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  Chapter 1

Icrouch in a ditch just off the highway and watch the black sedan circle past for the third time. Instinct cautions me to stay invisible, to ignore the icy rain. Hiding in the brush and debris lining the road, I follow the scarlet taillights as they grow smaller in the distance. The lights flash twice before swerving out of sight. 
I have the overwhelming urge to get moving, to run. Scrambling up the bank, I glance quickly to the left and right, then sprint across the blacktop and into the trees on the other side. I pause behind a century’s-old water oak, its spidery limbs brushing the ground and swaying in the heavy wind. I realize I’m clutching a wide-brimmed hat and put it on, bending the front over my face. After pulling up the collar of my coat, I walk away from the road and toward the dark cityscape. 
My nerves are tingling, electric. The sensation of time running out is becoming tangible. I stuff my hands deep into the pockets of this unfamiliar leather coat and move with haste toward the silent buildings. Lightning crashes close enough to feel the vibration, bathing the town square for a nanosecond in silver light. Thunder echoes off the buildings. Leaning into the storm, I walk faster, my breath releasing in white clouds.
Long, icy fingers of fear tickle the nape of my neck.
“Screw it,” I mutter and start running—hard. Increasing my pace, I angle down a dark alley toward a covered loading dock illuminated by a weak security light. I splash through the rain and dodge a pair of rats the size of raccoons. The platform is a few inches higher than my belt. I take the steps two at a time and vault to the top. Rain soaks the first few feet of the dock, but I find it almost dry when I move to the rear and deep into the shadows. The tattered, faded, moldy awning offers protection from the storm.
I bend over, my hands on my knees, my breathing ragged and harsh. A five-gallon bucket offers me a place to sit. I catch my breath and relax for the first time since I don’t know when.
Reaching into an interior pocket of the coat, I pull out a crumpled pack of Camel cigarettes. But it’s not empty. I find a Zippo lighter in an adjacent pocket and thumb the wheel in a quick grinding flick. The brass torch flares to life, allowing me to stare into the cigarette pack. My body spasms, threatening to spill the contents of my stomach.
I stumble across the bucket and trip over several large garbage bags, tearing them open and spilling the contents. I glimpse a dark form as I stumble back into the driving rain. My lighter sizzles and dies.
Shaking uncontrollably, I struggle to flip the lighter’s top open. I nervously thumb the wheel once, twice, three times before the amber glow bursts from my trembling hand. Before my eyes can adjust to the sudden yellow illumination, I know that the severed finger in the pack of Camels will perfectly match the body lying at my feet.
I regain my composure and confirm the contents of my stomach will stay put. The young blonde woman appears to be in her mid-twenties. It didn’t take long for me to figure out that the severed finger didn’t cause her death. The single red and black bullet hole in the middle of her forehead accomplished that.
Thunder explodes close by and I instinctively duck.
“There he is! There’s the bastard!” shouts a voice from the mouth of the alley.
I see flashlight beams bouncing off the wall, scouring the ground, and weaving toward me. A second volley of thunder rumbles down the brickwork canyon. I duck as this thunder whines and sends sparks dancing off the bricks beside me.
My mind is foggy, but it doesn’t take long to figure out that the “bastard” they are looking for is me and that the thunder is their guns. I jump from the loading dock as the bucket beside me splinters and shoots into the air.
I obey my body’s basic instincts. When my mind screams, “Run!” and my ass takes off down the street, I don’t argue. I just keep my feet pointing in the right direction and try to maintain my balance. And that is the situation I find myself in: fleeing blindly down a debris-laden alley, rain in my eyes, and wind in my face as hot rounds of lead scream past my shoulders.
A blistering whine sends sparks showering off the wall beside me, letting me know the shooters are getting their range. If I don’t find some place to hide soon, wondering why a severed finger is in my pocket will be the least of my worries.
I exhaust the last of my adrenaline as my lungs burn hot inside my chest. The lead continues to fly as if I am in a western movie, where bad guys never run out of ammo and Colt six-shooters blaze like hand-held Gatling guns.
My coat snags on the rear bumper of a stripped-out Volkswagen Beetle, spinning me around and taking my feet out from under me. My head smacks the pavement with a blinding thud. Torrents of pain and a meteor shower of stars explode inside my skull. The second I lose my footing, a bullet rips through the rear of the Beetle. The car rings like a distorted church bell in a Stephen King novel. Rolling across the ground, I hear several shots crease the air over my head. The Volkswagen continues to chime its deadly requiem as additional rounds tear through it.
