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Out

Of a great need

We are all holding hands

And climbing.

“A Great Need” by Hafez



The things

we need most

dwell darkly

in our innermost

cracks

we dare not look

too long,

for fear

of madness

over which

we cannot reach.

“Need” by Jeremiah Bassler

The Nameless Hunger


1.

How’d I end up here?

    It’s a long story. That’s the thing about life, though. Never can tell how it’s going to go. As Woody Allen once said: “Want to make God laugh?

“Tell him your plans.”

Anyway, I certainly didn’t figure on this being my life’s work. But it is what it is. If you’re interested, I can share how I got here. To start the story right, though, so you can understand my perspective better, I need to ask: You ever get fed up?

Y’know, your job sucks. The spouse is a pain. The kids are sucking your life away. Finally, one day, you blow your fuses and think: Hell with this. I’m out of here.

Ever feel that way?

Sure you have. Everyone gets fed up eventually. Unless you’re a robot. Or a Vulcan, or a Zen Buddha Hare Krishna Weirdo, and those guys have to get fed up sometime. You show me a Zen-bot who never gets fed up and I’ll show you someone with a few interesting ways of blowing off steam.

Me, I was lucky—or at least I told myself so. In my old life, I never got fed up because I was always on the move. Living out of my suitcase. Spending most my time in rental cars and motel rooms.

Which suited me fine. I lost my parents when I was young. Until recently, I couldn’t even remember their faces. Anyway, before I graduated high school I moved from one foster home to another. I got used to always moving, so you could say my career—what I used to do, anyway—was a perfect fit.

See, in my former career I visited high schools along the East Coast, conducting magazine drives for fundraisers. Public schools booked me to raise funds for proms, class trips, and post-prom parties. Private schools usually ran drives to raise funds for their tuition assistance programs, which aided their less-affluent students.

It wasn’t bad. At least, not in my prime. I was one of the best East Coast Representatives for Mass Media Sales Incorporated. I visited high schools and performed a song and dance about school spirit, community, and working together. A kind of motivational speaker, I guess. Instead of motivating them to accomplish big things, however, I was motivating them to sell magazine subscriptions.

After my opening spiel came the presentation of the “prizes” they could win, based on their sales. Smaller prizes for “Sellers of the Week.” Cheap trinkets, honestly. Likewise cheap trinkets for “Highest Sellers of a Brand.” For example, say one kid sold the most Ladies Home Journal subscriptions? A cheap prize for their troubles.

The Sellers of the Month got slightly better prizes, not as cheap as Sellers of the Week, but still lame. Sellers of the Year usually got a cash prize, but I always noticed the kids who won that were from rich families where Mommy and Daddy probably sold magazines for them.

Of course, that wasn’t any of my business. I was the Vanna White of magazine drives. Showing the goodies which could be theirs, if only they put a little muscle into their hustle. I had no say in how they earned those prizes. Long as I reached my subscription quota per school, I smiled, danced, handed out their prizes, and moved on.

How’d I get myself into it?

It was only supposed to be temporary. I’d graduated college with a Bachelor’s Degree in Advertising. I was aiming to be a big shot at an advertising firm in New York. And believe it or not, after two months of unemployment, writing freelance ad copy for a handful of AM radio stations to keep a roof over my head, I still entertained those dreams. Wouldn’t be much longer, I told myself, and one of those big firms I’d sent resumes to would call me for an interview. I’d run through their hoops with a winning smile, and then I’d be in the game with the big boys.

Five months later with no calls and my freelance jobs drying up, I was less optimistic about my prospects. So when I saw an ad in the paper about an opening for “creative individuals willing to go an extra mile,” I jumped. I was a creative individual, right? And the way things were going, I was willing to go more than the extra mile. Hell, I’d go several hundred.

You can imagine my dismay when I discovered Mass Media was basically offering the position of traveling salesman. They said lots of things, however, which made it sound great. Imagine, they told me, what a couple years in sales will do for your resume. Not only will you have field experience, you’ll know—firsthand—what sells and what doesn’t.

They said lots of other things, too. Buttered me up real good. Told me how beneficial my education in Advertising would be. I could be an integral part of the process. Develop advertising strategies for each magazine campaign. Give feedback that would shape future campaigns.

