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The Zodiac Bar and Grill sat on a lonely stretch of highway, its once lively facade streaked with the grime of abandonment and neglect. Its faded sign creaked in the endless plains wind. Inside, tables and chairs lay overturned. An old jukebox sat on one side of a dance floor, its rainbow-hued front cracked and lightless. A white marker board propped on a tripod just inside the front door, announced Fried Chicken, Mashed Potatoes, Garden Peas and Peach Cobbler as the last meal to have been served. 

The stifling, timeless afternoon dragged on until the sun fell below the western horizon, pulling night in behind it. For that one moment, the world hung suspended in the twilight between night and day. The wind ceased. The air fell still. 

Inside, lights flickered on. Neon came to life in vibrant color. The jukebox revved up to speed in the middle of a song that had been silenced long ago. In the kitchen, the grill fired up, licking spider webs and mouse droppings from the rack with bright yellow tongues of flame. 

Light and music splashed the interior of the Zodiac from one end to the other and from deep inside the recesses of the kitchen, a jolly voice cried: 

“Company’s coming! Let’s get cooking!”
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Bob Clayborn, known affectionately around the office as “Mr. Manly,” pushed his chair back from the mahogany conference table and rose to his feet. The three businessmen seated with him followed suit, and they shook hands all around. Bob modestly lowered his eyes, straightening the lapels of his Ralph Lauren jacket as his three associates congratulated him on his latest acquisition. 

Eleanor, the executive secretary, smiled at him, dipping her chin in a gesture of interest. He returned her smile, a star glinting off his perfectly white teeth as if he were the centerpiece of a toothpaste commercial. She took the arm he offered, and he ran his free hand over his hair, smoothing the distinguished gray just above his ears. Later, he’d take her for a spin in his new red convertible Porsche. He envisioned the wind making free with her golden-brown tresses, the way he would soon be making free with—

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said for the last thirty miles, have you?” 

Clarisse Clayborn’s shrill voice exploded Bob’s daydream like a killer whale torpedoing a shark. He started guiltily.

“What? Why, yes, dear, I—”

“‘Yes, dear?’ Yes, you haven’t heard a word I’ve said for the last thirty miles?”

“Yes. No. I mean, yes, I—I heard you...dear.” 

Panic welled as Bob realized he didn’t have a clue what his wife had been saying. 

“Then what did I say, hm? Tell me that. You sat there like a wart on a frog’s rump while I asked you the same question five times.” 

Bob cringed, ducking his head as her voice grew even more shrill. 

“So if you’ve been listening to me, what did I ask you five times while your dull mind was plodding along a million miles away?”

Clarisse’s voice, oh, so familiar after twenty years of marriage, drew the whip yet another time across his soul. Bob dug a finger inside his shirt collar and tugged at his tie, trying to loosen the chokehold it had on his throat. He groped blindly for a response.

“I—um, believe you were asking me where I’d like to take you and your mother for dinner.”

“Really? And why would I ask you a stupid question like that, when I’d only get a stupid answer like...like Whopperville, or Sir Onion Ring? Do you think I’m stupid? Is that it?”

Flustered, Bob glanced timidly at his wife. Clarisse had more in common with a killer whale than her ability to ram helpless daydreams. She was also as big as one. She sat in the passenger seat of the minivan with her butt overflowing the sides like bread dough swelling over the rim of a bowl too small to contain it. Garish red lipstick on pouty lips emphasized the size of her mouth, which snarled as she addressed him again.

“I said, do you think I’m stupid?”

Bob felt the nightmare that was his life slip sideways.

“No, dear, I really—”

“Hmph. Mama warned me,” she said, patting her teased, lifeless hair. “I don’t know how many times Mama said to me ‘Clarisse, you can do better than a mouse for a husband. You’ll rue the day you marry that little toad!’ And she was right. My mama was right. You’ve amounted to nothing at all, have you? In spite of all my attempts to encourage you to go after promotions, pay increases—why, you haven’t even been able to—” 

Bob shuddered as her crocodile tears commenced to flow. 

“—give my Mama the grandchild she wants. Oh, Mama, you were right, and now here I am trapped in a boring marriage with a worthless man who can’t even take us out to eat more than once a week!”

Bob’s spine shriveled and he hunched in on himself, thrusting his shoulders up to his ears while Clarisse snorted snot and rummaged through her oversized purse for a hanky. She whipped out one as lacy and delicate as the undergarments his imaginary Eleanor might have been wearing and daubed daintily at her eyes. Heavy layers of electric blue eye shadow and midnight black mascara had begun to run with the tears, etching dirty black gullies through her pancake makeup.

“Yes, dear,” he mumbled, hoping she wouldn’t notice, frightened that she would, and not even knowing whether or not a response was appropriate.

Turning off the faucet, Clarisse tucked the hanky back into her purse and pulled out a compact, spackling over the damage.

“I honestly don’t understand why you’re so cruel to me,” she said, sniffling. “Are you going to continue to treat me like this when Mama comes to live with us?”

Stunned, Bob could only gape speechlessly at his wife as dread clutched his stomach. 

Louise Fletcher was as much of a terror as her only child: a scrawny, thin-necked woman with hair the color of Grecian-formula and a severe expression etched into her face over the years. Dinner one night a week was all he could endure of the two of them together. Clarisse goaded endlessly while Louise, her head cheerleader, spurred her daughter on to greater heights of ridicule. They tag-teamed against the one ounce of spirit he had left as if they knew it was there and were utterly determined to root it out and destroy it. 

Clarisse’s pocketbook snapped shut.

“You’re ignoring me again, Bob.” 

“Y-y-your mother’s coming to li-li-li-”

“You stuttering dolt. Yes, Mama’s coming to live with us. That’s what I’ve been telling you for half an hour.”

“But, honey, your mother—”

“Mama’s getting old, Bob. She’s nearly eighty. She shouldn’t be living in that house all alone.”

“Sh-she’s only seventy, Clarisse, and sh-she gets along just fine.”

“She’s seventy going on eighty. What if she were to fall, break her hip? What would happen to her then? She’d die, that’s what. Do you want her to die?”

“No, dear, of course not—”

“Then it’s settled. We’ll tell her tonight at dinner. She’ll be perfectly comfortable in the spare room.”

Numb with shock, Bob imagined the bloated horror his life would become, living with both Louise and Clarisse. Louise was half deaf, and kept the volume on the TV blaring. Loud as it was, it still wasn’t loud enough to drown out their endless harping, harping, harping—

“What’s that ahead? What’s causing that glow?” said Clarisse.

Grateful for the diversion, Bob squinted at the zircon glow in the distance. The only thing that came to mind was the old bar and grill. It had been abandoned for years, though, ever since the state had put through a new highway. Bob hadn’t noticed any sign of refurbishment going on. Surely he would have noticed such a thing, especially as they drove this way weekly to take Mother Fletcher out to dinner.

“I-I believe that’s the Z-z-zodiac, dear,” he said falteringly.

“Why, I believe your right for a change,” said Clarisse. “It must have opened under new management.”

Encouraged, Bob dared a response.

“I hardly see how they could have reopened it in a week, the Zodiac—”

“Well, obviously they have, dummy. Look at the way it’s lit up! Are you blind?”

Bob wasn’t blind, and as they drove closer, he could see that the Zodiac was indeed lit up like a neon lollipop. But for all the light, sparkle, and glitter, Bob didn’t see a single car in the parking
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