A door on the left side of the alley stands slightly ajar. I grab a fist-sized brick and throw it down the corridor as far as I can. It bounces and crashes against garbage bins one-hundred fifty feet downrange. The men aim their flashlights in the sound’s direction. With their attention elsewhere, I lunge toward the gap in the wall, through the open door, and roll into the dark building.
I grab the remains of a dilapidated filing cabinet and push it against the entrance. It falls against the closed metal door with a heart-stopping crunch, jamming it shut. The temporary barricade won’t hold forever, but it should last long enough for me to escape and put a little distance between me and my pursuers.
The room is almost pitch black; a few streaks of muted light seep through the grime-coated windows facing the alley. Keeping my back to the frames and shielding the lighter with my body, I thumb the wheel on my Zippo; it blazes forth with a burst of yellow-white light. Squinting against the fiery glare, I survey my temporary sanctuary.
It had been someone’s office years or decades ago. A collapsed desk sits in one corner of the room; one of its cracked and splintered legs lies under it. Remnants of the ceiling cover most of the desktop. I push off the crumbling plaster, searching for a weapon, even a long-forgotten letter opener, anything to protect myself with until I sort out what is going on.
The only thing I find of interest is a men’s magazine from 1992. Most of the pages are stuck together from years of sitting in the musty room, but one retains the image of a young woman lying on her back, stretched out seductively on a zebra skin rug. Her blue-eyed, rosy-cheeked face turned up toward the camera, a pouting kiss frozen for eternity on her face. She is clad in nothing but a pair of staples. Damn those staples.
It is time to move on, to find a place where I can make sense of what is happening. Besides, the Zippo is getting hot and running short on fuel. Maneuvering by the feeble light, I trip over something that rattles and rolls away. I set the lighter down and drop to all fours, scrambling around on the slick moldy carpet like a blind man playing a solitary game of Twister. My fingers brush across a heavy, cold pipe.
I nod my approval.
Gripping it hard in my hand makes me feel secure. I take a couple of practice swings; it carves the air nicely, the open-end singing like wind over an empty bottle. Until a better weapon presents itself, the pipe will have to do.
The lighter flickers and dies. It relights feebly on the fourth try, the flame only a half-inch high and sputtering.
Holding the flame at waist level, I make my way through the ruins of the office, searching for an exit door. I sidestep collapsed shelving units, piles of wire hangers, and bolts of rotted cloth. In the back corner of the room, I find a heavy metal door that leads deeper into the building. I try the knob and find it frozen shut. I push against it, trying to rock it loose. The door doesn’t so much as creak; the only exit remains the one to the alley and its pack of incredibly unfriendly men. Picking my way across the office floor, I detect movement from the corner of my eye. I spin to find a disheveled, animalistic face appearing ahead of me. The person blocks my path and moves to intercept me, no matter which way I step.
“Back your ass up, or I’ll arrange your face in a way nature never intended!” I raise the pipe.
The silent man wordlessly mocks me as I speak.
“I’m warning you!” I tense and wait for the man to respond.
Call me chicken, call me a coward, but I have had enough of being shot at, nearly electrocuted, and mocked. I am getting the hell out of Dodge.
The face rushes me as I step toward the door. I bring the pipe down in a quick, singing slash. The face explodes and drops in a shower of glass.
“What the hell?”
Darkness blooms the second I swing my makeshift club. I thumb the lighter once more, coaxing it back to life. Despite my soggy clothes, being shot at, and running for my life, I laugh. My brass friend provides just enough light to realize that I have whipped the shit out of a freestanding full-length mirror.
Picking up a shard of glass the size of a dinner plate, I stare at the image, first in disbelief, then in shock. The face in the mirror fragment is that of a stranger.
A mind-numbing realization settles over me. I recreate my day. The last thirty minutes are easy, but everything muddles and becomes confusing. My hazy memories start when I stumble—or am thrown—from a car. Before that, nothing, nada, zip. The previous hours, days, weeks, and years are all gone.
I shuck out of my coat and rifle through the pockets, avoiding the one with the severed finger. From the right front pocket, I pull out a blue Bic pen with the cap chewed up, seventeen cents in change, a small brass key, and a pack of matches from the Center Rack pool hall. That one surprises me. I don’t feel like a pool shark, so why the matches and lighter? Preparation, as in the Boy Scouts? That is one thing I am sure of. I am no Boy Scout.
All the clues to my existence lay scattered on the grimy desktop, illuminated by the failing light of the Zippo.
