[image: cover-image, LIGHTS (Marked) 8-27-21 B EPUB 2400]
 
 
 
 
LIGHTS
ALONG
THE
INTERSTATE
a novella by Adam Fike
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 
businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are 
either the products of the author’s imagination or 
used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is coincidental. 
ISBN: 978-1-7335081-0-0
All Rights Reserved
www.adamfike.com
© 2018
 
 
 
 
 
 
For my loving Mother, 
my darling Wife 
and Our Ladies Of
The Seven Sorrows
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS:
ONE - ALBERT TAKES A WALK
TWO - SUCH A PRETTY HEART
THREE - A CLEAN SLATE
FOUR - JOHNNY AND GOLIATH
FIVE - PLATE GLASS DIORAMA
SIX - DINNER KILLED THE BUDDHA
SEVEN - JIMMY’S BURGERS
EIGHT - CENTER OF THE UNIVERSE
NINE - THE CHURCH OF LARRY
TEN - A COMPLICATED MATRICULATION
ELEVEN - BIRTHDAYS AND BUTTERFLIES
TWELVE - SOMEBODYBUYALADYADRINK?
THIRTEEN - PENNIES FROM HELEN
FOURTEEN - SOME DAYS
FIFTEEN - THE TINKER’S DAMN
SIXTEEN - AND IN THE END
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION
 
At the end of this story, tired from traveling but nowhere near home, Jack Eddy sits down outside a bus terminal and writes:
Humanity holds the strands of its history like straws in an outstretched fist. Long, short. Bent. Broken. None exactly as they were when the people who lived them thought to themselves: Well. Here I am. Right here. Right now.
A handful of these adventurers set off across a wide, gray ocean. On an errand all at once religious and political. The tale of woe that began when faith pointed a long, bony finger into the moral wilderness was their own living, breathing jeremiad. From the prophet Jeremiah, who talked about wicked people and their angry God. A mission to out-suffer the due punishment of all sinners. Shouldering thorny branches on humanity’s behalf. Pain as progress. An empowering, giddy burden. These pilgrims brought this determination to what is now America.
It took no time for this group’s war against the physics of human nature to fade from their sons’ and daughters’ sons and daughters. The aspect of inheritance on which old nations anchored themselves washed away. Along with the tradition of tradition, with tradition above all else.
In a place where fame is royalty, the upside is not hereditary.
Nevertheless, here children are the thrilling exception. Every single one. Their country correct. The only reasonable choice. A secular nation under God. A dysfunctional committee balancing freedom on the head of a pin. To lead. If not actually, then by stunning cultural example. An empowering, giddy burden.
In the feral opportunity of shimmering wilderness, brute force grows horns. Generations thrown down the barrels of war. Corruption finding all new cavities to entrench and rot. Each new wave beaten to submission and lining up to greet the next.
At no time else have so many accomplished so much so quickly. And along each step of the way, constituents enjoy their self-determined right to decide who created their world and why.
America names each person their own king. And each kingdom via their own best interest. Because you never know. This time next year, it could be you looking down from the top.
So, as every young, bright-eyed American gawks at their own bottomless potential, they participate in the nation's great test. This exceptional, modern jeremiad in an otherwise uncultured world.
But the exact, mathematical, measure of any civilization’s progress, one brow-furrowed academic announced to members of the New York Historical Society as the nation slipped into civil war, is the precise degree to which modern minds prevail over their own accumulated wealth and aggression.
He meant, to know the place, meet the people. 
 
 
 
 

