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BULL SCHAFFNER: long-haul truck driver and amateur PI. He bathes frequently, he exercises every day, he's picky about hookers, and he cheats on his log only when he has to. So why does everything always seem to go wrong? McKay Trucking is missing a rig and a driver, and the company is hoping Bull can find them. Preferably the uninsured rig with the load intact a combined worth of a quarter-million dollars. The driver, well, hunt for him on your own time.
CHAPTER 1 - Atlanta GA
Grabbing the first payphone in sight, Bull Schaffner punched in the 800 number for the McKay terminal in Missouri while keeping an eye on the huge parking lot beyond the fuel islands. It was late afternoon and the truckstop was filling up fast, the parked rigs shimmering in the August heat and the asphalt rank with the sharp stink of evaporating urine. It had not rained in Atlanta for weeks but the dark thunderheads rolling in from west of the huge TA truckstop were no comfort to Bull. A storm breaking loose right now would be bad timing, well, maybe not so bad. The rain and the thunder could provide some cover....
He involuntarily jerked at a shadow moving up on his right but it was only the clatter of a UPS driver with an empty handcart heading for the restaurant kitchen.
"Come on, Kate, come on, pick up!"
A huge, orange Schneider rig turned out of the lot and roared by in low gears. Bull Schaffner, aka Perry Schaffner, (aka "Bullperry" by his aging parents), mashed the phone to his ear to press out the racket. He needed Kate, the McKay Trucking dispatcher and part-owner, but Bull scored her smart-ass, thirteen year-old brat instead. Little Harold.
"Harold, listen up. I found your missing truck!" Bull waited in vain for a reaction, then continued. "That missing driver of yours, whatsisname, Denver? I found his rig, his Pete, but..."
Kate's fatherless, two-hundred pound son let out a long, wet, trolling burp.
"Harold, this is serious shit! I found Denver's rig but it's hooked to the wrong load and the wrong trailer. Got that? The wrong load? Where's your mother?"
Another wet but less enthusiastic burp. "She's in the bunkhouse fucking Benny."
"Benny? Who's... Wait. Ring the phone over there."
But Kate had already picked up the extension. "I'm not fucking Benny, Harold! Damn!"
"Well, who then, Mama?"
"Benny. But I'm not fucking him."
"Well, maybe not this minute, not as-we-speak, but..."
"Hey! Can we get serious here? This is Bull Schaffner! I'm at the big TA in Atlanta. I found it. But he's hooked to the wrong trailer and the wrong load. A big Airstream trailer on a marine yacht-hauler. A lowboy. The Airstream has a tarp over it and the doors are locked. You only sent the tractor keys."
"Bull, I told you, he was pulling a flatbed, no, that's right, our new trailer, the lowboy!"
"Kate, this lowboy's got somebody else's name on it. Duplan Marine Transport or something. Detachable gooseneck. The Airstream was loaded from the front."
Little Harold burped again and Kate yelled at him to hang up his end.
"Bull, listen, you looked around? Our new lowboy trailer's gone?"
"Not at this truckstop. And another thing, the generator on the Airstream is running and there's a hole cut out of the tarp on top and one of the air conditioners is running. In other words, I need to know stuff. Like what if somebody's sleeping inside, or maybe Denver's sleeping inside, or..."
"What if he's not?!"
"Right. Then what? Unhook the tractor and haul ass? I don't have much time, Kate. I checked the fuel tanksthey're fullthe engine's idling, and somebody's fixing to take off with it soon. You want me to drop the trailer since it's not yours, and take off with the tractor? Leave the trailer?"
"You sure you got the right unit?"
"Burgundy Peterbilt-377. Small crack in the right windshield like you said. McKay Trucking painted on the doors. Number twelve painted on the hood. That good enough?"
Kate did not answer immediately and Bull jumped at the sound of a sharp crack in the phone, lightening, and listened to her shuffling through some papers up there in Missouri before the thunder rolled in. "It's fixin' to dump here in a minute, Kate. I need to know what you want!"
Bull felt a cool burst of fresh air, and watched the loose paper and litter swirl up around the parking lot. A few drivers began heading out of the building toward their units, and Bull's focus softened for a moment as his eyes followed a young couple holding hands and running toward their rig in the front row, a flatbed hooked to an old, R-model Mack with a one-man sleeper.
"Okay, Bull, listen, Denver was supposed to load up two brand-new Massey Ferguson 4-wheel-drive farm tractors in Marietta, on our lowboy to Florida City. I checked after he disappeared and he made the pick-up but not the delivery. Those babies are fifty thousand dollars a pop!"
"Kate, you already told me that. I need to know what to do now! I can call the law, I can drop the trailer and get your tractor back, I can run off with the whole mess and ..."
"Don't call the law! Shit, they'll impound the rig. This is a small company. We can't afford lawyers and we need every unit we have on the road hauling booger! That was a new trailer, that missing lowboy, and all we got is liability insurance on it. And I got to hope the load is insured. Shit, Bull, take the whole hog. Then we'll have their load and their trailer to trade for ours."
"Their trailer? Who's 'their'?"
"Whoever's trailer!"
"Maybe it's legit. What's Denver like? You know him pretty good? You could FAX me a picture and I can look around for him."
"Legitimate? Bullshit. He went off the screen over a week ago, and his family is reporting him missing. Either he flew the coop, or he got hijacked, or he's ripping us off, or he's dead. He's an older dude. We almost didn't hire him. Carries a laptop and gets shitty because we still don't use email. Has some ex-wives and a bunch of kids he can't support.... In other words, picture you in twenty more years."
"Thanks, Kate."
"In other words, if he's not in the cab or in the load, haul ass. Don't be a pussy!"
"Bust the locks on the Airstream first and see what's inside?"
"No! Why is there a tarp on it? Why tarp a travel trailer? Well, what we don't know we can't be held accountable for, right?"
"You sure? You thought about this?"
"Hell no, you just called me! Go! Call me back when you can. And before you get back here to MO, okay?"
"What about a manifest? What if they ask for it at a scale or if I get nailed with a DOT inspection?"
Kate groaned. "How does the unit look?"
"Good! Even with all the miles it has on it...."
"No, no, Number-12 is the Pete we bought from Deke's widow. It sat for a couple years and now it's just broke in. Denver said he was fixin' to clock the first 100k before he dropped off the radar. That baby is mint! This is the one we promised you, if you can bring it in."
"Yeah, OK.... But mine was midnight black, with gold pinstripes and had my name in gold leaf on both sides of the hood and it didn't have a scratch on it before you guys wrecked it..."
"And ready for an in-frame overhaul and new brakes and..."
"...and had that AC I could regulate from the sleeper and..."
"Bull, Denver's unit you can reg the AC and start the engine from the sleeper, jeez! It has a separate AC for the sleeper! You got time to argue about this now?
"Well, I got time if it's going to be my tractor!"
"How does the trailer look? Tread on the tires?"
"It looks new."
"Then go! Go hide it somewhere for tonight and get some sleep."
"Okay, but if I don't call back soon I'm leaving my rental car in front of the drivers' motel. I'm at the big TA in Atlanta. Not the Petro. The TA, got it? The car's on my credit card so I need you to call the rental office. Wait..." Bull tucked the phone under his chin and fished a card out of his shirt pocket, and gave her the number. "Tell them the keys will be at the motel desk. Tell them I got sick or something."
"Got it."
"I'm gone."
Bull looked up at the sky and muttered out loud as he headed for the car. "Dear MasterVisa, Sir!" Another week like this and he'd be maxed out on both of them, and max-out was death for a self-employed trucker. Especially one who was doing private investigation and property retrieval....
There was only a spattering of raindrops, and the wind seemed to be flagging. He had not really expected to find the missing rig here and was glad he had looked around before checking into the motel. Now all he had to do was move his shit from the rental to the tractor, drop the car keys at the desk, and boogie. He drove down to the back row of the lot and parked in front of the big Peterbilt, in effect blocking it, then had to move the little economy rental out of the way so a Florida Tank Lines rig could back into the empty hole beside him. The tanker made it in there in one, quick shot, something that always made Bull a little envious. The driver was out and chattering away before Bull could finish snatching his stuff out of the car. A suitcase, his motel bag, his laptop-computer carry-on bag, his cooler, his cardboard snack box... He set them all down on the ground beside the Pete's passenger door.
"Looks like I got the last hole! This place always fills up quick before dark."
"Yeah, well, I'm fixin' to make another hole as soon as I get my gear squared away."
Shit!
I don't know if there's anybody in the sleeper!
Bull's heart was pounding now, and he wished the other driver would buzz off. But the guy just stood there, short and plump, gray hair, coke-bottle glasses and red suspenders and a CAT POWER cap, jeez.... Bull pounded on the sleeper with his fist and waited.
"The old lady got ya locked out?"
"Pound on that camper-trailer under the tarp for me, will you?" Bull had already knocked on it before calling Kate, after looking underneath to make sure it was chained down.
The other driver looked puzzled, then winked at Bull. He obliged with both fists and with almost enough force to dent the aluminum. "Who'd be in there with this tarp over the doors? How much they charge?"
"They're free. Two young ladies. Hot, built, and ready."
"Yeah, sure, in your dreams."
Bull dug into his Levi's pocket past the .22 Beretta for the two tractor keys McKay Trucking had FedEx'd him down to his home in Miami, when he had scored this job. He guessed at which one was the door key and it turned without a hitch. He could have picked the lock almost as easily. 100,000 dollar truck, ten-dollar lock.... A second ignition key would be inside because the motor and AC were running.
A few, large, ice-cold raindrops splattered the shiny fender and Bull's clean-shaven face, and the top of his balding, crew-cut head.
"Climb in and I'll hand up your stuff."
Bull turned and the tanker driver already had the laptop bag in hand and was reaching down for the suitcase. Shit! Bull was tired and nervous and he would have liked a moment to look around, check out the cab and scan the lot again for anybody headed directly for this particular truck hell, he didn't even know what kind of gearbox he would be driving. But he recognized the fifteen speed immediately, a unit he was reasonably familiar with, and the cab was cleaner than most, the walk-in sleeper empty and the bunk made, and the AC set on LOW. There was a black-leather, laptop case an airline carry-on not unlike his own lying on the passenger seat. Bull flipped that onto the bunk and turned back to reach for the stuff the tanker driver was handing up.
"The chicks split, huh, McKay?"
"Maybe they're getting a shower over in the building. Primping, you know, getting ready for me." Bull reached for his computer bag first. His other gun, the 9MM CZ-P01, was in there with the laptop, plus his credit cards and logbook, his Florida and Alabama carry permits, his eye-drops and his deodorant. All the important stuff.
"Thanks."
"Hey, we ain't gettin' any younger."
"I'm not as old as you yet."
"You will be 'fore you know it."
Bull pulled up the bulging B-4 suitcase next, glanced through the windshield again, and reached down with both hands for the box of truck snacks: little microwave buckets of corned beef hash, ravioli, scalloped potatoes with ham, Beenie-Weenies, Sweet Sue chicken & dumplings; jars of cashew nuts, and bags of York chocolate mint patties....
