
    
        
    

  
    
      
        
        For H Casper, who continues to be a good sport.
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      “Get ready,” said a voice from the shadows of the park.

      “She’s coming.”
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      They called it The Playground of Dreams, and that's what it was at first.
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      Built in the early 1970s, it was a project one part government grant, two parts community spirit.  The planning had taken years, but once they broke ground it finished up in a three-week whirlwind of donated time and money.  The massive playground sat just outside of town at the eastern end of Blackstone Park where the neatly manicured green gave way to wild grass, groves of old willows, then stony, weed-choked shoreline. The northern border of Blackstone Park was the Snake River, flowing docilely toward the Pacific Ocean like a dark, liquid giant, and a paved walkway that joined Blackstone Park to the city.  Its southern border was a line of tall willows, a sound barrier separating the park from highway.

      Blackstone Park was developed in the 1960s as the cornerstone of Riverside's largely successful beautification project, and The Playground of Dreams was Blackstone's pinnacle.

      It was a place where Riverside’s kids could go and indulge their every fantasy while parents waited and watched from park benches just outside the midget kingdom's iron-barred wall.  Pirates roamed the deck of a tiny grounded ship, climbing up and down ladders and knotted ropes in search of treasure or imaginary enemies to run through.  Brave and able knights guarded high wooden castle turrets and patrolled winding walkways like the tops of castle walls.

      Sometimes the pirates and knights battled each other; sometimes they fought together, recruiting from each other's ranks to mix up the endless battle even more.  Sometimes Black Beard watched over Camelot while King Arthur pillaged.  It didn't matter, it was all one kingdom.  The only enemies in The Playground of Dreams were boredom and reality, and inside that magical iron border they stood no chance.

      Mostly there was no organized play.  Mostly it was just perfect, joyous chaos.

      Then the dream died.
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      In the late 1970s a girl was found beaten almost unrecognizable, naked and violated, half buried in the playground's sandbox.  Her name was Jenny Heyworth, and she was only nine years old, a runaway.

      One day The Playground of Dreams was full of screaming, rioting children, the next it was empty.

      Blackstone Park, dubbed Feral Park after years of disuse, became a different kind of playground, a playground of drinking, drugs, and teenage sex.  City workers blocked the access road from the highway with a barricade and a sign reading Blackstone Park is closed to the public—Enter at your own risk.  Someone had since crossed Blackstone out and written Feral above it in dripping, purple letters.  Soon Feral Park gained a reputation as something else entirely, and even the partiers left it alone.

      Sometimes the kids still found it.  Street kids, runaways, children of the night, and many who went there were never seen again.
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      Shannon Pitcher started taking her late-night walks after settling into her brother’s house on Walnut Street.  They started late one evening as a walk to the convenience store for snacks, and maybe a good book to pass the next few nights with.  She hadn’t slept well the past few months, hadn’t slept at all the past few weeks, except in short violent bursts just before dawn.  She was tired of watching the midnight movie marathons, mostly B-movie rejects culled straight from the bargain basement of the trashy eighties, and the infomercials were pure insomniac hell.

      That night, an hour after starting toward the Sunset Mart she had awaken to her surroundings and realized two things, she had no idea where she was, and she was exhausted.  She could have curled up in the dew-damp grass of someone’s front yard and fallen asleep right then.  Instead she did a drunken about-face and walked back the way she had come.

      She stopped only to read the first street sign she saw.  It was the corner of Fair and 17th Street.  She had walked over a dozen blocks.  She wasn’t used to this much street running unbroken and straight.  Riverside was only a small city, but much larger than her hometown, Normal Hills.

      She forgot the snacks and walked home, then crashed until late the next afternoon without the help of her hated pills.

      While that long, uninterrupted sleep had been the greatest thing to happen to her in this new life, her post-Thomas-and-Alicia life, it had completely reversed her sleep cycle.  Shannon found it was a change she could live with.  Sleep during the day, take care of life’s mundane necessities in the evening, and spend her nights in a nocturnal parody of life.

      She had money, and the ability to make more when she needed it, so she was set.  All she needed was a place to crash and a good movie or book to keep her company.  That, and her night walks.  The exhaustion and the dreamless sleep she needed to do it all over again.
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      Shannon heard the music before she saw the playground.  It was a muffled, almost ethereal mixture of heavy metal and children’s laughter.  Her brother, Jared, had listened to heavy metal as a teenager.

      Her taste for what their father called the wild stuff had never been as wide or varied as Jared’s, but she recognized this tune.  It was Queen’s Stone Cold Crazy, but not Queen that was playing it.  Behind the heavy metal noise, and running through the fast beat and sandpaper rhythm like a scarlet thread, was the laughter of lunatic children.

      Shannon knew she should turn around, caution being the greater part of valor and all that shit, and just go back the way she had come.  Kids will be kids, she knew, and the safest thing to do when they got up to harmless mischief was to leave them alone.  Just stay the hell out of their way and let them wind down.

      Like I’m doing now, she thought.  Let them exorcise, or maybe just exercise, their demons and hope their better natures kick in before any real trouble starts.

      There was something fundamentally wrong about this though.  It was not the boisterous carousing of teenagers.  The voices behind the laughter were too young, the maniacal tittering of grade-school lunatics on a field trip to some carnival freak show.

      Can’t be, she thought.  You’re hearing things.  Just turn around and walk your ass back home.  It’s getting early, and you’re so fucking dead on your feet you’re hallucinating.

      Instead, she continued along the river, ear cocked toward the odd sound of toddler metal madness.  She wasn’t hallucinating.  There was a playground over there by the edge of the wild where all traces of the city ended.  A goddamn big one, and so old and neglected she couldn’t believe any parent would let their child play in it.

      The music and the laughter ebbed and swelled, ebbed and swelled.

      The playground was empty.

      A single voice, the voice of a haughty schoolyard queen, rose above the others.  She sounded eight, maybe nine years old, Alicia’s age.

      Stop it, a voice in her head screamed.  We are not going there tonight.  Not tonight, not ever!

      She tried to kill the thought as she approached the playground.  It quieted, falling back into the denied darkness of her subconscious, but it would not die.  It hung on, whimpering in the darkness where she could still hear it.

      That crazy music, ebbing and swelling, and the sound of muffled laughter, distorted into something horrible.

      It was Her voice, beautiful and frighteningly familiar, singing some nonsense hopscotch song, one of many in her repertoire.  Then she spoke to Shannon.

      “Why did you let him do it, mommy?  Where were you when he took me away?  Why didn’t you stop him?”

      The voice, Alicia’s voice, came from inside the playground, and from somewhere within her own head.

      It can’t be her, she thought coldly.  There’s no way it’s her, she’s dead.

      You don’t know that, they never found her body.  You don’t know she’s dead.

      Shannon ran toward the playground, stumbling through ankle-high grass and clumps of stinging thistles.  The music, the laughter, the screams of terror that she recognized only vaguely as her own, expanded.  The jumble of noise pulsed between her temples.

      “Alicia!”

      She passed a large wooden sign, Feral Park, and as she ran beneath the sign at the entrance that proclaimed The Playground of Dreams, the noise popped like a bubble and was gone.  Her momentum and the adrenaline pumping through her body carried her on.  She ran through to the heart of the playground, dodging obstacles, ducking one low-hanging rope bridge strung between a pair of wooden towers.  Her feet tangled in the cover of old graying wood chips and she landed, sprawled out in the sandbox a few feet away.

      She lay there for a minute, not hurt, but physically and emotionally drained.

      What the hell just happened to me?

      She didn’t understand the specifics, but the basics were clear enough.  She was having a walking nightmare.  She was losing her mind.

      When she felt she could trust her legs, she rose and brushed the dust from her jeans.  She remained as still as possible, silent, listening for the music, the laughter, or the voice, but the silence endured.  She looked around, eyes and senses wide open, but in the toy-crowded playground it was impossible to know if she was truly alone.  There were too many shadows, too many cubbyholes, too many hiding places.

      Behind her a rusty swing squeaked, nudged by the wind, or perhaps an unseen hand.  To her left, old wood groaned as if being relieved of some unseen burden.  Something moved in front of her.  A shadow that hadn’t been there a few seconds earlier snaked across the wood chip covered ground toward her.  She stumbled away from it in horror, and something grabbed her from behind.

