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Prelude

| believe there comes a time in every man's life when he needs to stop what he's doing and take a
good look at the choices he's made and the direction in life those choices take him. Ultimately, bad choices
will lead you down the wrong path in life -- nearly every time. Though sometimes, no matter how hard you try
to make the right choices, fate still finds a way to somehow make you regret it.

| discovered this as | lay bound by wrists and ankles in the trunk of a cherry red 1963 Corvette
convertible, somewhere on Route 322 in Pennsylvania.



Chapter One

But no, the story doesn't start there. Perhaps | need to rewind to this morning, just after leaving
Philadelphia, where I'd picked up the Corvette. I'd decided to take the so-called scenic route since I'd never
seen Pennsylvania before. Besides, it was a warm, June morning, and this was my first time driving a
convertible.

| took the smaller highways through the foothills to avoid the dizzying fumes of the interstate, without
wandering too far from civilization. This road trip was a welcomed distraction to my busy and sometimes
stressful life back in Detroit.

All of that changed thirty miles west of Lewisburg. | noticed a smell in the air that didn't quite mesh
well with the aromas of nature I'd been inhaling all morning. | looked down at the Vette's dashboard and
noticed the temperature needle wasn't where it had been all morning, and was now surging well into the
Nuclear Zone. | pulled off to the soft shoulder of Route 322, quickly shut the engine off and pulled the lever to
pop the hood.

Feeling defeated, | just sat there, watching the steam begin to rise from the edges of the hood. It
amazed me how a good day can turn so bad so fast. But these are the problems you anticipate when you put
your faith in a forty-four-year-old car.

| got out and stretched my legs. | looked at my watch and realized I'd been in the car nearly four
hours. It was ten a.m. now, and the temperature felt like the mid eighties. It sure didn't feel this hot and balmy
when the wind was whipping through my hair at 65mph.

| looked up and down Route 322. | hadn't seen civilization since passing west through Lewisburg a
half hour ago. | made the mistake of leaving the map in the backseat - not a good idea in a convertible - so |
had no idea how far the next town was. From where | stood, there was a whole lot of nothing in both
directions. Evergreen trees lined both sides of the road to the east and west, and showed no breaks, which
would have indicated a roadside house or business.

| studied the Vette from the side of the road. | wasn't angry with the car. | could feel only sympathy. It
broke my heart to see such a beautifully-sculpted work of art, dead on the side of the road like a common
Chevy, smoke billowing from its hood.

| burned my fingers twice trying to open the hood from the wrong end. When it finally opened, a small
mushroom cloud of white smoke escaped into the air and filled my olfactories with that same sickly-sweet
smell I'd experienced earlier. After waiting a few minutes for the engine to cool, | began a cursory inspection
to find the source of my strandedness. It didn't take long. See, this big rubber hose at the front of the engine
was broken. | wasn't real sure what it did, but the fact that steam and a green liquid poured out never meant
good news.

| picked up my cellphone from the backseat. (It was an older one, unable to be carried off into the
wind at 65mph like the map, but the newer Nokia or Samsung would've easily taken flight.) | turned it on, but |
already knew what I'd find. No signal. | hadn't been able to use it since leaving Philadelphia. Thank you,
[insert name of cellphone company with a shoddy network, roaming charges and hidden fees] for being there
when | needed you most.

Not many cars had gone by while | and the dead vintage Vette sat on the side of the road. The traffic
was mostly semi-trucks who gave me a friendly horn-honk and kept going.

| looked back at the car, and knew | had only one option. When the engine completely cooled, |
started the car and pulled back onto the highway, west into the Pennsylvania foothills, stopping every half
hour to let the engine cool. | could only pray | didn't blow the thing up.



