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				THE LOT

				You know you’re getting close to the little farming community of Toulouse when the water tower rises over the woods that frame the east edge of town. When Cody Ryerson was a kid the tower was painted silver and if you caught at it just the right angle on a cloudless day it seemed to shimmer like a diamond against the background of a bright blue sky. It stood sentry in the corner of a big open field all the neighborhood boys called The Lot. In the mornings when Cody and his little brother Adam would stand at the curb waiting for the school bus, they would often look up at the tower and try to imagine just how far a guy could see from up there.

				In the three years the Ryersons lived in Toulouse, the water tower looked down upon thousands of innings of baseball played on long summer days by boys clad in t-shirts and blue jeans. There were rules, but there were no umpires to enforce them in The Lot. When disagreements occurred – and they occurred with regularity – they were usually resolved without bloodshed. Not always. The time that Theo Gilbert knocked two of Sammy Lanigan’s front teeth out with a haymaker over a disagreement about balls and strikes comes to mind. Lanigan claimed the two teeth were already loose and ready to come out anyway. Nevertheless, no one argued balls and strikes with Theo Gilbert after that.

				Ballgames started when the grass was still wet with dew and ran until the fireflies started their lightshow in the woods. The only official intermission came with the wail of the town siren calling noon. At that, gloves were dropped by fielders where they stood, the catcher scratched the number of outs and the count in the dirt and everyone retreated to the shade of the water tower for sack lunches of bologna and cheese or peanut butter and jelly.

			

			
				Peanut butter and jelly . . .How long had it been since Cody had a PBJ?


				The thought yanked Cody Ryerson out of the past and he was suddenly aware of the farm fields racing past the rented Porsche. A farmer was pulling a disc behind his tractor, turning over the earth and the irony was not lost on Cody. This trip was tilling up memories and maybe that’s why Adam had wanted it.

				A word popped into Cody’s head and with that single word twenty years melted away and he was ten again – Toulou-La.

				He said it aloud and couldn’t help but laugh. It wasn’t to be found in any dictionary then or now, but in the late 1960s it was a word alright, shouted by a chorus of dusty, suntanned boys several times a day in The Lot.

				If Webster had put it in his book, the entry would have looked like this:

				Toulou-La: verb. To knock the snot out of a baseball and watch it rocket toward town, beyond the reach of all fielders. noun. A Home Run. Synonyms: Big Fly, Dinger, Tater, Moon shot. Usually followed with the exclamation, “Holy hot damn!”


				When one of the boys really connected with a pitcha chorus of “Toulou-La!” would cascade over The Lot. Everyone would be hollering except the pitcher who’d given up the blast and the outfielder whose job it was to chase the damn thing down. Cody recalled the time Big Jimmy Gregory got every bit of a brand new baseball and sent it sailing into the high grass. They spread out and looked for it for an hour. Eddie Snider, who they called Rake because of his buck teeth, finally kicked the ground in disgust saying, “It muth-ta gone down a rabbit hole.”

			

			
				They trudged back to finish the day with a ragged old baseball that was so used up that no matter how hard it was struck, it wasn’t going to leave the infield. Eddie, who had bought that new baseball with his allowance, stewed on its disappearance the rest of the morning and by lunch he was riled up enough to call Big Jimmy out.

				“You owe me a new bathe-ball,” Eddie demanded.

				Big Jimmy looked up at him and smirked.“The hell if I do,” he said, around a bite of his bologna and cheese sandwich. He wiped mustard off his mouth with the back of his hand. “If anyone owes you a ball it’s Sammy. He’s the one who served it up on a silver platter. All I did was hit it.”

				“Well if you weren’t thucha a fat lug, it wouldn’t have gone that far,” Eddie fired back.

				Big Jimmy tore a hunk off his sand which, rolled it into a sticky yellow ball and winged it at Eddie, who ducked it.

				“That’s the best I can do,” Big Jimmy said.

				Everyone was laughing including Big Jimmy who didn’t notice that Eddie had retrieved the glob of sandwich. He rocked back and fired it, hitting Big Jimmy right in the middle of his forehead with a splat. That’s how the food fight of July 1968 started. In seconds balled up sandwiches were flying in every direction. Dill pickle spears slopped wetly through the air like floppy green missiles. Someone dumped a Coke on someone’s head. Oh God what a mess and oh God what fun, Cody thought. The crows had a heyday that afternoon, which turned out to be one of the rare times when no mom had to come looking for her son to call him to dinner because everyone shuffled home early, starving and ready to eat anything. As Cody recalled, their dad cooked liver that night and he and Adam ate it without a word of complaint and even asked for seconds.

			

			
				Maybe when he got to town Cody would stop at a grocery store, pick up a loaf of white bread, some peanut butter and jelly, a jar of dill spears, maybe a couple bottles of Royal Crown Cola. Adam would like that. And if The Lot wasn’t a Conoco or a Wal-Mart, and if the water tower still stood its same old ground . . .

				Cody turned ten the summer of 1968. Adam was eight. Their dad worked six days a week at the printing press, firing out page after page of the textbooks half the country’s boys and girls slaved over from September until the end of May. But in Toulouse summers belonged to them and their place was The Lot. On rare days when they took a break from baseball, the entire bunch went fishing in Trunk Creek, whose muddy waters were said to be full of leaches and venomous snakes. A rumor made the rounds in early ’69 that a nuclear power plant up north had accidently dumped its poisonous contents into the creek. This rumor traveled through their elementary school in the same way the flu did every winter – kid to kid. By the time summer rolled around it had grown from rumor to absolute truth, but they still fished the creek and they did it for the same reason they took their lunches together in the shade of the tower – it was a great chance to let the bull fly. Oh and it flew alright. Little boys have a natural talent for razzing each other. The bull flew hot and in all directions, just like when Big Jimmy was on the hill – on-deck batters beware! Adam went into the woods one day to retrieve a foul ball and Big Jimmy uncorked a fastball so high and wide of the mark that it disappeared into the trees. A moment later, from deep in the woods, Adam called out, “Hey! That hit me right in the ass!” To which Big Jimmy turned and looked at Cody who was playing third base at the time. Big Jimmy cupped his hands around his mouth and hollered back, “No way! Your ass is playing third!”

				Jimmy threw his head back in laughter and once again failed to notice that he was about to get beaned. Adam came running out of the woods with baseballs in each hand. He did his best Bob Gibson impression. The first ball sailed past Big Jimmy’s left ear. The second one hit him square in the crotch. He dropped like he’d been shot by a sniper. The “Eeeek” that escaped his lips was so funny that every boy on the field dropped too, rolling around on the ground, looking like they were doing the stop, drop and roll drill, but no one was on fire, save for Big Jimmy whose face looked like a cherry bomb about to explode. One of the guys’ little brothers was laughing so hard that he peed his pants and when the rest of them saw it, they burst into hysterics – twenty boys rolling around clutching their bellies, howling in laughter. After a couple of minutes Big Jimmy managed to get to his knees. Adam hadn’t moved from the spot where he’d thrown the baseballs. He seemed to be surprised by the strength of his arm and his aim. But the spell was quickly broken when Big Jimmy started shaking his fist. Adam made a run for home like he was trying to beat out a bunt. But halfway to their house he stopped and shouted, “You better never call my brother an ass again . . . you . . . you fat bastard!”

			

			
				What crazy times they’d had. On days when it rained they would gather on someone’s porch and play board games or poker when there weren’t any moms around. Once Cody left Andy Stevens’ porch with a buck fifteen and two cigarettes in his pocket. He tried to smoke one out behind the garage that evening and puked.

				As he drove Cody marveled at how such a small portion of his life was lived in Toulouse, and yet so much of who he became was forged there. In fact, both of his lifelong loves took shape in those days – baseball and rock ‘n’ roll. There was always a transistor radio dangling from the handlebars of someone’s bike, or propped up against the porch railing while they played cards. If they weren’t listening to the Cardinals, they were listening to WHB, the rock ‘n’ roll flame thrower out of Kansas City. It was said WHB could be heard on boats crossing the Panama Canal on a clear night. WHB, number 810 on your dial, number one in your heart.

