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Donovan Vicar was a “feeler”—a man who feels the vibrations of people around him. He was on his way home after a class at Carroll High in Bitternest where he taught history. He lived downtown with his autistic sister, Samantha. The fifteen minute walk home was his favorite moment of the day, especially in the fall. The fallen leaves gave off a pleasant aroma to the crisp night air. The Louisiana city of Bitternest was normally plagued by a dense fog, but tonight the streets were clear of any mist. Vicar enjoyed walking through Swan Park where the red and gold trees looked alive. The park was almost empty; it struck him as strange for a Friday evening. 

There wasn’t anyone else on the path save for a man coming toward him some thirty feet ahead. When Vicar was about ten feet from him, he began feeling anxious. When they were about to cross paths, the man’s shoulder bumped hard into his. Vicar felt the discomfort peak as they made contact. He immediately sensed a growing unease taking over him. He could discern a tingling in the pit of his stomach. Soon enough, darkness suffocated him. From past experience, he knew that was never a good sign. 

If someone was pure, he would sense the warmth of their kindness, a feeling of well-being would set inside him. If he went near a person that was corrupt or immoral, their threatening energy would make him feel uneasy, sometimes to the point of sickness. A sensation of sadness or anger would wash over him. He had come across a few people he could label as evil. In the instances it occurred, it sent tremors straight to his core. He thanked God that the vast majority of mankind was basically good. Otherwise he’d have a hard time going outside every day. 

The last time he had experienced it, the woman whom he’d touched had gone on to kill her mother and daughter the following day. When he had seen her get arrested the next day on the six o’clock news, he had nearly choked on his food upon recognition. He swore to himself that if he ever came across a similar feeling, he would act upon it. 

He stopped mid-stride and turned to get a glimpse of the bulky man who’d already exited the park. All he could see in the twilight was the back of his shaven head and his heavy grey overcoat. Vicar glanced at his watch; Samantha would be all right for another half hour. 

He went after him, walking at a brisk pace, making sure not to look too obvious. He followed him for four blocks on Fascination Street. The man didn’t turn around once. At one point, he paused in front of a candy store and stared at the window. He resumed his walk moments later. 

Vicar tailed him for another ten minutes until they arrived at the Greyhound bus terminal. He slowed his pace, careful not to let the man see him as he entered the station. The man went to the counter and purchased a ticket. Vicar watched him walk to the Dallas-bound waiting area and sit there in a chair. 

Vicar ambled across the room to a souvenir kiosk and pretended to browse through a magazine. He looked at the departure times for Dallas on the monitors. The next one was in forty-five minutes. Vicar didn’t have that much time to dedicate to this. He hated this. The old axiom “With great power comes great responsibility” reverberated in his head again and again. As much as he didn’t like giving up, he couldn’t see how he would be able to pursue this any further. He had no idea what he was looking for. He didn’t have a clue of what the man could do or when he would do it. His choices were few. He finally opted for the obvious one: to head back home. He decided there was nothing more he could do for the time being. 

Vicar hadn’t gotten a clear view of the man’s face; from where he stood, all he could distinguish was that he was white and bald. With a deep breath, Vicar took the room in with one sweep of his eyes. He had one last chance. He would start toward the exit and walk right in front of him. 

When he was inches from him, he felt the darkness overcome him again. This guy was bad news; Vicar’s emotions were going off the chart. His heart began to race and his breathing grew shallow. He wasn’t even touching him and he felt this bad. He wondered how it would be to shake this man’s hand. 

He had to get out of there fast. 

The man had his head down, staring at the floor as he passed him. That what his only chance. He had blown it. 

As Vicar exited the terminal, the man raised his head and smiled. 
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Vicar was having breakfast with Samantha. He had been taking care of her ever since he was seventeen, when their mother passed on. Samantha had been only eleven at the time. Their father had abandoned them when she was only three. Their mother had died of lung cancer; it had been ten years already. Where had the years gone? He had found himself in and out of relationships. Samantha had remained his priority and that had sometimes been a hurdle to his romantic life.  

Saturday mornings were like a ritual: breakfast with his sister, the laundry, and a session with Simon Mason. He had been doing the same routine for years now. Mason was his mentor. He was also a feeler. They had met at a Yoseikan Karate-Do class. He taught him to use his gift—or curse, depending on the days—so that he could use it to its full potential.  

“Donnie! It’s time for Data, it’s time for Data!” Samantha was the only one who called him Donnie; he preferred Donovan but he didn’t mind it so much when it was her calling him that. 

“Yes, Sam; go ahead, I have to do the laundry. I’ll be there in a minute,” he said as Samantha ran to the living room and turned the TV on. She was a huge Star Trek: The Next Generation fan and idolized the character Data. People thought she had a major crush on Brent Spiner, the actor who played Data, but Vicar knew better. He knew she could relate to him in some way, trying to adapt to different situations when deep inside she felt different. He had an inkling as to the alienation she must have felt trying to blend in with the rest of the kids growing up and now the young adults in school. She didn’t go to a special school so she had to put up with snickering behind her back and dirty looks; that was tough even at twenty-one.  

Once he was done with the laundry, he made sure Samantha had something to keep her busy for the better part of the day, and left for Mason’s house. He lived in Canterbury Hill, an upper-class borough of Bitternest. By bus, it usually took him twenty minutes to get there. He felt sleepy on the bus and slept most of the short ride. He woke just in time to get off at the right stop; Mason lived two blocks away. 

