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They are children of the Underworld.
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Loudly roaring above, bickering below,

They are the bitter venom of the gods.

They are the great storms directed from

Heaven,

They are the owls which hoot over a city....

Knowing no care, they grind the land like corn,

Knowing no mercy, they rage against mankind,

They spill their blood like rain,

Devouring their flesh and sucking their veins,

They are demons full of violence,

Ceaselessly devouring blood.
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—-Babylonian verse
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Introduction:

The Thing About Randers Novels
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I view my writing career, at this point, as having gone through three phases: my entire pre-published life, the Nicholas Randers era, and the fallout afterwards which made me the writer I became and am today.

Compared to the quality of writing I find myself doing now, with the sort of style and voice that I found in myself while writing The Everborn, my days as mass market paperback horror novelist Nicholas Randers seem like I became too damn lucky too fast.

Pray Serpent’s Prey was the first true novel I ever completed, started in my 10th grade math class because I was bored, the first of any work of importance that I even remember submitting to a book publisher. It got accepted almost off the bat, and it opened many doors, and rendered me capable of fulfilling many dreams to this day and got me my Halloween IV gig.

Looking back and reading some of the stuff I wrote as Randers, I see how far I’ve come with my craft, how much I’ve grown, and I find some of this Randers stuff a little amateurish in comparison, but that’s just me. If you’ve read and appreciated my more recent works, you will undoubtedly notice the difference, too. I’m not knocking Randers.....hell, I’m indebted to him for at least being good enough to get my career launched.

Of note:  my acting coach circa late 1980s, Walter Koenig, who played Chekov in the original Star Trek series, read this book and wrote to our mutual publisher (he’d written “Buck Alice and the Actor-robot” which I edited a later edition of) told our mutual publisher something to the extent of “This is so amateurish, how can you publish this?” 

With that, I hope you enjoy Rander’s first and best, Pray Serpent’s Prey.

––––––––
[image: ]


——NICHOLAS GRABOWSKY,

Spring, 2025
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​PROLOGUE


Glavatchog, Rumania
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Fall, 1987—Sunday

There had been a slight drizzle of rain in the section of the village which held the dismal four acres of cemetery property, and Jim Barrett thought it would be a typical Hollywood monster movie night had there been a storm. There was an over—abundance of trees which blocked the overcast midnight sky virtually from view, conceding little light to trespass through the inner darkness. Translucent moonbeams trickled downward between the branches of the large oak tree overlooking the northwest corner of the yard, resembling, in many ways, the foreboding protector of its children below.

Barrett’s flashlight flickered on and off not far from the tree, and he struck it firmly with his palm and it resumed shining. He walked across a row of graves, shining the light upon each tombstone as he passed. The cold dampness of his surroundings brought to him a​ bitter chill. He stuck the flashlight under his arm and zipped up his leather jacket, struggling with it at first as it caught a brown thread, then succeeding.

Barrett was a high school World History teacher who had flown in from the States early the prior morning after discovering the postcard within his mailbox and the dreadful news written in nearly unreadable felt pen that his mother had passed away. He was invited to a funeral that was two days passed, though he’d been disappointedly unaware of this until not long after his arrival. Now that he was there, all he could do was pay his respects.

But at this hour?

Damn, he thought, why couldn’t he be back in his warm bed getting the much-needed sleep he had yearned for since last night?

His father had first denied he ever sent such a postcard, and the things his father told him seemed to make no sense at all. For a moment he felt his head spinning in all the confusion. The whole situation was very strange to him. In fact, it was so incredibly strange that he found himself insisting on staying at a nearby motel rather than his father’s cottage. Frankly, something was scaring him. Something he couldn’t quite touch upon.

It was only twenty minutes ago when he had been in his bed at the motel. He had finished reading an interesting book about ancient legends he had swiped from his father’s library as an amusing distraction for being in a country which lacked anything of the sort for an American gorged on amusement, even though he was a World History teacher and was supposed to be interested in countries of the world rich in history like this one. The book was a small piece of nonfiction, about eighty pages in length, including tales of fifteenth century rituals conducted by villagers long ago to keep their deceased loved ones from rising out of their graves to say hello again to the world; a hearty hello only the dead could give.