      “Hey lady.”  A soft young voice, faint but clear, as if someone had come unnoticed behind her and whispered in her ear.

      Shannon spun around, a startled shriek escaping her lips.  She tasted fear, thick and salty, in the back of her throat.  She could feel, worse, could hear, the increasing tempo of her heart.  It pulsed irregularly, echoed by a pounding behind her eyes.

      No one was there.

      Something touched her ankle.

      She jerked away, striking something hidden in the darkness with her temple.  The low ringing sound suggested it was metal, but the ringing may have only been in her head.  For a second the playground was gone, and she was alone with the pain and a frightening sense of surrealism.

      Then the laughter started, like a white noise broadcast in the tender gray tissue between her ears.  It grew, its volume increasing like a radio that has been turned from one to ten, bringing her back to herself.  She opened her eyes and looked up into the dirty face of a young boy.  He was laughing too, but no sound came from his wide-stretched mouth.  It was in Shannon’s head with the rest of the sounds.

      A second later the face was gone.

      Shannon rolled onto her knees and rose.  Around her the shadows jumped, shifted, melted together like living pools of ink.  Some vanished just as she caught sight of them, only to reappear in the periphery of her vision.  Every swing, teeter-totter, and hanging length of rope was in motion.  The rope bridges above and around her bounced and swung violently.

      The noise of laughter grew and grew, again mixed with that distant music.

      Shannon stood, her fists pressed to her ears, an attempt to block out the noise.  It didn’t help.  She searched for the opening in the playground wall, the arched entrance she had come in through, found it, and bolted.  She glanced back as she ran and saw something following, a long serpentine shadow.  It picked up speed and size as it absorbed the smaller shadows in its path.

      Now Shannon could hear screams as well as the laughter, and realized they were her own.

      “Come back lady!  We wanna play!”

      Something flew past her, sailing only inches from her right ear.  It might have been a brick, but she couldn’t  be sure in the dark.

      “Nany-nany poo-poo, stick your face in doo-doo!”

      Something grabbed her upper arm as she ran.  It felt like tiny fingers, incredibly strong and with long fingernails that dug into her flesh like the teeth of an iron trap.  She went into a rough sideways spin, stumbling over her feet and landing hard on her ass.  The invisible thing lost its grip on her as she fell.  She tried to rise again.  The exit was only feet away.  The great shadow serpent, more like a shadow river now, was rushing ever faster.

      She scrambled and was grabbed again, this time the tiny iron trap hand closing around her ankle.

      “Damnit, let go!” she screamed and kicked at the invisible hand until it released her.

      “Ow!  Fuckin’ spoilsport!”

      She blundered to her feet, and fell down again as something large and solid struck her between the shoulder blades.  She made a choked oof sound and landed face first.

      “Get her!”

      She turned over onto her back in time to see the monstrous shadow stretch out wide and rear up like a cobra.  It came down on her legs and they disappeared from the thighs down.  All sensation below her waist ceased.

      She dug fruitlessly into the wood chips and dirt with the heels of her hands as it started to suck her in.

      “Catch the Bogey!”

      “Kill the Bogey!”

      “Cram a stick up its ass!”

      Then there was a scream, a sound of such honest terror that Shannon thought her heart might stop.

      Then it was over.  All was silent.  All was still.

      The shadow thing retreated and she had her legs back.

      She turned to the exit and saw a girl, a girl who reminded her so much of Alicia it hurt, staring past her slack faced.  The girl didn’t look anything like her missing daughter.  It was the clothes.  Faded Arizona blue jeans, pink canvas high-top shoes, pink t-shirt, and the small heart-shaped gold locket that hung around her neck.  The locket had a picture of Thomas, Alicia, and herself inside it.  The last time she had seen Alicia, she had been wearing those clothes.  Then the girl began to sag, her eyes rolling up to the whites, and she collapsed before the arched entrance.
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      There was this little rest stop on Washington Highway 129 at the bottom of the Rattlesnake Grade, just before the Oregon border.  I don’t remember the place’s name, but I do remember the glass front cooler beside the door in the dining area.  Its shelves were stacked with Styrofoam cups, and there was a Live Wurms sign taped to the door.  I had to re-read the sign to convince myself I’d read it right the first time.

      Wurms, just like in some old sword and sorcery novel.

      That was where I found the fat guy with the beard.
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      Jerry Conway sat at the booth nearest the Wurm cooler, alone, drinking a bottomless cup of coffee and taking minuscule bites of the greasiest hamburger he’d ever eaten.  When Jeffrey Linkin pushed through the door Jerry looked up at him, marking the man quickly before returning to his meal.

      Jerry hadn’t seen that man in over twenty years, but recognized him at once.

      Jeffrey was fatter than he’d been back then, and the years had softened what was once a great, solid looking tree trunk of a body into swinging flaps and rolls of flab.  His belly swung like a flesh pendulum beneath the hem of a stained and sweaty t-shirt.  His beard, once dark brown and closely cropped, was now light brown streaked with gray, grown half way down his mammoth chest.

      Jeffrey’s bulging, reddened eyes fell over Jerry for a moment before seeking out the woman behind the register.  He hadn’t recognized the old man, or the old car parked outside.  A woman, slightly shorter, slightly fatter, followed him inside, and the blessed silence died badly under a barrage of her complaints.

      “Shut the fuck up, woman.  Get us some worms,” Jeffrey said, dropping a slab of an arm on the counter and scanning the reader board.

      “You’re not gonna make me touch the slimy sum-bitches!”  Jeffrey’s woman turned and slammed belly first into the back of Jerry’s chair, crushing him against his table.  Coffee splashed over the side of his cup, wetting the table and his cold french fries.

      “Hey, watch it,” she squawked.

      “Got a problem, gramps?”  Jeffrey abandoned his perusal of the menu and strode toward Jerry.

      “No problem,” Jerry said once he’d recovered his lost breath.  He smiled politely at Jeffrey, then turned to the woman.  “Beg your pardon, ma’am.”

      The woman, not Jeffrey’s wife he saw, she wore no band, seemed satisfied.  She didn’t accept his apology, but contented herself with one last irritated look, before turning to the wurm cooler.

      Jeffrey stood over Jerry a moment longer, his steady, empty gaze as much a threat as his balled up fists.

      As a young man, Jeffrey had been handsome, could have passed for a young, fat Alan Alda, but the years and an undisciplined lifestyle had turned him ugly.  Just past forty, and his face was wrinkled, the skin rough and blotchy.  His nose was crooked and bulbous, busted capillaries wound across it and his cheeks like a spider’s web.

      Jerry saw the cashier in his periphery, watching Jeffrey warily as she stepped toward the wall-mounted phone.

      At last, Jeffrey’s fists relaxed, and he returned to the counter.

      Jerry finished his burger at his leisure, thanking the waitress when she returned to wipe up his spilled coffee and offer a refill.

      The silence that held before Jeffrey’s arrival did not return, his woman kept up a steady stream of chatter, which Jeffrey replied to with the occasional grunt.

      Much of what she prattled on about was pure, blithering nonsense, but what he could make sense of only confirmed what he already knew.

      They were taking advantage of the first hot summer days to camp and fish the Grand Ronde River.

      “Gotta drop a load.  Try not to fuck anyone while I’m gone.”  Jeffrey laughed at her caw of indignation and rose, not even glancing Jerry’s way as they passed each other, Jeffrey moving toward the door and the bathroom entrance around the side of the restaurant, Jerry on his way to the register to pay.

      The heat outside was like a hammer blow to the chest after the restaurant’s cool interior.

      Jerry walked to his car, the old Falcon that had taken him across so many miles, stopped beside it, and laid his hand over the hot metal of the hood.  It burned, but Jerry did not remove his hand.  He took in the pain like nourishment, closing his eyes against the glair of the afternoon sun.

      When he opened them again, the metal beneath his hand had changed; the faded and weathered blue now vibrant and glossy as it had been the day he bought it.  Sitting in the passenger seat, smiling and beckoning him, was the love of his life.  His Betty.

      Unable to accept this as he had the pain of hot metal beneath his hand, Jerry closed his eyes again.  When he opened them again, Betty was gone.  The upholstery of her empty seat was faded, torn, worn.  Cracks forked across the dash pad.  The paint was faded and chipped.