Knowing that my existence began a little more than half an hour ago is sobering. A stiff shot of strong liquor would help to cure that feeling.
Drawing up my courage, I force my hand back inside the coat pocket and extract the crumpled Camel cigarette pack. I dump the contents on the table. First, the finger with the bright red nail polish tumbles out, followed by a few shreds of tobacco. I reach into the pack to see if anything else is crammed inside. A small picture folded in half falls out.
When I unfold the photograph, I receive another shock. It is an image of the dead woman. She is sitting in a restaurant booth; her legs crossed, her arms folded at the waist, and her head cocked to the side. A mug of beer with the head still foaming sits at the edge of a plate of nachos. Okay, maybe not as wholesome as I thought, but definitely not deserving of having her life blasted away and dumped with the garbage.
A bolt of lightning strikes nearby. The concussion rocks the walls and causes more plaster from the ceiling to fall.
I flinch and try to get my buttocks to relax their grip on my shorts.
I fail.
The lighter blinks out and refuses to ignite.
Angry voices at the door freeze me in place. I grip the iron pipe hard enough to make my hands cramp. Someone tries the knob. When it refuses to turn, they throw themselves against it. The door shudders on its hinges but doesn’t budge. Without a visible rear exit, I will have to put my faith in the rusted-out filing cabinet and wedged-shut metal door.
The sounds outside were quiet for a moment. Then another crashing explosion rocks the door. The top bends in slightly. Two more attacks, each as vicious as the one before, cannot budge it another inch. Someone cusses rather eloquently in the alley. It is something about mothers and fornicating, but I can’t be sure. When the voices fade, I relax.
Their footsteps echo down the alley, growing fainter.
I sit heavily against the desk and let the pipe drop from my hand. It hits the damp carpet with a muffled thud. My heart skips a beat as I fear the men might hear the sound and return. When no one tries the door again, I manage a deep breath. I count to a hundred and back to zero before making another move. I need to think to sort out what is happening and how my world has turned inside out. I need a place where I’m just another face in the crowd.






  
  Chapter 2

By my best guess, it has been a couple of hours since I climbed from my personal briar patch and slipped out of town. I walk along the tree line for several miles until I come up behind the West 82 truck stop. A dozen big rigs sit idling by the pumps, having their tanks refilled as their owners’ rest in the diner, drinking coffee and swallowing caffeine pills by the handful. I stop by a coin-operated paper rack to check the date. I am in Waynesville, Alabama. A red digital clock inside the truck stop advises it is a few minutes past midnight and Sunday morning. The side door of the diner attracts my attention. There is a scattering of cars parked nearby, their operators stumbling and staggering in and out the door. A neon bar signs flickers in the tinted windows, attracting drunks like a siren’s song catches sailors. Before I get within fifty feet of the door, I smell the stale odor of beer and smoke and hear loud, scratchy country music playing on a dying jukebox. 
A farm boy with puke still trailing from his chin slides past me, clinging to the side of the door to keep his balance, his boots already shined by the contents of his gut. I do my best to avoid touching him and enter the bar. The joint is busy despite the late hour. I make my way through the rowdy crowd, careful not to make eye contact with anyone, and ease into a booth in the building’s dark recesses. Cigarette burns scar the table, and the seat is patched to within an inch of its life.
I rest with my elbows on the table, palms against my forehead, and don’t notice the waitress until she clears her voice with a rough cough. Glancing out of the corner of my eye, not wanting to turn my face, I ordered without considering what I wanted. “Bourbon, neat.” Apparently, that is my drink; it came out so naturally. The girl turns without comment and disappears into the haze of smoke and people.
Quicker than I thought possible, she returns with my bourbon, drops it to the table, and slides it across to me. Once again, I react instinctively. My hand reaches for a wallet that I suddenly realize I don’t have.
“Don’t worry about it, Jonesy. I’ve got you covered, as usual. So, I don’t wanna hear no song and dance about how you left your money at home. Just drink your damn drink and get the hell out of here,” she growls with enough ice to turn Death Valley into a skating rink. I glance at the waitress as she glares at me before disappearing into the haze.
Jonesy? My name’s Jonesy? I am still mulling it over when I discover a wad of paper hidden in my coat. My hand found something that my mind wasn’t unaware of. I pray it’s not wrapped around another digit. Unclenching my fist, I stare in awe at a rolled-up wad of cash. The flickering decorative candle on the table confirms my discovery. I cup the bills in my hand, spreading out a collection of dead presidents like a poker player trying not to show too much of his hand. Jesus! The roll comes close to four thousand dollars, most of the money in hundred-dollar bills, with a handful of twenties and smaller bills mixed in.
