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			I read a book much like the one you’re holding now. And this is what happened to me. Don’t make the same mistake. Please, put it down. Or better yet, throw it away. This is your last warning. Turn the page, and you’re on your own. Actually, that’s not true. Turn the page and he’ll be there, watching you.
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			The book was the last thing on my mind when I got to the gig that night. Though something should have triggered my memory when I saw Solomon. The burn mark creeping up through the collar on his neck. That goddamn glint in his eye.

			“Jesse, my man!” he hollered when he saw me enter the hazy room. Solomon’s a dour asshole, not the jolly chum welcoming me like some hero returning from war. “How you been?”

			We clasped hands, exchanged an awkward hug. He was hot. That could have been another clue. His chest and back were radiating like he was running a high-grade fever, but I blamed it on the summer heat. Nervous excitement before the show.

			Caspian was already at the bar, downing what appeared to be his third shot of Jameson. Two dead soldiers were sprawled on the bar in front of him and I knew what that meant, the kind of night it prophesized. Caspian with a bottle of whiskey was more ominous than a clown in a dark alley. And the flashbacks it produced almost made me turn and walk back out the door.

			Not that leaving would have mattered. I was screwed no matter what I did next. 

			The little reunion was brief. We hadn’t played together in a decade but we’d all kept in touch. Caspian still tooled around – had a sycophant fan base that followed him wherever he went. Solomon had gone in with a merchandise company, selling concert shirts and bumper stickers and other crap tchotchkes. Kevin’s been working as a sound engineer at a reputable studio, making decent money from what I understand.

			I’ve been…well, I’ll get to that, I guess. 

			I’d arrived just before the show was supposed to start in order to avoid the pre-game festivities. The temptation was still too strong. I know my limits and avoidance is the best way for me to stay clean. Not that the Full Moon Saloon has a backstage green room where the heavy stuff goes down. But, still. One slip-up and I could kiss the last seven years goodbye. Why take the chance? 

			The bar manager signaled it was time and we made our way to the stage and got our instruments set up. Solomon took a seat and thumped the bass drum, pattered the snare. Kevin positioned himself on the right-hand side of the stage, me on the left. The guitar strap felt snug on my shoulder, my Jim Root Telecaster thrummed in my hands. And it all came flooding back through me in that moment. That otherworldly energy that comes when the amp is turned on and the audience is tuned in – even in half-empty dives like this.

			Caspian, standing center stage, stomped his foot to the beat of the bass drum. Then, right on cue, threw his fist in the air and for the first time in ten years summoned the dead to rise. A chorus of drunken howls came from the meager crowd, the faithful few who had come to watch their favorite cult band from an era they hardly remembered. 

			I turned to Caspian and grinned at the absurdity of what I saw. The greying hairs sprouting from his armpit were fluttering like the tentacles of some diseased sea anemone. Ten years ago he would have been shirtless, oil glistening off his rock-star abs. But tonight he was wearing a tank top to conceal his sagging gut and fleshy breasts. At least the pentagram printed on the front of his shirt reinforced the rage that still existed in his ageless heart. And the ink on his arm sleeves remained as bright as fresh blood.

			Solomon was now pounding the foot pedal, a ritualistic war beat that counted down to showtime. Three, two, one.…

			I strummed the guitar as hard as I could; a single downstroke that turned time back ten years, blasting a chord of distortion so loud it caused one of our old roadies, Sam Holt, to stumble back and drop his beer. Sam had been fired from three jobs, ditched by two wives, and lost the bus keys more times than I could count. But this was the first time I’d ever seen beer slip though his veteran hands.

			We opened the set with ‘Coffin Dust’, a power ballad about unrequited love that Caspian had written after being dumped his sophomore year in high school. It was a lewd metaphor for what his ex-girlfriend was like in bed. Lance Caspian, always the class act. Next came ‘Within a Cage of Hate’. There are no lyrics to this one, only screams and guttural howls. The guitar riff is basically me raking my pick across the E string as fast as I can while Kevin drops bombs with his bass.

			I spread my legs and hunkered down, assuming the pose I had always imagined striking in front of an arena filled with screaming fans. That had never come to fruition. This would have to do.

			Still, it felt damn good. 

			The crowd had loosened up by the third song, the sixty-or-so people who were scattered around the stage. Old metal-heads from the Eighties. Still wearing their black concert shirts tucked into too-tight jeans. Heads banging on rigid necks. Clinging to whatever hair they had left. Arms raised riotously in the air, fingers forked in devil horns.

			Fuck yeah, I thought. The dead rise again.

			Time grew elastic around the sixth song, and a calmness descended upon me like the eye of a deadly storm. Peace inside fury. My happy place. I stood in this pocket of tranquility watching sweat fly from our old fans, their faces contorted into angry sneers of post-hormonal rage.

			The burn in my arm had faded several songs ago. I could play all night if needed. In fact, given how the past ten years had gone, that was exactly what I needed. Needed it more than I had known. And, for the briefest moment, I didn’t even miss the booze, or mind being at a bar. Even a shit shack like this.

			We were nearing our ninth, and final, song when I first saw the chick three rows back, watching me, trying to catch my eye, swaying her hips so hypnotically it could have put a venomous snake to sleep. She smiled when she saw me looking and began to raise her shirt, a faded halter top with our old logo on the front. A fetid zombie crawling up from the earth. RISING DEAD etched across the leaning tombstone behind. Solomon sells these now for $14.99.

