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      For Cowboy

      Sweet stray who took us in,

      best dog, best friend

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach

        of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which that

        material object will give us) which we do not suspect. And as for that

        object, it depends on chance whether we come upon it or not before

        we ourselves must die.

        
          MARCEL PROUST, In Search of Lost Time
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      The stranger showed up around noon and ruined what was left of a beautiful day.

      Darren had only himself to blame. The bicycle ­auction was Beth’s idea, to support Fresh Starts, the non-profit she worked part-time for, but he had agreed, experiencing an initial blast of selflessness and good will that carried them through the planning stages, past the point of no return. Once Beth arranged for the local newspaper, The Daily Camera, to cover the event and the appointed date drew near, he found himself dreading the attention. He was not looking forward to stirring up old acquaintances in his home town, but there was nothing to be done. The auction was happening, and it had somehow fallen on his shoulders to carry the day.

      Of course, without his collection, there never would have been an auction, and he might never have encountered the man in the park.

      It was a Saturday in middle April, Colorado’s bright sun pushing the temps into the mid-seventies. The tent was up, a cheerful red and white striped affair large enough to host a wedding, presently sheltering each of the twenty-four bikes he had selected. The bikes were standing atop the rented banquet tables, each with a placard denoting the manufacturer and model, original release date, breakdown of components, a bit of lore if the bike could claim any, as well as the bidding charts and pens Beth had set out.

      Raya was working a smaller card table, bedecked with a signboard she had painted herself, selling lemonade and batches of cookies she’d baked with her mother, giving background on the cause. Darren couldn’t help noticing that his daughter was more interested in the decorations and treats than in the bikes themselves, but he was not surprised. Raya had grown as tired of hearing about the bikes as her mother had.

      Darren made a continuous circuit of his ponies on display, adjusting brake cables, dusting rims with a shop rag, dabbing a touch of green Phil Wood grease from a newly plumbed stem bolt, nervous as a dog owner gunning for best in show. This, he supposed, was a male thing, the aspect of the event only a son or another bicycle geek tended to appreciate. Chrome was sexy. To men.

      His anxiety increased as he realized for the tenth time today that, if the event succeeded, he would be letting go of some of his best bicycles. Oh, he knew he had plenty, but he had spent hundreds of hours assembling and restoring this lot of vintage BMX bikes, and in one manner or another, each was dear to him.

      Not wanting to intimidate the bidders, but also wanting to ensure the event raised a meaningful amount of money, he had selected a variety of stock and custom rides ranging in value from $350 to $4,000. He had others at home worth twice as much on the collector’s market, and much more than that to him. Who would have ever thought these relics of his youth – bikes that were, back in the late Seventies and early Eighties, a suburban staple as common as today’s video game consoles – would be worth three times what he had paid for his first car?

      Not Darren. Not twenty or even ten years ago. He hadn’t been collecting for the investment value. He simply loved BMX bikes, ever since he hopped on his first Schwinn Sting back in 1977, and he had never outgrown that love.

      The event was being billed as ‘RAD Kids: Raising Awareness for Disadvantaged Kids’, Beth’s clever touch. Fresh Starts was a way station and counseling center for troubled youth, teen runaways, pre-teen kids living in abusive homes, drug and early-pregnancy prevention, as well as a resource for referrals to other state-funded health services. A noble cause.

      Yet at first he had found himself asking, ‘The bikes aren’t actually going to the kids, right? Please tell me some stoner punk’s not going to be thrashing one of my two-thousand-dollar vintage rides around town before he hocks it to fund a bag of weed and the last panels of his full-sleeve tattoos.’

      ‘No, honey, and stop being so awful,’ Beth had said. ‘There are a lot of bike freaks in Boulder, even some collector snobs like you. But most of them will probably go to people who love to brag about their philan­thropical contributions and need something to show for their donations on the tax forms. We don’t care where the money comes from. The center needs a bunch of repairs, clothes for the kids, maybe a couple extra counselor interns to man the phones over the summer. No one is going to hurt your precious little dirt bikes.’

      ‘Sorry. You’re right,’ he admitted. ‘I need to thin the herd a bit.’

      This made her happy, hearing him say it. Because honestly, how many BMX bikes does one grown man need? Good question, to which he had always responded, How many flowers does a constant gardener need? How many books does a lifelong reader need? How many photos of her children does a mother need?

      By the time the reporter from the Camera showed up, Darren had resigned himself to the event, but his heart was not in it. He was vaguely aware of Beth and Raya hovering off to his right, giggling over his moment in the spotlight. He felt like a heel and wanted to shoo them away.

      ‘Kristen Meade, lifestyle and entertainment beat reporter,’ she said, and began to walk him through her boilerplate questions to complete her profile of him. The first was clarifying for her what BMX stood for, bicycle motocross, and he soon found himself launching into an abbreviated history of the sport before she cut him off with an ‘I got it now, thanks.’

      The intrepid Ms Meade seemed more like an ­aspiring National Geographic writer–explorer than a small-city reporter, slumming in community events until Nairobi called. Her button nose and broad cheeks were wind-chapped, her brown hair short and unfussy. She wore a weekend rock climber’s sleek hiking boots and tight-fitting thermal shorts. Her nod to the traditional adventure journalist’s safari vest was a Patagonia fleece filled with camera batteries, GPS, light meter, phone, and energy gummies. She used her blocky digital camera to take lots of photos of the bikes and Darren as she talked, and he was never sure if she was really listening to his answers. She must have had a microphone attached to a digital recorder somewhere in her back-country layers, or a very good memory, for he didn’t see her take a single note.

      ‘So, Darren Lynwood. Entrepreneur turned BMX bike guru.’

      ‘I guess that’s about right.’

      ‘You’re a Boulder native?’

      ‘I am. Or was. For the past twenty-two years I lived in the Midwest – Milwaukee and Chicago. We just moved back about nine months ago.’

      ‘Who’s we?’

