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Everything you hold in your hands, from the text of this book through to the cover and book design, were created by human hands. No generative AI was used.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword
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Everyone can point out Texas on a map. It takes up such a large prominent part of the country’s southern border, working as a doorway to the southern part of the continent and beyond. But a person would be amiss if they believed that Texas was the same from tip to tip. Sometimes even town to town.

East Texas, where I grew up for instance, feels like a forgotten wilderness, tall pine trees stretching into the sky, starting to lean its geographical self into the swamps of Louisiana. Now that I live in the northern part of the state, I miss those pines.

And talking about thick forests of trees in Texas sometimes baffles people. Their idea of what this state must be is long stretches of nothing, like something from an old western. Probably one filmed out in Nevada or Arizona. Texas is quite different.

And while everyone can see the size of it on a map, unless you’ve been here, it doesn’t do justice to just how big it is. Most Texans will joke that when they start a road trip, the first day is often just trying to get out of this mighty state.

But Jon invites you to do the opposite, come to Texas and stay a while. Pull up a chair within these pages and head deeper into the state, into the central area that we call the Texas Hill Country. 

What makes Hill Country special? Just like the other areas, it’s unique. I’d guess by the name on the door, you’ve already put together it has hills, and while there’s a lot of historical significance to that area, you probably aren’t here for a history lesson. But there’s something about that area you can just tell the moment you get there. Our state capitol, Austin, is found here, and there’s a reason their slogan of, “Keep Austin Weird,” is prominently displayed everywhere. That whole area is just, well, weird.

But understand that by weird, it’s because it’s just so much different than anything else around it. The geographical landscape is only part of it. There was a lot of different cultural influences that each tried to push its prominence into that area, eventually mixing and becoming something that doesn’t exist the same way anywhere else.

And Jon looked at that weird and realized it was the perfect backdrop to his tales. Using a lot of that before mentioned history and uniqueness as a setting for stories he wants to tell. Jon’s got an eye for details, researching pages and pages to give him the chance to sprinkle in a bit of truth woven into his own weirdness. It’s important to him that you know that he’s not just interested in the story he’s telling, but the path he beat down to get to its doors.

There’s an obvious passion seen in these pages, including those references so Jon can offer readers the same journey he went on to find the inspiration that actually lived in these stories. He wants to take you on an adventure, and the best advice I can give you is to pack up and get ready to head deeper into the Lone Star State, and let’s let Jon give us a tour into the Texas Hill Country.
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Juntz County, and therefore the collection of tales you are holding in your hand, has its origins in a Call of Cthulhu tabletop roleplaying game I ran in 2013. As such, the Ur-acknowledgement for Hill Country Supernatural goes to the players in that campaign: Dylan Elliot, Nathan Elliot, James Evans Arosemena, David Fields, Jerry Jackson, Lurko Pastrana, Princess, and Sassafras. Taking on the roles of folklore students at Goethe College, their characters investigated weird happenings and strange locations around the county. Perhaps future collections will include stories more directly focused upon their adventures. In Hill Country Supernatural, the party’s fingerprints are indirect but important all the same. It was during that campaign that memorable aspects of Junzt County, including Pioneer House and Brockenberg, Goethe College, Rock-It Burger, and the awful Randal family, really began to take shape.

Befitting its Call of Cthulhu beginnings, while the name “Junzt County” fits well with the Texas Hill Country’s strong German cultural and historical legacy, it is also a nod to the inspiration it derives from the Mythos. Friedrich von Junzt and his dreadful tome, Unaussprechlichen Kulten, were creations of Robert E. Howard later expanded upon by Lovecraft. Likewise, the name of Junzt County’s principal town, Koenigsburg (“Kings Town”), is evocative of Lovecraft’s Kingsport. For serious Mythos readers, that I chose to homage Kingsport rather than Arkham in this fashion may give some hints regarding my approach to the Mythos. 

From its roleplaying origins, it took me a surprisingly long time to hit upon the notion that Junzt County could also be a setting for my fiction. It doesn’t require a rocket surgeon to see that I’ve used Junzt County in the same fashion as Lovecraft’s Arkham or Campbell’s Severn Valley: a location where I could set sometimes diverse tales united by a common context and often directly or indirectly connected.

It has been a long road from my first scribblings which would ultimately become “The Eyeteeth” and “So Lonesome I Could Die” to the complete Hill Country Supernatural collection. That journey could not have been made without the help of many, many people. 

18thWall Productions has been tremendously supportive of every project I’ve undertaken as an author. Even against that high bar, with no Texas connections of their own, I am astonished and grateful for how immediately and enthusiastically they latched onto the Junzt County stories. Special gratitude goes to Nicole Petit who has worked her usual editorial and curatorial alchemy in transforming my manuscripts full of typos, misspellings, dropped words, and half-baked ideas into something someone would actually want to read.

Like most writers, I am constantly spinning stories involving things I know very little about. I am fortunate to have a friend group which includes a staggering range of expertise. There are, however, two names perennially showing up in my acknowledgments. Dr. Michelle Markides has always been there to ensure the various terrible things I do to my characters stay within the bounds of medicine and physiology (or, at least, when I diverge, it is a stylistic choice rather than an uninformed wandering). Shaun Tomeff is my perpetual “cars and guns” guy, and I had him working overtime on “Totmann’s Curve.” Me writing a story about racing? Yeah, that wouldn’t have happened without him.

Junzt County has had no supporter more enthusiastic than Austin-based author HC Werner. In addition to serving as alpha or beta reader for every tale in this collection, they have incorporated Junzt County into their own roleplaying campaigns and fiction. Especially notable, and impressive, is their taking the community of Switchbox from “Totmann’s Curve,” bringing it into the present day, and really making it their own. I look forward to seeing Werner’s Junzt County tales making it into print as well. 

As a writer, I spent more than a decade twitching like a fish whenever someone mentioned the words “crit group.” It took Madeleine d’Este to change my mind on this point, even if New Moon Crit Group is pretty much a crit group of two. In Madeleine, I have been fortunate to find an extremely talented author whose interests and approach are similar enough to mine to be able to offer meaningful feedback while also differing sufficiently to often see things I don’t. Many of the stories in this collection have benefited significantly from her attention. Much of the credit, especially, for “Family Style” coming across as a full, three-dimension world, despite its relatively short word count, belongs to Madeleine.