The tales were quite consuming, including one in particular pertaining to a bird—like monster who seized small children, picked out their bowls with their sharp beaks, and fed on their mother-given milk, and their blood. He shrugged away the chilling thought, told himself it was nothing more than folklore. He wasn’t a small child, anyway. Why should he worry? He dismissed the book as nothing more than accumulated pieces of traditional townsfolk imagination.

He had no sooner set the book aside when he suddenly felt compelled to see his mother’s grave, and he could not wait until morning. If there were cupids, Rumania’s cupids probably went around shooting arrows which caused the innocent to visit their mother’s graves at unheard-of hours of the night. This was a desperate urge, and it made him terribly uneasy. Although it wasn’t exactly an urge. It was more of an impulse or a craving to fulfill a sudden need, like the way one gets when he wakes up in the middle of the night and discovers he has a migraine and the only thing to do was to go into the kitchen for a Tylenol.

But in this case the Tylenol was at his mother’s grave.

It was as if someone or something was manipulating him. Controlling him. Forcing him to visit the silent village of the dead against his own common sense.

Nevertheless, he was here.

He shined the light upon the next tombstone.

MARIAN JANE BARRETT

1919- 1987

There it was; the object of what he had been compelled to see. The inscription had been chiseled into the stone with professional quality, although it was Barrett’s opinion that someone should have seen to the inclusion of a memorandum or a fittingly inscribed prayer.

In front of the tombstone was the mound of near-fresh soil, neatly and firmly packed and rounded, under which rested the soulless remains of Marian Barrett, beloved mother whose long-begotten glory days had waned into the role of a lonely and unpretentious housewife, now encased in a cedar box lunch for the ravenous earth.

He was filled with a moment’s grief at the sight while at the same time satisfied that he could now return to the motel room and get a decent night’s sleep.

As he proceeded to return he felt a cold breeze against his back, blowing against his jacket and poplin trousers. The leaves around him began to scatter, leaving room for more as they descended from the trees.

As Barrett walked, his flashlight began to flicker once more. He halted and struck it against his palm. It went out. He struck it twice more, then shook it. Still no light.

“For damn’s sake.......”

He realized he would roam in the dark from there on out. He remembered the village cobblestone streets and walkways and the dim lights he would walk beneath, and this somewhat relieved him. It wasn’t exactly the most relaxing thing to do, to be strolling in a cemetery in the dead of night in a country so far from home. Particularly after reading that book about vampiric legends. What a goddamn mood-setter.

He was suddenly overcome by the thoughts of bloodless corpses moving about in the darkness, their frigid, lifeless bodies waiting to pounce on him from behind a tree or the branches above him.

His pace quickened as he drew closer to the cemetery’s front gate. He noticed the wind blowing all the more harshly now, the fallen leaves whirling and twisting as if they were frenzied dogs chasing each other’s tails like his neighbor’s back home.

Dammit, how he wished he were back home.

He was more than halfway to the gate when he suddenly beheld a huge, darkened figure nearly a yard ahead swooping past him. He jolted backwards, out of its way, dropping the deadened flashlight. Startled, he gazed into the center of the two trees where it had disappeared into the darkness. He didn’t waste another precious minute when his impulses made him dart towards the gate.

No sooner had he started to run when he halted in his tracks. He had looked up and spotted something ahead of him. He stood for a second, at first thinking his eyes were fooling him, and he was about to continue his mad dash. But fear had made him motionless as he slowly began to make out what it was he was seeing.

Perched on one of the branches was what appeared to be a tremendously large, darkened figure swaying in the wind. At first glance, it looked like an over-sized crow. A crow.....too big and bulky to be a crow. It was more like a very large vulture or an owl, the largest goddamn owl he’d ever seen. But there was something about its long neck and head that made it seem somewhat serpentine. He caught its eerie orange, illuminating eyes and realized to his fear that it was watching him, scrutinizing him.

He nervously wiped the sweat now streaming from his forehead, fumbling his way backwards as he kept his eyes on the strange shape. He glanced behind him as his left foot hit a stone, nearly causing him to stumble backwards. He looked up again at the creature, feeling beads of perspiration dripping over his eyelids. He began to feel nauseous, the sickness beginning to rise up to his stomach and to his mouth.

The shape began to move.

Barrett left his sanity behind and forgotten as he turned and sprawled through the trees.

The creature leaped from its perch and took to the air, hidden within the blackness of the night and the thick branches.

