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    CHAPTER I: DANCIN' IN THE DARK

    In a way, I was running away: away from the clouds, away from the storm, away from the pain. Away from crying in the rain. I was running away, but at least I was runnin’ toward something. The storm still raged, and the shadows of my heart still chased me, but today it was all behind me, and there, the sun rose before me. There was the road. I finally had someplace to go.

    I took the keys to a little, blue Nissan Frontier from the Enterprise agent and waltzed my way out the door toward my brother Pavin’s car. He was damn near half asleep waiting for me to come out. He didn’t like the idea of getting woke up at 7 a.m. at all, but he never wanted to get woke up no matter what time it was.

    I tapped on his car window and said, “Gonna need you to pop the trunk there, pal.”

    My brother rolled his eyes and hit the button. After I got my red duffel bag out, I walked back over to him and said, “Well, friend, it looks like this is it. We’re at the end of the line now. It’s been a good run, ain’t it?”

    My brother replied, “Stop fucking with me, man. I don’t even know what you’re talking about.” He rubbed his eyes and continued, “Whatever, though. Have fun, bro. I’ll see you in a few days.”

    After we gave each other the sweetest brotherly hug goodbye, it didn’t take him long to crawl his way back into the driver’s seat of his car. I waved him goodbye and said, “Ok, big guy! I love ya now, ok?!”

    Pavin just shook his head and said, “Whatever, man—I love you too.”

    He pulled off, and it was time for me to get off—on the road, that is. The Frontier I rented wasn’t the fanciest ride I could’ve picked for my trip, but it was damn near guaranteed to get me from point A to B, and that’s all I needed. I still couldn’t believe I was actually about to set off—finally, a new direction. I hadn’t felt like I was going anywhere for a while, if ever really, but it was the worst when my ex started keeping my kids from me.

    They both have blonde hair and blue eyes, just like me. I think they’ll grow to be tall like me one day too. Don’t get me wrong; they’re both their own person, but they’ve always reminded me a lot of myself when I was a little boy. Nobody could overlook that even if they tried.

    I did all I could to get to see them again, but the courts and the caseworkers weren’t helping me with a thing. They didn’t care if I got to see my kids or not. It got to the point I couldn’t even focus at my job anymore. So when my boss gave me the option to furlough out for a couple of months because of the Covid, I was more than ready for the break. It didn’t help too much, though. I started drinking a lot a couple of weeks back, around the beginning of May, and it pretty much turned into an all-out binge. I just didn’t care anymore. My purpose was gone. If it weren’t for family, I would’ve been a goner. That’s the thing. You really gotta be thankful for those warriors who come to help you in the middle of a storm. Not everybody has that.

    None of them could fix me, though. That was my job to do. I wasn’t sure how to do that—still not to tell you the truth, but when this beautiful girl I know said to me, “Hawke, have you ever thought about taking a solo trip just for you,” it all just clicked into place.

    Her name is Brooke. She was used to taking trips by herself all the time because she was an outsider in a way just like I was. It seemed so impossible for me to take the journey I wanted to at first because of my job and everything, but with the pandemic hitting the US in the way it did and furlough coming to my rescue, now was the best time more than ever to take a trip—sort of. I figured, I have two months off work, so why not go to Georgia for the weekend? It was set just like that. What did I have to lose?

    I sat behind the wheel of the Frontier and turned the ignition. I gotta bring those old tunes back for this adventure, I thought. So I hit play on my eighties playlist. I got a sixties and seventies playlist too, but the eighties songs always make me feel like my dad is with me when they go blaring through the system. Anything that can bring just a part of him back feels magical to me.

    With that, I damn near shot out of the Enterprise’s parking lot blasting the classic song “Paradise City.” It was time to get the hell out of Mobile, Alabama. Here I was on the road, and it was happening. When I finally set out toward the morning sun, I tried not to expect much on what was to come, but in my heart, I hoped to encounter that true love story I’ve always wished for. I thought to myself, Who knows who I might meet along the way? And maybe, just maybe, I’ll find that one girl for me, and my dreams really will come true. That dream for true love has been alive for me ever since I was a little boy.

    Back then, the stories I enjoyed the most were the ones where the hero gets the girl. That’s always when the happily ever after moment happens—when the knight in shining armor finds his true love. People say things like happily ever after or true love don’t exist, and it’s all just a part of some fairytale, but I’m the type of guy who asks the why to everything. Why can’t true love be a real thing? And if happily ever after doesn’t exist, what’s really the point to all this? I get things will never be perfect with anybody, but your heart knows what it wants, and when you find what your heart really wants—you’d run down just about any obstacle you come across just to get to it. Like one of the heroes of old, but the most beautiful thing about it all is you wouldn’t have to do it all alone anymore.

    I damn near even made a promise to myself I wouldn’t make the trip about finding the one. I’d just take things as they came no matter what crossed my path, but that isn’t really what happened. While I was running all of the possibilities over in my head, that all-too-familiar voice came—the one that always comes when I need it most, and it said You’re going to come across so many beautiful things along the way; you just wait and see. Just take what you can out of as much beauty that you can. Witness and feel it in your heart. I promise it’ll do the trick just right. I’m not too sure what that voice is. I’ve wondered a lot if it’s my dad coming back to talk to me, but it feels like something even greater than who he was, or maybe it’s just something he’s a part of now. In my heart, I have to say I think it’s both.


CHAPTER II: SMOKESTACK LIGHTNING

I figured I’d make my first stop in Savannah, Georgia. It seemed like everything pointed me toward there for some reason. I kept seeing pictures, ads, movies, and even ran into a few people telling me to check it out. It just seemed right, and on top of that, it was only about a seven-hour drive from Mobile. That’s not too far—practically a nice afternoon cruise to me.

