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It was an accident, just like the millions of other accidents that happen every single day in this town. Every city, every neighborhood, every house has its share of daily mishaps. A wrong turn here or there. Little disasters that seem to pop out of nowhere. Calamities sealed into the brick and mortar. Catastrophes waiting around every corner. Lord knows I’ve had my share. More things have gone wrong in my fifty-five years than have turned out right. My missteps have been wide and my misfortunes many. This last one just happened to end with one less life in Reno, the Biggest Little City in the World. Well, I thought it was my last one anyway. The night had its own plans. 

I wasn’t thinking. Isn’t that how most murders happen? Someone isn’t thinking, they just act. How do you think in a situation like that? Jenna pushed the right buttons repeatedly, and I acted. When it was over, there she was, like some piece of discarded performance art oozing onto the floor of our living room. Two poker chips had fallen out of her breast pocket. A red and a brown. $15. Something sad about that. I grabbed my car keys, jumped into my ’59 vette and tore off down the first interstate I could find, I-80, heading straight for the desert. It seemed logical enough. The desert is where people go to bury things. There are more than bad memories underneath all that Nevada dirt and sand. 

I steered my ‘59 onto the I-80 on-ramp and punched it. She instantly came alive, tearing up rubber. Her V8 had me plugged into the endless highway and gliding into a smooth coast in no time. I thought about how many times that vette, my other lover, had driven me out of tight spots: carrying me to safety through northern Baja with a cartel dope smuggler on my ass; losing the Louisiana law in a curve on the River Road near the little smoke town of Vacherie; outrunning a Texas Panhandle redhead on Route 66 driving an OJ Simpson white bronco and waving a .45 with designs to do me in. The ’59 vette was my girl, and she was more faithful than any women I’ve ever met. That’s not saying much for Jenna, but which one still has a beat left in her heart?  

I bought her from an unlucky gambler in Vegas who took a few bad turns at the blackjack tables and needed some fast cash. I spent an entire summer on her refurb: upgraded replacement 350ci V8, four-speed manual transmission, racing suspension, whitewalls, Roman red paint with black interior. A wet dream on wheels. I could’ve gone with a CD player, an app, or a Bluetooth something or other, but instead I installed an original 1959 Wonder Bar AM/FM radio, the push button kind with the search bar at the top that seeks up to find a station then rapidly drops back down the dial to start over until something comes in clear. On a good day I could tune-in KLOS in Los Angeles. On really clear days I could listen to KQMT, The Mountain out of Denver. No blues or country or any of that modern noise they call music. Always classic rock. Nothing else eases the ills of the road like Steppenwolf or the Doobies. When she was completed, she was more than a car, she was my rolling good luck charm - my rabbit’s foot wrapped in chrome and doing dead stop to 60mph in 6.9 seconds. She and I rode the Reno strip like we owned the town and every poker chip in it. 

That was Reno. The Nevada desert is something else entirely. 

I eased up on the gas and began to glide through the Nevada night, my faithful ’59, the diamond stars and me. Occasionally, I’d press the Wonder Bar, trying out new stations just to keep from thinking about Jenna. It rarely worked. Somehow, she always managed to pop back up in my mind. She had been a waitress. I met her at the Bonanza, a cowboy-themed casino where she worked the floor sloshing drinks for the slotters. I’d just lost my last fistful of dough at one of the more high-stakes places and went into the Bonanza to escape the noise and the temptation to ask for a line of credit. She walked up and set a glass of bourbon in front of me. “Looks like you can use it,” she said, reading the lines on my face and instantly understanding what put them there. Of course, in Reno, it’s easy to know why people frown. 