      ‘My wife Beth and our daughter Raya.’

      ‘How old’s Raya?’

      ‘Fifteen.’

      Kristen saw Raya waving and snapped a few shots of her. ‘She ride BMX too?’

      ‘I tried to get her into the sport when she was about ten, but it didn’t take.’

      ‘And you’ve been collecting bikes for how long?’

      ‘Ever since I was a kid, ten or twelve. Of course, I didn’t think of it as collecting back then. I just wanted more bikes, could never make up my mind which one. I always had to have the newest, coolest bike, the most innovative components. Drove my parents crazy, but they taught me to work for new parts and how to save for things, so I guess you could say it became a life lesson of… some kind.’

      ‘That’s great. How many bikes do you own now?’

      Darren squinted. ‘Mmm, probably a hundred and twenty, maybe one thirty before today. Plus a few road bikes, three motorcycles, a bunch of other stuff. But yeah, around one twenty complete BMX from the Seventies and Eighties.’

      ‘Wow. So, you’ve been working in cycling all this time? Our editor mentioned something about a company you sold a year or two ago for, like, millions?’

      ‘Revolver,’ Darren said. ‘That was a fashion apparel label I started, yes. Jeans and shirts and a few other things.’

      ‘Revolver jeans?’ Kristin lowered her camera. ‘The ones with the blue leather tape inside the fly? You started that company?’

      Darren nodded, embarrassed for reasons he didn’t fully understand.

      ‘No way! I used to love those jeans. Why’d you sell a cool company like Revolver?’

      Used to? Darren bristled. He didn’t want her to turn this into a discussion about his business or their ‘millions’, which weren’t that many, or relevant to today’s event. He attempted to steer the interview back to the bikes.

      ‘Well, it’s like this. When I was a kid, I spent half my free time at Dave’s Bike Shop, which used to be on 30th Street here in town. There’s nothing like that bike shop smell. Chain oil, bearing grease, fresh rubber tires. Some of my best memories were going down to Dave’s with my dad, or riding down there with a gang of friends. The manager was a guy named Arnie, crazy old Italian with a huge mustache, and he loved us. He’d let us hang out there all afternoon, feed us pizza. Sometimes he’d even come out and ride with us in the vacant lot behind the store. I always dreamed of owning my own bike shop when I grew up, so I could spend my days surrounded by bikes and people who understood the simple, innocent pleasure of riding them.’

      Kristen looked a little bored. Was he starting to sound like a flake? Connect the dots for her, he reminded himself. This was about the collection, how we got here today.

      ‘But in high school I discovered a talent for design, and in college I started screen-printing my own T-shirts, selling them out of my dorm room. A few snowboarding jackets when that sport was still young. My dad saw what I was doing, my knack for design and the entrepreneurial side, and he convinced me to major in business. Why not? I figured I could always keep designing on the side.’

      He paused, noticing a man standing about thirty feet behind Kristen, just outside the edge of tent shade, apparently hanging on his every word. Tall, very thin, dressed in plain brown work pants and a white T-shirt, hands stuffed in his pockets. There was a handsome man in there somewhere, but his shaggy hair was no-color brown and he looked like he hadn’t shaved for a month. His skin was pale everywhere but the cheeks and nose, which glowed from sunburn or alcoholism. His eyes were bulging with surprise or disbelief. How long had he been standing there?

      ‘Anyway,’ Darren continued. ‘Along the way I became an operations manager and a CEO. I was no longer a designer, and I wasn’t having any fun, so I sold the company. Revolver was a cool brand, but once they reach a certain size, every company becomes a company. A corporation. And I never forgot about the bikes.

      ‘When BMX nearly died in the late Eighties and so many kids switched their allegiances to either mountain biking or skating, bike-shop owners were left sitting on thousands of dollars in “worthless” BMX inventory. So I started making calls, accumulating in bulk. Then eBay happened, all this stuff started showing up online, at relatively sane prices. For a few years there, I actually hired two assistants to monitor auctions, call bike shops around the country, hunt down rarities on my hit list, and in general keep everything organized while enabling their boss’s crazy obsession.’

      The onlooker crossed his arms and stiffened, raising his chin like a priest who has just heard the damning portion of the confession. He seemed relatively harmless, but his eyes were still intensely focused. Maybe he always looked that way.

      ‘So then you retired and rediscovered —’

      ‘More of a hiatus,’ Darren said, cutting her off. ‘Twenty years later, I finally had enough time to bring everything out of storage, and I couldn’t believe how much stuff I had accumulated. I built a showroom at the house. The bikes are part of me, my history… well, anyway. Maybe too much history isn’t always a good thing. My wife said it was time to put some of it to a good cause.’

      ‘Fascinating,’ Kristen said a bit too quickly. ‘That’s a great story, and this certainly is a good cause. I hope the auction is a smash success. Thanks for your time.’

      ‘Don’t you want to talk about Fresh Starts?’

      ‘I got all that from your wife.’

      ‘All right. Thanks for coming out.’

      Kristen moved off to shoot the bidders who had begun scribbling on the auction forms. Darren was relieved but felt like he had skipped something important. Had he come off like a spoiled rich boy-man with a hoarding obsession? He glanced back toward the stranger with the obscenely large eyes, hoping the guy had moved on.

      He was still there. Staring. Not grinning. None of the other twenty or thirty people milling about the tent seemed to have noticed him. He appeared to be on the verge of shouting, but he didn’t. His eyes looked wet and filled with too much white.

      Darren maintained eye contact, tilting his head as if to say, Yes, I see you, and you see me. Now what?

      After a few seconds, the lanky weirdo mouthed ­something, just four or five words that Darren failed to understand, and then he smiled so wide Darren could see most of his teeth. It wasn’t a grin. It was predatory, a display.

      ‘What was that?’ Darren said, loud enough to be heard. Something about the guy was familiar, and not in a good way. ‘You need something?’

