked, a pasty-faced older man came over. "Anything I can help you with, sir?" he asked. His name tag said 'Grover.' 
Hal led him away from the computer. "Yes, we're traveling to Nacogdoches," Hal said smoothly. "I wonder if you can tell me the easiest way to get there."
The clerk smiled. "That's no problem. It's just north on Highway 59. Hour and a half, something like that." He pulled an American Atlas off a shelf near the front window and handed it to Hal.
"Thank you. Sounds easy enough."
"You guys came in at a good time. During the day, those computers are always full. People going on-line and burning pictures onto disks and writing sales proposals and what not. But they're usually empty at four in the morning."
"Usually?"
The man shrugged. "Sometimes we get people in at odd hours."
"I guess." 
With a nod, the man went to the front window and gazed out. The place was empty except for them and Hal thought the guy was maybe lonely. Hard shift to work, the overnight, didn't matter what kind of business.
"Damn," Theresa said quietly. 
Hal looked over as her fingers tapped at the keyboard. A frown furrowed deep between her eyes. "Theresa?"
"Nothing. I'm fine." 
In the Atlas, Hal laid out his return toward Nueva Rosita. They wouldn't go back the same way. Innocent or not, he didn't want to spend that much time on the big highways. Texas State Patrol, crawling on the highway, no doubt had some sort of bulletin out on him. At the same time, chances were good the local guys on the farm-to-market roads between Huntsville and Mexico wouldn't pay much attention.
At the computer, Theresa was still banging away, loading and unloading the disk, tapping away at the keyboard. 
He watched for a moment, then tried to memorize the route through to Mexico. Down through Navasota and Bastrop. Maybe Blanco or Stonewall. After San Antonio, he'd get back on 90 and hit Brackettville, Spofford, and Quemado, and then cross near Jimenez. Janice's truck would be a few days late with a few hundred more miles on it than she'd thought, but at least she'd get it back.
Hal looked at his watch. "Theresa, let's go."
"Damnit, it won't burn." She stared at him, her face lost.
"Excuse me?" the clerk said. He headed toward the computer.
"Uh…no, we're fine," Hal said quickly.
But the man was already at Theresa's side, staring at the screen. His eyes were wide, his mouth open a bit.
"It's nothing," Hal said. "Not what you think."
Theresa snatched the disk from the computer and stared primly at the clerk. "My husband likes to watch two women and I don't have a problem with that. Do you?"
The man's mouth flapped like ripped skin hanging from an arm. "Uh…uh…no, ma'am. I like…uh…watching, too. Women, I mean." His face flooded with red.
"Let's go," Theresa said. She stuffed Hal's disk into his shirt pocket. The man had seen the beginning of Shawn's sister's murder.
"Uh…least it's a nice night," the clerk said, still trying to recover. "Nice and warm for your friends there."
Theresa kept moving as though she hadn't heard the man. But Hal's head rang like a church bell. Friends?
Two people sat on the tailgate of the truck. Shawn looked toward the far edge of the parking lot. The man, gun in full view against her head, looked toward the copy shop.
"Shit," Hal said. He pushed open the glass door and stopped at the edge of the parking lot. Theresa stopped just behind him.
"That's him," she said.
"Well, well," Trenton said. "Fancy meeting you here."
"Oh, God, Hal," Shawn said. "Don't let him kill me."
Hal couldn't breathe. As though someone, some fat-ass son of a bitch, had stepped right the hell on his chest and was pressing his lungs down further every time he exhaled. Pretty quick and there wouldn't be dick left in him. Pretty soon and he'd suffocate.
Hal's mouth flapped a few times. "You ain't dead." He moved slowly toward the truck, stopped when Trenton shook the gun.
"No, I managed to get out."
"Yeah, you ran outta there like a sissy girl. I figured maybe you got shot in the ass. Probably bled out in the alley."
"I'm a little tougher than that."
Hal tried to catch the man's eyes, tried to see if he was tougher than that. But the man's gaze kept moving. Eyes to Shawn, to Theresa, to Hal. They never rested for a moment. In the laundromat, it hadn't been that way. In the laundromat, he had stared just at Hal.
Which means exactly what? He nervous or relaxed? He scared or ready to go?
"You sure you wanna do this in a parking lot?"
"Works for me," Trenton said.
"The middle of a residential area? At a strip mall? Who knows who might be watching."
"I couldn't possibly care less about where we are, Hal. I want that disk." Trenton turned Shawn's head slowly. The street lamp lit up a bloody face. "I had to break her nose to get her out of the truck."
"Seems like every time we meet, you beating on women."
"Well," Trenton said. "This woman anyway. But then, she's just a junkie whore, isn't she? A junkie whore who lied to you, almost got you killed, and in fact did some killing of her own."
"You make my skin crawl," Theresa said.
"Shut her up." Trenton shook his head. "Shouldn't let women talk to you that way, Hal."
"She wasn't talking to me."
"Another word from her and I'll give Shawn a lobotomy." He cleared his throat. Beneath the gruff sound was a softer whimper coming from Shawn. "Now, where's the disk?"
"I've got it."
"Give it to me."
"Can't do that, Trenton, it'll prove my innocence."
"As it'll prove my guilt. Guess who I care more about?" He pressed the gun harder into the back of Shawn's head.
Hal laughed. "Wait a minute. First you tell me Shawn's just a junkie whore, now you expect me to give you my entire life to save that junkie whore's life."
"You guys," Shawn said weakly. "I'm right here. I can hear you."
Trenton grinned. "That's exactly what I expect." He craned his head toward the sound of the sirens. "I guess someone has called the police." Roughly, he shoved Shawn to her knees.
Hal held his hands out, palms toward Trenton. "Take it easy, Mr. Trenton." 
"Ah, now it's Mr. Trenton." The gunman looked at Shawn. "See, regardless of what is on that disk, as soon as the cops figure out the bullet in your head is from his gun, he'll be done."
Hal grabbed at his waistband but he knew already he'd left the gun in the truck. Hadn't wanted to carry it into a Kinko's.
"Done?" Hal said. "Don't'choo think I'm already pretty well done? They got me for killing a thirteen-year-old girl and she matters a whole lot more than a junkie whore."
It was at least two cars, maybe more. Summoned by the clerk, who was still on the phone, his eyes big as an RV. The man's thin mouth moved a hundred miles an hour and his head bobbed up and down.
"First of all," Hal said. "It ain't my gun. Shooting her with that will prove to the Houston cops that a rogue security guard from Nevada was in Texas. Secondly, if you gonna get to shooting, you best get to it. I don't think we got too much longer before 5-0 rolls up."
The sirens got louder, growing each second like a kid was turning up the volume on a TV cop show. Shit, maybe Joe Friday or Andy Sipowicz was going to climb outta the Houston cars.
"Hal, please." Shawn's words were thick through the blood and broken nose. "Just give him the disk. I don't want to die."
"Give it to him," Theresa said. She stood just behind Hal and whispered to him. "Give it to him and let's go to Mexico."
"What about Tyler?" he asked. "I hand over this disk and Tyler dies. And maybe, someday, they catch me, too."
"You can't let her die, Hal." 
"It's me or her, Theresa. What the hell am I supposed to do?"
"I don't know."
"You get a plan, I'm all ears." He said it more harshly than he'd intended but he supposed that didn't really matter, all things considered. The truth was he didn't want Trenton to whack Shawn. But as the sirens grew louder, he knew if he handed over the DVD, Trenton would be gone and he'd never find a copy of that disk again. If he handed over that disk, his life was over.
Theresa's eyes pleaded with Shawn. "We tried to copy it. Just your sister's murder. We were going to give it to you. It wouldn't copy."
Shawn said nothing. A tear ran down her cheek.
"Of course it wouldn't copy. Anti-piracy technology. You think I want people to make a copy of a disk that has me killing some stupid chick?" He pressed the gun harder into Shawn's head. "Give me the fucking disk. Do you hear those cops? They'll be here any second."
"I got no problem with cops," Hal said. "Shit, they might be the only ones who can save me, now that I think about it." He tried to plaster a nice, confident grin on his face. "Shit, they look at the DVD, they got you cold and they ain't got me. I get my warrant vacated before daybreak while you're headed to the pokey. Plus, Tyler don't get smoked by the state."
Trenton sighed. "All the assholes in the world and I get a guy wants to do the right thing." He gave Shawn a kiss on the cheek and jammed his gun into her mouth. "Last chance, Hal."
Into a desert-dry throat, Hal swallowed. "Hang on, can't we talk about this?"
"It's all talked-out, dumbass. There's no time left."
"Wait, we can figure--"
"Thank you, Theresa," Shawn said. "I'm sorry, Hal. I didn't mean--"
"Shawn, no--" Theresa began.
The shot, when it came, sounded like one of those fucking supergun howitzers to Hal. It exploded into the early morning air, reverberated off the buildings, and came back over and over. It was all the other gunshots since Nevada.
Shawn slumped to the ground, most of her head gone.
"Oh, my God," Theresa said.
Hal ground his teeth but didn't even look at Shawn's slumped body. Nor did he throw up. Or retch or gag. You don't think you getting harder, he asked himself. First time you see somebody whacked you cry for a week. Now you don't even blink.
"Now," Trenton said. He turned the gun toward Hal. "Give me the fucking--"
From nowhere, a metal trash can bounced off the back of Trenton's head. He fell on top of Shawn. His gun clattered free. 
"What the hell is this?" an old man yelled. He picked up a rock and threw it at Hal. It bounced off the truck and struck Theresa in the face. She yelped and hit the ground, a hand to her cheek.
"I can't even take a walk in my own neighborhood without you hoodlums driving down my property value?" Spittle flew from the man's lips as he limped toward Trenton.
Hal moved quick. He grabbed the gun and jerked a bloody Theresa upright before shoving her in the truck. It roared to life and when he backed out, he barely noticed it bouncing over Shawn's legs.
"The cops are coming," the old man screamed. "You hear them?"
"What is happening?" Theresa howled, both hurt and terrified. Her feet banged against the floorboard while she pounded the dash with her fists.
Behind them, as Hal tore through the parking lot and back toward the Sam Houston toll way, Trenton slugged the old man, spit on Shawn, and jumped in his car. When he came out of the parking lot, he went the other direction.
Hal ripped his eyes from the rear view mirror and concentrated on keeping the truck just under the limit. "Gotta get a new car. The clerk and the old man sure as shit saw this thing. Gotta get a new car."
"Oh, my God, Hal," Theresa said. She had grabbed a napkin from the glove box and held it to her face. "He killed her. How could he do that?" Her voice spiraled up toward hysteria.
Hal jammed her head into his chest and held her as tightly as he could. "It'll be okay. Shhhh, don't worry about it."
"He killed her," she said. 
"Yeah, he did, and I don't think he's probably done with us yet, either."
 
