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Header.
Havin’ a header tonight, we is!

We’se gonna have ourselves a header so fierceullly Natter’ll be shittin’ in his
grave!

He’d heard the term, in all its variations so mémes, but he just couldn’t figure

Header.
Whatwasit?

The little boy’'s eyes widened in the dark, blooglike night flowers. He hid in
the closet, a crouched and frozen shadow; he adatiedoor half an inch, but couldn’t
quite see them. His curiosity burned.

He had to know, hkadto know what this thing was they were doing.

He’d heard them speak of it many times — only,utitg in the least formed
whispers, behind the slickest grins and eyes naow forbidden slits. Yes, Daddy and
his grandfather. Like just today, when Daddy haslught his tractor in from the graze
field.

“That blamed Caudill up an’ cut my fence,” Daddyalled. Grandpap looked up
from his work table. “Again?”

“Yeah, shore’s shit! Lost six more sheep! Gawohighty, we’se gonna have to
do somthin’ ‘bout this!”

And that's when Grandpap had smiled that feistyiskery smile of his. “What
we’se gonna have to do, son, is have ourselveadené

“Dag straight! Fucker stole my sheep, third tithis year. Tonight, we’se gonna
have a header fer shore! Teach that cracker stwh-a steamysheep!”

See, that’s what they’se always called it — wheatévwas. A header.

Like one time he’d overheard his Daddy whispetimgsranpap, whispering like
creaky, tiny etchings. “McCraw burned down oneMayer’s grain sheds, Pap. He’s
havin’ a header tonight, wants us ta join in.” |&r on, they'd corn-liquored up and left,
and they didn’t return till almost dawn.



The little boy couldn’t imagine what a header cbib€, but he knew this: next day
at school, Jannie McCraw wasn't in class, and sh®ever seen again...

“Sweetheart?” Cummings leaned over the bed, gemijged his wife’'s warm
shoulder. Christ, he thought. Bleary morning light seeped in tigltouhe window:
starlings chirped. Groggily, then, Kath lookedarul smiled.

Special Agent Stewart Cummings smiled bakly love he thought. What would
he do without her? And this this —crushed him. To see her so sick all the time, so
despondent. She deserved better then this, ferAaod what am | doing to make her life
better? Cummings dared to ask himself. At the very lelstwas doing the best he
could.

But that wasn’t good enough.

She was always so pale, always sniffling. The damdles under her eyes, like
smudges of charcoal, only reinforced her turméihat would | do without her8he’d
come through for him, hadn’t she? Waiting tablethatVillage Pump while he finished
his degree. Now she was sick, and it was his upay her back.

But it was so...hard.

“Be careful at work, honey,” she peeped to himlosing, so real.

“Where’s your prescription?” Cummings asked. “piick it up on the way home
tonight.”

“No, no,” she insisted amid the sheets. “I'll getater. | just need a little time to
get going, you know.”

“Sure, Kath.”

“And you work so hard, I'd feel terrible if you ddo drive all the way into town
just for my medicine.”

“Honey, it's no troub—"
“Hush!” she insisted, sniffling once more. Somadiof walking pneumonia, the

doctor’s slip had said. She’d been like this fomting now. “You go on. You do enough
for me, I'll get my medicine later.”



Cummings kissed her full, pink lips. He wantecitp.

He left the house, got into his unmarked car, staded it up. The light of dawn
seemed like the color of miseoor Kath,he thought. Would she ever get better?

And another question rose, with the same hedteasun.

Her medication cost $450 per month. Not to mentioe mortgage, the power
bills, groceries.

And what would his father say, if he knew whattes doing?

Shit Cummings thought and drove off.

Header.

Grandpap, what's a...headeffravis recalled askin’ just after his 1 ®irthday.
The day before, n’ fact, he’d got up an’ bustedHet-wirin’ Cage George’s ‘74 Hemi
‘Cuda, drunk on shine, and wreckin’ it with thatel’l Kari Ann Wells sitting right next
ta him, stroking’ his bone an’ eventually poppingaod, hot creamer right in her purdy
face. Bone, see, was what they called a fella’k these parts, but quad was what they
called Kari Ann Wells after that wreck. Weren't Vigl fault she’d broke her blamed
back when he drove inta that bridge ‘buttment. Barte that, Travis had heard about
headers many times, heard his Daddy talkin’ ‘bowtith Grandpap, just weeks, n’fact,
‘fore his Daddy and Mama got kilt, but they wastjtlse tiniest whispers, see, so tiny
Travis never learnt really what it was. And oI’ Gdpap Martin, later on that same fine
day, while’s sewin’ up a pair of workboots an’ dipgp some shine hisself, had answered.
Cain’t be tellin’ ya that, son, not till ya got serhair ‘tween yer legs.

Travis figured this was Grandpap’s way of suggéstiat he was too young to
hear such things, an’ never mind that he alreadyahgood plot of hair ‘tween his legs
and could squirt a man-sized nut any ol’ time. ®hat miffed Travis most was this: if he
were too young ta hear about headers, how comigldheed county prosser-cueter hadn’t
felt he was too young to be tried as a ay-diiis?’cos yer hillfolk, boy, yer creek people,
Grandpap had attempted to explain on sentencingTdey fine old man had tears in his
eyes sayin’ itAin’t no one round here cares ‘bout hillfolk. Allkaunch of dirt redneck
crackers tryin’ ta act like fancified city folk,dk is. Ya gots ta do yer time now, boy, and
ya gots to be good whiles yer in the blamed stootlmotherwise they’ll'se keep ya
longer.

Longer? Chrast. That fancified queer-loving jutigel droppedive yearson poor



Travis’ head.

But, shore enough, Grandpap had been right. Tinsegears he’d gotten fer the
candyass GTA had turned ta eleven a might quiclssBll County Detent weren’t no
picnic, and havin’ ta beat the livin’ shit outalés piled those extra years on faster ‘n shit
through one ‘a Dumar McGern’s chickens. Travis tar@d no choice, ‘less he wanted to
get butt-fucked ever night and have a bunch of digy fells callin’ him “baby.” He'd
bustedsome heads, he did, spent a lot of time in the fe it — BEV SEG, they called
it, thought, fer Behavioral Segregation, whatewetarnation that meant — and then there
was that one night when some fella from Crick Cityn’ a pound for armed robbery had
held a prison shiv to Travis’ throat and droppesidriawers. “Suck it, cracker, and suck it
good. Suck it like you suck yer daddy, ‘cos evedgphknows all yous crackers are queer,”
this fella ordered. “Suck out that nut, cracker.tBe best meal ya had since the last time
the chow hall served cream a’ broccoli soup. Ma#&edaddy jealous, sugar.” Well, for
one, Travis’ daddy was dead, and he didn't muoh té&khear talk like that, and two, there
weren't no way in Hade’s place that Travis ClydecRton was gonna suck dick —
getting’ sucked, shore, but doin’ the suckin’ hisself? Ny wd-huh! So he snapped that
shiv right outa that fella’s hand and poked him djoo the eye. Stuff came out that
looked like cranberry marmalade they sold down Wuleneral Store. Didn’'t matter
muchwhatit looked like, thought. Just added more time tavis’ hitch.

But now he was back. And, havin’ no place ta gonvhiles he were in stir, the
huse that his daddy’d left him were hit by lightgimnd burnt down — so’s he tromped
straight ta Grandpap Martin’s neat little clapboenttage out in the woods.

“Travis Clyde Tuckton!” Grandpap had about fuckigjoiced upon seein’ Travis’
big shuck-an’ jive grinning’ mug.

“Hey Grandpap.” Travis’ eyes, though, held to tb#ing wood floor. “I got’s ta
admit, | feel like a right horse’s bee-hind comistgaight here right after | get outs the
county detent.” Travis felt ashamed. “Got no job,gneen, nothin’ goin’ fer me. Shee-it,
Grandpap, I'se a loser.”

Grandpap’s old whiskey face turned stern. Samehisgaddy’s face turned that
time he’d caught Travis stickin’ his bone into ca¢he sheepDammit, Travis!Daddy
had yelled.Ya poop out yer brains the last time ya took al8hithrast, boy! Ya wanna
hump a sheep, ya nevah hump yer own sheep, dumbmssieak over ta Caudill’s field
and hump his sheepAnd then Daddy’'d given him a whuppin’ like he’dvee forgot, but
Travis figured he deserved it. And, anyways, thatlsat Grandpap’s face looked like
right now.

“Travis, | don’'t wants ta hear no talk like thetah! Yore blood, boy, from my
only daughter’s loins, and yous are always welconmay house. An’ don’t cha be down-
talkin’ yerself fer not havin’ a job. Times are ghy ‘specially ‘round these parts since
Union Carbide packed up, and then they closed tine wn account of the blamed Japs



sellin’ coal cheaper than we kin dig it. | make eglo green sewing boots so don't ‘cha
worry none.”

“Thanks, Grandpap,” Travis gushed, his eyesgdiled at the rotten floor. “But—
" Travis’ pea-brain thoughts stopped stock stillemhGrandpap had come ‘round the
sewin’ table. Grandpap, see, didwalk, he wheeled. That's right, he wheeled hisself
‘round that big cherry wood table, inmdneelchair And that's when Travis spied that his
fine old grandpap had no legs much past his knees.

“Grandpap!” he wailed. “What happened ta yer légs!

“Aw, don’t cha worry ‘bout that, son.” Grandpapuféd it off. “I'se old, an’
couldn't get around much no ways. Got some blamaedcified disease called
dyerbeetees, so the doc down the state healtlt dtipped off my legs. Fucker had the
balls ta send me a bill too, kin ya believe it? Bwtin’t no big deal.” Grandpap’s skinny
arm extended behind him, to the rows of wood slsefué of his fine hand-sewn boots.
“I kin do my’s work, an’ figure | should be gratéfu

Travis was impressed by his grandpap’s resolvé.tiBen the old man went on:
“So how’d ya do in the poky?”

“Well, not too good, Grandpap. | hadda beat upsome fellas pretty bad, fer
tryin’ ta cornhole me, and there was this one faiked ta make me suck his bone, so |
stucks his prison shank in his eyeball and thidf stame out that looked just like
cranberry marmalade they sell down at Hull's.”

Grandpap’s creekbed face lit up. “D’ja kill him?”

“No, Grandpap, but | heard | stucks that shankanfar it got ta his brain and
made him retart.”

Granpap clapped his liver-spotted hands. “Goodyéar, boy! Yer daddy’'d be
proud, God rest his soul!”

“Anyways,” Travis went on. He didn’t like ta thinkbout the slam, and he
shouldn’t have ta now, should he? There was stilesticks and tucks about it anyways,
like something ‘bout havin’ ta report to a roll ic#r or some shit, but Travis didn’t know
nothin’ ‘bout that, and he didn’t wanna worry ‘batneither. It was just fine and dandy
ta be outa that county cage full of shack buckscaemckers and kiddie-diddlers. “I'll tries
ta get me a job fast as | kin, an’ in the meantin@sndpap, | kin do stuff ‘round the
house to help ya out.”

Grandpap smiled proud. “Travis, you're a fine ygunan, gracious, respectful,
just like yer daddy raised, and | kin shore usela tround here, seein’ that | ain’t got no
legs no more. Like you kin bring in the fire woad auch, and haul the water up fer the



squirrel stew and possum pie. Ya kin see—" Granduapted to the floor just below the
edge of his cherry wood work table. Travis notieestrange darkness there, stained inta
the wood, an’ he remembert that from when he wi#le lioo. “Ya kin see.” Grandpap
rambled on, “that the floor's goin’ all ta rot, s@’s kin help fix it, otherwise yer old
Grandpappy'll be wheelin” across the blamed flooe @lay and — Kuh-RACK — that
floor’ll break right under my wheels an’ drop yewsgr grandpap right smack dab inta the
fruit cellar.”

“Oh, no, Grandpap.” Travis exclaimed, “I wouldmever want that ta happen!
I'll'se be happy ta help ya fix the floor.”

Grandpap wheeled closer, then, his smile turnenig.d"An' there's somethin'else
ya kin do fer the me, son. Ya kin help give yerdgnandpap a thrill now an' agin."

"Shore, Grandpap, but...how?"

Grandpap snickered. "A'corse, | cain't do it mlysel more, not with no legs, an’,
Chrast, take an old feller like me a coon's agevém git his bone hard. But I'se still get a
kick outa, well, you knowwatchin"."

Watchin'. Travis thought. He didn't quite get it.
"Headers is what | mean, son."
Headers,Travis thought. And that was somethin' —

"Grandpap," he said rather meekly, "that's sorhétbeen thinkin' about since,
well, since the day 'fore | got locked up." Yeahyas true.Headers:| ‘member when |
was little I'd hear you an’ daddy sitting out oretporch talkin’ ‘bout it lotta times, an’
right ‘fore | wrecked Cage George’s ‘74 Cuda anokled Kari Ann Wells’ back, | asked
ya ‘bout it. “Member?”

“Shore | ‘member, boy.” Grandpap fired back kegaee “An | ‘member | didn’t
tell ya squat on account ya were too young.”

“Yeah, Grandpap, but | gots ta tell ya now, itereethin’ | been thinkin’ ‘bout fer
the whole time | was in stir. | gots ta know. “Wisad header?”

Grandpap’s face, then, took on a look of somethimg some citified queer-
lovin’, pussy-wine-cooler-drinkin’, banlon-wearishirt-type might describe as ethereal.
He wheeled a few inches closer in his rickety cHaia know what, son, | reckon yare
old enough ta hear now...so’s I'll tell ya.”

Travis exploded in delight.



And Grandpap nodded. “Yeah, boy, I'll'se tell yidabout headers ‘cos it’s time
you learnt. First thing ya need is ta snatch & s, son, and the second thing ya need is
this...”

And then Grandpap’s shriveled hand reached ow thd table and picked up a
power drill.

“A hundred bucks doesn’t cut it anymore.” Cummirsgsd in his best bad guy
impersonation.

Spaz, long hair hanging in strings like greaserdh,yahot him the funkiest of
expressions. He grinned through his bad teeth.¢$h&tew, let me tell ya —

Cummings’ hand shot out, caught Spaz in a visedtipt under the throat. “First
off, it ain’t Stew. It's Agent Cummings. Understatid

A little more squeeze, and Spaz nodded, puff-faced

“Second, | ain’t covering your hooch runs to thenkucky line for a pissant
hundred bucks a month. From now on, it's two-fifty.

Cummings released the grip; Spaz fell.
“Hall ain’t gonna like it.”

“Then tell Hall he can shag my balls and lick ngg after | take a corn-shit. If
two-fifty ain’t square, then tell that low-life, nmashine-running scumbag he can find
himself another federal cop to cover his runs. #ote a month ain’t worth the risk.”

Cummings had been covering Hall “Shine” Sladdariicensed liquor runs for a
year. They'd brew the stuff in a still up near eitb- figured it was safer running a still in
a “wet” state — then truck it over the line to Kecky. Less heat. And lot less heat
when they had a Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco andafins agent marking their routes for
them and calling in diversions. But Cummings wagtitg@ Spaz; he knew Sladder
couldn’'t pay any more for his protection. It was anroundabout way, instead, that
Cummings wa giving Spaz a push, because he knew\&@=into more than backwoods
corn liquor.

“You and Sladder are both skell, and you both kmgiwCummings went on. “If
you guys go down, you two pig-dick-lickers willisppn me faster than it takes you to
pop a butt-pimple. | need more green for my risk.”



Spaz hungover eyes fluttered as he dared look Gagsnm the face.

“And if you chuckleheads evehink about spinning on me, | hope you both have
brains enough to realize I'll kill your redneck assbefore you can turn evidence. So
what's the deal?”

“Hall, he — “ Spaz faltered in his smudged ovexdlHe ain’t got the dough, man
— er, | mean Agent Cummings.”

“You're not hearing me.” And then Cummings drew Bimith & Wesson Model
13 chock-full of .357 Q-loads. Cocked it. “| needma money, and | can’t trust you guys
for shit.”

“Wait, wait, man! Listen to me. Here’s a deal you. Keep covering Hall's hooch
runs, keep taking the c-note, and I'll set you ughveomething else that’ll pull yoa
thousand a month

Yeah. Got him‘In exchange for what?”

Now Spaz dared to grin. “Coverin’ somethin’ elsgn. | run dust and pot too,
and...coke.”

“For who?”

“Fella named Dutch.” Spaz was getting ballsy nb¥iou ain’t need ta know his
real name.”

“So this Dutch motherfucker’ll pay me a grand amtioto feed him safe routes?”

“Well, yeah, I think so. It'll take me some talkitmough. | mean, Christ you're a
federal cop.”

