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Praise For
 Crimes in Southern Indiana

“How can I not love a writer whose work reminds me in a huge way of some of my favorite writers: Lansdale, Woodrell, Willeford, Thompson, and Faulkner? Crimes in Southern Indiana is a brutal, hilarious, honest, unforgettable book, and Frank Bill is the freshest new voice to emerge on the crime fiction scene in recent years.”

—Jason Starr, author of The Pack

“Crimes in Southern Indiana brings to light a major American writer of fiction, the prose equivalent of a performance by Warren Oates or a song by Merle Haggard or a photograph by Walker Evans. Tempting though it is to compare him to other writers, the fact is that five years hence every good new fiction writer to come into view will be compared to Frank Bill.”

—Scott Phillips, author of The Ice Harvest

“When you’re composing your hardbitten pantheon—Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain, Patricia Highsmith, Big Jim Thompson, Elmore Leonard—save room for Frank Bill, whose Crimes in Southern Indiana reminded me how thrilling and darkly vital crime fiction used to be and is once again.”

—Kyle Minor, author of In the Devil’s Territory

“Frank Bill does to crime fiction what a rabid pit bull does to his favorite chew toy. You’ll need a neck brace after whipping through these wild, wonderful, whacked-out stories.”

—Derek Nikitas, author of Pyres
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This first one is for John and Ina Bussabarger,
 who raised me in the ways of the old. And my rock and
 my center, my wife, Jennifer.
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Hill Clan Cross







Pitchfork and Darnel burst through the scuffed motel door like two barrels of buckshot. Using the daisy-patterned bed to divide the dealers from the buyers, Pitchfork buried a .45-caliber Colt in Karl’s peat moss unibrow with his right hand. Separated Irvine’s green eyes with the sawed-off .12-gauge in his left, pushed the two young men away from the mattress, stopped them at a wall painted with nicotine, and shouted, “Drop the rucks, Karl!”

Karl’s towline arms contorted in a broken epileptic rhythm. Dropped the two heavy military backpacks to the carpet. Irvine stood with his chest rising and falling in a hyperventilated rush and, sounding like a southern Indiana hick, he said, “This here is our deal.”

Behind Pitchfork, big brother Darnel kicked shut the motel door and corralled the two buyers to the right of the bed, into the nightstand, slapped a leather blackjack down onto Dodo Kirby’s widow’s peak. Helped his knees discover the cigarette-holed carpet. Dodo’s little brother Uhl stepped forward, and his checkered teeth of bad dental mouthed, “What the shit, man, you can’t—” Darnel obliged Uhl with the blackjack. Beat his nose into chips of flint. Mashed his lips into blueberry stains. Slid the blackjack into his bibs, pulled a small coil of fence wire from his other pocket. Shook his head and said, “Can’t what? We never gave the go for this deal. We’s taking back what’s ours.”

Pitchfork and Darnel had found several of their storage drums coming up short in the weight department after they’d been scaled for a customer who’d rescaled them and was none too happy. They’d their suspicions of who’d skimmed the dope, considering the hands to be trusted were a select few. They passed the word to the Harrison County sheriff, Elmo Sig, who’d been on their payroll for the past ten years, letting them use the only motel in town to do their trade. The man also gave the DEA leads in other counties, detoured their noses out of his own. Sig had his own eyes and ears, who went by the alias AK, running through the surrounding counties. AK delivered some chatter that he’d overheard about two twenty-somethings with some primo weed. Needed to turn it to cash quick. Wanted to set up a deal at the same motel where they’d watched Darnel and Pitchfork make theirs.

Darnel kneeled down. Pushed a knee into Uhl’s blue flannel spine. Started weaving tight figure eights with the wire through Uhl’s wrists. Pulled a pair of snips from his back pocket. Cut the wire.

Sweat bathed the garden of red and pus-white acne bumps across Karl’s forehead as he yelled, “We helped harvest, dry, weigh, and package them crops when you all was busy! We deserve a piece of the profit.”

Pitchfork’s briar-scarred right arm pulled the Colt away from Karl’s brow an inch. Thudded the barrel into his forehead. Karl hollered, “Fuck!” Pitchfork told the boy, “You deserve what you earn.”


Behind Pitchfork on the other side of the bed, Darnel finished with Dodo’s wrists. Stood up. Told Karl, “You’d been a smear on your mama’s leg I hadn’t wanted me a boy to carry on my line. Course, I don’t know if you deserved that.”

Darnel stepped toward Karl and Irvine, said, “Turn around. Tired of lookin’ at all your stupid.” Karl and Irvine turned around, faced the yellowing wall. Pitchfork slid the Colt into his waist. Held the sawed-off down at his side. Shook his bone-shaved skull, told the boys, “Two shit birds didn’t even check the parkin’ lot for extra men. This time a night they coulda rushed you like we did. Hell, we’s sittin’ over off in the shadows in the ’68.”

Karl turned to Irvine and said, “Told you we shoulda checked the damn lot.”

Pitchfork stepped away from the boys, watched Darnel coil the wire over and under Irvine’s wrists, and Darnel asked Irvine, “Who vouched for these two scrotums?”

From the other side of the room Karl whimpered, “Eugene Lillpop.”

Darnel laughed his carburetor laugh. “That inbred shit has got one hand in his pants, the other up his mama’s skirt. His word ain’t worth the phlegm he lubes his palm with.”

 

From the floor, with hair matted to his face, Uhl whimpered and spit from swelled lips turning purple. Talked in his toughest tone. “Sons of bitches best let us be. Know who our ol’ man is?”

Pitchfork stood disgusted by Dodo’s question. “Sure I know backstabbin’ Able Kirby. Shoulda been buried beneath an outhouse for rattin’ out Willie Dodson years back. Course you all run in a different county. Shit like that don’t fly ’round here, your kind is used for fertilizer.”

Uhl coughed and protested, “Our daddy’s a good man. Didn’t never rat Willie out.”

Darnel finished with Karl’s wrists. Put the wire and snips back in his pocket. Grabbed the two rucks Karl had carried in. Slung one over each shoulder. Smelled that honey-thick odor. Told Uhl, “Son, I know for a fact it was your ol’ man ’cause Willie worked for me. Crossed counties to meet with your daddy and some of his people way down in Orange Holler. When the shit went down your daddy walked away clean as cotton.”