Terrified to say the least, Barrett looked behind him as he ran. He expected to view his pursuer directly behind him but saw nothing. Still, he ran. He thought of jumping the back fence and considered it to be the best if not the only way out, the gate he so fervently sought far behind but not forgotten. He would quickly race through the next yard, then back on the cobblestone street again, safe under the light posts.

In the midst of his fear and confusion, he saw the bulging tree root protruding halfway out of the ground ahead of him. He lunged over it and into the soft soil on the other side. The soil was too soft, and his feet sunk in, causing him to lose his balance. The fall sent him tumbling down, knocking his body into various roots and bushes, past the large oak tree and a glare of moonlight, and he finally halted face down in a mound of loose dirt.

He waited for more than a minute to catch his breath, then looked anxiously around. The fall had momentarily stunned him, and he tried to make out where he landed. He noticed he had fallen upon what he supposed the next moment to be a yawning crevice in the ground, a grave being prepared for a burial perhaps the next day. It was to him immediately obvious that the soil he’d fallen upon was recently shoveled soil.....but upon further debate, he waited. He crawled over the mound to peer into the grave. A coffin was half buried and seemed in the darkness to be opened but not entirely, splintered at the hinges. In one corner he could see part of the silky pink makeshift lining of its interior against the moonlight. His heart began to pound in his chest like the bass of a stereo amplifier, as if it was ready to suddenly burst or implode. He studied the tombstone. He began to make out what it read.

MARIAN JANE BARRETT

1919-1987

The shock of the realization paralyzed him. His breathing became heavier. His heart rate intensified. The experience seemed like a nightmare, and it was.....living, breathing, and real.

Grave robbers?

In so little time, that was ridiculous.

What of the creature he’d seen?

(Picked out their bowls with their sharp beaks.)

He had been running from something.

(Fed on their blood.)

He was deathly afraid to look behind him.

He looked ahead and saw the rear wooden fence a short distance away. He wanted desperately to move, to run once more, and finally.

And then there came a hand, wrinkled and aged, and it rested upon his shoulder. Barrett jumped.

What creature chased him, found him, was upon him.

There was silence, save for the wispy currents of icy breeze.

He turned.

The history teacher found himself gazing up at his dead, though now living, mother. She looked down at him, her enlarged pupils resembling two globules of orange penlight orbs.

Suddenly, as if a switch were pulled somewhere behind that penetrating gaze, her eyes brightened, radiated the entirety of her face. She spoke as she pulled her hand away from his shoulder.

“My son,” she whispered solemnly.

Silence.

“Mom,” Barrett was losing his sense of reality. No; he had lost it moments before. It had drained out of his system like all reasonable sanity.

“You’ve come for me, my son.”

Barrett tried to keep himself from shaking, but found it was beyond his control.

His mother was garbed in a burial gown of flowing crimson that blew in the wind. Her skin was dry, wrinkled, pale. Barrett felt an unexplainable but otherwise unpleasant attraction towards her, like the attraction he had to her grave.

“Come to me.” She held out her beckoning hand.

Barrett stared into her eyes, uncontrollably, becoming magnets to his. He opened his mouth to speak but all he could force out was “Mom.....Mom........”

“Come to me.”

He slowly and thoughtlessly raised a hand and placed it in hers, and he ceased to quiver. He rose to his feet.

She drew closer to his body, staring hypnotically into his eyes. She smiled at him. Her long, slender fingers in one hand moved briskly through his hair, the other hand now holding his shoulder firmly.

Barrett felt her hand glide across his face to his jaw. She lifted, exposing his neck and bending his head backwards, also losing her eye contact.

His thoughts were collecting once again, slowly reorganizing, but it was all too late now. A cold shudder flashed over his body as though a bucket of ice water drenched him. The last sensation he felt was the pain of sharp rows of incisors and canines piercing his skin, sinking into his throat around the hard epiglottis and breaking through the larynx and vital artery. His thick blood burst out and upwards like a stream in and around her mouth. Barrett went limp as she began to feed.

The wind subsided gradually and soon the cemetery was still and silent again, the only movement being a single moth fluttering within the moonlight under the oak tree.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE


[image: ]


[image: tmp_200eea4f93fde7d4299ebe0f388f5edf_bnzaaK_html_m82f7ff0.gif]

SUITCASES
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“Troubled times had come, to my hometown.”