			

			
				As it turned out Cody never could hit a curveball so by the time he was in high school rock ‘n’ roll had become his greatest passion. After graduating from public school in Saint Louis he took out for L.A. It was the late ’70sand music was changing – disco was dying(thank God) and punk rock was becoming king of the L.A. scene. Cody was drawn to it immediately. He saw something in it that the record company bigwigs hadn’t yet figured out – when people are pissed, they want their music to reflect it. A lot of the great rock ‘n’ roll that came out of the late ’60s – the stuff the boys in The Lot cut their teeth on – was pissed off music. The beautiful harmonies of Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young did nothing to mask the outrage they felt at the Kent State shootings. John Lennon might have wanted to give peace a chance, but he also had no problem proclaiming defiantly that you could count him out. People had a lot to be pissed off about in the late ’60s. They did a decade later too and that’s what fueled punk rock. Cody knew it was going to hit and when it did, it would hit big. So he hung around the recording studios doing odd jobs and learning what he could. At night he got cozy with what became some of the biggest acts in the punk rock scene. By the time the recording company execs figured things out, Cody Ryerson was working as a recording engineer and guess who the bands wanted manning the board when they did their thing. Punk rock exploded like the firecrackers he and the boys used to toss in Trunk Creek every Independence Day. Everyone got a little wet, only this time it wasn’t murky creek water raining down, this time it was money.

				He pried his mind from the past. Aunt Kate was to meet him around noon in Toulouse and she would have Adam with her. And as much as he felt the need to be screwed up for this painful meeting of what remained of the Ryerson clan, he fought the urge to pull over and dig through his luggage for the coke he’d hidden in the false bottom of a shaving kit or the downers he’d put in the aspirin bottle. There would be plenty of time for that after this little family reunion. Maybe he’d see if the old pool hall on Mechanic’s Street was still slopping out whiskey. He would find himself a nice dark corner and pitch his tent; get good and bitched up as the boys in The Lot used to call it when one of them would tear himself up sliding or wear one of Big Jimmy Gregory’s heaters in the middle of their back. But for Adam’s sake he wouldn’t start yet. He would have to ignore the itch, deny the urge.

			

			
				Urge? Really Cody? Is that what it is? Or do you mean addiction?


				He felt a chill run up his back. He couldn’t recall having heard voices before, but surely he had while tripping hard. He took a deep breath, inhaling the richness of the open plains, hoping the clean air would clear his head. He sure as hell didn’t need these kinds of thoughts right now.

				Thoughts? How ’bout we call them what they are, convictions.


				Okay, guilty as charged. Conviction, addiction, might as well add dereliction too, just to make it poetic. Pop stuff has to rhyme, after all. Of course the truth was that dereliction was dead on when it came to Adam. Adam had called him the night the Sweet Brandy album dropped. Cody had made the party of course. The producer is expected to be at the party when an album drops. He’d left early but only after getting good and bitched up first. Adam had called and left a message on Cody’s machine and this was one rare time when Cody actually called him back.

				Adam answered on the tenth ring.

				“Hey little brother,” Cody said. “I got your message.”

			

			
				“Yeah, sorry I missed you,” Adam said, dreamily.

				 “So get this. I was at this party tonight. I’ll tell you about it.”

				And so began Cody’s rant and although he couldn’t remember the specifics, it wasn’t hard for him to recreate the substance:

				“I hate this goddamn pastel crap. The eighties suck. What happened to black leather? That’s rock ‘n’ roll. But I saw it coming, you know? I saw it coming and that’s why I decided to diversify – as my broker would call it. I saw this dance pop crap coming down the road two or three years ago and I’m all over it. But that sure as hell doesn’t make it suck any less.”

				He rarely let his brother get a word in except when he would cup his hand over the phone to snort a line of coke.

				At one point he remembered asking Adam if he’d received the compact disc player he’d mailed him for Christmas. Adam had received it and thought it was cool, but he didn’t have many CD’s. Hadn’t Cody promised to mail him out a box full? He didn’t remember if he’d ever followed through. 

				Of course you didn’t.


				The voice was right again and here boys and girls is another example of dereliction of duty to one’s brother, he thought.

				He did remember asking, “You want an autographed copy of the new Sweet Brandy album? It sucks but maybe you could trade it for something.”

				And wasn’t that the truth. Sweet Brandy did suck. They were just another act from the old Motown days, hungry after refusing the disco thing. Cody had recognized how the old Motown sound could make a comeback by infusing some keyboard pop stuff with those classic harmonies. And now here he sat behind the wheel of a rented Porche in the year of our lord 1988 and it was impossible to turn on the radio, or swing a dead cat for that matter, without hearing a Sweet Brandy cut or something else he’d produced blaring out of the nearest radio. The prophet of popular music had called another one.

			

			
				“I saw it sure as I saw the Cards taking game seven last year,” he’d bragged to Adam that night.“You were nervous, thought the Twins had it in the bag, but I said, ‘No, we got ’em.’ Remember?”

				Adam remembered.

				On and on he’d raged in his frantic, drug addled, quick speak, his tongue flicking the words into the phone like a snake testing the air. Halfway across the country his little brother might have caught half of it. Or maybe he was getting it all; maybe he’d learned to interpret the raving madness of the perpetually fucked up. And isn’t that what Cody was? Good ’Ole Aunt Kate would have frowned at such language, perhaps even recoiled in horror, but sometimes it’s necessary to call a spade a spade.

				And so the one-sided conversation rolled on until he would pause to light a cigarette. And in those pauses Adam did what Adam always did: “What’s it like to have a beer with Joey Ramone?” Or, “Did you really meet Paul McCartney?” Or, “Is Debbie Harry that hot in real life?”

				Never once did Cody ask how his little brother was doing. It never even occurred to him. Nor did it occur to him that he was embarking on what would be – even for a seasoned veteran like him – one hellacious bender. Any addict will tell you that a bender, a good one that goes on for days and days, is an act of extreme self-indulgence or an attempt to hide from something. This one-sided conversation was evidence of the former and so what? The frizzy headed groupies hanging around outside the recording studios hoping to get a look at Axle Rose weren’t keeping score. Why should Cody? He had the money. He had the house. He had the cars. And he had the drugs. He wasn’t Axle Rose, but he was close enough for the girls. And if Adam had called during this days-long bender, Cody hadn’t answered. And if Adam had left a message, Cody had erased it without even realizing it. He was too busy trying to stay perched atop the wave like the lyric in that Pink Floyd tune described. Only it wasn’t Cody that was racing toward an early grave, it was his little brother.

			

			
				He glanced down at the speedometer. He was cruising along at eight-five. He lit a cigarette and tried to remember how old their father had been when he died. He was pretty sure it was 1982 because the Dead Kennedy’s recorded Plastic Surgery Disasters that summer. Their dad had been a great guy who went too young. He’d raised them alone from the time Cody was four. Their mom went for a walk one day and never came back. They got a scrap of paper from herin the mail a few weeks later. She said that someday she would come back. She never did.

				The three of them wandered around for a few years after that, drifting through little Midwestern towns, pitching their tent here and there for a few months at a time. But then they ended up in Toulouse and somehow things felt right. For three years that little clapboard house in the shadow of the water tower was home. Eventually their dad got laid off and off they went to Saint Louis and Aunt Kate. Cody found creative ways to get in trouble despite how hard Kate tried to crack the whip on him. And Adam? Well, Adam kept up the All American boy act, except in Adam’s case it wasn’t an act. He’d been a good guy all of his life. Back in The Lot bringing your little brother around was frowned on. There were a couple little brothers who were tolerated, usually relegated to sitting in the shade of the water tower until one of the older boys cried, “Sunstroke!”He would go sit down and let one of the little brothers pinch run or shag balls in the outfield for an inning or two. Adam patiently waited his turn, keeping busy doing play-by-play, imitating Cardinal announcers Jack Buck or Harry Carrey. His impressions sucked but the guys got a kick out of it anyway. Adam was always the first guy to volunteer to go hunt down foul balls when they rolled into the woods. That earned him numerous cases of poison ivy and the nickname, Bloodhound Billy, which made no sense, but it stuck. And always to Cody’s dismay Bloodhound Billy (eventually shortened to Hound) rooted for both teams. He said he’d rather watch someone hit a home run than watch them strike out, so he cheered for whichever team was at the plate. And so he endeared himself to the guys and no one razzed him when he dropped a pop-up or a groundball went through his wickets.

