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This book is dedicated to my ex who thought he was a lizard.
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The Lounge Lizard

1976 

The heat of October 1976 didn’t just sit over Apple Ridge; it lurked, heavy and thick as a wet wool blanket, smelling of sagebrush and the sharp, acidic tang of diesel exhaust from the nearby interstate. It was a Thursday evening, three days before Halloween, and the sky was a bruised shade of violet that promised no relief from the dry, Mojave pressure. Inside The Lounge Lizard, the air was a chaotic soup of stale cigarette smoke, spilled draft beer, and the frantic, rhythmic swish of Marybeth Vargas’s denim bell-bottoms. She moved with a practiced, feline grace between the crowded tables, her silver horseshoe necklace catching the amber glow of the hanging Tiffany-style lamps. Every step was a calculated risk. The floorboards, usually just sticky with the residue of a thousand country-western nights, were now alive with a scuttling, silent migration.

Lizards were everywhere. They weren’t just the usual sun-baked fence swifts or the occasional gecko clinging to the porch light. These were thousands of them, a carpet of green and brown scales that had spilled out of the desert as if the sand itself had decided to stand up and walk. They darted under the heavy oak legs of the pool tables, wove between the scuffed boots of truckers, and occasionally made a daring vertical climb up the wood-paneled walls. One particularly brave horned toad sat atop a discarded coaster, its prehistoric eyes blinking with an intelligence that felt entirely too focused for a reptile. Marybeth side-stepped a cluster of them near the jukebox, which was currently vibrating with the haunting opening chords of Blue Öyster Cult’s Don’t Fear the Reaper. The music felt prophetic, a chilling undercurrent to the sweltering desert night.

“Watch your feet, honey,” Marybeth warned a burly driver in a grease-stained cap who was mid-reach for his Budweiser. “They’re bitey tonight.”

The trucker looked down, his eyes widening as a sleek, emerald-colored lizard zipped over his boot. “What in the hell is going on, Marybeth? It’s like a damn biblical plague out there. I had to stop twice on the grade just to scrape the little bastards off my windshield.”

Marybeth flashed a sharp, knowing smile, the kind she used to keep the rowdier patrons at arm’s length. “Maybe they just heard the beer was cold. Or maybe they’re looking for a date for Halloween.” She didn’t believe her own joke. There was a prickle at the base of her neck, a static charge in the air that made her skin feel too tight for her bones. It was a sensation she’d felt before, usually right before a summer thunderstorm, but this was different. This was a pull, a magnetic tug toward the darkness of the interstate that felt almost physical, like a hook caught in her ribs.

Near the service bar, her coworkers Jan and Margaret were huddled together, more interested in the local gossip than the growing pile of empty glasses. Margaret was clutching a crumpled copy of the Apple Ridge Gazette, her eyes hidden behind thick, cat-eye frames. “Listen to this,” Margaret hissed, her voice barely audible over the jukebox. “There’s a piece here about the old lore. It says the Romans believed the lizard was associated with Mercury. You know, the messenger god? The one who embodies transformation and change. They thought seeing them in such numbers meant the world was about to turn itself inside out.”

Jan snorted, popping a bubble of pink gum. “Transformation? The only thing transforming around here is my patience. I found three of ‘em in the ice machine this morning. If one ends up in a Margarita, Thalamus is going to have a heart attack. It’s just the heat, Margaret. It’s making ‘em crazy.”

“It’s not just the heat,” Marybeth interjected, leaning against the bar to catch her breath. She looked down at a young man—hardly more than twenty—who was scurrying across the floor with a tattered cardboard box. He was a local kid, desperate for the nickel-a-head bounty Old Man Pace had offered to keep them out of his orchard. The boy lunged at a fast-moving skink, nearly colliding with a waitress’s hip. “Take it outside, kid. You’re going to cause a pile-up.”

“They won’t stay out!” the boy cried, his face flushed with exertion. “I put ‘em in the bushes and they just turn right back around and head for the door. It’s like they’re waiting for something.”

Marybeth looked away, her gaze drifting toward the front window. Across the street, the neon sign of Fabio’s Famous Truck and Car Stop flickered with a rhythmic, buzzy hum. Beyond that, the interstate was a ribbon of white and red lights, a constant flow of souls moving between point A and point B. But tonight, the desert felt like it was holding its breath. The vast, black expanse of the Mojave was no longer just a backdrop; it was a presence, watching the town with cold, reptilian eyes. She thought of her twenty-fifth birthday coming up on Sunday. A quarter of a century. It felt like a threshold, a door she was about to walk through without knowing what was on the other side. She’d spent two years in the Hacienda, her Uncle Al’s desert retreat, finding a quiet sort of peace among her own pet lizards, but that peace was fraying at the edges.

A sudden crash echoed from the back of the bar—a glass had shattered, likely pushed off a table by a scuttling tail. Marybeth sighed, grabbing a broom and a dustpan. As she swept up the shimmering shards, she noticed the lizards had gone silent. The constant scratching of their claws against the wood had stopped. They were all facing the same direction: the door. It was as if a silent command had been issued, a frequency only they could hear. The hair on Marybeth’s arms stood up. The air in the bar felt suddenly thin, charged with an electric tension that made the jukebox skip a beat.

