
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	A

	Road  TO

	Nowhere

	(Will  Lead  to  the  Heart)

	 

	Bradleigh Munk

	 


 

	 

	[image: Image]

	Print layout, e–book conversion, and cover design 
by DLD Books Editing and Self–Publishing Services

	www.dldbooks.com

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Copyright © 2020–2024 Bradleigh Munk

	All rights reserved

	 

	 

	 

	 

	First originally published by Newman Springs Publishing 2020

	Third Edition

	
Books by Bradleigh Munk

	A Road to Nowhere

	A Road Back to Indigo

	A Road through the Heartland

	A Road back from Oblivion

	 

	 

	
	 

	 

To Louis, someone who reminded me about the immense possibilities of living each day without fear. And to Robert James, without us I wouldn’t be me.

	 


	 

	 

Bradleigh is the man I would love to be; Thomas Powell is the alter ego I would like to have, and David Hicken is the master musician I would love to achieve.

	To escape our craziness, we need to find someone, or a group of someones, whom we feel so incredibly comfortable with we can’t help shine at our very best; we then become naturally uncrazy.

	—Br. Munk

	

Chapter One

	The room was dimly lit and filled with an eerie quiet; as I waited for the doctor to return, I enjoyed the feel of his overstuffed leather chair, which was the color of black licorice.

	What am I doing here? I thought while feeling strangely out of place. How did I manage to finally get caught, and now I have to placate this doctor with stories that prove that I’m harmless to myself?

	I was on my third visit since that neighbor found me wasting away. What business was it of theirs to meddle in my private affairs? I should have the right to end the pain whenever I choose. Apparently, the courts disagreed, because after a short visit to the emergency, they forced me, against my will, to have doctor supervision, one who could—at any time, or if he was having a bad day—turn me back in for my own safety.

	“That’s fine. Only another month, and I’ll be free from any oversight, and my next exit plan will be hidden from anyone looking on.”

	My name is Bradleigh Munk. Most people try to call me Brad; however, that is a name I have never used and prefer to be called Bradleigh. I am what you might call a person who has been in search of mental comfort and the need to feel safe, running my life in fear of the future and constantly mourning the past. I have no control of it. My personality dictates that I will eventually orchestrate my exit from this broken personality; that is me.

	“So, tell me, is anything new going on?” he asked as he sat comfortably in his personal chair, which included a back massager, complete with heating pad built in. I could hear the deep hum of the magic fingers running up and down his back. How could he even pay attention to anything that’s going on? I knew exactly what he was thinking; his monotone voice was booming loudly within my head and saying, I wonder if I would hurt my back if I turned over and let the magic fingers work on something else that’s stiff.

	“I started to write again,” I said with excitement.

	“What kind of story are you writing? Is it a self–help book?” He was actually listening; I really didn’t want to discuss this with him. Why did I bring it up?

	“No, it’s not for self–help,” I said, as I looked out the window at a couple of summer elves climbing up and down his trees. “It’s more like a self–helplessness book.”

	“That’s amusing,” he said dryly. “Just make sure to let me know if you start to have feelings of grandeur. We don’t want you to be flying too high. I would need to adjust your medication.”

	I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I had stopped the pills over a week ago, and I didn’t intend to go back on them. I wanted to feel emotions again, and the pills were making a zombie out of me. As I continued to watch the action outside his window, I thought to myself, it just pisses me off that I have to take a pill, just to fit into this society. To say that I struggle with mental issues would be an understatement; however, if you think about it, who doesn’t? We all seem to have problems trying to keep up with the ever–changing tide of social conflict. This story really begins too many years from the start of my career and several more before I could retire, and the current crisis of the mind started shortly after moving from a place that, for me, provided a safe and happy existence. This was a time when I had the fortune to find myself living in the Pacific Northwest. At first, this was just another stressful existence—the moodiness and rain that consumed the winters and the summers that felt like I was living under a forty–watt bulb, dim and never bright.

	After several attempts at employment, I finally had the luck to be hired by a company that changed my life forever. To be correct, it wasn’t the company so much as it was the people working there. My heroes consisted of my boss and two buddies, who worked in the warehouse (and of course, I could never forget the owner’s brother). Most days were busy, and we kept the corporate machine running; other times, I just wanted to be in their presence, to experience a peace of mind not easily found. If any one of them came into a room, they wouldn’t have to say or do anything. I just felt an unmatched contentment, something I had never experienced before. This was a huge leap, and for the first time in my life, I felt safe and connected to my inner spirit energy.

	Six years passed; not one moment did I take for granted. I was able to see the greatness as it was happening and recognize the moment when it appeared. All good things must come to an end, however, and this was no exception; my world was soon turned on its side. Unfortunate events forced their way into my cozy existence, and I soon found myself heading south and land just outside the Los Angeles area, where temperatures can reach the “egg–frying degree” of 120 or more. Pulled from my family of positive light, my grief heavy and unresolved, a good friend in Calgary said, “It’s not necessarily the separation from your friends. It’s also a separation from your connection to the divine.” How often, in life, can one say that they had such a depth and quality of connection? The next few years didn’t provide any escape from the pain and anguish running rampant throughout my mind. Within weeks of arriving on death’s door or, as I like to call it, the Valley of the Dead, I discovered a marvelous thing: numbness. I never knew what relief drinking a “very large glass of burgundy wine” could provide.

