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Chapter 1

Wilson Packard had always thought Hank
Barnett would make a fine corpse. He’d thought so since childhood,
and it looked like this might finally be the day for it. Maybe not
as good as yesterday, but better than tomorrow.

Packard squinted from beneath shaggy eyebrows
at the orange Texas sun creeping over the top of the ridge to the
East. He was up with the roosters, drinking black coffee out on the
front porch and cleaning his guns. Not that they were ever allowed
to get dirty. No, he loved his gun collection better than that. He
had an M14 across his lap, and nearby lay a .223 semiautomatic
rifle, a .308 caliber assault rifle, and an Ingram MAC 10 automatic
pistol.

Wilson Packard lived in an old rusty
abandoned trailer with his wife, Rose, and their two half-breed
kids. He'd found the trailer a year ago when they had wandered over
from Louisiana. He had a bunker out back stockpiled with
freeze-dried food, guns and ammo, and racist and Survivalist
literature. The trailer was situated off by itself at the end of a
dirt road in the hill country near Lone Man Mountain about
twenty-five miles southwest of Austin. The nearest neighbor was a
half a mile away, and that was too close as far as Packard was
concerned.

Packard was a lean, spare man, just over six
feet tall, all bones and scars, with a swastika tattooed on the
inside of his right forearm and a crosswheel, the symbol of the
White Aryan Race, on the other. He'd lived in the woods much of his
life, and his hair hadn't been cut in years and his beard trailed
down to his chest. He was dressed in faded, dirty jeans and a
sweat-stained green camouflage T-shirt. A ten-inch survival knife
was strapped to his hip. He carried another, smaller, knife in his
boot. He was in his mid-thirties, but his hair and beard were
already going gray, and he looked fifty.

Basco and Tucker, his two bloodhounds, lay
sprawled in the dust of the front yard. They raised their heads and
yawned prodigiously when the first rays of the sun hit them.

Packard hadn't had a steady job in years, but
he hunted and fished and made his own liquor, and his wife tended a
garden and kept some chickens out back and the family usually ate
pretty regularly.

Inside the trailer Rose was up, moving around
silently in the kitchen, scrambling eggs and frying bacon on the
old wood stove Packard had found in a vacant schoolhouse.

She was a full-blooded Cherokee from North
Carolina who had been with Packard for the last five years. She was
taciturn, flat-faced, and black-eyed, a year or two older than
Packard, and as strong as a man. Packard had gotten to where he
would knock her around sometimes when he got drunk, but the last
time he did that, a month or two ago, she sewed him up in a sheet
after he'd passed out and beat him with a broomstick. She was so
scared of what he'd do when he got out that she went off in the
woods for a week, but they worked things out and he'd been easier
on her since then. She and Packard had never actually been legally
married, but that didn't matter to her. She didn't care about the
white man's laws any more than Packard did.

Packard spat a line of tobacco juice at
Basco, who barked hoarsely and scrambled to avoid it, and grinned
slightly at the dog's awkward movements. He almost never really
smiled.

Packard sighted down the barrel of the M14 at
a tree a hundred yards away, ran a rag over it once more and
checked the spare magazine. The rifle was ready. Packard was going
to kill Hank Barnett with it today.

* * * *

“I wish you wouldn't do this,” Rose said,
eyeing Packard warily. Since the broomstick episode she had been
careful what she said to him. They were seated at the rickety table
in the trailer eating breakfast. Rose had the baby, Carson, on her
lap. One brown breast was out of her faded yellow dress and Carson
sucked on it noisily, grasping at it with his tiny fingers. She
never wore a bra; underwear made her feel constricted.

“I'm gonna kill him,” Packard said in his
gravely voice. His throat had been cut in a knife fight in a New
Orleans whorehouse on his twenty-first birthday, and his larynx had
been scarred, giving him a guttural, raspy tone.

“It was a long time ago, what happened,” she
said softly. "We get along. We don't need nothin’ from Hank
Barnett."

“Don't matter. He owes me,” Packard
growled.

After breakfast Packard loaded his dusty
pickup truck with a spare can of gas and a knapsack containing
food, a little stash of dope, and other necessary items. For guns,
he took the M14, a Smith & Wesson .38 Special, and a 9mm Ruger
P-85.

"I'll be back in a day or two," he said.

"Take care," Rose said, and stood on the
porch holding Carson and watched him drive off down the rocky
winding trail that led to the main road.

* * * *

Two days before Packard was making his
murderous plans, a blue Silver Eagle bus sat parked at the lobby
entrance of a Dallas Holiday Inn, its engine idling. It was dusk,
the middle of July, and the air was hot and heavy. The bus belonged
to Hank Barnett, country music star. Inside the bus sat Hank's
band, wondering where he was. They were due to leave for the gig
fifteen minutes ago.

Randy Austin, Hank's road manager/bass
player/harmony singer/relief driver, sat at the wheel, puffing on a
Marlboro. He knew where Hank was. He was in the bar.

Dax, the chubby, curly-haired drummer and
class clown, was up front next to Austin, eating a Snickers and
waving at the people passing by outside staring up curiously at the
bus.

“Fuck you, you fat piece of shit,” Dax said,
smiling and waving through the windshield to a plump lady in a
purple dress who smiled and waved back happily, not being able to
hear him. “Looks like a giant grape,” he giggled.

Austin glanced at his watch. He was getting a
little worried. “Well, you wanna go or should I?” he asked
sourly.

“Where? For a star search?” Dax snorted.

“Yeah, we need a star.”

“You don't suppose he could be in the bar, do
you?” Dax asked slyly.

“Hank? Are you kidding?”

“Whoops, here he comes!” Dax said, scrambling
back to one of the two sofas in the lounge area of the bus,
directly behind the driver, with the rest of the band.

Hank Barnett came banging unsteadily through
the glass lobby doors, his chin outthrust, a sure danger sign.
Everybody in the bus eyed him, assessing his degree of
inebriation.

“Oh, shit, he's fried,” Dax said with the
wisdom of experience.

“More adventures in country music,” Jackie
Dawson, the guitar player, observed with a grin, twirling his
sunglasses around by an ear piece.

Will Copley, the steel guitar player, put his
steel guitar magazine safely away, a worried look on his face.

Osgood Freelander, the little fiddle player
from Arkansas who was barely old enough to drink taxed liquor,
shivered, looking like a scared rabbit.

The captain's chair on the right side of the
bus was Barnett's favorite seat, and they all moved as far away
from it as possible.

Austin lit another smoke and opened the bus
door, the customary smile on his face. “Hey, boss, how ya
doin'?”

Barnett boarded and glared at his band,
looking for a reason to start on one of them. But, hell, he didn't
need a reason. They were his boys.

He paused dramatically for a moment, puffing
up like a little banty rooster, and then said: “Fuck every one of
you motherfuckers. Every goddamn one of you.” He glared at each
band member in turn. Nobody made a sound. They all tried to avoid
eye contact with him without appearing to ignore him.

Barnett stood maybe 5'8” in his hand made
Leddy's. He was on the gray side of fifty and had a physique like a
ripe pear, with narrow shoulders and a swollen belly and matchstick
arms and legs. Most of his hair was gone, and what was left was
chin-length and greased straight back on his round skull. His eyes
were dark and fierce and sunk back in his bony, ashen face. His
arms were slightly long for his short body, giving him a vague
simian aspect. On the third finger of his right hand he wore a
gigantic diamond ring in the shape of a horseshoe. On the left was
another mammoth, tasteless ring with his initials spelled out in
diamonds. It had been conjectured by the band that the weight of
this garish ornamentation was responsible for his long arms.

He turned to Austin and said, “Don't move
this bus a fuckin' inch!”

“But, boss, we gotta go,” Austin said, trying
to sound persuasive.

“Don't move! Gotta change my boots.” He
headed for his stateroom at the back of the bus, ignoring the other
musicians but stopping to rumple little Osgood's hair and hug him
around his shoulders. “Hi, little fiddle player. Ready for the
show?” he asked with ersatz solicitude, smiling broadly. He thought
Osgood was kind of cute, with his soft skin and blondish hair, and
he liked touching him.