And blood. Most of the stash is sticky with someone’s blood. The blondes? Mine? I don’t seem to be bleeding, though anything is possible after what I have just been through. And since I hurt all over, I could be bleeding from anywhere.
The rabbit hole I have stumbled through continues to twist and turn.
I drink the bourbon in one gulp, grimacing as the whiskey burns my throat. Sitting back against the booth, I feel a full night of fatigue collapse on top of me. My eyelids droop. I catch myself in the middle of a snore and jerk upright, knowing I can’t sleep here. It’s imperative to put distance between Waynesville and me. With the cash in my pocket and the truckers outside, I have my way out of town. It doesn’t matter which way they travel as long as it puts me hours from here. Once I’m far beyond the city limits, I’ll check into a motel and sort things out.
Sliding from the table, I make my way past the waitress station and into the brightly lit lobby of the truck stop. Just as I am about to exit, I’m grabbed from behind and jerked into the women’s bathroom.
“Jonesy, are you crazy? I can’t believe you came back here,” snaps the waitress, who could freeze the sun’s surface with her frosty disposition. She shoves the door closed, locks it, turns, and glares at me with a mixture of hatred and exhaustion. Her eyes are red and glazed, her mascara smeared. She wipes her face with the back of her hand. “Carl is questioning everyone between here and Harper’s Crossing. And his piece-of-shit deputy is slinking around here somewhere.” She wipes tears from her eyes. “Christ, why’d you have to come back here? Why now?”
I don’t answer. Instead, I pull the collar of my coat higher and cover the left side of my face with my hand. I still don’t feel like a ‘Jonesy,’ but apparently, I am one.
I shrug.
“That’s just like you!” she hisses. “Get yourself in all kinds of trouble and come running back to me. What goes on in that drunken mind of yours? Oh, Sheila will take care of me!” She walks over to the sink and splashes water on her tear-streaked face and tries to tuck loose hairs behind her ears. “Is that what you want me to do, Jonesy?” she asks, glancing at me in the mirror. “Take care of you, like your mama? Want me to stroke your ego when you’re down and smooth the waters behind you when you’ve gone and really fucked up?”
At least I know her name now. 
Sheila composes herself in the mirror. She rewashes her face, reapplies her mascara and lipstick, then fixes her shoulder-length ponytail. When she finishes, she spins, grabs my wrist, and pries open my hand. “Here, you need this more than me.” She drops a small diamond ring into my hand. “Wait until Jimmy’s Pawn on Sycamore opens. Ask for Ronny; he’s an old friend of mine. Tell him I said for you to speak only to him. Tell him I said to give you full value and not to cheat you. He’ll understand. That should get you enough money to hop a bus as far as Birmingham or Tuscaloosa.” She sniffs back tears and checks her emotions. “And this time, stay away, don’t come back. I can’t keep doing this every few months.”
I feel like someone has punched me in the gut. I don’t know how to react and don’t dare speak. The best thing to do is quietly leave while I can. I nod, unlock the door, and pull it open.
Sheila kicks the door shut. “Go out through the kitchen. There’re enough trucks parked back there that you should be able to weave in and out of them without being seen. Once clear, stay in the woods until you come to the railroad tracks, then….” She waves me away. “You know the drill; you’ve done this enough times.”
Her crying trails me out the door.
Following Sheila’s directions, I cross the lot, hit the woods, and keep walking until I come upon long-abandoned tracks. Hours later, I circled the outskirts of the town and find myself in the middle of nowhere. The tracks cross Hwy 9—according to the often-shot highway sign—far enough from town that I quit jumping at shadows. I need to make one more stop, and a small convenience store is my target. The bells on the door clang off the glass, once again setting my nerves on fire. The tired, unenthused clerk doesn’t acknowledge me as I pass. I quickly duck down the first aisle, grab a small stash of chips and drinks, then pay with a bill from inside the roll, one that isn’t stained with blood. I stop at the icebox in front of the store, slide the bags of ice to one side and place the cigarette pack with the severed finger as far back as I can. It slips under a brace and out of view. I push the untouched bags of ice back over the empty camel pack and close the door.
The sun is now peeking above the horizon, coating the pines with orange and red streaks. It’s time to get moving again. I put my back to the brightening sky, stick my thumb out, and start walking West.






