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ONE-WAY TICKET TO MIDNIGHT

by

Gary Jonas


This one is for Bill Allen, who heard the music from the beginning.


PART ONE

 

I’m walkin’ down the highway, and all my friends are gone.

Said I’m walkin’ down the highway, and all my friends are gone.

They done went to meet their maker

And left me here alone.

 

                 —Howlin’ Roy Porter


CHAPTER ONE

 

 The day felt like bad news. The night’s rain had left the city looking sick and gray like a drowned rat. Water collected in gutters, swirling around the garbage piled at the sewage drains. Puddles stood in the streets, but the sidewalks were mostly dry. People driving to work didn’t look too happy to be up so early. Even the birds refused to sing.

   Roy Porter leaned against the brick wall of the Tulsa Rescue Mission, turning his harmonica over in his ebony hands. He liked the feel of the instrument—liked the fact that he could play a bit of music that wouldn’t sound great to anyone listening but would create true songs in his mind. Sometimes the music brought back memories he’d rather forget, but on days such as today, it pushed the bad times back into the shadows where they belonged. He brought the harmonica to his lips, cradling it with both hands, and blew a tune.

   A heavy loneliness settled onto his shoulders, and he wondered who he hadn’t seen today. Who he’d never see again.

   That feeling of dread tickled at the back of his mind. Down the alley, his buddy Frank dug in a trash dumpster. Frank rooted around a bit then stood up straight, a smile stretching his face as he tossed a new treasure into the shopping cart he’d stolen from the Homeland grocery store down the street. The cart overflowed with junk, but Frank would protect it with his life.

   Roy kept playing the tune, and the bad feeling nudged at him like a cat that wanted to go outside. He watched another of the mission’s regulars approach. Pete walked by holding a bandage on his arm. Roy figured he had finally sobered up enough to sell blood down at the clinic. Roy had gone with him a time or two but not lately. He liked his blood just fine right where it was, and it would take more than a lousy fifteen bucks to convince him otherwise.

   Pete didn’t even nod hello as he passed, but Roy didn’t take it personally. Pete wasn’t much for conversation. Near as Roy could tell, Pete had been a fine, upstanding citizen until one fateful day when he’d been driving his father to work and instead, in a moment of carelessness, ran a red light and delivered his old man to the reaper by way of a Mack truck. Pete’s father had died badly in his arms.

   Roy stopped playing the harmonica and sat down on a dry patch of sidewalk. The damp wind carried a song of warning. Its mournful voice whispered and moaned. Roy shivered in the cold air while whatever the wind said drifted out of reach like bits of a forgotten dream.

   He wasn’t surprised when the Reverend came up with a couple of Tulsa’s finest trailing behind her. The Reverend tugged her heavy, black overcoat tightly around her thin frame. Age spots dotted her hands and cheeks. Her wild, silver hair waved in the breeze like a lion’s mane.

   “Roy,” the Reverend said, adjusting her spectacles.

   Roy looked up at her. “Who was it this time?”

   The Reverend choked on her reply and looked at the cops. The older man could stand to lose twenty pounds. His name badge read Thompson, and his gray eyes lacked the spark, the fire that burned in the younger man, Anderson. Neither spoke. Roy knew it was going to be bad.

   She took a deep breath and shook her head. “Willie.”

   Roy closed his eyes. The Reverend laid a hand on his shoulder. Roy knew that she understood the loss of friends and loved ones. The Reverend’s husband, Charles, passed away six years back, following a long battle with the Big C. After he died, the Reverend threw herself into her work. She went out of her way to help the homeless. She once admitted to Roy that without Charles, she felt as if she were completely lost.

   Roy sat still a moment, letting the news sink in.

   Willie was gone.

   No more late-night stories or practical jokes. No more smiles or clever turns of phrase. No more walks in the park with Willie making up names and pasts for the people they saw.

   No more Willie.