“Yes, sir,” Osgood peeped, stifling an urge
to recoil in disgust from Barnett's cigarette breath.

“That's a good boy,” Barnett mumbled, a
vacant look in his eye, as he continued on through the curtained
doorway past the bunks to the back of the bus.

Osgood slumped down in his seat, exhaling
loudly. He was new on the band, and terrified of Barnett and as
nervous as a whore at Communion when he was around.

“Well, it'll be a hell of a show tonight,”
Dax said, grabbing a cold beer from the cooler and popping it
open.

“Skoll!” Jackie said, raising the pint of
Wild Turkey that he had close at hand. He wasn't letting Dax get
ahead of him.

They both drank, laughing. Defensive
drinking, they called it.

Osgood watched, apprehensive, with his big
brown eyes. Will, the steel player, laughed nervously. Austin
patted his shirt pocket, checking on the two joints he'd rolled for
the evening.

Time was growing short. They were due on
stage in an hour, and it was a twenty-minute drive to the gig.
Austin fidgeted in the driver's seat. The rest of the band joked,
drank, read, or stared. But they were quiet about it.

Ten minutes later, reshod in his new eelskin
boots, Barnett hollered that he was ready and they got
underway.

They had all met the bus at ten o'clock the
night before at Barnett's home. Barnett's girl friend flirted with
the band while they loaded their amps and guitars into the bins,
and when they were ready to go to Texas Barnett gave her a kiss and
slapped her behind and they headed out.

She waved and watched them drive off,
smiling, and went into the house, poured herself a glass of white
wine, and called a girlfriend. "He's gone!" she said. "Let's go
out!"

Barnett was only half drunk when they picked
him up, but in a good mood and hadn't caused any trouble, and he
told some new jokes and had a couple of drinks with the band and
then gone to bed.

They had checked into the Holiday Inn in
Dallas at noon, had breakfast, and then gone down to Bronco's, the
club they were working that night, to set up their gear and do a
sound check.

Dallas was the first stop on a little
three-gig weekend tour through Texas. They were in San Antonio the
next night, and then Sunday they were working the biggest gig of
the tour in Austin at the Silver Buckle with Jason Ballou, a hot
new country act who had recorded one of Barnett's early hits, “Why
Do I Love You So”.

Hank Barnett had come to Nashville from
Pinetop, Georgia, thirty years ago with a stack of songs, and with
the help of Ernest Tubb had gotten a record deal with Decca and had
gone on to be one of country music's biggest stars. He'd stopped
having hit records and started drinking seriously along about the
first Bush administration, but thanks to the loyalty of the country
music fans he was still able to work enough to support himself and
a bus and several distilleries with enough left over to keep his
band in Big Macs and Marlboros. Not that he needed the work, he’d
made a bundle over the years from song writing royalties and some
lucky real estate ventures. But he still liked to get out in front
of the fans and sing for them. And his band did need the work, a
fact he never let them forget.

Barnett lived in a snazzy house in a pricey
Nashville suburb with a hot blonde with expensive tastes named Mona
Cochran, nearly twenty years younger than he was, and his pet Shih
Tzu, Sasha. He loved the dog. He put up with Mona because she was a
hot blonde. She put up with him because she was in his will.

Randy Austin watched the traffic, trying to
make good time, and drove smoothly so Barnett wouldn't bitch.

Dax elbowed Jackie. “Ain’t this fun?” he
giggled.

Jackie grinned back. “Compared to what?”

Dax had been on the band for twenty years,
enlisting right out of high school in Nashville, when Barnett was
still a dark-haired country music heart throb with hit records on
the radio.

This was Jackie's second time around with
Barnett. He had worked for him four or five years ago for a year or
so and had quit to move back to Houston to get married for a third
time and work in a western swing band that was supposed to have a
record deal. The marriage had lasted less than a year - longer than
the western swing gig. Anyway, now he was back on the band and this
was his first trip and he was wondering if he should have stayed in
Nashville.

Ah, well, Jackie thought. It wasn't
important. He'd been on a lot of gigs, and this was one of them,
and he could hang in there and make his $150 a day, party a little,
and see some more of Texas - there might be some parts he'd missed
after only twenty some years of road work. He'd been half drunk
when Dax had talked him into coming on this trip, and he almost
felt like he'd been conscripted. But he had no real reason not to
come.


Chapter 2

Bronco's was a large, sprawling building in
an unsavory part of Dallas. It was a long way from a sellout -
typical of a Hank Barnett show - but a gaggle of fans rubber-necked
the bus as Austin eased it into its reserved spot alongside the
stage door around back, and a couple of beefy middle-aged ladies in
Hank Barnett T-shirts that they had bought at some previous show
took up a post at the bus door, cameras and autograph pads ready in
their sweaty hands. This move attracted some more fans, and soon
there was quite a little crowd waiting for Barnett to emerge from
his bus, like a groundhog from its burrow. The more timid stood
back a ways, possibly feeling that this was more courteous to
Barnett.

Barnett stayed in the back of the bus so they
couldn't see him. He didn't feel like fooling with them just yet.
While he was back there he busied himself tossing back another
blast from the bottle in his underwear drawer.

When it appeared that Barnett would stay in
his room for a few minutes, anyway, Austin went warily down the
aisle between the bunks to change into the uniform for the night -
jeans and the black western shirt with the white piping that
Barnett had gotten a deal on at Don's western store in Houston.
Austin's was freshly laundered, as usual, and after he had combed,
patted, and sprayed his hair he emerged looking like a model from
Texas Monthly. The other guys weren't as sartorially
conscious as Austin, and their uniforms were often to be found
wadded up at the foot of their bunk or at the bottom of their
closet. Sometimes they weren't to be found at all, as was sometimes
the case with Osgood, who was apt to forget almost anything,
including his fiddle and the time they were leaving town. And
Jackie didn't even have a black shirt, this being his first
trip.

The rest of the guys drifted back to change,
careful lest Barnett catch one of them and harass him. But they
were lucky. Barnett went to the bathroom, which was off the
hallway, once, but he just glared at whoever was in his line of
vision without attacking.

A couple of guys in western suits and hats
came out the back door of the club and squeezed through the anxious
fans and knocked on the bus door. It was the club owner and a local
DJ, and the fans watched enviously as Austin opened the door and
let them in.

The club owner, a hefty guy with a loud voice
and a red nose, blissfully ingenuous and grinning widely, was
clutching a bottle of Crown Royal. He wanted to hob-nob a little
with his star before the show, not realizing the jeopardy in which
that very show might be placed by that bonny bottle of booze. The
DJ, a young skinny guy looking wide-eyed with awe around the inside
of the bus, was carrying a Sony tape recorder in hopes of getting
an interview and maybe some station promos from Barnett.

"Howdy, boys," Austin in his deep voice,
ushering them inside, then snapping the door shut on the curious
fans outside stretching their eyeballs to get a peek inside. Austin
shot a quick glance to the back of the bus to see if Barnett had
gotten a look at the booze. "Let me put that bottle away for
you...” he began diplomatically to the club owner. It was always a
touchy subject, trying to warn someone that he had a drunk working
for him and that it might be better to save the whiskey for after
the show.

Barnett emerged from his stateroom shortly to
schmooze with his guests and the band hopped off the bus, edged
through the fans, and slipped in the back door of the club.

"C'mon," Dax said to Jackie, leading the way
to the bar. "Let's see if it's Plan A here."

"I'm with you," Jackie said.

Plan A, in the idiom of the Barnett band,
meant drinks on the house. Plan B meant a discount. And Plan C,
much detested, was full price.

The club was smaller than the Astrodome, with
a dance floor that could accommodate the Texas State marching band,
if they left a couple of the majorettes at home, but nobody wanted
to do that, so they never got booked at Bronco's. Video games lined
one wall and several muted TV's were scattered around, some showing
the Country Music Channel and some showing the Astros/Cubs game.
There were two bars, and waitresses in skimpy black outfits with
trays of drinks balanced on their palms wormed their way around
between tables. The house band, working through their first set,
was blasting out a four/four Texas shuffle over the ear-shattering
sound system while booted and hatted two-steppers swished around on
the scarred and battered hardwood.

