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Every page turn inserts you into a new adventure. Let the words take over your mind and imagination. Each story character trips from one escapade into the next. A good deal of them may simulate people you’ve met or known throughout your life’s journey.

Fractured Thoughts’ story collection is just such a dramatization. Imaginary people thrown into extraordinary situations. Situations that are all too real—too personal.

Get engrossed in actual life situations, extraordinary fantasies, science fiction, romance, or coming-of-age escapades, from olden times to contemporary states of affairs—it is all within these pages. The everyday circumstances that accumulate in the far reaches of your inner thoughts.
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KITSUNÉ SPIRIT
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Danish tourist Freja Jorgensen bounces along on the overcrowded bus an hour after leaving Shibuya Station in Tokyo, heading to the Aokigahare Forest, also referred to as the Sea of Trees. She contemplates why vacationers get drawn to such a morbid site, but rationalizes it is the same reason she boarded the bus—out of curiosity.

Freja wouldn’t have known about the popular tourist destination if she hadn’t read about it in a guide she found on the small desk in her hotel room. She read the article referring to the forest in Japanese mythology as home to yūrei, translated as ghosts of the dead. It is a popular suicide location, though the exact yearly numbers have not been publicized for more than a decade, with the last number being 54 in over 200 attempts. Years earlier, the forest reportedly saw over one hundred people hang themselves or overdose annually.

In the middle of her daydream, Freja glances at the attractive older man seated next to her. She decides to break up the mundane bus ride with some conversation and asks him, “Are you going to the forest?”

“Yes. I hear the caves alone are worth the ride.”

“The ice cave is supposed to be very interesting and frozen year-round,” Freja answers quickly, too quickly. That was stupid. I must sound desperate for company, like a tour guide, she silently scolds herself.

“I read that as well. My name is Jean-Marc.”

“Nice to meet you, Jean-Marc. I’m Freja.”

“Ah, Freja—Norse noblewoman. Norwegian?”

“Danish,” She answers. “What part of France are you from?”

“The isle of Corsica, but alas, I retired to Sardinia. My mother was Italian. Are you traveling with friends?” he slips in.

“No, I’m alone on this trip. Just needed a little time for myself.” Was he fishing to ask me to go sightseeing with him? I’m so stupid. “Are you with family?” she asks, trying to recover.

“Same as you, my own tour guide.”

Freja chirps away like a spring robin and isn’t aware of how many people left the bus at various small town stops along the way. When the transport vehicle finally pulls into the Wind Cave Shop, there are only a handful of tourists left to exit.

“I guess we survived the journey,” Jean-Marc observes, looking at all the empty seats.

“Would you...” They both parrot together, except Freja ends with, ‘like to join forces?’ While Jean uses the phrase, ‘care to accompany me?’ They laugh for quite some time, surprised at how much they think alike.

After establishing that they were seeing the forest together, Jean-Marc takes charge. “First order of business is to find a washroom—then I’ll buy you lunch.”

Meeting in front of the public lavatories after freshening up, the Frenchman scours the building signage. “Looks as though it’s going to be snack bar food.”

“Anything is fine with me.”

They each order a ramen bowl with sides of rice and plop on the only free spot at one of the four picnic tables, across from a nice-looking, young Japanese man.

Between slurps, the Frenchman scours his Forest Trails and Attractions guidebook. Eventually, Jean states, “According to the guide, the trails in the western areas are easy to maneuver and should take two to four hours to complete the circle.”

“Excuse me,” our tablemate interrupts while bowing so low his head almost touches the tabletop. As he looks up, “I am Koutatsu. I offer guided tours of the forest, if you would be interested?”

Before Freja can accept, Jean-Marc projects, “Thank you, but we’re just going to wander to a couple of caves and back.”

“Ah, yes. The Fugaku Wind Cave is very close and nice to see. And from there is an easy walk to the Narusawa Ice Cave, but I must warn you, the next two caves, The Dragon Cave and the Saiko Lake Bat cave, are quite further, and it is very easy to get off trail and lost in the forest.”

“I think we‘ll be fine.” Jean pulls a thousand Japanese yen bill from his shirt pocket and holds it toward the lad, saying, “Thank you, anyway.”

The young fellow doesn’t accept it and continues, “During this time of year, you must be wary of a kitsuné. Have you heard of the fox spirit?”

“We don’t believe in folklore and mystical creatures,” Freja interjects.

“Ah, I see. I think that is where your problem might lie.”

“We don’t have a problem. Now, take the money or not, but kindly leave us be.” Frustrated, Jean-Marc wants to be left alone.

“The problem is you won’t know if it is a kitsuné or shaped like another local animal, or something else. It is very intelligent and magical. One of its favorite shapes is a beautiful young woman feigning to be lost and in need of assistance.”

“What else?” Freja is intrigued.

“It can possess humans. They serve as messengers to the Shinto god Inari.”

“How would we know if we got possessed? And more importantly, how do you get rid of it?” Freja prompts for more information.

“That is your problem. If you run into a Zenko, a good fox serving Inari, it will bring you good fortune, but Yako, a field fox, is wild and a malicious trickster. If a fox spirit takes over your body, only an exorcism at an Inari shrine can free you.”

“Son, take the money and leave us.” Jean-Marc stands. “Are you finished with your lunch?” he asked his companion.

The young man walks off, leaving the bill and shaking his head. He peeks back over his shoulder. “I warned you. Be careful of who you meet along the trail.”

“Don’t let that superstitious fellow scare you. Nobody in this day and age believes those old tales.” Freja tries to calm the agitated older gent.

The pair walks at a casual pace along the trail to the Wind Cave. By the time they arrive, they are getting comfortable and holding hands. Inside the underground, the air is chilly, and both wish they had brought heavier jackets. But the Narusawa Ice Cave is downright cold, and halfway through the pair stop and hold each other, trying to generate as much warmth in their bodies as possible. When that doesn’t work, they briskly head for the exit.