Still no real rain, and no sign of whoever had parked the McKay Peterbilt here. Bull didn't want to be rude to the driver who had just helped him but it was time to boogie.
Shit, the car! "Hey! Do us both a favor?"
"How much are the showers - still five bucks?"
"Free if you fuel here. Listen, it's fixin' to dump. How about you taking my rental car to the building and drop the keys at the desk? They're coming to get it."
"Yeah, sure, OK!"
"'Preciate it. Hey, when the girls get out of the shower they're yours. Tell them PBS said so. My handle. Perry Bull Schaffner. Or Public Bull Station, take your pick."
"Okay, PBS! Happy trails!"
Bull reached over and snatched the passenger door shut.
Happy trails, Christ!
But he looks honest....
That was dumb. Letting him know who I am....
Bull could even hear him: "His handle's PBS, the guy who stole that rig!"
One more glance back into the sleeper to reassure himself that he was alone, and a mash-down on both door-lock buttons. Then a quick settle in behind the wheel and a fiddle with the height of the Ultra-Ride seat and the realization that the previous driver was the same, average-joe size. The idling engine sounded steady and smooth, the temp was at 180, both fuel gauges showed full, the brake-air gauges were at 120 where they belonged.... He would have to assume that all the lights worked.
The AC felt good through Bull's sweaty shirt, and he tested the wipers. Okay! Deciding to leave the seatbelt alone until he was in the clear, he dug into his laptop case for his glasses, which he needed for driving in poor light. He studied the fifteen-speed's gear lever for a moment, but when he released the parking brakes Bull was startled by the familiar, exploding hiss which would be heard all over the lot. He looked from the mirrors to the windshield and back to the mirrors, half expecting someone to come running up and shouting.
The storm broke with a flash of lightening and an instant crack of thunder, and in the ensuing downpour no one noticed McKay Trucking's unit No.12 ease out of the hole.
CHAPTER 2 - Atlanta to LaGrange GA
Bull switched on the wipers as the big rig eased on down to the end of the back row, but he had to grope around on the unfamiliar dash for the defroster control. The windshield was fogging quickly but there was no roll of paper towels handy, something he would have had in his own tractor. At least the mirror heaters were working, and Bull could see that the red marker lights at the rear corners of the lowboy trailer were visible on both sides, good, because he wasn't sure of the trailer's length and it was time to swing around no stopping now and angle down alongside the rows of parked rigs, by-pass the fuel islands, and booger the hell out of there.
Two hours to sunset but the sky was nearly black. At least the rush hour should be nearly over.... The engine sounded like a big, mechanical Caterpillar, maybe a 4 1/4 like his own, but the Airstream chained to the lowboy trailer felt heavy. Bull made the next turn even more slowly and watched that the rear trailer lights, a dim, red dazzle in the rain spattered mirrors, would clear the nose of a big Freightliner festooned with extra, bright-amber lights. The oncoming truck was waiting for him to get out of the way.
The CB crackled. "Driver, looks like your tarp's ready to blow off."
"Yeah, well, I'll get out and fix it after this rain and wind stops...."
"I heard that I did!"
"I left a hole for your light-show in the back row."
"And now everybody knows it. Thanks."
"Fuck you, I'll pass you a note next time."
Bull smiled at himself, but just for a moment, before hitting the brakes. He hadn't swung wide enough to make the turn and the end of his trailer was about to cut into the other man's unit.
"Hold it, I'll back a little."
Bull grinned. "Sweet of you."
"Okay, you got it. Last row, huh?"
"Last row, middle, next to a tanker."
Bull made it around and then blocked another rig coming in so the Freightliner driver could make his move and nail down the hole. Past the empty guard shack, Bull headed out for Thurman, which looked like a deserted street in a war zone with a sudden burst of blinding light and thunder. The curb farther down the block was crumbled and Bull eased the rig off the street and over the sidewalk, hoping the lowboy would clear everything. Some minor scraping sounds and he was rolling over the mashed-down chainlink fencing of a trailer graveyard. Out of sight of the truckstop, the parking brakes hissed him to a stop. The rain continued to pelt down but Bull took his time getting out, unfamiliar with the steps down to the ground on this tractor. The rain was stinging but cool, and was splattering the glasses he had forgotten to remove. Once on the ground, Bull set to running through the downpour along one side of the lowboy and then the other, snapping off the loose bungee cords and collecting them all into a pile. The area smelled like dead fishing worms and to Bull's surprise, the puddled ground was crawling with them. Before he could rush to the back again to slide the tarp off the Airstream, the wind billowed up underneath it and Bull had to scramble for it, tripping hard on a section of the laid-down fence. His hands slid out from underneath him as he slammed facedown in the mud. "Shit!" His glasses frames were smashed and Bull was momentarily stunned. When he could get up on one knee he crammed the remains of his glasses into a shirt pocket and felt of his cheek. Just a little blood, not too bad, and he was back to his feet and pulling at the tarp. Another flash of light illuminated the specter of two black guys heading straight for him. The .22 Beretta was stuck too far down into his jeans to grab quickly and Bull tensed up into a half crouch, then relaxed as the two young men split to either side and began pulling and folding.
"Ten bucks apiece, Whitebread."
"I only got a twenty."
"We'll tear it in half."
"It's my supper money."
"Go hungry like we do. Twenty a piece, then."
The larger of the two said: "Any white girls in that camper?"
"Yeah, but they're real old. Wrinkly." Why does everybody think pussy when they see an Airstream? "They used to be beautiful, but that was before you were born."
Bull moved up beside the other man, after freeing up his pocket pistol when they weren't looking, and helped him pull the tarp away from a corner of the torn fencing. When it gave way, Bull's head banged into the man's wet, woolen watch-cap.
"Sorry. Didn't mean to smudge your cap."
"Get out of the way, man!"
"Yes sir."
In no time they had the tarp rolled into a neat bundle and shoved under the Airstream. One of them turned to him and Bull gave him a twenty, and shoved his hand back into his pocket.
"Got another one of those?"
"Blow your head off."
"Oh, man...."
"It's a cruel world."
The rain had thinned some and Bull, soaking the driver seat, eased the rig backwards onto Thurman, with considerably more scraping noises coming from under the lowboy. The left turn, onto Highway-23 down at the end of the street, lit up with a distant lightening flash.
Normally Bull would have stayed parked long enough to change out of his wet clothes, but the mysterious Airstream looked so loud and shiny in the middle of the trailer. So obvious....
Shit, I don't even have a towel.
How can they stand those wool caps in the summer?
Bull kept glancing into the mirrors, half expecting the owner of that beautiful RV to come running up or the cops with the lights flashing but all he could see back there was the two brothers, wobbling from side-to-side, seeming to be bumping into each other as they ambled away.
What's that stuff in their hands?
The bungee cords!
Bull groaned.
Can't stop now....
Fuck it....
Bull took his time before pulling out onto Macon, aka "The Macon Highway" aka US-23 if you were a Yankee and slowed again as he scrunched his eyes for the turn to 285, the Atlanta beltway. He really needed his glasses to drive in the dark, especially in the rain and traffic, and he passed by the north-bound ramp without thinking. So southbound it was. He could always go all the way around Atlanta or he could pick up I-75 north through downtown, usually a lot faster, or he could take I-85 south and head to Montgomery, and three hours after Monkeytown he could be snug in his old bed and in his old room at Mom and Dad's in the Florida panhandle. The opposite direction from the McKay Trucking terminal in Missouri, of course, but his mother would make breakfast and wake him up with a hot coffee. Bull was tired and he hadn't slept for two days. At his parent's place, on a dead-end road deep in the woods near the Choctawhatchee River, only a dedicated chopper pilot would be able to see the stolen lowboy with a brand-new Airstream parked under the live oaks....
Plus Mom and Dad had been begging him to stop by and pick up his mail....
On 285, the northbound I-75 ramp hissed by in eighteen wheels of slung-off steam and rain. Bull was surrounded by big trucks now, all doing seventy or more, and he jockeyed for the right-hand turn-off and the left-hand angle for Montgomery and I-85. This part of Atlanta he knew well. Piece of cake. Multiple lanes of big rigs loaded for every place in the country, and mousey little four-wheelers whizzing their way home to the suburbs and bratty kids and TV. And overhead: huge, lumbering airliners, one right after another, sinking down for the airport with their landing lights ablaze....
All he needed now was a dry towel and a place to pull off to change. And to scrape the dead worms off his boots. Not here, though. Too much law. Well, would they want to stop and get out in the rain? Bull pulled off onto the emergency lane with the four-way flashers set, unlaced his boots, and moved between the seats to the back, switching on the sleeper lights. Twelve-volt fluorescents which did a hiss-and-flicker before slamming on full bright. He shoved the strange carry-on bag to the foot-end of the bunk there would be time to pilfer around in that later and plunked down onto the bed, bumping his already banged-up head.
Top bunk!
Bull's heart pounded up and his stomach muscles bunched. He rose slowly and turned. The bunk had a flat side to it that flipped up to keep anybody or anything from falling out, and Bull sucked in a deep breath before peering over it. Clothing. Folded but not very neatly, with a slight odor to it, of deodorant? Stuff the driver thought he could wear again before going to the laundromat? Some girlie magazines underneath. Hustlers and Club Internationals, no less. Boy! And on top of everything a clear-plastic dry-cleaner bag with the tag still on it. Bull smiled, happy to have found the mint, open-beaver books full of pictures of girls holding up their young, firm tits with their hands, offering them to the camera.... He pulled the dry-cleaner bag out a little, feeling of the two hangers inside. Two small, white dresses, with blue ribbons, like little school-girl dresses. Ruffles and lace and pure, pressed white, with those puffy Filipino type short-sleeves. To the left of the bunk the closet was slam full, and Bull carefully hung the bag in the other closet where some jackets and a rain-coat were waiting. He ducked, and leaned over the bottom bunk to slide open the roll-up cabinets. The first one was a score: a wind-up alarm clock and a stack of towels.
God is good.
An angel bringing a cup of hot coffee would be even better....
Bull did not want to stop again until he was clear of the Atlanta area. He could pull off at Exit-2 at LaGrange, just before crossing into Alabama, and work the rig into the back row of the truckstop there such a nice and plain-vanilla truckstop and eat, then sack out in the sleeper, call Kate in the morning, well, no, let her wait, let her sweat a little.... Call Mom and Dad in the morning and let them know he was coming and that he'd need a straight shot under the oaks in back of their double-wide to park the rig for a day or two. And tonight he'd have a long rest in the sleeper, in the truckstop parking lot.
An hour later he was washing up in LaGrange, and checking out his bruised face and the tiny cut above his cheek. Tired but dry and comfortable, he pulled himself onto a stool at the restaurant.
The driver next to him grunted. "Don't know as I'd leave that rig alone in the back row. Somebody's shot out the lights back there."
Bull sighed. "Hey, the lot was full. Besides, anybody touches my stuff I'll kill 'em."
That line should have finished it, but somebody else from one of the tables chimed in: "Can't miss that Airstream. How much? 'Bout a hundred grand brand-new?"
