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August 1976

 

“C’mon, Zack. You promised.”

This was true. For Tommy’s fifteenth birthday, some months back, Zack had failed to get him any kind of gift. In a moment of guilty weakness, Zack had promised to take him to one of the lake parties, but had evaded keeping that promise. Tonight was the last party before Zack left for college, and Tommy knew it.

“Okay, you can come tonight, but don’t make me regret it. If you tell Mom anything, I'll kill you. Understand?” Zack waited for Tommy to meet his eyes.

Tommy looked up at his big brother, five inches taller than him, even after he’d had what was going to pass for his growth spurt. He gave him what he hoped was a confidence-inspiring grin.

“Do I look like a narc to you?” In light of their history, that was a poor choice of words. Tommy had ratted Zack out more times than he could remember.

Zack's eyes narrowed. “No, you don’t, at least not lately.” Lightning quick, Zack punched him in the side. Tommy winced, but didn’t say a word. “That’s why I’m bringing you along. Well, that and you make a good cover story with Mom. She’d never believe I’d take you to a kegger.”

I can’t really believe it either, but…heck yeah!

“As far as she knows, we’re just going to the lake for a bonfire. Got it?”

“Got it.”

Zack’s gaze lingered for two seconds longer, looking for weakness. “Good. We’re leaving in fifteen minutes. Get changed and grab a towel.”

Anything Tommy said could endanger his chances of going, so he shut up and went to their bedroom at the back of the house, the one that would soon be all his. He shimmied out of his gym shorts and fished his blue and gold swim trunks out of the bottom drawer. When Tommy reappeared in the living room, Zack shook his head. Skinny legs, Mom-approved swimsuit, brillo-pad hair that stuck out at all angles. “Oh, hell no. Not going to cut it. You look like you’re auditioning for the Osmonds.”

Zack and Tommy were as different as brothers could be. Zack was a younger version of their father, six feet tall with wavy brown hair that he wore in a long, careless shag. He was a natural athlete, an excellent middle distance runner with a full ride track scholarship at Oregon State. Zack got good grades and managed to stay out of serious trouble, due more to his ability to charm his way out of consequences than to his behavior. Zack had every girl he was ever interested in, and he had been interested in a lot.

Tommy was not handsome, athletic, academically gifted, charismatic, or popular. He studied hard to get lower grades than Zack got without effort.  He had a couple of good friends, but none of them were the popular kids who ran the school. Zack reigned over the popular clique. Seeing the brothers together, people sometimes wondered if the milkman had made an extra delivery on his early morning run, sixteen years earlier.

For Tommy, therefore, this debut with Zack’s friends felt important. If he had any chance to move up the hipness scale at Middle Falls High, it would start at this party.

“Man, don’t you ever go outside?” Zack stared pointedly at Tommy’s pale legs.

Tommy didn’t go outside much. He was fair-skinned, and long exposure to the sun turned him into a giant freckle. Or roasted him like a lobster.

“Okay. Never mind. Too late to do anything about that, but that swimsuit has got to go. It looks like something Mom picked out for you.”

Tommy opened his mouth to say, “She did,” but wisely closed it.

“You must have a pair of old jeans in there that you won’t need for school this year, don’t you?”

Tommy ran a quick mental inventory of his pants and said, “Yeah, but—”

"No buts. Go get ‘em. Hurry.”

When Tommy returned with the jeans, Zack brandished a pair of scissors. The jeans were well-worn, faded and soft with wear. Zack chopped at the legs with abandon, then held out his masterpiece with a devilish smile.

Zack had cut the jeans off so short that the pockets on both sides hung down below the cut. “Holy shit, Zack! You cut ‘em off too short! My ass will hang out.” Tommy’s voice sounded high and squeaky in his own ears, so he shut up.

“Man up. Don’t be a baby. Look at mine.”

Zack’s own cutoffs were the same, at least in theory. Of course, the style wouldn't look the same on Tommy. Screw it. If I have to let my ass hang out of my cutoffs in order to get into this party, so be it. “Change your shirt, too. Don’t you have something cool to wear? Wait, what am I thinking? Of course you don’t. Look under my bed, my Foghat shirt is under there. You can wear it tonight.”

“Yes!” turned to run back to his bedroom and almost stepped on Amy, their dachshund. Amy had a knack for standing where she was most likely to be in the way. He jumped over her, yelled, “Sorry, Amy!” over his shoulder, then almost barreled over his mother, Anne, half hidden behind a towering laundry basket. “Sorry, Mom!”

“Those better not be the jeans I got you for Easter. Those have to last you until Christmas!” The words echoed off the bedroom door, which Tommy had shut behind him. He pulled off the cutoffs and considered a new dilemma. He held the cutoffs against him. Do I need underwear with this? I don’t want to be a complete dork, but I don’t want my dingle berries hanging out, either. He tried the cutoffs on commando, but he was convinced he would be making his big debut in more ways than one.

Underwear it is.

Tommy rummaged under Zack's bed, pushing aside a stack of Penthouses and Playboys, until he found the black Foghat T-shirt. It was slightly rank, but no doubt cooler than a clean white shirt. He pulled it on and examined his look in the half-mirror over the dresser. His hair stuck out at many angles, as it always had. Nothing ever helps, so why bother? He gave up and headed for the front room.

    *

 

Zack jumped and slid gracefully across the hood of the ‘69 Camaro. He had seen Starsky and Hutch do the same thing a few weeks before and he’d been doing it ever since. Tommy opened the passenger door, clambered in and rolled down the window. Zack turned the key and the V-8 rumbled to life with its hoarse feline growl. The 8-track stereo clicked on and the rolling intro to Led Zeppelin’s Kashmir blared from the speakers. Zack nodded his head in rhythm to the music, looked at Tommy, smiled his Pepsodent smile, and winked.

Man, I wish I could hate him. No one can hate Zack, though. The bastard.

“You can ride shotgun unless we see some foxy girl walking down the road, then you’re in the back. Got it?”

“Got it.” Tommy pursed his lips and squinted out toward the horizon, going for his best 'I’m cool' pose. He had practiced it in the mirror that afternoon.

Twenty minutes later, Zack turned the Camaro off the highway onto a stretch of country road. A few miles later, he slowed and turned left onto a gravel road. This deteriorated into a dirt road, which soon gave way to a meadow marked by half a dozen sets of tire tracks. A campfire crackled in a crudely rocked firepit, loosely surrounded by large logs. Around the perimeter sat three old pickup trucks, a Pinto, an old Dodge, and a ’63 Impala. On the far side of the meadow was what Zack and his friends termed The Beach. It was just a muddy lake shore, but the name had stuck.

Zack rolled up and parked beside the Pinto. “Listen, Squirt. Try to find somebody that’s not too cool and hang out with them. Just don’t draw attention to yourself and you’ll be fine. You're my brother, after all.” He got out of the Camaro and walked up to a 300-pound behemoth lounging on a truck tailgate. “Beer me, Tiny.”

Jim “Tiny” Patterson had a lumberjack beard that merged with the black thatch on his chest. Zack claimed that Tiny had hit puberty in Kindergarten. Tiny pulled a clear plastic cup off a stack, held it under the tap of the keg sitting next to him, and handed it over. Zack poured the entire cup down his gullet, smacked his lips, and held the cup out again. “I dub thee 'Sir Tiny, Keeper of the Keg.' Beer me again, Sir Tiny.”