“I’m glad to be out of there.” Freja murmurs, looking skyward. “The forest is thicker than I expected. I can’t see the sun or the sky.”

Jean looks at his cell. “It’s only a little after two. The sun will be up for seven or eight more hours. Once we warm up, it’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know, Jean—I have a room at Mt. Fuji Resort, and need to get back to the Cave Shop and find a way over there.”

“There’s a log just off the trail. Let’s sit for a minute. I want to call and book a room at the same hotel as you.”

“Where were you staying?”

“I was planning on taking the train back tonight, but I like your idea of staying over and going to Tokyo in the morning.”

“What was that?” Freja jerks around, peering at the shrubs.

Jean-Marc stands and walks a few yards to the rustling bushes. “I don’t see anything. Must have been a squirrel or some little rodent.”

Freja appears at his side and locks her arm in his. “It sounded a lot bigger than a rodent.”

“I hope you’re not believing that kid’s crazy stories.”

“Of course not! Let’s get out of here.” Freja looks over the thick, dark grove of firs and cypress. “Which way?”

Before Jean-Marc could answer, a hissing snarl and growl shattered the still air as a large Japanese raccoon dog charged through the brush at them.

“Run!” Freja takes off with the Frenchman trying to keep up. Jean Marc can’t locate her until he hears her body slam into a tree and fears the worst. He crashes through the underbrush towards the sound. Tripping on a thick cypress trunk, he lands on her body. Quickly rolling off, he finds her struggling to breathe, with a large, blood-gushing forehead wound. Jean-Marc jumps to his knees in the fir needles and goes to shake her limp body, yells, “Freja! Freja!” but pulls back quickly after burning his fingers on her scorching flesh.

Her lids slowly rise with her fiery eyes piercing his. He glanced away while attempting to rub the pain from his forehead and brows. Jean peeps through his fingers, noticing Freja’s slightly elongated nose, though more distressing is her growing five bushy tails.

“Hello, handsome,” a guttural, sultry voice seeped from Freja’s lips.

He jumps to his feet, screaming, “Get back! Leave me alone!” He spins, though before a single step, feels the springing creature on his back—its claws shredding his jacket and shirt, leaving deep gashes across his skin.

The animal’s eerie cackling shattered the forest air.

“Acchi Nigeru! Acchi Nigeru!”

Jean-Marc opens an eye as he comes to and spots Koutatsu, the forest guide, standing twenty feet away and yells at the demon lording over him. The distorted Freja wore a grotesque, foxlike mask painted in abstract colors.

“Acchi Nigeru!” the young man yells again. Freja slinks off like a dejected dog and stands by a tree. The man pats the air in front of him as he cautiously moves toward the kitsuné. Within a foot of the spiritual fox, Koutatsu produces from behind his back a looped, thin nylon cord and lassoes its neck.

The animal snarls and spits at the lad while struggling to free itself. He shouts Japanese threats and curses, though Koutatsu ignores them.

Meanwhile, Jean sat up, staring at three male Japanese bodies hanging by the neck from a heavy fir branch, high in the tree above them.

“Oh, my God!” The Frenchman cries aloud.

The guide looks at Jean, then up into the tree where his eyes fixate. “We’ve been searching for these three.” He pulls a handheld off his belt and speaks Japanese into it.

When he ends the broadcast, Jean-Marc asks, “We couldn’t get a cell signal; how did you?”

“It’s a radio, not a phone. Can you walk? We need to go.”

“To find the rescuers?”

Koutatsu looks quizzically at the man. When he realizes what he asks, the guide answers, “No. That was for the bodies. We need to go elsewhere.”

“You’re not here to save me? What is going on?”

“I am. Follow me or not.”

The guide moves around the tree, dragging the resisting animal behind. Jean hurries to catch up.

An hour of trudging through the dense trees and scrub brush brings the little group to a clearing at the base of Mount Fuji. Koutatsu pulls a canteen from around his neck and lets the fox slurp as he pours a slow, steady stream.

“What the hell? I’m thirsty too, and you’re pouring out our water!”

“You brought this on yourself and need to be patient if you’re going to survive this.”

“What an ass,” the man mumbled as he collapsed onto his butt.

When Freja has had enough, Koutatsu caps the canteen and tosses it to Jean-Marc. “Five minutes!”

Exactly five minutes later, the guide marches off with his pet in tow. He doesn’t say a word to the Frenchman and doesn’t look back.

Jean-Marc runs to catch up. He tried speaking to the guide, but Koutatsu ignored him.

An hour and a half up the mountain without the benefit of a trail, the trio rounds the base of a cliff and stops, staring up at the largest and most magnificent Inari Shrine in all of Japan.

“What are you doing...sightseeing?” The disgusted Frenchman can’t contain his anger.

“I told you—you didn’t have to come.” And the guide continues to climb towards the Holy site.

A shinshoku meets the new arrivals at the gate. After the traditional greeting bow, the Shinto priest and the guide sit on a small bench within the garden and talk.

Soon, the deity stands, looks at Jean-Marc, and says, “You stay with Koutatsu and wait.” He picks up Freja’s lead and walks her through the red gates and disappears down the vine-covered trellis.

“When are we getting out of here?” demands the Frenchman.

“In time.”

“What is that guy going to do to Freja?”

“The priest is a Shinto Ō-Inari, a kami of foxes. He will save your friend.”

“And how is he going to do that?”

“The red gates lead to the fox den, where he will perform an exorcism to rid her of the kitsuné spirit.”

The two men waited in silence for a long time. Koutatsu prays silently, while the Frenchman walks or stands around the small floral patch. Out of nowhere, screams of torture ring through the shrine and echo off the mountain. They were ungodly sounds, more hideous than any human could make. The guide whispers, “She’s returning from Yomi. It won’t be long now.”