He arrived at a white house with a red roof; he climbed the two sets of stairs and rang the doorbell. A tall and muscular black man answered the door. 

“Donovan! You’re early today. How’s it going?” Mason said, showing Vicar in.  

“I’m great and you?” 

“I feel like a newborn today, as if the world were mine for the taking,” Mason said. “How’s Samantha?” 

“Oh, you know, she has her good days and her bad days.” 

The two bedroom bungalow was the ideal place for their sessions. Vicar followed Mason into the basement. The smell of Common sage caressed the hairs inside his nostrils and brought him comfort. It was quiet, they had their privacy, and the basement was large enough to give them ample space to stretch out. At the center of the room lay two yoga mats. The beam of light from the small windows made the hardwood floor glisten. The basement was devoid of furniture save for some bookshelves fixed on the wall and a black leather chair sitting by a pinball machine. A portable stereo was set on a small table.  

Mason put on Tai Chi music. Vicar sat on the floor with his legs crossed. Mason took out two wine glasses from a small cupboard and poured cranberry juice. 

“What are we celebrating?” Vicar asked. 

“It’s been two years since we first started our sessions,” Mason said. “I’d offer you wine but since we want to keep our bodies pure for the session, I figured I’d substitute it with cranberry juice.” 

“It’s already been two years? Wow! I still remember our first session as if it were yesterday.” 

Mason joined Vicar and they drank their glasses of juice. They always shared what had happened during the week before doing a fifteen minute meditation. 

“Is there anything you want to share before we begin?” Mason asked. 

Vicar stretched his arms over his head. “Yesterday night, on my way back from class, I bumped into a man with an incredibly negative aura. I followed him for a while; he was heading for the bus terminal.” 

“Did you interact with him other than that?” 

“No, I didn’t want him to know I was there.” 

Mason took another sip from his glass. 

“Where was the feeling strongest?” 

“All over my chest, deep in my stomach, and even inside my head. I felt this crippling sensation of hopelessness. When I got out of the terminal, I could barely breathe. He basically gave me a panic attack,” Vicar explained. 

Mason appeared pensive. He was always very accurate when it came to interpreting feelings. He had traveled across the world to learn how to harness the power of his gift. He had spent the last fifteen years trying to master it, and had gotten to a place where he felt in control. He was able to channel the good vibrations all around him and put that energy to good use in his everyday life. When he had to deal with negative emotions—and God knows there were many in this day and age—he acted as a sieve, keeping only the raw energy from them. He would transform that new energy into good energy and soak it in. Vicar regarded him as the wisest man he had ever met. One of the things he found the most beneficiary was how Mason had taught him to cope with all the turmoil he felt inside. They’d sit together and do breathing exercises, yoga, meditation, visualization, and allowed themselves to really feel what was going on inside them. 

“You felt threatened; your body went into panic mode,” Mason said. “You have to put to the test what we’ve practiced; the breathing, the anchoring, the integration. Picture yourself as a sponge absorbing the water and ringing it out once it’s soaked. It’s only energy.” 

“I know, I know. At that moment, I forgot everything you taught me. I felt so overwhelmed that all I wanted to do was get the hell out of there.” 

“Did he notice you?” 

“No. Well ...” Vicar replayed the event on the walls of his mind. “Maybe, but I did my best to keep a distance; I was discreet when I followed him.” 

“It’s all right, it doesn’t matter. Do you really think this man could harm anyone?” 

“Trust me; he’s the farthest thing from a saint. Every fiber of my being was screaming at me, telling me that I had to stop him,” Vicar shook his head and sighed. “I should’ve tackled him, should’ve gotten into a fight to attract attention to him so he could’ve gotten arrested. The cops might have discovered he had a checkered past; they might even have decided to keep an eye on him,” Vicar said, guilt-ridden.  

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. ‘Should’ and ‘could’ won’t bring you anything but remorse. And don’t you get started on the Lupinski incident; don’t go there, man.”  

Athena Lupinski was the woman who had murdered her mother and daughter a year ago after he’d bumped into her and sensed a tremendous evil. Mason had told him repeatedly that he had to move on and learn from that experience. Vicar had replied more than once, “How would you have felt if it had happened to you?” Mason had never satisfied him with an answer. He knew how much of a burden guilt could be on someone. He’d been there time and time again. If there was one thing Mason had learned about Vicar from that incident, it was that he had an outstanding level of awareness. So much so that Mason refused to dismiss this encounter with this mysterious man. If Vicar was worried, then there was reason to be worried. 

“It’s never been as strong since. This guy’s going to do something horrible, I can feel it in my bones,” Vicar’s voice shook with conviction. 

“Would you be able to identify him if you saw him again,” Mason asked, growing concerned. 

“I’m positive I could, even though I never really saw his face. His aura alone is a dead giveaway. It might already be too late the next time I see him.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“Because he bought a ticket to Dallas. I don’t know if he was just passing through or what, but he’s long gone now,” Vicar said, clenching his teeth. 

Mason stared Vicar in the eye 

“What if we went to the cops and convinced them to ask the bus terminal for the videotapes from the security cameras? They could issue an APB; this way, cops in Dallas would be on the lookout for him.” 