When Zack had his refill, he looked around the party for feminine companionship. Tommy watched as Zack's eyes fixed on a pretty brunette wearing cutoffs and a white halter top. A moment later, Zack's arm was around her, whispering something in her ear. The girl giggled.

Tommy sighed. What’s it like to be good at every damned thing you do? He slipped out of the Camaro, trying to be inconspicuous. He considered walking up to Tiny and confidently saying, “Beer me, dude,” but knew he would never be able to pull it off. He settled for eye contact and a nod. The less I say, the less chances for me to make an ass of myself.

“Baby Weaver,” Tiny rumbled, but smiled as he said it. His paw deftly plucked another cup, filled it, then held it out.

“Thanks, man.”

Tiny moved his hand back a fraction of an inch. The smile disappeared. “That’ll be a buck, Baby Weaver.”

Tommy flushed. The sum total of his earthly wealth amounted to less than the requested buck, and none of it was on him. He glanced around for Zack, but his brother was already gone. “Uhhh…”

Tiny smirked. “Just shittin’ ya, man. You’re covered.”

“Oh, ha. Good one.”

With Tiny’s limited attention span exhausted, he began humming along to Gimme Three Steps by Lynyrd Skynyrd blasting out of the truck’s speakers. Tommy wandered the edges of the party, flitting around like a moth at various groups, but moving away when someone looked at him. Eventually he came to rest against the side of the Camaro.

After ninety minutes, his first beer was warm and only half gone. Olympia beer was weak to begin with; as Zack always said, It’s the water, and nothing more.

Zack had snuck out to parties like this for years, and Tommy could see why. The whole party revolved around him. Tommy had always imagined these parties to be exotic, grownup affairs. The reality fell far short of that. There was a lot of casual flirting, and some couples wandered off into the woods. Massive amounts of beer and marijuana were consumed, much of both by Zack, who was already looking unsteady.

Never mind. I'm at a party with the cool kids, and I haven't humiliated myself yet. Here's to me. He took a swig of the warm, flat beer, then tried to pour out the remainder without anyone noticing, lest he be revealed as a lightweight. Just then, he felt something soft and warm brush against his arm, and a feminine voice say "Hey."

He turned and looked straight into the bottle-green, stoned-drowsy, dilated eyes of Amanda Jarvis. Tommy froze. He had never been so close to a goddess before and didn’t know how to act in her divine presence.

Admittedly, Amanda wasn’t a goddess in the technical sense. Just like Tommy, she was a sophomore at Middle Falls High. Beyond that, they lived in different circles. She was tall and lean, with blonde hair that feathered back from her heart-shaped face and fell straight down her back. She had dated college men since eighth grade. The Amandas of Tommy's world dated Zacks, not Tommies. She was wearing cutoffs and a burnt orange halter top that showed off her dark tan. The mixture of weed, tanning lotion, and perfume that wafted from her made his knees feel a little weak.

For one dizzying moment, Tommy thought she was going to kiss him. She didn't, but she flashed her dazzling white teeth at him and said, “Hey,” again. Her voice was distant, as cool as the other side of the pillow.“Uh, hey.” Tommy felt the telltale burn on his cheeks. If Amanda noticed, she gave no sign.

“I had to bring my cousin tonight, and she hasn’t found anyone to hang out with. She’s bugging me to leave, but I’m not ready to go yet. Would you talk to her?” She ran the tips of her fingers across Tommy’s neck, causing gooseflesh to erupt down his arms. He fought the urge to shiver with delight. If he’d had a tail, it would have been wagging vigorously.

Whatever minimal effort Amanda was spending to persuade Tommy into doing her bidding was unnecessary. He would strip naked and run through the center of the party if she so much as asked.

“Okay!” Too much. “I mean, yeah, sure. Where is she?”

Amanda inclined her head toward a short, heavyset redhead sitting alone on a log, staring into the fire, heaving a long sigh of boredom.

The universe aligns.

“Yeah, sure, Amanda. I’ll hang out with her. Do you know what she’s interested in?”

Amanda ignored the question. She had transferred ownership of the problem to a minion, and that was all that mattered. “Her name’s Georgia. That’s her name, though, not where she’s from.” Amanda laughed.

Tommy smiled as though that were funny. “I’ll talk to her.”

"Thanks." Amanda vanished like a genie, leaving behind that intoxicating mix of Fabergé shampoo, dope, and Babe perfume.

Tommy looked one way, then the other, trying to be inconspicuous about his mission. Tiny had abandoned his post at the keg and was passed out, a large mound of human in the grass. Tommy refilled his cup, then wandered toward the fire.

As he approached, Georgia looked up from the flames. “I know she sent you over here. If she had the sense God gave crabapples, she’d be dangerous.”

Tommy smiled.“Amanda? Yeah, she asked me to come and talk to you, but I’ve been spending all night trying to work up the nerve to come talk to you anyway. She just gave me an excuse.” Tommy paused, waiting to see if his nose might grow.

Georgia finally looked away from the fire and sized Tommy up. She said, “Whatever, doofus,” and scooched over on the log. It was a little after ten, and the sky had clouded over. The evening felt cool.

“I’m Tommy.” He sat down, a reasonable distance away.

“Georgia,” she said, turning to look back into the dancing flames.

“I’ve never seen you around town. Where do you go to school?”

“Hawaii. My Dad took a job over there a few years ago.”

“Hawaii? Awesome!” Tommy eyed her copy-paper complexion, tried to imagine her laying out on a sandy beach, and imagined her roasted to magenta. Her narrowed eyes and sour expression finally delivered the message: I don’t suffer fools gladly. Wise up, or begone.

Tommy could not wise up, but he could and did shut up.

Without looking at him, she said, “Yeah, I get it. I thought it would be cool to live in Hawaii, too, but after a few weeks, I just figured out high school is high school, wherever you are.” She nodded her head absently at Amanda, now cuddled up to an older-looking guy with a dark tan and workout biceps. “Well, whatever. Two more years, then I’ll be off to college and I can leave all that petty high school bull behind.”

I wonder if college isn’t just more high school on a bigger scale, Tommy thought. “What do you want to study in college?”

“What are you, my guidance counselor?” She glanced at Tommy. “Ah, forget it. I want to study Astronomy,” she said, pointing up at the sky. Starless, thanks to the clouds. As she did, a huge, warm raindrop splashed against her pale skin, as if the very stars she wanted to study had spat on her. There hadn’t been any rain in the forecast. More warm drops splattered down, then became a sudden sheet of water. The bonfire hissed as people scattered for cover.

Tommy yelled “See ya!” to Georgia, ran to the Camaro, and jumped into the shotgun seat. Zack did not show up; he was probably off in the woods with that foxy girl. After five minutes, when Zack did not materialize, Tommy looked in the ignition and saw that Zack had left the keys in. He turned the key a click, then flipped the wipers on. They could barely keep up with the deluge.

The party was obviously over. Engines started all around him. As the Pinto beside him backed up and turned away, the headlights flashed across the bank where a small group had been just a few minutes before. He thought he saw Zack lying on his back on The Beach, rain pounding down on him. What the hell?

Tommy opened the door and ran to the general vicinity. Sure enough, there Zack was, laying stretched out, mumbling something incoherent. “Zack!” Tommy shouted over the storm. “Zack, come on, let’s go!”