—Bruce Springsteen
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ONE


Bloomgarden, Montana
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Tuesday, 7:30 p.m.

Mister Journal, Sir: Haven’t written in you lately, but there’s not much to tell. My life’s been so uneventful, it’s a wonder I ever keep you. There was a spit wad fight in Math class today, and Bo had to do an extra two laps around the field because of something Mirk didn’t fess up to. Danny got on my nerves, so I decked his face with a foursquare ball, convinced him it was the power of God come down to heal him of his tendency to annoy everyone. At least, he appeared convinced.

Cathy was glaring at me. No, I think she was staring. Glaring is what one does to someone who farts and smiles about it. I think she’s got the hots for me, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it in church Sunday. I wish there were plans for that kind of thing for sale at the convenience store so I wouldn’t be so stuck without one, wish I wasn’t so shy and all in the first place. I’m such a loser.

With that nonsense out of the way, I’ve got to mention something about Dad. He came home from the funeral in Rumania today, instead of Thursday like we all thought. We were all having supper. He almost threw open the door and scared everyone half to death, like some desperate madman, and told Tracy off for staring at him. Or was she glaring? Jenny and I didn’t bother even looking at him after that. We simply listened, afraid of another yelp out of him for even doing that. Mom helped him with his luggage, although he insisted he didn’t need any help, not out of courtesy but annoyance. I think it was because Grandma died and all and he was sort of upset. But I’ve never seen him take anything out on us like he did today over something that wasn’t our fault.

Oh....here’s the real news: The movie I directed, the one that the gang and I put on video which we tried to get everyone in the town in on but few knew what it was about——well, tonight’s the premiere showing at John’s house of “The Galactic Defenders of Borneo.”

Chris Barrett set the pencil down on the desk and sat up in his chair facing the wall. He quickly read and reread the last paragraph he wrote and was satisfied. He closed the journal and stuffed it in a desk drawer jammed with other notebooks and clutter.

He’d decided to begin writing the diary about one year ago with the intention of using it someday as a tool to work from for writing an autobiography. During the past year he had written to it at various intervals, however, since school started three weeks ago he found himself writing to it more than usual, mostly after supper when the house’s activities had straggled to a humdrum stroll.

Chris’ room was one of a typical high school junior’s. Various papers were piled in three stacks at one end of his mahagony desk; papers on which were written short stories and humorous poems (he had a peculiar talent for writing), the rest was homework assignments he had previously finished. Sitting on one of the piles was a pocket dictionary and also a thesaurus, side by side. Assorted knick-knacks were cluttered across the desk, an upright address book, a desk calendar, erasers and pens, an empty Snickers wrapper. A handful of opened mail lay on top of the almost new thirteen-inch color television sitting opposite stacks of paper and a VCR.

Just above the desk were three rows of shelving filled with diverse horror and science fiction novels, encyclopedias, Biblical commentaries and religious books. There was, near the bed, a flashlight and a few school books on the rug next to a worn-out pair of slippers and faded pajama bottoms. One book in particular was newly purchased, pertaining to black holes in space. Another was a Bible.

Posters and various pictures decked the walls, one of a space shuttle, one of Saturn, of Snoopy, Darth Vader, the solar system, the Pink Panther, Haley’s Comet and black holes and a farmhouse painting from his Aunt Patsy May. A series of wall shelves were stocked with assorted trinkets and a library of under a hundred or so VHS videocassettes, standing upright and placed in numerical order, his beloved movie shrine.

After Chris had placed the diary back within the drawer, he went over to a mirror and gazed over his modestly short-cut, thick brown hair. He wiped the strands which were dangling over his forehead to one side and went to his dresser for a comb. He returned to the mirror and gave his hair a few careful strokes, parting it to one side.

Satisfied with his appearance and feeling himself ready for an evening at John’s place, he set the comb on the dresser and went over to the closet for his jacket. When he came back to the door, he peered once again into the mirror as he used one hand to pat his hair down. This had grown into a vane habit recently each time he left his room for a night out.

