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PAST LIVES

Sadie spotted the stranger first.

“Miguel, there’s someone coming!”

A dark-skinned man, wearing dusty jeans, bolted out of the doublewide mobile home shotgun in hand. “Where?”

Sadie pointed down the dirt road to the approaching figure. Dust billowed around the distant stranger, a tall, emaciated white man dressed in rags. He moved quickly, weaving slightly.

“Sadie, get inside.”

“But Miguel—”

“Get inside and watch Zeke.” Reluctantly, Sadie did as she was told and disappeared inside with their son. As the silver-haired stranger drew closer, Miguel lifted the shotgun and pointed it at the man. “Just keep walking, amigo.”

The stranger held out two empty, bleeding hands. “Please . . . if you could just spare a drop of water.”

“Got nothing for you here expect some buckshot. Just keep moving. We don’t want any trouble.”

“I don’t either. Trust me, I’ve had enough trouble.”

The stranger turned, exposing the left side of his face. Miguel gasped at the sight of those ugly red burn scars. The left ear was singed off completely, and so much scar tissue surrounded the left eye Miguel was certain the stranger couldn’t see out of it. “What happened to you?”

“A year and a half ago I was in what used to be New York, roasting a rat I managed to catch over a fire I built in an old trash barrel. A gang of guys ambushed me. It wasn’t enough just to take my meal and shoes, they stuck the side of my head in the flames.”

“Well, we’ve all got sob stories,” Miguel said in a neutral tone.

“Just . . . please! I haven’t had anything to drink in over a day, nothing to eat in almost a week. Just anything . . . a drop, a crumb. I’m begging you to show a little mercy.”

“We’re all out of mercy here.”

“Miguel,” a voice hissed from behind. He turned to see his wife standing in the doorway.

“Woman, I told you to stay inside.”

“Woman? Don’t go all alpha male on me. We have enough to share a meal with someone in need.”

“Sadie, you’re too trusting.”

“I’m not a fool, Miguel. Look at him. It’s obvious he doesn’t have weapons, and he’s so frail. Even Zeke could take him in a fight.”

Miguel turned back to the stranger, the gun never wavering. “What are you doing so far off the beaten path?”

“The cities aren’t safe. I learned that the hard way. Scavengers and thugs have taken over. I figured ‘off the beaten path’ would be safer.”

“That’s why we’re out here, but it’s not without its dangers. Still have to protect what’s yours.”

The stranger held out his hands again. “I’m not a threat. I know you’ve got no reason to trust me, but keep the gun on me the whole time. I’m fine with that. Please, just a bit of sustenance, a place to rest for a while, then I’ll be on my way.”

Sadie made the decision by walking past Miguel and taking the stranger’s arm. The man stumbled, and fell against her. “Miguel, put that damn gun down. Get over here and help me get him inside.”

He growled in frustration but leaned the gun against the side of the mobile home. He took the other man’s shockingly frail arm. The stranger kept thanking them as they helped him up the steps and through the door. He collapsed into a torn recliner that bled stuffing from several rips. Even though his skin was hot to the touch, he shivered. 

Miguel stepped back outside and retrieved the shotgun, training it on the stranger once more. 

Sadie shot him a venomous glare. “Is that really necessary?”

“He said I could keep the gun on him.”

“It’s fine,” the stranger said in a quavering voice. “I’m just grateful to be out of that sun, even for a minute.”

He was out of the sun, true, but without electricity to run air conditioning or a fan, it was just as hot inside as out. Miguel found it even more stifling in the mobile home, which was why he spent most of the day outdoors, working in the garden or down at the lake.

“Zeke,” Sadie called, “come out here.”

“Woman, leave the boy out of it.”

“Stop calling me Woman like that or I’m going to slap your face, Man. If we can’t show a little kindness and charity then we’ve truly ceased to be human. Is that what you want for our son, to lose his humanity?”

Miguel didn’t have an answer, so he stepped back and let Sadie take over. But he did not lower the gun.

Zeke came out of his room and entered the living room cautiously, keeping his distance from the stranger. He looked afraid but also curious. It’s been years since he’d seen anyone other than his parents. He was only twelve, but in many ways he was already a man. This new world was not a place for children.