Zack’s head turned in Tommy’s direction, but his eyes didn’t focus. “No, I’m good right here.”

“It’s raining!”

“No shit,” Zack seemed content in spite of the weather.

“Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Zack lifted his head, focused on Tommy for a moment. “Hey, that’s my shirt.” He didn’t seem inclined to move more than that, so Tommy tried to pull him up into a sitting position. He got him bent almost to 90 degrees, then his hand slipped. Zack fell back, banged his head and laughed.

“Zack, come on, we’ve gotta get out of here. Everyone else is gone.”

“Chickenshits. What, are they gonna melt?”

“C’mon. You’re too heavy, I can’t lift you all by myself.”

“That’s because I’m a grown ass man and you are but a boy.”

Tommy sighed. He could not carry Zack, so Zack would have to cooperate. Tommy considered the problem, then did what he usually did under pressure: fib.

Zack’s eyes were closed and his mouth was open, making him look like a fish that had washed up out of the river. Tommy slapped Zack's cheek. “Wake up! Hey, you know Amanda? She said her parents weren’t home and that the party was moving to her house. Let’s go. We can catch up with them.” If that doesn't get him moving, I'm screwed.

Zack rolled over on his stomach. Tommy was afraid that he had passed out face down in the muddy grass, but he was just gathering his strength. He pushed himself up on all fours, like a baby getting ready to crawl. With Tommy lifting and guiding, they did a drunken tango to the Camaro. Zack slid behind the wheel and Tommy ran around to the passenger side. Once inside, Tommy looked and saw that Zack lacked the wherewithal even to shut the driver’s door. Tommy cursed, got out, ran around, glanced to make sure none of Zack's extremities were in the way, and slammed the driver’s door.

Before Tommy got back around to his side, Zack leaned across the passenger seat and vomited. “Dude,” Tommy said. “That is so gross. You’re probably going to blame me for that in the morning.” He stripped off Zack’s Foghat t-shirt and used it to scoop as much of the mess onto the grass as possible. He threw the shirt into the back seat.

Zack did not vomit again, nor did he do anything else. Tommy’s heart sank. There was no way that Zack could drive them anywhere. Unless Tommy were prepared to drive the Camaro home, they'd be spending the night right here. I only have my learner's permit, but I do have a licensed driver with me, even if he's out cold. I'll worry about sneaking Zack into our bedroom once we're home. One crisis at a time.

Tommy pulled and tugged Zack’s dead weight across the bucket seat to the passenger side. As he slammed the door, Zack's head lolled toward the window. Bonk.

Mental note: Do not drink yourself blind like this. It’s a pain in the ass for everyone else.

The downpour had eased into a more normal summer rain, but Tommy still shivered as he ran around to the driver’s side and clambered in. Under his breath, Tommy whispered, “Okay. Okay, okay, okay. It’s okay.” He scooted the driver’s seat forward, adjusted the mirror and seatbelt, but neglected to buckle Zack in. ”Okay.” He turned the key, and the motor growled to life.

Tommy had often imagined swiping the Camaro for a moonlight run. In his imagination, it had never gone quite this way. He put the gearshift into reverse, took a deep breath and let out the clutch. It was stiffer than he expected, and he popped it out too fast. The Camaro lurched backward a few yards, then died. Tommy winced in expectation of ritual ridicule, but Zack was beyond noticing anything.

C’mon, Weaver. You can do this.

This time he let the clutch out slowly, backing up in a curve until the headlights picked up the muddy tracks in the field. He pointed the nose of the car toward it and shifted into first. Too fast; the car jerked forward.

Tommy drove the Camaro old-lady style—back straight, nose pressed forward toward the windshield, every ounce of his being focused on the road ahead. The muddy field gave way to a muddy dirt road, then a straight gravel road. The Led Zep 8-track clicked over to Trampled Underfoot, keeping time nicely with the windshield wipers. Tommy relaxed a little and shifted into third, not too awkwardly, nosing the Camaro up to thirty.

When the gravel road T-intersected with County Highway 13, Tommy came to a complete stop. After looking both ways, he turned on his blinker, shifted into first and pulled onto the road. He managed to shift into second and third again without incident. Visibility was lousy, but no one else was on the road.

This isn’t so tough. I got this. Next stop: home.

Tommy couldn’t resist goosing the Camaro up to fifty, then sixty, enjoying the feel of the acceleration. The RPMs registered at 4000 and he felt alive and powerful. He pushed the clutch in to shift, but couldn’t find fourth gear. He took his eyes off the road, looked down, shifted into fourth, and let the clutch out.

When he looked up, he saw the reflected eyes of a small doe, frozen in the middle of his lane.

“Shit!”

Tommy slammed on the brakes, pushed in the clutch, and cranked the wheel hard to the left. The Camaro swerved violently, tires screeching as the momentum carried the muscle car into the oncoming lane. The back bumper passed the doe close enough to riffle the small hairs on her face.

The first hard rain in a month had brought up all the oil embedded in the pavement. The minute Tommy braked and swerved, momentum and force gained more control of the vehicle than the soaked, nervous boy behind the wheel. When the Camaro began to roll, Tommy's head hit the driver's side window hard enough to feel no more.

The car rolled over violently once, twice, three times. Finally, it slammed down right side up, the front end crushing a blackberry bush, the rear end hanging into the oncoming lane.

When Tommy came to, he couldn't see. Am I blinded? The warmth on his face finally explained the cause as blood running into his eyes from a cut on his forehead. He squinted, wiped the blood away, then unbuckled his seat belt. His left arm wouldn’t move. It felt like shoulder damage, and was starting to hurt like hell.

The engine had died, but the 8-track and wipers were still going. The surviving headlight pointed into the bramble tangle on what had been the left side of the road. The end of Trampled Underfoot sounded ghostly as it faded out. Tommy reached down and clicked off the key. A nauseating wave of pain emanated from his left arm. He bit his lip to keep from crying out.

The commingled reek of blood, puke and gasoline assaulted his nostrils.

Oh, shit, oh shit, oh shit. What have I done? Mom’s going to kill us, if Zack doesn’t kill me first for wrecking his car. “Oh, no, no, no. Zack, I’m so sorry. I wrecked your car. Zack, I’m sorry…”

Answered only by silence, Tommy wiped more blood out of his eyes, then looked at the passenger seat.

It was empty, the door hanging open at a crazy angle from one mutilated hinge.

“Zack!” He looked wildly over his shoulder into the back seat. Nothing there but a vomit-stained Foghat t-shirt. He reached across to throw his door open and flew outside, cursing as he banged his left arm. There was a still, crumpled form in the path of the roll, several yards back in the left lane.

“Zack!” Tommy’s scream tore at his throat. He sprinted forward, then slowed as he approached the body. “Zack, Zack, Zack…” His voice faded to a whisper.

Zack lay inert, one arm tucked grotesquely backward behind his head. The angle of his neck looked improbable. His handsome face, washed clean by the continuing rain, was unmarked and peaceful. He had never seen it coming.

Tommy sat gingerly beside him, all urgency gone.

“Zack?” A whisper, nothing more. “Please. Please don’t leave. Zack? Oh, Zack, I’m so damn sorry.”



















 

 

Present Day

 

Darkness.

Thomas Weaver bolted upright. He turned his head turned violently from side to side, He was bathed in sour sweat. It had been the old dream, dreamt so often it had worn a groove in his psyche.