			She raised her shirt in slow, incremental spurts, teasing me, incorporating the movement into the gyrating way that she danced. She was much younger than everyone else, still in her twenties. Which may have put her around seventeen or so when we’d split up. I wondered which of us she’d slept with. Wasn’t me, I would have remembered. That was part of what had brought the whole thing crashing down, anyway. Some one-night stands last a lifetime, I’ve learned.

			Her stomach was flat and tight, with a vertical crease down the middle. Tan. She had a steel stud pierced through her navel and, as I saw when she licked her lips, another through her tongue. She swayed her hips, childbearing hips, the old man in me mumbled, and raised the shirt further to reveal the swollen underside of her breasts. Just a couple of inches more and the baby feeders would be shown.

			That’s the worst part about having a kid. Tits take on new context.

			Her eyelids closed as she yanked the shirt up and over her chest, the fabric snagging for a second on her nipples. I flubbed my next chord but didn’t care. We were just producing one big soundgasm at that point anyway. A cacophony of discordant noise designed to invoke chaos. To shatter the walls of what had become our structured lives.

			Caspian’s voice was fading and starting to crackle, which was just as well. We were building toward the final climax. No encore tonight. We had decided to leave it all on stage. Blow it out in one ecstatic set that would leave everyone dazed and trembling on the floor. 

			We all pounded our instruments as hard as we possibly could and then quit at the exact same time, letting the combined sound crash against the walls. My eyes were shut, imagining a sea of people. When I opened them, reality hit. Half the crowd had left, the few remaining howled as the last notes faded and feedback screeched from the amps. An anti-climactic conclusion to a show ten years in the making. That’s another thing I’ve learned: we never fully live the dream.

			Sure, it may not have been everything I imagined, but it was still mighty fine. And as I looked out on the die-hards who had stuck around, seeing the girl who had flashed me still swaying and batting her eyes, the only regret I had was that we couldn’t do it again. This was the final chapter, the last act.

			The stage manager cut the show lights and brightened the ones over the bar. The spattering applause petered out and those left turned to stake claims on empty stools.

			Caspian stepped beside me. “Tore their fucking arses open,” he said, speaking with the affected British accent he had adopted years ago to sound more like Lemmy.

			My ears were muffled and ringing. We’d likely given tinnitus to half the crowd. “Fuck yeah, man. Buried ’em in their graves.”

			I turned to see Solomon smiling while slowly twirling a drumstick with a faintly dazed look, like he’d just been lobotomized. On the far right, Kevin had set the bass guitar down and was bent over talking to a frizzy-haired blonde with cleavage deeper than the Grand Canyon. She could have been anywhere from thirty-five to fifty, which was fine for Kevin. His type was anything with a hole.

			“You still off the sauce?” Caspian asked.

			I set my guitar in its stand, taking a moment to collect myself. It was a stupid question. Then again, Caspian was a stupid man.

			“Yeah man. Seven years now.”

			“Shame,” Caspian said, shaking his head. His pale scalp shone through the threads of his long, slicked-back hair. “But, on the other hand, we still get one more round on the house. I’ll take yours.”

			“Knock yourself out.”

			I stayed on stage as Caspian led the others down and started cleaving a path toward the bar. People patted their backs as they walked by, bleated at them with loose smiles and bleary eyes. This had been our lives once. Crammed into a filthy bus, crawling from town to town, blasting the eardrums off rowdy drunks in dirty, half-filled bars. And I had loved every minute of it. But that time was over now. 

			Except for tonight.

			In this rank hall of misfits, the dead had risen again.

			I took one last look from atop the stage and then stepped down. Mortal, once more.
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			The bar smelled like pickled eggs and stale piss, which produced a stinging nostalgia. These were my favorite haunts. Places where you could be your most derelict self and no one gave a shit. I closed my eyes and let the babble of conversation reverberate inside my ears, catching snippets within the general drone. It was a soothing sound, mindless. It conjured memories from the countless hours spent in rooms just like this one, hunched over a cold, sweaty mug of pale yellow beer. Watching sports highlights on blurry screens while the mind melds into the babble of talk so much like a gurgling river. Flowing with whiskey.

			The crack of gunfire startled me, and I looked up to see a line of people slamming empty shot glasses down against the bar. 

			“Keep ’em coming!” Caspian shouted, throwing his arm around the woman on his right. A roar of approval followed, and the bartender turned a bottle of Fireball upside down.

			Tastes like heaven, burns like hell.

			Takes you to hell, too.

			Solomon peeled away from the bar, his eyes watering, and shouldered his way toward me.

			“This must suck for you,” he said, eyeing my soda water with mild disgust.

			“Eh, what are you going to do?”

			“Is it hard?”

			I took a sip. It tasted like corroded metal. “Man, everything’s hard.”

			“For sure.” Solomon’s once-white concert shirt had yellowed around the collar and under the arms and was now a half-size too small. “Booze makes it easier, though.”

			I still hear the screams from that night years before. Hers, mine. I swear they get louder and clearer every time they enter my mind. “Not for me. For me, it makes everything much harder.”

