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      One rainy morning when I was thirteen, my mother came to me and asked what I was doing, which was clearly nothing. “I’m bored,” I said. She went and got a tattered old Dean Koontz paperback and shoved it in my hand, saying “Read this.” It wasn’t a suggestion. Still, I put up a fight. “Read the first twenty-five pages, at least.” I finished the entire novel that day. Thanks, Mom. This story is for you.

      

      During the writing of this story:

      To my daughter Rhiannon – thanks for reminding me what it is to be a teenager in a small town in flyover country. To my son Payton – thanks for reminding me what it is to be a little boy with big energy and even bigger dreams. To my wife Dani – thanks for taking out the trash, bathing the dog and doing all the things I should have been doing.

      Love you all…
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      October 22, 1981 * 2:52 p.m.

      He came out of the corn, a dark blur. And she hit him hard. There was a crunching sound like a corncob snapping as her old Dodge Dart struck him. Bracing against what she feared would be an ugly plunge into the ditch, Gloria Downing cursed through tight lips, steering into the skid. The old girl screeched to a stop and died right in the middle of this backwoods country highway, a letter highway—A or B, or DD or some other cup size. She cautioned a look over her shoulder at a mass of black fur squirming on hot asphalt.

      Gloria swung her door open. A breeze was rattling the corn stalks and above that whispery sound was a high whine like air escaping a balloon. The dog’s back legs kicked like he was trying to scratch at a flea up around his neck. His front legs were bent at crude angles. But it was the sound he was making that caused her stomach to knot up, the taste of warm bile rising up her throat. She ran twenty yards and dropped to her knees, and when he tried to get up and couldn’t, his wide blue eyes filled with panic.

      “It’s okay,” she said, gently holding him down. “Be still, you’ll be okay, you’re a good doggie.”

      She reached for the tag on his collar, but she stopped short. If he had a name then he belonged to someone, maybe a little girl who was at this very minute standing on the porch of a nearby farm house calling for him.

      She leaned down close to his face, trying not to look at the bloody gash torn across his chest. She focused on those blue eyes. “You’re a good doggie. You’re a good boy.”

      He groaned as he tried again to get to his feet but only managed to end up knocking Gloria onto her ass, his head in her lap. She wondered if dogs could cry. She hadn’t had a one in years, hadn’t wanted one since the night her father killed Rhoda.

      Suddenly, he lurched, his tongue shooting out of his mouth. He was taken by a spasm and then fell still. She reached down and closed those big blue eyes and for the next few minutes she sat in the middle of the road with his head in her lap, crying. Eventually a vehicle crested the hill up the road bit, floating on the heat shimmering over the highway. She got to her feet as it came to a stop on the gravel shoulder. An old farmer with a John Deere cap propped high on his head climbed slowly down out of it. He scratched his deeply tanned neck, shook his head and put his hands on his hips. “Poor fool dog.” He drew in a deep breath, letting it out slow. “Man’s best friend, but like a lot of folks, some just ain’t real smart.”

      His gaze shifted from the dog to Gloria. “Walter,” he said.

      “Gloria.” She swallowed hard. “And I’m really sorry.”

      His eyes brightened a little as he shook his head. “No, I’m Earnest. The dog is Walter, and he’s been at this kamikaze thing since he was a pup. Like I said, dogs are like folks. Ain’t all of them real bright. The difference is that dogs usually are all good. Folks ain’t, you know,” he scratched his neck again. “He was a dumb dog but a good one. And you know, most folks would’ve just left old Walt along the road there and gone on to wherever they was going.”

      He pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and handed it to her. She hadn’t really noticed the blood on her hands until now.

      “I’ll be sure to tell Walter’s people that you stopped and saw after him.” He smiled and somehow that seemed to smooth out some of the deep lines in his face. “Now then, I might need a little help lifting him in the back of my truck. Old age gets a guy down in the back.”

      Gloria helped lift Walter into the truck’s bed.

      “Well I reckon I don’t need to worry about him getting after my chickens no more.” He climbed in behind the wheel. “If it hadn’t been you, it would have been someone else. Don’t you let it spoil your day anyways.”

      He waved as he drove away.

      Gloria went back to her Dart and was surprised to find that it hadn’t sustained any serious damage. There was a noticeable dent on the front bumper but that didn’t concern her. What bothered her was the streak of blood running across it. There was no time to worry about that now. She’d lost fifteen minutes and she didn’t want to get to her father’s place after dark.

      A thought came to her, that maybe this was an omen; that maybe she should call the whole thing off and turn back. It was that memory of Rhoda that got her moving again. She’d named the dog after her favorite television character, and like Rhoda Morgenstern, her Rhoda was a firebrand with a knack for getting herself into trouble. While Gloria was at school, Rhoda was confined to a pen out back of the shack they lived in deep in the woods a couple miles east of the little farm town of Toulouse. And like Walter, her Rhoda had a real liking for chicken too.