	One night, we were dining at a local Italian restaurant that boasted “the biggest glass of wine in the valley”; arrive before five, and it would only cost you three dollars. I was hooked. Leaving the restaurant, my mind was a blur, and it felt great. This was just the beginning. Soon, I found relief within a wonderful drink called microbrews; three bottles, and I was under the table. Moving through the days, it felt like slogging through heavy mud; with my pain deep and never ending, numbness seemed the only cure. Eventually, my evenings were spent, first, applying the numb and, second, sitting in bed, watching YouTube videos until crying and tears would start to flow without abandon. This was not crying like, say, an old Italian grandmother at a funeral. No, it was just tears streaming down and running out as soon as the cycle had been completed.

	Last week, during an interview with the local news reporter, the question of suicide came up. She asked, “What has kept you from just taking your own life?”

	“I would never be caught committing suicide,” I said. “If I get to the point where I can’t continue, I would conjure the action within my mind, and it would just happen. No drama or mess to clean up. Unfortunately, those of us who have these abilities realize the cost to one’s soul, and I’m not ready to trade in karma just to have a quick fix.”

	My list of options felt short to nonexistent, until one day when I heard this amazing musical creation that tugged at my curiosity, so much so that I had to research the backstory. This is where I found you, my hero and glimmer of hope. Digging deeper, I discovered a story that reported the struggles of Mr. Lewinson, depression, drinking, and self–loathing. Looking back at his early works, I was surprised at the difference in his looks. When young, his face was full and always smiling; now, after many years of struggle, it was dark, foreboding, and full of pain. Could this be all his life had become? Had he made any progress with his neurosis?

	Reading on about the path he had taken, to my relief, he had come back—deeper in soul and richer for the experience. At this point, I had a feeling that I wasn’t alone on my rutted path of life and could move forward. Eventually, I found myself stepping one foot back into the light, and to my amazement, the voices in my head returned in force. I’m sure, at this point, everyone is shaking their heads, thinking, Oh great, another nutcase. Don’t be alarmed; I’ve heard voices in my head my entire life, and I never thought it was out of the ordinary. It just seemed natural. I also see blurry forms and sparks of energy within my field of vision; many times, past friends or relatives have come by to visit and reassure the moment. I can, with an accuracy of perhaps 85 percent, control the traffic lights, guaranteeing clear passage whenever I take a chance to leave my home. The voices started to fill my mind with words and sentences again, and after several sleepless nights, I realized that I needed to write them down. All of a sudden, I started feeling better. The dark moodiness of the past few years seemed to dissipate, leaving a clear path to contentment. I looked forward to the time when I could sit and write my thoughts down.

	When the time of proselytizing the doctor was coming to an end, I was scheduled to have a short meeting with the judge in hopes of making my own decisions again. I was stubborn and didn’t want them to know that I had already decided to stick around for a while; I had committed to a project that would set me on a collision course with icebergs and an ongoing controversy regarding my character Clark. As we walked out of the chambers, I instantly separated myself from the doctor who I could swear was the embodiment of a mushroom; he could absorb a lot but basically had no true purpose in the casserole of life.

	 

	


Chapter Two
The Harvester

	Many times, he had tried to contact his neighbor, and each time he knocked, the music would abruptly stop, and all would be quiet, almost to a fault. Once, when he was out walking, he caught a glimpse of the neighbor, but by the time he caught up to him, someone or something had pushed or shoved him out of the way. Clark was perplexed and intrigued with the situation since it had a mystery about it. Just returning from a tour with his band, Ice Control, he could barely keep his eyes open, due to the red–eye flight earlier that morning. He would try another time and find a way to connect with the neighbor.

	I, Thomas Powell sat in front of my grand piano, a purchase I had made—when was that? The year 1898 in London proper; yes, that was the year, a time before the last merging. And now it was here, in this flat on Acre Lane, a little street off Remington, a short distance from City Road. I am what you would call an immortal moving through the centuries, changing locations as soon as discovery seems imminent. My story begins many moons ago, or perhaps I should say, many moons to come. I was taken during the years not even thought of yet, years that still offer hope and release from the current turmoil we live through each day. Who knew that there is an intelligence controlling the universe—who knew! As it turns out, one really needs to audit actions performed within each expression we call life. I certainly had no clue, because after fulfilling a life of excessive drinking, eating, and of course, a multitude of sexual partners, male, and female, I found myself in the company of what you might call the dark one. It was instant and had no chance of bargaining. My human soul was ripped from my being and forced into servitude for the other side. To clear my great wrongs, my contract was simple: harvest the souls of anyone caught up in tragic demises. Interference with the destiny of anyone slain was not allowed, and at the chosen time, I was required to turn over my collection to free myself. It didn’t help that I had already participated in the taking of souls during my last life span. I’m not proud of this time spent taking advantage and removing whoever got in the way; it just never occurred to me that I was doing something wrong.