			

			
				Cody was getting dangerously close to Toulouse now. The fields of freshly planted corn and wheat seemed almost familiar. A red barn stood next to a windmill turning lazily in the morning breeze. He thought about Adam’s letter, folded neatly and tucked in his shirt pocket and he thought about how that bender had fizzled out, like most do, the result of sheer exhaustion. It doesn’t matter how much coke you vacuum into your brain, eventually the body will sleep. Cody was on day two of the come-down when the letter arrived. He’d stumbled out to the box and fished out a heap of mail. Standing in his boxers, his back against the refrigerator, he came to the letter and a mysterious sense of dread filled him. Goose bumps broke out on his arms, reminding him of the winter he and Adam had come down with the chicken pox. Their dad stayed home from work three days with them. They were miserable and yet Cody treasured the memory of it – the three of them together, playing games on the living room floor, building things with Lincoln Logs while they listened to Glenn Miller. Dad made them ice cream floats with orange pop. Those happy memories made the envelope in his hands seem ominous and he suspected this is how the wives of servicemen feel when they receive a telegram from the war department. For one thing, Adam lived over an hour from Kate and they weren’t particularly close, yet the return address was Kate’s. A single thought made its way up to his conscious mind, resonating like the ping of a tuning fork – one of them was sick. One of them was sick and as awful as he knew it was he hoped it was Kate and not his little brother. Maybe she’d broken her leg. Hell, she was pushing seventy now. Maybe good old Adam went to care for her – just like Adam to save the day. He hadn’t been able to reach Cody so he dropped a letter. It was plausible and yet he wasn’t buying it.

			

			
				He poured himself a glass of Chivas over ice. When he’d downed half of it he opened the letter.

				Dear Cody,

				I don’t write you letters because I’m just not good at it. I tried to call, but I know you travel a lot and I know you’re crazy busy. And honestly, I’m kind of glad I didn’t get you because I don’t think I have the guts to tell you anyway. Here’s the deal – I have cancer, kind of bad. I know what you’re thinking and I thought it too, guys my age don’t get cancer. The doctors say they do sometimes. They are trying and Aunt Kate is taking care of me. I’m sorry as hell to have to tell you this. I should have told you to sit down first, but I’ve started this letter two dozen times and I promised this would be my last run at it.

				I’d love to see you. What I’d really love is for you to take me to Toulouse, to the old ball yard – The Lot. I’ve been thinking about it quite a bit lately, you know. That place was special and those days were great and I’d like to be there again with you.

				Always your little brother,

				Adam

			

			
				PS – I know you got a lot on your plate right now. Just call me when you can digest this . . . And I don’t think I’ve said this since you bought me that new bike with some of your graduation money, but I love you big brother.

				Cody’s knees gave out and he slid down the front of the refrigerator, the glass turning over in his hand. Ice ran across the kitchen tile. He sat there for a minute or two watching it melt and then he lunged for the sink, desperately wanting to puke, as if that would somehow take away the yellow sick feeling in his gut. When it wouldn’t come, he shoved two fingers down his throat until a thin sour liquid gurgled up, smelling of whiskey and bile. He collapsed again, crying now in sobs so deep they shook him. There was a bottle of ridiculously expensive Russian vodka on the counter and he drank half of it, reading and rereading the letter, sifting the words, hoping to find something in them he’d missed, something that would take away the yellow thing that had burrowed into his middle. But the letter held no hidden glimmers of hope, so Cody decided that the only thing to do would be to drown that yellow sick thing with vodka. And so that’s how this bender began; because some benders are about self-indulgence and some are merely an attempt to hide.

				The days that followed found him at the telephone. He’d managed to be coherent enough to get Kate’s number from information, but he couldn’t bring himself to complete the call. Instead he fed the yellow monster in his gut booze and drugs. It was his monster and he deserved it. When he closed his eyes, he could envision it, could see its lidless black eyes. It liked the drugs and booze but mostly it liked his guilt and fear.

				The only human contact he had in those days was with his dealer who brought the stuff to the house and looked at him with horror. This man, this drug dealer was no stranger to madness and he was clearly appalled by Cody’s condition. Once after he left, Cody broke down and cried.

			

			
				One day after having a cocktail of various drugs and washing it all down with gin, the phone started ringing. The answering machine was full so it rang and rang until he cut the cord with a meat clever. It wasn’t Adam calling. Adam had said his part in the letter and he knew Cody was working things out in his way. He knew Cody would call when he got it straight in his head.

				He was driving west now. His hands shook like he had the DTs, but it was nerves. The DTs might come later, a little something to look forward to if he ever dried out. With a suddenness that he didn’t remember, the highway came to an end. What lay ahead was the old gravel road that twisted through the woods, the back way into town. He slowed the Porche. The tires crunched the gravel. Someone had come this way recently, stirring the dust and it swirled above the road, blown about like ghosts. He came to a bend where the woods crowded in on both sides before the road straightened again and the water tower sprung into view, stretching proudly above the trees. He followed another bend to the old wooden bridge that spanned Trunk Creek. Some of the boards were recently replaced and thin steel girders traced the old wooden beams like veins. He thought about stopping the car on the bridge. He thought about taking a leak over the side like he and the guys used to do; peeing over the side just to hear their pee splash in the muddy water below.

				The Porche rolled across the bridge and around the final curve. Knee high weeds danced where the old house once stood. Then there was The Lot. He was smiling like a man watching an old forgotten friend step onto the platform at a train station. It was mowed trim and tight and there were lines running across it where the grass was beaten down leaving barren dirt – base paths! Boys still played ball here! Twenty years had gone by and boys still played ball here! He wondered if they knew to holler Toulou-La when they got a hold of one. He wondered where the boys were now, but then it came to him and he felt silly. School wasn’t out yet. Maybe they came here on Saturday mornings, slowly reviving the place, waking it from its winter slumber. He wiped tears from his eyes.

			

			
				Kate was standing next to a little gray car in the cul-de-sac at the end of Logan Street. He pulled up behind her, got out. She tried to smile but ended up chewing her bottom lip instead.

				“Is it what you remember?”

				“It’s a little smaller,” he said, walking toward her.

				“Well, you’ve grown up.”

				“I guess,” he replied, falling in beside her as they walked slowly toward her car.

				“He’s in there. And I’m not going to stay if that’s okay.”

				Cody opened the passenger’s door. Strapped in the seat was a bright red urn, the color of the Saint Louis Cardinals.

				“He went so much faster than the doctors thought,” she said from behind him as he gently picked up the urn. “But I’ve told you all of that on the phone. He wanted to be here. He wanted you to be the one.”

				Cody turned around, the urn containing the ashes of his little brother pressed against his chest. Kate looked away.

				“If it’s any consolation, he knew,” she said softly.

				“He knew that I would do this?”

				She sighed. “No, he knew that you loved him as much as he loved you.”

			

			
				Without another word she went around and got behind the wheel of her little car. He watched her drive away.

				“Well Adam,” he said, his voice sounding small somehow, like the voice of a ten year-old boy. “It’s just like it used to be and they still play ball here!” An idea came to him.“You know what I think I’ll do? I think I’ll find a sporting goods store and go buy some bats and balls and some gloves and stuff and I’ll wrap it all up. I’ll put it under the water tower for them.”

				Get some catcher’s gear too. I always wanted to be a catcher.


				“Yeah,” Cody said, “Yeah, right on. I’ll do it.”

				He walked to the middle of the diamond and stopped, gently kicking at a crude piece of wood driven into the ground with what looked like a couple of tent spikes, the pitcher’s mound. After a few minutes of quietly wandering around he went over and sat down cross legged in the shade of the tower. He laughed. “Remember the day we had the food fight?”

				A white pick-up was bouncing slowly down the narrow dirt trail used to service the water tower. A bald old man was sitting behind the wheel, looking at him through squinting eyes.