      She’d climbed off the bus that day in the fall of 1970 and did what she always did, fed the chickens while Rhoda ran around barking like a lunatic. Gloria came inside and started dinner while Rhoda slept under the dining room table. She was laboring over her math homework when she heard him pull up the drive. She hoped he wasn’t drunk, and wondered why Rhoda didn’t stir at the sound of him.

      “That goddamn dog!” Joe Downing called.

      Gloria ran outside to find feathers all over the yard, lots of snow white chicken feathers mixed in with orange and brown fallen leaves. She could smell the biscuits. They were burning.

      “I told you, goddammit. I told you if she did it again that would be the end of her.” He snatched  Rhoda up by her neck.

      “No!” Gloria shrieked.

      He was drunk alright, though you couldn’t have told it by the way he moved. He began swinging the dog back and forth. And to her horror he swung the dog at her, catching her across her shoulder, knocking her against the wall. Her head hit hard. Inside something fell and broke. She would later discover it was the picture of Momma in her best Sunday church dress.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Gloria begged.

      “Talking back?” Now she’d done it—the fire in his eyes wasn’t for the dog anymore, it was for her. He swung the little dog at her and then took two quick steps toward her, but she was off the porch now, running.

      “You just go on!”

      Gloria dodged the tree limbs, jumped over the rotting logs, keeping to the path she’d made down to Trunk Creek. She knew every bend. She was running faster than she’d ever run in her life. She had to get far enough away that she wouldn’t hear Rhoda crying no more, far enough away that she wouldn’t hear . . . But, of course she did. She heard the gunshot ring through the hollows, chasing crows out of the trees and up toward the darkening skies. And in that moment she felt the same sort of anguish she always felt when she thought about how her momma had looked in the last days before the cancer got her.

      She trudged home after a time, because it was cold and because it felt like rain was coming. She prayed Joe Downing was passed out drunk. But he wasn’t. Turns out killing Rhoda wasn’t the worst thing Joe Downing did that night.

      Gloria reached under the seat of her aging Dodge and pulled out a bottle of vodka. She started to unscrew the cap but stopped short. No, she told herself, she would need her wits about her.

      She slipped it back under her seat where it clinked against the gun.
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      Micah Stevens flicked sweat from his bangs and willed his Huffy past the big houses on Mechanics Street. They were the oldest in Toulouse, and half of them were said to be haunted; people saw ghosts and all that sort of creepy stuff. That didn’t stop Micah and his buddies from hitting those houses every Halloween because, haunted or not, the people who own the big houses on Mechanics Street give out all the best stuff. A fluffy white cat watched him from the porch of a gray stone two-story with a steep slate roof. The cat was sprawled next to a glowering jack-o-lantern. Glowering was a fifth grade spelling word, one he’d recently missed actually. He’d been looking for weeks to find something he would consider glowering and the jack-o-lantern fit the bill. With a feeling of accomplishment, he made a mental note to hit that house first. It’s good to get to the ones with Halloween decorations before dark. Even the rich folks on Mechanics Street start rationing their candy at some point.

      Micah started up the hill at the top of which stood the Toulouse Public Library. He’d climbed this hill a lot. The library was one of his favorite summertime hangouts on rainy days when he and the guys couldn’t play ball. Instead of coasting down the hill like usual, Micah pedaled hard. He was really flying when he reached the bottom. Then with a frightening suddenness he stopped. It was as if he’d hit an invisible wall. He was thrown forward but didn’t clear the handlebars. He was jerked back like a dog on a chain. He was no stranger to bike wrecks, but this was the worst. He and his bike were tumbling, skidding, sliding across the asphalt. He was bound to it, the shoestring on his sneaker wrapped around the pedal. Road burn, the thought of tearing his good school jeans, those things shot through his mind, which was mostly concerned with the white-hot fire in his groin. As he finally slowed to a painful stop, that fire spread into his belly, forcing the baloney and cheese he’d had for lunch up up up. It settled in his throat like a hot meaty milkshake. And as if all of this wasn’t bad enough, a rust bucket Camaro was heading right for him. It didn’t slow down a lick. Micah scrambled to the curb, dragging the bike onto the lawn of a big blue house with a scarecrow sitting on the porch swing.

      The Camaro’s driver finally hit the brakes. “You stupid shit, you’re gonna get yourself killed!” He roared away, a cloud of black smoke in his wake.

      Taking in air in big gulps, Micah dipped his hand down the front of his jeans. They were both still there. And when he pulled his hand out there wasn’t any blood.

      “Oh man, oh man,” he whispered. Taking the knife his grandfather from Wisconsin had given him for his birthday, he sawed through his shoestring. He walked around the yard, the dull ache in his middle slowly subsiding.

      “I’ve got to get going,” he told himself.

      The water tower at the edge of town glimmered like a big silver spaceship. Its shadow sprawled across the overgrown field where he and the guys played baseball on long summer days. Standing for leverage, and so that he wouldn’t jar any sensitive parts, Micah pushed his bike through the witch grass toward the woods. When he got there he walked the Huffy in a little ways. Some of the guys were afraid of the woods. There were a lot of stories, rumors of witches and creatures and all of that. But none of that kid stuff scared him. What scared Micah Stevens was the old man.