“And what do you plan on telling them in order to get their attention? This I wanna hear,” Vicar said. 

Mason had a special talent when it came to getting out of sticky situations or talking his way through a tough spot; some called it bullshiting, he called it being resourceful.  

“I don’t know, we tell them anything we want. That’s beside the point; don’t lose sight of what’s important here; you want to stop this guy, don’t you?” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“Listen, if this guy is as bad as you say he is, I don’t see anything wrong in having the cops look into him. Who knows, maybe they’ll find out he’s a pedophile breaking his parole.” 

“Listen to yourself,” Vicar said, laughing. “You’re this wise man with all these good principles, morals, and values yet you can be so conniving at times.” 

“That’s what makes me so special,” Mason smiled. “But seriously, we can’t take this lightly. Your awareness is very delicate; we should look into this guy. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’s just the passive aggressive type and he’ll never do anything to anyone.” 

“Yeah, and maybe he wakes up one morning and decides to open fire in a schoolyard full of kids, what then?”  

“I get your point, but aside from telling the authorities about this, what else do you propose we do?” 

“You’re the teacher. Aren’t you supposed to have all the answers?” 

“May I remind you that you’re just as much a teacher as I am?” Mason said. “We should meditate on this, see if our subconscious minds have any suggestions.” 

Mason lit up some incense and they began their meditation. Vicar shut his eyes and did his best to clear his head of all intruding thoughts, not forcing them out, just accepting them for what they were and letting them run their course. They transitioned into a Yoga session for the next hour. He felt a bit sore and remembered how beneficial these sessions were. They followed it with one of Mason’s guided visualizations. Their mind attuned to their bodies, the universe aligned with their intentions. They asked for a solution to their predicament. Vicar saw himself standing in a dense fog, and through it he could see a pair of white lights. Their beams grew wider and he felt surrounded by white light, its warm glow on his skin. He felt unsure of what lay before him yet he knew he was safe, that the light would guide him no matter what. When they were finished and the Common sage was done burning, they opened their eyes. 

“I’m going to Dallas,” Vicar said, sounding more sure than he had ever been in his life. 
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It was Saturday night. Vicar called the school and left a message on the answering machine saying a family emergency had come up and he wouldn’t be able to show up on Monday. He had discussed it with Mason and decided it was the best thing to do. Mason would come over and take care of Samantha later on.  

Vicar found it funny how sometimes life threw a curve ball at him; three hours earlier, he’d been at Mason’s place meditating, and all of a sudden, he was on his way to the bus terminal to buy a roundtrip ticket to Dallas. He had been yearning to make a difference in the world and he didn’t feel like he was accomplishing much as a history teacher. Sadly, kids didn’t seem to care much about the subject these days, not with all the distractions which abounded in such a fast paced world. This might be his chance to do something that would have a noticeable impact on his life and on the lives of others around him. Mason would see him off tonight at 8:00 pm.  

Vicar went grocery shopping to make sure his sister wouldn’t be missing anything. He was standing in line at the cash register when his attention was diverted to the parking lot: two men dressed in trench coats and wearing hats appeared to be staring at him from across the lot. They were standing under one of the rare parking lot lights. One of them, the taller and bulkier one, wore a green coat, the other, a small and skinny man, wore a brown coat. Vicar turned around to see if there was anyone behind him; he was the last in line. He peered outside again; they were staring at him, he was sure. He had difficulty breaking off their stare; it was as if they were hypnotizing him. When his turn came, he paid for the groceries and hurried out. 

Once outside, he looked left and right: nothing. It had started to rain. The lot was dark for the most part, and the blacktop had become slippery. He ran to the bus stop and caught the bus as it was about to leave. He sat at the back and glanced one more time at the parking lot. The two men appeared again: They stood in the rain, immobile, staring at him. They smirked at him. Vicar felt a shiver run through his body. Who were they? He hadn’t gotten close enough to feel them, but his intuition made him want to get as far away from them as possible. 

Samantha and Mason were waiting for him when he got home. They were doing a puzzle; Mason looked like he’d been scratching his head at the picture of a white unicorn standing in the snow. Samantha seemed to have no difficulty putting the pieces together. She was gifted when it came to puzzles, chess, or anything else that required problem-solving or logic. 

“White on white and yet she makes it look like child’s play,” Mason said, laughing. 

“Did Donnie get them? Did Donnie get them?” she asked, frantic. 

Vicar was confused. What was she talking about? 

“She’s been asking for jelly beans ever since I got here,” Mason said, smiling. 

“Oh, that. Yes, I got them,” Vicar said, feeling reassured.  

“You look spooked, man. Are you all right?” Mason asked. 

“Yeah, yeah; there were these two guys at the grocery store, they were staring at me.” 

“Don’t tell me you felt a bad vibe from them too?” Mason said, eyes inquisitive. 

“No, they were standing in the parking lot. They just stood there staring at me. They were downright creepy. I never got close enough to feel them.” 

“It’s probably nothing; I think you might be getting a little paranoid,” Mason said. “Not everybody is out to get you, you know?” 

“I know, I know.” Vicar managed to smile. He set the groceries on the counter and gave Sam her bag of jelly beans. 

“Anything else I should know about Sam’s culinary tastes while you’re gone?” 