 
 



 
 
70 Miles
 
He stayed off the toll way. He assumed HPD would have that fucker closed down tight as drum unless dead whores didn't count for much in Houston. Anyway, he stayed on surface streets, driving slowly and carefully, hitting every stop sign just right, not jumping green lights, staying under the limit.
And sweating his balls off.
It just kept getting worse, didn't it? It started with a jump at untaxed Daniel's in an illegal club in Barefield, Texas, where a thirteen-year-old girl got killed, and came to this. Every single decision was a shitty one, one that led to somebody's death. Every single decision was just another one that proved Hanford was right from day fucking one. 
"…everything you do is leading you there. You'll get killed. Or you'll be in jail, maybe death row, for murder."
Yeah, Hanford, get me a cot next to Tyler. Hal could rationalize all he wanted about not being a murderer, not pulling a trigger, but all those deaths had happened during the commission of some other crime he had been involved in. Far as the law was concerned, and the entire fucking country belonged to Johnny Law, he was a killer through and through.
He shook his head as he continued to drive slowly through neighborhoods. None of that mattered. Hanford was just about the smartest guy Hal'd ever known. He'd be able to figure it all out. Find something for Hal to hide behind, maybe immunity for bringing a snuff ring down. And if that didn't work, then Hal had no problem tapping into Hanford's sheer importance and going that route. Fucker knew everybody, Governor and President included, Hal'd be damned if he didn't use what he could.
Fact was, Hanford might well be the last person who could help him.
"What are we doing, Hal?" Theresa asked. Three napkins later, the bleeding had stopped, but the wound still glistened. 
"Looking for some wheels."
"Are you going to steal a car?"
"I got no choice, Theresa. We drive this and we'll get nailed sure as shit."
"I don't want to ride in a stolen car."
"You got to trust me, ho-kay? You don't want to live in my world and I get that, really I do, but right now, we can't live in yours. Right now, we got to do things this way. A couple hours, then we'll be clean and clear and everything will be fine."
It was bullshit but there was nothing else he could say. They wouldn't be fine in two hours, or three or four. Earliest they'd be quit of this mess was eight, maybe ten hours when they crossed into Mexico.
"I can't believe he shot her." The strain seemed to overwhelm her voice. 
He took her hand, held it tightly. "I know, Theresa."
"Will he be in Huntsville?"
Hal nodded. "Take that to the bank."
"Why doesn't he just leave you alone? God, I'm so tired of this."
Hal jammed on the brakes, squealed the tires a little. The truck lurched to a stop. Next to them was a quiet little Ford Escort. A gray two-door that screamed Ma and Pa Kettle.
"This is why you drove all the way across town, isn't it?"
Hal nodded. "When they report it in a couple hours, the cops won't automatically assume it had to do with the shooting. They'll be watching for anything stolen near that Kinko's."
Plus, he didn't tell her, this had the benefit of being a car obviously not driven in a while. Dust covered it in a fine sheen and cat paw prints danced across the hood and roof.
In two minutes, he was driving the Escort while she drove the truck. They drove for nearly a half-hour until he found a stretch of empty land. A ring of factories stood about a half-mile away and the dirt was covered in semi-rig tracks. It might be days before anyone was out here and noticed the truck.
When they'd parked, Hal took the plates off the truck and left the keys in the ignition.
"The plates I understand," Theresa said. "But why don't you pull that VIN tag on the front dash?"
Startled, Hal looked at her. "VIN tag? You lookin' to get a job in my world?"
She glared at him. "No. I'm thinking about helping us survive long enough for me to kick your ass for getting involved."
"Gotcha."
"What about it?"
"Well, I could pull the VIN tag, no sweat. But cars got about eighteen billion places where the VIN is. It'd take me ten minutes to pull the tag and it wouldn't get us nothing but ten minutes further behind."
She nodded and moved to the passenger's seat in the Escort.
"Plus, by leaving the keys, I hope someone will snag the damned thing."
"Really steal it."
"Yeah."
"Should we call Janice and tell her to report it stolen?"
"No. All that'll do is get it on the highway patrol computer faster. If the Houston cops have to track it down, it'll give us that much more time before they put the entire thing together with us. With me."
She stared at him and in her endless eyes, he was ashamed. "You scare me," she said quietly.
"I know."
"It won't be like this in Mexico. You'll get a job. A real job."
"They got any of those down there?"
It was a playful remark that went over like a punch to the throat. But at least he was smart enough to not try and kiss her. Instead he put the Escort in gear and headed back toward the Houston Tollway and U.S. 45. Ten minutes later, they passed a green highway mileage sign: HUNTSVILLE 65 MILES. 
 
 
 



 
 
0 Miles
 
Hal gripped the phone tightly.
Theresa stood next to him, her brown skin still pale and her face strained. The cut on her cheek was still bright and bloody, like someone had smeared her lipstick. It had stopped bleeding forty miles ago but the scab was as colorful as new blood. 
In his ear, the phone rang and rang again and sounded much further away than when he'd been 2000 miles from here. "Shitting hard to believe I'm actually here." 
"This was the right thing to do."
"Oh, sure, the best place to go when you got a murder warrant out."
They stood in a phone booth across from The Prison Pancake House--'Best Cakes in Town,' the sign said. The Texas State Prison was a mile up the road and two Huntsville police cruisers sat in the Pancake House's parking lot. Through the giant front window, Hal saw the cops jamming forkfuls of eggs and biscuits down their gullets. They talked and laughed and as far as he could tell, neither of them noticed he or Theresa.
Quite the surprise, considering how wired Hal was sure Trenton had everything.
Finally, Natalie answered. "Mr. Turnbull's office."
"Natalie, please don't hang up. This is--Damnit." He banged the handset against the phone four or five times. 
He tried again and got the same answer. A third time was the same.
"Can't you just call him directly?"
Embarrassed, he said, "I don't have the number. Hanford wouldn't give it to me."
"Where do you think Trenton is?" Theresa asked.
"I got no idea. It's a pretty big town."
Hal jammed another quarter into the phone and dialed Natalie's number. As it rang, he shoved the phone to Theresa. Play cop, he mouthed.
Theresa's eyes went wide. "What? I don't know anything about--Uh, yes? Hello? Yes, this is--uh--Detective Lucinda Stevens, Zachary County Sheriff's Office." In the silence, Theresa's face softened a bit. "I'm good, thank you. Listen, I've need to speak with Warden Turnbull." A pause. "Well, I can't really tell you, ma'am. It's ears only."
Hal glanced at the cops in the diner. One had left, the second watched them for a moment, then climbed in his car and headed out.
"Ma'am, I appreciate what you're saying, really I do. But I can't divulge this information to anyone but Mr. Turnbull. Once he's got it, then he can give it to whomever he deems necessary." Through gritted teeth, she offered a grin and wiped the sweat from her face. "Thank you."
Hal frowned. "What's the info?"
"I don't know, I'm just making this up."
"The hell is Lucinda Stevens?"
"A friend of mine. We grew up together. She's a cop in Iowa or Indiana or somewhere."
Hal gaped. "Then why'd you say Zachary County?"
"It was the first thing that came to mind." Her eyes flashed. "What's the problem?"
"He'll probably check, that's what." His feet crunched in the gravel as he paced. "That's why you're on hold so long. He's checking to see who Lucinda Stevens in Zachary County is. He fucking grew up there, Theresa, he knows most of those cops."
"What the hell do you want from me? You shove the phone at me and tell me to lie for you. That was the best I could do."
Hal immediately regretted his tone. "Sorry, sorry. Damn. I'm sorry, I'm being an ass."
"Yeah, you really are. Calm down."
With a nod, Hal rubbed the scar across his throat. He was close now, just a few miles down the road. He could damn near taste the shitty water in Mexico.
Theresa motioned to him, brought him to the phone. "Yes, Warden? Hold on just a moment please."
Shawn held the phone out to Hal. After a long moment, Hal took it.
"Hanford? It's me. Hal. Yeah."
His brother's voice blazed. "Hal? Goddamnit, I told you not to call me. This is a recorded line. How long do you think it'll be before every cop in town knows you're here?"
"Figure they pretty much already know and besides, I ain't worried about every cop in town."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
Hal licked his lips. "I'm only worried about you. I could give a shit 'bout anybody else."
There was a second of silence. "Yeah, well, everyone else can arrest you."
"I ain't scared of being arrested."
Hanford laughed, the same full-throated laugh he'd always had, the one that Hal couldn't quite decipher. Genuine or contemptuous, who the frig could tell? "You aren't scared? I guess you are the big man now, aren't you? Made your bones. Got some killer's blood in you now, boy."
"I didn't kill her." Sweat covered Hal's head like the blood that was spattered out behind him all the way to Nevada.
"The State of Texas has a District Attorney who says you did."
"And I've got a DVD that shows I didn't."
A long silence stretched out. Not any kind of comfortable silence, but one filled with jags and chasms.
"I guess I'll need a wee bit of explanation there." Hanford spoke quietly.
"Meet me, big brother. Lemme prove I didn't kill that little girl."
Again, the silence. But somehow, it seemed smaller, less treacherous. "Meet you? I'm the warden of the Texas State Prison and you--"
"…are wanted for murder." Hal spit the words.
"Yeah, Hal, I'm sorry but that's the way it is."
"Only asking for a chance. You take a look. You think I'm guilty, you can drive my ass right to the cops."
"That's stupid, Hal, I'm not going to--"
"What else can I do?" 
"Hal," Theresa said. "Don't scream. You want everybody to know you're here?"
"Damnit, I don't care about everybody else," Hal said. "Can't you people understand that?" Anger boiled through him like the booze and the drugs had after the girl's death. "Hey," he shouted to the morning air. "Here I am. America's Most Wanted. Stone cold killer. Come get me. Don't believe it? Ask my dear brother." 
Hal slammed the handset against the side of the phone booth. "After all, he's the warden, in charge of everything and completely incapable of making any mistakes or giving me a fucking break."
He dropped the handset and strode away from the booth. It had been the wrong thing to do, coming here. Hanford didn't care a fucking whit for what Hal was going through, or that Hal might be innocent. All he cared about, all he'd ever cared about, was his neatly ordered world.
"Hey," he called to Theresa. "Tell him he don't have to give no shit about me, but the disk doesn't have Tyler on it, either. He gonna kill an innocent man?"
The Escort was too small now. He sat in the driver's seat, waiting on Theresa, but the car was damned small. Coming here, it had seemed huge. His head had seemed huge, as did the space all around him. Everything had seemed like freedom.
But now, everything was too small. 
"Damnit." He punched the dash hard and reveled in the exquisite pain.
The car had a nearly full tank. That would get them most of the way to Mexico. And as no one had any clue yet what they were driving, they could take the interstate, get there quick.
Theresa came around to the driver's side and snatched the keys out of the ignition. 
"What are you doing?" he asked. "I'm driving."
"Yeah? Where are you going to go?"
"Mexico."
"If you run now you'll be running for the rest of your life."
"Why break a winning tradition?"
"Self-pity is such an admirable trait."
His head fell back to the headrest. "I don't care, Theresa. I'm just tired of it all."
"Move the hell over." 
Neither her eyes nor her voice gave him any choice. He did and she climbed in. She started the car with a roar.
"Where we going?"
She said nothing. 
"Damnit, where are we going?"
"Juan In A Million. It's a crappy little Mexican food place a couple miles from here. I want some chorizo, maybe some eggs."
Hal shook his head. "Theresa, we don't have time for fucking food. We've got to get moving."
"Don't you yell at me, Hal. Don't you ever yell at me. I'm scared and I'm tired and I'm hungry. I'm going to eat."
He turned and grabbed her by the shoulders, unable to control the anger. "The hell you are. We are going to Mexico and that's that. We stay here and I can't protect you."
"Protect me?" She laughed and shoved him off of her. "You don't know how to protect anybody, Hal."
"I do, too."
"You are so full of shit." 
"I've been protecting people my entire life."
"Yeah? What about Missy?"
There it was, a bloody corpse riding shotgun in that little Escort. Silently, he climbed out of the car.
"Where are you going?"
"Mexico."
"Are you going to walk?"
He kept walking, leaving the car, and the woman, behind. 
"Damnit, Hal, get over here. Hanford is going to meet us there."
His back to her, his feet still moving, Hal gave her a middle finger. "Fuck him and fuck you, too."
The rising sun was a harsh, blazing orange. It stabbed his eyes and didn't warm his skin as much as burn it. As it rose, shadows grew thinner until they were more like stiletto blades than shadows. 
Theresa should have taken off in a spray of gravel and dust. She should have fishtailed out of the parking lot, maybe banged the back end into a telephone pole, and then driven off with her fuck finger flying high and proud out the window. It would have been the perfect clichéd ending. Lonely hoodlum, left alone after pissing off his girlfriend and failing to accomplish the one thing he wanted.
He would have expected her back, had it gone that way. He would have expected her to drive around the block once or twice, or maybe go to Juan In A Million, eat an egg or two, then come find him. He would have expected her to drive along beside him for a block or so before turning the car across his path and stopping him. Then they would have embraced, no words except those that didn't need to be spoken, and everything would have been fine. They would have gone back to the restaurant, talked with Hanford, shown him the disk, and life would have been fine.
The shadows would have been shadows again, not blades. The sun would have been golden rather than hideous orange. And in the perfect ending, he and Theresa would not have to go to Mexico. The District Attorneys from Texas to Nevada would understand what had happened and why. They would pass on filing charges and Hal would be hailed as a pop culture sensation.
'The man who saved his own life,' the papers would roar. A man who had nearly destroyed his life with booze, then searched for months for his answer, then gone through five days of complete bullshit, of bullets and blood and murders and drugs, and had somehow come out smelling clean as a rose. And who had saved an innocent man from the death chamber.
There'd be book deals and movie deals and fifteen, maybe twenty minutes of fame. 
Except it didn't play that way.
Theresa didn't leave in a spray of gravel, she just left. She didn't come back around the block, she just left. She didn't drive along with him for a block, talking through an open window, she just left.
And he was pretty sure that's how it was going to stay.
Four blocks later, as he passed the Texas State Prison, he heard a car behind him. The engine rumbled more deeply than the Escort so he knew it wasn't Theresa. 
Fuckin' Roby Trenton.
His heart didn't even stop this time. He wasn't scared anymore. Probably because he wasn't looking to accomplish anything. It was all over. All he could do now was--
The car began to slow next to him and he knew then he was still scared, freakin' scared. He kept his eyes on the road but put his hand on the pistol. Sweat dripped down across his lips. The car fell in synch with his walk. His finger flicked off the safety.
A car door opened, never shut.
"Need a--"
Hal jerked the pistol and went to work. Bullets exploded in the morning air.
"Goddamnit, Hal, are you crazy?"
At least two shots thunked the trunk before Trenton managed to get moving. The car shot forward a block and a half and suddenly, the smell of cordite bitter in his nose, the voice sounded familiar. Not Trenton familiar, but--
The driver fumbled with the door for a moment, until it spilled open and he tumbled out.
"Are you trying to fucking kill me?"
'Warden,' the car's license plate said.
 