“Where is Yomi?” Jean quizzes.

“You call it Hell.”

Late that afternoon, the ritual finally ended, and the priest returned to the garden with Freja. “She is yours again. Go in the name of Kami.” He turns and floats back into the shrine.

“Jean, where are we? Did they rescue us?” the wrung-out Freja asks.

“Koutatsu did. He is your savior.”

“Let’s get off this mountain and back to the Cave Shop.” The guide steps off.

An hour later, back at the base of the cliff, Jean lets the guide and Freja get a little ahead of him. When they disappear, he turns back to salute a thank you at the Inari Shrine. To his dismay, there was nothing there but Mount Fuji rising into the clouds.
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“Hey, Derrek. What are you doing?” Abby Shuster walks up the driveway of one of the mid-fifties cookie-cutter houses in suburban Bakersfield.

“Hey, Abby. It’s three-thirty already?” Derek Amster slides out from under his truck and sits up, attempting to wipe grease from his hands onto an already black rag.

“Almost four-thirty. What are you doing?”

“Finally putting a new starter in this puke green piece of shit.” Derek refers to his eight-year-old, sixty-one, and ugly Kasumi Green Datsun 1200 pickup.

“Cool. So we won’t have to push-start it anymore?”

“Never again.” They share a giggle, both knowing that’s a lie. Derek’s truck sits more than it runs.

“How long before you finish?” Abby asks.

“Almost done. Ten or so minutes.”

“Can we hit Jack’s and grab a Coke? We need to talk.”

“Uh, sure. I’ll need to check my funds.”

“I got it.”

“Cool.”

By quarter to five, the couple sits on the tiny, ripped, and duct-taped vinyl bench seat inside the small cab, drinking their sodas, with Derek inhaling another Marlboro. Abby has barely taken a sip of her small drink, while Derek has gulped more than half of his large one. They sit shoulder to shoulder, making her straddle the floor shifter.

“I got a notice...”

She stops him. “Let me go first.”

“Cool.”

Abby blurts out, “Derek, I’m pregnant.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course, I’m sure! I went to the doctor!”

A long period of silence passes before Abby asks, “Honey, what are your thoughts?”

“Uh, uh. Crap, I don’t know. What can we do?”

“I’m not getting an abortion, if that’s what you’re thinking!”

Derek doesn’t respond. He thinks, I don’t need a kid.

“We have to get married. I’m seventeen and can’t raise a baby by myself.”

“Uh... uh.” He peeked sideways at her leaking eyes. “What did your parents say?”

Abby blubbers for air. “I... I... I haven’t...” Hyperventilating, she can’t finish the sentence.

“Uh, I’m getting drafted.” Derek foolishly thinks it’s his turn.

“What? What are you saying?”

“You know they just started the draft, uh, December first. My birthday came up third. The news said I would be in the first group to go.”

“Go where?”

“Into the Army. And probably to Vietnam.”

“No! No, you can’t leave the baby and me. I won’t let you!”

“I don’t have a choice.” Derek pulls another cigarette from the red pack and lights it.

Nothing gets resolved, and the young lovers spend little time together during the Christmas holidays. Every time Abby tries to get together, Derek comes up with some lame excuse about family obligations. She spent the two weeks off school continuously weeping.

In the first week of January, Derek received his draft physical examination notice. He sits in his truck reading the letter for the umpteenth time when he gets startled by a knock on the driver’s window. Snapping his head left, he spies his best friend grinning and holding up two fingers in a peace sign, the standard greeting and farewell salutation of the time. Derek rolls down his window. “What’s shakin’, Sean?”

“Did you and my sister break up?”

“Break up? Uh, no,” He lights a smoke and adds, “I just need a little time.”

“For what? Abby hasn’t stopped bawling since the Christmas break started. I don’t know what the hell you did to her!”

“How’s your bug running?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Sean’s more confused than ever.

Derek hands the notification through the open window. “I have to go to LA next week and don’t think this piece of shit will make it.”

Abby’s eighteen-year-old brother reads the demand letter. “Crap. Where’s Wilshire Boulevard?”

“Not sure. We’ll need to get a map. Can you drive or not?”

The boys leave Bakersfield the following week at three AM to get to the induction center before the seven o’clock check-in time. They talk and smoke nonstop on the freeway south to keep awake. Derek explains what he’s found out about the Vietnam War being a proxy war, though some reporters wrongly call it a police action. A proxy war is a war undeclared by Congress. The U.S. supports the South with troops, munitions, and money, while its counterparts, the Soviet Union and China, support the North. The propaganda machines sell it as an ideological struggle between capitalism and communism. The Summer of Love is two years gone, and the peace and love spreading hippies have turned into militant, protesting yuppies.

As the boys head up the Grapevine, barely hitting fifty miles an hour in Sean’s aging VW as it struggles up the steep freeway. Four miles past Lebec, they are approaching Gorman when Derek admits he is afraid to go to war, and as a side note, he casually mentions Abby’s pregnancy.

“What the hell?” screams Sean as he swings his left fist across the cab at his friend. The Bug jerks and runs off the highway, popping two of its bald tires and crunching to a stop against the yellow pucker bushes. Without hesitation, Sean attacks Derek with both fists, pummeling his face.

Derek unlatches the door, falls into the dirt, and rolls away down the embankment. Screaming Sean doesn’t follow but watches his former friend crashing through the shrubs down the hillside. Eventually, Sean walks around his vehicle, inspecting the wheels. Looking across the freeway, he spies the only gas station for miles. Luckily, it’s open twenty-four hours, and a large sign says, “Mechanic on Duty,” in faded red letters. He peers back at his buddy and sees Derek lying on Ralph Ranch Road. The frontage road leads toward the interstate on and off-ramps. Sean starts his own half-mile hike up the off-ramp and across the overpass to the station.