Chapter Two

| think | played this little stop-and-go game for over eight hours. | don't know for sure. After a while, the
hours and minutes kind of mixed together. By now | had shed all my clothing but my shorts, and my sweaty
legs and back were sticking to the vinyl seat, making this road trip nearly as uncomfortable as possible. The
breakfast I'd had at McDonalds this morning had long since run its course and | was beyond starvation. When
the hunger pangs stopped and the migraine hit me at full-throb, it officially became the worst road trip of my
life.

| began nodding off at the wheel when my eyes caught a glimpse of a road sign in the distance -- the
first one I'd seen since Lewisburg. As | approached it, | could see it read: Welcome to Oasis - Population: Not
Many.

Not long after passing the sign, | began seeing evidence of this so-called Oasis. A barn here, a grain
silo there. An old Ford tractor, circa 1940, sat rusting in a field. Up ahead, a tiny little shack held a sign
declaring it the Oasis Cafe.

| pulled into the gravel parking lot and found | was not the only one patronizing the tiny restaurant. A
small motor home was parked at an angle in front of the building, while next to the building was a small
Dodge Aries.

Up close | could see the Oasis Cafe was little more than a mobile home converted into a restaurant. |
shut the car off, got out and locked the doors. (A habit of being born and raised in Detroit.) It occurred to me
afterward how futile an act this was, since I'd left the top down.

I'd never felt more out of place in my life. My cellphone was suppose to be my lifeline to civilization;
my connection to my home and work in Detroit. Out here in Oasis | was cut off from everything familiar to me.
But | assured myself this was only a temporary setback. I'd be back in Detroit in no time.

It was six p.m. now and there was still enough daylight to look up and down Route 322 and see a
small handful of tiny buildings dotted along the roadside. Oasis wasn't much, but it was more than I'd seen in
the last eight hours.

| walked into the cafe and took a seat near the front window, to keep an eye on the car -- another
Detroit-instilled habit. There were only a few people inside. An elderly couple sat at a booth at the rear, while
a girl in her early twenties sat on a barstool pretending to read a magazine. Each one looked at me with
indifference for only a second, then turned away.

Almost immediately, the waitress approached. "Hey hun, what can | getcha?"

| looked up at her. It was obvious she was using makeup to cover her real age, which could've been
over sixty. She had long, bleach-blonde hair that looked dead from decades of chemicals.

"A mechanic," | said, answering her question.

She looked over at the young girl on the barstool and exchanged a look. She turned back and smiled.
"Sorry, sweetheart. We only serve food here."

| sighed. "Okay, how about a cheeseburger and fries?"

| feel | must explain myself here. | always order a burger and fries from places I've never eaten before.
The way | see it, there's no way one can mess up meat and potatoes.

When the waitress walked off with my order, | noticed the girl at the bar had put her magazine down
and was now staring at me. At my glance, she got up from the barstool and walked over to me. She looked
nothing like the women I'd known in Detroit. She was tall and slender, with dishwater-blonde hair and a
beautiful pair of jade green eyes. She looked like a hard-edged tomboyish country girl, but she presented
herself with an aura of class, grace and poise. | was never one to fall over myself in the presence of beauty,
but this one could easily make me lose my composure.

"I hear you're having car trouble," she said as she sat in the seat across from me.

| smiled. "No one ever seems to have car trouble close to home, do they?"

She raised an eyebrow. "And where's home?"

"Detroit."

She cocked her head to the side and seemed to ponder my answer. "You could say you are close to
home."



"How do you figure that?" | asked with some intrigue.

"If you were driving up from, say, Florida...you'd almost be home by now."

A pause. "Ahh, touché, my dear." The last thing | expected to find in Oasis Pennsylvania was
someone who could captivate my heart in less than ten seconds.

She glanced out the window. "That's a pretty little thing ya got out there."

| allowed a half-smile. "Thanks, but it's not mine. | was paid by its owner to drive it from Philly to
Detroit."

She nodded, as if this were the answer she'd expected. "Is the trip worth the money?"

| shrugged. "It was until the radiator hose blew up eight hours ago."

The waitress came back with my order, and before she set the plate down, she noticed the girl at my
table. She glanced at me, then looked back at her and smiled. "Oh, how cute. Now you be nice to this young
man."

