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CHAPTER ONE:

REDD’S BAR

––––––––
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THE GODDAMN NEON SIGN flashed relentlessly as I parked the Chevy and turned off the engine, sheltering the keys in my worn denim jacket. My thumb rubbed the pads of the dog print tag as I gazed at the local landmark, Redd’s Bar, eternally missing the first “R.” Ed, the fat-sack-of-a-bouncer claimed ownership each night with the same corny joke, and my lack of laughter never fazed him. Every customer was treated to the familiar line, “I even got my name on it,” as they entered the front door.

Why did I even choose this place?

The silver dulled, turned to lackluster pewter, a witness to years of friction. Ed beckoned, his meaty palm gleaming in a pinkish light mounted over his head, fluttering with white moths. I stepped onto the gravel with steel-toed black cowboy boots. Not quite my style, but a necessary façade in this new town. My wardrobe changed back on the east Coast, except for the jacket and a few band tees I couldn’t part with. Cheesy bolo ties weren’t for me; they belonged to evangelical preachers and used car salesmen with amber-tinged sunglasses and pinkie rings with turquoise. Ed stood up with a grin plastered across his face. I wish he didn’t like me so much.

Rain pattered on my truck’s hood as I reached for crumpled Marlboros, a lighter nestled inside the plastic wrap. I turned away from the bar, taking a long drag, and watching smoke unfurl. The nearly empty parking lot was no surprise; it was Tuesday night prior to Thanksgiving and most folks had families to spend time with

It’s been a long time since I’ve been invited to Thanksgiving dinner.

I flicked the filter and noticed a red streak on my sleeve.

Whose blood was this?

Ed’s voice interrupted my thoughts, “You comin’ in here or what?” I raised a middle finger, staring at my sleeve. “We got a band at nine,” he shouted. I nodded. Ed’s voice broke my concentration once more, “Gonna catch a cold, Bud.”

“Be there in a minute,” I muttered, checking my outfit under the neon sign’s unnatural glow. More blood on my new Dickies. Who names these colors, anyway? This pair is called Rinsed Brown Duck or some such fuckery. A sudden thwap landed on my shoulder, and I jumped with clenched fists, swinging around to face my attacker. It was just Ed, grinning with teeth that looked like they were forced into his mouth.

He’s the accidental jester.

“Dropped your cigarette,” he smirked, and I watch the corners of his mouth slowly droop downwards as he noticed the blood.

“I’m fine Eddie. It ain’t even mine.” I reached down and picked up my glowing butt, watching a pair of headlights stream into the parking lot past us. The car stopped in front of the awning and a man and woman hop out and lumber through the bar entrance as the old wooden door slammed shut behind them. The moths scattered for a few seconds before finding the warm bulb again. 

Ed continued to scrutinize my clothes, but I had no more to offer. “I swear, I’m okay,” I tried to give him some peace of mind as I pressed the cigarette to my lips. Foghat’s Slow Ride screamed from Ed’s direction and he fumbled for his cell phone hidden under black leather. He held a sausage-like finger up to my face as he walked toward the bar to answer it. Ed’s responses were awkward, promising that he’ll stay put on the chair and apologizing for not carding the two patrons that just entered. I felt bad for the dolt, knowing that he probably won’t get any further in life, make any more money, or aim higher than just coasting along. I admired his simplicity. Blissful ignorance of what he didn’t know.

The man who just entered the bar left in a hurry, tripping over the threshold and taking a nosedive onto the gravel. Stones crunched under his knees and he stood up looking at his ripped pants. Ed roared with laughter, slapping his large thighs as he hoisted himself back onto the stool. The moths continued to flap silently overhead, creating a shadow disco ball effect on the wooden exterior. The poor sap rushed back to his car, reversing it at full speed until narrowly missing my Chevy. Red tail-lights echoed the bar sign above until they streaked out of sight. Nothing stood out about the Honda Civic except the shade of slime-green, the color of a Midori Sour.

Bits of gravel clung to my cigarette, so I stamped it out, swiveling my boot until wisps of gray smoke rose from underneath. I gave my hat’s brim a tug and announced, “Alright, I’m coming in,” imagining the sight I presented.

Ed looked dejected. “I got in trouble,” he muttered, “Boss wants to talk to me when my shift is over.”

“Ain’t anything important, those twerps flew in here like bats from hell. No way you could have carded them before they reached the door,” I grumbled, wearing a half-smile as I patted Ed’s arm. He remained fixated on his phone, perhaps hoping to escape the grim future unfolding before him. “Hey, let’s catch up after the band. What kind of music is it anyway?”

