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  Prologue


  A void exists between the realm of the living and the realm of the souls. It is a place of almost complete darkness. In the void there are only two sources of light. One comes from the souls that are passing through it. Each soul emanates a luminescence proportionate to its strength. To reach the realm of the souls, each newly liberated soul must transverse the void. It is a journey fraught with danger, because the void is the only place a soul can actually be destroyed. The void is the realm of the soul eaters.


  All of nature is in balance. To remain so, each creature, in its turn, is the hunter and the hunted—prey and predator. In the void, souls are the prey and the eaters are the predators. When a soul is released from the body that carried it in the realm of the living, it passes through the veil between realms and enters the void. It does so in a confused state, traumatized by the death experience. It is naturally drawn to the realm of the souls, but initially it feels no urgency to get there. It drifts like a leaf on a slow moving river, carried through the void on the never-ending current that flows from the realm of the living to the realm of souls.


  Eventually the soul becomes more aware of the void and is gripped by an anxiety to be free from it. The anxiety acts like a push, speeding it on its way. Finally, it passes through a second veil, arriving safely in the realm of souls—unless an eater finds it first.


  Eaters prowl the void, constantly in search of prey. When they encounter a soul, no matter how complete or how powerful it is, they consume it by absorbing its energy. When an eater has absorbed sufficient energy, it fissions into hundreds of smaller eaters, thus propagating the species.


  The only things eaters fear are the hunters that also populate the void. When a hunter finds an eater, the result is predetermined; the eater is destroyed, the energy it has amassed dissipating in a flash of light. The destruction of a younger, weaker eater may result in nothing more than spark in the endless darkness. The death of an older, energy filled eater can light up the void like lightening cutting through a storm filled night.


  In this way the balance between souls, eaters, and hunters has always been maintained. All survive in the pattern and none dominate. This is the way nature has designed it. This is the way it has always been.


  On February 23, 1924, Samuel Martin sat on a cot bolted to floor in the basement of the Paterson, New Jersey police station. The springs were broken and blood, vomit, and other fluids from innumerable past occupants stained the mattress. A metal sink and toilet were the only other amenities in the cell.


  Sam was a small man, maybe five-foot-four, and a hundred and forty pounds. He looked like any transient: long dirty hair, bloodshot eyes, and a two-day growth of stubby gray beard that was stained by tobacco juice below his chin. Despite years of chewing, he still dribbled when he spat. Spitting was just one more thing he could never seem to get right.


  The only remarkable things about Sam Martin were his hands. They were large for a man his size, they were more suited to a big man, one six-foot tall or better. They showed the wear of a man used to labor, and at least one broken knuckle attested to his willingness to use them in a fight. In a manner of speaking, his hands were the reason he was in this cell. Tonight those hands had killed a man. He had been in a nasty bar fight and had just kept hitting the other guy even after he was unconscious.


  It wasn’t the first time Sam had killed, but it was going to be the last. This time John Law had him fair and square. He was locked up in this stinking cell and he really didn’t see any way out. Well, that’s not really true, Sam thought, as a grin split his face.


  Looking around to make sure the prick of a cop wasn’t in the basement, Sam rolled the mattress from his cot into a tight cylinder and used it as a stool so he could reach high enough up the bars to tie one end of the his belt into a cross tie. He looped the other end around his neck. Then, after he had worked up a good mouthful of tobacco juice to spit in the devil’s face when he met him, he kicked away the mattress. In a matter of seconds Sam intended to throw away the life his mother had suffered through fourteen hours of hard labor to give him all those years ago. Then, with a fuck you to God and a come and get me grin for Satan, Samuel Martin took a step into eternity.


  As the mattress was spinning away, and Sam’s body was dropping through the foot or so of slack allowed by the belt, he noticed he wasn’t alone in the cell. Standing in one corner was a young woman who hadn’t been there a second ago. She looked to be about twenty and she was smiling at him. It wasn’t the smile that scared Sam, it was the hungry look in her eyes.


  Part 1: Jo-Ann


  1


  On May 22, 1985, a dream came true. That’s when Jerry Gibson bought a bright red, 1964-1/2, V-8, Mustang convertible. It had been completely restored and probably hadn’t looked better on the day it was shipped from Detroit. The antique car hobby is its own world. In the hunt for the perfect car, enthusiasts have taken restoration to the extreme. Cars that originally might have come from the factory with a bit of over-spray in the engine compartment or a flaw in the carpet couldn’t win a trophy at a national show today. “All original” no longer equates to a show car. Now it just means it would make a good daily driver.


  Perfection was part of the appeal of this Mustang. He was eighteen when Ford introduced them and had it seemed to Jerry that Lee Iacocca had looked inside his head to come up with the design for the perfect car. It became an icon to him, something to be coveted more than Tammy Nemeth who, in his mind, was just about the hottest thing in high school. She had claimed his heart in their sophomore year.


  Jerry knew he’d never have Tammy or a Mustang, though, because it seemed that for all his life he’d been waiting for things to get better. When he was a kid, Mom had to raise his sister and him on welfare, charity from the family, and the few temp jobs she could manage to find. His Dad may have been a hell of a guy, but he was a hell of a guy that didn’t believe in life insurance. During the times they actually owned a car, it was always an old four-door beater. A convertible wasn’t practical or obtainable.


  After high school, Tammy had taken his dreams with her to college and he had gone to work. He never saw her again, but there were Mustangs everywhere. He even managed to drive one once in a while—a girl he was dating would own one, or a friend would let him drive his home because they had gone to a party and Jerry had stayed sober just for that reason. By the time he could afford a Mustang, he had a wife and two kids. They got by, but not by much. A “toy” like a Mustang was out of the question.