Will and Osgood, as usual, went up close to
the stage to check out the steel player and the fiddler,
respectively.

Austin, in his Hank Barnett blue satin band
jacket with the sleeves pushed up to expose his tattooed forearms,
strolled around carelessly, letting the girls get a look at
him.

Jackie and Dax sought out the head bartender,
who turned out to be a not-too-used-up-looking bleached blond in
her late thirties, identified themselves, slipped her an
autographed photo of Barnett, and complimented her on herself and
her club and thus began establishing an amicable relationship.

"On me, boys," she smiled as she set them up
with a beer and a shot each.

"Nice girl," Jackie said, getting rid of the
Wild Turkey and grimacing.

"My kinda woman," Dax agreed, ogling her
not-too-broad-behind as she moved down the bar to the waitress
station to fill an order.

Smoke hung heavy in the club. Neon beer signs
- Lone Star, Pearl, Bud, and others shone murkily from the walls.
Mexican bar backs slunk around between the customers, toting ice
and emptying trashcans. Waitresses scooped up tips and loose change
from tables. Cowgirls and city girls, in butt-hugging jeans and
high-heeled boots, danced, drank, flirted, and giggled back and
forth to and from the ladies' rooms. Cowboys sauntered through the
club, thumbs hooked in oversized silver belt buckles, hip pockets
showing the circular outline of dip cans, appraising the night's
turnout of ladies. They didn't give a rat's ass about Hank Barnett,
they came here every Friday anyway. Surly-looking big ol' boys
wearing red T-shirts with SECURITY emblazoned across the back
watched for trouble and talked to each other on headsets.

The older folks, the Hank Barnett fans, sat
at long tables close to the bandstand. Some ancient dog-eared
autograph books signed by the likes of Bob Wills, Ernest Tubb, and
Ray Price were ready for Barnett to scratch in.

Will and Osgood stood at the corner of the
bandstand listening to the house band play. Will's steel guitar was
on the stage, behind the drums. He would be using the other steel
player's amp, a Peavey Nashville 400. Saved him the trouble of
dragging his in off the bus. Besides, he wanted to see if it
sounded any different than his amp. Osgood, too, would be using the
house fiddler's amp. Not because it was easier, necessarily, but
because one amp was the same as another to Osgood. He just plugged
in and played, and the only knob he ever touched was the volume
control.

"Good player," Osgood said of the fiddle
player, shouting over the band into Will's ear.

"Huh," Will grunted. Osgood thought everybody
played great.

The steel player's name was Tommy something;
Will had met him at the sound check that afternoon. When he spied
Will watching him he took a big drink of his Lone Star and tromped
down on his volume pedal and ripped off a couple of his fanciest
licks. He wasn't a bad player, Will thought. He wasn't very fast,
though, and his tone was muddy. After a couple of songs Will
decided that he could smoke him and he moved away from the band and
leaned against the wall, under a decades-old poster advertising a
Hank Thompson show, and watched the dancers gliding across the
floor, leaving Osgood to ogle the band.

Will was pale, intense, past thirty, about
five foot eight, with a soft, round-shouldered body and dark hair,
going a little gray at the temples, parted in the middle. He had
black, brooding, watchful eyes, a slightly receding chin, a small
dark mustache, and a defensive manner that he kept hidden most of
the time under a forced joviality. He had been on the band about
two months - four road trips worth.

When the house band was finished with their
set, having blazed through yet another rendition of "Orange Blossom
Special", Barnett's band scrambled up on stage and got their
instruments plugged in and tuned up. Jackie and Osgood ran quietly
up and down scales, warming up, while Will tuned, making a big ear
to hear his harmonics over the din of the jukebox and the crowd and
Dax's aimless pounding on the snare.

Randy Austin took a final puff on his
Marlboro, ground it out under a booted foot, and sauntered on stage
with his bass slung over his shoulder like an ammunition belt,
casually checking out the chicks at the front of the stage. There
were two or three too young for Medicare. Randy had always wanted
to be a star, ever since he heard his first Elvis record. He had
the look and the attitude for it, but fronting for actual stars
like Barnett was the closest he’d come.

Jackie looked pretty good with a guitar too,
but he wasn't worried about having the spotlight shining on him
anymore. He'd starred in that movie with his teenage rock band, and
now he just wanted to play. It didn't matter if it was in Madison
Square Garden with a resurrected Bob Wills or in a little beer
joint on Spencer Highway in Pasadena with Country Joe Schmoe. He
just wanted the music to be good. Which was a problem on this band,
when Barnett was stumbling around on stage drunk, turning the beat
around and making fun of the fat lady in the first row and Austin,
who as a bass player made a good bus driver, was dinking around his
fretboard trying to discover what key they were in. Like, he was
subject to arrest at any time by the Country Music Police for
loitering in front of an amp.

The deal was that they did three songs and
then brought Barnett on, so after the disc jockey introduced them
they flew into their first song to a round of applause and
whistles.

Austin, who had been out back burning one
with the sound man, got started on the wrong fret, making Jackie
and Will cringe. But he just grinned and shook his head, like it
was a big joke, and began singing when he finally found an "E".

Austin never learned any new songs, never
took his bass out of the case except to play a gig. Every once in a
while some singer would have a hit record with some song that had
been on the radio twenty or thirty years ago and Austin would know
it, and that's as current as he stayed. When asked why he never
learned any new songs, he said he didn't do 'em 'til they were
standards.

When the band finished their three moldy
songs Austin introduced Barnett. Then came the moment everyone had
been dreading or eagerly anticipating, depending on whether you
were in the band or in the audience - Hank Barnett, flanked by two
security guys, mounted the stage.

Barnett stumbled on the last step, almost
dropping his cigarette, and lurched toward the center stage mike.
He was dressed in his usual stage get-up - embroidered flared jeans
that might come back in style some day, western shirt, and leather
vest. Jewelry on his hands and around his neck sparkled in the
colored stage lights. Maybe half the crowd was paying any attention
to what was happening on stage, and they roared when Barnett came
into view.

The band kicked off "Southern Lovin'", the
song he always came on with, but after a few bars he hollered at
them to be quiet, waving a disdainful hand at them, and they
trailed off one by one. Everything got real quiet, except for the
distant clamor of pinball machines and conversation from the far
reaches of the club, and the musicians looked sheepishly at each
other.

Jackie stepped back, trying to find a shadow
to disappear into. Will put his bar down and sat with his elbows on
his steel, awaiting further developments. Osgood began to freak,
and the thought that this was somehow his fault flashed through his
mind, and he fought down panic. Dax made a face at Barnett's back
and took a drink from the beer he'd smuggled onstage. Austin
fingered his bass nervously, the smile nailed onto his face, ready
to try to cover the situation. The crowd waited expectantly. Maybe
this was part of the show?

Barnett struck a pose, one arm outstretched,
the mike clutched in his other hand along with the cigarette. The
spotlight was on him, turning his evilly grinning face a washed-out
sickly white. He took a drag off his butt and looked out over the
crowd.

"Old loves never die," he began singing. "For
those like you and I..."

This was one of his other records, and the
band struggled to find the key. There it was - F. He normally did
it in C. Everybody had it but Austin.

"Efff!" Jackie stage-whispered to Austin, who
was plucking around haphazardly on his bass. He grinned and nodded
when he got with the rest of the band.

Barnett sang a few more lines, but stopped
when he got to the bridge, realizing he was in a foreign key. The
band trailed off one by one again, except for Will, who still
hadn't picked up his bar.

Suddenly Barnett whirled around, tottering a
little, and pointed an accusing finger at Will, who looked back at
him, wondering what the hell. "'Southern Lovin'!" Barnett
screeched, glaring at him. Will had a cold knot in his stomach, but
he managed to play the intro again, and Barnett turned to face the
crowd and began singing half a measure behind where he was supposed
to be.