   If only Roy had tried to do something, maybe Willie would still be alive. He knew that was ridiculous, but he still felt guilty because Willie was his friend. He shook his head and forced himself to breathe.

   “Where was he?” Roy asked.

   “He was found in the field behind the mission,” the Reverend said. “I’m sorry, Roy. I know you two were close.”

   “Yeah.” Roy glanced at the two policemen who stood behind her. Let them wait, he thought.

   Willie was dead.

   Roy’s mind came back to that thought. He tried to dodge it, to think about the Reverend and himself, but the fact was there, plain as day. His friend was dead. Just last night he and Willie had shared a cigarette and they’d laughed about some tall tale Willie told. Frank had been gullible enough to believe it. When Roy suggested they tell Frank the truth, Willie laughed and said they’d do that tomorrow. Now tomorrow would never come.

   “Mr. Porter,” said Anderson, “we need you to come with us.” It wasn’t a request.

   “Why?”

   “We need you to identify the body.”

   “Can’t the Reverend do that?”

   They just looked at him.

   “Look, if you already know it’s him, you don’t need me.”

   “We still need a positive ID.”

   “And the Reverend can give it. Why do you want me? I don’t want to see my friend’s corpse. I’ve seen more than enough death.”

   “We understand that, Mr. Porter,” Thompson said. “But—”

   “But nothing. I ain’t going. I can tell from the way you’re looking at me that you think I did it.”

   “Mr. Porter—”

   “Am I under arrest?”

   “Not yet,” Anderson said.

   “Come on, Roy,” the Reverend said. “It’s all right.”

   “No it’s not. I’m not a killer.”

   “I know, Roy. Really, they just need a positive ID. You’re the closest thing Willie had to next of kin. I’ll go with you. All right?”

   Roy sighed and pushed himself to his feet. The two policemen led the way back to their cruiser.

   “Get in the car,” Anderson said. He locked his fingers together and popped his knuckles.

   Roy looked at him, saw that Anderson clearly considered street people to be beneath him. Roy was used to that, but it still didn’t sit well with him. “Crackin’ your knuckles like that makes arthritis set in faster.”

   “Shut up, old man.” Anderson opened the door. “Get in. And try not to piss on the upholstery.”

   Roy made a show of sniffing the air inside the car. He made a face. “Smells like you beat me to it.”

   “Just get in,” Anderson said and pushed him.

   Roy rolled his eyes and climbed into the backseat. He didn’t want to make a trip to the morgue, but he felt he owed it to Willie. He slid over so the Reverend could get in, and she patted his leg.

   “Are you all right?” she asked.

   Roy nodded. She was going all out to try to comfort him. Roy wished she’d stop; he wanted his own space.

   Anderson drove.

   “It’s terrible,” the Reverend said to no one in particular. “Just terrible.”

   “Yep,” Thompson said.

   “Why do these things happen?”

   “That’s more your arena than mine, Reverend. I’d just say these are bad times.”

   Death must have a warped sense of humor, Roy thought. It always takes those who most love life. Willie had been a happy man. Roy didn’t know what happened to leave him on the streets; the old man had been a permanent fixture for as long as anyone could remember. He’d been a good friend and had lit up the lives of those around him. They used to say that nothing could get him down.

   They were wrong.

   Roy stared out the window at the houses they passed. Junked cars sat in some of the driveways, on the lawns, at the curbs. He knew the owners planned to fix them up or part them out someday, but until then, those junkers would just sit there.

   It reminded Roy of his life. When he was young, he had so much to live for. Then, after the war—after Rose—he’d thrown it all away. He’d parked himself in the driveway to rust, never bothering to fix himself up or part himself out. How many others did the same thing?

   When they reached the hospital, Anderson parked in a no-parking zone.

   “You can’t park here,” Roy said.

   “I’m a cop,” Anderson said as if that made it all right.

   “You still can’t park here.”

   “Shut up, old man.”

