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Water, it is always about water. Too much, too little, too deep…hell, too damn wet. Don’t get me wrong. It is not that I don’t like water, I do. I mean I drink it, I wash my face in it, I even like to watch it puddle up in the street on a rainy afternoon while sitting on the porch swing sipping iced tea.
No, the problem I have with water is that it scares the crap out of me. I read somewhere that a person can drown in only a teaspoon of the stuff. That doesn’t seem right. I know it didn’t take much more than that to almost drown me. Back when I was six-years old, I ate a peanut butter sandwich, a bag of chips and half a corndog. Then I went swimming without waiting the mandatory thirty minutes before going back in. A lifeguard pulled me out. I was all cramped up, purple and sworn to Jesus. Well, the cramped up and purple part is true, anyway.
You can probably see why then I had my reservations about going with Chip Mackenzie to watch him practice throwing his cast net. We were camping in the backwoods, six of us; Chip, Sandy Crocker, me, and three other guys from work. We pitched camp in a clearing along a stream where the water ran cold and swift. We heard the fishing was good and the stream worked great for keeping our beer cold.
I went with Chip to watch him cast his net, and to take pictures. I told him I didn’t want to stand on the rocks so close to the water.
“C`mon, you gotta do it,” he said. “Take my picture.” He’s such a ham. “You’re the only one who can do it right, man.” He was right, too. I am one hell of a photographer.
“No. I don’t think I should—” I started to tell him.
“Yes you can, Johnny, don’t be chicken. You’re not going to fall in.”
He started making clucking noises. He knows how much I hate that. I flipped him a bird and then stepped out onto the rocks, my camera hanging from a strap around my neck. I felt the water rush over the tops of my feet, even colder than I expected. But Chip had waded out beyond the rocks and was already hip-deep in the swift-moving current. The cold didn’t seem to bother him much, so I figured if he didn’t mind walking around in wet jeans all day, then I could stand a little water in my sneakers.
I peeled the lens cap off my Minolta and snapped a few shots of Chip trying to cast the net out into the stream. Now, I’m not much of an outdoorsman myself, but I’m pretty sure that when the net goes out, it’s supposed to mushroom open before hitting the water. Chip’s net wasn’t doing that.
“You want to practice awhile longer,” I said, “let me come back when you think you got it?”
He looked at me and snarled. “Just snap a few more, will you? I’m gonna get this and I don’t want you to miss it when I do.”
“Oh, I’m getting it,” I laughed, and nearly fell off the rocks. My arms whirled back until I caught my balance again.
“Ha! Serves you right,” said Chip. “You should have fallen in. Now watch this one.”
What happened next, I cannot fully explain, even if I were watching a video and giving you a play-by-play account of the incident. To the best of my recollection, it happened something like this. Chip pulled some slack out of the cast net and held it between his teeth. Then he gathered up a bundle of netting in each hand. I watched him torque back like a loaded spring, and before I could say something about his peculiar technique, he catapulted the net out into the water. It opened up like a flower, just as pretty as a picture—the one I am sure he wished I got, but didn’t—and then it splashed down perfectly round and full.
All right, if we left it at that, we would still have something to talk about, only maybe not quite as interesting. Instead, we have Chip. In most instances, you can take a guy like Chip at face value. He is neither the funniest, cleverest, nor the most opportunistic spoke in the wheel, but he does have a knack (as I mentioned earlier) for hamming it up from time to time, especially when there’s a camera present. Therefore, when I saw Chip fall into the water after casting the net, I didn’t think anything of it. I just stood there snapping pictures and waving to him. After a while, I realized he might really be in trouble, and I started to panic. I saw he had gotten tangled up in his net and was rapidly losing ground in the swift currents. I yelled for him to stop clowning around, but I could tell from his floundering that he was not kidding.
Jump! a voice in my head screamed. Jump in and save him. He needs you!
A million different thoughts raced through my brain. My clothes will get wet. My camera will get ruined. What if he drags me under with him? That thought really scared the hell out of me. I saw him clawing for the surface, but the net prevented him from maintaining buoyancy.
Jump! My brain shouted again. Jump, you idiot! Still more excuses played through my head to justify not jumping in, but deep inside, as deep as the water that I knew ran below Chip, way down deep, I knew the reason I could not jump. I was six-years old again. Peanut butter, corndogs and potato chips be damned, I could not bring myself to jump. I just knew the icy water would rob me of breath. I would freeze from both fear and cold and then we both would drown.
Chip’s head bobbled to the top again. He cried out for my help and then slipped back under. I tossed my camera onto the shore, into a thicket of thorny bushes. The telephoto lens popped off and rolled into the water, but I didn’t care. I was going in. I made up my mind to jump; only my body had not yet accepted the orders.
Chip came up one last time. He tried to call for help again, but managed only to swallow a mouthful of water. It smothered his cries in a gurgle of hacking and coughing. When he went under, I knew it would be the last time I would ever see him alive.
That’s when it happened. From nowhere, a streaking blur brushed by me, nearly knocking me off my perch. It was Sandy Crocker. In one perfectly choreographed move, he skated along the tops of the jagged rocks, pulled his jersey off over his head and dove into the rushing waters. It seemed like he was under forever. The other three guys came over and one of them asked me what was going on.
“I don’t know,” I said, not really sure which one had asked. I could not take my eyes off the water. “I mean, I do know. It’s Crocker. He went in to get Chip.”
“What’s Chip doing?”
“He’s drowning.”
“Shit! Why didn’t you help him?”
I couldn’t answer, although I had been asking myself that same question.
A series of bubbles preceded Chip and Sandy as they broke the surface like a couple of corks. They bobbed and floated lifelessly for a couple of seconds before Sandy let out a blast of air and gasped. By then, they were twenty yards downstream and riding whitewater. The other three guys ran down along the edge of the bank and helped pull the two of them out. I collected my camera and lens and met up with them just as Sandy was preparing to perform CPR. He rolled Chip onto his back and struck him on the chest. Surprisingly, Chip spat up a geyser of water, coughed a little and then started breathing on his own. The others all cheered and laughed. They stood around Sandy and Chip, high-fiving one another and patting themselves on the back. Then Sandy looked up at me, his eyes squinting in the sun. The guys parted, stepping aside and leaving a wide aisle for me to approach.
“What happened to you?” Sandy asked.
I shook my head. “What do you mean?”
“I mean what happened to you? Didn’t you see he was drowning?”
“No, I didn’t know…I…I couldn’t tell. I didn’t—”
“He was afraid,” said Chip.
I looked down and saw Chip getting up off his elbows and trying to stand. Two of the guys helped him to his feet. Sandy stood also, but now he would not even look at me.
“Chip’s right,” I said. “I froze because I was afraid. It all happened so quickly, I—”
“So you decided to watch him drown?”
“No, it’s not like that at all.”
“Then why didn’t you yell for help?”
“Sandy, I wanted to, but…”
“Forget it,” said Chip. “It’s over, no harm done. Let’s just forget about it.”
“Chip, really. You know I wanted to—”
“It’s over, Johnny. It’s okay.”
He took a step and stumbled, but caught his balance on his own. Then he walked off toward camp, his dripping clothes fostering tiny puddles in the dirt behind him. Sandy and the guys followed. None would look at me now.
I brought up the rear, found a tree stump at the perimeter of the campsite and sat there until dusk. After the mosquitoes came out, I joined the others at the fire. They didn’t shun me, but they didn’t engage me either. They sat, laughed, drank, and kidded one another about all the ways they could die out there alone if someone were not there to save them. I felt about as worthless as the mosquitoes we were trying to swat away.
That night, I decided to go home and let the guys spend the rest of the weekend making fun of me. I slipped out of camp around midnight and hiked the narrow path back to the cars. The moon was out, not full, but nearly. I could see the broken twigs and matted grass from our trek into the woods. Sandy had brought along a machete and played Lewis and Clark on the foliage to mark the way. Even if he hadn’t, I still don’t think I would have had any trouble. Empty beer cans, cigarette wrappers and the occasional used condom littered the trail. So much for the great outdoors.
I broke the still of the night with a single chirp from my car alarm after deactivating it with my remote key entry. Several small animals scurried immediately from the vicinity, though the rustling of dried leaves fading into the brush told me that some of them might not have been that small. I had forgotten how the stealth of creatures in a moonlit forest could lead one to a false sense of security. Even though my car sat only feet away, I suddenly felt very vulnerable.
When I got to the car, I opened the door and jumped in. The dome light brought instant daylight to my eyes, momentarily blinding me. Great, I thought. Not only can’t I see out, now every lion, wolf and bear out there has a bead on my exact location.
Paranoid? You bet.
I closed the door, the light went out, and once again, security wrapped me in her blanket.
We had taken three cars up into the woods: mine, Jerry’s, and Chip’s. Those two took turns leading the entire way. Sandy rode with me as we played caboose. I didn’t have a reason to pay particular attention to how we got there. I just followed. Finding my way home was not a concern—then. As I started the car and headed out, I wished I had taken more mental notes.
I drove south; I think, turned left at the first fork, right at the second and flipped a coin at the third. The moon rode mostly over my left shoulder. I figured if I kept it there, at least I wouldn’t find myself traveling in circles.
When I got to a bridge, I stopped and stepped out to look around. We didn’t cross a bridge on our way up to the campsite, so I knew already I was lost. I did see the bridge as a good sign, however. People don’t generally build bridges to nowhere. They build them to connect two places to where other people go.
I looked over the side of the handrail and saw water rushing by. The same stream where my friends were camped might have fed it. If so, then it had gathered considerable momentum. I saw whitewater breaking on the rocks around the bridge’s pilings. I imagined that is where Chip’s body would have hung up, had Sandy not jumped in and saved him. They would have found him all bloated, battered and still tangled up in that damn cast net. For a fleeting moment, I had the urge to jump in myself, right there, right on top of the rocks. What irony. Let’s see Sandy Crocker pull another rabbit out of his ass then.
Something behind me made a noise like a twig snapping. I turned around quickly to look, almost expecting to see Sandy standing there with his shirt off, ready to take a swan dive over the railing. I saw nothing, but I felt a couple of raindrops. The moon slid in behind a black spot in the sky and seemed to give its consent to the night to bear down dark and heavy. I jumped back into my car and drove over the bridge. When I crossed to the other side, the rain had found its mark. It came down in sheets, quicker than my wipers could clear it away.
I suppose I should have pulled over at that moment and spent the night in the back seat catching up on some sleep. I think any normal person would. But a normal person would not have just been contemplating jumping off a bridge, even if only for a moment. The road, though not entirely visible, was deserted. I decided to continue, hoping to stumble upon a hotel, or maybe a quaint little bed-and-breakfast. A hot shower and a warm bed sounded good to me about then.
