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The Loaner

A shaving kit tucked under his left arm, the tall, slender figure used the back of his right hand to gently stroke each pale, smooth cheek, the stout scent of recently applied aftershave permeating the darkened hallway.

He paused an already casual stride upon approaching a certain office on the left, the door ajar and light plumes of smoke drifting out from its well-lit interior. A quick glance at the cheap Timex adorning his right wrist confirmed it was just after five PM, normally a safe reading if one were trying to avoid a certain superior. A ritual for at least the past six months, he’d arrived around four to get in a quick workout in the department’s upstairs gym before showering and shaving with time to spare for evening shift roll call. He was suddenly regretting the inexplicable decision to bypass the shortcut through the Property and Records offices and instead strolling past the admin section.

“That you, Patterson?” a familiar, gravelly voice inquired from the smoke-engulfed space, this as he’d attempted to stroll by at a noticeably brisker pace.

“Yes, sir.”

The response sounded as upbeat as he could manage but was layered in insincerity. A necessary evil, unfortunately. Part of the job. A job he soon hoped would be nothing more than a dim blip on his resume. The biggest, and perhaps lone, positive of working a full year of either the evening or graveyard shift—he’d switched from the latter to the former nearly a year ago—was avoiding regular facetime with those better avoided, said luck having just expired.

It wasn’t so much the high sheriff’s perpetual, jowly grin—showcasing oversized choppers stained yellow through decades of burnt coffee and cheap cigarettes—that the young deputy viewed with a gut-turning twist of disgust as the older man’s overall deportment. The disheveled uniform, usually dotted with either ancient food or tobacco stains, the spare-tire gut that threatened to pop the buttons from a comically stretched shirt, the triple-chin—usually unshaven—and haphazardly tied boots whose last shine was whatever year they’d been purchased and first worn. Thrice elected since his days as a jailer south of Birmingham, Sheriff Jim Bagby was a slob, but worse, he was a mean, spiteful fraud. An egotistical blowhard with a badge and gun and seemingly infinite power within the county.

“Hopin’ I’d see you before you had a chance to head out on patrol. Come on in for a sec, boy.”

Deputy William Patterson’s narrow shoulders instantly slumped. Being referred to in such a demeaning, disrespectful manner was no innocent, good ol’ boy hand pumping, despite the wide grin and cheerful tone from which it derived. Years of being on the receiving end made that even more obvious. Still, the younger man by at least three decades always managed to take it in his stride, as was his only option in terms of subtle retaliation. Kill ‘em with kindness wasn’t always an easy mantra to follow, but danged if it wasn’t usually the best.

“Sure enough, boss. What’s up?”

He stood before his superior’s wide oak desk with the shaving kit tucked against his left thigh, his right hand tucked behind his back at parade rest. Old habits die hard. The stink of filtered Kent’s instantly packing both nostrils, Bill suddenly wished he slapped on an extra layer of Old Spice.

“Forget what you heard in roll call. I’m gonna need you to step off regular patrol and head on down to some...familiar territory for the evenin’.”

The deputy’s right brow arched inquisitively even as his gut clenched.

“Where might that be, boss?” he asked calmly, while watching Bagby pull a crumpled pack of smokes from his left front pocket, the badge above its narrow opening hanging slightly askew.

“As you may or may not know, it’s a special night in your hometown, commencin’...” the older man paused, shooting a quick glance at the gold watch curled around his chubby right wrist, “...pretty much as we stand here jawin’.”

Matching his superior’s slightly tilted head, the older man pausing to ignite the tip of the cigarette pursed between sluglike lips, young Deputy Patterson’s pale forehead knotted with obvious befuddlement.

“May twenty-third?” Bagby continued before contorting his mouth to allow an initial spiral of smoke its freedom.

“Sorry, ugh, boss, I don’t, um,” the deputy stuttered, backing slightly to avoid the fresh, drifting onslaught. That’s it, Billy-boy. Do what comes naturally and play stupid. You’ve made acting dumb an art form. Currently my only viable defense.

The older man’s mask of fraudulent politeness temporarily faded.

“Think about it, boy. Late May. That is, June and its promise of the summer heat just over the rise.”

Patterson shrugged despite a burning curiosity and worse, stark fear, though thoroughly enjoying the pompous slob’s building frustration. Obvious answer aside, Bagby wasn’t having nearly as much fun with it as he’d hoped.

“Graduation night, son. Baymont High is set to release yet another alliance of youthful idiots on an unsuspecting public. Denton and St. James High as well.”

The deputy nodded knowingly, lipping a tight smile.

“Late May, right. So, you figure more trouble from the Baymont crowd than the Denton?”

“Less bodies but from what I hear, a few more rough edges. You know that whole canal debacle.

“You flipped a tassel atop those same grounds what, eight, nine years back?”

Usually careful to keep their conversations to the bare minimum, Patterson couldn’t help but briefly wax poetic.

“Ten. Seems like a lifetime, considering what’s came between then and now.”

“Uh-huh. So, here’s the plan...” Bagby mumbled sourly, no longer even remotely interested in his subordinate’s potential follow-up to such an open-ended remark, “...gonna need you to head on down to our southern neighbor’s home turf and provide some much-needed adult supervision. Seems as though the Denton County boys have a stomach-flu thing going around and are asking for our assistance.”

The deputy felt the gradual tightening of his belly mutate ten-fold, his palms instantly birthing a slick coating.

“Is that...something we normally do? I mean, how about Graham County SO or Clay County?”

Bagby jutted his jaw, his squinty, reptilian stare barely visible through a thick veil of rising smoke.