The show tapered off from there, with Barnett
swearing, singing snatches from various songs, stumbling around
tripping over cords, and making fun of the band, and everyone on
stage and off was pretty relieved when the big Nashville star, amid
scattered grumbling and boos, kicked at a monitor and left the
stage after doing only twenty minutes. The contract called for a
forty-five show, two of them, in fact. Well, at least he had lived
up, or down, to his image again, and some of the paying customers
were satisfied with that. Others, not quite so philosophical, might
want their twelve bucks back.

The crowd had never seen a band so berated,
reviled, abused, and generally demeaned as the unfortunate group
that backed up Barnett, and they gave them a sympathetic round of
applause as they unplugged their guitars. He had sworn at them,
laughed at Osgood, who was too nervous to play anything right,
called Austin a 'precious prick', and thrown a glass of water at
Jackie.

Dax smiled and waved at them. "This could be
'buy the band a round night'," he said to Jackie.

"Or not," Jackie said doubtfully, putting his
"wife" - his battered old Telecaster - to bed in its case.

"Hey, they love us. Listen to that thunderous
applause!"

"Damn, that was pretty rough, boys," Austin
said, walking up to them and chuckling derisively.

"Yeah, your boss is fucked up, man," Dax
chortled.

"We might not have to do that second show
after all," Austin said.

"Really?" Osgood asked, wide-eyed.

"Wouldn't be the first time," Dax said.

Osgood looked pained. He wondered if they
would still get paid.

The guys in the house band, looking
embarrassed, were coming back on stage for their second set.

"Man, you guys did a helluva job," their bass
player said, struggling for something to say.

"This happen often?" another one asked.

Then the excrement became entangled in the
air circulator, as a drunken songwriter in a Nashville bar had once
put it. One of the big security guys beckoned to Austin with a
stubby finger.

"Oh, fuck," Austin groaned.

"Mr. Sherman wants to see you in the office,"
the big guy growled. Sherman was the club owner. Well, hell, Austin
had warned him.

“If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, send a
search party," Austin said airily as he went off with Sherman's
man.

Jackie and the other guys moved their
equipment out of the way so the house band could get fired up
again, not sure if they were going to play another set or not. The
second show was in an hour.

"Well, let's go see our friendly bartender
and see about some more drinks," Dax suggested.

"She'll probably charge us double, after that
bunch of shit," Jackie said woefully.

“If she does, we'll just slap her silly and
make mad love to her," Dax cackled.

"Yeah, right there behind the bar," Jackie
agreed. "Close to the booze."

"She'll give us all we want!"

“Booze, ya mean?"

And so the two friends went off in search of
more free drinks.

Osgood and Will found a secluded spot out of
the crowd's view off to one side of the stage and stood there
wondering what was going to happen next. Osgood was eyeing the
house fiddle player wiring up his effects unit to his amp,
wondering what all the blinking lights and knobs did. Then he
turned to Will.

"I never seen nothin' like this, Will,"
Osgood said, shaking his head. He was in shock. This was the first
time Barnett had shown his ass since Osgood had come on the band,
and he never would have believed a star would pull something like
this.

He'd seen obnoxious drunks before, but they
had been bums, or farmers out for a big Saturday night, or low-life
troublemakers. Yeah, he'd heard stories about Hank Williams, George
Jones, and some of the other wild ones, but to see it in person
really fried him. And he was working for the guy! His Mama back
home in Fatback had some of his records right there in the living
room. His parents didn't approve of drinking at all, and he hoped
they wouldn't hear about this. They had all been mighty proud when
he'd called collect from Nashville and told them the big news that
he was on Hank Barnett's band.

"Some of these goddamn stars think they can
get away with anything," Will muttered. He was still wearing his
fingerpicks, nervously rubbing them together. "They don't give a
shit about the fans who come to see them, or the club owners, or
musicians, or any damn body. They think hit records entitle them to
treat everybody like shit."

"You think we'll still git paid?" Osgood
asked anxiously. He didn't have enough money to change his mind.
The bankroll he'd brought with him to Nashville three months ago
from the Arkansas outback had gone for rent and baloney, and his
wife, who was bigger than he was and who had two kids from a
previous marriage to a pig farmer, was counting on him bringing
home the bacon.

Will shrugged, a dark look on his face.
"Barnett might not get paid. But we did our job. Or tried to,
anyway. We should get paid."

Osgood looked warily at Will. He didn't think
Will sounded too confident about it.

"Sure hope so," Osgood said, rubbing his foot
back and forth over one of the million or so stains that disfigured
the threadbare red carpeting that covered the area to the side of
stage.

Will clenched his jaw and ground his
fingerpicks harder against each other. Barnett was working for the
club owner, and if he didn't get his money it was his own fault.
He'd been too drunk to do the show, and Will wouldn't blame Sherman
if he didn't pay him a country dime. The band, on the other hand,
was working for Barnett. And the band had done their job, and
they'd better get paid.

Meanwhile, back in the office, Austin was
trying to smooth things over with the irate club owner.

"Goddamn drunk bastard," Sherman raved,
pacing back and forth in the small room, sucking on a White Owl and
waving ashes all over the place. "I've had a hundred people wanting
their money back." He didn't look nearly as happy as he had on the
bus before the show. His face was red, his collar was unbuttoned,
and his hair looked like an armadillo had been gnawing on it.

"Well, I did warn
you..." Austin said sheepishly. Hell, why was he even trying to
argue? Why was he trying to defend Barnett? Was he trying to defend
himself for working for Barnett? Why not just admit to Sherman that
Barnett had screwed things up royally?

"Hey, he was drunk when he got here," Sherman
said, pointing a finger at Austin. "I
didn't give him anything to drink."

"Well..."

"And I'm not paying you one goddamn dollar.
AND - I want my deposit back." Sherman had sent the office in
Nashville $1500 when the gig was booked. "That was the most
disgusting exhibition I've ever seen on my stage."

"Why not let me see if I can get him in shape
for the second show?" Austin said, trying to sound optimistic.
Maybe they could still get paid for the second show, if Sherman
wouldn't pay them for the first one.

"No fucking way!" Sherman yelled. "I want
that sonofabitch outta here! Pack up your shit and get outta my
club!" His face was getting redder as he stood facing Austin with
his fists clenched.

Now Austin was getting a little hot, and he
stood up. He was six feet tall, and fancied himself something of a
bad-ass, and he'd just as soon knock Sherman on his fat butt. But
before anything could happen, the door opened and two beefy
security guys walked in and stood on either side of the door with
their arms folded, glaring at him. They hadn't come for autographed
pictures.

Austin shrugged. He'd had enough of this.
"OK, no problem. We'll just pack up and go." He moved toward the
door. Sherman nodded at his men and they opened it for him. There
were a couple more security guys outside and Austin grinned at them
as he sidled cautiously past. They didn't grin back.

Twenty minutes later they had all their
belongings on the bus and were pulling out of the parking lot to go
back to the motel to get their driver and head out for the next
gig, in San Antonio, close to three hundred miles away. Some
ex-Hank Barnett fans hollered at them and threw a couple of beer
bottles as they left, but they were too drunk to hit anything as
small as a bus.

It would be a fun midnight run across Texas.
Barnett had gone into a rage when Austin gave him the news about
the money and had already kicked a hole in the bathroom door and
was presently in his room trying to change pants and swearing at
Austin to try to hit all the fucking
potholes in the parking lot. The band, a worried bunch, was
gathered in the front of the bus, ready for something that might
not be as bad as that trouble at the Alamo in 1836.


Chapter 3

Wilson Packard, who would one day swear to
kill Hank Barnett, was four years old when his father died, leaving
assets of $347.96 and no insurance. Wilson’s mother took him and
his brother and moved in with relatives. She worked odd jobs,
cooking and cleaning and sewing for folks, and spent her spare time
reading the old tattered family Bible. She was fond of quoting from
Revelations and telling Wilson and his little brother about the
triumph of the Kingdom of God and the Lordship of God over history,
which was soon coming to an end. She took solace in the messages
intended to encourage Christians to endure even the most savage
persecutions, because she knew that the Kingdom of God was truly
near and she felt that she and her sons had been sorely and
unjustly persecuted.