The waitress finally put the food down, which | immediately began to scarf down. | tried my best to
control my manners, to no avail. My stomach had control of me now.

The girl in front of me seemed amused by this act. She watched wordlessly as | inhaled the food,
maintaining a slight smirk. | feared what she might think of me, so | did my best to explain.

"Sorry. | haven't eaten since Philadelphia,” | said in my defense, as | used a napkin to wipe the grease
from my fingers. "I'm Alex. Alex Egan," | said, extending my grease-free hand to her.

She shook the proffered hand with a surprisingly firm grip. "I'm Kelly," she said with another
mesmerizing smile.

"So Kelly, is there a mechanic in Oasis that can fix a radiator hose?"

"There's only one mechanic in Oasis that's fully qualified to work on pretty much anything," she said
as she stood. "Let's go."

| dropped a ten on the table and followed Kelly outside. She got into the passenger seat of the Vette,
and following her lead, | got behind the wheel.

"Still runs, right?" she asked.

| nodded. "As long as we're not going far," | said, starting the car and turning onto Route 322.

There was very little to be said about the tiny town of Oasis. | didn't see a single man-made structure
that looked less than fifty years old. The only thing that really stood out was a string of old trolley cars on a
disconnected railroad track in the middle of a field. | never did ask her about that.

At her command, | made a right turn on an almost invisible dirt road. The road didn't appear to have a
name, and was marked only by the rotting remains of what was probably an old farm house. | couldn't believe
this was someone's idea of an oasis.

We'd only driven a half mile down this bumpy dirt road when we approached an old two-story
Victorian-style house that was in bad need of countless repairs. I'm sure it was gorgeous back in its day, but
now, like everything else in Oasis, it looked ready to fall over out of sheer exhaustion.

"Turn in here," she said, pointing at the driveway of the old house.

| did as | was told and pulled up to an old barn behind the house. Kelly jumped out and slid the huge
barn door open, revealing a dark, cavernous interior. At the wave of her hand, | drove the Vette inside.

| carefully stepped out into the darkness the same time Kelly hit the lights. The barn was mostly
empty, save for a wall of toolboxes, some power tools, an air compressor, a small refrigerator and a pile of
firewood.

Kelly popped the Vette's hood and opened it -- on the first try. | was impressed.

"Ooh, a 327. | haven't seen one cherried out like this in a long time. Holley carburetor..." she leaned in
closer, "850 double-pumper. Edelbrock intake manifold, Hooker headers, Accel ignition system. Someone put
a lot of work into it."

This confused me, but | said it aside. "So where is he?"

She looked up from the engine. "Where's who?"

"The mechanic."

She rolled her eyes. "You're looking at her. What, women can't be mechanics?"



While I did my best to retrieve my foot from my mouth, Kelly put the car's front-end on a pair of jack
stands and crawled under it. When my embarrassment subsided, | launched into small-talk mode.

"So | guess that's your house out there?" | asked.

"Parents’ house," she said over the sound of a ratchet. "They died four years ago. My brother Kenny
and | live in it now."

| nodded, but realizing this wasn't a viable response (because she couldn't see it), | added, "lt's a nice
place."

"Pfff. It's a rat's nest. Look at it! It's ready to fall over. The only thing holding it together is the termites
holding hands. I'd love to get rid of it and leave Oasis but my brother doesn't want to sell it."

"So why not just walk away from it?"

"No money!" she said with a dry laugh. "Jobs in this dinky little town pay enough to keep us alive, but
not enough to let us out."

Kelly crawled out from under the car, holding the radiator hose in her hand. "Now this could be a
problem," she said, handing it to me.

| studied the hose as if I'd been a seasoned mechanic. "Yep, it's definitely cracked," | said, pretending
to understand what she meant.

"Well...yeah, but see, the hose is new. It means something made the engine overheat before it
cracked."

"So that means..."

"It means get comfortable. You could be here a while."