“Just so happens Sheriff Chambers reached out for the extra hands and asked me specifically. I owe him and the Denton boys big time from the flood a few years back. Thing is, I know my...predecessor wasn’t big on lending a helping hand and as such, Crawford County isn’t exactly a favorite at the Capital or with the ABI office. I hope to gradually change that, starting tonight.”

The conversation briefly lagged, as Patterson strained and struggled to drudge up a rebuttal that didn’t sound like the weak-kneed excuse it truly was.

“Why the hesitation, Bill?”

“Sir?”

Chubby cheeks lifted, narrow eyes twinkled.

“It’s just that, well, that expression hints at a barely refrained discontent.”

Clearing his throat to avoid an involuntary voice-cracking, Patterson nonetheless averted his eyes briefly towards the thinly carpeted floor. While instinct begged he stomp his feet, grit his teeth and growl adamant disapproval, he instead allowed for a deep inhale and exhale before responding with eyes again locked firmly with his superior’s.

“No, sir, no problems,” he shrugged, “Glad to help.”

Bagby appeared to tense up before straightening his bulk within the soft but worn leather folds of the aged recliner.

“Good to hear it, Bill. So, you visit the old stomping grounds very often?”

For whatever reason, the younger man spoke the truth, despite knowing it would most likely birth additional jabs.

“Can’t say that I’ve made a habit of it. Haven’t trekked that way since, well, before ‘Nam. Fall of seventy-one or thereabouts.”

The older man’s eyes briefly bugged in what appeared to be sincere surprise.

“That a fact? Mind if I ask why?”

“No big mystery,” came the reply, this time not nearly as honest, “Spent the first nineteen years of my life there. That was plenty. There were also some family matters I was happy to put in the rearview mirror.”

“Got’cha. But dang, son, it’s only twenty or twenty-five miles. Seems just by accident ya might seek to pass through every now or then.”

A more dramatic shrug with eye contact firmly intact.

“Well, alright then. Hop on over there and meet up with Jay on the plan. Check in with Brenda every now and again on the squawk-box.”

Brenda Watson was the station’s night dispatcher. Thirty or more years on the job, her very presence was as fixed, steady, and reliable as the Alabama heat and humidity soon to bear down.

“Will do, boss,” Patterson nodded stiffly and began to turn.

“One thing, Bill,” his superior added in parting, “This ain’t about reminiscing, swappin’ school tales over a cold one or attending pep-rallies, ya hear? You see trouble, deal with it as you’re paid to do.”

Half-turned, Patterson forced a grin and accompanying snicker, despite a strong urge to plant a boot-tip dead center at the leering bumpkin’s prominent breadbasket.

“You’ve got my word, boss,” he said, flashing the textbook Boy-Scout salute, “I’ll politely decline any such invites.”

Turning on a heel—a textbook about-face—he heard Bagby’s open scoff. In the half-dozen or so such face-to-face conversations with the county’s top dog law enforcement officer since his hiring four years earlier, the aura of resentment aimed Patterson’s way had never abated and obviously held no apparent expiration date. Bagby had a rep of favoring those who licked his boots, a trait Patterson had always found repugnant. Simply doing one’s job and doing it well did not suffice in being invited to dine at the high sheriff’s trough. Not that acquiring such a hollow stature had ever tempted or enticed the former Army infantryman, war vet and purple heart recipient. The fact was, he’d purposely gone out of his way to avoid becoming just another of the sheriff’s good old boy badges, the majority of which seemed to require permission to take a leak.

“Pep-rallies and cold beer,” the scowling deputy mumbled to himself, having departed the Crawford County Sheriff’s Office’s two-story brick headquarters for his assigned blue and gray Plymouth Fury.

“What a putz.”

Still, as he departed the pot-hole ravaged parking lot for a mostly docile main street, to the sound of Donna Summer’s smooth, silky voice crooning of ‘Hot Stuff’, Deputy William Patterson felt a swarming of fresh butterflies’ flutter at his midsection with a fury he hadn’t felt since facing live fire in some faraway east Asia rice field.
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Class(es) Dismissed

“To my classmates, we should not and cannot deny that we are and will herein be viewed by all that came before us as a vital cog, shiny and new and polished. A cog vital to the very future of not just Baymont and Denton County or even the great state of Alabama, but this, the greatest of all the world’s countries. A tiny cog perhaps, but small cogs are what make up the whole of the giant machine of freedom and democracy and keep it running smoothly and steadily and on course. We proudly take up the mantel of those who came before and swear to uphold all that is holy and just in the eyes of God.” – Rebecca Sweeney, Baymont High Class of 1980 Valedictorian.

Around the same time the Crawford County Sheriff had fired up a fresh cigarette and commenced to spell out the night’s special assignment to his secretly reluctant deputy, forty-eight students were departing the dimly lit auditorium of Baymont High School, the majority flashing equally broad smiles or at the very least, exaggeratively upbeat expressions that defined a barely refrained euphoria.

They filed out in single file into the warm climes of early summer and the heady scent of honeysuckle, several pumping fists into the air while others openly yelped, shrieked, or danced a spastic jig and still several more marched stiffly away with heads bowed as if in silent mourning.

A half-hour earlier, they’d sat motionless and quiet in rows of eight, fronting the auditorium stage, where the principal and a trio of teachers stood with rolled diplomas in hand. Behind the students were seated relatives and family friends that easily packed the two-hundred-seat space with a few late arrivals even being forced to stand at the rear of the room.

The Class of 1980 held a unique distinction, one that none among the Baymont faculty could recall being matched in its storied history, though they relied solely on recent history covering roughly the past three or so decades.