Bull looked up at the clock over the rectangular hole to the kitchen. A young guy with a round face, looked like a Cambodian, was doing dishes, and an old black lady was cooking. Her gray Afro was so huge her head looked like a shrunken mummy embedded in steel-wool. But the food smelled good from back in there, and if he could get into the bunk by 8:00 or so he could be out of here at the crack of dawn and still have breakfast and eight hours of sleep. He would even have time to catch up his log. He'd have to remember to look at the tractor and trailer number and stuff and log in the new rig and some other bullshit....
Bull said: "A hundred grand?"
"Well, yeah...."
"And you could see where I parked? I can't see my rig from here."
"We all saw where you headed, Honey." The waitress was young, with a happy face and plump legs shaped like inverted bowling pins. Bobby socks.... "All the lights from every rig parked out there was shining off you, well, like that Airstream was a shiny big mirror on wheels coming in here. Like a Christmas tree on wheels."
Anything wrong with the back row? I need to sleep after I eat."
"Nothin' wrong with our back row, Honey. Don't listen to them. The sheriff comes by here and cruises around every hour or so."
Bull ignored the snorts of derision from both sides. It had been a while since he'd had liver and onions, and mashed potatoes and gravy. He tucked the menu away beside the napkin dispenser, and ordered.
* * *
The rain diminished to a cool misting, and Bull had cranked the AC up before going into the restaurant so he could shut everything down before going to sleep. He would need to hear things back on the trailer behind his sleeper, although he knew from experience that he would be awakened more often than not by the feel of movement back there rather than noise. Something most drivers wondered about: how you could always feel somebody climbing up onto a trailer when you were in the sleeper, no matter how heavy the rig was....
Both trucks he had parked between were gone, and so were a few others in the back row the drivers had probably just stopped to eat before moving on and yes, the yard lights had been shot out. Big deal. Thieves and muggers rarely bothered a person carrying a gun. There was a confidence you gave off when you were carrying, and Bull would never understand how the anti-gun people could live with constant fear and impotence, unable to protect themselves or their family or their property. Yet he usually felt safe enough going up into Canada, where you had to leave your guns this side of the border. It was because nobody else was carrying up there, either, he figured.
What did Kate mean by saying he would end up just like her missing driver in twenty years. A bunch of ex-wives and kids he can't support....
Well what the hell did she know!
Those missing four-wheel drive farm tractors.... Fifty grand apiece? No insurance? No insurance on their new lowboy?
Unbelievable....
No insurance....
If I find their stuff they'll owe me for life!
The windows were all fogged over and it was cold inside the cab but Bull did not shut down the engine and AC right away. It was still August, and the sleeper would heat up soon enough. In the harsh fluorescent lamp, Bull eased back the covers of the previous driver's bunk and checked for hairs and fleas, and the pillowcases for lice and nits. There was that deodorant smell but everything looked clean enough and Bull didn't feel he had a choice. He was weary but this bed should be remade! With a sigh he set to it, pulling everything off and grabbing clean stuff from one of the cabinets. Ten minutes later Bull had the curtain drawn which separated the sleeper from the cab, and was sliding between crisp, clean sheets naked. "Bunk naked" he would say, making fun of other drivers when they confessed they couldn't do it: crawl into a sleeper bunk in a public area naked. The fact that nobody could look in didn't seem to help those dumb-ass wimps.
Pulling up to his toes Bull cracked the vent over the bunk at that end and then hunted for the light switches, and shut down the AC and the engine from the control panel at the head end.
silence....
Even the misting rain on the metal roof was deathly quiet. This was a part of trucking which Bull truly loved. That cavey feeling, same as when he was a little kid, burrowing under the covers, all enclosed and warm and safe. Bull felt for his pistols in the dark, the 9MM under the covers and the little Beretta under the pillows, and fell instantly to sleep.
About 3:00am he awoke to pee. If it had been his own truck he would be able to feel for the empty, brown-glass prune bottle he kept under the bunk, and stand up and do it right there without having to get out. Maybe the other guy.... Bull switched on the reading light and leaned over. A brown jar! Yup! But it was full. The man had failed to empty it in the morning. A real jerk. What a slob.
And if it had been his own rig he would have had a pair of zori handy flip-flops to wear outside for a piss on a tire or a dump in the bushes, but no.... Bull pulled on his jeans and boots, skipping the socks, and slipped outside. No rain now but no sky, either, no stars or moon. A truck had pulled alongside him while he slept, a J B Hunt, engine shut down but still warm, and Bull listened to its engine heat ticking away while he pissed. He heard the distant sound of a trash can way over at the restaurant, and a man and a woman laughing. Jiving. People who were at home here, on the job. People who would go home in the morning, take a shower in their own bathroom, eat in their own kitchen, crawl into their own bed....
Bull shook off the last drop and waited for a moment before climbing back in. Even in the dreariness of that overcast night, the Airstream's polished aluminum glowed as if it had its own energy. It gave Bull a shiver.
CHAPTER 3 - Homer County Florida
Annie Schaffner, Bull's dope-smoking, acid-head mother, jumped when the phone rang. She had gotten high on some home-grown just fifteen minutes earlier, so after waiting for the answer machine to screen the call she grabbed for it.
"I'm here, Perry!"
"Mom, my name's Bull. For twenty years now."
"Bullperry, right...."
"I'm in LaGrange, Georgia. On my way home soon as I catch up my log and stuff. I should be there before noon. Burgundy red tractor and a lowboy with an RV on it, an Airstream. I'll need my parking spot under the oaks. Maybe you could clear all the shit out of the way so I have a straight shot in there."
"There's no shit in the way..."
"The boat, the canoe, the busted lawnmowers, that iron power-pyramid you were sitting under in the middle of the driveway last time I came home, the..."
"Oh, Perry, I gave that up months ago. Anyway, you ruined it with that big punching bag you hung in there."
"That was for my kick-boxing practice, not punching."
"Well, Some raccoons or whatever tore it all up and ate the leather. Your father uses the frame now to hang this big gong he found at the flea market. You should hear it!"
"Okay, but where is it?"
It took a moment for Annie to think. "Your kick-boxing bag?"
"Your power-pyramid, Mom!"
"The driveway's clear, Bullperry. I'll go tell your dad, he'll be back soon. Oh, and you have a pile of mail."
"You told me about the mail last time I called. Bye, Mom."
"Oh, and Janey will be here."
Bull hesitated.
"Your sister."
"I know who Janey is, Mom. Bye!"
* * *
Annie waited for her husband down at the bottom of the hill where the farthest spigot from the well was located. The storm which had been predicted missed them, and it was necessary to carry water to the plants they were secretly growing on one of the neighboring properties. As the sun slowly cleared the trees at the eastern boundary of the meadow, she was resting her aging, lumpen body on a tree stump, smothering it with her brightly-patched jeans. In the middle of the clearing, the sun suddenly struck the heavy, two-foot diameter gong hanging from the power-pyramid frame, and the flash of blinding bronze forced her to look away just as Harry emerged from the woods. He was walking briskly with the water jug in his backpack empty.
Annie spoke up before he could shuck-off the pack. "Perry's coming. He'll be here before noon."
"Hey, great! One more load."
"No rest first?"
"No. How about something to eat before he gets here. I don't want to starve to death while everybody's talking, with Janey coming, too." Harry braced himself while Annie used the hose to fill up the four-gallon jug on his back. "Both dickweeds home at the same time!"
"You're getting too old for this, far-out husband. Oh, and Perry's driving a different rig, so don't shoot if you see it. Not the black one, not the Captain Midnight one, you know, the Darth Vader truck. This one's red, or burgundy, he said, with an RV on the trailer."
Both of them flinched at the sudden racket of a low-flying chopper which appeared out of nowhere, turning at the tree-line and heading back. They listened to it dive down over at the farm to the east of them not the property where Harry was growing reefer.
"I hate it."
"I know...."
"It's not like we're growing it to sell...."
"I know. But we used to...."
"That was then, Annie. This is now!"
"I know.... Oh, I told Bullperry Janey would be here but I forgot to get him ready for, you know, her cosmetic surgery..."
"It's called a boob job."
"I'm going to tell him not to make fun of it, she's been having a such a hard time lately. And I think he hates your new greeting on the answer machine. He hung up the first time before I could pick up. That message you have on there, that "High-dee-high-dee-high-dee ho, we're not here!"
"Oh, Annie...."
"Well, I'm happy. Both children here at the same time!"
Harry made a face and jerked at the backpack, full and heavy now. Annie pulled his gray pony-tail out from underneath a strap and he looked back at her and winked, his beard bright and his tanned, bald pate gleaming with sunshine.
"God loves us, Annie."
CHAPTER 4 - LaGrange GA
Bull awakened to movement on the lowboy trailer just before dawn. Even though it didn't feel heavy enough to be teenagers or thieves pilfering around the Airstream, the feel of movement returned just as he decided he was too tired to get up and go out to check. From the sleeper there was no way to look back there without popping the escape door, so he pulled on his jeans and eased down out of the cab barefoot, his second and last pair of glasses in place, a Mag-Lite in a back pocket, and his new 9MM CZ-P01 in hand. Nothing but silence and the empty, warm night, a clearing sky, and stars up above the shot-out parking-lot lights. Must have been raccoons no, raccoons were too stealthy maybe a stray cat or two jumping down from the roof of the Airstream to the lowboy deck. He shined the flashlight around and picked up a small pair of eyes under a trailer in the next row.
Bull's feet felt sticky with urine you could smell the ammonia of it and he wished he had pulled on his boots. Now he would have to hunt around in the tractor for whatever the previous driver kept handy (he hoped) for shit like this. The toolbox door, on the outside of the tractor, was unlocked and he fished out a dirty rag from the pile of chains and binders and padlocks. After wiping the soles of his feet he rummaged around in the sleeper. A bottle of alcohol and a roll of paper towels would be nice.... His heart skipped a beat when he found the driver's wind-up alarm clock again. According to his wristwatch it was right on the money and still ticking and when he went to winding it up it didn't take but a few twists. Bull had to wonder just how close he had come to running into this guy, Denver, before confiscating his rig. And if they had collided back there in Atlanta maybe the whole thing would be straightened out now. But when he had called McKay Trucking, Kate told him to haul buggy not to wait around so, fuck it. But he needed to get this case solved and his ass back to Missouri so he could get all his stuff. And get paid....
He'd call from Mom and Dad's and ask Kate for an advance.
A half-hour later, in the gray dawn, Bull got dressed with the dry clothes from the evening before, and cranked up the engine and the AC. He made up the bunk and sat on it, rummaging through his carry-on bag for a blank manifest. He would have to be careful only one left and use a pencil (and only one of those left, a stub). He was running out of everything. All but two of his credit cards were maxed out and the last one would be dead if he hadn't canceled his cell's direct billing. He would also need to remember to hook his laptop to somebody's printer and create more blank manifests, but change the line for weight to include an UNDER-MAXIMUM check-off box for loads he didn't have a clue. Like what was the weight of the Airstream? It didn't seem to have much wind-resistance but it sure pulled hard off the mark.... The Georgia scales just NE of La Grange had been closed when he passed by during the night pure luck and there were no more mandatory checkpoints between here and his parents' place in the Florida panhandle. But with no legal right to the trailer and the load, Bull wanted to have something on paper in case he got pulled over.
