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THE BLACK MARIAH




PART
I: SUPERSLAB

“The moving finger writes; and, having writ /
Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit / Shall lure it back to cancel
half a line / Nor all your tears wash out a Word of it.”

— Omar Khayyam
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Chapter One

RATCHET JAW

“Somebody, please
help me….”

At the stroke of 10:00 the voice ripped
through the noisy darkness of the cab like sheers through black
muslin. Lucas reached up, adjusted the volume on his CB and grabbed
the handset. The mike felt cool in his hand.

“Ten-nine on that, channel eleven. Say
again.”

“I’m sorry, y’all…it’s just it’s an emergency
type situation.”

Lucas thumbed the mike switch and replied as
quietly as possible, careful not to awaken his partner in the rear
sleeper. “Copy that, channel eleven. Recommend switching over to
channel nine. Get you a Band-Aid wagon or county mountie,
pronto.”

There were a few seconds of static as Lucas
waited for a reply. A thick boned black man with a grizzle of a
goatee and gentle brown eyes, Lucas cut an imposing figure in the
Kenworth cab. In fact, as he approached his fortieth birthday Lucas
had grown into what his mama used to call a “big old house of a
body.”

Of course, his preference in clothes didn’t
help any. With his steel-toed cowboy boots, oily black jeans,
Chambray shirt, sweaty black leather vest, and trademark Charley
OneHorse hat, he looked somewhat larger than life.

The voice suddenly crackled back through the
speaker, “I don’t need no ambulance and I don’t need no
policeman….”

Then there was a pregnant pause, followed by
a simple explanation that was delivered with such gravity that
Lucas imagined hearing those melodramatic organ strains used by old
soap operas before they cut for commercials.

“I need fuel.”

The mystery voice belonged to a young black
man. Lucas was sure of it. The deep southern drawl suggested
Shreveport or Jackson. Maybe even New Orleans. A more pertinent
question, however, was just why this ratchet jaw was tying up
channel eleven. The national calling channel was universally
respected among truckers as a temporary hailing frequency for air
checks. But this dude had no intention of following CB
protocol.

“Listen, bro,” Lucas said, “you got the big
Black Mariah here. What’s your moniker?”

After a burst of static, the voice said,
“—Black what?”

Lucas grinned. “Mariah, with an H. Used to be
my mama’s middle name—rest her soul. What’s your handle, bro?”

Another moment of noisy silence. “Don’t have
no cute CB tag. Name’s just Melville. Melville Benoit. I’m driving
a ’72 Camaro eastbound on Eighty of Macon.”

“Melville, do me a favor,” Lucas said.
“Switch that ole ‘radidio’ on over to channel twenty-one. Be able
to chat with ya without tying up air checks. Comprendo?”

“Okay…alright…I’m switchin’!”

Lucas dialed over to channel twenty-one and
waited for the kid to come back. Listening to the Kenworth rumbling
beneath him, Lucas felt that warm feeling of power. The KWhopper’s
engine was roaring happily; no suspicious pings, knocks, or
rattles.

A moment later the voice returned in a flurry
of popping static. “Y’all still there? Black Mariah? Y’all
there?”

“Ten-Roger, kiddio,” said Lucas. “Comin’ back
at ya.”

“Great—y’all think you can help me out?”

“Sure can,” Lucas said with a grin. “ ’Bout
ten miles outta Macon near the seventy-third mile marker there’s a
coffee pot called Burdettes. Six full islands of diesel. Three for
gas.

“Gift shop. Restaurant. Folks say the chicken
fried steak is almost edible.”

Static. Indistinguishable rustling noises.
“Y’all don’t understand…it ain’t…it ain’t that easy.”

Lucas rolled his eyes. After sixteen years as
an independent trucker, Lucas had seen just about every kind of
highway hot dog imaginable. Rednecks out looking for bobtail races.
Frustrated salesmen gearheading their company cars. Pissed off
wives taking it out on the family wagon. And even rogue stock car
drivers high on Benzedrine. But Melville was a member of the worse
tribe imaginable—the—chatterboxes—those frustrated
four-wheelers who got their radio for $29.95 at Crazy Larry’s and
just had to yack with every hauler within a hundred-mile
radius.

Lucas usually couldn’t stomach
chatterboxes.

Tonight, however, Lucas was just bored enough
to play along for a while. He was returning home to Los Angeles
after a cross country trip hauling apples from Seattle to
Jacksonville, a journey that seemed doomed from the start. While
Lucas was en route, the L.A. broker had gone belly up and
the apple deal had nearly died on the vine. By the time he got to
Jacksonville the warehouse people had decided to cut the original
transport fee in half and Lucas had been forced to take it up the
butt. Then, on the first leg of the return trip, his driving
partner, Sophie Cohen, weathered a blowout on some Godforsaken
backwater road. Lucas had been dozing when it happened and had
nearly gone through the wall of the coffin box. The repairs burned
up over two hundred bucks.

Now Lucas was tooling along Interstate 75
toward Atlanta, chain smoking miniature cigars, trying to figure
out the rest of his life, and talking to some chowderhead on the
squawk box for kicks. At least it was better than sitting in some
Motel Six coffee shop, mourning his rapidly approaching
bankruptcy.

Shaking his head, he thumbed the send switch.
“You want to explain that last break, Melville?”

Another pause. “It’s…complicated.”

“I got my ears on. Tell me all about it.”

Through the tiny grill on the radio came the
feverish reply. “I can’t stop.”

Lucas laughed. It was a big, hearty guffaw
that made him shake against his contour seat. Stifling his
laughter, he brought the mike back up to his face and said, “Old
Buddy, I know just how you feel. I surely do.”

Melville’s frantic voice returned. “Whattya
mean? Whattya mean y’all know how I feel?!”

“I hate stopping. I really do. I hate the
down time.”

“No, man…no, no, no,” Melville’s voice came
back through the static. “Y’all don’t understand…I want to
stop…believe me y’all don’t know how much I want to stop…but I
can’t—I can’t stop—not in a million years.”

“You can’t or you won’t?”

A long, noisy pause. “I can’t.”

“How come?”