Okay. Okay, okay, okay. Come on, Thomas. Everything’s okay.

His heart still trip-hammered in his chest, but that would fade with waking. He reached toward his nightstand, found a tumbler with half an inch of whiskey still in it, and drained it. “Hair of the dog,” he grumbled.

Thomas squinted, trying to focus on the digital clock beside his bed. 6:15. The alarm would have gone off in ten more minutes. He clicked the button to turn the alarm off, untangled his legs and swung them over the edge of the bed. He leaned forward, put his head in his hands. He rubbed his face with his right hand, took as deep a breath as he could manage and shuffled off toward the bathroom, the bus, work.

    *

 

“Thomas, we have to let you go.”

Thomas’s shoulders slumped. He looked at the dirty tiled floor between his feet. When he raised his head, his eyes pleaded along with his voice. “C’mon, Harry. Really? I know I’ve been in a little slump, but I’m doing the best I can.” He wasn’t, but the lie slipped easily off his tongue. “I know I’ll pull out of it. I’ve got that guy coming back in this afternoon. I know he’s gonna go on that Escalade.”

“We’re not letting you go because of performance, Thomas. We’re shaking up the whole department. Unfortunately, your position has been eliminated.”

Thomas leaned back in the uncomfortable, straight-backed chair. “Ah. Dammit, that sucks. I know business has been off. Who else?”

“Who else?” Harry puffed out his cheeks. He blew the air out in a steady stream of futility. “Well, actually, the way it worked out…no one else. Just you.”

Thomas turned his head away and stared out onto the used car lot. The weather threatened to piss rain at any moment. A cheerful rainbow of cars bearing window stickers that said things like WON'T LAST AT THIS PRICE!!! fanned out toward the edge of the lot. Barkley Ford wasn't hard to find, thanks to the twenty-foot-high blow-up gorilla holding a sign that said: “I go APE for the deals at Barkley Ford!” Strings of red, green, and yellow pennants hung limply between light posts.

Thomas lifted his chin. “Just me, huh?” He glanced at Harry, whose pinched face always had the look of a man caught in a lie. Harry flushed, then looked away.

Thomas’s hands shook with sudden anger. His voice rose in both octave and volume. “If you had the balls your old man had, you would be straight with me. Give me my dignity, at least.”

The barb hit home, but Harry lowered his voice. “Come on, Thomas.” His smile was obsequious, but held a hint of triumph. “Tommy boy. It’s been a good run. Let’s not ruin it at the end.”

Thomas brought his anger under control. His eyes softened. “It was good. When your dad was here, everything was great. We got demos to drive, we had benefits, the dealership wasn’t chopping us off at the ankles every time we turned around.” Thomas’s eye strayed to the framed picture that hung above Junior’s desk: Harold Barkley Sr., ten-gallon hat perched at a jaunty angle, a sincere smile on his homely face. “But that was before. You don’t have the cajones he did.” He stood up, wanting to be anywhere else, and caught a look of relief on Harold Barkley, Jr.'s face. That did it. He whirled around, grabbed Harry’s tie, and yanked. He had meant to bang Harry's face into the desk, but the tie came off with an ineffectual whisper of plastic against cloth.

“Seriously?” Thomas looked at the tie, lying limp in his fist. “A clip-on? What are you, twelve? Did your mom pick this out for you because you can’t tie your own tie?”

Harry’s face turned red. That stung the son of a bitch. Thomas laughed scornfully, and his anger dissipated. Harry reached for the phone on his desk.

“Gonna call security on me now? Who exactly would that be? Old Vern down in the oil change bay? Julie out front? Do you really think anyone’s going to run me out of here for you, you little chickenshit?”

The familiar throbbing in his temples took over. A powerful thought took hold. I can walk out of here, get drunk, and stay drunk for as long as I want. No hangover if you just stay drunk.

Thomas drew back his right arm, making a fist. Then he giggled, and stuck the hand out to shake. Harold Barkley, Jr. stood up in haste and backed away.

"Pussy." Thomas shrugged, walked out of the office, and tipped a wink at Julie, the pretty young receptionist. “See you in another life, kid.”

An hour later, Thomas walked into the apartment he shared with his mom. They effectively divided the apartment in half. The upstairs—a large bedroom and a full bath—was his, the downstairs hers. Her half included the kitchen, but that was of little concern to Thomas most nights. He found most of his nutrition in the hops and yeast of forty-ounce Rainier beers.

Forties were fine for nights when he had to get up and go to work the next day, but now that he was no longer burdened by employment, he could get to serious drinking straight away. He had gotten off the bus two stops early so he could stop at the liquor store, where he picked up two fifths of Jim Beam. Next was a trip into Daylight Donuts, where he picked up two cream-filled Bismarcks for his mother. By the time he finished the short walk home, he was already feeling toasty.

No one greeted Thomas as he entered. His mother was probably in her bedroom, watching TV. Unlike Thomas, who had an entire buffet of bad habits to choose from, Anne had quit smoking ten years ago. Sweets were her only remaining addiction. He set the small donut box on the counter, reached into the cupboard, took down a saucer. Through the glow of a nicely-started drunk, he delicately plucked the two donuts out and placed them on the small plate, pulled a paper towel off the roll and placed it over them. He sucked the little bits of chocolate off his fingertips.

There. My good deed for the day, complete.

He had a sudden thought of himself in a Boy Scout uniform, giving the three-fingered Scout salute, and laughed. Then he got a glass, filled it with ice, and poured the Beam over it. That mellow chug was the sweetest sound in Thomas's world. He took a slug and headed upstairs to his bedroom, closing the door behind him.

He looked around at his private fortress. He was fifty-three years old, but his room was indistinguishable from a teenage boy’s.

In the far corner was his bed, a crumpled mess of sheets, pillows and blankets. Guess I’ll have plenty of time to make my bed, now. A clothes basket sat in the other corner, a stray sock and pair of underwear dangling over the side. Against the near wall was his desk. A computer with a 27” monitor gleamed darkly, dominating the flat surface, but on a lower shelf, he saw the green blinking light of his Xbox One. It beckoned him: Come on, big boy. One NASCAR race. Just one. Thomas had answered that siren call too many times, though. One game, one race, inevitably led to another, and another and another, until the sun came up. Tonight, the possibility of beating Jeff Gordon and Jimmy Johnson in a season-long sprint for The Cup held no charm for him.

Instead, he nudged the mouse to awaken the monitor. The background showed a blue sky and green rolling hills. He double-clicked the icon for Google Chrome and it brought up his home page: Facebook. The little world icon was grayed out, indicating that he had no new messages. This was not unusual. He had joined five years earlier, methodically friending most of the people from his teen years on. For five years, their lives rolled by on his feed. Aside from his birthday, when he got a few perfunctory 'Happy Birthday!' posts from the people who did that for everyone on their friend lists, hardly anyone ever contacted him. Thomas mostly scrolled, read, and watched other people live their lives.

He drained the tumbler of bourbon, refilled it from the now half-empty fifth, and set it down beside the turntable. He looked owlishly at the tone arm. It took three passes before he picked up the arm, then dropped the needle on the spinning record. The familiar static came from the speakers, then fell into silence as the needle found the groove. The quiet was replaced by the opening double bass notes of Charles Mingus’s Better Git it in Your Soul. He picked up the oversized headphones, slipped them over his ears, then turned the volume knob hard to the right. The music vibrated into his very being. For the first time that day, he smiled with authentic pleasure.