He dropped down to the crunchy, gravel-strewn asphalt, which had been so painful when he was barefoot, and was heading for breakfast at the truckstop restaurant when he heard a curse. The J.B. Hunt driver next-door was kicking away a small, white, bulldog puppy, a cute one with a black eye patch.
"Git away!"
Another, harder kick and the pup went flying with a startled yelp. Some kids off in the distance hollered something unintelligible, like they were calling for it, and Bull decided to lay into the driver. He was a young, clean-cut looking guy wearing a J.B. Hunt cap loaded with a collection of goofy hat-pins.
"Here, kick me, asshole. I'm your size."
"Fuck you!"
Without thinking, Bull twisted to the side and nailed the man with a high kick to the stomach, doubling him up and dropping him to his knees.
"What'd you tell that puppy-dog? Git? When you want somebody to go away you kick 'em and yell git?! Well, excuse me, I'm just learning. Did I do the kick part right?"
"Oh, man...."
Bull watched the guy turn a little and try to dig into a back pocket, then freeze when his eyes locked onto the steady, one-eyed, beady stare of Bull's little Beretta.
"Oh, man...."
"You got a Georgia carry permit?"
"Man...."
"Well, I see you got a big vocabulary." Bull was still trembling with the quick rage which could trigger him off at times, often to his regret, but his words were coming out just fine: "Understand this, Charlie Tuna. You're leaving now, you know, like git! Oh, and from now on you're going to be kind to animals. Next little critter you see I want you to give it a big hug. And a kiss on the lips. Food, water...."
"Yeah, well, fuck you!"
"In your dreams."
* * *
The storm had tracked NE instead of south, and the early morning sky was bright. Bull walked back across the emptied-out parking area from the restaurant, his gut full of eggs and toast and hot-buttered grits and black coffee. The J.B. Hunt truck was gone, and the polished aluminum of the Airstream hurt his eyes in the low sun's glare, an elongated shadow of the RV and the lowboy painting the ground beside it. Bull knew he was getting to love the tractor he could hear it half-way across the lot the idling engine with that sound of quality and authority. And with the weapons-grade air-conditioner Bull didn't care how hot it was going to get today. He pulled a small notebook from his shirt pocket and walked around the lowboy, jotting down the tag and trailer number, and checking his spelling of "DUPLAN MARINE TRANSPORT". He noted the Airstream number and the tractor tag and number, too all necessary for the phony manifest and daily log he was about to fill in. As every truck driver knew, showing officials at checkpoints an up-to-date and neatly filled out log-book or manifest beat honesty and integrity every time.
Home sweet home!
Rounding the last bend in the dirt road, Bull smiled at the sight of the family dog, Cooter, wagging her tail tentatively at the sound of the big Pete but looking concerned about something unfamiliar. She had a pretty face and was a large animal, white with black, Holstein-like spots, but ever lean, hungry-looking, and pregnant, with long, dangling tits. Her collar was fashioned from the end of an old lamp cord, the plug hanging down from the knot below her neck.
Bull rolled down the window and felt the summer heat tongue in.
"Cooter!"
The dog perked up, and gamboled along in front of the tractor the rest of the way in. The huge rig trolled right on by the double-wide, which was smothered with ivy and wisteria and scuppernong vines, and hissed to a shuddering stop under the row of live oaks in back. Bull eased himself down to the ground and gazed with some satisfaction at the shabby building he had grown up in. Under the aggressive foliage except where it had been trimmed around the doors it looked more like a Mayan ruin than a large trailer.
Annie had heard the big truck coming and was running around inside the double-wide, the interior lights dimming as she switched on air-conditioners from end to end. She emerged from a door framed with ivy, and gave her son a hug while Cooter ignored both of them and sniffed around the Airstream.
"What happened to your face? You been in another fight?"
"No, Mom, I just slipped in the mud this time, and smashed my glasses...."
"Well, it's going to be good having both my children in the house together!"
Bull hugged Annie back and looked at her. The patched hippie jeans, the long, gray Indian braids one on each side of her gaunt, weathered, but pleasant face. The dumb, wampum headband....
"It's not a house, Mom, it's a fucking trailer!"
Annie laughed. They both laughed because it was something Bull used to yell frequently when he was a boy, when the trailer was relatively new.
Then Bull wiped the smile off his face and repeated something else from the old days. "Janey sucks, Mom."
* * *
"You would not believe, Dad. This is the first moment of peace I've had in a month. But I need to get off my ass in a minute...."
They were sitting on some aluminum folding chairs Harry had carried over to the shade near the lowboy trailer and the Airstream. There was a breeze under the oaks and Bull felt contented. He had already given his father a spotty rundown of what had happened since he saw them last, and what his present job was.
"I love you, Bullperry."
"Jeez, Dad, don't spoil it!" Bull paused. "I love you, too."
Harry was re-lighting a roach of marijuana and he handed it over.
"No, no, I won't be worth a shit after that. I've got to call the people who own the missing stuff, and I've got to see if I can get into the laptop computer this guy left in the tractor. And before I call I need to pick the lock on the Airstream, too. See what's inside."
"We could pry it open...."
"No, Dad, that Airstream is worth big bucks. The lock is a good one but I'm sure I can pick it."
The two of them were finishing off a six-pack when Annie came out with more a cooler-bag full of Coronas and she plunked down next to Harry. Bull popped the cap off one of the Mexican longnecks for his father, using the opener on his big key-ring.
"The beer most fine!"
"La cerveza mas fina!"
"Un dolor en cabeza."
Annie took a swallow of hers and a long hit from Harry's doobie. "I just talked to Janey. She'll be here in half an hour."
Bull looked up to Heaven and Harry smiled. "If you get high first you might find out you really like your sister, Bullperry." He burped and smiled. "Your mother tell you about the boob job yet?"
"I heard."
"Don't make fun of them, Perry."
"Mom, you called it them. Does that mean she had both done?"
"Bofe," Harry said. "There were these two colored girls..."
"Dad, I heard the bofe'us joke a hundred times."
"I didn't," Annie said.
"Yes you did, Mom."
"There were these two colored sisters, first time in the big city with their mother, who warned them not to go anywhere without her. Well, the two of them took off anyway and stopped in this photography studio and the guy has them sit down together on this red velvet bench and he says, 'Okay, smile. Good. Now hike the hem of your skirts up just a little, okay, good, now, just a little more....okay. Smile.' Then he goes behind the camera and he says, 'Now hold still while I focus.' And the two colored girls look at each other and they say, 'Bofe'us?'"
Bull pried the cap off his fourth beer and swallowed.
"You're right, Perry, I heard that one." Annie was lighting up another joint, and when she handed it to Bull he accepted.
"Okay, but just one hit. I got serious shit to handle here. Besides, I never know when I'm going to be popped with a piss test."
"Janey and you will get along just fine. You did last time!"
"What, five years ago? For five minutes?"
Harry smiled as he watched Bull suck down a second hit. "We save this stuff just for family, Bullperry. From last October. Pure bud stored at ground temp with all the air removed from the jar. No oxygen to fuck it up...."
"Shit, I have work to do, god.... Sure smells good!"
And so it went. When Janey finally pulled up in front of the double-wide in her new, refrigerator-white Saturn, and honked, nobody got up out of their chairs.
"She'll find us...."
"Perry, remember, don't laugh at her boob-job. It cost a lot of money and it's a good one. They're long and pointy, with nipples even."
"Jeez, Mom, spare me!"
"I don't want you to criticize. Six thousand bucks is high-dollar for a Mexican clinic. Your father shot at them with the BB-gun last week and made her cry, when she was in the outdoor shower, but the BB bounced off one and hit him in the face and just missed his eye."
"Dad...."
"Look out for yellow-jackets. There's a nest of them around here somewhere and they love this beer.... I got stung on the lips once, remember?"
"Dad, remember? I got stung twice on the lips once. Hurt? Swell up? Boy!"
"God loves us," Harry said.
Janey finally figured it out and came over with a folding chair, her kinky, dyed-red hair radiating about her heavily made-up, attractive face like an electrocuted lion. The remanufactured breasts swayed from side-to-side, half out of an off-the-shoulder peasant blouse. A short, flouncy, colorful skirt completed the presentation.
"Don't anybody get up."
"Ahhhh, my elder sister...." Bull leaned back in his chair. "I see you made it around Deadman's Curve, well, that's good 'cause they say life begins at forty."
Janey blew Bull a kiss. "I'm only thirty-five, Perry!"
"Most blondes turn gray when they get old. That your Romanian whore outfit?"
"Gypsy". After unfolding her chair next to Annie's, away from Bull, Janey suddenly snatched the roach from her mother's hand. "I didn't get any of this yet!"
"You weren't here!"
"I'd wear a longer skirt over that cellulite, shroom-head."
"Bull, Perry! I don't do mushrooms anymore."
"But you still fuck for money, right?"
"Fuck you!"
"In a heartbeat."
"You? Not for a hundred dollars. Not two-hundred."
Bull grinned. "You're still dumb as dirt, Janey."
Annie and Harry looked at each other, beaming with joy, their faces hurting from so much involuntary smiling due to the reefer high.
Suddenly everyone jumped as the auxiliary power generator on the Airstream roared to life without warning, followed by one of the air-conditioners on the roof.
"Holy shit!" Bull froze, half-way out of his chair.
Annie plunked back down. "It must be on a thermostat. It's warm now, even in the shade here."
Harry hadn't moved a muscle. "Pretty fancy rig. Maybe you can keep it!"
"Dad...."
Janey was on her feet. "An Airstream?"
"Duhhhh...."
"I love those!" She went over to it, stepped up onto the lowboy, and opened the door.
Bull kept on saying, "Oh, jeez. Now I'm too high to do anything. And all this beer.... Shit! Oh, jeez...."
"Woe, it's like brand new in here." Annie was all the way down at the bathroom end. "Look at these paneled cabinets!"
"Oh, well, wouldn't you know," Janey said. "Black people.... Black people own this."
"So?"
Harry and Bull moved up beside her. She was looking at the single Polaroid held to the refrigerator door with a magnet. The snapshot had that forlorn, lost-in-the-past look that Polaroids often exude. A photo of two black girls not more than ten years old or so smiling into the camera and holding up a small, white bulldog puppy with a black eye patch the girls in crisp, white dresses. An elegant but very old, white lady was standing between them.
"Oh, jeez...."
"Not you, Bullperry. Prejudiced?"
"No, Dad, me? No! Oh, jeez god...."
CHAPTER 5 - Homer County Florida
Annie returned from the overgrown double-wide and found the rest of them plunked back down in the lawn chairs around the Airstream. The breeze had died and the air was heavy and hot, even though the shade had begun to darken under the live oaks. Bull was hunched over the laptop he had found in the truck, facing away from the others to shade the screen.
"Iced coffee!"