The younger boy steps into the outlet’s service bay and asks about used tires. The guy in overalls leads him to the front lot, where they stand discussing the incident while staring at Sean’s disabled vehicle. Fortunately, the mechanic has two used tires that will fit, though they’re unmatched, with one a size larger than the other, but only five dollars each, which includes free mounting. The only catch is Sean will need to remove his wheels and roll them over to the station, and after the rubber is mounted on the rims, roll them back and reinstall. The process takes two and a half hours because Sean has to retrieve and return each tire one at a time, while also waiting for the mechanic to finish the car he’s already working on.

It’s close to seven-thirty when Sean’s ready to hit the road in search of Derek. He tries to wipe the grime from his hands onto his jeans as he looks at an old house at the bottom of the bank and across a large dirt field. He drives down and interrupts the old man working on an antique tractor. They have a nice little chat, and the older guy tells him that he had witnessed the pair’s fight. The last time he saw the kid who had rolled down the embankment, he was getting into some crappy hippie van covered in hand-painted flowers before it headed south down the freeway.

Sean pulled his Bug to the bottom of the on-ramp and sat for a prolonged period. He needed a smoke. Suddenly, everything became crystal clear in his mind. He fires up his car and continues for a couple of hours to the Wilshire Boulevard Army Induction Center.

It’s after ten when Sean finds the building, off the downtown area, and parks his car across the street. He sits for a while, smoking and watching dozens of young men climb the steps and enter the building. But very few ever come out, and he wonders if the service has kidnapped them on the spot and shipped them overseas.

When Sean’s stomach growls, he realizes he is starving. He wanders down the sidewalk until he spies his favorite fast food joint and gets a small cheeseburger and Coke. After eating and a couple more Marlboros, Sean walks back west to the building of missing men. He sits outside on the steps. Soon, a graying man wearing a crisply ironed uniform passes him. Before the officer gets through the door, the boy runs up to him and inquires about the physical and the timeframe for completing the examination. The officer explained the procedure and invited him to come inside to wait for his buddy.

It’s after three when the lobby fills up with young boys eager to get the hell out of there, but have to wait for their bus pickups. Not long afterward, Derek enters the room. He doesn’t see Sean staring at him as he looks around, lost as to how he’s getting back to Bakersfield.

“Derek! Over here!” Sean shouts above the room noise.

Derek peers around, thinking he heard his name called. When his eyes lock onto his friend, they light up like a string of Christmas lights, and he runs over. “Shit, am I glad to see you. Let’s get outside and have a smoke.”

After lighting up, Derek apologizes for springing Abby’s pregnancy on him. He had assumed their whole family knew by now. Sean confirms nobody knows a thing yet.

Once in Sean’s VW, Derek starts in with, “I’ve been thinking, I need to get a full-time job and get an apartment so Abby and I can have our own place.”

“Are you saying you’re going to marry my sister?”

“I don’t have any choice...we’re having a baby.”

“Cool. What about the Army? You can’t just leave her alone for a few years to have the baby by herself!”

“I’m not going into the Army,” Derek stated.

“I don’t think you have a choice on that, buddy!”

Neither speaks as they both light up.

Derek blows a smoke ring and watches it before turning to his future brother-in-law. “After a medic made me blow into some giant machine, he asked me about my asthma. I told him I hadn’t had an attack for years, but I don’t know if he heard me. He was writing. When he finally looked up at me, he said that my asthma disqualified me from service.”

“Cool, so you’re not getting drafted?” Sean inquires.

“I’m not really sure, but it doesn’t appear they want me. I’ll have to wait until I actually get a notification letter.”

Halfway back to Bakersfield, Sean wakes up his passenger. “Derek, I should tell you I enlisted today.”

“In the Army? What the hell are you talking about? It’s not too late...uh, find a recruiter in Bakersfield, and tell him you changed your mind.”

“I can’t. It is too late. Anyway, Abby was always slated for college, but I am destined to be a blue-collar worker. The Army will secure my future. You know, with the GI Bill and shit.”

Derek strikes a Marlboro.

“Hey, I want a cancer stick too.” Sean pipes up.

“Sean, what are your folks going to say?”

“About you and my sister, or me signing up?”

The boys break into hysterics. Sean finally spits out, “It won’t be a good day for them.”

Derek asks, “When do you go in?”

“I have to report to MEPS in San Francisco next week.”

“What the hell is MEPS?”

“Military Entrance Processing Station.”

Arriving in their town, Sean pulls off onto East Truxtun Avenue. 

“I need to go to your house and see Abby,” Derek speaks up.

“Cool! I need another smoke before I get home.”

“You know your folks know you smoke.”

“I don’t think so; I’m pretty careful.” And that brings a laugh. Soon Sean adds, “But I wasn’t referring to cigarettes. I have a joint in the glove box.”

“Cool. Now you’re talking.”

The boys take the long way home, sharing the doobie before pulling in.

“I need to go in by myself, Sean.”

“Fine. I’ll wait here.”

Derek pounds on the front door. Soon it will open. “What are you doing here?” Mrs. Shuster demands before quickly continuing, “You’re not welcome, and Abby never wants to see you again!”

Derek’s foot stops the door from slamming. “Mrs. Shuster, I want to marry Abby.”

“You’ve already done enough. Two wrongs don’t make a right. Go home!”

“No! This is between Abby and me! We’re getting married, whether or not you approve!”

“How are you going to support her and the child? And where do you think you’re going to live? It certainly won’t be here!”

“How about Sean’s old room?” Derek can’t resist a jab.

“You can’t share his room!” She misses the point, and Derek’s immediately sorry for saying too much.