 
 



 
 
0 Miles (Still)
 
"Learned that on the road, did you?" Hanford asked. His eyes were wild, blazing things. His voice was as harsh as a divorce.
"Sorry." Hal stuffed the gun into his waistband behind him. "I thought you were someone else."
"Well, that's okay, then, isn't it?" He slammed the door closed on his car, ran a thin finger into the two holes in the trunk. "As long as I was someone else you were trying to kill."
Hal eyed him. "I'm trying to kill you, you'd be dead by now."
Hanford eyed him back. "Really. You're that good a shot when it comes to killing?"
Hal frowned. "No, it ain't--It ain't like that at all. It's--" The words dried up. He waved dismissively at Hanford as he turned away. "I don't know. I'm sorry, I wasn't trying to kill you. I was just--I don't know."
When the echo of the shots died, the morning was as still as any decent sized city. Cars and trucks worked Huntsville's roads, heavy construction banged away at some nearby site. Dogs barked and car horns answered. From somewhere, a laugh slipped into the air. The brothers turned toward it.
"Don't usually hear much laughing after a shooting," Hal said.
"I haven't been to many shootings, but I certainly wouldn't think so."
Silence for a moment, then Hal tried on an old memory. "You remember the first shooting?"
Hanford nodded. "Zeburn Aaron, sure as hell do."
"The kid we used to play with."
"Street football," Hanford said.
Hal chuckled. "Freakin' tackle street football. All Zeburn ever wanted to play. He liked it rough."
Hanford nodded. "There was some strange shit going on in that house. With his parents, I mean."
"Yeah, probably with him, too. Chances are Dad wasn't weird with just Mom."
After a few seconds, Hanford nodded. "We had a shooting here a few days ago. A little bop gun. Con made it from…shit, I have no idea what he used. Doesn't matter, I guess. He made it lethal."
"Kill somebody?"
"Yeah. A child molester. Guy had slipped his finger into his ex-wife's daughter. Three year old kid with her new husband. Her panties were hardly any larger than the molester's fist. Blew him away."
"It's a hard old world," Hal said.
Hanford sighed heavily and eventually ran his hand over the holes in the car trunk. "Now I'll have to con some con into fixing those. They'll probably cost me extra rec time."
"What?"
"We've got a garage. The inmates keep various state cars running."
"You gonna give a shot-up state car to a con?"
Grinning from the corner of his mouth, Hanford nodded. "That's what I'm saying. He'll want something to keep it quiet. Extra recreation time, most likely, maybe a conjugal."
"Wouldn't mind a conjugal myself."
"He's not your type, Hal."
"Yeah, that's funny."
Hanford raised a single eyebrow at him. "D.A. Smansky finds out you're here and you won't see a conjugal for many years, my friend."
"I don't suppose it would help to say I didn't kill her."
His brother shrugged but it wasn't a pissy, dismissive shrug. In fact, it damn near felt like maybe, just maybe, some of the tension between them was gone, evaporating beneath the hot east Texas sun. "They're all innocent. Didn't you know that?" He pointed to the prison. "Everyone I've got incarcerated is innocent. You'd fit right in."
Hal chuckled and ran a hand across his neck. 
"Hal, you look like shit."
He supposed he did. Thinner than the last time they'd seen each other. A scar on his neck, a hole in his arm, pants dirty and bloody, boots scarred and missing a heel.
"I mean, look at that haircut. What the hell happened?"
For a moment, Hal was too surprised to even speak. "That's funny, Han," he said finally. "Not like side splitting funny, but not bad for an anal, law and order, by the book, jarhead."
"Jarhead? That's a joke, right? Supposed to be funny because I was in the Air Force."
The silence that fell after that, with Hanford obsessing over the bullet holes, was comfortable. Not perfectly comfortable, there was still an edge between them. But it was better. Just those few minutes had begun to work a magic Hal desperately needed.
"So," Han said. "Theresa called me but I don't see her. It isn't particularly surprising that you managed to run her off in the half-hour since then."
Hal shrugged. "You know how it is."
"I know how it is with you. Girl after girl, like a revolving door."
"And you? Third wife now?"
A deep red flush slipped into his brother's face. "Finishing up the fifth, actually."
Hal laughed and after an embarrassed pause, Hanford joined. They laughed forever, it seemed, like they had when they were kids at Hal's eleventh birthday party at the roller skating rink when only four people showed up and two of them brought the same Star Wars puzzle as a gif or at the Barefield Zoo when the drunk guy had climbed into the zebra pit and pissed his way into a pleasant slumber.
A good laugh, a solid laugh. And it was something that nearly made Hal cry. Instead, he stood as tall as he could. "I'm in trouble."
"Yeah."
"Not Missy. I didn't kill her."
"So you keep saying."
Hal hauled out the disk. Held it up. 
"What is that?"
For the next ten minutes, Hal explained the private network of murder voyeurs. Hanford's face twisted and tangled as he listened. When Hal was finished, Hanford was clenching his fists.
"They watch for pleasure."
"Just like you watch high school football," Hal said. "Both getting your jollies, just a little different."
"It's all on the disk?"
"Not all, but Missy is. And--" Hal licked his lips, blew scared breath into the morning air. "Two more. One led to the other."
"Were you involved?"
"Damnit, Hanford, listen to me. I am not a killer."
Moving hardly a muscle, Hanford tapped the bullet holes in his car. "These notwithstanding."
"A car murderer, then."
"Do you know who was involved? Bringing something like that to the D.A. would go a long way to getting you some love on the back-end."
"Love on the back-end?" Hal tried to paste a shocked look on his face. "I ain't no rump ranger."
"This isn't really the time for jokes, Hal."
Hal nodded. "Right. Roby Trenton did the first, and you ain't got to worry about the second."
"Why?"
"The doer's dead."
"You kill her?"
Hal stared at his brother. "Why is it so hard for you to believe I ain't a killer?"
"Because you're entire life has led you to it." Hanford headed to the driver's seat.
"You kidding me with this? You were the Flyboy. You were the trained warmonger." Hal followed his brother to the car.
"I never killed anyone."
"You would have."
Standing at the driver's door, Hanford stared at his brother. "I wouldn't want to, but yes, given the right circumstances, and an order from my commander, I would."
With that bombshell nicely dropped, Hanford climbed into the car. The engine roared to life. Hal joined him and they headed for Juan in a Million.
Han nodded at the prison as they passed it. "I've seen some killing in there, Hal, and Lord knows there are a shitload of people in there who should've never drawn a breath. Maybe, if I had to, I'd kill somebody, but I damned sure wouldn't sleep well at night, even if they needed killing."
"'Cause bad people need killing sometimes?"
"What?" Hanford frowned, caught his brother's gaze sideways.
"Nothing. Just something a friend said to me once."
"I don't think how I would react in a given situation is really your concern right now, is it?"
"Pretty much not."
"You've got a few other things on your mind."
"Yeah. This disk has got some other trouble attached to it."
"Color me surprised."
"Gimme a break, ho-kay?"
Hanford nodded. "I apologize. Tell me what's going on."
While they covered the two and a half miles to Juan's, Hal laid it all out.
"Holy fucking shit," Hanford said when they pulled into the lot.
"I know, ugly as shit, but there it is."
"Actually, I meant that." Hanford nodded toward the far end of the parking lot. "I assume that's Roby Trenton?"
Trenton sat on the Escort's hood, his arm around Theresa.
His free hand held a gun to her head.
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None of it was a surprise. Seeing him. Seeing him with a gun. Seeing him with a gun against a hostage's head. The surprise was seeing a gun against Theresa's head. That colored everything. Hal shoved the car door open.
"Wait, dumbass," Hanford said, jamming on the brakes so Hal didn't get caught and dragged under the wheels.
"I'm going to kill him and fuck what you think."
Hanford slammed an iron grip around Hal's arm and jerked him back into the seat. "Yeah, you'll probably kill him, but not before Theresa is dead. Goddamnit, Hal, think. The guy's a murderer. And a sadist to hear you tell it."
Hanford drove the car to the far side of the lot. When the engine died, Trenton nodded as though the brothers were doing the right thing, playing just the scenario he wanted. With the gun, he motioned them toward him.
"Fuck this noise," Hal said. "I'm tired of this bullshit." 
"Hal, wait," Hanford said. "Wait, damnit, for--"
Violently, slamming the car door and hoping the glass would break, he headed for Trenton. He moved fast but there was a load of ground to cover. Call it fifty yards. All open ground. 
Trenton's eyes were on him the entire way, a grin on his face.
"Hal, what are you doing?" Hanford came up behind him, grabbed his arm, hauled him to a stop. "This'll get all of us killed."
Hal tried to pull away but Hanford's grip was tight as a steel band. "Let go."
"No, I won't let--Stop pulling. Listen to me, dummy."
Hal spun to Hanford. "Dummy? That's what it all is, ain't it? Always comes down to that, don't it? Dummy. Stupid. Too dumb to stay outta jail. Too dumb to make anything of himself."
"Hal, stop it, that's not what I meant, it--"
"Yes, it is. That's exactly what you meant, it always has been." Hal looked at Trenton. The man stared back, his gun against Theresa's head, his eyes puzzled but still somehow pleased with the show. "Now let me go so I can get her."
"And how are you going to do that?"
"I don't know, but I can't not do anything. Last time--"
Hanford frowned. "Last time what?"
She died, he wanted to yell. He wanted to spit it right out, jam it between Hanford's eyes, prove his smarter, prettier, better-liked older brother had always been right, that his younger brother was just a fuck-up and by climbing outta that car when he was mad at Theresa, he had gotten her snatched.
"Last time she died," he said finally.
"Who?"
"The doer in the second whack."
Hanford frowned.
"On the DVD. She traveled with me from Nevada. Trenton killed her last night. He had her just like that." He indicated with his head. "Had a gun at her head just like he's doing now. Told me to give him the disk or he'd kill her. I wouldn't give it over."
"So he shot her."
"Yeah."
"That'd account for the blood on his clothes." Hanford stared into the rising sun, now about three hours off the horizon. "Well, you go charging over there if you want, but that'll just get both of you killed. If you want Theresa to survive this, then use your head."