Integral part of the process my ass. They sent me already finished brochures, flyers and ad copy, with little sticky-notes reading, “What do you think of the border color? Does it clash with the text?” or “This is our slogan. Any thoughts?” and “Is this font too distracting?”

Yeah. I was real integral.

Why’d I stick around?

Well, wanting to eat and keeping a roof over my head proved powerful motivation. But why’d I stay with Mass Media all those years? Why didn’t I jump ship, aim for those stars, as I’d planned when I’d graduated college?

Honestly?

You get accustomed to living within a certain budget. A year or two into the job I started thinking it was nice having steady cash coming in, plus bonuses when I exceeded my quota. It was also nice not getting harassed by my landlord for rent (even if I was spending more time in my car and motels than I was my apartment), and hey: Mass Media paid for the rental cars, hotels, and meals when I traveled. I still wanted to make something bigger of myself, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I enjoyed knowing when my next meal was coming.

Five years down the road I was still sending out resumes, sure. But I was on the road so often, even if I’d landed an interview, I wouldn’t have had time to keep it. By then my savings was fattening a little, so I bought some Mass Media stock options, thinking, “What the hell?” I’d open a 401k, too.

Don’t ask me how the next ten years passed. They simply did. One year after another. On the road, all the time. New state, new city, town or village. New school, new fundraiser. And then one night, drinking alone in some little bar in a small town, I realized something. My edge had been sanded away. It wasn’t coming back. I couldn’t make it in New York Advertising if the best job was offered on a silver platter.

Doesn’t sound fulfilling, does it? But it wasn’t awful. The travel and the same pitches got a bit monotonous, but I had it down to a science. It wasn’t hard, and truthfully, the kids did all the selling, not me.

Sure, I had to get them energized. I had to be organized and give a slick presentation, but mostly it was out of my hands. Either the students were into the sale or they weren’t. Either folks in their town were buying, or they weren’t. It was a big crapshoot. I’d visit a school to kick off their magazine drive and then a few months later returned to close it. They either did their thing or didn’t. I got paid, either way.

I never fell under my quota, you understand? Never. Every magazine drive of mine always sold the minimum amount of subscriptions because I was one of the best. I couldn’t account for schools where the kids didn’t give a rat’s ass (and believe me, those schools abound), but when I hit a school where the kids were even halfway into it, I cleaned up. Had them eating out of my hands. I knew how to talk. Still do, I guess.

I never believed half of what I said, of course. I was selling magazine subscriptions, for Pete’s sake. To raise money for the prom. Or the senior class trip, or to save the whales. Whatever the cause, I could sell it. I put on a good show. I came out with the microphone, smiling and yelling, “Good Morning Townsend High!” or “How’s it going, Ridgeview Academy! You ready to make some MONEY?!” The kids would be screaming—most of them, anyway—the teachers appeared only half-bored, and the administrators were smiling with that hungry expression they all get when they sense money rolling in.

I cleaned up.

Usually.

As I said, it was a dice roll. Maybe the school was full of stoners. Maybe it was a little podunk high school out in the middle of the sticks. A country school full of kids taking shop and Home Ec classes, or kids who couldn’t care less about raising money for this school event, or for that cause. Maybe they had no school spirit.

Other schools?

They loved it. They got the job done. I made my quota, got my bonuses, kids raised the money they needed, and everybody went away happy.

So when you total things up, it wasn’t bad. And, as I said, I was always on the move, so I didn’t have to worry about getting fed up because, hell—I was always leaving. Half the time, I only got back to my apartment three or four days a month.

Say I had to hit a high school in Montrose, Pennsylvania on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. Then I worked a gig up in Syracuse at the end of the week. Maybe I made it home to my apartment for the weekend, maybe not. Most likely, I had to head down to Elmira the following Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday, so Mass Media would put me up in a crappy motel in nearby Horseheads for the weekend. Maybe afterward I was scheduled to swing down to a Catholic school in Pittsburgh, or to a little hick school in York, Pennsylvania. I was always on the move, from school to motel to school.

It was okay, I guess. The scenery changed, at least.

A little.