I am a writer who does my best work “alone in the crowd.” I am grateful to the staff and regulars of the various venues which have added “the power of place” to my writing endeavors: most notably my spiritual home, Epoch Coffee, in Austin, Texas, but also Golden Boy Coffee, Harvest House bar and beer garden, and Bramblitt’s Yellow Dog Art Bar & Gallery, all in Denton, Texas. 

Thanks to my parents, who somehow never wavered as I tried to decide “what I wanted to be when I grew up.” Special gratitude to my wife, my biggest fan and supporter, and to our furry “mewses,” even (perhaps especially) the one no longer with us.

About the Stories

This collection’s anchor story, “Totmann’s Curve,” is of a type which I like to call “Mythos adjacent.” It contains elements which are explicitly Mythos, and easily recognizable as such, but its tone is not classically Mythos. “Totmann’s Curve” is too hopeful, too pulpy, too in love with its flawed yet engaging human characters, for which I make no apology.

Every writer has received compliments about our work which stay with us. One of my most flattering and memorable came from the late, great Barbara Leeper regarding the novella version of “Totmann’s Curve.” According to her, the story perfectly captured the feel of growing up in small-town Texas during the 1950s (presumably, she meant without the ghosts and Great Old Ones but, given some of the stories Barb told over the years, I’m not 100% sure on that).

A special thanks to author R.C. Mulhare for allowing me to name-drop her Mythos tome, Ketab al-Tack, in “Totmann’s Curve.” Ketab al-Tack is one of the most captivating ideas for a tome I’ve seen come out of the current generation of Mythos authors. For readers who would like to learn more, I encourage you to check out Mulhare’s excellent story “The Book of the Ways,” in the anthology Overdue, available from 18thWall.

Of all the Mythos stories I’ve written, “The Eye Teeth” is the most classically Lovecraftian. Its patterns and conventions will be familiar to anyone who has read “Shadow Over Innsmouth” or “The Dunwich Horror.” At the same time, fans of my work will recognize some distinctly Jon Black elements: the historical cameo, the acute awareness of music in the environment, the research porn. 

The story needs an extra-special special thank you to my wife (and professional archivist), Jess. At the time I was writing “The Eye Teeth,” she was processing the papers of Josephine Lamb, who was a major presence in Texas nursing during the 1950s. While Lamb is essentially a footnote in “The Eyeteeth,” her inclusion is an example of the kind of historical authenticity that I (and, apparently, my readers) adore. 

If “The Eye Teeth” is flattery-by-imitation to Lovecraft, it is also homage to the one of the most criminally underrated Mythos stories of all time: Eddy C. Bertin’s “Darkness, My Name Is.” In the course of my own research for proto-Germanic/proto-Gothic language elements in “The Eye Teeth,” it was a wonderful surprise to discover that Bertin must have been a fellow linguistics nerd.

“Pioneer House” is a difficult story to classify. It’s not exactly horror, it’s mostly not fantasy, and it’s not really science fiction. If anything, it approximates the classic “weird tale” of the pulps, by way of Stranger Things-esque 1980s-fueled nostalgia. “Pioneer House” also violates one of the stronger guidelines of writing fiction: don’t have your point of view character telling someone else’s story. But, while I don’t claim to be in the same league, Fitzgerald shows it can be done. And to call Essie Parr “Nick Carraway” and Gavin Sadler “Gatsby” is, at the end of the day, surprisingly apt. Of all the stories in this collection, my original 2013 gaming group’s fingerprints are strongest here. While I originally tossed in the barest of bones about Pioneer House as a bit of local color, their characters’ interest in the location forced me to quickly develop my ideas about the location.

“Family Style” is a departure from my usual approach to horror. At the same time, I have never put so much of myself and my lived experience into a story. As an undergraduate in the 1990s, I hung out and worked at “the local pizza place.” I want to be clear, “Family Style” is not the story of that pizza place, but I have incorporated people and incidents from that time and place into this story. Thank you to Will Frenkel, Tom Gill, Kristian Lenard, Lurko Pastrana, and Cindy Shepard for allowing me to use characters inspired, to various degrees, by them in the story and, in two cases, kill them off gruesomely (while also deliciously giving a self-insert the same treatment). Other than that, how does the old bit of legalese go? Any similarity to actual people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.  

A special shout out goes to author Ian McMurphy as one of my alpha readers on “Family Style.” Ian has enough experience as a barista and bartender to fill multiple lifetimes. Drawing on that, he made the observation that, “A guy like [Don Sanders] doesn’t know his employees’ names, he just has nicknames for all of them.” Every writer knows that, occasionally, you make small changes to a story which turn out to be absolutely magic. This proved to be one of those, really helping the character of Don Sanders, and the rest of the story, come alive. Similarly, thank you to “Captain” Dan Ferry for helping me finally land on the name “Knotberry’s Bistro” after several previous incarnations which just didn’t feel “true.”

Despite its contemporary setting, at the heart of “Every Body Needs a Friend” is a rather classic Gothic tale. As a beta reader, HC Werner gave me a piece of feedback no writer wants to hear, “This is a good concept, but you’ve written it from the wrong point of view.” And, damn it, they were right. The original draft told the story from Jenna’s perspective rather than Megan’s. Rewriting the whole piece, short though it is, from the other point of view was a pain in the ass. But it drastically improved the story. 

Somewhere between Texas Gothic and a classic ghost story, “So Lonesome I Could Die,” is arguably Junzt County’s answer to “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Chronologically the first story, it has been placed deliberately out of order as the collection’s final tale. I made this decision because, despite its brevity, it contains multiple Easter Eggs shedding light on aspects of other stories, most notably the anchor story, Totmann’s Curve.  Like “Family Style,” it is a departure from my usual voice and approach. Its folksy, distant-third narration conveys the tone of a tale being told rather than events being witnessed. Originally appearing in the excellent anthology Descansos by Dark Horse Press, “So Lonesome” is also the only thing I’ve published which arguably has pretensions of being lit-fic (cheese is my medium—brainy cheese, perhaps, but cheese all the same).