  Then, in 1975, Jerry and his wife Heather made a pact—each of them would get an “allowance” of twenty dollars a month to do with as they pleased. It was personal spending money, Jerry had no claim to hers, and she had no claim to his. They could spend it on clothes, dinner out with a friend, anything. As inflation whittled its value down, they increased their allowance as they could. By 1985, they were up to an even one hundred dollars a month.


  During those ten years, Heather had used her allowance to buy clothes, take a few courses at the local community college, enjoy a weekend off with a friend, or some other such thing. Jerry had never spent his money, though. He had saved it, like a squirrel packing acorns away for winter. Maybe it was because he never really had any friends to share it with. After a while though, Jerry realized what he wanted to do with it: he wanted that Mustang convertible. Somehow, he knew he would never really feel he was a success until he owned it. It had become a symbol of things always being better in the future, but never quite getting there. Over time, Jerry had become obsessed with the idea of owning one.


  By 1985, he finally had enough to buy his Mustang. He didn’t have enough for something of show quality, but he had enough for something nice. That’s when he started looking. He never mentioned it to Heather, because it was his fantasy and somehow the secrecy of the search was part of the fun. The problem was he didn’t find something nice. He found a lot of V-8’s that needed quite a bit of work and a few nice six-cylinder models, but nothing that really turned him on. Then, just when he was getting ready to settle for a sixty-seven or a sixty-eight he finally found it, the Mustang of his dreams. He didn’t have enough to buy it outright, but with what he did have, and the extra hundred dollars a month, he would be able to afford it if he took out a loan for the balance. He decided to tell Heather about the Mustang as they lay in bed the night after he had gone to see it for the first time.


  “I saw a 1964 Mustang convertible today that I think I’m going to buy,” Jerry announced as calmly as he could. He had found that that was the best time to bring up ideas of that nature. If things went well, it was easy to get to sleep, and if things went bad, he could always say “Look, I’ve got to get up early, so let’s sleep on it and talk about it tomorrow.”


  “What do you mean you’re buying a Mustang?” Heather asked. “What kind of a Mustang?”


  “A 1964 Mustang convertible,” he repeated.


  Heather sat up against her pillow and pulled the covers up around her neck, a sure sign she didn’t like the idea. Then she just shook her head and delivered one of her favorite responses. “That’s ridiculous!” Then she added, “It’s completely impractical, we won’t all fit into it and besides we can’t afford it.” Heather was like that. Her first impulse was usually “No,” or “We can’t,”—something or other for some reason or other, but after she stopped to think about it she would open up to a lot of things. He was hoping she’d open up about the Mustang, because he was intent on having it. If she held firm in her opposition there would be some real battles on the horizon and he knew he’d wind up resenting her for it.


  “Why in the world do you want a 1964 Mustang?”


  “Because I’ve always wanted one,” he blurted out without even thinking. “I just think they’re neat, and I need a something in my life just for me.” As soon as Jerry said it, he knew it sounded lame, but he didn’t know how to explain to her what the Mustang really did mean to him. He wasn’t sure he had ever really thought about what it meant to him, until she asked him that night why he wanted it.


  “What would we use it for? It’s not a family car,” Heather said, missing the point entirely.


  “That’s just it,” he replied. “It wouldn’t be for the family. It would be for me. I’ve always wanted one of these and now I have the opportunity to get one. It’s in great condition, doesn’t need any work, and it wouldn’t cost the family anything. And, we’d have an extra car in case anything happened to one of ours.” That last one was an appeal to her practical side.


  She looked a bit dubious, “What do you mean, ‘it’s’ in good condition? Do you mean you’ve already gotten this thing?”


  Uh oh, “this thing” didn’t sound too encouraging. “No, I haven’t gotten it, I’ve just looked at it. I saw it advertised in Hemmings and I went to take a look at it the other day.” ‘Hemmings’ was Hemmings Motor News, the old car enthusiast’s bible. Published monthly, it carried complete listings of antique auto shows, parts, supplies, cars for sale, and anything else involved with antique or collector cars. He’d been browsing Hemmings for the last few years, but never really thought he’d do more than that. But two weeks before, he’d seen the ad: ‘Mustang 1964-1/2 convertible, wht/red, 260 V8, power steering, power brakes, 3-speed, much more, exc cond, $8,500 obo, serious inq only, 401 555-6663. RI.’ It just seemed to jump off the page at him. Living in Connecticut, he could reach anywhere in Rhode Island in a matter of hours. On impulse, he decided to go take a look at it. He called that afternoon and made an appointment to see it the next day. He even had to take a day off work to do it.


  He had arrived in Cranston just before noon. It took him a while to locate the address, but when he got there, the Mustang was waiting for him. It was parked in a one-stall garage behind a 1920’s style cape. The owner was a woman in her fifties. The car had been her son’s, she explained, but he had died recently and she wanted to sell the Mustang so she could have the garage back for her car, which was sitting in the driveway. Jerry knew he wanted the Mustang as soon as he saw it, but he also knew he had to run it by Heather first. He gave Mrs. Gray two hundred dollars as a deposit to hold it, and told her he’d call her by Friday to confirm the sale. So you see, he really hadn’t gotten it. He had just sort of saved it.


  “How much will it cost?” Heather finally asked.


  “Eighty-five hundred dollars. But it won’t cost the family anything, I’ll pay for it myself.”