“What’s all the noise?” Abby comes up behind her mother.

Derek drops to his knees and begs for Abby’s hand in marriage.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Abby jumps onto her new fiancé, and they both tumble backward onto the porch tiles.

When their frolicking calms, Mrs. Shuster, hands on her hips, states, “You’d better come in and explain your plans before my husband gets home, young man.”

Abby and Derek sit with arms entwined on the sofa while Mom sits in an easy chair, waiting for Derek’s spiel.

“You know I have been washing dishes at the convalescent home for a while. I am going to talk to my supervisor in the morning, and I’m sure I can get full-time as a cook. It’ll be enough for a small apartment. Then, after a few months, once I’ve got more experience and the baby is old enough to be away from, uh, Abby’s feeding. I’ll look for a better-paying job at a hotel or restaurant. They always need people on the late shift. So Abby can go to college in the mornings while I watch our child, and I’ll work later while she’s home.” The three sit quietly, contemplating and staring at each other.

Mrs. Shuster breaks the silence. “Well, Derek, that’s quite a plan. You know...”

“I know plans change, and life happens, but your daughter is smart, and we’ll get through.”

“Honey, I’m home!” The front door slammed.

“You kids wait here. I need to talk to Fred alone.”

After a few minutes of low rumblings from the kitchen, they heard the front door open and close again, and presently, “YOU JOINED THE ARMY! What the hell are you thinking? We’re in the middle of a war!”

The Shusters’ calm, suburban life just got interesting.

Derek, Abby, baby Anne, and his parents, the Amsters, meet at the Shuster home for Annie’s first birthday party. Mr. Shuster is flipping over the steaks on the grill when her scream shatters the still evening air of Bakersfield. Everyone runs, searching for Mrs. Shuster, who is found wailing and shaking uncontrollably on the floor by the open front door. A uniformed Soldier and an army chaplain stand on the porch with blank stares and hats in hand.

Through the howling, Mrs. Shuster looks up. “Fred! Fred! Sean’s gone.”

​​​
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“We know the Age of Enlightenment grew out of the Scientific Revolution based on the work of Galileo, Bacon, Kepler, and others. ‘I think, therefore I am.’ Descartes’ famous philosophical quote appears to differ from the scientific logic of correct reasoning. So, for your mid-term exam, I want you to imagine yourself as an assistant to either a great philosopher or scientist from those time periods, and challenge the dogma of each field.”

“But Professor, this seems outside the scope of the class. I want to learn basic history and not theories of belief.”

“How can you understand history if you don’t comprehend the thoughts of the history makers behind it, Lucinda?”

“I’m not pursuing a degree in how we got here, but just fulfilling a general elective requirement for an English degree. I only want to teach high school.”

Frustrated, the teacher gives in. “I’m giving you the fundamentals on which we base our modern society. Give it a try, Lucinda. Class, you have ten days to email me your finished essays, and we’ll meet again in two weeks.” Kingam ends the Zoom call.

Professor Douglas Kingam’s classes at Kodiak Community College center on his Western History PhD, which he earned at the University of Cambridge in England, following his attainment of a bachelor’s degree from Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah, and his Master’s from Stanford in the heart of Silicon Valley.

Kodiak Community is an extension campus of the University of Alaska—Anchorage. Professor Kingam moved to Kodiak Island for the teaching position, and besides his classroom sessions, he also holds extension classes via Zoom and email.

Doug Kingam was a particularly bright student growing up in Rochester, New York. He wasn’t a bad-looking young man, though not considered handsome, but gained the nickname Doug Ugly after he tried out for the frosh football team his first semester at Monroe High. During Hell Week, before he got cut from the team, Doug fumbled a pass and got laid out at the same time. Coach yelled, “That was just Doug ugly. Kingam, take five laps.” And the nickname stuck.

Though not a religious young man, and certainly not affiliated with the Church of Latter-day Saints, he chose the Utah school solely because cheerleader Iris Rose Flowers was heading there. Rose, as she liked to be addressed, barely knew Doug Ugly existed, let alone that he was in love with her and had been since their first day of high school.

Four years later, Ugly cornered Rose in the quad a month before graduation. “Rose, I understand you’re going to BYU next semester?”

“If you’ll excuse me, I have friends waiting for me.”

“I understand...I just thought maybe we could get a soda and talk. It would be nice to have a friend when we get to Utah.”

“We?” Rose’s eyes widened. “We don’t even know each other. Besides, I already have friends who are also going there.” She spins around and strides away.

“Wait! Wouldn’t it be great to have one more friend to count on?”

“Foolish boy,” Iris Rose yells over her shoulder as she hurries off, leaving Doug Ugly standing red-faced. He plops onto the senior bench and drops his head into his hands, and thinks, I need to take a class in social skills.

Immediately, he goes to the school library and finds Dale Carnegie’s book, How to Win Friends and Influence People. Doug speed-reads at over nine hundred words per minute and sits at a table, reading a quarter of the book in 20 minutes, before heading to his hand-me-down grandmother’s old, blue Nissan Sentra, and going in search of Iris Rose.

On his second loop, cruising Monroe Street between the burger hangout and Cobbs Hill Park, he spots her in a large group outside the fast food joint named Dogtown, and quickly whips a U-turn and pulls into its lot. Kingam parks across from the group and cranks his radio up, hoping to get noticed.

“Turn that crap down, Ugly!” the football team captain yells above the noise. All the cool socialites look over, then huddle together in secret. He watches them laugh and take turns looking over his way in his rearview mirror. Finally, the giggle group moves inside.

The week passes before Iris Rose locates Ugly sitting alone on the football field bleachers, eating a baloney sandwich. She approaches, “May I sit with you?”

Looking down at the remainder of his sandwich, in a stupor, he mutters, “Yes.”