“I just can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Trust me on this, brother—I can’t.”

Lucas was losing his patience. “You gonna
tell me about it or am I gonna cut the coax?”

After another long pause filled with static
and crackling interference, the voice said, “I know it sounds crazy
but it’s a goddamn hex.”

Lucas stared through the windshield at the
strobing white lines for a moment. “Negative copy on that, bro.
Come back again.”

“I said I got a motherfuckin’ curse visited
on me.”

“Curse?”

Static. Then a feverish litany followed,
which threatened to deteriorate into tears. “That’s right—I been
cursed…cursed to never stop moving…never stop no matter—”

There was a sudden surge of interference,
momentarily drowning Melville’s words and fizzing through the tiny
speaker on Lucas’s CB. Lucas shook his head and chuckled. This dude
was definitely some small town yahoo trying to pull a trucker’s leg
on a Saturday night. He probably lived in one of the little wide
spots in the Mississippi asphalt like Yazoo City or Kokomoville.
Lucas had to hand it to him, though; the kid knew how to tell a
story.

“Okay, bro,” Lucas finally transmitted. “I
get the joke. Now why don’t you back on out and give some other
jammers a chance?”

Silence.

“Break twoone for ol’ Melville…come
back.”

More silence.

“Yo, Melville…do you copy?”

No answer.

“Yo, Melville….”

The sudden rush of ghostly AM voices and
bleed from other channels were the only reply. Lucas shrugged and
said into his mike, “This is the big ole Black Mariah, backin’ out
and backin’ down, copyin’ the mail northbound on Seventy-Five….

“Ten-Roger and out.”

An hour later Lucas
woke Sophie for her shift. Over the years, the two drivers had
developed a system for waking each other which went something like
this: The driver started the process off by rolling down his or her
window. The rush of fresh oxygen and highway noise would fill the
cab and gradually drift back into the sleeper compartment. Then the
driver would put on a worn-out cassette of their favorite song
(Lucas was partial to Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” while Sophie
preferred anything by Bonnie Raitt). The next phase, which was
optional, depended on who was doing the waking. Sophie usually
opted to fire the air horn off a few times and sing along with her
music. But Lucas preferred the more direct approach of hollering
back toward the sleeper. Tonight was no exception.

“Yo! Cohen!” Lucas barked over the shotgun
rhythms of the rap music. “Time for school!”

A few moments later, Sophie Cohen emerged
from the coffin box, dressed in Levis and a sleeveless work shirt,
rubbing her eyes and moaning hoarsely. “Stop with the noise
already.” Lucas grinned and rolled up the window. “What are you
sayin’? You don’t like rap music?”

“Is that what they call that stuff? Music?”
Sophie climbed into the shotgun seat and stretched her weary limbs.
A compact little woman with short auburn hair and a row of gold
earrings in her earlobe, Sophie looked more like a rock and roll
roadie than a lady trucker. And tonight, in the green glow of the
interior broken only by the occasional strobe of the highway, she
looked more like an extra from The Rocky Horror Picture
Show.

“Where the hell are we?” she finally
asked.

“ ’Bout twenty miles outside Atlanta on
Seventy-Five.”

“What country is this?”

“America—last time I checked.”

Sophie reached up to the glove box, clicked
it open and rooted out a crumpled pack of Marlboros. Lighting one
up, she took a long drag and sighed. “I’m getting too old for
this.”

She was referring to a sadistic system of
time management popular among many independent truckers. In order
to make the best time, each co-driver sleeps in five-hour
alternating shifts. They stop only for fuel, food, weigh stations,
or a shit-and-shower at a truck stop. Utilizing this method, a team
can go coast to coast in two and a half days. The only trouble was,
tonight the Black Mariah team had no job on the other end. No
broker, no bookings, no need to hurry.

And that bothered Lucas.

Downshifting into a curve, Lucas said,
“Whattya mean, you’re getting too old? I’ve got shoes older than
you. You’re still a rookie.”

“Don’t start with me tonight, Lucas.”

Grinning, Lucas shot a quick glance over at
Sophie. She was lying back against the headrest, rubbing her
temples, trying to wake up. It was hard to believe that she was
turning out to be a fairly decent partner.

Lucas remembered the first time he had laid
eyes on her. It was nearly three years ago. She had answered his ad
in Truck and Driver and had impressed Lucas enough over the
phone to win an interview. But the next morning she had shown up on
Lucas’s Santa Monica doorstep in her torn jeans and surly attitude.
With that butchy aura about her, she had been pretty overpowering;
but somehow Lucas couldn’t help but be intrigued. Single-minded,
stubborn and tough, Sophie Cohen had all the right trucking
credentials. Three years with Beeline Express in their
tractor-purchase program. A year driving reefers up and down
the western seaboard. Plus she had damn good skills.

After Lucas had driven a few jaunts with her,
he had learned just what was behind all the denim and tough talk.
Born and raised in San Francisco, the only daughter to wealthy
parents, Sophie Cohen had grown up not only with a silver spoon in
her mouth but the entire goddamn table setting. She’d been showered
with the best of everything—the finest grammar schools, the best
private tutors, the most expensive music lessons, the whole shot.
By the time she’d made it to college in the early seventies—first
as a poly-sci major at Berkeley and later as a history major at
USC—she was a full-blown debutante. In fact, before you could say
“doctor’s wife,” her mother had her slated to marry a nice, rich
Jewish boy and live happily ever after in some Encino suburb.

But Sophie had two problems: She was too
rebellious and too smart. She turned her schooling into a Sword of
Damocles over the heads of her parents. Drifting aimlessly through
academia, absorbing esoteric subjects with a ravenous yet
indiscriminate appetite, Sophie became an intellectual hobo. She
never intended to graduate, never intended to marry, and certainly
never intended to live in a suburb.

When her father finally lowered the boom and
threatened to cut off her flow of tuition money, Sophie had already
decided what she wanted to do. She’d been inspired by a book called
White Lines. This popular tome dramatized the mystique of
trucking in colorful, salty lore that really sunk a hook into
Sophie. It seemed like such a poetic way out of her bourgeois
fate—an earthy, egalitarian, spontaneous way to live. The day after
her father’s ultimatum, she went out and enrolled in trucking
school and started studying for her class A license. The rest, as
they say, was history.