“Just make sure you’ve got plenty of jelly beans; she can never get enough. She’s used to eating at 11:30 for lunch and at 5:00 for dinner. Make sure you follow the eating schedule on the fridge. I brought everything you’ll need for Sunday, Monday, and even Tuesday just in case I haven’t returned.” 

“What happens if she doesn’t eat on time?”  

“She’ll bang her head against the wall or she’ll start pacing back and forth in her room. You don’t have to worry; as long as you stick to the schedule, you’ll be fine.” 

“That’s reassuring,” Mason said half seriously. 

“Her bedtime, bath time, and homework time are also on the schedule,” Vicar said while he packed a backpack with some shirts, boxers, socks, a toothbrush, and other personal effects.  

“Wait a minute; bath time?” Mason said. 

Vicar laughed. “She’s old enough to take a bath by herself; you just have to run it for her and pour the bubble bath in the tub.” 

Samantha was more advanced than a lot of autistic people in many regards, but in others, she was still very much a ten year-old child.  

They glanced at her; she was sitting in a chair, eating jelly beans and doing a Sudoku puzzle. Vicar felt a pang in his heart; he couldn’t remember the last time he had been away from Samantha for longer than a day. He trusted Mason fully; he knew she was in good hands with him. Besides, he was the only person he knew whom she had ever liked of everyone he had brought home over the years. He was just hoping he wasn’t making this trip for nothing. Deep inside, he felt the pull to go there. He had no idea of what he would do once he would arrive in Dallas; all he knew was that he had to follow his feeling. He trusted the light he’d seen in his visualization; it would guide him to where he needed to be.  

“You all set?” Mason asked. 

“Yep, I’m ready,” Vicar said. He walked over to Sam and crouched to her eye level. “You’re gonna be a nice girl and take good care of Simon for me?”  

She nodded. 

“Donnie’s coming back tomorrow?” 

“No, sweetie, I’ll be back Monday night.” He kissed her forehead and she gave him a hug. 

“Bye, bye, Donnie, Donnie,” she said as he stood up. 

“Let’s go,” Vicar said as he picked up his backpack.  

*** 
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MASON AND VICAR ARRIVED at the terminal ten minutes later. They stood outside. The rain had stopped and the nightly fog had rolled in. The wind had picked up and leaves were blowing in all directions, dancing with the mist.  

“Promise me you’ll be careful; remember to breathe through everything you feel,” Mason said. 

“Breathe. Gotcha,” Vicar said, smiling. “Seriously, I’ll be okay, Teach. You must really think I’m crazy to take off like this.” 

“No, far from that; you follow your gut and I respect that. There are some things in life that you have to do; it doesn’t always make sense to the people around you, but if it feels right, then it’s all that matters.” 

“I’ll give you a call in the morning, okay?” Vicar said as he held out a hand. 

“And don’t worry about your sis; she’s in good hands,” Mason said, shaking Vicar’s outstretched hand. 

“Thanks, I’m not worried one bit. I’ll see you Monday.”  

Mason stayed behind while Vicar walked into the terminal. He took a seat near gate 6 where the bus was supposed to arrive forty-five minutes from now. The terminal was almost deserted; apart from the cashier and the janitor who mopped the floor, only three other people were waiting in the sitting area.  

A little while later, between gates 6 and 7, a bus pulled in. Above the windshield, written white on black, was the word Dallas. Vicar grabbed his backpack and started toward the gate. He glanced at his watch; the bus was early, it seemed. He walked up to its doors. 

“Nice uniform you got there; I like the old style. Is this supposed to be some kind of retro thing?” Vicar asked. 

The driver, an old man a few years shy of seventy, eyed him from head to toe without saying a word. He was dressed in a white uniform and wore a blue hat and blue bowtie around his neck. Vicar thought he looked straight out of a classic movie from the fifties or sixties. 

“You’re going to Dallas, right?” Vicar had a foot on the first step. 

“I go all over, mister. All through Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico, and beyond,” he said, chuckling.  

Vicar climbed aboard and showed the driver his ticket. He took a seat in the middle of the bus. He wondered if anybody else was going to join them; the driver made him feel a bit uncomfortable. He couldn’t put his finger on it but there was something odd about the man. As long as I don’t get any negative vibes from him, it’s fine by me, Vicar thought. He glanced at his watch; he still had some time to go. He let himself sink in his seat and put on his earphones to listen to his iPod. He shut his eyes and started to drift away. Before he knew it, he dozed off. 

Vicar was awakened by a sudden jerk forward. He looked outside his window, but couldn’t see much at first. The fog was so thick; he couldn’t see more than three feet on either side of the bus. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and realized he was the only one left in the bus. Or had he been the only one all along? He glanced at his watch; it had stopped. It was perpetually eight o’clock. The bus had immobilized itself. He figured it was good as any a time to inquire about their whereabouts.  

“Sir, I fell asleep; where are we exactly?” 

“Well, we haven’t gone that far, but we’ve still traveled quite a bit,” the old man said, smiling as if he knew something Vicar didn’t. 

“Okay ... What is that supposed to mean?” Vicar looked straight up ahead; they were in the middle of an old neighborhood, judging by the look of the old-fashioned stores. He felt a flux of energy bouncing like a pinball inside his chest and stomach. He couldn’t tell if it was a good or a bad thing. He allowed himself to take it in; his intuition told him to get off. He felt a tingle all over his body, then, a voice inside his head yelled “GET OUT”.  