  “Where are you going to come up with eight thousand five hundred dollars?” she asked, somehow making “eight thousand five hundred” sound like a lot more than eighty-five hundred.


  “Well, I’ve saved five thousand from my allowance and I can take a personal loan for the rest. Then I can pay the loan off out of my hundred dollars every month.”


  “You’ve saved five thousand dollars?” She sounded a little skeptical. “How did you manage to save five thousand dollars?”


  “Well, I’ve been saving my allowance since we first started giving it to ourselves. Except for that fishing pole I bought a few years ago, I’ve never spent any of it.”


  “Five thousand dollars is a lot of money. There are a lot things besides a Mustang we could us it on.”


  “Wait a minute,” Jerry replied. “That’s my money. I never ask you how you spend your money, or tell you how to spend it. You shouldn’t have any problems with me spending mine the way I want.”


  “But mine’s only a hundred dollars a month, this is five thousand dollars,” Heather complained.


  “Yes, but it’s my five thousand dollars and I saved it,” he replied, a bit irritated.


  Heather was quiet for a minute and before she could answer he said, “Look, I’ve got to get up early. Let’s sleep on it and talk about it tomorrow.”


  As he lay there in the dark, he thought about Heather’s question—why did he want the Mustang? He really didn’t need it to feel successful. He was thirty-nine years old and had his own deli and catering business. With what Heather made as a nurse they may not have been well off, but they were comfortable. Mike, their oldest, would be starting high school in September while Karen would be starting sixth grade. Why did he feel such a need for that Mustang? Why had he always had that need? And why hadn’t he thought about this before?


  He decided the answer to the last question was the easiest. Unlike Heather, Jerry tried not to analyze himself too much. She was forever analyzing everything. If there were a reason for something she did, she wouldn’t be happy until she knew what it was. Jerry was just the opposite. He generally acted strictly on hunches or just went with the flow. If everything worked out, great, if not, he’d just shrug his shoulders and move on. Even his choice of careers was more an accident than anything else. He had helped Brian McMunn start the catering business and when Brian found a “real job,” Jerry just kept on with it. He added the deli after he met Heather, because by itself, catering couldn’t provide enough income to raise a family. Now he decided to try and figure out just why he needed a Mustang, and why no other car would do.


  For Jerry, it was scary looking inside himself, because he never knew who he was going to find looking back. This time he found an eighteen-year-old kid who was enjoying the last summer he’d ever have without a job or responsibilities. He spent more time playing basketball in that one summer than in the entire twenty-one years since. He was six feet three inches tall, weighed one hundred and ninety pounds, and felt like the world was made just for him. More than that, it was the last time he could really remember having friends. Not poker buddies or the couples he and Heather went to dinner with, but friends to spend your life with. Friends you could raise hell with and take chances with that you’d never take alone. Friends you really would die for.


  That was also the summer he and Tammy Nemeth had almost became a couple. They had started seeing a lot of each other. They never went on a date, never kissed, or even held hands, but they did become close. They had shared their hopes and dreams, their disappointments and accomplishments. He could ask her about those mysterious creatures, girls, and she could ask him why guys were all such jerks. They actually liked each other, and at eighteen that sort of got in the way of dating. It was hard to try and make out with a friend. Besides, Jerry was afraid that if it didn’t work out, he’d lose her entirely. As it turned out, he lost her anyway.


  That was also the summer he had seen his first Mustang convertible. He guessed that was why he wanted that Mustang, for everything it had come to symbolize. He wanted friends like he had back then. He wanted to be innocent and idealistic, and most of all, he wanted Tammy Nemeth. Not a thirty-nine year old Tammy Nemeth who was probably out there somewhere, married with kids of her own, but the eighteen-year-old Tammy Nemeth who had lived inside his subconscious for twenty-one years.


  Jerry knew that at thirty-nine there are no friends like that, and there are no perfect relationships. At thirty-nine there were too many people and things tied to him to allow him to invest enough of himself into anyone to have a friend like that again. He felt that way about Heather, but that wasn’t enough. He needed someone or something else he could immerse himself in without the strings of responsibility that marriage and parenthood brought with them. He knew he could never share enough of himself with anyone to have that kind of a relationship, so he’d have to find a substitute. That’s why he needed the Mustang. He also knew he couldn’t share that with Heather, because he didn’t know how tell her that without sounding dissatisfied with their relationship or like he was planning on having an affair with a car.


  When Jerry came down for breakfast the next morning, Heather had already eaten and was leaving for work.


  “Morning,” he greeted her.


  “Hi,” she responded. “I’m about ready to leave, but I’d like to talk about your car thing tonight.”


  “Sure,” he responded, and then added, “Tell you what, I’ll bring home pizza so we won’t have to deal with dinner and dishes. That way we’ll have plenty of time to talk.” Waiting until that evening to talk was actually part of his plan, because it would give her time to think about it. If he knew Heather, she’d have to bring it up at lunch. Then, if she wanted to say no to the idea, she’d have to explain to her friends why her money was hers and why Jerry’s was up for grabs. That was his ace in the hole. Jerry felt pretty sure she could argue that with him, but not explain it to someone else without coming off as the bad guy.


  When he arrived home that evening he had two large pizzas, a bottle of Coke, and a six pack of Beck’s dark. The pepperoni & sausage pizza was for him and Mike, the veggie special was for the more sophisticated taste buds of Heather and Karen. They didn’t talk about the Mustang until after during dinner when they could be alone.


