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Night Mare in Coal Country
Paul Leone

 

Middle of the night in a cheap motel just off the Thruway somewhere between Buffalo and Erie. Parked outside room 15 was a big black Harley. It had seen better days. So had its owner.

Just as the clock hit 3:00, a phone rang in room 15.

“Unh...” The woman inside groped at her night stand, snatched up the phone and stared at the caller ID. It said UNKNOWN CALLER, but she recognized the number. The woman scowled in the dark, swiped her finger across the screen to answer, and offered a sleepy “Halo?”

“Hello?” The voice was faint and hesitant.

“Yes, hello?” the woman repeated, not sounding so sleepy now. She didn’t turn on the light. Instead she sank her head back into the cheap pillow and stared at the grey-black ceiling.

“It’s Janie.”

“Janie. Right. Hey.”

“You remember what it was like over there? In the shit, I mean? The sandbox.”

“Yeah. Yeah I do.” Now she sat up, the headboard creaking a little as she rested against it.

“I just... you know. How it was. What it’s like coming back.”

“Yeah. I know.” The woman exhaled and ran one hand through her short, messy hair. “What can I do for you, Janie? Just tell me.”

“My sister.”

“Is she okay? What’s wrong?”

“It’s – no. She’s not. I just wish I could talk to her. Square things away.”

The woman bit her lip and was silent for a few seconds. “It’s not easy, is it?”

“No.” Now Janie was silent.

After a while, the woman asked “Still there, Janie? What’s on your mind?” 

“Yeah. Still here. Look. I know it’s a lot to ask. But...”

“Just tell me what I can do, Janie.”

“It’s... Well. There’s a thing. With my sister.”

 

* * *

 

It was about a six hour drive from New York down to Rambin, Pennsylvania. She started early and got there just after noon.

The village was off the I-84 not too far from Scranton. There wasn’t much to it. A gas station with a convenience store that was pretty much the local grocery store, a clapboard Methodist church, a bar called The Well and scattered, gloomy houses all up and down the single road.

The biker filled up at the Cyanic and then parked in the gravel lot alongside The Well. There was a windowless white van in the back of the lot, and a couple beaters in what had to be the employee section tucked away behind the bar, but nothing else. 

She hopped off the bike, eyed the van for a second, then headed into the bar. Three long strides took her from Harley to door, during which time she zipped up her jacket. It was maybe two sizes too large and had a black horse’s head and the words NIGHT MARE on the back.

Inside, The Well was about what the biker expected. Flickering neon signs for various beers, some not made any more, dark bar, dark tables, dark booths, all worn and chipped by the scuffs and scuffles of countless drunks. An older beer-bellied guy in a too-tight t-shirt was behind the bar, and a bored looking girl resting on one of the stools looked to be a waitress. There was no sign of whoever the van belonged to. The biker filed that away as she took a booth in a back corner, underneath a fading No. 12 Steelers jersey.

“What’ll it be, miss?” the waitress asked as she strolled over.

The biker, glad she hadn’t been called ‘ma’am,’ shrugged. “What’s on tap?”

“Labatt, Miller... Guinness if you’re feeling rich.”

The biker, who hadn’t had more than two hundred bucks to her name since Bush was president, shook her head and said “Miller, long as it’s not light.”

“You got it.”

She came back a minute later with a slightly chipped mug. “Here ya go.”

“Thanks.” The biker took it, raised it in salute, and began to drink – just a little.

It wasn’t too long before she came back again. There were always things to do in a bar, but not so many of them when there weren’t any customers.

The biker looked up.

“Hey,” the girl said. “I saw your patch.” She gestured at the red and blue device, something like a flower, on the biker’s sleeve. “Did you serve?”

The biker looked up at the redhead waitress and answered “Once upon a time.”

“Were you over there? I don’t mean to be rude, but my sister –”

“Two tours in Iraq, once upon a time,” the biker said with a don’t worry about it smile. “Your sister, huh?”

“Yeah. Janie. Sorry, it’s not – I shouldn’t be pestering you.”

“Hey, it’s fine. Sit down, tell me about it,” the biker prompted.