Revelations 13:17-18 had a special meaning
for her: "And that no man might buy or sell, save he that had the
mark, or the name of the beast, or the number of his name. Here is
wisdom. Let him that hath understanding count the number of the
beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred
threescore and six." One night in a religious fervor she woke
Wilson and his brother up and got them out of bed and stripped them
naked and went over every inch of their little bodies to make sure
they weren't marked with the Sign of the Beast. When she was
satisfied that they were OK they prayed together and she tucked
them back into bed and he dreamed that his Mother whacked off his
penis with a carving knife when she discovered the dreaded "666" on
it.

They struggled along until Wilson was ten,
moving often, living in one cramped place after another and then
she married a tall, handsome, rowdy man named Euless Packard whom
she met at a tent meeting and he took them off to Decatur, Alabama
and later to a remote area of Missouri.

Euless Packard was a WW II veteran, where
he'd been a sergeant in the Ordnance Corps. He proudly boasted to
be 100% Christian, 100% Protestant, and 100% White and he believed
that the Jews were undermining the US government. He thought it was
morally wrong to pay income tax, because Jesus Christ had shed his
blood for the White Aryan Race and was killed by the Jews. He was a
proud and vociferous member of the Ku Klux Klan and he took Wilson
to their meetings where the young boy listened to the stirring
speeches and watched their paramilitary training exercises. One
night Wilson rode along with his step-father and several others
when they went out and firebombed the house of a black man who had
married a white woman and Wilson watched, laughing along with the
others, at the family running for safety in their underwear as
their house went up in flames.

Euless Packard's personal favorite Bible
verse was Revelations 19:11: "And I saw heaven opened, and behold a
white horse; and he that sat upon him was called Faithful and True,
and in righteousness he doth judge and make war." He saw in that
verse God's Word to make war on blacks.

"If you worship your enemy - you will be
defeated. If your adopt your enemy's religion - you will be
enslaved. If you breed with your enemy - you will be destroyed," he
told Wilson on the way home from the firebombing.

Packard loved to drink and play the guitar
and he also loved the outdoor life. He bought Wilson his first gun,
a Colt .22 caliber rifle, the Boys Model 20 with a 20” barrel. He
took him on numerous trips out in the hills and woods and taught
him how to shoot and to hunt and fish and get along in the wild.
Euless Packard was a man who had little regard for society, and he
taught Wilson that humans must learn to approach nature as the
animals do, and to ignore heat and cold and to be able to sit
motionless in a mountain clearing for hours, ignoring muscle aches
and itches until game such as grouse accepted them as part of the
scenery and came close enough to grab. "Saves ammo," Packard
said.

The police came for Euless Packard on
Christmas Eve when Wilson was fourteen. Wilson, who had been
hanging home-made ornaments on the tree, answered the knock on the
front door. Icy wind blew in when he opened it.

"Your Daddy home, son?" asked the big man
with a badge on his jacket and a rifle in his hands. His hat was
pulled down low over his eyes and there was ice on his black
mustache. Wilson recognized him as the sheriff. There were three
other men behind him, all carrying rifles.

"Yes, sir," Wilson muttered suspiciously.

"I need to see him," the sheriff said.

"What is it, Sheriff?" Packard asked. He'd
come into the living room from the kitchen. Wilson's mother was
behind him.

"Need you to come down to the station and
talk to us, Mr. Packard." the sheriff said grimly. The rifle was
pointed carelessly at the floor; his finger was on the trigger. The
sheriff's dark eyes were narrowed, and his jaw muscles worked as
though he were chewing a plug of tobacco.

"What about?" Packard growled.

"Little matter of a firebombing."

Packard stared back grimly at the
sheriff.

"You're not gonna give us no trouble, now are
ya?" the Sheriff said.

The lawmen's breath clouded in front of their
faces with their ragged breathing and snow swirled in through the
open door. A burning log snapped with a loud pop in the
fireplace.

Packard had the gun out before the sheriff
could move. He fired once from the hip, drilling him between the
eyes. The roar of the .38 was ear-splitting in the small room and
Wilson and his mother dove for safety as the sheriff's men opened
up on Packard. Furniture and Christmas decorations exploded under
the barrage of lead from their guns. Packard got two more of them
before they dropped him. When he was down they entered the house
and Wilson snarled at them and grabbed one around the legs, and the
man jabbed him viciously in the head with the butt of his rifle and
he collapsed to the floor, blood gushing from his forehead.

Packard had five bullets in him, but he was
still alive, and was taken to the hospital. Wilson, unconscious,
went with him and was in a coma for three days. The Sheriff went to
the morgue.

When Packard got out of the hospital and was
in jail awaiting trial for the murder of the Sheriff, fellow
Klansmen tried to break him out. The Klan had some friends in the
Sheriff's office who were supposed to see that the operation went
smoothly, but they got faint-hearted at a critical moment and it
turned into a gunfight and Packard, along with another Klansmen,
were killed by a deputy named Foster, who was a nephew of the
sheriff Packard had killed.

The day after Packard was buried in the cold
winter Missouri ground Wilson's mother loaded up her possessions
and her sons in Packard's Ford pickup and moved back home to stay
with her older sister, who had recently lost her husband in a
hunting accident. The two widows found comfort in the Bible, and
held prayers every evening with Wilson and his little brother and
set aside Sundays for the Lord.

Since recovering from the coma Wilson had
been experiencing periodic excruciating headaches and he had
recurring dreams about the death of his step-father. He didn’t
understand why the only father he'd ever known had to die. He
missed a lot of school, and started trouble with any kid who looked
at him crossways and argued with his mother when she wanted to
praise the Lord.

The headaches kept him awake at night, and
sometimes he would sit at his bedroom window on a three-legged
wooden stool gazing out into the dark, rocking back and forth
massaging his temples and fantasizing about going back to Missouri
and gunning down the deputy, Foster, who had killed his
step-father. He imagined driving into town with Packard's .30
caliber M1 like some dark avenging angel and wiping out the whole
hayseed police force. It had all been about some nigger’s house
that had burned down. They didn't even have any proof that he'd
done it, and if he had, so what? It was just a nigger’s house, who
cared? Hate simmered and festered in his young heart.

When he was sixteen he was arrested with
another teen-aged tough for breaking into a feed store. The owner
of the store was a third cousin of his mother's, a couple of times
removed, who was sympathetic to her tragic history and he didn't
press charges. But Wilson's mother took a belt to him while his
aunt looked on, reading pertinent passages from the Bible.

Wilson became more incorrigible after that.
He stopped going to school completely and sometimes he wouldn't
even come home at night. His mother threatened him with the belt
and with God's wrath, but Wilson didn't care. He cursed her and he
cursed God.

One night he packed some clothes and left
home, taking two of Euless Packard's handguns and $75 that he
pilfered from his Mother's and his aunt's purses, and they never
heard from him again.

He didn't know where he was going, didn’t
care, he just stuck out his thumb and headed west. Two nights later
he was stranded on a desolate windy Texas highway between Abilene
and Lubbock. He stood there for two hours under a faint gibbous
moon watching cars whiz by and when it started to drizzle he almost
began to wish he was home in his warm bed with a bellyful of
home-cooked food. But he remembered the lessons Euless had taught
him, about how to be tough and to ignore physical suffering, and he
knew he was strong enough to survive.

Finally a gray Lincoln with California plates
slowed and pulled over to the shoulder and the passenger door was
flung open in invitation. Wilson ran up to it and hopped in and
tossed his bag on the front floorboard. It was warm inside and the
leather seats were soft and inviting. The radio was set to WBAP out
of Fort Worth. Johnny Cash was singing "I Walk the Line".

The driver was a big man, soft around the
middle, dressed in a western style business suit and wearing
horn-rimmed glasses. He had long dark curly hair and smelled of
Aqua Velva.