At times Chris would tend to be fairly self-conscious concerning his appearance, particularly at moments preceding the company of a girl he was attracted to such as Diana McGundy. Although he generally thought of Cathy more fondly than any other young girl, he occasionally found himself deciding upon who it exactly was that he liked more. Then again, he had to remind himself that he wasn’t exactly picking a bride here. Every guy his age goes through this same merry-go-round of liking and disliking, doing and re-doing his appearance, and he was no exception. Just make it up as you go, he always reminded himself. And for Pete’s sake and whoever else that’s concerned beyond the Pearly Gates, don’t go crazy over it. It’s crazy enough as it is.

He gazed into his liquid brown eyes and also reminded himself, however, that he definitely had to make up his mind who he wanted to ask out first, and his thoughts went directly to Cathy, an attractive young blonde at Bloomgarden Chapel. His thoughts then turned to the question as to why he hadn’t asked her out before. He had been out on occasion with Diana since he met her and his outings had increased with her, but each one that he could remember had been with his other friends. For some reason, he had rarely wrote of her in his journal. He couldn’t quite figure out why. Perhaps he had grown to think of her in the context of a normal everyday friend, a wallflower standing in the background of everything, a tag-along. But that wasn’t quite right, either, since she often butt heads with authority and was found to be outspoken when she wanted to be, something an introverted young Chris would scarcely find it within his ability to do, and this made her stand out a bit more than a mere wallflower. Now that he thought about it more, she actually was more of a very good friend to him than he usually felt. But he was uncomfortable at the thought of asking her out for a date. John even had to ask her to the get-together tonight, and not shy old Chris.

Diana had an abundance of qualities in common with Chris, he knew, compared to Cathy. For instance, Diana and he were both interested in astronomy and writing and movies. In fact, they had both worked on “The Galactic Defenders of Borneo” together, along with John and some of their other one-of-a-kind friends.

He remembered however senseless and outright silly the movie was, though they had a fun time together conceiving and creating it.

He pulled a sleeve up and glanced down at his quartz watch. He was going to be late. He turned both of the lamps in his room off, and made his way through the darkness and opened the door.

Tracy, his younger sister, stepped out of the bathroom in front of him, the flush of the toilet sounding from within. She glanced at Chris, turned, and went towards her room at the opposite end of the hall. It was a rather cold glance, and Chris sensed a distressed sister immediately.

“Anything wrong?” He watched her as she turned back and abruptly slammed her bedroom door.

He stood for a second, then shrugged the thought from his mind. She was simply in one of her moods, he thought. Perhaps it was that time of the month.

Again.

As he walked towards the stairs and proceeded to leave, he heard voices coming from his parents’ room. He walked over to his parents’ door to inform them he was to be out a few hours. He knew what the response would be. “Nine— thirty’s the deadline. Tomorrow’s a school day.” He dreaded having to hear the exact same thing every weeknight. Nevertheless, of course, it was his painful obligation to inform them.

He drew nearer to the door.

As he slipped his right arm through his jacket sleeve, his parents’ words grew more lucid and suddenly evolved into shouts. They were arguing.

“Honey, I’m only trying to help you.” his mother was crying out.

“I don’t need any of your goddamn help. I can do it myself. O.K.? All right? Just leave me alone and let me do it myself!”

A tremble of emotion swept through Chris’ mind and body. He couldn’t quite place what it exactly was, although the emotion was indeed mixed with an unpleasant anxiety. It felt like a sense of, perhaps, dismal fear; something that was unreal. They had argued before, of course, in the past. What parents didn’t? But this arguing was different. It seemed extremely distressful, and his parents had never argued in this tone before. He knew something was definitely wrong. It brought back the time when he was eight years of age in Los Angeles.

He was once gazing out his bedroom window in apartment 213, a second story apartment, and he was watching three or four crows bickering and chasing each other over something in the garbage bin in the nearby alley next to the carport. A parked car had caught his attention in the carport on the far side. The activity inside was clearly visible. He’d watched as a strange bearded man struggled with another figure beside him, ruthlessly wrestling with what appeared to be a young woman in a torn blue summer dress who appeared to be crying out in pained anguish. Her voice was stifled by the closed windows. The man then began striking her with what appeared to be a crowbar, of all things. In the next instant in the window behind her there erupted a ghastly, thick red globule of splatter across the surface of the glass, like the spray from a bloody nose that sneezed out a lung.

Then the screaming and the movements ceased. The crowbar was tossed over and into the back seat. Chris’ mother had opened his door to check on him just then, and Chris hopped back into bed with a sudden surge of guilt as though he’d been a peeping Tom caught red-handed. Later that night, when he’d thought to return to his window, he gazed down to the direction of the grisly scene to behold that the vehicle and its occupants were gone.