      The Falcon’s fresh off the lot days were well behind it, as were his.

      And Betty was no longer with him.

      Jerry walked to the east end of the restaurant building, shaded from the early afternoon sun, and stopped outside the bathroom door.

      He heard a grunt from within, then another sound too wet to be a fart.

      Jerry opened the door and stepped inside.

      A urinal and sink were crammed between the wall and the closed stall door.  Jerry saw his face in the cracked mirror over the sink and quickly looked away.

      “That you, thunder cunt?”  Jeffrey spoke from inside the stall, punctuating with another wet, splattering sound.  “That you baby?  Got a blumkin for papa?”

      Blumkin?

      Jerry pulled the stall door open, drawing a straight razor from his back pocket as he stepped inside.

      “What the fuck?”  Jeffrey shouted, more in surprise than anger, then grunted in pain when Jerry stomped on his foot, pinning it to the floor.

      Jerry grabbed a fistful of beard with his left hand and yanked up hard, lifting the man’s chin and exposing his throat.

      Before the fat man could make another sound, Jerry finished him.

      A single stroke opened the man’s fat throat, and the last of his breath whistled out through spraying blood.  Jerry jumped back in time to avoid most of it, only his his arms and the toes of his boots were splattered by the spray.

      The spraying tapered off to a flow, and the flow to a trickle.  The fat man’s pump finally gave up.

      Jerry bent down in front of Jeffrey’s blood drenched lap, slipped on a latex glove, and cringed as he reached beneath the man’s hanging gut and grabbed his penis.  A second slice with the razor severed it.  Jerry dropped it between the man’s thighs into the toilet bowl, straightened with a cringe, and flushed.

      He cleaned his spattered arms and  razor in the sink, then walked to the Falcon.

      He was gone before Jeffrey was missed.
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      I hadn’t thought about that car, or about Betty, in years.  I blocked it, I suppose.  Didn’t want to remember it.  Couldn’t cope with the memory of what happened that night so long ago.  Maybe it was my failing as a husband that pushed those memories back into the dungeons of my subconscious.  My ultimate failure as a husband and a man.

      My cowardice drove me to forget.

      Then all at once, long after my second marriage ended in divorce, well into my third bachelorhood and old age, the dreams started.

      They have not stopped.

      Those memories and images plague my waking hours, memories of my first bride, my only true love.  Betty.  Snapshot images of what happened that night, and the old Ford Falcon.
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      Lester Key was a short kid with a thin mustache and a letterman jacket, Jerry learned later that he’d stolen it from a high school football player at knifepoint because he liked the colors.

      Jerry found him in a little town outside of Boise, Idaho.  Mountain Home, it was called.  A small desert town, not a single mountain for miles.

      Lester was a salesman in a Ford dealership, of all places.

      Jerry cruised the lot until he found a parking spot, then killed the Falcon’s engine.  The digital ticker sign on the dealership’s sign alternated between a short list of the previous year’s models currently on sale – Unbelievable Deals on Brand New Wheels! – and the time and temperature, which was five fifteen PM and a whopping one hundred and ten degrees respectively.

      Sweat dripped from the tip of Jerry’s narrow nose as he stepped out of the Falcon.  It could have been a symptom if the sickness growing in him with such agonizing slowness, but it was probably just the heat.

      “I’ll be damned!  Look at that!”

      Jerry turned and saw a man walking toward him, his shape wavering with the heat that baked up from the blacktop.

      The salesman, lines of sweat streaking his face, gawked at the Falcon, then grinned at Jerry.  “Now that, sir, is an honest to God classic.”

      He stepped forward and took one of Jerry’s skeletal hands between his own, giving it a few vigorous pumps before dropping it and drawing away with barely masked disgust on his face.

      Jerry knew the look well.  It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it.  His skin was far too pale, with the sticky cold texture of dead fish, and there was far too little meat covering the bones beneath it.  The hands of a horror movie monster, or a corpse.

      Jerry couldn’t blame the man at all for the slight shudder and involuntary backward step.

      The salesman recovered quickly enough.  “You just don’t see too many of these old birds flying around anymore.  No one gave a damn about them once the Mustangs came out.  Now you can’t throw a rock without hitting an old Mustang, but the Falcon is one rare bird.”

      The man stepped aside and drew Jerry’s eyes to a row of new cars parked behind him with a gesture.  “The new Mustangs are something else though.  Nice lines and more balls than a nigger at a Klan rally.”

      He paused, giving Jerry a moment to appreciate an obviously well tested joke.  When Jerry didn’t laugh, he pushed on.  “I just thank God they didn’t try to remake the Pinto.”

      This time Jerry did smile, a pathetic imitation of good humor, and nodded his agreement.

      “So, what can I do you for?”  The man fell smoothly back into his pitch.  “Looking to trade up?  Maybe take a ride in the new and improved Mustang?”

      “Maybe,” Jerry allowed, but held up a withered hand, the salesman flinched back another step from it, to stop the man before he invested too much more energy in him.  “I’m here to see Lester Key.  A friend referred me to him.”

      The salesman’s Good-Golly Miss-Molly grin melted at the corners, melting wax in the late summer heat.  It passed briefly through stunned disbelief before landing smack-dab in fuck off and die country.  His stake in Jerry officially at an end, he dropped his routine and stalked back into the dealership’s glass faced reception area.  A moment later, Lester Key came out, seeming to wilt in the heat.

      Jerry knew him at once, could see the Lester of years past in the man’s tired face.  It was unsettling.  Jerry never knew when he was seeing things true anymore.  Stouter than he’d been as a young man, and without the pebble attempt at a mustache, but his face had not aged much in the decades since Jerry had seen him last.

      “Afternoon, Mr…”  Lester offered his hand, not seizing Jerry’s as his go-getter counterpart had, but waiting for Jerry to close the handshake.

      Jerry accepted the offered hand, but did not offer his name.

      “Lee Thomas recommended you,” Jerry said, throwing out the name of an old school friend, long departed for the greener pastures of the Seattle Metropolitan area.  As far as Jerry knew, his old chum had never been anywhere near Mountain Home.  “You sold him a car a few years back.”

      Lester grimaced through the handshake, but endured it.  He was honestly and openly perplexed, but accepted the story with a shrug.  “Don’t recall your friend, but I’d be more than happy to sell you a car.”

      “To be honest, I do like the looks of those new Mustangs, but I’d go for just about anything so long as it came with air conditioning.”

      Lester twitched his gaze to the Falcon for a fraction of a second before shielding his eyes to scan the lot.  Then, as if the old car had sunk hooks into him, working him like a marionette, his eyes snapped back to it.  His heat-flushed cheeks went ashy, and the sweat dried on his brow as if he’d gone suddenly cold.

      When he spoke to Jerry again, there was a tremor in his voice.  “Do I know you?”

      Jerry shook his head slowly, sudden moves often spawned headaches that lasted hours, and said, “No sir, but this isn’t the first time I’ve heard that question.  I guess I just have one of those faces.”

      Jerry smiled, and Lester returned the smile, but there wasn’t much comfort reflected in the gesture.

      “I’m partial to blue, if you have one in that color.”
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      This is not the same man, Jerry thought, feeling something closer to regret than pity tug at his old heart.

      Lester Key was a timid, awkward mouse of a man.  Jerry wondered how he made a living as a salesman.  There was little small talk as Jerry drove, and no sales pitch.

      “Mind if I take it out on the highway?” Jerry asked even as he entered the onramp to highway 84.

      Lester looked uncertain, uneasy.  He glanced at his wristwatch, then at Jerry.  Their eyes met for just a moment before Lester began to squirm in his seat.  They were already on the highway when he replied.

      “Sure, but we only have a quarter tank, so we can’t go far.”

      This felt like the bachelor’s equivalent of My wife is expecting me soon to Jerry, a way of telling Jerry to make it quick, while warning him that the Mustang didn’t have enough miles in it to bother stealing.

      Maybe I’m just reading too much into it.

      “We don’t need to go far,” Jerry assured him, offering up the harmless old man’s smile once more.

      “So, how long have you owned the Falcon?”

      “About a year,” Jerry said truthfully.  “Thought I might try to restore it, but my health isn’t so good these days, and it’s just too much work.”