I drove for several miles before the road split at another fork. This one had a sign with two opposing arrows. One read, Harmles, 27. The other said, Plenty, 26. As town names go, both seemed innocuous. The rain came down from left to right. I didn’t want it following me, and for that reason, I went with the left arrow and headed for the town of Plenty. It didn’t take long to realize what a huge mistake that was.
Fifteen minutes on the road to Plenty, the rain began to let up. I took advantage of the improved driving conditions and stepped a little heavier on the gas. I didn’t know what the speed limit was, but I didn’t figure I was breaking it. Besides, the road was nearly deserted, except for one other car, and he was driving even faster than I was. His headlights looked like two tiny stars when I first noticed them behind me. In no time, the lights had swelled enough to consume my entire rearview mirror.
He came up on my ass and rode it so close I thought he had slipped right under my bumper. I rolled my window down and waved for him to pass. He backed off like he might, but then came back to kiss more chrome.
“Come on, duckweed!” I shouted. “Pass me already!”
He backed off again. I waved the universal Go Around sign out the window and then rolled it back up. I considered giving him that other universal sign, the one that only takes one finger, but I held off.
Many times in such situations, the other driver just gets complacent when following another car. He gets tired of watching the road, and riding another car’s coattails can make for easy driving. I decided to take my foot off the gas and bring it down until he got the message.
The speedometer unwound slowly, a slight downhill run kept the car decelerating with hardly any notice. I watched the needle glide from fifty, to forty, to thirty and then sort of level off. Still the guy stayed glued to my tail.
“You dipshit!” I screamed, and I flashed him that other universal sign, the one I mentioned earlier that only takes one finger. I know he saw it. His headlights had the passenger compartment of my car lit up like sunshine. I slammed on the brakes to scare him a little and then punched the gas. His bumper barely tapped mine before my car lunged forward and pulled away. Thinking that was the end of that, I settled into my seat and refreshed the intermittent sweep on my wipers. The rain had stopped, but for a forgivable sprinkle that made my windshield perspire.
Up ahead, a road sign promised a free carwash with every fill-up at Suidae’s Pump-N-Go, the only service station in the town of Plenty. I looked down at my gas gauge to see how my tank was doing. When I looked up again, the bastard in the car behind me was back. He snuck up on me with his lights out and then popped them on at the last second. I flipped him another bird and punched the gas. He stayed glued to my tail as though a tow chain had coupled our bumpers.
“What’s your problem?” I shouted, and I shook my fist in the air so he could see it.
My speedometer ratcheted up to ninety before I felt the back end of my car start to slip out from under me some. The road was still pretty wet and lined with trees. I knew if I lost control, it’d all be over. So where are the cops when you need one? I thought. Is this how it’s going to end for me?
I’ve often heard the expression “Be careful what you wish for.” Well, I’m here to tell you the truth of it all. One minute I’m looking in my rearview mirror, wondering why the guy behind me wants me dead, and the next I’m freaking out at the flashing red and blue lights on the top of his car.
I took my foot off the gas and coasted to a stop in front of Suidae’s Pump-N-Go, where a neon light in the window boasted cold beer and hot tacos. An old man in blue denim coveralls sat out on the porch beneath a flickering bug lamp, laughing at the random zapping of moths. He never acknowledged my existence, but I knew he saw me, as my headlights swept across him when I pulled in off the road.
I looked in my mirror and watched the cop car angle in behind me, his flashing high beams alternating left to right in perfect sequence with his wiper blades. The car door opened and a dark, cumbersome silhouette approached alongside my car. He stopped just behind the driver’s window. From my side view mirror, I could see his hand covering a holstered gun.
“Let me see your license and registration,” he said.
My heart was pounding. I couldn’t believe my luck. “Sure.” I reached across the front seat for the glove box.
“Hold it right there!” A sharp beam from his flashlight zeroed in on my hand just as my fingers touched the latch. “Do it nice and slow, ya hear?”
My arm froze. I heard the snap on his holster unbutton. I looked over my shoulder and squinted into the light, which he now directed at my eyes.
“I’m going slow,” I said. “See, just reaching for my wallet.”
He shinned the light back on the glove box. I popped it open and removed my wallet. As I riffled through the many compartments stuffed with credit cards, receipts and the every-ready emergency condom, I could hear the officer wheezing and snorting, as though he had just run the three hundred yard dash.
“You okay?” I asked.
He didn’t answer. Probably thought I was just mumbling to myself. He had grown more comfortable with the security issue and moved into full view of my side window. I still hadn’t looked up at him though, but through my peripheral vision, I could tell he was a large man—very large, and very out of shape. The nametag below his badge said Napoleon, though I doubted he suffered from a Napoleon complex. I extracted my license and registration and held them to the window. He reached in and snatched them from me.
“Beckman, huh?”
“Yes sir. That’s me.”
He trained the flashlight on my license. “Johnny, you know why I pulled you over?”
I thought about it. Yeah, because you got tired of fucking with me, and like a cat that gets tired of playing with a mouse, now you want to eat me. I thought it, but I didn’t say it.
“No, sir, I don’t. Was I speeding?”
“Yeah, Johnny, you were speeding, among other things.”
He bounced the light off my face and back at my license. “You ain’t from around here, are you?”
“Sir, I’m not even sure where here is.”
“Is that supposed to be funny?”
“No, not at all. I’m just saying…”
I looked up at him to plead my case of ignorance. It was then that I realized what a pig this guy was. Seriously, I don’t just mean fat, which he was. I mean pig-like. I think I actually gasped when I looked at his face. He had big round cheeks and black beady eyes, and a nose that protruded like an accordion and ended flat with two wide pencil holes for nostrils. His ears were floppy, pointy, and pink with fine little hairs wrapping around them like cornhusks.
“You’re just saying what?”
I shook my head and drew a bead down on my steering wheel. This isn’t happening, I thought, and I remembered the time I drank too much and came to believe that snakes were hiding in my closets among my shoes. It turned out they were only shoelaces. I knew I wasn’t drinking this time, but I was in a state of excited agitation. The mind can play funny tricks on you when you’re under duress, alcohol induced or otherwise.
I told myself I would count to three and look up again. If he still looked like a pig, then I would just hold my tongue and act naturally.
“I asked you a question, son.”
“Yes, sir, I know. I am trying to answer the best I can. You see, I was out camping with some friends, and I left them because we weren’t getting along. Next thing I knew, I made a wrong turn somewhere and—”
I pitched my head back and rolled my eyes up at the officer. I expected I’d see a hard-working cop, a little heavy, maybe a five o’clock shadow, for sure, and maybe the usual baggage under the eyes from not sleeping right, because nightshift cops never get to sleep during the days the way dayshift cops sleep at night.
I figured the strobe lights from his car might cast some unflattering shadows and accentuate the pockmark acne scars on his cheeks, a testament to his looser high school years before he realized he could get back at every wise ass jock that ever gave him wedgies, and every pom-pom twirling cheerleader that ever snubbed him when asked out on a date. No, I didn’t expect a pretty face, just one that looked human.
“And so you thought you’d fuck with me,” he said. “Is that it?”
My mouth fell slack. I took a breath and almost forgot to let it out. He snorted through his pig nose and laughed, and then his ears stood erect like a pissed off Doberman’s. He looked down at me as though I had just called his mother a whore. His eyes hooded over and sunk deep within their sockets like bits of glimmering black coal.
“I wasn’t trying to mess with you. Honest, I only wanted to—”
“Silence!” he shouted, loud enough to scare the old man under the bug light back into the store. He turned the flashlight back on my face. “You know what your problem is, boy?”
By then, I was shaking so hard I couldn’t answer him verbally.
“Your problem is you’re too skinny.”
“Skinny?” I said, or maybe I thought it. I’m not sure which.
“I’m taking you in. Get out of the car.”
“Taking me in for speeding? Can’t you just give me a ticket?”
He pulled his gun from his holster and pointed it at my head. I could not see the bullet down the barrel, but I could see the blunt ends of the others peeking out of their cylinders, waiting their turn.
I opened the door and stepped out.
“I ain’t arresting you for speeding. I told you. I’m bringing you in for being too skinny.”
“What? You’re kidding, right?”
He grabbed my shirt collar and spun me around, splaying me face down on the hood of my car. Then he kicked my feet apart and cuffed my hands behind my back.
“Does it look like I’m kidding?”
From the corner of my eye, I saw another police cruiser pull up behind us. An officer stepped out and approached. He was fat, not as fat as the one cuffing me, but no slouch either. He gave a nod with his chin up.
“Whaddaya got, Gip? Another skinny.”
“Yeah, Flitch, another out-of-towner. Go figure, right? Why don’t you check his vehicle? Make sure he ain’t carrying.”
“I have no weapons,” I said. “I only shoot with a camera.”
“We ain’t talking about weapons,” said the new arrival. He walked up behind me and leaned over the hood. I felt his thick wet nose against the back of my neck. He snorted all around my ear and cheek, and along my shoulder like an excited puppy. It tickled at first, but then I got an image in my mind of a hog routing for truffles in a mossy meadow and it grossed me out.
“He’s clean,” he said, and then he walked around to the driver’s side door and began searching under the seats and in the glove box. When he finished that, he popped the trunk and tossed its contents out onto the road.
“What’s he looking for, narcotics?”
Napoleon finished patting me down. He grabbed the back of my collar, pulled me up and spun me around. We were looking face to face then, and in my wildest dreams, I could not have imagined a more homely man. I still hesitate to tell you that he looked just like a pig, (I mean just like one) but he did. Now that I could see his partner better, I have to tell you that the bacon didn’t fall far from the sow in that town.
“He ain’t looking for narcotics,” said Napoleon, “but he is looking for pills.”
“What, like steroids?”
He laughed and snorted. “I mean diet pills.”
“Come again?”
“I got nothing,” said Flitch. He slammed the trunk closed without putting the spare tire or the bumper jack back in. “You can take him.”
“Take me? Take me where? I didn’t do anything!”
Napoleon reached into the car and gave the horn a little toot-toot. The old man tripping on the bug light came out of the store and waved.
“She’s all yours,” Flitch hollered.
They escorted me to Napoleon’s cruiser and sat me down in the back seat. Then they shut the door, and for awhile, the two of them stood outside talking. I watched the old man through the side window as he hurried his fat ass across the macadam and got into my car.
“Hey, where’s he going?” I shouted.
Napoleon and Flitch kept right on talking. One of them said something funny and both broke out in a fit of pig snorting and grunting. They slapped their knees and each other’s backs, and then looked at me as though I were the brunt of the joke.
The old man started my car and pulled it up to the gas pumps. I saw him get out and walk around to the back, but a parked truck blocked my view from what he was doing. A minute later, he got back in and drove it around the back of the store. I heard Napoleon say goodbye to Flitch and then he squeezed back into the front seat of the cruiser.
“Hey,” I said. “What’s the old man doing with my car? Why did he take it behind the store?”