“You okay, Marybeth?” Jan asked, noticing her friend’s sudden stillness. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” Marybeth whispered, her eyes still fixed on the interstate. “Just a feeling.”

The feeling was a heavy, thumping rhythm in her blood, a heartbeat that wasn’t her own. It was the sense that her life in this dusty little town, with its bar brawls and its gossip and its simple, sun-drenched days, was merely a costume she had been wearing. The Mercury prophecy Margaret had read aloud felt less like a Roman superstition and more like a warning. Transformation was coming to Apple Ridge, and it wouldn’t be as simple as a change in the weather. The lizards knew it. The desert knew it. And as the neon light of Fabio’s sign cast a long, jagged shadow across the parking lot, Marybeth realized she was no longer just waiting for her birthday. She was waiting for the arrival of a force that would crack her world wide open, leaving her to find out exactly what kind of creature lived beneath the skin of a bartender from Westminster.

She stood tall, gripping the broom handle until her knuckles turned white, watching the headlights of a lone car turn off the interstate and head toward the bar. The engine’s growl was low and predatory, a sound that cut through the desert silence like a serrated blade. The lizards began to hiss in a low, vibrating unison, a sound of welcome and of warning. Marybeth took a deep breath, the scent of diesel and sage filling her lungs, and prepared herself for the moment the door would finally swing open.
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Rockin’ Fred Cougar

The engine didn’t just rumble; it possessed a low, predatory growl that seemed to vibrate through the very soles of the onlookers’ boots. It was the sound of a machine that had been fed on high-octane gasoline and wanderlust, a mechanical beast cutting through the thick Mojave silence like a serrated blade. As the car turned off the interstate and into the gravel lot of the Lounge Lizard, the crickets, which usually provided a rhythmic backdrop to the desert nights, fell abruptly silent. The yellow 1969 Mercury Cougar Eliminator was a vibrant, jarring vision against the dusty twilight, its racing stripes gleaming under the flickering neon of the bar’s exterior sign. It looked like a streak of lightning that had forgotten how to dissipate, a piece of heavy metal art parked amidst the scuffed trucks and station wagons.

When the driver’s side door swung open, the air seemed to hold its breath. A man stepped out, lanky and moving with a certain haunted grace that didn’t quite match the rugged environment. He was young, maybe mid-twenties, with shoulder-length chestnut hair that caught the amber glow of the parking lot lamps, and a good few days’ growth of auburn beard. He paused for a moment to adjust a worn-in cowboy hat, his fingers lingering on the brim as if grounding himself. He stood there, inhaling the scent of sagebrush and diesel, before he began the long walk toward the entrance. His boots made a sharp, rhythmic clicking on the pavement, a sound that mirrored the ticking of the cooling engine behind him. He looked like a man who had traveled a thousand miles just to find a specific door, and now that he was here, he wasn’t entirely sure if he was the guest or the ghost. 

As he made his way to the entrance, he passed a large-sized framed promotional poster of himself, all bells and whistles with a hybrid pose of hick country swagger and GQ cover model baring an acoustic guitar strapped to his back and a pretty boy grin. Above the poster hung a marquee which read This weekend only! Rising star Rockin’ Fred Cougar!  Beside that poster was another of equal size depicting a similar pretty boy with a country pose and guitar: Next weekend, John Cougar (no relation to Fred)!

Inside, the Lounge Lizard was a soup of cigarette smoke and the frantic scuttle of scales. Marybeth Vargas was in the thick of it, her arms laden with a heavy tray of empty beer bottles and sticky glassware. She was navigating the obstacle course of green and brown lizards that had claimed the floorboards as their own personal highway. She felt the shift in the room before she saw the cause of it. The air grew thin, charged with a static tension that made the hair on her arms stand up. It was a pressure in her chest, a sudden, overwhelming impression that the world was about to tilt on its axis. She looked up, her dark eyes searching the haze, and that was when she saw him.

He was standing just inside the doorway, the backlighting of the desert moon framing him in a pale, ghostly halo. Their eyes met across the crowded, noisy room, and for Marybeth, the jukebox and the drunken laughter faded into a dull, distant hum. It was a visceral, electric shock of recognition. It wasn’t the kind of look you gave a stranger; it was the kind of look you gave a mirror after a long time away. She felt her breath hitch in her throat, her fingers tightening around the edges of the plastic tray until her knuckles turned a stark, porcelain white. She didn’t know his name, didn’t know his story, but in that breathless moment, she knew the shape of his soul. The world didn’t just tilt; it seemed to dissolve around them, leaving only the two of them standing in a void of shared, ancient memory.