Pitchfork laid the sawed-off on the floor. Opened Uhl and Dodo’s ruck. Reached in and dug through the bundles of bills, all Benjamins banded around identical-sized blank cutouts on the bottoms. Then he felt the weight of steel, pulled out two nickel-plated .38 revolvers. Looked at the boys and said, “You two dick stains didn’t even check to see if they’s packin’ heat or the right amount of cash? Fuckin’ greenies.”

Darnel dug his hands into Karl’s and Irvine’s hair. Told them, “Could at least used a different motel room or another county. Don’t matter no way. You two got a lesson to learn.” Then he guided them to the door by their greasy heads of hair. Opened it.

Pitchfork put the two .38s back in the leather ruck. Slung it over his shoulder. Grabbed the sawed-off. Pulled Dodo to his feet. Then Uhl, who begged, “Let us go. We won’t say shit.”

Pitchfork stared through Uhl and questioned, “Keys?” Confused, Uhl said, “Keys?” “Motherfucker, how’d you get that rape van out yonder, hot-wire it?” Uhl stuttered, “F-F-F-Front pocket.” Pitchfork patted Uhl’s front, pulled the van keys from the pocket, sneered, and told Uhl, “And we know you ain’t gonna say shit ’cause where we gonna take you, won’t nobody hear a word.”

 

Darnel loaded Uhl, Dodo, and the ruck of dollar bills into Irvine and Karl’s Impala. Pitchfork loaded the boys and the rucks of marijuana into the bed of his ’68. Left Uhl and Dodo’s van with the keys in the ignition, payment beneath the driver’s seat for Sheriff Elmo to scrap over at Medford Malone’s salvage yard. Then they drove to the Hill Clan Cross Cemetery. A place where bad deals were made good and lessons were buried deep.

 

The two vehicles were silent except for the crack and pop of night air cooling the engine blocks. Headlights from the Impala and ’68 Chevy outlined the profiles of Dodo and Uhl, their features now wet and swollen hues of yellow and purple turning darker with the night. Blood peeled like three-day-old biscuits. The shovels they’d used to dig the eight-by-eight grave left their hands unsteady at their sides as they stood looking down into their handiwork.

Pitchfork stood behind Dodo and Uhl, the .45 pressed into one head, the sawed-off into the other. Karl and Irvine kneeled off to the left, taking in the three silhouettes. Behind them, Darnel made his cigarette cherry with a final inhalation as he flicked it to the ground and told Pitchfork, “It’s time.”


Pitchfork asked the two buyers, “How old you say you was?”

Dodo slobbered, “We didn’t.” Hoping the nightmare would end and they’d be released, he said, “I’s thirty-five, Uhl’s—”

Pitchfork cut him off. “Well, least you ain’t gotta worry about cancer or achin’ bones like your mama.” Then he squeezed the .45’s trigger. Dodo’s skull exploded into the beams of light, disappeared into the air. His body thudded forward into the grave.

With Uhl’s ears ringing, his crotch found warm fear as he screamed, “No, no! Oh God, please! Please!”

Pitchfork said, “Ain’t you the whiniest chickenshit I ever did hear.”

Darnel said, “His ol’ man was the same way, don’t you remember that time over at Galloway’s fish fry? Grabbed Galloway’s daughter’s ass. Got all wet-eyed when Galloway was gonna stomp him into cornmeal.”

Pitchfork said, “Sure I remember. Galloway’s daughter was only fourteen at the time.” He told Uhl, “Your ol’ man’s ’bout a sick son of a bitch.”

Uhl’s face contorted. If skin could chatter, his would have. He said, “Let me go. I can pay triple.”

Pitchfork growled, “With what? You knock over an armored vehicle full of one-dollar bills?” Shook his head. “Ain’t just about money. It’s about blood.”

From behind Karl and Irvine, Darnel said, “These two boys need to know they can’t steal their own kin’s means to provide. Two of you was packin’ heat, I know you’d have done somethin’ just like this to them in that motel room we hadn’t showed up. Tonight everyone’s got a lesson to be learned.”


Karl and Irvine watched with their faces damp. Their wrists were free but aching from the wire that had cut into their skin.

Uhl’s weakness turned brave as he spun around, knocked the sawed-off out of Pitchfork’s left hand, only to have the .45 add another split of pain to his head. Uhl fell flat and mumbled, “You bastard.” Pitchfork pressed his boot down into Uhl’s neck, pointed the pistol at his head, said, “Didn’t think you had any fight in you, kinda impressed.” Then he pulled the trigger. Uhl’s complexion disappeared across the soil. Pitchfork slid the .45 into his waistband, kneeled down, and rolled Uhl’s body into the grave.

New tears warmed Karl’s and Irvine’s cheeks. Pitchfork stepped away from the grave and sat on the Impala’s hood.

Darnel’s hands gripped Karl’s and Irvine’s sweaty hair. Pulled them to their feet. The boys’ insides tightened while their minds burned with a revelation: never steal from your father and uncle’s harvest to sell on the side, because in the end, whether it’s spilled or related, blood is blood.

Stopping the boys in front of the grave, Darnel reached into his pocket and gripped the Colt. Raised it. Dropped Irvine, then Karl, in quick succession. Listened to them hit the bottom of the grave.

To Darnel’s right, Pitchfork leaned off the car hood and asked, “Think they broke anything?”

Darnel shoved the pistol into his pocket, turned and walked over to Pitchfork, said, “Hope they did.”

The ’68’s truck door squeaked. Pitchfork reached inside, pulled a couple of iced bottles of Falls City from a cooler. Handed one to Darnel, asked, “How long you think it’ll take ’fore they wake up?”


Darnel pulled a chipped red Swiss Army knife from his pocket, used the bottle opener. “Don’t know, but we got plenty beer till they do.”

Taking the opener from Darnel, Pitchfork said, “Just hope they learned their lesson.”

Darnel turned the bottle of beer up and crystallized foam burned his throat like acid as he swallowed, then he said, “Yeah, I’d hate we had to kill our only two boys.”