About the Texas Hill Country

(and why I set stories there)

Many of you holding this book, hopefully, are not from Texas. For reasons I do not fully understand, the Hill Country remains a fairly well-kept secret beyond this state’s borders. With that in mind, I probably need to say a little bit about what the Hill Country is and why I choose to set so many of my stories there, in the fictional but very archetypal Junzt County. To help me tell that tale, I’ve borrowed a few words from some of the characters in this collection.


This place sure didn’t feel like Texas. Even its name, Koenigsburg, seemed wrong.

- Don Sanders, “Family Style.”



The Texas Hill Country is a region of limestone and granite uplifts, covered by significant areas of woodland as well as patches of desert and semi-arid flora. It rises west of Austin and San Antonio, running west by southwest for 100 or 150 miles. Exactly where the Hill Country ends and what should be included within is a matter provoking both genteel debate and bar brawls.

As a matter of geology, climate, and ecology, the Hill Country is a liminal space where America’s south begins giving way to its southwest. As a cultural and historical space, it is less of a transitional zone than an outlier, dominated by peoples which the wider world does not generally associate with Texas. 

For readers from genuinely alpine areas, the scale of the Hill Country’s eponymous elevations will not impress. They seldom rise more than 500 feet above the surrounding land, with the peak known as Packsaddle Mountain “towering” 800 feet over the Llano River. For all that, they are attractive little peaks: stark, rugged, and colorful, with Enchanted Rock, a dome of pink granite prone to amplifying the colors of dawn and dusk (and the inspiration for Junzt County’s Brockenberg) as the superlative example.


It’s called the Hill Country for a reason, but the woods were what I really noticed. Not tall, but thick and deep. These trees keep their secrets. It’s a fairytale woods. But not the kind of fairytale with cute animals, kindly strangers, and a “happily ever after.” I’m talking about a proper German fairytale, like great-grandma Schaeffer told me when I was a young. 

- Essie Parr, “Pioneer House.”



While the Hill County has plenty of yucca, prickly pear cactus, and arid grasses matching most people’s expectations of the state, it is also home to large stretches of woodland, primarily juniper, live oak, and (unfortunately) invasive salt cedar, surprising to those whose images of Texas come from movies, Western novels, and conventional wisdom. They also include small pockets of maples—descendants of arboreal populations from the last Ice Age, managing to cling on to existence so far south and west through a coincidence of climate and geography. Like the hills, these trees do not tower, but they do compel—a folktale forest as described by Louis L’Amour and given shape by Frederic Remington. In springtime, wildflowers vibrantly carpet the entire region.

Excepting a short-lived Spanish mission established in the 1700s, rather than groups commonly associated with the settlement of Texas, the first significant non-Native presence in the Hill Country were Central Europeans: primarily Germans and Czechs, but with a smattering of Poles, Alsatians, Hungarians, Wends, and others. As noted in “Totmann’s Curve,” these European settlers were strongly anti-slavery and anti-succession, making the Hill Country a center of pro-Union activity during the Civil War. In the latter part of the 19th century, the children and grandchildren of those European settlers were joined by settlers from demographics more commonly associated with Texas.


Koenigsburg’s childish “Spring Fling” had once been its May Day celebration. With its long-eared king. With a maypole, or maibaum, if you were going to be really old school about it. With Morris dancers and salacious soirees for the young folks. With everything. 

- Megan, “Every Body Needs a Friend.”



The influence of those groups continues to resonate in today’s Hill Country through culture, architecture, music, and even language. While both dialects are, unfortunately, speeding toward extinction, thousands of residents still speak Hill Country German and Hill Country Czech at home. Your author is old enough to remember encountering elderly individuals who spoke only German during road trips to the Hill Country with his parents in the early 1980s.

Many of the Central Europeans arriving in the Texas Hill Country were fleeing the reactionary excesses following the failed revolutions which swept the continent in 1848. That meant, on the dusty streets of the Hill Country’s rough and tumble frontier communities could be found a surprisingly large number of intelligentsia, journalists, radicals, and utopians of various stripes. For an author of quirky historical fiction, it’s a rather irresistible recipe.

Native influence also persisted longer and more strongly in the Hill Country than in most areas of the state. Just as they were anti-slavery, the Central Europeans settling the Hill Country also had the “strange” notion that, if they made agreements with neighboring Native groups, they should probably try to keep those agreements. The present-day residents of the town of Fredericksburg (a major source of inspiration for Junzt County’s Koenigsburg) are fond of saying that the 1847 agreement their ancestors signed with the Penateka Comanche is the only treaty between settlers and a Native group that has never been broken. I don’t know if it is truly the only one. I do know that the amount of time you can spend trying to find another example is itself instructive. 

So, why do I set so many of my stories in the Hill Country? 


...that strangely ancient region of hills and woods where Anglos, Germans, and Native Americans come together... 

- The Narrator, “So Lonesome I Could Die.”



Everything I’ve written above is an implicit answer to that question, nevertheless I want to explicitly tease out those answers and add a couple of others. 

The Texas Hill Country is beautiful. But it is a wild beauty, one inherently inclusive of the possibility of danger, the unknown, and, perhaps, the unknowable. That is a potent setting for any form of speculative fiction, but especially those which thrive on the idea that anything could be around the next bend or behind the door of that “abandoned” farmhouse. The region’s beauty is also inseparable from its vast uninhabited spaces, a sense of “the frontier” that remains palpable. The result is a pervasive, picturesque, and highly atmospheric isolation. Like the wilds beyond Arkham in Lovecraft country, this isolation is very conducive to the kinds of tales I like to spin.


Small towns and farms dotted the area. Cut off from the world, anything could happen there and nobody would know. “Isolation” was a two dollar word, but fit better than anything else.

- Ranger Hood Tarleton, “The Eye Teeth.”  



The unique cultural and historical load of the Texas Hill Country also yields a wealth of folklore, legend, and fact, as well as a ready cast of colorful characters, serving as raw material to draw upon. That is extremely compelling, and valuable, for an author who (as has often been noted) thrives on weaving strands of reality and history into his fiction.