      The man repeated the phrase in silence, his thick chapped lips forming several ‘O’s’ and, a sharp ‘S’ and, judging by the snarl twisting off at the end, some form of expletive.

      You’re such a fucking liar. 

      Stop pretending, you think I’m stupid? 

      You haven’t earned any of this. 

      It could have been any of these things, or none.

      But to be sure, and to head off trouble before the guy made a scene in front of Beth’s co-workers, dampening the spirit of the auction, Darren decided to say hello. He took a few steps before Beth grabbed his arm, halting him.

      ‘Hey, honey, how’d it go? Were you nervous? Raya said you looked too serious.’

      Darren blinked down at his wife and instinctively pivoted to put himself between her and the creep.

      ‘Do me a favor,’ he said. ‘Without being obvious, look past my right shoulder and tell me if that guy who looks like he’s been living in a log cabin for the past ten years is still glaring at me. Is he being weird or do we know him from something?’

      Beth frowned, leaned sideways a bit.

      ‘Don’t give it away,’ Darren said. ‘Pretend you’re scanning the crowd.’

      She swept her gaze across the tent slowly, glanced up at Darren again, and then to the other side.

      ‘What’s he wearing?’

      ‘Dark pants, white shirt, scruffy wino beard. Manson eyes.’

      She stood on her toes. ‘I don’t see anybody like that.’

      ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake.’ Darren turned around. Looked directly at the spot outside the tent where the man had been standing, around all the bikes, across the park’s broad expanse of green grass.

      The stranger was gone.

      ‘Who was it?’ Beth said. ‘Did he do something?’

      ‘He was staring at me during the entire interview. Then he mouthed something, but I couldn’t make out the words. He looked angry, excited in the wrong way.’

      ‘Did you recognize him?’ she said.

      ‘Something about him seemed familiar, but I might’ve just assumed that because of the way he was watching me.’

      Beth did not seem overly concerned. ‘Probably just some Boulder crackpot. There’s a lot of those around here.’

      ‘Maybe so.’ But Darren didn’t believe it.

      The auction was a smash success. Twenty-two of the twenty-four bikes went for a total of thirty-one thousand and change. The follow-up article in the Camera netted a few more inquiries from vintage bike collectors around Colorado and one in Utah, and Darren agreed to let go of five more bikes for an additional eleven thousand. Beth was awarded Hero of the Month at Fresh Starts. Raya earned a hundred-dollar bonus on top of the ­seventy-six bucks she made hawking lemonade and cookies. She donated it all to the center, and turned the experience into a report for her health studies class at Boulder High, for which she was given an A.

      As spring gave way to summer, Darren couldn’t stop looking over his shoulder, wondering who the stranger in the park could have been, and why someone he could not remember might harbor such reserves of ill will.
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      It was early June when Darren Lynwood fell asleep breathing in the scents of summer rain and wet grass drifting through the master bedroom’s open windows, and awoke several hours later with the deep black smoke of burning wood and charred insulation coiling inside his nostrils. His eyes opened to a stinging furnace of orange and black phantoms feeding their way toward him. Streams of tears immediately blurred his vision and wet his cheeks. He thrashed in bed, tangled as if his limbs were in the grip of invisible forces who wanted him to surrender to the billowing layer of dusty ceiling smoke and the flames licking up his bedroom walls.

      He tried to scream but his throat was dry, rough, constricted. His lungs heaved and ached for fresh oxygen. A lattice of fire snaked across the floor, igniting the bedding, up over his legs and flash-fried his hair to oily ash in seconds. His skin blistered and bled in rivers, but still he could not scream. All around him the house fed itself to the roiling inferno, until the walls buckled and the roof caved in, the beams crushing Beth and Raya as they screamed for the help he could no longer provide. Before the searing flames stole his life, he had time for one last coherent thought:

      I did this. It was my fault. I started the fire that killed my own family. 

      The flames howled, and death was upon —

      Darren bolted awake, unable to breathe or cry out. His fists clenched the sweat-soaked sheet bunched against his throat and he kicked away the thin cotton blanket that had ensnared him. He sat up, swatting at flames that were no longer there, and blinked in the cooling darkness, his eyes and mind working to assert the more peaceful reality of the bedroom.

      The bed frame. The tall oak dresser. The dark windows behind their curtains of yellow gauze, rippling with the faintest summer breeze. Tint of rain from the evening, but the rain had stopped now. His throat opened and his lungs resumed their work.

      The other half of the blanket was draped over Beth. His wife was sleeping blissfully on her stomach, turned away from him, one arm reaching above her head and over the pillow like a swimmer who’d frozen in ice mid-stroke.

      Thank God she’s all right, he thought.

      And with nearly as much relief, Thank God I didn’t wake her this time.

      Even though he had experienced the same nightmare almost a dozen times in the past five weeks, part of him still refused to believe it was only a dream. The fire had been too real. The nightmare’s intensity, combined with its repetitive nature, convinced him that sooner or later it must come true.

      He wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep now, not for hours, so he got up to check the rest of the house. Checking always made him feel better, at least until the next dream inferno occurred. Darren shuffled across the master bedroom, careful to avoid knocking over a lamp or a chair that would wake up the girls. He felt a chill as he pulled on a T-shirt and the heat-sweat from only minutes ago began to dry. He found the doorway and began the trek into the main house.

      The master suite, reachable only through a long hall that forked off the main house, had been added to the house six or seven years ago by the previous owners. They must have had kids or a mother-in-law, Darren figured. Someone they wanted to get away from. The hall itself was anything but ordinary, and the girls had taken to calling it ‘the bridge’.

      With its bamboo flooring, decorative hand railing and eight-by-four panel windows providing a view to the immediate backyard, it wasn’t difficult to imagine you were standing outside, or maybe staring at a zoo exhibit, waiting for some creature to drag itself from the depths of the koi pond that twisted beneath the floor. A Japanese rock garden ornamented the north view; to the south lay the flagstone patio, flower gardens and the bocce court with its lane of rolled clay and crushed shell. During daylight hours, the views were a reminder to slow down and enjoy the natural splendor of one’s property, find some tranquility.