  Later, when the kids were watching TV, they sat in the living room to discuss the Mustang. Jerry sat on one end of the couch hoping Heather would take the other. No such luck. She chose the wingback on the other side of the room. In their house they discussed “good” events like vacations, or which movie to see, while sitting together on the couch. Couch and wingback were the adversarial, or negotiating positions.


  Jerry didn’t wait for Heather to speak first, because he wanted to be on the offensive. “So, what do you think about the Mustang?”


  “Well, at first I had a problem with spending that much money on a toy, but I talked it over with John and Marcy at work and they agreed that since it’s your money that shouldn’t be an issue. After I thought about it, I had to agree with them. I still have some other problems, though.”


  All right! he thought, the major hurdle is out of the way. The rest should be a piece of cake.


  “OK, what are the other problems?”


  “Where would you keep it?”


  “In the garage.”


  That got him a skeptical little shake of the head. “Where in the garage? There’s only room for one car in that mess and I’m not leaving my car outside all winter so you can keep a Mustang that you can’t drive inside.”


  “Well,” he responded. “I’ve been thinking about that. You’ve been after me for months to clean the garage so I’ve decided to get rid of some of the old equipment at the store that we never use anymore. That will let me move the work stuff I have in the other side of the garage to the store where I really need it. Then, if I throw out half the stuff I’ve been saving, but will never use, I’ll have plenty of room for the Mustang.”


  Heather was constantly after him to throw away the “junk” he always seemed to accumulate. He was hoping the prospect of finally getting the garage cleaned out might work in his favor.


  He was digging in for her next objection when she completely blew him out of the water. “OK, but I don’t want a bunch of car stuff building up in there. It’s not going to do any good if you get rid of the junk that’s in there now, and then start piling up more crap. And I want you to understand, if you do start saving more junk it’s the Mustang that’s going out in the driveway, not my car. I refuse to have to run outside in the rain or scrape ice off my windows every day in winter.”


  “That’s fine,” he quickly agreed. “What else?”


  “How are you going to get it fixed if it breaks? You don’t know anything about fixing cars.”


  She was right about that. He didn’t know much about fixing cars. Sure, he could do a tune up and change the oil on an older car like a sixty-four, but anything major was way out of his league. “Well, if it’s something big I’ll have to save up to get it fixed. It’s not like I’d actually need it right away or anything, so I could afford to let it sit for a while. And, if it was something I could live with, I could wait and have it done in the winter when I wouldn’t be using it anyway.”


  She sat back in the wingback and gave him a long look. “I guess you’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?”


  “Yeah, I have. I’ve wanted to do this for a long time, but I’ve been thinking a lot about it lately. Then when I actually saw the car, I really started trying to figure out how I could do it. So what do you think? Can you live with it?”


  “I guess so, just don’t pay more attention to this car than you do to me, because then I’d start to resent it.”


  “Don’t worry,” he answered. “It’s just a car. It’s not like it’s another woman.” Then he got up, kissed her, told her thanks for understanding, and headed for the phone to call Mrs. Gray to let her know he would take it.


  The next day Jerry called his insurance agent to add the Mustang to their policy. By 9:30 that morning, he was in the company van with a bank check for eighty-three hundred dollars in his pocket and a whole flock of butterflies in his stomach. He was finally going to have his Mustang. Since Mrs. Gray had agreed to let him drive the car home on her plates as long as he mailed them back, all he had to do was drive over and pick it up. He took his assistant James along so he could drive the van back.


  When they arrived in Cranston at noon, the Mustang was sitting on the lawn waiting for him. Its red paint and chrome gleamed in the sunlight. The top was down and red interior was bright and spotless, and to Jerry it looked like the perfect valentine. As beautiful as a heart shaped card trimmed in snow-white lace. James was amazed. As Jerry watched him admire the Mustang, he felt the pride of owning such a car surge through him. It was a feeling he would never lose. In all the years the Mustang and Jerry would spend together, she was the one thing that lifted his spirits every time he walked toward her with her key in his hand.


  “Geeze Jerry, you said it was nice, but this is gorgeous! How about letting me drive it back to the store?” James asked. He knew Jerry wouldn’t agree, but thought it was worth a try.


  “Not on your life, James. I’ve waited twenty-one years for this. You head back with the van and I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m taking the rest of the day off.”


  After James left, Jerry paid Mrs. Gray the balance and slipped into the front seat. He’d put on a few pounds since the last time he’d driven a Mustang (he was up to two hundred and thirty by that time) so it was a slightly tighter fit than he’d remembered. Before Mrs. Gray headed back into her house, she thanked him for being punctual and for buying the car. Before Jerry started the Mustang, he thought about her thanking him. He was so caught up in owning it that he had never thought someone would be happy to sell it. Now that it was his, he couldn’t see parting with it for anything less than a complete financial emergency. He thought of all the times he had seen someone else drive by in one hoping that some day he’d be the one other people were admiring.


  “Mr. Gibson, is there something wrong with the car?”


  “What?” he said, startled.


  “Is there something wrong with the car?” Mrs. Gray asked. “You’ve been sitting out here for fifteen minutes. I wondered if something was wrong. It was all right when I brought it out this morning.”