More subjectively, to me, the Hill Country feels old in a way that no other place in Texas, except perhaps Galveston, does. Paradoxically, there are communities in the state that are significantly older: El Paso, San Antonio, Laredo, even Nacogdoches, to name a few. But, the operative word here is feels. For your author at least, in those locations it is far harder to find times and places there where that sense of primordial antiquity is as tangible as it is in the Hill Country.

The real Texas Hill Country is a beautiful, fascinating, even magical place. Despite sounding like one of those chamber of commerce stiffs that so many of the characters in this collection disdain, if you have the opportunity, you should visit. In this book, you will find six stories which are a twisted funhouse mirror of the real Hill Country. Through that looking-glass, you will find beauty, wonder, and the unlikeliest of heroes rising to meet the unlikeliest of challenges. But you will also encounter dark secrets, desperate and deranged foes, and ancient forces at work. You should visit that Hill Country, too. But you probably shouldn’t stay. 


Remember me saying I loved driving this stretch of Highway 16? That was a half-truth. I loved it during daytime. At night, it felt like something from Egg’s comics. Darkness clung to the highway like something solid, not just a lack of light. The trees arching over the road seemed to reach for the Pontiac. And the drive seemed to take too long. 

- Sam Granger, “Totmann’s Curve.”
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Totmann’s Curve

Prologue

June 18, 1955; Koenigsburg, Texas

The Chevy 150 coupe and Ford Sunliner roared down the backroad’s crumbling blacktop, surrounded by cedar and live oak. Further on, the trees grew too close around the road for two cars traveling abreast. Each driver determined to be first through the chokepoint—the Chevy moved to block the Ford. In the same instant, the Ford jammed down the gas pedal, recklessly accelerating as its engine howled like the damned. Its driver trusted to his opponent’s skill and sense of self-preservation. 

As the Ford charged, the Chevy tried to get out of the way. And almost made it. Metal screamed against metal as their sides struck and each vehicle bounced away from the other. Just past the old cemetery, the Chevy plowed through the undergrowth and stuck a cedar tree. It had no safety belts, and its driver wouldn’t have used them even if it did. Impact threw him through the windshield, flying through the air before crumpling against the tree trunk like a tin can. 

The Ford launched over an embankment on the road’s far side, caught by the stout arms of an oak. A branch shattered the passenger window and speared the driver’s chest.

Both deaths were instantaneous.

Another of the oak’s branches punctured the Ford’s fuel tank, sending gasoline flooding through the passenger compartment and into the overheated engine.

The fireball rising over the treetops gave spectators a half-mile away their first hint something was wrong. A handful, driven by altruism or ghoulishness, ran toward the flames. Stunned, some found they could move neither forward nor back. Most fled to their cars and away from the tragedy...spurred on by the wailing sirens approaching in the distance.

Part I

September 10, 1955; Koenigsburg, Texas

Just to be clear, it didn’t start with the ghost. It started with Joe, Egg and me in my family’s two-car garage. Joe and I had popped open the hood on my ’52 Pontiac Chieftain. Egg sat on the workbench, chewing gum as she read. Her legs, sticking out from under her plaid skirt, dangled over the edge as her feet kicked in time to the Chordettes pining for “Mr. Sandman” over the car radio.

Reaching into his shirt pocket, Joe pulled out a Lucky he’d filched from his old man. Then, striking a blue tip on the heel of his work boot, brought the blazing match to the cigarette. Dangling it from his lips, he peered under the hood. I had upgraded the factory Silver Streak straight-six engine to a more powerful straight-eight and wanted Joe to look it over.

“You finally got a real engine in this thing, Sam.” Joe sounded less pleased than his words might make you think. “But you’ve got to treat it right. A decent engine that’s well maintained and properly tuned will beat a good one that isn’t. If you want to win more races, you need to fix the timing,” he said, reaching into the engine bay.

“See where my finger is?” Johannes “Joe” Tegeler pronounced finger as if it rhymed with stinger. Although it had been more than a century since immigrants from lands now split between East and West Germany had settled the Texas Hill Country, some families still spoke German at home. The Tegelers were the only ones I knew personally. They’d moved to town from the deep hills to give their children a better shot in life. Joe spoke perfectly good English, but with an accent turning some sounds hard that should have been soft and other things soft that should have been hard.

Following Joe’s finger, I loosened the bolt holding the distributor to the engine and started slowly turning the distributor. Every so often, I looked at Joe to see if we’d found the sweet spot.

“So, everything’s set for the new route?” Joe asked as we worked.

“Almost, I’m going to do one more drive-through. Make sure I haven’t missed anything dangerous. And Walter still needs to finalize everything with Old Man Daniels.”

“I hate that we’re working with that bastard.”

“Walter? Or Daniels?”

Joe laughed. “Either. I meant Daniels, though.”

“I don’t like it either, but we need to keep Johnny Law away.”

Everybody’s got their thing. For Joe, me, and plenty of other kids, it was racing. Road racing. As you’d expect, a place called the Hill Country has some pretty good driving. We used to race the backroads a couple of miles outside of town. Then, in June, two kids punched each other’s tickets while racing there. The authorities came down on us like a gross of bricks. This being Texas, it didn’t help that one of the dead kids had been the high school’s star running back. If we wanted to keep racing, we needed to do it someplace the law had trouble reaching.

“So, the new route, what’s it like?”

“You’ll see,” I teased Joe. “It’s pretty. It follows the river most of the way. I made sure it’s someplace that has good curves and a nice straightaway. And I packed in a few surprises. You’ll like it. Oh, and it’s a little longer than the last circuit, closer to six miles than five.

“So, say an average of seventy miles an hour, that’s...”

“Five minutes, eight seconds,” Egg volunteered before either of us did the math. We looked up at her. The top of Egg’s glasses and her long black ponytail were barely visible above her comic book. FREAKSHOW COMICS it proclaimed in wild letters across the cover. Below, it pictured a rampaging doctor with wild eyes and green skin holding a butcher knife while chasing a buxom nurse.

“Why does a smart girl like you read that crap, Egg?” Joe asked.

“It’s more interesting than anything around here,” she replied. “And it beats reading Silas Marner.” Egg wasn’t just smart, she was the kind of smart that prefers math and science to English and civics. “Egg,” of course, was short for “Egghead.” Marner, her current reading assignment in Mrs. Stigler’s English class, vexed Egg to no end. “Besides, why do you smoke that stuff?” Egg threw the question back with a disapproving look at Joe’s cigarette.