Napoleon readjusted his rearview mirror to see me better, (God forbid he try to turn around in his seat to do it). He didn’t answer me, though. He dropped the car into gear and pulled out onto the road. I turned around to look out the back window and saw a sudden burst of orange and red flames explode over the roof of the store. It lit up the night sky like a roman candle before settling down to just an obvious source of something burning in the distance.
“Was that my car?”
I saw Napoleon chuckle to himself, and then he looked up into the mirror. His eyes were still squinting. He shook his head, as if my asking was a silly question. I supposed it was.
We got into the town of Plenty around one in the morning, and even though it was late, the town’s people were still up partying. I saw folks dancing in the streets, fireworks in the sky and little children running around with sticks, banging on scarecrows hanging from trees like stuffed piñatas.
The strangest thing about it was that they were all fat. I mean it. The little children: porkers, the women dancing in the streets: heifers, and the men shooting off bottle rockets and night whistlers: fat as hippos, every one of them. It looked like a commercial for Weight Watcher’s Anonymous, only in a bizarre, no one really wants to diet anyhow, sort of way. I cleared my throat to get Napoleon’s attention. His eyes bounced off the mirror and back on the road.
“You got sum`um to say?” he asked.
The car turned a corner sharply, and my head bumped the side window. I heard him laugh at that. He caught his breath at the end with a snort.
“Yeah,” I said. “What’s going on? Is this some sort of holiday?”
“You might say that.”
“What, like Founder’s Day or something?”
“No. It’s Festival of Feasts Day.”
“You do this every year?”
He turned the car down a dead end street and killed his lights.
“Yup, every year. Sometimes twice a year.”
“Twice?”
“If we’re lucky.”
“So this is a farming town, is that it?”
He coaxed the car to a stop in front of a small brick building, windowless, and as drab as a burlap sack. Over the door, painted right on the brickwork was the word JAIL in big block letters. He gave a toot on the horn before shutting the car’s engine off.
I watched him wiggle his fat ass out of the car and come around the back to the passenger side door where I sat. Another cop came out of the building then. I had to do a double take when I saw who it was.
“He give you any trouble, Gip?”
Napoleon laughed. “Trouble? Now, Flitch, when have you ever known me to take any crap from a skinny, even on a bad day?”
“I don’t know. What about that one skinny, Pete something or another? You know the fellow that gave you the slip back in processing?”
Napoleon opened the car door for me. “Old slippery Pete?”
“Yeah, that’s him.”
“That don’t count. I got him back here, didn’t I?”
Flitch came over and helped me out of the car by pulling on my shirt until it ripped. He stumbled back with a handful of torn collar, but managed not to fall.
“You did,” said Flitch, no apologies for the shirt. “But not before almost ruining Festival of Feasts Day.”
Napoleon shrugged at the comment. He shut the car door with his hip and nudged me into motion toward the building.
“The point is, I got him back, so zip it.”
Flitch led me into the jail. Napoleon followed, his hands cinched around my cuffs at the chain. I guessed he didn’t want to lose me on Festival of Feasts Day as he lost—almost lost—slippery Pete. I thought maybe Flitch would like that, though.
They brought me to the back of the room and made me get up on a scale. Flitch slid the little counterweights along the bar until it balanced out at a hundred and sixty-two pounds. Napoleon jotted down the information on a clipboard, then nudged me off the scale and had me stand flat against the wall.
“Here, stand still,” he said. He grabbed an old Polaroid camera from the top drawer of a three-drawer filing cabinet and snapped my picture. The film slid out with a mechanized whine and hung there until he plucked it off with his chubby little fingers. He fanned the exposure under his nose, taking deep breaths and exhaling with eyes closed like some pimply adolescent huffing glue down in his parent’s basement.
“So did you take him the long way around town to see the Festival?” Flitch asked.
Napoleon opened his eyes. “I took`em.”
“Did you drive by Processing?”
He tossed the developing picture onto his desk. “I did.”
“And?”
“And there was nothing to see. Now come on, help me uncuff him so we can get him into the cell.”
“Wait!” I said. “Aren’t you going to fingerprint me?”
They both looked at me strangely. “Fingerprint you?” Napoleon’s brow crinkled like hot bacon. “Why would we want to do that?”
Flitch elbowed his partner. “Hey, Gip. He thinks he’s being arrested.”
At once, they both broke out laughing. Hysterical might not justly express the magnitude of their amusement, but suffice it to say, that while they were rolling on the floor, I probably could have made a break for the door and gained a substantial lead on a serious get-a-way. Why I didn’t, I will never know.
After regaining composure, they threw me into a ten-by-ten foot cell and locked the door. I looked around at my new surroundings in disbelief. My entire world now consisted of a stainless steel toilet, a washbasin with mirror, and a set of bunk beds. The only fresh air came from an eighteen-inch wide window, stripped with prison bars, high up on the sink wall. The floor sloped from the four corners of the cell to the center, and a shower drain marked the spot where the points met. Directly over that, a rusty showerhead dripped steadily, like a metronome keeping time. Another cell, even smaller, adjoined that one to the left. It, at least, had a cast-iron radiator in the corner. My clothes were still wet from the rain, and I imagined how nice it would have been, had they let me dry off a little in there. My guess was they denied me that pleasure on purpose.
I went to the window and pulled myself up by the bars to look out. I saw a line of trees off in the distance, and thought I heard a running stream beyond that. I wondered if the stream didn’t flow right past Sandy and the guys, whom I figured still slept soundly in their tents back at the campsite, oblivious to my growing nightmare. That’s when I remembered about Sandy’s cell phone. I turned and yelled to Napoleon.
“Hey, what about my phone call?”
He looked back at me and sneered, his pleated pig nose wrinkling like a pudgy worm. “Phone call? You don’t get no phone call. What do you think this is, the Marriott?”
“Then why are you holding me? You can’t do this. I have rights.”
He turned and walked away, disappearing around the corner. It took a while for his fat shadow to catch up, but when it did, it seemed to take with it all my hopes of getting out of there. I grabbed the bars on the cell door and shook them.
“I know my rights!” I shouted, knowing he was not listening. “Get back here! I demand my phone call! I demand it—PIG!”
“I wouldn’t do that,” a voice behind me said.
I spun about on my heel. At first, I saw nothing but brick walls, bars and an empty set of bunk beds. The adjoining cell held no prisoners, and no one stirred outside the window. I turned again, expecting Napoleon or Flitch to strike me over the head with a police baton for using the ‘P’ word, but that didn’t happen.
I walked back to the window and pulled myself up. I heard a slight murmur of voices off in the distance, partygoers laughing it up in the streets, but too far away for any one voice to carry clearly. Other than that, there were no signs of life beyond the bars. I lowered myself to the floor and pressed my back to the wall.
“Pig,” I said, under my breath, a little louder than a whisper.
“There you go again.”
I jumped back and readied my fists for a fight. “Who are you? Where are you?”
Something stirred below the covers on the lower bunk. I crouched down to look. There, I saw a withered old face peeking back with a toothless grin. He startled me at first, like spotting a rattlesnake under a pile of autumn leaves when you’re raking the yard. I knew I had the upper hand, but he had the element of surprise. I crouched lower, but kept my distance.
“Who are you?”
He pulled the covers aside, swung his legs out over the edge of the cot and sat up straight as a board.
“Name’s Warren,” he said, and he offered his hand to shake. “Warren Fillmore, but you can call me Gabby. That’s what all my friends call me.”
I looked at him and nearly cringed. His arms and legs were all but skin and bones. His sunken cheeks and eyes pooled with sickly shadows. His protruding ribs, which had obviously been broken a time or two before, made him look like an inmate from a holocaust prison camp. I took his hand and shook it gently, as I would an old lady’s. I didn’t want to break anything, though afterward I realized that was unlikely. He had a grip like a bear and an eagerness for contact that made me think he didn’t get company often.
“Well, Gabby, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Johnny Beckman. What are you in for?”
“Same as you.”
“Me?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s funny, because I don’t even know what I’m in for.”
“You don’t? They didn’t tell you?”
“No. They said they were taking me in because I’m too skinny, but that’s not a crime. They can’t hold me for that.”
He shook his head and rolled his eyes toward the floor. I got a weird sense of déjà vu. My father used to do the same thing whenever I did something wrong. He would look down at the floor and shake his head. ‘Johnny, you just don’t get it, do you?’ my father would say. ‘You just don’t get it,’ and then he’d beat the tar out of me with his belt. Watching old Gabby, I got the feeling that whatever it was I didn’t get, I was about to get, real soon.
“What? Why are you shaking your head? Are you telling me that’s really what they’re holding me for?”
“You got it.”
“But that’s crazy! It’s bullshit. They can’t do that. I want my lawyer. I want my phone call, damn it! I want out of this fuckin` place, right now!”
“Enough!” came a voice from the hall.
I turned and saw Napoleon standing at the cell door, a ring of keys in one hand and a black leather leash in the other. At the end of the leash, stood a growling Doberman, his muzzle snarled back, revealing a row of pointed teeth like sharpened pearls.
“Another sound from either of you and I’ll send in the dog. You understand? Now go to sleep!”
Gabby’s little stick legs swung back under the covers as if attached to rubber bands. He rolled onto his side, wedging his body against the cot and the wall. Then he pulled the blanket up over his head and curled up into a tiny ball. I got the feeling maybe Napoleon had let the dogs out on him before, and it made me believe he would do it again.
Napoleon jingled his keys, and the dog started barking excitedly. It didn’t take more than that to get my attention. I kicked off my shoes, jumped into the top bunk and pulled the covers up over my head. Soon afterward, the dog stopped barking, the lights in the hall went out and, unbelievably, I fell asleep.
I dreamed about Chip, drowning in the stream, only this time I did go in after him. I managed to set him free from the fishing net so that he could swim back to safety. Unfortunately, in the process, I found myself all tangled up in the net instead. I tried calling for help, gasping between breaths as the net and water worked their conspiracy to pull me under.
In the blur of foaming water, I saw Sandy helping Chip back to his feet on the rocky shore. He put his arm around Chip’s shoulder, and together they made their way back to camp, leaving me alone, struggling with the inevitable.
I took a final deep breath and slipped below the water for the last time. On the way to the bottom, the fishing net wrapped itself around me like a blanket, my arms and hands folded tightly to my chest. I evacuated my lungs and opened my eyes. A column of bubbles fluttered before me, rising like tiny balloons in a hurried race to the surface.
When the last bubble passed, I saw a pair of green eyes staring back at me through the murky water. They glowed like lanterns in a dark cave, and between them, the shallow pits of a viper. They came upon me, as I knew death would: haunting, eerie and quick. I opened my mouth, prepared to suffocate in a breath of water, when the face of death revealed itself. It came, not as some hooded skeleton with reaping sickle and monastic robe, but something more nauseating, unjustly befitted and perverse. Death and damnation came unabashedly in the withered folds of Napoleon’s face.