      The late summer sun hung low on the western horizon, nearly blinding them.  Traffic on their stretch of desert highway was sparse.  Behind them, headlights flashed on, then off again.

      Jerry saw a sign ahead pointing the way to Bruneau Dunes, and eased his way onto the off ramp.

      “Ready to head back?” Lester asked.

      “Just about,” Jerry conceded.

      “Then have we sold you the Mustang?”

      “Just about,” Jerry said again, offering a slight nod.

      Jerry wasn’t impressed with the fancy new car.  It was comfortable, and cool, yes, but there were far too many gadgets in it.  It was fast and handled well, but it was such an impersonal piece of machinery.  A good automobile was a work of art.  This thing looked more like a spaceship than a car, something right out of Star Trek.

      They turned onto a patched and pitted two-lane road, putting the highway in his rear view mirror.  Far behind them, another car exited the highway, but otherwise they were alone.

      “Don’t know how much we can offer you for trade in on that old Falcon, but Steve had an eye on it.  You could probably get a better deal if you tried to sell it to him outright.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Jerry said, slowing as they approached a historical site pullout with the history of Bruneau Dune on a large sign.  Largest moving sand dune in North America, the sign proclaimed.

      “Excuse me?”  Lester’s confidence faltered.

      “The Falcon isn’t for sale,” Jerry elaborated, stopping in front of the sign.

      Before Lester could say another word, Jerry pulled his razor from his pocket and flipped the blade out.  Old age and cancer had made Jerry sick, and it had made him tired.  It gave him headaches and robbed him of his strengths, but it had not made them slow.

      Lester screamed as Jerry lunged at his, swiping the razor at his throat.  He raised his hands over his face, and Jerry’s blade opened him at the wrists.

      Jerry sliced again, and again, Lester swatting feebly at the blade.  New cuts opened on his palms and arms.

      Lester shrieked and bled, making a mess of the new Mustang’s clean interior.

      Tiring of the game, Jerry changed direction with his last lunge, aiming low and puncturing Lester’s belly, then unzipping the man’s guts with a single, upward slice.

      Lester moaned, sobbed nonsensicals, determinately stuffing his own guts back into his open cavity while Jerry unzipped his fly.

      His hands were already bloody, but Jerry pulled a latex glove out of his pocket and slipped it over his right hand.  He gripped Lester’s shriveled penis with his gloved hand, stretched it out, and cut it off.

      Holding Lester’s member out with two fingers like something dead, Jerry pulled the clean ashtray open, then dropped it inside and slid it shut.

      Lester opened the driver’s side door and fell to the dirt outside, but Jerry ignored him, carefully wiping down the steering wheel, stick shift, dash, and door handle with his bloody, gloved hand.  When he finished, the cab was painted with blood, but any fingerprints he might have been left would be spoiled.

      He wiped his blade clean on the passenger’s seat, and cringing with his many aches, climbed out of the Mustang.

      Lester had crawled several feet, leaving ropes of his own guts behind him, but was still now.

      Parked behind the new Mustang, the old Falcon idled.

      Empty, and waiting.
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      “Oh, how cute!”

      Jerry recognized the voice, but it took him a moment to place its owner.  The neighbor girl, the fairer half of the young couple who lived next door to him.  “Look at Mr. Conway.”

      You could assume, as I did, that she was referring to the Falcon rather than its owner.  Let me tell you, there’s nothing at all cute about a sick, scrawny, seventy-plus old man with a bad back rolling around on the concrete beneath his car.

      Seventy-plus going on ninety, thanks to our friend, The Big C.

      I was honestly surprised she even knew my name.  I had only spoken to them a few times in the months they lived next to me, and only in passing.  Good morning, beautiful day, things of that nature.

      Her man grunted, dismissal, disinterest, admiration, it was hard to tell.  He was a classic car guy, but his taste was more in the line of hotrods, like his 67’ Barracuda.

      A moment later the very same ‘Cuda roared to life, then laid rubber out of their driveway.

      That kid knew his cars.  That ‘Cuda was a real nice ride.

      I took a short rest, laying the back of my head against the cool concrete, and waited for my muscles to quit throbbing.

      It was late spring, a year before the summer of Jeffrey Linkin and Lester Key.  I’d driven the Falcon home only a month earlier, but kept it inside the garage.  It was the first any of my neighbor’s saw it.

      The Falcon was in running condition, but just barely.  The interior, still mostly original, was a mess.  Someone had replaced the old 144 straight six engine and original Ford-O-Matic transmission with a slightly newer 170 straight six and C4 trany.  Both were leaking profusely, I had to lay down towels under it to keep the spilt fluid and oil mess to a minimum.

      The carburetor was out of tune, the suspension in ruins, bushings and shocks blown, but the body and chassis were straight as an arrow.

      I worked on the Falcon every day, draining my savings to pay for hard to find salvage and mail order parts.  I worked on it most nights too, when the fear of dreaming kept me awake and my midnight blues set in.

      Midnight Blues.  Betty’s favorite old blues song.

      I smiled and closed my eyes for a moment, not sleeping, but daydreaming of sleep.

      Working on the Falcon soothed me.  It was like being with her again.  Besides, what else is a retired English teacher going to do with his spare time?  Read?  I’ve read all my old books a dozen times over the years, and there was nothing new worth reading.

      That was the first decent, warm spring day of the year.  Sunny, clear, with birdsong and the industrious sounds of a neighborhood come to life after its winter hibernation.

      I had accomplished a lot by then, but still had more to do.

      I was replacing the missing transmission inspection plate that morning, still without any clear idea of why I’d undertaken the expensive restoration to begin with.  I hadn’t taken it out of the driveway since bringing it home, and didn’t really plan to.  I still had my driver’s licensed, but hadn’t registered the Falcon, and hadn’t planned to.  I hadn’t driven my last car much in the previous few years.  I preferred the buss.

      Something compelled me, that’s all I knew, and so I did it.  An old man’s nostalgia maybe, driven by buried memories only recently unearthed in uneasy dreams.  Maybe it was the thing growing in my brain, messing with the wiring up there.

      My motivation didn’t interest me much.  It was a triviality, nothing more.  If there was any real reason for doing it beyond sentimentality or sickness, it had not declared itself to me yet.

      It was a way to pass the time, and better than frumping around the house, watching bad television programs, or waiting for my daughter, a child of my first marriage, to call.  She never does.

      “Hey, mister!”

      This voice I didn’t recognize, so I ignored it.

      “Hey you, under the car!”

      Clenching the final plate bolt in my hand, I slid out from under the raised front end and sat up.  My back ached, my arms throbbed, and my head pounded.  Once this job was finished, I would take a long, medicated nap.

      I caught my reflection in the Falcon’s chromed front bumper and almost laughed.  Old motor oil coated my face and hands.  I looked like a bad blackface actor in an old movie.

      The boy was ten, give or take, scrawny, with bushy brown hair and glasses perched crookedly on his nose.  His clothes, a white t-shirt and faded blue jeans, were grass stained.  The boy was familiar, but only vaguely.

      “Need your lawn mowed?”

      I looked over the front yard briefly, and yes, it was a little overgrown.  Not bad, it was still early spring, but if I hadn’t been occupied with other things I would have done it myself already.

      To tell the truth, it was refreshing to see a young man earning his coin instead of sitting in front of the idiot-tube, though I suspected the boy’s work ethic had more to do with the man behind the wheel of the nearby truck than ambition.

      I knew shirtsleeve poor when I saw it.

      “Why not,” I said rising slowly to accommodate my griping back.  “How much do you charge?”

      The boy eyeballed the front yard.  “Fifteen for the front.  I’ll have to see the back to say.”

      A little steep I thought, but what the hell do I know?  I had only earned a quarter per yard at his age.

      “Just the front,” I said.  I could do the back yard myself for the prices he charged, but I’d give him fifteen for the front.  A working kid deserves a break.

      He mowed while I finished with the inspection plate, ensuring my transmission wouldn’t go to pieces over something as minor as a piece of gravel.  That was the last of the dirty work.  Everything from there on out, from replacing the upholstery and cracked dash pad to cleaning the rust off the rear quarter panels, was mostly cosmetic.

      The old Falcon ran about as good as I could make it run.

