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​CHAPTER I
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This is his space. HIS. No one can see him here and he doesn’t have to see anyone. This is his world and he wishes that he could stay in it forever.

He carefully adjusts his ragged black gloves. He has cut the fingers out of the gloves so that he can work better with them on. He glances down at his scarred fingers. They resemble melted pink candle wax lined with ugly red welts. He hates looking at them, but they’re the only thing he can’t cover. He tried working with the gloves but he couldn’t hold onto anything. That’s why he had to cut the fingers out of them. He wiggles the fingers slowly. At least they don’t hurt anymore.

He slowly walks to the workbench against the wall of the tiny shack. It’s small, but it’s his. He gazes around the cramped room and admires his handiwork. It may not be much, but he has placed everything exactly where it should be. His magazines are in a milk crate under the shelf. They are in alphabetical order: Car & Driver, Cycle Scene, Super Chevy, he has read every one and he has learned a lot. There are some other magazines at the bottom of the stack too, but those are private.

He loves motors. He can fix anything with a motor, better than anyone in the world. He has no doubt of this. He smiles as he surveys his surroundings. He knows this place as well as he knows his own body. He likes this place better. Carefully folded in a neat pile on the shelf is a stack of red mechanics rags. He pulls one of the red rags off of the shelf and walks back over to the middle of the room. This is where his most prized possession sits proudly. He can’t help but smile. He feels the pride rise up in him. 

Maybe someday he can share this with someone, but he knows they wouldn’t understand. They never understand anything! Ever! His frown comes back and he wipes his gloved hand under his nose. Looking at the object in the center of the room with the single overhead light focused on it brings back his smile.

A moped. HIS moped. His! It is hand-painted flat black. He found the paint can that somebody had thrown away and it was still half full. People are wasteful. They throw away so many useful things. That’s where all his magazines had come from. People had thrown them away! They didn’t know the treasures of the words and pictures inside. They threw food away. The food that they wasted kept him alive. As if they cared. People were hateful and ugly. Ugly on the inside. He hated most of them almost as much as he hated himself. The only thing he truly loves is his moped. It is his only friend. When he is working on it or riding it, it is the only time he feels truly alive. It’s the only time that he can forget his ugly hands, his ugly face, and the ugly world.

He had just found a couple of “I Love My Hooker Headers” decals in an empty box behind a place called Bill’s Garage at the edge of town. Bill was ok. He was one of the few nice ones. He let him rummage through the parts and junk behind the building. Bill had once said, “If it’s back there, I don’t need it. Help yourself.” So he had. Bill, he thinks a minute, he guesses it was Bill, they never actually had a conversation. Anyway, the man he has come to think of as Bill, usually gives him a nod or a wave and sometimes a “Howdy” when he sees him at the back of the shop. He usually nods or gives a little wave back. Yeah, Bill was ok, but he had never seen him up close either. On second thought, Bill is probably just as bad as the rest of them.

He finishes his polishing and carefully applies the Hooker decals to each side of the seat base, careful not to overlap the other stickers he already has on there. Hooker. That’s funny. He knows what a hooker is. He’s not sure what they have to do with headers. Maybe that’s what they do in the daytime. A little smile plays on his face. He steps back and admires his handiwork. He feels a sense of satisfaction. It looks nice. He loves his moped and he loves when he can do something to make it look or run even better.  Yes. The decals are a nice touch. And besides, they say “Hooker.” He giggles slightly to himself. That is a funny word and it has a dirty meaning. He folds the rag carefully and puts it beside the rag pile. It isn’t dirty, just a little dusty, so he can use it again after his ride.

He steps his left foot onto the moped and knocks the kickstand back with his right heel. He pushes backwards with his foot and the bike glides slowly down the wooden ramp of his shack. Once he is outside on the level ground, he puts the kickstand in place and dismounts to close the barn style doors. He takes a couple of steps back and admires the outside of his shack. It might not look like much to most people, but it is home. His home, and he doesn’t care what they think. What do they know anyway? 

He puts on his red ski style jacket, pulls the blue wool cap out of his pocket, and places it on his head. Then, he takes care to adjust his gloves again. He climbs back on the moped and turns the key. It immediately roars to life. Well, maybe purring is a more accurate term, but still, it was a smooth start and proof that he has done a good job on the tune up. He pulls on his safety goggles and kicks the stand up out of the way. He twists the throttle on the handle and away he goes, the single red tail light slowly disappearing into the darkness along with the soft whir.
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CHAPTER 2
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12 Years Ago

“Damn it, Denise, please hurry up!” Daniel Grayson said while looking in the mirror and fussing with his tie. “You know how important this meeting is!”