He shrugged. “I guess it beats reading Silas Marner, too.” We all laughed. I wasn’t sure if Joe had any idea who or what Silas Marner was. But he knew a running gag when he heard one.

The door to the house opened and Mom came out, still wearing her frilly apron, the one she’d won in the PTA bakeoff. She carried a tray with a pitcher of milk, three glasses, and a plate of chocolate chip cookies.

I sprang from the Pontiac’s side and intercepted Mom. Planting an enthusiastic kiss on her cheek, I took the tray. Yeah, I was happy to see her, and her cookies, but I was really running interference. I had to keep her attention while Joe crushed out his smoke and Egg stashed her comic book.

“I thought you kids might want something to eat,” Mom said. “Your father has...gone to bed early...and I need to check on him.” She turned her attention to Egg, “Eleanor, stay as late as you want. When you’re ready, Sam can drive you home.” That wasn’t the kind of thing mothers said to a girl hanging out with two boys in 1955, so I should explain. Eleanor Eierkopf was my cousin; our moms were sisters.

I gave Mom another kiss on the cheek before she went back into the house. That was my way of keeping her spirits up, just like the cookies were her way of doing the same for me. After she was gone, Joe and I returned to the Pontiac and Egg resumed reading her comic book.

We all groaned as the radio launched into Pat Boone’s version of “Ain’t That a Shame?” 

“Don’t they ever play anything cool?” Egg wanted to know. Joe and I had been to a record party where somebody played Fats Domino’s original, so we knew how big the difference was. Somewhere, it seemed, Egg had heard the original too...and shared our opinion.

“Not as long as Mr. Weidner’s in charge,” I answered. Sonny Weidner, station manager for KJZT-AM, wasn’t a bad guy. He went to our church. Certainly he wasn’t like some station managers I’d heard about who wouldn’t allow records by black musicians. But he insisted on “family friendly” music. And that did not include Fats Domino’s sultry drawl, a voice that made you want to dance real close with somebody. 

Things were a little better on Friday and Saturday nights. Friday, after the Junzt County Barn Dance, was Sheldon “Showboat” Smith’s Record Show. That late, even Mr. Weidner was willing to loosen the rules a bit. Showboat at least got into actual rock ‘n’ roll: Bill Halley, Chuck Berry, Johnny Horton, Elvis Presley. But, even then, anything smacking of s-e-x or, worse yet, hot-rodding was strictly verboten. Saturday night was always a live set by Jay Clay and His Cavaliers.

That triggered a thought, “You want to hear some real rock ‘n’ roll, come out to the first day of races at the new site,” I told Egg.

“I know. Jay Clay is playing,” she replied dreamily. “Did you know he’s opening for Elvis when he comes through in October?”

We knew. “Jay’s only told us about a thousand times.” Joe smiled.

After Joe and I worked on the engine a bit more, he walked across the street to his house and I drove Egg home in the Chieftain. Its engine purred. Joe’s mechanical knack hadn’t done me wrong yet.

“Sam, are you doing the right thing? After what happened to those boys in June?” Egg asked as we pulled up to her house. 

I had been going over the same thing in my mind for months. I gave her the same rambling answer I kept giving myself. Nobody forced us to race, I told Egg. We did it because we wanted to. We knew the risks. Though every racer’s reasons were different, we all came to the same conclusion: life with racing was more tolerable than life without. Yes, someone could get hurt, even killed, again. But we needed the thrill, the experience.

“What about the old airfield?” Egg asked with forced enthusiasm.  

“Those noises the city’s been making?” I asked. “That and a quarter will get you a cup of coffee. Do you really think the city’s gonna spend all that money to give kids a place to race? It’s just moon dust. They’re hoping, if we think it might really happen, we’ll stop racing and wait. 

Egg had nothing to say to that. We sat in the Chieftain for a long time, both of us knowing that our homes, while occupied, were very lonely places. Though cousins, our connection had become more like siblings. Once, both of us had been youngest children. But polio got Egg’s sister. Six months later, a Soviet-made surface-to-air missile got my brother, Charlie, in the sky over some Korean town I couldn’t even pronounce.

Egg’s home life had been crap since Katherine died. Her father hid in his work as a psychiatrist at Koenigsburg State Hospital and professor at Goethe College. Her mom pretty much just checked out of life. I got off a little easier. Mom was holding up okay, most days. But Dad spent a lot of time sleeping. Even awake, he didn’t do much besides railing against the Commies. Egg and I relied on each other because we didn’t have anyone else we could count on.

Driving back to my house, I passed Widow Pfeiffer. She treated me to an icy stare while taking her pack of toy poodles for a late night walk. The neighborhood busybody, Widow Pfeiffer never failed to glare daggers at the Chieftain, or any other hot rod that rolled by.

But my thoughts were on the answers I’d given Egg. If Johnny Law just wanted to keep kids alive, did that make us the Bad Guys? Maybe. But even if we were Bad Guys, we weren’t bad guys. Not all of us, anyway.

Saturday afternoon, an exodus began from Koenigsburg. A hundred cars. Maybe two hundred. It was a miracle the police didn’t catch us after all. Traveling Highway 16 toward Kerrville, the drive put me in a good mood. Green farms lined the road for miles outside town, many farmhouses still with their original gingerbread trim. All of them had storm cellars and smokehouses. The approaching harvest was culling time for livestock as well as crops so many of the smokehouses were already busy. Curls of smoke venting from their roofs sent aromas of beef and pork drifting through our rolled-down windows as we drove by.

Beyond the farms, the land went wild. Thick stands of oak, cedar, and mesquite covered rolling hills. An occasional cluster of maples sheltered in shaded valleys. Most leaves remained emerald green. A few, mostly maples, had already changed—a scattering of reds, yellows, oranges, and purples. Beneath the trees, autumn wildflowers like sunflowers, asters, and goldeneyes carpeted the ground.

Along Highway 16 the trees formed a canopy over the road. It had always seemed a little magical to me. Not that I would ever have told anyone that. I cranked up the radio. KJZT was getting off some pretty good ones. Even Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock.” I wondered if Mr. Weidner was out of the station for the day.