  “No,” he responded a bit sheepishly. “I guess I’ve been reminiscing a bit. I’m sure it’s OK. I’ll be on my way now.” Then he pushed in the clutch, turned the key, and listened to his Mustang come to life. After letting it warm up for a minute, he pulled out of her yard and headed in the general direction of home. He must have still been wool gathering a bit, though, because he almost hit an odd looking guy who was crossing the street as he pulled out. He was sure the street had been empty the second before, but he figured he just hadn’t been paying enough attention. Jerry stopped to let him cross and apologized for not seeing him, but the man just stared at him as if he was shocked to see him there, too. As Jerry drove off, he could see him in the rearview window standing in the middle of the road watching him drive away.


  Jerry wasn’t sure what route he took home that day. He only knew that it took a lot longer to get home that it had taken to get to Cranston. He stayed on back roads all the way and didn’t go over fifty-five miles an hour. It was crowded all alone in the Mustang that day—at one time or another during the drive home all of his best friends from high school back in Pennsylvania made an appearance. Richie was there trying to get him drive over to New York for a few beers because the drinking age there was eighteen, Alan wanted to shoot some hoops, and Bobby thought they should just head for the Jersey shore. But mostly Tammy was there. He couldn’t remember what they talked about, but he was happy to have her with him again. A Tammy who would never grow up, never go to college and never get lost just because life goes on.


  By five o’clock, he was in Mystic and still at least an hour away from home in Mettabasset, and that was if he took the highway. He called Heather to let her know where he was and not to wait dinner for him. “I’ll stop somewhere for something on the way,” he said, feeling a little guilty about it. He almost felt like he was cheating on her, which was weird, because he had never come close to straying in seventeen years of marriage. Sure, he had had a fantasy now and then, but nothing he’d ever considered acting on. He couldn’t even remember ever seriously thinking about it.


  Jerry didn’t realize it, but he was starting to learn a lot about himself in that Mustang. It was like it opened up doors inside him that he always kept shut. Over the years, it would become the friend that he had been missing. A friend who actually made him examine himself and his emotions. He couldn’t fool the Mustang and he couldn’t lie to it. He could lie to himself, but somehow he couldn’t lie to it.


  When he got home at six-thirty, the whole family was waiting for him. Everybody wanted to see his new toy. Mike thought it was great. The first thing out of his mouth was, “Can I drive it when I’m sixteen, Dad?”


  Karen, his little pragmatist, thought it was foolish, “What do you need a car like that for, Daddy? We already have two cars and you have that van at work.” Surprisingly, though, Heather seemed excited. “So are you going to take us for a ride, or what?” She asked.


  Another shocker. He had never thought about taking them for a ride! This was his Mustang, not theirs!


  “Well,” she asked, “are you?”


  “Sure,” he said, a little chagrined. “Hop in.”


  Heather opened the passenger side door and the kids got in the back. When they were settled, she got in the front. “Where are the seat belts?” she asked as she groped around the front seats.


  “Reach around behind the seat, you’ll find one,” he responded. After she was buckled in she made sure the kids put theirs on and then gave him a little glare, because he wasn’t wearing his. He had completely forgotten it. The cars they owned when he was eighteen were too old to have seat belts. Besides, back then he probably wouldn’t have worn one anyway. He shrugged, found it, and, after letting it out a few inches, snapped it into place.


  “Where to?” he asked.


  “Well, I don’t know about you but we never ate, so how about dinner?” Heather responded.


  “OK. Dinner it is.”


  “We can just get grinders if you’ve already eaten.”


  “No, I haven’t eaten either, so let’s go to Jim’s.” Jim’s was an old-fashioned hot dog and hamburger place that had been around for years. It was only open in summer and only had outside seating at picnic tables. They didn’t go to Jim’s too often, because Heather insisted the burgers were ninety percent grease, but it was perfect for that night.


  On the drive over, everybody had a good time, even Karen. He could see her in the rearview, grinning and waving to anyone who showed any interest in the car. At Jim’s, Jerry ordered a half a dozen cheeseburgers (well, they were kind of small), an order of fries, and a chocolate shake. Karen had a hot dog and a coke. Mike joined in the pig-out with three dogs, fries, and a vanilla shake. Heather shuddered but managed a plain dog with mustard and a small order of fries.


  As they sat down at the only open picnic table, Heather pointed to his tray and said, “Eat like that and you won’t fit into that Mustang.”


  Instead of acknowledging her jab Jerry nodded to the Mustang and asked, “So what do you think of Jo-Ann?”


  “Who?” Heather replied.


  Gesturing towards the car, he told her, “Jo-Ann, that’s her name.” Somewhere along the trip home the Mustang had acquired a name. He had no idea where it came from until he remembered Jo-Ann had been his first love back in sixth grade. He hadn’t thought about her in years, but somehow she had crept back into his mind. The Mustang was already dragging things out of him he had forgotten were there.


  “Why Jo-Ann?” Karen asked.


  “I don’t know,” he lied. “It just seemed to fit.” He didn’t tell them the real reason because he had a hard time sharing personal things with anyone, even his wife and kids. Later, though, when he thought back on that day, he wished he had. Sharing a little thing like that may have opened the door, so that later on he might have been able to share some big things with Heather when it would have counted. But he didn’t.


  Just as they finished eating, some kids Mike knew from school pulled into the lot. As they passed Jo-Ann they stopped to check her out, and Mike went over to show her off. To Jerry’s surprise, Karen went with him. He must have looked shocked, because Heather laughed and said, “Jerry, it’s not the car Karen’s interested in, it’s the boys.”


  As they sat watching the kids, Heather reached into her purse and took out a small, wrapped package. “This is for you,” she said as she pushed it across the table towards him.


  “What is it?” he asked, surprised.


  “Guess,” she said, knowing his obsession for guessing what was in every gift he ever got.