"Where ya headed, son?" the man asked,
smiling, in a surprisingly high-pitched voice.

"Santa Fe," Wilson lied. Euless Packard used
to talk about Santa Fe. He'd lived there once.

"Got family out there?

"Sister."

"Nice place, Santa Fe," the man said
conversationally.

"Yeah," Wilson muttered.

"Rotten night to be out hitching a ride."

"Yeah."

The Lincoln accelerated quickly to eighty and
Wilson settled back comfortably and watched the Texas landscape fly
by. Ray Price came on the radio and the man hummed softly along
with the song, tapping the steering wheel softly in time with the
beat. Wilson began to doze.

An hour later Wilson awoke with a start to
find the man's hand on his thigh. The hand, white with black-haired
knuckles, moved softly, stroking his leg lovingly. They were parked
in a dark corner of a rest area by the side of the highway.

"You're a pretty cute kid," the man said. He
had taken his glasses off and was scooting closer to Wilson.

Wilson was terrified, he didn't know what to
do. He'd heard about guys like this. His step-father had hated
them, said they should all burn in hell. But they were supposed to
be little girly pansy-ass creatures, not like this guy, as big as a
wrestler.

The hand crept to Wilson's fly and began
toying with it. A finger ran up and down the metal of the zipper
and the other fingers caressed Wilson through the rough fabric of
his jeans. Wilson grabbed at the door handle and tried to get out
of the car but the man threw his other arm around Wilson and pulled
him close.

"Now, that's no way to act," he said,
breathing heavily. "I won't hurt you."

Wilson struggled futilely in the man's grip,
he out-weighed Wilson by about eighty pounds. He tried to hit the
man but the man grabbed his hand, chuckling. Then Wilson's foot
brushed against the bag on the floorboard with his belongings in it
and he thought of the two guns he had in there. A faint cunning
grin crossed his face and he relaxed a little so the man would
loosen his grip. He worked an arm down and felt around and found
the old Colt that had belonged to his step-father.

The man's head was in his lap and it was
making Wilson sick. A wave of rage and hate against the man
overcame him as he raised the gun up from the floor and pointed it
at the man's back. It was easy to pull the trigger, and the shock
of the sound blasting through his fingers and filling the air he
breathed screamed to him what he had been saved from. Instantly as
the sound filled Wilson’s ears, the man made a squealing sound and
jerked up, banging the top of his head against Wilson's jaw.
Without thinking, Wilson brought the barrel of the gun down hard on
the top of his head and for the first time became aware of the
blood that had sprayed a layer complicity over everything his eyes
could see, mostly himself. The man sighed and slumped down in
Wilson’s lap, unconscious. Wilson opened the car door and struggled
out from underneath him. He had to wrestle the man out of the car
onto the ground. He looked at the queer lying there in the
rain-soaked weeds, breathing raggedly. Wilson glanced around and
noticed the rest area was empty. Aiming his gun at the man's head,
he put another bullet into him. Then he watched as the man jerked
and died. Wilson reached down and got the man's wallet and watch
and ring.

The zipper on Wilson's jeans was already half
open, and he pulled it the rest of the way down and pissed on the
pansy before kicking him down a slippery declivity where he
disappeared under a tangle of cacti and mesquite. Then he got in
the Lincoln gleefully, slammed the gear shift to "D" and mashed the
gas pedal to the floor and burned rubber out of the rest area. He
felt wild and free, and he stuck his head out the window and
hollered into the night.

When Hank Barnett's latest hit, "Southern
Lovin'", came on the radio, Wilson lost all control. He screamed
obscenities at the dashboard as he drew back his foot before
kicking the radio until it quit playing.

Wilson ditched the Lincoln in Utah and
hitchhiked on to Spokane, where he set himself up with an old Ford
and a furnished room with the $3,000 in cash and jewelry he'd got
off the dead queer. Later he went to work in a silver mine near
Coeur d'Alene, and then moved back to Washington State, where he
worked as a logger. He got into a fight in a bar in Tacoma and
nearly killed a man and avoided prosecution by enlisting in the
Army, but he was discharged less than a year later on a Section
Eight after doing three months in the stockade for mauling some
officers during field maneuvers.

He hitchhiked down to Florida to spend the
winter and get some sand in his shoes, but the first week he was
there he killed a man over a $15 bet on a dog race in Orlando and
had to leave in a hurry, on a freight train north.

After that he drifted around the country,
sometimes going homeless, and worked sporadically, usually as a
welder or a laborer, getting up enough money to tide him over for a
few months and then hitting the road again.

He went back to Idaho for a while and took up
with a white supremacist Christian group known as Aryan Nations who
were dedicated to the preservation of the white race, but Packard
was essentially a loner and he was soon on his way again.

He tried the straight life for awhile. He got
a full time job as a welder in Cheyenne and married a 17-year old
mail-order bride from the Philippines, with whom he had a son, but
the demons in his head wouldn't let him be. He beat her when she
wouldn't do right and she left him after two years and went back to
home to the Philippines, taking their son with her. Packard was
glad to see her go; he'd had enough of family life, what with the
responsibilities of the child and the financial worries. He was
happy to be on his own again, and he wrote a string of bad checks
and left town, owing two months back rent on the house his employer
had graciously let him live in, to drift around the country
again.

At a gun show in Fort Smith Packard got to
drinking some Ozark moonshine with some gun men who claimed to
belong to the Christian Identity Church. The Identity Church's
doctrines held that white Anglo Saxon Protestants were descended
from the Ten Lost Tribes of Biblical times - whom they claimed were
really Anglo Saxon - and that they, not the Jews, were the "chosen
people." The Jews were actually descendants of Cain, they believed,
and they weren’t even white. Christian Identity members further
believed that the Nazi slaughter of the Jews never happened.

"This country's in a hell of a shape," they
told Packard. "Between the Jews and the niggers, the whites in this
country are about to lose what little freedom we have left. The
whole fuckin' USA's about to collapse."

Packard nodded in agreement. He already knew
all that. Hell, he'd been raised that way, to believe in the
inherent superiority of the white race and to believe that blacks
and other non-whites were on the same spiritual level as animals,
and therefore had no souls. He believed that the Jews were the seed
of Satan, and not the seed of God. And he'd found out even more
from his experiences with Aryan Nations in Idaho, about ZOG, the
Zionist Occupied Government that the United States had become, a
government controlled by the Jews, who were undermining what had
been a free country. He believed that the Jews, who were financing
the training of blacks to take over most of the major US cities in
the imminent race war, and other non-whites were a threat to the
Christian white race.

The gun men were members of a Christian
survivalist group called the CSA which stood for The Covenant, The
Sword, and the Arm of the Lord It was founded in the 70's after a
preacher from San Antonio declared, "God spoke to me". He then
converted from ordinary Protestantism to Identity Christian. The
group ran their operations from a compound called Zarephath-Horeb,
after the Biblical place where Moses received the Ark of the
Covenant, Mount Horeb, and after the Phoenician city, Zarephath. It
was located on a couple hundred acres of wilderness in the Ozark
mountains near the Missouri-Arkansas border.

Packard had been knocking around alone for
some time, sleeping in homeless shelters or in the woods, and he
was glad to meet some kindred spirits who shared some of his
political and religious ideas. He was also broke, and when they
invited him to come to the compound and visit for a while he was
glad of a free place to stay. Packard had heard about
Zarephath-Horeb back in Idaho, and he was eager to see what it was
all about. He rode back with them that night and the next day they
put him to work in the gun shop.

The CSA were Christian survivalists preparing
for the collapse of the American government and the coming race war
by training in the use of weapons in a mock village called
Silhouette City, similar to the FBI's training ground at Quantico.
The CSA also operated the "Endtime Overcomer Survival Training
School," offering to members and to selected non-members courses in
urban warfare, riflery and pistolcraft, military tactics,
"Christian martial arts" and wilderness survival.

The CSA had their own water supply,
electricity, dormitories, and factories where they made hand
grenades and paraphernalia for firearms, using the most
sophisticated equipment. They also conducted seminars on the gun
show circuit throughout the Midwest and South at which they
demonstrated weapons available for self-protection and offered for
sale riot guns and gun accessories along with quantities of hate
literature.