As I drove, I reviewed the race route in my mind. Trying to remember every detail. Anything that could give me an edge.

Joe cruised behind us. His black 1952 Hudson Wasp had a thick, white top-stripe running from grill to trunk. He called his ride Stinkkatze, Hill Country German for skunk. Joe must have realized how focused I was. Occasionally, he’d bumper-chase me to see how close he could get before I wised-up. A couple times he got near enough he could have bumper-checked me. Though, between friends at least, that was bad form.

“That fool’s gonna kill us all,” I said to Egg, chuckling after Joe had gotten close again.

Egg either didn’t hear me or didn’t care, absorbed in a comic book proclaiming True Tales of Terror: New Orleans Special Issue. Underneath the image of a wild gris-gris woman sending the living dead to do her bidding, the comic trumpeted its contents: The Axeman Cometh—Marie LeVeau: Voo-Doo Queen—The Deaths of Gabriel Gibbs.

I rolled my eyes. If I thought it was weird, I could only imagine how Uncle Albert, the respected psychiatrist, and Aunt Eileen, star of the Sunday social circle, must feel. 

“I can’t believe your parents are okay with you reading those things.”

She made a gagging noise. “Oh, God. They don’t know. If they found out, I’d get grounded until college. I hide them in my hope chest, wrapped up in a linen tablecloth Grandma Eierkopf left to me. And, Sam, if you want to live to eighteen, they better not find out from you.”

We reached Switchbox. Too small for a town but too large just to be a collection of houses, most folks called it a “community.” Late last century, its founders had expected the railroad to grow this part of the county. But people never came. Finally, the train stopped coming too. Today, Switchbox was just a couple hundred folks, a handful of sad stores, a café, and a consolidated school. And the Yellow Rose Dancehall, of course.

Turning onto Jericho Road just before the dancehall, we crossed the tracks and drove a quarter mile before coming to a field buzzing with activity. Once, it held Switchbox’s first, and only, church. In April of ’46, a twister carried the whole thing away. Taking the event as a kind of divine judgement, the community never tried to rebuild it. The vacant space, still called “Church Lot” by the locals, offered a perfect place to start and end our races.

Fifty or sixty cars already packed the lot. Some were models still displayed in dealership showrooms. Others were jalopies built closer to the Great War than Korea, and held together by spit and bailing wire.

Noticeable both for its tasteless extravagance and the wide berth other cars gave it was a white 1947 Mercury Town Sedan convertible. A chain of painted yellow roses ran from fender to fender along both sides. With a little work, it would have made a savage hot rod. But its owner had other passions. And other concerns. The Mercury was the calling card of the Yellow Rose’s owner. And a relic of better days.

The crowd was young. High schoolers, mostly. Some older kids, usually somebody’s brother or cousin. A few 20-somethings, racers themselves, curious about what the young folks were up to. With his thinning white hair, wrinkles, and liver spots, Old Man Daniels was a conspicuous exception. And yet the man who drove that fancy Mercury strutted through the crowd, no doubt eager for his take. 

The dancehall business wasn’t so good these days. Rumor said the old man had taken to bringing in hoochie-coochie dancers and blue comics twice a month. Rumor also said even that hadn’t stopped his ledgers from bleeding red ink. When Walter had offered him $50 a week for allowing us to race in his patch, with the unspoken understanding he’d keep Johnny Law away, Old Man Daniels had accepted—after twisting Walter’s arm up to $100 a week. That meant passing the hat. Anyone coming to the races, driver or fan, was expected to pony up a buck.

Someone had hauled a flatbed trailer to Church Lot’s far side and hooked up a genny for electricity. Jay Clay and His Cavaliers strode across the flatbed like a stage. Jay wasn’t Junzt County’s only rocker. But no one doubted he was its best. Kids flocked to the trailer to hear him play. Even the serious gearheads stopped and watched with admiration as Jay put his Gretsch Duo Jet (not coincidentally, the guitar favored by Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley) through its paces on “Hot Rod Lincoln.”

Flanking him on either side, the Cavaliers added their power to his. Loretta Dean, her scarlet hair piled high into victory rolls, switched between backup vocals and blowing tenor sax. C.C. Smith, a natural hothead and showoff, played standing bass while Luke Vogel provided a steady hand on drums.

From “Hot Rod Lincoln” the band moved into Roy Brown’s “Cadillac Baby.” Afterward, they took a quick break. 

“Should we say hi?” I asked.

Though Egg looked eager, Joe replied, “Nah, let’s check out the competition.” We wandered across Jericho Road. Where the other racers had their cars displayed. Where my real interest lay.

Passing Stinkkatze, I wondered if my neighbor was going to race her today. Most of us had gotten into mechanics to make us better racers. Joe raced because it meant he’d always have some gearhead puzzle to mull over. Even when he bothered bringing his Hudson Wasp to the races, half the time she just sat there. He was more interested in showing off his mods, and seeing what others had done, than racing.

A few cars ahead, leaning against his glossy black 1952 Willys Aero, Jan Myska gave a casual nod in our direction as his lips curled into a half-smile around one of his fancy imported French cigarettes. Jan looked like a coal-haired James Dean. That, combined with his jazz records and ability to recite Beat poetry, ensured Jan’s popularity with a certain type of girl. And, if Jan’s own poems were dreadful, well, his girls never seemed to mind. 

Several of his admirers hovered around him as we approached, including Denise Tarrant, I noticed with dismay. They scattered as Jan greeted Joe and me with low-fives before taking Egg’s hand with a dramatic bow. My cousin rolled her eyes. Egg was not susceptible to Jan’s charms.

“Denise Tarrant? Is that smart?” I asked him. Denise’s family had moved to Koenigsburg in the spring. A fancy girl from Dallas, she clearly had a thing for bad boys. “Jockey doesn’t like you as it is.”

“Nobody does,” Jan replied, “except you freaks.”

“Maybe. But most people don’t carry a switchblade and pistol.” 

“It’ll be fine. We’re just going riding later on. Jockey won’t find out about it. Besides, Denise is tired of his crap. She’s going to dump him soon.”

I sighed. Jan, of all people, should recognize bullshit when he heard it. “Just don’t do anything dumb,” I cautioned him.