	This task would be completed in the physical form, and I was given exquisite tools to accomplish my mission. Every location where I appeared provided well–stocked living accommodation, and I would closely interact with the residents of the era. Until suspicion of my true purpose became so great, I was able to harvest the unknown, causing a reign of terror and confusion, after which I was pulled from that scene to move to the next. Not all exits were smooth and easy. During the French disruption, I was caught up within the hysteria of the period and found myself on the business side of the guillotine. This was mostly due to the fact that I had close connections with royals and riches. What a surprise it was, for all those looking on at that final moment, when the blade went clear through. I remember looking up from the basket at what was my body. What a relief, I thought. My mission is finally over, and it’s only been a little over two hundred years. To my surprise, I suddenly felt a rushing sensation and a slight dizziness—I was reattached. The mob was out of control and running in all directions. I’m not sure how, or who might have helped, but I soon found myself released from the bonds of the death machine and moving quickly away; it was time to move on. I was never quite sure of what century I would land in. At times I had appeared several hundred years before my current expression, and then forward a couple.

	One side effect of this reentry into the life stream was that sleeping was nearly impossible. Awake times would last weeks, at which point I would experience a near–blackout condition, and several days would be required to recharge; I called this my rapture. I believe this would be the correct reference: “rapture, contentment, transport, bliss.” For this was the only time I felt separation from the great weight hanging around my neck. That weight was an amulet no more than one simple inch flat and round like a small pocket watch. When I received the object from the other immortal, the final words spoken to me were “First door on the right.” Perplexed, I questioned the words; however, she had already gone into the void. A rare and unknown material made up this talisman; the surround was carved with an interweaving Celtic design. Inset was a precious semi clear gemstone which generally glowed a deep blue; this object never left my person. It was not heavy as in physical weight; it was heavy in spirit, for this was the vessel that held all the souls collected over countless millennia.

	A benefit, living on the line between the real and the unknown, was that if I willed it, I could transport myself to places only known to me. I was safe from the “dark one,” who I thought couldn’t access my thoughts or actions. On this gray morning, filled with relentless rain, the front room transitioned into a field of leafless scrub oak and sagebrush. The moment became clear and crisp, and in front of me was my piano ready for my escape. I was glad when I was pulled to the other side, that I was given the ability to master any musical instrument; I could match and surpass any artist of any age.

	My fingers flew ever so gently over the ivory keys, so accurate and precise, and it lasted for hours. Suddenly, as if awakened from a deep sleep, I heard a noise. I thought that I had heard this several times before on other escapes; I sat still and quietly listened. There it was again, a knock, then a rap on my door. The brightness of the dream diminished, and the gray and pounding of the rain returned. Looking toward the door, I wondered if I could just sit quietly and let this pass; no, the knock continued. Breathing a sigh, I moved toward the sound, not knowing that this was the destiny I had been searching for, ever since I was taken from the living. Slowly opening the door, I was confronted by an unexpected and strange sight. I recognized him, I thought, the leader of a popular music group. The man was tall, had long, dark, wavy hair and eyes so bloodshot one would think he had been in a car wreck. The neighbor had just turned to go when he heard the click of my lock opening. Turning, he bounded over, and we were face–to–face at the opening of my doorway. He stood at least six foot three, and to my five foot five, I felt like a hobbit for sure. He held out his hand and introduced himself, “Hello, I live across the hall, and for the past few weeks, I have heard you playing.” My shock was that most of the time when stepping into my escape, no one could hear or experience my expression—no one except other immortals. He continued, “My name is Clark, Clark Thompson.”

	Still shocked at the situation, I responded, “I hope that I haven’t disturbed you. I can really get out of hand without realizing it.”

	“Not at all,” he continued. “I’m in the music industry, and any chance I can, I want to hear good music.”

	I introduced myself, “My name is Thomas Powell.”

	“It’s good to finally meet you,” he responded. “I don’t want to sound rude, however, I just returned on a flight early this morning, and I really need to get some rest. Are you going to be around in the next few days? Perhaps we could grab a meal and get acquainted?”

	Nodding my head, I said, “Of course, when you have recuperated, ring me up.”

	“Brilliant. I will do so. Ciao.” On that, he turned and, within what seemed a couple of steps, returned to his door and disappeared.

	A week and a half later, Thom was out on a trip to the local market when a tall, dark–haired man in a hoodie approached. It was Clark, and he was looking more rested than from their previous encounter. “How about some grub?” he said, almost completely hidden from view in his hoodie. Thom decided at that moment he needed to have some interaction with another; it had been too long, at least a hundred years or more.

	“Sure, where would you like to go?”

	Around the corner, they found a local pub that, according to Clark, “served the best breakfast around.” A television was screaming the news as they entered: “Authorities have concluded that this was a terror attack. Everyone is asked to stay away from Victoria Park until further notice.” Clark moved ahead and walked toward a back area, where the two could have a quiet moment. (Thom kept his eyes fixed on the breaking events.) Their conversation was light at first, and then with a stroke of luck, they both landed on the subject of having to tolerate most or all the people they had to be around each day.

	“I have the most difficult time being in large crowds,” Clark stated. “I am part of a somewhat successful music group. However, most of the time when we return to the hotel, after two or so in the morning, I find myself drinking until I’m numb. A lot of the time, I just sit in the corner drinking and crying.”

	I have never met anyone who so closely resembled myself, Thom thought.

	After that, the two talked for hours, and before they knew it, the three o’clock crowd had started to wander in to get an early start on the evening’s libations. On the walk back to their flats, Thom wished for the time to stretch into eternity; as Clark said his goodbyes, while walking toward his door at the end of the hall, he turned abruptly and asked, “Would you like to come over Friday night? I’m having a couple of friends over, and I would really like you to join us.”

	Relieved, Thom quickly said, “Yes, I would love to join you and your friends. What time?”

	“Around seven.”