I came into Savannah at the dawn of a Friday night on May 22 in the summer of 2020. The sun had just started to set right over the interstate where I had booked a hotel room. Speaking of that, it wasn’t what I had expected at all from the beautiful pictures I saw of it on booking.com. Online, it looked like it had a vast and glimmering swimming pool almost sure to have a few supermodels lying out around it, but in person, the pool alone made me want to scream. The water was murky like a swamp, and I’m almost glad the water was as dark as it was because I was pretty sure from the looks of it something—perhaps some long-forgotten creature—lived at the bottom of it. I didn’t stick around to find out. No supermodels to find here—I thought—only death in the water.

I tried not to let the swamp get to me, but I was literally in a city where I didn’t know a soul, and I had no idea where the hell I should go first. Then an angel put a sign right across the road. It started with an H, just like heaven. The supermodels weren’t too far away after all. Hooters it would be then.

After checking into the motel I had gotten duped into paying for, I went to the Hooters across the street, donning a lovely blue and gray pinstripe dress shirt that was pretty fancy—if I must say so myself—to make my debut in Savannah. As soon as I walked into the restaurant, I could almost smell the garlic parmesan wings I would order getting cooked up already and the beer, of course, too. I couldn’t smell it, but I could already taste it. Get that handle ready, girl, I thought. It’s Miller time.

Before I was even seated, I started looking around to see if I could spot a chick who would make me feel those fireworks of butterflies within me, and to my luck, it didn’t take long for that to happen. It wasn’t a magical moment or anything when I saw her, but I could feel a familiarity with this girl. The best way I can put it is there seemed to be something lonely in her eyes, and I could feel that more than ever at the time.

She had long, flat blonde hair falling across her petite shoulders, and she had these beautiful, brown, doe-like eyes too. She was beautiful, and she made me feel beautiful from how she smiled at me when I came up to talk to her. I tried approaching her in a relaxed way even though I was nervous, but I think I pulled it off when I said, “Hey, there. How you doin’? What’s your name?”

She looked me up and down while she swung her arms in a light way back and forth. She pointed to her name tag and replied with a little laugh, “My name’s Zoe, and I’m doing alright; how are you?”

I leaned up against the wall with my arm, trying to strike a sexy pose, I guess, and replied, “I’m doing great. I just drifted into town—that’s the kind of stuff I do. I’ve never been here before. You got any idea where all the fun is happenin’ tonight?”

Zoe kept staring into me with those big, brown eyes of hers. They shimmered a little bit in the light as her smile grew larger, and she replied, “Well—um—there probably isn’t going to be much goin’ on here later, but you could always go downtown. I’m new here, so I don’t know, but downtown is where I’d start.”

Hmmm, downtown, of course, I thought. I flashed a smile right back at Zoe and replied, “Yeah, that’s what I figured. Maybe you could go downtown with me later. Can I get you on Snap?”

Zoe replied as she showed me her Snap code, “Yeah, sure. That’s me, but I probably won’t be able to make it downtown tonight. I gotta close later.”

What a bummer. Just my luck. I replied, “Well, ok. I’ll be in town for the weekend, so—you got me on Snap now . . . If you wanna hit me up tomorrow or something, you can.”

She told me she would and smiled as she walked back to her tables. It sucked, but honestly, I was just afraid to go downtown by myself. I could end up getting lost, my ass kicked, drugged, you name it. The worst could happen, but the best could just as easily. With that said, I was bound and determined to make my way down there anyway. I didn’t have it in my head to sleep with her or anything. I just wanted to have a night out on the town with a pretty girl I had just met and thought maybe we could get lost in a good time, you know? I hit her up later on, but she left me on read. It wasn’t a surprise. I’ve been left on read so many times; if Bloody Mary was a man, that’s who I’d be. Minus the ghoul part, I’m not a creep after all.

On the way downtown, I got a lot of info from the Uber driver about the town. He told me the Barrelhouse or B&D Burgers would be the place to start. He went on and on about all the beautiful women in Savannah; he kept saying stuff like, “Very, very beautiful women here—right here in the big city. I can see that the American women here—everywhere—very, very big breasts. Everywhere my friend. You will see them everywhere.”

I didn’t care to tell you the truth. I was just out to have a good time. I wasn’t trying to have any more kids yet or anything. I don’t size women up that way anyway—most of the time. I don’t care how big their breasts are. A girl who knows what she wants and knows how to carry on a good conversation is good enough for me. I love stuff like that.

When I escaped all the breast gibberish, I stepped out of my Uber and was met with an overwhelming feeling of being completely lost. Sure, I knew where I was, but I didn’t even have a crew to hang with.

You see, it’s typically my brother’s job to find folks to start a fire with. I might be the older brother, but he’s the one who usually does all of the talking, and on any night I’ve gone out in Mobile, I was just along for the ride and sort of followed his lead.

My brother knows just about everybody and doesn’t give a shit what comes out of his mouth. I, on the other hand, am usually the quiet type. I’m an awkward person, and most of the time, I don’t even know what to say to people. I stood there on the sidewalk, really wishing I had brought him with me, but then I thought, Well, you’re just going to have to learn to do the talking for yourself now, aren’t you? True as that might’ve been, I was still full of fear over just the thought of it.

I started taking in the downtown area immediately. I noticed it wasn’t as jam-packed as downtown Mobile on a Friday night, and I wondered if it was just the town or because of the Covid. Across the country, the news always spouted off about Covid-19 or, in Trump’s words, “the Chinese virus” or the “Kung-Foo flu.” I hoped the new restrictions weren’t going to ruin my time in Savannah.

It wasn’t that I didn’t see the virus as a threat, but I didn’t understand why everyone’s lives were expected to stop because of it. Every day you leave your house, you’re at the mercy of a risk that could involve something terrible happening. It could be a car wreck, getting your ass kicked, or maybe catching herpes; who knows? Anything could happen. You’re always at risk of something, and that’s the way I chose to handle the virus, like any other risk. I wanted to live my life as I always have, regardless of all the dangers out there. That’s why, after a short spell of thinking and looking around, I decided to march my way toward the Barrelhouse to get my first drink in Savannah.

