‘Stranger

Bondsman can get you out of jail or put you back in
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Bail bondsman Michael Belk, known
as “Stranger,” sits in the office of

his business, A1A Bail Bonding

in Gastonia. When people get
arrested, clients call Stranger to post
their bail —for a fee. When they don't
pay up or jump bail, Stranger comes
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Most clients never find out his real
name. Most people in town know him
as Stranger, he said, and that's all they
need to know. If vou make it too per-
sonal, vou burn vourself up, he said.

That's why Stranger never discrimi-
nates among the clients who take too
longto pay him, he said. Sooner or later
he shows up on every client's doorstep.

When they don't pay, Stranger puts
them in his truck and has them put in
jail. He abways keeps handeuffs in his
back pocket and pepper spray in his
truck, and when he thinks he might
need a gun, he carries two.

Stranger, 40, whose real name is
Michael Belk, owns the bail bonding

oompany AlA Bail Bondingin Gastonia.
Clients call Stranger when they get ar-
rested, and for afee, he posts hail so they
can get out of jail until their court dates.
“My issue here is to run a business
and get peoplein and out ofjail,” he said.
After seven vears, he knows exactly
how to do that, he said: Never let it get
personal, keep it stictly business.
Stranger operates from an office on
Franklin Boulevard, with plywood walls
and minimal furniture — big black filing
cabinets ononeside, adesk on the other,
and some chairs in between. While he
talks he flicks cigarette ash into a heavy
metal ashiray and cleans his fingernails
with a pair of scissors.
He writes bonds here in the after-
noons, and in the evenings he collects

looking for them with handcuffs.

debts and hunts down clients who
skipped court. If he doesn't catch them,
he has to pay their bonds — usually
about eight to 10 times the amount of
his fee, sometimes as much as $750,000.

He once drove to Kansas City, Kan.,—
nearly 1,000 miles each way —tocatch a
suspectwho jumped bail. Stranger left at
4 am. on a Friday and dragged the man
back to jail at 4 am. Sunday, sleeping
only four hours at a hotel all weekend.

He had $500,000 on the line.

He said he has chased clients in
Texas, Florida, Tennessee, Alabama,
Mississippi, West Virginia and South
Carolina.

When clients jump bail, Soranger al-
ways calls their friends and relatives first.
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