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Vera Mae Bowman lived a fairly simple life in the seemingly endless hills that surrounded her small, one bedroom house. It was a life of waiting, a period she liked to think was only temporary. 


Every day for her was about the same. She would rise early and tend to her garden. In the early stages of her old age, she would generally tire by mid-afternoon, at which time she would typically devote her time to a good book in her homemade rocking-chair on the porch. 


Vera liked to listen to the radio in the evening, for a little company while she prepared her supper. The sounds soothed her, and were usually the only voices she would hear over the course of a day. She rarely visited town, although a few times a year she would have to restock her icebox. 


It wasn’t that she preferred being lonely; she just hoped that soon, maybe in the next couple of years, everything would be back the way it used to be.

*  *  *


One late summer evening found Vera at her stove preparing a large stew of potatoes and ramps from the yard. The pot was much too big for her alone, but she always liked to have a little extra. Just in case. 


She had come in early from the yard because of a bad feeling about the weather, which had proven true. A steadily driving rain was falling through the darkening sky, and faint peals of thunder could be heard in the distance. She thought it sounded like it might miss her. 


However, by the time she sat down to eat, the thunder was considerably closer and a steady rain was falling. Her prayers were muted by an exceptionally loud roll that shook the family portraits on the walls. She stood and had a look out the screen door. 


The rain had driven up halfway across the roofed porch. Through the sheets of water she could barely make out the distant white lights that often occupied her evenings on the porch. Other than the moon and stars, they were the only lights she could see. 


They were the yard lights of Cornell State Prison. It was what she liked to call a rush prison, hastily constructed a decade ago due to a swell in wrongdoers who the judge had decided were not fit for society and yet not evil enough to die for their crimes. There seemed to be an endless supply these days. The isolated hills that Vera lived in must have seemed like the prime location for a depository of criminals deemed unsuitable for the public eye. In short, Cornell was a collection of people no one cared about, fenced off in a corner of the world where no one could see. 


She often spent her nights alone watching the lights, thinking she could see all the way to the shiny barbed fence. She imagined she could see right through the walls to the men, most of whom had been detained for one petty crime or another.


Suddenly, as she watched this particular night, the lights began to swivel in slow circles, and the yard horn began to whine through the pounding of the storm. The alarm could clearly be heard across the three miles of darkness that separated her house from the prison. It usually rang out twice a day, once to release the prisoners to the yard and once to call them back in. It never rang after dark.


After listening to the siren for several minutes, wondering, Vera turned back to her stew. No use in letting it get cold. 

*  *  *  


A half hour later the storm was as assertive as ever. Vera was at the sink washing her single place setting of dishes. The pot of stew was still on the stove, softly simmering over the flame.


She was drying her bowl with a small dishtowel when a large and unexpected thunder roll made her jump. It seemed to move slowly through her entire body, shaking the teeth in her jaw as though God himself had dropped on top of the house. In the midst of the roll, however, she could have sworn she heard another sound. She leaned over the counter and switched off the radio, which had been softly playing big band all evening. Now the house was dead silent, the only sound coming from the storm outside.


As the thunder finally exhausted itself, she just stood at the sink, the air finishing the job her dishtowel had started. The only sound came from her breathing and the rain pounding on the aluminum roof. 


Then she heard the distinct and almost hesitant sound of someone knocking on the front door. She wasn’t sure whether to be afraid or interested, and at first she didn’t move. She had only had nighttime visitors on a handful of occasions.


Cautiously, she shuffled over to the window looking out over the yard. She saw nothing but blackness, and although she pressed her face against the glass, she couldn’t see if anyone were standing on the porch. Although she was defenseless for all intents and purposes, the chance that someone out here would mean her harm was remote. Also, they might need help. Seeing no other option, she took a deep breath and turned the doorknob.


Standing just off the dimly lit porch was a small, squirrelly looking man with balding grey hair. His blue jumpsuit was completely soaked through and covered in dark stains, and he was shaking violently from chill. At first he didn’t look at Vera, but just stared down at the porch. He held no weapons, just a scrap of soaked paper that was clinched tightly in his blood-covered fist.