 

* * *

 

It was a story the biker was pretty familiar with, mainly because it was one she’d more or less lived through.

The waitress’ name was Jessica Schiffner (“but everyone calls me Jessie”) and she’d been the younger of the two Schiffner girls. Janie was five years older. They had no brothers, a dad who wasn’t around much until he wasn’t around at all, and a mom driving herself into an early grave trying to keep things together.

Janie was already out of North Pocono High and in basic training by the time Jessie was a freshman. And hadn’t that been six or seven shit storm arguments in the Schiffner house?

The biker could relate to the arguments and the need alike. A small town. A dying town. A girl who wanted more than working the same rough job with a trip to Philly as the highlight of the year. The Army, even in the worst of it over there, seemed like the best way out.

Against that, a mom who was scared of what might happen and a sister who just wished she could get out, too, and knew she never would. Someone had to look after mom later on.

 

* * *

 

When it was all said and done, the biker said “Sorry.” It was the weakest damn word in the English language, but it was all she had for now.

“Life’s a bitch, huh?” Jessie asked with a smirk that was only mostly self-loathing. Then she got up and headed back to the bar. Work called.

The biker idly slid her half-empty glass back and forth, left to right, right to left. After a while, she dropped some cash on the table and headed out.

It was late afternoon now and the biker guessed there might be some people trickling in pretty soon. She mounted her Harley and headed up the stretch of state road that served as Rambin’s main street. 

It was pretty country, especially this time of year with all the leaves going to red and gold. It reminded her of home.

She kept on going, driven by a lack of urgency. Something was going to happen, she knew that, probably would have even if she’d only stumbled on Rambin by accident, but not just yet.

The nearest motel was about fifteen minutes away on the far side of the Interstate. The nearest motel the biker could afford was back in Scranton. She drove up there and checked in, paying in cash and giving away about half of what she had. She could handle a second night, but a third would be hard. Real hard.

By the time she was back in Rambin, the sun had more or less set and there was a chill in the air. The biker figured most, but not all, of the chill was because it was October and that’s how it was in this corner of the country. Most, but not all.

As she passed The Well and kept going south, into unexplored country (she’d come from the north, the Interstate side, and never gone past the bar because it didn’t look like there was anything past the bar), the biker suddenly turned onto a side road, an unpaved one that she only saw at the last second.

Up ahead there was a white fence that looked grey in the twilight. It was peeling paint and falling to pieces. Beyond it, stones in slightly ragged lines. Tombstones, maybe thirty or forty. Darkness had swallowed up the farthest ends of the graveyard. It was old and falling to ruin. Even in the daylight the headstone inscriptions were probably too far gone to read, and from the look of it, the fence wouldn’t last more than another winter or two without collapsing.

The biker shifted, about ready to dismount, when there was a hint of movement in the far darkness, off in what was probably one of the corners of the old, decaying fence.

Instead of getting off, she sat there atop the bike, listening carefully, one hand inside her jacket. For a good thirty seconds, a long time alone in the dark, she waited on guard. But the only noise was the low, rhythmic thrum of the Harley’s engine. She revved the engine, turned a tight 180 and left the old graveyard behind, going fast enough to kick up a good bit of dust. If anybody was following her, the biker hoped they choked on it.

When she got back to The Well, the van was still there. It had company now, a couple junky old pickups. One had a Don’t Tread On Me bumper sticker, the other a Dole/Kemp 96 sticker that probably only survived from sheer cussedness. The pickup looked to be in much the same state. 

The biker headed inside. Two trucks and three barflies, each of them with shitkicker boots and five o’clock shadows. They glanced over at the biker, marked her as a stranger, sized her up. Two of them dismissed her and went back to whatever they were talking about before. The third looked a little too long. The biker looked back and after a second, he decided it was better to rejoin his buddies’ conversation.

Off in the corner, another guy sat, an apparently untouched beer in front of him. He didn’t look at the biker.

“You’re back,” Jessie said as she worked her way around to the biker, who’d taken the same back booth as before.

“I’m back.”

“Miller again?”

“Miller again.”