Janey and Harry, fresh Coronas in hand, shook their heads.
"The house is nice and cool, we could all sit in there."
Bull straightened up. "Thanks, Mom. I don't know what to do.... I'm so high from drinking and smoking."
Janey laughed. "Bullperry, that's why we do it! To get high!"
"Yeah, but I'm on the job! Shit, you wouldn't know.... And besides, Mom, it's not a house, it's..."
Janey chimed in right along with him. "It's a fucking trailer!"
Bull raised a glass to his lips and drank it all down. "Cold coffee, thanks, Mom. I have to go inside.... I got to transfer the files from this laptop into mine so if it gets rough later, you know, the missing driver, Denver, if he reincarnates, he won't be able to tell I've been into his 'puter."
Janey got up and looked over Bull's shoulder. "Reincarnates?"
"That tit on my neck feels cold, Janey. They say that silicone doesn't transfer heat as good as...
Annie yelled. "Don't start, Bullperry!"
"I think it's just the opposite," Harry said. "It reacts to your normal tissues and creates heat. It can be fatal. You hear about that Baywatch actress that self-combusted? She tried to douse herself but didn't make it from the life-guard shack to the water in time. She's just a burny, black grease-spot on the sand now."
"Self-combust?" Janey leaned over farther so that Bull had a jug on each ear. "Look up that SER-KILL one."
"I did. The guy is writing a whole book on serial killers or something and it goes on forever. I'm looking for stuff, like, why he swapped trailers, or if he's working for somebody else besides Kate and Axel McKay, you know...."
"Duplan Marine Transport," Harry said. "Duplan. That's a Haitian name. When we were living in Miami..."
"I'm going to look them up after I copy this stuff, but, well, I don't want to tip them off, and I'm so fucked up right now...." Bull hooked his elbows between his legs and held his head with both hands. "I always wanted to haul boats. Go to exotic places.... Marina to marina.... Fuck rich girls.... Listen to rich people thank you for bringing their toys on time.... Mom, does the DSL-line work? I need to download a program."
"From the internet?" Janey said.
"From the Crystal Cathedral. Christ, Janey...."
"Perry, you called us this morning, remember?" Annie nudged Harry's chair with a foot. "Remember? High-dee-high-dee-high-dee ho, we're not here?"
"Mom, that doesn't mean the broadband is working. I can't think straight. And I gotta call Kate, too."
"Well, maybe you should give up this private trucker-eye stuff and haul boats like you always wanted," Annie said. She was staring at the lip of Harry's beer bottle. A yellow-jacket wasp was half-way down into it, getting a sip.
"Tell him, Mom, jeez...."
"Husband, there's a yellow-jacket on your beer."
But Harry was already raising the bottle to his lips, still staring at the lowboy trailer. He hesitated. "That trailer number, zero-zero-two-two, that's a Haitian thing. Papa Doc's limo used to be number twenty-two. And that bottle of Fruit Kola we found. You can't buy that here...."
"Dad, stop! Your beer!"
By the time Harry looked, the bee had flown off. "They save the bottles. The return on just one of them is more than a week's pay down there. The average income is about a hundred bucks a year in Haiti."
"Oh, nobody would believe that, Daddy."
"Daughter, your ass isn't worth ten cents down there."
"Daddy...."
"Unless you sell the title to the whole thing," Bull said. "Hey. Maybe those little girls in the Polaroid were kidnapped."
"Just what I was thinking.... But not if they were able to unlock the Airstream door to get out."
"And I know where they are.... Hiding out in the bushes near the truckstop in La Grange. With that bulldog puppy."
"Somebody would have noticed them by now," Annie said.
"Yeah...."
"What about the law? Shouldn't somebody call them?"
"Janey, the law's too busy checking out topless clubs," Bull said.
"You mean, too busy looking for pot fields," Harry said.
"Setting up road blocks to see if you're wearing seatbelts."
Annie said: "Running down kids riding bicycles for not wearing helmets."
"Sorry I asked!" Janey said. "But I would call the law, you know, in this case."
Bull turned around suddenly but wasn't quick enough to bite one of Janey's new implants. "Janey. When you're driving along in that Barbie-and-Ken Saturn you just got, and you see a cop car all of a sudden, do you cringe? Be honest now. When you first see a cop, don't you get a little scare?"
"Well, yeah!"
"And you want to call one of them?!"
Janey finally sat back down, crossing her legs and dangling a cork-soled platform clog from a big toe.
"Besides, cops do it for free. I need the money." Bull closed the lid on the laptop. "And your toe-nail polish is chipped." He tried to get up but stumbled, and the laptop tumbled onto the grass. "Oh, jeez, I'm too fucked up to do anything!" He had just been considering driving back to LaGrange and seeing if he could find the two little girls there. And their bulldog puppy. "Think maybe those kids are Haitian? Speak French?"
Harry nodded gravely. "I'll go with you."
"No you won't," Annie said. "One nigger in the middle of my marriage is enough."
"If you'd look at everything as life instead of marriage..."
"You still see Ivory, Dad?"
"Yes he does! Three, four times a week he's over there!"
Bull laughed. "You still do that, Dad?"
"Still!" Annie yelled.
"Life's a woodpile! She must be getting on by now, huh Dad? Getting near that big four-oh?"
"He loves her!"
"Dad loves you, too, Mom, come on!"
"I don't believe you guys!" Janey said.
* * *
"That was an omen, Bullperry," Harry said. "Me telling that bofe'us joke and then we go in the trailer and there's a picture of two colored girls...."
"Shit, Dad, that's hippie talk. Every coincidence is an omen for you. Like you say, you did a couple LSD trips too many."
"I never learned anything doing acid that didn't prove out later."
"Yeah, right. Dad, listen, there's a Kodak program in this guy's laptop but no pictures. If we can find the digital camera in the Airstream.... I've already combed through the tractor and I could be downloading the stuff I need while you look for it?"
Harry grinned at his son, both of them still anchored to their lawn chairs. "Digital camera?"
"Doesn't use film. Jeez, Dad.... It puts the pictures in digital form so you can load them into your computer and see them on the monitor."
"Can you look at them while you're high? No, wait, can you look at them while you're drunk? I can look at regular pictures while I'm drunk. Without electricity, too."
"Yeah, but I can send a digital picture to somebody on the other side of the world in a minute, and no long distance charge."
"Take a picture of Janey's new tits and send it to the Dalai Lama in Tibet. Don't they drink a lot of milk over there?"
"Goat milk. And he doesn't live there anymore, Dad."
"Send it to his father, then."
Bull heaved himself up, managing to keep his balance this time, and headed toward "the house" with a laptop computer bag on each shoulder, his and the other driver's. He was sweating, not so much from the warm, sweet humidity but from the fear which was building, the scariness of running out of time, the inability to function in a crisis he couldn't see or feel. And the darkness inside his parents' double-wide didn't help the windows all overgrown with vines and stuff but at least is was cool in here and didn't smell like Cooter and puppy shit like it had on his last visit.
But the desk in his room was full of stacks of unopened mail. He moved everything off to the bed in the order in which he found it and in ten minutes had the other driver's laptop hooked to his own and was copying the contents. Next, he hooked to the DSL modem and began downloading the program he needed. That would take a few minutes so he headed down to the kitchen for another coffee. He could check out the mail his mother had been bitching about some other time.
He found Janey so foxy looking not like the sister he grew up with about to pick up the kitchen phone.
"Janey, touch that phone and you're dead."
Janey hesitated, her hand still out.
"As soon as you're dead I'm calling the guy who paid for your new Saturn and tell him he can fuck you for free now. For a limited time only. While you're still warm and pliable."
"Okay! OKAY!"
Forgetting the coffee but remembering the Schaffner pantheon of telephones, most of them old Christmas presents, Bull started down the length of the double-wide. He pulled out phone jacks as he went along so that the modem connection in his room would be undisturbed. The one under the dry aquarium with the live tarantulas in it was the worst, and Bull had to get on his hands and knees to reach it.
The download was something Bull had just heard about, and he wasn't sure the program would work. Whoever designed it called it "CallerPD" and if you typed in your own area code and a false one of your choosing, it would override the original if you let your computer do the dialing. To test it, he called Kate first, in Missouri, using the 615 Nashville area code and the number of a Peterbilt dealer there. Kate believed in caller-ID and she used it to find out where her drivers were calling from to see if they were lying. Bull was lying because he needed to keep some cards on the table. And maybe he could up the ante later, too, if everything turned up flowers....
When he finally got her, she sounded excited. "Oh, Bull! Denver called." There was a pause and the sound of slapping in the background. "Harold, get away!"
Bulled gulped down another slug of coffee, from one of his father's favorite cups, pastel purple with a faded picture of a beady-eyed Timothy Leary, grinning.... "Yeah, and..."
"He wants you to call him. No law. You call the law yet?"
"No.... Have you?"
"How can I, especially now!? What about the passengers? He wanted me to describe passengers! Then before I could say anything he hung up. What fucking passengers?!"
"Kate...." Bull hesitated. "You got a make on this phone?"
"Nashville? You're more than half-way here. Why?"
"I thought I had caller-ID disabled." Bull grinned but his head was pounding and he couldn't think of what to say next. "Kate...."
"He left a Miami number. But his caller-ID was blocked. Harold, get away! Bull, wait a minute...."
Another pause. "Bull?" It was Little Harold. "Mama's wrong. It wasn't Denver. And he didn't sound mad when I talked to him. I picked up when he called. He had sort of the same voice, but not quavery like Denver's, you know not as old sounding and he called me "Porky", and when I got hot about it he apologized and then, with a real straight voice, he calls me "Fatty"! Denver never called me that. It was always, like, "Pork Chop" or "Tiny" or stuff like that. It was me got his phone number. Mama was too busy telling him off. Mama grabbed the phone away from me and started yelling at him and he hung up."
"Ha! You did good, Little Harold."
"Before I hung up, I called him Dopey."
"Dopey, huh? Okay.... Listen up. I'm going to be pretending I'm up near you guys in Missouri and I've got the rig parked at Uncle Ralph's place, okay? Make sure your mother understands. You've just seen me at the terminal making phone calls, but the rig is at Uncle Ralph's. Only don't tell Dopey or anybody who Uncle Ralph is or where his place is. Specially his last name. Got that?"
"Okay. You're at Uncle Ralph's? Who's he?"
"Good dog."
Bull punched in the CallerPD number for the McKay Trucking terminal in Stony Hill, MO, then the Miami number Little Harold had given him. Busy. After checking that his phony CallerPD setting was saved, he found the number for Duplan Marine Transport on the internet yellow-pages, leaned back with his fingers locked behind his head, and let the computer do the dialing.
CHAPTER 6 - Stony Hill Missouri
Little Harold, agile for his weight, bounded up the stairway to the loft above the office where his new room was, where his new multi-line desk-phone was so he could take company calls from his bed. Pretty good for going-on-fourteen, he thought, but then there were all these kids at school who had new cell-phones that did all kinds of stuff. He plunked down on the bed and looked at the posters on the opposite wall. Four-wheeler All Terrain Vehicles ATVs his favorite a bright-red 4-wheel drive Kawasaki Bayou-400. His birthday wish. Five-speed, go-anywhere, limited-slip drive, but fat chance of that happening now that the company lost a load and a trailer.