   “It says no parking.”

   “I didn’t know you could read,” Anderson said.

   “There are a lot of things you don’t know,” Roy said.

   Anderson opened the door. “Out.”

   The Reverend climbed out and Roy followed. He took a moment to stare into the young cop’s eyes. “You ain’t such a good valet,” Roy said. “Might want to take a class or something.”

   “Let’s not cause any trouble,” the Reverend said, but Roy could tell she was hiding a grin.

   “Tell that to him,” Roy said.

   “Let’s go.” The young cop led the way to the double glass doors of Hillcrest Medical Center. He held the door and waited for the others to come up the walk. He tapped his foot and sighed. “Come on.”

   Roy walked even slower; he wasn’t about to be rushed. He didn’t want to see the corpse of his friend, and if he could delay that, he would.

   Anderson fumed. “I don’t have all day.”

   “I do,” Roy said as he walked past him into the building.

   Even without the sad reason for coming here, Roy hated hospitals. The smell of antiseptics never quite overpowered the stench of the sick and dying. It was worse when they descended into the basement. A sign hung on the wall with arrows pointing left and right. To the left was the morgue, to the right, the cafeteria.

   “Good thing I ain’t hungry,” Roy said. “Whoever designed this place is one sick puppy.”

   Anderson grinned. “Do you expect someone to offer you some Soylent Green, Mr. Porter?”

   Thompson shook his head and guided Roy to the left.

   They entered the morgue.

   A long-haired young man sat behind a desk with his back to them, bouncing his head in time with the rap music thundering from the headphones of his portable CD player. The room couldn’t have been more than ten feet by ten feet and the off-white walls with framed pictures of clowns did nothing to improve the atmosphere.

   Thompson cleared his throat.

   The morgue attendant’s curly brown hair bobbed and waved, and he wore thick glasses that wouldn’t stay seated on the bridge of his nose. He didn’t give any sign that he heard anything beyond the rap song.

   Anderson stepped forward and tapped the man on the shoulder. The attendant nearly hit the ceiling. “Jesus!” he yelled yanking off the headphones. “Don’t do that, man!” He noticed the uniforms and gathered his composure with a half grin. When he saw the Reverend, he blushed.

   “You the attendant?” Anderson said.

   “Uh, yeah. Sorry.” He nudged his glasses up with a forefinger and looked at the group. “What’s up?”

   “We’re here to identify a John Doe,” Thompson said.

   “No prob. Follow me.” He tossed the headphones on the desk then rose and led them into a large room. Roy shivered, blaming it on the refrigeration; it was cold in there, but the chills came more from being surrounded by death. A couple of tables stood in the center of the floor. Three walls were painted a blinding white. The fourth wall had rows of stainless-steel drawers where they stored corpses.

   The attendant held a silver clipboard in one hand. Several sheets of paper flapped on it as he walked over to the drawers. “So do you want to take a look inside drawer number one, drawer number two, or trade it all for what lies inside drawer number three?”

   Roy guessed one had to be twisted to work in a morgue, but this guy really rubbed him wrong. They were here to identify Roy’s friend and he didn’t appreciate the attendant’s attempt at humor. Maybe the guy’s brain had soaked up too much formaldehyde and he was sliding off into the void of insanity. Or—and Roy liked this possibility—the rap music had burned out his brain with its unbearable volume.

   “We’re here for an old, Black man,” Anderson said. “Would’ve been brought in this morning.”

   “Old puffball, eh?”

   “That’s the guy.”

   The attendant yanked a drawer open. It held the naked body of an old woman. He gave a sheepish grin and closed the drawer. “Memory’s gone,” he said and consulted his clipboard. “Let’s see . . . here it is. Number seventeen.” He moved along the bank of drawers and pulled out a tray.

   The body had a sheet draped over it. Roy knew that wasn’t standard practice. “Even Dr. Coverdale can’t stand looking at this poor guy. So who’s holding the short straw?” The attendant’s eyes sparkled with glee.

