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DEDICATION


To Clara and Chas, thanks for listening.


1.


ROADSIDE PASSENGER

The knock at my window made me jump and drop my cigarette. I didn’t know which to attend to first, the cigarette, which might burn a hole in the pink custom upholstery, or the pale figure who loomed at my window. As I bent down to retrieve the cigarette, I hit the automatic window switch with my other hand. Cool night air flooded the car.

I took a long drag of my cigarette, exhaling simultaneously through my mouth and nose, not very lady-like, but it felt good. The figure gave a curt cough and smiled. She had the look of an abused puppy mixed with a drowned rat, dark brown eyes that would look sad even if she were happy, which she clearly wasn’t. Her face was tear-streaked and there were red patches around her nose.

“Excuse me, hi, can you help me? I’m lost.”

The night had started out completely normal. It had been a little too chilly to have the top down, so I had the window vent open and a fresh breeze blew at my face. I pressed the preset buttons looking for a good song, tired of the same ones over and over. No luck, I caught the middle of Dodie Steven’s Pink Shoelaces, again, bobbed my head anyway, and checked my lipstick. It had taken me weeks to find a color that matched my car and looked good on me.

I pushed in the cigarette lighter, reached for my pack of Chesterfields and tried to shake one out, but it was stuck. My eyes left the road for a second. When I looked up, what appeared to be a pale figure ran across the middle of the road. I swerved, hit the brakes, and skidded to a halt halfway on the shoulder, and thankfully, not quite into the ditch.

The rearview showed no signs of the specter I’d seen. Sometimes the dark old roads made me a little punchy. I hadn’t seen anything but night for miles, then that flutter of light clothing like gossamer wings, and the knock on the window.

Dodie ended her song, I turned down Andy Williams and knew the night was about to get strange.

I took another drag and tried to keep myself from yelling at the figure who seemed to appear out of nowhere at my window.

“You almost made me run my car into a ditch. What were you thinking, and what in God’s name were you doing in the middle of the road, in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere?”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s a long story.” She hiccupped and stared at me with her dark eyes. Her eyes were the same color as Frank’s.

“Okay,” I said. “Get in.”

“Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.” She drifted around to the passenger side of the car and began to lift an old dirty suitcase into my car. I almost dropped my cigarette again.

“No!” I yelled, “not in here.”

She cringed and looked at me bewildered, then set her bag on the ground. I popped the trunk. It sprung up with a little bounce. I didn’t want to get out of the car, but I didn’t want her denting my baby or scratching the paint. We met at the trunk and I knocked off as much dirt from her worn case as I could. It looked like a valise my mother would have used, when they used to call them valises. The cavernous trunk held my own bag which I scooted to make room for her brown tweed, so shabby next to my pristine Samsonite.

“This is a real nice car. I especially like the fins. It looks like a rocket. What year is it?” She stroked the pink metal.

“1959. El Dorado. Cadillac, of course.”

She continued to run her hand down the slick line of the car which gave me a moment to inspect my roadside passenger. Besides a pale, sad face, her lithe body was draped in an out-of-fashion powder-blue dress, matching wedge shoes and no stockings.

“I bet this car cost a pretty penny,” she said as she slid into the seat. “This thing is mint.”

“Yes it is,” I said with pride and smiled politely.

A disconcerting chill ran up my spine as I pulled out onto the road. I wasn’t that old, but she made me feel middle-aged and it was not a feeling I particularly wanted to feel. I turned the radio back up. The Impalas sang, Sorry (I Ran all the Way Home). I hummed to myself, unsure what to say, how to start.

She spoke in a childish airy voice, “Well, I guess you like oldies songs, too. It goes with the car. My name’s Emma. What’s yours?”

I turned the radio low, but still audible. “Margie,” I answered and reached for my pack, shook out another and lit it with the one in my mouth. I flicked the spent butt out the window. She watched as if mesmerized, then opened her mouth to say something, but thought better of it and closed it again. She looked like the goldfish he had won for me at the state fair. The Impalas finished their song before I continued.

“Would you like to explain what you were doing out there, by yourself, in the dark?”

She took a deep breath and sighed. Her skin was so pale she appeared translucent, but the warmth of the car had evened her blotchiness and I thought with a little make-up and hair style she could be a very pretty girl. Too bad I didn’t have time for it. I always wished I had more time.

She turned her dark eyes to me. I looked away. “My boyfriend and me…” she started to say.

“It’s always about a man isn’t it?” I nodded knowingly. Frank’s face flashed before my eyes and I swerved, cursing myself for letting him into my thoughts. I shouldn’t have asked. I should have just taken her down to the roadside diner and not gotten involved, but it was too late and it’s what she needed. Maybe we could help each other.