Use his head? The same head Hanford had always said would get him killed? That didn't hardly make any friggin' sense.
"I could'a set that table."
For a moment, he thought Hanford had forgotten. But when a tiny curl slipped over the tip of his lip, he knew his brother had never forgotten it. "I know. She knew it, too."
"She said good boys never left their families."
"No," Hanford said. "She said good boys never left their families. It didn't matter where they were physically, they never left emotionally. She always thought you were still with us, Hal. She always thought you were a good man."
"Bullshit on you."
"Double bullshit on you. She--we--thought you were a good man. Maybe a little lost. We thought you'd find yourself eventually. She loved you."
"She never said that."
"Neither did you."
It was a revelation and it filled his spirit but it gave him no insight into the here and now. Eventually he turned back toward Trenton, about twenty yards away. Theresa stared at him, scared, but not hysterical. She was level-headed. She might not want to be in Hal's world, but she wouldn't let Hal's world overwhelm her.
"Theresa, you okay?" Hal called.
Silently, her eyes answered.
"We gonna do this again?"
"I guess so," Trenton answered. "I know it's not your game, you lost the last round so badly."
"I lost?" Hal said. "You're the one covered in blood."
"Fair point. I thought I'd try again. Seems like I got a little more to play with this time."
"True enough," Hal said.
"I figured you might be more willing to hand it over."
"I guess you figured right."
Trenton motioned with the gun. "Brother dearest, why don't you toss your cell phone over this way, if you wouldn't mind. Can't have you quietly dialing 911 and leaving an open line, can we?"
Growling deep in his throat, Hanford put his phone on the ground and shoved it across the lot. It bounced across the gravel and came to a rough stop near Trenton, who took a few steps to see if it was already an open line. Just to make sure, he slammed a foot against it. Bits of plastic went flying.
"Nothing left, Hal, except the disk. Let's do this so each of us can go our separate ways."
Hal said nothing. 
"You set the disk down right where you're standing and then go back to your car. When I get it, I'll let Theresa go."
"Don't seem too fair to me."
"I don't really care how it looks to you. And by the way, don't take another step."
Hal had been moving slowly but now he stopped, about ten or so paces away. "You come get it, you want it so bad. I'll put it in your hand when you put her in mine."
Trenton laughed. "Dictating terms?"
Hal shook his head. "I got nothing makes me think you gonna give Theresa to me once you get this disk. I think I know you a little better than that."
"Yeah, you probably do. But since you do, you've got to know I'll kill her and then get the disk anyway."
Hal said, "When we were standing in that laundry, you told me to get rid of my gun. You knew I was carrying." With his free hand, he made a gun of his finger and thumb. "You drop her and there ain't no way in fucking hell you'll get outta here."
"I thought you weren't a murderer."
Hal remained dead quiet.
When Trenton fired, Hal's heart stopped. He grabbed his gun from his waistband and took a few steps, the gun up, before he realized Theresa wasn't dead. She screamed bloody fucking hell and stood at an odd angle. Blood ran down her jeans from behind.
"You shot her in the ass?" Hal screamed. He racked the slide and pointed the gun at Trenton's face.
"Yeah, good, shoot. You'll hit me…or maybe you won't…and I'll finish her right off." His eyes held Hal's. "Your choice."
Theresa said nothing. But in her eyes, Hal saw both answers. She wanted him to give Trenton the disk. At the same time, she wanted Hal to give him a few ounces of lead.
"Hal?" Hanford said. "Make damn sure it's the right choice."
Hal turned toward Hanford.
"Remember what your friend said," Hanford said. "Sometimes things got to be done." 
Turning back toward Trenton, he slowly pulled the DVD from his pocket and set it on the ground. Trenton motioned with his gun and Hal jammed his in his waistband. Then Trenton shoved Theresa down to get it. When she moaned, Hal almost shot him anyway.
"Goddamn but this has been a pain in the ass," Trenton said. He looked at Theresa's bloody butt, "No pun intended," then shook his head, his eyes on the disk. "No more copies, I don't care who the client is."
"No more nothing," Hal said quietly.
He snatched his pistol and jammed it against Trenton's chin. A finger squeeze and it was all over.
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Five minutes later, Theresa on her stomach in the back of the car, the disk in his pocket, and the gun at the small of his back, Hal stood with his brother. Hanford hadn't said anything. Neither had Theresa but Hal could see it in her eyes. She was torn to pieces over Trenton's death. She had been terrified because she'd seen him kill Shawn. But she had also seen Hal's face.
Hal knew how his face had looked. He had felt it.
It had been empty.
Finally, it had come down to that. He had killed Trenton but hadn't felt any particular way about it. He wanted to be upset, to be angry at himself or scared or whatever. Instead, he was hungry for some of the chorizo Theresa had mentioned.
Hanford wrote an address down on a slip of paper. "Park the car in the garage and sit your ass there."
"How long?"
"Until I come for you. A week, maybe two or three. I don't know."
"What's going to happen?"
"Don't you sweat it. I'll get it figured out one way or the other."
"There's no way I avoid prison, Hanford. I killed a man."
"There are always options."
"Bullshit." Hal chuckled and it felt as empty as his face had been and his stomach was. "Might be funny to have your own brother in the place, huh?"
"Hal, I need you to tighten up, okay? Focus on what I'm saying."
His brother's face held no judgment, no disappointment or lecture. In fact, Hal wasn't sure at all what was there. Maybe right now that was good.
"Get yourself and Theresa there. He hardly shot her at all, a flesh wound, but I'll send someone over to get her bandaged up. So stay there. I'll come see you soon."
Hal swallowed. "You always thought I was a killer."
"Yeah."
"I never was."
"No."
"I am now."
"Yeah, you are, aren't you?"
Hal jumped off the car and wrapped his brother in a hard, even desperate, hug. "God, I'm so sorry, Hanford. I'm exactly what you thought I was."
Hanford hugged him back, just as tightly. He whispered in his brother's ear. "Yes, you are. You are exactly what Mama and I thought you were."
With that, Hanford turned and went back to his shot up car. Hal climbed in the stolen car and put a small kiss on Theresa's cheek. She leaned into him for just a moment, then he left the lot. Birds were already sniffing at Trenton's body.
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Twenty-nine days later, Hanford came to the house. Deep dark smothered them as the clock slipped from 12:17 to 12:18.
"I can't help," he said. "There is nothing I can do."
"Too many other problems on that disk, huh?"
Hanford nodded. "D.A.'s all over the southwest want a piece of you. That's quite a trail you left behind you."
"Until the end, I never killed anyone, Hanford."
"I know that. I didn't believe you and that's something I'll carry for a good long while. But I know it, Hal, I know it."
"It's a fine line, maybe, but it's all I got."
"It's a solid line and it's all you need, as far as I'm concerned."
Hal sighed deeply. He'd known it was going to play this way. Tyler was long since off death row and would soon be out of jail completely. The warrant against Hal for Missy's murder had been vacated, but there were probably ten or fifteen more that had already taken its place.
He would have to run to Mexico. 
"How is Theresa doing?" Hanford asked.
Hal nodded. "She's fine. We been talking. She ain't happy with it but--" He shrugged. "What else could I have done?"
"Trenton wasn't going to let any of us out of that parking lot."
Hal snorted. "No shit, he wasn't. Hell, I knew that in the fucking laundromat." He looked out toward the farmland across the dirt road from the house. "I gotta run now."
Hanford nodded and pulled a folder from his back pocket. He handed it to Hal. Inside, Hal found passports, ID cards, driver's licenses, two social security cards, a teaching certificate. None of it was in Hal's or Theresa's name.
"New names," Hal said.
"Get across the border, then you can have your names back." With a nod, Hanford handed over cash. A shitload of cash.
"The fuck you get all this?"
Hanford flushed. "I got more than one forger in my hotel, Hal."
A squeaky little laugh slipped out of Hal. "Forged? You got a little counterfeiting operation going down at the 'ol hoosegow?"
"I was hoping you could tell me about the cash."
Hal frowned. "What're you talking about?"
"A young lady showed up at the prison two weeks ago, said she was supposed to meet Shawn. She had $18,000 in a bag that had more than a little blood on it."
Hal's eyes went wide. "Are you fucking kidding me with this?"
"Hal?"
"That's the money," Hal said. "The money I stole from Dogwood. He sold Brooks' drugs to get it. But when Dogwood and Templeton started blasting each other, I got my ass out." He laughed. "Templeton told me it was missing. Son of a bitch. Shawn musta had her steal it. She knew I was comin' here. She musta told that woman to meet her."
"The young lady said Shawn was her aunt."
Hal's laugh died in his throat. "Her dead sister's kid." He leaned against the doorway. 
"Well, that solves that. Listen to me. Leave now. Pack Theresa up and hit the road. You've got four good hours before you start to get any sunlight. Stay calm, drive like a normal human being and you might well be in Mexico before I even get to work." He pointed to the car he'd driven. "Take that. It's free and clear, you've got the title and insurance papers in the folder there. I'll get the stolen car back to the owner."
Hal said nothing for a great while. Eventually, he wiped standing tears out of his eyes. "Thank you."
"Get to Mexico and start over. Take that woman, live in her world for the rest of your life."
Hal pulled Hanford close, put a kiss on his cheek. "I love you."
"I love you, too. Now get the fuck out of here." He handed Hal a postcard with a jackalope on it. "Send this once you get settled, I want to come see you. But for Christ's sake, don't put your name on the damned thing."
Hal watched his brother walk to his car. "Probably be a bad decision."
"You think?"
"Yeah. And I'm done with those."
Hanford turned to him. "You think?"
Hal took a deep breath and stared into the darkness. Mexico wasn't too far away and this time of night, the road should be fairly clear of traffic. "Yeah," he said finally. "I think."
 