			“Yeah.…” Solomon drifted off, his eyes losing focus as he watched his thoughts. There’s nothing more terrifying to a drunk than someone going dry. 

			Caspian walked up holding two beers; the cling-on he’d left watched wistfully from the bar. He handed one to Solomon. 

			“Cheers, mates,” he said, and we all clinked glasses; me admittedly feeling like a lame third wheel. Caspian took down nearly half his Miller Lite in three gulps. 

			“Anyone seen Kevin?” Solomon asked.

			Caspian’s laugh expelled halitosis. “Saw him take some hood rat outside for a good rutting. Ain’t nothing changed with that one.” 

			He looked at me with a scowl of disappointment. “What about you?” he said. “What’s it like imprisoned behind a white picket fence?”

			I felt the heat rise to my face. “Shit, my life’s good, man. Living the American Dream.”

			Caspian slapped Solomon on his back just as he was taking a sip, creating another stain on his filthy shirt. “More like a fucking nightmare. Cutting jingles for commercials, right? How’s that for rock ’n roll.”

			“Yeah, at least it pays.”

			“Sure it does. That’s why they call it selling out.”

			Crushing ice cubes between my teeth helped calm me some, but not enough. Strangulation may have done the trick. 

			“Hey!” Caspian backhanded me in the stomach, and it hurt. “I’m just fucking with you, mate! I don’t care if you turn into Mickey fucking Mouse. If it works for you, if you’re truly happy, then that’s great. You weren’t getting anywhere as a lush, that’s for sure.”

			Caspian and his backhanded compliments. I would have preferred warm spit to the fizzy water in my glass, but I took another sip. Anything to fill my mouth with something other than the words that wanted to spill out. 

			In retrospect, it hadn’t been the partying and Cassie’s pregnancy that broke up the band. It had been Caspian.

			Solomon’s eyes were glazed and unfocused. He must have taken something as soon as the show ended, if not before. Then I remembered the book. “Hey man, I read that book you told me about.”

			Solomon didn’t seem to hear me. He was slowly nodding his head as though envisioning some drum solo he never got to play. His black hair plastered to his face with sweat. An oily sheen that smelled vaguely musty and made his face look like warm cheese. 

			“Dude.” I elbowed his arm. “You in orbit?”

			A doughy man in a Slayer shirt walked up and tried to enter the conversation, but Caspian boxed him out. We were standing in a loose triangle, and we each took a step forward to close it in. Amidst the drunken mayhem, it had a ceremonial feel. The tightening of a knot. 

			“Dude!” I yelled right into Solomon’s face. “Wake the fuck up.”

			He blinked from surprise. “What? What’s up?”

			Caspian was surveying the room in search of better prospects, but I could tell he was listening. 

			“That book.” I enunciated each word slowly and carefully as though speaking to my brain-damaged son. “The one you told me about. I read it.”

			“Oh.” Solomon’s face slickened with a fresh coat of oily sweat. “What’d you think?”

			I shrugged. “Felt bad for that girl. Pretty grim little read.”

			“Yours had a girl?”

			My phone began vibrating against my leg. I could faintly hear the harmonic opening to ‘Welcome Home Sanitarium’ through the fabric of my jeans. I checked, it was Cassie calling. Normally this would have annoyed me, but I actually felt relieved.

			I plugged my outside ear and listened. “Yo, babe. What’s up?”

			“Hey! How was it?”

			Caspian was still listening. That big, droopy, perforated ear angled toward me like a satellite dish. I cupped my mouth for privacy.

			“Uh.… Good, babe.” In my mind I saw the woman lifting her shirt, her pert nipples vibrating like doorstop springs. “A little rusty. But a good time, nonetheless. Crowd had fun.”

			“Of course they did.” I could hear Cassie’s smile. Could see her perfect, ivory teeth, which were impervious to stain. I wondered if her cravings were still as bad as mine. If so, she hid them well. Seemed to get high off motherhood instead. Her fix coming from morning cuddles, nightly baths, and innocent ‘I love yous’. 

			For me, fatherhood had felt more like a constant come down. 

			“I’m so happy you were able to do that,” Cassie said. “You needed it.”

			The fog of cigarette smoke was thick, but not enough to account for the stinging wetness in my eyes. “Yeah, well.…”

			“So, how much later will you be out? I mean, how are you holding up?”

			I peered through the dregs of soda water to the bottom of my glass. The burgundy floor was a dime-shaped blur. A hungry black hole with a gravity field that would never stop pulling until it sucked me back in, leaving only a burp behind.

			I uncupped my mouth and spoke louder than necessary so that Caspian could hear me. “Yeah, I can shut it down. I’ll be—”

			His hand shot out like an angry mongoose and snatched the phone. “Is this the lovely Cassie Wheeler? How are you, my dear?”

			The prick’s smile looked menacing. Abusive, if such a thing could be said of a smile. He had tried to fuck Cassie twice that I knew about. The first time I decked him in the mouth, starting a fight that lasted twenty furious seconds and left us both lumpy and smeared with blood. We went out boozing the following night and ended it with our arms around each other. The second time Caspian had just shrugged as if to say, ‘What do you expect?’ We skipped the brawl that time and went straight for the reconciliatory booze – on Caspian’s tab. It was his backwards way of saying he was sorry. He’d probably tried more times than that, and Cassie just hadn’t said anything. With men like Lance Caspian, there wasn’t much point. He did it less out of lust than spite.