      “I’ll be back before dark,” he said to his bike as he left it behind and started out on foot. And he’d better be sure of it too, because the thought of being in the woods after dark was way worse than getting racked in a bike wreck.
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      Lou Aberdeen wanted to spit in the beer he was pouring. He might have spit in the shot of whiskey and been able to get away with that, but it was such rot gut shit that it was bad enough already. He put a beer and a shot down in front of The Wooden Nickel’s best customer and the biggest asshole in eight states.

      “Put it on my tab.”

      Lou nodded and Joe Downing smiled his bullshit smile as he fired up a smoke. He looked over Lou’s shoulder at the television over the bar with eyes that seemed to be working independently. Downing was skinny as a cat turd, wiry. The veins in his forearms stood out like cords. His long fingers ended in thick yellow nails that he often employed to pick at his few remaining teeth. He usually wore a grease stained foam cap that he got free from a truck stop or from Ernie’s Tire Emporium over in McFall. Lou wondered what kind of dumbass would give Joe Downing something to wear as an advertising gimmick. The cap sat atop a mop of ratty gray hair and that really pissed Lou off. That nasty mop was thick as shag carpet. Lou himself had been balding since he was a junior in high school.

      It was a slow day in the Nickel. Most weekday afternoons were. A couple of unemployed mill workers sat in the corner by the window drinking draws and arguing about who should be playing quarterback for Toulouse High.

      From his barstool Downing said, “You think that old bastard will croak ’fore his term’s up?” He was smiling. His broken front tooth seemed to be looking at Lou. He pointed up at the television news which was showing Ronnie with some damn commie. They were all smiles, but Lou figured under the surface they were plotting extermination on both sides. He shrugged. He wasn’t a voter and politics are for smart people, not bartenders. He preferred reruns of Bonanza.

      “Look at him, bullshitting those Ruskies. Goddamn Republican is going to get us into another war,” Downing said, reaching down the back of his jeans to scratch his bony ass. “He should have croaked when that crazy sonofabitch shot him.”

      Downing exhaled a cloud of cigarette smoke through his nostrils and it settled over the mug in his hands making it look foamy and lethal. Lou imagined Downing taking a hearty swig, his already screwed up face contorting, his buttery yellow eyes rolling back in his skull, a long agonizing gasp, and his corpse hitting the filthy wooden floor like bag of hammers.

      Downing laughed.

      “I see you grinning over there, Lou. See, we have something in common. You want the old bastard dead too. It’s for the common good.”

      “Yeah, it’s plenty fine with me when an old bastard dies for the common good.”

      The front door swung open and in walked a couple of girls, a tall brunette in a short skirt that showed off legs that went all the way to her ass and a short redhead trailing apprehensively behind her. The redhead’s boobs bopped up and down under a tight red sweater. From where Lou was standing, he was able to gauge Downing’s expression. The old man looked at the tall one and smiled. When he saw the short one his grin widened like he was the wolf fixing to have a go at Little Red Riding Hood.

      The tall one stepped right up to the bar. Now Lou’s boss was also the owner of the bar and he had one steadfast rule–when attractive young girls come into the Nickel, they’re of age, even when they aren’t. Sexy young things are good for business; keep the old wolves coming back.

      The girl flattened her skirt and tucked a bra strap. Lou sighed and nodded. She gave a sideways look at Downing. She sat down on a barstool like she’d done it a thousand times in a thousand other beer halls. She nodded toward the stool next to her but her friend stayed back.

      “What? You afraid of heights?” She glanced at Lou and smiled. Her friend took the hint and sat down.

      Lou dumped the butts from the ash tray and asked, “Okay then, what can I get you ladies?”

      “We’ve had a hell of a day at the office,” the tall one said.

      The redhead was chewing her bottom lip, the fresh coat of lipstick coming off on her teeth. Lou would have bet a week’s pay that she wasn’t even old enough to drive.

      “Well, how about a pair of amaretto sours?” She looked at her friend and the redhead nodded.

      Lou went to fetch the drinks. It didn’t really matter how attractive they were. If they looked like they just got off the Virgin Express, Downing was sure to make a play. He planted himself on the barstool next to the redhead and commenced his usual line of bullshit faster than green grass through a goose.

      “Well, my, my, my. I haven’t seen such pretty girls in this old barn in years. Pretty girls like you shouldn’t never have to buy a drink.” He smiled. The tall brunette returned it. The busty redhead swallowed hard.

      “Lou, you put these girls’ drinks on my tab.” He slapped a fifty-dollar bill down hard in his customary fashion. “All night long.”

      Downing offered them a smoke. The brunette accepted. The redhead shook her head no, but her friend elbowed her in the ribs and she changed her mind.

      Lou placed drinks in front of them.

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. Joe Downing’s my name. That there,” he said pointing to Lou, “Is Lou Aberdeen. He’s a real peckerhead but we tolerate him.” Then he set to laughing like an idiot. The girls looked at Lou like they didn’t know whether they were supposed to laugh or not. Downing took the opportunity to crane his neck in an effort to get a look down the redhead’s sweater, which came down to a V between her breasts.