   Anderson stepped forward. “Come on, Mr. Porter.” He raised the sheet so Roy could get a look.

   An awful smell hit him, but even that didn’t prepare him for how bad old Willie looked. This time it was snakes. Willie was as full of holes as a pair of two-dollar shoes. Each set of twin puncture marks oozed purple fluid. His face was so swelled that his eyes bulged, threatening to burst. His skin was gray. Roy looked away. “That’s Willie.”

   “We need a full name,” Thompson said. “He had no identification.”

   “I told them you might know his name,” the Reverend said. She stayed back so as not to see the body. She always tried to help the cops. Roy knew she did it because she figured they’d patrol the neighborhood a bit more, help her if she needed it or help one of the homeless. Fat chance.

   Roy shrugged. “He was always old Willie to me. I doubt if Willie himself would have remembered his last name.”

   Anderson still held the sheet up, so Roy jerked it away from him and covered Willie’s face. He hated to look at him like that—degraded. He patted him, saying his final good-byes. “You was good people, Willie. I’m gonna miss you.”

   “Pretty wild, huh?” the attendant said.

   Thompson walked over and placed a hand on Roy’s shoulder. “You all right, Mr. Porter?”

   “I’m okay.”

   “Did Willie have any enemies?” Anderson asked. “Who’s his next of kin?”

   Roy stared at him. He knew they’d have lots of questions. Willie was the third street person to die in the past two weeks. It just so happened that Roy knew all of the victims, and everyone from the cops to the guys at the mission to Roy himself was aware of that fact. He kept repeating that he didn’t have any answers, but no one accepted that, not even Roy.

   He didn’t consider telling the cops what little he knew. They’d think he was insane. The cops couldn’t help. They’d look for a regular man, and one thing Roy knew for sure was that the killer was definitely not a regular person.

   He’d seen the pattern of death before, ten years back, when he was new to the streets. A few of the old-timers took him under their wings and taught him to survive.

   Then they started dropping off, each in a different horrible way. It looked like the killing would go on forever, but then came Jim. He was a long-haired, pot-smoking, rock star wannabe but he cared. Roy wasn’t sure how he did it, but Jim stopped the killing.

   Always afraid that it might start up again, Roy kept an eye on Jim. Jim was different after he’d dealt with the killer, meaner. He traded his sandals for biker boots, bought himself a Harley, and took off for a couple of years of soul searching. When he came back, he settled on the West Side.

   Roy figured it was time to pay him a visit.

   He turned to the Reverend. “Get me out of here.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

   The Reverend sat in the back of the police cruiser and watched Roy disappear around a corner. She prayed Roy wasn’t involved. The officers turned in their seats to look back at her.

   “How long have you known Mr. Porter?” Officer Thompson asked.

   “About five years. I don’t . . . I can’t believe he’s involved in these horrible murders.”

   “He’s known all the victims, Reverend.”

   “Yes, but so did I.”

   “You said he held open animosity toward Daniel Sterns. A long-running feud. I’m not saying he killed the man, but he’s certainly a prime suspect.”

   “But he and Willie were the best of friends.”

   “They could have had an argument. You know how quickly these people’s tempers flare.”

   “But—”

   “I’m just saying it’s a possibility.”

   “I understand that,” the Reverend said. “But I don’t believe it for a heartbeat. Roy’s a good man.”

   “Look, all we want you to do is keep an eye on him. Keep us up to date on his activities.”

   “Very well,” she said. But she didn’t like it. She got out of the police car and walked up the steps to the mission. She had a sermon to prepare.

***

   Jim’s house was a good five miles from the mission—quite a hike for Roy. He’d considered himself old from the time he broke the fifty-year barrier seven years back. Half a century and then some of life. He walked along the sidewalk, watching fancy cars pass him by. Businessmen stared at him as if he were from another planet. He stared right back at them. He knew they didn’t really notice him as long as he wasn’t in their neighborhood, but he liked to practice paranoia. It kept him alert. He could have used a ride, but he didn’t bother to stick his thumb out.