Of the forty-eight graduates, none were transfers from other schools, meaning that the group being liberated had spent all twelve years together as a class, from 1st grade to 12th while sharing the same three buildings that made up the elementary, middle, and high schools.

Thus, as the graduates had departed through the auditorium’s ground level back door—this following a spattering of high-fives, back slaps, and hugs—they had fragmented into a dozen or more cliques, for the most part gleefully oblivious to the cold, hard fact that they would never again share the same space as one cohesive unit. Senior year, a blurry, fast-paced cavalcade of photos, stage plays, sporting, and social events, had arrived and passed at breakneck speed, at least when pondered via such youthful mentalities.

All that was left was the night ahead, the twelve or so hours and change remaining until dawn the following morning that would officially mark the end of their time as students, footloose and fancy free and without adult responsibilities.

The real world would immediately beckon. Decisions loomed, at least for those not already having mapped out at least a tentative plan for the immediate future.

As of five-thirty-eight PM on the night of May 23rd, 1980, the burning question remained; just how many of its newly freed student populace might flee the nest for fresher climes and how many would stake a claim in fortifying the small township’s foundation for future generations?

Tires squealed and tread smoked, specs of gravel trailing behind as an assortment of pickups, midsize sedans and even the odd van; some old and some older, some large and some small and everything in-between, sped from the school parking lot like contestants in a timed scavenger hunt.

Mere minutes following their emancipation from Baymont’s hallowed halls, the specters of the class of 1980 were represented solely by swirls of dust and debris left swirling in their joyous wake.
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Roll Call

5:56 PM

“Come oooon sis. This night or yours truly ain’t growing any younger, ya know.”

Of the many inter-class pairings the evening would birth, the teaming of Rebecca and Mindy was, if nothing else, the most predictable. Best friends since second grade, the two were as inseparable as they were opposites in almost every tangible facet, at least to those unaware of their past.

“Okay, okay already. Cease the spazzing, will ya?” came a high-pitched reply from behind a closed bathroom door, “Almost...there.”

Mindy, wearing a sleeveless black blouse with leather mini-skirt, black hiking boots and fishnet stockings beneath the flowing blue gown required of the ceremony, lay sprawled on the living room couch in her best friend’s modest Oak Street abode, Rebecca’s parents having attended a dinner party following graduation. Slender and lanky of build and sporting a short, strawberry-blonde coif styled in the universally popular Pat Benatar motif, Mindy stared doe-eyed at a muted TV screen while resting a hand at the Walkman hooked to the belt of her skirt, from which Poco crooned of the pangs of ‘Crazy Love’. Perpetually chatty and unapologetically crude at times, Mindy’s wild-child rep was one she happily cultivated.

“Cease the spazzing? Really?” she frowned, sporadically forced to reach up to adjust the Walkman’s headphones with her free hand, the fingers of which featured pointed nails coated as dark as the rest of her ensemble, “I suggest ceasing the attempts at cool, edgy dialogue to avoid future ridicule from practically anyone in earshot.”

“Oh yeah?” Rebecca shrieked in reply over the resounding blare of a hairdryer.

“Quality comeback, sis,” Mindy shot back with an exaggerated snarl, “I do get it though. Even that swollen, mutated brain of yours must be looking to tag out after that speech.”

Shorter in stature and fuller in figure, Rebecca sprung forth in a noticeably more conservative wardrobe to include flared and faded blue jeans, long-sleeve leopard print shirt pulled taunt across a nicely molded but not oversized bosom—Mindy was literally half as endowed—and light blue, high-top Converses. In contrast to her compadre’s short cut, Rebecca sported a comically fluffed brownish/blonde doo that had been her trademark since middle school.

Standing, Mindy powered off the Walkman and hooked the headphones around her slim neck before hopping over to shut off the television. Turning back, she offered her friend a quick onceover before flashing an enthusiastic thumbs-up.

“Looking tight, Chickie. You aren’t thinking of backing out?”

Shouldering a small brown purse, Rebecca feigned wide-eyed shock.

“Not on your life, sister. I don’t set goals lightly. I’m in it to win it.”

The girl in black flashed a smile as ivory as her ensemble was ebony.

“Slammin’. Besides, there’ll be Sunday morning to confess to all your sins.”

“So very true. You gonna join me at the alter?”

“Sis, my confessions could stretch ‘til Easter morning. No bible belt long enough to bind those many crimes.”

“My point exactly. We’ll talk more about this later, young lass.”

“Cool. Let’s book.”

“Groovy. So, what’s the lowdown? Where to first?”

“Well, since this is a night of firsts for a certain sheltered fox, we’ll start with a little libation acquisition.”

Rebecca paused, palming the front door’s shiny knob and regarding her friend with a dramatically cocked brow.

“We need booze,” Mindy sighed.

“Oh, you mean...”

Adjusting her skirt, so short and snug it threatened to ride up to streetwalker standards, Mindy winked playfully.

“Damn tootin’. Time to pop that ‘never did anything illegal’ cherry, sweets.”

Yanking the door ajar, her friend practically squealed in delight as Mindy allowed her to jog past before whirling around to key the door.

“Love the threads,” Rebecca added as the pair strolled arm in arm down the paved drive, “Funeral home chic with class.”

“Easy on, easy off.”

Applying a light jab to her bushy-haired ally’s right shoulder, Mindy’s wide, toothy smile was accompanied by yet another playful wink. Secretly, she’d been anticipating this night’s post-graduation adventures for months, starting literally the minute Rebecca had spoken of the ‘goals’ she wished to achieve to the one person she’d trust to tell, much less share the proverbial deeds with.

“This is going to be a real blast,” she yelped giddily while sliding into the passenger seat, Mindy’s response as deadpan as it was spot on.