The biker stayed until closing, very slowly nursing her way through two beers. A couple more people, all blue collar, came and left over the hours. By eleven thirty, the biker was the last one left (the guy who either owned the van or had walked on in was the last to go) and she could feel the atmosphere shift a little. Bartender and waitress alike had begun to wonder just who she was and why she was still here and if she was going to shove a gun in their faces now that everyone else was gone.

“One for the road,” the biker said, beckoning Jessie over.

The bartender watched from the bar, and it wasn’t completely obvious he had one hand on his 2nd Amendment right.

“Still Miller or are you gonna splurge?” Jessie asked with a hesitant smile. She was nervous, but she wasn’t scared. The biker admired that.

“Still Miller, sorry,” the biker said. 

Jessie was back with the beer inside of thirty seconds. After she handed it over, the two sized each other up for the first real time.

The waitress saw a tall and slender woman. She might’ve been forty, but Jessie guessed she was younger. A worn out thirty-five, maybe, or maybe even thirty.

The biker saw a young, pretty woman a couple inches shorter and maybe a decade younger than her. She did the math. Janie had graduated high school in ‘05 or ‘06, the nastiest years for the Army over there, and Jessie was five years younger, so probably she’d been born in ‘92. A decade younger exactly.

Jesus, I’m getting old, the biker thought with supreme weariness.

“What do you even do?” Jessie blurted out. “Sorry, none of my business. Just wondering what you’re doing here in Rambin. Nobody comes here. They just leave. Like Janie did. After mom died, I didn’t ever see her but twice. I guess I don’t blame her. This place... growing up, it was tough. My family. It was tough.”

The biker put one hand to her cheek for a second. There might have been the faintest of old scars there. “Yeah. I know how it goes.” She paid for her beers and left a tip she couldn’t really afford, pretended not to see the obvious relief from Jessie and the bartender as she left without waving a gun around.

As she mounted the old Harley, the biker noticed the van was still there. The other guy from the bar, the one who’d left half an hour earlier, was leaning against it, a cigarette in his hands. 

They eyed each other for a second.

“Nice night, huh?” the guy asked. He had a smile on his face.

The biker shrugged. She didn’t have a smile on her face. “Guess so,” she said before revving up the Harley. She spun it in a circle for no reason she could think of, kicking up dust, dirt and gravel.

Almost... almost... she told herself. But not yet. 

 

* * *

 

The next day, the biker was in Scranton most of the time. She paid a few visits, asked a few questions, and finally got what she needed. Wasn’t easy and wasn’t cheap (a third night at the motel was out of the question now), but she got what she needed.

She headed back to Rambin and visited the graveyard with the sun still pretty high up in the sky. There was an extremely dead groundhog in the corner where she’d seen something move the night before. That didn’t surprise her, and neither did the particular, peculiar condition of the body.

It’d be tonight, she knew. Everything would come together.

Back at The Well, the same faces made up the same crowd. 

This time, most everyone was gone early to watch the Flyers/Penguins game. Just the biker, the van guy, and one ruddy-faced guy who, at eight-thirty, noticed the time, swore a blue streak, and staggered out to at least catch the third period. The biker wondered why the bar didn’t have a TV.

“Another thrilling Saturday night in Rambin,” Jessie said as she served the biker her second Miller.

“You ever think about leaving?”

“Sure,” Jessie said and her bitterness was almost tangible. “Who’s got the money? Besides, where would I go? Scranton? Philly? And then what? Pay rent and everything else? At least here I have a house. Don’t even have a mortgage to worry about. Mom busted her ass to pay it off before... you know.”

The biker nodded. “But if you could, you would?”

“What’s the point of asking? It’s never going to happen, lady.”

“Janie would want you to. If you want to, she’d want you to.”

“What do you know?”

“We were both over there. Once upon a time, she asked me to square things away.”

Jessie stared at her, struck dumb by the belated statement.

“I know it’s been a while. A long time. But it’s true.”

“Bullshit.”

“No.”

Something in the biker’s tone managed to convince Jessie. She stood there, clutching her bar rag, and stared at the biker, painful emotions playing across her face. Then she shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. Unless you’ve got a thousand dollars for me, it doesn’t matter.”

The biker looked at Jessie, then looked away. Her gaze came back to Jessie after the better part of a minute. “You never know.”

