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Clark Kentmen brushed his brown, sweat-slick hair from his eyes again. It was as if his hair had a mind of its own and was trying to shield  from what he was doing. He had long ago discarded the jacket and plaid shirt he wore into the clearing a few hours earlier. The shirt lay, stained with sweat and mud, on the pile of unused tools. If a jogger stumbled upon him now, the red  clay caked on his dark jeans and leather boots and smeared into his undershirt would be hard to explain. But  was undeterred; his weeks of planning would pay off big.

He glanced toward the sky, hoping the rain in the forecast would hold off a few more minutes. Like everything tonight, the rain was part of the plan. Black clouds advanced; wind and darkness crept over the trail.

Clark scooped out one final shovel full and turned his attention to the small clearing where he stood in a waist-deep hole. Trees surrounded him on all sides. The undisturbed ground showed a scattering of rocks and clumps of thick grass. The main trail, thirty-five or forty feet from the clearing, cut directly through hill and rock. The trail had once been a small offshoot of the Central Virginia Railroad System, but the state claimed the land and turned it into miles of hiking trails. The tracks had been pulled up and asphalt poured in its place. Regulations prevented development and preserved the natural landscape. During the spring and summer months, the trail was clogged with cyclers and joggers. In the fall as the nights got cooler and darkness descended faster, less and less people wandered through the twisting trails. With the approaching storm, no one would be around.

When he began three hours ago, thunder cracked in the distance. The clearing momentarily brightened with each flash of ever encroaching lightning. As he leaned on the wooden handle of his shovel and took deep breaths, the cool early-fall rain finally arrived. The rain came hard, forming puddles and soaking into the clay—now slick mud—at his feet. He pulled his boot free before it slid off into the sucking mud. He had to get out of this hole; he was not the intended tenant, just the landlord. The rain would reduce the scar in the clearing and aid the chunks of sod he had saved to take root again.

As he propped himself on the edge of the hole, he listened to the rain whispering through the leaves. Soon, the dripping from branches became consistent and caused a rhythmic patter on the tightly rolled tarp lying at the edge of the clearing.

He had kept the tarp out of his line of sight for fear he might give up, sickened by what he was doing. But he knew this was important. He was ending an abusive relationship and stopping her from ruining any more lives. He was only doing what she had forced him to do. He repeated his reasons under his breath as he dug; it was his motivation.

Despite Clark’s trepidation, he would finish the job and celebrate this victory for the side of good. He pushed himself to his feet, feeling the ache of the work in his lower back, and trudged through the forming puddles to finally stand next to the blue tarp. The storm, along with the waning light, caused the once bright blue tarp to look a washed-out gray.

Lightning flashed and Clark was transported to an afternoon, weeks ago, when he was caught in a summer storm on his way home from his favorite bookstore, Books on the Mind. He had pushed his way through the afternoon crowds, trying to get uptown on a sidewalk that seemed crowded with people heading downtown. When he finally made it into his apartment building, he stopped by the elevator, pushed the button a few times and waited. Another tenant stormed in, shook water from her umbrella and looked at Clark, a slight smirk on her face. 

As she brushed past she said, “Elevator’s out-of-order.” 

“You serious?” He shook water off his sleeves into the puddle at his feet.

“Died this morning.”

Clark muttered a “thanks” and stomped up the concrete steps at the back of the building. His wet pants swooshed all the way up the seven flights to his apartment. He was exhausted after spending the day writing and rewriting a single paragraph and the walk up made the building feel like the tallest in Roanoke.

Clark pushed the door open and stood in the doorway, unsuccessfully using his soggy shirt to dry water from his glasses. Lex walked around the island in the kitchen with a steaming cup of tea. She jumped back, startled, her dark curls bouncing. “Hey baby, I didn’t hear the door.” She placed her cup on the coffee table in front of their new couch.

“Well, I’m home,” he said, and wrung water from his shirt. The water dripped onto the tile alcove just inside the door. He took a step toward the carpet.