I awoke the following morning, staring at a brick wall. I knew I was still in jail, but for just a moment, the smell of coffee and bacon made me think I was home again—not home at my apartment in the city, but back in the country where I grew up, where the days always began with a large breakfast and lots of hot coffee.
I rolled over, expecting to see a few rays of sunlight streaming in through my measly window. Instead, I saw Gabby, his chin resting on my bunk, his eyes not six inches from my own. I pulled back with a jerk and nearly snapped my neck.
“Jesus, Gabby. What the hell are you doing?”
He batted his eyelashes like a butterfly and grinned innocently. “Just wait`n for you to wake up.” He picked his head up off the mattress and straightened his back, which still only put inches between his face and mine. “You’re a late sleeper, ain’t cha?”
“Late?” I looked at my watch. I thought it said noon, until I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and noticed it was only six A.M. “How long were you standing there?”
He shrugged. “About an hour,” and he seemed to think about it. “At least since your breakfast arrived.”
He pointed across the room at a trolley brimming with food. Mounds of eggs, like fluffy clouds toppled onto piles of bacon stacked in pyramids two feet high. Pancakes the size of hubcaps swelled over piles of sausage and pork strips, biscuits and gravy, all of it dripping in maple syrup and oozing in butter. Hash browns, grits, and little things that looked like titty nipples swam in a moat of melted cheese and strawberries.
I turned to Gabby. The look on my face must have seemed priceless. “Are we expecting company?”
He shook his head. “Nope. That’s all for you.”
“Me?” I did a double take. It was such a shitload of food. “Aren’t you going to eat, too?”
He stepped back so that I could look at him, just in case I forgot what a scrawny little tadpole he was. “Does it look like I’m gonna eat?” He grinned his toothless smile.
“Why not? This is probably all left over from the big festival last night. You might as well enjoy it.”
“Oh, it’s not leftovers. It was made up fresh and hot just for you.”
“For me?”
I hopped down from the bunk and moseyed toward the trolley, acting like I didn’t much care one way or the other. Fact was, though, I hadn’t eaten since before Chip fell into the water the day before and my stomach was screaming for some hot grub. About two steps in, though, I stopped after stepping on something wet. I looked down at the bottom of my socks. They were dripping. Gabby made a face and turned away, a guilty move if ever I saw one.
“What’s all this?” I said.
“That?” He shrugged. We both looked down. A steady stream of water led from the toilet to the drain in the floor. “Oh, yeah, that. Well, sometimes the toilet doesn’t flush right.”
“Sometimes?”
“Yeah, most times.”
I walked over and looked into the bowl. It was not pretty, I assure you. “Jesus, Gabby!” I pointed in disgust. “Did you do that?”
He came up behind me and stole a peek over my shoulder. I saw him smile, out of pride I think, but I like to believe it was just gas.
“Yup. That’s mine.”
“It is?”
“A-huh.”
“Where did it come from? The damn thing is bigger than you.”
He backed away. “Is not.”
“Yes it is. It’s humungous! And you got pieces of it on the floor!”
He looked back at the floor and followed the water trail to the drain. “Oh, those aren’t mine.”
“They’re not?”
He shook his head.
I watched him hobble back to the bunks, this time claiming the one on top for his own. I don’t think I’d have minded so much if he hadn’t used the lower bunk as a stepstool, leaving his wet sock footprint all over the sheets. It was almost enough to make me lose my appetite. Almost.
I walked back to the trolley and started with the bacon, plucking a piece off the top of the pyramid and breaking a corner off in my mouth like a stick of brittle beef jerky. Man let me tell you, IT WAS HEAVEN.
I looked at Gabby as though my number had just come up in the state lotto. “You gotta try this,” I said, shoving the rest of the bacon in my mouth, and following that with another six or more slices. “This is the best bacon I ever tasted!” Of course, he probably could have guessed; I was so excited. I turned around and loaded up with a fistful of sausage and a couple of hot biscuits. I must have looked like some starving refugee, the way I stuffed my gourd, but I kept thinking it was all a mistake, and at any minute, Officer Gip Napoleon would come in and wheel it all away.
“You sure you don’t want any?” My hands were shoveling food in like a robot now—left, right—left, right—chomp, chomp. I didn’t even turn around to hear Gabby’s response. I think I might have even said something like, “You sure you don’t want any? I have plenty,” like there was any chance I could finish it all.
“No, I don’t eat,” said Gabby, “less I have to. They ain’t getting me to fall for that old trick.”
I packed some hash browns into a pancake and rolled it up like a giant burrito. “Fall for what old trick?”
He didn’t answer. I heard footsteps coming down the hall then. Gabby pulled the covers up over his head—afraid, maybe. It was hard to tell with Gabby. He always seemed a little skittish, anyway.
“I see the food is to your liking,” a voice said. I knew without looking it was Napoleon.
“Yeah, if it’s your way of apologizing for my false arrest last night, it’s a good start. Now how `bout letting me out of here?”
He snorted. “Ha! Fat chance. But if you’re lucky, I will let you out for some fresh air later.”
“What?” I tossed my pancake burrito into the moat of melted cheese and titty bits, and marched up to the front of the cage. He seemed larger than I remembered, just as ugly, but definitely larger. I was somewhat glad for the cell door separating us. Still I grabbed the bars and tried to shake the door off its hinges.
“What do you mean, if I’m lucky? You have no right to hold me here. I’m a tax-paying citizen of this—”
Without so much as a warning, Napoleon drew his baton and whacked the shit out of my knuckles as hard as he could. I pulled my hand back, screaming, and began hopping around the cell like my pants were on fire.
“You Goddamn son-of-a-bitch mother fucker….” I could go on, but I think you get the picture.
He holstered his baton and started laughing that insidious grunting pig laugh of his, the laugh I had come to despise so much since he and Flitch let that crazy old man take my car away at the gas station the night before. It drove me crazy to think I couldn’t do a thing about it, either.
I saw Gabby peel back the covers on the bed and peek out at all the commotion. He didn’t seem surprised at what happened, only fearful that some of my misfortune might rub off on him. I knew then he had gone down that road with Napoleon before.
Tears welted in my eyes, as I watched my knuckles swell to three times their normal size. I wanted to continue my tirade, thinking it might help my pride, but I held my tongue. It might have been the look on Gabby’s face, or maybe the feeling in my gut that Napoleon would only stand for so much, I don’t know.
I watched the fat bastard, standing there, rocking back on his heels, laughing, grunting, and looking more like a pig than ever before. I knew then I had found real trouble, and suddenly my appetite for food and protest had greatly diminished.
“Got any more complaints, Beckman?”
I tucked my swollen hand under my armpit. “No.”
“Good. Now finish your breakfast. You’re gonna need your strength.”
He turned and walked away. I ran back to the cell door to make sure he was gone. I saw his shadow round the corner and then heard another door, a heavy metal one, shut with a bang.
“Damn, did you see that? I think he broke my fingers.”
“Nah. He didn’t break them,” said Gabby. “He knows better. But they will hurt for a while.”
“What do you mean, he knows better?”
“I mean he’s going to work you. He doesn’t want you broken.”
“Work me where?”
“It don’t matter. Wherever it is, you won’t like it. He could have you doing roadwork, picking up trash along the highway, or maybe playing farmhand, planting and picking vegetables in the hot sun. If you’re lucky you might get sewage detail.”
“What’s that?”
“That’s where you have to dive into the sewage tank down at the water treatment plant to clear debris from the intake manifold.”
“Ooh, that doesn’t sound so nice. Why would that be lucky?”
“`Cause, at least you get to hose off when you’re done, som`em they don’t let you do around here very often.”
“What about the showerhead?” I turned my gaze up at the ceiling.
Gabby shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”
“Yeah, well, I think I’ll take my chances on the farm.”
“Ain’t like you get a choice.”
“And it ain’t like I gotta do any work, either. He can’t keep me here. I have rights.”
Gabby pulled the covers off his skinny legs and hopped down off the bunk. He stood, with the help of the bed frame to steady him. I thought he might fall, but he looked at me and grinned after finding his balance and realizing he would not.
“It gets a little harder to do that every day,” he said. He pointed to the trolley. “Help me over there will ya, Johnny?”
I took him by the arm and helped him cross the room like a Boy Scout escorting a little old lady across the street. His first few steps were old man shuffle steps, but he warmed up quickly and finished the trek on his own.
“Gabby, how long since you’ve eaten?”
“Ate yesterday,” he said, and he picked up a mini muffin and stuffed it in his mouth. I watched him tilt his head back and swallow it whole. It went down his throat in a lump, and I thought of a snake swallowing a rat. When he was done, he turned and shuffled back across the room. He took a seat on the edge of the bunk, folded his hands neatly on his lap and sighed as though he had just polished off a ten-course meal.
I looked at him queerly, waiting for the punch line. When it didn’t come, I had to ask. “What’s that? Don’t tell me that’s all you’re eating?”
“What? That’s enough.”
“No it’s not! Look at you. You’re emaciated. You’re malnourished. You look like a refugee from Twigs-R-Us. Is that all you had yesterday, too?”
“Uh-uh. Yesterday I had a Cheerio.”
“You had a bowl of Cheerios?”
“I had a Cheerio, but I washed it down with milk.”
I pointed to the toilet. “That’s more than a Cheerio.”
He looked at me sheepishly. “I’ve been holding it in a while.”
“What’s a while?”
He started counting on his fingers. I stopped him when he got to ten, not wanting to believe he might be counting weeks. “Never mind. Why are you doing this, not eating, I mean? Are you protesting? Are you on a hunger strike?”
“What? No! I ain’t protesting. I’m surviving, and I suggest you do the same if you want to stick around awhile.”
“Are you kidding? Why on earth would I want to stick around here?”
“Because it beats the alternative,” he said under his breath. I think he meant for me not to hear it.
“What alternative?”
I watched his forehead wrinkle with hesitation. His eyes skirted the room. His shoulders shrugged. “That’s all I’m saying,” and he shook his head softly.
I started towards him, determined to shake the answer out of him if I had to, but the door at the end of the hall suddenly opened. I heard keys jingling on a belt loop, the way they do on the hip of a fat man whose walk has more slosh than suave. I knew immediately it was Napoleon.
Gabby ducked back under the covers and curled up in a fetal position with the blanket over his head. I strolled up to the front of the cage, waiting, mindful not to grab the bars where he could hit my hands again. Napoleon’s shadow came into view long before he did, and I could tell he was not alone.
“He’s got someone with him,” I whispered.
“Is it Flitch?” Gabby asked, his voice squeaking.
“I don’t know. They’re coming now.” I backed away from the door. “No. It’s not Flitch,” I said, after realizing the shadow walking with Napoleon was too small. “I think it’s another prisoner.”