ONE - ALBERT TAKES A WALK 
 
The sun rises above a sprawling retirement home with complicated landscaping and its own tiny pond.
Behind a double-pane window on a middle floor, halfway between the senior condos and the medical wing, Albert snores peacefully. A Nurse nudges him.
Albert, she says. Time for your pills. Come on, now. Open up.
He doesn’t budge.
No, it’s not, he says.
Come on, Albert, she says. Open up.
Charlene, he says.
Albert, she says. Please.
No, Charlene, he says. Those pills are the ones to help me sleep. Blue with the stripe. You forgot to give them to me last night.
She dumps the pills into her hand.
Oh my, Albert, she says. You’re right. I am so sorry. This overnight shift, with my kids and all, it’s just killing me.
Perfectly fine, dear, he says. Just let an old man sleep.
Ok, she says. Ok. Sure, Albert. Sure.
She leaves. He rolls over and shuts his eyes hard. Too late. His bladder’s up. So he’s up.
Another day passes in all the usual ways. Morning recreation time. Lunch. Afternoon recreation time. The early news at four is now some gossip show. Otherwise, same as always. Always the same. Albert hangs around his room. Chair by the window. Reading books with history or maybe some cops or space. Never a big reader. Nothing else to do.
Out of the pages falls a picture of his lovely Wife on a vacation a lifetime ago. His bookmark. So happy. Smiling like the sun. Pointing out the distant ocean from a Florida motel parking lot, suitcases piled at her feet.
Albert tucks the book in a sweater pocket and tightens the suspenders he wore every Friday for all those years.
He looks around the little beige and lavender room. At the utility-grade carpet and rounded safety corners on the dorm furniture. Nothing else to bring beyond what’s in his pockets. Except his cane and a jacket on a hook behind the door. That’s all. He leaves it the way he found it in the color photo from the Front Castle Retirement Home Guide to Senior Living.
One of the Wives of one of his Sons, he doesn’t know which one, got the glossy-paged Front Castle catalogue in the mail. Complete with the pale trees, shallow green lake and residents sitting stunned around a table playing cards. Some of them pretending to smile.
They all made believe it’d just arrived. The fees were already circled in the back. Albert didn’t fight.
Doesn’t this look nice, Dad, they asked.
Lovely afternoon, time for my walk, Albert chimes, slipping past the Nurse’s Station at the end of his hall.
Okey-dokey, a different Nurse mumbles into a soda, flipping through a magazine, never looking up.
Lovely, Albert chuckles, turning down the stairs.
Roast beef tonight, Artie, shouts the new Senior Living Manager in a pastel blazer, shuffling day-old flowers in a vase near the dining room door. Everybody’s favorite!
Sounds terrific, Albert smiles.
This isn’t the same Senior Living Manager from that first issue of the Guide. Or the one they met on move-in day, when his kids snuck off to speak privately so he could try out his new room.
Isn’t this great, Dad, they asked.
But whichever brand new Manager always wore the same plastic corsage with the corporate logo. And Albert doesn’t know her name either, so he feels they part on an even footing.
Down near the lake, a few of his hallmates sit at a patio table sinking unevenly into the grass, playing cards.
Two were in this year’s Guide, in a picture along with Albert in the pool, clutching blue foam kickboards. The caption read: Mel, Albert and Don love their time in our fully heated Olympic-size pool!
Don was recovering from a stroke, and the photographer kept turning him in the water to get the side that still grinned. He’s the only one smiling.
Hey Dad, big news, his Sons told him over the phone. You made the Guide!
Boys, I’m in the wind, Albert says between long shuffles, nodding mostly to Mel, who’s the only one that can really hear him.
How’s that, Mel asks.
Mum’s the word Albert says and pats Don’s shoulder.
They don’t know who they’re playing with, Albert, Don says.
They certainly don’t, Albert chuckles. Cover for me, Mel, for whatever time you can.
Sure, sure, good luck, Mel says, never taking his eyes off the game.
Albert follows the path around the lake with a pocketful of dinner rolls. Ducks gather at his ankles. Squirrels track him from the trees. Albert checks his watch against the clock tower on the Front Castle Chapel/Synagogue/Conference Center. Then crumbles the always-stale rolls in a wide circle as the birds happily gather. He takes a last look at the tidy cluster of faceless buildings and passes quickly into the trees. 
Meeting a cab down the road, Albert hands the guy a twenty for his effort and thanks him for waiting.
Where to, the Cab Driver asks.
Bus depot in town, please, Albert says.
You from that place up the road, the Cab Driver asks.
Ah, yeah, Albert says. Guess so.
Isn’t that like a hospital or something, the Cab Driver asks.
Albert fires off the disarming smile of somebody too far along to quit now, as well as a few more bills.
Don’t worry, he says. I’m not sick. Just old.
Doors slam and they’re off.
 