When I approached the Barrelhouse, a vast line stretched down the sidewalk. I didn’t look forward to standing in line at all because I had a hell of a lot of anxiety I really needed to drown with a few shots and a beer, but it gave me a little more time to take in the atmosphere.

As I looked around, I could tell Savannah was truly a city blending the modern era with the old perfectly. At the time, I wondered if those nights back in the day were a lot like that very night. I started imagining drunk folks in their top hats and big old corseted dresses hanging halfway out of carriages rumbling down some old, dark road after leaving a good-old-fashioned southern party. Savannah was always sort of known for its parties, and I intended to wage a hell fest of my own as soon as I got into the bar.

I stood there getting lost in my thoughts like I always do until a feminine-sounding voice broke them, and it said, “Oh, you’re handsome. You have a beautiful face.”

I got the feeling that voice talked about me, so I spun around to see who it was, but then the voice spoke again behind me and said, “Yeah, I’m talking about you.”

When I turned back around, there was a little, blonde, probably 140-pound gay dude standing right in front of me with a big smile on his face. I thought, Oh man, here we go again. Why do gay dudes always hit on me? I broke the awkward silence of shock when I said, “Who me?”

Blondie threw his arms up with a smile and said, “Yeah you. You’re absolutely gorgeous.”

It’s always kind of awkward when it happens. I replied, “Oh—well, thanks, man. Appreciate it.”

Blondie rushed back off into his group of girlfriends after I said that. They started giggling and everything. I started to get so nervous. I even looked down at my wrist to look at a watch that wasn’t even there. Why do I always get myself into this kind of shit? The line just couldn’t move fast enough.

It’s not that I minded the fellow complimenting me—I love compliments. They always make me feel really good no matter who they come from, but I didn’t want to break the poor little lad’s heart. My boat just doesn’t sail that way. It didn’t matter, though, because the bouncer let me in just in time before things started to get even more awkward.

When I walked into the Barrelhouse, it seemed like it had an old-style flair, just like the rest of the city. The lights over the stage appeared to paint a violet hue across the brick walls and the old-fashioned light bulbs hanging across the ceiling. It sort of sucked there wasn’t a band there, but they had some Kanye playing, which seemed fine enough to me.

After I ordered a Blue Ribbon from the masked bartender, I stood propped up against the bar with my drink and started to scope out the crowd.

The Uber driver was right. There were a lot of beautiful women in Savannah. To my left at the table across the bar, there was this stunning brunette laughing and talking with a friend. I usually observe a smile and someone’s body language more than anything. She seemed pretty friendly; she didn’t seem like a prude or anything, but then her boyfriend Andre the Giant came up to her and brought her another drink, so that was a no-go. I didn’t have any plans of getting snapped in half, so I looked onward.

Blonde but mean, she’s yelling at that guy; another pretty brunette, but too many friends are with her. Then all of a sudden I spotted the one—a beautiful redhead. Chicks with red hair just light my soul on fire, and I don’t have a clue why. There’s just something about them, and this one looked kind of dangerous. She wasn’t wearing any makeup or anything, just a rocker tank top with some tight, ripped-up jeans. She had a few tats as well, and that really gets me too. She had rebel painted all over her. Just my type of girl, I thought, but I needed more liquid courage to prepare myself for the approach.

I started taking shot after shot without a care in the world. Goodbye, Mr. Jekyll, and hello, Mr. Hyde, but all of a sudden, a bouncer materialized out of thin air right beside me as soon as I started to get riled up and said, “Hey, buddy, you gotta stay in your seat. We can’t let people run around in here because of the Covid.”

That was one hell of a buzz kill. How could I go over there and talk to that beautiful red-headed rebel if I couldn’t move? I looked back toward where she was, but she was gone. I couldn’t spot her anywhere. I thought to myself, Damn, I missed my shot. It didn’t matter anyway; I couldn’t even move around, but then I figured, Well, nobody can stop me from running around outside. After all, I had a city to explore, so I headed toward the smoke shop down the road because what’s really a beer without a smoke?

Outside the smoke shop, I saw a sign advertising dabs, edibles, roll-ups, kratom, you name it, I guess the whole gang was in there, and I thought to myself, Damn, maybe that’s why everyone seems so friendly around here; they’re all blown out of their minds. I wish I could join in, but the piss man at work could get me if I get called back, so I better not.

The piss man will do everything he can to make sure Joe Whoever doesn’t have too much of a good time over the weekend. Regardless, it seemed like my type of place, but as soon as I walked in, I was almost struck dead in my tracks. I spotted this lovely looking French girl with dark brown hair and even darker eyes and quite the slender figure to match. I wondered what the hell she could’ve been doing working at a smoke shop because she looked like she could’ve been a model or something. In pure crowned Blue Ribbon bravery, I went up to her immediately. I had to find out who this beautiful woman was.

I walked up to the counter and tried to get some words out of my mouth, but I just stood there with my jaw open. I couldn’t speak a word. Don’t embarrass yourself, I thought. The French girl flashed one of the brightest smiles I’d ever seen—I mean, her teeth damn near glowed—then she said, “Can I help you?”

Say something, dumbass. You look so stupid right now, I thought, but all I managed to say was, “Yeah—umm—what do ya have back there?”

The French girl pushed herself away from the counter laughing and said, “I have a lot back here. What are you looking for?”

For you to take me back to France with you, I thought, but I couldn’t say that. I laughed a little while I blushed and said, “Well—ummm—cigars—do you got any black-n-milds?”