“I’m putting him in number two!” Napoleon announced over his shoulder, and when he came into view I could see he did have a prisoner with him.
“Number two it is!” came the reply down the hall. I think that was Flitch. “Did`ya remember to weigh him?”
“Yup. One-ninety and a half.”
Napoleon uncuffed the prisoner and pushed him into cell number two. The man stumbled, but didn’t fall. I saw a bruise on his right cheek and wondered if it came compliments of the dumpling gang.
“Did`ya get his picture?”
Again, Napoleon hollered back. “Got his picture.” He shut the cell door and locked it with one of the keys from the oversized ring dangling on his side.
“Did you say one-nineteen and a half?”
Napoleon rolled his eyes and snorted, only this time more like a bull than a pig. “I said one-ninety…. Damn it, Flitch, just wait until I get back there, will ya? It’s all written down.” He pointed at the new inmate and shook his finger at him. “I’ll have no more trouble from you, Mister Stutters. Another word about your civil rights, you and me will have some serious alone time. You catch my drift?”
The man looked over at me, saw me nodding yes, and then gave Napoleon the answer he was looking for. I could tell he really wanted to flip Napoleon the bird, hell I wanted to flip Napoleon the bird, but something very strange was going on, and I needed time to figure out what it was before I made myself too obnoxious. I thought having an ally—a real ally, and not just old bag-of-bones Gabby—would be an asset.
After locking the door, Napoleon pulled on the bars to make sure it stuck. Satisfied, he turned and lumbered back to his office. I looked over at the new guy standing dumbfounded in the next cell, and I gave him another nod.
“How’s it going?” Stupid question, I know. It’s funny how we’re conditioned to say things like that.
The guy came over and shook my hand. He was not a big fellow, but he was no pushover either. He looked about thirty, a black man, six feet minus an inch, maybe, well dressed, and if Napoleon’s scale was right, I knew he packed a hundred and ninety pounds neatly on his medium frame. His grip felt light at first, but when I squeezed his hand a little tighter, he reciprocated and nearly crushed my fingers.
“Name’s Mark Stutters,” he said, in a slight southern drawl. “And please, no jokes.”
“Jokes? You kidding? I see nothing funny about this. What did they haul you in for?”
“You won’t believe it.”
“Try me.”
“They said I’m too—”
“Skinny!” Gabby hollered out. “Right?” He pulled the covers down to his chin and gummed a smile.
“Yeah, that’s right.” Stutters pulled his shirt up to reveal a meaty midriff. “You believe that?”
“It’s a recurring theme around here,” I said.
The new guy nudged me in closer with a nod. “Who’s that?” He pointed with darting eyes at Gabby.
I glanced back over my shoulder. “Him? Oh, he’s harmless. Said his name’s Warren, but his friends call him Gabby. I think he’s been here a while.”
Gabby tossed the covers onto the floor, hopped out of bed (a little easier this time) and toddled to the bars separating the two cells. “You can call me Gabby, too, Mr. Stutters.”
The two shook hands. Stutters stepped back and eyeballed Gabby top to bottom. “Damn! You a skinny little runt, ain’t cha?”
Gabby made a frown. “I carry my own.”
“Barely,” I added.
“Well, if being skinny is a crime in this town, I can see why you’re here. You been sick or sum`um?”
Gabby planted the heel of his palm behind his ear and pitched his face toward the lights. “Flattery will get you nowhere,” he cooed, “but thanks for noticing.”
I shook my head. “Don’t get him going, Stutters. He thinks everyone should work at getting as skinny.”
“Why? Does he like it here that much?”
“It’s survival,” said Gabby, abandoning his Hollywood starlet act. “It’s what kept me here longer than all the rest, and it’ll keep me here long after you two are gone.” He turned with a snap and retreated to his bunk.
Stutters eyes followed. “What do you mean?”
“Let it go,” I said. “He’ll get you asking more questions than he’s willing to answer.” I stepped aside and pointed to the trolley. “You hungry?”
He gazed at the food like a kid on Christmas. “Starving. Do ya mind?”
I pushed the buffet across the room and parked it at his feet. He dove right in to the sausage and bacon and followed that up with a handful of cold scrambled eggs. I looked back at Gabby, who watched from his bunk, his lips curling with squeamish, but curious disdain.
“Man, you are hungry,” I said. “When’s the last time you ate?”
He stopped shoveling food into his mouth long enough to swallow hard and catch his breath. “Day b`fore yesterday, I think. Is this Saturday?”
“Yes.”
“Then yeah, the day b`fore yesterday.” He popped another sausage link in his mouth. “Sure do seem longer, though.”
“So why haven’t you been eating?”
“Bet he was lost,” said Gabby.
“What?”
“He’s right,” Stutters said. “I got lost. Then I ran outta gas. Been hoofing it since yesterday morn. I spent the night in the woods, no food, no fire, nothing.”
“So, how’d you get here?”
“Some old kook turned me in. I come outta the woods behind an old gas station and told the man there that I was lost, and that my car was out of gas somewhere in the sticks. The guy made a phone call, and the next thing I knew, the police pulled up in a black and white and kicked the crap out of me for no reason.”
“Weren’t for no reason,” said Gabby. “They did it `cause you’re too skinny.”
“Bullshit! I ain’t skinny. I wish I was, you bony little freak. I’d squeeze through these bars and break you like a pencil. Besides, being skinny ain’t no crime. What kind of redneck town is this, anyway?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Don’t suppose they let you have a phone call.”
Stutters shook his head and plowed another fistful of egg into his mouth. I thought he would eat the entire spread, until Napoleon showed up and took it all away. He didn’t seem to mind that Stutters helped himself, in fact, he seemed pleased.
It made me wonder. Gabby said something about outlasting all the others. What others? Where did they go and why hadn’t they brought the law down on the whole damn town for complicity in their false imprisonment?
I decided I would hold off a little on the calories until I saw how well Stutters did there. After all, he did have a few pounds on me. What could it hurt?
Later that morning, Napoleon came back with Officer Flitch and another guy that kind of looked like a fat Deputy Dog from the cartoon series: big ears, a round black nose, folds under his eyes like soggy teabags. They opened the doors to both cells. Napoleon pointed his baton at Stutters and me, and motioned for us to move.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
He looked down at me like a man disgusted. “To work. You got a problem with that?”
Stutters, sitting at the edge of his bunk, rose to his feet. He threw his shoulders back and his chest out, and for a second I thought he might rush the door. “Yeah, I got a problem,” he told them. “I’m not going anywhere until I get my phone call. I know my rights. You can’t hold us without charge. This is….”
He went on to say something about this being America, where civil rights are guaranteed under the constitution, and where due process and equal representation blah, blah, blah. I’m sure Napoleon never heard a word of it, and neither did Flitch, as he entered Stutters cell, held out a stun gun and zapped the shit out of him with fifty-thousand volts of electricity.
Stutters dropped like a rock, hitting the floor in a convulsive fit. His spine curled in a ridged fetal arc, and his fingers, alive with spasms, cramped around each other like dried monkey paws.
His tongue was half in—half out, licking the floor involuntarily and leaving slug-like trails of saliva along the concrete slab. Flitch reached down to zap him again, when I hollered for him to stop.
He looked over at me, and then at Napoleon, who seemed to wave the assault off with just a nod. Deputy Dog then went into the cell with a set of leg irons and a cattle prod. He and Flitch secured the irons to Stutters ankles and adjusted the chains to a spread of less than two-feet. By then, Stutters had begun to come around.
“You still got a problem, Mister Stutters?” Flitch asked.
Stutters rolled over on his back and looked up through dime-slot eyes. “Fuck you!” he said, trying to spit, but managing only to dribble it down his chin.
“Sorry, wrong answer.”
Flitch stepped away and allowed Deputy Dog to move in with the cattle prod. He poked Stutters on the side of the leg and pulled the trigger. It seemed not nearly the jolt of the stun gun, but it proved enough to tame the defiant Mark Stutters.
“Enough!” he cried. “Please! I won’t give you no mo trouble. I swears!”
“So we have no problem?”
“No problem, no problem. I swears!”
“Good.”
Flitch tugged on the deputy’s shirttail and made him back away, though clearly Stutters was not convinced the torture would end with that. I looked over at Gabby, who seemed less repulsed by the brutality than he did with Stutters pigging out at the buffet trolley. I could tell he had seen the show before, probably with lots more zapping going on.
“All right, get him up,” Napoleon ordered. “We still have work to do.” He looked back at me with a sneer. “And we’ll have no problems with you, I trust?”
I held my hands up in surrender to show him I meant no trouble. “Not today,” I said, the inclination obvious. I could tell that pissed him off.
He gave a subtle nod to Deputy Dog, who promptly fetched another set of leg irons and put them around my ankles. Then he jabbed me with the cattle prod to get me going. I shrieked like a girl at the anticipation of getting zapped, and only my embarrassment made me wish he had actually pulled the trigger.
As they ushered us out of the cells, I looked back at Gabby and noticed him still sitting on the edge of his bunk. “What about him?” I asked. “Isn’t he going, too?”
Napoleon glanced back briefly, his eyes searching the cell as if Gabby was not there. “Keep moving,” he said, and I felt a baton in the small of my back, nudging me on.
That’s it, we’re dead, said a little voice in my head. They’re going to execute us. I tapped Stutters on the shoulder. “It’s been nice knowing you, man. I hope your loved ones find resolve.”
He turned to me, tears in the corners of his eyes. “You, too,” he said, just before the tip of the cattle prod slid across my leg and poked him in the fold of his ass. I saw a blue light arc against his jeans and heard him yelp like a…well, like a stuck pig.
Flitch, Napoleon and Deputy Dog laughed like hyenas.
“I said no talking!” one of them barked, and they laughed some more. “Now move it!”
I turned to them. “You didn’t say no talking.”
For my astute observation, they rewarded me with a jolt from the prod. This time my girlie scream was not only embarrassing, but also enlightening. It made me realize how long it had been since I experienced real physical pain, so long, it seemed, I had forgotten how to scream like a man. I wondered if I would remember how to scream when the time came to die. I knew Stutters would.
They loaded us in a van and took us to a large outdoor clearing in the center of town. The grass had been trampled under heavy foot traffic and was littered with unimaginable volumes of trash.
Beer cans, soda bottles, weenie wrappers, popcorn bags, candy boxes, paper cups, and a host of other debris lay scattered so thick in some places, the field looked more like a trash dump than a village green. Not until I noticed the spent bottle rockets and exploded firecracker shreds, did I realize we were standing at the epicenter of the town’s celebration the night before.
Flitch handed us a large sack, each with a shoulder strap, and then armed us with slender wooden poles, rounded blunt on one end and finished with a small nail at the other.