      At night, however, the experience of walking the bridge was more like a spaceman’s journey between pods of unearthly gravities. The series of dim amber-toned night lights set close to the floor were of little help and in fact confused his eyes as to the depth of the actual floor, making him goofy-footed. The massive panes of pitch-black glass only seemed to confirm the tissue-thin membrane standing between his family and the darkness waiting on the other side.

      Tonight he was glad to be out of it, back in the house’s true center, where the sunken great room opened to the expansive chef’s kitchen. One visual sweep was enough to confirm there was no fire raging about, but he was still glad he’d left the small halogen lights under the kitchen cabinets turned on to guide him. The kitchen’s slate tile flooring was cold against his bare feet, a welcome sensation that nudged him closer to total alertness.

      The black ceramic stove top was not glowing orange at any of the six burners, but he waved a palm over them anyway. Feeling no warmth, he sidled along the granite countertop and ascertained that the espresso machine, four-slot bagel toaster and Raya’s panini press – an item she had picked out of the Williams-Sonoma catalog for her last birthday and now used for grilling Velveeta and smoked prosciutto sandwiches almost daily – were unplugged, as he had left them before going to bed.

      He was tempted to check the fire alarms, but he’d changed out the batteries and tested each unit last Sunday while Beth and Raya were out getting frozen yogurt. Darren still possessed enough self-awareness to know that checking them again tonight would confirm he was no longer operating with mere excessive caution but had in fact slipped into the land of outright paranoia and genuine pyrophobia.

      He checked the alarm panel in the front foyer instead. The combination burglar alarm and carbon monoxide detector showed only stable green indicators, no red bulb alerts. He checked the front door anyway, making sure it was locked. The door to the attached garage was also locked. What about Raya? What if she’d left a curling iron on? Darren doubted their daughter even used a curling iron, but he was already on his way to what they had come to refer to as Raya’s wing of the house.

      Being an only child with a strong independent streak, Raya had inherited her father’s love of good design and her mother’s addiction to reality shows that catered to notions of how to feng shui oneself into a healthier ‘space’ (Beth’s word for moods), and then proceeded to commandeer – and direct the remodeling of – the largest remaining bedroom, the attached full bath, as well as a second room for her office.

      It’s not that she’s spoiled, Beth liked to remind him, she just knows how she likes things to be and has her own vision for how to get there. What’s wrong with allowing your daughter to take responsibility for her own environment? Nothing at all, Darren had replied. I’m just not sure it has to cost more than a fast food manager’s annual salary for her to do that.

      Darren cupped one ear to her door, listening for what he did not know. The exhale of smoke, hushed cellphone chatter, another of her awful teen romances on the TV. He heard nothing and, in truth, he didn’t really want to know what his daughter got up to after 10 p.m., as long as she was behaving responsibly. Which, Beth always assured him, she was. Even so, he fought the urge to open the door, make sure Raya was home, in bed, safe.

      Returning to the kitchen, Darren considered making a coffee, but the espresso machine went off like a Panzer division on maneuvers just to brew four ounces of the stuff, and that was before the hissing choking whine of the milk frother kicked in. 1:17 a.m. according to the clock on the stove. No matter. The last thing he needed was another wake-me-up. He’d never had much use for sleep anyway. Four hours per night were usually enough, even when he had been running the company seventy and eighty hours per week.

      He moved to the sliding glass door that faced the back yard, debating whether to venture out to his true den. The house had been built in the Sixties, a long ranch-style home of white brick, with Southwestern archways along the front and rear fascia, something of a hacienda here on Linden Street, in the heart of North Boulder. The two-acre lot lent it more of a rural feel than most properties located within the city limits. On the back half of the long green lawn stood the kind of outbuilding seen on a farm, a place for parking tractors, working on your car, storing tools and other equipment.

      And that was where, a full acre away, a light now glowed in the night. The illumination was not, however, the flickering orange of a fire. All three windows along the side of the outbuilding were glowing soft yellow, from the interior.

      Darren specifically remembered turning off the lights and setting the alarm out there, as he did every night before turning in, after he finished working on whatever project had captivated him that day.

      ‘Son of a…’

      Someone was in the Bike Cave.

      Darren hurried to the laundry room, pulled on a pair of drawstring sweatpants, and slipped into his blue canvas Vans. Taking a flashlight from one of the kitchen drawers, he deactivated the house’s alarm, yanked the sliding glass door open and jogged out across his backyard to confront the intruder.
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      The fragrant smell of damp earth. The music of running water. A tingling, almost electrical sensation pulsing throughout his limbs. In his core, a sinking despair and the broken feeling of detachment, that he had been split into parts by some terrible incident, his true self lost to another place, a better realm.

      The boy perceived each of these things as he stirred and opened his eyes, and the darkness surrounding him did not alleviate the feeling he was lost. When he tried to move, the ground seemed reluctant to give him up. A moist suction along his thighs and belly, the wet seeping into his clothes. Fragments of the scenery returned and he remembered this was where he had come to rest. Near a stream, in the hills. But he couldn’t remember anything else. Where he had come from, why he was here. Ques­tions piled up, each more frightening than the last. What happened, where am I, and then most alarmingly – who am I?

      What came to him wasn’t an answer, only a label.

      Adam. 

      Or so a voice prompted inside him, but it didn’t sound like his voice.

      Adam who?

      Adam. 

      Okay, then. Adam for now. It wasn’t a bad name, he supposed. Maybe it felt wrong because there was nothing attached to the name – no last name, no family, no friends, no colored-in life. Only the name and his cold self, face-down in the mud and pine needles and long grass. Rising, he saw that he was in a sparse forest.

      He needed to find shelter.