---End---
 
 



 
 
Enjoy the following sample from Terry Holland's first Harry Pines Adventure called An Ice Cold Paradise. It is available from Down and Out Books.
 
 
Chapter 1
 
Monday, March 10,
Kailua, Oahu, Hawaii
I was on my knees cursing the mealy bugs or aphids or whatever the hell was having lunch on my hibiscus kokio when a little red convertible driven by a lot of dark hair pulled through the gate and nosed up to the low wall of my front yard.
Cursing the critters is my first line of attack. I want them to get the message and just go away so I won't have to go nuclear. I hate killing them. It offends my affinity with Francis of Assisi. I said, "Fuck every one of you and all the horses you rode in on," and a few of them scuttled off. I'm not going all the way to sainthood with this and I think some of them, maybe the leaders, understood I have my limits. I hope so.
I stood up to take a look at my company. She was healthy, and nimble, too. I observed this as she took the three steps up into the yard with a quick little hop that did nice things for her legs and my imagination. She wore a yellow sundress with little straps at the top and a flouncy skirt that stopped well short of her knees. She walked right up and looked me in the eye and said, "Nice hat."
I'm not stupid. I know sarcasm when I hear it. I said, "I'm not stupid. I know sarcasm when I hear it."
"No," she said. "I really like it."
I glared at her and she smiled at me. I said, "If you knew anything about the demands of tropical gardening, you'd show more respect for this hat." It has about a three-foot brim and a high pointed crown. Straw. Think of a witch in a rice paddy.
"I'm looking for Harry Pines," she said.
"You played lucky. Who're you?"
"Valerie Sabatino."
"That a stage name?"
"Nope. That's my real name."
"And?"
"Can we talk?"
"What about?"
"A missing person. Missing here. My nephew."
"I look like a guy who looks for missing people?"
She backed up a step and looked down at my feet and came up slowly from there, slowing at my torso, and settling at my face with her head tilted a little. She said, "I don't know what a guy like that looks like."
"So, was it my ad in the Yellow Pages?"
"My nephew is Danny MacGillicuddy. His father is Packy MacGillicuddy. He sent me."
"Far out. You just earned yourself a glass of iced tea." I went up the front steps, across the lanai, and into the kitchen and she came along with me. I put the hat on a wall hook as I entered. Leanne and a girl I didn't recognize were at the counter eating sandwiches. They wore bikini tops and shorts, either just up from the beach or on the way.
"Leanne, Valerie," I said.
"Harry, Sally," Leanne said.
"Hello," Valerie and Sally said.
I washed my hands, filled two glasses from the pitcher in the refrigerator, cut a lemon into quarters, squeezed and dropped one into mine and glanced at Valerie, who nodded, so I put another into hers. "You won't need sugar," I said, handing her a glass. "Off we go."
I went out the other side of the kitchen, along the breezeway just the few steps to my apartment. I held the door for her and she went in and I followed. I sat on a stool by the door and took off my sneakers. She watched me and said, "That's a custom over here, isn't it?"
"Yes, it is. But I'm not observing the custom. I just like to go barefoot. It's up to you."
She kicked off her sandals.
I said, "Sit anywhere you like," and she slow circled the room like an old dog and plopped into the best seat in the house, a huge armchair big enough for two, swung her legs in a wide arc and put them up on the ottoman. She took a long draw on her tea and set it beside her on an odd copper thing somebody once told me is an Oriental Tea Caddy.
I took the cane rocker and cranked it to face her. I said, "You're, what, Danny MacGillicuddy's... mother's... sister?"
"Half sister. Same mother, different dad."
"And Danny is missing?"
"Yes. He's a soldier, stationed here."
"He's AWOL?"
"So it seems. Doesn't make sense. Danny was about to get out. He disappeared from some kind of exercise, went somewhere without authority ten days before he could have gone anywhere with no questions asked. When my sister got the notice, she called Packy, they talked, she said I'd be better... said she'd get hold of me, have me call him. I did."
"Where's Packy?"
"Nevada state prison. Place called Ely."
"How'd you find me?"
"Packy said he'd heard Hawaii." The con network. "You're not hiding." 
"And why... What's your sister's name? Melinda?"
"Belinda."
"Why did Belinda think you could handle this?"
"I think she just thought I'd be better than her. You know Belinda?"
"No. Just heard Packy talk about her. He gave her high marks."
"She deserves them. I'm a lawyer. Been one long enough to know that doesn't mean much, but Belinda thinks it makes me Wonder Woman or something. I'm probably a little short of that but I wasn't about to turn her down."
"What's Packy think happened?" I asked.
"Doesn't know. Something bad, I think he thinks.
"That's what you tend to think when you're inside."
"I'm sure."
"Has he stayed in touch with Danny? Know what's been going on with the kid?"
"They write, Packy said. And talked now and then. He said Danny visited him not long ago and Packy gave him your name in case Danny needed... somebody like you."
"Packy indicate why he'd need somebody like me?"
"No."
"How long's Danny been here?"
"Nineteen months."
"And Packy just got around to giving him my name? What kind of kid is he? You know him well?"
"Yeah. I haven't had much contact the past few years, but I'm actually closer to his age than to Belinda's, so I had a kind of big sister thing going with Danny when he was a kid. I thought it was a good thing he joined the army, thought he needed that kind of discipline, because he had a little bit of a streak in him, wanted to be a tough guy. Sort of a loner, too, not real social. And probably not college material. But he was never in any kind of real trouble."
"That would put Danny's apple a long way from Packy's tree. How about Belinda? What's her opinion of Danny?"
"She's his mother. You remember what your mother thought of you?"
"No, but I get your point. And since he's been a soldier?"
"From what I know, what Belinda tells me, he's been a good soldier. Got his share of badges and little recognitions. Survival training. Marksmanship. Like that."
"Where's Belinda now?"
"Louisville. She's married to a college professor."
"What's his name?"
"Why?"
"I'm nosy. It'll grow on you."
"Roscoe Franklin."
"What did Packy tell you I could do?"
"He just hopes maybe you'll look into it. He said if you would, you'd find out. He said you don't have much backup in you. And you've got a great shit detector. And he said you're the toughest son of a bitch he's ever met."
"Have you seen the paper work on this?"
"Just the letter of notification."
"Which says?"
"Nothing, really. Just a pro forma notification of his absence."
"Talked to them yet?"
"Yes. Said I'd be coming over. Asked them to assemble the record for me. Made an appointment for tomorrow morning. I got in a couple of hours ago, rented the car, checked in, came looking for you."
"And you want me to ask the Army what happened?"
"Us. I'm in. I can pay you."
"Yeah? You a woman of means?"
"I have resources. What are your rates?"
"I don't have rates."
"I want to pay for your help. May I?"
"We'll see. How long have you got for this? You took some time off from work?"
"I quit my job a few months ago."
I waited for her to say why. She didn't. I said, "Little young to be so independent."
"Easier when you're young, I'd say."
"Where're you from?"
"Here and there. Most recently San Diego. Del Mar."
"Beautiful part of the world."
"This isn't bad either."
"No. But no racetrack. What time tomorrow?"
"Just morning was all I said."
"Where're you staying?"
"The Royal Hawaiian."
"I'll meet you about 8:30. In the lobby."
I walked her to her car. She turned at the steps and looked around. "What have you got here?"
"It's five apartments, six counting mine," I said, pointing them out. "Five down there, each one with a front entrance to the lanai, which is what they call this long porch across the front, and each with a rear door to the back yard and the beach. Each apartment has a small kitchen, a room off that for whatever, plus a bedroom and bath. Lots of windows, couple of skylights. That's all. I rent four of them and keep one open for good friends or my partner when he comes over. And I put a second story on mine so I could see the sunset over the treetops, turned my bedroom into an office and library."
"Got time to show me around?"
"Sure."
I walked to the front entrance and she followed.
"This is the... I don't know what to call it... the main room."
It is vast, maybe sixty feet from front to back and half that side to side, with a vaulted ceiling that rises to thirty feet. Up front, there are enough sofas and soft chairs to accommodate a dozen people comfortably, or more if they feel like rubbing up against each other, with a huge television against one wall and a Bose setup against the other, six speakers wired to the stereo and the TV, four inside and two out back. Behind the layabout space, a dining table that will handle twelve, and to the rear, just off the back lanai, there's a pool table, an Olhausen, which doubles as a buffet table for parties.
"It's a great room," she said. "That's what you should call it. The Great Room."
"Sounds a little pretentious, but okay. Over here is the kitchen. I'm on the other side of that. As you know. Fine kitchen, if I do say so myself. A Viking range, dual fuel, eight burners, two ovens. Granite counter tops. Built-in Sub Zero."
She looked at me with a small smile, like she'd caught me at something.
"I'm bragging, I know, but I love kitchens. And this is the first one I ever built from scratch, so I put a lot of thought into it. And a lot of money. The people who live here have access to all this, of course. It's kind of like a kibbutz."
"Without the suicide bombers."
"Yeah."
We went through the main room, the Great Room, to the big back lanai where there's a jacuzzi big enough for eight, a Weber Summit grill, and a glass-topped table surrounded by six chairs beneath an umbrella.
"I'm still working on the yard," I said, as we went down the four steps.
"What's that? Tool shed?" she asked, pointing to a flat-roofed, free-standing structure with wide doors tucked off to the side.
"Yeah. And a half-ass gym. I keep a set of weights and a bench in there. A heavy bag and a speed bag."
 We walked along the stone path I've laid and past the hole in the ground I'm trying to turn into a pond.
"Someday this'll be a pond. Don't ask when," I said.
"Full of those fat goldfish that look like they're coming out of a coma?"
"Koi. No. No koi. They're pathetic looking. Something more exotic. That's why it's not finished. It'll have to be a lot deeper for the fish I want. Maybe I'll just forget it, fill it in. Or make it into a fountain."
"Beautiful flowers," she said. "You're the gardener?"
"Yeah. But I get help from the others. Most of these are indigenous. The palms were already here." There are six of them along the back property line, forty-feet tall and leaning in from a lifetime of bending to the wind. "I put the fence sections up between them to keep people from cutting through that way and damaging the flowers." The fence is wrought iron, a Philip Simmons design I had seen years ago in Charleston and had made over here. With Simmons' permission and my payment for the privilege. I'd have liked it more if he'd made it but the freight stunned me out of that idea.
The path led us to a wrought iron gate, the final section of the fence, that's perpendicular to a high hedge that separates me from the house next door. I unlatched it and it squeaked as it always does and we stepped on to the beach.
The Pacific Ocean, Kailua Bay actually, was in front of us across fifty yards of beige sand. Leanne and Sally sprawled on a couple of big towels, halfway down. Dark, heavy clouds roiled in the distance. The bay was dotted with sails.
"We keep this outrigger canoe," I said, pointing to the right, "and the nets,"--they were strung up along a rig of poles--"for fishing for our dinner. And this Boston Whaler." It's a seventeen-footer with a center console and a 90-horsepower Mercury. It's on a trailer that we wrestle to the water with a cable and winch rigged to one of the palms. "We fish from it, too. And daytrip to some of the smaller islands."
"Do you own the beach, too?"
"No. Nobody owns the beaches in Hawaii. They belong to all the people. The tree line is where my property ends."
"I'm impressed. Are you a man of means?"
"Men of means don't have a mortgage like I've got."
"Owning this," she said, "doesn't quite fit with what I expected."
"From an ex-con? Yeah. Especially one squared up."
"What's the history of this place?"
"The military built it sixty years ago as a retreat for the brass. It was pretty beat up when we bought it two years ago. The government was in one of those phases they go through where they want to sell obsolete assets. My partner used to live in Hawaii and knew of it and we were bucks up and flew over for the auction. We won."
"Bucks up?" she asked with a little tilt of her head.
"Yeah. It works as a business. Pays for itself with a little cushion for the landlord and gardener. I get real good rates and, even at the prices, I can be pretty picky about the people I rent to. Which is important, living like this."
"Apartments, not condos?"
"Yeah. They want to buy and if I could be sure the people here now would stay forever, I'd go for it. But things change, and it'd be hard for me to reserve the right to approve the people they might want to someday sell to. That scares me some."
"Yes. One bad apple..."
"Been lucky so far."
I walked her back through the gate and along the hedge past the herb and vegetable garden to the front and her car in the wide gravel turnaround flanked by a six-carport.
She reached for the door handle but I got there first and opened it for her.
"Thank you," she said, and smiled right at me. "Chivalry. A lost art."
"I'm old fashioned."
"You build the front wall?"
"With help." It's ivy-covered brick, seven feet tall, open only at the gate. Did it to remind me of Wrigley.
"Nice touch," she said. "Reminds me of Wrigley."
"Thanks. See you in the morning." I closed the door and she drove off with one hand in the air in a wave.
Hmm.
 
***
 
I met Packy MacGillicuddy a while back when I came up from the hole for the third and last time and found him sitting on a bunk in my cell. He was playing four hands of twenty-one against himself as the house, all the cards face-up. He put a big, full-faced smile on me and I stood there stonily as the hack slammed the self-locking door behind me and trundled down the walkway.
"Patrick Aloysius MacGillicuddy at your service. Federal Bureau of Prisons number 748, dash, 340, dash, 9922. Call me Packy. Pleased to meetcha."
"You haven't met me."
"Prob'ly will, though, sharing a cell with you. Harry Pines, right? Relax, brother. You got no worries with me. Much trouble as you go to to keep from getting butt-fucked, I sure ain't gonna bring any more down. I do easy time. It all plays with me. I'm just getting by."
In the six months we celled together, my last six, I came to like Packy more than anybody I met inside, not that there was much competition. He was right about doing easy time. He never had a bad day or even a bad mood. He was decent, funny, and interesting, had a lot of stories to tell and he never seemed to be hiding anything as he told them. But he was. They all are.
He had grown up tough, fought professionally, as a welterweight, and when he got tired of taking punches he went to Las Vegas and got hooked on the bright lights and non-stop action. He dealt for a while, then played the tables, then cheated the tables and the slots, and then took to supplementing his income by doing favors for people, one of whom set him up with a guy who wanted to buy a silencer. The guy was an ATF undercover agent. Packy's pal gave them Packy to reduce his own pending sentence and when Packy handed over the silencer he was on his way to spend five years of his life at the Federal Correctional Institution at Terminal Island in the Los Angeles Harbor. That's where I met him.
"Silencer! Sonofabitch wasn't nothing more'n a piece a pipe, loud as shit, sounded like a atom bomb when they shot it off in court, hundred and fifty dollars I got for it." It made him laugh.
 
 
 



 
 
Here's a sample from Lono Waiwaiole's Dark Paradise which is available from Down and Out Books.
 