	“Sounds like fun. I’ll see you then.”

	The next three days would have dragged on except for the job that I was required to do; this time, it would be in a downtown park. To the public, the news would report a single car crashing into a pedestrian walkway, causing multiple deaths. I was efficient and quick; my talisman was heavy as I returned to my lair. I was excited and pleased with my work. I often wondered if enjoying my job, as much as I did, would create a negative outcome in the end. Overcome by the excitement of the day’s harvest, I drove my pious thoughts to the back of my mind; I would save this conversation for another day.

	As Friday night approached, I started to get the normal dread of interacting with a group of mortals. My only solace was that I would have the pleasure of being with my neighbor, a person who might be the deepest connection I had had in years. As I arrived around eight, the flat was abuzz with conversation, and Clark was nowhere to be found (although I could hear him talking somewhere close by). I quietly moved through the crowd, to find myself sitting at his piano, when a woman, not too bad to look at, came over and said, “How about some tunes?”

	“Sure, what would you like to hear?”

	She listed off several popular songs of the age, and I was off and running. Playing, tucked away in the corner from the action of the party, I continued while his friends wandered back and forth making requests, to which I obliged. Several dropped five–pound notes in the bowl sitting on the top of the piano. They must think that I was hired, I thought. Not to bring attention to myself, I continued for over two hours until Clark wandered in from the other room and sat down next to me, joining on several selections.

	Someone in the crowd asked, “Where did you rent him from? I need someone to play at my next week’s event.”

	A little shocked, Clark responded, “This is my neighbor I told you about.”

	Several red–faced friends turned and attempted apologies, to which I responded, “All monies will be donated to charity.” A nervous laughter enveloped the entire suite.

	A feeling of an approaching storm had been prodding at me for the last hour, and I was trying to put it out of my mind; I was soon overwhelmed with the feeling of the approaching sleep. It was two days early, and I knew that if I didn’t leave soon, I would never make it to the safety of my flat. Moving toward the door, I felt my legs start to give way; I steadied myself on the kitchen counter just as Clark turned the corner. Facing him, I asked, “Would you do me a favor? I need to go, and I’m not sure I can make it on my own.” My paleness must have caused a slight panic. Without hesitation, he steadied me, and we left for my flat. As we approached my door, my legs started to give way again, and I was suddenly held up by my neighbor. I attempted to put the key in the lock, but my dexterity was nonexistent, and Clark finished the task. Moving toward my bedroom, I was able to shed my clothes for a long tee and shorts, finally slipping into bed. Clark stared down, and I could see the worry showing in his eyes; looking at him, I said, “I will be unavailable for two, maybe three days. Thank you for your help. I don’t want to keep you from your guests.”

	As if not hearing my words, he said, “You will be sleeping for days?”

	“Yes,” I said, short and without explanation.

	“Should I be contacting emergency?”

	Slowly I responded, “No, I just have a sleeping disorder. All will be okay.” With that, I was gone.

	Clark sat there for a while, still shaken by the actions of the past few minutes; he lay down next to Thom and just stared up at the ceiling. Turning to look at his neighbor, he noticed something hanging around his neck with a silver chain. It had a deep–blue stone, and it required a second, then a third look; it seemed to glow and surge with colour. He said to no one in particular, “I remember mood rings from years past, but this is something else.” Reaching over, he picked up the object; suddenly, there was a flash of white light, and he found himself somewhere unknown.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Three

	Our flight arrived late afternoon, and it felt good to be able to stretch and relieve myself without a plane moving up and down, making it hard to hit the bull’s–eye. Paige had rushed out of the plane, claiming a need to clear her head and puff down several cigarettes before we caught our ride to the hotel. I headed down to collect my bags alone, hoping to move through customs without any issues. The lines, however, were long, and I started to feel the weight of the fourteen–hour flight. Handing back my passport, the tall redheaded customs agent asked if I had any aliases.

	“Yes, sir, just one,” I said.

	“And what other name are you using?” He was emotionless and following a prewritten script.

	“Bradleigh Munk, sir.”

	With blank eyes, he said, “The author?”

	“Yes, sir, here in person.”

	“There’s not been a picture of you anywhere. How do we know you’re him?” Handing over my other form of ID, listing known–by and aliases, he stared in wonder. “I could get fired for this,” he said in a low voice, “but I really wanted to get your autograph. My whole crew wanted to come see you. However, we are all scheduled to work.”

	In a low whisper, I said, “Tell your team to one at a time bring their copy of the book, and I’ll sign them. Delay me by searching through my bag or make up something.”

	Turning, he whispered to the agent next to him, and one by one, they wandered over and quietly slid their copies toward me. I opened the front cover and proceeded to sign them, using their name tags to personalize. Midway through this process, the redhead pulled out my very small container of Jif peanut butter. “Is this for personal consumption?” he asked, smiling.

	“Yes, sir, I never go anywhere without it.”

	“Just make sure you keep it to yourself.” He then put it back into my bag. With the last book safely hidden under his arm, my friendly customs agent cleared me for entrance into his country. Turning back at the crew, I nodded in silent respect; in unison, they all returned the favor.

	“Where have you been? We’ve been waiting twenty minutes,” Paige asked as I wandered out looking for my ride.

	“Long lines,” I said without explanation.