The stranger moved first, his gaze never wavering from hers as he navigated the room toward a small, shadowed corner table. He sat down with a quiet deliberation, his lanky frame unfolding into the chair like a folding knife. Marybeth forced her legs to move, her denim bell-bottoms swishing against the scales of a dozen lizards that had congregated near her feet. She felt a magnetic pull toward him, a tugging at her ribs that she couldn’t ignore. Her usual professional distance, the protective shell she had built to survive the rough-and-tumble bartending life, was melting away like wax under a desert sun. By the time she reached his table, her heart was hammering a rhythm against her ribs that felt entirely too fast for a Thursday night.

“Can I get you something?” she asked, her voice sounding steadier than she felt. She noticed the scruffy jawline, the soulful blue eyes that seemed to hold a lifetime of secrets, and the way he looked at her—as if he were trying to memorize every line of her face.

“Bourbon,” he said, his voice a smooth, Kentucky drawl that felt like warm honey. “And maybe a little bit of your time, if you can spare it.” He offered a small, crooked smile that was more vulnerable than cocky. “I’m Fred. Fred Rochefoucauld. But the poster outside calls me Rockin’ Fred Cougar. A bit much, isn’t it?”

Marybeth found herself smiling back, a genuine, unforced expression that felt foreign on her face. “I’m Marybeth. And yeah, the name is a bit loud, but I guess it fits the car. That Mercury out there....it’s hard to miss.”

Fred nodded, his fingers tracing a pattern on the wood of the table. “My dad gave it to me. Before he passed, five years back. It’s the only thing I have left that feels like home. But lately, the car hasn’t been taking me home. It’s been taking me here.” He looked around the bar, his eyes lingering on the lizards that were now hissing in a low, vibrating unison near the baseboards. “I was in Nashville, trying to make the music thing work, but I woke up one morning with this...this pull. An irresistible urge to drive west. Along the way I’ve been arranging gigs to add some dollars to my trip, looking at maps and yellow pages, and the further I got I eventually found this place, made a call, scored a booking....and here I am in Apple Ridge. It feels like destiny.”

Marybeth leaned against the edge of the table, forgetting the empty bottles on her tray. “You feel it too?” she whispered. She told him about her own sense of anticipation, the way the desert seemed to be waiting for a storm that never came. She mentioned her Uncle Al and the Hacienda, and how she’d spent two years in the desert feeling like she was waiting for a bus that was decades late. As they talked, the coincidence of their lives began to pile up like drifted sand. Fred spoke of his home in Pinecone, Kentucky, and the way he’d always felt like an outsider, a man playing in the wrong key. He had a haunted grace about him, a way of speaking that made every word feel like a lyric from a song she’d forgotten the tune to. She mentioned her birthday Sunday, and the air shifted again. Fred seemed surprised.

“Well, there’s something else,” Fred said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a worn driver’s license, sliding it across the table. “Take a look at the date.”

Marybeth looked down at the plastic card. Her eyes widened. “October thirty-first,” she breathed. She looked back up at him, her heart skipping a beat. “That’s....your birthday is my birthday....”

“I reckon so,” he said, his blue eyes searching hers. “Twenty-five on Halloween. It’s a heavy weight, isn’t it? To share a day like that with a stranger you feel like you’ve known forever.”

The shared coincidence felt like a physical pressure in the room, a cosmic alignment that neither of them could ignore. Outside, the lizards were no longer just scuttling; they were gathered in thick, scaly clusters, their heads turned toward the bar as if paying homage to something hidden within. Marybeth noticed a strange design on the racing stripes of Fred’s car through the window—a pattern of interlocking scales that looked remarkably like the markings on the reptiles currently invading the town. It was too much to be mere chance. It was as if the universe were weaving a tapestry of scales and stars, and they were the threads right at the center of the knot.

“Marybeth?” a deep, booming voice interrupted. Thalamus Watkins was standing a few feet away, his broad black arms crossed over his mechanic’s jumpsuit. He was looking at Fred with a suspicious, protective glare. “You doing alright over here? This guy bothering you?”

Marybeth blinked, the spell breaking just enough for her to find her footing. “I’m fine, Thalamus. This is Fred. He’s the talent for the weekend. We were just....comparing notes.”

Thalamus didn’t look convinced. He gave Fred a long, measuring look, the kind a father gives a boy taking his daughter to the prom. “Talent, huh? Well, the stage is over there, and the beer is at the bar. Try to keep the trouble to a minimum, son. This town’s got enough on its plate with the lizards.”

Fred tipped his hat, his Nashville swagger returning in a brief, flickering defense mechanism. “No trouble, sir.”

Thalamus grunted and walked away, but the tension remained. Marybeth looked back at Fred, seeing the way the shadows of the bar play across his face. He looked tired, but there was a spark in his eyes that hadn’t been there when he walked through the door. It was a spark of hope, or perhaps just the recognition of a fellow traveler.

“I should get back to work,” Marybeth said, though she didn’t want to move. “The lizards aren’t going to sweep themselves up.”

“I’ll be here,” Fred promised. “I’m not going anywhere, Marybeth. I think I’ve finally reached point B.”

As she walked away, Marybeth felt the weight of
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