 
Chapter One
Pre-game Warm-ups
 
 
1
 
The first time Happy Dixon died, Geronimo Souza breathed life back into him at Isaac Hale Park on the Puna side of the island. Everyone blamed Junior Silva for the accident because it was Junior's board that ran upside Happy's hard head, but the truth was Happy had a habit of sticking his head where it didn't belong.
Geronimo had been at the beach that day only because his yearlong pursuit of Lahapa Wong had yet to bear fruit. His plan had been to take the SAT that morning, but he jumped to Plan B as soon as Lahapa called in search of a ride to the beach. He felt like he was making solid progress, too; Lahapa's sweet tongue was halfway down his throat when all hell broke loose. By the time he'd saved Happy's sorry life and got back to the blanket, Lahapa had chilled down by several degrees and was ready to head for home.
Funny how much can turn on the tiniest twist of fate, Geronimo thought as his memories of that day more than two decades ago flooded through his mind. He never did get with Lahapa, who eventually married a hook and lived in Pasadena now, and he ended up in the Navy instead of the university. Which Geronimo had no complaints about, because the Navy had led directly to where he was standing right now--at the scene of a fatal accident on Highway 11 about halfway between Mountain View and Volcano, Geronimo the one who had arrived at the scene in a Ford Explorer, which now had a blinking blue light on the roof, and Happy Dixon the one with his hard head stuck through the windshield of an overturned Toyota Corolla.
Geronimo called the accident in and went about the job of laying out flares in each direction. "Jeezus Christ, Happy," he said aloud, even though he knew Happy wouldn't have listened to him even if he were still alive. It was a single-car accident, thank god, the Corolla off the road in the thick ginger simply because Happy could drink a helluva lot better than he could drive.
Louie Yamamoto arrived just as Geronimo finished with the flares, the ambulance Happy didn't really need right behind him. Louie's blue light was flashing on top of a new Land Rover. The new rig made Geronimo think briefly about replacing his Explorer, but he knew the way his finances were going the numbers would never add up--even with the departmental allowance all the Big Island cops earned for using their personal cars on the job.
"Oh, fock," Louie said as soon as he took a close look at the wreck. "Ain't that Happy Dixon?"
"Yeah," Geronimo said. "And I think he's really dead this time."
"Whaddaya mean?" Louie said, because Louie had been in elementary school the first time Happy Dixon died and was as ignorant about Geronimo's generation as Geronimo was about Louie's.
"It's a long story" Geronimo said. "Can you take this the rest of the way?"
"Too good now for traffic action, yeah?" Louie said through a grin, a reference to Geronimo's transfer to the drug task force the previous year and to Criminal Investigations five years before that. "We get a helluva lot more traffic deaths than anything, you know."
"That's why we need a real cop on this, Louie," Geronimo said, a grin of his own flirting around the edges of his broad brown face. "Plus you're the one on duty here."
"That, too," Louie said, his grin jumping suddenly to a high chuckle. "I got it, brah, no problem."
Five minutes later, Geronimo was headed into the wet night again, the irony of the situation rolling around in his mind unimpeded while he drove through a light rain.
Just like the last time Happy Dixon died, Geronimo was only at the scene because of a woman. This time, though, the scenario was a little more complicated--the woman he had just left in Volcano was not the same one he was headed home to when he happened on the accident.
"I'm late, I'm late, for a very important date," he recited under his breath, followed by immediately wondering where the fuck that had come from. It was only half true, anyway. He was late, but he had no important date with Denise in front of him and hadn't had one behind him for as far back as he could remember.
You lucked this up good, he said to himself, thinking back to the way things had been when the two of them had started together, him chiseled koa fresh out of the SEALS and her by far the hottest wahine in Hilo High's graduating class that year.
Fifteen years disappearing down the fucking drain, Geronimo thought. You satisfied yet?
 
2
 
"What the fock kinda system you got here, homes?" Jesus Fernandez said finally, the beer ad now beaming out of the television screens not holding his attention to the same degree as the game that the ad had interrupted.
Buddy Kai had been waiting for the better part of an hour to hear something come out of the guy's mouth not related to the fucking game, something that had even the remotest connection to the reason they were both in a bar at the Honolulu airport. And this is the best the moddafockah can do? Buddy thought.
The Los Angeles connection was the problem, of course, Jesus having flown all the way from LA that morning just to bleed Laker blue while Detroit kicked the collective butts of his home-boys in the first game of the NBA championship series. Jesus had followed the action on four or five different television screens in the bar, but they all told the same sad tale.
"Not my system, you know," Buddy said quietly. He had hopped over from Hilo for this meeting, but so far it hadn't been worth the energy required to cross the street. For a moment he even began to second-guess his decision to move toward the Mexicans in the first place, but it didn't take him long to remember that the Mexicans had done most of the moving and he had never been offered much of a choice.
"Well, it's focked," Jesus said Buddy couldn't argue with that, so he didn't bother to comment. Instead, he leaned back in his chair and began to inventory the gold Jesus was flashing in front of him three or four necklaces, a bracelet on one arm and a watch on the other, several rings on the fingers of both hands, and many of these pieces encrusted with precious gems of one kind or another.
"How much money you wearin'?" Buddy asked.
"If I know the answer to that question," Jesus said, "it's too much."
Too much eithah way, Buddy thought.
"The sheet been sittin' here for two weeks already," Jesus said, referring to the Honda Accord stuffed with crystal methamphetamine Jesus had sent from LA to Buddy on the Big Island only it was still sitting on Oahu, waiting for an inter-island barge.
"Put the shit in your suitcase, brah," Buddy said, "you gonna get it here way quickah, I promise."
"You think this sheet is funny, homes?" Jesus said, his face broadcasting clearly his own opinion on the subject.
Kinda, Buddy thought, but what he said was this: "Cornin' ovah this week, you know. Soon as we get it, we gonna sell it."
"Anything goes wrong, ese, you ain' gonna be laughin' no more."
"Not laughin' now, you know. Just more used to it." 
"Whatever," Jesus said. "I still say the system is focked." 
"Saved you from payin' good money to see that fockin' game, you know."
"True," Jesus said. "But ain' gonna be no more games like that, believe me."
"I wondah," Buddy said.
"Believe me, homes," Jesus said. "The Lakers got all the horses in this fockin' race."
"Not," Buddy said. "I wondah 'bout this deal. Anyt'ing goes wrong, you gonna be pissed. Not'ing goes wrong, the Japs gonna be pissed."
"Let us worry about the Japs," Jesus said. "All you gotta do is move the fockin' sheet."
"No problem," Buddy said, but what he was thinking was this: On my end of this fockin' deal, I gotta worry 'bout everyt'ing.
 
3
 
Jay-Jay Johnson perked up considerably as soon as Jolene and Kapua walked through the door of his party house off Ainaola, Kapua the primary object of his carefully calculated attentions since the first time Jolene had brought her around two or three weeks earlier.
Jay-Jay had a serious yen for brown beauties like Kapua, but she was a lot better than most and way better than the skank Jolene had become over the past twelve months--Jolene all skin and bones now, and to make it worse the skin gray and pasty like she had died without even knowing it.
That was the thing about Kapua--she was still ripe, still juicy, still something you could sink your teeth into. Jay-Jay had been sucking on the best of his own weed for most of the night, so he knew he was looking at the girl through a warm, mellow haze. But even after adjusting for his buzz, Jay-Jay began to believe the girl was the best thing he had seen for months, if not longer. His blue eyes began to dance behind his innocuous granny glasses while he sat in his chair at the battered kitchen table and watched Jolene guide the princess through the throng of partiers to say hello.
"Hey, sweetheart," Jay-Jay said as he and Jolene kissed each other on the cheek, Jay-Jay sticking to his chair so Jolene had to bend in his direction to do it. "I was hoping you'd come by."
He could see that Jolene was chafing to cut to the chase--as usual, she had no time to waste on small talk--but he turned his attention to Kapua to repeat the same greeting he had shared with Jolene. The princess had come into the room behind some interesting cleavage, but she flashed a lot more of it when she leaned down to peck Jay-Jay on the cheek.
God is so fucking good, Jay-Jay thought. The girl looked younger up close than she had from across the room, which was fine with Jay-Jay--the fresher the fruit, the sweeter the juice. Jay-Jay had a good eye for judging the age of these princesses; this one was 15 or 16, no more, and Jay-Jay had a bar of iron between his legs by the time he finished inhaling her sweet scent and kissing her discreetly on her smooth dark cheek.
The princess was rigid where Jay-Jay's hand rested briefly on her shoulder, like her guard was up, and he knew there had been nothing extra in the touch of her lips to his cheek. It was all enough to make Jay-Jay smile, so that's what he did.
"Wassup, Kapua?" he aske'd innocently, brushing a blonde dreadlock away from his forehead with the hand that had been on her shoulder.
The princess hesitated, as though she suddenly couldn't recall why she was standing in Jay-Jay's kitchen, but Jay-Jay just sat there behind his gentle smile and waited until the reason came back to her.
"You have more ice?" she said finally, her eyes down like Jay-Jay might see straight into her mind if she made eye contact with him. Jay-Jay smiled even more broadly at that; he had started reading her mind from the first moment he laid eyes on her--her mind and her future, too. Everything had been laid out in front of him as soon as she walked in the door.
"You know I do," Jay-Jay said. "How much you want?"
"Don't have much money," the princess said, looking up very much like she had that first night to try to fend off what she still feared was coming next.
"Please," Jay-Jay said. "You know I don't want your money, sweetheart."
"Not gonna do not'ing for it, you know," she said with a little toss of her head, her back straight and her arms folded protectively across her chest.
"Do I still seem like that kind of a guy to you?" he asked.
Kapua shook her head shyly, as though embarrassed to have suggested such a thing. Jay-Jay looked at her closely, and then at Jolene almost foaming at the mouth next to her. He had their full attention, that was obvious. What a piece of cake this business is, he said to himself. Sooner or later, sweet princess, you'll do anything for this shit--any fucking thing I say. Right now, though, it's time to ratchet this delightful little game up a notch.
"Actually," Jay-Jay said, "I do need a favor from you, Kapua." He was staring straight into her deep brown eyes now, and she was staring back; he watched as her gaze turned suddenly more wary, as though the other shoe she had always feared might drop was right now beginning to do exactly that. Which it is, Jay-Jay said to himself, but you won't recognize it at first.
"What kind of favor?" she said.
"Would you stop coming here?"
"What?" she asked, after a mental double-take that Jay-Jay could see just behind her eyes.
"Would you stop coming here?" he said again.
"Why?" she asked, already thinking exactly the wrong thing, already set up perfectly for the curve.
"Because I can't stand it anymore," he said earnestly, his own eyes beaming out what he hoped was just the right amount of his private misery.
"What do you mean?"
Jay-Jay looked away before he replied, as though embarrassed by what he had to say. "I'm afraid I'll do something inappropriate, Kapua, and we both know you don't want me to do that."
The girl stared at him like he was speaking a foreign language, and he let the stare percolate for a while before he continued. "You don't know how you make me feel, girl," he said when he thought the time was right. "You're so fucking gorgeous, Kapua. Do you realize I'm hard right now, just from looking at you? I've never experienced anything like you before."
Jay-Jay said this with the same note of earnest certainty he had started on, but he glanced at Jolene for an instant while he did it because Jolene had heard it all before. She looked back at him blankly and didn't say a thing. We're cool, huh, baby? Jay-Jay said to her silently. Long as I keep the fucking ice coming, we way cool.
"I don't understand," Kapua said, which Jay-Jay thought might be the truest words the girl had ever spoken.
"You don't want to be around me when I'm like this," he said soberly. "I'm thinking things you shouldn't have to deal with." Then he watched her carefully, counting to himself as he read her reaction in her eyes. He reached eight before she seemed about to speak again, and he spoke first.
"Don't worry about the shit, Kapua," he said. "I'll still take care of you, I'm not saying that. Just tell Jolene when you want something, and she can come over and get it for you. Is that okay with you, Jolene?"
"Shuah," Jolene said, looking nowhere in particular but the word flowing as though its path had been greased in advance. "No problem, Pua."
"There's no reason why you should have to suffer because of the way I feel," Jay-Jay added.
He watched the relief flood over Kapua's face, the mystified expression still there but buried to a significant degree. Long as the shit keeps coming, Jay-Jay thought. Ain't that right, my gorgeous princess?
 