  Grinning, he played with the package to get a feel for it. Light, about three inches long by two wide, one inch deep. Very light, and it made no sound at all when he shook it. Completely stumped, he slowly peeled the paper away, drawing out the time it took to unwrap it, trying to tease Heather with how long it was taking. No luck, she just grinned at him and waited.


  When he finally got the paper off, all he found inside was a white jewelry box. When he took the top off the box, it became apparent why there had been no noise when he shook it. Inside was another tightly wrapped object that had been crammed into the box with no room for movement. Once again he ran it through his fingers, shook it, smelled it. He was still baffled.


  The unwrapping process started again, but this time he could see Heather squirming a bit as he slowly peeled away each layer of paper. Inside, he found a key ring with a metal Mustang emblem and a stitched leather fob attached.


  “Look at the back,” Heather said as he was examining it.


  On the back of the Mustang emblem it was engraved in script with “To Jerry—With Love—Heather.” Below that was the date, 5/22/85, and their phone number.


  “Do you like it?” she asked, when he didn’t say anything right away. “I put the phone number on it in case you ever lose your keys.”


  She started to say something else, but Jerry stopped her by reaching over and taking her hands in his. “It’s great,” he said, and he meant it. “It adds something to the package, like the cherry on a Sunday. Besides, now I know you really accept my getting it. That’s what I really appreciate.”


  When they got home, he pulled the Mustang into the driveway and got ready to put the top up for the night. He hadn’t gotten a chance to clean the garage yet, so he’d have to leave Jo-Ann outside for a few days. Heather asked why he was putting the top up and he told her he couldn’t leave the car out overnight with it down. “Don’t bother,” she said with a grin. “You can have my spot for the rest of the week.”


  “Really?” he asked, a bit shocked. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”


  “As long as it’s only for four days it’s OK, but if the garage isn’t clean by Saturday night, old “Jo-Ann” is going to have to take her chances outside,” Heather warned. She might not have meant it, but he still got the garage ready by Saturday. He wanted Jo-Ann to have a place of her own.


  That summer, Jo-Ann and Jerry spent quite a bit of time together. The only time he didn’t drive her was when it was raining. The top went up overnight twice a week to keep it from getting permanent creases. The only other time it went up was when he was out and the rain took him by surprise.


  On a lark, he had a pair of magnetic signs made up for the side of the car: “GIBSON’S DELI & CATERING—FOOD FOR ALL OCCASIONS - 555-5521.” Not too poetic, but they were quite effective. It wasn’t long before people calling in were asking, “Are you the guy with the old car?” or, “I’ve seen you around town in your Mustang and when I needed a caterer, I thought of you.” He also got called to do a few car club events.


  Jo-Ann was a good influence on Jerry. Sitting behind the wheel always brought back old times and he started to feel a bit like a kid again. On the way home from work one night, he stopped and picked up a basketball. After that, he started stopping to shoot a few hoops at the local junior high school a couple of times a week.


  At first, Heather was a bit skeptical about an “old man” playing basketball with the kids, but after she saw he was losing some weight and getting his wind back, she liked the idea. She didn’t complain about it until he started stopping by for an hour or two every day. That’s when she began hinting that it was getting to be just a little too much. He knew she was right, but he was a little annoyed anyway. With Jo-Ann, the basketball, and a new outlook, he was beginning to resent some of the responsibilities he had as a husband, father, and provider. He didn’t talk to Heather about that, though. He just stewed on it a bit and then cut back his playing time to an hour a day, three times a week.


  As Jerry became more attached to Jo-Ann, Heather became more indifferent to her. She had liked the novelty at first, but then decided it was a bit too Spartan for her. Jo-Ann didn’t have air conditioning or a tape deck, the backs on the bucket seats were thin and not that comfortable, and, worst of all the wind played hell with her hair. “Besides,” she said, “I always feel like I’m on display when we’re in it. People are always waving and giving us the thumbs up or tooting their horns. It’s too much and I can’t enjoy the ride. Then, if we stop somewhere, somebody always walks over and starts talking with you about it. I feel left out and really uncomfortable when that happens.”


  Over the summer, they developed a sort of truce concerning Jo-Ann. He would use her anytime he was alone and they would use Heather’s Volvo when they were out together as a couple. They used the Ford station wagon for family outings. On special occasions like a trip to the shore in summer, or leaf peeping in the fall, Heather would agree to the Mustang. Otherwise, Jo-Ann and Jerry were pretty much on their own. Except for Mike that is—Mike loved the Mustang. He would ask Jerry to drop him off or pick him up just so he could be seen around town in it. Jerry knew he’d be after him to let him drive it as soon as he got his license, but he made it pretty clear right from the beginning that he’d have a better chance of giving birth than of driving Jo-Ann. Mike understood the car was special, but he still harbored dreams of being behind the wheel some day.


  Sometimes Jerry would just park the Mustang and sit in it, thinking. It became more than a car for him—it became a friend, a confidant, someone he could talk to. Sometimes it even seemed like she talked back to him. Jo-Ann didn’t really talk to him, of course, but she forced him to have a conversation with himself. She made him look at all sides of a problem or she’d remind him of some important part of his past that he had forgotten. Maybe it was just because his thoughts were more focused when he was behind the wheel, or because he called her Jo-Ann, but he came to think of her almost as another person.
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  Even after it was gone, Sam stood in the street staring at where the Mustang had been. It was the call of the “client” that finally dragged him back to the task at hand: his time was near and his need was great. Without thinking, he walked to the door and entered the neglected cape of Bill Carl. Distracted as he was, Sam became Carl the instant their eyes met. There would be no escape till death ripped them apart.