His mother continued her feverish debate with his father behind the bedroom door. She seemed to be forcing herself to calm down somewhat, her voice reposed. “Listen, Jim. Please, just listen. I missed you. I was glad to see you home. I wanted to help you unpack. I wanted to know how it was over there. That’s all. Tell me what’s wrong with that. Honey, I just don’t see what’s so secretive about a silly suitcase. A silly old suitcase. And I’m concerned......I’m concerned.....”

“God, would you shut your up?” he shot back at her, irritated. “Would you just shut your goddamn pie hole the hell up? I’m sick of you following me around the house like a goddamn puppy dog! I won’t tolerate it any further! I want some time to myself. Myself! Am I making myself clear? Am I getting through to you? Honey?!” There was a pause. The slight sounds of weeping occurred. Then, “Now get the hell out of here!!!!!”

My dad, swearing?????? Chris thought. Something was horribly amiss. Chris’ father was a devout, church-going true-believing Christian, and he’d lived his life and raised his kids in a family structure where foul language or questionable slang was strictly forbidden. Their English went in the tradition of Peanuts, where good griefs, Pete’s sakes, and awe nuts flourished.

Chris heard a blatant shattering as if something had been broken, and he imagined something was thrown.

“Why don’t we pray about it?” his mother pleaded.

Silence.

Chris felt nothing but the urge to leave by then, to get himself far away from his house until the dissidence subsided or before he found himself caught within. The thought pierced his mind of his father opening the door to reveal him standing there, listening in. He slid the rest of his jacket on and scurried faintly down the stairs. So this had been the reason behind Tracy’s attitude problem, he thought.

He went to the kitchen and scribbled a note on the blackboard next to the spice rack. He caught the sound of a door slamming upstairs, and fear sent him darting towards the front door.

He knew something was definitely wrong with his dad. As he had thought upstairs near his parents’ door, he’d never heard them argue in such a manner. And never for so little reason. Something seemed to have been bothering his dad since arrived home and swung the front door open and stepped into view of his welcoming family. All Chris knew was he wanted to stay clear of his way. Chris forced himself to thwart it all from his mind. He tried to focus his thoughts on “The Galactic Defenders of Borneo.” He gave a disconcerted grin.

As he walked down the wooden steps of the front porch, he heard his mother’s scream. He turned and saw their bedroom light go out. He wanted to help, to do something to end this confusion, but the sense of fear and danger kept him away. Mixed feelings sent him walking down the street towards John’s. His friends would take his mind off his problems.

It was once difficult for him to imagine his father ever physically hurting him besides the rare whippings with a flexible orange Hot Wheels race track, an act which died off in time as he grew older and as his dad changed his views about the right ways to administer punishment, but the thought suddenly became so real. He also had never known or imagined him beating his own wife.

He continued walking down the street, and his pace quickened as his mind brewed over the frustration.
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TWO
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A capacious, lurid cluster of clouds covered the night sky over the quieting town below. It had rained the three previous nights and almost assuredly was about to again. The weather report predicted it would.

The half-moon was nothing more than a milky haze in the sky and cast a dim light down on the already dimly lit streets.

Bloomgarden was a peaceful, quiet town desolated from the noise and hustle of Montana’s larger cities. The city closest to it was Bozeman, which was about forty-five minutes up highway 191 and up another highway. Highway 191 was situated about three miles east of Bloomgarden itself.

Bloomgarden was situated well at the foot of a large cluster of lofty, pale—green mountains with the exception of its eastern parts which were all open field and acreage up to the highway. Extensive, grassy hills filled the area on the opposite side of the highway. Distant mountains accented the scenery but were virtually impossible to view until morning.

There was one paved road, Coburn, which led from the highway, and a dirt road branched off from it leading to an old, brick-red farmhouse in the center of the fields. Coburn Road continued on to and through the northern end of Bloomgarden until it diminished into a dirt road and ended somewhere in the back end of the hills.

Coburn Road held many of the town’s shops and offices including the town hall and the sheriff’s office, and Bloomgarden Plaza.

The plaza held about five or six shops along with Timmy’s Market which was situated on the corner of the road and another small street. Next door was a barber shop, a gunsmith, the Bloomgarden Gazette, and Rosey’s flower shop.