We talked throughout her shift. I watched her bring the slotters Remy Martins and Crown and Sevens. By the end of the night, I knew all about her childhood in Winnemucca, the mother she never met, and the slow cancer that ate up her father. When she was old enough, she moved to Reno to work as a waitress; trying to plant some roots and maybe meet a winner. She met me instead. I told her about my brief stint in the Army and how I was released on a BCD – bad conduct discharge, what the enlisted called Big Chicken Dinner - losing my pay, rank and benefits in one fell swoop. I told her about my escape to Reno; the luckiest night of my life when I first met my ’59; and all my exploits below the Mason-Dixon line where I was sure there was still a pissed-off redhead that wanted my ass. When her shift was over, we knew all we needed to know about each other, and I had a place to crash for the night. Three days later I moved into her apartment. The first few years were bliss. Then the degenerate gambler in me came around to call, keeping me out later and later each night. Before long, our Christmas and anniversary money started getting sucked up at the blackjack tables and poker tournaments. Slot machines ate our grocery money and craps and Keno took our rent. Jenna put up with it for a while. She knew what I was after all. She’d been the one to see it right away years ago at the Bonanza. Distrust can grow like a tumor and metastasize plenty over the years. Our screams turned into slaps. Our slaps turned into punches. Our punches turned into...well, just ask Jenna what our punches turned into. I don’t think she’ll give you a good answer.  

The radio started getting staticky, occasional harsh fuzz overlapping Steely Dan and Bob Seger with long periods of dead air silencing Fleetwood Mac. At first, I didn’t mind. There was the cool night air and plenty of stars to keep me company. But it didn’t take long to get annoyed. We could put men on the moon and construct a global network of spy satellites, but we couldn’t figure out how to give me four uninterrupted minutes of Warren Zevon? I kept pressing the Wonder Bar, hearing nothing but more static. The station indicator moved up and down the dial like it had a mind of its own, desperately searching but finding nothing. Nothing. Just like the desert that spanned out for miles in front of me. I felt like I was literally in the middle of nowhere. I turned the radio off and grabbed my phone, planning to play a few tunes I’d stored last summer when Jenna and I went to Tahoe. That’s when I noticed the cracked screen and dried blood. The screen was fractured into a thousand splinters and the blood wasn’t mine. I thumbed the phone on but got only a few spidery lines of color and no discernible working app. Oddly enough, I don’t know how my phone got damaged. It obviously had happened with Jenna, when our relationship was in its death throes. I don’t remember using it, or even picking it up before leaving the apartment. Muscle memory, I guess. Everyone grabs their phone before leaving the house. Like an instinct. I decided to drive along en silencio. 

The arrow-straight blacktop disappeared from my high-beams into an unknown distance. There were saguaros and bushes of dried mesquite along both sides of the road like forlorn hitchhikers. Everywhere I looked I saw a ghost story, and every one of them was dying to tell me their surprise endings. All that natural beauty, the limitless stars and the anise-scented marigold breezes, were starting to become too much. You can’t look at beautiful things all the time. Pretty soon you find yourself wishing for the opposite. That’s how it was with me and Jenna. Something had to turn dark eventually. Driving through the Nevada nothing with the ground-glass sky and the blood-orange moon, I realized there was something ugly and far more sinister out there waiting for me. I just hadn’t found it yet. I became suspicious of the North Star and the constellations. The night became a suffocating garrote. Cold, invisible hands had me zip-tied and on my knees, preparing to take one in the brain. Come and go visions flashed inside my head – snapshots of Jenna’s body left for the turkey vultures in the nearest forgotten canyon. I shook my head, trying to get the images out. The gorgeous, sublime high desert was driving me crazy. 

I turned the radio on again, looking for a distraction and hoping the long miles I’d driven had brought me closer to a findable signal. There was the usual white noise, a burst of music, then nothing. Occasionally I’d hear voices. Talk radio? An interview of some farmer or a local Indian running for councilman. Talk radio was better than no radio. I tried to forgo the Wonder Bar and fine tune the station myself. The voices faded in and out. A tease of a conversation. Two men. Rough customers from the sound of their raspy, smoke-filled throats. Between the static, I heard a few words:

Man #1: How would you do it?

Man #2: Gun. For sure.