Polygamy was encouraged at Zarepath-Horeb.
The founder, himself, had four wives and Packard fell right in with
that program. Understandably, there was a big turnover in the
female population of Zarephath-Horeb and the members were always on
the lookout for new women. One day after Packard had been there for
a month he was invited to go out on a recruitment drive.

"We need some new meat," he was told by Young
and Landau, the two he had met at the gun show, and they piled into
a Cadillac and went cruising, looking for new recruits. It was a
warm, sunny summer day and they were hoping to find
hitchhikers.

They scouted the secondary roads for a couple
of hours until they came upon a blonde-haired girl with a backpack
on the ground beside her and her thumb out. The men looked up and
down the road, no traffic was in sight.

"Pull over," Young said, and Packard, who was
driving, eased the big Caddy over to the edge of the road.

"Need a ride, Miss?" Young asked.

The girl was dressed in faded jeans and a
tie-dyed T-shirt. Her long hair was in braids and her fresh face
was freckled and sun tanned. She was probably eighteen.

"Umm, well…" the girl mumbled, nervously
eyeing the bearded, camouflage-clad men in the muddy Cadillac.

Landau opened the back door, smiled at her
and motioned her inside. When she started to back away he sprang
from the car and dragged her and her backpack inside.

"No!" she hollered, struggling uselessly
against the powerful Landau, who weighed 210 and who was a martial
arts expert.

"Yes!" he sneered in her face, clamping her
arms behind her back and pushing her to the floorboard.

A week later the girl escaped from
Zarephath-Horeb on a moonless night and Packard and Young went
after her, trailing her across the mountains and catching up with
her at dawn, miles from anywhere. The girl had no idea where she
was going, and had gotten farther and farther away from any hope of
succor

She was tired and wet and bedraggled and
offered no resistance when they stripped her and repeatedly raped
her. When they were done with her she looked so pathetic and cowed
lying on the wet ground sniffling, smeared with mud and the men's
sweat, that Packard felt an unaccountable hatred for her well up
inside him and he slashed her throat with his hunting knife. They
buried her in a shallow grave where she lay and went back home to
the compound.

Not too long after that it was rumored that
FBI men were staking out Zarephath-Horeb, planning some sort of a
raid. Packard saw for himself the unmarked cars with long antennas
cruising the area and he figured it was about time to be on his
way, so one night he slipped away, taking a 17-shot 9mm Glock
semiautomatic with him, and headed south.


Chapter 4

Simmons, Hank Barnett’s bus driver, was not
happy. He'd expected them back about three, but here it was not
even midnight and Austin had come into the room, rousted him out of
a sound sleep, and announced that they were ready to go to San
Antonio.

"What the hell?" Simmons grumbled, scratching
his balding head and yawning.

"Hank had a little trouble," Austin
understated.

"Fucked up the show, huh?" Simmons knew what
could happen when Barnett got his nose in a bottle.

"Big time."

Simmons shook his head, rubbed his eyes,
coughed, and lit a Camel non-filter. "He asleep?"

"Kind of." Barnett had been up and down on
the way back to the motel.

"Well, pig shit."

Austin finished packing his suitcase, zipped
it up, and threw his garment bag over his shoulder. "I'll go check
out. Be waitin' for ya out front." He stopped in the bathroom to
wash his hands and check his hair. Then he was out the door.

Simmons got up, stretched, and went into the
bathroom to piss and throw some water on his face. He smoothed his
short, sparse, reddish hair back with his fingers, put on his
greasy Charlie Daniels baseball cap, and began to get dressed,
cursing Barnett under his breath. He'd get some sleep sometime, but
not tonight.

Simmons was fifty-five, and had been driving
professionally for nearly thirty years, first trucks and then
buses. He had come to Nashville ten years ago when the trucking
company he had been driving for in Birmingham had gone under. He
knew a few Nashville tour bus drivers from truck stops and he
didn't have any trouble finding work. He'd been a big country music
fan when he came to town, but now he'd seen the business from the
inside and he preferred doing rock'n'roll tours, even though he
couldn't stand the music. The money was better, and he was treated
like a valued employee rather than a necessary evil.

He could drive fourteen hours at a stretch -
when he was getting overdrive pay - smoking Camels and drinking
coffee. He hadn't taken a pill since his heart attack three years
ago. His face had more lines than a page from his Rand McNally, and
his sinewy body was as tough as an old truck tire. He'd been
married twice, was single now, and knew truck stop waitresses by
name in at least a dozen states. He drove for a Nashville company
that leased out buses, mainly to rock'n'roll groups, and he just
went out with Barnett occasionally, when he had a few free days and
Barnett, who didn’t work enough to hire on a full-time driver,
needed someone.

Simmons wasn't in any big hurry as he got
into his short- sleeved western shirt, cinched up his jeans with
the old hand-tooled leather belt, and pulled on his scuffed brown
boots. Fuck 'em. Let 'em wait.

He gathered up his shaving kit from the
bathroom and his sunglasses and cigarettes and keys from the
nightstand, checked the room to make sure he wasn't leaving
anything behind, clicked off the TV, grabbed his suitcase and went
out the door.

It was still hot and muggy outside. Bugs
buzzed the lights around the outside of the motel. People scurried
in and out, checking in, or going to the bar, or coming back from a
swim. There was a group of young men in the lobby, half drunk, in
powder blue tuxedos. Somebody had gotten married. Another poor
bastard bites the dust, Simmons thought. At the check-in counter an
old man wearing a cheap toupee and a polyester western suit and
holding a white Stetson in his hand was arguing with the clerk, a
pretty, brown-haired girl with a freshly-scrubbed look, about his
bill. The man's wife stood behind him, looking away in
embarrassment. Z Z Top spewed from the bar every time the door
opened to let someone in or out.

Simmons found the bus parked out front, near
the street, away from the lobby. There were other motels and
nightspots and restaurants nearby, and traffic was heavy in the
parking lot and on the street. The engine was on fast idle. Simmons
got in, stowed his small suitcase behind the driver's seat, and
grabbed his Thermos. It was cool and smoky inside the bus, the
lights low. The stereo was tuned to a jazz station. Simmons hated
jazz.

"Bus driver, drive by Mary's place," Dax sang
at him, paraphrasing the Mills Brothers hit. He looked fat and
sassy, sprawled out in Barnett's captain's chair, a Lone Star in
his hand, his feet propped up on the sofa.

"I just want a chance to see her face,"
Jackie continued with the song. He looked comfortable, too, a drink
in his hand. He had on shorts and a Nashville Sounds tank top.

"We got off early," Dax said, laughing.

"No shit," Simmons growled. "I should still
be in bed."

Osgood sat in a dark corner, eating a
Snickers bar. Will was fooling with the stereo. Austin, who had
been in the back hanging up his stage clothes, walked up front and
handed Simmons the wallet with the two hundred dollars daily cash
and the credit cards. His breath stank of marihuana. Simmons would
need the wallet to fuel up on the way to San Antonio.

"He's asleep," Austin said, jerking his head
toward the back of the bus.

It was lucky for Austin that Barnett couldn't
tell a bad bass player from a good one. Some of Austin's former
employers could, and that's why they were former employers. He'd
been with Barnett a long time, though, singing harmony, driving the
bus, booking motels, baby-sitting, and handling any other business
that came up, and he had made himself necessary.

"Good," Simmons said. "I'm gonna go get some
coffee." He left with his Thermos.

Osgood finished his candy bar and sat
nervously playing with the wadded-up wrapper. He hoped Barnett
wouldn't mess with him tonight, and he wished he were back in
Fatback, Arkansas playing the Friday Night Jamboree with his
cousins, like he had for the last three years before he'd moved to
Nashville. He looked at his watch. They were playing right at this
moment.

Austin flopped down in his captain's chair
with some Oreos from the stash in his closet. He pried each one
apart before he at it and noted Osgood's nervousness and grinned to
himself. It was always a hoot to watch Barnett fool with a new guy,
and it gave the rest of the guys a break.