	The next morning, we were scheduled to do our first book signing at nine. By eight thirty, I realized that my alarm had not gone off, and it was a mad rush to get ready for my first appearance with the British public. Crap, I thought, what a way to make an entrance. Rushing to the front lobby, I realized that I would be on my own getting to the prearranged meeting place; I had the front desk call a cab. As I walked into the bookstore, located at one of the local malls, I was confronted by a mob of people waiting in line for autographs. Moving forward, feeling as if I were swimming upstream, I slowly made my way to the front of the line. Several comments were made regarding those arrogant Americans, no respect for the queue. It became apparent, however, the closer I got to the front of the line, that I wasn’t just another fan; I was the namesake of this gathering. They all started to clap in unison, and by the time I had settled behind the counter, cheering could be heard throughout the entire store. I was mortified. Normally, I wanted to stay in the shadows and just observe; today I was the main attraction.

	“Great entrance,” said Paige, as I was taking off my jacket.

	“Believe me, this is not what I planned. Sorry I’m late.”

	“Are you kidding, look at the line, they would have waited all day for you.” I turned, and all I could see was endless faces staring back.

	I issued my apology to no one in particular, then continued, “It’s the first time I’ve been out of the US, and jet lag has brought me down.” This seemed to placate the crowd, and we started the process.

	When the guy who issued the biggest complaint, as I was walking to the front of the line, came forward, he said, “Sorry about that comment. It just doesn’t sit well when someone breaks the queue.”

	Looking back at him, I said, “At least the people here value order. In the US, the person cutting in line would just as soon pull a gun and shoot you.” With a slight smile on his lips, he patted the concealed firearm stowed under his jacket. Seeing this, I quickly signed his book and moved to the next person in line.

	We ended the day at three and headed to a local news station; this was my third interview since arriving yesterday, and the news media had already stirred up too much controversy regarding my book. How much does one reveal of one’s personal self? I thought, as I was waiting for the dreaded interview to start. I should probably have a set story that reveals enough to intrigue the audience, but not enough to sacrifice my soul. That would be a trip too dark for anyone to take.

	The interviewer was clean and well pressed and began with the following: “As you know, Mr. Munk, your book has been quite a splash with the general public. However, with fame, controversy can sometimes be part of the package. Indeed, with this book, you have your share. There are several questions that need to be answered, one in particular—”

	“Why do they need answered? Why can’t the reader just take the words as fiction and not fact? Most, if not all, of the story has come directly from my deranged imagination.”

	“Now, don’t be too hard on yourself,” she said. “That may be your view. However, there is still one question regarding your character Clark.”

	“And that would be what?” I was feeling a little irritated with this question, the same question every reporter had been asking since I arrived here.

	“This character Clark,” she said, leaning in to give the false impression of a budding friendship. “Is Clark just another story about our local musician Richard Lewinson?”

	“No, not really,” I said, leaning back into my chair, trying to get as far away from her as possible. (In my mind, I was thinking, I wonder how fast I could bolt from here? Could I make it to the exit before they realized I was gone?). “No, Clark is not based on Mr. Lewinson. How could he be? The only similarity is that they are both musicians.”

	She ended the interview with, “That’s all we have for today. Thank you, Mr. Munk.” The red light above the camera went dark, and she was gone. So much for our budding friendship.

	That night, Paige said that she had arranged a special signing and would like to leave around seven. At the designated time, I was waiting in the hotel lobby when she arrived alone. “Where are the others?” I asked.

	“I have a car waiting out front. Let’s go,” she said this while rushing toward the front entrance.

	Again, I asked, “Where are the others?”

	“This is just you and me tonight. We have a special arrangement.”

	Unsure of what she meant; I followed her into the waiting limo. (It felt like the mob was driving me out to the desert to be disposed of. Not here in London, they don’t have any deserts here in Great Britain, or do they?) We soon arrived at a very familiar place, the first news station we interviewed with yesterday after arriving. Again, I asked her what we would be doing; her response was cold and calculating: “We need to capitalize on this conflict you have with your hero. During a fake interview, we are going to set up an introduction where you will be taken by surprise as your buddy comes to greet you. You are really a fool not to ring him up.” My mind was running in high gear trying to figure a way out. I felt like I was the main attraction in a freak show. As we made our way through the maze of corridors, I made mental notes of anything that might aid in my escape; I calculated my exit carefully. Since the hotel was only forty–five minutes away from here, via connecting rides on the tube, I would be back safe inside my room within an hour. As soon as the director’s assistant left, I bolted to a side exit, finding quick access to a stairway that led down and out to my freedom. The new jacket I purchased, with a hood that covered my face, worked perfectly for my escape.

	The next morning during breakfast, not a word was said; however, rumor had it that their request to steel away the front man of the band backfired after the band’s manager declined the invitation. (This made me nervous. Did this mean that he really never wanted to meet me?)

	My next encounter with the press came two days later, at five o’clock in the morning. We had all arrived back at the hotel just after midnight the night before. Paige, our commander in charge (she hated it when I called her that), had taken us two hours northwest of London to Birmingham, followed by nine hours of additional work. The day started at eight. We signed books until one, two hours to Birmingham, signing books until nine, at which point dinner was served. At ten, we headed back to London, and by midnight, I was lying on my bed, trying to decide if I would be able to fall asleep. And here I am the next morning, sitting, nursing my cup of coffee, dark and full of flavor. “Damn, I wish I had a peanut–butter–and–mayonnaise sandwich.”