“Where are we?” he asked again. 

The driver started laughing.  

“What’s so funny? And where is everybody?” Vicar was getting irritated. “Why aren’t we moving? Say something, damn it!” 

“Calm down mister, we’re still in town, no need to worry.” 

“What do you mean, ‘still in town’? You mean, in Bitternest?” 

The old man nodded. 

“You’re making fun of me, is that it? Fine, I’m getting out of here.”  

Vicar went back for his backpack and headed for the doors. He turned to look at the driver. 

“Let me out,” he ordered. The driver’s smile had vanished. A look of concern replaced it.  

“You best be careful out there, mister,” he said. 

Vicar waved him off with the back of his hand and exited as soon as the doors swung open.  

“Don’t let him wake them,” the driver said just before closing the doors.  

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Vicar asked.  

It was too late, the motor was running again and the bus was leaving. Vicar stood there as it disappeared through the darkness and fog. He looked around; the street seemed deserted. He took out his cell phone. 

“Great, no signal,” he said out loud.  

Ahead of him lay what appeared to be the main street of a small town. There was a soda shop to his left and a general store to his right. Next to it was a newspaper stand. 

The stand wasn’t much more than a hole in the wall squeezed in between the general store and a dry cleaner. It was still open so he walked over. The words “the pitt” were written on the marquee above the stand. 

“It’s The Pitt, but how is that—“ 

“Evening,” the man at the stand said. 

“Good evening. I’m a little confused; I just got off the bus and am wondering where I am,” Vicar said. 

“You’re on Willowdale Avenue corner Bloch,” the man said.  

“No, I mean the name of this town.” 

“Oh, you’re in Bitternest; the nation’s capital of fog,” the man said, cheerful. 

“That’s not funny; seriously, where am I?” 

“I just told you; you’re in Bitternest, Louisiana.” The man was serious now. 

Vicar felt an overwhelming sentiment of panic cripple him. That explained why he recognized the newsstand, The Pitt; he got the newspaper there everyday before going to school. He glanced around but didn’t recognize any of the stores on the street. How could he? They looked as though time had stopped and things hadn’t evolved in fifty years.  

Time had stopped. His watch had stopped too.  

He looked down at the pile of newspapers; the one on top of the pile was the Bitternest Herald. Again, how was that possible? He picked up a copy; its price was five cents.  

“How can that be ...” Vicar didn’t understand what was happening. Then, he saw the date on the newspaper: Saturday, October 26, 1957. 

“Oh, my God,” he whispered as he dropped the paper, suddenly feeling dizzy. 
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Four
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“Are you all right, sir?” the man behind the counter asked.  

“We’re in 1957?” 

The man stared at him for a while before talking.  

“Yes, what year did you think it was? 

He must think I’m nuts, Vicar thought. “I’m sorry; I’m not feeling very well. Is there a hotel or a motel nearby?”  

“Yeah, you can go to the Bitternest Grand Hotel on Fascination Street. It’s just a few blocks west of here,” the man said. 

“Of course!” Vicar said, thinking out loud. “It’s been there for a century.” 

As a history teacher, Vicar knew his city’s history like the back of his hand. 

“What did you say this street was called?” 

“Willowdale and the cross street is Bloch Avenue.” 

“Yeah, I remember now,” Vicar said, talking to himself and looking down the street. “It was renamed to Pandora Avenue, and Bloch became Merrydale.” 

Vicar took a few steps away from The Pitt and turned back, extending a hand. 

“I’m Donovan Vicar.” 

The man hesitated before shaking his hand; he’d seen his share of weird customers, but he was beginning to think Vicar was a real cuckoo. 

“William Cohen; you can call me Will.” 

Cohen? He must be Jimmy’s grandfather, Vicar thought. He knew the current owner of The Pitt very well and if this was 1957, then this man, judging by his youthful age, had to be Jimmy Cohen’s grandfather. Jimmy wasn’t even born yet! Neither was Vicar, for that matter. He realized his parents hadn’t even met at this point. He felt like an uninvited guest at a party. 

Vicar searched his pockets for change to buy a copy of the Herald. He realized he had to be careful; he couldn’t give money that dated after 1957. The oldest coin he had was from 1962. He looked through the bills in his wallet, no luck either. That was going to cause a bit of a problem; he wouldn’t be able to use his credit cards, debit cards or even his checkbook. None of them were valid here.  

Cohen was becoming irritated with Vicar. As far as he was concerned, the young man didn’t make any sense and he just wanted to get rid of him. 

“Listen, if you can’t afford a copy of the paper,” Cohen said, putting it in a paper bag and handing it to Vicar, hoping it would get rid of him. “Here; it’s on the house.” 

“Thank you; I’ll pay you back as soon as I get some money.”  

I don’t have a clue of when that’ll be! Vicar was lost in his thoughts. 

He began walking west to Fascination Street. He still didn’t understand what had happened; he’d fallen asleep and had woken in Bitternest, exactly fifty years earlier. Was he dreaming? He pinched himself. Nothing happened. He was going to have to go along with this until he found a logical explanation for his predicament.  

Time travel. Was it possible? That would explain why the bus and its driver seemed so out of place back in 2007. 