The French girl replied in excitement, “Well, of course, I do! Are you new around here? I’ve never seen you in here before.”

Marry me, I thought. This chick was beautiful—too beautiful—that’s why it was so hard for me to talk to her, but I had to answer her back. The words I brought up felt like a hundred pounds, but I brought them up anyway. “Yeah—I mean—I guess you could say that. I just sort of drifted into town, you know—” I could feel myself blushing so hard my cheeks felt like they were gonna pop, but I continued, “I don’t know too much about this place really. Are you from here?”

The French girl continued to smile as she played with her hair a little bit and said, “No, I’m from France. I’m sort of new here myself. Just trying to get a start in a new town, you could say. What brings you to Savannah?”

I started to calm down a little bit by then. I didn’t feel like snatching my cigars and running away anymore, but I couldn’t stop blushing.

“I just sort of came here on a whim, I guess. I came all the way from Alabama—so I don’t know—I guess I’m just hangin’ out.”

The French girl’s eyes glowed back at me when she said, “Oh, ok. On an adventure then, it sounds like fun. Well, you have a good time in Savannah, and come back to see me now.”

That made me smile even more. She wanted me to come back and see her. I took my cigars and pulled off a cool, “Don’t worry; I will.”

She watched me walk out, and all I could manage back was a little awkward wave. Soon afterward, the shots really started kicking in.

I was damn near buzzed to the tee and skipping down the sidewalk with a cigar in one hand and a beer in the other. That’s the thing about Savannah; you can damn near go anywhere with a drink.

I started to feel a tinge of newfound freedom in the air. Here I was in a city where nobody knew who I was at all, and if I wanted to, I could be whoever I wanted to be. I could be Steve the stockbroker, Gary from the yacht club, or even some up-and-coming Hollywood playboy who just drifted along with my newfound fortune going wherever I pleased. I was nobody here, but I could be anybody. I didn’t have to worry about what anybody thought. I could literally run naked in the streets, and nobody back home would have a clue about it at all. It was nice not to worry about judgments for a change. After all, it’s not like I’d see any of these people again anyway.

I continued onward with my stroll and couldn’t help notice all of the town squares I kept running across. They seemed to be so intricately designed, and in each of them, it seemed like there was a surprise waiting in the middle. Some of them had statues or beautiful fountains, which were my favorite. The squares started to get boring, though, and I needed another drink. So I figured I’d go back to the Barrelhouse for another. The big-guy bouncer would just have to chill out for a few. I didn’t care.

After I ordered another drink, the bartender said, “Yep, card’s been declined.”

I shook my head and said, “There’s no way in hell that’s impossible.”

After a few more attempts, the bank card wouldn’t work at all, and I started to panic a little because it began to look like I done and got myself stranded.

Eventually, I got it all figured out, though. After a furious conversation with the bank’s customer service center, I found out I went way past my limit after renting a truck and booking a few spots. Thank god for cash. I just so happened to have enough to catch a ride back to my splendid motel room.

Once I got back to the “glorious” motel, I was ready to get some sleep. The bank fucked me again. With shoulders slumped and my head down, I started walking down the motel hallway back to my room. I only took a few steps before I stopped dead in my tracks.

A bloodcurdling scream came from down the hall, screeching its way across the wallpaper all around me. I panicked immediately and pressed my back up against the wall. I tried as hard as I could to get my breath under control so the killer wouldn’t hear me. I couldn't pinpoint which room the screeches from hell came from. All I could do was stand there and think, I should’ve never taken this trip. Here I am, already in some shitty motel where there’s probably some lunatic on the loose going from room to room and just picking people off.

Then came an even louder scream. “Oh, fuck me with your big fat dick!”

I never thought I’d feel so relieved to hear those words in my life. My shoulders relaxed, and I started to calm my breathing back down to normal. The faster my legs moved, the closer I got to the sound, but my room was just within reach. The action had to be happening right across the hall, of course—just my luck.

My hands scrambled with the room key as a big thud hit the door across the hall. It was loud enough to make me drop the key altogether. It was a terrible time to bend over, but I’m fast—perhaps one of the fastest men in the world, you see, especially after the sound of a whip came. Click. Saved by the bell. I turned the door handle toward safety and slammed the door immediately.

It was kind of funny after I was safe in my room. I mean, they were really overdoing it over there like they were shooting a porno or something. I couldn’t believe it. I just smiled and shook my head as I climbed under my lonely covers. I tried my best to muffle it all out with my pillow, but nothing helped. After about an hour, they stopped, but that morning, I guess they hit reset, and it was time to play again. Right then and there, I decided I needed to get the fuck out of there. I wasn’t going to deal with another night of BDSM radio, or whatever the hell they had going on over there. I’d figure it out later, though. It was time to head out for my trolley tour.

I felt tall when I handed the driver my ticket. Not just because I am, but I pulled the cool act off pretty well. You see, I usually get nervous around people because I don’t have a whole lot of confidence in myself. I’m always worried about what they could be thinking about me, but not today. I wasn’t playing me. I was a confident movie star from Hollywood. I even tried to dress like one too. I probably overdid it a little with my bright-blue silk dress shirt and white khakis, but that’s the only thing that would match my black snakeskin dress shoes. I wasn’t playing around; I tried to dress to impress.

The air smelled sweet like roses and dandelions as the warm summer wind blew through the air while the trolley bus moved along. I could feel the sun in a cloudless bright-blue sky raining down upon me, forcing a smile to bloom across my face. There was peace in the presence of everything for a change. Delightful, I thought. Today is going to be a good day.

The first thing we did on the tour was make our way around to all the squares I’d seen the night before. They were much more beautiful in the daylight. The luxurious fountains cascaded clear, crystalline water into the sky, raining its way back down upon the wishes of those who had passed through before. They looked so magical, almost like they really could grant a desire if you truly believed in it.