Chapter Three

Despite Kelly's suggestion, | didn't get comfortable. To do that would've required a small miracle.
Instead, we cracked open some Cokes she kept in the fridge, and | spent the next couple hours handing her
tools and praying the problem wasn't anything serious. | felt like the car was having an operation and | was in
the waiting room.

At two a.m., Kelly poked her head out from under the hood and confirmed my worst fears with the two
words | dreaded the most: "Head gasket."

| slumped over the steering wheel where I'd been listening to long-forgotten eighties music. / got me a
Chrysler, it's as big as a whale!

"So I'll be here a while?" | asked, getting out of the car.

She rolled her eyes. "There could be worse places to be stranded." She walked over, took my hand
and led me from the barn. "C'mon, | got a guest bedroom | can put you in."

She was right. The house was a rat's nest. Upon entering, | noticed the sickly-sweet smell of decades
of nicotine caked onto the walls, which were either cracked or had holes. The furniture looked over twenty
years old and was falling apart. The TV was a nine-inch black-and-white.

"Told ya it's a dump," she said, leading me to the spare bedroom.

| said nothing to this. | could've agreed with her - wanted to agree with her - but that would've been
rude. Instead | asked, "l don't suppose you have a phone, do you?"

She shook her head. "Nope, but there's one at the cafe." She gave him a thoughtful look. "Is there, ya
know, someone at home you need to call? Let them know you're stuck out here?"

| tried my best to suppress a smile. | may not know women very well, but | knew when one was fishing
for information. "Actually, no. The house is empty and | doubt it'll miss me."

She nodded and gave a satisfied smile. "Good! We'll go back to the cafe tomorrow to order the head
gaskets." She led me to the bedroom and opened the door. "Sleep fast. Tomorrow comes sooner than you
think," she said, and shut the door behind me.

Morning wasn't quite what I'd expected. For one thing, it was only three a.m., according to my watch. |
sat up in bed and tried to listen for whatever sounds woke me up so early. Toward the far end of the house, |
could hear loud, arguing voices. They were that of Kelly and a man | assumed to be her brother, Kenny. |
wanted to ignore what was none of my business and go back to sleep, but when | heard a smacking sound, |
was out the bedroom door.

| found them in the kitchen. Kelly was standing up from the kitchen floor. The man towering above her
looked to be six feet and 250Ibs of brickhouse muscle that seemed to exude undeserved authority. His
barrel-sized chest was covered with a blue plaid sleeveless flannel shirt, topped with a very bald and shiny
white cranium that reminded me of an oversized queue ball. | was instantly assaulted -- not by his fist, but by
the brutal impact of his body odor.

He turned to me when | walked in. "This don't concern you. Leave."

| looked at Kelly, who was now sitting at the kitchen table. Her left eye was already beginning to turn
purple. She stared at the floor.

Ignoring the Neanderthal, | walked over to Kelly and pulled her chin up, forcing her to look me in the
eye. "Would this be Kenny?" | asked, hooking a thumb over my shoulder.

She nodded, and turned her eyes back to the floor.

| turned my attention back to Kenny and considered my options carefully. Being that | weighed in at a
mere 170lbs, it was more than obvious who would win this fight. Kenny seemed to be looking me over and
drawing the same conclusion.

"Kelly tells me you have a '63 Vette out there," he said, rubbing a hand over his bald scalp.

| nodded. "It blew a head gasket. She's fixing it for me. I'll be gone when she's done."

"Uh huh...well, you can sleep in the barn until then," he said, pushing me out the back door. "l don't
like strangers in my house."



After he slammed the door in my face | walked back to the barn. With the lights out, | felt my way to
the driver-side door of the Vette and got in. Reaching under the seat, | pulled out my snub-nose .38 revolver.
| checked to make sure it had the preferred number of bullets in the chambers and slipped it into my pants. If
Kenny decided to start something with me, | wanted to make sure it'd be a fair fight.

| turned on the radio, ignoring the droning of eighties music that seemed to plague every station in
Pennsylvania. Instead, | thought about Kelly. She was still in the house with that overfed hillbilly on steroids. |
wanted to help her, but what could | do besides gunning the guy down? A little voice in my head told me not
to interfere; not to get involved in someone else's problems. | didn't like that voice, though. It sounded like the
voice of a coward.