“Doug, I was thinking...do you have a date for the prom?”

Mumbling, “No. I’m not going.”

“I don’t either, and hoped that we could go together?”

His enormous eyes can’t hide the excitement. “Are you sure...I mean...sorry...what about Royce?”

“We broke up. I’m never talking to him again.”

Doug rented a black tuxedo with a ruffled white shirt and bought new, shiny dress shoes. His excitement remained high for the next two weeks prior, though Rose never said more than ‘hi’ to him in passing. On the last day of school, prom morning, he borrowed the family’s large luxury vehicle and drove to school to show Rose his evening chariot. She tells him that he can’t come to her house because of her dad, and she will have to meet him at the dance.

That evening, when Doug Ugly walks into the rented ballroom dressed to kill, the whole senior class stands in an enormous group, laughing and mocking his stupidity. His date stands front-center, leading the ruckus. Kingam jets from the room with tears streaming down his cheeks.

Doug does not run into Rose for the remainder of the summer, but after reading his book and practicing social skills in the mirror every day, he’s ready to confront her when they both get to neutral turf at BYU. He searched her social media, including hacking into her email, and registered for all the same classes as Rose had.

Kingam arrived on campus the day before the semester started and met his new roommate, Joseph Judge, in his dorm room on the eighth floor of the Helaman Halls, Building Nine. He threw his duffel bag in the corner and his backpack on the bed before bouncing his butt up and down on it. “This is going to be an interesting week?”

“Are you pledging any fraternities?” Joe asks, already leery of the newbie.

Doug responds, “I don’t give a damn about the little boy’s clubs! I’m talking about the situation in general.”

“In what way?”

Changing the subject, Doug asks, “Are you Mormon?”

“Are you?” Joe throws the question back.

“Absolutely not!”

“Me neither.”

They both crack up, knowing they’re going to get along just fine.

Doug pulls his student handbook from his backpack and looks over the centerfold campus map for Heritage Hall, where Iris Rose is registered.

The next morning, on the first day of classes, Doug, revenge on top of mind, enters the Martin Building lecture hall for Philosophy 101. He stands beside the doorway, letting the steady flow of students through while studying the already seated ones, looking for Rose.

“Hey, Doug Ugly!” a male voice rings out above the din of the crowd. Luckily, nobody was paying attention to him. Kingam makes his way toward the familiar guy. He asks the girl next to him to move over a seat so he can plop beside the face from home.

“Hey, Mike. I didn’t know you were coming here.” Doug lies.

“Yeah, I thought I was the only one. You surprised me.”

“What about Iris Rose Flowers? I thought I heard she was coming here?”

“That didn’t work out. She got pregnant and dropped out to get married.”

“Married? To whom?”

“Royce Dickweed!”

“Dinwiddie, the football captain?”

“The one and only.”

That’ll never work, Kingam thinks, before demanding, “Never call me Doug Ugly again!”

“Sorry. Bad habit.”

Joseph Judge transferred to a junior college in his hometown after Christmas, and before that, Mike didn’t make it to Thanksgiving before flunking out, leaving the socially awkward Kingam to his own devices. His new second-semester roommate wasn’t on a scholarship like Doug and had to work to pay for his schooling. So, he and Kingam barely saw each other.

At the end of his freshman year, Kingam continued at BYU, deciding to major in History and minor in Humanities. Over the summer, he developed an attraction to a young woman at his favorite fast-food joint and started eating there every day.

During orientation week, Doug finally builds the courage and asks Bethany out to a school festival and ice cream social. Surprisingly, she accepts. Before the big night, he rereads his notes from How to Win Friends and Influence People.

It’s a warm, late summer evening, and Kingam dresses in his new olive green Renegade shorts and a military-style tan Khaki field shirt, opening a couple of top buttons to show off his sky blue undershirt. He thought himself a stud. And Bethany confirmed it with compliments and kudos.

The evening went extremely well, considering she was eighteen, a year younger than him, and a devout Mormon who grew up in a strict home. Doug Kingam was only the third date in her life, and her first unchaperoned one.

They spend most of the date in awkward silence. When they were not stuffing their faces to avoid talking, the pair mostly walked around. At one point, Bethany put her arm through his. After a slight jerk, Doug quickly put his hand over hers so she couldn’t pull it back.

In his mind, the date was a resounding success, and he mustered the courage to ask her for a second one. She quickly, too quickly, accepted and briefly planted her lips on his right cheek before disappearing into her parents’ home.

By the end of the summer, their combined ineptitude had subsided, but at Bethany’s nineteenth birthday, her folks surprised her with an eighteen-month church mission in Spain. She would depart in a week.

Doug completed his degree as class valedictorian in three and a half years and left for Cambridge two weeks before Bethany returned home. They never saw each other again.

Now, after years at Kodiak Community, Doug Ugly is a confirmed bachelor. Sure, every semester, some young student comes on to him, hoping to improve her grade. And he indulges in many of their dalliances, justifying his actions with, “Better to be a satisfied old fool than a lonely one.”
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STEADY EDDY
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Come on down to Steady Eddy’s Car City! Look what we got for you... a nineteen-eighty-two Pontiac Firebird. This black beauty only has twenty-seven thousand miles. It’s practically brand new! Barely broken in, and it’s yours for the low, low price of thirty-one hundred dollars. You heard me right—thirty-one hundred dollars out the door. This SE model originally sold for over fourteen thousand dollars just six years ago. It’s going to the first lucky person to show up at Steady Eddy’s Car City. If you want this hottie, you’d better hotfoot it down to Car City right now! It won’t be here in two hours!”

“You heard it here on the Dick Charles show—Steady Eddy’s Car City has the best used automobiles at the best price in the Four County area. OK, Marie has been waiting on line six. Good Morning, Marie. What’s on your mind today?”