				He got out and walked toward where Cody was sitting, the urn cradled in his lap.

				“Can I help you son?” The man’s tone was soft and a little suspicious.

				“I used to live right over there.” Cody pointed to where their little house had once stood.

				“Yeah? House burned years ago,” said the guy.

			

			
				“I lived there with my dad and my little brother.” Cody held out the urn. “My little brother Adam wanted me to scatter his ashes here where we played ball when we were kids.”

				A silent moment passed between them. Cody broke it by asking, “What’s the view like from up there?”

				The guy shrugged. “You can see the whole town and then some.”

				He thought about that for a moment. “I was wondering . . .”

				The old man smiled. “You were wondering if you could do it from up there?”

				Cody nodded. “It would mean a lot . . .”

				“To your brother?”

				Cody stood up and carried the urn out from under the tower. They walked out from under it and looked up.

				“What’s your name?” the guy asked.

				“Cody Ryerson.”

				The old man pulled his gaze from the glimmering tower and glanced at the urn.

				He sighed, “Well, you best not fall off that goddam ladder or it’ll be my ass, Cody Ryerson.”

				Ten minutes later Cody was standing on the platform atop the tower, having climbed the old man’s ladder to the steel rungs that ran up the side to the little perch. And from this spot he really could see the entire town, but what interested him most lay directly below. He closed his eyes and he could hear them laughing, dust covered boys slick with sweat, laughing their butts off. He could hear the crack of the bat and the bark of “Steeerike!” He released the contents of the urn and watched the ashes as they were carried out over The Lot on the breeze.

			

			
				At the top of his lungs Cody yelled, “Toulou-La! Adam, Toulou-La!”

				


				



			

	






			

			
				DINNER FOR THE DEAD

				The hardest part of being dead is watching the living eat. Like an amputee victim who feels a twitch in his missing leg, I still feel saliva pooling in my mouth when I pass a buffet table. If I were alive today, I’d eat bacon cheeseburgers whenever I wanted. I’d cook with real butter and drink milkshakes for breakfast. I’d make sure I died of a massive coronary brought on by arteries clogged with deep fried foods instead of dying the way I did.

				Not only can I not taste anything, but I can’t touch anything. The only thing I can feel is the guilt that weighs on me, keeping me tethered to the land of the living. Let me tell you about the night I died. The Cubbies were in the midst of a seven game losing streak. I was sitting in the bleachers at Wrigley thinking that maybe they might finally break the string, but they blew a three run lead in the ninth and lost in fourteen. It was late when I started the long walk back to my apartment. I was kicking a rock down the sidewalk in a seedy neighborhood when I heard a scream. Frozen dead in my tracks, I listened to it echo in the empty city streets. With some reticence I turned and looked to my right. At the end of a dark alley something was thrashing around in the shadows. I strained to get a better look and heard a gasping whelp and a low angry grunt. At that very moment the moon broke through the clouds and I saw a woman’s face. She was young, maybe in her twenties or early thirties like me. Her features were striking. Her eyes were fixed on me. Her lips moved in silence. Then whoever had her, dropped her and she returned to the shadows where her body struck the broken concrete of the alley with a dull thud.

				I convinced myself that she was already dead and that there wasn’t a thing I could do for her. It made my decision to turn and run and easy one. Then I heard her groan and I knew that she wasn’t dead, at least not yet. Instead, she was watching a coward flee. I chanced a look over my shoulder as I lunged into the street. I never saw the truck.

			

			
				Before we go any further, let me take a moment to introduce you to the physical author of the story you are reading. The man putting pen to paper for you is Walter. He lives in what the sign out front calls an ‘assisted living community,’ but where I’m from, we call them nursing homes. They say he has Alzheimer’s. Strangely enough, Walter can see me. Sometimes, like right now for example, he lets me in. This gives me the chance to exist in the physical realm and I think Walter enjoys having the focus of my mental energy, but it also takes a toll on him. Around here they think Walter has really lost it, especially when I’m in his driver’s seat. I suspect everyone has the potential to be manipulated by spirits, but a healthy mind has to in some fashion invite them in. Walter is not hitting on all cylinders. Death is closing in on him which is maybe why he is able to see me. Maybe that’s also why he lets me drive. I don’t think it will be long until Walter leaves his body behind and I hope that when he does, he’s able to take the on-ramp into the light. Okay, enough with the automotive analogies, you’re saying and I agree. I was a writer in life and I suppose I still am one, though a bit out of practice.

				Whenever your number is up, keep this in mind – it takes a while to become acclimated to the idea that you are dead. Some of the spirits I see floating around here never really grasped that. Once I began to figure it all out, the laws of this side of the universe started to make a little sense to me. I learned a few things. Take your traditional haunting for example – furniture slides across the floor, ghostly sightings, and of course the always unnerving creepy noises. It might really be the work of ghosts. Some do it because they are confused, some because they are bored and some simply do it to be vindictive. There are a lot of dead who hate the living. Eventually I learned many of these tricks, some from another former writer. He’s got it down to a science. Ed, as I like to call him, takes great pleasure in haunting his former Baltimore home.

			

			
				The dead are not the only ones lurking about on this side of the curtain. Pick up a newspaper and you’re apt to find a story about a guy how flips out and slaughters his entire family. The newspaper story will tell you how perplexed his neighbors and coworkers were at the news, how he worked a straight nine to five, how he volunteered at the homeless shelter around the holidays, how he refused to take a dime for mowing the yard of the old lady across the street. Then one day he up and wigs out, buries his children alive in the basement, that sort of thing. I’ll let you in on a little secret – he had help.

				There’s a presence on this side, a malevolent entity that I suppose would generally be called a demon, but for the sake of our tale, we’ll call him Mr. X. Mr. X is a parasite in a fast moving car (sorry, couldn’t resist) cruising up and down the street waiting for someone to leave their door open so he can stop in and raise some hell. And the door needn’t be open very wide, just a crack will do. Let’s take the loving father from the newspaper account. Maybe he just ripped off a business partner or maybe he’s been screwing the babysitter. It doesn’t really matter. The point is that Mr. X took notice and he’s now slipped in through the open door. The next thing you know, Daddy is standing in the cellar over a mound of freshly turned dirt with blood on his hands and he doesn’t even know what hit him.

				I’ve seen Mr. X at work many times since that first night, the night he used a balding middle aged accountant as a vessel to bludgeon that girl to death. The newspaper account of that one said that the killer, who was found sobbing in front of a four-story brownstone a block away, had snapped after a run of bad luck left him in hock to an unhappy bookie. He’d mugged and killed the girl for thirty bucks. His attorneys were claiming that he was not guilty by reason of insanity. The last paragraph of the story mentioned a writer who was hit by a garbage truck near the spot where the girl’s body was found.

			

			
				Now let me stress this – I’m no hero, but I do know how to carry a grudge. And so, after a lengthy visit with my friend the writer, an expert on the macabre, I set out to try and get a little revenge.

				*

				Her name is Maggie Carpenter. Not really the kind of name that one associates with black lipstick, pierced eyebrows, tattoos around both wrists and army boots, but she was pure goth strutting up and down the halls of Whitney Young High School in Chicago. I happened across Maggie and two of her friends one day while floating my alma mater reliving my former glory. The three girls had slipped into an empty teacher’s lounge with an old beat-up Ouija board and I decided to have a little fun with them.

				Maggie’s two friends, Zophe and Scarlett, probably more likely Ashley and Emily or something, took off like their black fishnet stockings were on fire when I sent the coffee pot flying across the room. Maggie stuck around and began to ask me questions, which in all honesty, spooked me a little. The idea that a skinny little high school sophomore would be interested in ghosts and death was unnerving.

				 “Come on,” she said, “Tell me if there’s going to be a science quiz. Or better yet, give me the answers during the quiz if there is one.”

				I didn’t want to pique her interest any further so I stayed quiet as she rambled on. “I know you’re still there,” she said, but just the same she shrugged, tucked her Ouija board under her arm and walked out of the room. I followed her. A couple of guys in letterman’s jackets slowed as they passed her in the hall.