These Old Bones







It was as if God himself had shot the son of a bitch from the sky. But the good Lord had done no such thing to Able Kirby.

His body lay facedown, ears still ringing from the small-caliber gunfire that dotted his upper back, chest, and gut. Blood etched a path behind his work boots, leading all the way to the flaked wooden screen door of the house from which Able had stumbled.

He pressed his palms into uneven earth. Steadied himself. Tried to push his chest up as if doing a push-up only to fall flat, smelling cinder and soil with a sideways glance, remembering all the bad he’d done in this life.

He’d burned his father’s home for insurance money. Shot Esther MacCullum’s dog dead in front of him for a debt he owed. Forced himself upon Needle Galloway’s fourteen-year-old daughter. Opened Nelson Anderson’s skull in the Leavenworth Tavern with a hammer for saying he’d ratted out Willie Dodson on a cross-county dope deal, even though he did it for the local law.

And today he’d sold his granddaughter, Knee High Audry, to the Hill Clan to whore out. Needing the extra cash to help pay for his wife Josephine’s cancer medications. Yeah, he thought, I’s a son of a bitch.
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Josephine stood in the kitchen smelling the spoiling skin that hung loose and gray like dry rotted curtains on a rusted rod, wishing she’d stopped Able before it got this far. Thinking of how she lay in bed, night after night, listening to him worm from beneath the cloth, cross the floor, the squeak of hinges to the bedroom where their granddaughter slept. Jo would work her way out of bed, inhaling hard and grunting, and Able would be in the kitchen getting a sip of beer by the time she passed Knee High’s bedroom and made it to the kitchen. Seeing her, Able would say, “Couldn’t sleep, needed me a swallow.” That’s why she began sleeping with the Ruger beneath her pillow. A .22-caliber pistol she’d wielded to remove varmint and snake from the chicken house and garden. She knew she’d grown too weak to physically do damage.

Over the years Jo pretended not to notice the glints Able made at county fairs or the grocery, eyeing the young and their parts that had taken shape. He started with Knee High while she prepared supper, did dishes, fed the chickens and gathered eggs. Jo would question him about staring and he’d told her, “She’s just become womanized awful quick like. Remember a time when you’s that pretty.”

His tone had bored a lump of disgust in Jo’s gut, making these comparisons of the flesh. Then came the rumors about Galloway’s daughter.

Fearing the answer, Jo questioned Able about the girl. He didn’t deny his actions. Reaffirmed his motivations. “Shit you think, woman, girl like that, man such as myself. She was lookin’ to me first. I’s just offering is all. You bein’ the shape you’re in, man’s got needs you can’t possibly meet.”


Thirty-five years of matrimony and his words carved into the bone, panging worse than her cancer. With age, the man had been molded into a sickness she’d ignored far too long, didn’t know how to deal with. And moments before, Able had come into the bedroom with a devil’s grin igniting his chicken-neck face. He laid a small brown sack loaded with crumpled bills on the bed. In his crusted eyes was a wilted cellophane glow. Their granddaughter had supposedly ridden to town with him to run an errand, and she asked, “Where’s Knee High?”

Standing, Able rubbed his palms together, a trickle of sweat spitting from his brow. He tongued his lips. Looked Josephine in the eye, said, “Hear me out, Jo. You and me been strugglin’ here with your cancer meds and the boys disappearin’. Knee High needed to put more of her fair share in the coin jar. So I hocked her for cash to Pitchfork and Darnel to help pay for your meds. Let her work off the cash. Come home when all is square. Didn’t see no other way ’round it.”

Josephine’s jaundiced eyes cleared. She pulled out the Ruger, fingered the trigger, and buried a round in his belly.

Should have done this long ago, she thought, could have protected her own. Her mind wondered about consequence for a split second, too late, and realized this was his and her consequence. Short of breath, propping up her old bones from the bed with the ping of joints and the lactic ache of muscle, Jo quipped, “No other way around it? Oh, they’s ways around it, only I waited too long for direction.”

Able tried to stand but hit the bedroom’s hardwood in shock. Stumbled to his feet. Josephine fired a round into his shoulder. Then his chest. Able fell into the dresser, screaming. “Crazy ol’ bitch!” He turned away with his hand pressed into the wet heat of his belly, the other steadying him into the next room.

Josephine’s feet found her unlaced boots, disregarded the folding wheelchair leaned against the wall. She wheeled her oxygen tank into the next room, where Able’s body fell into the living room wall. She lined the pistol up with his chest, her grip unsteady as her vision. She pulled the trigger. “Shit!” he squealed. Another circle of red pressed through his white T-shirt, with the wall guiding him into another room.

Now she balanced herself on the silver oxygen tank’s wheeled frame. Inhaled air from the clear tube that forked into her nostrils from the fire-extinguisher-size tank and asked herself how Able could sell their fourteen-year-old granddaughter to the Hill Clan like livestock. Sell Knee High to the likes of those two cutthroats, Pitchfork and Darnel Crase.

Able and she had just lost their two sons, Dodo and Uhl, Knee High’s daddy. They’d run off, always up to no good. Left the house late one evening months ago. Never returned. Neglecting responsibility. Leaving Able and her to raise Audry, who would now be forced to offer her teenage self with womanlike curves to wasted feed sacks of broken-down men for dirty wads of paper.

Josephine steadied her sunken yellow eyes, squeezing the handgrip of the Ruger in her right hand, knowing in the back of her mind she needed to get out that damn door and end Able’s sickness before it ended her.

 

One of the shots bounced around inside Able till it severed a nerve, caused his legs to lose their flow.


Behind him he heard the creak of the screen door. Lungs clawing for air. Wheels and boots scraping the ground. Josephine’s voice. “Hope you find the good Lord’s soil comfortin’, ’cause that’s the only comfort you gonna get.”

Trying to contract his leg muscles, Able’s body throbbed cold. He gritted his teeth. Blinked tears from his eyes, “Dammit, Jo, hold on. We need that money. Once she’s worked it off we’d get her back.”