“No Spaz, I'm a federal copn the takeTell this redneck piece of trash Dutch
motherfucker that | caguaranteehe’ll never get pinched. I'm a fed, my office getgery
state narc and DEA fax in the area. He'll sail nlea a cat’s ass if he works with me. But
| gotta have that k-note every month, in cash, gneeced serial numbers. And tell him
this too, Spaz, | won't just mark routes for hiffi.darry his productto his point in the
trunk of my federal unmarked fucking police carll hem that"

Spaz' moonshine-scarlet eyes grew wide in glee.
Cummings replaced his piece.

"Sh-sure, Stew - er, | mean, Agent Cummings."



"Cut out the Agent Cummings crap, will ya. Call rBéew." Cummings lit a
smoke, offered one to Spaz. "We still friends oatfi

"Sh-sure, Stew."

"Just want you to know where I'm coming from. Athés dope-peddler of yours,
this Dutch — just think how happy he'll be when yell him you gotta federal tin who
wants to transport product for him."

"I-1 never thought about it that way."

"Shit, Spaz, he'll be so happy with you, he'lljably pay your next semester's
tuition at Harvard."

Spaz' face hooked up in confusion. "Whuh — whia#isvard," Stew?"

"Never mind. you guys need me to make your livesiex, and | need the bread.
So go talk to your man. I'll meet you here sametiomorrow."

Spaz cheered up quick, smiled again with thosth tdeat would make a dental
hygienist throw up in the rinse sink. "Tomorrow, mgou got it. Any luck I'll have your
first month's dough in my pocket."

Cummings spewed smoke, nodded abruptly. "Talkutci"

Spaz roared off out of the dell in his soupedMiistang, a 351 Clevelan@ot
him hookedCummings knew. He'd played it just right, work&phz like a puppet and let
him come to his own conclusions.

It was a beautiful day. He got back into his urkedrand pulled onto the county
highway.Yeah he told himself'm a federal cop on the takéle wasn’t too happy about
it, but how else could he afford Kath’s medicine?he past, it had just been hooch — no
big deal — but now he was moving up to the real Bl¢G— coke, PCP, shit these
scumbags sold to 9-year-olds, shit that turned lpé&ofives inside out. But Cummings
had a plan for that too.

Cummings was a Special Agent for the Bureau ofoAdd, Tobacco, and
Firearms, Russell County Field Office, in Lewisbux@rginia. He’d worked the gig 10
years now, busting bootleggers and moonshinersingustills, setting up stings. At first,
he’d even believed in his work — until Kath hadtgatsick.

| gotta come through for hehe thought desperatelycan't let her down



Nobody else gave a shit, so why should he? AngwWare to himself, once Kath
was better, he'd go off the pad...

“Hey, Stew.”

“J.L.” Cummings dropped his gunbelt in the fielfi@e, hot weight off his waist.
J.L. Peerce was a Special Agent in Charge of theaR@ he knew the ropes; Peerce grew
up out here, was a rube himself until he got out got himself an education. Slicked-
back black hair, chopburns, and an Elvis sneer. i@ugs didn’'t have much of a
problem with him.

“We’se be goin’ to Washington next month, fer aining session at Buzzards
Point.” he declared. “Party hard in D.C. strip sievery night, all on the lamb.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“So how was your watch?”

Cummings eased down in an opposing metal foldiagrclit up another Lucky.
“Squat. Nothin’. Checked all those still sites wested last winter, and the sites are dry.
Checked all the back trails, and — nothing. But finding a little activity in some of

the old McKully sites. Should be ready to drop hamoen them soon.”

“Good,” Peerce said from his own chair across 8.overnment gray-metal
desk. “How’s the wife, by the way?”

The question felt like a sudden fish hook sunk @ummings’ check. “The same.
Goddamn medicine is killing me. Four-fifty a monémd it's going up.”

“Don’t know how ya do it, Stew. Yer a good man.”

Not as good as you might thifBummings thought.

Ten years now, and all they were paying him wagddly 32.5 a year. Different
raise prerequisites and time-in-service stats, &ava pissant COLA every now and then.
Cummings reasoned it was their fault that he hatbtavhat he did. If they paid him what
he was worth — that would be different.

Wouldn't it?

The sun was sinking. State Route 154 ribbonedugirotreelines and dead



pastures, taking him home. Sometimes he had togwai and masturbate — another
thing he didn’t fell too good about — because, dedpis primal male needs, he knew it
wouldn’t be right to be going home and jumping Kaithones, sick as she was. But
whenever he did it, every single time in fact, ineught about Kath...

She was always tired, always run down. He knewtiséeé hard to stay up for him
every night, but lately she didn’t even have thergn to do that. Sometimes she cried
about it.

Don’t think about if he cut off the thoughBe a man. Do the right thing. Take
care of your wife, because you know goddamn wélwas you who was sick, she’d be
bending over backwards to take care of.you

That was about all it took.

He was about to take the turnoff, then, when hve e flashing red and blue
lights up in Cotter’s Field...

Travis lay back in bed, sighin’ yet wide-eyed. Mbght hung in the winder, and
throwed light like purdy ribbons on the wood floand there were a ruckus of crickets
and peepers.

Headers he thought.
Yessir, he’d had hisself a mighty fine headerdbni

Grandpap had showed him how ta do it. A'’corsedHhedda snatch hisself a
splittail first, but that were easy. “Make shors itrom a family who done us wrong,”
Grandpap had instructed from his wheelchair.

Well, in the past, back when his maw and daddystildivin’. it weren't just the
Caudills who'd have ‘em a bad time, jackin’ theinegp an’ all. One time, he
remembered, a coupla Reid’s dirty rube kids'd pachll the apples offa one of Daddy’s
Golden Delcious trees, all ‘cos a few branches t@mved over the fence and were
hangin’ over the Reid line. Daddy'd about had aBmt Travis remembert that well, and
when he were drivin’ the pickup ‘round, lookin’ farsplittail ta snatch, thar she was. He
recalled fairly well, Iree Reid was her name, amough she’d been a might younger last
time Travis eyed her, there weren’t no foolin’ hmow, not with that shiny blonde hair or
them big milkers stickin’ out the front of her pead-colored halter. She were lopin’
barefoot down the Old Governor’s Bridge Road, andrae, bein’ the gentleman he was,
Travis pulled over an’ offered her a ride home.



“Why's, you're Travis Clyde Tuckton, ain;t ya!” shdrawled her verbal
celebration once she slid her purdy cut-offed jeabackside inta the truck. “Why’s |
remember ya from way back when.” Her purdy fredidge blushed a bit. “Don’t mind
tellin’ ya now, | kinda had a fixin’ for ya.”

“Well | gots ta be honest, Iree,” Travis admitt&épre | got my butt throwed inta
the county poky, | hadda mighty fixin’ on you too!”

“Ya did!”

Travis slammed his big knuckly fist fight smackbdiata her forehead, and her
little lights went right out. then, pickup stillmblin’, he tied her up but good, gagged her,
and stuffed her curvy skinny body down inta thetfgel. Next thing he knowed, he was
carryin’ her in like a sack of farm feed inta Graag’s work room, and took ta settin’ her
down on the big cherrywood table Grandpap madesbat

“One of them dirt-eatin’ blondie Reids!” Grandpapalted. “Good job, Travis!
Now tie her down on the table and git them sillfjpony clothes off her.”

Travis saw and didn’t even have ta be tolt, ‘dosre was eye-hooks screwed inta
each corner’a the table. Little Iree was still Grtthe count, so Travis cut her ropes and
tied her right back down to the table, on her basld her head hangin’ over the table
edge.

“What | do next, Grandpap?”

Grandpap tittered, stroked his whiskers, and wdtkeaght up ta the table. In one
crabbed hand, though, he gripped the power drhiictw were fitted with a 3-inch hole
saw.

“Travis, it's sorta like anything, anything takpeactice, ya know. Like Thomas
down the roadside bar? that ol’ coot kin play theskboard just as pretty as you please,
and Conga Powers, boy, he kin git ta pickin’ th@jadike nobody’s business. Know
why, son?”

The calculative powerhouse that was Travis’ miolled right away. “Practice?”
he guessed.

“S’right, boy. Practice. And as far as cuttin’ ope splittail’'s coconut goes, | gots
a lotta practice, | kin tell ya. Me an’ yer daddge — and God rest his soul — we’se got
ta be the best head-humpers from here ta New Grleen

And with that fine testimony Grandpap squeezedditiés trigger, paused, then
applied it to the top of Iree Reid’s purdy blondatle



Made quite a racket, it did, an’ travis’ nose thigd at the smell’a burnin’ hair'n
bone, but it weren't another few more seconds ‘térandpap set down the drill.

“Yessir, a good ‘un,” he declared, and wheelethtrigp, inspectin’ his job. “See
that, Travis? What | done, see, is | cut me a petele in the top’a her noggin. See?”

Travis leaned over, squinting. “Yeah, Grandpageé¢.” And he also seed the
perfect circle’a bone still wedged in the hole-sé&30 what’'s now?”

“Just ya watch.”

Travis, curious as he were, just clammed up artdhea Grandpap, very adroitly
now, push Iree’s blonde hair back, to show thehf@# hole more clear. Blood was
drippin’ a little onta the floor.

Then Grandpap picked up a knife.
“What'cha — what'cha gonna do with that, Grandgap?

Watch, boy. Gotta make a slit, fer yer pecker.”

Later it would occur to Travis that this made serihe knife was just yer typical
steak knife, ‘bout eight inches long an’ one incldey and Grandpap, with the same
surprise expertise, stuck that baby right inta tiade in Iree’s skull, slittin’ hisself a nice
Ii'l slot. But, boy, once that knife were retracteout gushed the blood mixed with
somethin’ that looked watery — CSF or cerebral apiluid, but a big dumb animal like
Travis wouldn’t know nothin’ ‘bout that - and itas then that Travis seed just how the
floor at the base of the work table got ta be stedo All that blood over the years,
pumpin’ outa gals’ heads, and the stuff just lagréh turned the wood soft, an’ went ta
rot.

“Get’cher bone up, boy,” Grandpap said, wheeliagkbto watch and unfastening
his trousers hisself. “Get ‘er up and stick ithfave yerself yer first head-humpin’.”

Travis didn't knowed quite what he thought abdus tat first. Fuckin' a gal's
brain? He dropped trow and jacked hisself a tadkih' '‘bout some of the honeys he seed
in the girlie mags in the joint. An' once his dogsaup an' barkin' he stepped up to Iree's
motionless head at the edge of the table and paused

"Come on, boy. What's wrong witch' ya? Ya got gdra header here, boy.
Better'n any pussy ya ever stuck yer bone in."

The implication was clear, a'corse: Travis weramiéo put his hard dick inta Iree
Reid's head an' hump it. Relucterant at first, idesd, but it weren't long 'fore he got the



feelin's.

"Aw. shee-it, Grandpap," his throat gusted. "Tlasmighty fine, mighty fine,
indeedy."

Travis held her dead head, humpin' it, his doslumbin’ in an out Iree Reid's
still-warm brain. At first he thought it might bié jackin', in that he'd have ta think 'bout
the girlie mags, and the gals he poled 'fore hetwsethe joint, or some of the butts he
slammed whiles he was in stir. No, Travis werentey, but when ya pulled 11 years in
the county slam, ya made considerations. Ever senpflTravis'd get ta thinkin' and
suddenly he'd be hornier'n a field dog. So he'd hisself one of the bitches (Bitches, fer
those'a ya that don't know, were what skinny bogs walled in the slam, and they was
mostly always ready, willin', an able ta spreadrtbbeeks fer a pack of smokes or a li'l
protection. And anyways, Travis helped hisself mariyne, not that he were queer, mind
ya, as has already been preevcrissly stated. bi&'dhink about Kari Ann Wells' slick hot
box whiles he's was doin' it, er some other gatlicked was back when, an' he'd come
just dandy.) But there weren't no need fer this rise havin' me a header! I'se humpin’
a gal's brain he thoughtAn' it feels GOOD...

"Hump that head, boyHump it" Grandpap goaded on from his wheelchair. "Give
her brains a good squirt of yer jizz!"

And this Travis did 'bout a second later, hufein’ puffin’ an' humpin' away till
the feelins' built up so bad, there were no turbatk. He grunted then moaned long an'
hard an' shot a gusher of his peckersnot deephataiddle of Iree Reid's head.

An'ya know what?

It felt better'n any pussy he ever did hump, anyg luttholes too. Fer shore.
Travis, blushing and outa breath, stepped backetihis limp bone slide outa the warm
hole.

"Shee-it, Grandpap. you were right. Head-humgrkek!"

"Told ya so, boy,” Grandpap obliged. He was jackiisself whiles he' was
watchin', and had already creamed his belt buckie avi'l spurt of his old man juice.

"Ain't nothin' like a good header, Travis. No dmeen doin' it out these parts fer
awhiles, but it's high time we'se get back ta tlteveays. We'se gonna have ourselfs a
head-humpin’ most any chance we git, yessir! Amiee tell ya somethin’, son. Yer
daddy’d be damned proud knowin’ you just speweaad |of yer peckersnot in that
blammed Reid girl's head!”



Cummingsmind fell aswarm with thoughts. First off, KatH,aurse—run down
all the time, lethargic, sick. But she still hadraile for him every night, didn't she? Then
some harder things, like Spaz, and this dope pedléch. He knew it wasn't exactly
conduct becoming of a federal agent, but what @s#éd he do? He needed the money. It
wasn't like he was robbing banks, for Christ's sakeaking down old ladies on Crotchet
Lane for their social securitym going to knock over a drug dealer, for cryimgt loud...
These guys sold crack to kindergarten kids. Theyl@uyear-olds out onto the street to
turn tricks. They didn't give a shit about the kide why should Cummings give a shit
about them? He'd be doing the world a service.

And as long as nobody found out...

He'd just turned off State Route 154 when he $@wights. Flashinged and blue
lights. Croll's field, up past the dell. Cummingeeved his federal unmarked up the
incline, then stopped. A state police cruiser batd, lights thrumming. Russell County
was unchartered—no municipal departments and notgquolice either—couldn't afford
it. The state responded to any major case.

Crickets tremoloed through the dell when Cummigaisout. It was hot, humid. A
full moon lazed over the treetops.

"Cummings, ATF," he announced. Though in his fieldform, he also flashed
his leather-clad badge and ID as he approachedetig whitewalled state trooper
bending over a—

A dead bodyCummings noticed at once.

"Need any assist?"

The trooper rose and walked over, shaking his .hde&dface looked blanched as
he lit a cigarette. "Thanks, but no. This one'sdve

"What've you got?"

"Sig 64." the trooper recited. "White female, lso&bout 20. Dead for a few
hours, looks like to me. | was heading back to n@y fdr shiftchange, and there she was
lying right there in my lights."

"What's the C.0.D.?"

"Blunt trauma to the head, it looks like."

"And it looks like she wasn't killed on site." Conmgs remarked, shining his

Streamlight on the corpus delectus. A pretty gidung. Cutoff jeans and a halter lay
aside. Pretty blond hair too. But he could seehtbie in her head, and he could see a



suspicious lack of blood-saturation on the ground.

"Yeah, 10-to-1 some redneck did her somewhere #hes dumped her here.
County coroner's on the way. | gotta wait till hetgghere to secure the crime scene.”

"Right. Good luck. Guess I'll be on my way."

"Thanks for stopping by to check it out. Shit, mauat here in the boonies — we
appreciate it."

Tell me about jt Cummings thought. "Later." Then he tromped batkhis
unmarked and headed home.

"Shee-it,"” Cummings heard next morning when hereqt the FO. The Russell
Counly ATF Field Office was actually a 72-toot trailer &ded behind the bingo hall in
Larchmont, and the hearty "Shee-it" had been wtbyePeerce. How a man the likes of
Peerce had ever been promoted to Special Agenhamg€é was beyond Cummind'se
from around these here parts, Cummingsgerce had bragged more than omdeiows
these folk up here, hows they think, hows theyaact,|'se right good at sniffin' ‘em out.
Jesus. The job of this illustrious three-man sqoédpurse, was to deter the manufacture
of unliscensed alcoholic beverages — namely cagnoli — and to furthur deter its
unauthorized distribution and sale. In a county whenemployment topped 40 percent,
moonshine was big business. It was also, for wiegateason, illegal.

"what are you shee-ittin' about?" Cummings quetipdn entrance. He set down
his DOR log, his gunbelt heavy on his hip.

"Fuckin' state cops just wired us this 64." Pe¢estily waved the fax, one side of
his mouth boluslike from the eternal wad of chewialgacco. "Some cracker girl from
Luntville. 'FYI' it says. 'Please file and note."

A 64 was a death report relative to suspected ¢idmi Frowning Cummings took
the fax and read it.