Right then, the air hangs heavy inside the nearest bus station break room. In a rumpled uniform and crooked hat, a brand new Bus Driver patiently waits for a reaction.
Outside, groaning metal pachyderms come and go. Inside, Passengers wander around and wonder what’s next. 
Beyond the snack bar and lockers, down a long arrow of buzzing lights, George stares back across the orange Formica table between them. Collecting his thoughts. Scratching his jaw through a long sideburn. Stalling. 
Leaning back in his chair, thick arms re-crossing a faded T-shirt, George says, I mean, I don’t rightly know.
The Bus Driver smiles and nods.
Now, George, he says. I want you to just relax and tell me the truth. Wouldn’t you, if you were me?
The small room falls quiet again. George studies the vending machine. A minute clicks away on a heavy metal clock on a shelf in the corner, next to the time cards.
If I were you, George says. Me?
Yes, the Bus Driver says. Pretend.
But how would that work, George asks. Can you really just . . . 
The Bus Driver claps his hands and straightens his hat.
Precisely, he says. No idea. So we’re going to find out together. 
The Bus Driver heads for the door. George knocks his chair over backwards on the way to his feet.
For how long, George asks.
Have a little faith, alright, the Bus Driver says.
George just stares at him.
Do you know baseball, George, the Bus Driver asks. Do you like baseball?
Sure, he says.
Yeah, the Bus Driver says. So take a pitcher, for instance. They throw the ball out there with some control. But after they let it go, all they can do is stand around like everybody else. They fling it out there. They do their best. But after that, it’s all about . . . 
The Bus Driver stares down at his reflection in a cup of cold coffee leaving a ring on the flimsy table.
. . . balance, he says. And wind. And gravity. And spin. Lots and lots of spin.
George nods, resetting his chair.
You’re the boss, he says.
Not even a little, the Bus Driver says. How’s the diner?
Still there, last time I checked, George says.
And the kids, the Bus Driver asks. How’re they doing?
So far so good, George says. I like them.
There’s a lot to like, says the Bus Driver, stepping out the break room door.
At the end of the fluorescent hallway, on his way into the main terminal, the Bus Driver picks up a clipboard with his identification number written large in marker across the top.
Flipping pages, he emerges from behind the ticket counter and stops next to Albert, sitting in a folding chair with his cane propped against it.
Evening, Albert says.
Evening, the Bus Driver says.
Storms brewing, Albert says. Should find us before long.
Premonition, the Bus Driver asks.
Weather Channel, Albert says, waving his cane at a dingy monitor mounted on a yellowed wall above the wooden benches full of travelers who stare, sleep or don’t, beneath the looping video.
The Bus Driver pulls a set of keys from his pocket and turns towards a side door.
Throughout the huge terminal, dust pumps from filthy, ancient ducts. The air holds a tinge the Bus Driver can taste. He steps outside.
Outside is humid. Muggy. But crystal clear. Huge clouds licking the ground in the distance shove a breeze past his face that whistles in his ears. The Bus Driver smiles.
Climbing onto his bus, he stares down at the dials and switches, studying each one like a new toy. He turns the key. Pumps the pedal. The engine chugs, then hums.
After a muffled announcement inside the terminal, Albert leads a weary line toward the bus door. The Bus Driver meets each rider quietly with his eyes. They find vinyl seats along the aisle, spreading out in their best impersonal, broken pattern.
Lifting the microphone from a hook over his head, the Bus Driver begins to announce their various destinations. He stops and hangs it back up. They know where they’re going.
He pops free the air brake. Easing the clutch, the Bus Driver carefully grits his teeth. The bus jerks twice but rolls and picks up speed across the parking lot. They pass blocks of dark homes and stores, cross railroad tracks and for miles see nothing but night.
Soon, the bus rocks smoothly as the Passengers each fall into uncomfortable, twisted, vertical sleep.
 