“Well,” she continued, “sometimes he gets real crazy mad. I mean, he’s well, he’s real good looking. And he’ll make real pretty babies. And I know he loves me and all. It’s just that I didn’t want to do it anymore.”

“Do what?”

“The activities we were doing, which weren’t real nice or very legal, but it wasn’t hurting no one.” She stopped talking and rung her hands. “Well, it’s nothing that bad and don’t be thinking like it’s that way either, we’re both nineteen and all.”

“Okay,” I said. I could be patient and we had a lot of road ahead of us.

“So, we had stopped at the roadside grave back there, you know, the ones where people leave little white crosses to mark the place where somebody they loved died.”

I knew the one she was talking about but kept silent and took another drag, keeping my eyes on the road.

“You wouldn’t believe all the funny stuff people leave at the roadside graves: statues, coins, jewelry, clothing, stuffed animals for babies that have died. There’s even real nice crosses, not just little wood ones, real nice ones worth some money, means someone really loved them, don’t you think?”

I smiled.

“Well, they’re not real graves, no one’s buried there, but we liked to call ’em roadside graves. Anyway, the point is, we had a big fight and he left me there.”

I couldn’t hold my tongue. “In the middle of nowhere? In the middle of the night? That doesn’t sound like love.”

“Well, it wasn’t the middle of the night. It was that real pretty time of night when the sun has dropped, but the sky still has a bit of that funny color blue, where the whole world just fades across the heavens.”

I closed my eyes for a second and tried to recall the color, but knew I couldn’t get it quite right.

“Besides, he was just teaching me a lesson. He’d done it before. I knew he’d come back for me. He said he’d love me forever. He said he’d never leave me.”

I looked down my nose and gave her an incredulous look. She ignored me, tucked her hair behind her ear and continued.

“He doesn’t really like people telling him he’s wrong. He gets all agitated and starts talking about respect and manhood. He was on his own since he was fifteen and he’s real tough. I know he’d notta left me if he’d known about the baby. He never woulda done that. But I didn’t get the chance to tell him.”

“Ah shit,” I say out loud. This is too much. What kind of advice can I give her that will help this mess? “Look, if I had some money I would give it to you. I’m sorry, I can’t help you out there.”

“I don’t need your money. I got plenty of loot. I just need to get ahold of Hank. I know once he hears the blessed news he’ll take me back.”

“Emma, is it?”

“Yeah.”

“Emma, let me tell you something and I want you to listen damn close. Life will not get better. Having a baby will not fix your problems and will not make Frank a better guy.”

“Hank.”

“What?”

“His name is Hank, not Frank.”

“Oh, did I say Frank?”

“Yeah, but you’re wrong.”’

“I know it seems like it right now, but you have to hear me out. If you have family or money, and you can set yourself up, you have to get away, get away from that man. You have to trust me.”

“No I don’t.” She crossed her arms and stared out the window.

The glass reflected a ghosted image; silent tears ran down her cheeks.

I didn’t want to share my story with her. I never liked sharing my story. There must be some other way to convince her. I reached for another cigarette and opened the window further. She gave a small cough, even though the smoke was drawn through the gap. I didn’t know what else to say.

The Drifters sang There Goes My Baby. It was too much. I turned the radio off and drove in silence. It was miles before I realized she’d fallen asleep. She looked even younger in sleep. I reached behind the seat and dragged a blanket to the front and fixed it over her with my free hand. It was too small to cover her entire body, but it might give her some comfort.

An hour later she yawned and stretched, then bolted upright. “Oh,” she exclaimed and looked at me sheepishly. “I had forgotten where I was. Where’d this blanket come from?”

“The back.”

“Thank you, it’s very soft.”

“Yes.”

“If I tell you something will you promise not to turn me in to the cops?”

“I can honestly say I will not turn you in to the cops.” It was interesting how a warm car on a dark night could become a confessional.

“We’re grave robbers.”

“Oh,” I said more than a little shocked, but tried not to show it. I wanted to get through to this girl.

“See, that’s what he’s been doing since he was fifteen. He doesn’t know nothing else and he didn’t finish school and we made real good money. We hafta keep a move on, though, and always find where new pawn shops are at. You can’t believe the stuff people are buried with. But I was saying I wanted to quit it. Get real jobs. But you see, that messed with his male ego. He didn’t want to work for someone else, or have someone telling him what to do.”

“I understand you love him, but you and your baby need safety. He’s not safe.”

“I don’t want to hear it, lady. I’m grateful for you giving me a ride and all, but I’ll be getting my Hank back.”

I tried to take another drag of my cigarette, but realized I had smoked it down to the butt. My hands trembled as I scrabbled for the pack and shook out another. I would need fortification for what I was going to say.