“You still bent outta shape about the
broker?” Lucas finally asked her over the rumbling song of the
engine.

“You’re the one who should be bent out of
shape.”

Lucas shrugged. “Who’d listen?”

Sophie snubbed her Marlboro out in the side
tray and crossed her arms defensively. “We need another load for
the flip flop, Lucas — you know that as well as I do. We’re driving
out of our own pockets now and I dunno about you, but mine aren’t
real deep.”

Lucas wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand. “We’ll land something.”

“Where? When?”

He turned to her and frowned. “What am I? The
Amazing-motherfuckin’-Karnak? I dunno where or when…but I got some
calls out there already. When we stop, I’m gonna buzz Jake
Sunnheimer.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “That’s great. Jake
the Snake. He’ll have us hauling contraband weapons down to the
Florida Keys for some mafia kingpin.” Sophie lowered her voice into
a sinister gangster’s drone. “Tank you very much, Mister Hyde. Been
a pleasure doing business wit ya. Now if you don’t mind, we’d like
to get yer shoe size for dese lovely cement Florsheims.”

Lucas began to say something, then paused and
glanced over at his partner. She sat in the dimness, her head
bobbing ridiculously, her face contorted into a Don Corleone
impression. Suddenly all Lucas could do was laugh. “You need
psychiatric help, girl. I swear to God, you need help.”

“You may be right,” said Sophie, a malicious
grin replacing the mobster face. “Considering the fact that after
three years I’m still sitting here beside you.”

Lucas growled. “Keep it up, shithead, and
you’ll get kicked outta this rig faster than you can say ‘racial
tension.’ ”

“You wouldn’t dare touch me, Hyde. You
couldn’t afford any more lawsuits.”

“You got me there.” Lucas shook his head and
gazed out through the windshield at the white lines clocking by.
Sophie was referring to his past experiences with small claims
courts. Over the last decade Lucas had been sued three times. Once
in Sacramento for chipping a chunk out of the Eagle Foods loading
dock. Once in Kansas City for failing to cross a teamster picket
line at Amalgamated Stockyards. And once in Florida, for crossing a
private road and knocking out countless reflectors, guardrails, and
mailboxes along the way. In each case, Lucas had lost and was
forced to pay the judgments out of his own pocket.

Personal responsibility was the bane of the
independent trucker’s existence.

Not that Lucas had any complaints. He had
dreamed of being a gypsy trucker for years. In fact, growing up on
the tough side of Torrance, California, the young Lucas Hyde had
always been a restless boy. When he was eleven, his father, a
grocery store manager, had been shot and killed by a petty thief.
His mother and sisters had pulled the family together through the
rough times that followed. But little Lucas had always seemed
troubled…running away from home, getting mixed up with local street
gangs, and even getting caught for stealing from his late father’s
own store. Finally, a few stints in the Pico Rivera Reformatory got
his attention and toughened him into a streetwise homeboy.

But Lucas wanted out. Out of the gangs, out
of the neighborhood, and out of the racial barriers that limited a
young black man’s options. When he was nineteen, after three years
of high school, he got a job driving a delivery van for a local
electrical contractor. The job seemed to motivate him in ways he
never thought possible. Driving days, he went to night school and
got his high school diploma. He took on more responsibility. He
enlarged his delivery routes. Eventually, he got his Class A
license and started driving the company’s rusty old
Freightliner.

From that moment on, he was hooked.

He began dreaming of owning his own rig. On
weekends he’d drive up to Bakersfield and visit Wenona’s, an
infamous trucker hangout complete with a full service repair
center, a four-star restaurant, a 600-bed motel, and a triple-X
adult theater. But the real attraction to Wenona’s was the
unofficial game room out behind the restaurant. In this
smoke-filled den of iniquity the truckers would gather to play
poker, throw die, bet on sports events, pitch pennies, and make
fools out of themselves gambling on banal affairs such as the what
time the sun would come up that day or how many miles a new set of
retreads would last. The young Lucas quickly fell under their
spell. He hung out with the weathered old drivers, heard all their
tall tales, and absorbed their culture like a sponge. Before long,
Lucas was a full fledged owner/operator himself with his own truck,
a string of bookings, and an incurable case of white line
fever.

Unfortunately the years spent hanging out at
Wenona’s also infected Lucas with a severe gambling addiction. Not
only did he become a compulsive bettor on basketball games and
football games, he also found a plethora of side wagers to make
along the way. One driver in Des Moines would bet Lucas on the
number of stops he would have to make going cross-country. Another
guy in a Tucson diner would put money on how many patrons sitting
along the counter that day had received speeding tickets. Lucas
would find each and every bet irresistible. In fact the trucker’s
lifestyle itself made gambling almost obligatory. There was so much
time to think, to speculate, to muse.

Looking back over his formative years,
however, Lucas had always known deep down in his heart what drew
him to trucking. It wasn’t the freedom of the open road or the
romance of travel or the allure of being your own boss or any of
those clichéd reasons he’d heard the weekend warriors tossing
around. It was more likely because of one singularly strange and
liberating aspect: You are anonymous. As long as you were
moving along that superslab in your box of iron, making time,
minding your own business, you were invisible. You weren’t good or
bad. You weren’t a minority small business owner. You weren’t
judged. You were simply another voice on the CB radio.

You were the Black Mariah.

“Tell you what,” Sophie said, breaking the
noisy stillness of the cab. “Buy me some strong coffee when we stop
and I’ll forgive you for ruining my life.”

“Sounds fair enough.”

A mileage sign loomed in the headlights. It
said Jonesboro—Stockbridge Highway 54—2 Miles. Lucas made a mental
note of it and calculated the remaining fuel. “Guess we should stop
at the junction,” he said. “Then you can be captain and I can
finally get some relief from all these backwoods chatterboxes.”

Sophie stretched her arms, rubbed the sleep
from her eyes. “Lotsa schlemiels on the radio tonight?”

“You wouldn’t believe it.”

“For instance…?”