Sadie said the boy’s name three times before he tore his eyes away from the stranger and looked at her. “Run down and fetch some water for our guest.”

“Guest?” Miguel said, raising an eyebrow.

Sadie ignored him and clapped her hands, causing Zeke to jump. “Hurry.” Zeke nodded then disappeared out the door. Turning to the stranger, Sadie said, “I’m going to fix you a little something to put in your belly. If you really haven’t eaten in a week, it’s best not to gorge yourself. You’ll only make yourself sick. We do have some fresh veggies from the garden, though. I’ll make you a small salad.” She turned her eyes to her husband. “You, behave yourself.”

After Sadie left through the archway, heading into the kitchen area, Miguel took a seat on the sagging sofa directly opposite the stranger. He placed the gun across his lap, but his grip remained firm. 

The stranger had closed his eyes. Miguel assumed he was asleep until the man suddenly said, “I am sorry for intruding on your family this way.” Miguel grunted in response. Opening his one good eye, the stranger lifted his head slightly but allowed it to drop back against the cushion for lack of strength. “So are you folks from this area originally . . . I mean, before everything went to hell?”

At first Miguel didn’t answer, but finally he said, “Look, Mister—”

“Edwin, my name is Edwin.”

“I don’t really care. Let’s just get something straight here. We’re going to give you some water, some grub, then you hit the road. This is a rest stop for you, nothing more. We’re not buddies.”

“We’re both from Texas, though Miguel’s family is from Mexico originally,” Sadie said, returning with a plate of sliced cucumber, tomato, carrot, and onion. “Sorry, we don’t have anything in the way of salad dressing.”

Edwin smiled only for a second—the effort to raise the corners of his lips seemed monumental. “That’s quite alright, ma’am.”

“Sadie.”

“Thank you, Sadie. You’re a true Christian lady.”

Edwin speared a slice of cucumber with the fork and tried to bring it to his mouth. His hand shook violently, making it difficult for him to hit his mark. Without a word, Sadie sat on one of the chair’s arms, took the plate from Edwin and proceeded to feed him as if he were a young child.

Zeke returned at that moment, carrying a slightly crumpled plastic water bottle. Sadie motioned the boy over. At first he seemed reluctant and glanced at his father. Miguel begrudgingly nodded. He walked slowly over to the recliner and held the bottle out. 

With another of those faint, transitory smiles, Edwin took the bottle. “My God, it’s actually cool.”

“Miguel came up with a system,” Sadie said with such genuine pride Miguel smiled despite himself. “We get the water from the lake about a half mile behind the house, boil it, then we bottle the water and keep it in a net that’s submerged in the lake itself. It doesn’t keep it ice cold or anything, but keeps it cool.”

Edwin took a deep swallow of the water. He coughed and sputtered, prompting Sadie to pat him on the back a few times. When the fit passed, he took a few more tentative sips. “This is like a little bit of Heaven in a bottle.”

Zeke sat next to his father, his eyes glued to the stranger. Miguel couldn’t really blame him. Not only was it someone new, the scaring on the left side of the man’s face made it hard to look away.

“So where are you from, Edwin?” Sadie asked as she continued to feed him the vegetables.

He chewed methodically, swallowing with some trouble and washing it all down with the water. “Well, I was born and raised in Ohio, but I was living in the North East when everything went down.”

“And what brought you down south?”

“I spent last winter in what had once been a Buddhist monastery in West Virginia. It was rough. I figured a warmer climate would do me better this year.”

Sadie nodded and continued feeding him until the plate was clean, after which she stood and looked over at her husband. “Come help me in the kitchen.”

“I really think I should—”

“You should really come help me in the kitchen.”

Before Miguel could say anything more, Sadie turned and headed through the archway. 

Miguel sighed and handed the gun to Zeke. They’d started teaching the boy how to use firearms three years ago. In the distant past Miguel had abhorred guns, been a proponent of gun control legislation. He would have considered allowing a twelve year old to handle a weapon akin to child abuse, but he lived in a different world now. Being able to defend yourself was an unfortunate reality they all had to accept.