He closed his eyes and swayed slightly from side to side as the music enveloped him. After a while, and a good deal more drinking, the sway grew more pronounced and threatened to topple him. He tumbled heavily into the old overstuffed chair.

By the time the record segued into Goodbye Porkpie Hat, he had drained the last of his drink, refilled it, and emptied half of it again in two gulps. Before the song was over, he finally found what he was looking for: the merciful blankness of a near-blackout drunk.

    *

 

Ten hours later, Thomas pried his eyes half open to see where that infernal knocking was coming from. He closed them again. Morning sunshine filtered in through the curtains.

It is awfully fucking bright in here. He closed his eyes, correcting his first mistake of the day. He wanted to slip back into the beckoning oblivion, but the pain in his bladder, the worse pain in his neck, and that goddamned knocking wouldn’t allow it.

“What?” he shouted at the woodpecker-at-the-door. Ten seconds awake, and yelling already marked mistake number two. His head throbbed and waves of nausea started low inside him. His mouth tasted like a cat’s litter box. He coughed to clear the phlegm and said, in a somewhat more normal voice, “What?”

“Tommy? Honey? It’s after nine. It’s Thursday. Aren’t you supposed to be at work? Did you oversleep? Can I make you breakfast?”

Just the thought of food nearly brought his stomach up. He fought down the nausea. Mustering a little strength, he called out: “No. I don’t have to go in today. Please. I don’t feel good. Just go away.”

That was all he wanted. To be left alone, forever alone.

Anne was not stupid. She was used to him not feeling good in the mornings, but she wasn’t used to him not going to work. He had always managed to answer the bell.

“Tommy? Everything all right?”

Mom, I can’t remember the last time everything was all right. Has it ever been? I can’t imagine everything ever being all right again.

He squinted against what felt like the oppressive brightness of the semi-darkened room. The small desk lamp burned like a little sun. He had slept mostly sitting up in the chair all night, which explained the pain in his neck. He spotted the leaded glass tumbler, upside down in his lap, his slacks damp beneath it. He had an overpowering urge to throw the glass through the door. He shouldn’t, but as with most things he shouldn’t do, Thomas was helpless to stop himself. He curled his fingers around the heavy glass and hurled it with everything he had.

He hoped for a satisfying explosion of glass and a startled scream, but the glass just bounced off, leaving a chip mark in the door frame.

Shit. Can’t even make a scene any more.

Silence from the other side of the door, then the sound of her slippered feet retreating, a rebuke in every step.

He tried to stand, but his body didn’t respond. After an awkward tumble, he ended up laying face down on the carpet.

Fuck it. This is just fine.

He nestled his face down into the green and orange shag carpeting and mercifully passed out again.

Seven hours later, he pried his eyelids open again. The room was darker now.

Good.

He lifted his face and felt stray carpet strands on his tongue. He tried to spit them out, but one clung stubbornly to his tongue. He performed the gymnastics necessary to wipe it off on his bicep. He managed to sit up, happy to find that he could move all his parts. Two questions ran through his brain simultaneously: What’s that smell? and Why don’t I have to piss anymore? Both questions had a single answer, and Thomas drew as deep a breath as he could, then let it hiss out through his teeth. It wasn’t the first time he had passed out and wet himself, but repeating the process didn’t add to the charm of the experience.

He crawled to the edge of his bed and used the bedpost to pull himself most of the way up. He tried to take off his shoes, but they were too tight. Why do my feet always swell up when I pass out? He finally managed to wedge them off, then peeled off his wet pants and boxers. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. His mom had written, “Be the best you there is!” across the top of the mirror in lipstick two years earlier. Evidently, the best me there is, is a paunchy, skinny-legged slob with no pants on. And I feel at least as lousy as I look.

Then it came: the sudden inevitability of onrushing vomit. He barely made it to the metal trash can before throwing up a long, ribbony cord of puke. He held his face in the can, inhaling the dueling odors of pizza crust, stale beer, and bile. He held that position for thirty seconds, waiting for Round Two, but it didn’t come.

That’s better. Stage One of Dr. Thomas’s hangover cure works again. I should patent it.

Thomas stripped off his shirt, pitched it somewhere near the hamper, and tottered down the hall to his bathroom. He climbed into the shower, turned the water as hot as he could stand it, and stood underneath the spray until the water grew cold. He didn’t bother with soap or shampoo. This wasn’t about hygiene; it was about regaining some form of humanity.

Dripping wet, he stood in front of the medicine cabinet and reached for the aspirin bottle. There was no cap on the bottle. Good plan, Thomas. Way to think ahead. He tipped six aspirin out into his palm, slapped his hand to his mouth, and crunched the pills between his teeth. They tasted nasty, of course, but he had learned that this helped.

He pulled his right eyelid wide apart and peered at his bloodshot eye. Yellow. Jaundiced. That’s not good, if I gave a shit, which I don’t.

He walked back to his room, naked except for the towel around his neck, somewhat further along the evolutionary scale than before. He plucked a pair of neatly folded pajama bottoms and a t-shirt from his dresser. Thanks, Mom. Nothing like being fifty-three years old and still having your mom doing your laundry. On the humiliation scale, that’s got to register right up there with naked public speaking. He pulled the t-shirt over his thinning wet hair, slipped on the PJ bottoms, and sat down on the floor to work on the urine stain. The damp bath towel only went so far, so he tossed it into the basket and stood up. His mother had gotten him a bottle of Stetson cologne for Christmas, and it was on top of his dresser. He opened it, steadied himself against the dresser with one hand, and poured a liberal dose of cologne onto the dark stain.

Good as new. Why it is called toilet water, if not for this?

He should, he knew, go downstairs and make things right with his mother, but couldn’t summon the will. Instead, he sat in the chair and watched the second hand on the clock as it swept his life away. His eyes fell on a small photograph of two teenage boys. It leaned against the lamp on his bedside table, its edges worn smooth by decades of handling. The colors had faded over the years. In the photo, the taller boy had the younger in a headlock. Both were smiling, though the smaller boy's smile was a little forced.

Thomas heaved himself up with a grunt, picked up the picture and held it close. He did this most days of his life, had done so for over thirty years. Had he possessed the slightest degree of art talent, he could have painted it from memory. Behind the boys, a lake beckoned and a breeze ruffled their sun-kissed hair. They squinted into the sun. A good day.

For the ten thousandth time, Thomas said, “I’m sorry, Zack. So damn sorry.” Tears glistened in his eyes.

Thomas put the picture down on the bedside table. The two boys smiled eternally back at him. For just a moment, the ghost of a smile tugged at his own lips in answer, then faded.

When Zack’s Camaro had spun out of control, it had taken Thomas’s life with it. A sense of numb inevitability had settled into him that night. He'd sleepwalked through his junior and senior years at Middle Falls High, his one sodden, underachieving year at Western Oregon State, and six years of marriage. Mercifully, the failed union had produced no children.

Years blurred together after the divorce. In 2004, just before the real estate market took off, it had seemed natural for his Mom to sell her home and move in with him. It wasn’t like he had a social life she could interfere with. By his mid-forties, a series of bad jobs had led him to begin selling cars at Barkley Ford. Early on, it had been the perfect job for him. It had camaraderie, hundreds of wasted hours talking sports, stupid bets, and thousands of gallons of bad coffee. It was the closest he'd ever felt to being at home.