Stutters and I headed out in opposite directions, jabbing at bits of litter and depositing it in our sacks. Flitch stayed with me, following only a few feet behind to make sure I didn’t try to escape. The other deputy shadowed Stutters. And just in case we had a notion to run (yes it occurred to us that we could both out-sprint our pork-bellied shepherds, even wearing leg irons) the Dobermans, Brutus and Cassius, kept a standing guard on very short leashes.
We worked about an hour when the chow wagon pulled up under a big oak tree at the edge of the park. By the time Stutters and I walked across the field and rendezvoused there, we found two-dozen kids lined up and waiting for them to open it up.
The strange thing was that these kids were not fat little porkers like all the rest I had seen the night before. One uniformed officer stood guard with a shotgun at the back of the truck, another, wearing only a sidearm, pulled open a door, revealing bins of hot food, cold sandwiches and iced drinks.
A young boy, maybe nine-years of age, stood in line in front of me. His head was clean-shaven, as was all the boys. His clothes were ragged and torn. I thought maybe these were the town’s underprivileged, coming out for a free meal, courtesy of the Plenty Police department. I nudged the boy on the shoulder to get his attention.
“Hey, what’s up? Getting a little lunch, eh?”
“Shut up,” he said, under his breath and without turning around. “Don’t talk to me.”
“What?”
“I said don’t talk to me.”
“Why, you shy or something?”
“No. I don’t want to get into trouble.”
“What are you saying, you can’t talk to me because I’m a bad guy? I’m a prisoner under heavy guard and—”
“Hey! You there!” The cop with the shotgun approached us. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Nothing,” I said. “I’m just having a little talk with my friend here.”
He looked down at the boy. “Is that right, Seven?”
“No, Sir,” the kid said. “I wasn’t talking. I swear.”
The cop looked at me, maybe read the confusion on my face, and then pushed the kid out of line. “That’s it, Number Seven. You’re out, no food for you today.”
I expected the boy to protest, to fight for himself and insist he had done nothing wrong. But he didn’t. He turned and looked over his shoulder. I could see the hurt in his eyes, and the hate, a deep-seated burning hate, maybe not originally meant for me, but directed at me now. And it would stay there, I knew it, until I made things right, or until his belly was full.
“Wait. You can’t do this,” I said. “He wasn’t talking. I was. I asked him a question, but he wouldn’t answer.”
“You?”
“Yes. So what do you say? Let him eat, huh?” I stepped out of line. “Look. I’ll skip lunch. I’ll skip dinner, too. Just let the kid have something to eat.”
I took another step aside and I felt a familiar jab in the small of my back.
“Get in line,” a voice said, and at once, a searing pain shot through my body like a bolt of lightning. I gasped and then yelled, but the pain was gone before I knew it. I turned around and saw Flitch holding the cattle prod over his shoulder, tapping it against his thick neck, daring me to step out of line again.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I said.
“I know,” he answered, smiling. “But I wanted to. Now keep your mouth shut and move along.”
The line advanced, but the young boy, the one the cop called Number Seven, was no longer in sight. I got my food and joined up with Stutters under a shade tree. We sat on the ground and leaned against its trunk.
“Did you see that?” I asked. “They bumped that kid out of line for talking. That ain’t right, is it?”
He looked at me and shook his head. “Don’t seem so, but there ain’t much around here that do. Did ya notice how all them kids looked so hungry and poor?”
“Yeah.”
“You s`pose it’s a crime around here fo`dim to be so skinny, too?”
“You think they’re…what, prisoners, like us?”
“I don’t know, maybe worse than us.”
“Worse?”
“Yeah, did you see what they got to eat?”
“No. Same as us I suppose.”
Stutters shook his head again, and for a second I saw that same look that Gabby gave me back at the jail the night before, the look my dad used to give me when I just didn’t get it.
“What?” I said. “What’d they have to eat?”
“Bread, Johnny, They got some lousy dried loafs of moldy bread and a bottle of brown water. And look, look at what they give us: meatball sub sandwiches with cheese, potato salad thick with mayonnaise, chips, fudge brownies, some coconut-topped cake thingy and a quart of whole milk. Dat ain’t fair.”
“No it isn’t. But why, if they’re trying to fatten us up, why don’t they want to help the kids, too?”
“`Cause they’re animals. That’s why,” he said, and he started into his meatball sub without conscience. I stared down at my food and suddenly lost all appetite.
A half-hour later, we were back picking up trash. I thought they would work us until nightfall, when I would start to feel the camaraderie for the children who had gone hungry, especially Number Seven, whom I wanted to know more about: like where he came from, what his real name was, if he had family. I wanted to know, to feel his pain, to understand his fears and to realize his sense of hopelessness. I thought if I could do that, then maybe I could figure out a way to help him. Of course, I still didn’t know who would help me. I may have had plenty to eat, if I wanted, but I was no closer than young Number Seven was to finding freedom.
I had prepared for a long, hard day’s work, but instead of working us late, they called it quits and hauled us back to the jail early. It made me wonder. We could not have been out there more than three hours, tops. The grounds remained littered with trash, yet an entire afternoon still lay before us. I overheard one deputy complain we had picked up too much for our first day out. He pointed the cattle prod at Stutters and stabbed it into empty air. “It’s his fault,” he grumbled. “We’ll want to keep an eye on him tomorrow.”
“No,” said the other, nodding in my direction. “He’s the one. He didn’t eat. It makes them feisty when they don’t eat. Remember Slippery Pete?”
“The angry one. Yeah, I remember.”
I got the feeling Slippery Pete had become something of a legend around those parts, only not the kind I wanted to be associated with. Unless I saw a statue in his honor somewhere in town, I figured he and I would do best if our names were not brought up in the same sentence together.
The first thing Napoleon asked Flitch to do after we got back was to weigh us. I hopped up on the scale and pegged the needle at one hundred and sixty-one pounds, a pound less than the night before when I weighed in at my arrest. Stutters pressed the scale at one ninety-two, a pound and a half more than just that morning. I attributed his gain to the fact he had been wandering around lost the night before with nothing to eat. Then at the jail, he pigged out at the breakfast trolley, and later again at the chow wagon. I’m not sure, but whatever the reason, Napoleon seemed to reflect upon it favorably. I saw him slide Flitch the look. It came with a little nod and a coy smile, and was received by an equally discerning gesture.
They wrapped up the little weigh-in ceremony and headed us back down the hallway towards the holding cells, me in front, Stutters and Flitch following. I noticed the cattle prod was nowhere in sight, and so I took the opportunity to question the immediate status of my guiltless incarceration—nicely, of course.
“Hey, Flitch, what’s the deal, man? You fuckers ever going to let us make a phone call, or what? You know, when my attorney gets wind of this, your ass is grass. You know that, right?”
“Yo, hear dat!” said Stutters. I think his roots were beginning to show. I could tell from the jingling of his leg irons that he now walked with a gangster shuffle. “My lawyer hangs wit a judge, man. When he see how you locked us up fo no reason he gonna—OUCH!”
I heard the snap of electricity, and looked back at Stutters. The cringe on his face told me the cattle prod was out of retirement. Before I knew it, another arc from the confounded rod landed a jolt on me. I lunged forward, tripping over my chains and flopping face-first on the cold, hard cement.
“Son-of-a-bitch!” I cried. “Do you have to use that thing on us like that?”
From down the hall by the holding cells, I heard a voice call, “Johnny? Is that you?”
“What?” I pitched my ear toward the sound. “Did someone call me?”
“Johnny? Johnny Beckman. Is that you out there?”
I couldn’t believe it. “Sandy?”
I picked myself off the floor and shuffled toward his voice. The chains on my leg irons jingled like sleigh bells, making me think of those damned Salvation Army Santa Clauses that worked the department stores at Christmas. Their insidious bell ringing always drove me crazy. I wondered how well I’d deal with them after all this.
I rounded the corner and saw Sandy standing at the cell door, gripping the bars with white-knuckled fingers, straining to get a glimpse of me.
“Johnny boy! All right! You came to get me out of….” His mouth went slack when he saw me in chains. “What the?”
“Hey, Sandy, fancy meeting you here.” I reached out to shake his hand, but drew it back sharply when I saw Flitch coming at me again with the prod. I put my hands up to stop him. “Okay, okay. I’m moving. See? Moving along.” Flitch backed down. I turned to Sandy and gave him a wink. “That’s Flitch. He loves his cattle prod. Makes him feel like a big man. But it’s really a crutch, you know.”
Sandy’s brow perked up. “Oh?”
“Yeah. He’s got penis envy.”
I didn’t know it, but apparently, Flitch had good hearing, too. The first jolt of electricity ran up my arm and down my side in less than a nanosecond. I barely knew it hit me, and thought I had gotten away easy, when the next one came tearing through my body like a demon racer. I felt my muscles cramp up and burn, and imagined them ripping from my bones in thin little sirloin strips.
My mouth opened. A scream struggled to escape, yet the only sound I heard was the faint crackling of sparks zapping my flesh. My knees hit the floor first, my stomach next, and then my cheek. I blinked back a fading white light until color returned to my sight and I found myself staring at Napoleon’s boot. I watched it pull back, hover a couple inches off the floor and return on a glide slope right for my face.
I suspect my tongue must have been hanging out of my mouth, because I nearly bit it off when his toe made contact with the underside of my chin. Now the scream came out, and this time a God-awful gurgling groan whimpered out behind it.
Flitch, Napoleon and the other guard started to laugh. Sandy reached out and grabbed Napoleon through the bars. Flitch came down on Sandy’s wrist with his baton. Now Sandy screamed, and I screamed, and then Gabby screamed, but the threat of Flitch’s cattle prod kept Stutters quiet.
“Enough!” Napoleon screamed. “Everyone shut up!” He tucked his stun gun back in a belt case next to his holstered gun. “Him.” He pointed down at me. “Get him back in his cell and mop up that blood.”
My tongue was bleeding badly, but later I realized it looked worse than it was.
Flitch and the other guard picked me up by the back of my shirt and tossed me into the cell. It reminded me of an old western movie where they pitch the town drunk through the swinging saloon doors into the street. The bartender always claps his hands clean after the deed. Flitch did the same thing after tossing me. I stumbled into the cell and collapsed on the floor at the foot of the bunk. Gabby looked over the edge of the mattress at me and shook his head. Johnny, Johnny, Johnny. I know he didn’t actually say it, but he thought it.
After securing the cell, Flitch and Deputy Dog muscled Stutters into the cage next door. Then they grabbed Sandy and led him away in leg irons and cuffs. A little while later we heard screams coming from down the hall. Gabby pulled a wad of toilet paper off the roll and stuffed pieces of it in his ears. Stutters, taking his cue from the old veteran, did the same.