Leaving Zeke to watch over Edwin, Miguel followed after his wife. She leaned against the counter with her arms folded across her chest. He recognized the look on her face. “No, Sadie. Don’t even think about it.”

“You don’t know what I’m going to say.”

“I most certainly do, and we’re not keeping him. He’s not a stray cat.”

“I think we should at least let him stay the night.”

“I already said no.”

“The man can barely stand. He couldn’t even feed himself.”

“That could just be an act to get us to let our guard down.”

Now Sadie put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. “You can see the man as well as I can, and I know you don’t believe that.”

She knew him better than anyone ever had. There was little he could hide from her. “Be that as it may, he’s not staying here.”

“Just one night, Miguel. That’s all. Let him have dinner with us, sleep in an actual bed, get rested up before he continues on. One night.”

Miguel chewed this over for a couple of minutes, his eyes darting between his wife and the archway, through which he could see the frail man in the living room. Finally he said, “Okay, but only one night. And I mean that. Not one night that turns into two that turns into a week that turns into a month. He’s out the door bright and early tomorrow morning.”

Sadie smiled and reached up on tiptoes to deliver a kiss to Miguel’s cheek. “Thank you. It’s nice to know the compassionate man I fell in love with all those years ago is still in there.”

“You keep him alive,” Miguel said then gave her a real kiss.

***

As the sun slipped below the horizon, Miguel lit the torch lamps in the backyard and started to cook dinner on the grill. He had no charcoal, but his crude fire, made from twigs and paper scraps, got the job done. The sizzling meat caused Miguel’s mouth to water and his stomach to growl.

Behind him, the family sat at the wooden picnic table, Zeke on one side, Sadie and Edwin on the other. The stranger seemed to be regaining some of his strength. He was still weak and shaky, but he’d managed to walk out to the picnic table by himself and stumbled only once. 

“So this is possum meat, you said?” Edwin asked.

Miguel nodded, flipping over a hunk of meat with a bent barbeque fork. “I set up a few traps down by the lake. I catch a few from time to time.”

Sadie laughed, and even without looking over his shoulder, he could tell from the sound that she was embarrassed. “I know it might seem a little gross, eating possum . . . ”

“Oh, not at all,” Edwin assured with a flip of his hand. “When I was in New York, I practically survived on rat. And it has been so long since I’ve had meat of any kind, I’m grateful that you are willing to share.”

“Think nothing of it. You know, it tastes pretty good. I even dry some of the meat and make it into a jerky.”

“Really? Possum jerky?”

“Yeah,” Miguel affirmed. “We’ll give you some for the road when you leave tomorrow.”

“Don’t be rude,” Sadie said.

Edwin laughed. “It’s okay. I promise I won’t overstay my welcome. I hope to make it to Florida by winter. I’m thankful for the hospitality you have shown me, but I’ll be moving on tomorrow.”

Miguel said, “Good,” and started transferring the meat to a chipped plate. On the grill, he tossed some large hunks of potato and carrot to roast. That didn’t take long. He brought everything to the table, dividing up the food equally among the four of them, and took a seat next to Zeke.

Before anyone started eating, Sadie insisted everyone hold hands, bow their heads and say grace. She offered up the prayer, as usual: “Dear Lord, I just want to thank you for protecting this family and keeping us safe even in these crazy times. Thank you for providing this food we are about to consume, and use it to nourish our bodies and keep us healthy and strong. And Lord, I also want to thank you for guiding Edwin to our door. We will treat him with the kindness and generosity with which you treat us. Amen.”

Everyone muttered an “Amen” in response then dug in. 

At first they ate in silence, but then Edwin moaned low and said, “This is absolutely delicious. Miguel, were you a cook in your former life?”

Miguel snorted a laugh but didn’t answer.

“Actually, Miguel was a kindergarten teacher,” Sadie answered for him.

Edwin chortled. “Really?”

“That surprise you?” Miguel asked, chewing on a rather tough piece of possum.

“Honestly . . . yeah. A little.”

Miguel shrugged. “Well, I was different back then. The world was different back then.”

“No argument there.”

Sadie said, “What about you, Edwin?”

“What about me?”

“What did you do back when the world was different?”