      “So, what are your names?”

      The brunette cocked a thumb in her friend’s direction and said, “This is Eunice.” The redhead shot her a look. “And I’m Desiree.”

      The three guys by the window had swung their chairs around so they could see the action at the bar. One of them held up an empty pitcher and Lou filled a new one. He didn’t want to miss anything so he hustled it over to them.

      “Cuties aren’t they,” said a middle-aged guy named Alan, a regular who had a few rough edges but was a joy to have around compared to Downing. “How long until one of them knees him in the grapes?”

      Lou shrugged, “What’s the over-under?”

      Alan looked at his two friends. One of them said, “Can’t be more than twenty minutes.”

      “Nah,” Alan said, “Mother Theresa don’t have the patience to put up with that crusty old asshole. He’ll wear them out pretty quick.”

      Lou returned to his post behind the bar. He enjoyed nothing better than watching an attractive young woman dump her drink—paid for by Downing—on Joe Downing.

      “I’ll tell you girls what I’ll do,” Downing said. “I’ve got a couple puppies, cute little Australian Shepherds. Damn cute little dogs. I just don’t think I can sell them because they’re kind of the runts of the litter. If you girls want to come out my place we can have a drink out there, and I’ll just give them to you.”

      “Wow,” said Desiree, “That’s really nice of you. I love puppies.”

      The redhead turned so quick Lou thought her neck might snap. She glared at her friend.

      Desiree changed the subject. “And these drinks were really nice of you too.” She held up her empty glass. Downing saw it and shot Lou a look.

      “You’re falling down on the job, Lou. These girls need a fresh one and don’t skimp on the booze. You gotta watch him. He’s a tight ass.”

      Lou went about making two more while Downing pressed his invitation further.

      “You should see them little balls of fur. Any person who don’t like a dog just ain’t all there in my book.”

      The juke box fell silent, giving the girls an out. Desiree hopped off her barstool and dug in her pocket for change.

      “I run that juke box over there. My money goes in, my tunes come out,” Downing said, adding, “But I’d be happier than a puppy with two peckers if you’d come over and help me pick out some tunes.”

      She agreed and half way across the room he slipped an arm around her waist. Her friend groaned.

      Lou placed a fresh drink in front of her. “I hope she doesn’t pick any of that bullshit country music. I’m so tired of Red Sovine.”

      “She won’t.”

      “Good to know. So, what do you think of him?”

      “He smells like he sleeps with goats,” the girl said, taking the cherry out of her drink and pulling it off its stem with her teeth. Then she slipped off her barstool and crawled up on the one her friend had been sitting on.

      The opening bars of Pink Floyd’s “Us and Them” perked up Lou’s ears. If the old man hadn’t been buying the girls drinks, Lou would have put them on the house just for saving him from that goddamn cheese-wiz country and western.

      “Told you,” the redhead said.

      A moment later, Desiree came prancing back, alone. She frowned at the change in the seating arrangement. “You can be a bitch if you want, but remember he’s buying.”

      The redhead snatched the cherry out of her friend’s glass and popped it in her mouth. “So, where is he?” she asked.

      “The restroom. And you’re never going to believe this!”

      “You’re in love?”

      Desiree gave her the finger.

      “No smart ass,” she said in a loud whisper. Lou turned around and pretended to be washing some shot glasses. “He just offered me some pot!”

      “No,” the redhead exclaimed.

      “I mean, I’ve never even smoked pot. My brother does. I’m pretty sure he does anyway. I mean, he’s the one that turned me on to Pink Floyd. Doesn’t everybody who listens to Pink Floyd smoke pot?”

      The tables had turned and Lou was the one wearing the wolfish smile. The old bastard suddenly seemed to come into focus with a whole new clarity. Lou laughed and the girls looked over at him, surprised somehow that he was listening to their conversation.

      “It’s a bar, not a public restroom, girls. You mind your own business in the pisser. You mind everybody else’s in a bar.”

      “Did he try to sell you some grass?” asked redhead.

      Her friend laughed, “Hell no. I guess back in the day girls didn’t buy their own pot either. He wanted to give me some.”

      The redhead clicked her tongue and said, “Free drinks, pot, and a puppy, you’re in love with the world’s nicest guy. It’s all too good to be true.”

      “And you’re the C-word.”

      The redhead shrugged.

      And like all things that are too good to be true, this one came to a screeching halt, but the girls were arguing under their breath about the merits of milking the situation for all it was worth and didn’t notice. In had walked a cop. Lou felt his heart skip a beat.

      Trying like hell to act casual, he snatched the towel he’d been pretending to wash the shot glasses with and made for the girls’ drinks, hoping to hide them in it before the cop could get a good look at them. As soon as he made his move, both girls pulled them back.

      “What the hell?” the brunette said.

      “I’m not done with this,” the redhead chimed in.