 
 

TWO - SUCH A PRETTY HEART 
 
Long asphalt ribbons drag headlights home, through unlit mountain forests scattered with deer eyes, blinking and concerned.
House windows flashing with television screens form streamlets flowing into gas stations and fast-food signs puddling among cloverleafs and off-ramps.
Neon shouts open across the vacant Paradise Diner parking lot, nearly alone on a hushed stretch of road. Inside, a rumpled Accountant teeters on the edge of embezzlement.
Red-top stools flank a long, coffee-smudged counter. Pies under thick glass. Tubes buzz and flicker from window to window and back.
He spreads a stack of company books, clammy and uncertain. Hesitates. Then opens them, pen leaking in his shirt pocket. He reaches for it and twitches with frustration.
Waving the dripping plastic tube, he looks to a portly Waitress hovering behind the cash register. Her name tag says Irene. Irene ignores him.
He wraps the pen in a napkin and shoves it back into his pocket.
Excuse me, he coughs across the otherwise empty room.
Irene chews her gum and stares into a paperback. A barely clad couple grapple on the cover.
Ma’am, he coughs.
Irene ignores him.
Could you put down your smutty little book a minute and bring me some coffee, he grumbles. Please?
Historical book, Irene corrects him without looking up.
What, he asks.
Charging him, elbows flying, Irene throws the paperback down on the counter.
It’s historical, she says, thumping the book cover with a stubby finger.
What, he asks again, still confused.
Right there, she says. See the castle? Historical!
He silently watches her charge into the kitchen. Then the Accountant stiffens. Suddenly he’s not alone. He’s flanked by two burly figures eating pie. The big one wears biker’s leather, the little one wears sailor’s wool.
Dilly of a pickle, friend, says the Big Demon, pawing and spreading the papers across the counter.
Excuse me, the Accountant nearly squeals. I’m sorry?
The Accountant is sweating.
That’s no sort of attitude, the Little Demon chuckles, sloshing what’s left of the Accountant’s coffee to his mouth. How much are we talking about?
He sets the cup down on the counter. A dark smoke ring circles the edges.
Not much, not even six figures, the Big Demon says.
You know, the jerk you work for blows more company money than that twice a year on his stupid boat, the Little Demon says. Don’t even get started thinking about that. Right out of the company till. That and all the cars. The vacation house. Ski trips. Condo in the islands. Company property. For clients only and closing big deals. But who’s got the keys? Without the common decency to throw a holiday party. That’s the funny thing about numbers. An accountant’s creation.
I hate that damn boat, the Accountant says.
Don’t blame you, the Big Demon says. But you’ll file it under miscellaneous with the rest. And put it out of your mind. That’s the job. Not the actual work. Processing the full accounts of one of the largest operations of its kind in the whole damn country. It’s dealing with the nonsense. The part with no fairness or rhyme or reason. Or merit. That’s the job.
Check please, the Accountant squeaks to no one.
Irene’s still gone, thudding around in the kitchen. The Demons settle in close.
After all, the Little Demon says. Who’s to say what numbers are on the wall at the end of the month? Who really writes all those checks? Shifts it all around and softens those hard edges? Can’t trust the computer. Everybody knows that. That thing thinks up new mistakes every day. Sure. In that sea of numbers? It’s simple. If you keep track. Keep it small. Quiet. Like magic.
How could, the Accountant sputters. Who told . . .  Who . . . 
Their skin is scaly. Their hair greasy. Their eyes the wrong shade of blue.
What they owe you is such a tiny hunk to break off, the Big Demon says. It’s not even about the dollars.
No, it’s about respect, the Little Demon says. And a new brick patio. Instead of that crooked, uneven thing you have out there now.
Well, sure, that, the Big Demon says. And a new car. The V8 this time.
Straight teeth for the kid, the Little Demon says. It’s only right. And fair, for what?
Twenty-five years’ service, the Big Demon says. Sixty hours a week, and what’s that title? Associate Vice President? Hashtag, sad. But who’s to say what’s fair?
Their eyes meet in the stainless steel behind the counter.
Me, the Accountant says.
The Demons grin.
Irene marches through the kitchen door.
Hey, no smoking, she thunders.
Not smoking, honey, the Big Demon says. Just breathing.
Irene rolls her eyes and shoves her way back into the kitchen.
Outside, trees bend to the ground. Thick rain splatters windows. Drums the roof.
The diner door sweeps open and a complete lack of sound gushes in. The opposite of noise circles the stools. Twirls beneath table tops. Ear-splittingly empty.
The Big Demon and the Little Demon leap to disheveled attention. The Accountant remains working, oblivious.
The Devil, a long way from a nap or shower, steps into the diner, perfectly dry and dressed for after a dinner party. As the door closes, a bell begins mid-cry and finishes.
In the far corner of the diner, Jesus emerges from the men’s room, tucking a handkerchief into his coat pocket.
Hello, darling, Satan says.
Sit down, says Jesus. I’m busy.
Together they slide into a booth. Irene plants herself again behind the counter, unaware of the rank of her company.
Satan whirls on the Little Demon and the Big Demon, slouching awkwardly nearby.
Beat it, he hisses, mostly to amuse himself.
The Demons gratefully flee.
It’s been so long since we really talked, Satan says.
What do you want, Jesus asks.
Oh, right, Satan says. I quit.
Quit, Jesus asks.
You heard me, junior, Satan says. I’m leaving the act. You’re on your own.
I have no idea what you’re talking about, Jesus says.
The Devil raises his hand. Irene approaches wearing a button: Angels Sing the Lord’s Praises.
Hello, sweetheart, how are you this evening, Satan asks.
Just fine, she says, gnawing a worn pen. Yourself?
Wicked, Satan says. May I ask you a question?
Sure, she says. Shoot.
Have you accepted Jesus Christ as your personal savior, he asks.
Jesus groans.
Well, of course, she says.
Yes, of course, Satan says. But will you help my derelict friend here with why, exactly?
She blushes, doodling on a menu.
Uhm, well, to keep the Devil out, she says.
Out, Satan asks.
Of my heart, she says.
Such a pretty girl, Satan says. With such a pretty heart.
She giggles, flopping down their menus, swaying from the table. Her phone number scratched across the corner of the daily specials. Circled with a heart.
Jesus stands.
So tell me, how does the Devil quit, he asks.
Damned if I know, Satan says, stepping closer and smiling. Well, that’s it. I could dance all night, but I have places to be. Over and out.
He passes through the diner door.
Jesus sits and looks over the menu.
Fine with me, he says. Excuse me? That coffee hot?
Rain pelts the parking lot. Satan laughs beneath the streetlights and rises into the night.
The same rain falls sharply against an apartment window not even a mile away. A gently sleeping girl curls a giant cat in her arms.
Satan flutters in, crouching on the sill. Then he slides in beside her.
 