	The reporter sat prim and proper, as proper and prim as one could sit at 5:00 a.m. I could tell at once he would not let me off the hook. “Is your character Clark written about our local musician?” he asked.

	I decided a few nights back that I needed a cover story; this would allow some protection and keep prying eyes from accessing that part of “me” that I am not fond of visiting. My cover story would be the following:

	“No, Clark is not based on Mr. Lewinson. No, it’s not a gay relationship between Clark and Thom, and yes, I believe in my heart two men can have a close physical experience where the two love and respect each other, without condition or bias and not be sexual.”

	(I crossed into the same space once before. “One doesn’t have to be sexual to be physical. One doesn’t have to be sexual to make love. One can be sitting across from a person and be totally enveloped within that person’s greatness.”)

	“Would you ever ring him up, Mr. Munk?” He said this with a sincerity not found with any of the interviewers up to this point. I hesitated, then said, “No, no, I wouldn’t do that.” I was feeling a little sad, thinking that he might not even care to pick up the phone.

	“Why not?” he continued.

	“He didn’t sign up for this project, and I respect his privacy.” The sadness lingered, knowing a meeting would probably never happen. My mind wandered as the interview dragged on. All I could think of was that incredible breakfast waiting around the corner from the hotel, a local hole–in–the–wall that delivered on its promise to satisfy. The Saint Mary was established sometime in the late forties and currently boasts a third generation running the operation. The interview finally ended, and we all returned to enjoy an extended breakfast. The morning belonged to us; we had several hours to rest from the previous day’s adventures, and we would all meet at one to take a bus to a local church to ply our goods. The afternoon flew by, and when four o’clock arrived, there were only a couple of people left in line. I thought to myself, I hope she will let us go early. We were scheduled to be here through six; however, I really felt that I needed to take a nap before dinner. As if reading my thoughts and sounding tired, she said, “Let’s break early today. I will let them know that we will be back a little earlier tomorrow to cover anyone who we might have missed.”

	By four thirty, we packed up shop, and I headed back to the hotel on foot. (I wanted to have a few moments to stretch my legs and clear my mind.) As soon as I got a half of block from the church, rain started to pour down then changed into a torrent. I was prepared, pulling up the hood of my jacket; I moved on, enjoying every drop of moisture hitting my face. From behind me, I heard someone shout, “Excuse me!” I continued walking, hoping to avoid any interaction this late in the day. The voice continued, “Sir, excuse me, would you have a moment?”

	Stopping, I regrouped and quieted my emotions. (When signing onto this book tour, I vowed to always keep my cool, never explode at anyone who took the time to value my writing; after all, they did pay for this trip.) Turning slowly, I was approached by a tall, dark–haired woman; her rain jacket covered all but a few locks of her thick ebony hair. “Excuse me, sir. I’m sorry to bother you on the street. You’re Bradleigh Munk, right?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” I said, using my professional response. “Is there something I can help you with?”

	“I don’t need any help. Actually, I’m beyond help, but that’s another story. I was hoping it wasn’t too late to ask for an autograph.” She was saying this while breathing heavily and out of breath from running.

	“Of course, it’s not too late,” I said, smiling.

	Turning to her right, she said, “Let’s step into that coffee shop over there and get out of the rain.” Moving quickly, not allowing for protest, she headed toward the business with me in tow. Stepping inside, she turned to me and asked, “Do you like coffee, Mr. Munk?”

	“Yes, very much.”

	“Excellent, how do you like yours served?”

	“Hot and undressed.”

	“Like your dates?” she asked deviously.

	Laughing, I said, “Of course, what else is there?”

	Smiling wide, she said, “Would you like to grab that booth over there? I’ll bring the drinks as soon as they have them prepared.”

	Turning, I headed toward the booth and noticed that the coffee shop was empty except for one barista behind the counter and a homeless man trying to sleep and stay warm with his small cup of hot liquid. (Quietly I slid a five–pound note under his outstretched arm and continued to our table.) I hung my jacket on the hook attached to the divider between the booths and slid into the seat. We had a clear view of the front door.

	Moments later, she returned and set two small espresso mugs in the middle of the table, saying, “Your next date is on the left,” and slid it over to me. I took a small sip and tasted the best cup of java I had ever had.

	“Wow, this is great,” I said as she slid into the other seat.

	“I’m glad you approve. I have always liked this place. They have a consistent brew.” Looking over at me, she said, “I was hoping to get two books signed. Unfortunately, I was unable to find any other copies. I’ll have to settle on this paperback I purchased months ago. It’s a little tattered. However, it should do.”

	I took the cap off my favorite pen for signing. “Who was the other copy for?”

	“My brother asked me to acquire a copy for him. We have been sharing this one. Quite difficult when we are both trying to read it. His name is Brodrick Taylor.”

	Why does that name sound so familiar? I thought. Putting the cap back on my pen and looking directly at her, I said, “You know, I have several copies back at the hotel. If you have a little time, I would be more than happy to sign an extra copy for you.”

	“Oh, I can’t allow you to go through the trouble.” She was now looking quite red in the face.

	“No problem at all. The hotel is only a couple of blocks down.”

	“That would be so kind, but still.”

	Without answering, I was up and putting my rain jacket on and headed for the door. The lady would not be outdone, passing me as we stepped outside.