“For instance, ’bout sixty miles back, this
young brother comes over channel nine yappin’ for help. Figured he
was legit, so I tried to help him.”

“Yeah? So?”

Lucas began to chuckle, shaking his head and
downshifting the truck into the oncoming exit. “Kid was a
motherfuckin’ CB clown. Trying to tell me he couldn’t stop because
he was cursed.” Then Lucas lowered his voice and spoke in a
pseudospooky, sinister, warning voice. “He be cursed, this
poor soul…cursed’ to never stop moving…cursed, I tell
ya….”

Sophie exhaled a ring of smoke and said,
“You’re right, Lucas. You need a break.”

Lucas laughed, then pulled the truck off
the highway and up the exit ramp.

“How about
Montford’s?”

“What about ’em?”

“Anything out of St. Louis? Omaha?”

There was a rustling sound on the other end,
papers being shuffled. “Nope—nothing right now.”

Lucas took a deep breath. He was standing in
the corner of Lovejoy’s Truck Stop, talking on the phone with some
Nazi surf punk from some unfamiliar trucking bureau in Bakersfield.
Frustration was making Lucas’s stomach churn. He held a vice grip
on the receiver. “How about cancellations?”

“Nope negatory, dude.”

“You telling me there’s nothing from here to
the fucking continental divide?!”

There was a pause, then the voice returned.
“Tell you what, gimme a call, like, tomorrow morning ’round 10:00
Pacific we’ll try to locate something on your way through Missouri
or Kansas.”

“That’s it?”

“Sorry, dude.”

Lucas hung up and mumbled, “Thanks for
nothing…dude.” He opened his log book and began to record his last
stretch of mileage when a voice croaked up behind him.

“Ya’ll said large?”

Lucas glanced up from his book. “ ’Scuse
me?”

“The coffee….” The old diesel jockey was
standing behind a cluttered counter across the office. “Ya’ll
ordered one large coffee—right?”

“You got it,” Lucas said and walked over to
counter.

“Comin’ right up.” The old man smiled, teeth
the color of coffee beans. He shoved a large Styrofoam cup across
the counter, then snapped his imprinter across Lucas’s Amex card.
Handing the carbon over, he told Lucas, “Hundred-fifty gallons of
diesel, half-gallon of solvent, and one large cuppa mud. Damage
comes to two-hundred-and-fifty-two dollars and ninety-three
cents.”

Lucas felt his stomach roil as he signed the
carbon form, tore off his copy and handed it back. His expenses
were edging him closer and closer to the poorhouse. At less than
five miles to the gallon, Lucas’s rig typically burned over a
thousand gallons per trip. At that rate, he needed a broker working
around the clock to find two-way jobs. But now all he had was
Mister Surf Dude from Bakersfield.

“Ya’ll should stick around for breakfast,”
the old man added, checking his Timex. “ ’Round dawn Mary Jane
comes in and makes the best damn flapjacks this side of the
Smokies.”

“Gonna have to take a rain check,” Lucas said
as he closed the logbook and zipped it shut. “By morning light
we’re gonna be three hundred miles down the road.”

The old man looked genuinely sorry. “Maybe
someday y’all can come back and visit.”

“Sure hope so,” Lucas said.

“Me too,” the old man said, winking and
showing his rotten teeth. “Y’all take care of yourself now.”

“You too.”

Lucas took the coffee, turned and walked out
of the office into the humid Georgian night. Crossing the parking
lot toward his truck, he silently marveled at the old man’s warmth.
Contrary to popular belief, it was Lucas’s experience that most
southern hospitality was extended to all races, including African
Americans. Of course the contrasts down here were more dramatic.
The southern racist was much more up front with his poison than his
northern counterparts. But in some ways, Lucas almost preferred the
blatant hatred of the Dixie Klansman over the subtle discrimination
of middle class northerners. At least the KKK were honest about
their ignorance and hate. The northern white was a slick
motherfucker who would treat you like a friend as long as you
stayed in your place and kept out of his neighborhood. As long as
you were a good nigger.

But none of that really mattered to Lucas
Hyde anymore. As long as his beloved rig was tanked and lubed and
ready to go, he was nobody’s boy.

The Kenworth tractor was idling like a
dormant black bear between two diesel islands. Its ebony finish was
gleaming in the silver vapor light. Pockets of moths swarmed
angrily above it. A plume of heat rose up from its vertical exhaust
pipe and shimmered majestically. Behind it, almost like an
afterthought, was its dusty, battered, trailer. Rented from a
Sacramento leasing company, the trailer was a fifty-foot box of
rusty iron. Even the nifty Tiger Leasing emblem on its side,
which depicted a Bengal tiger in flight, didn’t help much. To
Lucas, the trailer was like an insult to the beautiful sleeper cab
in front.

A full-blown 1987 KWhopper COE, the power
unit had been lovingly customized by Lucas over the years. Starting
with its standard aluminized frame, he had added a high-performance
European DAF engine boosted to 750 horsepower and intercooled with
experimental injectors. Around this power plant he installed a
13-ton rear axle, a Phoenix beltless power steering system, and a
sophisticated diagnostic computer that stores information for later
retrieval by mechanics. But the sexiest part of the tractor was its
body. Custom painted and pinlined by Roth Design in Palm Beach,
Florida, the black cab was the color of purest obsidian, trimmed in
bright scarlet pin striping. At night, under the lights, it looked
almost liquid.

Approaching the cab, he paused and watched
Sophie straining to reach the corner of the windshield with her
squeegee mop. It was another one of her rituals. At the beginning
of each shift, she would scrub the glass like it was family china.
Then she’d inspect every nook and cranny for the slightest sign of
wear. Maybe it was a little anal-retentive but Lucas didn’t mind.
The tractor was their baby. Any effort to keep it in shape was
highly appreciated.

“While you’re futzin’ around with the
windshield,” Lucas said as he strolled up behind her, “check the
washer nozzles.”

Sophie stopped scrubbing. “Something wrong
with ’em?”

“Don’t know for sure. Left side might be a
little clogged.”

“Roger, Dodger.”

