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Preface

Dear Reader,

Welcome to the fiction of Wodke Hawkinson. We’re glad you’re here!

As you may know, Wodke Hawkinson is the pseudonym of PJ Hawkinson and Karen Wodke. As a writing duo, we find many ways of bringing out our creative writing styles, both together and separately. For example, inspiration came when a son-in-law (you know who you are) dropped his cell phone into a pond while fishing. We took this information, and instead of creating a story together, we each came up with a different storyline and then compared them. Fishy Phone by Karen is completely different from PJ’s Horace Found a Thing. Each of us has her own twisty way of looking at things and these different ways combine to give Wodke Hawkinson the advantage of two minds instead of one. 

Another method we sometimes employ is using the same set of characters to create two completely different stories, as you will see in future volumes. We have also decided that each collection needs at least one completely silly piece. Hopefully, you will be able to tell right away which story falls into that category.

Check out our already published tomes Half Bitten by PJ Hawkinson, James Willis Makes a Million by K Wodke, and Blue, Selected Short Stories, Volume Two by Wodke Hawkinson. 

We’d also like to mention two upcoming novels Betrayed and Tangerine in addition to our new short story collection, Alone, Selected Short Stories, Volume Three, all coming your way within the year.

Reading a book is an investment of a reader’s time and attention. We appreciate you spending some of your reading time with us.

Wodke Hawkinson
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“It’s that time of year again,” Marcus Place reminded his employer, Sebastian Wesley. Sebastian stared at his assistant for a long moment, looking thoughtful.

“Sir?” Marcus prompted. “Same charities as last year?”

“No.” Sebastian rose from behind his massive desk and wandered to the window. Hands clasped behind his back, he stared out at the world. “This time I want to do something different. For one thing, I want to make this a year-round effort, not just an annual practice. And I don’t want to use the same old approach. You know, Marcus, I don’t feel like my contributions are actually making their way to the people who need them. Even a generous gift, by the time it goes past the bureaucrats, administrators, managers, and staff, and finally filters down to the needy, is reduced significantly in size. I was looking over the figures from last year. Take my gift to the Literacy for Life-skills Program, for example. We donated almost a quarter of a million to that foundation. And by the time it paid the salaries of upper level management and trickled on down, what did they actually get? Each child in several underprivileged neighborhoods got a book. That’s it. I’m disappointed.”

“But, sir, hundreds of kids got a book!” 

Sebastian turned to face Marcus and raised his eyebrows.

“A book, Marcus?” His face held a wry and dubious expression.

Marcus sighed. “I see your point, sir.”

“No, Marcus, I want to try something different this year. Something that will make an immediate and obvious impact on someone’s life. A direct impact. One we can see and measure. It will be an experiment. If it works like I hope it will, we’ll expand the program and change many lives, on an individual and ongoing basis. I’m weary of granting funds to organizations and hoping they will be used properly, hoping they will do some good, only to find out administrative and other costs have siphoned off the greater share. It frustrates me. It’s like trying to put out a house fire by spitting on it. Those kinds of gifts, Marcus, only serve to make me feel good and line a few pockets on their way to those at the bottom, those in need.”

“Trying to locate individuals in need and giving directly to them would take a great deal of time and effort.”

“That’s fine. That’s why I have you and the rest of my excellent staff.” Sebastian smiled. “Feel free to hire anyone else you need to complete the work. In fact, I give you carte blanche in this regard.”

Marcus tried to hide his surprise. Carte blanche? That’s rare. “Yes, sir.”

“I have a plan, Marcus,” Sebastian said with a mischievous wink. “Let me tell you about it.” He sat back down behind his desk and proceeded to explain his strategy. Marcus took careful notes. When they were finished, Marcus stood to leave, but paused at the door and turned to face his employer. “Time frame, sir? How soon do you want this accomplished?”

“Try to get back to me with the information in a month. Hire an investigator or several if you have to. Do what you need to do, but we’ll discuss it again in four weeks.” Sebastian chose a date and wrote it on his desk calendar.