It was nightfall before they brought Sandy back to the cell. They wheeled him in on a trolley, the same one they served breakfast on, I am sure, and then dumped him onto the bunk below Stutters. The cuffs and leg irons were gone. In exchange, they left him with bandaged, swollen limbs and a bloodied face. His clothes were scorched with burn marks where they shocked him with something more powerful than just a cattle prod or stun gun. His head hit the pillow like a rag doll, and if not for the subtle blinking as he gazed with hollow stare at the ceiling, I would have thought him dead. I waited for Flitch and Deputy Dog to leave before attempting to talk to him.
“Yo, Sandy. You okay, man?”
He didn’t answer.
Stutters pulled the tissue from his ears and leaned over the edge of his bunk to look. “I think he’s dead.”
“No, he’s not dead. His eyes are moving. Why don’t you hop down and check him out?”
He jumped down and settled on bended knee beside Sandy. His hand reached tentatively, wanting to touch him, but not knowing where.
“He looks pretty bad. I don’t know what to do.”
By then, I was tight against the cage that separated the two cells, my face pinched between the six-inch spacing of the bars. “Just see if anything’s broken.” I pointed in broad sweeps at the length of Sandy’s body.
Stutters patted him down gently along the torso and legs, feeling for large swells or unusual protrusions. He lifted Sandy’s shirt and rolled it all the way up to the top of his neck. We saw black-and-blue bruises and peculiar burn marks, but nothing more serious. “I don’t think anything’s broken, Johnny. He’s just beat up pretty bad.”
“He’s probably in shock. Better cover him with a blanket.”
“He’s not in shock,” Gabby offered. “He’s doped-up.”
“What?”
“Yeah, they doped him up—to kill the pain. They ain’t barbarians, you know.”
“How can you say that? Look what they did. They beat the crap out of him for no reason. You can’t just go around torturing people like that when—”
“Wait! Look at this!”
I turned and saw Stutters holding Sandy’s bandaged right hand. “What is it?”
“They’re gone.”
“What’s gone?”
“His fingertips. They chopped them off.”
“No!”
“Let it go,” said Gabby. “If you make a big fuss about it, they’ll cut yours off, too.”
“Let it go? Are you insane? What is going on here? What makes them think they can get away with this? Give me one good reason.”
“I’ll give you five,” Gabby said, and he held up both hands. I hadn’t noticed before, but now that he called my attention to it, I could see that the tips of all four fingers on Gabby’s right hand were gone, and the pinky finger on his left was missing entirely.
“They did that?”
He nodded matter of fact like. “Yeah, and that’s not all.” He peeled his socks off and hung both feet over the edge of the bunk. “They got these, too!”
I looked and saw that all ten of his toes were gone. “But Why? Why on earth would they do something like that?”
“They did it `cause they wanted to teach me a lesson not to make waves. And they’ll do the same to you if you don’t do as they say.”
“My, God!” said Stutters. “This is a bad dream.”
“Bad dream, my ass!” I said. “This is a nightmare. We have to get out of this place. We have to escape, now, before they kill us!”
“You can’t,” Gabby argued. “There ain’t no escaping. If you try to run, they’ll cut off your toes. You try it again, they’ll lop off your feet.”
“And if I try a third time?”
“Don’t know what happens if you try a third time. Ain’t no one ever come back after getting caught a third time.”
“Maybe they didn’t get caught.”
“Oh, they got caught, all right. Trust me.”
“How do you know?”
He pulled his legs back into the bunk and covered them with the blanket. “I just know. That’s all.”
“So, what do we do, sit here and whittle away to nothing, like you?”
“Excuse me?”
“Well, no offence, but come on, look at you.”
Gabby looked down at his arm and attempted to flex a muscle. I saw his fist clench, but nothing more. He looked back at me and shrugged. “Ah, hell, none taken.”
“I’m not gonna whittle away,” said Stutters. “I’m gonna bulk up fatter than old Napoleon, if that’s what it takes to get outta here.”
“And what makes you think it is?”
“`Cause, dat’s the reason we’re in here, ain’t it? Weze too skinny. Dat’s what they told us.”
“But that’s crazy. That’s no reason to hold us.”
“Maybe, but last time I looked, they was holding us.”
“For now.”
“My ass, fo now. Try fo-ever. Look at Gabby.” We both glanced back at Gabby up on the top bunk. “Gab, how long you been here?”
He looked at us uncertain. “In this cell?”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t know. I reckon about sixteen years.”
“Ah, geez. See, Johnny. You get my point now?”
“What point?”
“That Gabby hasn’t tried to get fat. That’s why they won’t let him out.”
“Is that true, Gab? Have you never tried to gain weight to see if they’ll let you out of here?”
At first, he gave an ambiguous response. I thought he might try to tell us that the idea never occurred to him. He seemed that naive. After I got a good look in his eyes, though, I knew that was not the case.
“No,” I said. “You never tried to gain weight because you actually like it here, don’t you?”
“What?” Stutters eyes grew big and round. “You think he likes it here?”
“Sure he does. Look at him. He’s like a little hermit crab. He couldn’t be more comfortable. He doesn’t have to work. He doesn’t have to worry about bills, about where his next meal is coming from. As long as he does what he’s told, which doesn’t seem to be much, he doesn’t have to worry about a damn thing. Isn’t that right, Gabby?”
I didn’t like making such an accusation. It seemed unnatural for a man to accept being caged like an animal without cause. I couldn’t imagine anyone not devoting every minute of his day to planning his escape. That was, of course, until I met Gabby.
He threw the covers off his legs and sat up straight in bed, his shoulders back, chest out. Finally, something resembling pride chiseled its mark upon his face.
“Maybe it is,” he said, “if it’s any of your business. Maybe you’re right. But you don’t know what it was like around here in the old days.” He pointed into the hall. “That fat bastard used to come in here all the time and mess with our heads. He would come in here in the middle of the night sometimes and wake us up. He’d sit us down at a table, hand one of us a pistol with a single round in it and make us play Russian roulette.”
“With a live round?”
“Sometimes the round was live; sometimes it wasn’t.”
“And when it was?”
He pointed to a wall in Stutters’ side of the cage. We all looked. I had thought the speckled texture was just someone’s idea of creative faux finishing. I was wrong.
“What if you didn’t want to play?” Stutters asked.
“If you didn’t play, he’d shoot you,” Gabby answered, no apologies in his voice now. “Least he threatened to. He never had to do it, though. We always played. More times than not, the round was a dud, anyway. But you never knew.”
Stutters and I looked at each other and shook our heads in disbelief. I suddenly felt bad for Gabby. The things I thought of him, how could I? The man I once believed a loser, I now considered a hero. I don’t know anyone who would not have gone crazy under those circumstances. I walked over and gave him a pat on the knee.
“So, is that why he doesn’t make you go out on work detail with us?”
“Oh, no. He doesn’t have me go out on work detail because I’m a lazy fuck.”
“What?”
“Yeah, I ain’t worth a shit—never was, never will be, especially without my toes. Ever since they lopped them puppies off, I got no balance. I just stumble around like a drunken sailor.”
“So, that’s why it looks like you can hardly stand?”
“No, it looks like I can hardly stand because, I CAN HARDLY STAND! What part of my story weren’t you listening to? I have no toes, man!”
I thought of grabbing his nubby little foot and twisting it right off his ankle. He pissed me off that much—Stutters, too, when he started laughing. I shook my head, though, pretending it meant nothing, and pressed on.
“So, when did Napoleon stop making you play Russian Roulette?”
Gabby smiled, even tried not to laugh, but he chuckled anyway, just thinking about it. “He stopped making us play when my boy, Slippery Pete, shot his ass.”
“Shot Napoleon?”
“Damn straight. Man, what a sight! You never saw so much blood. Ol` Pete, he pointed that gun at Napoleon and began squeezing the trigger just as fast as he could. We didn’t know for sure if this time the gun had a live round in it or not, but the way all the deputies had gathered around the cell to watch, well, we thought sum`um was up. So Pete starts squeezing away, and the next thing you know—BAM! He popped a cap right in that fat old bastard’s butt cheek. Man, that was a day I’ll never forget.”
“No kidding?” I said, and a big-ass grin worked across my face. I crossed the cell to where Stutters was standing and we gave each other a high-five through the bars. “Yeah! Chalk one up for the good guys. Way to go, Pete!”
“Yeah,” said Stutters. “Way to go, Pete. Da man got balls, dat’s fo sure, hey, Johnny?”
“That he does, my friend.” I high-fived him again. “That, he does.” I walked back to Gabby’s bunk. He seemed a little glum now. I tagged him on the leg. “What’s wrong?”
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
I watched his eyes drift away.
“Nothing?”
He didn’t answer.
“I see.” I looked over my shoulder at Stutters. He was still grinning, and so was I. Can’t say I know why, though, not if we were both thinking the same thing. “So, Gabby.” I had to ask. “What happened next? After Pete shot Napoleon in the ass? What then?”
Gabby turned his eyes up at me and nearly cut me with his glare. “They shot him, Johnny.” His voice was cold. I’ll never forget it. “They shot him—just like he knew they would.”
I reeled back, stunned, feeling as cold as Gabby’s eyes. At some point that grin on my face had faded. I hoped it was before he told me what happened to Pete. I think it was, but maybe not. Stutters was still smiling, however. He didn’t know it. It was frozen there like a fuzzy snapshot.
“They shot him?”
Gabby pointed down at my feet. I looked, and noticed a black oily spot on the floor. It looked almost familiar, kind of irregular-shaped, like a man’s shadow in late afternoon. I realized then it was the outline of a body.
“They left him there,” said Gabby. “They wouldn’t let me help him. Wouldn’t let anyone near him. He died quick, though. Bled to death, you know?”
I measured the stain with a glance. “Yeah. I’d say.” I looked away, but the outline remained permanently etched in my brain. “I’m sorry, Gab. Really.”
“Yeah, me, too,” said Stutters. “I’m sorry, man.”
I reached out for Gabby, wanting to say more. I mean, sorry just didn’t seem to cut it. I thought something more profound might come to mind, some intellectual penetration of emotional depth, perhaps. I’m good like that sometimes. But not then. My brain floundered like an impotent fool. I climbed into the lower bunk and pulled the covers over my head. Sleep didn’t find me for a while, but when it did, it held me in its warm cocoon all night long. There were no nightmares of people cutting off my fingers and toes, and no bad dreams where someone hands me a gun for a game of Russian roulette, and the only one playing is me. There was only sleep, dark, quiet, uninterrupted sleep. It would be the last night that would happen for a while.
Around noon the next day, Deputy Dog and another officer came and got me. They led me out back and loaded me in a transport van at gunpoint. The van stopped at the same park they took me to the day before. The driver, a fat but friendly-faced porker, handed me a sack and a pick-up stick and then pointed out into the field.
“This time take it easy,” he said. “You’re not trying to get it all picked up at once.”
I looked at him as though he might be kidding. “Really?”