He reached Fascination Street, the main street in downtown Bitternest. He found it odd how he knew his way around so easily yet he had no idea what to expect at the next turn. The Grand Hotel looked almost the same as it did in his time. He stopped dead in his tracks; he would have the same problem here: no money. He was starting to consider camping in the park. Thankfully, it wasn’t too cold yet; it was damp but he would be all right for the night.  

He started for the park or rather where Swan Park, in his time, was located. He searched the annals of his memory to figure out if it had been called something else in ’57. If his memory served him correctly, the park hadn’t expanded yet and should only cover one city block. A few paces later, he arrived at the park: it was right where he remembered it would be.  

He found a bench that wasn’t too wet even though it appeared to have rained today in 1957 as well as in 2007. The bench was under a tree, covered with red leaves, and secluded from the path. He would have a little privacy. He just hoped there wouldn’t be any cops making rounds during the night. He flicked open his cell phone: no signal, just as he thought. It slowly dawned on him that he might be stranded in the fifties. What would happen to him? Worse; what would happen to Samantha? With everything that had happened in the last fifteen minutes, he had completely forgotten about her. He needed help, but he didn’t know who to turn to. Someone in his predicament in 2007 would have a hard time finding help, let alone in 1957. He tried hard to think of someone who would best be suited to help him understand what had occurred during the trip back in time—better yet, someone who would actually believe a wild-eyed story like his. He thought of taking a trip to the municipal library tomorrow to look up time travel books. 

He took a wool shirt out of his backpack, which contained his entire possessions, and wrapped it around his chest, using it as a blanket. Vicar lay down on the cold bench and stared at the stars through the mist. It suddenly occurred to him that most of the people he knew weren’t born yet or were only kids. He had to get used to the idea; he would have to go see their parents if he wanted their help. There was only one person he knew that would be old enough to help him and who might believe him: Edgar D. Ward. He owned a bookstore on Robert Kennedy Drive. “Damn it, Bobby Kennedy hasn’t even been appointed Attorney General yet, much less does he have a street named after him,” he thought out loud. He would have to look it up in the yellow pages before heading over there, on the other side of town.  

He got comfortable and shut his eyes. A thousand thoughts crashed in his head. Sleep finally found him a little less than an hour later. A shuffling sound woke him up some time later. It was hard to tell how long he’d been sleeping, only he noticed how colder the night had become. He sat up, trying to locate the source of the noise. 

In the park, walking toward downtown, were five or six women. They were dragging their feet through the fallen leaves and were walking oblivious like zombies. They weren’t together; each of them was on their own. Either they didn’t see him or they ignored him altogether. He opted for the latter. One of them walked less than three feet in front of him; she had to have seen him. The park was dark, but the moonlight and the few scattered streetlamps produced enough light for Vicar to discern their faces.  

He couldn’t feel much from them, no good or bad vibes, but he had goose bumps just watching them go by like that, so disconnected from their environment. They seemed under a trance. Where the hell were they going at this time of night? They were all heading in the same direction.  

“Excuse me, where are you going?” he asked another one that passed behind him this time.  

No reply. He stood up. He was tempted to follow them, but decided not to. He figured he was in enough trouble as it was. Wherever they were going, he didn’t need to know. Not for now, at least.  

When they had left the park, he scanned his surroundings and lay down again. He took out his iPod and pressed play; heavy metal music blared in his ears. He fell asleep not long after, tossing and turning on the bench. This time it was nightmares that filled his sleep.  

He dreamt of the two men at the supermarket; they were running after him, laughing and trying to grab hold of him. It felt as though he were running on a treadmill, the dark road ahead never-ending. They kept gaining on him and seemed huge compared to him, at least twice his size. The skinnier one of the two reached for him. He could feel his foul breath down his neck. The road was suddenly covered with an avalanche of jelly beans rolling under his feet. He tried to keep his balance, but slipped and fell. 
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Five
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Chief Moriarty had just gotten off the phone with another worried mother. He sipped his black coffee; it had grown cold and tasteless. It was shaping up to be one hell of a day. 

“Graves, Houston, get in here,” he yelled through the closed door of his office.  

“Yes, chief,” Harry Graves said, running in with Carl Houston. 

“We’ve had nine reports of missing girls so far, all since 2:00 am. I’ve sent some men to get statements from the families, but I want you guys to dig deep and find me some clues. Anything at all would be an improvement.” 

“Shit, last week it was six, and the week before that it was three. That’s eighteen, and we haven’t heard about a ransom or even found a body. Were there any sightings this time?” Houston asked. 

“Yeah, as usual, Mrs. Stanford; she’s an insomniac and has nothing better to do than stare out her window at night. After you’ve questioned her, I want you to retrace the girls’ steps; same as last week, they were seen heading east on Fascination Street,” Moriarty said. 

“You want us to check out Swan Park again, chief?” Graves asked. 

“Yeah, they cut through the park again, according to Mrs. Stanford.” 

“You know, this doesn’t add up. Why would nine young women go wandering in the middle of the night without telling anyone?” Houston said. 

“That’s for us to figure out, isn’t it,” Moriarty said, taking another sip from his cup. He grimaced and spit the coffee back in the cup. “Why’s the coffee always so lousy around here?” 