      Not home, because he couldn’t remember where home had been or if he’d ever had one. Even the idea of home was too vague for him to latch onto.

      When Adam sat up, every muscle protested the change of position. His thighs felt knotted with rocks. His calves, arms, shoulders and back were sore. What had he done earlier today? Yesterday? A week ago?

      Running. He was sore because he had been trying to get away from something. On his feet were a pair of severely worn sneakers that appeared two sizes too large because they were caked with mud, and maybe the mud was all that was holding them together. His Puma Baskets, white with the black stripe. He remembered them as new, but they looked ten years old. How could that be? Somehow the plight of his shoes conveyed everything else that was wrong. This was his life. Soiled. Lost.

      He looked at his T-shirt, threadbare blue with a cartoon screen of the Creature From the Black Lagoon standing in a swamp, the thought bubble above his head reading, ‘Who peed in the pool?’ His favorite shirt. But how could he remember his shirt and shoes but not where he lived, what had happened to him? Had he been beaten up and left for dead? Drugged by some kidnapper and thrown away like trash? Neither felt true but both seemed possible.

      A strap slipped down his shoulder and Adam pulled it back up before pausing to consider what it was attached to. A cloth-grained weight shifted between his shoulder blades. A backpack, not too heavy, but another thing so familiar he’d forgotten it was there, like it was a part of him. He had no idea what was in it, but he’d find out later, when he had gotten out of here and into some light.

      His eyes adjusted to the darkness and he got to his feet. He was standing on a slope, not a riverbank. The stream must be on the other side. He set one leg straight to brace himself and surveyed the woods. They weren’t very deep, or at least all the trees were small, mostly young pines. He saw no houses or roads, no lights or other signs of civilization. He noticed a fallen log angling down the slope, leaves and loose ground cover that had been piled up beside it, like a burrow. He’d chosen this spot.

      ‘Hiding,’ he said softly. There was no other explanation. ‘You were hiding.’

      From…?

      His heart drummed and his thoughts raced in a fight-or-flight response, even though he had no idea who or what he had been running from.

      Adam turned and saw a deer standing on the slope, not more than twenty-five feet away. The deer was small, like him, but it didn’t look frightened or even curious. It had no spots, just brown fur that looked gray in the night.

      ‘Hey there,’ Adam mumbled to the deer.

      The deer craned its head around to its opposite flank, smoothly. It took two small steps toward the peak of the slope and held very still. It wasn’t interested in him now. Something else in the woods had become the priority.

      Adam felt the change before anything happened, before he saw any movement. The air came alive with another presence. A moment ago he had felt lost but hidden, safe from the eyes of the world. Now he felt watched, him and the deer, and he knew something was in the woods with them, and that it was a bad thing.

      He listened for the crunching of twigs and leaves underfoot, the snap of a branch, the growl of something large and predatory, something that might like to eat a deer or a boy. But it did not announce itself.

      ‘It’s all right,’ Adam whispered to the deer.

      The animal’s ears rotated like radar dishes. Adam cinched the straps of his backpack tight against his chest.

      Go. Run now, the voice warned him, speaking from a place of knowledge. Gonna have to run again, might as well get a head start.

      Hunt for shelter, find help. 

      But who could he turn to? Everyone, people of all kinds, seemed far away and faceless to him. When he tried to remember even one person he knew, kids or adults, all he could see were plain blank faces, yellowed like dried candle wax. They had no voices and their eyes were black sockets. He meant nothing to them.

      The deer bolted, broke into a full gallop before Adam could turn around, bounding over the slope, down and splashing through the stream, only to emerge hopping like a jack rabbit up the other side. Vanished.

      Adam wished he could move so quickly, for now he could hear the thing that stalked them, coming from behind the thin screen of nearest trees. A low keening at first, then building to a strained howl. Adam’s vision magnified and jumped wildly around the woods but found nothing.

      Something full of full of dead weight clomped over the ground, dragging through dry grass and brush, growing louder, coming closer.

      Adam threw himself forward, scrambling up the slope and over the bank, following his deer. He slipped going down the other side and his backpack braced his fall. He dropped down a steep slide, hard root branches tripping his heels, cold water covering his shoes, soaking into his socks, halfway to his knees. He jammed one palm into the mud and shoved himself upright and leaped, hoping to clear the stream. He landed midway and slipped on the stream-bed rocks, water sloshing up to his waist as he hop-stepped across, the splashing loud, blowing his cover completely.

      The thing loosed a heart-rending scream, the sound of a lamb being quartered by a pack of wolves.

      The toe of one sneaker snagged on a heavy rock and Adam pitched forward, his entire front side smacking down in the water before his hands caught the edge of the other bank. He crawled out, his fingers digging in cold mud and raking at rocks as he imagined something the size of a bear and twice as angry coming down behind him.

      I’m going to die here tonight. Whatever’s chasing me isn’t just an animal, frightened because I wandered into its territory. It’s smarter than that. It has another purpose, and that purpose is to kill me. 

      This was more than his fear talking. Adam knew in his guts that he and the thing chasing him shared a connection, their fates set in motion by some terrible event. He had wronged it somehow and it wanted to make him suffer for what he had done.

      Adam scaled the second bank, gasping. There were no trees on this side, the stream was a border at the end of the woods. He ran downhill and quickly leveled off into a huge field, the prairie grass knee-high in all directions. He could run faster out here without fear of slamming into a tree or slipping on rocks, but he also knew the thing would be able to spot him in an instant.

      Adam looked in every direction for a building or street light, some marker of civilization. But there was only the land. He ran as fast as he could.

      The beast loosed another series of hateful shrieks, sounds neither human nor animal but more wretched than either. Adam imagined a monster eight feet tall, covered in dirty white fur, skeletal, with a mane of black hair and flat snout, its mouth racked with fangs. The human-like hands and gnarled fingers ended in talons as large as the big blade of his pocketknife. His pocket­knife? Yes, he remembered there was one in the backpack, but it would be no use against this thing.