  
  Chapter 3

It feels like I have just closed my eyes when the trucker says, “Hey fella, will this one do?” I use my shirt sleeves to force my eyelids open, grimacing at the grit that feels like shreds of sandpaper lodged against my eyeballs. I squint into the morning light. We are closing on a rundown motor lodge sitting just off the highway. The towering, rusting motel sign leans toward the edge of the cracked asphalt and identifies the inn as the ‘Dreamland Motel.’ A sagging chain-link fence circles a rectangular concrete sidewalk, marking the resting spot of a long-abandoned pool now filled with dirt and grass. On the side, a pair of rusting step rails sink into the knee-high weeds. The building’s once vibrant pink and green day-glow paint is dull and peeling. Rust stains trail down the side of the building where neglected gutters have rusted. 
“Where are we?” I croak, still exhausted from my all-night run.
“Oh, we’s about fifty miles from where we was, a little crossroad called ‘Turners Corner’. Ain’t much here but the motel, a gas station and a so-called gen’ral store. Store’s got a short order grill and a post office. Used to be the county seat about a hundred years ago. In a few more years, probably won’t even exist, just dry slap-up and blow away like tumbleweeds in a blizzard.” The driver takes a sip from a well-traveled and battered thermos, spilling some around the corners of his mouth. He wipes away the coffee with the cuff of a sleeve.
“You should be able to catch another ride out of here fairly easy. Lots of trucker’s stop here in the evening, most of ‘em lookin’ for a little conversation before they move on.” The trucker drops a gear, moving the shifter with the ease of one who’s done it thousands of times. “It’s a nice little way station. Food’s decent, if you don’t mind a plate of grease served with more grease.” He laughs at that and pats his grease-grown belly. “And sometimes the boys can get a date for the night, if you know what I mean!” He sends me a knowing wink. I try to smile but feel it comes out as more of a grimace.
I sit up straighter, scratch the remaining crud from my eyes, and run my fingers through my hair. A stab of pain pierces my right eye. The skin above my brow, as well as the area around the side of my face, is swollen and tender. I pull a cheap vanity mirror off the visor and notice the black and purple bruise stretching from my right eye to my hairline. Once again, I am clueless about how this happened.
“Looks like your ol’ lady done caught you cattin’ around!” the driver says with another of his fat winks and a quick laugh.
My first reaction is to say something about his mother and losing his virginity, but I hold my tongue.
“Something like that,” I say as the truck engine growls in protest to the downshift.
Pointing with his thermos toward the motel, he continues. “She ain’t much, but the rooms are dry, and the beds are, mostly, clean. You can hide out here for a few days or until whatever is troubling you moves on.”
I want to say, “What makes you think I’m hiding?” then think better of it. That would open me up to more questions than I could possibly answer, questions I don’t have answers for myself. Instead, I turn my attention back to the motel. The sign is missing many of its letters, and the paint’s peeling off the trim, but the blinking neon ‘vacancy’ sign is flashing—like it ever changes—and the rate is $29.99 a day. I offer the man a twenty for his troubles. He glances at the bill and shakes his head. “Mister, I think you need that money more than I do. I’m just obliged I could help.” I shrug and stuff the bill back in my top pocket.
The trucker swings his rig off the highway, stopping it as quickly as he can, smiles, calls “see ya” out the window, and is working the gears only seconds after I jump from the cab. Less than thirty seconds later, he disappears into the hazy, early morning light, diesel smoke trailing behind him like gray contrails.
I straighten my hat, pulling it snug against my head, and start toward a weathered ‘office’ sign. Twenty-odd rooms sweep off to the left and right like cinderblock wings. I push through the door and into a dirty office with a water-stained ceiling. A vintage black-and-white TV sits at the counter’s far end, with tinfoil-wrapped rabbit’s ears sticking up behind it. And beneath the TV, a small column of smoke drifts lazily toward the water-stained ceiling. I reach the counter and ring the bell. The smoke sputters as the attendant stands up behind the desk. The man is in his late sixties and wearing a threadbare T-shirt stained with a multitude of fast-food condiments. He sets his cigarette down on the counter and wipes his nose with the back of his hand.
“Rooms are $10 an hour, $30 a day, or one and a quarter a week. Now, if you stay a week, you only get maid service on Monday and Thursday.” He coughs a ragged, hacking cough and wipes a trail of mucus from his face. “And everything’s paid in advance.” A new round of hacking staggers him. He grips the ledge with his bony hands and coughs into a grungy handkerchief. The old man steadies himself with one scrawny arm, curls the rag back in his fist, retrieves a poorly disguised liquor bottle from under the counter, takes a gulp, and returns the bottle. “And we don’t put up with no shit. You beat her up, we call the law.” Through bloodshot, yellow eyes, he looks me up and down. “And no drugs. We catch a hint of you pushing anything on the grounds, and we call the law.” He slides the registration form toward me. “Steal any of the towels, and we….”