   Roy turned down Jim’s street. The house was hidden from the road by trees and overgrowth. Jim didn’t care much for company, not after what had gone down.

   Knowing Jim wouldn’t answer the front door, Roy walked around the gravel driveway that circled behind the house. The front yard looked like hell, but the backyard looked like the Garden of Eden. Jim owned a full acre of land and had put it to good use. He maintained a huge garden, and everywhere Roy looked, there were fruit trees. In the summertime it was a beautiful sight. Now, with winter closing in, it looked sad and lonely.

   Jim’s Harley stood guard next to the house, and Roy was careful not to touch it as he passed; Jim was sensitive about that bike. Roy had a feeling that touching the motorcycle was like signing your own death warrant. He stepped onto the back porch, took a deep breath and knocked hard on the oak door. It swung open.

   “Jim?” he called. “It’s old Roy Porter. Remember me?” He peered into the darkness and slowly walked in.

   Cold steel pressed against Roy’s throat.

   “You’re lucky. I do remember.”

   Roy recognized Jim’s voice, and he felt damn lucky when the blade moved away.

   Roy ran his hand across his throat, relieved to find no blood. “You always leave the door open?”

   “Yeah,” Jim said and slipped the knife into his boot. “If someone wants in, a locked door isn’t going to stop them.”

   He hadn’t changed much since Roy had last seen him. He still wore T-shirts and faded jeans. His beard was a little longer and a little wilder. His brown hair was touched with gray at the temples, but his steel blue eyes still looked through a man as though he were made of glass.

   The smell of beans cooking hung thick in the air. Jim nodded at Roy then turned. Roy followed him out of the kitchen and into the living room. Sunlight streamed through the window. There were no curtains. Oil lamps were scattered here and there along with a half dozen used candles.

   Jim sat on the floor with his back against the wall and reached for his beat-up acoustic guitar. He motioned for Roy to sit down then strummed a few chords, closing his eyes and relaxing. He placed his hand on the strings, bringing them to silence.

   “I know why you’re here,” he said.

   “Then you heard about the fellas?”

   “I knew.”

   “You figure it’s the same as before?”

   Jim nodded and strummed the guitar again.

   “Well, why ain’t you done something about it?” Roy asked.

   Jim’s brow furrowed and he stared Roy down. “I’m not the patron saint of winos. This is dangerous shit, Roy. Besides, it’s none of my business until someone asks me to help.”

   “That’s why I’m here. We need your help. I might be meeting the maker soon if you don’t do something. And believe me, I ain’t ready to go!”

   “Nobody is but we usually don’t get much say.”

   “I know old Willie didn’t,” Roy said. “You remember Willie, don’t you?”

   “Yeah,” Jim said.

   “He died this morning.” Roy hesitated then said, “Snakes.”

   Jim’s eyes locked onto empty space. “I . . . felt something this morning. A call. I didn’t know who it was.”

   Roy shook his head, thinking Jim was kind of weird. When Jim talked his “psychic talk,” Roy got all jittery. He didn’t know what to think about it. “So are you gonna help us?”

   Jim’s eyes returned to normal. “It’s not my problem.”

   “We need you, Jim.”

   “I can’t help you.”

   “You’re the only one who can help us. You beat it before.”

   Jim closed his eyes and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “The price was too high.”

   “You ain’t scared, are you?”

   “Get the fuck out of here, Roy.”

   “I didn’t think so,” Roy said quickly. “Just checking.”

   “Let me tell you something. If this is the same as before, you’re asking me to commit suicide.”

   “No, I’m asking for help. I’ll be your backup man.”

   “I don’t want a backup man. I don’t want any part of this. Leave me out of it.”