      The scream wound down like a siren, and Adam flew across the field in the grip of a primal terror as fierce as any he had ever known. He arched his back as he ran, imagining the claws digging into his flesh, hooking into his spine, bringing him down in the field where no one would hear his dying screams.

      Hu-chuff-hu-chuff-hu-chuff… 

      The thing panted after him, gaining, snorting like a bull.

      Adam pushed himself harder, the wind beating back his tears. He wanted to lie down and cry but he knew there was no one to help him. If he slowed even for a minute he would be devoured. Out here in a field that seemed endless, with the indifferent stars above and the beast tracking him from behind, Adam felt condemned, stranded in a barren realm with no exit save his own death.
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      Darren searched every one of the showroom’s twenty-five hundred square feet, behind the shelves, under the office desk, in the bathroom and closet, between the rows and aisles of goods. He found no trespasser.

      Nothing had been stolen, either. He would have noticed immediately, the space and its contents as familiar to him as a puzzle he had been staring at for months, which in fact he had, nine of them to be precise. A single missing item would have registered to his eye as surely as a black slash of graffiti in a beautiful mural. The lights were on and the alarm had been deactivated, which could only mean he had forgotten to lock up. It seemed unlikely, but then again, he did not feel like himself these days.

      The shop, the showroom, the Bike Cave – that had been Raya’s cute name for it – whatever it had become, Darren always felt calmer inside its walls. Now that he had confirmed everything was in order, he was in no hurry to return to the main house. The Bike Cave potential was not the only reason he’d acquiesced to Beth’s wish to buy this house, in this town he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to return to, but it was the clincher.

      Aesthetically it had been hideous, all that metal siding, but the dedicated space was the appeal of it, and the old-fashioned black and red checkerboard tile flooring inside – aged with grease and paint stains, chipped by decades of semi-industrial use, like some hybridization of an old school barbershop and an amateur stock car racer’s garage – only helped shape his vision for the space.

      He ordered the renovations before they moved, investing forty thousand to redo the exterior in eight-inch pine boards, finish the interior with new drywall blown full of insulation so that he could work year-round, add a new wood shingle roof, install new plumbing for a small bathroom, updated electrical, wireless everything for the small office. He hired a painting company to cover the exterior in dark brown with white trim and then painted the interior himself, in alternating panels of white, gold and P.K. Ripper baby blue to give it some life.

      He equipped one long wall with workbenches, rolling toolboxes, a refrigerator, a CD jukebox wired into premium speakers, as well as the main stereo and turntable set-up he’d had since college, a leather couch, dartboard, and three stand-up classic arcade games – Zaxxon, Defender and Tempest.

      Then, when he’d exhumed his collection from the seven rented storage bays in Milwaukee and had it all boxed up, along with the bike stands and glass display cabinets, he hired a second moving truck to bring it all here. Part bike store, part museum to his youth, part lab for a mad scientist with a serious Eighties bent, the shop now housed Darren’s only remaining hobby, passion, and occupation:

      The Totally Radical Sickness Collection.

      One hundred and nine complete BMX bikes (even after the auction). Three road bikes. Two classic motorcycles. One motocross and one enduro motorcycle (the ’77 Bultaco Alpina), another seventy BMX bike frames, forks, dozens of wheel sets, thousands of other vintage components. Wooden display bins for his eight hundred and counting vinyl records, twice as many CDs, and the two hundred and sixty-two pairs of vintage sneakers, most of which had never been laced. Concert tees and posters. A few signed professional sports jerseys. Rare toys from the Seventies and early Eighties. A few hundred issues of now-defunct BMX magazines. Three hundred VHS tapes – mostly terrible action, horror and sex comedy flicks. Scores of pocketknives, throwing stars, nunchakus, blowguns and other martial arts weaponry. A baker’s dozen original Vision and Powell Peralta skateboard decks preserved in shrink-wrap. Baseball cards, primitive gaming cartridges and consoles, rare candy bars…

      Was this a hoarding obsession of some kind? Abso­lutely. Did Darren care what other people thought of an adult still fascinated by ‘childish’ things? Absolutely not. He had worked seventy- and eighty-hour weeks for over twenty years to secure his family’s future. The house was paid off, the cars were paid off, the retirement accounts were on cruise control. Raya would be able to attend any college that offered her admission. Beth had been able to be the in-home, hands-on mother she always wanted to be, and now was free to dabble in non-profits without fear of financial failure. They did not spend lavishly or flaunt their good fortune. He had earned the right to follow his interests. Someday maybe he would sell it all and donate the proceeds to some cause, but for now it served another purpose.

      There were no fires in the shop. No bad dreams. Money, politics, business contracts, sales pitches, proposals from new investors, health problems, their friends calling to announce a sudden illnesses or surprise divorce, Darren’s own minor moments of marital discord with Beth, the depressing reality of his own waning sex drive, some hotshot in line at the grocery store barking into his cellphone, holding everyone up, whatever headache it is, whatever problems exist in the real world, you could keep that business out there – it wasn’t allowed through this door. Here we are only interested in bikes. In cool. In the good old days.

      In sanctuary.

      And until tonight, that sanctuary had been untainted as a monastery in Bhutan. But now…

      How had he missed this?

      The shop’s back door was ajar. Darren hadn’t noticed it until his third pass, but he did so now. He’d been so lost in his reverie, he hadn’t noticed the gap between door and frame. He walked to it, experiencing another wave of vertigo similar to what he had felt waking from the nightmares, and opened the door slowly.

      The exterior screen door was wedged open, the exit out onto the cement porch blocked by a wooden crate the size of a child’s coffin. Darren stepped over it, out into the grass. He searched the rear of the property, along the row of small pine trees, but there was no one out here.