“Yes, dear,” said Denise, as she rounded the corner into their bedroom, putting in an earring. “We have plenty of time Danny, calm down.”

Daniel stepped back and admired his wife. She was still absolutely gorgeous. They had met at the University. They had dated all through college and gotten married soon after graduation. Even after 15 years and the birth of their son, Denise could still take his breath away. The red dress fit just right and highlighted her curves as well as the dark curls that hung loosely at her shoulders. 

“Do I look alright?” she asked.

“Amazing as always,” replied Daniel, kissing her cheek. “Now can you help me get this damned tie straight?”

She walked over and expertly adjusted the tie. “There.” She always had the perfect touch. “You ain’t so bad yourself, Mr. Grayson,” she smiled, and she meant it. Daniel was making his late 30s look good. His dark hair was showing just a hint of gray at the temples, which he hated, but she liked, and he kept himself in great shape, thanks to a two-mile run every morning. His beard was neatly trimmed and he always dressed to the nines.

“Come on, DJ, we’re leaving!” Denise called as they made their way out the door.

“Do I have to?” complained 10-year-old DJ, not bothering to even look up from his video game. DJ was always slaying dragons, or fighting space aliens, or whatever new adventure game the kids were talking their parents into shelling out money for this week.

“Yes. You have to. And you can’t wear that!” Daniel exclaimed, noticing DJ’s T-shirt, shorts and dirty sneakers for the first time. “This is a formal dinner!”

“He’ll be alright, Daniel,” Denise chimed in. “He’s just a little boy.”

“If you say so,” said Daniel skeptically, “but it wouldn’t have hurt him to put on a pair of long pants, at least to cover the band-aids on his knees. I don’t want people thinking we beat him.” DJ, like most preteens, was always skinning his knees or his elbows. Sometimes even his forehead.

DJ shut off the TV reluctantly and grabbed his old Gameboy. He let out a long sigh. It was old tech, but it would have to do. He followed his parents to his dad’s brand new, navy blue BMW and climbed in the backseat without ever looking up.

They backed slowly down their long winding driveway as Daniel began to recall the day’s events. Denise loved the way her husband became so animated when he talked about his job. He had worked so hard and the fruits of his labor were really beginning to show.

“So then, Mr. Briggs says,” Daniel intoned, switching to a deep, stuffy voice, “I can see your potential boy. I’ve been keeping my eye on you,” he said, squinting and shaking his finger while channeling his boss, “Another few months and you could be a full partner.”

“Honey, I am so proud of you. I knew you could do it,” Denise said, pulling her knees up and turning sideways to admire him.

“Well, I haven’t gotten it yet,” he pouted.

“But you will. I know you will. Everything is finally falling into place. You deserve it. I knew you were going to be somebody, in spite of what my mother said,” she teased with a soft laugh.

“Speaking of, how is the old bat? Not dead yet?”

“Daniel!” Denise exclaimed, slapping his arm.

“Oh you know I’m joking, and besides, what good is a man’s success if it doesn’t piss off his mother-in-law?” Daniel said as he slowly slid his hand up his wife’s long leg and under her dress.

“Daniel!” she said again, glancing back at DJ who was sitting in the middle of the backseat. Not that it mattered. DJ may as well have been back home on the sofa for all the attention he was paying. Daniel let his hand slide up a little further.

She slapped at him playfully again, “you know better!”

“Better than what?” Daniel teased, leaning over to kiss her neck as she playfully pushed him away. She gave in, looking him in the eyes as she said, “I love you, our lives couldn’t be any more perfect...LOOK OUT!” She screamed and pointed straight ahead, causing Daniel to jerk his attention, as well as the steering wheel, and slam on the brakes. The tires caught traction and the car started skidding to the right. He jerked back on the wheel to correct, too hard this time. The world went sideways as the car began its rollover. Daniel caught a quarter second glimpse of a single headlight directly in front of the windshield and then black. Just black.  

Sirens and flashing lights filled the night. The smell of oil, gasoline, and something much worse filled the air.

