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I took the one less traveled by...
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​​The Highwayman

1.

As a salesman, thirty-five-year-old Teddy Bowen had visited a lot of places from large metropolitan cities to small, just off the road burgs, but he’d never been so glad to leave Laudry.  The town was like a spoiling onion.  Once the layers were peeled away the rot beneath was revealed.

He knew something was amiss as soon as he crossed the town line.  Main Street was lined with shops, the windows filled with colorful wares, cute cafes, a movie theater (Teddy noticed the ticket prices were a reasonable $3.50) and a half dozen bars.  But the air was thick, oppressive and seemed to be charged with a strange electric current that buzzed in the back of his brain like a boxful of crickets.  A breeze blew from the east, yet most of the weathervanes adorning the roofs of the shops pointed due west.  As Teddy made his way down the street, looking for the motel that the automated British voice from his GPS assured him was just ahead and on his left, the sidewalks and building facades seemed to shimmer like Teddy was looking through rippling water.

Teddy attributed these strange feelings and hallucinations to fatigue.  He’d been on the road for the past seven days and was functioning on very little rest.  He read somewhere a long time ago sleep deprivation could raise havoc for the mind.

Slumber Heaven was exactly where his British friend told him it would be.  The single-story brick structure housed seven rooms all lined up next to each other like square cracker boxes.  Each room had a window and a small yellow awning above the door.  A weathered wooden sidewalk ran the length of the building, stopping at a door with the word office stenciled on the panel.

Teddy pulled his Camry—a rather modest ride for someone who was Salesman of the Year for seven years running—into the slot closest to the office, shut off the engine and grabbed his sample case from the backseat before exiting the vehicle.  Other things were in the car as well as in the trunk, but the sample case came with him anytime he left the Camry.  If something happened to the case he’d be liable for the contents.  Even though the contents were only brushes and salves and ointments and lotions, the products were not cheap and if they were stolen or lost replacement value was hefty.  He sometimes fancied himself a secret agent and chuckled at the thought of handcuffing the case to his wrist.  Teddy opened the door and headed toward the motel.

The lobby resembled the hundreds Teddy had seen.  A small space with beige walls and stained carpet.  Outdated magazines fanned atop a scarred, faux wood table next to a lumpy loveseat.  An old soda machine clattered in one corner.  The tang of burnt coffee permeated the area.

Teddy slapped the school bell and the innkeeper popped up from behind the counter like a Jack from its box.

“How may I help you?” the little man asked.

“I’d like a room,” Teddy said.

“I can help you with that.  How many nights?”

“Just one.”

The innkeeper looked over the counter, his belly bumping the edge of the counter. “You a secret agent?” he asked, seeing the sample case Teddy was holding.

Teddy chuckled, lifting the case. “This?  Oh no.  I’m just a salesman.”

“We get a lot of you guys here,” the innkeeper said, plucking a key from the pegboard behind him. “I’ll give you the best room we have.  Number 18.  Bargain price, too, sixty-six sixty.”

“Pardon me for saying,” Teddy said, handing the clerk his Visa Card, “but aren’t all the rooms the same?”

“They are, but this one’s the furthest away from the highway.  Less noisy.”

“Can you recommend a place where I could get a bite to eat?  I saw a sign a few miles from here for some kind of barbeque joint.  Is it any good?”

“I can’t recommend that place.  The father and son running it are peculiar. Kurt’s Place makes a pretty good burger.” 

“Kurt’s Place?  Is that the bar just before I pulled in here?  There are cars in the lot, but the place looks closed.”

“Yup.  It’s open.  Kurt’s just a little forgetful about turning on the lot lights.  You’ll like it over there.  It’s a nice place.  Friendly people.  Cheap drinks.” The innkeeper handed Teddy the key. “Enjoy your stay, Teddy.”

Teddy hesitated. “Wait, how do you know my name?”

“It’s right here.  On your credit card.” The clerk slid the plastic across the counter.

Teddy picked it up and dropped it in his pocket.  He headed toward the door.

“Say hi to Kurt for me.” 

Teddy raised his hand in response.

Kurt’s Place was hopping.  A half a dozen couples danced to the jukebox playing a Reba song about a poor white girl sent to the big city by her sick momma to entertain the gentleman elite.  She had one chance not to let her momma down.  A group of guys were gathered around a pool table in the back shooting a game of eight ball, the click of the balls connecting with each other muffled by Reba’s sometimes shrill voice.  A quartet played poker in one of the corner booths.  A pile of money was on the table.  Someone was going to leave a few dollars richer when all was said and done.  A steady stream of clientele made their way back and forth to the bar refilling refreshments; Kurt’s Place wasn’t big enough to employ a waitress.

The walls were decorated with the usual paraphernalia: neon beer signs, liquor advertisements, posters promoting bar specials (2-4-1 every day from noon to midnight), and flyers hawking bar-sponsored events. A pair of big screen televisions hung behind the bar and above the shelves of liquors.  The sound was off, but both sets displayed sporting events in glorious 4k HD.