“Let me tell you a story,” I paused nervous and unsure how to frame my tale.

“I had this friend, a good friend of mine. She had a husband, much like your boyfriend. Only he had a good job and made really good money, and gave her everything she wanted, a nice house, nice clothes, a nice car.”

I ran my hand over the curve of the steering wheel and gripped it tightly, coming to the part I didn’t like. The cold hard steel steadied my nerves.

“But when he drank he would hit her. And he drank a lot. They had a baby, a beautiful baby girl. She thought he would stop drinking, but he didn’t. In fact, he grew worse. She had friends that told her to leave him, her mother told her to leave him, she had choices, but still she stayed. Until one night he was so drunk and beat her so badly she’d had enough. Her cheek was cut, a steady trickle of blood ran down her face, mixing with her tears. Her eye started to swell and the back of her head ached from where he’d banged it against the doorframe.”

“Hey, is that something up there? See those lights.”

“Oh, yes, are we this far already? That would be Perkly’s Diner. It’s open twenty-four hours. But I need to finish my story.” I hurried on. “So, while he went to the corner mart for another pack of cigarettes and a bottle, she cleaned her face, stuffed a suitcase, wrapped her baby in a blanket and packed them all in her expensive car and drove away.”

“Well, that sounds good.”

I took another drag on my cigarette and exhaled, slow as I could. “Except she’d been drinking, too. And as she drove, the concussion she didn’t know she had, mixed with the alcohol and she passed out.” I took another drag.

“Oh, no.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“I don’t want to hear any more.”

“She crashed the car into a telephone pole on the side of the road. She and the baby were killed instantly.”

“No, no, no. That’s not a nice story. I don’t like that story. Why did you tell me that story?”

“Because it’s true and although I couldn’t save her, maybe, if you listen to me, I can save you.”

The look of fear on her face gave me hope that my words had sunk in. We heaved silent sobs, but didn’t say anything else as I took the turn-off. Yellow diner light spilled across the mostly vacant lot, but I pulled into a dark space at the end. I wasn’t ready to lose her to the light yet.

Emma unconsciously dragged the small blanket to her eyes and wiped them dry. I popped the trunk and made my way toward it. As Emma reached for her bag, I put my hand on hers to comfort her. She jerked it away.

“You’re so cold,” Emma said.

“I know. I’m sorry. Please, please think about what I’ve said. Please consider making it on your own. Don’t go back to Hank. Please.”

I slammed the trunk. I wanted to hug her, to keep her safe in my car forever, but knew I couldn’t. I sat back in the driver’s seat, lit another cigarette and watched her walk toward the diner. Duane Eddy blared Forty Miles of Bad Road, again, as I turned the ignition. I was just about to pull out when she came running back.

“I forgot to give you back your blanket.”

“Keep it for your baby I don’t need it anymore.”

I pulled out onto the long road. The night had started out completely normal. It had been a little too chilly to have the top down, so I had the window vent open and a fresh breeze blew at my face. I pressed the preset buttons looking for a good song, tired of the same ones over and over. No luck, I caught the middle of Dodie Steven’s Pink Shoelaces, again, bobbed my head anyway, and checked my lipstick. It had taken me weeks to find a color that matched my car and looked good on me.

I pushed in the cigarette lighter, reached for my pack of Chesterfields and tried to shake one out, but it was stuck. My eyes left the road for a second. When I looked up, my headlights reflected the pale arm of a hitchhiker with his thumb out. I narrowly missed hitting him, and skidded to a stop, puffing my cigarette while I waited for him to make his way to my car.


2.


LONG WAY HOME

The whistle blew long and loud. The two seventeen-year old boys could just make out the chug of the train as it sped their way. Up in a tree, and even as adept as they were, they still wouldn’t make it down and across the tracks before the 5:40 Express blocked their path.

They’d have to take the long way home and risk being late. A little old for tree climbing, they held on to their boyish pursuits longer than most kids their age.

Being late might mean a whippin’ for Vinnie but it would most certainly be a groundin’ for Clayton. One more week until Spring Break and there was no way Clayton wanted to be grounded for the entire glorious week free from tests and teachers, not to mention that the weather was as right as it could be with mosquitoes at a minimum.

Clayton thumped the ground as he swung down from the lowest hanging branch, but the thud was lost in the clacking of the train cars.

“Ahhh hell, we’re gonna be late,” Clayton yelled to Melvin above the din.

“Well,” Vinnie grimaced and yelled back, “we could take the short cut through the cemetery?”

Clayton shuddered at the thought. He wasn’t afraid, not in the way most people were. He didn’t believe in ghosts, surely if they existed she would’ve tried to contact him. And at one time he thought the trees, the kept grass and monolithic tombstones were beautiful. They’d even played hide and seek there trying to impress the girls, but since his mother died, almost a year ago, he hadn’t set foot in the ancient graveyard.