“It’s Gertrude’s coffee, isn’t it?” Houston asked. 

Moriarty nodded. 

“She either burns it, doesn’t put enough water when she makes it, or drowns it in milk. That poor woman is no good at making coffee.” Houston shook his head. 

“Coffee isn’t the only thing she’s lousy at; have you ever tried her cooking?” Graves said, smiling. 

“Okay, enough, guys. She’s the receptionist, not a maid. Would you get me a cup from Tom’s Diner on your way back? Black, with 2 sugars,” Moriarty said. 

“No problem, chief. Should we be on our way now? I mean, it’s only seven thirty on a Sunday morning,” Houston said. 

“Yeah, the old woman’s up and about; I just got off the phone with her. Hopefully she’s got something interesting to share with us. Call me if anything comes up, all right?” 

They nodded and left Moriarty’s office. He sank back in his chair, looking at the pictures of the missing girls from the weeks before. 

***
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MRS. STANFORD GREETED officers Houston and Graves with a warm smile. A smell of fresh coffee and bacon and eggs filled their noses as she opened the door. She lived above a dry cleaner on Fascination Street, right in the heart of downtown, in a small two bedroom apartment. 

“Top of the morning, boys,” she said. 

“Morning, Mrs. Stanford,” they said in unison. 

“Would you care for some coffee?” 

“Sure,” Houston said. 

“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” Graves said. 

They walked over to the living room; its walls were off-white and its floor was covered by flowery wall-to-wall carpeting. She poured a cup of coffee in the kitchen and joined them. Graves and Houston sat on the couch; she sat opposite them on an old wooden rocking chair. 

“Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?” 

She smiled. “Anything I can do to help.” 

“Around what time did you see the women walk by under your window, Mrs. Stanford?” Graves began. 

“Oh, it must’ve been close to 2:00 am. I’d gone to bed around eleven and couldn’t sleep so I started reading a book. I remember glancing at the clock around one-thirty; I heard them shuffling not too long after,” she said, stirring her coffee. 

“That’s pretty much the same time as last week, isn’t it?” Houston asked. 

“Yes; I know because I wrote it down,” she said. 

“And you didn’t recognize any of them?” Houston asked, blowing on his coffee. 

“No, it was too dark. I opened my window and I tried talking to them this time. I even waved at them. They just kept walking as if I wasn’t even there, almost as if they were sleepwalking.” 

“Did you notice anything unusual; I mean anything different from last week?” Graves asked. 

“I guess not ...” She paused for a moment, searching for the memory in her mind, and then a light lit up in her eyes. “Now that you mention it, one of them looked like she was leading them, you know, making sure no one fell behind. She was the last one of the group and she wore a dark shawl and her boots made a lot of noise.” 

Houston frowned. “Was she tall, I mean taller than most women?” he asked. 

“Oh, it’s hard to say from where I was, but compared to the others, I’d say she was pretty tall.” 

“Did you, by any chance, count how many of them there were?” Houston asked. 

“Oh, yes, I did. I remember you asking me that the other two times and not being able to answer so I made a note of it,” she said, sounding proud.  

“And how many were they?” Graves asked, hanging from her lips. 

“They were a lot more than last week; ten to be exact,” Mrs. Stanford said. 

“Are you sure?” Houston said, taking a long sip of coffee. 

“Positive. Why? How many girls have been reported missing so far?” 

“Nine,” Graves and Houston said simultaneously. 

“Oh, that’s strange,” she said, getting up to go to the kitchen. 

“They were heading east like last time?” Graves asked. 

“Yes; where do you suppose they wander off to?”  

“That’s what we intend to find out,” Houston said, looking at his partner. They got up. 

“Thanks for your cooperation once again, Mrs. Stanford; I hope we won’t make a habit of visiting you every Sunday. Is there anything else you’d like to add before we go?” Graves asked. 

“No, I don’t think so. If ever something comes back to me, I’ll give you boys a call,” she said, smiling. 

“We’d appreciate that, Mrs. Stanford. We’ll be on our way, then. Thanks again for the coffee,” Houston said. 

When they were outside, Houston looked troubled. 

“What’s wrong? Do you have any idea of who she might’ve been talking about? I saw the look on your face when she mentioned the woman in the shawl,” Graves said. 

“Yeah, this is just a hunch but still, it’s our only lead. I think the woman she referred to is Lydia Sinclair. She wears a shawl everywhere she goes and she’s quite tall. Ever heard of her?” Houston said. 

“A thing or two, same as everyone, I suppose. Who is she really?” Graves asked 

“She’s trouble. She owns a field at the city’s limits, eastside,” Houston said. 

“Eastside?” Graves looked in the distance toward the east; the morning fog was too dense for him to see very far ahead. “As in east of Fascination Street?” 

“Yep. What do you say we pay Ms. Sinclair a visit?”  

“I can’t think of anything better to do this early on a Sunday morning,” Graves said, smiling. 
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Six
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Vicar walked up to The Pitt. Cohen was setting up for the day, putting on display copies of the Bitternest Herald. The front page read: “More girls go missing in the night!” Vicar picked up a copy. 

“What’s this about missing girls?” 

“It’s the third weekend this happens; every Sunday, a group of young women disappears from their homes. The Herald was fast on that one; it happened in the middle of the night and it still made the front page,” Cohen said, counting the money in his cash register. 