   “That’s fine. I understand. But answer me this: If it is the same guy, don’t you think he’d be a mite pissed off that you beat him back then? Don’t you think that when he gets ready, he’ll come after you?”

   “It’s crossed my mind,” Jim said.

   “Then don’t you think it’s in your own best interest to tackle him now when he’s not ready?”

   “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

   “Maybe not, Jim. But if this guy wants revenge, it don’t make much difference.”

   “That depends on whether or not he can find me.”

   “I found you.”

   Jim strummed the guitar, and Roy sat in silence, letting his words sink in. The longer Jim played, the more certain Roy became that he’d won. Finally Jim gave a solemn nod, set the guitar aside, and stood up.

   Roy followed him into the bedroom. It was pitch dark. Jim pulled a Zippo out of his pocket and lit an oil lamp that hung from the middle of the ceiling.

   The only window in the room was covered with several coats of black paint. One end of the room had a pillow and sleeping bag. There were Easyriders magazines and occult paperbacks lying on the floor, and one corner seemed reserved for empty beer cans.

   Jim had built shelves out of one-by-eights and cinder blocks along a whole wall. They were filled by knickknacks and books. Odd figurines from all over the world—a baku from Japan, an Anubis from Egypt, a phii krasue from Thailand—stood near books on the Senoi, Aleister Crowley, and the Masons. The top shelf held three wooden boxes. Jim reached up and took one down. He knelt on the floor and placed his hands on either side of the lid, hesitated, then opened it with something akin to reverence.

   The contents included a leather pouch and a ring with a silver ankh. Jim stuck the ring on his finger and hefted the pouch a few times as if testing its weight. Satisfied, he tucked it into his pocket.

   He took down the second box. It held an old book wrapped in emerald silk. He folded the silk and placed it back in the box then gave the book a close examination. The black leather binding was cracked and split. It was lettered with gold that flaked off under the touch of Jim’s callused hands. Roy couldn’t make out the title.

   “What is all this stuff?” Roy asked.

   Jim grinned. “This is my soul. Collected artifacts of my existence. The ring is the one thing I have of my father’s. The book belonged to my grandfather, and this,” he said, taking down the last box, “belonged to a man I once had the honor of meeting.”

   He raised the lid, revealing a twelve-inch dagger. The knife had a bone handle in the shape of an eagle head, and when he pulled it from its sheath, Roy could see that odd symbols had been carved into the blade. Jim held the knife up.

   The air felt charged with energy, and Roy eased toward the door, but Jim reached out and grabbed his arm. His other hand held that knife with a death grip, and Roy was afraid Jim would stab him with it. Instead, Jim turned it sideways and pressed it into Roy’s hands.

   “You’ll need this,” he said.

   Roy stared at it, running his finger along the wooden centerpiece. “I was kinda hoping for a gun. A big gun.”

   “A gun wouldn’t do us any good, Roy.”

   “And this knife will?”

   Jim shrugged.

   That was a real confidence builder. Roy looked at the carved symbols then slipped the dagger back into its sheath and tucked it inside his coat. He hoped the cops wouldn’t stop him again. The last thing he wanted to explain to a cop was why he was carrying a knife that would look at home in some museum.

   “So where do we start?”

   “Let’s check out the death scenes,” Jim said. “There are things hidden from the physical realm—traces of the killer. Vibrations.”

   “Oh,” Roy said. He never felt comfortable when Jim went all mystical on him.


CHAPTER THREE

 

   They called the cabin Safe Haven, and the place was true to its name. No one could reach it without knowledge of the path. Safe Haven was tucked away in a beautiful place where every day was like springtime. Trees surrounded the cabin on three sides. A lake stretched out behind the place, the blue water glistening in the sunlight. The air smelled of pines and freshness.

   Jonathan sat in a rocker on the back porch, gazing at the lake. He loved this place. There was no pollution. It was paradise. And yet he didn’t feel completely at ease.