The boy tried to raise his head but it hurt really bad and it felt as if his face was on fire. He lifted his head up just a few inches and a haze formed in front of his face. He heard voices, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He saw a pair of black boots through the cloud of haze. It felt almost like being underwater. Behind the boots, he saw an upside-down car and the remains of a moped lying in the street. He noticed that the rear tire of the moped was still spinning. He tried to smile, as it reminded him of a merry-go-round. The smile hurt too much, so he gave up and fell back into unconsciousness.
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CHAPTER 3
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5 Years Later

He can’t see!  That is the first thing he realizes as he wakes from what seems like forever, or was it yesterday? His mind is groggy, like it can’t keep up with what he’s trying to think. He tries to lift his hands to his face, but they won’t move. He can’t see and he can’t move! “My God! What is going on?!” rushes through his head as he tries to speak, but all he hears are grunts and groaning sounds. At least he’s not deaf. He tries to speak again, and the grunt and low groans finally become long wails, giving a voice to the torture going on inside him. 

The Present

He can’t believe she is fretting over him this way. Acting like she cares. He knows she’s only doing it because she’s getting paid. He can see right through her fake smile.

“Gotta keep you warm,” says the pretty blond nurse as she pulls the stocking cap down on his head and over his face. What was her name again? His memory is still patchy, even after years of rehab and therapy. Bridgette. Bridgette Sullivan. Yes, that’s it. Sure, she wants to keep him warm. She wants to hide his ugly face from the world. Who does she think she’s fooling? She pushes his wheelchair through the automatic glass doors, where a taxi cab is waiting by the curb.

“You’re sure you have somewhere to go?” she asks.

He snuffles and grunts vigorously. Talking still hurts. He pushes himself up out of the wheelchair and walks to the taxi. He has a noticeable limp and lilts slightly to the left, but at least he can walk again.

Nurse Sullivan has a worried look on her face as she forces a little smile and waves goodbye to her patient of 12 long years. In all that time not one visitor. She had gotten attached to him, as she tended to with all her patients, and is going to miss him, but not his attitude. She is worried about his ability to make it in the world alone. However, she has done what she can do and has other patients to attend to. She shakes her head and slowly turns and goes back to work.

He looks around the interior of the cab and inhales the scents of cigarette smoke and old sweat. These odors assault his senses after only inhaling the squeaky-clean antiseptic smells of the hospital for so long, but he welcomes them. It is just another reminder that he is free. And alive, for what that’s worth, which right this minute isn’t much. He takes in the cabbie, dressed in the stupidest looking flowered Hawaiian shirt he has ever seen. The guy appears to be in his late 40’s and looks world weary. There is a plastic hula girl glued to the dash of the cab and a set of rosary beads hanging from the rear-view mirror.

The cabbie glances at him in the mirror. “You gonna shut that door? Meter’s running.”

No. He is not going to shut the door. Despite what he told the pretty nurse, (What was her name again?) he doesn’t have anywhere to go, and he doesn’t want to shut off his path to the hospital. It is the only home he’s known for almost as long as he can remember.

“Fine. It’s your dime.” The cabbie reaches out and smacks the hula girl making her shake. That makes him giggle and snort a bit, causing him to drool some. Damnit! He wipes his mouth, embarrassed.

“I ain’t no chauffeur, ya know,” the cabbie says, getting irritated.

He begins to breathe harder and makes some small, whimpering noises.

“OK. OK. Whatever.” The frustrated cabbie gets out of the car, walks around, slams the door, and a little out of breath, climbs back behind the wheel. “Care to tell me where ya goin’ or do I need to figure that out for ya too?” He huffs.

“H...h...home. I wa...want....t-t-to go.....home,” he finally wheezes out.

“OK, genius, but I ain’t a freakin’ mind reader. Mind telling me where that is?”

“F...follow....truck,” he says, gesturing awkwardly forward to a passing medical supply van.

The cabbie takes a deep breath and rolls his eyes. “Whatever you say, buddy.”

They ride for a few minutes until he reaches forward and taps the cabbie on the shoulder. “Turn....turn!” he insists, as he continues tapping.

“Which way?” The tapping continues on his right shoulder.

“TURN!”

“What? Right? OK!” The cabbie looks around. They have turned onto a dirt road. A driveway maybe? It’s overgrown and looks like it hasn’t been used for quite awhile. 

“Buddy, there ain’t shit out here. I don’t know where you live, but I don’t think this is the way to get there. Are you sure we....”

“STOP!” he interrupts.

“What? Buddy, look around, there ain’t nothing....”

“STOP!” he insists.

“OK, whatever you say, Buddy,” he says, bringing the cab to a stop, “but...”

The words never escape his throat as a walking stick is brought around his neck and his head is pulled back tight to the seat. The cabbie fights for breath and gasps for air, but the grip gets tighter and tighter until his windpipe snaps. The cabbie continues to struggle until the sickening crack of his life being snuffed out is the last sound he hears. The cabbie struggles for another breath and then goes limp.