Clayton shook his head no, and picked up his bike. “You can go that way, but I’m going the long way home.”

“You know I can’t be late again or my pop will tan my hide, and you can’t be late, or you’ll be grounded for all of our Spring Break.” Vinnie maneuvered his bike in front of Clayton’s. “What am I going to do for a whole week without you and no school? We were gonna go fishin’ and we promised to take the girls to the picture show in Seguin.”

Clayton knew he was right, but Vinnie didn’t understand the ache in Clayton’s middle. He was afraid if he saw her grave, or even rode through the graveyard, the hole inside him would get bigger and swallow him up. He didn’t know how to explain it to Vinnie, but he also knew Vinnie was right. It was the shortcut or a dismal Spring Break.

Vinnie grabbed Clayton’s handlebars and turned him in the direction of the underpass. Clayton squeezed the rubber grips of his bike, his hands already beginning to sweat with the quiet terror building in his gut. He closed his eyes and tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry—he coughed instead. Vinnie handed him his Lone Ranger canteen, really much too old for it, but it served the same purpose as a rabbit’s foot for him. Clayton took a deep swig then wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve, like a warrior going into battle.

“Race ya,” Vinnie said and took off down the hill.

Vinnie always gave himself a head start, but Clayton’s legs were strong and he’d grown four inches since the start of his junior year. He stood on his pedals and pressed hard. He liked the quick jolt of pain when he pushed his muscles past their natural extent, it made him feel alive. With the incline and hard pumping he caught up to Vinnie. They passed under the shadow of the old bridge at the same time.

Clayton raised up his arms like breaking through a winner’s tape. He sat back and cruised for a moment with no hands, no thoughts, just free-floating. As the bike slowed, the front tire began to wobble, and he immediately brought his hands back to the grips and steered toward the path through the cemetery.

His bike bounced over the bumpy lane and a white blur flashed on his left, the direction of his mother’s grave. His heart raced. He had a moment of irrational thought that it could be a ghost, her ghost. He was equally terrified and hopeful.

“Hey, hey you? Hi, Hellooo.” Vinnie called out from behind him.

“Wha…” Clayton replied, stopped and waited for Vinnie to ride up beside him. “Who me?”

“No dingus, that girl. Did you see where she went?”

“Um, girl?”

“Yeah, the pretty little bird in the white dress?” Vinnie whistled a catcall. “She was something. Not from here, for sure. I would’ve remembered her.”

“Uh, I saw something, but I don’t know. I thought maybe…”

“You’d seen a ghost,” Vinnie said, laughed, and then punched Clayton in the arm. “Let’s see if we can find her.”

Clayton didn’t want to go that close to his mother’s grave, but another part of him wanted to confirm what Vinnie saw, just to make sure it was a real girl. Vinnie started to pedal his bike across the graves. Clayton grabbed his arm.

“We should walk the bikes and stick to the bottom of the graves.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, don’t walk on the dead, it’s not respectful. Try to keep toward the space between where their feet might be and where the next headstone is.”

“Yeah, right. Uh, sorry Clay. You know I can be a dink sometimes.” The rhythmic clack of the 5:40 Express train filled the awkward silence.

Clayton quelled the churning feelings and shrugged to hide the involuntary shudder that rippled through his body. They didn’t have time for this, he thought.

“Three minutes. I’ll give you three minutes.” He made a face at Vinnie. “Let’s go quail hunting.”

“That’s the spirit,” Vinnie said and then smacked himself in the head. “Uh, I mean…”

Clayton playfully socked Vinnie in the shoulder. “Shut up, dingus.”

“Boo!” said the girl in the white dress as she jumped out from behind a large tree trunk headstone.

Clayton and Vinnie jumped out of their skins and almost dropped their bikes. Clayton recovered first and immediately understood what Vinnie was talking about. The girl, or rather young woman, clinging to the concrete Woodmen of the World gravestone, looked like an angel sent to earth.

Her skin glowed clear and snowy, her eyes green like a cat’s. The white dress, although not too tight, fit snuggly around her full breasts and curvy hips, pale shapely legs extended from the skirt’s edge. The rush of heat he’d been unable to control every time he looked at cute girls, tripled, and sent a shot through his body. He had a strong desire to grab her and kiss her like a leading man in the movies.

“Hi, I’m Clayton, this here’s Vinnie.”

She giggled and flitted behind the trunk, peeking out from the other side. “I’m Lily.”

“So, um, come here often?” Vinnie asked.

Clayton looked at him and shook his head, a smirk played across his mouth.
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