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* * * * *
Down in the piney woods along the track just off the cinders and a few miles outside of town, two men squatted, warming their hands over a small fire. At 7 p.m. the sun had been down for a half-hour. Wayne Searcy turned his hands palm-up for a moment, flexed his fingers into loose fists a couple times, then rubbed them together and turned them palm-down again. "Heard they caught Johnny on some trumped-up bullshit. Locked him up." A woodpecker stuttered up in the trees somewhere. An owl answered him.
The other man nodded, scratched his bushy, salt-and-pepper beard. "Heard about that m'self." Raising his head only slightly, he looked at Wayne from beneath drooping eyelids. "Trumped up, was it?"
Wayne balled up his right fist, then freed his index finger to poke it at the other man. "What you gettin' at, Jackson? He was back in the woods near a damn lake with some damn woman and the damn cops fell on him like a pack of wild dogs. Bastards even shot him, man! And he hadn't done a damn thing 'cept prob'ly tryin' to get a little trim. Wouldn't you call that trumped up?"
Jackson rose to his feet, raised his hands and took a step back from the fire. "Hey, man, ain't none'a my business. I was just makin' conversation. Prob'ly was trumped up if that's all he was doin'." He grinned, showing his crooked, pasty-yellow teeth in an effort to defuse the situation. "Some people frown on guys like us havin' a good time." He coughed, rustled something around in his throat for a moment, then spit into the fire.
Wayne shook his head, his scraggly grey locks tickling his ears. A few strands momentarily caught in the stubble on his cheeks. He unballed his fist, looking into the fire instead of at the other man. "Damn cops. Anyway, it's kind'a screwed up my plans. I was gonna catch that freight west but I can't just go off and leave Johnny, now can I?" He flexed his hands over the fire again.
Jackson shook his head as he stepped closer to the fire and squatted again. "Reckon not." He thought for a moment, unsure whether to ask the next question, but he did anyway. "So what'cha gonna do about it?"
Wayne's gaze was on him in a flash.
Shit! Jackson raised his hands again, palms out. "I mean, what can you do, y'know? If the bastards've got him, he's pretty much just there until they let him go."
Wayne looked at the fire again and seemed to relax. "Oh... well, yeah... you're prob'ly right." Who's this guy think he is? I've known him three days and he's interrogating me? Stinkin' cop, maybe? He glanced at Jackson from beneath his eyelids, then looked at the fire again. "Ain't like we can just ride in there and bust him out. Ain't like the old west days."
"No... no, that it ain't." He thought for a long moment. "Still, maybe...." He shook his head and scratched his beard, then tugged it straight. "Nah. Never mind."
Wayne looked up. "What? Hey brother, if you got'n idea, lemme hear it."
"Oh, I got an idea all right. Just ain't sure it'd work, that's all. Might get us locked up too."
"Hey, we're just talkin' here, man. Ain't nothin' wrong with talkin'. Trot it out and let's look it over."
Jackson stroked his beard, then again. "Well, I was just thinkin'—an' I hadn't worked out the details, y'understand... just thinkin'—if we knew when they was gonna take him to court mebbe we could get him then. You know when he's gonna get arranged?"
Still looking at the fire, Wayne nodded, then looked up, a slight grin on his face. "You mean arraigned, right? You said arranged." He looked at the fire again.
"Did I? Yeah... yeah, arraigned."
Wayne shrugged. "They snatched him earlier today... prob'ly arraigned him this afternoon. It's just a formality anyhow so they can officially keep him in jail until his trial. No way would a judge give him bond."
"Oh... yeah, right. Anyway, they find him guilty he's in for a pretty long rap, ain't he?"
"Yeah, pretty long." He looked up again, meeting Jackson's gaze. "They're thinkin' they're gonna pin somebody's murder on him... from awhile back I think."
Jackson issued a low whistle and shook his head. "Whew! Yep, that'd do it. Well, if they arraigned him this afternoon, then there ain't no way to—"
Wayne suddenly jerked his head around and stared at the trees to the west. "Shh! You hear that?"
Jackson shook his head and listened for a moment. "Nothin'. What'd it sound like?"
Wayne continued staring at the woods, one hand poised in the air to keep Jackson quiet. He shook his head. "Not sure. Like a spooked deer, only not as loud." He peered toward the woods for another long moment, then turned back to the fire. "Prob'ly just a rabbit or a 'coon or something."
Jackson nodded. "Well, I was just sayin', if they arraigned your brother this afternoon, there prob'ly ain't no way we can get close enough to—"
Another man strode into the clearing, gripping the elbow of a small woman. "To what? Bust me out?"
Wayne spun around, still in his crouch, then stood, his eyes wide. "Johnny! They let you go?"
Johnny smirked. "Somethin' like that." He shoved the woman to the ground and she quickly curled into a ball on her side. He lazily pointed to her. "This is Susan. She's a nurse. Says she'd really like to come along with us, give us aid and comfort." He glared at her. "Ain't that right?"
Still lying on her side, the woman nodded almost frantically. "Yes! Yes, I want to come."
Johnny stepped over her and drew closer to his brother. "See? Ain't she a peach?" His gaze shifted to the other man for a moment, then back to Wayne. "Who's the bum?"
Jackson said, "I'm—"
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