“Call the law,” I add for him with an eat-shit grin. He glares at me again, this time wrinkling his entire face. His lip curls into a snarl, then flattens.
“And we deal in cash. No checks, no credit cards.”
I nod and complete the registration form with the first name that comes to mind—Bruton J. Smith—then place ninety bucks in front of him and wait for my key. The old codger scoops up the cash without asking for identification or questioning my signature. I figured he’d do as much. He’s seen enough illicit actions to not challenge his guests or be fazed by traces of blood on the edge of the bills.
He flings the key at me without a second thought. The clerk slaps the TV, lights another unfiltered Camel, then disappears beneath the counter. As I leave, I glance his way and see him in the convex security mirror. Sprawled on a filthy cot, wearing nothing but his T-shirt: no pants, no socks, or underwear, is the clerk. If I’d seen this when I walked in, I wouldn’t have touched the pen.
The cold, damp wind hits me square in the face when I leave the office. My room is on the far side of the East wing. Pulling my coat tight, I walk in that direction. The door to my room opens without using the key or knob being turned. It just swings wide when my hand hits it. I enter, shove the door shut, and realize the lock doesn’t function. I loop the thin chain through the cheap, useless latch and cram a chair against it.
Once the door was secure, I discovered why this room was only $30. It has a sharp undertone of body odor covered with a heavy misting of Lysol and hasn’t been aired out in weeks; the bed appears to have been slept in and remade.
I take my hat off and stuff it in the bottom of the wastebasket. Tomorrow, I’ll dump it and my clothing miles down the road. But for now, it is time to crash. And as tired as I am, I can’t convince myself to get under the covers. I strip out of my coat and shirt, leaving them scattered across the floor, and use a towel, which for some strange reason smells clean, as a cover.
Sleep tramples me into unconsciousness. I wake shivering, the towel on the floor and the door cracked open, letting in a current of frigid air.
I push the door shut, gather up my clothes, and flip on the TV. The morning weatherman predicts highs in the upper 40s for the next few days, with a gradual warming trend on Friday. The part about the next few days rattles around in my head, searching for a place to stop. Then it hits me like a slap in the face: it is Tuesday. I slept straight through Monday.
The local news report is on next. I sit on the edge of the bed, watching as the anchors play cutesy with each other before getting to the serious topics of the day. The report is out of Dothan but covers the surrounding cities and counties. Waynesville is within its broadcast area. For fifteen minutes, they talk about robberies, assaults, and problems with city services but make no mention of a murder. Could they have discussed it on Monday?
I dress quickly, wearing clothes I have worn for an unknown time. They reek as if it has been more than a few days, and I walk to the general store, where they have clothing to outfit the southern redneck.
I have several destinations on my schedule. One is for food. I am starving to the point of weakness. I have the grill fire me up a cheeseburger while I stuff a basket with every day, man-on-the-run staples: spam, crackers, beer, bread, and peanut butter. It isn’t nutritious, but I won’t starve.
Next, I make a trip down the aisle marked ‘personal care,’ scooping up deodorant, soap, a toothbrush, and razors. A quick shave would change my looks dramatically, and I’m not talking facial. If I have to hide until I figure out what in the hell is going on, my shaggy, disheveled, collar-length brown hair will have to go all the way down to the scalp.
I also need new clothes since I only have one set everything, and they are beginning to stink.
With a final thought, I stop by a news rack and scoop up several local papers. With a cheeseburger basket containing fries and slaw, I make my way to the register with my stash of food and clothing. It is time to head back to my room and thumb through the local rags. Hopefully, I’ll find some clue as to whether or not I am a murderer.
I choke down the food as fast as I can tear it apart and swallow. The beer makes me feel almost whole again. Almost, except for the black hole in my brain where my memories used to live.
I shower and dress in clean, stiff clothing. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I spread out the Monday and Tuesday editions of the Beacon County Times and methodically sift through all the stories, hoping something would jump out at me.
Nothing does.
Crumpling the papers into a gray and black basketball, I toss it into the wastebasket. The paper’s a bust, but on the bright side, I don’t find my face pasted all over the front page as a wanted person. Living in limbo is unnerving and tiring. I have a damn hard time believing a young blonde woman could be shot dead and abandoned in an alley without being noticed.