“Very good, sir,” Marcus said before closing the door behind him.

One month later, Marcus sat across the desk from Sebastian with the requested information. He opened his file and took out his pen.

“What have you got for me?” Sebastian asked, eyes gleaming with suppressed excitement.

“Five candidates, Mr. Wesley.”

“And where did you find them?” Sebastian asked.

“We staked out a thrift shop, sir.”

“Good idea.” Sebastian rubbed his chin. “And you made sure they each found some money on the ground?”

“Yes, sir. We were successful in every case.”

“Wonderful! Tell me about each one.” Sebastian was like a child about to open a brightly wrapped present. 

“First there is Pete Clark. Machinist by day. Part-time inventor nights and weekends. Works in his home garage on a battery-powered car covered in small solar panels. He’s using conventional batteries and a plan that is essentially flawed.” 

“Does he have a chance?” 

“Not even a remote one. The engineers I consulted said the basic idea was good, but the approach is wrong and the battery technology he needs is unavailable. You know, those battery patents have been tied up for years and they’re not going anywhere. Not in our lifetime. He won’t be able to make this invention work well enough to ever produce a viable vehicle. He’s just spinning his wheels, sir; pardon the pun. Of course, he doesn’t know it. Spends almost every waking hour outside of work on his project even to the point of neglecting his family. His wife is having an affair, but he doesn’t know that yet either. His two sons are having trouble in school, and his parents are on the verge of losing their home. Lost almost everything in the financial meltdown. His occasional blog posts reveal he is pinning all his hopes on this invention, believing it will be the answer to everything. He not only thinks he will get rich from it, but he believes he can save the planet from fossil fuels and oil dependency. He dreams of being a hero, solving all his family problems just as soon as his idea takes off. In the meantime, his family appears to be falling apart. It’s really rather sad, Mr. Wesley.”

“That it is,” Sebastian agreed. “And what did he do with the ‘found money’?”

“Well, he seemed mostly distracted by it at first. Then he stuffed it in his wallet. Later, he bought some wires and other paraphernalia for his project.”

Sebastian absorbed the information. “He’s not going to be our candidate, but I’d like to do something for him. He sounds like an industrious, if misguided, individual. See if we have an opening at one of my companies that would suit his skills. Something part-time that pays well, so he’ll have the freedom to work on his ideas. Oh, and give him a nudge in the right direction on his inventions, guide him toward something that might actually work.”

“How will I do that, sir?” Marcus was incredulous.

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” Sebastian leaned back in his chair and smiled. “You’re a smart man; that’s why I hired you. Alright, then, who’s next?”

“Next we have Shakira Jones. Single mother of two. Works in a book bindery at minimum wage. Horrible job. She’s barely making ends meet. Has Medicaid for her kids, but doesn’t take other assistance, although she would certainly qualify as one of her children has a chronic health problem and Ms. Jones’s share of the medical bills is substantial. Her home is very poor, but quite clean.”

“How do you know that?” Sebastian interrupted.

“I posed as a Jehovah’s Witness,” Marcus said proudly. “She invited me in.”

“That surprises me. How in the world did you pull that off? Do you know something about the religion?”

“No, but it wasn’t necessary. She was polite, but told me she had her own beliefs and wasn’t interested. She did offer me a glass of water and I drank it in her kitchen.”

“I see. Well, continue please.”

“Ms. Jones is divorced, gets no child support. Her expenses consume her income every month. At this rate, she will only be able to sustain her current situation for another six months. After that, her growing expenses will exceed her income and she will be forced to either take a second job or find a cheaper place to live. Although, I don’t know how she will go much cheaper unless she moves into a shack.”

“And her habits?”

“She goes out almost every weekend.”

“Leaves her kids alone?” Sebastian frowned.

“No, she gets a babysitter. One Delores Banks, usually. A retired laundress. Other times a teenaged neighbor girl.”

“She is that strapped for cash, yet she has the money to go out drinking?” 