I mean, the motel rooms didn’t change much. Once you’ve seen one motel room you’ve seen them all. Also, the bars were the same. A dimly lit joint with a counter, rows of liquor bottles behind it against a mirror no one wants to look into, a gruff bartender and a few hardcore drunks. Maybe a 30-year-old lush gal (who may or may not be older), with peroxide hair and tight clothes that didn’t quite fit anymore.

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to having occasionally enjoyed the overnight company of Ms. Maybe-I’m-30-But-Probably-35. Of course, when I was younger, she was Maybe-I’m-27-But-Probably-30, so I suppose she changed some, but mostly she remained the same, too. Tired, with slightly glazed-over eyes, desperate for something better, too much make-up caked on her slack face, tight clothes holding in the rolls, over-teased hair, and a vapid, loose grin.

Thing is, she aged to Maybe-I’m-40-But-Probably-45-or-Maybe-Even-50 almost overnight. Sometimes after a few shots, if the place was dark enough and I was lonely enough, that was okay. But toward the end, it wasn’t. Near the end of my run I wasn’t exactly in my prime anymore, but I sure wasn’t wearing Depends. When the bar hounds started looking more like toothless alley cats than cougars, I got choosier. There’s lonely and willing to be flexible, and then there’s desperate. I didn’t want to be the latter.

There were strip clubs, of course, and most of those motels had free WiFi, so I suppose there was porn, too. But I avoided strip clubs, especially out in the sticks. In those backwoods clubs, two kinds of girls worked the pole: Ms. Maybe-I’m-45-But-Probably-50, and Ms. Underage-Jail-Bait. The first category was barely acceptable under dark lights and through beer goggles. Seeing them remove their clothes (with their same glazed-over eyes and vapid grin) crossed way over the line in desperate.

The second category? The underage girls swinging their thing around a rattling pole? Given my profession, spending all my days in high schools and how my livelihood depended on my reputation, you can see my concern. That’s why I always hit bars several towns away from the school I was working. You don’t piss in your own pool, right?

As for internet porn . . . well, seeing naked women having sex (and doing other things) on a computer is interesting the first few times. After a while, however? It makes you want the real thing. All porn did was make me thirsty for drinks I couldn’t afford anymore.

See the thing about sex . . . not to make you uncomfortable, because this probably ain’t the story you wanted to hear . . . you know the old saying, “If you don’t use it, you lose it?” Believe it or not, that’s how it was for me. As options got less desirable, my urge kinda disappeared. Not completely, of course. Sometimes, I decided nighttime company was worth lowering my standards, or occasionally I got lucky and nabbed a Maybe-I’m-35 (they were never much in the looks department though).

For the most part, toward the end, after working a gig I went to a local bar outside town, had a beer or two, enjoyed some wings, watched the game on the big screen, then headed back to my motel room alone.

Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t think of myself as lonely. Actually, sitting at a bar alone was a relief. I spent my days pretending to be enthusiastic, positive and friendly, so sitting in a dark bar, ignored by everyone, was sorta nice.

Especially toward the end. When I started wondering if there was anything more to life. Wondering if I was going to someday quit in the middle of a gig. Tell a gym full of students where to shove their damn magazines. Walk out, get into my car, and head for parts unknown. Or if one night I’d go back to my motel room, sit on the bed, drink a bottle of JD, and then calmly pull out the .38 I bought a few years before (for protection, I’d told myself), stick the muzzle into my mouth and pull the trigger.

I know.

Funny how things work out. I finally got fed up. But there wasn’t anything for me to drive away from because that’s all I ever did: drive away.

So there it is. My life before this. To be honest, I’m still not sure which option I would’ve chosen. I’d prefer to think the first one: I’d drive to my bank, withdraw all my cash and disappear. Maybe get a part-time job in some city working at a bookstore or something. It’s a nice thought and I think a probable option. On my worst days, though, I wonder.

I wonder.

Because that’s why I’m here. No matter what I want to think, the muzzle of my .38 was a lot closer to my mouth than I care to admit. In fact, the day I stepped into Handy’s Pawn & Thrift, I’d say I was two steps away from giving my .38 that long, last kiss goodbye.


2.