	Moving quickly, she said, “Let’s go. I love an adventure.” Her stride was twice as fast as mine, and before I realized it, I was running to keep up. When we arrived at the front entrance of the hotel, I had to stop to catch my breath. I was leaning against a front wall when she said, “I didn’t mean to cause you a medical.”

	“That’s okay,” I said as I wheezed for air. “I always wanted to have a heart attack in London.” I said this a little too dramatically, joining in with her frivolity.

	As we entered the lobby, Simon, the evening desk agent, looked up and smiled, seeing that I was in tow with this gorgeous tall woman. The lady in question said, “Have you had any dinner?”

	“No, I haven’t had anything since breakfast.”

	“Excellent! Meet me in the hotel restaurant, and we can sit and relax. I’m sure you could use a break.”

	“That sounds great. I’ll be back in a flash.”

	Walking slow, trying to look normal and not draw any attention, I caught the next elevator up, and as soon as I arrived on my floor, I raced down the corridor, almost running face–first into the door of my suite; my key card had failed to work on the first try. Rushing around, like a schoolboy getting ready for his first date, I ditched my day bag and gathered two hardback copies of my book—better quality, unlike the paperbacks I had been signing since we began this venture in London. Satisfied that I didn’t have anything stuck between my teeth, I headed back to find her still sitting in the lobby.

	With a look of frustration, she said, “I have to apologize. My office just called, and they need me back to tie up some loose ends for a client.”

	“No problem,” I said, taking the cap off my pen to sign the books. “I must, however, insist that I walk you back. It’s dark out there now, and I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.” With no arguments, I signed each book, and we headed back to her car; after assuring her safety, I started back to the hotel.

	Within two blocks, as the road became dark and moody, something felt out of place. I had a sour feeling in the pit of my stomach, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood high and ready for attack. Without warning, someone rushed by and pushed me over toward a dark alley. I was then met with two other faceless goons clad in dark hoodies. All three took turns delivering blows to my stomach then my head, finally knocking me face–first into a drainage ditch full of dirty black water. Pulling me by my legs, I could feel the sting of cement scraping against one side of my face; they were planning to finish me off. A warm red liquid filled my eyes, blinding me from any way to identify. As my mind started to drift into the void, I could hear several men yelling and screaming, creating a moment full of chaos and confusion; the beating had ended. As the blood continued to flow down my face, someone gently lifted my head and slid under what felt like a folded jacket; all I could think of at the moment was, I hope that it wasn’t something expensive. A large bloodstain would never come out. In the distance, sirens could be heard, becoming louder until, on their arrival, they fell silent. Giving in to the throbbing pain, I blacked out, only to be awakened by the jolt of vehicle tires hitting several potholes; I realized that I was safe and heading to the emergency. Someone to my right quietly asked my name. Looking up, with panic in my eyes, I found that I was unable to speak. I pulled the silver chain that was around my neck and handed it to them. (It had my vital information, including personal details, emergency contacts, and insurance policies.) “Bloody hell,” he said, “this is the author of that book everyone is talking about. We need to have an officer meet us when we arrive at the hospital.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Four
The Harvester

	Clark suddenly found himself walking down a dirt road to nowhere; for miles, all he could see were fields full of tall corn, ready to be harvested. The sun was hot, and as he enjoyed the warmth on his back and neck, he relaxed instantly, and his gait became slower and less hurried. “I have never felt this content in forever,” he said out loud. After about two miles walking east (he was guessing), he came into a small town full of late–nineteenth–century shops and small houses. Not one person or animal could be found, so he kept walking until he was on the outskirts of the small hamlet; eventually, he spotted a handsome midsize house nestled within several buildings found only on farmsteads. On the left were two gated pens, probably for hogs or perhaps cattle. Stopping at a path made from flat shale stones, he debated on what his next move should be; in a flash, he started up the walk toward the warm and inviting dwelling.

	Arriving at the wraparound porch, he was greeted by an ample woman, perhaps in her late fifties or early sixties. Warm and full of comfort, the woman greeted him with, “You must be lost. I’ve never seen you in these parts.” Her smile was broad and inviting.

	“Yes, I’m not from here. I seem to be lost, and I was wondering if you could tell me where I can find the closest pay phone.” After saying this, he thought to himself, when was the last time I even used a pay phone, if ever. Most conversations were through text or cell.

	Her confusion was all too evident. Replying, she said, “Pay phone? The only telephone I’m aware of is in the Hollins Dry Goods, and no one pays for it. No one could afford using the line since the only telephone it can reach would be long–distance.”

	Slack–jawed, I couldn’t hide my growing panic. Where was I? I thought. Where was London? Starting to feel the excessive heat of the day, he began to feel dizzy and sat down onto the step leading to the house.

	Slipping inside, the woman disappeared; returning shortly, holding a glass full of ice and something yellow, she handed it to him and said, “You must be suffering from sunstroke. Here, drink this. The sugar will refresh you.” Grateful for the kind gesture, he accepted the drink even though sugar was never on his diet. He took a small sip to be polite; he figured after that he could return the unemptied glass and not offend her. To his surprise, the flavor was glorious and made his heart sing.

	Probably the sugar, he thought; finishing the drink, he returned the empty glass to the loving woman standing in front of him.

	Just then, a man pushed the screen door open and, like the woman, greeted him with warmth and love. “So, you are lost. Why don’t you come in and join us for some supper, and after we can all figure this out.”