Charles puts his hand over his mic as Marie talks and whispers to his producer, “Damn, I can’t stand that squeaky-voiced Steady Eddy.”

Susan, the producer, frantically waves her hands back and forth in front of her while pointing at the phone.

“Sorry, Marie, I had a brain fart. What was that you were saying?” He listens while she complains about the new lowering of the blood alcohol limit for drunk driving.

“Sounds like you already had a little nip this morning, Marie. Hold on while we take a news break.”

After two bars of the intro music, it fades as the broadcast starts. “Good Morning. I’m Jonathan Wilson, and you’re listening to News Now on WFTR. Our top story: another man’s body was found early this morning on the bank of St. Mary’s River, in Bloomingdale Park. Police are still in the area and have yet to release information. We’re going live to the scene with Candy Taylor. Candy, are you there?”

“I’m here, John, with Parks employee Mark Evers, the man who discovered the body. Mr. Evers, can you describe the scene and how you found the victim?”

“Yes, I was here at work at six this morning, emptying trash cans and cleaning the park, when I saw the partially submerged car. It looked like it ran straight off St. Mary’s Parkway into the river. I ran over to see if I could help, but most of the car was underwater, with only the back bumper and part of the trunk sticking out. That’s when I called my supervisor, and the police showed up right after that.”

“Mr. Evers, can you tell us what happened next?”

“Nothing; I had to go to Headwater for their trash.”

Candy peers around the gawkers and spies a woman, looking like she came over from North Clinton Avenue, and bawling her head off.

“Are you OK, miss?”

“He was white as a ghost and shriveled like a raisin. Worst thing I ever saw,” she sobs.

“So you don’t know how he died?”

“All I heard a guy tell the detective was that they found bullet holes in the head.”

“Thank you, Miss. That’s all we know so far, Johnathon.”

Before Wilson comes back, he overhears Candy yelling, “Detective Morales! Can I get a statement?”

The suited man waves her off and strides away as the reporter yells, “Is there a serial killer in Fort Wayne?”

Morales stops in his tracks and spins. “We don’t have a serial killer!”

“This is the third male body in two weeks. You’re telling me they are not related?”

“That’s exactly what I am telling you!” He quickly turns to another officer.

“Jonathon, I’ll keep you posted after the police release their statement. This is Candy Taylor signing off.”

Four hours later, back at his desk, Detective Morales gets called into his sergeant’s office. He yells out, “Can this wait?”

“Get in here now!”

Morales hangs up his phone before anyone answers on the other end. In an instant, he’s at his boss’s door. “What’s going on, chief?”

“Have a seat and shut the door behind you.”

Before he can sit, there’s a soft knock, and a woman enters without waiting to be called in.

The sergeant stands. Morales peers over his shoulder. The sergeant introduces Morales to Bureau Agent June Larson.

Immediately, Morales responds, “We don’t need the FBI!”

“Alex, we have a serial killer here, and Agent Larson is an expert at profiling serial killers. She will work with us until this guy gets arrested.”

“We don’t know it is a man, Sir,” Morales patronizes, as he has never addressed the sergeant as ‘Sir’ before.

“Do you know something you haven’t told me?”

“No, Sir.”

“Alright then, bring Ms. Larson up to speed and get this case solved!”

The pair sits at Morales’ desk and stares at each other. Before either speaks, the detective receives a phone call and quickly picks up. “Detective Morales... Yes... I see... Ok... What evidence do you have? I can’t divulge any information!” and so it goes for a full five minutes.

Off the horn, Larson comments, “Sounds like you got an informant.”

“That?” he motioned towards his landline. “Just a crackpot goody-two-shoes citizen, that doesn’t know a thing.”

“Look, Morales, I’m here for the duration, whether or not you like it. You can work with me or against me, but I have no interest in hijacking your case. When we make the arrest, it’ll be your collar. Clear?”

After one last glare, Morales speaks. “That was a local, uh, somewhat celebrity. He owns a vehicle dealership and runs a lot of radio and TV ads.” The detective turns to his monitor.

“Well? Did he have a tip?”

Morales looks back. “No. He volunteered to put up a reward, and seems to think the victims are Johns, and we should look at prostitutes.” The detective quickly adds, “There is no evidence suggesting it’s a woman.” After a pause of silence. “Steady Eddy is an opportunist, and his reward is just a publicity stunt.”

“If we don’t have any other leads, maybe we should go down to North Clinton,” the agent suggested.

The detective receives a call on line three from the evidence lab. “Morales here.”

Technician Ludwick starts right in without even identifying himself. “I dried out the wallet and found two membership cards—one from Showgirls and the other from 44D Spot.”

Morales finally breaks the silence. “And?”

“No, and that’s it,” Ludwick says.

The clubs are separated by two blocks along North Clinton Avenue and are frequented by streetwalkers. When the team arrives in the early afternoon, the sidewalks are empty of working girls. “This is a waste of time! Let’s get lunch. You’re buying.”

“Why would I buy?” the woman asks.

“Because you have a bureau expense account. What kind of food do you like?”

“Alright, I’ll pay for lunch, but we’re going into the clubs and interviewing dancers first.”

“Strippers aren’t necessarily hookers.”

“From experience?”

Morales cracks up rather than answer her question.

Meanwhile, earlier that morning, as the murder investigation first unfolded, Steady Eddy sits in his office listening to his commercial and subsequent broadcast of the newest body before standing and heading out onto his lot, cradling a handful of papers.

“Ward!” Ed waved over the first salesman he saw.

“Morning, boss.”

“What’s that damn Firebird still doing out?” He doesn’t wait for the answer and yells at his lot boy, “Randy, leave that wash job and hide the Firebird behind Service!”

“OK, I’m almost finished.”

“DO IT NOW!” the owner’s shrill squeal pierces the morning air like a wounded pig.