      He dragged the box inside. It wasn’t light, but couldn’t have weighed more than thirty or forty pounds. He shut the door and locked it, then rolled the crate over, checking each side, but there were no shipping labels of any kind. Darren shipped plenty of packages and took as many deliveries, through UPS, the US Postal Service and sometimes DHL for international service. He knew most of the drivers by name, and none of them would have delivered a box without the proper paperwork.

      Someone with no official business had delivered this.

      It was roughly the size of a bike box, but those were almost always cardboard. This was pine, nails, metal belting. More importantly, he hadn’t ordered any new bikes or parts in almost two months, since before the auction.

      He took a claw hammer from the pegboard of tools above his workbench and began to pry the metal straps off. Then he went at the nails, breaking the thin cover of wood in the process. Most collectors packaged bikes and their components in plastic bubble wrap or foam pipe tubing, then filled the excess space with styrofoam peanuts or wads of newspaper. This crate was filled with balls of old yellowed newspaper, but beneath the first layer of that, Darren found himself staring at thick bolts of purple velvet, dusty and dry. It made him think of antiques, a magician’s cabinet of props.

      Sensing he was dealing with something valuable, or at least very old, Darren removed the box’s contents slowly, carefully placing each piece – still wrapped in layers of the velvet – on the shop’s floor. There was no note or paperwork inside. In the office he found one of his old Mexican blankets, of the sort he kept for setting up items he could not afford to scratch. He spread the blanket on the floor and began to unwrap each purple bundle. When he had unwrapped the last piece, he knew what he was looking at, but had no more clue as to who had sent it to him, or why.

      And he was too astonished to care.

      Somehow, probably by accident, he had become the owner of a 1980 Cinelli CMX-1, a very rare BMX bike whose frame, fork and major components had been designed and manufactured by that Holy Trinity of Italian bicycle artisans – Cinelli, Campagnolo and Columbus. He had forgotten such a thing existed. He’d never owned one, never paid much attention to them, but he should have. The failed run of BMX equipment the famous Italian road bike manufacturers had collaborated on during the years 1980–81 was stunningly beautiful.

      The oxblood-red CMX-1 frame and forks, anodized gold Cinelli stem, brown suede buffalo hide Cinelli saddle, gold Cinelli seat post, had been partnered with Campagnolo’s BMX-specific hubs, cranks, chainring and sealed bottom bracket, all in that famous Campagnolo blue. The tires, brakes, handlebars and grips were from other manufacturers, but still vintage, era-correct, and obviously chosen with an expert eye, color-matched and outfitted in a way Darren himself would have been proud of.

      But he could not get over its miraculous condition.

      Even with NOS (new old stock) bikes and parts that had sat gathering dust in the loft of some old geezer’s bike shop in Akron, Ohio, there was almost always evidence of what the collectors referred to as shop wear. Little nicks or scuffs or other blemishes in the finish from rubbing against other parts and boxes or shelves, decals that had begun to crackle and flake.

      But this Cinelli showed zero shop wear. Darren had never seen a bike so cherry. There were no scratches, dents, dings, bends or re-welds on the frame, and all of the decals appeared to be original, mint. He couldn’t even find a fingerprint. If there were an Antiques Road­show for BMX geeks, hosted by a guy who knew the market for such finds and who loved bikes, he would have taken one look at this Cinelli and wet ­himself.

      Darren was disturbed by it for reasons he could not explain. It was a work of cycling art, but it was also a puzzle, or a message, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to see what it revealed once it was complete.

      There was something almost threatening about it.

      He wondered if one of his fellow BMX junkies had it in for him, if he’d pissed someone off in a deal. He doubted it. He had 784 feedback comments on his profile at BMXMuseum.com (an online market and showroom mecca where he’d spent thousands of hours surfing, trading, researching) and he maintained a 100 per cent positive member rating, lacking even a single negative comment, and another perfect rating on eBay. Besides, people who had it in for you didn’t send you bikes. They stole them.

      A gift? The last thing anyone who knew him would give him was yet another bike.

      It was an orphan, he decided, a term in the cycling community for a spare part without its other half or ‘parent’ unit, a piece with no mate, no home. You’d see the term in the classified listings online: Orphan Shimano DX pedal, needs a good home, $85 OBO. Orphan Comp III yellow label tire, used, $40. There wasn’t much demand for orphan parts because the odds were low you would find the perfect match in terms of color, wear, fade, size, year, etc.

      The entire Cinelli was an orphan, albeit an expensive one. It had no home or proper owner. It was just here, waiting for someone to take it in.

      Later he would call some of his contacts, maybe set up a query on the forums, to find out if anyone had made a mistake. But in the meantime…

      Outside, the rain started up again, pattering the shop’s roof with a comforting drone that made him want to stay inside and work on bikes all night with his father, until the a.m. radio oldies station gave it up for a religious sermon and Mom came out and told the boys to get their butts back to bed.

      As he had on so many other nights, or lazy Sunday afternoons, Darren felt a pang of longing for a second child, a scabby-kneed, dirt-on-his-cheeks boy who could experience this with him. A father could ask for nothing more of a daughter than Raya had given him, but sometimes a man needs a boy around to understand the beauty of a wrench, the allure of a rusted chain.

      He was not conscious of the decision to proceed, but there went his hands, unwrapping velvet. Working as carefully as a surgeon performing an open-heart procedure, he assembled the Cinelli. It took less than an hour because the brakes were already perfectly tuned. He inflated the tires. But when he reached the last of it, the pedals, he could not find them.

      He searched the wads of newspaper spread around the shop’s floor. His workbench. Finally he went back to the box. Inside was a smaller bundle of velvet, taped into the corner of the (coffin) crate. This had to be the pedals.

      He pried the bundle from the crate, but another double strand of clear packaging tape was wound around the velvet seams, sealing the contents from view.

      The Oakley clock above his office window read 3:22 a.m.

      Yawning, Darren went to the workbench and found his box-cutter in one of the plastic trays where he kept rolls of packing tape, felt markers, labels and other ­shipping supplies. With his thumb he inched the blade forth from its steel handle, held the bundle down with his left hand, and drew the razor along the tape layers.