Man #1: Noisy.

Man #2: But quick. 

Man #1 had a soft, almost childish tone, and seemed the more subservient of the two. Man #2 had a cigarette-rough voice with a slightly European brogue I couldn’t quite place. They weren’t on talk radio. It seemed to be an old radio drama, like an Orson Welles War of the Worlds-type play. I was intrigued. I thought a good story was something my addled-brain could use right about now. Something to really sink my teeth into and take my mind off the unforgiving highway. Besides, every time I saw an approaching thirty-foot tall saguaro, I believed it was bending down to spike me with its barbs. Like it wanted to turn me into another one of those ghosts waiting out there among the sidewinders and Gila monsters. I was hoping the signal would come in clearer, but there appeared to be no broadcast tower anywhere in sight, just the promise of an endless night and a whole lot of nothing. 

Occasionally the radio crackled a few isolated words: do it, drive, fast money, blood. The static was so loud and coarse, I couldn’t tell who was talking. Just the two men for sure, but the pacing of their conversation and their volley of questions and answers were lost to me. But I could tell, whatever this crime drama was, it sounded juicy. I remembered reading about some of the old radio cliffhangers from the fifties; dramas that kept you spellbound for an hour, then left you hanging right in the middle of the action, wondering what would happen next. They had titles like Crime Club, Dangerous Assignment, True Detective, and Murder at Midnight. Tales riddled with bullet holes that hooked you into the action and strung you along with just enough murder and mayhem to keep you tuning in the next week and the week after that. 

Suddenly, the static broke and briefly their dialog was clear.  

“When are we gonna do it?” asked Man #1. His gentle kid voice almost seemed to be asking his parents’ permission for something. 

“Now, while my nerve’s up,” answered Man #2, the resolve in his voice obvious even through my tinny Delco speakers.  

It was as if the men were sitting in the vette with me. Their conversation was so clear it made me jump, startled by the closeness and gravity in their voices. The actors were good. They made it sound like the shit was about to go down and not in a good way. From my Delcos I heard the sound of car doors opening and closing. Way in the background there was the faint sound of mariachi music. Footsteps trudging through the dirt and gravel. Whoever ran sound for this little production was doing an ace of a job. I could almost feel their parking lot grit on my neck and absently rubbed a hand across my throat to wipe it away. A coyote howled in the distance, and for a moment, I thought it was real, crooning its tune somewhere out there in the dark and lonely desert. A door opened and a little bell rang – the kind they place over business entrances to alert the employees they have a new customer. I heard the scuff of the men’s boots along dirty vinyl tiles and pictured a black and white checkerboard floor with the actors casually walking across it. There was a sense of foreboding that was evident in the unseen action. The production had no background music to cue me to what was about to come. Still, I could tell everything seemed to be ramping up. Something was about to happen. 

Then silence. More static and the dead Nevada air. The radio had hushed once again.  

I looked at the mosaic of my cracked phone screen, the dried blood. Jenna came flooding back to me. Our last night together she’d found me at the craps table, six drinks into an impressive losing streak. Even the worst bad-luck gamblers have to start with a bankroll; a little bit of folding money to get things going. “Where’d that money come from?” she had asked, already knowing the answer. Nothing blew my skirt up more than throwing the dice or turning over my hole cards or watching that wheel spin. For me, it was a pure rush. Adrenaline City. The same thing that skydivers get. The same thing that bank robbers get. The same thing that mile-high club sex addicts get. I wanted more, and how dare she stand in the way of that. 

We argued all the way home and then some. She said she knew I was no good. Why she thought she could squeeze that aspect out of my life was beyond me. Gamblers do what gamblers do, that’s it. She slapped my face; a move I didn’t see coming, like a sly croupier dealing from the bottom of the deck. I raised my hand to strike her back. I never even realized I was holding my cellphone. I didn’t stop striking her until my cell was busted and bloodied and Jenna was exhaling her last breath, just like the dead air in the desert and the nothing coming across my speakers.  