“Oh, I was a lawyer, um, once upon a time. Not much use for those now.”

“Wasn’t much use for them then, either,” Miguel muttered.

“Again, no argument there.”

“I was a nurse,” Sadie said.

Edwin smiled at her. “Now that I have no trouble seeing.” Then he looked across the table at Zeke. “And what about you, young man? What were you before the world went and fell apart on us? A doctor? An astronaut?”

Zeke stuffed a hunk of potato in his mouth and shrugged.

“Zeke was only seven when the sickness started,” Sadie whispered, picking up a piece of carrot then putting it back down, as if this topic had robbed her of her appetite. “Which means it has only been five years. Feels like a hundred. Sometimes I think I can barely remember what life was like . . . before.”

Edwin nodded. “When the sickness hit, it swept through the world pretty fast. Who would have thought that life as we knew it could collapse so completely, so quickly?”

“I’ll tell you what I do remember,” Sadie said. “The news reports. We’d gather around as a family and watch. I mean, we were scared enough just seeing what was happening in our own city. At first it seemed like a simple case of the flu, but the sick people didn’t get better, and many were dead within a week of contracting the illness. The news gave us conflicting reports about the cause, how to treat it, how to prevent it, but one thing was clear—it was happening everywhere.”

“And the damn President on the airwaves almost every night telling us everything was A-Okay,” Miguel grumbled, bitterness dripping from his words like acid. “I mean, people were dropping like flies, the hospitals were overrun, similar reports were coming in from across the globe, but still that pompous prick with his fat face and jet-black hair just smiled and said there was nothing to worry about.”

Sadie smiled apologetically at Edwin. “You’ll have to excuse my husband. He gets a little, shall we say, passionate on the subject of President Kane.”

Edwin chewed on a piece of meat, swallowed, and then asked Miguel, “You don’t think the government had something to do with the disease, do you?”

“Would you put it past them? It could have been some kind of biological warfare project gone horribly awry. Regardless of how the sickness started, though, there’s no way the President didn’t know how serious it was.”

“Maybe he just didn’t want to create a nationwide panic,” Edwin said.

Miguel pushed his almost empty plate aside. “Panic? Maybe people could have protected themselves better if they were a little more panicked? By lying to the public about the seriousness of the outbreak, it made people complacent. Even when they saw the evidence with their own eyes, they believed the President because surely he wouldn’t lie to his citizens, right? It doesn’t matter if he had a hand in creating the virus or not, his actions doomed this country. I consider the man a murderer. He should be put to death.”

“He’s probably dead already,” Sadie said quietly, but her words were corrosive, too. “Or at least, he is if there’s any divine justice left in the world.”

Miguel shook his head. “If that man turned out to be one of the two percent with a natural immunity . . .  Well, that would be enough to make me question my faith.”

“Don’t blaspheme,” Sadie said, but she wore a faint smile. Edwin now pushed his own plate away. He looked uncomfortable, his face twisted in a grimace. “Please forgive us. This is terrible dinner conversation. It’s been so long since we’ve had a guest, we’ve forgotten our manners.”

“No, it’s not the conversation. I think my exhaustion is finally catching up to me. Would you mind terribly if I retired for the night?”

“Of course not. I’ll warn you, the pull-out sofa bed isn’t the most comfortable thing in the world.”

“The last few nights I’ve slept on the ground, so it’ll be like sleeping on a cloud, I’m sure.”

Edwin rose from the bench when Miguel said, “Stick around and have breakfast with us in the morning. If you’re going to be setting off, might as well do it on a full stomach.”

Sadie graced her husband with such a brilliant smile he suspected he would get a little something extra in the bedroom. Edwin smiled at him, too. “That’s very kind of you. I’ll see you good folks in the morning.”

“Do you need any help?” Sadie asked.

“I think I can manage. Good night and bless you all.” With that, Edwin hobbled back to the mobile home and disappeared inside. 

Miguel and Sadie exchanged smiles over the table. Miguel turned to his son . . . 

 . . . and gasped. Zeke had gone pale.

***

Edwin expected he would have no trouble falling asleep, but sleep eluded him like a slippery eel. He tossed and turned on the mattress, which was in fact less comfortable than the hard ground, but his troubled mind was what kept him awake. He could hear the family talking quietly outside, though he couldn’t make out their words.