“Spoken like a true Valedictorian.”

Minutes later, Mindy’s rust-colored Ford Pinto sputtered and threatened a violent backfire—a routine occurrence for most of its driver’s senior year—before settling into a rattling hum and leading its giddy occupants in the direction of Main Street, Baymont, a three and a half mile stretch of road famously referred to as The Strip.

~ * ~
[image: ]


“You tellin’ me he’s gonna skip his own classes’ celebratory shenanigans just to trek down little ol’ me?”

“Dude, apparently you didn’t just smack a nerve but sliced right through that sucker.”

“Huh. Not sure whether to be flattered or scared shitless.”

“I’d go with the second.”

“Could be he was just blowin’ off steam. Big blockheaded lummox probably forgot all about me the minute they handed ‘im that diploma.”

“I dunno, man, it ain’t like he’s gonna booze or screw it outta the forefront of that hollow head, right?”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. Mister straight-lace boy-scout; all milk and cookies and pearly white teeth.”

“Bingo, dude. Jive turkey probably spends all his free time flexin’ and flossin’ in front of a mirror and makin’ sure not a single hair is bent out of place on that boxy noggin.”

“Safe bet, bud. I might just be in some trouble, after all.”

“Duck and cover my man. You ain’t more than a thimble-sized appetizer to that overgrown Baby Huey.”

“Food for thought, Zig. This ain’t no night to end up a smear on that big ox’s heel. Hey, goes without sayin’ I’m gonna need you at my back.”

“Goes without sayin’, Rip. I’m there.”

As regular class cohorts went, few seemed more mismatched on the male side than Rodney and Antonio, the former a short, slightly chubby, baby cheeked—save the barely visible attempt at a mustache he’d long struggled to cultivate—and unanimously voted class clown slash prankster, and the latter a tall, lanky, afro-wearing black who served as that race’s lone representative within the class ranks.

Affectionately—or disgustedly, depending on the source—known since middle school as ‘Rip’ for an uncanny, seemingly supernatural talent for passing gas on cue, Rodney had accumulated the required credits to graduate by the skin of his teeth and had been existing on a natural high since finding out he wouldn’t be forced into summer school. Antonio, nicknamed ‘Zig’ for the popular rolling paper brand, had been his best bud’s polar-opposite in the classroom, graduating with a B-plus average despite a rep, well-earned to those who knew him, for his love of all thing’s cannabis.

“Say ya heard these...death threats to my person from KP?” Rodney asked, perusing his blue jeans’ front left pocket for a pack of Tic Tac’s, his personal go-to self-med for a case of nerves.

An ever-present toothpick hanging out of one corner of his mouth, Antonio nodded while shooting a peace sign towards a passing GMC Pacer, the driver both knew as Jake Frame, a fellow grad.

“Yes sir, and KP ain’t one to spread manure, ya dig?”

KP was Kent Prescott, an acquaintance of Antonio’s and Denton High grad from a few years back that was known to supply roughly half the county in homegrown weed. Part droopy-lid Cheech Marin doper and Dear Abby advice columnist, Prescott was the go-to for all things latest Denton teen gossip.

“That’s right, yeah,” Rodney replied, staring out the driver’s side window while popping a trio of mints and nodding to yet another familiar passerby, “But how exactly did KP hear this? Don’t tell me Blockhead Barton is into puffin’ reefer now?”

“Naw, but a couple of his pigskin cronies most certainly are. Got the skinny from them. Said he’s been itchin’ to bust you up ever since.”

“Bummer. Muscle-headed moron cannot take a joke.”

“So it appears. Few of his kind can, right? All biceps, shrunken weenies and enlarged egos.”

Tucked inside Rodney’s crimson, though badly faded in spots Grand Am and parked beneath a sporadically flickering fluorescent light in a rear booth of Red’s Burgers and Fries, the boys conversed while casually taking in each new arrival and departure.

A popular drive-in and frequent teen hangout, especially on weekends, Red’s also held the distinction of being the only such establishment in a town where such options were minimal at best. In Baymont, it was either Red’s, the Pizza Shack or The Barbeque Pit, the latter two catering more to the family dynamic.

Red’s a town staple since the early sixties, served hot, if not average in taste, fast food on a platter and best of all, management wasn’t apt to run off their youthful clientele in the face of a little harmless loitering. As long as an order was placed, be it as minor as a small fries or Mountain Dew on ice, any and all impromptu pow-wows weren’t frowned upon as long as they didn’t linger too long or take up too many of the eighteen available booths.

It was especially humid, not unusual for a late May Alabama night, though most of the trollers cruised with their windows down to not appear unsociable even though air conditioning and sealed car interiors were surely warranted.

“You wanna switch rides?” Zig offered as the carhop, a rail-thin brunette wearing the upside-down smile of the terminally grumpy teen, slumped their way.

“Thought your baby was spittin’ too much anti-freeze.”

Zig drove an aged Buick Le Sabre donated from his father that was in constant disrepair and lately had been overheating at regular intervals.

“Yeah, but long as we keep her hydrated every five or six miles, she’ll keep us truckin’ down the right path. You got this one, bro?”

Zig had gestured towards the car hop, who had braked at the curb in front of the Grand Am with a palm exposed, as if coming closer to the vehicle’s inhabitants might risk catching a communicable disease.

“Two large orders of fries?” she inquired sheepishly without making eye contact.

“That’d be us, darlin’.”

“A dollar thirty-five.”

Reaching out and forced to extend a meaty arm to its maximum length, Rodney slid two crumbled dollar bills into her upturned mitt, and she scampered awkwardly away.