When we reached one of the squares, the trolley driver asked all of us passengers if it looked familiar. It did in a way, but I wasn’t sure until the driver said, “I’ll give you a hint. It was in a movie where it all began with a feather flying in the sky. Does anybody know who it landed on?”

A guy in the back said, “Forrest Gump.”

The trolley driver replied, “That’s correct. That’s the same square that Forrest Gump started his journey in the movie. The bench isn’t there anymore, but the square ain’t going anywhere.”

I could feel my cheeks starting to blush. I thought to myself, Wow, how cool is that. That’s where Forrest started telling his story. I wish I could tell a story like that one day. The thought of it just seemed so impossible at the time.

The houses in the historic district I saw along the tour were captivating, especially the Mercer House. A lot of them were two-story brick, but the most beautiful ones to me were the ones with the balconies and large columns in front of them. I guess experts would call the architecture Greek Revival or Victorian, maybe; I don’t know. All I do know is, without a shadow of a doubt, those homes were monuments to stories, and that’s all I needed to fall in love with them. My favorite house out of them all was the Sorrel-Weed House, though. It was supposed to be the most haunted of them all in Savannah, so of course, I had to go in there.

None of the homes looked alike in the historic district of Savannah, but the Sorrel-Weed House stood out like a gem across the scenic landscape ushering me back in time. Its Greek Revival architecture was something to behold, and even the bright-orange hue of the place with its dark-green shutters seemed like it tried to send some sort of symbolic code I couldn’t hope to interpret; there was something about the windows, though. It was like they could see. In a way, it felt like the house knew I was there. I stood at the doorstep and said, “Well, I ain’t came in yet, honey, but here I come.”

When I walked into the garden of the home, I couldn’t help but notice it was built up to look a lot like the squares. In the garden, I didn’t just see my tour group and the bright, beautiful flowers all around. I saw something else in my mind.

I started having this scene play through my mind of a lovely looking woman with dark hair kneeling by some flowers and at peace tending away to her garden. She wasn’t trying to pass the day away but approached every minute she could with love. She smiled and seemed so content with what she did. The scene wasn’t strange to me. It happens some places I go. Most of the time, I just figure it’s my imagination, but in some cases, I’m not really sure.

When the tour went inside the house into the basement, a scene started playing through my mind involving a bunch of little kids running around with laughs and giggles bouncing across the underground walls. They ran off to find a hiding spot in a game of hide-and-seek from what it looked like. One of them was this little boy in an old white shirt and dress pants kneeling in a corner with his hands cupped over his mouth to keep himself from laughing. It looked like he was having a lot of fun. They all looked happy, but the vision kind of made me sad.

Through the basement and onward to the first story, I didn’t feel anything malevolent there at all—that is until I got in front of the stairs to the second story. It was roped off, and you weren’t allowed to go up there, and honestly, I was glad you couldn’t. There was something about those stairs. Something dark. I could just feel it. I didn’t have any desire to know what was up there.

The rest of the home was beautiful, though. I loved it in there. Each room was adorned with a soft-orange color to its walls, and they were spacious enough to have held one hell of a party back in the day. The ceilings were high with hanging chandeliers, that made you want to dance for some reason. Who knows, maybe it was because I was in the piano room? It felt like a real home, though. Those old houses just get me every time. I felt excellent there, but I kept thinking about those kids I saw playing in the basement. It made me think of my own a lot.

I started to wonder what my kids could’ve been up to. Maybe they played a game of hide-and-seek of their own like those kids. There was no way for me to know. I just really hoped they weren’t staring down the road waiting for Daddy to pull in like I used to when I was a little boy. The difference between my little boys and that lost little boy I used to be was this Daddy wasn’t gone yet, and this Daddy was going to come back. I just hoped they knew that in their little hearts.

I started settling back into my despair again, even until that evening. When I sat in the middle of the bustling city market, with live instruments ripping through the air, I was surrounded by people, but I couldn’t feel anymore alone. I sat on a bench, mixed drink in hand, and people watched a little bit.

The first thing I noticed was this couple sitting out in the warm evening sun having dinner together. They looked to be around my age, and they seemed so happy with one another. The woman at the table stared back into her lover’s eyes with such a warm and compassionate look that was returned right back to her. I sat there and wondered if I’d ever find somebody to look at me like that, because as far as my twenty-seven years had gone, I never had. Sure, I had a long-term girlfriend in the past, but it was just one girlfriend, and we never got on the same page about anything. The recipe for love just wasn’t there.

To me, true love is the only thing that matters. I’ve never cared about becoming a millionaire with a big house and fancy cars. No. All I’ve ever wanted was maybe a lovely old farmhouse surrounded by acres of rolling creeks, meadows, and trees. I’ve always had a vision of standing on the porch of an old farmhouse like that, watching the sun go down with my true love in my arms, watching the day go away, and preparing for the next. A moment like that would make all the sorrows in life worth it to me.

As I daydreamed along, my thoughts were halted by a, “Wow, look at you!”

I looked around through the crowd from my lonely park bench and spotted a group of three girls approaching me, and I stammered, “Who-who, me?”

One of them had braces with bushy brown hair, and she replied, “Yeah, you! Your outfit is so put together! Oh my god! The headband, down to the plaid shirt, and your eyes are so pretty!”

I was dumbfounded. Here I sat on a bench getting all in my feelings, and here comes this group of girls out of nowhere. It felt awkward but I said, “Wow, thanks. You look really good too. Y’all want to get some drinks?”

We walked around downtown Savannah that Saturday night and had ourselves a lot to drink—too much. I just couldn’t believe out of everybody in the crowd they had noticed me and wanted to hang out with me of all people. I’ve never really felt like a first choice before.

