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For Melissa,

Who is always there and supportive.

And to Drew Struzan,

May he forever rest in peace.

Thank you for the memorable movie posters that were

A huge part of my youth.
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The painful discomfort in his bladder grew to the point where he might be forced to pull over at any moment, whip it out, and drench the side of the road, praying a cop wasn’t nearby.  Or anyone else, for that matter.  But as he came into the Stacksville city limits, he knew relief was only a few blocks away.

Under normal circumstances, he could drive along the streets of his hometown with his eyes closed, but didn’t want to risk it now.  Especially since it had been so many years since he had been here.  He skipped out on his ten-year high school class reunion.  When it was time for his twenty-year reunion, he was in a hospital room at the Mayo Clinic, holding his soon-to-be late wife’s hand, as she struggled in her long, hard battle from one cancer diagnosis to the next.  He stayed clear of all social media that day, for he didn’t want to see his former classmates singing and dancing and drinking while the only woman he ever truly loved clung on to the last visages of life.

He squirmed in his seat, boosting himself higher.

“Come on, baby, almost there.  You can hold it for another minute or two.”

It didn’t help that a nearly full bottle of Diet Mountain Dew was sitting on the center console, sloshing around, condensation forming along the side, while the other one was empty and rolling around the passenger’s side floor.

Just down the road was a Kwik Trip—there never was a convenience store in town until his senior year of high school—but had another destination in mind.

The marquee in front of the Stacksville Cinema read: CLOSED FOR WINTER.

As he parked across the street from the theater, the displays for the movie posters were blank.  Just a plain black background with no indication that an upcoming movie was on its way.  He remembered spending many Friday and Saturday nights here, watching whatever movie was playing.

He wondered, if he went inside today, if the hole was still in the middle of the screen.  He doesn’t quite remember how it got there, or exactly when, and rumors ran rampant in those days as to the perpetrator of whatever had been thrown.  If he was a betting man, he would lay good money on two or three bullies who stalked and slithered their way along the mean streets of Stacksville, terrorizing whoever was smaller that happened to come across their path.

He, Patrick Oakland, was one of those kids, and he did everything in his power to avoid any confrontation with those bullies.

But all seemed to die down the day Brent Williamson disappeared.

He quickly shut off the car and got out.  The musty, humid August air was a complete turnaround from the crisp air conditioning that was running full blast inside the car.  With no time to dawdle, he noticed a few other cars parked in front of DeeDee’s and went inside.

Thankfully, the world of air conditioning had made it to this little main street cafe.  It wasn’t quite as refreshing as the inside of his car, but it was much better than standing outside while beads of sweat cascaded down his spine and pooled along the small of his back.

As his eyes adjusted from the bright sunlight to the slightly dim interior, he paused.  Had he just set foot through a time machine, where the nostalgic decor of his youth was still here?  Or hadn’t DeeDee—or whoever the owner of the cafe currently was—never gotten around to modernizing it?

The walls were the same dark wood paneling, along with the same menu plastered up along the front.  The menu hadn’t changed either, although the prices sure had.  It was still much cheaper than any of the other restaurants he had visited in the past twenty-five or so years.

But nothing prepared him for what was near the back, just outside of the pair of restrooms.

BurgerTime was one of his favorite arcade games growing up.  The Ben Franklin store just down the road had some of the more popular games, like Donkey Kong, Frogger, and Pac-Man—there was always a line waiting to play those too—so he settled for his favorite BurgerTime.

“May I use your restroom?” he asked the waitress.  She had gray hair tied up in a bun, with cheap makeup plastered on her face to hide the noticeable wrinkles and scars she had acquired over the past seventy or eighty years of employment here.

“Sure, hon,” she said, grinning a full set of teeth.  Dentures, more than likely.  Yellowed from those same decades of chain smoking out in the alley.

He walked briskly toward the restroom, but paused once again as he came to his beloved BurgerTime.