      I went indoors to wash up in the kitchen, and watched the boy finish his work from the window over the sink.

      The boy seemed not just vaguely familiar now, but very familiar.  Still, I couldn’t remember how I knew him.

      I grabbed a cold soda for the boy.  I didn’t drink them, the carbonation killed my stomach, but I kept them around for my daughter’s rare visits.  While I put my tools away and backed the Falcon off the tire ramps, the boy finished.

      “Nice car, mister,” he said, but the expression on his face clearly belied the compliment.  It was the look of a man who is trapped in an elevator with a bad fart, and is trying hard not to shame the farter.

      Maybe he was trying to be polite, even in this day and age there are a few polite children, or maybe he was angling for a tip.

      The cold soda would have to do for a tip.  Fifteen dollars was quite enough pay for the pitiful square of grass the boy had cut.

      While I paid the boy, his father stowed the mower in the bed of his truck.

      He was very tall, six and a half feet at least, gangly, with an uncombed mop of brown hair.

      His hair was longer than the last time I had seen it, and thinner.  His face had not changed much.  It was whiskery, bland, forgettable, except for that one crazy eye that always seemed to stare somewhere over your left shoulder.

      “You okay mister?”

      I wasn’t sure if I was or not, and couldn’t have answered anyway.  Seeing that face again was like a blow to the chest, stealing my breath.

      Next to me, the Falcon started.  Not the choppy cough and hum of an old engine comfortable with its downgraded role in the automotive world, tired, but still happy to serve.  It was the full-throated roar of a street rod, ready and anxious to eat pavement.  It lurched forward, stopping at the end of my driveway, its horn beeping.

      The man, Al Killroe, screamed, scrambling backward, away from the Falcon.

      He looked as if he’d seen a ghost.

      A very angry ghost.

      Then he looked at me, his eyes popping wide in our shared recognition, and fled back to his truck.

      The boy, Al’s son, ran too.  His soda spilled to the blacktop as he struggled to boost himself inside.

      They sped away, before he’d managed to close his door.

      Beside me, the Falcon gave one last blast from its horn, then quieted, the engine dying.

      I parked the Falcon back in the garage, pulling the battery cables before rolling the door down and stepping inside my house.  I spent the rest of the day frumping around the house, watching bad television programs, and sitting in my easy chair, thinking about something that wasn’t quite fate, but was almost like it.

      It was a textbook term I’ve heard from a few pseudo-intellectuals from my old school’s science department, more philosophy than science.

      Synchronicity.

      The quantum physicists believed in it anyway.

      I myself was beginning to wonder.

      The dreams, the memories, the Falcon.  Then, out of nowhere after three decades, the man.

      Al Killroe.

      Everything coming together at once.

      I fell asleep sitting in my old, sprung chair and dreamed of cruising in the old Falcon when it, and I, were still fairly new, and Betty still cruised beside me.

      When I awoke later that night …
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      When Jerry awoke, he was sitting behind the Falcon’s steering wheel, parked in the furthest, darkest corner of a scuzzy roadside bar parking lot.  Bad country karaoke poured from the front doors like stale beer as people came and went, arriving in singles or as part of large groups, leaving mostly in pairs.

      I can’t remember the last time I saw so many ugly belt buckles and big cowboy hats.

      Jerry sat quietly for a while, trying to remember how and when he’d come to this place.

      The why of it was perfectly obvious.

      Parked fifty feet away in a row of cars hidden from the highway by a neon billboard, was a familiar pickup truck.

      The neon lettering on the billboard identified the cowboy karaoke dive as Stateline Saloon.

      Stateline, an area spanning a few miles of Idaho’s northern border with Washington, was nearly a hundred miles from his home.

      Jerry glanced at the fuel gauge and saw the needle resting just below the half tank mark.  No more or less than that morning when he’d driven it out of the garage.

      Another mystery for another time, Jerry decided.

      The object folded in his hand, smooth wooden handle and cold steel.  He knew exactly what it was and what he was going to do with it.

      His shaving razor.

      Clutching the razor in his right hand, Jerry stepped from the Falcon and walked to Al Killroe’s truck, keeping as much as he could in the shadows.

      For a moment, it seemed, he had the parking lot to himself.

      Jerry tried the passenger door, found it unlocked, and swung it wide.  The front of Al’s dual cab looked like someone had upended a dumpster inside it.  Fast food wrappers, empty cigarette boxes, soda cans, and an assortment of odd trash littered the floor and front passenger seat.  The dual cab’s back seat was better, so Jerry slid into it, closed the door behind him, and lay down on his side.

      He dozed.

      Sometime later, two minutes or two hours, could have been either, Jerry awoke.  Voices outside, a man and a woman.

      Arguing, angry.

      “Go fuck yourself!”  The woman’s voice offered this suggestion, and cut Al’s comeback short by slamming her car door between them.

      The sound of an engine firing up, the glow of headlights washing over Al’s truck, then a gradual return to darkness as she left him behind.

      Jerry waited, tense muscles aching.

      Then at last the door opened and light flooded the cab.

      Jerry expected Al to discover him immediately, but the man did not.

      He was far too drunk, and only just managed to tumble through his open door and drag himself inside.

      Long seconds passed, and Jerry thought the man had passed out.

      A shame.  That was not how Jerry wanted this to happen.  Jerry wanted Al to see him, wanted him to be awake and aware.

      The sound of retching, the acrid, sour smell of puke filled the cab, and Al sat up with a groan, pulling the door shut as he fumbled the keys.

      The cab’s dome light winked out, and Jerry rose.

      Al fired the engine, reached for column shifter, and froze when he saw Jerry’s face in the rear view mirror.

      The buzz and hum of the truck’s CD player spinning a disc, then music filled the cab.  Not country but something hellishly loud and incomprehensibly fast.  The singer screamed the song’s lyrics.

      Al screamed along with them.

      Jerry grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair, yanked back, and flipped the blade from the razor’s handle.

      Al’s eyes , Jerry could see them reflected back at him in the rearview mirror,  followed the razor’s progress toward his throat until it passed from his field of vision.

      Jerry had a moment to wonder when he had last sharpened the blade, but needn’t have worried.  The edge parted the skin of Al’s throat and sliced through his cables with surprising ease, nicking something that might have been Al's vertebrae as he finished the stroke.

      Blood sprayed the truck’s windshield and dashboard in dark fans.

      Jerry held Al’s head firmly against the headrest, letting the open wound bleed out until he was positive the job was finished.  Before leaving, he unbuckled the dead man’s pants, grimacing in disgust as he pulled out the man’s penis.

      He cut it off at the base of the shaft, and before leaving wiped down every surface, he might have touched with a greasy napkin from the floor.

      Jerry spun the cap off the truck’s diesel tank and pushed Al’s penis down its throat.

      The bar started to empty as Jerry crossed the parking lot, the pack’s drunken chorus of singing, shouts, and laughter overcoming Al’s hideous music.

      Jerry weaved between staggering drunks and badly parked cars, and just before trading the gravel and dust of the parking lot for the highway’s blacktop, the Falcon’s lights winked out.

      When they lit up again a second later, he was pulling into his own driveway
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      Cancer moves slowly in the old, or so the doctors tell me.  After almost two years of walking around with this thing in my head, I’m inclined to believe them.  I’m getting sicker and weaker by slow degrees, but I’m still getting older too, so who’s to say it’s the cancer killing me?

      The bottom line is, at this point old age is as likely to kill me as the tumor in my brain.

      The things the doctors do blame the tumor for are my frequent bouts with insomnia and the clarity with which old memories now come back to me.  They liken these flashes to hallucinations.  They feel more like trips back in time to me.

      Worse than the sleeplessness and hallucinations, if that’s what they are, are the blank moments.  Sometimes only minutes or hours, other times complete days.

      That thing in my head is screwing things up, shorting my brain out one synapse at a time.

      During one of my blank spells, the longest clocking in at over a week, the young couple next door moved out and a single, middle-aged man replaced them.  Also during this blank time, the Falcon’s torn upholstery was restored, and the cracked dash pad replaced.  During another, the Falcon’s old AM radio started working again.

      After yet another, only a few hours long by the time on the digital watch I’d taken to wearing to clock my blank spells, I awoke sitting behind the Falcon’s steering wheel.  The cracked and darkened enamel under my hands looked new again, a flawless, clean white.