FM: VSP/VIOLENT CRIMES UNIT

TO: SAC/BAFT FO RUSSELL COUNTY/IMMEDIATE

RECEIVING OFFICE: FYI, PLEASE NOTE AND FILE VIA FEDERAL LAW
ENFORCEMENT COOPERATION ORDER. SHOULD RELEVANT INIRMATION
BE BROUGHT TO YOUR ATTENTION, IMMEDIATELY NOTIFY VS HQ
SUBJECT: REID, IREE, A. W/F DOB: 2 AUG 79 HAIR: BLD EYES:BWT: 116 -
VICTIM (DECEASED)



The date of file was late last evening. "Oh. yeabummings offered "State
trooper found her in a field just off the Routdalked to the guy. Said he saw her just
lying there, was waiting for the M.E." Peerce madereply, crow's feet around his eyes.
Then Cummings read on.

PROFILING AND CONSULTATION: VICTIM FOUND DEAD VIA UNUSUAL
CRANIAL INSULT, A 3-INCH OCULUS, APPARENTLY INFLICED BY A POWER
TOOL MANMADE LATERAL RENT APPROX. 6 INCHES DEEP IND CENTRAL
SULCUS AND OCCIPITAL POLE OF THE BRAIN, PROBABLY IRLICTED WITH
A KITCHEN-TYPE KNIFE WITH A DOWNWARD SERRATED EDGE.

NOTE: FURTHER AUTOPSY DIAGNOSIS REVEALS A PECULIAR ASPIRAON
OF HUMAN SEMINAL FLUID IN PROXIMITY TO THE INSULT.

Cummings' vision cruxed down on the stark fax pade'd seen plenty of strange
state police wires in his time, butWhat in God's name is thidte pondered.

"Cain't believe it. A fuckin' header."
Cummings glanced up. "What?"

Peerce was leaning over to retrieve his spit-elip.previous comment had been
more of a mutter to himself than something he'd giaiectly to Cummings. "I thought
you were supposed to be gatherin' intelligence cKMy's stills?"

"Yeah," Cummings answered. "I got most of thengéaband marked: be ready to
bust them any day. But what was that you said? Sungeabout eheade? What's a
header?"

Peerce sat down behind his dented, federal-grak, dehawing fiercely as the
sudden glint came to his eyes. "So how come yoli airt there now? It's tax dollars
payin' your salary, ain't it? Don't be worryin' abmo damn death report from the state
cops. It's there 64 so let 'em handle it. Shee-¢KMly's probably just shipped out
another truckload of 'shine while's you been staruire jackin' your jaw."

"Come on, J.L. What the hell is a header?"

Peerce shot a staged gape at his watch. "Younetdé?"

Talk about avoiding the issud@rue, Peerce was Cummings' superior, but he'd
never given him the kiss-off like this. heade? Cummings thought, walking out of the

FO to his unmarked.

The morning was blooming: the grand sun rose lughkr the mountain ridge.
Pocked within that ridge, he knew, like termitesviood, were countless dozens of family



stills run by the dirt-poor for generations. It waammings' job to sniff them out, or as
was the case since Kath's illness, to let certparations slide for a little grease, and to
mark the liquor runsThat'swhat he should be worrying about. And he had sbimgt
else to worry about too: tonight he was meetindhwibutch." He was about to go to
work for a dope dealeGet your mind back on the important thinge told himself, and
pulled the unmarked out onto the county road. Dakbwed him like an amorphous
contrail, something gaining on him.

But Cummings, stolid behind the wheel, couldndkghit. For the rest of the day
the question nagged.

What the hell is a header?

Yeah, Gradpap was dag shore right. Weren't ndtkenlt. A header was far better
a nut than anything he'd ever had. Nosiree. Wenetttin' like it.

"Told ya, boy." Grandpap asserted front his whealc

Gawd was all Travis could think. Last night after hdldmped Iree Reid's body in
Croll's field, Travis had comed home and gone th&® he'd had ta jack hisself—twice,
as a matter 'a fact—thinkin' '‘bout how good it faliget his nuts off in that cracker girl's
head.

"S'how we do things 'round here, Travis," the mlan informed, finishing the last
needlestitch on the pair of boots he was workin'"&how we takes care 'a business.
When someone does ya wrong 'nuff times, the omhgtiiou kin do ta git proper revenge
is havin' a header. Folks been fuedin' in theds fel hunnerts 'a years. The Cullers an'
the Canes, an' the Saltenstalls an' the Bessértheasnoots an' the Meyers. And like
your Daddy and that blammed Caudill over yonded &lks been havin' thereselfs
headers the whole time. An' it's only fittin' anbper. Like it says in the Bible, son. An
eye fer a eye."

Travis weren't too sure what eyes had ta do witmrin' people's heads but he
just figured it was 'cos Grandpap was smarter'n And he didn't feel too bad 'bout Iree
Reid, 'cos the Reids had shore done his Daddy wirotige past, an' it must be okay ‘cos.
like Grandpap just got done sayin', it said schanBible, it was okay ta head-hump folks.

"Now best you git on down the creek an' bring ame water, and git some more
wood chopped."” Grandpap ordered. "We'se gonna astp some of my good coon
sausage t'night. And | got Nedder Kinney cominimu@a spell, the dog-dirty cracker, to
pay me fer these boots | jus' made fer him. Aievear liked the guy much, but his



money's green so I'llI'se take it. And, 'sides, ptsbably best you not be seen, son, on
account of you're just out the slam and bustegpgeule."

"Okay. Grandpap."

Travis moseyed on out the back, down to the cr¥ek.sir, it was shore good ta
be out the slam. Fresh air, birds chirpin’, theekrbabblin'. Shore beat the cellblock, it
did. Good ta be alive weathehis daddy used to ssay. And viddles? Grandpajul dou
up some viddles like nobody's business. PossumNRigkrat Burger, hot spicy stews,
and, a'corse, that great chunky coon sausage. tChinas slop they served 'em at the
cellblock looked like somethin' somebody'd upchucke#o a pot and cooked it. It were a
moment of self-awareness, it were, reverlationsf@od Hisself, tellin' Travis that he
had hisself a dandy life, and Travis was rightlgtgful fer it. Indeed he was!

Whistlin' to hisself, he brought up two bucketswaiter hangin' off the ends of a
pole ‘cross his back, but then he ducked a riglakdtore he got back up the house, for
he spied Nedder Kinney's ol' '74 Chevy pickup pdrkent of the porch. Grandpap was
right; wouldn't be too good for Travis ta be sesalhe figured he'd just wait till Ned left.
He remembert the Kinney's vaguely, lived in a cewgflanties out past Kohl's Point, they
did. Nedder had hisself a fat wife named Chessy dd no teeth and got the tip of her
nose bit off by a feisty squirrel once, and abalf b dozen dirty little kids which Travis
reckoned weren't so little no more on account ofl Heeen in the clink 11 years.
Remembert Nedder ta be not exactly the nicest yelled wanna meet, ornery and half-
crocked all the time from the 'shine he brewedim4till, an' meaner'n a shithouse rat.
'‘Corse, Travis figured he hisself'd be mean amidedl the time too if he had a wife as
fat'n ugly as Nedder's, an' a bunch of dirty, saitn' cracker kids, halfa whom he'd heard
was retarts. But —

What was that?
Travis heard hisself a sound right then —
It's hollerin'?his pea-brain inquired.

But shore enough it were 'cos it got a tad loudstt, and Travis knowed it was
Grandpap and Nedder Kinney in there hollerin' ahezther.

| wonder what's they'se hollerin' 'bout...

Travis edged up the side of the house, carefutanobake no noise, and then he
put his big inquirin’ face ta the screen, and thvegis big Nedder Kinney, his big smudged
shoulders stickin' out bare from his overalls tiabrely hadn't been warshed in a coon's
age, and his rotten-toothed smile shinin' throughry beard. "You got's ta be shitting
me, ya old stick, if ya think I'm gonna pay twerbucks for these here boots."



"Blammit, Kinney!" Grandpap snapped back fromwieeelchair. "Twenny's what
we agreet!"

"Yeah, well | guess | plum changed my mind, yastyuol' cracker." Nedder
wagged the brand-new boots in Grandpap's face.s&here're pieces'a shit, problee bust
open inna week."

"Them's the finest boots in the blammed countggdaWon't find finer, long-
lastin' boots nowheres, not even in one of thecltygstores!"”

Nedder Kinney laughed, flecks of stuff fallin' fnohis black beard. "Dumbest-ass
thing | ever heard'n my life anyways, a shoemakih wo feet." He slapped down a
crumpled sawbuck. "I'se pay ten, ya footless otk fuvhich is more'n a white trash old
coot like you deserves anyways. Don't like it? et gonnas do about it?"

And with that remark, Nedder Kinney busted outbadyguffaw, clopped out the
house, and droved off in his pickup.

Travis felt a right bad, he did, lookin' in thainger and seein’' poor old Grandpap
sittin' in that blammed chair with just hairy stusnwhere his feet used ta be. Travis could
'magine his grandfather's frustration, old, weaq'tcwalk or stand up. Folks could just
rip him off any ol' time they pleased, because stiakin' rot-tooth cracker galoot Nedder
Kinney were shore right about one thing: there wengothin' in the world ol' Grandpap
could do about it.

Naw, | reckon there ain'fTravis thoughtBut there's shore's shit somethircan
do about it..

"Soyou'rethe big bad fed Spaz has been raving about?’

"That's right,” Cummings said. "And you must betdwy the big bad dope
runner."

Dutch had long blond hair and a hatchet face. Letnd. A skull tattoo on his
forearm. Cummings sat down in a dilapidated chai$paz, brought out beers.

"And what's this deal of yours?"

"I'll make one run per week to your points.” Cumgs said, sipping cold Jax.
"For a thousand bucks a month."



Silence dropped like a coffin lid. Cummings knew lmad Dutch thinking. Spaz
stood in the corner, a twitching shadow.

"Sounds good," Dutch eventually broke the quidind good, if you ask me.
You're a fuckin' cop, man. Why should | trust you?"

"Cos I'm the most trustworthy crooked cop in towiou think this is a setup?
You think I'm wired? Search me. And ask Spaz. been covering his hooch points for
six months."

"Yeah, Dutch." Spaz piped in, face ticking. He wasbably on speed today.
"Stew here's straight up.”

"Straight up." Dutch mimicked. "How come a cop ¥&ato work for a guy like
me?"

Cummings' hands unfolded before him. It was tiorenis spiel. "Oldest reason in
the world, Dutch. | need money. | got a sick wifaole getting sicker; each week she
needs another medication that costs a fuckin' anedeg, and the bread the feds pay me
wouldn't buy a good box lunch.

| been bending over backwards for the ATF for &8rg, and | haven't even gotten
one promotion, while everyone else in this shitdgig world makes out like a bandit.
Now its my turn to make out. Fuck it. I'm going on the paduMon't want to work with
me, fine. I'm sure | can find some other dope deal®'d like to have a federal cop in his
pocket."

The look on Dutch's face broadened; the pointjatsly, drove home. "One run
per week to my points, and a thousand a month un tid?"

"That's Right."
Dutch's steely eyes leveled. "How much productrpe?"

"As much as you can stuff into the trunk of mydeal police car." Cummings
answered.

Dutch eased back in his chair, lowering his baa lax grace. Then, for the first
time, he smiled. "I think we can work with this& kaid.



"Hump that head, boy!" Grandpap waileHlumpit!"

And Travis, he humped like a trooper, he did, thigt cherrywood work table
thunkin' with each hump. Travis' bone never felhaad in his life, no sir, as it were right
now slidin' in an' outa Chessy Kinney's head aslapdike a sidled-over Berkshire hog
on the table. Travis had seed her pickin' raspéeiust 'fore nightfall, big as a Berkshire
hog herself inna puke-green sundress, all bigaitsbelly strainin' against the flinty
material, ratty brown hair hangin' in ropes 'rouret fat face. Travis had offered her a
ride home in his pickup, then jacked her out buidywith his brass knucks once she gots
in. It just hurt him so bad seein' the crashed lookGrandpap's face after that dirty,
hoochin’, dick-cheese-eatin' Nedder Kinney hadepulihat stunt, only payin' a paltry
sawbuck fer a pair of Grandpap's fine work-bootst Bwere like the Bible said, a eye
fer an eye, 'er somethin' like that, so Travis felletgitermat ta snatch Nedder's fat,
cracker wife and have a header.

He'd brought her back ta the cottage and sluggedidwn belly-up on the table,
huffin' and puffin' on account she weighed morewreelbarrow chock fulla wet cee-
ment, and Grandpap, when he seed what Travis had, gost up shouted with sheer
fuckin' joy, skinny arms raised high. "Ain't thats} the finest grandson | been blessed
with!" he exclaimed.

"Well, Grandpap. | figured it was fittin' afteresa’ the way Nedder Kinney ripped
ya off fer yer boots." Travis reckoned. "Wererghti what he did, so we'se'll get him back
proper.” Travis, then, set ta makin' the hole ideshis peter in, and a question occurred ta
him. "Hey, Grandpap, lets me ask ya somethin'. Werebe easier, 'stead goin" ta the
trouble'a workin' the hole-saw with the drill, tas§ knock a hole inner head with a good
ballpeen or pig sledge?'

' aw, boy, and lets me tell ya why." Grandpap, indmngdite wisdom, replied.
"Hammer don't make a clean hole, an' that's a migportant. 'Member Sisal Conner,
fat sack cracker lived in the lean-to out by W&dt&ond? Feyearshe dropped pigs fer
William's Meat Company, 'fore they closed it a'®r®n account'a the '‘conomy.
Anyways, Sisal were an expert at crackin' skulid, ileight hours a day, an' he could
drop 'em pretty as you please. Then, once Willitaashis tired ass off, he got to cuttin’
wheat on the government subsidy, an' | 'membertiome one'a the Croll boys sugared
the gas tank on his brant-new John Deer thresbeBjsal just snatched one of the Croll
kids a week later, see, an he invites me an' yepyaver fer the header. An' insists on
usin' a ballpeen on account he was so expert wiftom his pig killin' days, an he
smacks that boy a tad too hard, picks the piecebexrt he could and puts his peter right
in. Caught a bone sliver, son, right in his diclokrhe did, an' next thing we know he's
runnin’ 'round screamin’ with blood squirtin' ous Btiffer like he's takin' a red pee. So
that's why ya don't never use a hammer, boy. Yaydwise the hole-saw 'cos there
weren't never be no bone splinters ta catch a mtghr dick."

Wow. Folks were right. Old folk knowed what thepsvtalkin' 'bout, an' if there
were one thing Travis didn't need, it was a borimtgp slidin' right inta his dickmeat.



No sir, he didn't need that noneadit

So's Travis, then, rememberin' the techniquewsaiehe hole-saw inta the power
drill and got ta openin' the top'a Chessy Kinndy&ad. Tears of glee shined in
Grandpap's old, rheumy eyes whiles Travis were'dlbejob. Made a hell of a racket, it
did, but in less time than it take ta blow a snatwat'cher nose, that little circle of bone
popped right out, an' Travis didn't waste no tirieks1' the knife in the hole ta make a
good deep slit fer his pecker, and when he didthett even though ol' Chessy were still
unconscious from the brass knucks, her fat andakivadry legs kicked up once, and that
was that. She were dead on the table, deader'mitiogs

Blood poured out her head like tappin' the bilgend onna hot hooch tank, but
once all that cracker blood got out, Travis got iwith his woody, that is, and a might
good it certainly felt humpin' that still-warm ckar brain'a hers. Travis kept his eyes
closed whiles he was doin' it 'cos he didn't wahaaganderin' Chessy's body, no sir.
What a mess of a woman she was, rolls'a fat jigghwler that slinky dress, her big dirty
feel stickin' out over the opposite edge'a theetabhe had big tufts of hair unner her arms
which reminded Travis of the balls'a steel woobh®afta clean pots with on chow hall
duty in the slam, and one'a her tits popped outthen, big as a baby's head it was, an' it
just kinda lolled there like a bag'a chicken faigda coupla skanky black hairs stickin'
outa a nipple that looked more like a bloody hooknsone'd just spat. No sir. Travis

didn't need ta be lookin' at that 'less he wardddge his woody right there inner head.
"Hump it. Travis!" Grandpap rallied on, now pinksd as he was jackin' hisself in
the chair. "Get that nutght upin her head, boyHumpthat cracker!"

Well, hump that cracker Travis did, an' it didlake long. Travis felt the feelin's’
buildin’, and they was like no other feelin's' hexer felt. Travis' eyeballs crossed, they
did, and he grabbed Chessy Kinney's big dirt-seasaesl an' humped harder he did, an'
it was almost like that knife-slit in her crackeain were a hot suckin' mouth onna five-
dollar roadhouse whore, and right then, Travis wgmton his tiptoes, moanin' right
away, and he blowed hisself a long an' hearty nia the middle of Chessy Kinney's
corpus callosum, not that Travis hisself knowed Bsat a corpus callosum were, nor
did he know what a central sulcus 'er a occipitakepvere either. Suffice ta say, he
blowed hisself a long, hot dicksnot right inta theddle'a her cracker head, an' it felt a
right good, it did. Ain't come that good in hiselif

"Aw, shee-it, Grandpap. Lemme tell ya, that was dendynut!"