Lex raised her hand as if heeling a dog that had peed on the rug. “Stop. Don’t take another step. I just cleaned. What happened?” She bounded toward the bathroom at the back of their apartment. Her bracelets jingled with each swing of her arm. Clark regretted ever giving them to her.

He clenched his teeth. “You take a look outside recently?”

Lex called from the back, “You say something?” She returned with a towel and dried water from his face. He leaned down to kiss her, but she jerked back as if he had an oozing cold sore. “When you think you’re dry enough, head to the bathroom and take a shower.” She turned and picked up her magazine from the couch and plopped down. “You get any writing done today or did you just waste your time watching people?”

That day, a hot shower had swept away his troubles where they swirled into the drain.  Today, however, months of emasculation and nitpicking about spaghetti sauce stains on his shirt and verbal abuse and nagging about magazines lying out on the coffee table—well, today, those cares would all be washed away by the coming storm. 

He bent and dragged the load next to the hole. It slid over the wet grass like an overstuffed sack of yard clippings.

The bundle had shifted in the wet grass and his fatigued muscles protested as he dragged the load. Nevertheless, he’d be done quickly. He knelt, considered untying the ropes, but then thought better of it. The ropes would be one more thing he’d have to discard to cover his tracks. Instead, he stood, and gave the bundle a nudge with his foot. It rolled over the edge.  With a nauseating thud, it settled into its final resting place at the bottom of the hole. Her hideous bracelets jangled for the last time.

Clark jammed his shovel into the top of the hole and stood back. The transformation was complete. Hole became grave, complete with an unceremonious shovel as a headstone.

Clark liked that thought; he hoped he remembered it when he got back to his truck where he always kept a spare notebook. That musing might make it into a short story or novel someday. He’d change some of the specific details though. The devil surely was in the details but Clark didn’t want all the details in a story. If he wrote a story about this—and he always planned to—and someone filed a missing person on Lex, too many coincidences within the story would get him tossed in prison. To make sure that did not happen he would have to do two things. First, he would create an alibi for his murderer, different from his own. Second, the death would be much more real. Maybe he would even write it from the victim’s point of view. 

Clark always struggled to separate himself from his imaginary world and his parents’ clever name choice made the imaginary world all the more appealing. In his own fictional universe, no bullies laughed and proved Clark was a mere mortal, able to land face down with a single pound. In his own mind, his life was exciting and his deeds were daring. He was king.

But tonight—for once—the real world was far more exciting than the imaginary and instead of being the reason his writing suffered, Lex would be his biggest collaborator.

He had planned to refill the hole using a method he had seen at a friend’s grandmother’s funeral. While she listened to the pastor pray at the graveside, Clark had watched the men in dirt-caked work clothes standing a few yards back from the family, intrigued by their indifference to the mourners. A light rain started to fall and the gravediggers, either out of impatience or sheer lack of tact, began to fill the grave with the family standing nearby. Clark’s friend had broken down harder then than during the service. Clark held her close and let her cry into his chest. Most of those in attendance turned away until the matriarch was completely buried, but Clark stood mesmerized, his gaze fixed on the gravediggers. The workers refilled the hole in less than five minutes.

When they originally dug the hole, they placed a green mat, on the ground. It was supposed to look like grass, but failed miserably. They had piled the dirt from the grave on it and covered the mound with another turf mat. When they refilled the grave, they simply used shovels like brooms and swept most of the loose dirt into the adjacent hole. When the pile was small enough, they each grabbed a corner of the green turf and pulled the rest of the dirt into the hole. Clark filed that memory until he could write it in his notebook. There it remained, unused, until he planned this grave.

Unfortunately for Clark, the gravediggers at that site were much more skilled. He had a much harder time sweeping in the water-soaked dirt. After about fifteen minutes, he tried to pull the tarp toward the hole and make gravity do the rest but it wouldn’t budge. He kicked his heels into the wet ground and grunted as he pulled. His forearms ached with the effort, but again, the mound would
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