   Susan stepped out onto the porch. She had aged well with only a few laugh lines around the eyes and mouth; Jonathan felt certain that she could pass for thirty. “The others are talking,” Susan said.

   Jonathan sighed. “I know.”

   “It’s started again, hasn’t it?”

   “Yes.”

   “The others think we should do something.”

   Jonathan shook his head. “If we go back, we’ll have to stay there. Coming back here after setting foot in the city would leave obvious trails. Safe Haven would be in danger.”

   “We may be in danger anyway.”

   “Not for quite some time. Years and years. Things would have to get awfully bad in the city before it could bleed out this far.”

   “We could keep things from bleeding out, Jonathan.”

   “Maybe. Maybe not.”

   “You know we could.”

   “If it were a given, I’d say let’s go. But it’s not. We’re soft, Susan. Why risk what we have?”

   Susan leaned against the wooden rail, crossing one foot over the other. “I just . . .”

   Jonathan stood and moved to her, took her in his arms. “I understand,” he said. And he did. He knew that she was empathetic to the people. But didn’t she realize the people had chosen to live the way they did? Hadn’t she and Jonathan and the others here at Safe Haven tried to get them to understand? Talking to people was like trying to build a house of cards in a hurricane. No one listened; no one cared. It was useless.

   “Do you really understand?” she asked.

   “Of course I do.”

   “I wonder,” she said. “I mean, you’re letting them all die. We have a chance to stop things before they get out of hand. Why don’t we at least try?”

   “I’ve felt the same things you have, Susan. But the odds are against us. We don’t have the strength. Still, if it makes you feel any better, one of us is there.”

   “It’s been a long time. Is he still one of us?”

   Jonathan turned and gazed out at the lake. “For all our sakes,” he whispered, “I hope so.”

***

   The wind picked up leaves and tossed them in flip-flops to the ground only to lift them up and throw them again. Roy zipped his coat and shoved his hands in his pockets to avoid the chill air. He wished he hadn’t traded his gloves for Frank’s extra crackers the other night. Sure the gloves had holes, but anything was better than nothing.

   The clouds grew black and menacing. They stared down, spitting bolts of lightning across the sky. The trees waved their branches in the breeze, and all Roy could hear was the sound of the wind drowning out the rush of cars on Riverside Drive.

   He stood away from the clearing and kicked at the mulch-covered ground. A few strips of yellow crime scene tape flapped in the wind beside him. Jim stood out in the open. He said the lightning was invigorating—that it charged him up and made him feel alive. He said the same damn thing about the cold. “Breathe it in, Roy. It’s good for you.”

   Roy just stared at him. He was having second thoughts about the entire situation. He didn’t want to be here. More than anything, Roy wanted to get inside someplace warm and hide until the sun got brave enough to poke out its head. But he knew that this was something he had to do if only to prove to himself that he could handle the challenge. It was a giant first step toward rebuilding his life.

   Jim walked to the far side of the clearing. Roy could see the Arkansas River behind him. The churning, brown water sliced West Tulsa off from the rest of the city. West Tulsa—the only part of town that hadn’t developed since the fifties. The people there could look across the river and see life. City life. West Tulsa was more like a small town where nothing grew or changed. Bits and pieces simply faded away and died.

   “This is where Big Dave bought it,” Roy said. “Spiders.”

   Jim knelt and closed his eyes. “Black widows,” he said.

   “How did you know?” Roy asked. “They didn’t put that in the paper!”

   “A swarm of black widows.”

   Roy nodded. He had heard all about it from Frank, who had found the body. The police had sworn Frank to silence, so of course Frank talked about it nonstop for three days to anyone who would listen. It’s not every day you find a body covered with hundreds of black widows.

   Jim took a deep breath and threw back his head. The wind whipped his hair. He pointed back toward the road then stood and walked over. “Dave died . . . here.” He pointed down then squatted and sifted his fingers through the dirt.
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