“Tell us if you need us to watch your back,” Joe added.

“I dig, thanks.”

Our group of four grew to five. With total silence, Denny Peta had joined us. He could disappear the same way, too. I still didn’t know Denny’s whole story. One day this kid from the Tasiwu Reservation started showing up at our races. At first, he didn’t talk to anyone and just stood around muttering to himself in Comanche. Neatly dressed, short hair parted down the middle, he looked like a major square.

A few months later, Denny stuck a potato up the tailpipe of a hot-rodded Dodge B1 pickup belonging to Patten Randal, the biggest loudmouth blockhead in our set. He got his butt whipped by Patten for his trouble. But it made Joe and me take a shine to him. In his way, he’d taken to us, too. But Denny could hang with us all day and only say a dozen words the whole time.

Before long, we walked past that very same Dodge truck. With its two-tone black and blue paint job, Patten called it “The Bruiser.” We had another name for it. He and his gang of redneck toadies were busy roughing up some kid I didn’t recognize. Joe looked at me as if asking should we get involved? When I shrugged my shoulders, we moved on.

Beyond the Dodge B1 sat another vehicle I was anxious to avoid. A two-tone red Oldsmobile 88 owned by the same Jack “Jockey” Groce I had just cautioned Jan about.

Next in line was Denny’s Model A roadster convertible. After hanging with us for months, never racing, never owning a car so far as we knew, he just showed up with it one day. The thing was a quarter-century old and had run like it. He lost his first race blowing his radiator cap, a little geyser of steam blasting from the overheated Ford as his opponent left him in the dust. Slowly, with some help from Joe, it got better. A lot better. Denny’s shyness didn’t extend to his wheels. The A’s chassis was bumblebee yellow with red flames at the front. A genuine foxtail hung from the antenna, even though the A had no radio. Denny stripped his rod for weight more completely than any other racer we knew. Hell, he got rid of his door handles. But he liked how the antenna and foxtail looked.

Leaving the Model A behind, my eyes briefly locked with Marta Bauer’s. Stretching her back, she wiped greasy hands onto denim coveralls as she took a break from working on her Ford Coup. Though her short hair had been out of style since flapper days she’d never known, it showed off her strong features and green eyes so intense they seemed on fire.

Marta was friendly with our group, but not our friend. She was a little too aloof and Look-Out-For-Number-One, leaving me uncertain where we stood. I didn’t trust Marta to have my back. But I was pretty sure she wouldn’t stick a knife in it, either.

At the line’s front was a Chevy Tri-Five. A 1955 model at that. Today, of all the vehicles here, I had special eyes for the Tri-Five. And for its driver, Walter Horner. Always Walter, never Walt. Something it was healthy to remember. The oldest driver in our set, he’d come back from Korea. But I think part of him was still over there, if you get my drift. 

Within an hour, maybe two, I’d be racing him.

The drivers I’ve mentioned, myself included, weren’t the only racers there. Not by a long shot. But we were the ones that mattered. The ones who always won. Unless we raced each other. We called the other drivers “also-rans.” Not to their faces. Not usually.

Seeing a ’54 Coronet hardtop cruising the other direction down Jericho Road, I tensed and took a deep breath. Pulling even with Church Lot, Stevie Schreiber exited his car and gave me a “thumbs up.” Though not always the sharpest dart in the board, Stevie had been the best racer in our set. Still was, technically. But one night he and his girl got careless up on Knutschen Point. Walking to the Coronet’s other side, Stevie picked up his son and piggybacked him into the crowd. Though Stevie had sworn off racing, he still hung out with us and helped by driving the circuit before every race day, ensuring it was free of debris or other obstacles.

The time had come for a strange custom of the kind that probably made sense only to racers and other small, tight-knit groups devoted to something outsiders wouldn’t or couldn’t understand.

We called it the Social Lap, “The Social” for short, “The Circle,” or, my favorite, “The Procession.” One by one, the racers took to their cars. As the one who had laid out the route, I led the Procession. Slowly, with no more than a car length between us, we cruised the entire race course. The cars were filled to capacity, or even beyond, with drivers, their buddies, their steadies, and sometimes just folks who happened to be standing around.

“Will you look at that?” Joe asked. A few cars behind us, Patten Randal had crammed a dozen people in the Dodge’s bed, half a dozen in the cab, and a half-dozen more hanging off its outside. They fell off as Patten sounded his thunder-like mufflers and dual horn, a look of idiotic joy on his face.

“Add them all together and you’ve probably got half a brain and a full set of teeth,” Egg commented.

“Wonder if they know they’re riding in a coffin?” I asked. We called Patten’s truck “The Coffin” when he wasn’t around. He’d loaded it with everything for speed and power and let the rest go to hell. We joked about Denny’s car, but his reflexes gave him some cushion. The Dodge’s driver couldn’t say the same.

Putting Patten’s deathtrap out of my mind, I again noticed what a perfect day it was. And felt very pleased with the excellent job I had done in choosing our racing route.

Why the Procession? It built solidarity between racers. We were competitors. But, brought together by our shared obsession, we were family, too. The Procession also had a practical purpose. It ensured everybody knew that everybody else had driven the course. So no one could say the race wasn’t fair because they didn’t know the route. Yeah, it sounds juvenile. But it happened sometimes.

But I think the practical aspect took a backseat, pardon the pun. The Procession was a ritual. Even more than we realized.

At a slow cruise, it took an hour for the cars to make a full circuit and return to Church Lot. And another quarter hour for the cars to disgorge their passengers, get everybody settled, and ready to race. Normally, racers got paired-up by a draw from the hat. But I had laid out the new route. Walter handled the other aspects of getting the races going again after what happened over the summer. Everyone felt it made sense for the first race to be between us. In hindsight, that, too, feels like a kind of ritual.

I cruised the Pontiac Chieftain up to a checkered line somebody had spray-painted across Jericho Road. Walter’s Tri-Five was already there. Waiting.

Nobody could say having Walter around hadn’t been useful. Sometimes you needed an adult to deal with things. Even if “adult” meant “about 20.” Still, it felt like cheating. He had adult money to spend on a car. Hell, he had GI money to spend. And it showed. His silver Chevy, which he called “Silver Sprint,” was the only current model year vehicle out there.