That day took such a huge turn from the despair I had sunk into earlier, and now I found myself laughing and making jokes with a group of new friends. I almost couldn’t believe it. As I talked with each of these girls individually, I couldn’t get a word in at all just about. Of course, that’s usually how it is when you’re talking to someone buzzed out of their mind (I couldn’t blame them; I was too), but I didn’t even care. It was fun to have people to talk to. When we each relaxed our legs on a park bench after parading around the whole downtown district, a couple of girls approached us, and things started to get a little weird.

I don’t recall completely how this all started due to my high level of intoxication at the time, but these two brunettes approached two of the girls I hung out with and started talking to them. They stood there for a minute—talking and whatnot; they seemed friendly enough, but then all of a sudden, one of the brunettes turned her ass toward us and then bang. Just like that, an ass was in everybody’s face. I bounced back in surprise on my park bench, laughing, and said, “What the fuck is going on?” Then it got even crazier.

Two of the girls I was with started making out with the brunettes.

I just sat there jaw agape. I couldn’t believe it; shit started to escalate quickly. Then one of the brunettes broke her kiss with one of the girls and bounced right in front of me like a tiger. I sat there as she kneeled to rest her hands on her knees to where her eyes could meet mine. She just stood there for a few seconds, not saying a thing. She beamed the most sinister gaze through those brown eyes of hers. All I could muster was, “Uhhhhh—Hi—”

Then, without any warning, she slapped and clawed both of her hands into my hair and jammed her tongue right down my throat. When she finally let go of me, I just sat there feeling like a helpless squirrel. I knew that couldn’t have been the first time she did that to someone. I thought to myself helplessly, I might just have to find the rest of her victims and start another Me Too Movement over this shit. It was just plain ridiculous, and I felt so violated. I didn’t have any more time to think, though. Another impending attack was coming.

The second brunette started to stomp toward me and said, “My turn.”

I immediately jumped up from that bench and caught her right in her stride. I put my hands on her hips and pulled her in for a kiss. Her friend might’ve caught me off guard, but tonight there wasn’t going to be any fool me twice. I went in for it, and I took it. She wasn’t a great kisser, to be honest, so I did all I could to get it over with quick, but afterward, she still stood there staring me down like some sort of ravenous wolf or something. Kind of unsettling, to tell you the truth.

Once our group kissing match ended, the battlefield hadn’t cleared yet, and we all stood there talking with one another for a little while. I’m not sure what the brunette girls’ names were. I can’t remember unfortunately. I guess I’ll call the first one attacking me (you know, crouching tiger, hidden dragon) Angie, and the second one I’ll just call Gloria or something, I don’t know. She was the flasher.

Angie kept her piercing gaze on the group of girls I hung out with, not saying much at all, and Gloria did most of the talking. I didn’t say much. I was still in shock over it all. Gloria kept eyeing me down as she looked back and forth from the girls to me, and she said, “So what are you guys doing tonight? We’re tryin’ to party.”

The bushy-haired girl who called me out earlier, her name was Sarah, said, “Hell yeah! That’s what we’re trying to do. Where ya’ll going to? The Barrelhouse?”

Gloria spun her head back toward me even though I hadn’t even said anything; as she rocked her hips back and forth, she replied, “Mmmmm—no. We have a room right down the street. We got bottles, booze—some mollie. We got some mollie if you want that.”

Gloria cut her eyes at me and looked me up and down. A sinister smile started to crack across her face as she continued, “Why don’t we finish what we all started? What do you say?”

I wasn’t going to say a damn thing. These chicks were crazy, plain and simple. I almost got murdered the night before—or at least I thought I had for a minute. I didn’t trust them at all. Gloria’s gaze stayed glued on me as her fierce eyes widened. She tilted her head toward the side and said, “Hmmm? What do you say, hippie boy? You wanna party?”

Hippie boy? What? I’ll admit she got me with that one. Hippies are cool, and the sixties are cool; that’s why I dress the way I do sometimes, but I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I had to say something, so I shot back in the coolest way I could, “What do you mean, what do I say? Hell yeah! Let’s do it!”

I looked back toward the other girls I was with earlier and said, “What about ya’ll? We gonna party or what?”

Sarah looked sort of nervous at first, but her friends seemed down for it. Oh, the peer pressure. How it gets you to commit to unspeakable things you usually wouldn’t do. It didn’t take Sarah’s friends long to talk her into it. Right away, Gloria said,” Ok, then let’s do it.”

Everybody started following Gloria around the corner to her hotel room, but then I stopped and said,”Oh, wait a minute—Wait—Shit, my bad. I still gotta close out my tab at the bar. You know what—I’ll just meet you up there in a minute.”

Gloria stopped in her tracks and strolled back over to me. She got in close—too close. Close enough to put her hand right over my stomach. She tried to sound all seductive when she said,”Well, you’re coming up right? The party wouldn’t be the same without you.”

She got to me a little bit by touching on me. People never really touch me, and it always feels so good to me when they do. I just didn’t feel right about any of it at all, but I lied anyway to work my way out of her snare. My face began to heat up a little bit from her touch, and she could see that. Maybe that’s why she believed me when I said, “Of course I will. I don’t wanna miss out on a good time with you.”

She put her hand up my shirt and dug her nails into my chest as she scratched her way down my torso. She looked me in the eyes and said,”No, you don’t. You can believe that.”

I took a few steps back toward the bar away from her, but I still smiled and said,”I’ll be there. I’m telling you. I just gotta close this thing out real quick. What room you in?”

Gloria stared at me intently and replied,” Room 214. You better be there.”

She was still close enough to touch me. I couldn’t get away from her, and Angie popped up right by me too out of nowhere. I didn’t even notice how close she had gotten—very, very sneaky. Angie’s sinister gaze penetrated me like a bolt of lightning as they all began to walk away; she brushed her shoulder up against me aggressively and said, “Be there.”