Travis stepped back, slick with sweat now, andehéis limp pecker slide right
outa that newcut headhole.

"Yeah boy!" Grandpap agreet. "Headers're somethimt they? Who needs poon
when ya kin hump a head?"

"But—Grandpap." Travis stalled, feelin' a mightilgu All this time he was
havin' so much pleasure fer hisself, and therepeas Grandpap, with his old bone still
hard an' stickin' up outa his lap.

"Shee-it, Grandpap. You ain't had yerself yer ownyet."

"Aw, no matter, boy, Ol'coot like me, take a whiledoes. Just watchin's fine
enough. Watchin' a strong young man like yerseffipin' a head, reminds me'a the good



I' days, and lemme tell ya son. | humped mysetfiashare a heads."

"I'll'se bet ya did, Grandpap," Travis concurredpin' up. "So why's don't ya
hump yerself a head right now? Got a fresh ond hghe on the table, we do, if ya don't
mind no sloppy seconds."

"Aw, shee-it, son. | 'preciate ya thinkin'a met lmy head-humpin' days're over.
Cain't stand up outa this blammed chair. Ain't gmtdeet on the end'a my legs."

Travis smiled a great big warm family-lovin' typeiile. He knowed a way, he
shore did!

"I'll'se be yer feet. Grandpap," he said, and his big byawmscular 28-year-old
arms hoisted Grandpap right outa that curs'd chairwalked him over ta Chessy
Kinney's dead white trash head. "Ain't no way myi@ipappy's gonna sit by an' watch
me have a header but him not." Yes sir! Travistedishe I' man outa that chair like he
weighed no more'n'a duck- feather piller. "No dohd worry 'bout me turnin' queer in the
joint Grandpap, 'cos | ain't no queer, but I'setgajrab yer pecker a sec, ta guide 'er in."
And then Travis took a quick grasp'a Grandpapftrsiot, still holdin' the man up with
but one arm ‘cross his chest, an' he guided thé&tisty bone right inta that waitin' wet
hole in Chessy's redneck head.

"Aw, Travis." Grandpap wheezed in unearthly ddliglain't tell ya how good it
feels ta have my dog inna gal's brain after als¢hieere years."

"Go fer it, Gramps," Travis urged. "Hump that he&limpit! Get'cher'a load'a
yer peterjuice right up that hole!"

Wizened as he were, Grandpap humped, held kindfy lay his good, strong
grandson.

"Take yer time, Grandpap. Cream her head up ggpmes ahead! Hump it!"

Grandpap's flat I' butt pumped away, an', old 'er not, it didnkgamore'n'a’
minute 'fore he was gaspin' an' shudderin' an'ishigke a leaf in orgasmeric bliss. "Ooo0-
yeah, ooo-doggie, yessir!" his ol' throat crackl&dv, shee-it, Travis. I'se spunkin' up her
brain fierce! Got enough cockhock in mylsballs ta fill a blammed shit-bucket!" Spittle
dribbled inta his white billygoat beard, and Graaplp roadmap eyes rolled back in his
head. "Aw, it's just the best feelin' in the woiildis! Chrast, boy, | just pumped me load
so big I'se surprised my juice ain't squirtin' bat big cauliflower ears!"

"Good fer you, Grandpap!" Travis commended. "Yoorshshowed that blammed
Nedder Kinney fer rippin' you off. Done had yersglfiut in his wife's head!"

Travis set the old man back in the wheelchair dmeavas done comin'. But at
once Grandpap just set there, an' he looked upaaisTand started cryin'.

"Aw, shee-it, Grandpap. What's wrong?"

"Boy." Grandpap wept freely, and then his Adarpsl@a bobbed as her swallered.



"That, | say, that is goodliest thing anyone evarnalfer me in my life..."

Travis wiped a big booger in Chessy Kinney's raftyte trash hair, and he smiled
with pride that he'd done somethin' ta make hiadfi@her so happy. "The ways | sees it,
Grandpappy, is whiles | was in the stone moteletsenvas a lotta hillfolk out here who
done my fambly wrong, an' like you said, when songedoes ya wrong, it's only fittin'
an' proper that ya do 'em wrong back. Say's searBible, don't it?"

"That's right, son, it shore does. An eye fere é@ysays."

Travis weren't lookin' forward ta luggin' this %0 pounds of cracker trash out
ta some field, but he'd worry 'bout that later. "Amce so many folks these parts done
dag dirty things over the years ta my fambly. | sayse gonna have ourself quite a few
headers fer quite a spell. How's that sound. Grap@p

Grandpap's crinkled face fell to his open hands] &e cried on in sheer
happiness. "Thank ya, God! Thank ya fer blessinitie such a fine young grandson!"

Travis nearly cried hisself seein' his grandpaplalighted. He hunched down an’
slid Chessy Kinney 'cross his back. "I'llI'se bekoacawhiles," he bid. "Gots ta dump this
stinky fat cracker in the woods somewhere. | de.alticulated. "Hope the possums don't
mind eatin' stinky redneck fat."

It wasn't the thousand a month; cops on the takemlasted long. But Cummings
knew he'd played it right. He'd work his way inwg|aet to know the turf, the points, and
the scumbags in charge of them. No way this Dutettedwas going to start him off
driving huge orders of primo product. It might takéew months, but Cummings would
prove his worth, and he'd keep his ears open Wiglevas doing it. Never touch any of
the bags of product, so he didn't have to worryuabpants, and whenever he drove a run,
he replaced his federal-issue Smith & Wesson Md@eWith his unregistered Webley
revolver. If things got hot one night, and Cummihgsl to pop caps, he wouldn't have to
worry about any ballistics striations that couldtisel to his service piece. So that's how
he played the gig. Eventually, he'd get wind ofgadyop, and—

Well, he'd think about the rest later.

He'd set the meal tray up in Kath's lap, got lettlesd into the lounge chair in
front of the TV. She hadn't touched any of her dmn

"You should eat, sweetheart.” he said. "You nemd gtrength."”

Her tired eyes fluttered. "Oh, honey. I'm so sgwy went to all this trouble to fix
dinner. But I'm just not hungry at all. | can't &at



"That's all right." Cummings said. "Maybe we slhibgb to bed now. You look
tired."
All Kath could do, then, was nod.

He'd clean the dishes later. He picked her up, wdrer nightgown, and carried
her to bed. But just as he got the covers overhteenoticed that she was crying.

"Honey?" His hand lovingly touched her cool ché&khat's wrong?"

She hitched and sobbed and sniffled, blinking upi@. "Stew, I'm so sorry. |
should've told you but I didn't. | know how harduyework as it is. But—"

"But. what, Kath?"

Her pretty face looked flattened when she fingdlgd him. Dr. Seymour's putting
me on another antibiotic. And it cost—it costs—8tgw. I'm so sorry!"

The poor girl. She was so sick, yet she didn'newave the courage to reveal the
cost of the medicine that might cure her.

"It's going to cost another three hundred a maoaittmyg with what you're already
paying for the others."

Ordinarily. Cummings would've wilted. But that'stnwhat his wife needed to
see, was it? A man collapsing against the weiglat @fim reality. The thousand a month
he'd be raking from Dutch, plus his hooch protecfiar Spaz' people, would more than
cover the added pharmaceutical expense. So all Quygsrdid was smile.

"Don't worry, sweetheart." he was happy to be &bkay. Then he lied, but it was
a white lie, wasn't it? "l finally got that promoti today."

He knew it took all the strength she could mustesqueal with delight and wrap
her thin arms around him and kiss him. Feelinglipsron his, after so long, made his
heart surge, and it revitalized his love.

"Stew, I'm so proud of you." she whispered.

Jesus, if she only kneWe thought. But that didn't matter. He was gomghake
down a drug dealer. So what? He was doing thetbimyg he could do to help his wife.

"Baby,"” she hushed, pulling at him. "I know I'vavien't been much of a wife
these past months, and—"

"Don't say that! You've been sick. It's not yoaulf."

"—and | know I'll get better soon, and I'll makeup to you. But right now—"
Her voice turned sultry, her whisper drenched wpi#tssion. "Right now—" Her hands
fell hot on his neck. "Right now... | want you t@ke love to me."

Cummings nearly ejaculated in his pants at thedadre loved heso muchand
it had beenso long.But he also knew that her words were pre-emptShe was too
sick. She'd never be up to it.



"l want to too, honey, but you need your rest,’shil, and it wasn't easy, not after
masturbating in the bathroom or in the car forrsienths. But how considerate would
that be? Climbing on top of his sick wife? "Yougeing to get better real soon. | know
you will, especially with this new medication. There're going to go on a second
honeymoon that'll knock your socks off!"

"You're such a wonderful man" she murmured, ngzaly she was falling asleep.

Cummings went back downstairs, washed the distleaned up a little. He
cracked open another beer and changed channeletdankees' game— when the
phone rang.

"It's fuckin' 10:30 at nighthe objected.

"Cummings." he said into the phone.

"Yeah. Stew, look, | been out here two hours, naawd, 'm dog hungry."

It was Chad Amburgy, the night man. Decent kid,aifbit redneck. Done
Cummings several favors.

"Out where?" Cummings asked.

"Kohl's Point. | was on reglar patrol, gonna cheak McKully's old haunts, see it
he was putting back anymore stills, when | sawatl radio'd the state."

Cummings blinked, shook his head. "Saw what. Chad?

A crackling static pause; Amburgy had obviouslgio&l the state dispatcher and
rerouted the trans through the phone, via a laadimokup. "We got another murder out
here. Stew. And gawd knows how long it'll lake thessate police nimrods ta get the
M.E. out here. How's about givin' me a break andgmm' me out some samwiches or
somethin'. Anything, man. I'se starvin' out here."

"Kohl's Point you say?"

"Yeah."

"Hang tight, Chad I'll be there in twenty."

"Thanks, man."

Kohl's Point. Cummings thought, strapping on his gunbelt. Heppld up some
quick sandwiches in the kitchen, brewed a therniaofiee, and grabbed an extra pack
of smokes.

We got another murder out hettbe words echoed in his head. Christ. And then
more words fluttered, like slow, black birds.

Peerce's words.



Cain't believe it. A fuckin' header.

Cummings couldn't have known, of course. Neveetdgel he was sweating pretty
bad when he got into the unmarked and headedslghtto Kohl's Point.

"Thanks fer comin' out, Stew," Chad Amburgy obtighis stomach stressing his
ATF field shirt. He plowed into the bag of sandwash

"So what've you got here?" Cummings asked. Heeatiphis Streamlight out of
his belt.

"Some fat lady, hillfolk probably, as ya can séest saw her layin' here. Stew,
when | was comin' up the Route. Blood all cakeddenhair.”

"But no blood under her head.” Cummings noticeljisting his beamlust like
last night.

"Must've been killed somewhere else and then ddmpee."

"Yeah."Just like last night.

Amburgy munched a BLT and chugged coffee rightafuihe thermos. "I didn't
have too close a look, didn't want to risk messip' the crime scene." Amburgy
pronouncedcrime as cram. "Peerce told me to radio the state and wait for. 'Bretty
pissant job of body-dumpin' though. Just dumpedibaeout in the middle of the field."

Yeah. Just like...

Cummings carefully hunkered down, aimed his flagarb right on top of the
decedent's head, which was a mess of caked blodH.aNpencil end, he pushed aside
some of the clotted tresses, to reveal the insult.

"Yeah, someone cracked her good in the head." Agylpostulated.

"Not cracked. Drilled."

"Huh?"

Cummings let it pass. A perfect circle had beencau of the top of her skull,
exposing the keenly slit brain. More macabre war@sie back to haunt Cummings..
peculiar aspiration of human seminal fluid.

And, again. Peercd fuckin' header...



"You check the perimeter for tire tracks?"

"Naw, not much. Dirt trail right there at the tiiee. Must've been where he drove
in. But the trail's dry."

Cummings cast his light. No. there'd be no impogssleft there. He'd leave it for
the state to look at. At least the semen in thel loeauld be typed, for all the good that
would do, and they could run a g/p scan too, aed toolmarks lab could try to make
the brand of the hole-saw, but Cummings doubtetthigastate police criminal evidence
section would bother. This was just a cracker mutal¢hem, a fly-by-night.

"What the hell is that?" Cummings asked when ledtup and roved his
Streamlight again. A yard off from the victim's fe@mething glistened.

"Looks like..." Amburgy leaned, his checks stufiesl he chewed his sandwich.
His nose twitched. "Looks like a pile'a dogshitroaybe a horse-flop. Looks like it's
been—"

Cummings nodded. There, satcheled amid weedg)ycles a deposit of some
kind of animal excrement, and said deposit justi@arly had been—

"Damn right, Chad." Cummings observed. His Strégimiglared down. "And it's
been stepped in."

Peerce glanced up, glanced at his watch, then egianp again from behind his desk at
the FO. As discreetly as possible, which wasn'y \aiscreet at all, he slipped this
month's issue dBabes With Big Boohsder his desk blotter.

"Ain't like you ta be three hours late ta worke8t"

"Didn't you look on the op log?" Cummings snipedck "I was 10-6 to
Millersville."

"State Sub HQ? What'cha doin there all morning?’

Some Special Agent in Charggummings complaineddoesn't even read his
own operating report'It's right there in the log, J.L. | was 10-6 tdllersville, on an
evidence check. That 64 Amburgy stumbled on laghtf?i Identical m.. to the Reid girl
the night before. Only this time the perp left atfwint."

"Oh yeah?" Peerce replied without much interest.

"Stepped in a pile of dogshit, left a perfect iegsion of the bottom of his right
boot."



"Some hayseed steps in dogshit and you takesttte police CES?"

"I photographed it. Showed it to their tech and ggattern layout. Was hoping
they'd be able to match the pattern to a manufacsusolescheme in their computer.”

"What the hell fer?" Peerce asked, more absurally. n

Cummings rolled his eyes. "Finding out the mantufier of the boots would give
us a list of local outlets. Might be able to narrdewn the stores in the area, check
invoices, get a clerk who remembers, that sorhiofgt If we have a list of the stores that
sell the boots, we have a list of areas the peghtiive in."

"Wastin' yer time, Stew."

"Oh? They'd already run an electrophoresis testhensemen in both heads,"
Cummings challenged. "The perp's bloodtype is A pobtype Mn. But there's A pos
and pos in the second head, the one from last nightatWthat tell you?"

"Nothin" of importance." Peerce was barely listgnhow. He even retrieved his
copy ofBabes With Big Boob8You tell me. city boy."

"It tells us thattwo guys ejaculated in the second head." Cummings htaug
himself there, realizing exactly what he'd justds&jaculated in the second head. I've
got two perps out there, somewhere who've cut holéise skulls of two women, and
then they...

He didn't finish the thought.

"It ain't squat. Stew," Peerce insisted. "What djspoknowing the perp's
bloodtype?"

"I can run a records sweep now, check out any o ex-cons or psych-ward
releases in the area. It's something."

"It's squat,Stew. Yer pissin’ in the wind. And what about thetprint?"

"The state evidence tech ran a digitalization loé tprint pattern in their
comparison computer. They've got every tread schaneeery shoe or boot ever made
in the country. She knew it was a boot due to the-depth. But there was no match.”

"See? Squat."

"Which tells me that the boot was handmade, whick'even easier to check out.
Get a line on any local shoemakers, and | goteadimthe killer"

Peerce looked up again, trying now to play BossmnMd&in't you got more
important things ta do? Like stake out McKully'adafer more stills? That's yer job, ya
know, not playin' Dick Fuckin' Tracy on a coupl@a mccount cracker murders."

"I'm a fuckin' cop." Cummings profaned in repRMy job is to investigate
criminal activity."



"Yer job. Stew, is ta bust stills—"

"And that leads me to my next question." Cummisgs down, took a breath.
Peerce, low IQ notwithstanding, was his superi@ .cduldn't getoo shitty.

"You're not leveling with me. J.L" he said.

"How's that?" Peerce asked without looking up ftbentit mag.

Cummings caught a glimpse of the mag. A blonde g@sying milk into a
redhead's wide-open mouth. He blinked away the @nalpared his throat. "What's a
'header'?"

Peerce slapped the mag closed again. "Aw. shit! thest leave it, will ya!"

"No. | want to know. That's what you said undeurybreath after the state sent
the fax on the Reid girl. A 'header,' you calledAhat the hell's going on?"

Peerce spat tobacco juice into his obligatory ¢hen pinched the bridge of his
nose as if attempting to tamp a migraine. "Caiott just leave shit be?"

"No. What's a header?"

Peerce opened his hands on the desk, leaneddiglokd. "It's just somethin' that
goes on, is all. somethin’ folks don't talk mucbwblt's nothin'."