Lucas stepped around to the passenger side,
climbed up the chrome step, and paused. “Your coffee’ll be waiting
for you in the center rack. I’m hanging the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign
’til we get to Music City. Don’t wake me ’til you see the whites of
Conway Twitty’s eyes.”

Sophie nodded and continued mopping. Lucas
turned and climbed into the cab.

It was a custom sleeper with all the extras.
In the front, a fully loaded control console wrapped around a pair
of ergonomic highback seats. Embedded in the dashboard was a small
video screen attached to closed circuit cameras for monitoring
backward maneuvers. Above the center dash was a deluxe Blaupunkt
stereo, Trapshooter radar detector, and cordless CB. In the rear
sleeper compartment, affectionately referred to in trucker parlance
as the coffin box, was a fully furnished apartment. In
addition to a good sized twin bed and working sink, there was a
host of extras. A 12-volt microwave, refrigerator and laptop
computer. All of it installed by Lucas, with a little help from the
Santa Monica 1st National Bank and Trust.

Collapsing into bed, Lucas kicked off his
boots and tossed his cowboy hat onto a shelf above him. In the
three years since Lucas had purchased the Kenworth for a hundred
and fifty grand, he had spent over fifty thousand additional bucks
lovingly customizing her. Now, after surviving the aftermath of
Reaganomics, S&L crises, recessions, and minidepressions, he
was in danger of going bellyup because of one little incompetent
asshole of a broker. It was enough to give him terminal
indigestion.

He closed his eyes. He needed sleep and he
needed it bad. But somehow, his mind wasn’t ready to shut down
quite yet. He kept hearing a faint refrain somewhere deep in the
recesses of his middle brain like a chorus from some Top-40 hit
that won’t go away. I want to stop…believe me…ya’ll don’t know
how much I want to stop. But I can’t…I can’t stop…not in a million
years….

There was something about young Melville
Benoit’s lunatic rant that bothered Lucas. Something about the tone
of the young man’s voice. Even filtered through the squelch of the
airwaves and that tiny loudspeaker, it sounded…what was the word
(?)…

…grave.

I been cursed…cursed to never stop
moving….

Lucas rolled over on his side and tried not
to think about Melville Benoit.

A few feet across the cabin, pinned up on the
paneled wall, was a yellowed glossy of James Brown. In the picture,
the Godfather of Soul was caught leaning backward in orgiastic
rapture, howling into his floor mike, surrounded by his posse. At
the bottom was a runny, blurred autograph. The photo was a gift
from Lucas’s older sister. For years it had been both godhead and
good luck charm for Lucas, who had come to idolize The Hardest
Working Man in Show Business back in the early ’70s.

Above the photo of Brown, taped in haphazard
decoupage, were photos of other rebels such as Jimi Hendrix, Sun
Ra, Screaming Jay Hawkins, and Chuck D. A ravenous music fan, Lucas
had encyclopedic knowledge of the black underground. He could talk
circles around most grad students. Completely self-educated, Lucas
had over-compensated for his lack of a college sheepskin with a
compulsive devotion to learning the street, the real world, and the
renegades who shape it. It was an attitude that led to many
spirited debates with his partner.

“You ought to be drifting off to dreamland by
now,” Sophie suddenly called back to him as she climbed into the
driver’s seat and strapped herself in. “I thought you were
tired.”

“I might be able to sleep if my partner would
refrain from yacking at me.”

“Grouch.” Sophie put the truck into gear and
pulled out of the parking lot.

Within moments they were back on the
highway.

Lucas listened to Sophie wind her way back up
through the eleven forward gears. The truck rattled slightly with
each shift, then hummed deeply as the weight displacement fell into
sync with the trailer’s momentum. Before long they were roaring
along at seventy miles per hour. And Lucas settled back and
listened to his favorite sound—eighteen wheels singing in
unison.

He felt himself drifting into slumber. It
always happened as soon as he was in motion; the soothing vibration
would wrap around him like a blanket. In fact, he had been that way
since early childhood. If his mama wanted to knock him out, all she
had to do was throw him in the back of the Buick and take a ride.
Before they got to the corner stop sign, little Lucas would be out
cold.

But tonight, even as the truck skimmed along
the bone dry superslab, sleep was hard in coming. Too many
troubling thoughts nagging at Lucas. Too many disturbing,
incongruous images swimming around beneath the surface of his
consciousness.

And that desperate, tortured voice, seeping
into his thoughts like an unexpected chill on a summer night. I
been cursed…cursed to never stop moving…never stop no matter
what….

An hour later, with the voice ringing in his
ears, Lucas finally drifted into what would turn out to be the
evening’s first nightmare.

 



Chapter Two

THE MAN WITH THE SILVER EYES

It was 1962 and
Lucas was back in Torrance, crouching in the green darkness of a
tomato patch, waiting for the man with the silver eyes. Beside
Lucas there were two other boys, both coiled and breathing hard:
Dez Washington, his best friend and lab partner from Mister
Kozlowski’s biology class, and Grady Foster, Dez’s cousin from
Detroit. All around them rose the pithy smell of tomato vines,
manure, and peat. Below them a flurry of ants poured across their
sneakers. Lucas felt a pearl of sweat track down his back and into
his gym shorts. But nobody budged. They knew within moments the big
black hearse would be sliding past them on its journey back to its
garage outside Blakemoor Mausoleum.

Behind the wheel, the tall man with the
mirrored sunglasses would be sitting there grinning his crooked
grin.

Lucas turned and inspected his assault team.
Dez was kneeling by the compost pile, his little brown face
glistening with sweat, his fists wrapped around a pair of big
rotten beefsteaks.

Next to him crouched Grady, the youngest
boy. Grady’s expression was twisted into a mask of intensity like a
parachutist preparing to jump. Grady also held a couple overripe
tomatoes.

“Don’t throw ’em ’til I give you the
signal,” Lucas whispered. His voice seemed suspended in
molasses.

“Okay,” said Dez.

“Okay,” Grady echoed.

