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Chapter One

Ariel Jenkins cruised on her
way home from her first rock concert in Boston. Traffic was thick
and then thin on the Interstate, and she had listened to a radio
station from Charleston, West Virginia for an hour and sang karaoke
with the songs. She still had over 200 miles left to reach home in
Cincinnati when she groaned and swore at the “Check Engine” light
that blinked on to get her attention.

“This car’s not that old! Come on, damn it!
This is exactly what I don’t need this far from home! See what
happens when you take a vacation for fun? Next time, don’t.
GAH!”

She eased off the gas and checked all the
gauges and other indicators on the dashboard.

Nothing obvious got her attention, so she
looked at the light, hoping that it was out and would stay that way
until she got home.

“I should be so lucky!” She sighed, and the
light burned steady.

She checked the highway behind her and saw
no cars. “Where did my travel buddies go? That’s saved me in the
past. Damn!” She checked in front of her and saw an exit sign a
short distance away announcing, “Gordon, and Florence, 1 mile.”
Cars in the opposite direction were absent also.

“Well, Gordon it is. Where are all the cars
when I need them? Hope this isn’t going to end in a nightmare of
cannibals and demons and such. I need to stop watching those
movies, even if I like them.”

She took the exit and stopped at the bottom
of the ramp. A sign across the road revealed Gordon to the left, 4
miles and Florence to the right, 8 miles. The left direction also
revealed gas, food, hotels, and hospital.

“Left it is. Welcome to Gordon, Ariel. Its
population is nine and visitors equal one. Oh well. Just don’t die
on me, car.” She patted the dashboard lovingly. “Hang in there
until I can get you help.”

The road was bland with hills on both sides,
huge rocks, and an occasional tree then suddenly the landscape
flattened, and trees, wild flowers, and tall grass adorned both
sides.

“Not bad,” she mused and rounded a bend to
the right to see a long stretch of straight road and in the
distance, a huge glut of cars and trucks on both sides of the road.
She slowed when she neared them and checked the glowing orange
light again.

“Okay! I see you! Hold on!”

The closer she got to the cars the slower
she drove until she saw the sign. “Kesterson Estate Auction and
Yard Sale. Today only. Cash or certified checks only. All sales
final. Willy Benton Auctioneer.” Many people crisscrossed the road
to and from vehicles carrying goods and treasures.

“That’s plenty of activity for a small
place. I never shopped a yard sale in West Virginia. Convenient.
Possibly satisfy two needs together. Hopefully, I can get some help
from a friendly mountaineer for my engine warning light. Let’s
hope.”

She pulled off the road at a break in the
cars and shut the engine off. She dropped her keys in her purse and
left the car.

Simultaneously, another car stopped and
parked across the road from her, but in the opposite direction and
a middle-aged man stepped out. He wore dirty denim jeans and a
dark-green work shirt, both spotted with grease.

She looked both directions and hurried
across the road.

“Howdy, ma’am,” the man greeted her. That’s
a nice car you have. What kind is it? Never saw one like it in
these parts.”

“Thanks. It’s a Pontiac Sun Bird. It’s nice.
It’s flashy. Even so, right now, it’s a pain in the ass.”

He shoved his cap backwards and wiped at
sweat on his forehead. “What ails it?”

“The check engine light came on, and I’m 200
miles from home. I’m worried about driving it, and I’m lost in this
area of where to find a dealer or mechanic to help me.”

“Check Engine Light, huh? Damned new
computers want to control and take over everything.” He studied the
car from where he stood. “When was the last time you gassed
up?”

“About 175 miles back east. It was a very
isolated area with many huge trucks and rough looking men. I gassed
up and got out of Dodge swiftly. Why do you ask?”

“Johnny Jump’s Truck Stop. Good description.
A lot of fights, drug deals, and arrests happen there.” He handed
her a business card. “Nick’s the name. I’m a mechanic, as far as I
can be these days. I asked because the gas door is open. If you
didn’t put the cap on all the way, that will turn the light on,
every time.”

He moved across the road, and she followed
him. He pulled the door open, and the cap was just sitting on the
spout. He turned it until it clicked.

“Any other indicators on the dash after it
came on?”

“None. Wow! Oh, my gosh! You think that was
it?”

“Stake my life on it, ma’am. You’ll be okay
to go on home. The light might go out or it might not. If it’s on
when you get home, the dealer can turn it off and verify that the
gas cap really was the problem. It all depends on the computer if
it does or doesn’t. They’re temperamental things. ‘Minds me of my
ex-wife.”

"Good. That scared me a lot.”

“Relax then. You’ll be okay now.”

“Thanks, Nick. I’m Ariel.” She sighed and
leaned against the car. “This is quite a turnout. Who was
Kesterson?”

“Oh, that? That was Franklin and Estelle
Kesterson's place. Franklin died nigh on 15 years back, and Estelle
kept on plucking away by herself until two months ago. Then she
passed on to be with him. They have no surviving relatives, so it’s
being sold by the county.”

“That’s a shame. Now that I’m relaxed over
that light thing, I’ll check out the yard sale part and then mosey
on home. Thanks, Nick. You’re so great.”

“You’re welcome, Ariel. If ever need
anything around these parts, just give me a holler, hear?”

“I hear. I’ll not forget you.” She shook his
hand and left him at his car.