Cummings looked aghast. "J.L., we've got at leastmen in our juris who are
cutting women's heads opefith a hole-saw antlicking their brainsThat'snothing?"

Peerce faltered further, grimacing like stomack. d# you was from around
these parts, you'd know what | meant. It's feudsg,"b

"Feuds?"

"Yeah. Feuds." Peerce spat out his lump and loagexhother chaw of Red Man.
"You wants ta know, city boy. then I'll'se tell yaultures're different, see? Everwhere ya
go. The Serbs hate the Bosnerians, the Jews leafgythabs, the Japs hate us."

Cummings' frown blistered on his face. "What's tjat—"

"And 'round here." Peerce drawled on. "everbodiedhaver-one else, fer all
kinds'a reasons, from way on back. Don't matter, st is."

"All right." Cummings gave him. "Feuds. Fine. THatfields and the McCoys."
"Right, Stew, only in these parts it's the Cralied the Walters, the Lees and the
Ketchums, the Kleggs and the McCroncs, like that.unervensal, Stew, just different in
different places. Someone shits on ya. ya shit baae as hard, see? Gets ta the point
when ya cain't one-up each other. Understand?"
"No," Cummings responded. "Answer the question. ¥8lmheader?"

Another spit, another sigh, then Peerce came cl@aheader's the worst thing



these rubes out here could think of. It's like lthe of the hills. Someone does ya wrong
bad enough, then yer justified ta do the worsegthmaginable fer yer revenge. That's
what a header is. Folks don't talk about it muté just somethin' that's understood. Yer
gettin' all whipped up 'bout somethin' that's bgeimg on fer generations."

Cummings closed his eyes, took a deep breath Himse. "J.L.. you're telling
me that that's what this is all about? Hill pedpleding? Cutting holes in women's heads
and—"

"That's right, boy, so don't'cha gripe 'cos yowswlae one who asked. It's one-
uppin’, like I said. Someone slashes yer tires, lyaun down his barn, then he rapes yer
sister, and you Kill his son. When there ain't notleft ta out-do the other... ya have a
header, ya throw a head-humpin'. Ya snatch the gtings wife 'er daughter, get the boys
together, an' then ya hump 'er head. Like thatowgd up in these parts, so | oughta
know. 'Round here, there ain't nothin' worse yadamna someone than pull a header on
one of his kin."

Cummings stared. His mouth attempted to form wdrdisfailed "That, Stew,"
Peerce finally verified, "is what a header is. 'Robinere, folks take care of their own, so
that's why there ain't no need fer you ta be blovax dollars at state CES tryin' ta run
down bloodtypes an' fuckin" bootprints. Just aupsityoo-sheral that the perp'd leave the
bodies where anyone could see 'em. Yoo-sherallylitheave 'em on the properly of the
fucker that done 'em wrong in the first place."

But Cummings was still staring. Was this madnesslmt?Headers he thought
baldly. Head-humping. My... God...

And head-humping it would be.

Over the next seven weeks, no less than a dozea &darwere reported, same m.o.,
same autopsy findings. Some of the victims weratiled, some were not. It didn't
matter. But what did matter was that on all ocaasidhe brains of the corpus delecti
were found to contain liberal amounts of A Positarel Positive semen, and on two
more such occasions. bootprints were found witldantical tread-pattern.

Ever the dutiful law-enforcement officer, Cumminmssued the crimes.
He also pursued the ill-gotten gains of drivingnpdor Dutch the Drug Dealer.
This divide in Cummings' sense of human purposi'diobscure him. The

continuous head-humping murders amounted to songethihose evil he could scarcely
comprehend, and he fell it was his professionabakibn to stay on the case. And as far



as Dutch went. well... that was different. Onceeekv Spaz beeped him on his Motorola
pager, and Cummings was there. He had a sick wifleink of, after all, and the drugs—
namely PCP, marijuana, and cocaine, mostly cocameuld be sold and distributed
anyway. BATF Special Agent Stewart Cummings coudd possibly hope to stem the
flow of illegal drugs.

But hecouldsolve the head-humping murders, couldn't he? dt lisduty.

He'd put in for countless evidence scans and dscdnecks with the state police.
He knew it would take time, but Stewart Cummings\aapatient man, and, they said,
patience was a virtue. So, he'd wait. And in theamtiene, he'd drive his unmarked
federal police car, with Spaz as his guide, toowsi"points." his trunk loaded with
controlled, dangerous substances, mainly of theempowder variety. He'd unload his
shit, in other words, and take his grease, to ladlgat in a rocky world and provide his
wife the necessary monies for her innumerable na¢idics. And on the side, he would
vigorously investigate what he now thought of ag Russell County Head-Humping
Murders.

Slow but sure, leads were made, but a bit morekiyi Kath's maladies
worsened. She couldn't even attempt to get outedf liefore noon, whereupon she'll
drive to the doctor's, then drive to the local phacist's, procure her meds, and just get
sicker and sicker. Acute Temporal Pneumonia, thetas diagnosis continued to
affirm, with symptoms of related seasonal affecodier and acute hypoglycemia.
Kath's love for Cummings, though, never waned. Blgld see it in her eyes, he could
sense it in her aura, and Cummings knew that ogesdan, she would be better and
their lives together would resume as they'd dreariéey dreamed the same dreams
most couples did. These, after all, were Cummipgsnises to her. A crew of children,
a white picket fence and a two-car garage, a collihe yard. He would give her all of
these things, once she was recovered.

And until then—
I'm doing okayhe realizedlI'm covered.

Though Kath's doctor and pharmaceutical bills wgntso did Cummings' pad.
Soon he was pulling $1500 a month for driving Digcpoints, not to mention the
continued peanuts for covering the transport rofgeSpaz's hooch supplier. Cummings
was paying for all of Kath's meds, plus the eveyyidis, plus putting a little away into
savings. And there was one thing he avowed to Himse

When Kath gets better, | stop.

Cummings actually believed this, and maybe it exn true. But he remembered
his priorities, as well as his golden rule: CopsThe Take- Always Get Caught. Which
was why, as he'd previously planned, he would saizg "special" opportunity, and
maybe have the chance to put enough in CDs to déatir's medical expenses just in
interest. Then he'd be clean and wouldn't havedoywAnd there was another thing:
whenever he and Spaz delivered product to a pihiey, carried back a bag full of cash.
Ten thousand, fifteen, one tintairty-five. Cummings wasn't stupid. Eventually, he
knew, he'd sufficiently gain enough of Dutch's tricsdrop point on aeally big score.
Then—

I'm made in the fuckin' shade, brother...



But the headers carried on. A dozen became twerdahen three. They were
finding the bodies on the shoulder of Route 154.God's sake, and in culverts and
ravines, in wide open fields, all over the placam® m.o. each time. Same perps.

Cummings' judicial curiosity smoldered. This was $ideline, all right. He was
going to solve the head-humping murders if it tegkrything he had.

And then, one day, he got a break...

"Hump that head, boyHumpit!"

Travis pumped away, this time on Betty Sue Morgahpse pappy had once
sniped sheep from Travis' own Dad. She was swegbang, with flowin' clean red hair
and anice set of milkers on her. Purdy cooze too, but Trawisnow, weren't interested
much in cooze. Best pussy in the land weren't p@arigood as a nice hot brain.

"Aw, shee-it. Grandpap!" Travis postulated. "Mynlets so hard it feels like it's
gonnabust!”

"Then let it bust, son! Bust a nut right'n'sidehiead!"

And this Travis did, almost as if on command, diplia good-sized pecker-
loogie right inta the soft pulp'a Betty Sue Morgamarm gray matter. It was a fine nut, it
was, an' a generous one. 'Fact, Travis' jizz fielt & coupla big worms beltin' out his
peckerhole.

"Your turn, Grandpap." he said, and, as were #s® @ver-time now, he picked
his grandpappy up under the arms and held him wandpap humped away, he did,
railin' an’ rejoicin’ as his bone were shuckint-dgep in an' outa Betty's purdy head. And
when Grandpap gave her his squirt, he cried, agobesherally did now, heaped with
gratitude fer what his one an' only grandson weri@'der him. Helpin' ta retrieve his
younger days, he were. And what greater gift cauglandson give his grandpappy, huh?

An' once that final load'a dickjuice were firedagght up inta Betty Sue's head.
Travis, sated as a tom cat after etin' a mousdetidner purdy dead ass out the truck, and
droved oft' ta dump her. A'corse, purdy as she wkmavis' bone was hard agin ‘fore he
ever made it out ta the Route, so's he hadda pal, @n' thought he'd give her poon a
last shot'a the salt fer good measure. Humpeddwsat gussy hard, he did, and fer a long
time, but it were nothin’, so's then he took a gbock 'tween her buttcheeks and humped
her cornhole—but still... nothin‘. Just weren't igas good, 'n fact, as humpin' her head,
no sir. So' that's what Travis did next, lay hat thut on the hood'a the truck, an' stuck
his root right back inner head. Humped her so hartict, there's was milk spurtin' out
her big creamy tits, on account of she just droppé&tiwhite trash crumb-snatcher a few
months back, he'd heard, and once Travis were gonan' his last nut inta her head,
he'd worked up quite a thirst, he did, so's he khbe last drops outa his cock, then he
leant over and took a good long suck off thosetgibanelons'a hers, and had hisself a
fine drink'a milk. Tasted kinda sweet and still wartnglid, and it were probably a full



guart he sucked out of 'em by the time he were ddee tits looked smaller, comes ta
think of it. once he were through, 'bout plain-assked 'em dry. Then he dumped her
dead ass off by a big pin oak tree offa Tick Necla®

Yeah, head-humpin’, that were it. Nothin’ betgerdlieve the stresses of day-ta-
day life, no sir. Get a fella off just dandy it didlnd it were only fittin‘, on account'a
these gals, and a coupla time fellas, were alt&ifolk who done his Daddy wrong. So
Travis, driving back down the Route under a highomaoan' peepers makin’ a ruckus
from the trees, had hisself a moment of self aaabn.

A eye fer an eye was what the Bible said, andc¢batd be interpreted as meanin'
it was alls right ta head-hump a neighbor who dgaevrong. So's by head-humpin'.
Travis rightly figured, by squirtin' his daily bigad inna gal's head and havin' hisself a
dandy nut, he were also follerin' the word of tleed, doin' a service ta Chris-cher-anity.
Ain't that right? Was a mighty great God who'd gnaih those fer humpin' heads, yes sir!

But as he droved the pickup back to the cottagavi$ got ta thinkin'. This last
month 'er two. he'd pretty much got back at alsthavho screwed his dear dead Daddy
over. Gots back at the Reids an' the Kinneys aWhiters an’ the Shoals an' the Smits
an' Gawd knowed who else. Weren't many left ta rebeader with, 'n fact. But that
last nut in Belly Sue's head still left him tindJian' just thinkin' 'bout it got him another
stiffer right quick, so's he unzipped whiles he avdrivin', he did, an'jacked hisself off a
last nut an' wiped the watery come off on his shint then he got back ta thinkin'.

| gots ta knowhe truly did declare to hisself, the high moorhis eyes, and his
mind a'swayin'l gots ta!

Yes sir. | got's ta have me a talk with Grandpappy

Kath was remorseful, crying. "Oh, honey, | just‘tatand myself!"

"Sweetheart,” Cummings implored, next to her id.be

"I'm just sorun downall the time... "

“It's that acute pneumonia, honey. Dr. Seymourtevrid all down on the
diagnosis. It'll pass. Eventually all those medarsg will take care of it. Don't worry
darling. You'll get better."

"That's not what | mean." Kath sniffled. "I'm jugich a crummy wife to you—"

"Don't say that. Kath!"

"—I can't get up till noon, | can barely do thephing or clean the house. | can't
even make love to my husband!"

"Kath! Don't worry about it. You're sick."



"Yeah, but for how much longer? You work so haod fne, and | can’t do
anything for you! One of these days—"

"What?”

She sniffled again, sobbing into the pillow. "Oofethese days you're going to
leave me, and | wouldn't blame you!"

Cummings stroked her hair, rubbed her back. "Hphegey. I'dneverleave you.
Never. | promise. You'll get better soon, and etreng will be all right. In the
meantime—"

Cummings’ darker half spoke um the meantime, you greased pig, you'll carry
coke for a dealer...

"In the meantime." he said, "I've got it coveréfat raise—"

What raise, you lying asshole? The only raise woe@ver gotten is from a coke
peddler. Give yourself a slap on the hack, buday'ré running product for the same
people who sell crack to teeny-boppers...

"—that raise | got at work will take care of usdi So don't worry."

She sniffled on, hitching under the covers. "Yewo good to me. One day, |
promise, I'll make it up to you, | swear." Then $bebly dragged the sheet up over her
rump, and pulled up her nightgown. "u can if you want | want you to, darling."

Cummings felt like a cad. Here was his wife, sackl despondent and crying, yet
offering herself for his pleasure. He couldn't. iEiny as her backside looked, he
couldn't...

"Sweetheart, go to sleep now. There'll be plehtynae for that later, when you're
better."

"You're such a wonderful man," she murmured, e drifted off.

Cummings covered her up. then padded to the ktdbg, yes, it had been a long
time, his erection was proof. He stood in the damkfront of the kitchen sink, and
masturbated, shucking his penis like an ear of.ddencould imagine how he'd appear to
any onlooker: A grown man, eop, beating his meat over the sink. Nevertheless, he
orgasmed rather quickly, ejaculated, then sighée lihes f his semen lay like white
slug trails in the bottom of the stainless-steeksHe turned on the faucet, washed it all
down the drain, like the gravy off of last niglfalisbury steak TV dinner...

For the whole time, though, he'd thought only afthk in her past days of beauty
and voraciousness, and never of anyone else. Nawhth was a "drug runner,” many
"opportunities” came his way. Junkies and shacks gl groupies, all hanging out at
the drop-point, and all offered for his pleasurem® of them weren't bad looking. They
came with the trade.

But each time, Cummings declined, thinking of téal things in life, and his real
promises. Driving point was one thing. Fucking jicnlwhores was another. He'd wait



instead, sipping beer and smoking Lucky, while Skaacked the bottom out of them,
his speedfreak face twitching...

He could’ve cried himself just then, that parthain which condemned what he
was doing.

What else can | ddie exclaimed.

No answer was forthcoming.

He went back to bed and lay in the dark, Kathegsk his side. He gazed up into
the abyssal darkness as though it were the facevedy mystery of humankind The
nightsounds—spring peepers, crickets, hoot owls-emsel to merge with the icy
moonlight streaming in through the window, to foardifferentsound, a more subjective
one, a sound that only his wide-open soul could.hEze sound of the deepest chasms,
or of the highest places of the earth...

And still more sounds haunted him when he driftéfdinto fitful sleep. The
sound of nightmares...

Jesus...

The sound of a power drill fitted with a threehingole-saw. The sound of muted
screams, and of bone smoking under 2500-rpm &eti.tThe sound—

—Vyes!

The sound of faceless hayseeds, of anonymous lbacswednecks, chuckling
as—

—as—
Jesus Christ, get me out of this dream!
—as heads...

Were humped...

The sound wa<vil. The sound waglarkness.the uttermost darkness of the
human mind. What could be conceived of more dazk this?

Humping... heads?
And the sound descended, a funnel to hell, fvesti and sybilants and

murmurings as black as anthracite, as black agape in the molars of the devil, and as
black as his thoughts—

Cummings roused from his dredge-like sleep, asghdouched by a cattle prod.

The phone was ringing.



Cummings met Beck the next morning, answeringléte-night summons. She
was an odd-looking woman, with ashy hair and aevtilee someone with sinusitis, about
forty. Jan Beck was the deputy field chief for #tate police criminal evidence section.
"Wild, huh?" she asked.

"I could think of more appropriate terms." Cumnsngplied.

For the last month, he'd been processing techrecalests, and now, finally, they
were being answered. "It's strange, all right," shel in her lab. She leaned against a
Vision Series V blood analyzer and lit a cigaretigenly ignoring the DO NOT SMOKE
IN THIS LAB sign. Shelves of glass-ware flanked @nde of the brightly lit room, while
various machines—gas and liquid chromatographs,siphstospectrometers, Kodak
fingerprint processors—flanked the other. "But ymve to admit, the hills are a strange
place. It's like another world."

"Tell me about it," Cummings nearly laughed. "Ilveen busting stills out in the
sticks for years. But last night on the phone—yaid you had something."

Jan Beck nodded, exhaled a plume a smoke. "Cadfiplengs, actually. First off,
I've got an ID on your perp."

Cummings simply stared at her words, his face in&og deranged.

"But don't get a hard-on in your pants just y&eck stubbed her butt out in a
petri dish. "It was funny. You've been processieght requests for quite a while.
Yesterday | get an inter-office memo from Recoralgrgg that ATF had asked for a rap
sweep on any cons recently paroled from the slanpopped from the state mental
hospital.”