It was my first visit to Clifton Heights Junior/Senior High School. Right from the start, I thought Clifton Heights was a strange town. Nothing obviously wrong with it. Not on the surface, anyway. Place was the same as any of the hundreds of towns I’d visited over the last twenty years. Homey little department and hardware stores, restaurants, and knick-knack shops. A town hall, three churches, the requisite small town diner and two high schools. A library, a lumber mill, and a little creek running past the town, with a bridge over it called Black Creek Bridge. 

There was a modest lake—Clifton Lake—to the east, and folks referred to the hills as “the Heights.” The clean streets were patrolled often by Sheriff Baker and his deputies. He seemed a decent guy. Certainly not the stereotypical small-town crook, who ran his little kingdom with an iron fist. Trust me; I ran into plenty of that sort back in the day.

The students of Clifton Heights High were a bunch of hard-working go-getters, the kind which usually brought in droves of subscriptions. Right from the start I knew they would deliver.

The teachers and administrators were friendly and accommodating. The kick-off went well, the student body enthused, and everything was running five-by-five. Normally, I would’ve headed out to a bar (in the next town over, of course, always in the next town over), and settled for Ms. 40-Maybe-50. If she looked okay, of course, and if I’d had enough Jose Cuervo.

For some reason when I returned to my cabin at The Motor Lodge, I started to feel restless. I’m not sure why. Like I said, there was something off in Clifton Heights. It didn’t make sense at the time. It was quaint, homey, rustic but not a tourist trap. The people were friendly. The kids at the high school had been outgoing. The English teacher there—a Gavin Patchett—had taken me out to dinner at The Skylark. The meal had been everything you’d expect from a small town diner; heaping portions of great food. When I’d left The Skylark, I was full-bellied and content, maybe interested in a little company later.

On my way back to The Motor Lodge, I started feeling twitchy. Uneasy. As if I was being watched or something. Sounds crazy, I suppose. Anyway, even after showering and prepping for my night out, I still couldn’t settle down. My good mood had vanished. I no longer wanted to chat up an aging bar whore with a loose grin and glazed-over eyes. At the same time, I was far too restless for sleep.

So I found myself driving aimlessly around town.

Which was strange.

I’d never before had any desire to explore the town I was visiting. I usually checked into my motel the night before, maybe hit a bar one or two towns over, called it an early night so I could wake up fresh the next morning. The next day I’d wake up early, get myself organized, head to the school, and do my thing. After, I’d return to the motel, eat somewhere then head out to another bar a few towns over and maybe score some female company. The next morning, I’d be on my way to another gig.

I’d never bothered to see more of the towns I visited, so I didn’t understand why I was doing so that night. Maybe I was curious. You never know if something interesting might be lurking in a humble little town, right?

As I turned onto Asher Street, I pulled my rental up to the store at the end. It appeared to be the only one open. Handy’s Pawn and Thrift. That was interesting: a thrift store in a small town open at 8:30 at night, when everything else appeared closed.

At the time, I didn’t know why I’d stopped there. The joint caught my eye for some reason. Maybe there was something valuable inside, hiding in all the junk. Treasure among trash, y’know?

But something else was at work. I felt pulled there. By what, I had no idea at the time. Now I know, of course.

It was Fate.

I was meant to stop at Handy’s.

And nothing would ever be the same after.


3.

From the outside, Handy’s Pawn and Thrift was like any other second-hand junk store. Random items filled both storefront windows. Old radios, ranging from transistors to stereos with combination eight-track players and tape decks. Rusted old milk cans. An old tricycle next to a plastic Big Wheel. A jumbled assortment of sports equipment—deflated basketballs, footballs, scuffed baseballs and dinged bats. Helmets, a pair of hockey sticks, and a few pairs of old basketball sneakers. Old mason jars filled with marbles, a pile of hammers, saws, another mason jar filled with assorted screwdrivers. A few stacks of old books, and leaning next to them, old records in faded sleeves. 

Standing on the curb, I saw nothing particularly enticing or remotely interesting. In retrospect, I think it was the sign hanging in the window that sealed it. Maroon with gold trim and gold lettering, it read:

Handy’s Pawn and Thrift

We Have

Things You Need

I snorted because from where I stood, Handy’s didn’t sell anything but junk. Nothing sitting in the window looked valuable. I couldn’t for the life of me imagine I needed anything Handy’s was selling. In fact, I was about to turn and leave when I glanced down with some surprise to see my hand turning the doorknob.