      The cop cleared his throat and the Booze-Hound-Bobsy-Twins turned in unison to find him smiling like the Cheshire Cat.

      “May I see your identification, ladies?”

      He held out his hand.

      “We don’t have them,” Desiree said. “But we were just leaving anyway.”

      “Yes, you were,” the cop said, “with me.” And then he turned to the guys over by the window, who were watching the proceedings with rapt attention. “The Wooden Nickel will be closing early today. You best make sure you’ve got a sober driver because some of my associates are on their way.” He was enjoying himself.

      To Lou he said, “I watched these two young women come in here and thought to myself, surely old Lou will send them right back out on their ear. And I waited, and I waited, and I waited. And now you’re in deep for selling alcohol to minors.”

      He picked up the brunette’s Amaretto sour and sniffed, nodded and asked, “What are your names girls?”

      The redhead said, “I’m Bethany Lane.”

      They all looked at Desiree who answered slowly, “Bernice Sloane.”

      “You two girls are going to have a little talk with me and your parents, and maybe, just maybe, if you’re lucky, and your records are clean, that’ll be all. Otherwise, you might get to have a long talk with a juvee officer, or maybe a judge, or maybe both.”

      The guys by the window quickly chugged their beers. The Floyd wrapped up and Wings went into “Band on the Run.” Joe Downing stepped out of the restroom with a big old shit-eating grin that slid right off his face like it was made of stone. Lou thought about ratting him out that very moment for the weed, but he figured the girls would deny it. It didn’t matter because as soon as the thought came to him, the cop turned his attention Lou’s way with a diatribe about the law and underage drinkers and all of that. Lou stood behind the bar, possibly for the last time, and pretended to take it all in, but in reality, he was looking over the cop’s shoulder at Downing whose bowlegged stride carried him out the door with the quickness and agility of a man half his age.
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      Alvin Burgmeier was perched on the concrete bench in front of the Toulouse Public Library holding a match to a Tareyton when Micah Stevens came racing past on his red Huffy. Alvin didn’t know the boy’s name, but he came in the library once in a while. He marveled at how fast the kid was pushing that bike. Many years removed from the last time he’d found himself envious of the young, now he was just glad he could remember having been that age at all. The kid disappeared over the hill and a fat crow, who had also been watching the kid, turned its attention to Alvin. He exhaled a ring of smoke that drifted halfway up to the bird before it disappeared into the crisp clean air of rural America. Alvin was seventy-four and for fifty-one years he’d taken his smoke breaks on this very bench. Every fall the crows returned to pick over what was left of the corn harvest and every year they roosted in the bell tower of the Methodist Church across the street. He’d read somewhere that crows remember people’s faces and this one seemed to be studying him as if to ask, “Are you the same bastard I saw smoking on that bench the last time I was here?”

      “Yes,” Alvin said. The crow leaned in a little as if to confirm, then took wing. “Yeah, it’s me. Move along and go pester someone else, you old crow.”

      Speaking of old crows, he needed to be done with his cigarette before the old maid Cuthbertson arrived with her cronies for their monthly book club meeting. If she saw him sitting there smoking, she’d have something to say about it. Last time she caught him in his spot she piped up with:

      “You’ve smoked so many cigarettes in that spot that the shadow of your skinny little butt is going to be there when you’re gone, just like the shadows of those poor Japs who were burned up in a flash when Truman dropped the big one.” She cackled like a witch. “You know how the shadows of those people remain to this—”

      “Yes, I know,” he’d interrupted.

      He snuffed out the cigarette alongside its brothers in the sand of a little metal pail he kept next to the bench. He’d been off duty since Jenny Allard came in to spell him after she got out of her last class of the day at Toulouse High.

      Jenny looked up from a mystery novel as he approached. The girl loved her mysteries. He returned her smile and proceeded through the storage room to a narrow stairwell that twisted its way down to his basement apartment.

      On his kitchen table was his history of Toulouse, 173 pages of typed, double spaced prose, nearly complete, but still lacking a title. By his estimation, he’d written about 80,000 words and the hardest ones seemed to be the ones that would be above his name on the cover. His hope was that today he would come up with that elusive appellation. He cranked open the window. He wasn’t supposed to smoke down here, but ask any working writer to get something done without their chosen vice, well, that’s about as hard as selling a book without a title.

      He lit another Tareyton and scowled at the blank top page for a desperately long minute. It was time to dig in his heels and get to work. He put the cigarette in the ash tray next to his Royal 10 typewriter and flipped over the first page of the manuscript. Maybe something he’d written would get the wheels turning. Maybe a stellar title for this thing was hidden somewhere in those 80,000 words.

      Preface

      I was sitting on Larry Dale’s front porch. The ice in the glass of lemonade his wife had offered me popped as it thawed. I knew Larry’s story, but I needed to hear it firsthand, and I was running out of time. I’d overheard talk down at the diner that the doctors had given Larry less than two months, sent him home so he could go comfortable. The pain was on his face and his wife had been hospitable because that was her nature, but it was evident to me that she’d not wanted her husband bothered. When the pleasantries were put aside I got around to it. She frowned and hurried inside.