When Barnett was drinking he loved to
antagonize people - family, friends, employees, complete strangers.
It was unreal how far some people would let him go, just because
he'd had a bunch of hit records. Austin had seen promoters cringe
nervously and smile while Barnett drunkenly pawed their wives. A DJ
in Fort Worth had just laughed, trying not to gag, when Barnett had
kissed him smack on the mouth in front of a room full of people. A
black park owner in Massachusetts had turned red with rage and
embarrassment - but still failed to do anything - when Barnett
screeched on the mike, "Get this nigger off the stage." And some of
the fans at the shows just grinned stupidly and tried to shake his
hand or get their picture taken with him, no matter how much he
swore at them or insulted them. It was ridiculous what people would
put up with to be around a celebrity.

Barnett ran into trouble occasionally. Not
everyone was impressed with him. He'd shown up on the bus once with
a black eye, and had finally admitted that a guy in the lounge in
the Nashville airport had knocked him off his barstool when he
wouldn't shut up and stay out of the guy's face. That was a good
one, and the guys in the band had raised their glasses in salute to
that unknown drinker many times since.

Every musician who'd ever worked for Barnett
had had a showdown or two with him. Some stayed on the gig, but
most left for easier pickins elsewhere. Austin, Dax, and Jackie had
all knocked him on his ass at least once. He'd get enraged and fire
them when it happened, but the next day they were hired back and
all was forgotten - sort of - and Barnett would claim that it
wasn't his fault because he was drunk.

He hadn't tried his act with Will, the steel
player, yet. It took him a while to feel out new band members. But
it was coming.

Dax went for another beer and Jackie held out
an empty grasping hand and Dax got two.

"So what the hell is this damn pill, anyway?"
Dax asked, taking a drink and sloshing it down the front of his
shirt. "Damn," he said wiping at his shirt. "Anybody ever figure it
out?"

The pill in question was lying on the table,
where they had found it last night when they left town. It was pale
yellow and shaped like an elongated oval. It said Zoloft, 100 mg.
on it. Nobody had ever heard of Zoloft. Nobody knew where it had
come from or what it was. Maybe some musician had dropped it. Maybe
the cleaning lady had found it on the floor.

"It's a mystery," Jackie said. "Why don't you
take it and we'll watch you and see what happens?"

"Could be a suppository," Austin
suggested.

"Kinda small," Dax said doubtfully.

"For your ass,"
Austin kidded.

"Oooh, I might like it, though," Dax kidded
back.

"Whadda you think, Osgood?" Dax said, holding
the pill up to the light, trying to get a rise out of the little
fiddle player.

"I dunno. Never seen no pill like that,"
Osgood said, twisting the candy wrapper.

"Well, what kinda pills have you seen?'

"I seen my sister's birth control pill once.
They was blue, though."

"So I guess this ain't a birth control pill,
since it's yellow."

"I reckon not."

"I didn't think they believed in birth
control back there in the sticks," Dax said.

"She had to hide them from Momma and Daddy."
Osgood wasn't sure if Dax was making fun of him or not.

"Did they work?"

"My Daddy does. He's a truck driver."

Everybody howled at that one.

"No, the pills, you Gomer," Dax said, choking
on his beer, laughing. "Did the pills
work?"

"I reckon. She never had no more kids."

Dax affected a shocked look. "How many kids
did she have?"

"Just the one."

"So you're an uncle."

"Could be," Osgood said, squirming
uncomfortably.

"Could be?"

"Was my older brother Hiram got her pregnant.
But he's just a half-brother. Don't know if that makes me an uncle
or a brother."

More howling from everyone. Osgood's face
grew hot and flushed.

"Where's the kid live, with your sister or
your brother?"

"With my Aunt Harriet up in
Russellville."

"Where's your sister?"

"She run off with Jimmy Skinner, the
preacher's son."

"Well, where's your brother Hiram?"

"He's locked up in the pen down in
Huntsville."

"What for?"

"Bigamy."

The bus door opened and Simmons climbed in,
wondering what everybody was laughing so goddamn hard at. He poured
himself a cup from his Thermos, black, and lit a cigarette.

"Hey, Simmons, what the hell is this pill?" Dax hollered.

"Why don't you throw that damn thing out.
Might be dangerous," the driver said. He was tired of hearing about
that pill. That's all they had talked about last night for a
hundred miles, and he didn't give a rat’s ass what it was.

Simmons settled himself in the driver's seat,
checked his gauges, and hollered at Austin: "We ready?"

"Let's roll," Austin answered.

Simmons looked in his mirrors, waited for
three kids in a Nissan pickup to get parked, and pulled out onto
the street and headed for the Interstate ramp, a block away.
Barnett's door at the back of the bus remained closed, and when
they were on 35 E trucking along about sixty they all began to hope
for an easy run to San Antonio. Such was not to be the case,
however...

"AH-HA!" Barnett suddenly screamed shrilly
from the doorway.

Everyone jumped. They hadn't heard him
coming, but there he was, on a search and annoy mission. He stood
there framed in the doorway, dressed in pale blue boxer shorts,
white V-neck undershirt, and cowboy boots. His hair was wild,
sticking up from his head as if it were charged with static
electricity. He had a cigarette in his hand and his dark eyes
looked demented.

"The Beast from the back of the bus," Dax
whispered.

"Turn it off!" the Beast screamed.

Turn what off, everyone wondered? The engine?
The lights?

"Motherfuckers! Turn it off!"

Austin reached up and turned off the stereo,
which had been changed to a country station, so low they could
barely hear it over the road noise. They hadn't wanted to disturb
him.

"Motherfuckers," Barnett grumbled, swaying in
the doorway, dragging on his butt, glaring at his vassals.

They all kept him in the corner of their
eyes, while avoiding direct eye contact. To lose sight of him could
be dangerous if he decided to pounce on someone.

Osgood suddenly felt a little queasy, as
though the candy bar he'd just eaten was churning around in his
stomach. He wished he’d gone to bed.

"Dax! Gimme a beer!" the Beast growled.

Dax and Jackie had hidden their beers behind
their backs when Barnett had appeared. If Barnett knew they had
anything to drink he would just mooch it from them.

Dax had only two beers left from the
twelve-pack he had bought that afternoon, and they were hidden away
under his bunk. He wasn't planning to surrender either one of
them.

"I'll see what we got," he said cheerfully,
opening the cooler and peering inside, knowing there wasn't any
beer. He rummaged around for a moment. "Nothin' here, chief," he
said, shrugging his shoulders and putting on a mournful face.

Barnett's gaze swept around the bus and he
glared at each band member in turn. When he settled on Jackie,
Jackie tried to look like somebody who didn't have a beer in the
world. The Bud was cold against his back, and he wished Barnett
would look away so he could take a quick drink.

"Son'za-bitches," Barnett mumbled, shaking
his head and lurching toward the cooler, nearly falling in Austin's
lap as they went around a slight bend in the road. Jackie took a
quick drink, and Dax giggled at him.

Simmons, cursing silently, watched the show
grimly in his inside mirror. Barnett had once thrown an empty
whiskey bottle at a driver at seventy miles an hour.

Barnett got down on his knees and threw open
the lid of the cooler and rummaged around inside. Just ice and some
snacks. No beer.

"Simmons!" he roared. "Pull over!"

Simmons kept on going.

"Pull over!" Barnett roared, louder.

Simmons slowed down slightly.

"Pull this goddamn bus over and stop!"
Barnett ordered.

Simmons, staring straight ahead, reluctantly
downshifted and slowed to a stop on the edge of the road. Trucks
thundered by, shaking the bus with their wake. A driver on the CB
asked if they were OK. "How 'boutcha, stagecoach? Need some
help?"

Mumbling incoherently to himself, Barnett
grabbed sandwiches and soft drinks from the cooler and ordered
Simmons to open the bus door. Simmons, a bored look on his face,
opened the door and Barnett, slopping ice all over the floor,
dumped everything out in the ditch.
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