“Ahem.” Marcus cleared his throat. “She’s an attractive woman, sir. Rarely has to buy her own drinks. But, she does manage to find money to pay the sitter. She occasionally goes home with one man or another for a few hours. Doesn’t appear to have anyone steady.”

“I see. And what did she do with the ‘found money’?”

“First she looked around to see if she could spot the person who dropped it. Seeing no one, she whooped for joy. But just once, sir. She didn’t carry on. Then she went directly to the electric company and paid her bill. The rest she used for groceries.”

“Hmmm, well, she’s a possibility. I can’t begrudge her having a bit of leisure on the weekends, if she has her children well taken care of while she’s doing it. At least she’s not bringing strange men into her home. So, who’s next?” Sebastian was enjoying this immensely.

“Homer Sykes, blues guitarist. Lives with different relatives at different times. Plays weekends wherever his trio can get booked, usually at the Blue Moon which is a small club on the west side. Drives a beat-up old van. Natty dresser, but oddly stylish. He’s an unusual man, sir. Hauls his guitar with him almost everywhere, like he can’t stand to have it out of his sight for more than a minute.”

“He any good?”

“Quite good, actually. Just never got discovered. Wanted to record his own songs, but could never scrape up the money. The other two band members,” Marcus paused and looked down at his notes, “Bosco ‘Stingray’ Blevins and Junior ‘Badtone’ Walker are in about the same boat. None of the three has a day job and none has a home of his own. They’re like gypsies, camping out on couches of friends or sleeping in their cars.”

“Do you think he could make it if the right agent happened to hear him?” Sebastian rummaged in his desk drawer for his address book. However, he abandoned his search as Marcus continued.

“I don’t know, sir. There’s not much demand for blues musicians nowadays. It’s old school. And he’s an aging musician on top of it all.”

“What about his family? Does he have children?”

“He has seven children by four different mothers. He sends them a little child support when he can, which might be one reason why he can’t get a home of his own. Plus there’s the other matter. The ‘found money’.”

“Yes, what did he do with that?” Sebastian leaned forward.

“He grabbed it quickly and stuffed it in his pocket. Then he went to a convenience store and purchased a couple of quarts of beer and several lottery tickets. After that, he procured a bag of what appeared to be marijuana from a man outside a pawn shop and proceeded to the city park on Clover Avenue. He made several cell phone calls. Shortly afterward, his band mates and some other men joined him in the park and he shared his marijuana with them. They pulled out their instruments and played music for a couple of hours. It was quite enjoyable actually. Some people on their lunch breaks from work gathered around and somebody passed a hat. I don’t know how much money the band collected, but late in the afternoon, they all piled into Mr. Sykes’s van and went bar hopping.” 

Sebastian was disillusioned. He rubbed his eyes and sighed. “He’s not going to work for our purposes. But I’d like to see him get some better jobs. Why don’t you get him an audition down at the Jazz Emporium? If he plays there, other offers will come. But, that’s the most I’m willing to do for him. Oh, and see to it that each of his children has a college fund. Maybe we can give them a leg up in life, if nothing else. Make it anonymous.”

“Will do,” Marcus responded. He made a note in the file, and then extracted another sheet of paper. “Now we are up to Blaze P. Gryphon. Usher at the Downtown Cinema. Master gamer, or so his friends say. A solid regular in the online gaming community.”

“Blaze? Nickname?” Sebastian was amused.

“No, sir. It’s his real name. Actually, short for Blazorion. I don’t know why his mother saddled him with that, but shortening it to Blaze makes it rather trendy and hip. Don’t you think?”

“I suppose. I’m not a very good judge of ‘hip’.”

“Anyway, he’s in his early twenties, lives in his mother’s basement, and has no car. Rides his bicycle everywhere he goes, which isn’t much of anywhere. He lives to game. His job is just for walking around cash. His parents are frustrated with him, according to gossip, but can’t seem to motivate him toward greater goals. He works, he eats, and he plays games. That seems to be the extent of his existence.” Marcus shrugged. 

“Is there anything productive that could come of his obsession?”