They were such a lovely family, and one of the few fully intact families he’d run across in the last few years. What were the chances all three would be immune to the virus? Of course, if both parents had a natural immunity, it would definitely increase the chances of their offspring being immune as well.

He would never be able to fully express his appreciation at the generosity they had extended to him. Miguel’s initial hostility and mistrust were understandable, but it was obvious these were good people.

This was why he thought it might be best to sneak out early in the morning before they awoke. They had a nice setup here and he wouldn’t mind staying for a while, but he couldn’t risk them finding out the truth.

Still listening to the family’s murmured conversation out back, Edwin finally fell asleep.

***

He awoke sometime in the night to the sound of creaking floorboards and heavy breathing. Edwin cracked open his right eye and scanned the room, but the overwhelming darkness kept him from seeing enough. As his vision adjusted, he thought he detected a hulking figure standing right next to the bed.

“Miguel?”

There was no answer, but then the figure raised something into the air. Edwin tried to move, but he wasn’t fast enough. Pain exploded along the right side of his head and he plunged back into even deeper darkness.

***

When Edwin came to the next time, he found it much easier to see his surroundings, thanks to the torch lamps’ flickering flames. He lay outside on the surface of the hard, splintering picnic table. Edwin tried to rise, despite the intense pounding in his head, but found himself strapped to the table with sturdy ropes. He craned his neck to look back toward the mobile home and saw Miguel standing there. “Hello, Mr. President.”

Edwin could only make a hoarse croak when he tried to speak. He licked his lips and tried again. “What are you talking about?”

“I’ll admit, you’re pretty unrecognizable,” Miguel said, raising a baseball bat and propping it casually over his shoulder. Edwin saw the blood on the end of it. “You’ve all but wasted away, your hair has gone silver, and what with half your face looking like Freddy Krueger there is a good chance that we would never have realized who you really are. Believe it or not, Zeke was the one that put it together.” 

“Miguel, I don’t know what Zeke thinks—”

“He was only a boy when the sickness hit, so I doubt he even remembers what President Kane looked like, but it was something you said that struck a nerve with him. After spewing lies and misinformation at the public in your press conferences, you’d always conclude with, ‘Good night and bless you all.’ Funny, Sadie and I had forgotten that, but Zeke remembered. And once he said something to us, it all fell into place. President Stephen E. Kane. Let me guess . . . the ‘E’ stands for Edwin, right?”

Edwin thought about denying it, but he didn’t have the strength. “What happened was not my fault. I didn’t do anything.”

“Except deceive the entire nation.”

“At first I honestly didn’t know the severity of the situation.”

“And after you did?”

“Well, my advisors kept telling me it was best not to come clean with all the frightening details, that it was better to keep the public calm.”

Miguel snorted a laugh. “So the Leader of the Free World was just following orders, just like the Gestapo.”

“Please, you don’t understand. I was just trying to—”

“And not only did you lie your ass off to us all back then,” Miguel said, paying no heed to Edwin’s words, “but then you came into my home and lied to my family.”

“I did not lie.”

“You didn’t give us your real name and you said you were a lawyer before the world ended.”

“As you already deduced, Edwin is my real name, my middle name, and before I went into politics, I was a lawyer.”

Miguel smiled. In the flickering light it was frightening, predatory. “It’s pretty slippery maneuvering, deception without any outright lies. Typical politician.”

Edwin looked past Miguel toward the open back door of the mobile home. It was obvious to him that he was not going to be able to reason with this man, so he figured his only hope was Sadie. She seemed the more rational and compassionate of the two. “Sadie!” he yelled. “Sadie, please come out here!”

“I’m right here, Mr. President.”

The voice startled him, causing him to yelp. He craned his neck to look in the opposite direction, the far side of the yard that led to the lake. A figure stood just outside the torches’ reach, but then Sadie stepped forward and her face was painted with shifting light and shadow. She looked sad and weary.

“Sadie, thank God. You’ve got to help me. Your husband is out of control.”