As Randy runs for the Firebird, Eddy spouts, “pendejo,” as he turns back to Ward. “Here’s the paperwork for the sale of the Pontiac.” He holds out the contracts.

Ward accepts them. “Ed, you know I’ve only been here a week. Uh, I’m not sure I, uh, am alright with your, err, some of your practices.”

“You don’t want to work here? Get the hell off my lot!” He snatches the paperwork out of the salesman’s hands. As the new guy slinks off, Eddy yells, “Where’s Pepe?”

An older man appears through the showroom door. “I got you, boss.”

Five blocks down, late afternoon, at Sally’s Diner, Bill Peterson sits sipping a coffee as he waits for his food. A barely working TV rests high on a shelf at the end of the counter. The sound is inaudible, though he watches a show with women chattering and waving arms worse than a troop of monkeys. A breaking news announcement interrupts. When the bottom scroll states another man’s body was found in Bloomington Park early this morning, instantly, Bill steps to the end of the counter and reaches up, turning the volume higher.

In the middle of the police spokesperson’s report, she alludes that they might have a serial killer operating in the Four County Area, and are asking for the public’s help, also she mentions Steady Eddy’s ten-thousand-dollar reward for information leading to an arrest and conviction. Bill gets called when his sandwich is served. He doesn’t move, glued to the set. Eventually, the women reappear, still blabbering mid-sentence, and he returns to his seat.

Later that evening, Bill sits with his wife and children around their supper table. As Bill confesses he struck out finding a job, his wife blows up. “We need the money! You haven’t worked more than a week in six months! And your unemployment is running out.”

“I’ll get a job, so quit your bitching.” He stomps into the living room and yells back, “Besides, I’m set to receive a large sum!”

“I’m not supporting your lazy ass any longer! Get the hell out!”

Bill walks to the closest bar, which is empty except for him and the local town drunk at a table against the wall. Peterson sits nursing a beer when he hears a woman’s lancinating voice behind him. “Can I buy you a drink, handsome?”

Bill glances over his shoulder, spying an average-looking but well-dressed woman offering to buy the regular a refill. Peterson grabs his bottle and moves around the corner of the bar to another seat to eavesdrop on their exchange. When they whisper, and he can’t distinguish any words, Bill downs the remaining half bottle and tromps out, disgusted that prostitutes are working his bar.

Back at home, Bill apologizes profusely and promises to get another job in the morning. His wife has heard it many times before and just shakes her head as she goes to the bedroom alone.

He grabs the last beer from his refrigerator and plunks onto the sofa. After pulling the pop-top and taking the first guzzle, he finds the remote between the couch cushions and turns on the TV. The late news is just starting its first story: “Police are looking for a woman after a middle-aged man’s body was found in Bloomington Park early this morning. Police Detective Alex Morales concedes that this murder was committed by the same person who killed two other men in the last two weeks.”

The station goes to commercial, and Steady Eddy’s annoying voice and presence fill the screen. The news commentator uses the break to question his co-anchor. “What evidence do they have that it’s a woman?”

“Everything is hush-hush, but my source told me they have blood from this morning’s scene, which is female.”

“Ten seconds!”

The anchor moves onto a serious injury auto accident on Highway 69 at the Westlawn interchange.

Bill finishes his brew and heads to bed. He needs to be up early to go job hunting.

Again, he stops at Sally’s for coffee and sits at the counter reading the classified job listings in the morning paper. One grabs his attention. Steady Eddy’s has an immediate opening for a used car salesman—salary plus commission and benefits. Bill finishes three more mugs before building enough courage to go see Eddy.

As soon as his first foot hits the lot, a short, black-haired man is on him like a hungry fish striking bait. “You came to the right place, Señor. We have the best used cars in town and at the lowest prices.”

“I don’t need a car; I came to answer the ad for a salesman.”

Pepe peers up and down the street. “I think you also need a good car, Señor.”

“I told you... I don’t need no stinking car. Where do I get an application?”

“In the office.” The little man points. As Bill marches off, he hears Pepe mutter, “Pendejo,” under his breath.

The office girl gives Bill an application and tells him to sit at one of the round tables and that Eddy should be in by the time he’s finished. Bill asks to borrow a pen. She hands one over and quietly utters, “Stupid.” Her Spanish isn’t as good as her boss’s and Pepe’s.

When finished, Bill sits looking around the walls at pictures of salespeople and their awards and photos of vehicles—new, used, and souped up. Eventually, a voice behind him asks, “So, you’re my newest salesman?”

Bill whips around and is shocked to see Steady Eddy. “Uh, yes, Sir. I’m William.” They discuss Bill’s qualifications and experience, though it doesn’t matter; he had the job the minute he stepped onto the lot.

“OK, Bill, go find Pepe. He’ll train you.”

“I’m hired?”

“Hired? Hell, you’ve been on the clock since I got here.”

Pepe tells William to call everyone he knows and get them down here. The seasoned man will do the selling and the paperwork. And they’ll split commissions. “That’s my training?” Bill questions.

“If you need more than that, go get a dishwashing job!”

After two hours on the phone, Bill grabs another coffee and goes searching for Pepe. They exchange a little BS before William states, “I think I’m going to fit in fine.”

At that moment, the radio music over the outdoor speaker stops, and a Steady Eddy commercial comes on, pushing the next deal of the day—a ’91 Toyota. Pepe looks quickly around the vehicles. “Come on! We gotta move that car.”

“Can you do it?” Bill asks. “I just thought of someone I have to call. He needs a car bad!”

“Of course, amigo. Selling a car is numero uno!”

As soon as Pepe rounds the corner in the Toyota, William steps around the south wall to a sidewalk payphone and makes a call. Finally, he gets connected to Detective Morales and asks for information about the reward offered.

“What is
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