“I...am.....NOT.....y-y-your....buddy!” he says, squeezing the cane even deeper into the man’s throat until he feels his neck break. He relaxes his grip and sits back in the seat, catching his breath.

He waits for the pounding in his temples to begin to ease, then gets out and goes to the front door. He reaches in and pulls out the dead cabbie, dragging him into the weeds at the side of the path. He strips him of his clothes, down to his rubber ducky boxer shorts - he can keep those. He is tired of wearing pajamas. If he is going to be part of the outside world again, he has to look like he belongs. The cabbie’s pants are a little big on him, but he tightens the belt and makes them work. The brown hiking boots fit perfectly. The first good luck he’s had in a long time. He holds up the hideous flower and flamingo covered shirt.  Who would wear that? He decides to stick to his pajama shirt. He wads up the shirt and tosses it on top of the cabbie along with his pajama pants and slippers. Solid shoes help him walk better, but he will keep the cane for now. He slides behind the steering wheel and closes the door. It takes a few attempts, but he finally gets the cab turned around and moves slowly out to the two-lane paved road with starts and jerks. Damn, this is harder than he thought. Nothing seems to work right, but luckily there is little traffic, so he proceeds cautiously down the road, almost stopping when a car passes in the other lane.

He finds a wooded lane and pulls in. He has gone just a little over two miles but he is exhausted. He pulls out of view of the road and lays his head back against the seat and closes his eyes. He pulls the stocking cap up over his head and takes it off, catching a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. He rips the mirror away and tosses it out the window, pounding his fists against the steering wheel until they begin to bleed. Then he starts to cry. He puts his head down on the steering wheel as the sobs rack his body. Why couldn’t they have just let him die???

He’s not sure how long he’s been there, but he looks up and it is beginning to get dark. He looks around, trying to get a feel for his surroundings. He is in a garbage dump. It is an isolated spot and it looks like people have been dumping their trash there for years. It’s not a real dump, but it’s been used by several people as such for quite some time. He doesn’t know how he hasn’t noticed the smells of rot and decay until now, but now that he has, he has to get out of here. They are overpowering his newly-opened sinus passages. He pulls on the switch to turn the car lights on and notices something laying in the trash beside an old, stained mattress. He gets out and reaches into the debris to pull out a beat-up moped. He wipes the garbage off of it. It looks to be in decent shape other than being old and scratched up a little. He rolls it out of the mound of garbage. The tires are good and full of air. The key is missing but the key hole looks like it has been gouged out. He goes back to the cab and pulls out the key. He puts it in the moped switch and it slides in easily. Turning the key, the engine does nothing. He goes back to the cab and pops the trunk. Sure enough, there is a set of booster cables and a few loose tools. He gathers them all and pops the hood on the Ford. He hooks the cables to the moped battery and tries it again. It fires right up! He lifts the seat, stashes the tools and disconnects the cables. He looks back at the cab. Noticing the rosary beads and the hula girl, he rides over to it. He wobbles a little, but he does much better than he did with the car. He pulls the hula girl off the dash and grabs the pretty beads, stuffing them in his pocket. He kicks the door of the cab shut and gives the moped a little throttle. This is more like it. He straddles the seat and rides off into the night.
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CHAPTER 4
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“I don’t care what he says, I’m not doing it,” Wendy said, “I am going out Friday night and getting shit faced!”

“What do you think we just did?” asked Jenna, with a tipsy giggle. 

The three girls had been friends since middle school and even though they were very different, they were the real life prototypical version of best friends: Wendy was the “wild girl,” Jenna was the “good girl,” and Terri was the “cute but a little overweight girl,” just like you see in almost every Hollywood movie. They were all dressed in their party clothes, high heels and short skirts, after a night out at the only bar in town.

“Well, I’m not taking your shift,” Terri said. “I’ve worked the past three weekends and besides, you never make them up to me.”

“I do so!” Wendy protested. “I worked for you on Christmas.”

“That was last year!” Terri reminds her. “Jenna, you do it.”

“I’m already scheduled,” Jenna said, “so you’re S.O.L. there.”

“Terrrrrriiiii, pleeeease! Just this once? I promise I’ll...”

Out of nowhere came a loud buzz and a dark figure on a dark moped swerved straight towards them. He had to have been riding along right behind them, but they were so caught up in the moment that they didn’t notice him. He headed straight for a big puddle left from the previous night’s rain, and splashed them all with the muddy water.
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