Across from the flower shop but still remaining a part of the plaza stood a large, homely log building bearing the words “Rafael’s Hill Grill (and Delicatessen, Too!) in the window and on the wooden sign decorated by bushes on the sides at the head of the parking lot. This was a favorite place for the local young people to hang out at because of owner Rafael Fernaldo’s popular grilled cheese sandwiches and “Tasty Shakes”, and the game room in the back.

Down the road past the town hall and the sheriff’s office was the Morningstar Inn. Beyond its rocky parking lot lay a spacious field of grass used for community baseball and football games. The field, Sinetta Park, was also used for school activities.

There were three schools in Bloomgarden. In the center of the town and occupying their own block amidst surrounding homes was Bloomgarden High and Junior High, back to back. Once they had been a combination, about twenty years ago. Long before this, they were nothing more than school sessions in the livingroom of Dr. and Mrs. Hank J. Bloomgarden, the town founders. Soon enough a schoolhouse was built for all grades, and then came along the new buildings which held the consolidated jr. high and high schools. The original schoolhouse now held only the grammar school. It was situated at the north side of the town near Sinetta Park and the home of the deceased Bloomgardens.

The Bloomgarden house had been kept up through the years, having been painted and repainted and its framework restored several times. The Bloomgarden children and grandchildren had moved to Cincinnati eight years ago; one of the grandchildren had joined the Navy from there and was now residing in California.

A little ways up Coburn Road just before the pavement ended and diminished to rocky soil then dirt, another dusty road branched off leading to a few shabby stables and a corral. This remnant of classic 50’s and 60’s westerns was where the town would hold its annual July 4th rodeo. A parade would form from the stables and make its way down Coburn, circle the city, and make its way back. It was at that time of year that the town would take in most of its share of annual tourists.

Running through the center of the town and intersecting Coburn was Greensburough Street. This street held such shops as a drug store and pharmacy, the local clothing and hat store, another smaller clothing store, a general store and the Wellfield Bank. There were a few insurance and real estate offices located in residences down the street. A Texaco stood on a street corner near a small, weather—beaten motel, its vacancy sign waving in the cool night breeze.

Old Tom Hatherly owned the Bloomgarden Home Center next door to his aging home. The center was particularly noted for the “Friendly service, you deserve us” sign out front which was painted a new color every year by the Mrs.

All in all, the town held the essential businesses necessary to keep itself prosperous while retaining its features pertinent to a rural Montana setting. There was, however, one distinct feature which made this town different from most others like it: there were no pubs, bars, saloons, or the like.

They were all done away with four years ago, petitioned and protested against by the congregation of Bloomgarden Chapel.

A Charismatic church widely known in its region, Bloomgarden Chapel had earned respect and trustworthiness by approximately 90% of the town since it was founded by the Reverend Darryl H. Holloway, Jr.

Reverend Holloway had pastored a similar church in Los Angeles about two and a half years previous to his transfer to Bloomgarden. He had been accused several times for allegedly using the church funds for his own pleasures and dismissed his church secretary because she refused to go to bed with him. Holloway had protested he merely offered to buy her lunch one Friday afternoon. After a few months of debate throughout the church, Holloway had made a public confession that he was convicted by the Holy Spirit and what was said of him was indeed true. With the exception of the alleged misuse of funds. That, he said, was a lie straight from the bottomless pit. He had asked forgiveness from the pastoral staff and congregation, and they accepted his apology. After a lucky escape from an unyielding blow across the jaw from the former secretary’s virulent husband, he was reluctantly forgiven by the couple also. (They were reminded by church friends to forgive and forget.) The next day the couple handed him a quaint card when they found he was packing his bags, with a picture of Ziggy on the front. It read “Miss you already.” On the inside the character’s words were scribbled out, and over them was printed in ink, “next time don’t bet on it.”

Reverend Holloway publicly resigned from his position as pastor before the church board could do it for him. He left for Montana with the lofty expectations that he could start back from page one and begin the book once again. A friend also resided there who was a teacher in the junior high school, a friend who actually thought of the Reverend as a respectable human being.