“Maybe if he designed games, but he doesn’t. He just plays them. All gamers dream of getting a job testing new games, but few can actually do it. Don’t you want to know what he did with the ‘found money’?”

Sebastian made a dismissive gesture, and Marcus put the information on Blaze into the reject pile. “Okay, moving on,” he said, “our next candidate is Sophia Martinez. Homemaker, mother of five. Married to a contractor who has his own business. They’re not destitute, but they struggle. She home-schools her children. Writes a monthly newsletter for other home-schoolers. Seems to have a fairly solid home life. Is at odds with her parents for marrying outside her race.”

Sebastian’s eyebrows shot up. “What race is that?”

“She comes from a Jewish family, sir. They’ve disowned her. Not only did she marry a man of whom they don’t approve, she also converted to Catholicism. From what I’ve gleaned reading her online journal, it’s quite painful for her.”

“Hmm. Yes, those types of situations usually are. Any chance of reconciliation?”

“Maybe someday. Her parents do see their grandchildren, but visitation is arranged through a third party. Interestingly enough, Sophia is set to inherit a great deal of money. Apparently, her grandmother doesn’t hold any animosity toward her, and the lady is in frail health.”

“How do you know this?” Sebastian was curious.

“I have a connection in the law office that handles her grandmother’s affairs.”

“You never cease to amaze me, Marcus. Well, it sounds like Mrs. Martinez doesn’t really need our assistance. Or at least, she won’t before long. That sounds ghoulish, I know, but it’s reality.” As an afterthought, “Oh, what about the ‘found money’?”

“She picked it up and went right back into the thrift shop. Spent it on clothes for her kids.” 

“Good. So, who’s next on our list?”

Marcus reached for the next profile. “Last, we have Verna Cherry. Retired from the Maple Hills Country Club ten years ago.”

“She was a cook? A waitress?”

“Waitress; but I think the politically correct term is ‘server’ these days, sir.”

“No matter.” Sebastian rolled his eyes. “Hard work, though, whatever you call it.”

“True. She owns a modest home, paid off. Very few bills, small retirement pension. She’s frugal. Lives alone. Has a big garden. Some serious health problems. She lost her only son a couple of years ago; suicide. She’s the one who found the body. The shock of it threw her heart out of rhythm and she had to be hospitalized. She hasn’t been the same since. Although her heart condition eventually stabilized, her grief, of course, continues.”

“What was wrong with her son? Why did he do it?”

“He was an educated man, had a master’s degree in business. But he lost his job and started on a downward spiral. Fell into a deep depression and couldn’t crawl out.”

Sebastian made a sympathetic sound and shook his head. “Did the son have a family?”

“Yes, but Mrs. Cherry is estranged from them. He had two college-aged children and a wife.”

“It would seem to me that she needs family now, more than ever. Why are they estranged?” Sebastian looked puzzled.

“According to sources in her church, she blames the wife and kids for her son’s death. When he got sick, his wife discouraged him from going to a psychiatrist, shamed him out of it. And his children made fun of him. Mrs. Cherry believes her son would be alive today if his family had been more loving and supportive of him.”

“And the ‘found money’?”

“She left it lying on the ground.”

“Are you sure she saw it?” Sebastian was surprised.

“Yes, she saw it. She nudged it with the toe of her shoe, started to pick it up, and seemed to change her mind. She just walked away from it.”

“I see.” Sebastian looked down at his desk for a moment, lost in thought. “What does this woman need?”

“She needs her son back,” Marcus said simply.

“Well, Marcus, money can’t solve that.”

“No, sir, it cannot. But that is just the fact of the matter.”

“She likes to garden...” Sebastian murmured to himself. He leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling for a long moment. “See to it that she has an abundance of plants from the greenhouse. The finest you can locate. Do some checking; find out what she likes. Flowers, vegetables, fruit trees, whatever.”

“How will I explain that, sir?”

“Tell her she won a random sweepstakes. Make something up; I don’t know. You handle it. Keep my name out of it, but also make sure she has whatever tools and implements she needs to make the job easier. She’s worked hard enough in her life. Maybe she’ll find some peace working in her garden. I’ve heard it can be very soothing to the spirit.” 