			Caspian’s eyes glazed over while listening to whatever Cassie had to say. “Look here, love. The dead don’t rest. This is a once-every-decade deal we’re working on right now, and I got to break the ball from the chain. Your boy’s doing lovely, you have nothing to worry about. We’ll send him home safe and sound and you two can get back to the exciting, spontaneous life of raising toddlers. Okay? Ciao.”

			He disconnected the phone and stuffed it down his back pocket.

			“Dude,” I said.

			Caspian held out his hand and shook his head. “Nope. Mate, I’m saving you from yourself.”

			The girl who had flashed me walked up then. And, with a sixth sense acquired at birth, Caspian moved aside and let her through. 
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			Her name was Mandy, or Marie. I couldn’t tell. Her Southern twang was accentuated by her drunken slur. She kept trying to interlace arms, but I wouldn’t let her, so it became a kind of wrestling match that must have looked like a mating dance between two amorous snakes.

			Caspian and Solomon ditched as soon as she walked over and started slamming drinks at the bar. I counted four in the thirty minutes since Mandy-Marie had stumbled over. That was in addition to the six before the show, and several during. They were both on their way to being smashed. And Caspian would want a ride home. That’s why he had shut Cassie down and commandeered my phone. Fucking mooch.

			Tired of wrestling with my arm, Mandy-Marie grew bolder, pretending to stumble into me while mashing her boobs against my chest. A timer starts when tits touch a married man’s chest, and I let it go on long after the buzzer should have rung. Look, I couldn’t help it. The effect of feeling twenty-year-old tits is the same as mainlining amphetamine, and I should know. Finally, I mustered the resolve to push her away and heard her moan like a petulant child. 

			“Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I’m such a klutz, I swear. You must think I’m a mess.” She stuck out her lower lip in a pout.

			“No, you’re fine.” I held her at arm’s length, trying to get the guys’ attention. It was time to go. 

			“Aw, you’re sweet. I swear I—”

			“Wait here.” I swerved around her and weaved my way to the bar. I was definitely the only sober one there, and was starting to get a contact high. The room was swaying. Manic laughter echoed off the walls. A diffused corona blurred the white Christmas bulbs that encircled the bar’s overhang year round, and the smell of unfiltered cigarettes had grown enticing. 

			I grabbed Caspian by the shoulder. “Hey, man. I need my phone back. Time for me to roll.”

			His eyes were half-lidded, the pupils bobbing in a sea of red. “Why don’t you stop being such a pussy and get yourself a drink? It won’t kill you.”

			There was a spot on Caspian’s face, just below the eye, that was begging to be punched. Or the chin. Put him to sleep and drag him out by his fleshy, old-man arms. “No, I’m good. Night’s over. Time to head home.”

			His eyes seemed to steady for just a moment. “No, mate. Night’s just begun.”

			“Huh-uh, not for me.” I reached behind him and ripped the phone from his back pocket. “It was fun, though. Let’s do it again next decade.”

			“Man, why you got to be such a buzzkill?” Sweat had washed the hairspray from Caspian’s hair so that it fell lank to each side, revealing the yellow skin of his scalp. It was speckled with liver spots. The man enjoyed his toxins, and a liver could only do so much. He pushed away from the bar, swaying. “Fine, fuck it. I need a ride.”

			“You leaving?” Solomon said. He had a hangdog look, like his feelings had been hurt. 

			I grinned, put my arm around Solomon and gave him a side-armed hug. “That was fun tonight. Good show. Let’s do it again soon.”

			Solomon squeezed, holding me in place. “Be careful, okay?”

			The hug went on longer than it should. “Thanks, I’ll be fine.”

			“I’m serious.” Solomon was struggling to hold his eyes steady, making some gurgling sound as though he’d suffered a stroke. “It’s still out there.” 

			That was when I noticed the pink, striated strip of flesh running underneath Solomon’s chin down the side of his neck. It was partly concealed by some kind of skin-color goo that sweat had turned to paste. 

			“Oh, right.” I figured Solomon was trying to spook me. “Yeah, I’ll watch my back.”

			I cupped Caspian’s elbow and guided him through the stragglers who were still at the bar, too wasted now to even notice the band was breaking up. Again. By tomorrow, most of them would have forgotten the show. 

			“You’re a fucking quitter, mate,” Caspian was saying, stumbling on unsteady legs, head bobbing. “Quit the band, quit booze. Got married. Bet you quit pussy too.”

			“Yep, sure did.”

			Caspian freed his arm and pushed through the door out into the parking lot. The air was cool and crisp and smelled like fresh asphalt. Gravel crunched underneath our feet, and as tempting as it was to let Caspian slip and fall, I helped guide my old front man to my car. 

			I took a quick survey of the lot but didn’t see Kevin anywhere. He must have taken his love connection home. Then, as I like to do at night, I looked up into space and scowled at the low-hanging curtain of black, the stars drowned out by the light pollution from Atlanta. We traded our view of the cosmos for the ability to work late into the night and gazers like me got the shaft. 

			A car whooshed by on the backwoods highway as I eased Caspian into the bucket seat of my Toyota Camry and closed the door. The marquee sign for the Full Moon Saloon was still lit up. RISING DEAD REUNION. Show starts at 8pm. $2 pints. 