Along with Holloway came a handful of faithful friends including the Cassaways, Paul Klark, and the Barretts. They assisted him in establishing Bloomgarden Chapel which was, at the beginning, a meeting at the grammar school. Luck, or what the pastor put it as the gracious hand of the Lord, was with him and as the church’s attendance grew, so did the offerings. There were finally enough funds to build a new building, and so they did. A block away from the jr. high and high schools, and just off of Greensburough Street, stood the newly erected Bloomgarden Chapel.

Soon enough, the expensive-looking church with the bright, colorful stained—glass windows on its sides obliterated any other church in the community, except for the two still remaining. They were the Church of St. Augustine, the original Catholic parish that, as they say, came with the town, and a small eleven—member Kingdom Hall for the local Jehovah’s Witnesses. St. Augustine was located on the other side of the town in its original white building reminiscent to those of the eighteen hundreds and reruns of Bonanza. It now had present a mere nine people during mass, one an old sightless grandfather and the rest a family. The Kingdom Hall was what used to be the old Presbyterian building two blocks away from the Chapel. The Presbyterians either left town or joined Holloway’s church. The unsuspecting Jehovah’s Witnesses moved into the town a few months ago, but history may very well repeat itself and the Christian community may yet introduce to them their doom. The remainder of the town never went to church and never in countless centuries till hell conceives ice cubes and snow cones wanted to. They stuck to their ball games and television, the teenagers stuck to their secret parties and ventures to Bozeman.

Bloomgarden Chapel virtually controlled the town.

There was really one bar and cocktail lounge, although their existence would hardly be worth mentioning except to say the loyal Chapel members attempted to flush them out of business at one time but failed. Both were segregated away from the shops and houses at the town’s west end. There was also a small supply of beer and wine near the cold drinks in Timmy’s Market and the Food Dude on Greensburough.

It was an interesting but common way Bloomgarden Chapel became so influential. Part of the reason was Pastor Holloway’s hell-raising, old-time fire—and-brimstone sermons. Then there was the classy, foot—stomping entertainment. The choir. Stanford Brown, an African-American Minister of Music Holloway found in Bozeman. But the major reason lay in the remarkable commitment the members made in door-to-door witnessing. It was almost identical to the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ way which gave them their reputation. The friendly invitations. The attractive cards from Pastor Holloway To You, with the Chapel’s picture on the front and the pastor’s Howdy Doody smile across the back. (One member though of Jesus Christ in an Uncle Sam suit expressing “I WANT YOU IN BLOOMGARDEN CHAPEL.” The idea was turned down.)

Another reason, perhaps the most logical, was the peer pressure the closely-knit neighbors shared. As was the typical normality in most small towns, everyone knew or at least recognized everyone. There was a warm feeling of being a part of one large family. One big happy family. They all, therefore, would look forward to seeing each other’s blithesome faces in church every week.

And then there was Keith Mitchell and his wife, Sarah. Holloway had the fortunate pleasure of not only marrying them off, but of giving faithful Keith the noble rank of Youth Pastor. This aided him further in the Garden’s conquest.

Holloway’s success made him happy, and he had deliberately forgotten his mishap in L.A.. He had created somewhat of a clan or following, and he, of course, was proud of it. He virtually had the whole town at his feet, so to speak. With the exception of the Catholics, the J.W.s, the non—religious folk, and, to some extent, Chris Barrett and his friends.

Chris’ interest in movies and novels were, according to Holloway, “worldly trash and none should take part in such filth.” Chris had argued with his parents many a time, saying that nowhere in the Bible did it read “Thou shalt not watch movies.” His parents ultimately surrendered, making up their minds that poor, ignorant Chris shall learn the hard way, as long as he didn’t impose himself on anyone else, and as long as his movies were decent and clean.

***
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THE BARRETT HOUSE SILENCED, this time at least for a few hours, and the neighbors on both sides could now sleep in peace, after wondering what provoked the arguments which kept them awake to begin with.

A car drove down Greensburough Street, turned, and passed a worried Chris walking down the dirt clearing between a front lawn and the curb. He occasionally looked up at Montana’s night sky and the hazy moon shining down on him through the clouds. He swore he felt a drop of rain. There it was again. A third time. He had hoped it wouldn’t rain and now John’s folks might have to send his friends home early, he feared, possibly right after they viewed the movie.

If they even allowed anyone to stay for that.

Say, wasn’t John on restriction?

He shivered. It was not because of the cold dampness beating against him. It was the thought of going back home, as if something was about to happen.

It scared him.
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