      “Writing a book, are you?” Larry said softly, looking at me. “A book about the town?”

      I nodded.

      He grimaced a little and absently ran his hand across his belly, “And you want to know about the fireworks? Well, that’s really . . .” He was searching for a word. Just about the time I felt like he might find it he started coughing. When the fit ended, he was confused again.

      “You were there,” I said.

      He sighed, “Well, you’re goddamn right. I can still hear the first deafening explosion if I close my eyes and think on it. I was nine years old and me and some of the other boys were playing a furious game of tag on the lawn by the Morris General Store. That’s a little before your time.”

      “I know where it was.”

      He raised his chin and looked at me. “Of course, the consummate historian.” I could tell that he wanted to chuckle, but I could also tell it hurt too much. He gathered himself and went on, “It was just some boys killing a little time ’til dark. It was July the Fourth, 1896. Over on the corner of Main and Joyce a wagon had been set up full of fireworks, and they aren’t like they are now. They weren’t . . . what’s the word I’m looking for?”

      He lit a cigarette and offered me one. I accepted.

      “Sophisticated?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. Hell, they were as unpredictable as a one-eyed mule. It was a windy day and that was the biggest problem. Must have been a storm coming, but it never got here. I reckon someone tossed a cigarette down or something, that’s what everybody thought. There was a fella named Goldstein who set up shop selling women’s hats and petticoats and the like.” Larry coughed and I felt a shiver run down my spine at the wetness of it. It made my own lungs hurt just hearing it. “I guess the fella smoked and someone had seen him walk past, or so they said. He didn’t last long in town after that. Don’t know if you should put that in your book, though because I reckon he had nothing to do with it. I think folks didn’t like him for the same goddamn reason we still got problems today. He was different than them, a Jewish fella.”

      We sat for a moment silently brooding over our cigarettes. When he started again his voice creaked and made me think of rusty hinges on a barn door. Instead of being embarrassed, he smiled. “It’s funny. My voice did that when I was growing up and now it’s doing it again as I’m going out.”

      He fell quiet which made plenty of sense. He was on some pretty powerful medicine. I’d seen it on the kitchen counter as his wife led me out to the back porch. His lids were heavy and I thought that if he fell asleep I wouldn’t bother him again about the fireworks catastrophe of 1896.

      He straightened up, “For the record,” he rasped, “It wasn’t me. In addition to some thinking it was that Goldstein or Goldbloom or whatever his name was, some folks said it was one of us boys, but it wasn’t. Hell, I didn’t start smoking until I was twelve.”

      He looked down at the cigarette in his hand, took a drag and exhaled a thin line of smoke from chapped gray lips.

      “My uncle was running for some public office, and he was over by the wagon glad-handing the natives when it went. I just happened to be looking over that way. And dammit I wish I hadn’t. My uncle, James, James Dale. He was so close to the wagon that the first explosion just . . . just obliterated him.”

      He closed his eyes and whispered, “I saw pieces of him go flying as I was being thrown backward.”

      He paused to catch his breath. It was a long moment, and during it, I had plenty of time to wish I hadn’t come here to put a dying man through this.

      “The explosions came in intervals like a fireworks show is supposed to, you know. When it was done, that whole end of the main drag was on fire and you got to remember, there weren’t any fire trucks. Nothing like that. Folks worked to put it out, but the fire burned half of the north end of Main Street that night.”

      “The wind drove it?”

      He nodded. “A hellish wind out of the east. Damnedest thing you know, for the wind to be out of the east around here. And it never did rain a goddam drop. Would have helped.”

      “How many were killed?” I asked, knowing the answer and feeling sadistic for asking, but somehow needing to hear it from someone who was there.

      “Eleven men, including my uncle and a distant cousin. There were two women in the hat shop that went. Glad I didn’t see that. They said shards of glass from those big show windows cut them to pieces. Someone said one of them was pregnant, but I don’t know. And there was a little girl of about three and a teenage boy who went that day too. They might have been brother and sister, I don’t know. One of the boys I’d been playing with, Hank Klosterman was his name, he lost an eye. And yet somehow that old boy managed to make it over to fight in the first war. I hear he died in a muddy trench in France.”

      Larry belched and grimaced.

      “Sometimes I think I can taste the disease in my guts when that happens,” he said.

      We talked about other things for five minutes before he said he was tired. I excused myself and went around the house so as to not bump into his wife.

      Depending upon who you ask, there may have been another man who died that night, a volunteer fireman whose name didn’t appear in the Toulouse newspaper, the Sentinel, which by the way, was in the building where the fire stopped. A two-foot thick firewall ended the blaze and volunteers worked throughout the night running buckets of water up a ladder to keep the roof wet so it wouldn’t ignite. Anyway, rumor has it that the owner of the Toulouse Hotel, whose family is still prominent in town today, supposedly struck a deal with this firefighter to venture into the building’s attic and retrieve a safe full of jewelry and other valuables he’d stowed up there. Some folks went so far as to say he’d stolen those items from his patrons. As the story goes, the fireman went in and never came out and as far as I know, no safe was ever found. In little towns there’s usually something to these rumors, and often the real story is much more interesting.