“Yes, sir.” Marcus gathered his papers and placed them back in the file. “And?”

“And I think we know who the candidate is for this round, don’t we?”

“Shakira Jones.” Marcus stood.

“Yes, Ms. Jones is the one. You know what to do. Get the funds to her ASAP and report back to me when it’s accomplished. Stress to the woman that this donation is and must remain anonymous. Try not to scare her. It’s not routine for someone to approach you out of the blue and offer you half a million dollars.” Sebastian chuckled.

“I will be making first contact with her through our legal team,” Marcus advised. “That way she won’t feel threatened or worry that some crazed stalker is after her.”

“Crazed stalker, eh? You have a way with words,” Sebastian remarked dryly. He stood, signaling the meeting was over. “Let’s give her six months after she receives the money and see what she does. Don’t tell me a thing before that time, not one thing. I want to be surprised. In the meantime, you can get the team started on finding our next group of candidates.”

He walked Marcus to the door. 

Six months later, Marcus sat grinning before his boss’s desk. Sebastian rubbed his hands together in anticipatory delight.

“Today’s the day, eh? Looks like the news is good, if your smile is any indication,” he said.

“It is.” Marcus opened the file. “Ms. Jones took possession of the funds a week after we spoke, and quit her job the next day.”

“Good, good.”

“She bought an old rundown Victorian and fixed it up beautifully. She and her children live there now.”

“Excellent.” Sebastian leaned forward to hear more.

“She opened a retirement account for herself and college accounts for each of her children.”

“It just keeps getting better!” Sebastian glowed.

“She bought another old house and fixed it up. She sold that one for a tidy profit.”

“All in less than six months! I’m impressed.” Sebastian was beaming by now.

“She apparently discovered a love for refurbishing old houses while working on the home she now lives in. She then bought two more properties, hired some contractors, and fixed those up as well. She has rented those out to a couple of professional families and now has a steady monthly income from that, in addition to her savings. In eight years, she will recoup her initial investment.”

“Ah, very good.” Sebastian practically purred. “What about the going out to bars? Picking up men?”

“No. Other than one time with a group of friends to celebrate the sale of her first house, she appears to have been too busy with her plans to socialize much.”

“I don’t think so, Marcus. It’s not just being busy that does it. It’s having a positive purpose and a reachable goal. It’s taking away the stress of slaving at a low-paying job and sinking in debt no matter how hard she worked. That’s what has changed. She simply doesn’t need the distraction from her life anymore because now she feels in control of her own destiny. I think she’s on track now.”

“I agree. You should have been a psychologist, sir.”

“Now you’re just buttering me up.” Sebastian laughed. “Cut it out.”

Marcus laughed along with his boss, happy with the way things had turned out. They both entertained their private thoughts for a moment. 

“So, I chose the right one,” Sebastian concluded.

“It appears you did.” 

Sebastian sighed with pleasure. “You know what, Marcus? This is actually fun. I’m glad I decided to try it. Now, do you have some more potential candidates for me to consider?”

“I do, sir.”

Marcus reached for the other file and took out his pen.
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I started working on my family genealogy during college. This proved to be a much more difficult task then I had anticipated. Since graduation, six years ago, I’ve managed to find only a small handful of relatives, and through these contacts, I’ve begun to piece together my family tree. One thing I like to do is visit the graves of past relatives as I find them; try to get a feeling, or vibe, from being close to their last resting place. Of course, sometimes the branches of my tree spread overseas and I can’t afford to make the trip; but in this case, the graves I had learned about were within driving distance and I was on my way for a visit.

I couldn’t find Deer Lodge on modern maps but I did find it on some old maps at the library. The nearest town to Deer Lodge was the one I had just rolled into, Grelor, after putting several hundred miles behind me on my trip to visit my unknown ancestors. It was mid-afternoon on a bright fall Sunday and I was feeling sleepy as I pulled into the one horse town, weary from the drive and hungry to boot. I pulled my black and white Mini-Coup into a space in front of Bertie’s Diner; specializing in hometown cookin’, or so the sign said. Another sign said ‘Open’. My car was the only one in sight as far as I could see.