      Two-thirds of the way through, the blade caught on something hard, jumped up and sliced into his thumb. There was a delay of numbness, then the stinging set in. He stared at the fish-white gap between his severed thumbprint whorls for a moment, dazed, until fresh dark blood flowed out in a thick stream.

      In the grand tradition of self-injured mechanics since time immemorial, he cursed at himself and the tools rather colorfully, dancing to his right to reach for some paper towels to staunch the flow. The cut was deep, almost to the bone. Probably should get some stitches for that tomorrow… today. Later this morning.

      Not now. He had to see what was inside and make sure he hadn’t scratched them with the knife.

      His blood continued to flow, droplets of it landing on his floor, the workbench, the toe of one shoe. He knew there was a first-aid kit out here somewhere, but he couldn’t find it in the bathroom or the office. He didn’t want to run back to the house. Wadding his thumb in two folded paper towels, Darren used his free hand and teeth to tear a length of duct tape from the roll hanging off the wall peg. He wrapped his thumb several times, but already more blood was seeping up through the tape seams.

      Hurrying, he unrolled the last bundle on the bench. Two jagged-toothed Campagnolo BMX pedals gleamed before him, their gold cages and chrome spindles as spectacular as the rest of the bike. He studied them carefully but found no scratch.

      Lucky break.

      He walked the first pedal over to the bike and finger-tightened it into the crank arm. He went back for the second pedal and repeated the install on the other side. If anyone intended to ride this bike, the pedals and other parts would need further tightening, for the sake of safety. But Darren had no intention of riding this bike, or allowing anyone else near it.

      That was it, then. The bike was finished. He almost expected a bolt of lightning to crash overhead, accompanied by the deep sonorous cue of a medieval film score, but the shop was silent.

      He stared at the finished bird, hypnotized by its sleek poise. Something about the pedals affected him more than the other pieces. They were so clean and thoughtfully designed, the teeth canted inward to keep your foot from slipping to the outside. What a beautiful touch. Design with a purpose beyond mere beauty. Simple and functional but well crafted all the same.

      Oh, how he wished he had owned a bike like this when he was a kid. No, not like this. This bike. It wouldn’t have been much of a jumper – its oval tubing too slender, its geometry built for speed not torque – but man, it would have been a neck-breaking looker in the old neighborhood. A little cheetah back in the day, a kind of holy relic now.

      It was Immaculate. An idol upon the altar of his work station.

      Goosebumps rippled across Darren’s skin as he adored it. He was panting, his heart thrumming, and his legs felt Tour de France strong, engorged with blood and limitless energy, and he could swear that, for just a moment, a little breeze gusted over his brow, blowing his hair back a bit. The entire bodily sensation was one of riding free on an endless summer afternoon, nowhere to go, nothing to do, just a boy and his bike.

      He felt he was standing on a precipice of understanding, hypnotized by seeds of memory and love and forgotten longings, enough to populate a lifetime, by treasures the soul of this bicycle contained. What secrets might it reveal if he were to simply unlock it from the stand and take it for a long ride before dawn, following its whims and desires to a place no one knows, a mounded dirt park inaccessible by any other means except this one bike, a place lost in time. Yes, he should go for a ride now, cut the night in half with two wheels —

      Or maybe not.

      Darren frowned, walking around the Cinelli on the stand, noticing some paint out of place on the red frame. How could he have missed this? Damn it, look at that, the paint had run, bubbled in places, and was even now dripping on the floor.

      No, it wasn’t the paint.

      It was blood. His blood.

      Darren had forgotten about his thumb. Fondling the pedals, screwing them into the cranks, he’d gone and bled all over the damned bike. Drops of it were on the down tube, the pedal cages, the seat-post clamp. And higher, swiped along the handlebars, the right grip and brake lever, places he didn’t even remember touching tonight. Jesus! Blood everywhere, a cup of it or more.

      ‘Look at this!’ he shouted, as if berating a dim-witted assistant. His anger was all-consuming, far out of proportion to the mess. This wasn’t a big deal, after all. Blood wipes off. But how could he have let this happen? He’d been so careful…

      He wrapped more paper towels around his thumb and rammed his fist into his pocket to keep from touching the bike with his bleeding hand. With the other hand he wet a wad of paper towels at the sink, squeezed out the excess water, and brought a few more dry ones to follow up with. He turned from the sink and walked back.

      Halfway there he froze, his mouth falling open as a low moan issued from his gut. For a moment he thought he was going to be sick, and then, when his brain processed what his eyes were seeing, he damn near screamed.

      The Cinelli’s wheels were turning, and not in the way a wheel may turn half a revolution due to gravity and the angle of its position on the stand. The spokes were blurring, the treads gently whirring, the cranks and pedals going round and round in the smooth, continuous pace of someone on a lazy ride through a rolling countryside.

      Darren looked at the blood soaking through his pants pocket, back up at the bike with its spinning wheels, and he thought again of what had called him out here, the possibility of an intruder. The cranks slowed and the freewheel engaged, its clicking buzz rattling while the wheels themselves continued to roll. The back of his neck went cold and his scalp bristled as if brushed by invisible fingertips. The sense that someone was in here, hiding in plain sight, was stronger than ever before.

      He heard a boy’s laughter. Coming in faint waves, as if the boy were standing far behind him. The laughter seemed to amplify, coming closer, crossing a great distance to find him until the child was standing right behind him —

      He whirled and saw a pale blur, a bright whiteness inside a darker halo outline, a reversed shadow in the shape of a small person, a boy. But no sooner had he glimpsed it than the apparition began to disperse like gas, into black dots and thickening clouds of red, and he realized too late that he was fainting.

      Darren reached for the workbench to steady himself, but he was too far away, too heavy to move. His legs buckled and he collapsed on the tile floor where his blood continued to trickle out.
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