Ed pondered for a moment, the icons on his phone jiggling like Mexican jumping beans in his palm. “Cover band,” he finally replied, jabbing at one of the icons. “Black Sabbath.”

“Well, that’s just about the best news I’ve heard all day,” I exclaimed, reminiscing about one of the vintage Sabbath tees I had managed to hold onto, holes in the armpits and all. “Goddamn best Thanksgiving Eve’s Eve I’ll ever have,” I added.

Pushing open the red door, I entered a dive that had likely peaked two decades prior. The billiards table sat in a corner, its felt mossy and tattered like an unwanted uncle at a child’s birthday party, only somehow more creepy. Nearby, an upright arcade cabinet and pinball machine waited for their players. I had already tossed a few quarters in both over the past two weeks. The bar itself stretched almost the entire length of the space, adorned with a combination of clear resin and spilled beer. The woman who had entered earlier was now seated at the far end, engaged in conversation with the bass player of the band. Neon beer signs adorned the walls, mingling with taxidermy animals, old farm tools, and movie memorabilia, creating a mishmash of décor that reflected the owner’s uncertainty about his clientele.

I grabbed a bag of free peanuts from a cardboard box near the Keno machine and found a seat in front of the cash register. The place was nearly empty, except for the band setting up their gear on the stage. The drummer, a large, bearded ginger, shot the bass player an accusatory look, probably concerned about a Yoko Ono situation developing. The band’s banner loomed behind the drummer, bearing the name WAR PIGS in a wavy font reminiscent of Black Sabbath’s Master of Reality album cover. Personally I would have gone with Children of the Grave for a name, but that’s just me. 

“Whatcha drinking?” a raspy voice asked from behind me. I turned to find a stranger’s face behind the bar, sounding like she’s had a cold. “Lemme guess,” she continued, eyeing me up and down. “You look like a mid-shelf bourbon guy. On the rocks, twist of lemon.”

“You couldn’t be more wrong if you tried,” I retorted, swiveling my stool to face her. I smiled, studying her appearance and trying to figure out her persona. “I’ve been here every night for a week and never seen you here before.” I removed my hat and placed it near a coaster featuring the New Mexican flag. “Black coffee for me, thanks.” The woman was tall and curvy, wearing a black leather vest and dark blue jeans. Half of her head was shaved, and the other half was styled into a bob with dyed red fringe. She exuded a rebellious aura.

“Coffee, you got it, pal,” she replied, turning to grab a steaming pot and a ceramic mug emblazoned with REDD’S BAR. Placing it on the coaster, she asked, “You want to start a tab?”

“I’ll pay as I go,” I answered. “What time does the band go on?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Nine,” she replied flatly, leaning in closer. “Hey, is that your blood?” She seemed to be trying to catch the scent of the metallic bouquet. In return, I caught a whiff of patchouli and burnt pipe tobacco. She reached for my sleeve but I recoiled quickly.

“No it’s not,” I responded coolly.

“You should probably check yourself out in the bathroom. Clean yourself up a bit. That’ll be a buck,” she said, nodding toward the cup.

“Okay,” I agreed, placing a five on the bar. “Keep the change and save my seat, huh?” I added with a smirk before heading toward the stage, squeezing past the bass player, who seemed preoccupied with the woman’s breasts. Her hand was jammed down the front of his pants. The bathroom was located awkwardly next to the back entrance, where the band was currently loading their equipment, creating a clusterfuck of gear in my path. I had to navigate around stacked amps to reach the door, leading to a unisex restroom lit with the seedy glow of a hooker after the deed was done and was waiting to be paid. A chalkboard wall ran along one side of the urinal, covered in graffiti and crude messages.

‘Here I sit, brokenhearted. Tried to shit but only farted.’ – Ed

Of course, Eddie would sign his work. Probably proud as fuck about that one.

‘Some come here to sit and think and write upon the walls, I come here to shit and stink and rest my weary balls.’ – Also Ed

I slid my arms out of the denim jacket, hanging it on the hand dryer to discover more dried blood on the back along with three parallel gashes.

Damn shame, I love this jacket.

The door burst open, and the bass player was locked in a passionate squeeze with the young woman at the bar, sucking face with lip-smacking stereo sound effects. They clambered into the lone stall and I couldn’t help but wonder if my presence was invisible to them. As I checked my outfit, my back felt as if it had been scratched, which explained the ripped jacket. I removed my shirt and confirmed the damage; my tee was slashed to ribbons. I tossed the torn shirt in the trash and gazed at a poster of ‘They Live’ on the deckled wall. A pink bra landed in the sink in front of me and I stared into the grimy mirror. My face was peppered with a fine red mist.

