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  Near The Great Dismal Swamp, everything grows. Bugs thrive. Plants barely hesitate between frost and full, pollen-bearing bloom. A warm winter week can produce things that should sleep until summer. It’s in the earth. Birth, rebirth – death.


  Whatever grows must decompose. That is truth. As the sun set in a splash of deep violet and dark purple above the tree line, Jasper Winslow was contemplating that truth. He was rocking slowly in an ancient pressed back chair, watching the road crumble and brushing flies from his sweat-slicked brow.


  Jasper wasn’t an old man, but he was no pup. He’d been running his father’s farm pretty much on his own since he turned twenty, and he’d been selling the excess produce at this out-of-the-way, run-down stand for just as long. The boards were gray, warped and without a sign of peeling paint left to indicate they’d ever been white. The swamp was a ways down the road and across a field, but its creeping, encroaching presence worked its way closer every year. The road had nearly washed out in the last flood, and only a dump truck or two of gravel and half a dozen lazy state highway workers had prevented it.


  Down the road in the opposite direction, spitting up a shower of dust and stone in its wake, a pickup truck turned off the freeway, bouncing and weaving down the two-lane gravel road. The back of the truck was covered with a blue tarp that flapped in the breeze. Something poked out from beneath that tarp, but it was still too far away for Jasper to see. The truck was Bobby Lee’s, a grimy green colored Ford as old as Methuselah and twice as cantankerous. Whitish smoke billowed from the tailpipe, and the truck listed heavily to the left, obviously struggling under an unfamiliar load.


  Jasper reached down to his left, flipped up the lid on a rusted old metal cooler, fished in the ice and water until he found a beer, and pulled it free. He twisted off the top, slammed the cooler closed with a practiced motion, and leaned back again. He drained a third of the bottle in one quick drag, then sat, resting it on the bulky expanse of his belly, and watched Bobby Lee park.


  The truck wheezed, gasped, and died with the rumble of an engine that doesn’t want to quit running, despite its inability to do so. The belch of smoke that erupted from Bobby Lee’s pipes was so reminiscent of a giant fart that Jasper broke into a grin.


  “You runnin’ that thing on beans?” he hollered, not getting up, but raising a hand in greeting. Bobby Lee was Jasper’s best friend in the world, but it was hot, and Jasper Winslow rose for no man, once he’d started rocking.


  Bobby Lee clambered down from the driver’s seat, slammed the door without looking back and grinned. “Got one a’ them nitro bottles up front,” he said, nodding. “Filled it with Hall-a PENYAS just yesterday. You ought to see her run when I punch


  that chili button.”


  Jasper laughed. With an uncharacteristic flash of energy, he opened the cooler again, grabbed a second cold beer, and flipped it through the air. Bobby Lee caught it neatly, brought the bottle to the brim of his faded Catfish Hunter Baseball cap with a flourish that resembled a salute, and twisted off the top.


  “I just bet,” Jasper commented. “Day you waste a Halla Pennya on that truck is the day I quit drinking.


  Both of them laughed at that.


  “What you got in the truck, Bobby Lee?” Jasper asked, eyeing the oddly draped tarp and the still listing rear end of the truck. “Some sorta tractor?”


  Bobby Lee grinned. He took another pull off his beer, and then shook his head. “Nope. I got me a gold mine, is what. I got the answer to all our problems.” He sipped his beer and his grin widened.


  Jasper frowned. When he frowned, his brow furrowed, and the expression never ceased to widen Bobby Lee’s grin.


  “Don’t think too hard,” Bobby Lee advised. “I know you’ve been conservin’ that gray matter all these years – be a shame to waste it now.”


  Jasper considered getting up. Bobby Lee needed his ass kicked, and there wasn’t anyone else around to take up his slack, but for the moment, he held his peace. He was rocking, and that was important. So was the beer, and it was only half done.


  “What’s in the truck?” he asked again. This time, his eyes narrowed, and his voice had taken on a cold, empty tone.


  Bobby Lee watched him a moment longer, still chuckling, then he spoke.


  “You still got that old tin shed you had stored behind your mom’s place?” he asked, ignoring Jasper’s question. “You know, the one you never put together?”


  “I got it,” Jasper answered. “So what? What’s in the fucking truck asshole?”


  Bobby Lee hesitated a little less this time, but his smile had darkened. “Hold your horses,” he said finally, “and I’ll show you. You don’t have to be an asshole about it - I’m lettin’ you in on a good thing.”


  Jasper just rocked. He was one step closer to rising from the chair and doing what had to be done, but he let it ride a last time.


  Bobby drained his beer, tossed the bottle aside and turned back to his truck with a curse. “Ought to just leave you here and keep it for myself,” he growled. When he got no response, his shoulders sagged, just enough to be perceptible, and he stepped to the truck. There were three ties holding the tarp in place on the near side. Bobby undid them quickly. Then he stepped to the back of the truck, gripped the blue plastic tightly, and with a
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