Josephine’s movements grew in pitch till her syllables towered over Able. “Get her back? She’s our grandchild. A human bein’. Unlike yourself.” Able dug at the soil, twisted his neck, made out Josephine’s outline, and he begged, “Help me, Jo, can’t even feel—”

Tiny flashes of fire erupted around what Able believed to be Josephine. His mouth moved but his words were unheard within his head. Cramps bounced up his back, into his neck just like the black that replaced feeling inside his body. Josephine stood with the gun empty, tiny brass scattered around her. Seeing no movement from Able, knowing he was dead, that she’d ended the sickness she’d ignored far too long, she’d no idea how to get Knee High back home.








All the Awful







One of the man’s hands gripped Audry’s wrists above her head. Forced them to the ground. She bucked her pelvis up. Wanted him off of her. The other hand groped the rounded shapes beneath her soiled wifebeater. Her eyes clasped. Held tears. The man’s tobacco-stained lips and bourbon breath dragged against her neck.

“Like that…don’t you?”

The man’s name was Melvin. He’d the scent of coagulated chicken swelled in three days of hundred-degree heat. He’d paid four hundred crumpled bills to the Hill Clan for three hours with Knee High Audry.

Knee High lay between the rows of corn that shadowed her goat-milk complexion. Unwashed shoulder-length hair the hue of burned tires fanned out in matted clumps. Melvin grunted. Knee High’s thoughts darted to how her ride with Able to run an errand had been detoured to seeing men about money in another county. Where a man named Darnel laughed, told Able, “Ain’t you a taste of treason. Sell out your two boys, this girl’s daddy and uncle, to Sheriff Sig. Now you’s swindlin’ your granddaughter to us. Shit, you’ve pretty much snitched out half the county for Sig.”

Able nodded, said, “Need money, cancer meds ain’t cheap for the wife.”


Darnel passed a sack to Able and told him, “Nor is your taste for the booze.”

Knee High watched Able thumb through the brown sack of bills. Trying to decipher Darnel’s words, not realizing what was transpiring, her brain ignited with confusion and anger. Her daddy and Uncle Dodo had run off. The only speech she could muster wasn’t to Able, it was to Darnel, and she shouted, “Where’s my daddy and my uncle?”

Darnel chuckled, his sight boring into her like two hollow points, and he said, “Dead and buried.”

She looked to Able to correct this. He stood silently holding the sack of money, digging his hand into it, and she demanded, “What’d you do, Granddad, what’d you do?”

It was Darnel who responded. “He did the same to them that he’s done to you.” Knee High reached for Able, wanting to shake answers from his hide. He stepped back, still counting the money as she questioned him. “What’s he saying, Granddad?” And before she could wrap her mind around what was transpiring, Darnel’s talcum grip restrained her. She twisted away from him and he backhanded her and said, “He sold you to me and my brother to satisfy the men of our county.”

She tongued blood from her lip as he drew her to a room where wallpaper was smeared by tea stains and soured skin. The last thing she saw before the door slammed and bolted shut was Able turning his back, walking out the same way they’d entered.

She beat on the pine door, trying to fathom these things Able had done, trying to understand what Darnel meant, saying Able had sold out her daddy and uncle to Sheriff Sig. And why Able had traded her for a sack of money to pay for her grandmother’s cancer medications. The man named Darnel told her it was “to satisfy men.” She understood she’d been sold for sex. But her grandmother Jo would never have agreed to such a thing.

Her arms and fists swelled and hardened as she sat barefoot on the floor, crying, a broken-down mattress quilted by a sheet once white lying gray and sticky behind her. She held her knees and rocked back and forth for what seemed like hours, realizing her daddy and uncle were dead because of Able. Then came the roar of a vehicle’s engine outside. The slamming of a door. Men speaking, saying, “Four hundred. She’s in yonder. Take your time. We got people to tend.” Feet trampled out of the house, an engine fired up and became distant. The sound of metal unlatched on the bedroom door’s opposite side. A towering stranger entered. Kneeled down in his cutoff red flannel, smiled with teeth caked by tobacco, and ran a finger tainted by motor oil down her cheek, told her, “Call me Melvin.”

He grasped her firm arms, lifted her to her feet, guided her backwards toward the bedding. In his eyes she made out the same sick lust she’d tried to ignore in her grandfather over the months as she did chores around the house, and she pleaded, “No.” He slapped her. She turned with the strike, dodged his reach, and ran out of the room to the entrance and then out of the house.

Melvin followed, tackled her down in the field between the rows of feed corn. Punched her, tore her shorts and panties from her. Unbuckled his pants, made the grainy earth their bedding.

Now all she wanted was to survive, but he was bigger than she was, stronger. She had to pretend, to be a chameleon. Thought of men and women. Affection and a neighbor boy who’d kissed her, brushed his tongue into her ear. Remembered the spark and chill that ran down her spine and dimpled her body from this gesture. She wiggled her ton gue into Melvin’s ear, tasted the disgusting flavor of a toad floured in fresh manure. His lips forced into hers, busted and bloody. “That a girl.” He released her hands. She crimped her eyes closed, groped Melvin’s bare bushy ass. Wanted to vomit as his heated breath in her ear moaned, “Oh pretty.” She tickled a path with her left hand down over the hump of his bareness. Felt the waistline of his pants, followed the leather belt to the hard handle he wore on his side. Thumbed the snap loose. Unsheathed a wicked curve of steel.

Knee High’s mouth engulfed Melvin’s ear on one side. She dug the blade into his neck on the other. Pulled it out as her teeth ripped tissue and cartilage from skull. He jerked into his shoulder, shouted, “Little fuckin’—” She didn’t allow him to finish, drove the knife into his throat. He gargled. Collapsed atop her like warm molasses. His breathing slowed to a stop. Her fingers pulled at the earth. Dragging herself from beneath the degenerate beast, she stood, spat out Melvin’s ear. Her chest and legs blood-covered and vibrating. Bottomless, she ran down the row of corn toward the house she’d escaped from. Hoping Darnel and Pitchfork were still gone, hoping their business wasn’t finished.

She wanted to go home. Tell her grandmother Jo all the awful Granddad Able had done. How he’d sold out her daddy and uncle to Sheriff Sig, gotten them killed. Do the same awful to Able that she’d done to Melvin.