A heavy rap on the door startles me. “Yeah, who is it?” Quietly pushing out of the seat, I glance around the room, looking for escape routes. The window out of the bathroom is too small to slip through. I grab the trashcan and clench it in both hands. With some luck, I might be able to make a cartoon move and slam it on the head of whoever pushes through the door, then beat the crap out of him with my fists. Or I could get gut-shot and die right here in this dingy room. It could go either way.
“Front desk, Mr. Smith.” came the rough, hacking response through the door. He said ‘Smith,’ as if he believed it as much as I do. “Checkout’s noon. If you’re gonna be staying, I need you to come on up and pay.”
I glance through the peephole. It is the old man from the office, this time with pants on. “Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute.”
He shuffles out of sight. I grab the stack of cash from my coat and clean more blood off the bills. Grabbing my coat, I head toward the registration desk.
I have to wait as two truckers with half-naked women sign for their rooms, each registering as Mr. and Mrs. Smith.
“Must be a damn Smith family reunion,” the clerk quips out of the corner of his mouth, his cigarette dangling between clenched yellow teeth, the ash angling out across the desk.
The old man dispenses the keys, then turns to me, his eyes widening with delight. “Mr. Smith, I presume.” He stands with his hands clasped across his small fat belly like a cat savoring the torture of a mouse.
“Right,” I answer. “Room 22.” The hair on the back of my neck prickles.
“Yes, yes,” he murmurs. “Sometimes, my mind ain’t too sharp. And forgive me, but all you damn ‘Smiths’ look alike.” He winks at me—sort of. One eye was already half shut when I stepped to the counter. The other slowly closes, then opens again. I’m not sure he is conscious of its movement.
“Now, you don’t resemble ‘Horace Smith’ or ‘Johnny Smith’, the two fine gentlemen who just checked in.” He leans my way, as if studying my face in great detail. I curl my lip. Another instinctive reaction. The geezer smiles, slides along his side of the counter like a snake tracking its prey, and retrieves a sheet of paper from below. “But you bear a damn striking resemblance to this gentleman. If I were a gambling man, I’d bet his last name is also ‘Smith.’”
A chill races down the length of my spine when he spreads a slightly smudged thermal-fax paper sketch of a man wearing a wide-brimmed hat. A paragraph above the image states that the police chief in Waynesville is searching for this person in connection with the abduction of a local woman. I stare hard at the fax, at the artist’s rendering of a face, my face—a lightning flash of memory shrieks through my mind. I see a hand—whose I can’t be sure could have been mine—holding a gun, the barrel still smoking.
As quickly as the memory is upon me, it is gone, leaving me momentarily speechless. I dismiss the image as a hallucination brought on by stress, but can’t ignore the picture sitting on the counter. It looks like me. Not so much the eyes or hair, for a wide-brimmed hat covered them. But the shape of the mouth and set of the jaw are dead ringers for my own.
Tracing the image with my finger as if studying it, I shake my head and turn to the pervert. “Don’t ring any bells with me. But you’re right, if you stretch the image a bit, he does bear a passing resemblance to me.” The chill has spread to my blood.
“Uh huh, sure as hell do, don’t he? Let’s try one other thing.” With that, he retrieves a hat from under the counter. It is the same hat I threw in the trash after checking in. “If you don’t mind, how about humoring me?” His eyes narrow.
Pushing the hat to the side, I force a smile. “I’m not going to put any crazy notions in your head; I just want my room for another four nights.” I peel off another seven twenties. “There’s an extra Jackson for your time and fresh linens.”
As if forgetting the previous conversation, he scoops up the cash. “Well, that’s mighty kind of you,” he begins. “But we just entered our celebrity season. Every year about now our rates climb.”
I peel off more bills.
“Yes, sir, about now the rates take off rather steeply.”
I drop more cleaned-off twenty-dollar bills on the counter.
“With all the local media disturbing the peace of my guests, we really need to recoup some of our lost monies.” He smiles at me again, his tongue licking between missing teeth. It is a smile that contains about as much humor as a bottle of cyanide.
A sizeable chunk of my original wad of cash is now on the counter.
“You do understand, don’t you?” His face drops all pretense of a smile.
“Yes, yes, I do.” I push the cash, nearly five hundred bucks, toward him. He scoops up the money and grins.
“Now, Mr. Smith, will you be needing any additional towels?” he yells as I slam the door shut.