"l processed that request a month ago." Cummiogged out.

"Hey, things take time, and that's not my poiréc&ds give me one name: Travis
Clyde Tuckton. Did 11 years in Russell County Deten a GTA and involuntary-
manslaughter.”

Cummings didn't quite follow her yet, but he wratewn the name in his pad.
TRAVIS CLYDE TUCKTON.

"Then," Beck continued, sitting up on the top ddiechie iodine fuming cabinet.
"Hair & Fibers calls me up. They put a full UV ati®l scan on any grievous 64 we get
piped through the Body Shop. What they found waki@d semen smear on the girl's
right breast"

"Yeah?" Cummings bid.

Jan Beck's face remained deadpan. "The smear Hawyexprint in it. Dry.
Perfect"



Cummings' heart suddenly thumped beneath his AflE.tHe didn't have to ask,
he didn't even have to goad her further.

"So we UV'd the print and photographed it, rathibugh the Cyrix digitalizer,
and then sent it through Triple-l at the State Buref Investigation. Took all of 20
seconds to spit out a latent match."

Cummings' eyes went wide as slot-machine slugs.

“Travis Clyde Tuckton." Beck said. "Some coincidenhuh? And Tuckton is A
Pos Mn with 4F non-bar-bodies, same as the semie typed in every head"

"It's him," Cummings croaked. "I've got to—

"Save it. Tuckton got popped from county detenesal months ago, skipped his
parole officer the first minute. So we sent a gegunad to his last place of residence,
and, guess what? It was burned to the ground, y&ams ago. Nothing there."

Cummings’ shoulders slumped. "So now it's neealthe-haystack time, huh?"

"Yeah. But at least you know your perp's name, yma know what he looks
like."

Jan Beck handed Cummings a thin manila folder. @ungs blew off cigarette
ashes, opened it. and gawped.

An in-pross photo. Hayseed just by looking at hihe kid had short black hair,
slicked back, rubeburns, a big friendly farmboyreck grin and innocent brown eyes.

"If you hadn't pushed this." Beck pointed out, "wever would've bothered doing
the forensic workups. We got a homicide guy oroivnbut don't expect much action.”

I hear that. Cummings thought. State wasn't going to put muanpower into a
bunch of hillfolk murders, however bizarre. "LodKkee its up to me."

"Good luck." Jan Beck offered. "Hey, and keep rsted, will ya? Can't wait to
read the details when you catch this... head-hurhper

"You got it. Thanks." Cummings made a quick exanfi State HQ. He felt
exhilarated. Look at what he'd done. He'd shagfedctime scenes, processed tech
requests, and now he had his own investigationggoim a real crime, not rednecks
running panther piss but a sexually motivated, iplglthomicide case. For the first time
in a long time. Cummings felt like a cop.

But when he got back into his unmarked, his paget off. It was Spaz.
"Yeah?" Cummings asked when he dialed up from dKQBTOP pay- phone.

Spaz sounded tittery in tense excitement. "Weagnoih to make tonight. Big
order, man. Meet me at Dutch's. We gotta enough bdcsink a ship."



Jory Slade, according Grundpap, had once whuppcd his Daddy's butt in
a bar fight down the Crossroads, back when Trawsewust a tike. Busted a few of
Daddy's teeth. Jory Slade did, an' took his watlet An' worst'a all, Grandpap recited,
when Slade were done with his ass-kickin', he laddhigh an' might, and peed right in
his Daddy's face. An' seein' that this injusticd gane unallayed fer so long. Travis felt
it only proper now ta snatch one'a the Slade gidssassy li'l split tail named Sarah
Dawn who turned tricks up the Bonfire Truckstopavis had parked way in back and
eyed her fer a spell, and when she were hoppinabat Peterbilt cab, he just up an'
grabbed her, hauled her inta the truck. "Don'tictake no noise,” Travis promised, his
big hand 'round her neck, "an' I won't hurt'cha&IMyou know what she did? Hocked a
spitter right in Travis’ face, and it weren't justise she made, it wadrdernal racket,t
was; her little yap opened right up like a hay-drap she let outa scream so high Travis
thought his blammed windshield might crack, so'pbethe squeeze on her throat an'
that's was the end of her ruckus. Put up a hai dght, though, fer about another
minute, flailin' an' kickin' fierce as a muskrahatrap, and one'a her feel caught Travis
in the crotch, an' he almost shouted out hisgdtiit so bad. But he kept the squeeze on,
an' 'ventually her face turnt kinda dark pink, ligessum belly after ya skin it, an' her
little lights winked right out.

"Good thinkin', boy." Grandpap approved, settowd his awl an' leather-puncher
from the next set'a boots he was makin'. He cleaffetthe work table fer the business at
hand. "That be one'a the Slade girls, ain't it? t€lhby the big space 'tween her eyes, on
account her maw drunk a coupla jars'a shine ewewtide's she were preggered. Popped
out eight kids like that."

"Shore are right, Grandpap. She's a Slade al,fighavis respondered, not in the
best'a moods since she done took that spit indas, fan' put that kick ta his 'nads. He
tied her down ta the table but good with some gsisdl rope. Yoo-sherally he didn't
bother 'cos he kilt 'em quick, but he tied thistgiwhore down on account he was so
mad. "Kicked me in the balls, Grandpap, and th&y/'aehin’, an' she spit in my face ta
boot!"

"Low-down dirty cracker bitch, she is. Looks lieewhore, 'n fact, in them dirty
shorts'n halter.”

“That she is, Grandpap. Caught her turnin' tricgghe Bonfire. Did six 'er seven
guys in their cabs just in the hour I'se was watchi

"Yeah, boy, a low-down cracker whore, | shouldawad. Jory Slade got eight
kids in all and not one of 'em did he raise righaver tell ya 'bout the time Jory sucker-
punched yer paw at the 'Roads? Beat yer Daddy'bakshe did, an' then peed in his
face."

"Well, yeah, Grandpap, you done told me 'bout thsat this mornin’, so's that's
why | snatched her." Sometimes, see, Grandpapmfsary didn't serve him best these
days.

Travis tied her down extra tight, determined taadeally special job on this one.
One thing ya donheverwanna do is kick a fella like Travis in the 'nas,hock in his
face, 'cos that'll get his dander up like stickipbla weasel ya got cornered in the
henhouse.



Grandpap's face beamed in approval as he looketiyeah, bet this whore's got
enough nut up her cooze an' inner belly ta fillgatpugh.”

"She's gonna have more'n that inhead, Grandpap.” Travis celebrated. "time
we'se through humpin' her!"

He poured Grandpap an' hisself each a shot'aacomwaited, an’ whiles they was
waitin' he yanked offer top 'cos he liked ta gandegal's tits now an' agin. Hers was
kinda small, though, with nipples that looked ltkey'd been chewed, an' ordernarily, he
would'a yanked off her shorts too, ta have a laokes bush, but he didn't dare 'cos he
shore didn't want all that trucker nut sloppin' aouter hole onta Grandpap's fine
worktable. Weren't long, though, 'fore Sarah Dawad& come to, whereupon she set out
ta screainin' an' cussin' like the devil hisselfkiows who you are!" she wailed at
Grandpap in his chair. "Yer Jake Martin, you isstla dirty, booger-eatin’l’ cracker
with no feet! An' youyou—" Her big wide redneck eyes shot right ta Tra\¥&er Travis
Tuckton. Heard they turnt you queer in prison. &rdé Heard you been suckin' cock an'
gettin' butt-fucked with a big smile on yer face tlee last 10 years!"

Travis were not inna good frame'a mind ta begithwand these low-down
remarks only stirred up his piss-off all the mdte. felt his face turn dark with anger, an’
his eyes cross, an' he slapped his big hand rmglihebn her haughty face, dug his fingers
inta her cheeks till her yap opened wide as a wkd|hand then he coughed hisself up a
dagbig loogie an' dropped it right smackdab inner motiilinere ya go," he said, then
palmed up hard on her chin an' held it till she madchoice but ta swaller. "There's
somethin' good fer ya ta eat. Oughta go right mdé all that trucker jizz in yer gut."
But when he let go, she kinda bucked and then tbdoight up.

"Aw, shee-it, girl!" Travis yelled. "Ya done upatked all over my grandpap's
fine cherrywood table!"

An’ upchuck she did, high an' might, hoistin' lit @ right out her mouth like a
bilgepump, leavin' a big puddle'a bellyslime arersp, with Travis' big loogie floatin'
right in the middle of it all.

"Don't'cha worry 'bout the mess, son." Grandpagusad. "We'se kin clean it up
later. But fer now. let's get onta the work.” THenpassed along the drill, an' the hole-
saw bit were already screwed in.

Travis kept her quakin' head steady with his rigémd, an' cut the hole out her
head with his left...

Ain't much point in relatin’ any further detaijgst ta say this were the best header
yet. Travis an' his grandpap humped her head howast'tween the two of 'em, and by the
time they was done, their peckers had about whiga@dh Dawn Slade's cracker brain ta
porridge. Grandpap murmured in happiness from harcand even Travis hisself was
exhausted from such a fierce head-humpin'. Yeksihadda lot'a angst ta work out, an’
this cracker whore were just the ticket. But hisidhkept'a tickin', it did, as it had been
doin' quite a bit of late, goin' over all the injiges'a the world, an' then he thought back
agin ta what Grandpap had told him, 'bout how Rlade had not only sucker-punched
his Daddy and beat his butt, but about how Slade dlao peed in his Daddy's face
while's he was down.

Travis stood up.



"What'cha doin’, boy?" Grandpap inquired, wipin' alpthat puke an’ trucker cum
from the table. "Ya just had yerself two nuts imoa. Yer bone hardgin?"

"Naw, Grandpap." Travis answered. "l gots ta @ee,l cain't think of a better
place to do than this gal's head. After all, Grapjper daddy peed on my daddy, so's
this is only proper."”

"An eye fer a eye, boy!" Grandpap rallied.

Travis put his limp bone right back in that warpid) then leaned back an' pulled
a long, hard, hot corn-liquor pee. Yes sir, he wbizaway inta Sarah Dawn Slade's head
fer agoodlong time, he did...

It's... the motherlodeCummings thought.

"It's 10 keys, 80 percent pure,"” Dutch said matfeiactly. He sat down in a
beaten recliner, popped open a beer. Inside thekstiee humidity felt thick as broth. "I
told you our point orders would be getting bigger."”

Spaz was giggling aside. Cummings just stared.tl@ntable lay a veritable
mountainof bagged cocaine.

"You getfive grandfor the run,” Dutch said. "Just do like you usyalb. You
and Spazzie load it up into your little police ead drop it off on our guy in Big Stone
Gap, then come back here and youfiyet grand.”

Cummings struggled to clear his head. He haddg fiie game right. A swig of
beer, then he turned poker-faced to Dutch. "The Imige run and you know it. I'll take
the cash up front or it's no deal.”

"Somehow, Stew, | knew you'd say that." Dutch ¢édsa wad, which Cummings
caught in the air. Fifty rubber-banded $100 bills.

"See, Stew, I'm a businessman. Since | hired gadrap for me. | haven't lost a
single order. And when that happens, my distro ggeand so do my long-term points.
We'll be getting an order this big every week Awd ¥now what that means?"

"What?"
"You just got yourself a raise to twenty grand anthd'

Cummings was sweating. All this time he'd beentingifor his ship to come in.



Well here it was: the fuckin' Queen Mary. Twentgrgd a month for making one
drop a week. That was serious money. That waswaetgeal.

But the universal rule came back to haunt him.
Cops on the take never last long...

Cummings wasn't stupid. He could drive point foflew more months, rake in
some dough, sure. And every day was another chenaget burned. This was the
moment he'd been waiting for; he'd known that klhg, just hadn't really admitted it.
These 10 keys were an initial drop, and Cummingsewkithat Dutch took half in
advance. And he also knew this: there was onlyvaeane for any cop on the take to get
out clean and fat.

"Okay, Spaz." he said. "Let's get this blow in tlae and get moving." When Spaz
grabbed the first couple of bags, Cummings shubkedff-duty Webley .455. and—

BAM!

Spaz' head erupted like ripe fruit. Dutch rolleat of the chair, ducked, then
sprang up with a cocked Glock 9mm. But Cummings exgeecting this, and—

BAM!
—caught Dutch in the throat before he could geadaingle shot.
Silence, then.

Hot fumes tickled Cummings' sinuses. The entireengas so automatic it nearly
surprised him. He kicked the Glock out of Dutchandh, squeezed off a point-blank
headshot to be safe, then reholstered his piece. Webley's irredeemably large
projectile reverted Dutch's head to a plume of ptk crap blown across the flodjust
killed two guysthe realization unfurledind | don't care.

He checked the windows. Nothing. Then he lookezk lzd the cocaine. Ten keys
would have an astronomical street value, but the®no way he could handle that. He'd
made the right move, he knew. This was his cleaakrBesides, it wasn't the coke he
was after.

Yeah, that fucker takes half on delivery. | knendbes.

He searched the place. It didn't take much efftstthe Queen Mary, all rightn
the back room was a gym bag—full of banded hundadidr bills.

He kept his cool, lit a Lucky, stood a momenthimk. His future was set. Never
again would he have to sweat Kath's pharmacy laifig, never again would they ever be
in want. He'd have to be careful how he spentudt @ trickle at a time, and he knew he
couldn't put it in the bank, for that would aldretiRS.Be smarthe told himself.

He couldn't leave the cocaine, either. He neebsdtd look like a dope hit, and
hitters would never leave 10 keys of 80 percenwibn the table. So he threw the gym
bag in the trunk, then loaded up the coke. He'dl uss Webley to smoke Spaz and
Dutch, a precaution that paid off—with the Weblégre'd be no remaining ballistic



evidence to tie Cummings to his service piece,9mndth 13. There'd be a few of his
fingerprints in Dutch's crib, though, but the cdrkerosene in the utility shed would take
care of that. Way out here in the boondocks? ikletan hour before anyone even
noticed the smoke, and by the time they got a gofinttruck out here, there'd be
nothing left but a pile of cinders and two flam@ibed redneck pieces of shit.

So—
All bases were covered.

Cummings drenched the bodies and the front rooth kerosene, lit the trailer
line from the porch, then got into the unmarkedtHa rearview, the shack burst into
flames.

Cummings drove off and never looked back.

"All right, son, out with it,” Grandpappy insistédat night. They was sitting out
on the porch, sippin‘corn and gazin' out upon #wubiful world Gawd had given 'em ta
gaze upon. The sun was sinkin' low, throwin’ dapplight through the trees, evenin’
embracin' 'em. Birds raised Cain up in the highnbin@s, and owls were beginnin’ ta
hoot. It were a beautiful comin' night, it was...

But Travis sat dejected.

"Come on, boy." Grandpap reasserted. "Somethggintuya. has been fer weeks.
So's why don't'cha tell yer ol' grandpappy?"

"Aw, shucks, Grandpap.” Travis' eyes remained djltee the porchslats. He'd
sound like some prissy puss, he would, whinin' t@an@pap 'bout his misgivin's,
conjectures, an' mental wanderin’'s’a late. Earhe‘d dumped Sarah Dawn's deader'n'a
fencepost body offa one 'a the old county roadsthe low-down dirty whore there ta
git et by possums, which were what she deservedHtat her pappy did ta his own. And
Travis'd hoped that the extra-rowdy head-humpiay'th pulled on her would set his
moods back on track, get him outa this subjectesivenp he'd been lingerin' in, it didn't
though. Two nuts an' a good, hard pee inner noggin“ he werestill feelin' in the
dumps.

"I'se just,” he began. Then: "Shee-it, Grandpajurino. You'd think | were a big
blubberin' pussy if | tolds ya what's botherin’ the.

"Lemme tells ya somethin'. son. There come a tiwhen alls men feels like
pussies when they's gets ta thinkin’ 'bout senttaleégpe shit. Ya know, stuff like
where we fits inta God's plan, an' what's we meathe large scheme'a things, what's
we'se mean ta the unerverse an' all. And, a'caisen we gets ta thinkin' 'bout our loved
ones who's passed on. Bet that's it, ain't it, bva@y. troubled 'bout yer maw an' daddy,
ain't that right?"



It were amazin', the level of Grandpap's percepatee. 'Cos that were it right on
the head! "Just feel bad, all them years I'm indlimék. Never got ta help ‘'em, never got
to share proper in the joys'a life. I'm sittin‘the poky fer stealin' a car an' my fine folks
get kilt inna wreck."

"Don't'‘cha worry none, son. Yous turnt out jusiefi yer a fine boy an' yer maw
and daddy'd be proud'a ya."

"Aw.shee-it. Grandpap," Travis reiteratered. "jiist—I dunno, it 's just that the
whole thing don't feel right, ya know? Like therer& more ta my folks' dyin' than meets
the eye. Cain't properly 'xplain it."