I wondered if, on some level, Walter knew it wasn’t fair. The Chevy’s mods weren’t as aggressive as most of our rods. He’d shed some weight: lost the chrome, switched out the factory bumpers for lighter versions, got rid of the fender skirts, and changed the wheels. He had also louvered the hood, drilling rows of small vents into the metal that increased airflow to the 265 V8 engine, making it work better and less likely to overheat. If you’re not a gearhead, that probably sounds like a lot. Trust me, it’s not. On the other hand, a factory spec Tri-Five made a better rod than some of the also-ran’s custom jobs.

As my Hudson idled, waiting, I pulled Charlie’s pilot shades from the glove box. They’d been one of the few things that had come back to us from Korea. Taking them as my own, I knew I’d become obsessive about them, wearing them every time I raced.

Alma Hobson, our flagger, carried her green flag ahead of both cars. To have a chance against the Chevy, I had to get out in front of it in the straightaway. For that, I needed to be first to the accelerator. That was risky. Jumping the flag meant automatic disqualification. Fortunately, Alma had a tell. She always shut her eyes just before waving the flag. I knew it. Hopefully, Walter didn’t. 

The instant her peepers closed, I dropped my foot onto the pedal. 

It worked. As the Chieftain roared off, Walter was still registering the moving flag.

Even with my engine close to maxing out RPMs, it amazed me how smoothly it ran. Joe knew his stuff. Always had. As I pulled a few lengths ahead of Walter, a memory came to me. 

When we were eight years old, mice invaded Joe’s house. Mr. Tegeler put out so many mousetraps we could barely walk in the place. Their family was still house-poor from the move to Koenigsburg and Joe, well, Joe didn’t have many toys back then. He took one of those mousetraps, attached metal bars to each end as axles and stuck graphite-lubed wheels to them. Then he’d taken twine, tied one end around the mousetrap’s hammer and wrapped the rest of it around the rear axle. When he popped that hammer, the car would travel 40 feet. That’s how Joe discovered his crazy mechanical knack.

Back in the present, aware the Tri-Five would soon eat into my lead, I nudged the Pontiac a foot or two toward the road’s center; a gray area in terms of racing etiquette. Driving down the middle of the road so your opponent couldn’t catch or pass you, “splitting lanes” as racers called it, was a no-no. But nudging your vehicle over a little, leaving just enough room but testing the other guy’s nerves, was totally acceptable.

Go figure, the guy who saw ground combat in Korea didn’t scare easily. That Chevy blew past me like a rocket. It struck me that the half-mile straightaway beginning and ending the circuit would make a damn fine drag strip.

Just before the first hill rose to the left of Jericho Road, we came to a crossroad. Two-and-a-half lengths ahead of me, Walter skidded into a right turn, screeching onto Alton Bridge. Losing less momentum than Walter had, I turned onto the bridge barely a length behind. A solid chunk of WPA metal that would probably survive Doomsday, Alton Bridge could easily accommodate two cars side by side. I attempted to pass as we shot over the Klagewasser’s dark gray-purple waters. Against the bridge’s thick wooden ties, my tires made a furious tenor buzzing that continued until the far side...with me half a length behind.

Walter took a hard left onto Fischfalle Road and I followed. Looking like a tiny tank, an armadillo lazily crossing the road had to skitter the last few feet to reach the underbrush’s safety. A winding road, thickly wooded to the right and sloping down to the river on the left, Fischfalle Road could have been made to give my Pontiac the edge. A quarter mile along, I overtook the Chevy with a triumphant yell.

I pushed hard to expand my lead. The next part of the race was a wild card. I didn’t know how it would work out. But, when laying down the route, it was too unusual an option to pass up.

Tapping my brakes as lightly as I dared, I threaded the Chieftain through a narrow gap in an old barbwire fence. We bounded down a rutted dirt trail toward the river. Flattening out, the trail ended at an abandoned farmstead along the Klagewasser. Its two-story farmhouse and barn still stood, surrounded by grass and small shrubs. The elements had stripped away the paint which, no doubt, once covered the buildings, exposing bare wood now weathered to the color of boiled pork. 

Behind me, hitting the trail’s bottom, the Tri-Five fishtailed. For a moment, a knot formed in my stomach as I worried Walter would crash into the barn. But he pulled out of the skid, zooming around the barn’s far side. I had my own troubles. With a THUD the Pontiac hit a small culvert hidden beneath tall grass. It knocked the wind from me and took a big bite from the Chieftain’s speed. I prayed that was all it did to her.

I cleared the barn. A second later, from the other side, so did the Chevy. Beyond the farm, the Klagewasser’s normally soft-soiled banks gave way to a limestone shelf running for a quarter mile. It was glorious to speed along; rushing river at one side, thick trees at the other. Normally, a straightaway favored the Chevy. But the Chieftain’s better shocks gave a smoother ride over the rough limestone. That made it interesting. I kept my lead, maybe even stretched it out another half length.

Where the limestone ended, we turned onto a bumpy trail sloping upward to rejoin Fischfalle Road. I hoped, like the part of the road just beyond Alton Bridge, I could use it to widen my lead. No luck. Walter stuck to me like glue the remaining half-mile to Old Mingo Road.

While laying out the new route, I never figured out who or what a Mingo was. Or had been. Nor did I learn when Old Mingo Bridge got built. It was no Aton Bridge. The wooden structure would take the weight of a couple cars, barely. But there wasn’t really room for two cars abreast. And its low wooden railing meant an out of control racer might end up in the drink.

Perhaps I thought too hard about all that. Preparing to gun the accelerator onto the bridge and trap Walter behind me, the Chevy roared like a jet as it flew by. Nearly missing the bridge, just like I had been imagining, I flinched. Laying off the gas, it took a heartbeat or three to get my nerves back. By then, the Tri-Five was getting away good.

We turned onto Jericho Road again, now heading back toward Switchbox. The terrain gave me an edge. Hilly, with some big ups and downs. Winding, with some sharp turns. Heavily wooded. This stretch required skill, not just a big engine. But, I’ll give it to Walter, he kept that car out of sight. I’d see his trunk when I entered into a turn, only to watch it disappear behind trees or hills as he completed the turn.
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