			

			
				“I’d ask her to the dance, but she probably has plans to slit her wrists Friday night,” one of them said. She dropped her eyes to the floor and kept walking. Later that afternoon the same jerk had the gall to look over her shoulder during a history exam. Maggie knew it but didn’t say a word to the teacher. Maggie Carpenter fascinated me.

				When I was in college and the party was still cooking right along at three o’clock in the morning you would often hear this piece of sound advice, “Have another beer, you’ll get plenty of sleep when you’re dead.” Turns out that couldn’t be further from the truth. There is no sleep on this side so by day I hung around Whitney Young keeping an eye on Maggie and by night I would slip in and out of the seedier corners of the city looking for Mr. X in hopes of getting even. I had a lot more fun with Maggie.

				One day a bitchy little blond cheerleader with perfect teeth was harassing Maggie in gym glass. I helped a softball take a bad hop into her nose. I knocked over a cup of coffee on an algebra teacher’s desk forcing a re-take of a test that she clearly hadn’t studied for. Maggie was the underdog and having been a lifelong Cubs fan, (or at least since I was old enough to curse) I was always pulling for the underdog. That boy who was cheating off Maggie in history class, well he had an unfortunate run-in with a possessed bathroom sink that shot water all over the crotch of his designer jeans right before a school wide pep rally.

				As for my night job, my investigation into the habits and personality of Mr. X revealed that taking him out of circulation wouldn’t come without some risk to me. However, it wouldn’t be me that would suffer for my lusting after revenge . . . It would be Maggie.

			

			
				One rainy afternoon Maggie’s history teacher offered her extra credit if she would be the fifth member of the school’s academic competition that night. They needed a student with a good knowledge of history and Maggie was sharp when it came to history, especially all the sordid bits like the Spanish Inquisition and the Salem Witch Trials. She agreed to participate even though she didn’t need the extra credit. I overhead a couple of the preppie members of the team snickering about Maggie joining them and I decided I would stick around to see how things went.

				Surrounded by a bunch of National Honor Society types, the boys in collared shirts and ties, the girls in pants suits, was Maggie in a black thigh high dress, black fishnet stockings and knee high boots. The purple streak in her hair matched the stud in her tongue. And she smoked their butts! She was terrific. She knew the Titanic went down in April 1912, that Bonnie and Clyde met their end in Louisiana, that Henry VIII had two of his six wives beheaded and when the question was asked, “Who is Mr. Cub?” she answered, “Ernie Banks.” I couldn’t have been more proud.

				When the contest was over she volunteered to stick around and help clean up. Fearing that her teammates might try to get even for being shown up by a goth chick, I followed her into the gymnasium. A girls’ basketball game had just wrapped up and a few students were still milling around. Maggie ignored their snide comments and headed down a dark and narrow hallway under the stands to a storage closet where she was going to put a box of timers used in the competition. She opened the door and we were met by the sound of a whispered grunting. There was a man with his back to us and his face pressed up against the wall. He turned quickly, hitching up his pants, his eyes wide, a sneer forming on his thin lips. The nametag on his green janitor’s uniform read “Stan.” Apparently Stan had created a small hole in the wall that separated the janitor’s closet and the girls’ showers.

			

			
				Stan looked down at the video camera in his hand and placed it neatly on a nearby shelf. Then he slid a tall cart of textbooks in front of the hole, all as Maggie stood stone still, white as a ghost. Suddenly a flash of motion darted past me and a wispy gray mist was absorbed by the janitor. Stan never saw it coming. He bent at the waist coughing and then he slowly looked up and smiled at Maggie. Then he did something that would have sent a shiver down my spine if I’d had one, he twisted his head in my direction and shot a wink at me. Mr. X had found a dirty old vessel to use and he seemed eager to play.

				Of course, looking at naked teenagers wasn’t what interested Mr. X. My writer friend had once told me that the only way to destroy the murderous Mr. X was to wait until the spirit had taken control of a host. Killing the host would kill them both. Did Stan the janitor deserve to die for taking lewd pictures of children? Contrary to popular belief, ghosts cannot kill the living. It’s against the rules of nature, sort of like the Cubs winning a World Series. I was going to need the help of a living, breathing person if I was going to take him and Mr. X out and Maggie was the only one there. Mr. X was going to have to wait; I had to help Maggie escape.

				The janitor lunged and Maggie dropped the timers on the floor. She was frozen in place like I had been when I heard that scream come from the alley the night I died. I focused all of my energy on the light bulb hanging in the center of the small room and it burst, throwing shards of glass in all directions. This got Maggie moving. She turned and darted into the hall and I swung the door shut. Mr. X was limited by the constraints of his host. He had winked at me because he knew I was there before he had entered Stan, but like Stan, now he was blind. I watched as the janitor groped blindly for the door, crashing into shelves full of cleaning supplies. And then something happened that I wasn’t quite prepared for. Out of the old man came a dozen tendrils of black smoke like tentacles flailing blindly for me.

			

			
				Outside Maggie screamed and I slipped through the closed door to find that she had turned left instead of right coming out of the storage room and had come to a dead end. At this time of night the exit at that end of the narrow hall was locked. I had to buy her more time. I returned to the room with the intention of knocking one of the tall shelves over on the man but before I could, one of the sticky tendrils of smoke seized me and for the first time since my encounter with the garbage truck, I actually felt something. It was Mr. X tearing at my guts, reaching inside me, his poison spreading through me. I saw Stan open the door. I saw Maggie running back up the hall. I saw him step in front of her and block her way. I felt like my invisible insides were being ripped out of me and yet fear or maybe it was something more tangible than that overcame me and by force of will I broke free. I was depleted of my energy – a bad thing because after all, that’s all a ghost really is – but I was free.

				The janitor charged at Maggie, knocking her to the floor. He fell on top of her and she uttered a muffled cry. Then Stan raised up and yanked a box cutter out of his pocket. In the faint light Maggie caught a glimpse of it. She screamed but he cupped a big filthy hand over her mouth and took a swipe, slicing through her dress at the shoulder. He was ready to finish the job but it turned out that Maggie was more fond of life than she had let on around her goth friends. She kicked him in the groin and pushed away, sliding on her back, blood running from the deep gash in her shoulder. He grabbed the hem of her dress and pulled her toward him just as a whip of black mist shot out of the old man toward me. I was tempted to run because that’s what cowards do, but I held my ground even as Mr. X ripped into me again.

				Maggie drew her fist back to hit him and he drew his own hand back to slash her throat with the box cutter. I knew her little fist wouldn’t be enough to do the job so I conjured my remaining energy and guided a sharp triangle of wood, used to prop open the door, into her hand. He let out a low growl as he swung the box cutter but Maggie got to him first, ramming the doorstop into the socket of his left eye. There was a popping sound followed by a high pitched squeal of horror from the big man’s lips. It was the kind of sound that might come from a teenage girl who found out that an old pervert had been videotaping her in the shower. Then the bastard fell on Maggie. The tendril of inky black evil that had me slowly evaporated. Mr. X and his marionette were both dead.

			

			
				What I didn’t instantly realize was that when he fell on Maggie, the janitor drove the box cutter into her belly with all of his weight. She wriggled out from under him and tried to stand, but tumbled backward, crashing into the wall, sitting with her legs stretched out in front of her, blood on her black army boots, blood soaking the front of her dress. She clasped a hand to her belly where the box cutter was still lodged. She would bleed to death without help and I had no way to help her. I didn’t know what to do. The blood was pooling on the floor and she was coughing. Her eyes were wet and her lips were moving.

				Then she reached for me.

				I turned away. I couldn’t bear to watch her die and that’s when I saw it – the fire alarm, its little red glowing light like an ember of hope. She couldn’t see me, wasn’t reaching for me at all; she was reaching for the alarm. I focused and with what little energy I had left, flipped the lever. Bells started going off all over campus and over them I heard Maggie whisper, “Thank you Ghost.”

				A minute or two later a security guard arrived, having tracked the source of the alarm to the dimly lit hallway. He tended to Maggie until emergency personnel showed up and wheeled her away in an ambulance.