  Bill was having a date with his thirty-eight Police Special service revolver. First, he emptied the weapon, placing the shells in front of him on the kitchen table. Then he cleaned and oiled it, going through the motions in a mechanical fashion. It didn’t take long, he had performed this same ritual every day for the past month. When the weapon finally met his standards, he picked up the shells and reinserted them into the chamber, just like he had inserted countless tokens into the slot machines that had cost him his job, his self-respect, and his wife. When he finished loading it, he put the barrel in his mouth. He tasted the oil on the metal and could just detect the faint, unmistakable smell of steel. He’d been doing this every day for the last week. One day he knew he would pull the trigger.


  Looking down the barrel, he could see the tips of the bullets, nestled in their chambers like tiny missiles in their launching tubes. He sat with death in his mouth for over a half an hour, savoring the taste of it, before he had a sudden impulse to pull the trigger. When he did, he felt a fleeting second of panic, and then nothing.


  As Bill was slammed violently backwards, tipping over his chair and spraying blood and brains all over his kitchen wall, Sam was thrown back into his own mind. He could still taste the gun’s barrel on his tongue, still feel the bullet ripping through the back of his skull, and the split second of doubt Bill had felt when it was too late to stop his finger from pulling the trigger. For a fleeting instant, before he had been released from Bill’s mind, he had been staring back at himself, slack jawed and unmoving, across the room.


  Stunned like he hadn’t been in years, Sam stumbled outside the house to await his next client.
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  The soul eater flowed through the void, a black predator lost in a black universe. It was old, filled with the energy of countless souls. Soon its energy level would pass the critical point and it would split into hundreds of smaller, weaker versions of itself. Smaller and weaker indeed, but no less hungry or fatal to any soul they encountered on its journey through their realm.


  Not far from where it lurked, a thinning in the darkness started to appear. At first it was nothing more than a patch of gray in the endless night, but it was enough to alert the eater that a soul would soon blossom in its place. A thought was all it took to propel the eater to the point the soul would emerge.


  The soul entered the void and it was lost. It wasn’t a strong soul, its light barely beating back the darkness, but it was a meal and the eater consumed it.


  The hunter sensed the soul eater’s presence. It was close, but as long as it remained still, it was safe. When it moved, however slightly, it would disturb the still of the void and the hunter would have it. All it had to do was wait.


  The emergence of a soul triggered the hunter’s instincts, but it remained motionless, waiting for the eater to move. Perhaps it could save the soul, perhaps it couldn’t, but the eater was the important thing. Destroying it would guarantee the safety of untold future souls.


  When the eater moved, the speed of its attack took the hunter by surprise. This eater was not like the others. This one had lain in wait for the soul, allowing it to drift nearer it before it attacked. Then it appeared from nowhere, devoured the soul and fled through the endless night of the void.


  Had this been a new hunter, the eater’s tactics might have worked. This hunter’s instincts, however, had been honed from countless encounters in the past. This eater was as doomed as its brothers had been. Then, the unthinkable happened: the eater exploded, sending hundreds of tiny replicas of itself into the void. The hunter destroyed scores, but far too many managed to escape it, disappearing into the depths of the void.
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  The next two years were good ones for Jerry and Heather. His business had expanded to where he had four, full time employees at the deli and three part-timers for catering. In February, he diversified a bit by bidding on, and winning, a contract to operate a cafeteria in a new office building in Hartford. It was slow at first, but once it caught on it did quite well.


  1987 was a big year for them in a lot of ways. In April, Mike turned sixteen. He’d taken Driver’s Ed. in school the previous semester and was chomping at the bit to get his license. Beginning in January, that’s all Jerry and Heather heard about. He was scheduled for his driver’s test in June. Between his birthday on May 3rd, and his test date on June 10th, Mike drove anytime they had to go somewhere.


  Jerry used that time to check out Mike’s driving skills and as an excuse to spend some time with him. When kids are sixteen the last thing they want to do is spend time with their parents. It seems there’s an interlock between a parent and child that turns on somewhere around thirteen. An interlock is something like a thermostat—if you set it at 70 degrees and the temperature drops enough below that, the heat turns on; when the temperature comes back up, the heat turns off. With kids, it works the same way. They turn into a teenager and you turn into an asshole. If you’re lucky, you turn back into a regular person when they reach twenty. Between those years, it’s hard to connect with them. These days, driving and cars seemed to be the only thing that bridged the gap between Jerry and Mike.


  Mike took and passed his driving test in June and Jerry let him drive home after the test. On the way, they got stuck in traffic on I-84. Traffic came to a halt just after they passed the last exit before a fatal accident. They picked up the traffic advisory on the oldies station he always listened to. Apparently, someone had tried to run across the highway and had been hit. The resultant backup was at least three miles long. When they finally reached the accident site, the EMTs were just loading someone into an ambulance and there was a body covered with a blanket on the side of the road. That must be the idiot that tried to run across the highway, Jerry thought.


  Then Jerry’s eye were drawn to an old man who was leaning against a tree on the median. He looked bored, as he if he saw things like this every day. When he realized Jerry was staring at him he frowned for a minute, then winked and nodded back at him. It was innocent enough, but it gave Jerry the shivers; like someone was walking over his grave, his mother might have said.