Then Harold Barkley's physician had diagnosed his abdominal pain and leg numbness as spinal cancer. Less than six weeks later, he was gone. So, soon, was Thomas.

And now here he was, in his mid-fifties, unemployed and, if he was honest with himself, unemployable. His checking account contained a robust $849.36, and rent was due in less than a week. There was no savings account. His mom had a few thousand dollars put away for a rainy day, but that wouldn't last long. Then what?

I’ve really tried. I tried to pick up the pieces and move on. I tried to find my center, but I don’t think I have a center anymore. I tried everything, but every day, the pain is a little worse.

I'm even lying to myself. I haven't tried. If it wasn't a quick fix, I gave up and got drunk.

A gaping eternity of darkness opened in front of him, beckoning him, welcoming him. The blackness had a gravity of its own, and it pulled him down, down, down. Finally, he knew what he needed to do. Tears ran down his face. He took a deep breath to steady himself, but it came out in a series of small shuddering sobs. He ran the back of his hand across his eyes. Okay. Okay. First things first. Let’s try to do at least this one thing right. I've done little enough right in my days.

He fished around in his desk drawer, found a clean sheet of college-ruled paper, uncapped one of his blue Bic pens, and started to write.

Mom –

I suppose I should start by saying I’m sorry, but I’ve been saying that all my life. I don’t know if it means anything any more. It feels like I’ve been running away from this decision ever since the night I killed Zack.

“I killed Zack.” He had never written or spoken those words before, but they had hung over his head since that night, an eternal, unspoken accusation. The few times he had come close, he had backed away, lest the words gain even more terrible power over his life. Now, too late, he found that putting them on paper brought a bit of perspective.

I wish it had been me, that night, instead of Zack. If I'd had the sense to buckle him in, if I hadn't been so rattled, if I hadn't been so eager to hang out with kids playing kid status games, Zack would probably still be alive. He would have made you proud. I haven't.

I know you would have been sad about me dying, too, but at least I would have done it to myself. I really do love you, Mom. I've done a crappy job of showing it, but I hope you know that. I don’t think there’s anything on the other side, but if I’m wrong, then I’ll see you there eventually. Zack and I will be waiting for you.

Tommy

He looked at the short note. His handwriting still looked like a grade schooler’s. He folded the single page and left it on top of his keyboard where she couldn’t miss it. He walked to the bathroom, poured a glass of water, then carried it back to his bedroom. He sat the water on the nightstand, then frowned down at the crumpled bed sheets and blankets. The corner of his mouth twitched in disapproval.

Nothing else for it, then.

He stripped and remade the bed. Five minutes later, it was an island of perfection in the sea of crap and chaos that was his room.

He reached into the nightstand drawer and pulled out a small plastic bag containing several dozen small white pills. As he had stolen them from his mother's medication cabinet, he had told himself they were in case he ever had trouble sleeping.

The time for lies had passed. I’ve known this was coming for a long time now. Glad it’s finally here. Let's be honest, this one last chance: my life has been a gradual trip to the bottom, and I'm there.

He emptied the pills onto the smooth coverlet and divided them up into groups of three. He had never been able to swallow more than three pills at a time unless he chewed them first. He was afraid that these might taste horrible and make him throw up again, so he wanted to swallow them whole.

The last swallow from the glass finished off the last little group of pills.

‘Tis done.

He looked down at the freshly made bed. That’s too nice to mess up. Thomas Weaver So, he lay down on his side on the floor, pulled his legs up, and tucked his hands between his knees.

In five minutes, he fell into a barbiturate sleep.

Twenty minutes later, he was gone.





















 

 

Lap Two: 1976

 

Sunshine.

Sunshine? What the hell?

Before Thomas came fully awake, part of his brain tried to make sense of that. He had fallen asleep, theoretically forever, in a dark bedroom, with the blinds shut tight. Where in the hell was sunshine coming from?

Wait. What? Where am I?

Thomas opened his eyes. Something was surreal. At first glimpse, his surroundings bore an astonishing resemblance to the bedroom he had shared with Zack. He closed his eyes tight.

Nope. No way. Don’t know where I was heading, but I’m sure it’s not here. Gotta still be alive, and this is my brain playing This is Your Life, Thomas Weaver.

He rubbed his fists into closed eyes, then opened them slowly, squinting against both the light and the impossible reality.

It was still there.

A perfect replica of his teenage bedroom.

Thomas sat straight up with a start, expecting it to dissolve into the specter of another phase in his life, but it remained.

He was no longer on his side on the floor, but on his back in bed. His bed, a twin, from his high school years, the one topped with a bright orange cotton spread that had symmetrical raised ridges across it. He remembered laying under that bedspread, pulling off little pieces of the ridges and rolling them into little orange balls. He hadn’t thought of doing that in decades.

The bedroom walls were covered in fake wood grain paneling. To celebrate the bicentennial, Zack had painted each individual stripe red, white and blue. It looked as perfectly garish in this dream as it had in real life. Farrah Fawcett and her impossibly white teeth beamed down from the poster above Zack’s bed. A round night table sat just to the right of his bed. Against the other wall was an empty twin bed, Zack’s. Zack's cheap old stereo sat on the night stand between the beds.

It was the most lifelike dream he could imagine. Sunlight flowed in through the window above his head, warm and gentle. He thought he might get up, and see if the darkest recesses of his dying brain had created the rest of his childhood house in such intricate detail. Or, was it a typical dream, and he would step outside the bedroom into a funhouse collage of other memories? He just smiled a little at the memory-visit, laid down, and closed his eyes once more.

He gathered his thoughts. He had never killed himself before, so he had no idea what was supposed to happen. This all felt so real...

He cracked his left eye open.

Sunshine. Orange bedspread. Record player. Thomas folded the covers back and swung his legs out of bed. His bare feet landed on what passed for carpet in their old bedroom. It was thin, a horrible amalgam of browns, oranges, and reds, and seemed to have no padding underneath. Why did anyone make a carpet so ugly? Was it intentionally manufactured to be sold as a remnant?

He glanced down at himself and almost choked.

When he had committed suicide, he had weighed around 220 pounds. Now he looked down at stick-thin legs with bones jutting every which way. He was wearing tighty whiteys and a plain white t-shirt. Thomas stood up, noticed the old swivel mirror atop the dresser at the foot of his bed, and walked toward it. I am pretty sure of what I'm going to see, though I'm not sure how to handle it.

He was skinny. More shockingly, he was young. His teenage face stared back at him. No. Was I ever that young? The wrinkles, the bags under his eyes, the beginning jowliness—all gone. When he raised his eyebrows, so did the reflection. Tommy leaned a little closer into the mirror. There was a hint of an old acne breakout at the lower left side of his mouth, and a new pimple graced his nose. His hair was intensely curly, sticking out at all angles. He hadn't worn it this long in many years.

His bladder was full.

Shit. If you pee in a dream, or whatever this is, you pee in the bed, right? I can’t let that happen. I don’t want Mom to find me laying in my own piss.

His bladder insisted.

I need to wake up. Or move on to whatever fresh hell might be waiting for me next.

In the meantime, pissing is going to happen, somewhere. Maybe if I do it in the toilet in my dream, I'll have sleepwalked there, and will not completely miss the toilet, or forget and piss with the lid down. He flung open the door and scrambled down the hall toward the only bathroom in the house.