Sadie walked forward slowly and took a seat on the picnic table’s bench. She stared off into the distance, her eyes unfocused as if she were seeing another place, another time. When she spoke, her voice was flat. “When my mother first got sick—just a case of the sniffles, that’s how it started—I begged her to go to one of those emergency clinics that sprung up around town, after the hospitals became overcrowded. I heard on the news they had specialists there that could help. I was down on my knees, in tears, pleading with her. She wouldn’t go, though. She’d always been a stubborn woman. She kept saying, ‘The President says there’s nothing to worry about, that people are freaking out for no good reason, like with the Bird Flu.’”

Here Sadie paused and turned her gaze on Edwin. He suddenly wished she’d look away again. “My mother died in agony, choking on phlegm, spitting up blood, struggling for each breath, cursing God and screaming for me to kill her.”

Edwin shook his head, still hoping to get through to her. “That’s not my fault. If she was showing any symptoms it means she was already infected. There was no cure, no treatment, so she was a dead woman regardless of whether or not she went to a clinic.”

Sadie’s expression became so cold and emotionless it terrified Edwin. He turned his head back toward Miguel, who suddenly seemed to be the lesser of the two evils. 

Miguel laughed softly. “That was probably the wrong thing to say to her.”

Sadie pushed herself up from the picnic table and walked around it, joining her husband. The two stared down at Edwin as if he were a pesky insect that needed to be squashed. These two good Christian people, a former kindergarten teacher and nurse, now looked like monsters.

“So what are you going to do?” Edwin asked, not really wanting to know the answer. “Beat me to death with that bat?”

Miguel glanced over at the bat on his shoulder as if he’d forgotten it was there. Then he tossed it off to the side, where it landed in the high grass with a faint thud. “No, amigo. That would be too good for you.”

“What then, the shotgun?”

Sadie shook her head. “All that buckshot in your flesh would be too wasteful.”

“Wasteful? What are you talking about?”

Miguel reached to his waist where he pulled a serrated hunting knife, lethal and nasty looking, from a leather sheath. “Looks like we’re going to be having steaks for dinner tomorrow night.”

Sadie’s lips spread into a wicked grin. “With plenty left over for enough jerky to last us through next winter.”

Edwin screamed long before the knife was used, but there was no one left in the dead world to hear or care.


THE SUPPORT GROUP

New York arrived late, but New York was always late. He took his usual seat next to Los Angeles, who despite her caked-on makeup and hair extensions looked haggard and frail. Across the way, London nodded, sucking on his pipe so that an amorphous cloud of smoke enveloped his head. Paris was also in attendance, perched on the edge of one of the uncomfortable folding chairs that made up the circle. Her pointy hat looked rather ridiculous. 

The group was packed today, almost all the seats taken. 

“So what’d I miss?” New York asked then doubled over as a violent fit of coughing tore through him. He hacked up black sludge into a handkerchief.

Los Angeles had her chin tucked down against her chest, and she flicked her eyes toward him as if she hadn’t the strength to actually lift and turn her head. “I was telling everyone how I tried to shake the little buggers off again, but they just hold on for dear life and keep going like nothing happened.”

All around the circle, everyone nodded soberly. They were all inflicted with the same disease. Little parasites had infested them and were slowly killing them. They came to the group for mutual support but also to hear stories of possible treatments and cures. 

“I tried washing them away,” Miami said, reaching up and scratching at her head. “I mean, I really doused the fuckers. Got rid of some of them, but not enough, and it seems more just came to take the place of those I washed away.”

Next to Miami, New Orleans laughed, the sound deep and resonant. “Tell me about it. Several years back I really thought I’d managed to wash myself clean of the things, but now they’re all back. I can feel them crawling all over my skin.”

New York squirmed in his seat. He too felt the parasites all over him, polluting his body with their foul sickness. It had been so long since he had felt anything but tired and weak and contaminated. He didn’t even know what it was to be healthy anymore.

“What are we going to do?” he asked, his voice breaking. The question, familiar to the group, summed up why they came back week after week. 

“You could do what I did.”

All eyes turned at the sound of Chernobyl’s thick accent. She was the only person any of them knew that had actually beaten the disease. But the radiation treatment had taken a lot out of her, leaving her a withered husk of her former self. Her hair had fallen out except for a few matted clumps, and she seemed lost in her clothes, as if she were nothing more than a stick figure held together by twine and parchment.