Harold looked up to Bull and was hoping that he would become a regular McKay driver. And if he could help Bull get everything back the Kawasaki was his. He was sure. Well, pretty sure. The Yamaha 4-wheel drive would do, too, and if there wasn't enough money he could settle for a used Kawasaki Lakota or Mojave, but that Kawasaki Bayou-400, mmm-mmmm, an engine-red male, almost brand-new at the dealer, $3,000 loaded. His fourteenth birthday was coming up at the end of summer, two days before school started, and two days was all he would need to practice on it.
Little Harold rolled to one side and looked out the little window by the bed, the other window filled with the groaning, 5,000 BTU air-conditioner, bought used and not sounding too good. If that broke down now, with him right under the hot roof, and no money, shit! He pictured picking up the new girl whose family had moved down the road last month, at the edge of town, near the quarters. Hot, hot, hot! Long, straight, black hair and such a beautiful tan, and she was going to be in his home room at school. He saw her from time to time in their front yard, and when he would ride by on his bicycle and wave she would wave right back. Such white teeth. And she had tits, too, which few of the other girls his age had. You could picture them under her T-shirt.
Just the sound of her name, Juanita....
Harold stared out the window onto the graveled truck yard below, a few empty trailers and Bull's wrecked but still shiny-black tractor which a new hire had rolled over on his first and last day. Harold was not really seeing anything down there but he could sense how hot it was outside in the middle of the afternoon; you could feel the heat from the window glass. He pictured Juanita and slid a hand under his shirt and bunched up the flesh around his left nipple. Harold had never felt of a girl but he knew that one day he would and that her tits would be wonderful. Juanita's tits. He would never get enough of them, the feeling and squeezing and kissing of them. Lying with her on a blanket, his favorite plaid one, under the willows off the trail along the creek behind the terminal, his faithful, red Kawasaki Bayou-400 waiting patiently while Harold and Juanita explored each other....
The machine would have a cooler bungeed to a rack, and a holster for his .22-magnum High Standard "Double-Nine" revolver which Axel McKay, his uncle, had given him on his last birthday. It had been Axel's half-brother's pistol, "Uncle Ralph", who had so many guns in his collection he didn't care if he gave one up, especially now that he was into collecting military automatics, and anti-tank guns. One thing was for sure: Juanita would feel safe with him as her boyfriend, out in the woods by the creek, knowing he had his own gun.
And Juanita would never tell on him, that he carried it around....
Harold jumped at the sound of a wire slapping against the outside wall, a scrunch of gravel and something smacking the building again. Then, through the floor boards, the screen-door directly below him, the clunk as it invariably slammed anybody coming in through the front door, which was on a heavy closer of its own to keep the office cool. There was a car out in the lot now, but Harold had not seen it pull up or heard a door slam. A maroon Cadillac Sedan DeVille, clean and looking like new, was backed up to the front door and facing out, and an old lady in a straw hat and a Sunday dress was standing next to it.
His mother's voice and a man's, low at first. Then his mother saying, loudly: "Nobody. That's our storeroom up there."
Little Harold's heart pounded up and he eased off the bed onto his hands and knees, hoping the springs wouldn't creak. The floorboards were cool but sandy he had promised his mother he would sweep a week ago and he slid his knees and his black Reebok originals along without a sound as he reached for the .22 mag revolver stuck under the mattress on the other side. His heart was pounding so fast it was making him feel sick, but he held still and listened to the floor. Worn, gray paint and junk in the cracks....
His mother's voice, quiet again. It was her everything's-cool-and-normal voice which, Harold was sure, everyone could see right through. "I think he said he was stopping at Uncle Ralph's."
The man's voice, so calm and low Harold could not make it out.
"He lives way down on Highway E. I'd draw you a map if I knew what your business is."
Harold pressed an ear closer to the dirty floor. Why did she tell him what highway?
His mother again: "He doesn't have a phone. He's old and deaf and near blind."
All lies....
The man remained calm and Harold could only hear the words "...deep shit."
"Fuck you, then!" his mother said. "It's time to call the law. You ready for that?!"
The hard slap cracked through the floor and Harold rolled over to the phone. No dial tone. He scrambled for the jack, which was always pulling out, but it was okay. A look out the window and the man was already pulling his mother toward the Cadillac, his elbow around her neck and her feet dragging the ground. His shaved head gleamed in the sun. Rolls of pasty-white fat bulged from the collar of his gray suit, his hulking body a fright beside the frail-looking old lady holding open the passenger-side door. Harold wheeled around toward the staircase, gun in hand, and missing a grab for the wooden railing he smashed right through it.
Harold's forehead had smacked on the stairwell cut-out on his fall down the steps but the sharp pain he felt was in his neck as he raced through the front door and slapped away the screen. The dirt and gravel stung as the Cadillac DeVille burned out of the yard to the highway, his mother's head visible through the back window, slumped to the side. The bright heat of the day was blinding as Harold squinted his eyes and watched the Caddy turn right and then make the jog across the highway to the intersection at Highway-E, away from town and on the way to Uncle Ralph's. He looked at his revolver and was surprised to find the hammer cocked.
BY THE TIME HE WAS within a mile of Uncle Ralph's, which was normally only twenty minutes from the McKay Trucking terminal, the tears had dried on Little Harold's face. His body was jerking forward-and-back, forward-and-back, in a steady rhythm as if his body weight could help his mother's old Chevy Silverado pickup make it any farther with an empty fuel tank. Once again the engine sputtered to life and sped up from five mph to about thirty before it began conking out again. No houses in sight, but another pickup was gaining fast in the mirror and Harold frantically waved an arm at it through the open window. The young woman driving stared straight ahead as she went by, and a moment later the Chevy died for good. Harold was able to coast it almost all the way onto the shoulder.
During the scramble over the barbed-wire fence, the tears came back as Little Harold caught his new Levi's and pulled a six-inch rip through them at the groin. His mother had been planning to buy herself a pair when she brought these home for Harold instead. "Money is tight right now," was all she had said as she helped him remove all the labels without cutting any threads. Now, stickers and old blackberry vines clawed at the torn jeans as Harold ran diagonally across the empty and abandoned fields to Uncle Ralph's. Through the bushes and trees of the windbreak up ahead he could see glimpses of the studio, which stood away from the house and blocked the view of it. Harold headed for that, hoping no one could see him coming.
CHAPTER 7 - Homer County Florida
Bull went back outside into the heat and sunlight, back to the cozy family scene at the lowboy and the Airstream under the oaks. Back to his beautiful Peterbilt tractor-to-be.
"I love you guys," he said, plunking down into his chair. "You, too, Janey. Sort of...."
"We love you, too, Bullperry!"
"Sort of!"
"Family...."
"Family!"
"You need more coffee," Annie said.
"Yeah, but I'm coming down fast. That reefer kicked ass but it can't hold it's liquor."
"That was Spring reefer," his father said. "Happy reefer. But it doesn't keep.... I thought I had the stuff from October before."
"Well, good. Anyway, I called Duplan Marine. They're right on the Miami River near Twenty-Seventh Avenue. Near where you used to work, right? Those Cubans?"
"Maybe, but there was no Duplan Marine then. There weren't many Haitians in Miami then, either, before we moved up here...." Harry smiled and his bright-blue eyes looked off into the distance. "What'd they have to say?"
"Check this. They say they don't even have a trailer number 0022, or 22, and then they tell me all their trailers are in the yard right now. Well, I never told them I knew it wasn't in their yard, know what I mean? I didn't tell them anything. Just mentioned the trailer number. They're lying. Then they say I should come over and look if I don't believe them. What would that prove!? Duhhhh.... Oh, shit! I forgot to ask Kate for an advance."
Harry seemed unimpressed. "I couldn't find a digital camera, just the Polaroid."
"He didn't look more than a minute," Janey said. She got up and wavered for a moment before catching her balance. "Come on, Bullperry. Let's pilfer!"
The floor inside the Airstream vibrated with the sound of the generator, which was running again. Bull turned the thermostat up some and sucked in a deep breath. He thought he could smell Pine Sol, and fresh varnish. Everything was so neat and clean....
"This is what I found so far," Janey said. "These Polaroids were right on the table under the newspaper, only they all have the old lady in the middle, holding the puppy on a leash. The kids must've picked the one without the leash to put on the fridge door."
"Yesterday's Miami Herald...." Bull sat down in the dinette and squinted at the snapshots. The same two girls, same outfits, and that cute puppy. The white lady standing between them was tall and thin, dressed in what looked like a neatly pressed, linen dress. A spotless, Panama hat cocked slightly to one side above her pale and deeply wrinkled face. White shoes.... Classy for somebody so old.
Bull mumbled. "I wonder if she was with them when I..."
"Look what else I found. Wrapped in a coat, bottom drawer. This old album. Guess who's in it? Oh, all the old lady's other stuff and clothes are right up front in the closets and top drawers. Expensive-looking clothes. The girls' stuff is always behind everything. I noticed that!"
"God bless."
"One is missing." Janey, uncharacteristically upbeat, mashed him to the side as she slid onto the bench with the open album. "Look, these little corners holding the pictures in the front, these old ones, all black and white. And these old-timey deckle edges.... What's the matter? The missing photo's not in the drawer. I looked."
"I'm thinking about what I'm going to say to Dopey. The dude in Miami when I call.... Hey, she was a real beauty! God, look, there's a fucking mule behind her. Probably was born in that same shack. Her and the mule bofe."
"Not poor for long!" Janey touched the first photo on the third page with a vampire-red nail. The girl/lady must have been late teens then, but was now standing on a tiled floor between two columns entwined with flowering vines elegant, calf-length dress her hair wrapped in a snood. Janey and Bull pored over the pages, the later photos in color and all with opulent backgrounds, some of them of the lady with tall, grave and prominent-looking, dark-skinned men in double-breasted suits and broad-brimmed, light-colored fedoras. Different men, bad-ass looking men with mirrored sunglasses, and near the end of the album, the men not nearly as old as the lady.
"No children anywhere," Janey said. "Not one."
"Hmmmm...." Bull came within a hair of blurting Janey a compliment but caught it just in time.
* * *
"I figured it out," Janey said.
They were back in Bull's old room in the double-wide, Janey poking around the unopened mail on the bed while he scrolled through the contents of the missing driver's laptop computer.
"He's writing a novel about a serial killer."
"Little brother, what are you doing to these women?!"
"This is juicy stuff!" Bull looked up. "What women?"
"All these letters! And these dumb Soldier of Fortune magazines.... What about these poor postcards from Dianna? Huh? Apparently you haven't been home for awhile. And these powder blue envelopes with the perfume from 'Mrs. Perry Schaffner'. Where's Kendall? Postmarked Miami? Mrs? You and Dianna move down south? Mama says you're a bigamist. That true? Another thing, why do you keep your old room here? Mama and Daddy could use it for other stuff. I mean!"