What happened?

I rinsed my cheeks, watching the water marble with strains of red blood twirling around the drain holes. The bathroom shook with hard thrusting and I took it as my cue to leave. I grabbed the bass player’s War Pigs shirt from the top of the stall and put it on, buttoning my jacket halfway up to conceal my theft.

Returning to my seat, I noticed the bartender chatting with another customer near the Keno machine. When I glanced at my coffee, I realized that the woman had taken a few sips, leaving her lipstick prints around the bone-white rim. She waved to me from across the room. Annoyed that she felt comfortable enough to share, I pushed the cup away and reached for my wallet. 

“When you have a chance, I’ll take another.” 

People are animals.

Gravel crunched outside, accompanied by the screech of brakes, and all eyes turned to the door. A man with wild eyes stood in the entrance, clutching a shotgun. The slime green Civic idled behind him, its high beams creating a spotlight effect on the stage.

“Ashley, get over here!” the man bellowed, blood stains marring his torn pants. “Don’t make me tell you again.”

“Get the fuck outta here,” the bartender retorted, brandishing a sawed-off double-barrel shotgun from under the bar. “Listen boy, you aren’t welcome here. Eddie, where the fuck are you?” she yelled.

Most definitely the rebel.

I caught Ed’s leather jacket out of the corner of my eye. He was on the ground holding a hand against his bleeding forehead.

“Last warning, big shot,” the bartender announced. Ashley appeared in front of the stage wearing nothing but pink panties. The bassist slid his arm around her neck and smirked. The bartender glanced at back to the assailant. “Looks like she’s made her choice,” she said.

Tears formed in his eyes and released his grip from the barrel. Eddie took his chance and tackled the guy, smashing his head into the door frame with a blunt thud. His neck twisted sideways.

My thoughts flashed, tunneling into darkness, transporting me to a scene steeped in violence. There’s a fleeting glimpse of my wife’s radiant smile, her face bathed in the gentle caress of sunlight. Distant trees swayed and the ocean mist graced my senses. Abruptly, it shifted to an ambulance, its flashing lights and EMTs surrounding me, probing my eyes with their penlights. Everything turned black, and I found myself in the desert. Night had fallen, and a lone coyote howled in the distance. Faint, eerie scratches assail my ears, only to be ripped back to the present by a deafening shotgun blast. My heart skipped a beat as I fixed my gaze upon the entrance. Eddie loomed over the fallen man, wisps of smoke rose from the gun’s barrel.

“What did you do? What DID YOU DO!?” the bartender’s voice thundered through the chaos. She vaulted over the bar and made a dash for the door. “Shit man, aw fuckin’ shit. You stupid asshole, he was already subdued!”

Eddie was lost; his eyes reflected a mixture of bewilderment and guilt. He’s quelled countless bar-room brawls and dispatched bullies, but he’s never killed a man before. It’s written in his eyes, a script of newfound savagery coursed through his veins. “He... he reached for it,” Ed mumbled, voice trembling. “He reached for the trigger. He pulled it. I was... I was just holding it.”

“Is that true?” the bartender’s gaze shifted to me. “What did you see?”

Fuck, I wasn’t even paying attention. How do I answer?

“I blacked out for a moment,” I admitted. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see it happen.” Christ, I hope that sticks.

“What about you guys? Hey, War Pigs! Is that what happened?” she inquired, turning to the band.

“Those damn headlights are too bright,” the drummer complained. “It’s blinding us here on stage.” 

“Yeah,” the guitarist chimed in, glancing at the shirtless bass player. I tightened my jacket. “Who the fuck was that?” he asked.

A slow realization dawned on Ashley, who stood nearly naked, cowering behind her lover. “My ex... well, my current boyfriend but soon to be...” her voice trailed off as tears well up in her eyes. “He was... oh my God, he’s gone.”

“Listen. Listen!” the bartender exclaimed. “This is just self-defense. We all saw the guy, he looked crazed. You saw him,” she pointed to me. I nodded in agreement. “Alright, so we’ve got our story. Ex-boyfriend stormed his way into the bar with his shotgun loaded, and our bouncer did the only thing he was able to.”

“He pulled the trigger. Not me,” Eddie interjected.

“Okay,” the bartender sighed, her eyes fixed on the blood-soaked wooden floorboards. “Well, that’s even better. You were just holding the gun. He reached for it, and got his thumb caught in the trigger while it was pointing at his head. That works too.”

“I don’t think he wanted to live,” Eddie added. “He was desperate.”