The radio let out a sudden chaos of static that startled me once again. The Wonder Bar hadn’t given up searching just yet. A lost tower’s airwaves were out there somewhere after all. The radio had found the crime drama again. It was still in play. I hoped I hadn’t missed anything crucial. The men’s voices, one soft, one rugged, just like before. A new character had entered the scene. A woman. Already I could tell, things were getting dicey.

Man #2: I can see its nice tonight. Don’t need you to tell me that.

Woman: Just makin’ conversation.

Man #2: How ‘bout you take our order? Black coffee for us both, and my friend here wants a steak. 

Woman: OK. How do you want it? 

Man #1: How do I want it? On a plate, you dumb bitch.

Woman: There’s no need for that, sir. Well. Rare. Medium...

Man #2: Bloody. He likes it bloody. Okay?

There is the sound of scribbling. The woman seems to be a waitress, writing their order on a guest check. Her footsteps indicate she’s left the table, no doubt to bring their order to a short-order cook in the back.  

The two men laugh at a joke only they know the punchline to. 

More static. The radio seemed to be enjoying its little cat and mouse game. The program was hyper-realistic. With no music to punctuate the scenes, the scenes had to punctuate themselves with the confrontational dialogue. The old radio shows used violin plucks for a punch or a shot, tympani to denote a moment of revelation. Music that told you to feel something here. My crime drama’s dialogue was scary enough. There was a sense of dread that shouted an echo in my head. Jenna in the back of my mind, perhaps? The only music in this program came from the distant mariachi band in the far background - a radio playing on the radio. And the dialog? It seemed overly nasty for the 1940s or 1950s. A new program in the style of the oldies? Maybe. I was intrigued and hoped I was driving closer to the broadcast tower so I could eventually pick up the program in full. 

The radio static seemed to grow louder and louder, until it hurt my ears to listen to it. Just as I was reaching for the dial to shut it down again, the static abruptly broke and the program was back, crystal clear as though my vette was parked under the four legs of the broadcast tower, beaming its criminal transmission directly to my radio alone. The show had continued, and I was able to follow the action and jump right back into the storyline. The two men obviously intended harm. And the waitress? A wonderful actress able to emote without benefit of facial expressions. Her voice conveyed a palpable fear, and I completely believed she was in peril, despite only having the Wonder Bar radio to look at whenever a genuinely terrifying exchange took place. I wondered about that. Did old-time listeners used to look at the radio back in the day whenever the good guy was cornered by the toughs in the abandoned warehouse, or the screaming beauty was accosted by the randy traveling salesman? Were their eyes looking for something to see before television came around? 

I could hear meat sizzling on a grill in the background and the endless mariachi music seemingly playing on a loop. The static had covered up a good bit of the action, as the confrontation had escalated. There seemed to be an all-out crime taking place between the waitress and the more surly of the two badmen. 

Woman: You can point that scattergun all you want, but you can’t shoot my soul. 

Man #2: Won’t hurt to try. 

Woman: Go ahead. I’m goin’ to heaven soon as you pull that trigger.

Man #2: That right? You know that for a fact? 

Woman: Yes sir, I do. God told me.

Man #2: Well, ain’t you blessed. He don’t say shit to me. 

The night air was pierced by a shotgun blast so loud the whole scene might’ve taken place in my passenger seat. I jumped, startled by the sudden burst of violence. Without consent, my mind flashed images of a blood-soaked waitress sprawled on the checkerboard floor of the diner, two laughing lunatics standing over her, one holding a smoking shotgun. I quickly dialed the radio off, not wanting to hear anymore. The program had taken a nasty turn, and like Jenna’s slap in the face, I wasn’t looking to take any more.  