"So I'm a polygamist, so what? It's a truck-driver thing. Can we get back to the program here?"
"And this court order from Milwaukee for child support?"
"Janey!"
"And this book on handgun silencers. So important you opened it but not the love letters?"
"The PO must've done that. They're always pilfering through my shit."
"Ho! And you say I am bad?!"
"I never said you were bad. Just dumb."
"Yeah, well, I just figured out where your kidnapees are and how to get 'em back."
"Rave on."
"The kids are in that place you stopped overnight and the old lady is where you found the truck, in Atlanta? She was probably in the restaurant getting them something to eat and told the girls not to move until she got back. That sandwich in the fridge in the Airstream is old. And there's no lunch makings in the garbage thing. They've been eating out."
"You're forgetting the rig had a driver. It was running when I found it."
"You said not to worry about the driver."
"I changed my mind. He's a sicko."
"Well, but you're getting paid to swap the trailers, right?"
"Yeah, but finding the driver'll be the gravy."
"Bullperry. The gravy is getting paid and then taking time off. You're the dumb one. You always were. And I don't pay child support, I get child support."
"Yeah? Then where are the kids?"
"I made a deal. Like I said, you're the..."
"Yeah, yeah, I heard."
"So can I come along?"
"May I come along."
"May I, then?"
"Yes! Okay? Yes!"
Later, Bull dialed the Miami number again and was relieved when he didn't get an answer. He needed to line up a few more ducks and then nail this guy from the high ground. With luck the dude had a caller-ID recorder and would think the call came from the terminal in MO.
Next, he dialed McKay Trucking again but the lines were busy. Too bad. Kate would have asked him where the hell he was calling from and he had planned to say from the wine cellar at the Vatican. He would probably forget that cute line later, so he tried dialing one more time.
It was nearly twilight by the time they were set to go, Janey taking her time changing, then moving a considerable amount of gear from her Saturn to the big Pete, then making a series of "important" phone calls. The few Bull overheard dealt with breaking dates. When she was through with that, Bull ordered her to make-up the top bunk in the tractor
"I thought we could cozy up together when we get to the truckstop. We used to sleep in the same bed when we were kids...."
"I sleep naked."
"Me, too!"
Annie yelled at Janey from the kitchen. "I heard that!" She was slapping together some smoked ham sandwiches for them to take along.
Janey yelled back. "it's different nowadays, Mama! There's AIDS now. You can't just fuck anybody like when you were young!"
* * *
"No vanity mirror on my side."
Janey looked out through the windshield with one hand on her head as Bull eased the rig over the railroad tracks.
"This tractor won't bounce as bad as the junk rigs you've been riding in." Bull flicked on the right turn-signals.
"It's been a long time, for me, riding in a big truck. I love this! Left on 90."
"No, right. I'm going to go west to 331 and take that to Montgomery. There's no quick way up to La Grange from here and I don't want to drive a lot of back-road shit when it gets dark. I need new glasses. Maybe I should've taken you up on going in your pussy new Saturn."
"Yeah, well we already went through all that. We have to take the Airstream back. And stay with their trailer."
"Lowboy."
"Bullperry, correct-oh. You be sure you mind the important stuff."
"While you were primping back home I tried to call the terminal again but the line was still busy. I wanted Kate to fax us Denver's picture to LaGrange the missing driver and a rider pass for you."
Janey settled back after turning down the AC a little. "Rider pass?"
"Yeah, it's illegal to carry a passenger without one. And by the way, hands off the AC. The driver controls the radio and the temperature in this unit."
"Oh, bullshit. I went all the way to Oregon once with this guy and I didn't have a pass. He just picked me up and away we went! California first. The whole nine yards. Mountains, the desert.... Bumpier than this Petey-hood. It was a cabover."
"Shit, Janey, when was this?"
"Back when we were still living at home. I was going on sixteen. Remember when I disappeared for a month and Mama filed me a missing person? Then. My first eighteen wheeler."
"How often he hump you?"
"Oh, God, he was pulling over every hour at first. The sleeper was small and the ceiling upholstery was a light color and I was barefoot when he picked me up and my feet were dirty on the bottom and I made footprints on his ceiling. I thought he would get mad about it but he never saw it. Took him a couple weeks to get a load back this way but he was nice to me the whole trip. Seemed like a real happy person for a married guy."
"Right. Jeez, Janey, you never told us it was a truck driver."
"Yeah, well I didn't want to get him in trouble. I sure was a sleazebag back then!"
"I'm so glad you reformed. You never caught anything?"
"No! Never! I practice safe sex! I've only had three abortions in my whole life. Plus the two kids, of course."
"Which none of us have ever seen."
"And never will. Not so long as the checks keep coming."
"All heart, you are."
"Hey! What kind of mother would I be? Huh?!"
"You packing? I might need some backup later."
"Am I wearing my pants?"
"I wouldn't know."
"Thirty-eight Smith & Wesson Airweight."
"Bless your heart, Janey."
"Dad always asks, too. Remember when we were little, still in Miami, and the other kids were jealous because we had our own guns already? And all Mom and Dad's hippie friends would put them down for it?"
"Yeah, all that flower-power...."
Bull felt the urge to tell Janey how good it felt to have her along but he could not remember ever paying his sister a compliment and he stifled it.
"If it works, don't fix it."
"What?"
"Just talking to myself. Another truck driver thing. How come you don't act fucked up right now."
"I didn't drink and smoke that much. You didn't, either, but you never could. You were always a wimp."
"A wimp...."
"Wimp."
"Yeah, well, that was a long time ago. I work out now, I don't get asthma attacks anymore, and I'm tough as nails."
"Yeah, right. Show me the money."
"Speaking of, do you think you can..."
"Stop! Stop right there! You still owe me over a thousand."
"A thousand even."
"That was then, when you said you'd pay me right back."
Bull had nothing to say to that. They slowed a little through the bleak nothingness of Ponce de Leon, and passed Sally's restaurant two empty stick trucks and a smattering of pickups parked out front before speeding up. In a half hour they were out of DeFuniak Springs and heading up 331 to Montgomery.
It was long dark by the time they reached Luverne, Alabama, and Bull slowed before coming up on the brightly lit Hardee's on the left.
"Truck parking behind this Hardee's."
"We can stop later."
"Well, don't holler for me to stop for a pee where there's no place to pull sixty-seventy feet of truck over."
"Mama and Daddy made us sandwiches."
"Coffee. We forgot to fill my thermos."
"You forgot to fill your thermos."
"Just like being married."
The big rig rumbled past the Hardee's, the shiny Airstream behind them reflecting all the colors of the rainbow. Janey gave a little wave to two, scruffy-looking, gray-haired bikers standing beside their Harleys parked on her side, then pulled up her shirt and flashed her tits. Loud whistles and yells....
"Jeez, Janey, you're thirty-five years old for Chris' sake."
"Yeah, but they were older."
"And?"
"Well? Think about it!"
"Oh, well. Yah, okay...."
"Be proud, Bull. They don't have shit, and you have me!"
The bikers didn't take long to mount up, and were rumbling alongside Bull as he made the last turn at the end of town. They both gave him a thumbs-up before passing, and Bull grinned.
"I'm so proud, Janey!"
"Quit it, Bull. Tell me this. What would you do if you were in a normal family? What would you do with a normal sister? Huh? You'd have to keep track of all her kids' birthdays!"
Bull could no longer hear the deep rumble of the Harleys and in another minute the diminishing taillights glimmered out of sight in the distance. The road was black, the sky dark, but the trailer tracked well and Bull had to ease the Pete back down from eighty the big CAT engine turning only 1850 R.P.M. in top gear not the first time he had caught himself speeding accidentally in this rig. He settled back in the seat and held her steady on course with one gentle hand.
"Pure pussy!" he yelled. "The rig, Janey. Not you."
CHAPTER 8 - Stony Hill Missouri
Little Harold was still too far away to see if anyone was inside the maroon Cadillac Sedan DeVille parked in front of Uncle Ralph's house, but he thought he spotted the old lady's hat through the back window. Running out of breath now, he angled off to the right so that the single-story studio building up ahead would block any view of him as he climbed over the last fence. Half-way over, he lowered his pistol to the ground to free himself of the barbed wire, while his mind replayed the sound of his mother being knocked out and hauled away in the Cadillac.
I'll get him, Mama!
The door at the side of the studio was padlocked, and he stopped at the far wall, standing up against it and holding his breath to listen. Under the roof overhang, on both sides of him, tall grass grew up between piles of Honda SuperHawk motorcycle parts, Uncle Ralph's obsession before he caught military gun-fever. The motorcycle stuff, enough to build at least three of them, would normally have interested Little Harold but his mind was at sea now with the thought that everything was going to depend on him.
Unless Uncle Ralph could figure out what was coming.
Harold licked at the salty taste in the corners of his mouth. He was afraid his breathing was too noisy and he held his mouth wide open to keep quiet. There was no wind, the air-conditioner was not running, and the only sound was the motor in the Sedan DeVille idling on the other side of the building, and now, way off in the distance, the soft sonority of a truck rolling down the highway.
Harold had tried to give Uncle Ralph a puppy the year before, which would be a big dog by now and a big help. His mother had rejected the little, black Labrador, too, and who knows where it was now, probably starved to death and dead in a field somewhere, rotting fur stuck to a broken skeleton. Harold had found a dead dog like that once, and with that thought he sucked in a deep breath and eased around the corner of the building, his revolver in both hands.
The old lady was in the car, her head leaning back, the hat on the back ledge. Was she asleep? Harold moved in a crouch, up to but behind the car, ready to use it as a shield if the man spotted him and fired from the house. For a few seconds another part of him saw himself doing this, like on TV saw that he had learned this from television while he considered sneaking past the Caddy and getting the house between him and the old lady. Not that she could be much of anything if she woke up.
Tired of waiting behind the car and the sick-smelling exhaust, he pushed off into a semi, fat-boy run to the side of the house and didn't stop until he got to the back corner, turning then to check behind him. Just the end of the DeVille's trunk was visible now and he felt safe for the moment. He pressed against the rough, cool brick and caught his breath again.
Suddenly from somewhere inside his mother screamed.
Harold's stomach bunched up and the adrenaline squirt stabbed like a knife.
Then: "No, please, no!"
Harold lunged around the corner and through the back door, ducking through the kitchen behind the bar which separated it from the rest of the house nobody in sight but the guy suddenly busted out of the guest bedroom in front, a thick, black moustache dangling from his shiny head. He was looking from side-to-side with an automatic in one fat hand while Harold laid his revolver across the bar and pulled the trigger. Moustache spotted him just as Little Harold's hammer fell on an empty chamber. Harold frantically pulled again another empty chamber. He dropped behind the bar as the man's first three rounds smashed through the cabinet underneath BAM! BAM! BAM! ear-splitting misses which stung him with shattered glass and spraying whiskey and splintered wood. Two more shots BAM! BAM! missing him again on the other side and blowing a cabinet door open. His ears ringing, Harold turned the gun toward himself to look down it, the remaining cylinders shining with little copper-jacketed missiles ready to launch, and he tensed for the lurch back up to fire over the bar.