He made it, if barely. No morning leak had ever felt so good, even if tinged with worry that he was wetting the bed back in the apartment. He took a look around the bathroom as he flushed; in real estate, they would call it 'dated.' Very dated. The toilet and bathtub in matching pale mustard yellow, yellow daisy appliqués on the mirror, a straw laundry hamper in the corner with a forest green top: Vietnam era all the way. He saw a scale on the floor beside it.

Over the years, Thomas had avoided scales, unless starting a new diet or being forced to get on one at a doctor’s office. Would it show his hallucination-weight, or his real weight? The dial came to rest on 148.

One hundred forty-eight pounds! The most successful diet of all time. “Congratulations, Mr. Weaver, you just lost seventy pounds. Can you tell us your secret?” “Well, Dr. Oz. First I got really depressed. Then I tried to kill myself and woke up weighing seventy pounds less. It’s both easy and fun.”

Thomas put the lid down on the cushioned toilet seat and sat on it to collect himself. Whatever this was, it showed no signs of ending. He stood, opened the bathroom door as quietly as he could, and slipped out into the living room. A small brown dachshund stared up at him, brown eyes like beacons of curiosity. He kneeled in the hallway and extended his hand. “Amy? Is that you?” His mom had named her “Amiable,” after her easygoing personality, but they had always called her “Amy.” The little dog waddled forward, sniffed his outstretched hand, then gave a little chuff and backed away. She didn’t bark or growl, but something wasn't what she had expected.

“I don’t blame you, Amy. I’m a little weirded out by this whole thing too.” Thomas walked into the living room. The first thing he noticed was the lingering rankness of stale cigarette smoke, the residue of his mother’s Viceroys. He had forgotten that she had smoked in the house.

In those days restaurants had smoking sections, airplanes allowed smoking, and everyone who smoked, smoked in the house.

The living room was just as he remembered it. The heavy lined burgundy curtains kept the room dark in spite of the bright sunshine outside. School pictures of Zack and Tommy decorated the walls, comprising a time capsule of their school years and ending with Zack's junior picture. Sculptured gold carpet covered the floor. To his left were the stereo cabinet and a 27” Curtis Mathes color TV. He remembered the day it had been delivered. He had been so excited to watch his cartoons in color on Saturday morning that he had barely been able to sleep the night before. Across from the TV sat a tan couch festooned with red, orange and green flowers, and the La-Z-Boy recliner that his mom sat in every night to read the paper.

The paper.

A rolled-up newspaper stuck out of the magazine rack. With growing trepidation, he walked across the living room and collected the rolled-up Oregonian.

It was dated Under the masthead, the date was displayed as Friday, April 16, 1976. The headline was about Good Friday services. Thomas sat down in the La-Z-Boy and began to read.

A metallic click broke the silence, one Thomas remembered as the latch on his mother's room door. He heard the soft shuffling of slippered feet approaching, peppered with excited canine footfalls.

Mom.

Her hair was askew, and still dishwater blonde. She wore an old housecoat over her dressing gown. She walked past Thomas as if he were invisible, started coffee, then lit a Viceroy. He peered over to watch as she got a cup from the cupboard, poured some milk in it, and stood by the pot to smoke while the pot percolated.

My God. She’s so young. And pretty. I don’t remember her ever looking that way.

Hey. She walked by me like I was invisible. Maybe I am invisible. Maybe I’m not really here after all—just visiting like one of the ghosts in A Christmas Carol.

Tommy stood up from her chair and took three tentative steps toward the kitchen. “Mom?”

His voice sounded high-pitched and slightly strangled. He put his hand to his throat. She didn't look. “What?”

Can you see me?

Don’t be ridiculous. If she heard me, she can see me.

“Nothing. Just wondering…how you are?”

“I'm being talked to before my coffee. You know not to do that.” She turned to face him.

Thomas’s face fell. “Uhh, sorry. Never mind.”

She forced a bit of a smile. “Just teasing you, sweetie. I’m fine. At least I will be once the coffee is ready.”

Tommy heard gravel crunch in the driveway outside. They both looked out the kitchen window at the green ’69 Camaro that rolled into the driveway.

“I’d better start some breakfast,” his mom said.

That's Zack.

ZACK!

Jesus H. Christ!

He had an idle thought, that perhaps he shouldn't swear, even mentally, in what might be the afterlife. Tommy’s palms went slick and he felt an odd tingling at the base of his neck. He was holding his breath, waiting to see if Zack, dead for nearly forty years, would climb out of the Camaro.

The car sat there. The door didn’t open. Tommy strained to see who was behind the wheel, but from this angle, he couldn’t see. Finally, after two minutes of interminable waiting, Zack emerged. He seemed unaware that he was a living miracle.

Tommy grew dizzy. He groped for a kitchen chair and sat down. He felt tears start, and hoped he would not have to talk.

Come on, Thomas. Tommy. Get a grip. You’re not going to pass out.

Zack slid open the door and walked into the kitchen. “Hey, Mom. Squirt.” As if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Thomas remembered Zack as a full-grown man. Now Zack looked like a boy in a man’s body. His face was smooth, unlined, whiskerless. His good-humored eyes showed the sort of innocence found in very few adult eyes. 'Handsome devil' described him well.

Their mom smiled at Zack. “Hi, sweetie. How was practice?”

“Okay. Coach ran me hard this morning. I’m gonna go take a shower.”

“Hurry. Breakfast won’t take long.”

Zack turned to look at Tommy, sitting slack-mouthed and motionless. He nudged his mother. “I think maybe Tommy’s had a stroke or somethin’. He looks goofier than usual.”

She turned her attention to Tommy. “Tommy? Honey, are you all right?”

Tommy shut his mouth, tried to smile, then nodded. Zack let out a quick laugh. “You get a little weirder every day,” he said, heading in the direction of the bathroom.

“Tommy, set the table for breakfast. I’m going to make us some bacon and eggs.” She pulled a carton of eggs and a package of bacon out of the avocado-green refrigerator, and started cracking the eggs into a large bowl.

This is all too real. This is no dream. I’m really here.

Tears ran down his face, and he turned away from his mother so she wouldn't see them. He wiped his eyes, remembered he was still in his underwear, and said, “Gonna go get dressed real quick. Then I’ll come set the table.” His voice was thick, but she didn’t notice. On his way past her, he wrapped his arms around her waist, laid his head against her, and said, “I love you, Mom. I’m so glad to see you.”

She leaned her head against his for a moment, patted the top of his head, and said, “You're sweet, Tommy. I love you too. Go get dressed now.”

Tommy walked down the hall to the boys' bedroom and sat down on the bed. He turned the knob on the Kenmore stereo and watched the tone arm drop into place. The rat-a-tat-tat snare drum of Charles Mingus’s Solo Dancer came through the tiny speakers on either side of the turntable.

With the audio camouflage of ‘50s jazz, Tommy let the tide of emotions wash over him. He sat on the edge of the bed, put his head in his hands, and began to shake. Tears ran down his face. He let everything go in a cascade of wracking sobs. Solo Dancer gave way to the next song as forty years of survivor’s guilt, sorrow, regret, anger, and mourning poured out of him.