Corn leaves like miniature razors cut her face and arms. Her bare feet pounded the row’s soil. Met the green grass. Yellowed heat from the sun led her to the house’s fly-decorated screen door. Karl, one of the Hill Clan’s boys, stood on the other side, surprised Knee High—she’d not seen him when she’d arrived earlier—and he screamed, “The shit?”

Karl pushed the door open. Got his left leg out. Knee High dropped the weight of her body against it. Trapped him in between jamb and door. He hollered, “You bitch!” Fell backwards into the house.

Knee High turned in a panic. Ran toward a weathered corncrib where wood was split and piled. Heard the screen door slam behind her. Felt boots on her bare heels. Nearing the split wood, Knee High was grabbing for a piece when she saw the handle. Both hands met it just as Karl’s words struck the rear of her head. “Gonna beat and fuck your ass all in the same—” Knee High heft ed, whirled around with the double-sided axe that was almost as long as she was tall. Finding the left side of Karl’s rib cage. Cutting off his words. The sound the axe made going in was godawful, but when she pulled it out to finish him, the sound he made was damning. Like a dog chasing and biting at a passing car’s tires only to have its bark replaced by the crunch of its skull between rubber and pavement. He dropped to his knees in shock. Knee High stepped back. Swung. Karl fell wordless to the warm earth.

In the house she trembled. Irvine, the other son of the Hill Clan, was gone. Knee High was blood and stink from head to toe. The bones of her crusted hands jumped as she fought the moisture that bubbled in her eyes and shock that rifled through her mind. In a panic she searched for clothing to cover herself with. Discovered an old dress scented with mothballs in a closet, worked it over her battered body.

Outside she found Melvin’s keys in the ignition of his red Dodge truck. Magazines lined the floor with photos of young girls. Wadded rags and paper. Crunched cans of Miller and empty pints of Wild Turkey. Knee High turned the key. The engine coughed to life. She shifted into drive. Stomped the gas.

 

What the Hill Clan found at the house was Melvin between rows of corn. A mess about his neck, knife protruding from it. Karl out by the pile of wood next to the corncrib. A bloody axe. His head an unrecognized shade of dead. To them it looked as though they’d paid for the Wisconsin serial murderer Ed Gein’s daughter.

Now, pulling down Able Kirby’s long gravel drive, Pitchfork chewed on rage. His brother Darnel wanted to watch Knee High bleed and beg. They rounded the curve, saw Melvin’s red truck.

“Told you the cunt got nowheres to go.”

“We kill her we out of thirty grand.”

“Able still got it.”

On the creek-rock steps, flies shared the bloated corpse of Able Kirby. Several buzzards circled overhead.

“So much for Able.”

“Must’ve pissed off Jo.”

“He’s plenty dead.”

The inside of the house sat silent as a child in sleep. Pitchfork’s and Darnel’s tones echoed from vinyl-papered walls and ceiling. Nothing in the kitchen, or the dining room. The upstairs was devoid of sound or body. Knee High’s room, untouched. Just framed black-and-white family photos of times past. Men, women, and children. Able, Jo. The two Pitchfork had murdered. They walked through the living room. Pitchfork carried a .45, Darnel a blackjack. Darnel stepped toward two wooden doors that connected in the center. Reached to divide them, slide both doors open. Called out, “You in there, Knee High, you gonna pay us back double in front of Jo. One after the next.”

The doors parted. Josephine sat in a tarnished chrome wheelchair. A clear hose wishboned into her nares, offering air from a nickel-colored cylinder on the floor beside her. The barrel of a Remington 11 semiautomatic was leveled not even ten feet from Darnel’s chest. Her one eye closed, the other open, the two men in shooting view.

Knee High stood beside Josephine, trying to steady the 4-10 she’d locked, cocked, and readied to fire while the horror of what had happened rattled her nerves.

Darnel raised the scarred flesh of both hands, palms facing the females, the blackjack held by his thumb. “Hold on, you two—”

Josephine skipped not a syllable. “You hold on, Darnel. What you done is devilry.”

Darnel said, “Wasn’t just us—”

The next sound deafened even God himself. Jo’s bones splintered from the .12-gauge’s kick. Darnel’s right knee segmented into red-white jelly chunks slung about the hardwood. Pitchfork dropped his .45 and caught Darnel, who dropped the blackjack.

Josephine rasped, “You’s right, it was the whole Hill Clan.”

Darnel slobbered and gritted his teeth. “Your Knee High killed my boy.”

Knee High leveled the 4-10 down to Darnel’s face with a slight jerk. “That’d make us almost even.” She paused. Shifted her eyes toward Jo. Swallowed. Continued, “Seeing as you all killed my daddy and my uncle Dodo.”

Hearing Knee High’s words, Jo’s finger pulsed against the .12-gauge’s trigger. Her vision blacked everything around the men who’d killed her two boys that she’d believed to have run off. Bringing all their awful to fruition.

Not knowing if she would, Knee High said, “Let it be, Grandma Jo, let it be.”








The Penance of Scoot McCutchen







Wire springs poked through the worn vinyl front seat like he imagined the mattress of a jail cell’s bed would, pricking his conscience as he sat within his personal purgatory. His memories from that last day and every day since. Fingering the keys dangling from the ignition, so tired of the searching, of the running, he’d come to terms with his decision. His only task now was waiting for the man. Glancing out his driver’s side into the window of the Mauckport town marshal’s office, he watched some woman carry on a conversation with what must have been Dispatch. But Deets didn’t need Dispatch. Glancing down at the head shots, a shadow of a wanted man, rolled up and tied by twine in the passenger’s seat, he needed the marshal, so he sat and waited and let his mind wander.

It seemed long ago, but still so clear in his mind, the scene from that last day. That even with a pillow covering her waxy face, it didn’t make it any easier. Not seeing her face. Not hearing her jumbled tones, which scratched his conscience like the rake of fingernails down a chalkboard. The pressure of her touch. He closed his eyes, still feeling the buckle of the seat as he imagined her final expression. So permanent, so final.


Like a jolt of pick-me-up kettle coffee, it was the first thought Deets acknowledged every morning and pondered all day, till it tucked him into bed. Haunting his dreams with the tossing and turning of “How could I not have known?”