"Well, Travis," and Grandpap looked a might sulkdhat once, his feisty face
goin' dark behind them whiskers, an’ he cleart thimat an’ hocked a lunger in the
bushes, an' began agin: "l gots ta admit, sonqy®e right about that."

Travis looked up. "What'cha mean. Grandpap?"

"I nevers told ya on account | figured ya didréed ta know. Yer life been tough
enough, bein' in the slam an' all, and | figuredign't need me makin' it no tougher by
tellin' ya the truth about how yer folks died."

"Tell me. Grandpap!" Travis stood up and aboutgeelg The porch shuddered at

his mere standin'. "fjot'sta know! Won't feel like a whole man if I'se nev@row the
truth!"

"Simmer down, boy." Grandpap consoled. "An" Hltgll ya."

Travis swigged the last of his corn then sat bdmkn. He were sweatin’ an' all
prickly. He knowedsomethin' were wrong ‘bout the story, an' he hddudav what went
on fer real. "Please, Grandpap," he nearly whinghéel®o it ain't really true? Maw and
Daddy didn't really get kilt in a car wreck?"

"Son...well... It's sorta true. Lets me startle¢ beginnin'. You knows at least
'bout how yer paw hadda feud runnin' with the Claidivho owned mostly that shit land
just north'a here, which yer daddy sold 'em feorgsyears back. Namely a dag cracker
bastard named Thibald Caudill. Had two boys, amWife died droppin' the second. The
boys thereselfs both died too, when yous wereim ‘sbs when I' man Caudill gots
money, the first boy turnt queer an' died'a the &JI@xn' the second, he just up an'
dropped'a hair-in addiction, 'er cocaine 'er sooehsone'a them hippified drugs, an' as
far as Caudill hisself goes, well, we triet notaayou know a lot 'bout his feud with yer
daddy, 'cos it weren't healthy fer a young boy beised in a feudin' environment. But
it's Thibald Caudill, boy, that's where the stoggims. Short, fat little cracker, ory-eyed
most nights drinkin' corn. Tried raisin’ sheep fiee longest time but never made much
outa it. Made more, | 'spect, stealing yer dadsly&ep."

Travis listened right hard, on the edge'a hist.s€ghibald Caudill. |
'member Daddy cussin' up a storm many a time 'biooit but don't recall the man.”

"That's 'cos he moved ta Pulaski, oh, five yearso6 ‘fore ya got sent up ta the
stone motel. OI' Caudill, he's got hisself a famognsion now. He's a millionaire, on
account'a that land he bought fer shit from yerdgatVorthless junk land we all thought,



an' then one day Caudill offers hunnert bucks ae,ao yer daddy took it. Next thing we
knows, there's natural gas found on it. Caudilcovgred itbeforehe made the deal,
ripped yer daddy off bad, but some of the land, #eefew acres Caudidlidn't buy, had
gas on it to, so we think we'se sittin’ purdy 'easstill had the deed fer those acres."

“Then—" Travis' big curious eyes widened. "Thenwha@omes we ain't
millionaires too. Grandpap?”

Grandpap's face got all fulla mean lines theno$'Caudill, what he did was he
sent one'a his boys to bust inta the house one wign yer maw and daddy were at the
fambly reunion up in Filbert, an' he plumb stoled teed.”

"No!" Travis wailed.

"Fraid so, son, an' he got some fancified citpter ta doctor his own deed, sayin’
he owned all the land."

"No!"

Grandpap were visibly disturbed recitin' this gf@o's he look a breather then an’
poured hisself some more corn. "That's the longlaort of it, son. Both Caudiindyer
daddy could'a been fair millionaires, but Caudithnted it all, he did. Anyways, yer
daddy and I, we'se put all our scratch togethdrmita ourselfs a big city lawyer from
Roanoke, but 'fore we could, that's when yer malwanpaw got kill. An' whiles you
were in the slam, boy, ya know what Caudill didstjfer shits an' giggles? "Member
when I'se wrote ya at prison, tellin' ya how lightrstruck yer house? Well, it weren't no
lightnin’, son. Caudill paid someone ta burn dowen gid house too. Just fer the fun of
it."

Travis had tears'n his eyes, hearin' this. Whatvéul world it were, that such
things could happen, an' what a right bastard Gaslfer lettin' evil folk like the Caudills
exist. It weren't fair, it simply weren't fair!

"He comes out here ever now an' then, Caudillebm drivin' 'round in a big
silver Rolls Royce. Ever coupla years er so. Jus$ialve a laugh at all us. | 'spect. Just ta
show off that he got ever-thing an' we'se all bleénwith nothin'. But I'se realize all that
stillll don't properly 'splain what really happenadyér folks, so if yer's ready fer it, I'll'se
tell ya."

"I'se—" Travis' throat hitched from his tears sobbin'. "I'se ready, Grandpap."

"One night yer maw an' paw was drivin' back fromaRake, from the lawyers, an’ it was
late, an' they was comin' offa the Route onta TW#ck Road, an’ next thing they
knowed, a pickup were tailin’ 'em. It was Caudtll &is two boys, and they drove yer
daddy right off the road, they did, inta a oak ttleat were as wide as you are tall, son.
Yer daddy got shot right out the windshield, he, did' lost his head on the way. An’ yer
maw..."

"She died in the wreck too, huh. Grandpap?" Treat&oned.
"No, son, she didn't" Grandpap steeled hisselivdie obviously gettin' to him.

recitin’ this awful story'a tradgerdee an' greetinanrder. "She were wearin' her seatbelt.
son, whiles yer paw weren't. It weren't the wrdek Kilt her, no sir.”



Travis was nearly shudderin' in lamentation. "Whtien. Grandpap? What
happened, if it weren't the wreck?"

"It was those evil, devil-lovin' Caudills, it waspn. An' what those varmints
did—" Grandpap paused fer another nip, his throghtlout. "They—they—"

“What Grandpap?"

Grandpap's eye homed in on Travis', tears an'lakills me ta tell ya this, son,
but what they did was this: those devil, dag-bastgyulled yer maw outa the car an’
they—they—well, Chrast, son. They tored her clotb#s butt-fucked her each right
there on the hood'a the car, an' then they... Aed,@ pain's me so ta say it! They had
thereselfs a header, boy. Those Cracker bastargshéad-humpegier maw!"

Travis cried an' cried, he did, an' when thereew¢mo more tears left, he just up
an’ passed out right there on the porch, screamihis dreams 'bout what the blasted
Caudills did ta his maw an paw, but specially hsamHead-humpin’ her! The lot of
‘em!

Those dog bastards head-humped my mBavis wailed in his sleep fulla the
awfulest dreams...

Next day, Travis weren't much fer talkin', no herevet. Grandpap neither, 'cos
recitin’ last night's story put a case'a blues on omethin’ fierce. "I'se sorry, son," was
the only thing he said ta Travis. "I'd'a tole yamser, 'ccpt it didn't seem right ta say such
horrible things to a man just out the clink. Whatse's done, | figured. But now | see's
the truth. Now I'se see | should'a tole ya 'metidt®s you gotta right ta know what
went on fer real."

"I'se 'preciate it, Grandpap, an' I'se understamd!'se love ya fer it." Travis said,
liftin' the bucket pole ta take down the creek. ten he left, he did. An' while's he were
trudgin' down the creek, he couldn't help but 'memihat his grandaddy tole him last
night, an' what were worse was that he couldn'nhalihing 'bout it. Caudill's two boys
was dead, one'a the fudge-packer disease, awthie€a hippie drugger, and Caudill
hisself were now livin' up'n a big fancy mansionPualaski, an' Pulsaki were so far, his
grandpap's truck wouldn't get there halfways ‘faréhrowed a rod or busted the
crankshaft. So Travis felt mighty useless inde@daa he trundled those buckets down
the creek, he closed his eyes an' fairly prayed:

God, | knows full well I ain 't been much of a thgrservant, an' I'se heart-lee
sorry fer my worldly sins, but—holy ever-livin #sl&God!—if You on high'd give me the
chance ta get my proper revenge fer what the Chddihe ta my fine paw an' lovin'
maw, | swears to ya, I'd be a better servant togayer holy needs. | would.

An', wouldn't ya know it! It wouldn't be more'n Ibinutes 'fore God Hisself'd
answered Travis Clyde Tuckton's prayers.



Grandpap kept'a bangin' out those soleprints, maade each an' ever one. Was
hard work, but hard work made men good, he'd hedots he's was sittin' there in his
wheelchair, workin' on his fine boots an' shoesgmthe door done swunged open.

An' in the doorway, backed by the grand sunligbtwere standin’ there, his Rolls
Royce viserble behind him in the dirt drive.

It were Thibald Caudill.

"Hey, I' pappy.” he greeted, all's decked up in his i@tfcharcoal-gray suit an’
gueer Eye-talian shoes. "Member me? I'se bet'elia d

"Thibald Caudill." Grandpappy acknowledged, se€thbon the inside, an'
tremorin' in his gut. "Why'souhere?"

"Ever now an' then, ya knows, | like ta drivesifid the old homestead, ya know?
Ta shows me where | comes from. So's | thougldrtg by."

"Ain't no reason fer ya ta drop by here, Caud@Brandpappy croaked.

"Aw, shee-it, Grandpappy Martin!" Caudill, thenrdatwved his head back an'
laughed, he did, the sun glarin' offa his mostiiddaad with gray tricklin’ down his
ears. "l see's ya still got yer dander up on actauhat foolhearty story 'bout me'n my
boys killin" yer kin. Shee-it! Ain't no truth taah Pappy! My word!"

Yer word. Thibald Caudill, ain’t worth two squirts piss from a dead dog's dick,
Grandpappy though&ft two squirts'a puke, neither.

"So's let's put alls that behind us, huh. pappg@ir that yer an inverlid now.
what with no feet, | figured I'd come up here ankena deal. See's. | gots me a fair load'a
black buck yardhands, pick my weeds, mow my lawrtlalike, an' theys all need new
boots, good 'uns, an' I'se figured you still makese fine handmade, handstitched
workboots like ya used ta. So's that's why I'séene.” Caudill reached inta his jacket an'
withdrew a right fat wad'a bills. "I got's six y&ahds, | do, an' | figures boots as good as
yr?urs Iain't gonna come cheap, so's I'll take six fea a hunnert dollars'a pair. How's
that, oI’ man?"

Caudill slapped the money down. It were a righttalomoney, it was, but
Grandpap felt it'd he a gross injustice ta takegreash from the same man who kill his
daughter'n son'n law, so's he said instead. "Ta&kefuckin' money an' yer devil-butt-
lickin’ self outa here. Thibald Caudill. ‘fore I's@ an’ kill ya!"

Caudill chuckled. "Who%¥ ou,ol' man? Don't’cha make me bust a vessel laughin’,
will ya? What'cha gonna do? Beat me ta death witisd slinky stumps ya got where yer
feet should be?' An' then Caudill throwed his hbadk agin, an' let loose with a fresh
burst'a laughter so loud it'd probably wake up traffolks layin' in Beall Cemetery.

It were mighty embarrassin', it were, fer Grangpagda have this rube walkin'
inta his home an' makin' a mockery of him. But,there weren't nothin' Grandpap could



do, not confined ta the blasted chair an' with ewt!f

"Yeah. I'll'se bet'cher still humpin' dogs, ya atdacker, huh? So poor out here ya
probably got's ta blow yer nose in yer hand whengaegit hungry? Ain't gots nothin’
but crusty sticks fer feet, ain't got no life 'cégpsit here starin' at the wall. Why don't'cha
do the world a favor, ol" coot, an' dig yerselfig bole an' buries yerself."

Caudill's fat face gleamed in the sunlight, amhtufairly pink from the next
round'a laughter. An’ oI’ Grandpap Martin, rightethhe could'a put a gun ta his head
was how low and disgraced he felt. But then—

Then-
Then front door swang open.

An’ it were Travis who walked in.

Cummings parked in a wooded dell just off of theé Glovernor's Bridge. Just after noon.
Gloved, now, he very carefully wiped down each bé&gocaine with isopropanol to
eradicate his prints in the event anyone founcethpty bags. Then he slit each bag—all
10 of them—and dumped them over the side, wherg sipbashed gently into the
burbling creek belowThere's going to be some high fish in Russell Gotoday, he
thought. Keeping the cocaine would've defied euvsrethics. Even if he did have a way
to sell it. he didn't want to contribute any mavdhe denigration of America. The money
would be enough. And killing Spaz and Dutch?

Fuck themhe rationalizedThey were drug dealers.

Next, he knew, he'd have to stash the money, thaefire he'd set, as well as its
potential consequences, plenty of time to cool bi#. wasn't too keen on the idea of
driving around in a federal police car with a truink of $100 bills. But where could he
make the stash?

The sky, bright, cloudless, gorgeous, beckoned Kienpulled out of the dell and
eventually cruised back to the Route. The afterenafj what he'd done remained
surprisingly neutralKilled two guys, burned a shack, dumped 10 keykdrdrink, and
walked with enough cash to fix the state defiCiimmings shrugged. But it was all for
something more important, wasn't it? It was for Kdt was for the kind of life she
deserved. And those two dealers? The world woulitetty miss them.

He pulled over around the next bend: a girl intaggclothes was limping along
the shoulder. A hill girlGive her a ridehe thought. It was easy to be charitable when
you had a bag of c-notes in your trunk.

"Howdy," she said. 'Thanks much."



"No problem."

“I'se—" Then she stalled. The car, true, was uker but Cummings himself
wasn't, not in his navy-blue police tunic and gb&tige, and not with a gunbelt around
his waist. "Relax." he said. "I'm not looking toskie anyone.”

“You're ATF, ain't ya?" she said.

“That's right.”

She fell silent. Of course. She probably had retatwho ran moonshiném the
big bad governmenthe realized.To her. I'm the guy who makes her life that much
harder.

"Where you headed?"

"Up near Filbert."

"No problem."

He cruised on, over long rolling roads, side-elgedonce or twice. A pretty little
girl, 16 probably, ample-bosomed. A trace scenswéat hovered off her, something
Cummings had grown used to. She was a stereotypegsright next to him: the
barefoot hillgirl, lank dark hair flecked with stva peevish, unbra'd beneath the thread-
bare sundress.

"Pretty day."

"Shore is."

"Let me ask you something." he said, finally rerbenmg his talk with Jan Beck.
You got a couple hundred grand in the trunk, trynesy your pay today, StewYou
ever heard of a guy named Travis Clyde Tuckton?"

"Oh, shore. Nice fella ‘fore he went up ta thertgwprison. Never knowed him
well, but he were nice." Her hair, now, was a bttenéumult in the open-windowed
breeze. Plain, pretty. A simple girl with fine hamder her arms. "He's still up there."

No, he's not, honey. He got out, skipped his garahd now he's...fucking
people's brains. Nice fella, huh?

"Well, | heard his folks got killed, and his housgned down." Cummings tried
to bait her.

"Yeah." was all she replied.

"Well, Travis got released recently, and with hagise burned down, where would he
go??

Her eyes narrowed. Her hands lay in her lap likalswhite birds. "He in trouble
agin’?”

"Naw, naw, nothing like that. State tax office ®A@m money, that's all. Like to



know where he's staying, so he can get his pregfend.”

"Oh, well." she spoke right up at the lie. "I doui®'d come back here. This
county's dead."

"Yeah, you're probably right. But if kidd come back here, where would he go?"

She brushed hair out of her eyes, picked outamdtof straw. Cummings couldn't
help but notice the high, full breasts, and theplap distending through sweat-moist
cotton. "Well, he's got a grandpap on his mamdss. Siake Martin. But he's problee dead
b'now. He was old, an' he didn't have no feet, @oeddda cut 'em off likes 'bout over
fivekyeari ago on account of some disease. Haddatthdge up the woods offa the ol’
Tick Neck."

Tick Neck RoadCummings thought. South county. He'd heard ofust had
never been up thereost his feet? Probably diabetes-related gangremel she's right.
He's probably deadHill folk didn't go to doctors much. Cummings waissing into the
wind.

"Here's your stop.” he said and pulled over atdiwssroads. The sky opened
bright and blue before him. A swarm of birds passed

"Thanks much," she repeated, opening the door.

"Sure—hey, wait." Theravas something else he could ask, wasn't there? The
plaster casts. A sole imprint that wasn't indexethe stale computeHandmade boots.
Jan Beck had posited.

The girl remained leaned over, fresh cleavagedikeacon. There was something
pleasant or even erotic about the faint sweat-scent

"You know anyone around here who makes boots,ssheather gear ?" he asked.

Her bland face pinched up in some perplexion. Wedah, an' that's a might
funny ya asked."

"Why?”

"On account of what'cha asked before."

"I don't get it." Cummings admitted.