Everyone was impressed by Chernobyl’s success at eradicating the parasites, but no one was willing to pay such a steep price to be free of them.

And yet, New York thought as he coughed up more black sludge mixed with his own blood, he might just be getting to the point that he’d try anything.


WELCOME

Stranded in the middle of somewhere.

The thought entered Steve’s mind as he stepped out onto the asphalt. Al exited the passenger’s side and joined him in front of the car. They raised the hood and stared down at the Toyota’s innards for some time.

“So,” Al said, breaking the silence, “how long are we going to look before we finally acknowledge that neither of us knows the first thing about cars?”

Steve closed the hood. “I think this is about long enough. I can’t figure out what could be wrong with it.”

They’d had the Toyota Celica only four months, the first new car either of them had ever owned. If the two men had not pooled their resources, they would never have been able to afford the automobile. It had been running smoothly up until a few minutes ago. Al noticed a low sound, like playing cards in bicycle spokes, and then everything shut down. No lurching or sputtering. The engine simply ceased, and Steve had guided the car to the right where it coasted to a gentle stop on the grassy curb.

“Well, looks like we’re stuck here,” Steve said. “Better pull out your phone and call a tow truck.”

“Oh yeah, my phone.”

“Don’t tell me you didn’t bring your cell.”

“No, I brought it, it’s right here.” Al pulled the compact black phone from his pocket and held it up. “But I’m out of minutes.”

“Well, that’s great,” Steve said, but there was no harshness in his voice. While he was more than a bit irritated by their brand new car’s refusal to go, he found the situation more amusing than anything else. This whole scenario—a young couple’s car breaking down in a remote area—was straight out of one of those cheap horror flicks Al always dragged him to. With one significant deviation, though. In those movies, the car always broke down in some backwater hillbilly town where the residents wanted to rape you or eat you or sacrifice you to some corn god. The area in which Steve and Al now found themselves was nothing like that.

“I guess we should go ask someone if we can use their phone,” Al said, leaning over and bumping his shoulder into Steve’s.

Steve planted a quick kiss on Al’s lips. “Guess so. I just hope the people in this neighborhood can afford phones.”

Al laughed and the two headed across the street.

Ever since Steve and Al moved in together, they had developed a fondness for taking drives. It started out as a game. They would pick a road that neither of them had ever been down and see where it led. This soon evolved into routine drives through the more affluent neighborhoods of town. Steve and Al shared a studio apartment, a tiny box of a place that reminded both of them of a motel room. They couldn’t afford anything bigger yet, Steve worked as a waiter and Al with mentally handicapped children, but they could dream of something bigger. They would drive through the rich neighborhoods and pick out their favorite houses, speculating on how it would be to live in such domestic palaces.

It was toward one of those domestic palaces that Steve and Al now walked.

The house was large, two stories, of multi-colored brick. The downstairs boasted large bay windows under which beautifully landscaped shrubbery grew. On either side of the front door, a large oak slab with a polished brass knocker, were old-fashioned gas lanterns. Even now low flames flickered, though darkness had not yet fallen. The house was expansive without being cold and foreboding like some other large homes. There was a certain coziness to this house. In fact, Steve had been about to pronounce this home his favorite of the evening when the Celica had stopped running.

In the front of the house was a paved drive that curved in a semi-circle, bordered by a row of knee-high bushes. Steve and Al walked down one side of the drive, fingers intertwined, and a gentle breeze ruffled their hair. Al glanced at his watch. 06:47 PM. The sky was the deep purple of a fresh bruise, stars flickering like the flames of the gas lanterns. It was a gorgeous spring evening, the kind of evening romance novelists wrote about in their saccharine fiction.

“Think we’ll be invited in for tea?” Al asked. “Get a firsthand glance at how the other half lives?”

“Who knows? Maybe they’ll be looking for a couple of young house-boys to do the cleaning in nothing but a pair of bikini briefs.”

“Look no further then, we’re the fellas for the job.”

“Damn straight,” Steve said.