Teddy found a seat at the bar next to an empty cigarette machine.  Illegal gambling was allowed inside Kurt’s, but smoking was a big no-no.

Like the innkeeper, the bartender just seemed to appear behind the bar, catching Teddy off-guard.  There was no one there when Teddy walked in, but he was musing at the empty cig machine and the group of gamblers, he supposed he didn’t see the barkeep come from the backroom.

“What’s your poison?” Kurt was stuck in the 1960s.  His hair, gray and thin, hung like old ropes to his shoulder.  Deep creases carved into his face resembled a well-used roadmap.  His brown and leathery skin reflected a life lived fast and hard.  The bartender’s tie-dyed shirt was opened at the throat and a silver love and piece sign hanging from a matching chain peeked through a field of curly chest hair.  He wore a bright yellow headband around his forehead.

“Whatever you have on tap’ll be fine,” Teddy replied.

Kurt took a glass from beneath the bar, held it to the light to inspect its cleanliness, and put it under the spigot. “So, what’s in the case?” he said while beer filled the glass. “Top secret government shit?”

Teddy chuckled, tapping the case on the stool next to him. “No, nothing that exciting.  Just a bunch of brushes and creams.”

“Ah.  A salesman.”

“Twenty years and counting.”

Kurt put the beer in front of Teddy. “This one’s on the house.”

“Thank-you kind sir.”

“When you need another just holler.  I’ll be in the back.”  And just like that, Kurt disappeared through a set of swinging doors.

People become louder the more the liquor flowed, and the pair of cronies sitting a couple stools down from Teddy were no exception. Listening to other people’s conversations was something Teddy avoided, but the increasing volume of the elder men’s voices made that impossible, and Teddy had to admit the conversation was interesting, not the usual bar talk he was used to hearing.

“Looks like you’re ready for another,” Kurt said, startling Teddy.

That man really is a magician.  He just seems to pop up. “Sure, that’d be great,” Teddy said.

While the bartender refilled the glass, Teddy watched the gents at the end of the bar.  As they spoke their arms sliced through the air like puppets on a string.  Their voices rose and fell, expressions changing from morose, to concern, to fascination matching the timbre of their vocalizations.

The older gentleman looked up from his drink and locked eyes with Teddy.  He smiled, exposing a row of yellow teeth of which several were missing.  He raised his glass and toasted Teddy

Teddy’s blood ran cold.  Had the old men known he was listening?  Were they deliberately speaking loud enough to be overhead?

“Here you go,” Kurt said, putting the fresh beer in front of Teddy.  He was about to walk away when Teddy called him back.

“What’s up with those two?” Teddy nodded at the gents.

Kurt leaned over and the necklace fell from his open shirt. The medallion clinked on the polished bar surface. “Just a couple of regulars.  They get a little loud when they get to drinking.  You need me to ask them to keep it down?”

Teddy caught a whiff of Kurt’s whiskey-laced breath and understood the barkeep did more than inventory in the backroom.  “No, that’s fine.  I just overheard them talking about someone called the Highwayman,” Teddy said.

“Oh, that.  They get a snootful and they start babbling shit.  The Highwayman is our local legend.

“Back in the 1940s, before this town became the bustling place it is today,” there was more than a hint of sarcasm in Kurt’s tone, “Erik and Erin farmed a small plot of land just outside the town limits.  The twins inherited the land from their folks when both were killed in a wreck on the old highway.  Eric spent the days working the field while his sister took care of most of the household duties.  They were able to make a pretty comfortable living despite being parentless.”

Kurt paused for a minute a poured himself a glass of water.  He refilled Teddy’s beer.  Teddy didn’t object.

“In those years,” Kurt continued, “salesmen passed though these parts almost daily.  “One day one of these salesmen paid a visit to the twins.  Eric was out working the fields and Erin was alone at the house.

“When Eric returned home that evening, he found the stew his sister was making thrown about the kitchen and Erin in middle of the floor.  Her body, twisted and broken, in a pool of blood.

“The kid was devastated.  Erin was his life, her keeper and protector since their parents died, and she had been taken away.  He dropped to his knees and prayed to God to punish the person that did this.  He waited months for justice and when no came he prayed to the Other One.  That one answered Eric’s prayers and two weeks later the salesman, a lecherous little pervert, was arrested attempting to do the same thing to another woman.  But the Devil has a price, and that price for Eric was his soul and one other thing.  Eric gladly paid it.”

“That poor boy,” Teddy said.  He drained the rest of his beer and asked Kurt for a refill.

“Oh, but there’s more.  Even though Erin’s rapist and murderer was convicted and would eventually die in prison, Eric never got over the loss.  He stopped tending the farm.  The crops went to hell.  The livestock died and rotted in the field.  The buildings fell into disrepair. Eric spent most of his days right where you are now drinking his life away.