Zack walked in, wearing only a towel. Seeing his younger brother bawl in hysterics, for no apparent reason, overwhelmed even his immense reservoir of cool. Shifting from one foot to another, he stared at Tommy for a long moment. Then he walked over and laid a hand across his brother's shoulder. “See. I told you that if you listened to that godawful music long enough, you would go totally fruit loops.”

Tommy jumped, embarrassed, but Zack turned his back without waiting for a reaction. He dropped the towel, showing his bare ass.

Tommy took a deep, shuddering breath, then laughed a little. He found it difficult to sustain a cathartic breakdown while looking at his brother’s behind. Zack bent over and shoved his posterior further into Tommy’s face, moving it from side to side, daring him.

Tommy reached out, intending just to push him away, but he had never had much impulse control. He slapped Zack’s ass hard enough to leave a red imprint. Zack jumped, whirled around, and smiled, back on the more comfortable ground. “Oh, think you can take me on, big boy?”

No. First he rises from the grave, and now he will kick my ass. Tommy backed away. As Zack took one step toward him, a feminine voice called from the kitchen. “Boys! Come on! Food’s on!”

“Saved by the Mom again, Squirt.” Zack grabbed a pair of jeans draped across the end of the bed and put them on without bothering with underwear. He picked a grey t-shirt emblazoned with “Disco Sucks” off the floor and donned it. “You better hurry and get dressed, or it’ll all be gone when you get there.”

Tommy smiled at him, a silent thank you for not beating him up, for not really making fun of him for crying, but mostly for being alive.

His clothes were just where he remembered. Leaving the white t-shirt on, he pulled up an old pair of Levi's that were a little high water, then some socks and his Adidas. By the time he got to the table, Zack and his mom were sitting, waiting. His mother had set the table without waiting for him. Zack sat at the table's head to the left, where he had sat since their dad's departure five years before. Tommy's place was between Zack and his mother, with a wrapped present sitting on his plate. There was a smaller package on Zack’s plate.

“We waited for you. Mom made me.”

“Come sit down, Honey. You can open your present, then we can eat before it gets cold.”

Tommy felt a little lost. He didn’t remember starting each day off with a full breakfast and presents waiting on a plate.

“Present?” Tommy said.

“I know you two were too old for Easter baskets, but I still wanted to get you something. Yours is a little practical, I’m afraid.”

Easter. Holy crap. Today is Easter, and I am risen.

Tommy shook his head, but the surreal fog didn’t clear. He sat down and picked up the package. It was wrapped in yellow paper with blue and gold stars, and folded slightly in his hands. The feel of it snapped a memory into place.

He tore open the wrapping and pulled out a pair of Levi's. “I noticed that your growth spurt this winter has made your school jeans a little short, so I thought this could help you get through the end of the school year.”

Tommy smiled, rubbing the jeans against his face. “That’s great, Mom. Thanks.”

“All right, Zachary David. Your turn.”

Zack’s present was wrapped in the same paper but was smaller—a hard little rectangle. He tore one end of the wrapping open, tipped it upside down and gave it a little shake. Two 8-track tapes fell out. Led Zeppelin’s double album, Physical Graffiti. His smile lit up. “You are the coolest. Most moms would have picked out Bread, or The Starland Vocal Band. This is boss.” He stood up, walked around to the other end of the table and enveloped her in a bear hug.

“Still a rock ‘n roll girl at heart, I guess,” she said, dimpling.

Tommy stared at the box. Trampled Underfoot played in his head. A deer. The Camaro spinning through the air. Color drained from his face.

“Okay, let’s eat,” Anne said. She put a mound of scrambled eggs on her plate, did the same for Tommy, then handed the bowl to Zack. Zack scooped the rest of the eggs onto his plate. She served herself two pieces of bacon, put three on Tommy’s plate, then passed it across to Zack as well. The two of them started talking about their plans for the rest of the day, oblivious to the fact that Tommy was frozen in place.

Tommy stared straight ahead for thirty seconds. He glanced at Zack, then at his mother, then smiled a little to himself. He was famished.

He dug into the bacon and eggs.























 

Author’s Note

 

As a reader, serials are tricky. What if the author never finishes the story? How do I know when the next installment is available? To the first question, I can only answer: I have to finish this story. It has haunted my dreams and waking moments alike for more than a year and a half. I have to get it out on paper. To the second question, I say, “That’s easy.” I have a New Release Alert List. When you sign up for it, two good things happen. 1) You immediately get a free book. 2) You will receive a short email each time I release a new story, including the last five installments of The Unusual Second Life of Thomas Weaver. Everyone on my list immediately receives a copy of my story of old rock ‘n roll and personal redemption, Rock ‘n Roll Heaven, at no charge. Then, I send an email only when I have a new story available. No recipes, or vacation photos, just new books and stories. You can sign up here: http://bit.ly/1cU1iS0.

I love the serial form of telling stories. Serials have been around for a very long time, of course--Charles Dicken’s The Pickwick Papers was published as a serial in the mid-19th Century—but with the advent of ebooks, they have become increasingly popular. In 2014, I published Second Chance Love as a serial. It was so much fun, I decided to do it again in 2015.

I am planning on releasing two episodes per month in July, August and September. In October, I will compile all episodes into a single novel and publish it as both an ebook and in paperback. Thank you so much for coming on this journey with me. I am so grateful to have you along for the ride.

As always, producing a quality story is never the work of one person. I am grateful to J.K. Kelley for the outstanding work he did in helping me transform this story from a random idea to a coherent narrative. He served as both developmental and content editor and did his normal outstanding job of untwisting my words and finding the true meaning I intended. I can’t imagine publishing a story without him. Linda Boulanger of TreasureLine Books created the cover, just as she has for every story I’ve ever published. She is like my creative sister, and I so appreciate her endless creativity and everything she does to help me get my stories noticed. Linda also did double duty by formatting the story and making it look like a book. Finally, Debra Galvan served as my proofreader and final eyes on the manuscript. She is not only eagle-eyed, she is also the fastest proofer in the west. I am in her debt.

I have an entire team of beta readers helping me shape this story and saving me from some of the truly terrible ideas I sometimes come up with. I very much appreciate their willingness to invest time, energy and intelligence into helping me create a better story.

 

Shawn Inmon

Enumclaw Washington

February 2014

























 

Other Books and Stories by Shawn Inmon

 

Feels Like the First Time ~ A heartfelt memoir of love found, lost and found again in small-town American in the 1970s.

 

Both Sides Now ~ Every good love story deserves to be told from both sides. Both Sides Now is a companion book to the bestselling Feels Like the First Time, telling the story from Dawn’s perspective.

 

Rock ‘n Roll Heaven ~ A fable of redemption for small time rocker Jimmy “Guitar” Velvet, who meets rock ‘n roll’s greatest icons: Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, Janis Joplin and more in Rock ‘n Roll Heaven.

 

Second Chance Love ~ Steve and Elizabeth were best friends and loved each other secretly, but apparently lost their chance at romance when they were separated for twenty years. A chance meeting on a Christmas tree lot gave them the rarest of gifts—a second chance at finding love.

 

Christmas Town ~ A Christmas parable about the choices we make and what is truly important.

 

Chad Stinson Goes for a Walk ~ A short tale of obsession and possession. Just right for fans of The Twilight Zone or  Alfred Hitchcock Presents.

 

Lucky Man ~ A short story perfect for a lunch time read. When Brett Mann returns for his 20th Class Reunion, he finds that someone has been waiting patiently, willing to have her revenge served very cold.
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