Even more surprising, I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

I stood there for a few seconds, my eyes adjusting to the dim murk. After my vision focused and I could see better, I glanced around and saw the inside of Handy’s didn’t appear any different than what I’d seen through its storefront window. A collection of junk no one would be interested in. Of course, that was my initial reaction. As I’ve since discovered—like other things in Clifton Heights—Handy’s Pawn and Thrift needed much closer examination to gain a true appreciation of its offerings.

An aisle led from the door to a sales counter, and on either side stood rows of double-sided shelves. More old tools hung on the wall to the far left. The wall to the right looked interesting: Several framed paintings (nothing valuable, mostly pastoral scenes) and a few framed movie posters from the fifties and sixties.

I almost left right then.

This was what my life had come to?

Haunting a junk store because I didn’t want to sit in a dingy bar chatting up fifty-year-old lushes?

A surprising tide of self-loathing rose up inside. For a second, I imagined spinning on one heel, marching out of Handy’s, and heading back to my cabin at The Motor Lodge to finally use my .38 . . . until a voice stopped me.

“Anything you’re looking for?”

I glanced up, startled. No one had been standing behind the counter when I’d entered the store, but someone stood there now. I’d heard nothing. Not the creaking of a door or the clinking of a latch, or a shoe squeaking on the floorboards. One minute, the area behind the counter was empty, the next, a tall, shadowed form stood there. The way the shadows fell, I couldn’t see a face. Disconcerting as hell, let me tell you.

But I knew how to sing the song and dance the jig. Smiling, I stuffed my hands into my pockets and wandered casually down the aisle toward the sales counter, pretending the man’s shadowed face didn’t bother me.

“You’re open late,” I noted, sidestepping the man’s question, “especially considering all the other stores on this street are closed.”

As I neared the counter, the shadows pulled back to reveal (much to my relief) an ordinary, if slightly weathered face. With a neatly trimmed white beard matching his hair, the guy could’ve been anywhere from his late forties to early sixties. He was smiling amicably, revealing white, even teeth.

“As Mr. Handy always says, you never know when someone’s going to get an itch for what they need. So we try to stay open for folks of all hours.”

I stopped at the counter, arrested slightly by the guy’s vivid green eyes. “So you’re not the Handy of Handy’s Pawn and Thrift.”

The man smiled wider, eyes twinkling, as if he thought the idea funny. “No, sir. A humble shopkeeper is all.”

I grunted, casting a glance back over my shoulder at the assorted odds and ends of old toys, soda bottles, yellowed china and tarnished silverware, aimlessly cluttering row upon row of shelves. “An itch for ‘what they need’ huh?” I faced the man, offering him a smile I hoped wasn’t too sarcastic. “Nice hook on your sign. ‘We Have Things You Need.’ Catchy.”

The guy’s smile never wavered, and he appeared about as genuine as they came. “Catchy and true. We do have things people need. And a surprising number of them seek what they need after regular hours, so we stay open late.”

I smirked a little. Couldn’t help it. I mean, the guy looked sincere, but he was laying it on a bit thick. For some strange, mean reason I felt compelled to probe his bubble. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it was because he’d gotten to me a little. “C’mon. A small town thrift store has what people need? When folks these days can get whatever they want online and have it delivered by air drones to their doorstep in hours?”

The man tipped his head as if conceding the point, though still disagreeing with me in principal. “But isn’t this the age-old conflict wrestled with by philosophers, theologians, and psychiatrists all through the ages? What we want is so rarely what we need. What we need, we hardly ever want.”

Outwardly I scoffed, shrugging as I glanced around the store, but on the inside, I gotta be honest: What he said struck a chord. Again, against my will, I thought of the .38 in a box under my bed back at The Motor Lodge.

A thought occurred to me; a way to steer our increasingly disquieting conversation back onto more comfortable ground. I glanced at the guy, giving him my ‘just-between-us’ grin. “You guys do good business here, I bet.”

A smile and a nod. “I must admit we do. Only Mr. Handy knows the exact details, of course. However, I’ve certainly rung up enough sales to know we’re in no danger of closing any time soon.”