			Yeah, of piss. 

			But now, in the great history book of the world, we will have forever rocked the Full Moon Saloon on this sleepy Saturday night. And that made me smile.

			The Camry turned over on the first try, a near miracle. It had traveled over 180,000 miles and I was waiting for the inevitable breakdown, which would mean a new car. Or an old car, actually. But a new payment. Which would require more commercial work. At forty-six, I’m no longer at the top of the call sheet. But we’d find a way to make it work. Cassie and me. We always had. Some one-night stands are meant to last. 

			I used to obsess over the life I’d given up for her. The freedom, the years on the road. But looking back, I know who really got the better end of that deal.

			Caspian was already starting to nod off in his seat, wheezing like a geriatric with emphysema. That could easily have been me.

			He got a second wind as we turned onto the highway, however, and sat up, switched on the stereo and cranked the volume loud. “Radio out here’s for shit,” he said. 

			It was ‘Beds are Burning’ by Midnight Oil. I liked that song. 

			“So turn it down.” 

			He did. Barely. I reached out and turned it down more.

			“Fucking princess,” Caspian slurred.

			Yep, this is exactly where I would have been had I not gotten Cassie pregnant. Drooling in a drunken stupor. Looking ten, fifteen years older than I am. But where would she be? Cassie had been working as an art designer for a music label when we met. Making shit money, but loving what she did. Doing good work too. She had talent. Still does. Just applies it toward decorative covers for our photo albums now. A little freelance work when she can get it. Mostly wedding invitations and stuff. She quit the label when The Accident happened. 

			I still call it that, ‘The Accident’. My mind does, anyway. My protective ego. But it’s with a capital T and capital A. The Accident. 

			Okay, here goes. I had gone out for drinks after working a double shift at Best Buy. I hated that fucking job, but needed money to help support our baby – our Big Surprise (capital B, capital S, believe me). I gave guitar lessons on the side and used that for bar money. Being a regular helped; they’d give me breaks on my tab. Plus I’d play happy hour every so often. ‘Sweet Child of Mine’ and shit like that.

			Razz, the bar manager at this place called The Mule Kick, was testing a new drink special. Two-for-one Long Island Iced Teas. Fresh pours, not the mix. Liquor all the way to the brim. A couple of those and the bar lived up to its name. A couple more and the night got dark and murky. I have no idea how many I had that night. My tab was never over ten bucks. 

			Cassie and I took turns caring for our son, Rox, at night, with her leading the charge. Shoving me out of bed whenever it was my turn. She was still using then, but not nearly as much as me. That night, though, she must have had more than usual, because she was passed out deep. I crashed in the bed beside her, still clothed, and woke up hours later to the most dreadful silence I’d ever heard. That place was never quiet, man. Rox had a set of pipes that could put Caspian to shame. 

			Cassie and I woke at about the same time. Checked the clock and saw the blurred digits showing 4-something. Way past my nightly shift. She rose from the bed and I stayed put, partly due to the hangover already setting in, but also from some premonitory fear. I knew something was wrong. Could sense it like a silent alarm. 

			Then I heard her scream. Like something I’d conjured. A shriek that zapped my brain with an electric shock. I leapt out of bed and rushed into the living room where we kept Rox’s crib tucked in a corner. The only space for it in our four-hundred-square-foot studio. I looked and saw that the crib was empty and my first thought was that someone had kidnapped my son. An overzealous fan or jilted lover. We’d have to call the police, send out an Amber Alert. Then I saw the way Cassie was hunched over and staring at something on the ground. Rox wasn’t stolen. He’d crawled out of his crib at some point in the night and landed on the hardwood floor. I won’t describe the scene any more than that. I can’t, really. I’ve done everything I can to block it out. 

			He survived, but his future was destroyed. So were my tenuous rock aspirations, which is fair penance for my negligent behavior. Actually, none of what happened is fair. 

			Cassie quit her job to stay at home. Good thing she’s a great mom. Rox requires a lot of care. In many ways he’s still an infant. Where-oh-where would she be without me?

			The singer from Midnight Oil was singing about paying the rent, about paying our share, while, beside me, Caspian had begun to snore.
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			I remember looking down at the front console right as the clock struck midnight and being happy that I’d made it through another day. Feeling a mixture of pride and shame over having put myself in this position in the first place. Wondering where the scale tipped in terms of trade-offs. What the biggest mistake had been. The lifestyle, or bringing others into the mix. Would things have gotten so bad if I’d never met Cassie? If we’d never had Rox?

			Here I am thinking back on the past seven years, how much I’ve changed in such a small amount of time. Wishing I could bring the two versions of myself together, work out a reconciliation, find a way to forgive myself and move on. The night had been a blast. Being back on stage, back with my old bandmates, back in a seedy bar with loose rules and looser women. But how long would it take for the old patterns to reemerge? I couldn’t afford to find out. I had just recently gotten to a place where I could even look at Rox without cringing. Where I could look in the mirror without averting my eyes. Nothing was worth giving that up now. Certainly not a night of blurry memories followed by a crushing hangover. No matter how much fun it might have been at the time. I felt like I’d passed some kind of test, and it felt good. 

