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The sun was rising over the Oklahoma State Penitentiary at McAlester, casting a dull orange light over the walls that had held Paul Ruiz and Earl Van Denton for years. Inside the prison, it was just another day. The guards shuffled through their routines, same as always—half-awake, unbothered by the silent tension that hung in the air. To them, Ruiz and Van Denton were just more inmates, lifers with nothing left to lose. But to Ruiz and Van Denton, this wasn’t just another day. This was the day.

“You notice it?” Ruiz muttered, his voice barely above a whisper as they sat together in the yard. His eyes darted to the corner of the fence where a group of guards stood, distracted, chatting among themselves. “They’re gettin’ sloppier. Every damn day.”

Van Denton didn’t reply right away. He never did. He was a man who liked to think, to weigh his options before he spoke. His sharp, calculating mind was always working, always turning things over like a puzzle he was determined to solve. His eyes, however, followed Ruiz’s gaze toward the guards, then slid back to the worn-out brick factory on the edge of the yard—the site of their upcoming work detail.

“Sloppy,” Van Denton finally agreed, his voice low and measured. “That’s the word for it.”

The prison, as old and worn as the men it housed, was a place where complacency had long set in. The guards were just there to collect a paycheck. Some of them had been on the job for so long that they’d forgotten why they were there in the first place. There was no urgency in their movements, no real attention to detail. As far as they were concerned, the inmates were already locked up, their fates sealed. What could two lifers like Ruiz and Van Denton do?

But that’s exactly what Ruiz and Van Denton were counting on.

“You know what I’m thinkin’, Earl,” Ruiz said, his tone conspiratorial. “That brick factory? They’re tearin’ it down in pieces, takin’ the crew out there every week. We’re part of that crew. And last time... did you see how they left us alone during lunch? That door wasn’t even locked.”

Van Denton nodded slowly. “I saw it.”

Ruiz leaned in closer, his voice dropping even lower. “Elmer noticed it too. Said he thinks there’s a way out. He’s been watchin’ it like we have.”

Van Denton raised an eyebrow. Elmer Finin, another inmate on the demolition crew, had kept mostly to himself, but Ruiz had been talking to him more lately. It seemed like Elmer might be useful—at least for a while.

“You trust him?” Van Denton asked, his voice skeptical.

Ruiz shrugged. “I trust he wants out just as bad as we do.”

Van Denton didn’t respond right away. Instead, he leaned back against the cold concrete wall of the yard, staring off toward the distant hills beyond the prison’s perimeter. “Three of us will draw attention,” he said after a long pause.

Ruiz shook his head. “We let him come with us until we’re clear. After that...” He trailed off, a cold smile creeping onto his face.

Van Denton’s lips twitched, a brief acknowledgment of the unspoken end to that thought. He wasn’t one to leave loose ends, and neither was Ruiz. Elmer Finin might help them in the escape, but after that, he was just another liability. If he slowed them down, if he made noise, he’d be dealt with like any other obstacle.

“Two weeks,” Ruiz said, his voice returning to that same low, focused tone. “That’s when we go out again. Same brick factory. Same crew. The guards won’t even know we’re gone until it’s too late.”

Van Denton nodded. His calm, methodical demeanor had always been a contrast to Ruiz’s fire, but that’s why their partnership worked. Ruiz was the spark, the one with the wild ideas, the one who acted fast. Van Denton was the one who kept things steady, who thought five steps ahead.

“We need to plan for what happens next,” Van Denton said, his voice taking on that familiar, quiet authority. “Gettin’ out of here’s one thing. But they’ll be lookin’ for us.”

Ruiz grinned. “They’ll look, but they won’t find us. Not if we play it smart. Once we’re out, we head south—maybe Louisiana. It’s easy to disappear in places like that. And if anyone gets in our way...”

Van Denton’s cold smile returned. “Then we handle them.”

They spent the next two weeks finalizing their plan in stolen moments, low whispers exchanged during meals and in the yard. Every detail had to be perfect. The guards, who had grown so used to the monotony of prison life, never noticed a thing. They barely glanced at the work crews anymore, and when they did, it was with a sort of dull boredom that had become second nature. Even when the men were taken to the factory site for demolition, the guards didn’t seem to care much about locking doors or keeping a close eye on the inmates. It was sloppy, and Ruiz and Van Denton knew how to exploit that.

The day of the escape finally arrived. It was June 23, 1977, and the sun beat down on the crumbling walls of the old brick factory as the crew worked to tear it apart piece by piece. Ruiz and Van Denton, along with Elmer Finin, went about their tasks as usual, but their minds were already outside the walls, already on the other side of that fence, racing toward freedom.

As noon approached, the guards called for a break, leaving the men to their own devices while they wandered off to eat lunch. Just as they had predicted, the door to the factory wasn’t locked.

Ruiz glanced at Van Denton, who gave him a brief nod. It was time.

Moving quickly but quietly, the three men slipped out of the factory, disappearing into the trees that bordered the site. It was almost too easy. The guards didn’t even notice they were gone until well after lunch, and by then, Ruiz, Van Denton, and Finin were long gone, already making their way toward the city of McAlester.
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As soon as they were free, the reality of what they’d done began to set in. They were no longer just inmates—they were fugitives. And the world outside was vast and dangerous. But Ruiz and Van Denton had been prepared for this. They had been planning it for too long, and their resolve was unshakeable.

“We need a car,” Ruiz said as they moved quickly through the outskirts of McAlester. “Can’t get far on foot.”

Van Denton nodded, his eyes scanning the road ahead. “First place we see, we take what we need.”

It didn’t take long before they spotted a lone car parked outside a small gas station. The owner, an older man in a worn-out flannel shirt, was inside, chatting with the cashier. They didn’t even notice Ruiz and Van Denton approaching until it was too late.

The old man barely had time to register what was happening before Van Denton grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the side of the car. Ruiz pulled out a knife he’d smuggled out of the prison, pressing it against the man’s throat.

“Keys,” Ruiz growled.

The old man’s hands shook as he fumbled for his keys, tossing them to Ruiz without a word. He was too terrified to speak, and that was just the way Ruiz liked it.

Van Denton shoved the man aside, and the three escapees climbed into the car, peeling away from the gas station and disappearing into the winding roads of rural Oklahoma. They were free, but now came the hard part—staying free.
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Splitting from Elmer
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For the first few hours, the escape seemed almost surreal. Ruiz and Van Denton didn’t talk much, the weight of their actions hanging over them like a dark cloud. Elmer Finin, sitting in the back seat, was jittery, his eyes darting from side to side as if expecting the police to appear at any moment.

“What’s the plan?” Finin asked, his voice cracking with nervousness. “We just keep drivin’?”

Ruiz glanced at Van Denton, and a silent understanding passed between them.

“We’ll drive for now,” Van Denton said calmly. “But you’re on your own after this, Elmer. You were useful gettin’ out of the prison, but we don’t need extra baggage.”

Finin’s eyes widened. “What? You’re just gonna leave me behind?”

Ruiz’s smile was cold, his voice steady. “That’s exactly what we’re gonna do.”

The silence that followed was heavy, charged with the knowledge of what was about to happen. They drove until they reached a small service station on the edge of town. Van Denton pulled the car to a stop, and Ruiz turned to face Elmer.

“Get out,” Ruiz said simply.

Finin hesitated for a moment, fear flickering across his face, but he knew better than to argue. Without another word, he stepped out of the car, and Ruiz watched him disappear into the distance.

“That takes care of that,” Ruiz muttered as they drove away.
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