“I bet. Take that old milk can.” I gestured at the black, rustic Crowley’s milk can standing in the corner. “Folks come to the Adirondacks from out of state, see it with the date embossed on the side—1950, is it?—and because they found it here in an Adirondack thrift store, they’ll be far more willing to pay top dollar for it than if they’d come across it in a yard sale, where Mr. Handy probably bought it for ten bucks. And that’s if he didn’t get it lumped in with a bunch of junk in an estate sale, or came across it for free in someone’s abandoned barn.”

I gotta admit feeling proud over my little spiel, which makes sense, I suppose. All those years on the road selling magazines—hell, selling the idea of selling magazines—and I’d never gotten the chance to flex my marketing muscles. Granted, what I’d offered wasn’t exactly the most insightful market analysis, but it felt good regardless.

It must not have been far from the truth, because the shopkeeper (yeah, I never did get his name; weird, huh?) gave me a knowing smile and winked, as if we were two old friends sharing a secret. “You know your thrift stores.”

I shrugged. “Nah. I know marketing. Well,” I added, giving him a whimsical smile I hoped didn’t show my hidden despair, “I used to.”

Something flickered in his eyes again. “Are you sure there’s nothing you’re looking for in particular?”

I had to hand it to him: he showed some salesman moxie himself. I wasn’t about to be handled so easily, however. I tipped my head—in what I hoped was a bored gesture—and said, “You mean, am I looking for what I need? I dunno. Guess I’ll have to browse a while.” I grinned. “As you said, most folks only know what they want. Not what they need.”

Making good on my words I meandered to my right, approaching the farthest aisle. It was crammed with plastic and ceramic figurines, plates, mugs, and more of those old soda bottles.

“This is true,” the shopkeeper agreed, “people know exactly what they want, but it takes time to search for what they need. No rush. Take your time.”

I spied a Magic Eight Ball nestled on a shelf between some slumped over Barbie dolls. Y’know what I’m talking about. That corny fortune-telling game we all played as kids, which delivered vague answers like Future Unclear or Answer is Hazy. On a whim (I admit, a slightly cruel one), I snatched the eight ball, turned on my heel, held it up with a grin and said, “Here it is. This is what I need, right here.”

The shopkeeper folded his arms, pursed his lips, narrowed his eyes and examined me silently for about a minute or two. I swear, he literally examined me, taking me at my word, as if by some mystical clairvoyance he could determine if, indeed, I did need the Magic Eight Ball.

After another minute, he shook his head and said, sounding regretful, “No, I’m afraid it’s not.”

I felt a little bad about stringing him along—for the most part, he seemed genuine—but I couldn’t stop. The showman in me was on a roll.

I spread my hands in mock appeal. “C’mon. I’m on the road all the time, working a dead end job with no upward mobility but which pays me too comfortably to quit. I’ve got no family or friends, no one at home. If there’s anyone who needs to know the future, it’s me. See? Look.”

I addressed the Magic Eight Ball, earnest as could be, bringing all my showmanship to bear. “Magic Eight Ball. Will I everget off the road and find some sort of life . . . ”

will I go back to my cabin and shoot myself between the eyes

“ . . . besides pitching magazine sales to bored teenagers all over the East Coast?”

I shook the Magic Eight Ball, suddenly and inexplicably angry. I didn’t know why, but standing there, holding the damn thing, I’d spoken truer words about my own life than I’d ever allowed myself to think. I swear, the bit about shooting myself had been on the tip of my tongue. In fact, to this day I’m still unsure whether I thought it or actually spoke it.

The little hexagon suspended in milky liquid inside the Magic Eight Ball finally floated to the surface. Predictably enough, it read “Future is Hazy” in faded letters. I had to restrain a sudden, violent urge to heave it the length of the store.

Instead, I smiled at the shopkeeper. “‘Future is Hazy.’ Figures. Maybe I don’t need this thing after all.”

He nodded in sincere agreement. “You certainly want to know the future. We all do. But that’s not what you need, I don’t think.”

For some reason, my grin felt forced. “Is that so? What do I need, then?”