			I glanced back down at the clock and it was still 12:00, making this the longest minute of my life. I thought maybe the clock had stopped, so I counted to sixty in my head and looked again. The glowing red digits remained at 12:00. 

			Fine, whatever. I started watching the yellow line bifurcating the road, the pulsing stripes ticking by like seconds. ‘Personal Jesus’ by Depeche Mode was just coming to an end on the radio. Caspian would have hated that one too, but I didn’t mind it. Better than ‘Coffin Dust’, that’s for sure.

			The late-shift DJ spoke over the fading track, his voice soft and gravelly, like they’d just woken him up and stuck a mike under his nose. 

			“Welcome to The Midnight Hour. We’ve got a long night ahead of us, and it’s just getting started. It’s dark out tonight. Quiet. Half the world lost in the delirium of sleep while the other half toils away their sad, meaningless lives, counting down the days toward their inevitable death.”

			I snorted laughter. Sounded like someone had gone off his Zoloft.

			“And out there right now, a lone rider drives down an empty highway, listening. An old acquaintance sleeps beside him, snoring like little baby Jesus in His cradle made of hay.”

			That was a little strange. I stiffened, and cocked my head. Looked down to see the clock still stuck at 12:00. The yellow hash marks flashed by. 

			The DJ chuckled, a deep, rattling grumble laced with lung plaque. 

			“That’s right, The Midnight Hour. Let’s get things started with our first guest of the evening. Get up close to that mike, there, and tell us your name.”

			That chuckle again. Like a death rattle.

			“Kevin,” the guest said. He sounded hesitant, scared. 

			“All right, yeah. So, Kevin, welcome to The Midnight Hour. Do you have any requests for us tonight?”

			The guest said something that sounded like, Want to me? but had moved away from the mike so it was hard to hear. Then he grunted in pain and brought his mouth to the mike again.

			“Okay, okay, okay,” he said, his voice wavering, breathing hard. “He’s listening?”

			“Yes, I assure you, we have his complete and undivided attention right now. Go ahead.”

			I must have gotten a bigger contact buzz than I realized. I was feeling the paranoia you get when the trip goes sideways. 

			“Hey,” I said to Caspian, trying to wake him up, but my voice sounded frail and pathetic and vanished as soon as it escaped my mouth. His answer was a riotous snore.

			A loud, despondent exhale reverberated through the car speakers. 

			“Okay then. Hey, Jesse.” A pause, followed by another loud exhale. “Man, I don’t know what you’ve gotten into, but there’s some dudes here looking for you. Rough bunch, man. I guess you’re driving home right now? And this is coming through your car radio? They lifted me from the lot. Been watching, I guess. Fucked me up good.”

			It was Kevin, no doubt about it. He had never come back from banging that chick out in the lot. If that had even happened. Had that been a ruse? Was this some twisted stunt? If so, it was fantastically authentic. Kevin spoke like he was chewing cotton balls. Or else his jaw was broken.

			“Hey.” I grabbed Caspian by the shoulder and shook. “Dude, wake the fuck up.” 

			Caspian gurgled and a string of drool wetted his chin. I needed a second set of ears on this so I gripped his jaw and pressed his face against the headrest, hard, looking helplessly at the white crescents of his vacant eyes. His head bobbed forward as soon as I let go.

			“So, man, listen,” Kevin continued in that thick, swollen voice. “I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to say. But I wouldn’t fuck with these guys if I were you. Okay, man? Whatever this is over, just do what they want you to do. These guys, man. Wearing masks and shit. Fucking Halloween shit here.” More breathing. The road hissed under the tires. “Look, I don’t know what y’all want me to say.”

			“You’re doing fine, Kevin. Just fine. This is The Midnight Hour, longest hour of the night. In fact, tonight it may never end. But you’ll want it to, Jesse. You’ll beg for it to be over. Do things you never thought you were capable of to make it stop. Are you ready for that?”

			Right then the interior lights cut off, the headlights sputtered and faded. The car engine seemed to choke. Then the engine died completely and we were coasting, the steering wheel stubborn in my hands.

			The deep, gravelly laugh was louder without the ambient noise. Intimate.

			“Look out, listeners. It’s a hazardous night out there. Not a good night to be out on the road. You may want to look for a place to pull over and park. Some of you may not have a choice.”

			The car drifted and I eased it over to the emergency lane, which seemed like the wrong thing to call it. More like the Figure Shit Out For Yourself lane. 

			The tires crossed over the rumble strip, and the car rattled. The interior lights flickered on and off like a strobe. That prick DJ’s menacing laugh came in and out in a discontinuous staccato. I mashed the accelerator against the floorboard, but it was useless. The engine had shut off. There was nothing else for me to do but bring the rolling Camry to a stop. Chalky dust swirled in the soft glare of dim headlights. 

			“So, Kevin. You never told us. What is your request?”

			I listened to Kevin’s cynical laugh, suggesting a hint of defiance. Maybe that was good. “Let me go?”

			“Hmmm.” It came out like a purr, or the beginning of a growl. “No, that’s not on the set list tonight, I’m afraid. Let me rephrase my question. Do you have any last requests?”

			Kevin’s next laugh was less defiant. And higher pitched. “Come on, man.”