  When they got home, Mike couldn’t wait to tell Heather about the accident and the body. He remembered every detail, even down to the one sneaker sticking out of the blanket. The only thing he didn’t mention was the old man. When Jerry asked him about it, he said no, he didn’t remember him. Jerry chalked it up to Mike’s obvious fascination with the body. What had struck Jerry most was the old man and the lost, bored look he seemed to have on his face before he noticed Jerry watching him.


  The next day, there was a story and picture about the accident in the paper. The shot included the body under the blanket, and sure enough, there was one sneaker peeking out from the end nearest the camera. The tree the old man was leaning against was there, but he wasn’t in the picture. There was no mention of him in the article either, so Jerry assumed he was just a passerby who had stopped to watch.
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  Sam was sitting on his ass, leaning against a tree, waiting for something to happen. He didn’t know what, and that bothered him. Normally he would have been out of here by now, but something held him here. He absently watched the aftermath of his last suicide: the EMTs dealing with the driver of the car that had hit him, Joyce’s broken body covered by its bloodstained sheet, and an endless line of cars filled with their curious occupants, each taking just a little too much time to pass by.


  Up until the time they had died, this had been a routine case. He had joined Joyce just after Donny had dropped her off in the breakdown lane. Their last argument had been a real blowout, the one that finally pushed her over the edge. When Sam slipped into her mind, she thought she was still just thinking about stepping into the road. Sam knew the decision had already been made. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be there.


  Their death had not been an easy one, at least not for Sam. After darting onto the highway, they had been hit by a Miatta convertible of all things, and Sam was sure they had done more damage to the car than it had done to them. After being thrown across two lanes of traffic onto the median separating the north and southbound lanes, Joyce had conveniently gone into shock and left Sam to deal with the pain until they finally died, or abandon his own awareness and join her in her unfeeling shock. He chose the agony of shattered bones, mangled organs, and internal bleeding rather than endure a loss of self. Eventually Joyce would die, she had to, it was part of the game, but that didn’t mean she would die any time soon, so Sam sat, and waited, trapped in a prison of pain.


  Then, it was over: Sam was alone in his mind. Joyce—the real Joyce—was gone: Joyce the body lay broken and discarded on the median. Normally, Sam would have left then, departed the scene after playing his part. He actually started to go but something held him back, and that’s how he found himself sitting on his ass, his back against a tree, watching the lookie-loos who couldn’t see him file by.


  He almost missed the face staring out at him from the window of a station wagon. Even when he caught the man staring at him it still took him a full minute to realize what was happening. The guy actually saw him. That hadn’t happened since….


  Holy shit, Sam thought. It’s the same guy. The guy from Rhode Island. Then, in a flash of insight, Sam knew why the man could see him. “Damn,” he muttered to himself, and winked and nodded to the man. He wanted to follow him, find out whom he was, where he lived, everything about him, but he couldn’t, another client called. But that was all right, time was on his side.
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  “Shit,” Sam swore as Frank Carson climbed into the back of an airplane. Sam hated flying. As irrational as it sounded, he was still afraid of heights. There was no way he was getting into that plane. This was going to be a long distance job.


  Frank was about to do the one thing in life he had always wanted to, but could never find enough courage for. He was going skydiving. He had planned this day for the last few months, Now, he had paid his two hundred dollars, sat through the required classroom sessions, and would finally walk on air.


  As the plane took off from a private airfield just outside of Rockport, Maine, he watched as houses and cars shrank to doll house dimensions. Sam, standing on the tarmac of the runway, shared his view with clenched fists and gritted teeth.


  Engine noise made talking difficult, but then Frank didn’t want to talk. He just wanted to enjoy the ride. At five thousand feet the jump instructor went over his last minute instructions, wished him luck, and told him he would see him on the ground.


  Frank stepped out of the plane, assumed a spread eagle position to obtain the slowest possible rate of descent, and jumped. Sam was puking as soon as they left the plane. Frank held that position all the way to the ground. As Frank plummeted, his excitement level skyrocketed. The ground rushed at them like a scene from an old movie. Buildings, roads, and cars that had gradually shrunk as the plane climbed to jumping altitude now expanded like a balloon on the end of a helium tank. Sam cursed him all the way down. It was hard not to resent anyone who put him through this kind of agony.


  When they finally reached the ground, Frank’s death was immediate, and, mercifully, painless. It would take Sam a bit longer to get over the experience.
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  January 22, 1988, was Heather and Jerry’s twentieth wedding anniversary. They celebrated by taking a two-week vacation to Grand Cayman Island in the Caribbean. It was the first real vacation they had taken since Mike was born. They stayed at a small resort just south of Georgetown that catered to scuba divers. They weren’t divers but the smaller resort appealed to them more than the larger hotels on Seven-Mile Beach.


  When they left Connecticut, it was ten degrees with a snowstorm forecast for the next day. When they arrived in Grand Cayman, it was ninety-two with blue skies and gentle ocean breezes. As soon as they stepped off the plane two things hit them, the scent of the ocean and the heat. The sun reflecting off the white stone on the ground was blinding as they headed down the ramp to the runway. Jerry was sweating before he completed the fifteen steps to the ground. Heather, on the other hand, was in ecstasy. She loved the heat. It took thirty minutes to collect their bags and clear customs. Then they were on their way to the hotel.


  That night they had dinner on the beach at the Parrot’s Tree Inn. Heather was beautiful in a yellow sundress. Yellow had always been Jerry’s favorite color on her. It complimented her tan skin and dark hair. Her Italian heritage made her one of the lucky few that always seem to have a tan, even in winter. Jerry knew that by
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