Arm still hanging in space, he glanced over at his pal and shrugged.

“Tips used to be optional, right?”

“Times change.”

“Greedy little Minx. Notice how she didn’t dare lock eyes with the master. The legend lives on.”

“You still got the magic touch, bro,” Zig grinned, “That natural charm is just too much for their youthful hearts. She’ll be dreaming of the Rip tonight, for sure.”

“Kids,” Rip retorted with a grin, “What ya gonna do?”

Peering out the passenger side, Zig raised a hand towards another passing transport, this time a jet-black Ford pickup that appeared to be hauling at least six wriggling bodies crammed into its lone seat.

“Nothing wrong with saving yourself for marriage.”

Rip gazed out from the opposite side, having passed Zig his share of the order and replied before cramming at least half his own order into his gaping maw.

“My sentiments exactly, Reverend.”

Chewing noisily, Rip reached towards the dash and began digging on the radio, ending his search as the Little River Band was found singing of a ‘Lonesome Loser’, a tune whose lyrics he could easily sympathize with.

“So, what’re we going to do about coppin’ a new ride?” Zig inquired between chews.

“Seek out a suitable chauffeur for the evening, I reckon. Should be at least a dozen transports to choose from, seeing as even the usual stay-ins from the class are whoopin’ it up tonight. Keep your eyes peeled. Craig, Scotty or Todd and his crew should be toolin’ on by any second.”

With that, both boys calmly ate in silence while studying each vehicle passing through the drive-in’s circle.

“What is it that Barton drives anyway?” Rodney finally asked, having gulped down his last fry and bending down to grope beneath the driver’s seat.

“Gran Torino, red with white stripe. Turkey runs it like he’s doin’ laps at Talladega.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. Sud?” Rip held up a pony Miller, “On the warm side but I’m chokin’ too much to argue.”

“Sure ‘nuff,” Zig replied, holding out a hand without ever breaking his gaze from the sporadically rotating line of passing vehicles, a mini bottle of brew slapping his palm seconds later.

“He usually rides with Danny Jameson in a blue cutlass.”

Rip nodded between sips, instinctively looking around for possible prying eyes wearing a badge. The kids were aware, and had even discussed among themselves, the probability of some county cops making themselves conspicuous on the hours following graduation and being that Denton County and its neighbors had forever voted down legal alcohol sales, a citation for underage consumption or possession of firewater was a distinct possibility for those overly confident or reckless. Rumor also had it that graduation nights were viewed as a ‘see no evil, hear no evil’ situation for the local badges, so to show at least a semblance of common sense was a must. The Canal, of course, was a different animal altogether, but wouldn’t come into play until later that night.

“I’ve seen Barton’s ride. Black racing stripes, side pipes. A definite Starsky and Hutch vibe. Slick. Far too prime a ride for son of Frankenstein.”

“If he’s doing the chauffeuring, you can hear that bad boy coming a county mile away,” Zig stated, alternating sips and light burbs, “Always a good thing. Can’t sneak up on us.”

A comfortable silence reigned for several minutes, the pair using the sabbatical to employ a game of dueling belches.

“Any luck?”

“Nah. Mostly jabbering jailbait and their horndog, equally underage prey sniffing close behind. Say Rip, they handing out DLs to twelve-year-olds now? Middle-school drifters. Makes me feel downright aged.”

Rip abruptly tensed, stretching his neck to maximum length and sticking his head out the window.

“Close the shades a sec, Zig. I think I just spotted our alternate chariot for the evening. Hold the fort,” he said, tossing the empty bottle to the floorboard and exiting the vehicle with a quickness and agility that belied his less than athletic physique.

“No waaaay,” came Zip’s barely audible reply upon visualizing the vehicle and the sizeable shape parked behind the wheel as Rip guided it into the empty booth next to their own.

“Well, beggars can’t be choosers.”

Like a comic-strip balloon, the lightbulb blared over Zig’s head just moments later, as the potential genius of his buddy’s notion hit home.

“Cool beans, Rip,” he grinned before draining his own brew and rolling the bottle beneath the seat. He watched his vertically challenged pal hop into a faded silver Firebird with the extended CB antenna and slightly fading black and gold screaming Phoenix adorning its hood, the driver’s bulk seemingly leaving very little room for the soon-to-be proposed human cargo.

“Smarter than ya look, bro. The heppest of hip cats, yes sir.”

A convertible Delta 88 pulled by, stuffed with at least six jostling bodies to the raucous, searing guitars of The Knack’s ‘My Sharona’, all other attempts at being heard within a quarter-mile radius temporarily neutralized.

~ * ~
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Regina huffed, stamped her feet, rolled her eyes and crossed her arms in that order, a choreographed hissy fit Todd had witnessed more times than he wished to recount.

“You’re really going through with it then?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re such a knucklehead.”

“This is no secret, babe.”

“Not funny. Not cute. For such a naturally smart guy, you can be a...such a monumental dumbass.”

“No arguments.”

“But why? Why do it? For what purpose?”

“Might be hard for you to understand. I mean, we’ve talked about it and you just don’t get it.”

“Try me once more.”

“You’re not gonna like it.”

“I don’t like anything about it now. Any explanation you give can’t possibly make it worse or less...bewildering.”

“Fine and dandy then. Well, it’s expected of me. Call it a last hurrah. One last time into the fray.”

“See? That’s what I’m talking about. You can quote Lord Tennyson while in the same breath hint of potential alcohol poisoning. Voluntary alcohol poisoning, I might add. There is such a thing, you know.”

“I’ve heard. I do seem somewhat immune, if past history is any indication.”