"Halt!"
The voice behind him didn't wait and a deafening shot rang out not ten feet away, the blast stinging the back of his neck and the round zinging past his right ear.
"Drop it!"
Another stinging blast to the left of him and Harold froze, then dropped his High Standard Double-Nine. The small, old lady was over him in a heartbeat, and a thin, stockinged leg kicked his gun away. Harold stared down at moustache's shiny, wing-tip shoes which were now parked under his nose, the empty brass from the lady's gun rolling toward them on the Linoleum. The shells stopped at the growing puddle of booze running from the cabinet under the bar.
"That was close! Where'd he come from?"
"Shut up, fool. Turn around, kid!"
Harold turned, very slowly, and straightened up. The weapon in her tiny, blue-veined hand was a huge, government-model .45, the hammer of the automatic cocked and the gaping barrel looking him right in the eye. Harold's lips were quivering, and his nose wrinkled at the spilled whiskey and burned gunpowder.
Moustache lowered his voice. "You want to live, boy?"
"I I want my mama."
"After you tell us where your driver is. Our trailer."
"After you turn Mama loose." Harold cringed at his own words and tensed up for the blow that never came.
"Look at me!" The old lady kept the cocked .45 aimed right at his eyes. He knew that Uncle Ralph had guns hidden all over the place. One in every room, he was always bragging. "Nobody's ever going to get the drop on me!" Behind him he could hear moustache snapping the slide of an automatic.
"Turn around!"
Sounds of the old lady reloading behind him as Harold stared at two new guns aimed at his head, shit, one of them was Uncle Ralph's pearl-handled 1935 "Navy Model" Beretta. Harold's shoulders slumped, then jerked back up when the old lady jammed the barrel of her pistol so hard into his lower back his knees buckled.
Kate was sitting on the edge of bed in the guest-room, a white, nylon rope cinched around her neck, the other end tied to a bedpost. The line was cinched so tight that Little Harold could hear her struggles for breath before he even saw her, when they were shoving him down the hall to the room. Her flushed face looked up when they pushed him in. Her hands were cuffed behind her and her eyes were bulging.
"Mama!"
"Boy, you better tell us. Your mother's suffocating to death, you know what I mean? She won't last much longer."
"Where is my trailer?" The old lady, her quavery but sharp banjo voice with a strange accent.
Kate was nodding vigorously and looking right at him while Little Harold's mind raced for something to do, to say...
"It's not worth it, boy." Moustache, sounding so reasonable after trying to kill him in the kitchen.
Kate still nodding.
"You got ten seconds before your mother gets to watch you bleed to death."
Harold glanced out the gauze-curtained windows, thinking he saw Uncle Ralph's body lying in the yard. But it was just the old lady's crumpled suit-jacket lying out there in the grass in front of the Cadillac, like a sleeping dog....
"Five seconds. Where's your driver?"
"He's not here," Harold said. "He was pretending."
"Pretending?"
"He can fake the caller-ID on the telephone."
Kate was still nodding, and her bloodshot eyes remained fixed on her oversized son, her breath coming in screeching struggles as she tried to suck in more air.
"Last time it said he was calling from Nashville."
"Bullshit!"
"He might be still around Atlanta."
"Where does he live?"
"In Florida somewhere. In Miami. He has a house in Miami."
"Bullshit! Where in Florida?"
"His... His parents live next to the Chattahoochee, no, the Chatawatchie River, no, Choctaw, Choctawhatchee!"
Moustache turned to the old lady, so small, her steely eyes never blinking. "I'm getting the phone. If he moves, shoot 'im."
"You are the one who doesn't know what to do is the problem!" she screeched.
With her eyes and the barrel of her .45 never leaving Harold's face, she sidled up to the window and yanked the curtains off the rod with one jerk. Harold watched moustache lean into the DeVille and get a cell-phone out with his pistol in his other hand and Uncle Ralph's smaller, pearl-handled Beretta tossed to the ground. He turned toward their window and looked back at them as he speed-dialed a number two punches on the keyboard and brought the phone to an ear, his suit-coat open and a short, wide, emerald-green tie laid on top of a white shirt bulging over the belt.
His mouth and moustache moved, no smile a pause mouth moving again, his head turning from side-to-side suddenly, then back to their window, the other party doing most of the talking while moustache shifted his weight from one leg to the other, one finger pulling at the short tie in the bright heat, the old lady stone quiet and unwavering and Kate screeching for breath on the bed.
Harold saw it before he heard it, moustache's hips suddenly jerking to the right before his stomach exploded into a bloom of red roses. Ka - bam! The window rattled as the man went down five feet from the car in a splatter of meat. Harold ducked as the .45 went off over his head, the old lady heading for the door now as Uncle Ralph's second round smashed through the window and took a chunk out of the back wall where she had been standing. Harold grabbed for his folding knife, tearing at it to get the blade out, momentarily deaf as he slid it alongside his mother's neck and sliced through the rope.
"Mama, Mama, Mama..." He could hear himself through the fuzzy ringing in his head, his arms around her and his cheek against her heaving chest. "Mama, Mama."
CHAPTER 9 - Road Block in Alabama
BULL SLAPPED Janey's hand away from the stereo above the dark windshield, above the CB radio which had been silent for the last ten minutes. "I like to listen to this engine."
"Bullperry...."
"This is going to be my new tractor. The best one I ever had." He looked back to the array of gauges, the dash-lights adjusted to his satisfaction and not a single bulb out. Air-pressure, water temp, oil pressure, oil temp, differential temp, gearbox temp, manifold pressure, cylinder-head temp...
"Why are we slowing down?"
"Lot of cops here through Auburn and Opelika...."
"I didn't see any."
"Believe me. And I don't want to get pulled over for something dumb and get caught with a phony trailer manifest."
They were on I-85 northeast out of Montgomery, heading to Georgia at 10:00PM, traffic picking up a little through the Auburn exits, 4-wheelers whipping past them like bees. Farther on, Bull and Janey were trolling past the Opelika exits at 60mph which felt like 40 in the big Pete when Janey's big handbag started beeping. She grabbed for it.
"My phone."
"Duh."
"Mama? Louder, Mama."
Bull pictured himself back in Stony Hill, MO, at the McKay terminal, getting all of his own stuff moved in, and installing his own cell phone setup with the killer, exterior antenna.
"Speak up, Mama, you're breaking up. Who's Kate?"
Bull glanced to the side and watched his sister glow briefly under the lights as they passed the last Opelika exit.
"Who's Uncle Ralph?" "Dead?" "He shot him?"
Bull reached for the phone but Janey slapped him away.
"You're breaking up Mama. Bullperry, pull over so I can get out."
"Stick the phone out the window." Bull pulled the air switch that operated the passenger side window.
"You're still breaking up, Mama. You didn't give her my cell phone number? Oka-a-a-ay.... Okay. She could hardly talk? Right. Okay. Thanks, Mama. I love you, Mama."
Warm, heavy, night air was mushing into the cab and Bull ran the window back up as soon as Janey could get her arm and head back in.
"My hair's a mess."
"What was that about?"
"This lady, Kate, called Mama. She and her son were kidnapped and the dude got some information out of them, apparently, before their uncle or somebody blew the guy away."
"Uncle Ralph shot him? Woe!"
"I mean! Anyway, this Kate person thinks the kidnapper got a phone call out before he died. He wants the Airstream, bad, and her son told him you were in Atlanta."
"Great.... Shit. Fuck!"
"What's wrong with that? We can meet whoever it is there. Beats looking for him!"
Bull thought about it.
"Well?"
Barely visible and far up ahead, Bull spotted blue and red flashing lights. "You're okay, Janey."
For a second he wondered why his dog, his radar detector, wasn't barking over the activity up there, then remembered he didn't have it with him. The feds had made bird-dogs illegal on big trucks, anyway, but fuck that.
"Yup, Janey. You're okay. For a chick."
The trucks and RV's ahead of them were ablaze with brake lights but it looked as though the roadblock coming up was letting passenger cars through. Bull slowed to a crawl to avoid the stops and starts, and so he could catch up his logbook.
"Uncle Ralph shot the guy who was going to kidnap Kate?"
"She shot him after is what Mama said. They must want your trailer pretty bad."
"It's their trailer."
"Yeah, but they want to hold hostages for it?"
"And here we are coming up on a roadblock. Jeez. Sometimes they get out the portables in Alabama. Portable scales. Well, we're not overweight."
"Dogs. I can see dogs up there. It's dope dogs, Perry."
"You better not have any dope on you Janey. Do you?"
"Uhhhh, no!"
"Janey...."
"No, thank god. But only because I forgot it. In the Saturn."
"You're sure."
"Positive. I mean, negative, ha ha."
"Oh, man...."
"Yeah, I know what you're thinking."
"The Airstream."
"Yeah."
"No water in the tanks. The toilet wouldn't flush...."
"Yeah...."
"We're fucked, Janey."
"You're fucked, Bull. I'm just riding along here."
"You're my sister!"
"And they're never going to know!"
The line came to a halt, the action about seven or eight trucks and RV's up ahead, and Bull let the clutch out in neutral, rested the logbook against the wheel, and began scribbling. An out-of-date logbook was often an excuse cops used to search. Janey and Bull sat in silence for a moment before Bull remembered he had turned down the CB when Janey was on the phone, and as soon as he caught his log up, he switched it on.
The radio was alive.
"They oughta have to make an appointment, just like everybody else."
"They checkin' logs, driver?"
"Dope. They lookin' for dope."
"That leaves me in the clear!"
"Me, too."
"Are Marlboros still legal?"
"Regular or menthol?"
A lady's voice: "Fuck 'em! I thought we were in America!"
"You on the wrong planet, girl!"
"Line's movin'."
Bull shoved in a gear.
The lady's voice again: "Why are they waving that tanker through?"
"They're using a profile."
"They not stoppin' everbody. Just Mexicans. An' white boys wif' fine-looking bitches in the cab."
They're stopping just the niggers, boy."
"Bullshit, they wavin' me through right now. Sayonara, honky asshole!"
Bull moved up the line only three trucks ahead now, with a couple RV's pulled over along the guardrail beyond that the area at the side of the interstate bright with portable lights and generators. The dogs looked black, with square heads and tan markings. Two of them. Rottweilers? Bull turned to Janey. "Shit, they're waving out another one. Get in the back and pull the curtain. Like you're sleeping if they bust in here."
"Bullperry! This is America. I can sit right here!"
"Janey, they got a profile."
"Not with me in it!"
"Believe me. With you in it."
Two officers, no hats, dark flak jackets, signaled the truck ahead of them out of the line and back onto the highway. Bull nodded to them, smiled, gave a little wave, and began to pull out himself but both of them snapped their red-coned flashlights at the rear of the Mayflower household moving-van already parked at the guard rail along the emergency lane. Bull shrugged his shoulders and pulled up behind it, and jerked on the air-brakes.
"Shut her down! Shut her down!"
"Christ, Janey, I told you!" He switched off the engine and rolled down his window. The air outside here was not as warm as before but it was heavy with fumes and the noise of the portable generators.
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