Turning back toward the street, Lucas gazed
through a break in the foliage. He could see the corner of Monterey
and Hamilton Streets less than fifty yards away. Baking in
mid-afternoon sun, the four-way stop sat on the edge of a working
class neighborhood. Spreading off to the south were rows of dirty
ranch homes separated by cyclone fencing. To the north was a vast
encampment of mobile homes. But most importantly, lying just beyond
the trailer park, stewing in the distant rays of heat-bleached
grass and Joshua trees, was Blakemoor Cemetery. Somewhere out there
in the cemetery’s furthest reaches was the body of Lucas’s
father…which was precisely why the hearse driver was now the object
of the boys’ contempt.

On the day of Charles Hyde’s burial the
driver had made an offensive comment to Lucas that had started a
private feud.

A feud that was about to escalate. “Luke!”
Grady yelped, frantically pointing through a break in the foliage.
“Over by the willow tree! It’s him! He’s coming this way!”

Lucas glanced through the break and saw a
vehicle coming down Hamilton Street. It was a block and a half
away, gleaming in the sun, silky black and impossibly long.

“Quick,” Lucas hissed. “Get
ready.”

The other boys struggled toward the opening
at the edge of the patch. Lucas picked up his ammunition and
followed them into the breach. They lined up, side-by-side, poised
and ready to fire.

The hearse came tooling down the blacktop
like a cancer, slow yet inevitable. Panic burned in Lucas’s
stomach. The hearse was steadily closing the distance, now only
fifty yards away. Now only forty. Now thirty. Soon Lucas could see
the reflection of passing objects in the hearse’s silken quarter
panels. The gleam of sunlight on its windshield. And behind it, the
milky, diffuse ghost of the driver’s face.

Taking a deep breath and holding it, Lucas
waited until the hearse passed directly across from their vegetable
patch. Fifteen yards. Ten. Five. Three, two, one.

“Now!”

The boys let the tomatoes fly. The
projectiles arced over the vegetable patch and struck the hearse
dead center. On impact, the sound they made was incredible. A
watery barrage of tiny farting explosions, with juice and meat
splattering everywhere.

The hearse locked its breaks. Tires
screeched. The bulbous rear end hunched up like an angry animal.
Then, the sound of gears grinding and shrieking rubber signaled the
hearse’s explosion into reverse.

“Run!” Lucas heard himself yell. But his
voice sounded puny and disembodied.

The other boys sprang from the foliage and
dispersed into the vacant lot behind the vegetable patch. Lucas
followed. Behind them, the hearse slammed on its brakes, jammed
into forward, and came up over curb toward them.

The motherfucker is coming after us, Lucas
thought frantically. He’s coming right through the tomatoes!

Lucas slipped on a wet spot and tumbled to
the ground. Behind him, the black monster was approaching in a
cloud of noxious dust and gas fumes, its metal grill plowing
through the vines and plants and support sticks like the jaws of a
dragon.

It was heading straight for Lucas.

Struggling to his feet, Lucas made a beeline
for his bicycle. It rested against a tree about twenty feet away.
The other boys had already grabbed their bikes and were halfway
across the vacant lot toward safety. But Lucas had lost precious
time. The hearse was only fifty or sixty yards away now.

He reached his bike, hopped on, and began to
torque toward the far end of the lot. The bike a modified Schwinn
Stingray with a banana seat, reinforced frame, and oversized tires
was a natural for trail hopping. But today it somehow felt flimsy
and loose against the bumpy, sun-dried ground of the vacant
lot.

Behind him, the hearse was gaining.

Lucas pedaled as fast as he could toward the
service road at the end of the lot. The bumps rattled his teeth.
His skinned and bleeding knees shrieked with pain. His Stingray
rattled noisily as he pushed it as hard as he could.

A moment later he reached the road. His
balloon tires hit the pavement with a bump and a reassuring
hum.

Ahead of him, the service road descended
steeply into a narrow valley. At the foot of the downgrade the road
took a hairpin turn and disappeared into a wooded lot. If Lucas
could just make it to the bottom he was home free.

But something was wrong. Ahead of him, Dez
and Grady had already disappeared around the bottom of the hill;
but Lucas didn’t seem to be making any progress. Glancing down at
his speedometer, he felt his stomach tighten. It said he was
standing still.

The hearse was close enough now to vibrate
the pavement behind him.

Lucas struggled toward freedom but the
faster he pedaled, the less progress he made. The bottom of the
hill seemed to recede further and further into the distance like a
mirage. His wheels seemed to be bogging down into a thick, syrupy,
taffy-like mire.

He was moving in slow motion.

Gazing back over his shoulder, Lucas saw the
hearse was only inches away. An enormous black obscenity, it’s
steel maw gaping hungrily. Behind its windshield, the pasty face of
the driver hovered. With his mirrored sunglasses. His smirk.

Lucas strained to move. But now he was on a
hopeless treadmill to nowhere. His joints seemed frozen. The wheels
of the stingray seemed to be spinning impotently. He refused to
look back at the monstrosity behind him. He refused to look back
into the pale face behind the glass.

Soon he felt the warmth of the hearse’s
engine on his back. The gasoline stench. The particles of gravel
and grime. Then, he felt the worst feeling of them all.

The slimy cold touch of the hearse’s grill
on his back.

It was like the kiss of a corpse.

Lucas came awake
with a jerk.

Sitting up and shaking off the nightmare, he
stretched his sore limbs. He had been dozing in the back of the
gently vibrating cab for nearly three hours. He was filmed with
sweat. His jaw ached from the grinding of his teeth. And his
blankets were balled up at his feet from his feverish tossing and
turning.

He had just witnessed the return engagement
of a dream which had been plaguing him for years. Sometimes he
dreamed mere snatches of it. Other times he experienced widescreen
Technicolor versions that seemed to go on all night. But it always
was the same scenario. A childhood incident that he vaguely
remembered was recreated in all its garish, subconscious imagery.
Thinking back, he could barely remember ever encountering the
hearse driver in real life. But in his twilight thoughts, the
driver took on an inexorably potent form.