“What can I do for you, mister?” she called through the rain. 


He looked at her with dripping eyes, and opened his mouth to speak. In the end, however, he decided against it and looked back down at the porch. 


“Well,” she began, altogether unsure of how to handle the man, “at least come in out of the rain. Then you can tell me what your business is.”


He looked up at her again in hesitation, then slowly shuffled up onto the porch and through the propped door. Vera closed the door and turned to find him just standing on the welcome mat, taking in his surroundings and dripping all over the floor. Already his shivering had lessened and he was almost visibly absorbing the heat from the house. 


She was hesitant to let him out of her sight, but she hurried into the bathroom and came back a few seconds later with a towel and a cloth for his hand. The man just watched her. He took the towel from her when she returned and scrubbed his hair vigorously, a habit no doubt left over from a time when he had more hair. He draped the towel around his shoulders and sat in the chair Vera directed him to. He hastily wrapped his hand, like it didn’t hurt him in the least bit. She sat across the table from him, closed her hands in front of her, and watched him. 


“You’re from the jail, ain’t you?” she asked. He nodded.


“I ‘spect you heard the horns,” he said, “I ‘precitate you takin’ me in.” He seemed to be having trouble meeting her eyes. 


“Well I reckon it was the humane thing to do. You dangerous?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 


“No ma’am, you may not believe it, but I never hurt nobody in my life.”


“How’d you come to be in prison then?”


He glanced at her momentarily, as if trying to decide how much he could tell her without getting thrown out in the rain. Finally, he nodded to himself and said, “I stole some things a long time ago. It was for my family you see, not me, they needed food. Everybody needed food back then, and I lost my job. Seemed like everybody’d lost their jobs. I ‘spect you don’t believe me.”

“S’matter of fact, I do believe you, mister. I happen to know of another man in similar circumstances. What’s that you got in your hand there?” she asked, nodding toward the grimy scrap of paper. 


He looked guiltily at Vera after a quick glance at his hand. He seemed to have forgotten he was holding anything.


“It’s directions ma’am, to your house.”


Vera’s eyes narrowed. “Let me see it.”


As she leaned across the table to the man’s outstretched hand, she caught the distinct smell of raw sewage emanating off him. She took the paper and leaned back quickly, afraid she might gag. 


The note was badly smeared, but the writing was still legible. Sure enough, directions from the prison to her house were scrawled in faint writing across what turned out to be a piece of toilet paper. 


“Who gave you this?” she asked, already knowing the answer. Her heart was beating faster every second.


“A man. A man on the inside, I never knew his name. We always just called him Carpenter, kind of a nick name. He was always real handy in the wood shop.”

“Can you describe this man for me?” Vera asked, her hands pressed to her mouth.

“Surely,” he nodded, “he was tall, or taller than me at least. I reckon that’s not saying much. His hair was grey, at least for most ‘the time I knew him. I think it used to be black.”

“And you say this man was good with his hands?” she asked, hopefully. 

“That’s right, spent his time in the shop makin’ chairs and such, I think the guards was sellin’ ‘em.”

“Did he ever tell you why he was in Cornell?” she asked.

“The first time I met him he did. Said he ran over the kid of some politician, years ago. Said the kid was drunk, ran out in front of him. If I recall, he told me the kid didn’t die or anything, just laid there in the hospital for a night, cryin’ like he was on fire. Somehow his cryin’ was enough to convince the judge Carpenter deserved forty years in the hole. I reckon you know him?”

“Yeah, I guess I do. He was my husband. He is my husband,” she added after a moment. “You wait here a minute.”

Vera poured the little man a large bowl of stew and ran upstairs to get him a change of clothes. When she returned the bowl was half gone, and the man nodded to her in appreciation. Soon he was sitting across the table from her in a freshly pressed shirt and a pair of her husband’s trousers. She had even found him a clean pair of shoes and a hat to cover his balding head. She watched him as he finished his stew, trying to decide what to do next. 

“So how is Tom?” she asked finally.