Alright, Jeepers Creepers. Where the fuck did you get those eyes? I wondered in my thoughts. These girls are psycho; there’s no way I’m going up there. I’m fine with not getting turned into a lampshade. The whole situation was unsettling. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before. Even if they were normal, I still wouldn’t have went.

It might sound strange, but I’ve never been into that kind of thing. I mean, that’s a dream come true for most dudes, —five chicks, one guy, you could make a movie out of that—but that type of scene just wasn’t for me.

It wasn’t because I have a holier than thou attitude when it comes to orgies either; I wish I didn’t have a mental block when it comes to those types of things because life would be a lot more free without it, but I can’t help it. It’s just who I am. Plus I don’t really care about sex anyway. I mean, of course I like it and everything—it’s the best feeling in the world—but if there isn’t a connection there, I don’t want to do it. In a way, I hate sex, but I’d love to make love. I’ve never really done anything like that before.

After I escaped every man’s fantasy, I walked back down to the smoke shop where I knew the beautiful French girl worked. She met me with a smile and a hug as I walked in, like she was just waiting for me to show up again. It made me feel amazing a girl as fine as her was that happy to see me. She greeted me with, “Look who it is! Back again. I was hoping you’d come back to see me. You look like you’ve been getting into some trouble tonight.”

I had a pretty good buzz going, so I didn’t feel nervous at all to talk to her. I laughed and replied, “You don’t know the half of it. I don’t try to get in trouble, you know . . . It just always finds me.”

She flashed her glowing smile back at me and said, “Hmmm, I don’t believe that. You’re a trouble maker; just admit it.” She playfully pushed my shoulder as she penetrated me with those dark eyes of hers and ever-glowing smile.

I laughed back at her and said, “I guess you got me then. I’ll admit I’ve been known to start a fire or two, but I never really plan on it.” Her smile grew even bigger as she made her way back behind the shop counter.

Absolutely beautiful, I thought. I couldn’t believe it. Was she actually flirting with me? I wasn’t used to all the attention I got in Savannah at all. Girls in Mobile practically treated me like I didn’t even exist, but not here. People actually seemed to like me—like I was special or something. It made me feel that way anyway.

The French girl leaned up on the counter toward me and said, “A few fires, huh? Now I can believe that. How do you like Savannah anyway?”

I blushed again. I could feel it, but I was too drunk to care. I told her, “I love it. Folks seem to know how to party around here, but I’m trying to turn it up a notch, you know what I mean?”

The French girl laughed again. I loved the carefree spirit she seemed to have. She went to grab something from behind the counter and said, “Oh, you wanna turn it up a notch? You should try this.”

It was a little package, like something a stacker would come in. All I could read on it was purple pill. I asked the French girl, “Purple pill? What the hell is that thing gonna do?”

She raised her eyebrows and said, “It’ll get you right, I promise. Just take it and find out. You like starting fires, right?”

Is she testing me? I thought to myself. She didn’t know who she was talking to. I took up her challenge immediately.

“Well, ok then. I don’t care. Give me two of those little purple dandies right there.”

She looked shocked more than ever. Then she started laughing again and said, “Two? Nobody’s ever taken two of those together before.”

I threw my money on the counter and said, “Just taking one feels too much like going halfway, and I’m the type of guy that likes to go all the way.”

She grabbed another one and said with a smile, “Well if you say so, troublemaker.”

I unwrapped both of the purple pills immediately and took both of them right in front of her. Her jaw dropped, and she let out a giggle, “You’re crazy!”

I was pretty sure I had proved my point that no little purple pill was going to scare me. When I started walking back out of the smoke shop, I said, “Yup, guess I am, but I’m a fun crazy guy; there’s a difference.”

She kept on laughing at me, and honestly, it started to make me a little worried because I couldn’t get rid of the feeling this chick knew I had pretty much fucked myself. Through her laughs, she said, “Don’t get into too much trouble tonight! And come back to see me!”

I walked out of the store and thought to myself, Well, I’d sure like to get into trouble with you, but I’ll do just fine by myself. I did wish she wasn’t working, and later on, I regretted not having the courage to ask her what she was doing later, but that night, I didn’t have too much of a care in the world. I made my way back into the Barrelhouse, ordered a shot with a mixed drink, and not too soon after, the jaws of the wolf clasped all around me, and everything faded to black.

I woke up the next day in some unknown hotel room. I had no idea where I was. Did I get a hotel room last night? I thought, Where is this place?

For all I knew, I could’ve been in Cancun or something. I’ve woken up and not known where I was quite a few times, but that hadn’t happened for a while. What did I do last night? Did I get this room, or is it someone else’s? I wasn’t sure at all, but I at least had to look out the window to find out where I was.

As I slowly opened the blinds, I hoped there wasn’t some sort of dystopian nightmare taking place outside I had something to do with. I was in downtown Savannah still. I could see the city market down below. Thank god, I thought, but I still wasn’t completely relieved.

While I looked through the shades, I checked for all possible signs of a manhunt going on out there. I didn’t see any cop cars or fire trucks, but as I reached for the doorknob to the room, I started to worry about some deputies or somebody heading my way. It could’ve been a possibility for all I knew. I had to be brave, though.

I jerked the door open and peered down toward both ends of the hallway. No cops, but then I thought, Wait, wait, wait. What if there are a group of lesbians stomping around downtown out for my blood because I made out with one of their girlfriends like the time I went on that cruise? Then I started to figure my worries were just ridiculous, and if I did anything crazy the night before, I guess I’d find out eventually.

An Uber picked me up outside of the mystery hotel, and I headed back toward the motel to get a shower. I found a room key in my pocket from the mystery hotel, which I thought was weird because I didn’t even know it was in there. I had to call them up to get to the bottom of it all.

The operator picked up and said, “Hotel Indigo, how may I help you?”