4
 
Dominic Rosario knew it was all over as soon as Kobe Bryant buried the three-pointer from the parking lot to send the game into overtime--the entire series, not just the second game, the stupid Pistons fucked now for giving Dominic's Lakers new life.
Once you got 'em down, Dominic said to himself, you gotta crush da moddafockahs. Just like the Lakers were doing when the phone rang, Kobe leading them through the extra period like the Grim Reaper on speed.
"Dominic?" a tentative voice said into Dominic's ear. 
"Who's fockin' numbah you called?" Dominic said.
"Yours."
"Den who da fock you t'ink it is?"
"This is your cousin Karl from Matson's," the voice said next, the speaker apparently believing that Dominic's last question had answered itself.
"What you want?" Dominic said gruffly, but he wasn't feeling the same way he sounded. Tell me somet'ing I wanna hear, he said to himself.
"I might have something for you."
"Fockin' spit it out."
"We have a car coming in for Edith Kealoha Thursday" 
"What da kine I fockin' wen tell you fo' watch?"
"Buddy Kai or Sonnyboy Akaka."
"Exactly."
"Yeah," Karl said. "But Edith Kealoha is Sonnyboy's aunty."
Dominic let his mind run until he got a hit. "Old, old one live in Panaewa?" he asked.
"Yeah," Karl said.
"No way she in da fockin' business, you know."
"I know," Karl said quickly. "The only thing is she doesn't drive, either. I wonder what she wants with a new car."
For the second time that night, Dominic knew it was all over--this time as soon as the words were out of Karl's timid mouth. It was still a long shot, sure, but this long shot was going to hit just like Kobe's, and Dominic could already feel it snapping through the net.
"Way to fockin' go, Cuz," Dominic said before he cut the connection with Karl and substituted it for a new one. He listened to three rings before the woman's voice came through.
"Yes?" she said.
"Dis da fockin' drug bitch, yeah?" Dominic asked.
"You have a rude mouth, Dominic," the woman said.
"Yeah," Dominic said. "But you fockin' gonna love what I gotta say."
 
5
 
One, two, three, Robbie Tsubamoto hummed under his breath. That's how element'ry it's gonna be. Come on, let's fall in love, it's easy; don't just stand there like a baby.
Robbie loved all those old soul tunes from the Sixties, and just about anything could set one to popping in his head--just like this meeting here, the three of them in Hilo's best hotel room: the old man, of course; Kitano, there because the old man couldn't or wouldn't speak English; and Robbie, the one who actually lived on the Big Island and the only one there with his ass totally on the line.
There were several more people within a stone's throw of the door to the room, the old man and his crew having taken over more than one room on this wing of the floor. All of these people were armed and dangerous, Robbie knew, but he could still have come up with an appropriate tune to accommodate the entire assemblage if pressed to do so. He was not so pressed, however; for better or for worse, he was now at the point where he had to deal directly with the old man--directly, that is, if you didn't count Kitano.
When the old man finally rattled something off in his guttural Japanese, Robbie let the old soul tune on his mind dry up and blow away. He needed to stay on top of this situation, if staying on top of it turned out to be humanly possible.
"He wants to know how much you know about this cop," Kitano said, referring to the account way past due that Robbie had known coming in was going to catch the old man's eye.
"Everything," Robbie said after thinking it over for a moment.
Kitano said something in Japanese, and Robbie saw the old man blink once as though a blink of his eyes was the same as an affirmative nod of the head for a normal person. Then the old man said something else.
"Is he good for this debt?" Kitano asked next, the exact question Robbie had known would be asked and the one he didn't really have an answer for--even though he had grown up with the cop in question and had already claimed that he knew everything about the guy.
"This is one touchy kinda guy," Robbie said. "But I think so, yeah."
"Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money," Kitano said.
"Not gonna cost you anything either way, you know," Robbie said.
Kitano rattled something else off and the old man responded, Robbie cursing himself silently once again for failing to learn how to speak the language that went with his surname when he had been given the opportunity as a kid. Kitano nodded slowly in the old man's direction, and the old man blinked his eyes again. 
"How much did he win yesterday?" Kitano asked.
"Five hundred," Robbie said, reviewing in the back of his mind how the cop had finally hit a winner when the Lakers turned back the Pistons in Game Two.
"Encourage him to increase his bets to get even," Kitano said. "The deeper he gets the better."
Robbie's heart sank as he absorbed these words, even though they were what he had expected. He nodded to indicate that he understood the message, but he didn't agree with it. He hated to see this come down on his old friend, but there were things Robbie hated a lot more and the old man was capable of making many of them occur. So if Robbie had to climb up his old friend's back to get on top of this situation, Robbie was ready to make the footprints.
That's how element'ry it's gonna be, he thought, already working out in his head how to make his old friend think the whole thing was his old friend's own idea until the old man spoke again.
"He wants to know about the other thing," Kitano said.
"That's not my thing, you know," Robbie said, but he had said the same thing the first time they brought the subject up. Neither Kitano nor the old man responded; Robbie couldn't tell by looking at them if they had even heard the words. What they did instead was stare at him like the shit was going to hit the fan if he didn't answer the question pretty fucking soon.
"Buddy guys gonna win, they go head to head," Robbie said. "Dominic's weaker overall, I think, but what the fuck do I know?"
Kitano translated that, but the names Robbie had offered floated through the Japanese words like flagships on a foreign sea. The old man listened, and thought, and spoke.
"Something happens to Buddy, who takes over?" Kitano asked.
Robbie wanted to say again he wasn't qualified to answer these questions, but he swallowed that desire and answered anyway. "Sonnyboy, I think," he said simply, wondering while he said it where all of this local drug shit was coming from and what it all meant to him.
 
 
 



 
 
Here's a sample from Richard Barre's The Ghosts of Morning. It is now available from Down and Out Books.
 
 
PROLOGUE
 
Huntington Beach, California, 1966
Surreal, that was how he'd play it--Dutch angles and following shots, the close-ups pinched tight--that sort of offness that went with the territory. The scene begged for it: boxy tract house, pseudo-Spanish with a hot-mop-and-tarpaper roof; geraniums around the foundation; dated-looking streetlights in a neighborhood well back from the water and the stores, the only hint of beach a salt-laced drippy fog that in a few hours would greet early risers like a slap with a wet towel.
Normal except for the spinning cop-car lights that bathed it in strobes of red and yellow. The surreal part. 
Lannie Crowell snapped the snaps on his fleece-lined aviator vest, flipped up its collar against the dampness. Checking the settings on his old Bell & Howell one more time, he fired off a master shot, knowing he'd have to bump it two stops to even get it, overcome the inadequate glow from his jury-rigged sun-gun. Save it in the soup--always the way at KTVB, the news director there not above using Sterno if there was a chance it might develop film. Real five-cent station in a big-buck business.
No problem, Mom-o, Lannie thought, stay arid. Insert shots coming up.

He was early--earlier than he'd hit one before--and the crime scene hadn't been roped off yet, though a couple of cops were behaving in their usual officious way, shoving some wide-eyed neighbors around. Luckily they hadn't taken stock of him yet, and he was close enough to see fine. Especially when one of them pulled off the covering for a look. Through the lens, the girl, Carmen Marquez from his police scanner listenings, looked to be about eighteen, not much younger than him. A pretty thing with dark hair and smeared red lipstick, jeans and white Keds. High-school jacket over a white shirt; head at an odd angle where she lay on the cracked cement walk. 
Knife handle sticking out of her chest.
Lannie took a steadying breath, tried to keep the camera still. Don't blow it now: light touch on the button, sixteen-millimeter film humping through the aperture at twenty-four frames a second, other hand fumbling with the pawnshop Uher tape recorder slung over his shoulder--positioning the microphone to advantage, ambient sound the in thing these days. How you told the real stringers from the wannabes.
"Jesus, Crowell, can't you think of anything better to do at four in the morning? Damn ghoul." 
He'd seen the cop before at other scenes, a pompous fat white guy in a nylon jacket--Richard Blakley on the tag over his left pocket. Writing something now on a sheet of paper attached to a clipboard. 
"And step back." 
"Whatever you say, Officer Blakley. Any suspects at this time?" 
"No comment."
"Somebody she knew?"
"For the last time, back off."
"Yes sir."
Lannie moved back, focused in again--all pro, cool under fire. Whatever happened here, the cops had their jobs, he had his. And being known to them pleased him. It meant he was on his way--KNBC caliber, sky the limit then. National news, traveling with the president or somebody, on-the-road features, room service--make Mom-o whirl around like a tornado in her little box. The one he brought out occasionally to impress girls, knowing she was right there as they did it. Those that stuck around, anyhow. 
"Just serving the public's right to know," he added.
 "Right to know, my ass--and kill that damn light." Blakley head-gestured to a man and woman standing quietly off to the side with a boy about thirteen. "That's the family," he said in a lowered voice. "They came home and found her. How'd you like it?" He walked away, disgusted. 
What served for press relations these days, Lannie thought. No respect for a man's chosen profession. He regarded the three people, breaths further fogging the night air, expressions frozen in shock. Small was his first thought--small father, small mother, small boy--diminutive Hispanics dressed in light cotton windbreakers. Pale-looking small people huddled in the fragile light. He edged over in that direction, smiled sympathetically. Tried to look simpatico.
"Lo siento mucho para su pérdida, señor y señora.Lannie Crowell, KTVB, hoping you'll let my viewers know what happened--what you're feeling." He said it quietly so the cops wouldn't hear, call him on what he actually was, a freelancer with no real business asking questions of anybody, let alone acting as an official KTVB news guy. But in this trade you made your own breaks, picked stuff up and went. If you didn't, somebody else damn well would. 
For a moment the trio just stared at him, his eye to the camera lens, the shouldered Uher picking up sound on its quarter-inch tape. Like he was from another planet. Then the father spoke--slowly as if it were an effort--heavily accented, fighting for control: "Look at what he did to her, that Van Zant boy," the father said. "He murdered my baby--a poor little Mexican girl. Hijo de puta thinks he can do anything because of his money. You tell your viewers that."
An irate-looking neighbor started over, Lannie could sense it with his other eye, kept open and scanning like all the good ones did. Still he kept the B&H grinding, seeing the father put an arm around his lost-looking wife, the two of them turn away in tears as the boy glared at him, all protective rage and confusion. 
"You happy now, spook?" the big cop Blakley said. "I sure hope so. Now take a hike."
Lannie was backing up, lowering the camera, wondering where he'd heard the name Van Zant before, when the sun-gun picked it up. A brief glint in the wet grass beside the walk. Quickly he shut off the light and the camera, lowered it, and knelt, pretending to fuss with the mount. Reaching a hand sideways, he took the thing in, the metal cold on his skin.
Why he did it wasn't clear to him exactly, maybe it was the word spoken by the girl's father: money. A sense of something. Of possibility. At any rate, it wasn't until he was in his old V-Dub Kombi, revving away from the house, that he risked a look. 
It was a medical bracelet, one of those things that had the red caduceus on one side and the information on the other, in case there was an accident and you were unable to tell the medics you had a condition--diabetes or something--so their treatment wouldn't kill you. Phone number they could call to find out who you were, your doctor or close relative. 
Somebody who might pay to get it back.
Lannie tried to see what it said on it, but the streetlight was uneven and his dash lights had burned out a summer ago, some short in the system. Thinking he'd check it out later, he pitched it in the ashtray and goosed the Kombi, hoping to beat the morning crew to the developer, see what kind of shots he had. Maybe use them to land a permanent job or something. Make Mom-o proud.
 