“Fool. I think the...buildup to this...your immunity has caused a form of brain damage already. Nothing else explains this. Nothing.”

Todd McIntrye was a cerebral contradiction. A young man of immense math and cognitive skills and otherwise noted as an intellectual whose out-and-out laziness had prevented his being crowned class valedictorian. As it was, he loafed and cruise-controlled his way to a B average, while his often-befuddled girlfriend was a junior who was the hands-on favorite to be awarded a full-blown scholarship to one of a possible dozen major colleges the following year.

“Darling, your bugging out is quite unsightly.”

Regina’s squinty stare, the very definition of a hairy eyeball, was positively volcanic, and Todd knew he’d stepped in it...deep, and thus instantly proceeded in a softer, less condescending tone.”

“Gina, it’s just tonight. The curtain drops and the future beckons.”

Tossing her short arms airborne, Regina turned her back on her steady boyfriend of the past sixteen months, the two had officially started dating the day she turned sixteen as regulated by her strict Methodist parents, right foot angrily tapping the cracked asphalt.

Meeting behind the Spit-Shine carwash on East Main and thus well-hidden from passing traffic, Todd had piled his gown, cap and dress shoes into the back seat of his car, trading the formal ensemble for a black tee, black corduroy jeans and high-top sneakers.

“Bullshit, Todd! You’re telling me that you’re going to hop on the wagon permanently after this one last end-all bender? Sell me another one, Doofus.”

Todd was forced to clamp a bare palm across trembling lips to refrain from guffawing aloud, turning on a heel and pacing a few steps in the opposite direction. It amused him to no end whenever she either cursed or utilized modern slang. Something about the words escaping from between those pouty, staunchly devout Christian lips was more than he could handle, at least sober. Tall and slender with round shoulders, dark brown hair complete with a shoulder-length mullet and black-rimmed, thick-lensed glasses, Todd appeared every bit the nerdy class brain—sans the mullet—but not so much the legendary lush he most certainly was among his many peers.

Regina, petite and curvy with flowing red locks and patchy freckles lining a slightly upturned nose, wasn’t the atypical beauty queen but more the girl next door type. Neat and conservatively dressed as a rule, Regina had become increasingly agitated with Todd’s weekend drinking binges. Since officially referring to one another as steadies, she had envisioned following her high school flame to whatever institute of higher learning he’d be attending following her own graduation, each reaping the benefits of similar academic scholarships.

To this point, Todd had long-since fibbed about the latter, claiming offers from such local heavyweights as Alabama, LSU, and Ole Miss were currently in serious ‘contemplation mode’. In truth, he’d skipped so many classes in the past year that he’d barely avoided summer school, B-average notwithstanding. As for the status of he and Regina’s future together, to the minute he had no concrete clue, though as months, days and hours passed and he took her less and less seriously, the high probability of a permanent breakup seemed imminent.

First things first, he’d decided. Graduation night meant boozing and cruising with his fellow parolees of Baymont high after twelve long years of sharing the same hallways, the same classrooms, the same teachers, and the same path to this very night. Tomorrow, horrendous hangover aside, he would begin to wade the potentially treacherous waters of adult responsibility.

“So, it’s The Strip and what, the infamous canal?”

“You know the drill,” he nodded, having regained enough control to not continue grinning like an imbecile when making eye contact.

“I should, right? Debauchery has a set routine for most professional sots.”

“So-...? Nice. Listen ‘Gina, try to understand. We just gradua—”

“I was there, smart guy. Why not celebrate with me?”

“You’ll understand better next year. Those...these people. Well, we’re a...kind of a tribe. We fought together, we struggled together, played together, grew up together and we part ways accordingly.”

“By getting sloppy drunk and throwing up on each other’s shoes? I’ll pass, thanks. You know, at first, I thought your excessive partying was kind of cool. Made you mysterious, enigmatic. These days, it’s just you look more and more like nothing more than a rudderless drunk.”

For a second, a faint tick of the clock, he’d almost bent a knee and invited her along, something he’d never done in his every-other-week partying escapades. The thought of having such a wet blanket along to stunt his inebriant behavior was jarringly shocking, to say the least. Besides, tonight there was plotted mischief afoot that she would never understand, much less be willing to participate in.

Stealing a glance at his wristwatch, it read six-ten. Time was wasting and the MD-20/20, TJ-Swan or whatever rut-gut brand of bootleg wine Craig and Scott had stashed away for the night’s appetizer was surely growing warmer by the minute.

“Gina, I gotta go. Don’t worry about me. Go over to Janice’s and watch TV. Sleepover even. The night will soon be morning, and my time will forever be yours.”

“Janice drove over to her sisters in Huntsville,” she shot back sourly and no longer meeting his gaze. Janice Grover was Regina’s bow-legged, buck-toothed, flat-chested best friend who never failed to show her disdain for either him or her best bud’s relationship with same.

“Well, call up Carol or Cindy and go see the new flick down at the StarView. I heard it’s Nicholson in ‘The Shining’. You read the book, right? Should be a gas.”

His beloved but increasingly irritating steady’s expression could only be described as incredulous.

“You know I don’t do horror movies and no, I didn’t read the book.”

“Gina, the guys are waiting.”

“Go then. Just go.”

“My apologies, but we only graduate the minor leagues once before the majors loom.”

“Oh, stick a sock in it,” his steady stalked away, firing one last salvo before getting in behind the wheel of the ’77 Cutlass her attorney dad had gifted her the day she’d gotten her license, “Get all that radical, raunchy, funkadelic geekdom out of your system in the next eight hours, Mister Space Cadet, ‘cause after that you’re allllll mine!”