There were four steps leading up to the door, the brass knocker shaped like a Chinese dragon. Steve pressed the doorbell and he and Al waited for a glimpse into the type of house in which they’d always dreamed of living.

Several seconds ticked by with no response. They were beginning to wonder if anyone was home, whether they should walk down the street to the next house, when footsteps sounded from inside. Hurried, frantic footsteps, as if someone was running down the hallway to answer the door.

“Sounds like someone’s glad to have visitors,” Steve said.

The door was wrenched open, hard enough that it swung wide and banged into the wall inside the house. A young woman stood framed in the doorway, blonde hair swept up in a sloppy bun, her eyes wide and wild, her breathing ragged. She wore faded jeans that came a few inches short of her ankles and a T-shirt with the word ‘Superstar’ printed on the front in silver spangles. The shirt was too small for her, exposing her midriff and stretching the word across her chest.

“Oh my God,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “You’re here. Someone’s really here.” 

Steve and Al cut sideways glances at one another, not sure how to reply. Finally Steve held out his hand. “Hi, my name is Steve, and this is my friend, Al. Our car broke down across the street and—”

“Fred!” the woman shouted over her shoulder. “Fred, hurry. Someone’s here. Get Gracie.”

A man appeared beside the woman. He wore corduroy overalls that were at least three sizes too large for him and a pair of glasses that slid down his nose to perch on the tip like a gargoyle on the side of a building. “I can’t believe it. Linda, are we dreaming? After all this time, it’s too good to be true.”

Al tugged on the sleeve of Steve’s shirt and began to back away. “If this is a bad time, we don’t want to bother you. We’ll just be on our way.”

“No!” the couple in the doorway shouted in unison. The woman, Linda, spoke quickly, “Your car broke down, right? You’re stranded, you need help.”

Fred stepped aside. “You can use our phone. Please come in, the phone is in the living room.”

Steve and Al hesitated on the doorstep, a welcome mat with silly cat designs at their feet. Linda and Fred seemed like one seriously disturbed couple, their eagerness to have Steve and Al in their home on par with that of the witch’s to get Hansel and Gretel into her oven.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Linda said with a smile that dimpled her cheeks in the most delightful way. “I know we’re acting peculiar, you’ll have to forgive us. We’ve been having an argument and you interrupted us.”

“Yes, yes, that’s right,” Fred said. “But we’re not going to turn away two gentlemen in need of help. Please, feel free to use our phone.”

Al looked at Steve. Steve was the stronger personality of the couple and Al usually followed his lead. Steve considered for a moment then nodded once. “If you don’t mind, we’ll only be a minute. Call for a tow and get out of your hair.”

Fred and Linda stepped back, and Steve and Al stepped over the threshold and into the house.

They stood in a large foyer, a crystal chandelier overhead. The floor consisted of maroon tiles, an oval-shaped oriental rug covering a large section of it. A curving staircase stood to the right, as well as an archway leading into the living room. A hallway stretched ahead. Steve and Al looked around them, drinking in the luxury with their eyes. Linda and Fred smiled at one another, idiot smiles like those worn by the children Al worked with at the Center. They seemed to be in the grips of a euphoric joy that sprang from nowhere.

“So, your phone?” Steve asked, rocking on the balls of his feet. “Where is it?”

Fred backpedaled down the hall. “I’ll get Gracie. She’s in the library.”

“I’ll go get our stuff from upstairs,” Linda said, rushing toward the stairs. She paused halfway up, glanced back at the stranded men and said, “Sorry,” then hurried to the second floor, leaving Steve and Al alone in the foyer.

“What the fuck have we walked into?” Steve asked, not bothering to keep his voice low.

“Twilight Zone would be my first guess, or Tales from the Crypt.”

“Oh, Jesus, let’s find the phone before that cackling Crypt Keeper shows up.”

They walked through the archway into the living room. The beige carpet was thick, the furniture antique. A cordless phone sat on an end table by a wooden rocker. Steve picked it up and punched some buttons, listened for a few seconds, punched a few more buttons, grunted, then hung the phone up with some force.

“Let me guess,” Al said, a slight tremor of unease coloring his voice. “Doesn’t work.”
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