No way.  The high score was at ninety-nine thousand, five hundred points—no one he had ever known could break the one hundred thousand point barrier—but it was the initials that were the most astonishing.

POO.

Patrick Oscar Oakland.

No way in the twenty-five or so years since he last set foot in DeeDee’s that someone, anyone, didn’t break his high score record.  Impossible.  He remembered spending hours upon hours here, dumping quarter after quarter into the machine, while he made the top five, then eventually the number one spot.

BRW always dominated the top spots of BurgerTime.  Brent Williamson.  The kid who disappeared.

Patrick’s initials still held three of the top five spots.  MAX was number three, and BRW held the number five spot.

As the pain in his bladder was so immense that he started to feel a drop or two leak onto his underwear, he ran for the restroom, thanked God that it was empty, and barely had time to unzip his fly, and relieve himself in the toilet.  There was no urinal.  Which was odd, since he recalled there being one here before.

He splattered a bit onto the seat from the intense blast.  He felt bad, for he usually sat down to use the restroom.  Even to pee.  It was something his late wife Andrea insisted, for she always had to clean up after him, to clean up any pee splatter.  Even though it wasn’t present, and he swore to her that he was careful, she still said it was there.

After finishing—his bladder felt so full that he peed for what felt like two or three minutes—he turned . . . and saw a metal wall dispenser for feminine products.  Even the wallpaper and outdated decor had pinks and flowers all over it.

Was this the ladies room?

Just fucking great.  His first day back in over twenty-five years and the first thing he did was use the ladies room instead of the mens.  He grabbed a handful of towels and cleaned up his mess, even to the point of wiping down some of the walls, for fear that any of his splatter reached that far.

Satisfied with the result, he reached for the door handle, realized that he forgot to lock it—thank God no one came in while he was in mid-pee—and eased it open.

Sure enough.  It was the ladies room.  How could he be so careless and stupid?

Thankfully, no one saw him go into the wrong restroom, so he went back out.  Drawn back to his favorite BurgerTime game, he dug out a handful of change.

He nearly dropped the coins onto the floor, for it was still twenty-five cents to play a game.  A single quarter.  One.  When he brought his kids to the arcade—granted, this was still five or ten years ago by this point—the minimum to play a single game was a dollar.  But several games were much more than that.

By that point, you had to purchase prepaid cards and the kids were lucky to get a handful of games before the cards had to be reloaded.  Thirty to forty bucks could be wiped away in no time.

He slipped a quarter into the machine, and the quirky, upbeat music that he grew up with and loved came back to him in a tidal wave of emotions.  Ignoring the obvious stares from other patrons in the little cafe, wondering why in the world a grown man was playing a stupid video game, he passed through levels one and two before being defeated in level three by one of the enemy pickles.

Grinning, he was nowhere near the point where he could be added to the top five list.  Should he put another quarter in and try?

As he put his hand into his pocket, fingering the coins, contemplating whether or not to play another game or head out and continue back toward home, he glanced out the window, across the darkened street, to the well-lit Stacksville Cinema.  The marquee read: GREMLINS.  Even from inside the cafe, he could see the line outside the theater went halfway along the block.

He recalled when E.T. came to the theater.  It was a year after its release—something completely unheard of nowadays, with the speed at which movies went from screen to the various streaming platforms—and on the opening night, the line was down the block, around the corner, and ended at the next corner.  It was so packed that he sat on his Dad’s shoulders, standing at the back of the theater, as all of the seats had been taken.  The theater quickly made the decision to have afternoon matinees—something that was quite common nowadays, but was a rarity in those days—so they came back at one the next afternoon and were able to find a decent seat.

Those, of course, were the days before the infamous bottle had been thrown through the screen.

Or was it?

He turned and was going to question the waitress on what happened to the theater. Instead of an aging waitress with gray hair tied up in a bun, however, it was the same waitress, also with her hair tied up in a bun, but her hair was jet black with a strand or two of gray.  She still wore thick
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