	My eyes swelled with emotion, and trying to control my tears, I agreed. Following behind, I was thinking, No other person has ever taken the time to help me figure things out, not even my family—wherever they are.

	The hallway they entered had two wide doorways on each side, leading into separate rooms. Dining and sitting, he thought; straight ahead was a stairway leading up to the unknown. Down the hall, on the left side of the stairs, they quickly arrived in a brightly sunlit kitchen, where a simple but efficient table sat on the left as they entered. To the right were cupboards painted a clean white; next, a gas range; and finally, at the far end, under a four–paned glass window, a soapstone sink.

	“Have a seat. The rest of us will be joining shortly, and we’ll eat soon. Ham, okay?” she said with a warm smile.

	“Yes, of course, that would be wonderful.”

	Soon, stomping could be heard approaching the back screen door; a boy and then an older girl came crashing through, stopping in their tracks when they saw me sitting at the table.

	The girl, pretty in a rural way, said, “Hello, who are you?”

	Blushing, I found myself unable to form a sentence.

	“He’s a guest,” said the mother. “We are all going to have some supper. Martha, would you grab the plates and silverware? Glen, bring over the glasses and set the lemonade on the table.”

	We were soon all eating thick slabs of ham, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Everyone was abuzz with conversation when Mary said, “Did you hear about those two men who were found shot on the road to Center City?”

	“Now, Martha, we have a guest. Let’s not discuss this again.”

	Martha, now a little red in the face, said, “Sorry, Father, it’s just so awful.”

	“Young man, you haven’t told us your name. I’m Henry, and this is my wife, Sara; daughter, Martha; and son, Glen.”

	Feeling as if I truly belonged, I offered up my name as Clark, Clark Thompson. At least I can remember my name, I thought.

	“Tell us, Clark, how did you end up on our doorstep?”

	A little embarrassed and turning red, I said, “I’m not sure. One moment, I was at home and, the next, walking down your road.”

	“Well, it will be too late to go into town to ask our sheriff, Stan, for help. Why don’t you stay the night, and we can work through this tomorrow?” The offer was welcome and a relief, since I had no idea how I was going to make it back home. Later that evening, Sara made the bed in the small room off the kitchen, with crisp white sheets, and as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out dreaming of tornadoes and blue amulets, except this one had a stone of red.

	The next morning, I awoke to the smell of bacon frying and coffee in the percolator; it sounded like someone taking a deep breath, holding it, then blop, blop – plop, plop. Back home, I would have turned my nose up to coffee made this way; this, however, seemed right, and I was soon scarfing down mounds of scrambled eggs, crisp bacon, and strong coffee.

	After breakfast, Henry told Glen that he needed help getting the summer harvest into the hayloft. Glen was excited. “Can I run the elevator?” he asked.

	“We’ll see,” said his father. “We don’t have much time. I hear a storm is due to move in by tonight.”

	I spoke up and said, “Can I help? I have no experience. However, I’m a quick learner.”

	“Sure, we can always use extra help, now that our hired hand has left for other opportunities.”

	For the next several hours, the group performed like a finely tuned clock, and before I knew it, I was working like a pro and enjoying it!

	Right before the noon meal, Martha and her mother returned to the house to prepare lunch and, shortly after, returned with a pail of cold lemonade. We all stopped to rest and enjoy the cold drink then headed to the house for the meal, cold sandwiches with homemade bread, and thick slabs of ham; it was even better than yesterday.

	The skies had started to darken when the three men returned to the barn. Working faster, knowing what was approaching, we all moved and settled each bail until the last square was placed. Huge drops of water started hitting the sides of the building, as Henry secured the door against the wind. We all ran for the back porch, trying to dodge the large drops, making us wetter than if we just walked fast. This didn’t matter; we were all afloat with laughter and a sense of a job well done. I had never felt such satisfaction from working a hard day of manual labor and returning to the house; we all collapsed into the kitchen chairs then gulped glasses of the sweet lemonade.

	Strange thing, a conversation about my appearing on their doorstep never materialized, and we were soon planning for the next harvest. They offered the room off the kitchen—small but efficient. I would help in the fields during the day and felt obligated to help with the house chores; Sara constantly complained, in a loving way, by saying, “It’s not something a man should be doing.” I would always respond by saying, “It pleases me to be needed.” I think she fussed just to hear me say that I needed to be needed.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Five
The Harvester

	Strange, he couldn’t remember what he did in life before he came here. Something, I think… He breathed out a sigh. Strange, I just don’t remember, he thought. He had been sent here, to a place full of drama and rich with experience, and the time flew without hesitation. Weeks moved into months, and before he realized it, his time was closing in on a year. Martha became a person whom Clark enjoyed spending time with. She was honest with no predetermined agenda, and it soon became evident to anyone taking notice that hearts swelled with love and compassion. He not only had love for this smart and beautiful woman; he couldn’t imagine how he ever survived without this family. His experiences became rich and deep with meaning, evoking new feelings never felt before. As the time came closer to when he arrived a year prior, a special event was planned.

	The afternoon was crisp, from the passing winter when he and Henry took a stroll down fields showing only ghosts of the past harvest. “Henry,” he started, “I wanted to have a talk with you alone. I need to ask you a special question.”

	“Of course, I have always enjoyed our conversations. Before you showed up, other than Sara, I had no other adult I could be as honest with.” Clark turned a little red, but he continued with what he felt compelled to get off his chest. “I know that a year is quickly approaching
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