He must have driven for days afterward. Finding that first town in Tennessee that wasn’t on the map. So small the town paper was a single page, front and back with an obituaries column no bigger than a Bazooka Joe bubble gum comic strip. And it was here that Deets Merritt would try to begin anew, searching for his self, an identity. But even after finding a job, trying to start over, he discovered he couldn’t outrun the shadow and guilt that haunted him. A decision that was nothing more than a two-sided coin with fate on each side of the flip. A piece of his existence gone. Something he could never get back, only carry on his conscience. Life would never be easy again. The only time life is easy is childhood, but by the time a person realizes this, it’s too damn late.

But still, he never gave up. Kept searching. And every new town meant another trade. Another new job. He’d worked construction, framing and building houses. Flipped burgers at greasy-spoon diners in towns whose populations were less than the price of an oil change, towns so small if you blinked between the post office and the police station, you thought you’d made a wrong turn because of the town’s sudden disappearance in the side mirror.

There wasn’t a day that passed by that he didn’t miss her. But he didn’t want to go back. He’d do it all over again even if the outcome would be the same.

Now, as he sat waiting in his ’61 International Scout four-wheel drive, the sun lowered at the breech of the town’s street. Dust was a Van Gogh landscape etched across his windshield, adding to the crawl of the oncoming evening. Discovering the darkness that was night.

He remembered how it all began. How he’d bought the Scout its first year of production. His father had driven him into Indianapolis, from their small town of Corydon. He’d bought it with money he’d saved from his childhood, working his father’s hog farm, then the money earned in his job at Keller’s, the local furniture factory, manning the band saw to rip the wood that was honed into furniture. He’d seen more than his fair share of fingers removed by that saw, never replaced.

So proud of his purchase, he’d cruised through town, and that’s when he saw her walking along the town square that first time. He slowed down, pulled up beside her. Asked if she needed a lift. As she turned to him, her smile was misleading; her lips told him to eat shit. She’d not need another useless shade of man catering to her. She’d been married once already, to a boozing pugilist who eventually ran off with a younger woman and several warrants. He’d left her not only paying for the divorce but several dozen or so debts, and the last mistake she wanted was a ride home from a strange man. Aft er that he’d framed her in his mind not by images but by her words, her simple yet harsh construction of language that she’d offered to him.

Her words were honest.

He apologized and drove home, knowing he’d met his future wife.

Every day after work, with his face stained by sweat and sawdust peppered in his hair like lice, he’d see her walking. And every day he’d ask her if she needed a lift. He told her someone as easy on the eyes as she was shouldn’t have to walk, let alone work. And she told him to mind his own, as he could find cleanliness with a bit of bristle lathered by lye. And he laughed at the directness of her tongue.

But finally she broke down, and he gave her a ride. She gave her name: Elizabeth Slade. Like a felon ignoring the wanted posters hanging from the post office walls of a town, Deets threw caution to the wind, asked her out for lunch. She was hesitant at first. Then she accepted. They had coffee and apple pie at Jocko’s Diner on the corner of town, where she told him she worked at Arpac, the local poultry slaughterhouse, slicing the necks of chickens. He questioned how something so fragile with beauty could earn a wage doing something so violent. And she explained it was the only decent-paying job for a woman with cutlery skills.

One date led to another until he visited her parents to ask permission to marry Mr. and Mrs. Slade’s daughter. The Slades had not seen her this happy since she was a child, so they gave their blessing to Deets, as did his own parents, and he proposed. She moved in with him, living in the log cabin he’d built by hand from the ground up on some fifty acres. He told her he’d plenty of money. There was no need for her to work if she didn’t want to. So she gave her notice to Arpac, and they consummated their vows two weeks later.

In five years they had a bond that most marriages didn’t share even after three kids and twenty years of loyalty. They’d no children, only the bliss they found in each other.

He’d work during the day, coming home some evenings to help her in the garden they planted every summer. Even with all the work she did—picking and breaking beans, shucking ears of corn, digging potatoes and onions, all of the canning for winter—how her hands felt against his flesh. Soft as a baby deer’s tongue, the warmth of innocence.

Her shoulder-length locks were like her eyes, stained like a walnut, and her flesh was colored by the sun as she worked in the garden, where she went barefoot in cut-off jeans and one of his old worn-out Hanes T-shirts tainted by the heat from a day’s worth of work.

Other evenings after work he hunted to keep their freezer full of meat. Used the double-barrel .12-gauge his granddad had left him. It had a firing pin that sometimes misfired on the right barrel. All one had to do was pull the hammer back and try again.

But it was that one evening he came into the cabin with several rabbits gutted and skinned, ready to soak in salt-water, that he found her on the kitchen floor. Meeting her cheek’s flesh with the back of his hand, he discovered her dampness from a fever. As if he had stepped into a hornets’ nest, Deets was stung by a swelling panic as he phoned Dr. Brockman for a house call. Then he undressed Elizabeth and placed her in their bathtub. She didn’t agree with standard medication nor the county hospital. But she did agree with the old ways. It was how her parents raised her. Lye for soap to wash off the sawdust and sweat of the factory. A hot toddy sipped to break the mucus of a head or chest cold. Bacon for a bee sting until the stinger showed enough to be tweezed free from the flesh. Fresh-squeezed tomato pulp with canned pickle juice and a shot of Everclear to nurse a hangover. And if she had a hound who’d not received his vaccination quick enough but instead acquired parvo, she’d end his suffering by placing the barrel of a gun to his skull to prepare him for burial. She’d helped her daddy do it more than once.


Deets had been raised by the same old ways. He crushed large squares of ice and packed them into the bath. He held warm Jell-O in a coffee cup to her lips to help keep her hydrated and break the fever. The fever that would last longer than the labor of a child. Days, not hours.

At first he feared her brain would be damaged. He’d heard the stories his mother had told him as a child, men and women whose fevers weren’t broken quickly enough, held for too long, their brains frying like the rabbits he coated with buttermilk to stick to the wheat flour, then placed into a skillet of lard and fried to a crisp.