Her face seemed to float before the sky. "Seeethas a fella who made boots

'round here, fine boots they was, an' it's the skatfeel'se just told ya ‘bout. Jake Martin.
Travis Tuckton's grandpap.”

She'd given directions, at least to the best @fcbimprehension. The information
put a fast spark in himYeah, this Jake Martin, he's probably dead, stips've
probably already cheeked it out, but—



Header,the word came like a spirit's voiddead-humpin'.

Cummings had more important things to worry abww, like where to secret a
veritable shitload of bands of $100 bills that hajgbed off of a drug dealer he'd
murdered. But the case—this bizarre, inexplicaletecs sexual homicides—had long-
since put a hook in him. At the very least, it @i hurt to look into the loke.

Off Tick Neck,he thought. He was there now, cruising slowly bp toad's
winding cant. There were a lot of side roads, but..

No mail routes, no addresses. Anybody who livedkblaere wasn't a legally
censused resident. These roads had no street nsomes,of them weren't even on the
county map grid.

Cain't's remember too goothe girl had told him just before she'd ldut I'se
think ya turn ‘cross from the deadfall, the big.'You'll's see it...

Just when Cummings would give up, there it wadeadfall of logs, branches,
and cut brambles. The county left them all the tafier storms, but this one. Cummings
noted, was large as it was old. Rotten and falimgn itself. He veered left up a dirt-
scratch lane barely wide enough to admit the car.

Wound up and around. And—

Wham.

A cottage, just like the girl had said. Ramshadhkteplace, falling in on itself like
the deadfall. lvy growing up rotted sideboardingssing shingles like missing teeth. A
human pock in the woods. But—

What the fuck?

This was the craziest thing he'd ever seen. Attgueottage, yes, but parked
right before the crumbling front porch sat a gleagnirolls Royce Silver Shadow.

Guess this old man Martin's not dead after Glimmings assumed, but the rest
was folly. A hillfolk shoemaker? Must sell a lot of shoedéoable to drive a car like
that...

Cummings pulled right up. If he wanted the elemaisurprise, he'd blown it
royally: anyone in the cottage would be able tortesicar ease up. But, wait—

No, he thought.

They wouldn't be able to hear at all. Because hamrosound permeated the
surrounding woods.

A high-pitched screech.

A... Cummings' ponderings were guillotined by what b&trthought. It couldn't
be. No cop was that lucky.

The screech sounded like a power tool. A poavét.



No way. no wayhe thought. He disembarked, walked up to the hopseked
into a side window.

Cramped room. Would've been large were it notalbthe junk. Tools, leather
sheets hanging. Rows and rows of hand-carved wositeeblocks. And—

A table.

No way, no wayCummings thought yet again, but this time the giduwas
drained as a bled pig.

The screeching ceased. Then a voice eruptedichety, old hillbilly voice.

"Get it, son. Ooo-eee! Cut yerselfgaodpeckerhole in that cracker head! | ain't
lyin' ta ya. Travis! This here's the white trasistaad who done head-humped yer maw!"

Was Cummings gazing into a rent in hell? On tietéay a well-dressed man, on
his back, a cleanly cut hole gushing blood as a-haok hand withdrew a knife from the
hole. The hand belonged to Travis Clyde Tucktoa,ldby whose photograph Cummings
had already seen at the state crime lab. And gittiih from the table was a wizened,
whiskered old man in a wheelchair. A man with—

No feet,Cummings recognized.

Jake Martin. Tuckton"s grandfather...

"I'se so pissed. I'se insavivet.Grandpap!"

"Only fittin" an’ proper, son. Just like it saysGod's book. An eye fer a eye!"

"An" a heads fer a head!"

Cummings stared.

The boy, a big, brawny, short-haired lad with gogsingly friendly face, lowered
his trousers and promptly inserted his erect p@mtsthe hole in the corpse's head. Then,
biting his lower lip in a perverse rage, he grabtiedcorpse's ears, and—

Began to hump.

He began to hump the head.

"Oo00-eee!" the footless old man exclaimed. "Hurhat tthere evil head, boy. |
say,humpit!"

As Cummings stared on, his sentience felt akia $avamp rat racing round in his
mind, madly seeking exit. The old man in the chaad his penis out too, was
masturbating as he whooped. And Tuckton continaddimp the head in a fury...

"Yeah. Travis! Do'm upealsgood!" the old man celebrated, his hand chokisg hi
own penis like a chicken neck. "Get'cher self offaamdynut in that there head!"

"Gonna come in his head so hard. Grandpappy" tiyehinffed, humping away,
"my peckersnot's gonna squirt out his butt!"



"Yeah, boy! Yeeeeeah!"

So here it was, right before Cummings’ eyes. H#&lanbled upon this, he was
watchingit, for God's sake. He was bearing witnesshie same macabre crime which
had obsessed him for months.

He was witnessing a header...

Cummings, an automaton now, unholstered his senagcolver. Turned. Walked
up the porch steps and entered the dilapidatedehous

"Aw, shee-it, Grandpap," he heard, "I'se gonna g&t off my first nut likeseal
fastin this cracker head!"

"Go fer it, boy! Get it! We'se got all night tackithat head, plenty time fer more
nuts. Why, I'se'll hump four 'er five times mysefib don’t'’cha worry 'bout comin' fast.
Pipe a load a juice that'd make yer dagdyud!"

Numb, and oddly fearless, Cummings stepped ir@adbm.

"Who thehail!" the old man cracked.

The boy, evidently in the spasms of orgasm, slod@dn his pelvic thrusts into
the corpse-head and opened his eyes.

"S'a cop!" he realized.

BAM.'

Cummings squeezed off the first shot. The boys digappeared as a pulpy red
blur, and he fell away from the table, from thbeead. He landed on the wood floor hard
as a side of fresh-butchered beef, his erectidnpstising down, offering semen to the
air.

"Ya blammed fuckin' cop! Look what'cha done!"

BAM!

Cummings' second shot caught the old man in thg, lného doubled over in the
wheelchair. And—

BAM!

The third shot divided the top of his head alnmasstleanly as a machete through
a melon.

Cummings stood. Stared. For the second time iayahts eyes went wide in spite
of rising cordite. Silence like a graveyard at @.ainsinuated about him, and so did the
simple thought.

| just solved the head-humping murders.

That's all it had taken. Three shots from hisiserwevolver, and it was all over...



What... now?There was no phone, no way to report the incitietite state. And
on this side of the ridge, his radio probably wattldeach the dispatcher.

Leave the house. Take the evidence. Go back tB@hand report to Statehe
thought robotically.

And Cummings did just that. He redonned his glpggabbed a cardboard box
from a random shelf. He took a boot off the bodyl'cdvis Clyde Tuckton, grabbed the
power-drill still fitted with the 3-inch holesawrapbed the kitchen knife, and put it all in
the box. Then he took it all out to the car andvdrback to the Russell County BATF
Field Office.

The drive back left him stunned—or, not so muchdhee, but his musings. Talk
about a busy day. killed four men in a handful of hourbe reminded himself at the
wheel. The Route opened up, passed endless cdsfeld slat-gapped barns. But only
two of the dead men mattered. Tuckton and Martin.

The head-humpers.

It was a revitalization he needed. Killing two grdealers and copping their green
was one thing. But... this? In a matter of minutasd with three shots from his duty
piece, he'd solved a murder case...

Cummings parked. A state unmarked was in theolot &nd he could only guess
that they were following up Beck's evidence, tajkin PeerceSave your breath, boys,
he thought proudlyl just solved the cas@he grotesquerie of what he'd seen was far
behind him. He could deal with that later.

He walked into the FO.

"I did it, boss." he announced.

Peerce looked up from his desk.

Cummings was nearly out of breath now. "I solMesl head-humping murders."

"Ya did...what?"

"Caught them in the act, saw it with my own ey®isot them. They were... doing
it right there in the window."

"Stew—"

"Ex-con named Tuckton, and his grandfather. Hadesguy right there on the
table and they were... humping... his head."

"Stew, shut up a minute."



Cummings peered. "What's wrong. J.L.? | just gmtedtelling you | solved the
header murders."

Peerce spat in his proverbial cup. Only then dign@ings notice the other man
in the claustrophobic office.

Hard-looking guy, tall. State uniform but he hapes down his pants and a crest
on the bill of his hat. A state captain or above...

But Cummings noticed something else.
The state officer had his gun drawn.

"This here's major Phil Straker.” Peerce told HiHe's liaison officer 'tween state
IAD an' narcotics."

"Narc—" But that's all Cummings could get out.

"Yer unner arrest. Stew, fer two count's'a firsgicee murder."

Cummings fell bolted in place.

"Not to mention." this Straker added, "obstructiohjustice, complicity with

known felonious criminals, misprision of a felorthe willful theft of ill-gotten gains,
and possession and illegal transport of contral@igerous substances.”

"Don't even say nothin’, Stew. They got'cha coRkérce said. On his desk was a
portable field VCR. Peerce turned it on, tonedhgtiny screen.
My God.Cummings thought.

There, right there on the screen. Cummings sawsdliimplacing first the gym bag
and then 10 bags of cocaine into the trunk of édkefal car...

"That's two counts of murder. Agent Cummings." Strakcr spogeagain, "but
one of the men you murdered was a state policeenfTi

"Dutch,"” Cummings murmured.

"That's right. He was a state narcotics plant wayla sting. We had cameras
inside and one outside, for tag numbers. The cameside, of course, burned up in the
fire you set. But the one outside..."

Straker's free hand bid the VCR screen. On it, Cuingswas driving away.

"You're fucked, Stew" Peerce said. "You're an alesh

"The murder of a police officer," Straker was ki@dough to embellish, "as you
probably know, carries a mandatory sentence ohdeahis state.”

I'm caught.Cummings thought simply:m dead.

But he wasn't dead yet, was he?



"Stew, unholster yer piece an' set it on my d&salslow like."

Straker had his own piece on himm not going downCummings thought'd
rather punch out now than spend a decade yearsgdiutt-fucked in the can while my
appeals run out.

Cummings, very slowly, set his service revolveR@erce's desk.

"Good boy," Straker said.

Cummings shrugged, then, in an instant, lashedhdimgls out, remembering the
pistol-disarm technique they'd taught him in thenyar His hands wrapped around
Straker's gun, pushed away—

BAM!

The bullet grazed his side but he didn't evenifeel

"Goddamn it. Stew, don't'cha even—"

The automaton again. Cummings had disarmed Strakéess than one full
second, had the guy's piece in his hand.

Straker, though shit-scared, tried to maintain &ighority. "Don't be stupid.
Cummings. You can plea-bargain your way out maytmel can say you killed them in
self-defense and were bringing the money and the @ack here. But if you kill us.
you're finished."

BAM!
BAM-BAM!

He took out Peerce first, a clean headshot, thewhed Straker's ticket with a
double-tap in the 5x. a heartshot. Blood jettedadithe holes a good three feet. Peerce
lay limp in his office chair, the back of his heaptied.

Brown tobacco juice drooled as a single rope ftbencomer of his mouth.

Cummings head was ticking: the swamp rat was batkpping more circles,
trying to find a way out.

Be cool,he ordered himself, though that was not partityileasy considering
he'd killed six men today, three of them policaaafs. What's done is done. Don’t freak
out.

Think.

Plea bargain? No way. He'd already dumped theimechlo judge would buy it.
He'd done the only thing he could do to presergeokin life. The way he saw it, he had
maybe an hour lead before anyone found the bodliess if he was lucky. He'd have to
pinch a car, blow over the state line, then steatentars along the way till he got to
Mexico. There was no other way.



After all, he still had over all that money in twank.
Out of here.

He didn't even take a final look around. He |b& VCR; surely Straker wasn't the
only state narc who'd seen the surveillance tapéeyot into his car and drove.

Take the Route to 23. Best to stay off the intestéhey'd have an A out on
his car soon, so he'd have to steal something gaict abduct the owner so the car
wouldn't be reported stolen. Who knew? But—

What am | doingMe decelerated, then pulled a U.
Kath...

He couldn't just disappear. He owed her an explamaat least. And the money?
He'd leave her half, to keep her on her feet arychpa pharmacy bills. Hell, even half of
the cash. U.S. greenbacks, would last a long tinMeaxico. But it wasn't just that—

I've got te— Suddenly Cummings, a cold-blooded murderezppkiller, was in
tears.

I've got to see her one last time...

In one afternoon he'd destroyed his entire lifedAhe onlygood thing that
remained in that life was KatMy God What have | done?

There could be no point in deliberating regrets|agic in reconsideration. It was
a cruel world, and sometimes people had to do dhiefys. Ripping off the money,
killing Dutch and Spaz? It was either that or limesqualor, weighed down by Kath's
medical bills. They both deserved better than thkte wanted was enough to get by. It
was the chance he had to take, and the whole thémg sour. From the beginning, he'd
never had a choice.

Dust followed him up the gravel road to his houde. skidded to a halt. In a
waking nightmare, he saw a house full of State SWalhdl DEA tac men, waiting for
him, waiting for the cop killer. But the house wais-drop silent when he entered. No
shadows in wait.

Gym bag in tow, he walked down the dim hall to bleelroom. She was probably
resting, worn out by the fatigue of her iliness. &/would she say? How would she
react? Cummings brushed aside tears, his handeodabrknob. Disgusted with him?
Appalled?All that and morehe realized.

He could just leave half of the money, then diaweay, call her later. Anything
not to have to face her with what he'd done. Bat tiouldn't work, either. By then the
state would be tracing any incoming calls. He'¢éeght.

Be a man, you asshole. Go in, wake her up, ahtieel

The gym bag felt as heavy as a bag full of bodyspar dead babies. The door
stood slightly ajar. But just before he could ogehe heard - “Yeah, like that."



Kath's voice.

She must he on the phome, discerned, Then paranoia kicked in. Had thie sta
called her? Were they talking to her right now,linly the revelation in her face that her
husband was a murderer? But no, that couldn't le®. udice sounded normal, even
enlivened.

"Want more?"

Cummings' brow furrowed. Then he heard anotherevoi

A man's.

"Yeah, cut me another line."

Cummings peeked in the gap, and that was wherett®f his world collapsed.

Kath lay naked on the bed, spread-legged and iggnishe was giggling as a
naked man—Dr. Seymour, no less—inhaled lines ofaic@c off her belly,
simultaneously rubbing the furred plot of her sex.

"Where do you get this good blow, Jimmy?" she dske

The pharmacist leaned up, wiped white power offiose. "l got my sources.”
Then he chuckled, his finger still in the groovekaith's vagina. "Bet your husband'd shit
a brick if he knew."

Kath laughed. Her sweaty face looked aglow in lghtdelights. "Are you
kidding? He'd kill us both!"

"It's amazing how stupid he is, though." Now thenmvaas rubbing her breasts, so
nonchalant. "Just keeps forking over the cash wadtde week, and never suspects a
thing."

"I'm a good actress, Jimmy. The asshole stillkkilm so sick I'm about to die.
And he believes it all because | show him thosenghdoctor slips and drug
prescriptions you give me. He thinks I'm usingtladit money for medicine!"

"Yeah, well this is some fine medicine," the maids shaking the bag of white
powder.

"And he just got a raise!"
They both laughed like jackals. Kath's breastsbbap Cummings could only

stand there and watch, as if annodized, as ifrtlth had reverted him to a six-foot block
of cement.

"Come on, let's do it again,” Kath purred, cuppthg man's genitals. "Stew
doesn't get home till six."

~ "Christ, Kath! | done come in ya twice alreadyv&a guy a chance to get it up
again!"



"You'll get it up.” she assured, "and when youldeant it up the ass."”

"Aw, shit, aw, Christ, honey, you sure know howstaeck a cock."”

What the universe was now treating Cummings ta;oofrse, was the witness of
his wife performing expert fellatio on this Jimnikie town general practitioner, who lay
back in Cummings bed with his eyes closed.

And, next—

The swamp rat slopped.

When the doctor opened his eyes, though. Cummgugs'was in his face. The
face drained. The mouth opened to speak.

BAM!

Kath's head rose, her naked body bucked. Shenseckalimmy's head emptied
glistening brains on the pillow.

"Stew!" Kath shrieked, turning in a blur of flesh—"
BAM! BAM!
She lay back howling.

"Just to make sure you don't go anywhere,” Cumsisgd, reholstering his
Smith. No, he hadn't killed her. He'd blown out keeecaps.

Then he walked out of the house and put the gygrblak in the trunk.
Yes, it was a cruel world indeed, and it was albowgfet a little bit crueller.

From the trunk he retrieved the box he'd takenabuhe old man's cottage, the
box containing the evidence: the power drill, tinéfds and the hole-saw bit.

Cummings' gaze turned to the sky. It was a badwtdy. He lit a Lucky, dragged,
and let the smoke eddy from his mouth. Then helgralthe box.

It was a short walk back to the house.