“Well,” he started through a mouthful of stew, “he settled in to prison life well enough for such a good man. I always said he oughta try to repeal his case, said any clear thinkin’ judge would let him free. He even tried several times, but nothin’ came of it. We was friends from the day I got there, and it never got any easier for me to see such a righteous man in such a hellish place. In the end, I reckon that’s why he decided he didn’t want to finish the last fifteen years of his sentence. He was always talkin’ about the great life he had waiting for him on the outside, I can only assume he meant with you. I guess it was him that first suggested we ‘scape,” he said as he polished off the stew. “By the way, thanks for the grub.”

Vera bolted upright in her chair. “He escaped with you?”

“Tha’s right, at least I think he did. We figured we’d do it separately, spread the watch out, you know. We’d been workin’ on our routes for more than a year now, they was pretty much foolproof. The plan was to meet at your house once we was out, then figure out a way to get out of the country. He even said he had a little money saved up to help me get my feet on the ground. Come to think of it, he oughta be here any time now.” He paused from eating as he said this and took a look out at the yard.

Suddenly there was a sharp knock at the door.

Vera, almost unable to contain her excitement and disbelief, jumped up from the table, knocking her chair across the room in the process. The little man at the table now forgotten, she ran to the door with tears of joy streaming down her face. 

The face she saw when she ripped open the door was not Tom’s, however, but the sullen faces of a pair of police officers. A third one was posted out in the yard, holding the leash of a growling German Shepherd. 

“Ma’am, sorry to bother you so late at night, but we’re looking for an escaped prisoner. We’re searching all the houses in the area, and yours is one of them. Mind if we come in for a look?” The officer said all this in a very stern manner. There was no asking in his voice.

Vera threw a nervous look behind her, but the little man was no longer sitting at the table. He was gone, along with his dirty jumpsuit. His empty bowl still sat on the table.

“Sure officers.”

The two at the door came in and performed a quick sweep of the house. One stopped briefly to look out the screen door in the back of the house, but when they returned a few minutes later, it was obvious they had not found anything. On their way out the door, the second one turned to Vera. 

“Thank you ma’am, we appreciate your cooperation.” He stopped in the doorway. “Are you alright ma’am?”

Vera’s tears were still drying on her face. She quickly wiped them away.

“Uh, yes officer, I had been out in the rain shortly before you got here, checking the gutters” she said.

The policeman nodded. “I see. I guess that explains the water all over the floor. You should get that cleaned up before it works its way into the wood.”

He walked out the door, leaving Vera standing in the doorway. When he was almost off the porch, he turned back to her. 

“Now you be careful, ma’am. The man we’re looking for should be considered extremely dangerous. He’s a convicted murderer and might be armed. If you see him, I’d appreciate it if you let us know.”

This set Vera back a few paces. “Officer, how many men did you say you were looking for exactly?”

The policeman looked at her curiously, the shadow of his brow standing out in the porch light.

“Well, its funny you should ask. Two of the inmates managed to escape a couple of hours ago, but we found one of them.”

“You . . . you found him?”

“Yes ma’am. Seems the two managed to escape together, then had a bit of a disagreement. We found one with a knife in his back lyin’ in a sewage reservoir not far from the prison. Looked like he’d almost made it, then the other one had changed his mind for some reason.” The officer shrugged and turned away, leaving Vera in the doorway with an awestruck expression. “You remember to call us if you see anything suspicious now.”

*  *  *

As she watched the taillights pull down the long gravel drive, Vera worked to comprehend all that had happened in the last few moments. Suddenly her knees were reluctant to hold her, and she struggled inside to slump into the chair the little man had been sitting in minutes earlier. Had her life really been so upended in just one night?

Searching for some untruth in the officer’s story, she struggled to her feet and walked to the icebox. The top was dusty, and at first she couldn’t feel anything. After a moment’s searching, however, her fingers stumbled upon the wooden cigar box her husband had made all those long years ago. Only the two of them had known where they kept their savings then, and only he would know where she would be keeping it now. 

Even before she opened the box, she knew it was too light.

Dropping the box with a clatter, Vera slumped to the ground uncontrollably and buried her face in her hands, her back propped against the stove. Just above her, still simmering on a flickering flame, the leftover potato stew waited, just in case anyone decided to drop by.