			

			
				I’m happy to report that Maggie returned to school a couple of weeks later with two new scars to share with her goth friends. She also began to receive some well-deserved respect from her peers. As for me, I figure someone’s got to hunt down and destroy Mr. X because there are a lot of him around, waiting to turn little indiscretions into ugly horrors. Anyway, I should be floating along now. Walter is running out of steam and an old woman is now in his room. She’s talking to him, calling him Michael.

				“It’s time to go now Michael.”

				“But my name is Walter.”

				Suddenly out of the old woman stepped a beautiful spirit with jet-black hair, the ghost of someone I recognized from somewhere.

				“You’ve done enough here Michael. They sent me to you.” She smiled. “By the way, I never thought you were a coward.”

				“Where are we going?”

				“Don’t worry, you’ll be happy there.” She reached out and took my hand. “Come on, let’s get dinner.”

				


				



			

	






			

			
				FEAR AND THE STORM

				Having lived on the Pacific coast all of her life, Jill Peters had never developed a fear of tornadoes. However, cruising down this deserted rural highway in eastern Kansas, it became obvious to her that tornadoes could be added to the list; the ever increasing array of things, rational and otherwise, that terrify her.

				All afternoon, between old country tunes, the nasally voiced weatherman gave updates. The twang in his voice reminded Jill of that country singer, the one who sounded like he could use a good decongestant. Just as he had predicted, the storm materialized on the western skyline about 4 pm. She watched lightning leapfrog around in the little clouds that rushed out in front of the thunderhead. It was that one – the big one – that scared her. She scrutinized it for half an hour as a panic attack grew inside her chest, spreading to her throat. Now with the storm filling the entire horizon, the dreaded panic attack was threatening to strangle her from the inside out. 

				“This is kind of exciting, huh?” said Jim from the driver’s seat. Jill kept quiet, eyes on the storm.

				“Reminds me of when I was a kid in Oklahoma. Haven’t seen anything like it since,” he said over the weatherman’s rundown of counties in the path of the storm. She didn’t know what county they were in but she was sure it was on the list. And what if a tornado popped out of that black bubbling mess? How fast could the rented van move, what with it being weighted down with all of her and Jim’s belongings in the back?

				“I can’t believe how dark those clouds are,” Jim was saying, but he fell silent when the weatherman’s voice became animated.

				“We are now getting reports of hail and seventy-five mile an hour winds . . . What was that? Okay, now we are getting confirmation that the National Weather Service radar is picking up rotation. If you are in the path of this storm, take cover –”. What he had to say next was fuzzed out when a bolt of lightning struck the ground in a distant field of what Jill thought was probably corn. Seconds later the tall grass outside her window began flailing in the wind.

			

			
				The weatherman’s voice returned, but every other word was lost as almost constant lightning interrupted the AM signal. Despite her anxiety, Jill couldn’t help but look out her window. They were passing a farmhouse with an old rickety picket fence in the front and she tried to imagine Tom Sawyer painting it, but her mind was jerked back to reality when she noticed the rusty metal windmill by the barn. It was spinning and wrenching from side to side like it was trying to break free from the earth. In its old age, it had forgotten it was a windmill and thought it was a prop plane attempting a takeoff. She wondered if her own father – whose senility and poor health had forced her and Jim to pick up and move to Florida to be with him – she wondered if he also had flights of fancy in his old age. Perhaps her father’s disconnected ramblings were the result of some great adventure he was living out in his mind. It was a comforting thought, but it quickly evaporated when lightning stabbed down in a nearby grove of fruit trees. It was followed by a massive roll of thunder. The wind was shaking the van and she glanced over at Jim who now was now employing the ten and two method on the steering wheel, the one they teach at driving school, the one he never used despite her requests. He needed both hands to steer the van. The realization caused her to start shaking and she felt cold sweat running from her armpits.

				Jim shifted his gaze from the road to the storm outside her window. It was just a glance, but it was enough. The look in his eye was enough to move Jill from her usual precarious perch on the ledge of emotional stability into a headlong plunge into a dark sea of terror. It was now official, fifty-one year-old Jill Peters, mother of two, wife of thirty-two years, and former telephone company secretary, was no longer in control. Her panic had taken over and was steering the ship. There had been a mutiny and rational thought was tossed overboard.

			

			
				She began to hyperventilate. 

				“Oh my God! You’re kidding me. A panic attack? Now?” Jim growled. “It’s a storm. We’ll be out from under it in a few minutes.”

				She wasn’t buying what he had to say because she could see otherwise by the look in his eye. She didn’t reply. Instead she leaned to her left to try and get a look at the speedometer, but then thought better of it. They were going fast, faster than they should have been and maybe that was a good thing and maybe that was a bad thing. Despite what he’d said, Jim knew the situation was serious. But at the same time more people die in auto accidents than they do in tornadoes. She reached her arms to the ceiling to try and force deep breaths and with those deep breaths came a small sense of control, but it was tenuous. Fearing that another glimpse out her window might destroy the bridge to mental stability she was building, she clinched her fists and thrust them between her thighs. Staring down at her lap, she fought the urge to take a peek.

				They went another mile. The weatherman was gone, the station was broadcasting only static. One of Jim’s pet peeves was static. He’d changed radio stations ten million times on the way from California, every time a station hinted at going out. She ventured a glance at him and saw that he was staring past her out the window toward the west. The color was draining from his face, stealing his northern California tan and leaving him looking old and scared.

			

			
				“That’s a wall cloud, and do you see the rotation?” His voice was small and frail.

				Jill wasn’t sure what Jim meant by “wall cloud” but when she summoned the courage to look all she saw was a vast darkness in the west that stretched from the heavens to the ground. She felt a tightening in her bladder and thought she might wet herself, but before she could even begin to worry about that, her attention was ripped from her window to the van’s windshield where something had smacked it, leaving a chip in the glass.

				“Hail!” Jim exclaimed.

				Next came a loud plunk on the roof, and then another. Jill jumped in her seat when a hailstone like an opal struck the windshield in front of her.

				“Okay, a tornado could drop on us any time,” said Jim, whose voice was now filled with fear. “There’s a farmhouse over there. I think we’d better –”

				He jerked the van from the asphalt onto a rough dirt lane.

				“Doesn’t look lived in,” she shouted over the roar of the wind and the pounding of hail on the van’s roof.

				“Doesn’t matter. Most of those houses have basements or cellars. That’s what we need.”

				The van hit a rut causing Jill to bounce in her seat and bite her tongue. Jim steered the big Chevy off the lane into a field that may have once been home to a dirt driveway, but was now overgrown. Above the fury of the storm and above the roar of the van’s engine she could hear Jim groaning. It was a sound not born of trepidation or pain, but of uncertainty – the sound only a wife can decipher. Her husband was right to be uncertain because they weren’t yet halfway across the field when they hit something and she was thrown forward in her seat. Once again she bit her tongue and this time she could taste blood, which on an ordinary day would have set her off, but this was no ordinary day. The horrors of this day kept getting worse, one right after the next and now the worst of them loomed over her.

			

			
				The house.

				The two story structure was capped by a steep towering roof that was full of holes. She imagined that the clapboard siding had once been painted white but now the paint was chipped away by years of neglect and it was a dull gray. On the sagging front porch was the skeleton of a couch, its innards of springs and rotting cushions exposed. Shards of broken glass hung in the windows like mouths full of jagged teeth. A tree was growing up on the southwest corner, prying the house away from its foundation. The thing was an atrocity and Jill imagined its intentions were just as evil as those of the storm chasing them.

				Cursing, Jim threw the van in reverse and attempted to steer them around the obstruction hidden in the grass. Jill braced herself for another impact, but this time Jim managed to negotiate the van around the mysterious object. They plowed onward toward the house. Jill glanced skyward and saw that the smaller clouds that had been rushing ahead of the monster had persevered and at last caught up to them. Lightning streaked the sky overhead and Jill noticed a black shape beating its wings against the fierce wind. The creature, which resembled a giant bat, lost its battle to stay aloft and struck the house’s brick flue, tumbling down to the ground. That is when Jill realized that it wasn’t a living creature, but only a roofing shingle. She looked over her shoulder toward the west and was reminded of Alfred Hitchcock’s movie The Birds. The sky was full of them.