The bartender’s gaze now burned into Ashley’s eyes. “How goddamn dare you bring this on me!” Her crimson, manicured fingernail pointed toward the woman. “I’ve just got out of prison and I ain’t going back. Christ! I told my cousin I’d cover tonight on account of Bad Charley being sick and Renault on holiday, but I never expected this shit.”

“I’ll just be going, let me get...”

“Sit your ass down, bitch!” the bartender snapped at Ashley, now paralyzed with fear. “Nobody leaves this bar until we figure out what to do with the body!”

As the events unfolded, I was forced to consider a grim reality. We had become unwilling participants in a situation that was spiraling out of control, and there was no escape from the nightmare we found ourselves entangled in. Her words hung in the air, heavy with the burden of our collective complicity in concealing a gruesome secret.

I didn’t like the way she said ‘do’ with, like we’re all involved with hiding a corpse.

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re still playing at nine, packed bar or empty roost. We don’t call the cops. Everything is normal, got it?” Her stern directive was met with unanimous nods of agreement. “Good,” she declared, her authority unquestioned.

Feeling an urgency to slip away from the mounting chaos, I took a risk, “I got a dog back home I need to let out.” Her icy stare penetrated the back of my skull. “Look, I just don’t want him pissing all over my house, you know?” I tried to reason, emphasizing the inconvenience of leaving the old boy cooped up. She mulled it over, her attention flickering toward the doorway.

“Eddie, come here,” she commanded, slapping the hand of a man near the Keno machine. “YOU’RE not going anywhere either,” she reminded him. “Sit down and drink this.” She poured a shot of brown liquid into a glass, and the man eagerly downed it. “Eddie, you and uh... sorry, didn’t get your name.”

“That’s Bud,” Eddie answered for me, and I began to wonder if he was not the jester but perhaps the innocent in this dark tale.

“Well Bud, I think you and Ed ought to get rid of that puke green car. I don’t care what you do, just make it disappear ASAP, got it?” Her command was clear, and Eddie nodded in acknowledgement. 

“We got it,” Eddie confirmed, seizing my jacket and pulling me to my feet. He then asked, “You want us to take the body, too?”

“Check his pockets for a wallet, cell phone, keys... whatever else is on him. Leave him here. I’m going to drag him to the basement.” Her voice held a detached, clinical tone as she issued her gruesome orders.

“We have a basement?” Ed questioned with an air of cluelessness.

“Go!” she barked, and the two of us were propelled into the macabre task ahead. As Ed rifled through the dead man’s pockets, the bartender turned her attention toward Ashley. She gave an order to fill a bucket of water and grab a mop. I took one last look at the man’s head, which left little doubt that his life had met a gruesome end. His face was a grotesque collage of shattered features, a gory puzzle with no solution.

“I’ll drive the car, you follow me in your truck,” Ed directed as he unlocked the vehicle from outside, setting off a series of ominous tweets and flashing lights.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Airport,” he responded, walking to the driver’s side door. “There’s a dried-up reservoir pretty close that we can dump this thing, an old mining outpost.”

That’s near my house, I realized but replied, “You’re the boss.” In the back of my mind, the thought of getting home to let Scup out lingered, a glimmer of normalcy amidst the darkness that had descended upon us.
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CHAPTER TWO:

THE DROP-OFF
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I CLIMBED INTO MY RED Chevy with white trim, and the engine roared to life. The paw print trinket dangled from the ignition key, casting a crimson reflection beneath the neon sign overhead. The rain-soaked parking lot glistened, now that the rain had ceased. I watched the bartender drag the lifeless man back into the bar by his shoulders, nodding in my direction before sealing the door behind her.

Never got her name, I thought. I’ll have to ask Eddie when we get to the drop point.

The Civic’s tail lights flashed a warning as he tapped the brakes in front of my truck before turning sharply onto the road. “Follow me!” he belched.

No shit, Sherlock.

The journey ahead seemed straightforward. A quick right off Broadway and onto Route 25 North, a route I’ve traversed nightly for the past two weeks. Fifteen minutes tops unless you’re trying to blend into the night’s shadows, which is tough as hell behind the wheel of a bright green vehicle.

Why’d it have to be this sickly color?