Once her fever broke, she was unable to remember names and faces, places and times. Her speech was slurred for a while, as though her jaws had been pistol-whipped by the butt of a .38.

But Brockman prescribed his vitamins and assured Deets that Elizabeth would recover. And as the days added up on the calendar, she gradually returned to being the same woman he’d married some years before.

But what he later told himself was that he shouldn’t have trusted him with her. Shouldn’t have trusted Brockman with his wife. But he had.

 

The woman talking to Dispatch came out onto the sidewalk, wobbled to a pace, disappeared down past the Dollar Store, around the corner past the bank. But the marshal hadn’t shown up. He was what Deets’s daddy would have referred to as so poke-ass he was probably late for his own conception.

But he’d wait. One thing Deets had was time. He’d passed through so many towns he couldn’t remember if this was his tenth town or his twentieth job. They were all the same. What he could remember were the four characteristics that built a small town: a post office, a sheriff or marshal’s station, a bank, and a graveyard. He’d always check the post office, pulling the wanted posters of a man who haunted him, collecting them from each and every town. An identity that wouldn’t let him forget. That wouldn’t let him start over.

By day he’d pass the bank, the marshal’s station, and at night he’d walk the graveyards, wondering how the dead had passed. By accident, sickness, or the hands of their loved ones, their kin.

He’d been down as far south as Greenville, Alabama. Traveled back through Dayton, Tennessee. Manchester, Milan, and Dyersburg. Crossed over into Poplar Bluff and Garwood, Missouri. But he’d backtracked over the years through Illinois, Indiana, and back into Kentucky. Through Owensboro, Elizabethtown, Bardstown, Mount Sterling, traveling into the polarization of the hills. Traveling to Morehead, then back into Pine Ridge, Campton, Jackson, Hazard. And Whitesburg, where everybody knew your kin’s family tree, fished with dynamite, and hunted with a double-barrel .12-gauge. Your daddy either owned a lot of land or worked a coal mine in a surrounding county like Harlan that paid well. You always attended church on Sunday, and no matter how much you did or didn’t contribute to the offering plate, it was a place where people lived a simple and straightforward life. And it was here that Deets realized he’d traveled so long he’d forgotten who he was, and what he was running from.

From town to town some had heard the story. Had read it in the papers if they could read or heard it on the television if they owned one with an antenna. Had seen the features of the young man he once was, clean-shaven and baby-faced, now covered by age, the look of tires run on back-road gravel, blanketed by remorse and regret that had left his features thick with the shadows of barbed-wire whisker and uneven locks of hair. His mane, coarse as a horse’s tail, braided down his spine. The person on those posters on the passenger’s seat and the man who collected them were two identities with the same torment.

Deets sat fighting the tears of memory. He wiped snot on his flannel sleeve with one hand while the other pulled a fresh Pall Mall from his pack, then placed it unlit onto his lips as he thought. He should have seen it, acknowledged its presence. Her love was a cripple fighting frostbite. As her feeling was permanently lost, all he could do was watch, because there was no cure for frostbite.

He should have noted her appetite disappearing along with the meals she no longer prepared, the garden she no longer kept, beans no longer broken, corn no longer shucked, potatoes no longer dug.

Everything gone to waste. Spoiled. She said she felt too weak. Said she was too tired or she lost track of time. That daylight was too short.

That’s what she’d told him after that first discovery of her slip on the kitchen floor and the fever that followed. And as they lay in bed at night while he ran his hands over her warm outline, tracing her beauty, her words exchanged with his, how she’d maybe try tomorrow, she just needed her rest, to lie with him, to lie with this shade of skin. This man. Her husband.


But then he came home from the factory one evening, found her feeling weak on the couch, as she’d discovered another slip. A jarring of her brain. She’d crawled to the phone and called Brockman, who said it was probably her blood sugar. But after that more stumbles followed as her balance was no better than a square dancer with a crooked limb or a clubfoot. She’d lost her posture, her rhythm, and her balance when moving across the cabin’s hardwood floor, no longer recognizing the upright position.

Deets trusted Brockman; so did Elizabeth. But then came her confusion and uncontrolled outbursts of emotion. She believed one of her ears was bigger than the other. She asked him to look. To compare. To see what she’d seen in the bathroom mirror every morning. During simple conversations she’d cry inconsolably about the beauty of the day or how the outside air felt against her features, dried the tears that shadowed her cheek line. He’d see nothing, and like her, he understood even less.

And the visits from Brockman and his vitamin treatments began to add up. They had become similar to visits from the Reaper—your soul was the toll and all you could do was wait.

Finally Deets had lost his trust in Brockman and his vitamin treatments. He forced Elizabeth into his Scout, made a trip to the county hospital, where he explained her fever, her stumbles and tumbles, along with her confusion over the ear and her emotional outbursts. They admitted her. Took X-rays. Ran blood tests. Discovered an imbalance in her mind that was so far beyond treatable it was incurable. Her mind had fermented into soil that enriched a tiny crop of malignant ginseng spreading and rooting in her brain.


Aft erward Deets asked himself what he had done, trusting Brockman, waiting too long, putting it off. He blamed himself.

What she had would deteriorate her to a plot of loose earth in six months or less. And it began tearing her numbers from the calendar, stealing what days she had left, taking with it the bond they once shared. He’d come home from work trying to comfort her, wanting to lie with her in bed, feel the warmth of her outline next to his. Wanting to bathe her and cook and feed her. He hoped for a miracle, but she’d given up on what he couldn’t let go of. She’d mumble pleas, telling him she was like a hound with parvo, she was suffering, she’d lost her quality of life and needed to be put down. It was a choice a husband didn’t want to hear about, let alone carry out.