Lucas climbed out of bed, steadied himself
against the bed frame, and took a few moments to find his footing.
The sleeper compartment was the only area in which one could
actually stand up and stretch; and it usually took Lucas a few
seconds to find his truck legs. He rubbed sleep from his eyes,
found his coffee cup, and drew some hot water from the tank in the
corner. Then he added a heaping teaspoon of instant coffee and
slugged it down. Although he usually couldn’t stand the flinty
taste of instant, he needed it badly tonight. The cobwebs were
extra thick.

For a moment, Lucas considered popping a
pill. He had a stash of Dexedrine—commonly known as “Pedal
Pushers”—in the locker over the bed. Just one capsule would get him
sharp as a tack. But for some reason he decided against it. He
really wasn’t on a schedule tonight and he didn’t need the
inevitable migraine a day later. Instead he just chugged down the
cup of instant and grimaced at the aftertaste.

“Jesus Christ,” he said aloud, “that’s
fucking awful.”

Sophie’s voice came through the dividing
wall. “The sleeping giant awakens…ahead of schedule, yet.”

Lucas shoved the accordion door open, climbed
out into the cab, and took a seat in the shotgun chair. “God I love
instant coffee.”

Sophie gently urged the truck around a curve,
downshifting, keeping her gaze riveted to the darkness ahead of
them. “Want me to stop for some fresh stuff?”

“Nah.”

“You’re ahead of schedule. I’ve got at least
an hour left in my shift.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

Sophie gave him an odd look. “Lucas Hyde, the
Yogi Bear of the trucker world, couldn’t sleep?”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you but it even
happens to me once in a while.” Lucas reached up to the glove box,
opened it, and fished out his box of Garcia Vega’s. There was one
slender stogie left. He took it out and fired it up. “Guess I’m
just anxious about the goddamn broker situation.”

Sophie cracked her side vent and let in the
whistle of night air. “Maybe the Bakersfield boys will find us
something by morning, something on the way home.”

“Maybe,” Lucas said, chewing his cigarillo.
“I’ll tell ya this much, it’s a goddamn shame we don’t have a
reefer. We’d grab some business in Colorado on our way and make our
money back in one trip.”

Sophie groaned. “Don’t gross me out, Lucas.
The last thing I want to do is haul murdered animals.”

“Excuse me. For a second there I forgot you
were a communist pinko hippie.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.”

Lucas grinned. He took great pleasure in
teasing Sophie about her eating habits. She’d been a vegetarian for
most of her life. It was a commitment she’d made after spending
childhood summers at a relative’s beefalo ranch outside of Denver,
witnessing the whole slaughtering process up close. For a child, it
was a formative experience. Of course, as a vegetarian trucker,
Sophie was forced to improvise at greasy spoons and coffee counters
along the way. Her usual strategy was to order toast with peanut
butter and a chef salad, picking out the bacon bits by hand.
Sometimes she’d even torment a perplexed waitress into bringing her
a plate of garnishes only—parsley, lettuce, pickle, or whatever—and
a bowl of hot water for making soup.

Early on in their partnership, the vegetarian
routine drove Lucas up the wall. It was typical quasi-intellectual
bullshit. Typical upper class crap. Besides, out here on the open
road you usually spent more time selecting the proper weight of
motor oil than a high fiber breakfast. This wholegrain bohemian
stuff was best left to the eggheads in college towns and yuppies
out in the valley.

But over the passing months, after thousands
upon thousands of hard earned miles, a strange thing began to
happen. Lucas found himself thinking twice about where they stopped
for grub. At first it was so subtle that Lucas hardly noticed it.
He might merely glance at the bottom of a billboard to see if a
place had a salad bar. Or he might drive an extra ten miles to find
a joint that would offer a wider variety on their steam table or a
better array of soups. It wasn’t any big deal. He simply found
himself taking meal stops more seriously nowadays. But perhaps the
real reason he was paying more attention to their food breaks was
because of something he had been dreading for over a year now—the
fact that he might actually like this woman.

It was the little stuff that got to him at
first—the tiny tray of herbs she was growing in the window of the
sleeper cabin, the odors of mint and rosemary that seemed to hang
around her like a wreath when she entered the cab…the way she told
a story, imitating each character’s voice and providing the
appropriate sound effects…the sharp aroma of her hair as she passed
by Lucas every night on her way to the sleeper. It was all this and
much more that seemed to sneak up on Lucas one day while he wasn’t
looking and make him realize that maybe this hotshot little Jew
from the suburbs wasn’t so bad after all. In fact, maybe she was
downright okay.

Regardless of his softening toward Sophie,
however, Lucas knew the score. Smart partners never, under any
circumstances, got attached. It was an unspoken code of the
road. No personal crap on the superslab. It would make life
miserable. Period.

“What the hell is our twenty anyway?” Lucas
finally said after staring out at the dark passing landscape. Ahead
of them, the interstate cut through a mountain of granite. In the
spray of their headlights the rock looked like bleached bone.

Sophie filled him in. They were on US
Twenty-Four, a few mile markers north of Nashville, Tennessee.
Conditions were good. Traffic was light. And CB chatter was
minimal. “Although,” she added with an odd hitch in her voice, “I
copied your little CB joker once or twice in the last hour.” Lucas
had to pause and think for a moment. “You mean old Melville?
Melville what’shisname?”

“The very same.”

“Jesus Christ, this dude doesn’t give up
easy.” For a moment, Lucas wondered how Melville could still be in
range. Most 40-channel rigs from the local Radio Shack had an
effective reach of about five miles. Consequently there were only
three conceivable ways Melville Benoit could still be sending them
mail: either he was tailing them, he was hovering out in front, or
he was traveling along a parallel path. Each scenario seemed highly
improbable. “You sure it was my guy?”

“Absolutely,” Sophie said with that strange
catch in her voice. “Who else is gonna be babbling about a
curse?”

“Did you get back to him?”

“Negative. Too many other breakers on the
line, teasing the hell out of the guy.”

“Teasing him?”

“It seems a lot of folks copied your original
conversation and wanted to get into the act.”

Lucas drew on his stogie for a moment,
amused. “Jesus I bet that was rich. Buncha hard core rednecks
killing time with that crazy little brother. I bet Melville was
thrilled to be drawing such a big audience.”

“I don’t think so.”