I went on to say, “Uhhhh, yeah, hi. I was calling to inquire about a possible hotel reservation I may have made the prior evening. It should be Room 220 under Hawke Smith.” I always try to talk like a businessman when I’m on the phone with a stranger. You know, gotta sound professional.

I could hear the operator starting to click away at the keyboard over the phone. This may have been a bad idea, I thought, but I hung in there for a response.

The operator came back with, “Oh yes, Mr. Smith. You came in late last night and booked a room for two nights with us. When I relieved Renae this morning, she kept talking about what a sweetheart you were. Is there anything that I can do for you today?”

That’s my room I was in? Thank god, I almost thought I did something rather naughty last night. And I was being a sweetheart? Uh oh, I know who that was, I thought. It was my drunk alter ego, Dorian Gray. You see, I am a sweetheart deep down inside, but when Dorian Gray comes out, he’s just a sweetheart to everyone—especially girls. He can be a rather sly dog to tell you the truth. I replied to the operator, “No, I think I’m good. I just wanted to confirm everything.”

“Well, you have a good day then, Mr. Smith.”

“Ok, I will, you too.”

It seemed I was all in the clear. Hopefully, anyway.

After I got cleaned up, I wasn’t sure what to do with the rest of the day, but after running through a few Google searches, I figured I’d go to this place called Wormsloe. Live Oak Avenue looked so beautiful from the pictures, and on top of that, there seemed to be a lot of history to the place. Beauty and history—who could pass that up, I thought. So after dropping my stuff off at the Indigo, I made my way toward the magnificent oaks.

Live Oak Avenue is truly one of the greatest wonders of nature to behold in America, at least from my perspective. As I walked along between those beautiful rows of oak trees, it seemed like they just went on forever. The afternoon sun beamed its way through all the Spanish moss hanging from the enormous, overhanging limbs spanning across the road. It was amazing to look up and see it all, but when I looked down, my footprints were alone. The loneliness in my heart started to tear away at me again. I wished so much in my heart my little boys could’ve been there with me.

I pictured this vision in my mind of how beautiful it would’ve been to hold each of their hands in one of mine as we strolled down Live Oak Avenue together. My oldest son, Robbie, would look up and go, “Wow, Daddy. These trees are really big. They almost look like monsters—I’m getting scared.”

Then I’d say back to him, “You don’t have to worry about any monsters because I’m here to protect you, just like Superman.”

My youngest one wouldn’t say a thing yet. He’s just a few months shy of three, and it was almost like I could see my little Azariah staring up at me with that big smile of his. That vision brought a lot of happiness to my heart just from the hope it could become a reality someday, but it also took me back to the walks I’d have as a little boy with my own father.

Those walks my father and I used to take played out the same way my vision of the walk with my boys had. My father seemed as tall as a giant back then and as strong as one too. I remember thinking he looked like a G.I. Joe with his “high and tight” flat-top haircut, making him look like Iceman from the movie Top Gun. I mean, after all, my dad was once an enlisted Marine, and he told me they fought to protect people, just like all of my favorite superheroes did in the comics we used to read. I always felt so small and helpless when I was by myself, but when I walked alongside him, I felt so tall on the inside.

I remember on one of our walks, I looked up at him with a big proud smile on my face, but he didn’t notice right away I was staring at him. He looked like he was so deep in his thoughts. Even just being a little kid, I remember seeing so much sadness in his eyes. I’d always wonder what he could’ve been thinking about and why he seemed so sad. Is it because him and Mommy don’t live together anymore? Eventually, he caught me staring at him, though, and as soon as he looked down at me, his sadness seemed to rush away with a smile, and he said, “So what do you wanna do today, Billy Bob?”

He had all sorts of funny nicknames for me, and Billy Bob was one of them. I just kept on smiling up at him and said, “I don’t know, Daddy. You wanna know something, though?”

He knelt a little and said, “What’s that?”

I can remember getting a big grin on my face then because I knew what he’d do next. I just wanted to make him feel better, so I told him, “I love you.”

He picked me up in his big arms and said, “Well, you do? I love you too. Always and forever, right?”

I hugged his neck and said with a giggle, “Always and forever, Daddy. Hey, I know what I want to do now! We can fly my kite, Daddy! Do you wanna take me to fly it?!”

He was never too busy to take me. On my father and I’s kite flying adventures, it seemed like there wasn’t a gray cloud in the sky, just an open field filled with grasshoppers under a bright blue sky. I remember running through the fields with him laughing as I’d let the string roll off my kite. During times like that, I could almost swear it felt like we soared just as high as my kite. It felt that way with the type of joy I had beating in my heart from just being there running alongside him. Eventually, the string on my kite would run out, though, and I’d get so upset about it and cry, “Why can’t it go higher, Daddy? Why does the string always have to run out?”

He’d say something like, “The string has to run out sometime; it’s not going to last forever.” Looking back, I don’t care about that string anymore, but I do wish those types of days would’ve lasted forever. I wish our time together would have lasted forever.

I didn’t do much with the rest of my time in Savannah. It was the third night of my stay in town, and honestly, I was ready to move on to my next destination. I wanted to get away from the hustle and bustle of the city to find some peace of mind in the Blue Ridge Mountains. I asked a girl who was a good friend of mine about a month and a half ago to go with me to the mountains for an escape I felt like both of us needed. We never went, though, because she backed out for whatever reason like she had before. She was always the most wonderful person to talk to, but every time she started to open up to me, the doors would always close right back up again. Not ever in a mean way, but in a gentle way because gentle was just a part of who she was.

I hadn’t talked to her since then because I knew she wasn’t interested in a relationship with anyone, but I couldn’t help myself in texting her then to let her know I’d finally taken the solo trip she had encouraged me to go on months ago. So I texted that most beautiful girl, Brooke, who I met at the start of the year, just as the roaring twenties came rolling back in.
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