      I was whispering a name over and over again.

      Patrick Miles.

      The first road sign I passed identified the dark stretch of road as Montana state highway 90.  A mile later there was another welcoming me to Livingston.  Livingston, Montana was a nine-hour drive from my home.

      Patrick Miles.

      Somehow, I was not at all surprised that I knew exactly where to find him.

      The Falcon had told me.
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      The old blue Falcon wound an almost random path through Livingston’s business and residential districts.  After a half-hour of blind cruising, Jerry found himself on a dark street at the far end of town.  Old houses lined the littered streets, a few abandoned and on the verge of total ruin.  The street dead-ended in a gravel cul-de-sac where Jerry turned around, then parked.  He turned his headlights off and waiting.

      A half-block away, a young woman pulled laundry from a clothesline.  She wore a simple white dress white dress with a black scarf and boots.  Black hair fell down her shoulders and over her forehead in waves, and her pale skin seemed to glow in the light from her front porch.  Even from a half-block away, Jerry saw her bright red lips.  Full lips, lips that could steal a man’s heart and sanity with a single kiss.

      Jerry knew if he were close enough to see the color of her eyes, they would be the bright and striking pale blue of arctic ice at sunrise.  He had first seen that color one summer working on a fishing boat in Alaska.  The second time was when he’d first looked into her eyes.

      Betty’s eyes.

      Only the strangeness of the surrounding neighborhood convinced Jerry this was not another waking dream.  He had never before been to Livingston, Montana.

      Then the headlights came, blinding, burning away the image of the woman at her clothesline.  The sulfur stink of the man’s rattletrap truck preceded him, and just when Jerry wondered if the man meant to ram the Falcon, he turned left, vanishing through a part in the trees, toward the river on Livingston’s southern border.

      Jerry waited another five minutes, watching the woman pull laundry from her lines and pile it into a wicker basket, then followed the truck down a narrow dirt path, the Falcon’s headlights turned off.

      Patrick’s truck idled at the end of a concrete boat ramp, only feet away from the water’s edge.  The thing sounded tired, an abused thing nearing the end of its life.  Its headlights lit the water.  Patrick sat in a folding chair in front of it, a beer in one hand and a fishing rod in the other.

      If Patrick had heard the Falcon’s approach, and with his own truck still running Jerry didn’t think he had, he gave no notice.  Some sixth sense alerted him to the presence of another though, and he turned to see Jerry walking beside the concrete ramp toward him.

      “Hey now,” Patrick greeted, cheerily enough.  He raised his beer hand in salute, then finished the can off in a long, sloppy gulp before dropping it to the dirt beside another just like it.

      “Evening,” Jerry said.  “Good night for a fishing trip.  Any luck?”

      “Yep,” Patrick said, squinting in Jerry’s direction, half blinded by the truck’s lights.  He held up an empty fish stringer and smiled.  “It’s all bad luck though.”

      Jerry returned his smile.  “Bad luck indeed.”

      Patrick waved it off and traded the stringer for a fresh beer from the cooler beside his chair.  “Not the point anyhow.  Gettn’ away from folks and enjoying the peace of the river is what’s it’s all about.  The fish are only a bonus.”

      Jerry nodded, started forward again.

      “Join me?”  Patrick held out the beer to Jerry, and the old man paused for a moment, almost startled.

      “Thanks for the offer,” he said at last.  “Have to decline though.  Had some bad health the past few years.  I had to give up my vices.”

      Jerry stopped behind the man, his scrawny frame blocking some of the glair.

      Patrick popped the top on the can’s tab and took a long drink.  “I’ll have one for both of us then.  You come here to kill me too?”

      Jerry said nothing, just stood, folded straight razor cupped in his palm.

      “Eh, sure you did.  Didn’t think nothin’ of Al getting his clock punched, somebody was gonna do it eventually.  When I heard about Jeffrey, I had to wonder a little.  He never had the brains God gave a box of rocks, that guy.  Loved trouble, but it got me thinking about old times.”

      He tipped the can back again, drank deeply, then dropped the empty can.

      “Then there was little Lester.  Lester the Molester, we called him back in school.”  Patrick chuckled.  “He went straight, stayed out of trouble.  When I heard about Lester, I figured it couldn’t be long until you came for me too.”

      “How’d you know it was me?”  Not a denial, just curiosity.  Jerry tightened his grip on the razor’s handle.

      “Who the fuck else?”  Patrick gave Jerry a look of mild contempt.  Do I look like an idiot?

      He turned back to the water and reeled his line in.

      “Why though?”  Patrick set his fishing rod aside and turned slightly in his chair to regard Jerry.  “After all these years I mean.  Why now?”

      “Couldn’t say,” Jerry said.

      Patrick shrugged, a gesture that seemed to say what the hell does it matter anyway?  “I haven’t forgotten what I did to …”

      “Don’t you dare say her name.”

      Patrick chuckled.

      “Still sore after all these years?  I ain’t forgotten what I done.  Lord knows I tried, but I can’t.  Things like that didn’t seem like a big deal when I was a kid, but it looks like I’ve grown a conscious.”  He popped the top on another beer.  “It true you cut off their pricks?”

      Jerry nodded, edged a thumb onto the flat of the blade.

      “Well, much as I deserve it, I can’t let it happen that way.”

      Jerry stepped forward, flipping the razor open with a flick of his wrist, then stopped.

      Patrick’s fishing rod hand suddenly held a gun.

      Patrick raised the gun to his temple without another word.

      Behind Jerry, the Falcon revved, flashed its lights, honked.

      Startled at the fatal moment, Patrick’s hand flinched as he pulled the trigger, and the shot that should have taken the top of his head off tore his face off.  His eyes and nose vanished in a spray, leaving a dripping ruin where they had been.

      The blast toppled Patrick sideways out of his chair.  His shrieks rang painfully in Jerry’s head.  Somewhere in the distance, a dog howled in reply.

      Horrified, but determined to finish the night’s work, Jerry knelt over Patrick, pinning his flailing arms beneath his knees.  He plucked the gun from Patrick’s hand, then brought the razor to his throat.

      “Drop the gun!”  A voice sounded from the darkness behind them.  “Drop it now!”

      Jerry searched for the source of the voice, but couldn’t find it.

      A blast sounded, the slug kicking up dirt and concrete chips before buzzing off across the river.

      Hope no one was over there.

      Jerry tossed the gun aside before the fool could throw another slug.

      The man stepped from the darkness, his pistol trained on Jerry.

      “Don’t you fucking move,” he said, dialing out on the cell phone in his other hand.

      Jerry palmed the razor again as the man closed in, legs tensed to spring or sprint.

      “Yes, I’m at the south-east sportsman’s access.  Someone’s shot.  I have the shooter.”  The man paused, looked past Jerry.  “Send an ambulance too.  I think the guy is still alive.”

      Jerry shifted his gaze back to Patrick, and yes, the man was still alive.  His screaming had stopped.  His breath came and went in short, sharp gasps.  His whole body trembled.

      “Enjoy the show, you filthy old bastard?  Like looking at other men’s wives?”

      The Falcon revved, distracting the man for a second.  Not long enough for Jerry to think about moving though, so he didn’t try.

      “Filthy, sneaking old cocksucker,” now that the shock of discovery was fading Jerry could see real rage in the man’s eyes.  “You like what you saw?”

      Jerry said nothing.  He had enjoyed it, and this man knew it.

      “Be a few more minutes before the cops show.  More’n enough time to pop you between the eyes and put that gun back in your hand.”

      The man meant to do it too, Jerry could see it in his eyes.

      The Falcon roared forward, skirting the old truck, headlights blazing to life.

      The man spun around, firing a shot in reflex, Jerry shouted in outrage when he heard the slug pierce metal, and the Falcon ran him down.

      His screams ended abruptly as the front wheel veered onto his head, squashing it like a melon.  It came to a stop with its chromed bumper touching the truck’s fender.

      For a moment Jerry stood, facing the Falcon.

      The headlights dimmed slightly, then brightened again.

      Patrick moaned, and Jerry returned to the business of the night.

      Crouching over the man once more, Jerry drew the razor and placed it on Patrick’s throat.

      Patrick whispered.