			

			
				Jim shouted something but she couldn’t make it out. The storm was now deafening. She leaned toward him and looked at his mouth and the only word she could conjure was “tornado.” Then the van hit something else and they were both thrown violently forward and the engine died. Dazed, she watched as Jim reached over and released her seatbelt. He grabbed her left forearm, opened his door and jumped out, dragging her with him. He was shouting again, but she couldn’t make out a word of what he was saying. He half carried, half dragged her to a narrow basement window. She watched her husband kick the remaining shards of glass out of the frame and then she looked up at the house as it towered over them.

				She thought she saw it smile.

				What horrors live here? Rats, spiders and snakes were a sure bet, and who knew what else. She simply could not go in there. The tornado would be a more reasonable option. She steadied herself against the side of the house in order to keep from being driven into it. She was being bombarded by tiny particles of dirt and debris riding the wind. Somehow Jim slipped through the little opening into the basement and the next thing she knew, he had her by her wrists and was pulling her through the window into the dark.

				*

				When they still owned their home in Little River, California, before the financial problems, before the bankruptcy, back when she was still whole, Jill had an old IBM computer set up in the guest bedroom. She liked to write short stories, usually Mommy Lit. It was a great hobby and she’d even had a couple of stories published. Sometimes when she’d get on a roll and start typing at mock 8 (what she called it when she was really inspired) the machine would become overwhelmed and freeze-up. The IBM’s brain was unable to process the information fast enough, and would shut down. That is what happened to Jill Peters when she hit the hard dirt floor of the basement.

			

			
				By the time her mind unlocked, the worst of the storm had passed. Jill lay in the dark with the sound of rain coming down outside. Slowly she sat up and hit her head against a thick wooden beam, probably a floor joist. She scooted back against the rock basement wall. Above her head was the window they had come through. A narrow beam of light penetrated the opening, allowing her to see that the house had been knocked over. The ground floor was now in the basement.

				“Jim!”

				No reply.

				“Jim! Where are you?”

				Only the sound of rain and distant rumbles of thunder.

				“Jim! Jim! JIM!”

				Nothing.

				Jill had thought she knew fear. Her mind went to that day four years prior, the day when everything changed. She had been a whole person then. She had a job, working for the phone company. Walking through the parking garage to her car late one evening, a man appeared from the shadows. He robbed her of her cash, but that wasn’t enough. After he’d stuffed a wad of bills into his pocket and thrown her purse to the ground, he shoved her down on the concrete and crawled on top of her, ripping her clothes, forcing himself on her. When it was over, he stood up, spit on her naked belly and walked away.

			

			
				That was the day when Jill’s ability to cope with the world vanished. From that day forward her life was an existence of constant tension where even the most mundane tasks were equivalent to petting a stray dog – sometimes the dog licked your hand and made you smile, sometimes it tore a chunk out of you. That day Jill Peters came to an understanding, an intimate relationship with Fear.

				But could it have been as bad as this?

				Even in the good days before the events in the parking garage and the panic attacks that followed, there was claustrophobia. It had always been there, even before she knew what it was called. One of Jill’s earliest memories was of her older brother shutting her in a darkened closet. It had seemed like days that she was in there before her daddy rescued her. Claustrophobia was the monster under the bed . . . always there, waiting in some dusty corner of her mind. Now in this dark and sinister place she could hear it rustling, waking.

				With great effort she pried herself away from the rough basement wall and leaned to her right, feeling around in the darkness. She grabbed a handful of moist earth and quickly dropped it. It felt alive. She leaned to her left and stuck her hand into a thick patch of cobwebs and screamed. She could feel the little spiders darting around on her hand, working their way up her arm. She plunged her hand up in front of her face in the faltering light and found no spiders, only ancient webs. Before the fear could turn her to stone, she forced herself forward on her hands and knees, away from the small amount of light coming through the window behind her. She found Jim. Taking his hand, she couldn’t help but notice how cold it was. Jill felt her way up his arm to his shoulder, but that was as far as she could go. He was pinned under a mountain of rubble. Seizing his wrist, she found his pulse. It was weak and inconsistent.

				Jill pushed against the enormous floor joist that lay on top of him until her muscles were hot and ached but it wouldn’t budge. She dug with her hands at the pieces of flooring and the house’s exterior wall that had tumbled down over him, but in the collapse it had all become one unmovable object. This evil house, which had sneered at her the moment she laid eyes on it, had swallowed her husband alive.

			

			
				Jill had to get help but the window was no longer large enough to accommodate her. She was a small woman, but it was now little more than a slit in the foundation. Crouching forward again, she noticed that through the wreckage at the south end of the house a single hazy beam of light cut through the murk. It lay at the end of what seemed like a tunnel through the debris.

				There has to be another way.

				Surely someone would be traveling in the wake of the storm looking for the injured. They would see the van and know that someone had taken refuge in this god forsaken place. They would come and help. Jill turned around and pressed her face against what remained of the window, only to see that the van was gone. Had the tornado simply moved the van out of her view? Or, had it picked it up and deposited it a mile away? If it was gone, the local authorities would not waste their time digging through the remains of what they would know was an abandoned farm house.

				Jill Peters didn’t have a choice. Her husband was hurt bad, maybe dying. She would have to try crawling through the tunnel to the light, and then run to the highway so she could flag down a car and get help.

				On her hands and knees Jill edged toward the passage. She reached in, half expecting something to bite her hand off. When nothing happened she reached in with her other hand and pricked her palm on something sharp, probably a nail. Oh dear God, a rusty nail. She felt for the board the nail was sticking out of and found that it took up a large portion of the tunnel. She would have to get down on her belly in order to slink under it.

			

			
				Jill pressed her body to the dirt floor, dug the toes of her sneakers into the soil and shoved her body forward. She could feel the board scraping across her back. She couldn’t help but let out a cynical chuckle. She’d always envied women with D-cup breasts. She never would again.

				“Thank God for my little B-cups,” she whispered as she inched along at a maddening pace. It became a mantra. She repeated it over and over again as a means of keeping her focus on anything but the confining space, the darkness and the unknown. “Thank God for my little B-cups.”

				Finally she cleared the board and was able to get to her hands and knees, but only for a couple of feet. Before her were two large joists. One was flush on the ground and the other was suspended, maybe a foot above the other. She would have to slip between them. This time she opted to limbo over the bottom one on her back. They were rough and splintered, either from age or from being twisted and deposited in a heap with tons of debris on top of them. As she slipped through, Jill gouged her forehead with a splinter and with her arms pinned at her sides, she was unable to pluck the tiny stake from her skin. The thought of it there . . . festering . . . outside her reach . . . It was maddening.

				Once her shoulders cleared the timbers she was able to get her right hand to her forehead and remove the splinter, but now she was suspended, teetering on the lower joist. Slowly, cautiously she wiggled forward until she was in a position to use her feet to give her a final push over the board. That’s when she heard a noise. At first it sounded like it was the house settling. She’d heard dozens of boards creaking and snapping, but this was different. This was a chittering sound and it was coming from somewhere in the direction she was moving, toward the light.

			

			
				Jill froze. Her back ached. She couldn’t move, couldn’t even breath. Slowly the chittering became a squeaking sound and with the squeaking was a clicking that she knew had to be little claws running on boards. RATS!

				Before she could scream she felt something brush against the back of her head. She gasped and the air was so harsh, so filthy that her lungs rejected it. She coughed and gagged. Then something brushed against her shoulder. This time she screamed, shrill and with ferocity. Over and over she screamed, louder and louder. She inhaled the dust and mildew and heavy stink of soil and screamed and screamed and screamed until she was exhausted, until she had a hope that maybe she’d scared the little bastards away. Her screams slowly became sobs and she accepted the fact that if another rat touched her, it would all be over with. The authorities would find the corpses of Mr. and Mrs. James R. Peters. Or maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe they would be left to decompose, their bones picked clean by the little vermin.