It was his turn to shrug. “I can’t say, for sure. You’ll know when you find it. As I said, take your time. No rush. Once, a man—also from out of town—visited us around this time, and he didn’t find what he needed until nearly 10:30. I was happy to wait. Turned out he needed an old turntable.”

His straightforward answer popped my bubble. I couldn’t keep up the show. All my snark faded, leaving me empty, used up . . .

And thinking about my .38.

“Listen. I’m sure you mean well. You seem sincere and all.” I tossed the eight ball hand to hand—fidgeting, for God’s sake.

His expression sobered. “Sure you’re not looking for something?”

I shook my head and approached the sales counter. “Thanks for chatting. Got a long drive tomorrow. Gonna go and . . . ”

get my gun

shoot my brains out

“ . . . hit the sack.” I placed the eight ball on the counter. The shopkeeper gazed at me silently, as if he could see inside my head. As if he knew all about the .38.

“Have a good night.” Not waiting for an answer, I turned on one heel and walked down the middle aisle without looking back.

He didn’t answer.

The only sounds were my shoes squeaking the floorboards, and the door as I opened and closed it behind me.

***

You know what I did then? I stood outside Handy’s, staring into space. I didn’t see anything. Not the street, the dark stores on the other side, or my rental. All I saw as I stood outside the store?

My .38.

It crept up on me, y’know? The idea of actually using it. I certainly hadn’t been thinking of it when I’d woken up in the morning . . .

but I knew it was under the bed

felt it there

like a sliver in my brain

. . . and I certainly hadn’t been thinking about it while I was performing for the cheering student body of Clifton Heights High, or during dinner with Mr. Patchett. All right, so maybe I thought about it a little when I returned to my cabin . . .

pulled the box out from under the bed

opened it, and held it

 . . . but nothing more. I put it out of my mind as always and ended up at Handy’s Pawn and Thrift, for no reason at all. After a little conversation with an eccentric but well-meaning shopkeeper, there I was, halfway convinced if I returned to The Motor Lodge I’d finally put my .38 to use.

are you looking for something

we all know what we want

not what we need

Standing on the sidewalk, staring at nothing, the weight of my life loomed. I had no idea what I wanted. If I was honest with myself, I had no clue what I needed, either. For the first time in a long time, I had no idea what to do next.

I felt it tugging at me, a mental fish-hook in my mind: Handy’s Pawn and Thrift. We Have Things You Need. I slowly turned, and before I quite knew what I was doing, I grabbed the door knob and tried to turn it.

At first it wouldn’t open. I don’t mean the door was locked. The knob turned fine, but when I pushed, the door wouldn’t budge. I rattled it a few times, and was about to shrug and walk away.

But I couldn’t.

I know. It sounds crazy. I’d started the night thinking about hitting a bar for a few drinks. Maybe finding some company for the night. But there I was, rattling the door to a hokey used pawn shop with a ridiculous sign promising “We Have Things You Need.” Convinced I might actually need something in there, when what I needed was back in my cabin at The Motor Lodge . . .

in a box under the bed

“Please,” I whispered, twisting the door knob, rattling the door against its frame, “please let me in, I . . . I need to be in there, I’ll do anything. Let me in.”

I know.

I’m not proud of how I acted. I can’t explain why I needed to get inside so badly. All I can say is a short conversation with a weird shopkeeper had stripped away the shell I’d created over the years, leaving me exposed and raw—an open nerve.

I thumped the door, laying my shoulder against it. “Let. Me. In.”

And with a click the door swung open. Without hesitation, I stepped inside. The door closed behind me, and I gotta tell you, it shut soft as a whisper. No cliché slam. A soft click, nothing more.

Right away I sensed something different. I can’t explain it, not even after all this time. All I can say is the air inside felt heavier. Everything was blanketed by an oppressive silence. Y’know how it sounds inside a building when it’s empty? Or maybe how it feels is a better way of putting it. The store didn’t sound empty so much as it felt empty.

Which didn’t make sense. Even assuming there was a rear exit for the shopkeeper, I hadn’t stood on the sidewalk for long. No way he could’ve closed the store and left.

Glancing toward the counter confirmed my suspicions. All the lights were still on. And, sitting where I’d left it, was that hokey Magic Eight Ball.