“One night, after an afternoon of tossing ‘em back, Eric jumped on his motorcycle and drove it over the cliffs of the Red Dirt Road Highway.  Now, so the story goes, Eric haunts the highway doing the Devil’s bidding.”

“That’s quite the tale,” Teddy said. “Seems every town has its ghosts.”

“Can I get you one more before closing?” Kurt reached for Teddy’s glass before Teddy had time to answer.

“Is it that late already?” Teddy looked around.  Other than the group of card players, the place was empty.

A fresh beer appeared in front of him, Kurt disappeared into the back room, and Teddy drank in silence.

Back at the motel room, Teddy fell asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.  Part of it was because of the four beers he consumed.  Part of it was because of exhaustion.  But his slumber was restless and filled with bad dreams.  Part of that was because of the four beers.  The other part was because of the tale of the Highwayman.

Teddy wasn’t sure how long he slept, but when he finally woke the muted yellow and orange light streaming through the window at such a low angle told him the sun was beginning to set.

He kicked off the covers and sat up.  He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and ran a hand through his messy hair.  Never much of a drinker, still the few beers he had last night shouldn’t have been that big of a deal.  He’d slept the whole day away.  He’d never make it to the next town on time. For the first time in twenty-plus years of door-to-door selling he was behind schedule.

Teddy got out of bed, stripped off his undershorts and t-shirt and padded into the bathroom.  Turning the shower on, he adjusted the temperature to as hot as he could tolerate and stepped under the pulsing water, letting the stinging spray pound away his fogginess.

Showered and dressed, he grabbed his sample case from the chair beside the bed and made his way to the motel office.

“Time to go, huh?” the innkeeper said, wiping down the counter with a cloth saturated with a solution of bleach and soapy water.  The stench of the combination made Teddy’s stomach churn.

Teddy tossed the keys on the counter. “Moving on.” He patted his sample case. “Places to go.  People to see.”

“Hope you enjoyed your stay,” the innkeeper said.

“It certainly was interesting.”

“I’m sure we’ll see you again.”

Yeah, maybe.  If I’m ever through these parts again.”

“Maybe sooner than you think.” The innkeeper grinned.  The smile sent a shiver up Teddy’s back like an icicle rubbed against his spine.

By the time Teddy finished checking out, the sky had clouded over. “Great,” he said, walking to his car, “it looks like it’s going to rain.”
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2.

What started out as a summer shower quickly turned into a summer storm.  The rain increased, drops as big as quarters danced like crystal fairies on the automobile’s hood.

Teddy jumped the windshield wipers up another notch.

Thunder rode the lightning as the bolt brightened the sky with eerie purple light.  A series of rapid flashes popped inside pendulous clouds like strange strobe lights.  And the thunder rolled. The clouds opened and the rain fell in sheets.

Teddy tightened his grip on the steering wheel and leaned forward as far as the seatbelt would allow, straining to see through the silvery downpour.

A powerful streak of electricity lit up the inside of the car like a bright August day.  The thunderclap that followed shook the entire vehicle.  The crisp odor of fried ozone whistled through the vents, filling the interior of the vehicle.

Somewhere, Teddy thought, that lightning strike set something ablaze.

More lightning, brilliant and hot, turned the night into noon.  The sharp thunderclap that followed caused Teddy to yelp.  The north wind screamed as gusts slammed against the car like prisoners banging on the walls to break free. Teddy fought to keep control of the vehicle as the gale tried to push him off the road.

More lightning.  More thunder.  More wind.

As unbelievable as it seemed, the rain came down harder.  Pushed by the wind, great buckets of water pelted the small car and Teddy feared the force of the downpour would shatter the windshield.

Unable to see through the storm, Teddy eased the Camry onto the shoulder, turned on the hazard flashers, and prepared to wait until conditions improved.  He closed his eyes. A nap would be good, he thought, as the steady rain pinged off the car, letting the sound of it lull him to sleep.  He was well on his way to Slumberville when he heard tapping on the passenger window.

Teddy slowly opened his eyes.  A man peered through the glass, his face distorted as the rain ran down the window.  The stranger smiled and gave Teddy a wave.

Teddy reached across the seat, unlatched the door, and shoved it open.  The stranger poked his head inside.

“What the hell you doing out in weather like this?” Teddy asked.  A crack of thunder asked the same question.

“I broke down a few miles back.  Thought I was heading to town, but I think I got turned around.”

Teddy never picked up hitchhikers.  There were too many crazies in the world.  You really couldn’t trust anyone these days, but Teddy was also a human being with human emotions and compassion for others.  He couldn’t leave the kid standing out there in in the rain, smiling his goofy smile that said: please mister, I need a ride. And if Teddy was to be honest with himself, a little company would be nice.  Sometimes the road got lonely.  They could weather the storm together
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