 


She meandered through the barn, the garage,
the yard, and the barnyard, sifting through tables piled with
clothes, jewelry, cookware, dishes, glasses, and silverware. She
bought a set of six butterfly glasses with actual butterflies
underneath glass in the coasters, and a small serving tray with
three butterflies. The set was a “must have” because they looked
similar to the set her mother had before. Then there were pictures,
furniture to be auctioned, clothes, and flower pots and vases and
two beautiful urns on a table in the barn. One was red and one blue
with identical pictures.

It was an oriental scene with a lonely
pagoda sitting on top of a tall mountain. They were trimmed in
gold, and had several green, gold, and black trees lining a narrow
path up to the pagoda. Near the bottom walked a small, lonely
looking figure They seemed far out of place on a farm in Gordon,
West Virginia, but she liked them and added them to her purchased
items.

She intended that to be the end, but she had
to pass a table of quilts and blankets, and a beautiful quilt
stopped her. A woman working the table told her it was a Double
Wedding Ring Quilt that her mother had made for Estelle.

“And you know, the haughty woman never even
said, thank you, and she probably didn’t use it. It was still in
her quilt chest wrapped in brown paper. It looks like it was never
even unfolded. She was an ungrateful wench. I’d love to put burrs
in her casket.”

She bought it. She put her purchases in her
trunk and returned to the sales tables. She bought a hot dog,
chips, and homemade iced tea and mingled with the vendors and
shoppers for a while and ended her experience by buying an old
Bible, two other books, and three green hand-crocheted doilies with
red tulips.

“Okay, Ariel. Go now. There’s no need to buy
a trailer to feed your weakness. You’re safe and sound. Go.”

She started the car and turned around to get
back onto the interstate and ten minutes later the light went
out.

“You’re good, Nick. I’m happy to have found
you. Thanks so much.”

 


She stopped at a rest area and took some
extra time to wash her face and sit at a table and sip some tea
that she purchased to go from the sale. She parked near the Pet
Walk Area, and it was in great use that day. A Cocker Spaniel on a
leash held by a sturdy man paused near her car and sniffed at the
tires and doors and dragged the man to the rear where it howled at
the trunk. Soon seven other dogs surrounded her car, and all howled
separately or in harmony as owners screamed, tugged and jerked on
leashes to restore order and move on.

She approached her car when only the
original dog and owner remained, and she swore when the dog peed on
her tire.

His owner scolded him and looked apologetic
to Ariel. “Sorry about that, ma’am. What do you have in the car, a
deer carcass or some other meats?”

“I have a Bible, a quilt, some books, and a
few other items I bought at a yard sale in West Virginia. I think
it’s strange for the dogs to carry on like that.”

He shook his head and took $10 from his
pocket. “This is toward a car wash. Sorry. He knows better, and I
know it would piss me off. Good luck.”

She took the bill and shook her head. “If
you insist. Thanks. I need to get a move on.”

 


She stopped no more until she was in her
driveway and feeling wonderful to be home. “Now I know how mom and
dad used to feel when they had been away for a few days or even
hours.”

Though she felt at peace, the traveling had
taken a toll on her and she unloaded the car to the kitchen table
and the coffee table and her suitcase in the dining room by the
basement door. She locked the door, stripped as she walked down the
hall, tossed everything in a corner and hit the bed to sleep
instantly.

 


She woke sometime in the night, gasping for
breath and fighting the bed sheets. She scrambled from the bed and
stared at it like it were an alien thing trying to kill her. She
shivered and closed her eyes and she saw it again in vivid detail.
Her bed was a funeral pyre. Flames blazed up around her body, some
as tall as 20 feet. Her body glistened from sweat and oozing fat. A
squeal and hissing noise came from her left side, as a pocket of
fluids erupted in a geyser and vaporized from the heat.

She opened her eyes and stomped the floor.
“Stop it! Where did that come from?”

She glanced at the bedroom clock. “4:30.
Wow! You crashed at 8 and never budged until now? When has that
happened?”

She went to the bathroom, drank a glass of
water, followed that with a quick shower and a change of clothes
and went back to sleep swiftly.

 


.

She woke again at 8:30 and felt happy that
she had the whole day to relax and recover. She timed it to return
on Saturday and spend Sunday relaxing and hit the office fresh on
Monday morning. “I feel groggy from that nightmare. Imagine going
to work right now? I’d be ribbed about a hangover, a lover, getting
old, unable to handle liquor, and who knows what else.”

She prepared a pot of coffee and sat at the
table to wait for the finished results. She looked at the Bible on
the table on top of the doilies and moved it to a place mat when
the coffee pot gurgled its readiness. She filled a cup when the
kitchen and dining room windows dimmed with a huge noise.

“What is that?” She moved to the window near
the table and pulled one curtain back to see her lawn, driveway,
and sidewalk covered with black birds. “Starlings? Here? Since
when?” She tapped the window and shouted, “Be gone! Go away!”

They took flight with a huge squawking noise
and flutter of wings. They repositioned to the trees and any
electric or phone wire that would hold them. Quiet was restored,
but they went no further and they all stared at her house.

“Don’t you understand English? Go away! Stop
looking at me!” She opened the kitchen door, stepped to the porch,
and screamed at them. That served her purpose and they made a
hasty, noisy exit and disappeared to the west.

She turned back toward her door and at that
moment her neighbor walked across the driveway with his miniature
dog on one of his dailies.

The dog, Kujo, stopped, looked up the
driveway, howled and barked at her as if she were a stranger versus
a long term neighbor.

“How
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