			The speakers fell silent. Then I heard some talking in the distance, too far from the mike to make out. More humorless laughter. Then Kevin: “Dude, seriously. What the fuck!?” 

			The screech of a chair, something banging sharply against a wood table. Kevin grunting in pain.

			“Your final words, Kevin? Anything for our audience?”

			It sounded like the mike was moved back to Kevin’s mouth. He was breathing hard and fast. “Fuck you, man.”

			“Well, okay. Good thing the FCC isn’t monitoring this station, otherwise I don’t think that would have gotten through.” 

			Deep, sickening laughter. A man-size frog. 

			Kevin’s sudden scream rattled the car speakers. Even Caspian flinched in his sleep. 

			“No, no, no no no—” Kevin stopped talking and started groaning, an expression of pain that was almost like a plea. Then came a wet, gurgling sound. Like he was gargling something thick and viscous. I could hear a strange hissing noise, a leaking tire, then water splashed against a table. 

			No, not water.

			A tearing sound, a knife through a chicken joint. Someone grunting off-mike, but getting closer. Breathing hard. 

			All the while the DJ chuckled. A portly man warming by a fire while petting a purring cat.

			Something hard rattled as it rolled unevenly across wood. 

			“Ah, yes. We’re off to a good start here at The Midnight Hour. And we’re just getting warmed up. For our listeners out there on this special night, buckle up. Things are about to get bumpy. But don’t worry. Help is on the way.”

			The lights cut off, casting the car in silent darkness.
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			My lungs were burning and it took me a minute to realize I wasn’t breathing. If I had to bet on what I’d just listened to, I’d say it was the sound of Kevin’s head being cut off. At least that’s what it was supposed to sound like. That carving sound, the hissing of air, the waterworks, the rolling of the head.

			It had to be a prank. There was no better explanation. No way had it been real. Yet, if that were true – and it must be, it must – then it meant my friends were master organizers, and Kevin had missed his calling as a Hollywood star. I had never before heard such terror in a man’s voice. Such genuine, primal fear.

			I have heard it since, however. My own.

			There were no streetlights on this backwoods highway. Utter darkness pressed against the windows. I pulled out my phone and almost crushed it in my hand as the battery icon flashed once, twice, and then went blank. It had been fully charged at the bar. I’m sure of it.

			At least it had been before Caspian confiscated it. He must have drained it somehow, the mischievous prick. He was probably faking sleep right now.

			“Hey, asshole.” I was not in the mood to be fucked with anymore. I grabbed his shoulder and started shaking him. His body rocked lifelessly. I shook him harder, rocking him against the side door. Harder, banging his head against the window. “Caspian. Wake the fuck up!”

			He mumbled, blew air through rubbery lips. Paused, inhaled a snore. 

			Tiny pinpricks of light flashed in the rearview mirror. Headlights on the horizon, coming our way. 

			I slumped back against my seat, suddenly relieved. This whole setup must have something to do with that stupid goddamn book Solomon had gotten me to read. Right, okay. That’s what this was all about. He had even offered some cheese-dick warning when I was leaving the bar; I had just been too distracted to pay attention. He had been tipping his hand. 

			Christ, how long had they been putting this together? Was that the point of the whole reunion, just to fuck with me? Why?

			Because I was the domesticated one, that’s why. The one in most need of a little thrill. 

			“This is good, Caspian,” I said, still unsure whether or not he was pretending to be asleep. “I don’t know whether to be pissed or impressed. I think both.”

			I could now hear the hum of the engine from the approaching car. The headlights were growing brighter. 

			“So, what now? We just sit here?” 

			Caspian continued to quietly snore. These bozos must have gone to Martin Scorsese’s acting school. 

			“Dude!” I backhanded him hard in the chest, paying him back for the gut shot earlier. Caspian groaned, shifted, but didn’t wake up. “Hey.” I grabbed his long, thinning hair, and twisted it. This was getting irritating; prank or not, I needed to get home. Cassie would begin to worry if I was out too late without my phone. I jerked his head harder and harder until I could hear strands of his hair ripping out by the roots.

			Finally, he chuffed and raised his hand up defensively. “The fuck,” he said in a sleep-addled slur. Still gripping his hair, I turned his head to face me. 

			“Rise and shine.”

			Caspian’s face seemed to register something for a second, then fell slack. His lids stayed open, but his eyes glazed over. There was nobody home. Either Caspian could no longer hold his liquor or he had been drugged. This was a performance that could not be faked.

			I heard the rumbling of tires and watched as the approaching vehicle pulled over into the emergency lane behind us. Its headlights reflected off the rearview mirror, blinding me until I flipped the deflector. The engine was a loud, angry-sounding diesel. Judging by the general height of the hood and shape of the headlights it looked like a tow truck. It came to a stop several feet behind my rear bumper, brakes squealing, and then it released a frightening gasp of pressurized air. It was impossible to see past the blinding lights into the windshield.

			“Don’t worry,” that smug DJ had said. “Help is on the way.” 

			“Goddamnit, Caspian. I don’t have time for this shit. Wake up, you asshole.”

			I didn’t expect him to respond. I just wanted to hear my own voice. See how steady it sounded. Try and enforce some dominion over the present situation, which was feeling less and less under my control. 