As she drove calmly away, angrily peeling out was apparently beyond her mild scope, Todd waited on shaky knees until she’d faded from view before practically falling to one knee in hysterics.

“Time to blow this taco stand,” he managed moments later while navigating his aged Ford Maverick in the opposite direction of his perhaps soon-to-be former ladylove, having wiped the fresh moistness from the corner of each eye, “Some prime time funkadelic Geekdom awaits!”

~ * ~
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Teeth gritted and nostrils flaring, Dalton Barton alternated deep-voiced bellows and revving the meticulously maintained engine of his prize Gran Torino, his massive head, bulky shoulder, and left arm hanging out the window as if he were preparing to squeeze an equally massive torso through. Unlike most of Denton’s graduating masses, he’d flat refused to toss away the ceremonial hat, which hung comically askew from his close-shaven, blocky noggin.

“Meet me at that gravel pit as you’re driving into B-Town. I’m headed home to change threads! Don’t want to get any blood on these!”

With that last remark, the big man leered like the overwrought, oversensitive, overstimulated maniac he surely was and peeled out of the lot to the jarring echo of Led Zepplin’s ‘All my Love’ reverberating from top-of-the-line Bose speakers, seemingly unaware of the many moving vehicles forced to brake to avoid being bludgeoned out of his path.

Jerry Gaines and Danny Jameson waved back from Jameson’s cutlass, both faking smiles and the customary thumbs-up.

“That boy is several bricks shy of a load, you know that, right?” Gaines, shaggy-haired and pimply-faced, spat upon dropping the façade as the squealing Gran Torino vanished from sight.

Danny Jameson, clean cut, barrel-chested and thick of neck, nodded knowingly, ducking behind the wheel of an idling, light blue Olds Cutlass, “You wanna tell ‘im that?”

“You tell ‘im. Dude, we just graduated. I ain’t about to spend my night chasing down Bull’s grudge and then be called on later as a conspirator to murder. Drop me at my house, will ya?”

As the other boy joined him inside the vehicle and it began a cautious swerve and sway from the eastern edge of the Denton High parking lot—dodging the rides of still more fleeing graduates—Danny reached down and retrieved a can of Red, White, and Blue from underneath the driver’s seat.

“Brew?”

“I’ll wait ‘til I get to the towers. I hear they’ve got a half-dozen cases on ice. Sincerely dude, ditch that snarling loon and ride down there now. I heard Marilyn tell Judy that most of the chicks are skipping the prelims and headed straight for the towers. Man, they’ll all be nice and juiced in a few hours. Not a chick among ‘em can hold their booze.” Much like Baymont’s canal—it’s surroundings conveniently isolated and barren—the electrical towers on the outskirts of Denton was the popular, local teen party hangout.

Tempted as such an offer was in the heat of the moment, Danny, who’d played nose guard to the right of Barton’s right defensive tackle for the last two years, wasn’t about to risk it.

“Listen, I’ll help ‘im find the mouthy squirt and then book it over right after. Shouldn’t take long in that one-horse town. Unsuspecting little shit is probably whooping it up and down their little strip right now.”

“Could be. Their ceremony started at the same time as ours, and they only graduated half the number. Hey, seriously DJ...” Gaines paused, squinting hard with his pimply mug creased as if suffering from a sudden attack of gas, “...don’t let ‘im kill that kid, hear? You know how he is when he goes full fury. All shaking and bug-eyed. Looks like he’s about to tear outta his shirt like the Hulk.”

Danny drank greedily and burped while navigating onto a narrow two-lane departing the school grounds. At just past six PM, the summer sun was still prominent at their backs and reflected off the rearview mirror like a bright, bobbling laser.

“No sweat. He’s easier to control than you think. Wasn’t for me, the big bull would’ve had his mad-dog butt ejected from half our games last year.”

“Yeah. Jeez, imagine if Bull did get loaded. It’d take the National Guard to take ‘im down and cage ‘im up if he ever got properly soused.”

Danny laughed uneasily before ingesting yet another lengthy gulp.

“You ain’t lying, brother. Here’s to continued sobriety,” he replied, raising the mostly empty can with a Cheshire Cat-wide but equally nervous smile birthed at the mere thought, “Bull Barton’s that is.”

Both boys laughed but not without a twinge of lingering, palpable dread.
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Chapter Four
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Sour Home, Alabama

Strategically parked in the unlit rear of a wide alley separating Cumming’s Hardware and Auto and The Bargain Den discount store, Bill still found himself wishing he’d been assigned an unmarked unit.

He’d driven into the city limits on the eastern edge of town at six-fifteen. Exactly eighteen minutes in with seven-plus hours to go on the shift and it seemed time was, actual science be danged, standing still. As was the normal procedural drill, he’d checked in with Brenda in dispatch upon visualizing the ‘WELCOME TO BAYMONT, pop 2116’ sign, the veteran call-taker’s familiar tone, that of a lifelong camel smoker with a hint of laryngitis confirming this with what he’d probably just imagined was a streak of sarcastic glee. A bushy mustachioed, deep-voiced Denton County Deputy named Fowler had met him in a bare lot fronting what appeared to be a long-deserted structure last advertised as a handyman service with the unfortunate title of Dick’s The Tool Man. The briefing, three minutes at most, succinctly spelled out Bill’s duties as such; patrol the main drag, keep visible, maintain vigilance and radio back in at quarter ‘til eleven for further instructions.