“Yeah. Don’t bust a sweat.”
“I don’t understand. You want this rubbish picked up, don’t you?”
“Yes, and the sooner the better.”
“But—”
“Listen. The kids are working on a deadline. Otherwise they’d be doing this work for you. Now then, I can’t have you shedding pounds out here. They’ll know at the weigh-in if you worked too much. So, I need you to take your time and go easy. Got it?”
“No. I don’t. What do you mean; the kids are working a deadline? What are they working on?”
“They’re working on—”
“Goldswine!” Deputy Dog snuck up on us from the far side of the van. “What’s this prisoner doing?”
Goldswine snapped to attention. “Working rubbish detail, Sir.”
“I see that. What is he doing asking questions about the mill-hands?”
“I don’t know, Sir. I’ll ask him.” He turned and pointed his shotgun at me. “Prisoner Beckman. What do you mean by asking questions about the mill-hands?”
I shook my head, certain that I had no idea. “I didn’t mean anything by it. You’re the one that said—”
“Silence! You will speak nothing more of this incident to anyone. Do you understand?”
“Incident? What incident? All I said was—”
At that instant, a tremendous explosion rocked a nearby building. I ducked in reflex and covered my head. Two seconds later, a rush of heated air rolled past us on a thermal wave. Bits of debris began raining down, small at first, but soon much larger.
I took cover beneath the van with Deputy Goldswine and Brutus the wonder dog. I think that my reflex to duck may have been the hand of God pushing me aside, because when we emerged from under the van we found my old pal, Deputy Dog, dead as a...well, dead as a dog. He had taken a chunk of concrete in the forehead, which left an indention between his eyes in the shape of a pyramid. I realized then that had I not ducked down, the chunk would have buried itself in the back of my head like a meteorite. I looked at Deputy Goldswine. He seemed shaken, but otherwise unhurt.
“That was close,” I said. He didn’t answer. Maybe he was not all right. He removed a pair of handcuffs from his belt and locked me to the door handle on the van.
Within minutes, the entire town had come out to see the show. I saw that the building behind me, a three-story brick structure, had its roof blown clean off. One side and part of the front had collapsed into a pile of broken brick and mortar. Debris lay scattered all over the already littered commons, only now, much of it was burning. Some of the people that hit the streets were bending down, picking up pieces of whatever, and stuffing it in their mouths. I thought maybe the building was a bakery, or a candy factory. I could see the pork-bellied townsfolk doing that, eating food off the street that had rained down with the soot and ash.
I considered what a wonderful opportunity it was for me to try to escape. I tugged on the cuffs, hoping to break either them or the door handle. But with every yank, Brutus gave stern warning growls for me to quit.
“What?” I said to him. I was really getting pissed. “You can’t expect me to wait around here peacefully.”
He barked at me as if to say, yes I can.
“Oh, come on. What are you doing with those morons, anyway? They’re not the good guys, you know that.”
Yeah, but they feed me.
“Feed you? Ha. Is that all you want? Hell, I’ll feed you sirloin tips all damn day if you help me escape.”
He looked at me questionably, his head cocked to one side. I think he was contemplating the offer. I twisted my hands and tried grabbing my wrists. Then I pulled on the cuffs with a couple of test tugs before really giving them a good yank. The door handle popped off like a dried cork, and for the first time in days, I was free.
I made a move for the front of the van, but then Brutus spoke up and voiced his objections. He didn’t lunge for me, though he looked like he might. Instead, he stood there, snapping quick little barks that sounded deep and mean.
“What now?” I put my hands on my chest and stood tall to show him I was not scared, hoping that he was buying it even a little. “You think I won’t run, just because you say so?” He blinked. I had him now. “All right, Brutus, stay.”
I stepped away slowly. His nubby tail began to flutter. All around me, people were screaming and yelling, running in complete disorder. My mind reeled with adrenaline at the prospect of freedom. I imagined all the commotion would provide the perfect cover for my escape. But, as I rounded the front of the van and opened the driver’s door, I felt something big and heavy brush my leg. It was Brutus. He rushed past me in a blur, jumped into the van and settled onto the driver’s seat like an excited pup.
“What are you doing? You were supposed to stay.”
He looked at me and snarled, his thick black lip peeled back to reveal a row of razor sharp canines. A smile? I don’t think so. Brutus was not much of a good-humor kind of dog.
I pushed him into the passenger seat, climbed in behind the wheel and then shut the door. The rest should have been textbook, a man and his dog drives off down Main Street while the fat townspeople scramble helter-skelter in a frenzied ruckus like a stirred-up hornet’s nest. But as I reached for the ignition, I heard a voice say, “Aren’t you going to need these?”
I turned and saw Deputy Goldswine, standing at the window, a set of keys in one hand, a service revolver in the other. Brutus took the opportunity to remember whom he worked for, and started barking as though he had single-handedly cornered me in the van until the deputy arrived. I didn’t have the heart to remind him that he jumped into the van first.
I opened the door and stepped out with my hands in the air. “Nice day, officer. Isn’t it?”
He didn’t answer. He re-cuffed my hands behind my back and marched me across the field to a waiting flatbed truck.
In the back of the truck sat a bunch of kids, some sooty and scorched-looking. Others were just dirty, as if they had not bathed in days, maybe even weeks. Goldswine and another deputy helped me up into the truck. I took a seat against the sideboard next to the kid I remembered as Number Seven. A deputy rode shotgun at the front of the truck bed, but after we started rolling, he turned his face to the wind and seemed to pay more attention to where we were going, than to where we had been. I leaned into Number Seven and nudged him a bit.
“So, what happened back there?”
He looked up at me with mistrust. I know he remembered me from the chow wagon, but I don’t think that was his problem. I got the feeling he didn’t trust anyone over twenty, handcuffed or not.
“Come on. I’m not your enemy,” I said. “We’re in the same boat. I want to help.”
I saw his eyes turn away and steal a peek at the deputy. Clearly he did not want to get caught talking to me again. When he saw the coast was clear, he leaned in closer. “There was an explosion.”
I laughed at the simplicity of his answer—a mistake, I know, but I couldn’t help it. The deputy’s pointy little ears perked up and turned towards us ahead of his stare. I stiffened up like the others, and kept my eyes looking straight ahead.
“Sorry,” I said to Number Seven, when the deputy looked away again. “But you have a gift for stating the obvious. I guess what I meant to ask you was what blew up.”
“The boiler, that and two-thousand pounds of propane tank.”
“Did anyone get hurt?”
He didn’t answer. He just nodded and turned away. I looked around and counted ten other kids in the back of the truck with us. At the chow wagon the day before, there were at least two dozen.
I waited for him to look at me again. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t crying. Not that I’m insensitive, but I just never know what to say to a kid that’s crying. I mean, what do you tell them, it’s okay, don’t worry about it? Is that what you say? It hardly seems genuine. How can anyone say it’s okay and mean it? What if it’s not okay? You end up looking like a jerk.
I waited until I was sure. Number Seven turned his head forward again. His eyes were as dry as ice, maybe as cold, too. He seemed hardened in a way you might expect only a veteran of war to be. I looked at him real close and considered if he wasn’t really older than I first thought. But he wasn’t. He showed no signs of early manhood, no little whiskers sprouting up under his chin, not even peach fuzz. His skin looked like baby flesh, milky smooth and virtually unblemished. No, this was no young man. This was a boy of nine, going on thirty.
“That was the mill. Wasn’t it?”
He nodded again. “That’s what they called it.”
“What? It isn’t”
“I can’t say.”
“Why not?”
“You don’t want to know.”
“Yes I do. Tell me.”
From the corner of my eye, I saw the deputy turn around and look at us. I may have looked suspicious, but I know Number Seven didn’t. This kid was definitely a pro. I waited for the deputy to turn away again.
“When they brought me here,” I said, “Flitch asked Napoleon if he took me by processing. Was that some kind of processing plant?”
“It was,” he said. “They’ll rebuild it, and quick. They have to.”
“Why?”
He didn’t answer. I decided to change the subject.
“Did a lot of kids work there?”
He nodded discreetly. “Some.”
“What do you mean?”
“Local kids don’t work there.”
“You’re not a local?”
“I wasn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“Yo! Seven!”
I turned and saw the deputy pointing his gun in our direction. “You talking back there?”
I raised my cuffed hands. “That was me, Deputy. I was just saying my prayers. That’s all.”
He looked at me with skepticism. I thought he might separate us to keep us from talking. Not that it mattered. I tried to apologize to Seven for almost getting him into trouble again, but he wouldn’t answer. He buried his face in his knees and covered his ears with cupped hands.
“All right,” I told him. “I can take a hint. We’ll continue this conversation later.”
I know he heard me, maybe even wanted to agree. But he kept that posture for the rest of the ride. A few minutes later, the truck rolled up in front of the jailhouse. Goldswine and the other deputy helped me down and into the building. I managed to pat Seven on the leg as I left and whispered goodbye to him. I saw his fingers flinch. It looked like a wave. I don’t know if it was goodbye or good-riddance, but at least it was something.
Activity in the jailhouse seemed more electric than normal. Pockets of people buzzed about like live wires all over the place, no doubt acting and reacting to the big explosion downtown. For the weigh-in, I pegged the scale at one hundred and fifty-eight pounds, three pounds lighter than the day before. I would have expected a very unfavorable reaction for the weight loss, had Napoleon and Flitch been there. But they weren’t. I imagined they were down at the mill assessing their losses.
Goldswine entered my weight in the records book before escorting me back to the cell. He uncuffed my hands, palmed the small of my back, and pushed me through the door. I stumbled forward, but didn’t fall. I guess I expected he might do that.
I looked next door for Sandy and Stutters. I didn’t think they were there at first. But at second glance, I noticed both were in their bunks, sleeping under covers. I walked up to the bars separating the cells and pressed my face against them.
“Sandy. Hey, man, you awake?”
“He can’t hear you,” said Gabby. “Neither can. They’re doped up.”
“Why?”
“You know why.”
I turned and walked back toward the bunks, my fingers clenched in swollen fists, my teeth meshing like metal gears. “Yeah, I know why.” And I did. I just didn’t want to believe it. “I know why, but why don’t you tell me, anyway? Tell me why they’re doped up? What Goddamn need did those bastards have to dope them?”
Gabby sat up in the bunk and pulled the covers to his chin. He looked scared, maybe even petrified, but that was not what I wanted. I wanted something else. I wanted him to look me in the eye and show me some remorse. I knew he had nothing to do with what happened, but still, that’s what I wanted, that and more. I wanted him to feel bad about it, really bad. I wanted him to feel the anger I felt, the exasperation, indignation and profound sense of violation. I wanted him to feel the spite and crave revenge. Had he not lost half his fingers and all his toes to those barbarians, as well? So where was the fight? Where was his outrage?
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