      Keeping the razor close to his throat, Jerry leaned closer to listen.

      “Watch your ass,” the dying, faceless man whispered.  “Macker knows too.”

      Jerry finished him with a single stroke of the razor, and while the man bled out, unzipped his fly and pulled his pants town to his knees.

      The Falcon seemed to growl in approval.

      When he was finished, Jerry threw Patrick’s penis as far out into the water as he could, and rose again to find the Falcon’s passenger door standing open.

      It honked, once, and Jerry climbed in.  The door closed itself behind him.  Before he could slide into the driver’s seat, the Falcon moved on its own.

      It backed in a tight arch, throwing a rooster tail of dirt as it passed the idling truck and tore down the trail.

      Lights appeared ahead, a steady blinding white and strobing blue and red.

      “Stop the vehicle now and exit with your hands up!”

      The Falcon sped up and Jerry watched in shock as the accelerator flattened to the floor.

      “Stop now!”

      “Easy now, old girl.”  Jerry’s voice tremored.  He braced a hand against the dash, preparing for impact.

      The Falcon honked once, as if in reply, then flashed its brights at the officers.

      Two shots fired in almost perfect unison as the Falcon’s headlights went dark.

      Jerry waited, eyes squeezed shut, waiting for the impact of steel on steel and lead on flesh.

      The impact did not come.

      The Falcon, slowed, then stopped.

      When Jerry opened his eyes again he was parked in his own garage, holding the dashboard in a death grip.

      The Falcon’s engine purred.
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      For a few seconds I only sat there, feeling the usual sense of dislocation.  My body and senses were in the garage with the Falcon, but my mind was still somewhere in Montana, rushing headlong toward death at the hands of Livingston’s finest.

      My heart hammered in my ears, my head pounded.  I felt woozy, sleepy.

      My eyes slipped shut.  I forced them open and found Betty sitting beside me in the driver’s seat.

      Her head drooped, her eyes slipped shut.

      Panic flared and I lunged across the cab, over a seat where Betty no longer sat, and turned off the ignition.

      Carbon monoxide poisoning had already affected me, but I had the strength left to open the door and slide out onto the cool concrete of the garage floor.  I crawled to the garage door, clawed my way up the wall, and hit the open button.

      Once outside in the open air, I collapsed.  It was several long moments before my head cleared and my legs would support me again.  When I was able to stand again, I looked into the garage, and saw back in time.
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      Jerry took in the scene, a horribly familiar one, with welling dread.  It was the same garage, but with subtle differences.  The workbench was clean and organized, rarely used and always put back in perfect order when he did use it.  Boxes of Christmas ornaments stacked against the far wall bore dust, but not the signs of seasons upon seasons of age that would darken the cardboard in years to come.  The garage was clean, the colors somehow brighter and sharper.

      The Falcon, Midnight Blues Betty called it after her favorite old blues song was also clean and in near new condition despite the years it already had on it.  The paint was vivid, the color of a clear evening sky rather than the darker hue of midnight, but that didn’t matter to Betty.  The car was Midnight Blues, that was all.

      The sickening stink of exhaust overcame the fresh cut summer grass, blades of which still clung to his pants.

      Is that what I was doing while she killed herself?  Mowing the lawn?

      He’d forgotten that.

      He’d forgotten a great many things, but they were all coming back to him now in his twilight.  The midnight blues at the end of a life he’d grown weary of years before.

      Jerry, a much younger Jerry free from the aches and cripples of old age, sprinted to the Falcon’s driver side door, yanked it open, and pulled his wife out.

      “Betty!”

      She did not respond.  Didn’t even acknowledge him.

      He slapped her face, shook her.  “Betty!”

      He knew she couldn’t hear him.  She was already gone.
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      I don’t know if I shouted right out loud, but I think I must have.  My throat burned and my eyes stung with fresh tears.  The same tears that had fallen over three decades ago, and never once since.

      I knelt at the open door, a weak old man in the grip of a devastating total recall.

      The Flacon idled.

      We aren’t finished yet, Jerry ... more to do still .

      Fresh air wafted in from the open bay door, diluting the stale and deadly atmosphere.

      A circle of cold steel pressed against the back of my head.

      “Hey there old guy,” Macker said, crouching down beside me.  “Been get’n ‘round, haven’t you?  Been out settling a few old scores?”

      “I have,” Jerry said.  “Down to one by my count.”

      A short moment of complete silence, then, “You got Pat?”

      “I did.”

      “Well now, looks like I came just in time then.”

      Macker stood, holding the barrel of his gun against the base of Jerry’s skull and pulling the old man up with his free hand.

      “I feel like cruisin’.”
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      It took me a long damned time to track down the old Falcon, old Midnight Blues, but I finally found her.  Not just another Falcon, but the same one, using the VIN number from the owners manual I found after searching through boxes of decades of mortgage statements and pay stubs.  Thanks to my local library and the modern miracle of the Internet, I tracked it to its latest registered owner, only forty-five miles away in Orofino, Idaho.

      Old Midnight Blues had been all over the country since I got rid of her thirty years ago, following Betty’s suicide, but she ended up almost exactly where she started.

      When I bought her back, she was sitting in a backyard littered with junk cars

      “Gonna have to tow it yourself,” the man, a backyard mechanic with a penchant for old cars, told me.  “Ain’t run in a few years.  I was getting ready to part it out when you called.”

      I ignored the man and slid into my familiar seat.  When I turned the key, the ignition chattered and the engine coughed, but it didn’t start.  The second time I tried, it did.

      “I’ll be dipped in shit,” the man marveled.

      Bill of sale tucked into my breast pocket, I moved the column shifter into reverse, and Midnight Blue responded, albeit reluctantly.

      “Hey, what about that?”  He pointed to the Oldsmobile I’d driven to his house.

      “Title’s in the glove box.  Keys in the ignition,” I said, and pulled away.  “It’s all yours.”

      I hadn’t planned to do it, but after sitting in Midnight Blues again, when she ran for me, I didn’t want to look at the Olds again.  It felt like the last of my good days had been waiting for me in the cab of the Falcon, just waiting for me to return.
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      Jerry drove for a half-hour, maybe a little longer while Stephen “Macker” McDornell kept the gun trained on him and barked directions.  Macker could have spared the effort.  Jerry knew exactly where they were going.

      Jerry didn’t know whether it was pure coincidence, Macker giving away his own sick sense of nostalgia, or Midnight Blues getting into his head, but it hardly mattered.

      “The scenic spiral highway,” Macker reminisced.  “Lovers Lookout.  Best view in the city.”

      He tapped the barrel against Jerry’s cheek and laughed.

      Jerry ignored him, slowed for the coming switchback.

      The spiral highway climbed the mountain north of the city in a series of steep stretches and sharp switchbacks.  Near the top was the scenic overlook with a fantastic view of the city.  Best viewed at night, Lover’s Lookout was a nighttime destination for couples of all ages

      “Almost there my man,” Macker said.  “Back to the scene of the crime.  Or party.  All depends on how you choose to remember it.”

      Jerry heard this all but let it flow over him.  A small voice spoke somewhere in the back of his mind.  It spoke with perfect confidence.

      The voice of Midnight Blues.

      Jerry drove on with Macker occupying Betty’s seat.

      Back to the scene of the crime.
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      Lover’s Lookout.  Best view on the city.

      It was the place Betty and I lost our virginity to each other in the back of my father’s 55’ Studebaker.  It was the place I asked her to marry me four years and three breakups later.

      It was the place she always said yes to me.

      It was our anniversary, and what better place to end the night than Lover’s Lookout.

      There was a pickup parked nearby, but there were always broken down cars on the grade.  No one else was around.

      We parked for a while, talked, pointed out where we thought our house was amid the galaxy of lights below.

      Betty asked me to take a picture of her next to Midnight Blues, the city lights below a perfect backdrop, so I backed up to the edge of the pullout while she posed on the back of the Falcon.

      I never got the shot.

      I remember Betty’s scream, then a dull buzzing invaded my head.  My next memory is of laying face down in the gravel, a fist curled into my hair and a knee pressing hard against my back, pinning me to the ground.

      Let me up, I tried to say, but all that got out was a groan.  He heard me, laughed.

      “You can party later pops.  It’s our turn.”