Climbing from the vehicle, I stretched my six-foot frame, working out the kinks of the drive. I noticed Main Street was short, about three blocks long. It looked dead and I figured most of the shops were closed, but I decided to withhold an opinion until after eating some chow.

Ding! The bell on the door announced my arrival in the deserted diner. I stood still, letting my eyes adjust to the dim lighting, and looked for signs of life. Formica topped tables sat scattered around the center of the room and along the east-facing window; while booths lined the north wall. Vinyl covered the chairs at each table. Swivel seats ran the length of a counter. The walls were adorned with Saturday Evening Post reprints. From behind a swinging door a voice called, “Be right with ya.”

I waited. In a couple of minutes, a plump, gray-haired woman appeared from the doors. Whap, they sounded behind her as they swung closed. Her faded green eyes found me. She assessed me as she moved closer. I guess what she saw didn’t worry her ‘cause she smiled and said, “Come on in and have a seat. We don’t stand on formalities here. You want a menu?”

Walking to a booth, I tucked my tall frame into the seat and slid my boot clad legs below the table. I slid off a light jacket, revealing a pale colored polo shirt and said, “Please. And coffee if you have any.”

“Oh, we got plenty of coffee. Good stuff too, none of that diluted swill ya get in some places.” She set the menu in front of me, walked behind the counter, and returned with a pot of coffee. Without further ado, she poured the black fluid into a cup that had a chip in the handle.

The menu was one laminated page, dog-eared, with writing on both sides. I chose the meatloaf dinner and took a sip of my coffee. She was right, it was good.

As I waited for my food I looked at the copy of the map I had made at the library. It appeared as if Deer Lodge sat right above this town, up on the hill. The woman brought my food, topped off my coffee, and disappeared back through the swinging doors without uttering a word.

I enjoyed the meal. I don’t often get home cooked food and this definitely fit the bill. I didn’t leave much on my plate for the dishwasher to clean, swiping the last bits of gravy up with the dinner roll. I tossed three dollars on the table and moved to the cash register to pay. A young girl of about eleven or twelve came out and took my money. She smiled but said nothing. I figured I’d stretch my legs and see if I could find someone to tell me how to get up to Deer Lodge. 

Taking a stroll down Main Street, I noticed that most of the shops on the road were boarded up. This town, like many of its size, appeared to be slowly dying. I wandered on down the sidewalk, peeking in shop windows. The five-and-dime had a hodge-podge display. In the center of books, toys, and shoes, sat a package of plastic bubbles. I remembered poking a hole in the top of a similar tube and squirting out a wad of goop that I’d arrange on the end of a little plastic stick. After getting it just so, I’d start to blow, a little hard to begin with, and then as the glob started to expand, slower. Eventually I’d have a big ball on the end of the stick. I’d pinch it off, feel for leaks, sealing any I found. I’d play with that silly ball, batting it from hand to hand until it popped, and then I’d blow a new one and start all over. I sighed, wishing the store was open. I hadn’t had plastic bubbles since I was a kid.

Ferguson’s Drug Emporium had an assortment of old drug packages displayed nicely around an ancient machine. I looked that contraption over but finally gave up; I couldn’t begin to understand what its use had ever been. Bill’s Barber shop had old shaving mugs and brushes. I figured both window displays were probably worth some money; but to me they were just interesting to look at, which I did for a while.

Peeking through the dusty windows of an unnamed store front, I found an amazing array of antique cars. I wasn’t positive, but I thought that I could make out a 1931 Ford Woody peeking out from behind a 1938 Chevrolet Coupe. I nearly drooled. I’d have loved to get in there and poke around those beauties. Sighing, I turned away.