I found myself wondering what Dickies would have named it; Chartreuse, Parakeet Dreams, or Iguana Puke. Not that it mattered now. Ed seemed to know where he’s headed, hooking right, and passing canyon after canyon, guided by his inner compass. The Tuesday before Thanksgiving brought a rare peace to the roads, granting us a serene journey for such a morbid task. I watched the sun paint the sky with shades of orange and pink across the endless expanse. Street lights flickered to life, blinking like distant lighthouses in a vast sea of asphalt. We passed neighborhoods nestled along the ridge, a golf course aglow in the desert, and the Walmart Super Center with its empty parking lot. It wouldn’t be civilization without a Walmart. As Route 25 merged with 85 North along the CamAm Highway, the realization drew on me. A US Border Patrol checkpoint loomed on our right. We may not be near the Mexico border, but the southwestern states carried an amplified obsession with illegal immigration. Eddie must have grasped this too because my cell phone starting buzzing in my pocket.

I answered the call, the voice on the other end anxious. “Hello?”

“Bud, its Ed. Holy shit, man.”

“Calm down, man. You remembered the checkpoint?”

“Yeah.”

“Nothing to worry about. We’re not pulling over.”

“What if they’re flagging vehicles?”

His distress was palpable, but I couldn’t afford to indulge it. The car swerved as he talked, requiring my intervention. “Eddie, drive the speed limit, or better yet, five miles over it. We look suspicious if we’re driving the posted limit. We haven’t done anything wrong. We’re just two guys out for a drive, nothing more. You got that?”

Eddie managed a shaky affirmation, “Mmm hmmm.”

“Say it back to me.”

“We haven’t done anything wrong, we’re out for a drive.”

“Good. Now, how the hell did you get my number?” There was brief silence, followed by a sheepish admission.

“I looked you up in the system.”

“The point of sale? You sly dog. What else do you know?”

“Well, I know your real name, but that’s about it. Nothing too personal in there.”

We passed through the checkpoint without incident. Ed remained oblivious. “Alright, we’re through. I’m hanging up now. See you when we park.”

“Okay, bye-bye,” he responds, and the line went silent. Simple as he may be, Eddie is proving reliable. I’ll give him that. 

Route 85 led us through a series of dried-up river beds, like parched arteries extending for miles in both directions. This area was a flat piece of nothing except the occasional cactus, rock pile, or sagebrush. Beautiful to a certain eye, I suppose. The town of Truth or Consequences formed a shape resembling a gun when viewed on a map, and the airport marked the imaginary trigger. We passed it on our left, catching a glimpse of a small Cessna turboprop ascending into the evening sky. A few more miles down the road, the Civic veered onto an unmarked path, raising a trail of dust with its miniscule wheels. I glanced in my rearview, finding nobody behind us.

A short distance ahead the road opened up into a new development, perhaps a shopping center or strip mall. Construction equipment lined the edges of the road, and Eddie kept plowing through, forcing me to question how that large a man could fit inside. We wove our way to the other side of the land, and found a slim dirt road leading north. I spotted a sign that felt eerily familiar, the image of a red eyeball painted on a plank of wood staked in the earth. We reached a gully that dropped down twenty feet to an empty riverbed, and Ed pulled up at the edge. I threw the truck in park and leaned out the window next to him.

“Everything good? Is this where we want to be?”

He shook his head, “I don’t remember this being so deep.”

I scouted the area, spotting another sign across the gully.

“We should drive east for a bit and then push it down there,” I suggested, pointing towards the trees. “It’ll hide it for a while before someone stumbles upon it.”

Eddie concurred, and I climbed back into my truck, tossing it into drive. “I see them,” Ed replied, following suit and making the driver’s side almost graze the ground as he forced himself into the seat. He sped ahead, gravel and dust trailing in his wake as he drove a few yards further to inspect the trees. I parked next to the Civic and stepped out, stretching my scarred back. The blood has dried up, now clinging tightly to the shirt underneath.

“Is everything in order? You didn’t leave anything personal in the car, did you? You have your phone?” I asked. Ed patted his leather jacket, nodding. He reached under the dashboard and popped the trunk with a click. I glanced into the open trunk, and the sight left us both stunned into silence.

“Jesus Christ,” Eddie muttered, reaching inside to grab an AR-15 rifle with sweaty hands. He looked at me as if seeking approval. “I’m taking this.”

The Walmart price tag still clung to the shotgun. He must have stocked up on a variety of weapons before settling on it for tonight’s macabre outing.

I suppose there’s no mandatory waiting period for firearms in New Mexico.

“Yeah, sure,” I replied. “We can toss it behind the seat in the truck. Grab the boxes of ammo while you’re at it.” I picked up a metal baseball bat and an orange rag, carefully wiping down the surfaces I’ve just touched. “Go load this stuff, I’ll handle the interior,” I instructed, handing him the bat. Ed beamed like a man who’s just hit the jackpot.
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