      Larry Dale died three weeks later in his bed in the spring of 1966. My notes from that afternoon remained in the bottom drawer of my desk where I am the head librarian of the Toulouse Public Library until I too was diagnosed with cancer. I thought I’d better get to writing –I thought I’d better tell the tale of the little town of Toulouse, Missouri, population 3,961 according to the 1980 census. Toulouse is like so many other country hamlets in rural America only in that it is totally unique. Its founding is bizarre. Its history is too if you’re willing to scratch away the topsoil a bit and see what’s underneath. I’ve been compiling stories like Larry Dale’s for many years, and you hold them in your hands. And if I’ve done my job well and gotten enough dirt under my fingernails, you’re apt to find that small town life in Middle America isn’t what you thought it was, even if you live there.

      Alvin straightened the pages of his manuscript and leaned back in his chair. He was feeling pretty good this day. Maybe later he would walk down to the corner store and get a pack of cigarettes and sit on the bench down by the cannon in Centennial Park. Maybe there a title would come to him.

      A coughing fit overtook him and he heard Jenny holler down the stairs, “Mr. Burgmeier, are you okay?”

      When it subsided, he said that he was and then he asked, “Are they here?”

      He heard her descending the stairs. She poked her head around the corner and said, cupping her hand to her mouth, “Flocked in a little while ago.”

      He laughed, “A murder of crows.”

      “Yep,” she agreed. “Mrs. Cuthbertson asked about you; wanted to know how you were doing. I told her you were on a date with that pretty young kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Bell.”

      He laughed.

      “Madam Cuthbertson looked at me like I had a smart mouth.”

      “I bet she did,” he said.

      “Really ruffled her feathers.”

      He was still laughing as she charged back up the stairs to man her post behind the heavy oak checkout desk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Wade Gillespie plucked the Chinese throwing stars from the rotting wood of the old falling down shed in his backyard. He retraced his steps to the line he’d scratched in the dirt fifteen feet from his target, the same distance from the free throw line to the bucket in a basketball game. It seemed like a good distance to practice from. He held one of the shiny steel stars up at eye level and locked in on his target, a red bull’s eye he’d painted with some of his mom’s fingernail polish. He fired and missed . . . the entire shed.

      Gotta lock your wrist. Gotta! Gotta! Gotta!

      He took aim again but before he let fly, he caught movement from the corner of his eye just like a good ninja would. There was a kid pedaling his bike across the field over by the water tower. Wade jumped to his left and ducked behind a maple tree, wiping a trickle of sweat from his brow with the back of a grubby hand. Where in the world was that kid going all alone like that?

      He darted over into the shade of the house and crouched at the corner. Through the open window drifted the sound of the television game show his mom was watching. He heard the clink of her beer bottle against the bowl of popcorn she was eating. At least that’s what his ninja senses told him. The kid was halfway across the field, maybe a hundred yards away, pedaling to beat the dragon. It was rough going because the grass was high. He slipped around the corner of the house and made for the porch, jumped the railing—just missing the bad spot where the boards were all rotted away—and leapt behind a hydrangea bush. He was under another window and he could hear his mother laughing at the game show. Candy Gillespie loved her television. There would be another game show after this one and then reruns of Hogan’s Heroes, then the news. She always did her cooking during the news. Wade kind of liked the news but maybe only because she hated it. He had an hour and a half before she would call him for dinner.

      He was watching the kid walk his bike into the woods. Kids don’t mess around in those woods much, not even Wade and he lived by them. He certainly wouldn’t have played in them when he was that kid’s age. There were stories about those woods and stories about Trunk Creek which traced its way through them with its bad-gunky water.

      He had an awful temptation to take off across the field and follow the kid in just to see what he was up to but he also needed to be practicing with the throwing stars. Halloween was just around the corner, and he was running out of time. He’d bought the stars from Andy Poe who swore that his older cousin had gotten them mail order from a real company that sold them in the ninja magazines. Andy had stolen them and was keen on them until he accidentally killed the neighbor’s cat with one when he missed his target and hit the thing while it was taking a dump in his little brother’s sandbox.

      “Hit the little bastard right in the neck. It bled out right there. The sand was all clomped up from the blood and the cat turds and all. Had to shovel it out so my mom wouldn’t know. Threw it in a culvert by my house, the cat and all and a few days later you could smell it.” Andy scrunched up his face and waved his hand in front of his nose. “Went down and looked and the cat was big as a balloon about to explode. And sure as shit, the damn thing did the next day too. Caught a possum down there eating on it.”

      Andy looked like he was going to puke, just remembering. Good for Wade that Andy loved chocolate milk. The next day they struck a deal, Wade gave over his chocolate milk for two straight weeks to get those stars. It was a good trade because the stars were going to guarantee that this Halloween would be different.