“Who are you?”

“A friend, Jessie,” the biker said in a soft voice. “I’m trying to put things right.”

“Well, that’s great, but trying and doing are two different things.”

The biker said nothing. She had to let it play out now.

Jessie stomped away, tossed her bar rag onto the bar and disappeared into the back, snapping something about “the garbage” to the bartender.

She’d been gone maybe five seconds when the van guy got up, tossed some money on his table, and headed out the front. He moved almost like a ballet dancer, or a cat. All grace.

The biker quickly rose to her feet and followed.

The scene out back was unfolding more or less like she’d expected since that afternoon. Jessie near the dumpster with a huge garbage bag in hand. Van guy between her and the bar. Close to her. Uncomfortably close.

Jessie just stood there, struck dumb again. She dropped the garbage bag when van guy laid his hand on her arm.

The biker whistled. “Yoo hoo.”

Van guy spun, fast and gracefully. There was nothing graceful about the snarl on his face, though. Nothing graceful, nothing human, about the length of his incisors, or the strange yellow tint in his eyes. He was angry and he was famished and a groundhog wouldn’t do this time.

“Hi-diddly-ho, motherfucker.” The biker drew with a speed that was impossible to follow, fired three times in between heartbeats, and holstered the gun, some kind of big black six-shooter, a gun so large it should have made a lot of noise, at least something louder than the half-hearted fingersnap it did make, all before Jessie could get a good look at it or even understand what just happened.

The man hissed and stumbled back, the enormous wounds sizzling like a satanic stir-fry. He was shriveling already and, by the time he hit the ground, there wasn’t much left but taut, tearing skin over shrinking black bones.

“What – what – what?” Jessie blurted out. She didn’t scream and she didn’t run away, but that didn’t surprise the biker, not at this point. The opposite would have. “That guy – he’s been coming here all week, I thought he was a weirdo at first, but he never bothered me, and then I figured he was just in town for hunting, people sometimes fly into Spring Hill over in Sterling and go out to bag some bucks –”

“I think it was a doe he wanted, not a buck,” the biker said.

“What? God! Gross! Wait, what are you doing?”

The biker didn’t bother to answer the question. It was pretty self-explanatory. She was rifling through van guy’s pockets. He had a wallet. The biker pulled out a thick wad of bills and split it in two. She gave the larger part to Jessie.

“These – there’s got to be two thousand dollars here,” Jessie blurted out as she took the stack of Benjamin Franklin portraits.

“I hope so. I’m broke.” She dropped the now-empty wallet into the pile of clothes, which was starting to shrivel away to nothingness just like their wearer had, and began to poke through the ashes until she found three lumps of silver. Using rusty old forceps, she carefully picked them up one by one and slipped them into her jacket pocket.

“I have no idea what’s going on.”

“Make up whatever story you like,” the biker suggested. “But I think you’re overdue back inside. Bartender’s gonna wonder. I doubt anybody’s gonna come looking for your friend, but that van’s not going anywhere. Call it in in the morning, tell them you have no idea where the guy went.”

“What about you?”

“I’m leaving.”

Jessie rolled her eyes. “No shit. I mean, what do I say about you?”

“Say I left while you were out back. It’s more or less true.” She’d pocketed the money and was already halfway to her bike.

“Wait!” Jessie called out. 

The biker wasn’t surprised. This is how it almost always went.

“Why’d you do this?”

“Janie asked me to square things away. I owed her. We were both over there.” The biker shrugged. “Monsters are easy to kill. Misery? Not so much,” she said as she hopped onto her Harley.

Jessie stared at her. “Hey! Janie wasn’t in Iraq like you said she was. She was in Afghanistan. How’d you say you knew her?”

“Didn’t. Just said she asked me to square things away.” The biker revved the Harley for a second before turning back to Jessie. “And that she thought of you over there. All the time.”

Jessie stared, wonder on her face. 

“She said she hopes you get out.” The biker smiled and saluted. “Take care of yourself, Jessie.”

And then she was gone.

 

* * *

 

Middle of the night in a cheap motel in Scranton. Parked outside room 27 was a big
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