			The truck rumbled, its glaring headlights casting a spotlight into my car, making me feel exposed and vulnerable. I turned and faced the truck head on, giving my best Fuck You face. Wanting to exhibit a little confidence. Show that I wasn’t about to cower or be pushed around. 

			The engine cut off, but the lights remained on. Both doors opened and two men exited the cabin at the exact same time, their movements synchronized. Backwoods mechanics, by the looks of them. A matching pair wearing denim overalls, striped shirts with rolled-up sleeves, and cotton engineer caps. Older men. Late fifties, early sixties. Thick, wide-rim glasses obscured their eyes. Dark blotches stained their forearms. My eyes flitted back and forth. They looked identical. What the fuck were the odds of identical twins arriving the instant my car broke down to tow it away? 

			I pressed the seatbelt release, and felt a rush of panic as the button caught. Please don’t let me be trapped in here. Don’t let them have rigged the clasp. But then the buckle popped free. 

			They shut their doors at the same time, the noise echoing in the silent night, and started walking my way.

			“No, no,” I muttered. “Fuck all of this.”

			I opened the door and got out, never once seeing the little button on the steering wheel containing a camera. Just like the one now watching you.

			The road felt barren, the night sky loomed in its endless expanse. I learned from my days of partying that nothing good ever happens after midnight. Statistically, you’re more likely to die in the wee hours. More likely to disappear.

			The two men stopped when I stepped out. Yes, they were definitely identical. At least they appeared so from this distance. Hick brothers who had only been separated when the embryo split. 

			“Ran into a little trouble, there?” they said together, their thick Southern accents reverberating as one. No way this was random coincidence. It was too theatrical. Too strange. 

			I figured I could take one of them in a fight, if it came to that. I wasn’t sure I could handle both. “I’m fine,” I said. “I’ve already called Triple-A. Thanks for stopping, though.” 

			“Triple-A?” the one on my side said, standing motionless, hands hanging down. 

			“They don’t service these parts,” the other one said, working together to complete a sentence.

			“Ain’t nobody out here but us,” they both said as one. 

			They were about twenty feet away. I was happy for the distance, but wanted to show that I was willing to stand my ground. I figured this would be over soon, and I didn’t want to arm my friends – if I could still call them that – with ammunition to use against me later. Some hidden camera shit of me running from these oafs or pleading for them to stop.

			I raised my arms to each side and shrugged. “So, what’s the plan? Any way we can cut to the chase and get this over with? I’ve got a wife and sick kid at home. I don’t want to keep them waiting.” 

			“Just trying to help,” the man closest to me said. He reached behind his back and retrieved something from a loop on his belt. Pulled around a large steel wrench, almost comical in size. More weapon than tool. 

			The man on the far side snickered – a dopey, wet sound as though it loosened his dentures. “It’s a long walk to get anywhere from here, and ain’t much traffic this time of night. Let us give you a hand.” He pulled a tire iron from the back of his belt loop. Tweedledum and Tweedledee, carrying their instruments of death.

			“Okay, so we’ve got to act this out I guess?” I decided to get theatrical myself. There wasn’t much else I could do but play along. “Well, gee. Yes, guys. My car here’s broken down, and, as you mentioned, there’s not much traffic out tonight. To make matters worse, my phone’s out of juice. But I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you two with your handy tools. I mean, what a relief.”

			They began walking toward me, raising their tools. Their heavy work boots crunched over grit and broken glass.

			“Seriously, I don’t have time for this. Not tonight. I’ve got to get home. Let’s do this some other time.” They kept coming, closing the distance by half. Twiddledee on the far side snickered again. Shadows obscured their faces as they stepped in front of the beaming headlights. 

			“Dude, give me a break. I don’t feel like running around out here half the night,” I said. And I was going to run, I knew it. I wasn’t convinced they would seriously hurt me, but they weren’t about to throw down their tools and tell me they were kidding. Not according to that book. And I figured that’s what this was about.

			“That’s okay,” the one on the left said. 

			“There ain’t nowhere to run,” said the one nearest me. 

			They were taking slow, deliberate steps. Brandishing their tools. Old men with their old-man strength. Large, mechanics’ hands. I checked the side of the road for a rock, or some piece of debris to use as a weapon. I saw a shredded flap from a blown tire and bent to pick it up, but one of the steel wires sticking out pricked my hand.

			They quickened their pace, loose gravel skittering under their feet. I backpedaled away from my car to maintain distance. Getting in would just trap me there. 

			“Where you going?” the near one said, coming faster now. 

			The other one was coming around the far side of the car. “We’re only here to help,” he said, and snickered. The one with the sense of humor, I guess. 

			They’d reached the back end of my car, and the guy with the wrench stopped for a moment, pretending to inspect the tires. “Well, ain’t that a shame,” he said. Tire Iron was still coming around toward me with that dumb chuckle. “I’m afraid this car here is totaled.” 

			He set his feet and raised the wrench in the air with both hands, then swung it down with ferocious strength, smashing in the back window. “Sure hope you have insurance,” he said, and now they were both laughing. The bark of two hyenas – a family tree with a single branch. 

			I looked through the windshield and saw Caspian still passed out in the passenger seat. The shattering glass hadn’t stirred him. I had locked the car when I got out, but clearly these guys weren’t against breaking windows. Something told me Caspian was in on this, though, and would be okay. It was me they were after.
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