Vicar read the article briefly. The girls in the park; is that what they were talking about? He decided not to say anything of it for now. 

“Can you tell me if you’ve heard of a bookstore called ‘The Bookworm’?” Vicar asked. 

“You mean Edgar Ward’s used bookstore? Sure, it’s on Pine Avenue.” 

“How do I get there?” Vicar asked, not too sure if he’d be able to find his way there in 1957. 

“You can take a cab; it’s not too far from here. Better yet, if you’re short on dough, the 24 bus across the street will get you there in twenty minutes.” 

“And how much is the bus fare?” 

Cohen eyed him for a moment and then said, “It’s a dime. Are you sure you’re all right, mister?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks again.” Never been better, Vicar thought. He went to the bus stop and figured he’d be able to pass a dime from the future without being noticed. He waited for about ten minutes and the bus finally came. 

The bus was almost empty save for three black men and a black woman who all got up to go sit in the back of the bus as Vicar entered. It dawned on him that he was in the fifties; this was the time when black folks were relegated to the back of the bus when a white boarded. He felt miserable; it seemed right out of a science fiction story. He realized it was very real.  

The ride gave him a chance to familiarize himself with his new surroundings; he recognized the streets and some of the buildings; not everything was different, there were just a lot less cars roaming about. Storefronts didn’t have all the pizzazz of modern day stores. Large chain stores had yet to make their appearance. This wasn’t the fast paced world he was used to; everything was smaller: grocery stores and restaurants were all family owned, it seemed. There were no such things as multiplexes and five-floor shopping malls, no Starbucks, no Home Depot, Wal Mart or any other large surface retailers. Things seemed a lot simpler out here, away from the frantic information age he lived in. It was as if he were watching one of those old Humphrey Bogart or Audrey Hepburn movies. 

He had to remind himself that he wasn’t on vacation or on a trip; he could very well be stuck here for good. It didn’t freak him out as much as he thought it would. It felt more as if he were in a dream and would wake up and everything would go back to normal. Only he wasn’t. That was the problem; who on earth would be able to send him back to the year 2007? After all, last time he checked, no one had attempted time traveling, even fifty years from now. Vicar took some small comfort in thinking that he was ahead of the game somehow; being from the future had its advantages. He was a history teacher and knew the history of his city well enough to be able to know what awaited him for the next fifty years. That thought brought him to another problem: What would happen when he would be born twenty-three years from now? Wasn’t there such a thing as disrupting your own timeline? He’d read about the subject. He’d have to be careful not to interfere with his parents or people he would come to know in the future. He decided he would only involve Edgar Ward. He figured every Marty McFly needed a Doc Emmett Brown. Edgar would be his, if he would believe him, of course. 

When the bus arrived in front of the bookstore, Vicar recognized it instantly. It looked almost exactly the same, only the street name had changed. He got off and headed toward The Bookworm across the street. A young woman in her early thirties with long brown hair wearing a red dress gave him a welcoming smile as he walked in. Immediately, that old book smell comforted him; the familiar smell of old prints and paper. 

“Good morning, you’re our first customer today,” she said. 

He smiled back at her wishing all stores were this nice to their customers. He felt goodness emanate from her; she had a very particular aura, one free of malice, almost pure. He rarely encountered someone like that. He breathed it in and remembered the words of his mentor Simon Mason: “Let the goodness wash over you, take it in as you would the sight of a sunset or the smell of your favorite dessert coming out of the oven. Let it flow inside you, let your body transform it into pure flowing energy.” 

He did just that and felt some lightheadedness. He shut his eyes for a moment and was able to feel the blood coursing through his veins. It worked; he’d acted as a sponge and had allowed good emotions to overcome him for a change. He was so used to the opposite; this new experience felt invigorating.  

“Sir, are you okay?”  

He opened his eyes. “Yes, I’m sorry; it’s just that I was trying to remember something important, closing my eyes helps me concentrate,” he said, feeling silly. 

“Oh, good then; did you remember what it was?” 

“Yes, thank you. I’m looking for Edgar Ward, is he around?” 

“No, I’m looking after the store while he’s away. He’ll be back on Monday; he’s out of town to buy some rare books,” she said apologetically. 

He nodded and smiled. Great, just my luck, Vicar thought. He looked around at the new releases section; even though he owned a used books store, Edgar always kept a wall for new books. Vicar picked up a copy of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. 

“Good choice; it just came out last week. I finished it last night; a great, fast-paced read. It’s bound to become a classic,” she said with enthusiasm.  

“That it will,” he couldn’t help but reply. “Can you tell Edgar I came by, my name’s—” It occurred to him that Edgar wouldn’t know him, not for another thirty years at least. 

“Yes?” she said. 

“Never mind; can you give me the number here?” he said, instantly remembering that he already knew it. 

The door swung open and the bells rang. A little boy came running in. 

“Sebastian, what did I tell you about barging inside the store like that?” she said. 

“I’m sorry, mom,” Sebastian said, staring at Vicar. 

“You’ll have to forgive my son, Mr. ...?” 

“Vicar, Donovan Vicar.” 

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Vicar; my name’s Felicia Reardon and this is my son, Sebastian.” 

“Pleased to meet you, Felicia; you can call me Donovan, by the way.” He shook
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