I drove in silence. Instead of taking my mind off her, the radio made me think of Jenna, her face haunting me in the middle of all that barren desert beauty. Not the face I fell for back at the Bonanza all those years ago, but the last image I saw before hitting the road. Jenna, bloodied and breathless. Jenna, with a few last words escaping her throat like the final air expressed from a balloon. She told me she loved me as that last little bit of life disappeared from her body and left a dried out, empty husk on the floor. Jenna, the woman I loved and left for dead in Reno, Nevada.  

As if on cue, a tiny patch of neon caught my view and pulled me out of my daydream, a random glow amid the rocks and cacti. Driving closer, the otherworldly colors of pink and green lit up the Nevada wasteland like an alien spaceship having landed terribly off its coordinates. Closer still I could see the small rectangle was a building not much bigger than a boxcar. A neon sign over its doors read Fork-in-the-Road Café, and under that, a lime-green skillet cooking hot pink eggs. The parking lot in front was empty, and I could see inside through the long plate glass windows running along the entire front of the diner. The place was well-lit with bright red seats and booths. The back wall was stainless steel. There was steam coming from the kitchen behind the counter. Something was cooking. In the front was a waitress, an older woman wearing a uniform, her cap sitting atop a beehive of swirling red hair. 

My knees hurt and I thought a quick cup of coffee might clear my muddled head, help me figure out my next move.  

I pulled in and parked, stepping out of my vette to stretch my legs. My muscles felt good once the blood was going again. I looked inside the diner. My headlights had foretold my arrival, and the waitress seemed to be yelling at the cook in the back to get ready for an order. Not much business out here in the middle of the night. A few truckers. The odd wayward traveler. Maybe a wiseguy or two after they’d just dug a hole. I entered the small restaurant. The customer bell over the door rang as I entered. I stood in the doorway, checking out the small diner in full. It was quiet, just the soft hum of a well-used kitchen. The smell of dark-roast coffee and cooked meat lingered in the air. The aroma alone made my mouth water. It smelled the way diners are supposed to smell. The waitress was smiling as she walked in front of the counter to greet me, gesturing with her hands to offer my choice of seating. 

“There’s a face that needs a cup of coffee and a slice of pie.” Her voice was warm and inviting, and I wondered how many patrons she’d welcomed with that line. Her nametag said “Gal”. Her uniform was clean and straight with one singular smudge of grease across her otherwise pristine white apron.

Looking around the diner, bereft of patrons, I said “I’ll take the best seat in the house, please.”

Gal smiled. “In that case, follow me, dearest.”  

She led me to a booth in the corner of the diner that afforded me a great vantage point of the entire place. There wasn’t much to look at - empty tables and my reflection looking back at me from the plate glass frontage. The black and white checkerboard flooring reflected in the windows looked like a huge chessboard with Gal and me as the only pieces left. “This is the best seat,” Gal said. “You can see everything from here: the kitchen, the counter, the front and side doors, every table in the joint. Just like Al Capone.” She handed me a menu.

I sat down in the corner booth facing out, taking full advantage of being able to see over the entire diner. “Al Capone?” I asked. 

Gal took out her guest check and pen, preparing to write down my order. “Al liked to sit where he could see every entrance and exit in a place. That way, no one got the drop on him, see?” 

“Well, no one should come looking for me,” I lied. For all I knew, most of the deputies in Washoe County were already on their way. I briefly scanned the menu without really looking, fully ready to allow Gal to make the decision for me. “What’s good here, Gal?” I asked. I wasn’t really hungry, but still, I felt like I wanted to spend some money at the Fork-in-the-Road Diner.  

“Pork belly grits are always good. A dollar extra to mix in some mac and cheese. Al would love it,” she winked. 

I smiled. With that kind of charm, I couldn’t see why the diner wasn’t packed, despite being in the middle of nowhere. “Pork belly grits and mac, it is. Don’t forget the coffee and pie.”  

“Three pies tonight,” Gal said. “We have...”

“I’ll take it,” I interrupted, wanting Gal to make the decision for me. 

She smiled and winked again. “Comin’ right out.” 

Gal stepped away to get my coffee
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