Moving on down the sidewalk, I met an old man who was sitting on a bench near the side of the road. His gray hair was sparse and his chin had a covering of stubble, exactly the opposite of my long brown hair and clean shaven chin. He was wearing a pair of khakis and a plaid flannel shirt, and looked extremely comfortable. His loafer-covered feet were stretched out in front of him. We gave each other a nod, and he motioned for me to sit. Silence continued for a moment, and then the old man spoke. “Where ya headin’?” he asked, as if he were certain Grelor wasn’t my final destination.

Nodding across the road, I said, “I’m looking for Deer Lodge. According to my map, it’s up that hill somewhere.”

“Deer Lodge,” he said in a quiet voice. “Now what would you want with that ole town? It’s a ghost town, you know.”

“Actually, I didn’t know. I figured it was just a little bump in the road since it didn’t show on the newer maps, but I didn’t know it was completely dead.”

“Yep! It’s dead alright. Ain’t no one lived up there in at least fifty years. Town just up and died when the hills ran out of ore.”

“Seems to be the way of things,” I said. “People often tend to want what the land has to give but they don’t want to give anything back.”

He looked at me through washed out blue eyes, squinting past cataracts into my deep brown eyes. “What’s a smart young man like you want with that dead old town?” he repeated his earlier question.

“I’m growing my family tree,” I told him. “Some of the seeds that have fallen from it are up there in the graveyard. I just want to take a look, write down the names, that sort of thing.”

The old man chuckled at my analogy. “I like that. Seeds fallen from the tree.” He chuckled again and then veered off. “You know, sometimes a light will shine up there.” He gestured up the hill. “But, I ain’t seen any lights for at least a year. Probably due for some anytime now.” He shook his head knowingly.

I pointed up hill, across the road. “Up there? Deer Lodge?”

“Yup, Deer Lodge is near the top where it sits, dead of life.”

“You say no lights have been seen for awhile? Why would there be lights if the town is dead? Who would be up there?” 

Whispering now, he said, “Oh, there ain’t no one alive up there. And the lights never shine unless disaster is coming. They shine from the empty shells of lifeless eyes, lit by the fire of the town’s former lives. When the lights go out, you can bet your last dollar that someone down here has died.”

I shuddered in spite of myself. Ghost stories, I thought. “I sure hope they don’t shine while I’m up there.” I laughed to show I thought he was pulling my leg. “Can you tell me how to get there?”

A few minutes passed in silence and I thought he wasn’t going to answer. At last, I stood to go, thinking what an odd guy to sit here muttering such tales. And now, he wasn’t even going to tell me the way up hill. I’d have to find someone else to ask. 

I’d taken a couple of steps when the old man’s voice, barely audible, came once more. “Go on up, young lad. It’s been dark for awhile; I reckon it’ll be safe to visit. Just be sure to leave before night comes calling; you don’t want to be caught up there after dark.” He paused and then continued, “Take the first right out of town, it’ll take you right up the hill.” He considered a moment. “You’re right about one thing though, the place ain’t on maps; there ain’t no roads drawn to the town that’s lived in by nothing but ghosts.” 

“I’ll be careful,” I said. “And I’ll be gone before dark. I just want to see those graves. Meet my ancestors.”

He nodded and gave a small yawn; his head tipped forward and his chin rested upon his chest. His soft snoring seemed to give me permission to go.

Driving from town, I found the road up the hill, but only after I’d passed it and come back for another look. I turned on the tree shrouded track. Although it was still early, the overhanging trees lent the twilight of night: towering elms and maple trees intertwined with oaks, catalpa, pines, and a variety of other trees. Two faint ruts, overgrown by weeds, led to a township not often seen anymore.

I passed out from under the trees, surprised to see the sun still shining after the dimness through which I had just traveled. Moving on down the trail, I topped a rise. There, spread out in front of me, was my destination.

‘Deer Lodge’, the bullet pocked sign proclaimed as I passed onto the town’s main street. I drove carefully, avoiding pot holes that were more prevalent than the pavement that once covered the road. Out of habit, I pulled the car over to the side of the road and climbed out in front an old store. The windows were busted out but a sign still hung above the door; ‘Graham’s Mercantile’, the words proclaimed in
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