Lucas studied Sophie for a moment. Staring at
the white lines, her arms cradling the steering wheel, she was
concentrating grimly; and Lucas could see something was eating at
her. “What do you mean, you don’t think so?”

Sophie shot him a glance. “I don’t think the
guy was thrilled.”

“What do you mean?”

Taking a breath, Sophie measured her words.
“I don’t really know how to explain it…but I think the guy was
telling the truth.”

“Get outta town.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said,
again with that crazy hitch in her voice, “but it’s not like that.
I don’t mean he’s telling the truth about being cursed. I mean he’s
sincere about his belief that he’s cursed. There’s a big
difference.”

“What are you saying? The kid’s nuts?”

“Exactly. I think the kid is seriously ill.
Maybe a schizophrenic, maybe a renegade patient from some mental
institution. It was in his voice, Lucas. His voice. There was real
terror in that voice.”

An inexplicable chill feathered up Lucas’s
spine. He agreed with her. In fact, he could still hear that
crackling, distant yammer of Melville Benoit’s voice. I can’t
stop…not in a million years…not never! Stamping out his
cigarillo in the side tray, Lucas said, “What the hell do you want
me to do about it?”

Sophie looked at him. “I think we ought to
break for him again. Try to talk to him and settle him down. You’re
the only one that didn’t tease him, Lucas. You ought to talk to
him.”

“Are you outta your head?! We got better
things to do than tie up channel eleven with some head case from
Podunk.”

“I’m just asking you to talk him down, Lucas.
The guy could really be in trouble. Might end up hurting himself…or
maybe…somebody else, for that matter.”

For quite a spell Lucas sat in the rumbling
darkness, listening to the whine of the tires and pondering her
suggestion. Assuming he could still find the kid, what the hell was
Lucas going to say? Hey, bro don’t mind these dudes in white
suits, just step into this nice little straight jacket and
everything will be peachy. And suppose the dude really was
crazy? How the hell was Lucas supposed to deal with it? Lucas was a
trucker, not a fucking social worker.

After a few more seconds of vibrating
silence, Lucas finally said aloud, “Alright, what the hell—”

He snatched the CB handset off its cradle.
“Break One-One for Melville Benoit. You got the Black Mariah here.
Come on back, bro.”

Silence. Lucas reached up and adjusted the
squelch, cranked up the volume. A wave of ghostly voices filled the
cab. But still no sign of the terrified young man with the southern
drawl.

“Try it again,” Sophie urged.

Lucas grunted. “Breaker One-One. This is the
Black Mariah calling old Melville Benoit. You got yer ears on,
Melville? Come on back. Over.”

Again, staticky silence filled the Kenworth.
“Break One-One. Come in, Melville.”

Nothing.

Then a voice came squawking through the CB
speaker like a tin can being ripped apart. “Four-roger, Blacky. You
got the Stud Muffin on the side. Whattya say we give all this
voodoo bullshit a rest tonight. Okay? Come back.”

It was a new voice. Although Lucas didn’t
recognize the handle, he recognized the tone of voice. Just another
gypsy trucker with a chip on his shoulder and a belly full of
Methedrine.

Sometimes Lucas couldn’t stand honky
motherfuckers behind the wheels of semis. Of course, trucking was
like any other sub-culture; there were good and bad apples wherever
you went.

He was about to answer when Sophie grabbed
the mike from him. “We copied that, smart ass. I wonder which is
smaller—your IQ or your penis?”

Through the static, the voice replied,
“Ten-nine on that, Blacky. Sounds like a nasty beaver comin’ over
the wires.”

Lucas grabbed the handset. “Listen,
motherfucker—if you want to eyeball me at the next exit I’ll be
happy to take this up with you in person.”

Through the speaker: “Sounds like a good
idea, black boy. Wish I had the time.”

Lucas replied, “That’s what I figured.”

“Fuck you,” said the voice.

“Copy that, StudMuffin. Same back at ya.”

Lucas replaced the handset, sat back and
rubbed his eyes. He felt Sophie’s angry glare like a heat ray on
the side of his face. Opening his eyes, he turned and saw her
biting her lip and staring at the road, her expression tight with
rage. It was a habit of hers whenever she was pissed. The dry
silence and the gnawing of her lip. “Fucking red necks,” she said
at last. “I hate ’em.”

Lucas fished around the glove box for another
cigar. “Look…at least I tried.”

“I’d call that a pretty feeble attempt.”

Sighing to himself, Lucas was about to say
something else when another breaker came over the air.

“Break One-One, come in.” It was a soft,
elderly, southern voice. “Breaking for the Black Mariah. Over.”

Lucas retrieved the hand mike. “You got the
Black Mariah, here. Go ahead, channel eleven.”

The elderly voice: “You got the Boomer on
this end. If ya’ll are lookin’ for that mixed up boy named
Melville, I last heard him on channel nineteen.”

“Thanks, Boomer. What’s your twenty?”

Through the speaker, the old man answered
lazily. “Westbound on Rural Route Ninety-Six. Right outside
Almaville.”

“What are you driving there, Boomer.”

There was pause, then a hoarse giggle: “Just
a li’l pick-’em-up truck. Been deliverin’ papers for the
Sentinel for over twenty years now. Just love to jaw with
the big rigs.”

Grinning to himself, Lucas imagined the old
man’s routine. Out each morning before dawn with a sheaf of
newspapers. Moving from mailbox to mailbox, farm to farm, just like
clockwork. Just like a little old rooster. Thumbing the send
button, Lucas finally said, “Appreciate the info, Boomer. You take
care of yourself, alright?”

“Ten-four,” came the old man’s reply. “Roger
and out.”

Lucas flipped over to channel nineteen and
listened for Melville Benoit’s anguished voice. Again, only the
hiss of disconnected voices and static greeted his ears. Lucas
clicked the send button and said, “Breaking for old Melville
Benoit. This is the Black Mariah calling Melville Benoit. Come
back, Melville.”

Again, only static. Lucas was getting
frustrated. He just couldn’t believe he was scooping around for
this messed-up brother, preparing himself for another drawn-out,
psychotic litany. But there was something about Sophie’s
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