Now, seated in his Scout, he remembered that scent as he flicked his Zippo lighter. It was that familiar sparking of the flint, so identical, coaling his Pall Mall. Only that day, entering the home, it was like a Zippo that wouldn’t light. That flint being flicked over and over without any fuel. No butane, just the spark of sulfur. He remembered coming home early, wanting to surprise her with flowers. And there sat Dr. Brockman’s Cadillac in the driveway. With a sprinter’s heart, Deets dropped the flowers, entered their home. The slamming of the wooden screen door, hinges squeaking, needing oil, drowned out the loud blast, leaving only that aftereffect in the air. A scent that he followed through their home into the bedroom. He found Brockman sitting in a chair next to their bed, blocking his view of Elizabeth. He grabbed the doctor’s shoulder, spun him around, revealing what he hadn’t noticed at first, that what had stained the walls had stained the bed. It was the stain of what was missing—part of his wife, who was somehow still alive, her hands fumbling with the doctor’s hand as if playing a clarinet, the hand that had either helped her hold the double-barrel .12-gauge to her mouth or tried to stop her from pulling the trigger that had taken the right side of her jaw. Had they planned this? Or like Deets, had the doctor walked in on the attempt?

Weak, her hands trembled and slid, from her failed attempt to end the suffering. Her suicide. Something Deets would never accept.

She grunted, gargling and blowing bubbles, as her thumbs tried to push the hammer back on that misfiring pin on the right side. Adrenaline took over, and Deets lost control of his temper, unleashed a fit of rage that led to both of his hands becoming a vise around the old doctor’s windpipe. Brockman lost his grip on the shotgun as Deets squeezed until he had the doctor on the floor, slamming his skull to the hardwood surface, screaming, “What have you done, what have you done?”

And by the time he’d realized what he’d done, the old doctor was limp in his grip but his wife was still alive, trying to produce syllables with her split tongue and chipped teeth, her complexion half removed. And seeing all of this, he’d no other choice.

That discomforting warmth of a memory, of that final day, was what accompanied Deets, haunted him in every town and every motel room or rented farmhouse’s bed. He could strip the sentiments, but still the guilt of his actions was there. Rooted in his mind. An incurable disease still pricking his conscience after all the time passed, all the distance traveled. What he missed most were her words, which once formed her outline next to his. That warmth of completion, now gone.

Watching the marshal enter the station, Deets stubbed out the cigarette in the Scout’s ashtray and grabbed from the passenger seat the head shots of a wanted man. The history that wouldn’t allow him to run or hide anymore.

With the scent of fresh-brewed coffee and a hint of Old Forester thick in the marshal’s office, Deets threw the head shots onto the desk. Sipping his coffee, the marshal smacked his lips, savoring the caffeine and bourbon with a late-night smile, and asked Deets, “Whatcha got there?” He removed the twine, unrolling the head shots, the wanted posters that Deets had collected from all the small-town post offices over the years.

Deets told the marshal, just up Highway 135, five years ago in the small town of Corydon, a husband walked into his home, walked in on another man helping to hold a shotgun for the husband’s ailing wife. What he believed was the unfinished suicide of his wife. The name of the man who held the gun was Dr. Brockman. And in a fit of rage, the husband murdered the doctor with his bare hands. The husband was then left with his wife, whose face had been partially removed on her right side, as one of the shotgun’s barrels had misfired. The husband didn’t murder his wife, but he’d no choice with his wife’s mutilated profile. She had reinforced her pain rather than eliminating it. And swallowing the lump in his throat, the husband placed a pillow over her face, hiding what was left of her, and helped her hold the shotgun, helped her push the hammer back, felt the trembling of her hand atop his, guiding his hand to the trigger, hooking it. He turned his head away from her, feeling her trembling and pressing his finger until his shoulder buckled and her trembling ended. The wife destroyed the tiny ginseng root in her brain that didn’t offer energy but robbed her of it. The husband buried his wife in the garden that she once grew, but left the doctor limp and lifeless on the bedroom floor. He then packed up and ran away from what he had done. The partner he’d lost. Traveled from one small town to the next, searching for the identity of Deets Merritt. The surname of a deceased man he’d come across in a small Tennessee town’s obituaries. He couldn’t forget who he really was, Scoot McCutchen, the wanted man whose head shots the marshal was holding.

The marshal, whom everyone in the town of Mauckport called “Mac,” took several deep breaths and laid the head shots back on his desk, pulled a Lucky Strike from his pack, lit it with a match, and blew smoke, muttering to Scoot, “After all these damn years of running, you gotta trot in here and turn yourself in.”

Mac looked Scoot dead in his eyes and told him, “Guilt’s a heavy package for a man to carry. It’s wrapped by all the wrongs a man’ll do, which are really lessons he learns by living life so he don’t do them no more.” He told Scoot he knew his story. Had the wanted posters. The all-points bulletins. Had read in the papers about how his wife’s body was exhumed. How the authorities contacted her parents, Scoot’s in-laws, so they could identify what they thought was Elizabeth. Aft erward they placed her back the same way they found her. It was how her family believed. The old ways. Made from the earth, returned to the earth. And they placed a stone over her mound. But he didn’t know where they had buried the doctor, only that they auctioned his car, seeing as how he had no next of kin.

The marshal then spoke about the letter left behind by the wife.

Scoot said, “A letter?”

In all the places he’d been, all the stories he’d overheard in passing through towns and truck stops, he’d never heard about any damn letter.

Nodding, the marshal told him there was a letter detailing how she’d hinted to her husband but knew he wouldn’t do it for her, put her down like a hound with parvo, put her out of her misery. How she’d decided to try and do it her damn self or that she might ask her doctor to help her do it. He told Scoot he knew, because he knew how much he loved his own wife, loved her more than the beauty that God and nature creates and destroys, more than the two kids he and his wife brought into this world, one by one, to carry on their bloodline. Now, if his wife had gone through what Scoot’s did, Lord, what with all of that suffering, knowing every damn day was a countdown to her last, he’d want to make the most of it, not cut ’er short. So to come home, see some man helping her to kill herself, well, he’d have done the same damn thing, maybe worse.

What the marshal wanted was to break the oath he’d sworn to uphold. To hold the head shots over the trash can next to his desk, fire a match, light a corner of the head shots, and tell Scoot that as long as he was the marshal Scoot’s identity was safe with him. Right or wrong, the man had suffered enough. But he knew that was no option for Scoot.

To Scoot the letter made little difference now as he emptied his pockets and the marshal led him to a holding cell, locked him in behind the steel bars. He didn’t feel the springs of the cell’s mattress, but he felt the guilt he’d carried over the passing years dissipate as he awaited his punishment, his penance.
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