Nervously snacking on a bag of bugles while sipping a frosty Dr. Pepper—each confiscated from a slightly faded and dented silver and black lunchbox taking up space in the passenger floorboard—he’d tuned to the local AM radio station of his youth, WMRG in Baymont. Following a series of local ads, most of which originated from either Huntsville or Athens, he was pleasantly surprised to discover the station had switched formats from the days of his flaming youth, that from such country/western staples of the day as Conway Twitty, George Jones and Loretta Lynn; this made blatantly obvious from the opening guitar chords of America’s ‘Sister Golden Hair’ and a jamming follow-up in the form of the Doobie Brother’s AOR masterpiece ‘China Grove’.

“Nice,” he mumbled between crunchy bites, “If not a thousand assorted days late and several thousand dollars short.”

Cars along the strip came and went with casual regularity, as was the norm on any early Summer Friday night, though it was still a little early to gauge a consistent frequency. Graduation night was guaranteed to add an extra layer of hijinks of the drunken, high, or just plain imbecilic variety. Teens, booze, pot and speeding cars would never equal peace and tranquility in this or any era. The question was, once nature took its inevitable course and the random tomfoolery commenced, how difficult would it be for him to just turn a blind eye? The chance of being recognized among a sect ten years his junior would be slim to none, after all, much less for one of their ilk to know of the dark secret he—possibly alone—carried. Despite such staunch logic, his present level of paranoia remained at Code Red levels as he figured even the most minute chance far too chancy.

All that over-contemplated, what was he to do in the face of an obvious flaunt of the law?

Say, a crash involving one or more teen drunkards or an underage brawl pitting one group of sloshed or sky-high teens against another? Rival schools battling it out for the final word? Denton versus Baymont maybe? Hard feelings between ‘em was natural, an inbred hatred normally played out through sports, and considering Denton’s 38-6 stomping of Baymont’s Cougars the previous Fall in what was fast becoming an annual bludgeoning, it wouldn’t take much of a flame to light that fuse. What about a jealous, staggering goon slapping around his girlfriend in public for Jesus and all to see? As he recalled, similar scenarios had transpired on his own graduation night, so odds were practically even-Steven of similar goings-on as the clock approached the witching hour. The answer to his responsibility to not act was, paranoia and indifference aside, a no-brainer. He would do his job to the letter, as this was far too late in the game to stain an overwise unblemished record. Twenty-six days and counting for a scheduled interview at AHP and he wasn’t about to screw up such a golden opportunity to blow the stale popsicle stand that Crawford County had always stood for.

Settling in with a fresh perspective and accompanying steely resolve, the last of the bugles having been gnawed into soggy fragments lodged between his teeth, he pondered calmly for at least the hundred-thousandth time why he’d ever chosen to return to his home state in the first place.

“Water flowing beneath a creaky bridge,” he whispered between pursed lips, giving his watch a quick check as if doing so at regular intervals might serve to speed up time, “Everything’s copasetic. The stars are aligned and ain’t nothing or nobody connected to this one-horse town gonna knock ‘em askew.”

At precisely six-forty-nine PM, roughly six minutes since Deputy William Patterson’s last time check, the first attempt to prove him wrong spun clearly into view.
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Chapter Five
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A Stop at the Local Watering Hole

“Coffin nail?” Mindy offered casually, her free handheld out with the offering pinched between thumb and forefinger.

“What’s that?”

“A smoke. Are we sticking to the sworn itinerary or what?”

“I know it’s a cigarette, goof. What brand?”

“Winston. You taking a poll?”

Rebecca frowned, removing the thin, oblong item from her friend’s possession as if handling an explosive device.

“Just wandering is all, and yeah, we’re starting at the top and moving on down that preordained list without omission.”

The driver rolled her eyes, red-smeared lips pouting.

“Becca, you’re the only person I know who can make having a blast sound like doing homework.”

Intruding gusts invaded the open car windows, reshaping Mindy’s short coif from side to side and up and down while Mindy’s heavily sprayed coiffure remained firmly intact.

Traversing a narrow two-lane void of markings but riddled with assorted cracks and holes, the aged Ford was steered through curves both winding and sharp, the Pinto’s inhabitants enjoying a rare moment of silence while sharing the same tiny Bic lighter to ignite their respective smokes. Though dust was still an hour or more away, a solid line of gray stratus clouds had cloaked the sun to mimic an early dipping of the sky’s nightly curtain. Obviously taken in by Mother Nature’s subtle ruse, the nightly cricket concerto slowly reverberated until building to a full-throated crescendo.

“Thought I was slipping you a doobie in Wolf’s clothing?” Mindy eventually asked, navigating a gradual turn off pavement onto a dirt one-lane.

The passenger replied meekly, having leaned up to study their current path of travel, a dark narrow passage engulfed on both sides by head-high overgrowth that appeared to be swallowing them whole the further they followed its twisting, bumpy trajectory.

“No, I just like to know what I’m ingesting.”

“Speaking of the devil’s weed, ya know if you do desire to add giving it a taste to your wish list?”

“Nope,” Rebecca cut her off, her giant hair waving back and forth in opposite directions from a vigorous head shake, “None of that, not since I heard it murders twice as many brain cells as ordinary booze.”

“Well, if you do change your mind, post buzz, Zig is always carrying and we’re sure to cross paths at The Canal later.”

“Oh yeah, um, so if I do ask, remind me how adamant I am in this moment. Could be I’ll have misplaced all scruples by then.”

“Good thinking, professor. Wondering where in the name of Marco Blessed Polo we’re headed?”

“Marco Polo being an aquatic reference, so not really. Lewis and Clark maybe.”

Lit cigarette dangling from between gritted teeth, Mindy’s pinched scowl nonetheless held no actual scorn.

“I stand corrected, teach. Point of reference, the majority of those who procure, and proceed to vend alcoholic beverages and the like to underage patrons rarely do their business on Main Street, dig? This
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