      He leapt to his feet, jumping over the porch railing again, doing a summersault, and then back to his feet for a roundhouse kick followed by a couple of overhand chops accompanied by whispered cries of “kiai.” He couldn’t afford shouting it and reminding Candy Gillespie that she had a son out on the yard, a son with tons of homework.

      Wade dashed over to the dead walnut tree beside the rutted dirt driveway. The kid was wheeling his bike through the woods and slowly he disappeared. He was way back in there.

      “If a kid wants to play in the woods, he goes down by the trash dump,” he thought. There are all sorts of things to do down at the trash dump, especially if you have a BB gun like Andy Poe. Shooting rats is the best. There’s no filthy creek to cross in those woods. The kid apparently didn’t know better. Wade was thirteen and he knew a lot. One thing he knew was that a little kid in those woods could get himself in some trouble pretty quick, and that was the plain truth. Another truth was that ninjas have to look out for the weak and the young. He gave a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure his mom wasn’t out on the porch. Tracking the little brat through the woods would be good ninja practice, and when the kid found himself in a pickle–and he was sure to–Wade would be there to bail him out.

      Wade split, but instead of taking off straight across the open field toward the water tower where he would be seen, he split for the edge of the woods. He ran hard and when he got to the spot where he’d last seen the kid, his heart was thumping under his plain white t-shirt. He was out of breath, but he was feeling good, better than good because this was the best shape he’d ever been in. If he ran into trouble this Halloween everybody better look out. Wade wasn’t just going to be trick-or-treating as a ninja, he was a ninja (a ninja in training at least).

      Two Halloweens ago Wade was walking home after a good night of trick-or-treating. He was trying to guess just how many pieces of candy he’d gotten and couldn’t wait to get home and count them when Frankenstein and something even worse than him, something with a bloody mouth and oversized teeth, jumped out from behind the rock fence that ran around the cemetery next to the Prairie Baptist Church. Wade took off, dropping the can of Apple Slice he’d just opened. When he’d gone a couple blocks and couldn’t go any further, he stopped to catch his breath and realized that he’d peed his pants. Just then some of the other kids came around the corner. Kids notice stuff like that, especially kids like Andy Poe, who still gets his yucks out of that one.

      “Remember that time you pissed your britches when those older kids scared you?” Yuck, yuck, yuck.

      As bad as that was, it had nothing on last year. Last year he’d gone as Frankenstein himself hoping that maybe being something scary would keep other kids from wanting to scare him. Again, he was walking home, but this time with Andy. Out of nowhere, a couple of high school boys rode up on bicycles. One of them reached out and snatched his candy bag and the other one kicked him. Wade went down hard, but refused to let go, even as the kid dragged him. The football shoulder pads he had on under his shirt saved him from getting hurt, but eventually the strap on his candy bag broke and the two thieves laughed their asses off as they rode away with his candy–all of it, his entire take, and it was too late to go back around.

      “You sure got shitty luck,” Andy had said as he turned off at his block.

      Wade went home with nothing and his mom didn’t even notice. She also didn’t notice the lines on his face where his tears had taken off the green make-up. She was watching Falcon Crest and eating a bowl of popcorn. She didn’t even glance his way when he came in. He showered and went to bed that night vowing nothing like that was ever going to happen again.

      Inspired by the strides he’d taken in the last year, he stepped into the woods, trying to be as quiet as possible on the crunchy fallen leaves and the hidden sticks. He found the kid’s red bike.

      “Now to find the kid,” he said to himself.

      Wade would soon discover that finding the kid would prove to be a much more difficult task than he thought, one that by nightfall he’d wish he’d never undertaken, ninja code or not.
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      Morgan Stevens felt like a Keebler Elf running around inside an oven. Thursdays meant overtime, which she was grateful for, but it also meant taking inventory in the warehouse. The big metal building was so hot on days like this that her t-shirt and jeans would be soaked and sticking to her. Sweat ran down her legs into her socks and her cheap white tennies. And if that wasn’t bad enough, today she had cramps so bad she wanted to scream.

      She shoved the rolling ladder to the aisle in the corner of the warehouse. The ceiling was lower here and it trapped the heat. It wouldn’t surprise her if the boxes of text books at the top spontaneously combusted. They were stacked to the rafters. As she started up the ladder she recalled something her son Micah had told her.

      “You’ll never have to do warehouse inventory work again, Mom,” he’d said as she came in and plopped down in a chair at the dining room table, “Because I’ve come up with an invention that will make us rich.”

      She sat forward in her chair and looked at a blue and white checkered dinner napkin draped across his newest creation.

      “Behold,” he said as he yanked the napkin away revealing—and she couldn’t help but giggle—her spare set of her car keys taped to one of his toy walkie talkies.

      “Wanna know how it works?”

      “Absolutely,” she said.

      He went into his fast talking TV salesman’s voice.

      “You’ll never lose your car keys again, not if you have the brand new Fabulous Finder. Greater than sliced bread! Greater than TV dinners! Better than the wheel! Don’t think so? The next time you lose your keys and you’re late for work you might sing a different tune.”
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