 
ONE
 
Waipio Valley, Island of Hawaii, Present
They were out there, all right--the Night Marchers, ghosts that stalked the valley floor on their way back to the netherworld through the secret doorway down by the beach. He'd seen them before and knew they must have seen him, but they didn't bother him. One ghost to another, so to speak. 
Still, it was nothing he took for granted. 
Roy Voelker knocked back a slug of dark rum, picked at a mosquito-bite scab, the fucker still itching like crazy, probably half-infected. Like himself, he thought. Rain dripped off the big mango out behind his shack, made hollow sounds on the rusting tin and curled plywood. Light from the hissing Coleman bounced a gleam off the plastic bags that served as interior decor, his Purple Heart tacked to a stud, the .45 ammo looking like little warheads as he loaded them into the clips. 
The evening air gave off damp smells: earth and outhouse, sweet decay from the compost Voelker applied to the taro patch revived while claiming the abandoned shack as his own. There hadn't been even a front door on the one-room ruin then, but he'd made one. Palm fronds tacked over a frame of two-by-fours scrounged up on the road to Honokaa; the plastic bags out of a topside dumpster.
Home sweet home. 
Luckily it never got cold enough to be a problem. Like the winters in Lansing, his other lifelong filed away, this old dead letter at a post office. Quite the opposite: As in Nam, here the problem was growing mold--jungle rot. And right now the air felt like it: close and dank in the hooch, the inside of a car at the drive-in with the windows rolled up. Humidity putting a wet shine on his skin. 
Outside the rain was finally letting up, steady drip tailing off into free-form rhythms, a grumble of retreating thunder. 
Voelker took a last swig, wiped ninety-proof from his beard, and stuck the cheap cigar back in his mouth, his right eye squinting against the smoke. He eased a clip into the .45, worked the slide and the safety, wiped excess gun oil on his T-shirt and fatigue pants. Keep it oiled or kiss it off: Echo Company drill--his own admonishment still loud in his ears. 
Ex-Marine First Sergeant Roy Voelker stepped out into the clearing.
It was still light enough to see, the clouds breaking up now, and Voelker set about checking the perimeter, the monofilament trip line strung with corned-beef-hash and refried-bean cans. Following the line as it dipped under croton and pandanus, wild ginger and thimbleberry. Wiggling it occasionally for the reassuring sound it gave--old habits, permanently imprinted. Like the spitting glare from a phosphorus shell.
Not that he slept much anyway. But just knowing the line was on duty helped. Peace of mind of a sort. 
Voelker smiled at the thought. Fat fucking chance; hell, not even the VA medication helped anymore. All that seemed to work was the smoke he grew and the ever-increasing slugs of cheap booze, now over half his disability check. Not an encouraging scenario. Unless you took into consideration what he had riding: all the booze and dope he'd ever want before long. The check in the mail, so to speak.
Finished with the line, Voelker brought out dry wood from the shack and made a fire in the ring of stones. Light from the flames flickered around the now dim clearing, casting shadows on the shack and the jungle foliage behind, ghosts passing by like flotsam around a rock. Kamehameha kills, most likely, their heads bashed in by the big man's war clubs--regulars out here for two hundred years.
He saluted them with rum, opened another fifth. 
Ten klicks down the valley, a few lights came on as the darkness deepened. Not much there, he knew, several houses, some beach campers. Outsiders--more than enough to suit him; hell, blowing up the damn one-lane in'd be fine by him.
Voelker reached in, pulled out a burnt twig. Letting it cool, he lined the char under his eyes, smeared his forehead and cheeks; felt it coming on. Felt them out there--small men in NVA uniforms just beyond the light. He thumbed the safety off, pointed the .45 at the jungle, and fired. A phantom went down and he spun and fired again; one reaching the perimeter jerked back into the blackness. More rounds and more imaginary targets blown away. Reload and fire, firing until the slide locked open--the targets all down now, gone in a mad minute of blue haze and near-erotic release.
All but one.
It was as though a shadow had materialized, emerged against the green, shifting and undulating now in the breeze that had sprung up. It stood there as Voelker blinked, the empty gun at his side.
"Hey, Top, how's it hanging? Nice wire, by the way." 
Voelker felt his throat constrict, fingers of ice on his sac. The figure with the blackened face held a K-Bar lightly, its eight-inch stainless-steel blade catching the firelight. Without seeming to move, the apparition came closer.
"Not too chatty, huh? Funny, that's not what I heard."
From someplace far off, Voelker heard the rum bottle drop from his hand. "Stay back, goddamnit. I'm warning--"
"They can kill you but they can't eat you--remember that one? Quang Tri, I think it was." Closer now.
"Get away from me. You're not real." 
It shook its head. "Guess that makes two major fuckups in the same month, Top. I look like some ghost to you?" 
Everything in Roy Voelker screamed get out of there--survive--but he couldn't. His legs were bad-dream-leaden. He was vaguely aware of hard eyes, black pullover and pants, and the feeling he'd just been hit by lightning--even though the storm had left the valley.
 
 
TWO
 
As it turned out, the guy who'd snaked his wave, then made a big issue of it when Wil Hardesty protested the drop-in, was all mouth. Even so, they'd almost gotten into it on the beach, the guy coming on as if he'd been wronged, freaking locals thinking they owned the world, on and on until Wil left the argument to the younger dudes who'd picked up on it, shouts and curses and testosterone rising all around until a gem set arrived that had everybody scrambling back out for position.
Everybody but him.
Since the trouble with Lisa, all of it was an effort, just getting through the day most days. Let alone tilt at what the Rincon was becoming--regular zoo when the big winter swells made it the prize of California surf spots. Perfect right point break that sometimes let you rip down the entire length, wind raising spray off the lip like the smoke from a prairie fire. 
Still, even the occasional forays into Hollister Ranch--gated turf with no lineups and often jacking breaks, courtesy of a property-owner friend--lately were leaving him deflated. As though he had a slow leak in his thirty-year passion for the sport, flaccidity now where tumescence had once reigned undisputed. 
Hard to remember a time when he hadn't surfed. First at The Wedge, this skinny squirt who had to be fished out gasping and upchucking, but who'd left his heart out there and soon was eclipsing his dawn-patrol pals with wild rides under the Newport Beach pier. There'd been seconds and thirds at Huntington then, La Jolla and Santa Cruz, the setup to turn pro and run the circuit before he'd pulled the plug, realizing it was somebody else's ambition. That it was he and the water--nobody else. Juice surging in there like a private tide in his veins, tremolo chord on a surf guitar.
Until now. Until the divorce.
Since he was close by, Wil made a Viennese run to the Coffee Grinder, couple of scones and a loaf of herb bread for later, then hit the road for home. Past the Rincon, around the two-mile sweep of coastline that led to Mussel Shoals and Ventura, left across the northbound traffic heading for Santa Barbara's red-tiled coziness, and into La Conchita.
Oil roughnecks had lived here in the twenties, rumrunners in the thirties, drug smugglers, surfers, and retirees since then, La Conchita now about four hundred souls. Plus California's only banana plantation, its Javas, Brazilians, and Ladyfingers ripening in blue plastic bags encasing the green clusters. And that sweet curve of beach just beyond the highway. Worth the price alone.
But La Conchita lay just under a coastal bluff that nearly ate it a season ago--as it was, devouring an unlucky line of homes when rains turned the substrata into wet soap. For days, national media and locals maintained a twenty-four-hour vigil, flooding the area at night with a cold eerie illumination. 
This time, the bluff held. 
Warning tape and wire fencing still marked affected structures; mud lingered in berms and piles. Residents backed cars into their driveways, quick getaway in case of further slippage. Sandbags and legal wrangle over the cleanup were further legacy. 
Life in a geologic hazard area. 
Wil parked his '66 Bonneville, repainted now with some of Holly Pfeiffer's expense money--Holly of the urban terrorists and the secrets from hell; woman-child Holly; pang-in-the-heart Holly. He retrieved the Southern Cross--his longboard--from the port he'd cut in the back seat, and stowed it. Climbed the stairs to the kitchen, started the Viennese going; thought how little he even thought about the mud anymore. Partly because his house was closer to the beach, out of range unless the slide decided next time to stop at the islands. But more because he'd been flattened by another force. 
Lisa's little tsunami. 
The divorce left him a long swim back to the surface and serious doubts about making the payments on the house. He'd refinanced, needing the equity just to take up the slack. But reality lay as close and hungry as the unstable mass up the street, and the investigations business was sporadic: accident reconstructions, occasional insurance work, some under-the-table stuff, legacy of the garbage he used to take in after Dev's dying. Devin Kyle Hardesty, child of water and to water returned--eight years now, the time like thin gauze. As for the work, lucky to get it these days. 
But it wasn't enough. Even though Lisa had given him the house minus her share of the equity, her accounting practice still expanding. She'd taken next to nothing. Clean break, she called it, fresh start--hoping her spin would infuse him. They still spoke, Lisa helping him sort out the finances she'd handled for the two of them. Adjunct of her work now. 
Politeness was the operative mode. But it was more a scab over the wound, masking the torn root holes still bleeding inside. Sometimes they'd see each other in Santa Barbara, awkward at first then more routine. They'd smile, have dinner when more came up than they could handle by phone. Each time he swore it would be the last, her almond eyes and black hair cut short since the split searing holes in his carefully applied exterior--delaminating it, making him want her back. Knowing it wasn't going to happen.
Typical conversation--him: "How're your folks, the orchid business, your new place, accounting." Her: "Fine, thanks--the house okay? Surfing? Your work?" Scripted stuff, like the football coach who wrote out his first plays from scrimmage. Nothing from either of them about who you're seeing, Devin memories, what's it like without me--anything of real importance. Just ice skating: smiles without warmth, nonengagement. Bullshit he'd seen so many of their friends perfect. 
The big empty.
He'd been out once--twice if you counted Claire from the gym, where he signed up for an off-peak-hours membership. Forcing himself out there as much as anything. The other had been a disaster, all self-conscious talk and gestures, edgy glances. Perfunctory sex he finally called off, as much to her relief as his. 
Some life, Hardesty. Possibilities galore.

Feeling the need for something in which to lose himself, he settled on building a telescope--a big astrological scope like the one his father constructed when Wil was in grade school. Looking at the faraway stars and planets, he and his father became close: visited Griffith Observatory, charted the heavens by season. Created something that still resonated. 
So he read up, scrounged a five-foot piece of ten-inch cardboard tubing, a pair of eight-inch glass portholes, and started in. First task was fashioning the primary mirror. Which meant grinding one porthole against the other, using wax to fix the increasingly fine grit to the grinder as the headphones torqued out Beach Boys and Beethoven, Sheryl Crow and Branford Marsalis, Roy Orbison--CDs impulse-bought or borrowed from friends. 
Poorman's therapy. 
Five months later, after getting the glass to the required convex mirror shape, he had it aluminized. He secured the mirror, set the focal length, fastened an eyepiece purchased from an enthusiasts' journal. Finally he took the monster up to the top of Camino Cielo--renewed an old acquaintance with the stars in Orion's belt, saw the rings of Jupiter, peered into the Milky Way. Remembered the way it was before his mother veered drunkenly into a busload of El Toro recruits in 1967, taking the telescope man with her.
After two trips, he stowed the scope in the basement. 
Then there were the well-meaning invitations that finally stopped coming: western-dance classes, adult ed, fixer-uppers, fun-runs, organized mixers--parallel universes as remote feeling as the craters on the moon. 
The gym was an exception. At least something positive came from that, the chance to work off some of the flab accrued from his post-split torpors. And nonthreatening human contact--hi's and hellos from the morning workouters who simply vanished into another dimension after ten A.M. 
Day tight compartments. Damage control.
And then the call. 
It was late, after eleven, and he was getting ready for bed, last scan of the horizon with the living-room scope, quick look at the news. He let it ring, heard his own voice say, "Leave a message, I'll phone you back." Giving him a chance to work up to responding, avoid those wanting to get too close.
Hesitation: the caller thinking it over, a salesman deciding to call back when the occupant might pick up, set the hook before the fish had a chance to wriggle off. Wrong time, though. Salespeople invariably called at dinner.
Finally a deep breath, a female voice, heavy and deliberate--drugged if he had to guess, maybe plastered. "I was hoping this is the Wil Hardesty who knew my son, Denny." Pause: "Denny Van Zant? I'll call back when someone's--"
Wil had the receiver up by then, little echos reverberating. "Maeve?" All he could say. 
"Wil? It's good to hear your voice."
He'd never have recognized her if she hadn't said the name, so different was the voice. Foggy and uncertain, a 45 played at 33. Not the Maeve Van Zant he remembered: quick and vivacious, a slim blond woman seemingly just off a fashion runway, never a hair out of place. 
Denny's mom. Denny Van Zant. 
Lord.

Trying to recall how many years now: fifteen since the military funeral at Westwood, the long lines of black limousines and white crosses. Twenty-eight or thirty beyond that.
"How are you, Maeve? It's been too long."
"So it has," she said with sadness--or maybe it was the filter it was coming through. "Wil, I can't talk right now, but I need to see you. I'd heard that you...looked into things for people. Something we could keep between us." Pause. "You always were like family. You know that, don't you?"
"Sure, Maeve. You still living down in Newport?" 
"Oh my, not for years. We're in Malibu now." She gave him the address, 114 Ocean View Terrace.
He asked for directions, wrote them down.
"How's Mr. Van Zant?"
"He's fine." Not much there in her tone. "Wil, I hate to trouble you, but can you make it tomorrow afternoon? That way we can take our time. Catch up a little."
"How's two? And it's no trouble, Maeve."
"Two o'clock, then. I'm glad."
"Me, too," he said, finally giving in to where his thoughts had spun off. "How's Trina?" he asked. "Still married to the--" But by then Maeve Van Zant had hung up and he was left holding the receiver and looking out at distant lights.
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