They met in a roadside bar. He sat in a Western-theme booth. Wagon wheels and fringe. Dirty glasses on the table. Dirty thoughts in the air. Bored. Toying with the idea of starting a fire.
Then there she stood. Through the smoke and idle shouting. Taking shape, little by little.
She conned her way across the room. Picking. Coaxing. Teasing. Searching. Not finding what she rummaged for.
Then she spotted him. The perfect center point of the all the dark urges colliding around her. A current tumbling past and through him. A pivot she saw, somehow. Evident. Vibrant. Delicious.
His identity? No. His gravity? Absolutely.
She approaches. He smiles. She tingles. He sees it.
So the Devil fell a second time. Then very sweetly, she stole his watch.
 
The Girl rolls over in bed and smiles.
Hey there, she says.
And he so loved this girl that he gave up his horns to be the Devil no more.
 
 
 
 

THREE - A CLEAN SLATE 
 
A heavy morning crowd fills the booths and counters of the Paradise Diner. A wiry, bright-eyed Boy, twenty going on fifty, throws eggs at a busy grill, running the whole show.
Order up, he yells.
A bashful Cook, twice his age, appears at the back door.
Sorry, he says.
There you are, The Boy says. The hell you been?
Slept through my alarm again, he says.
The Boy unties his apron and throws it at the Cook.
I’m buying you a new clock, he says. A loud, angry clock. Got it?
Yeah, the Cook says. Sorry.
The back door clangs open. A muscular man in a cloth jacket, stitched with George above the pocket, lugs in a hand truck piled with boxes. His face shows more than a fight or two, along with the worry from his conversation with the Bus Driver at the depot.
Who could possibly eat this much mustard, George asks.
Hey, I’ll give you a hand, The Boy says, following him outside.
A delivery truck sits out front. George tosses The Boy boxes from the back.
Beautiful day, The Boy chimes.
You say so, George says.
Ever feel like some days just anything can happen, The Boy asks.
George shrugs.
Watch what you wish for, he says.
They work on for a long moment.
How’s my Uncle, The Boy asks.
Fine, George says. Busy. Sends his best.
Doesn’t come around much, The Boy says. 
That’s what
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