      “Come on Macker.  Let him watch at least.”

      “Why the hell not,” said the man pinning me to the ground, and yanked my head back.

      They had Betty on her back, one man, Lester, holding onto one arm, and another, Jeffrey, the fat guy with the beard, holding the other.  Patrick stood by and watched, a grin splitting his pimply teenager’s face.

      Al lay over her, his pants bunched around his ankles, pushing in and out.  In and out.

      Betty cried.

      The Falcon rocked back and forth to the tempo of her rape.

      I screamed, fighting to break loose, but Macker was too strong.

      “Move your fuzzy ass!”  Jeffrey, straining to keep her arm pinned.

      When Al finished, Jeffrey took his turn.

      Then Lester had his turn, the others laughing at him when he went limp inside her and couldn’t finish.

      Then Patrick.

      Betty had quit struggling by then.  I didn’t know if she was dead or passed out.  A part of me wished she were dead.  Better that than to survive and have to live with the memory.  Maybe she had just gone to some better place in her mind, a temporary escape.

      At last, the hand gripping my hair released me, and the knee pinning me to the ground eased up.

      Full of anger, full of fear, full of rage, I screamed and pushed myself from the ground.

      Macker was there to block my way.

      “Ain’t your turn yet, slick.”

      His boot swung forward, connecting with my face in an explosion of pain, bright white fading to yellow, fading to red, violet, midnight blue, then black.

      When I regained consciousness, Macker was on top of her, grunting like an ape with each forward thrust while the others stood by, passing a joint and cheering.

      I couldn’t stand, so I dragged myself forward.  When I tried to push myself up I blacked out, and when I opened my eyes again, they were gone.

      Betty sat alone in the Falcon, weeping.

      The blood on the Falcon’s trunk looked black in the moonlight.
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      Jerry pulled into the scenic overlook and parked a few feet from the new fence erected around the drop-off.
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      The police found the men, the boys.  None of them over seventeen, all of them drunk and stoned to the moon.

      A judge convicted them all of rape, throwing Macker an extra few years for assault.

      None of them did more than ten years in prison.

      Betty was dead, a suicide, by the end of their first year.
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      “Hop out partner!”  Macker sounded cheery, almost excited.

      When Jerry didn’t move at once, Macker popped him on the back of his head with his free hand.  “Move it old guy!  Gotta get this party started!”

      Jerry smiled.  The voice spoke inside his head.

      “Yes sir,” Jerry agreed.  “It’s party time.”

      Even as he reached for the door handle, it levered up on its own and swung open.  He heard a click-creek as Macker opened his own door.

      Jerry rose, turned to watch Macker.

      Macker never made it out of the Falcon.  A single foot touched the ground, a single hand, his gun hand, made it through the open door.

      The door slammed shut hard enough to shake Midnight Blues.  Beneath the slamming sound was a crunch, like snapping twigs.  Or breaking bones.  The bleating horn mixed with Macker’s shrieks of agony, creating a single nightmare chorus.

      He pulled at the handle again, but the door lock snapped down.  Macker gave a wrench on his trapped hand, and it came free with a sinewy tearing.  Blood poured from Macker’s shortened fingers as he turned and lunged for the driver’s seat.  The seatbelt slithered over his lap and clicked closed, tightening around his waist, flattening his middle age paunch.  Tightening until it doubled him over in his seat.

      The open driver’s door jerked out of Jerry’s hand, slamming into his scrawny chest and knocking him to the ground.  Then it slammed shut, sealing Macker inside.

      The trapped man leaned sideways, stretching for the key in the ignition.  His face was livid with pain, his eyes bugging in panic.  He screamed, but no sound escaped the Falcon.  He reached the key, turned and pulled it from the ignition.

      The Falcon’s engine purred.

      Jerry rose, clutching his bruised chest, and his last image of Macker was a screaming, doomed man, punching the window with his remaining fist.

      Midnight Blues backed slowly to the edge of the road, revved its engine, then surge forward.  Its headlights brightened, brightened, brightened until midnight on Lover’s Lookout became noon bright.

      Jerry shielded his eyes against the glair, squinting at the Falcon’s last suicide run.

      Midnight Blues plowed through the fence, roaring into the abyss.

      For a moment, it seemed to hang, suspended in a corona of bright white light.

      Then it fell.

      Jerry ran to the edge, hanging onto a bent fencepost as he peered over the edge.

      Midnight Blues was gone.
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      I was relieved it was over, but disappointed.  I felt no sense of completion, no sense of justice.  They were all gone now, but Betty was still raped, still ruined.  She was still dead, and I was still alone.

      I waited for Midnight Blues to come back for me, she’s done it before, but I waited in vain.

      After a while I stepped away from the drop and walked away.

      I found a few of Macker’s fingers and a boot with a bloody stump of leg still inside.  The gun lay next to them.

      I picked up the rest of Macker and threw them over the edge.  I considered my options for a moment.  There were two, a long walk home and perhaps another five years of being old, sick, and lonely, or the gun.

      I kicked the gun to the edge, then over it, and started my long walk home.

      Nothing has changed since the coming of Midnight Blues.  I’m still a coward.

      If I knew then what I do now, that the thing in my brain would begin to shrink, never going away, but not killing me, I might have reconsidered the gun.

      That was ten years ago.

      Neighbors come and go, old friends and acquaintances die, my daughter married and moved to the other side of the country, and I’m still here.

      Alone … until tonight.

      Last month my old symptoms returned.  The sleepless nights, waking dreams and blackouts.  The thing in my head, the tumor, has awakened.  It’s growing again.

      Tonight Midnight Blues came back for me.

      She’s still angry.  Angry with me, the man she trusted to protect her.  The man who let her down, then let her die.  She’s lonely too, as lonely as I am.

      She’s in the garage now, engine purring, waiting.  As tired as I am, as much as I want to be with her again, I’m still afraid.

      She won’t wait forever though.  If I don’t go to her, she’ll come for me.

      She’s calling to me.

      I have to go now
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      “There are advantages to being a seven-foot tall, two-hundred-and-fifty pound Indian with a face like a leather football helmet, but this wasn’t one of them.” - Butch Quick

      

      I need to start this with a story of my own. Several years ago I was hired to ghost a book about bounty hunters. The everyday kind. Not the Dog ones or any of the other melodramatic kind.  The ones whose big signs you pass by in the area near the city and/or county lock ups. Regular folk in other words.

      The celebrity I was working with had a show that went in the tank so the project was scrapped. But since I’d spent two months interviewing twenty-some bounty hunters about their jobs I had a decent idea about how they functioned in the world. Some surprises: A good share of bounty hunters are women. Male and female bounty hunters alike tend to ask the police to go along if they think there’s going to be trouble. Bounty hunters rely on computers even more than hackers and writers. Yes there’s always the prospect of danger but unless you’re involved in a reality show you try to hold it to a minimum.

      Right off I liked Brian Knight’s version of a bounty hunter because it seemed realistic.

      The other thing I liked, the thing that made this unique and fascinating story even better, was the voice. We read different books for different reasons. There are writers I read for plot. Their characters never strike me as more than spear carriers and there’s never much wit or insight in the psychology but by God I’m up till three a.m. turning those pages. Then there are writers I read for the way they present and understand their characters. Their plots may not dazzle me that much but I’m hooked on the human drama. And then there’s voice. To me this is the rarest of all writerly gifts.

      All you have to read are two or three paragraphs and you know you’re reading Elmore Leonard. Or Ray Bradbury. Or Lucius Shepard. Brian Knight is young, but with Sex, Death & Honey he’s developing a voice all his own. For me the first person voice lends itself to a kind of ongoing confession. “I” narrative is filled with opinions whether the writer always intends them or not. And in opinions are truths about how the protagonist (and likely the writer) feels about the world he’s presenting.

      I liked this book a great deal. I will now make sure to read everything else Brian Knight publishes if that tells you anything.

      Oh—and the story itself. Funny thing. Every time I synopsize a book or movie on my blog readers bitch about how lame I am at boiling things down.

      So let me say that Mr. Knight presents a) a plot that will keep you up late at night b) insights into various kinds of life that are rich with wisdom and wit, and c) and a voice you’ll remember for a long, long time to come.

      Enjoy.

      Ed Gorman,

      January 2012

    

  