  
  Chapter 4

It is now Friday. I have scoured the papers and newscasts for the past few days, but have yet to find a single word—written or spoken—about the body. I find it hard to believe unless there is a cover-up. But a cover-up by whom, and why? Running the idea around in my head, I examine it from all angles as I stare out the window, watching the traffic fly by on the cracked and lonely highway. 
A black Ford speeds past, the morning sun flashing off its windshield. I follow the car until it disappears down the highway. Something gnaws at me, badgers my mind like an off-tune, lingering melody. I pace around the room, smacking my fist into my hand and growling under my breath.
What is it about the Ford that teases me so? Throwing the door open, I march to the edge of the highway and stare down at the tarmac. The gnawing tick is still pulsing but fading. 
The hell with it all. I turn back toward the warmth of my room and the television droning but take a side trip to a drink machine. I feed a handful of coins into its silver mouth-like slit, settling on an Orange Crush. Opening the can, I swallow and cough as the drink surges down the wrong pipe. I hold the can at arm’s length as if it has bitten me and find my thumb tracing the title. Back and forth, my finger slides, following the letters, my mind absently freewheeling, lost in its own world while I stand freezing on the sidewalk.
A bulb flickers faintly on and off. Christ, what is it? I drain the rest of the soda, then crush the can in my palm. I watch the metal crumple and twist, the thin shell of paint cracks as my hand mangles the container.
I toss the empty can into a garbage bin near my room, annoyed to the point of fighting anyone in sight. The wind whistles down from the sky, sending a cloud of dust and candy wrappers past me.
A cog in my brain slips into place, awarding me a rare moment of clarity. The paper! Yesterday’s Beacon Times had something in it, something that… hells bells, what is it? Something insignificant, something I glossed over before moving on to other items. I don’t even know why it has stuck with me. It’s nothing, just a blurb, a sidebar in a much larger article. I can’t remember what it’s about, but I know the answer will smack me in the face when I see it.
Sprinting into the room, fearing that this fragmented thought will disintegrate before I can make it through the door, I snatch the paper’s front section out of the trash and brush off crumbs from last night’s dinner.
I scan the first section with trembling hands, barely reading the headlines, skimming over the type with my finger. Nothing. There isn’t a damn thing in it. Pissed, I crumple it up and want to rip the paper to shreds, then pause, shaking. It’s here. I know it is! With my adrenaline spiking, I unravel the pages and flatten out the creases. The local section is void of information. Crap, it has to be here. I scan the area again, this time reading every article out loud, ignoring nothing. I even scrutinize the marriage announcements.
“To hell with it.” I fling the paper over the bed, where it flutters down to the covers. I grab a beer and flip on the TV. A golf tournament is just beginning. This time, the flash of inspiration explodes in my head. I trip as I leap from my chair, bruising my shins on the bed frame. Grabbing the sports section, I rip it in half. And spread the paper on the small, scarred desk. I scan it again like an addict trembling over a line of coke. And there it is. Just as I thought… a small blurb sandwiched between box scores from last night’s sports recap.
It is the account of a local high school football game that was rescheduled earlier in the week. No wonder I missed it. I read the story, closely digesting every word, mouthing them. “A car found burning behind the Waynesville High School stadium, along with the body inside, has just been identified. Sheriff Carl Fordham says the death is being treated as a homicide, and the investigation continues. Names are being withheld until the next of kin can be notified.”
“Treated as a homicide!” I spit out, laughing. My spirits lift. Finally, something I can sink my teeth into and I’m not gonna let go of it. No-way, no-how. I have a damn good hunch that the taillights I remember seeing after being tossed out on the street will be a very close match to those of the burned-out car.
Random thoughts surge through my brain, drowning me with ideas and directions. Dumping the wastebasket on the bed, I scatter the contents, ignoring the leaking cans and stale potato chips. I grab another section of the paper, one several days old, dry the last drips from a coke can, and smooth out the creases. Thumbing through the pages, I open it to the section on local events, then pick up the phone. I dial a number from the list of local emergency numbers beside the phone, not sure what I will say until someone answers.
“Beacon County Sheriff’s Department. How might I direct your call?”
“Information officer, please,” I say without thinking, running on instinct again. I feel like a voyeur spying on someone else’s mental processes, not knowing what the next thought or comment will be until it happens.
Muzak and infomercials on how the Beacon County Sheriff is everyone’s friend ends with the sound of a receiver being lifted. “This is Deputy Styles. Is there some way