				Jill listened for more rat sounds, but all was quiet except for the rain and the occasional settling of the house. Then she heard a deep guttural moan.

				“Jim?”

				“Jim! Can you hear me?”

				“Jim, if you can hear me hold on. Hold on! I’m going for help.”

				She shoved her way through the rest of the tight fit and into another little hollow, her words still ringing in her ears, giving her strength. Jill Peters was going for help. Yes, the very Jill Peters who the night before was too freaked out by her surroundings to even order her own meal at a grimy truck stop diner, was going to save her husband.

			

			
				She began to crawl forward. The little beam of light wasn’t as bright now because it was growing dark outside, but she was getting closer. Maybe ten feet was all she needed and she would be free.

				She crawled over broken glass and had a sharp board jab her in the side, tearing her shirt and drawing blood. She could feel it hot and sticky running down her belly, but she crawled on until she came to a thicket of tangled boards, some wide, some skinny, all very securely trapped in place. On the other side was the light. She was able to slip her arm through the mess and reach it. She was so close. She knew a range of emotion but anger was something she wasn’t adept at. Sad, sure; tense, all the time, but rarely mad. But now instinct kicked in and she used the anger. She turned around and began kicking at the boards, trying to get one to move just a little so she could slip through, but none would budge. She feared that if she kicked the wrong one, the pile would tumble down starting a chain reaction and that she would be crushed. She hesitated for a moment, but only long enough to remember how Jim’s cold hand felt in hers and his uneven pulse. She started kicking again with all of her might. She managed to break one of the thinner boards and tried to squeeze through. She stuck her head and her right shoulder through the hole and could see the faintest light in the west. A mist was falling and it felt amazing on her face. She opened her mouth to drink it in. She had almost allowed herself a smile, almost thought that this time she would win when the pile settled, driving a nail or a sharp board into her upper thigh. She felt it puncture her skin. Then suddenly the mess shifted again and her left ankle became wrenched, causing a searing pain to shoot up her leg all the way to her hip. She struggled to claw free, but the hope she’d had just a few seconds before was now a distant memory.

			

			
				Jill screamed until her voice was nothing but a raspy whimper. Then she heard a voice.

				“Hey there, let me help you.”

				Jill craned her neck and saw a shape crawling over the wreckage.

				“You’re lucky to be alive little lady,” he said.

				He put his hand on her shoulder, both to comfort her and also to balance himself on the beam he was standing on.

				“Yes,” she said. “And my husband is in there.”

				“Well then we’d better get you out and go get some help.”

				He wasn’t a big man but he was strong. With a loud grunt he managed to raise a big section of the exterior wall. He put his shoulder into it to hold it up while he yanked Jill free. She scrambled over the debris to the overgrown yard and collapsed, exhausted. The man hopped off the beam into the yard and helped her to her feet.

				“Come on, my truck is over there. I saw some emergency folks a couple miles back up the highway a bit. I’ll take you there and they can come back and get your husband out for you.”

				His arm around her waist, he helped her to the passenger side of an old box-style delivery truck parked on the gravel lane.

				“Thank you,” she said as he helped her in.

				“No problem little lady,” he replied, closing the door. It struck her odd that the man, who was in his early to mid twenties, would call her little lady. But by the time he had climbed into the driver’s seat, the thought had flickered and gone out. Her mind was as spent as her body and all she could think about was Jim trapped under the weight of that awful house. As they turned onto the highway, Jill looked out her window at it. It was hard to make out in the waning light, but she could see its outline. The tornado had hit it head-on and knocked to the ground what it hadn’t kept. The van and all their worldly possessions were nowhere to be seen.

			

			
				Lightning flared in the west.

				“They say another one might be on its way. I hope they’re able to get your husband out before it starts rainin’ again.”

				Jill studied the man’s profile in the yellow lights of the dashboard. He seemed to feel her gaze and turned to look at her. He smiled.

				“I can’t thank you enough,” she said.

				“No need, little lady.”

				There was so much she wanted to ask him, starting with how he had known they were there, but she never got the chance. He brought the truck to a stop in the highway across from a house where half a dozen vehicles with flashing lights were parked.

				“I can’t get this rig in there. There ain’t room, so I’ll just drop you here,” he said.

				Jill crawled out of the truck and hobbled toward the emergency vehicles. She grabbed the first fireman she could find and spilled her story to him. In less than sixty seconds, two police cars and an ambulance, with her riding in the lead car, were on their way to Jim.

				*

			

			
				In the hospital Jill was treated for her cuts and given crutches so she could stay off of her badly sprained ankle. She was assured by three different doctors that Jim, though in bad shape with a severe concussion and numerous broken bones, was going to be okay. She didn’t want to leave her husband’s side, but the hospital staff convinced her to take a room at a motel across the street. Jim was going to be in surgery, having bones mended throughout the night, and Jill was exhausted. She was so tired in fact, that she didn’t even have the capacity to panic at the thought of staying alone in a cheap motel. Perhaps the entire experience had been so traumatic that surviving it had helped her take a step toward recovery. Maybe while crawling through the wreckage of that house, she was at the same time, edging toward a place where she was in control, where stray dogs aren’t allowed to bite.

				She collapsed into the motel bed. As sleep came to her, she thought of her father. Jill suddenly sat bolt upright in bed. Hadn’t her father called her Little Lady when she was small? She went the phone and placed a call to her sister Lucy in Florida. It was Lucy that was staying with her daddy until she and Jim were able to move in and care for him. The phone rang several times before Lucy finally picked up.

				“Hello.”

				“Lucy, it’s Jill. I just wanted to check on Dad. How is he?”

				“Jillie, he’s been a pill all day. Oh, and by the way, I saw on the television that there were bad storms in the Midwest. Did you guys drive through any of that?”

				Jill thought about explaining but was too tired.

				“Yes, and I’ll fill you in later. Lucy, when I was little, what did Dad call me? What was his nickname for me?”

			

			
				“He called you Little Lady. I only know that because I was digging through some boxes I found in the attic yesterday and there was a birthday card in one that he’d given you when you were four. I just remember everyone calling you Jillie. Any way, it had little puppies on the front and it was addressed: To Daddy’s Little Lady. Why?”

				“Did he work as a delivery driver when we were small?”

				“I’m not sure, but it seems like maybe he did. I’d ask him, he’s still up, but his Alzheimer’s has robbed him of all of that.”

				“Thanks Lucy, I’ll call you back tomorrow.”

				“Oh Jillie, before you go, I’ve got to tell you. He had more energy today than I’ve seen him have in months. He was running around all day talking about how he needed an umbrella and asking me if I knew where the keys to his truck were. He hasn’t driven in years and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.”

				Jill wiped the tears away from her face with the back of her hand and said goodbye.

				With her head on the rented pillow and a smile on her weary face, Jill Peters fell asleep.

				


				



			

	






			

			
				A Note from the Author

				First I want to take a moment and thank you, Dear Reader. I know there’s a lot of competition for your attention. I’m honored you would take a few minutes to read this story. The Lot is set in the fictional town of Toulouse, Missouri, which also happens to be the setting of the novel I’m working on called The Old Man’s Dogs. The Old Man’s Dogs takes place on one day in late October 1981 and follows a cast of characters including Micah Stevens who is determined to set free a bunch of dogs he found at a house in the woods. Unfortunately for Micah, the old man who owns this puppy mill is as deplorable and frightening as the conditions in which the dogs are kept. Micah is just one of the many characters in Toulouse who find themselves in a sticky situation this day.

				So here Dear Reader is where I hit you up for some assistance. If you liked The Lot, I ask that you to hop over to Facebook, search it out and hit the “like” button. If you aren’t on Facebook please feel free to email me at csmorrow@hotmail.com. When The Old Man’s Dogs comes out, we’ll let you know. We will also hold a drawing, giving away paperback copies of my first novel, The Devil’s Choir. To be entered in the drawing, all you have to do is like the Facebook page or drop us an email. The other thing I ask is that you help get the word out about The Lot (you know, if you liked it).

				Finally, I want to thank my ten year-old son, Payton, and his friends for letting me coach their baseball teams. It’s good to be reminded what it feels like to be ten.
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