I’m still not sure what pushed me forward. Why I didn’t turn around and leave. Crazy as it was, the guy had obviously closed and gone home. It seemed weird for him to have left the front door open and the lights on, but maybe those were security lights, right? Maybe the door’s lock stuck as old ones do. Maybe he’d thought he’d locked it, but hadn’t.

I meandered forward, glancing around the cluttered shelves. My gaze didn’t settle on anything in particular, gliding over used tools, old board games, discarded dolls and other cast-offs. By the time I reached the counter, most of my unease (okay, fear) had passed. The human brain is interesting, if you think about it. It doesn’t want to be afraid or think about things hiding in the shadows. It hates ideas that don’t make sense, or things that trouble us deeply inside . . .

like the .38 under the bed

 . . . so our minds slide around these things, winking at them, nudging them softly aside. That’s what my brain was doing, I guess. I’d gotten over my nerves and figured I was right. The shopkeeper had thought he’d locked up, but the front door’s lock was broken or didn’t work right. Or, maybe he was out back and hadn’t heard me come in. Either way, so long as I didn’t think too much about the weird heaviness of the air in the store . . .

or my .38

 . . . I felt fine. It was a weird night in a weird little town. That’s all.

I stopped at the counter, placed my hands flat down and leaned over. I tried to peer around the corner. All I saw was a dimly lit corridor reaching into darkness. I supposed it was possible someone was back there, but I heard nothing. All I could see was a vague suggestion of shelves, and boxes piled on the floor.

“Hey,” I called, “anyone back there? Mr. We-Have-What-You-Need? Hello?”

Silence.

And the weird thing was, my voice didn’t echo at all. I wasn’t expecting an echo, of course. Place wasn’t a cave or anything. But I expected to hear something, I guess.

I got nothing.

I grunted, dismissing it. So my voice sounded weird. So what?

My gaze fell on something I hadn’t seen before, to my far left on the counter. An old tape recorder. One of those big reel-to-reel jobs. And the odd thing was: the power light glowed an eerie green.

It was on.

I stared at it, frowning. I didn’t remember seeing it only ten or fifteen minutes before, when I was talking to the shopkeeper. Of course, I hadn’t looked around much, either. Was mostly focused on the guy and his weird ramblings. But I would’ve bet my bottom dollar it hadn’t been there when I’d first approached the counter.

And it was on.

Which bugged me most of all.

Why would it be on?

I found myself reaching for the “play” switch before I even understood what I was doing. I stopped short, clenching my hand, gripped by strange, conflicting emotions. I couldn’t understand why I felt compelled to press “play” and at the same time, I didn’t understand the feeling of . . . foreboding? . . . which checked my hand.

It was an old tape player. What could possibly be on it? Disgusted, I pushed aside my strange reluctance, reached forward and pressed play. I heard nothing but clicking, hissing static as the reels turned, then, a deep voice cleared its throat and . . .  


THE WAY OF AH-TZENUL

Everything got strange when the new moon cycle started last April. Course, things always get strange when the moon changes. My goats and chickens act up, coon dogs howl more than usual, cows won’t milk. It figures, I suppose. We’re all tied to the moon more than we think. Farmer’s Almanac says so, same as John George Holmnan’s Long Lost Friend. Hell, moon pulls in the tides and such. Makes sense it messes with other things too. 

I’m rambling like an old fool. Happens when you get my age. Take a seat there on the sofa, son. Didn’t catch your name.

Ah. You’re the new fella, ain’t you? Fresh in town from medical school. Pleased to meetcha.

Anyhow Doc, I’m much obliged, you coming to see my Betty. Dr. Jeffers, he’s on vacation. He recommended you. Said you was a fine sawbones, which is fortunate. My Betty, she’s in a bad way. Has been since last April. As I said; moon pulls on all of us, but this business with my Betty? Well, that’s something else altogether. Something unnatural.

What’s that?

Oh, she’s resting now. We’ll go see her by’n by. Lemme catch you up with everything, first. Things got strange around the new moon last April. Right when The Way of Ah-Tzenul said to start planting, but like I said, the moon always brings out strange things. If I think back, it all started with The Way itself. Everything started changing after I found it. Wish to God I’d left the damn thing where it was. Maybe none of this would’ve ever happened.
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