Chapter Four

| awoke the next morning to the sweet aromas of fried eggs, bacon, biscuits and gravy. | opened my
eyes and found Kelly holding breakfast under my nose.

"Breakfast in bed," she said. "Well, okay, breakfast in car."

| took the plate and started on the eggs as she climbed into the passenger seat with her own plate.

After several moments of eating in silence, she spoke. "Sorry 'bout Kenny. He lost fifty bucks at the
pool hall last night. He wasn't in a good mood when he got home."

| wondered to myself who would dare beat Kenny at a game of pool, much less try and collect money
from him. | tried not to doubt the truthfulness of her story as | studied her face. She'd used a lot of make-up to
hide the evidence of Kenny's violent temper, and | thought she did a commendable job of it. | figured she'd
had lots of practice.

"Does he hit you a lot?" | dared to ask.

She shook her head. "No, no way. That was a once-in-a-blue-moon thing. But he's my brother -- that's
what brothers do, right?"

"Maybe as kids," | said, "but how old are you two now?"

"I'm 22, he's 28. Okay, we're not kids anymore, | know." She put her fork down on her plate and stared
off at nothing. "You probably think I'm just making excuses for him."

| sighed. "Ya know what? It's none of my business. Let's go into town and work on ordering those
gaskets.

We drove back to the cafe in her brother's old rusted '78 Ford pickup. She'd assured me he wouldn't
mind. We pulled up in front of the cafe, and as | started to get out she said, "Wait here, I'll only be a minute."

| did as | was told, and watched Kelly disappear through the door. It was another hot and balmy
morning, and rolling down the windows in the truck did little to staunch the sweat dripping down my forehead.
It irritated me to know that | should've been pulling into my driveway by now. If all had gone well, I'd be back
in Detroit by now, well rested and ready to go back to work. But no, things don't always go as planned, do
they? Instead I'm stranded in some tiny little town in central Pennsylvania, sweating in a thirty-year-old
pickup, watching over my shoulder for a steroid-driven ape named Kenny, wishing | had a change of clothes,
and in bad need of some aspirin for my growing migraine. This is where a person might ask themselves,
What else can go wrong? And magically their situation gets worse. So | won't say it.

My thoughts were interrupted when Kelly climbed back into the truck. "The parts will be here this
evening," she said. "We're suppose to meet the delivery guy here at six."

| nodded and changed the subject. "Why did you want me to wait out here?"

She nodded toward the cafe. "Thelma's still here -- the waitress you met last night. She saw me leave
with you last night, but if she sees me return with you the next morning....well, you know what she'd think."

| turned to her, failing to hide the smile from my face. "And that would be a bad thing, right?"

We pulled up in front of the barn, and immediately | knew something was wrong. The barn door was
open, which wasn't how we'd left it.

| quietly climbed out of the truck, running a hand along my waist to make sure the gun was still there.
With Kelly behind me, we went inside.

"That's a pretty little car ya got there," Kenny said from atop a bail of hay with a beer in his hand. He
climbed down from his perch. "You must got some money to have a car like this."

Kelly jumped in. "l told you Kenny, it's not his. The owner's paying him to drive it back to Detroit."

Kenny finished the rest of the beer, crushed the can and tossed it into the backseat of the Vette.
"You'll believe anything, Kelly. 'Specially from someone yer sweet on." He walked up to me and, inches from
my face he whispered. "Next time you might wanna think about mindin' yer own business."

| returned the whisper. "You ever lay another hand on her, I'll make you my business."

The retort seemed to startle him a bit, but he quickly recovered. "Kelly, get his car fixed and get him
outta here," he said and left the barn.



We spent the rest of the afternoon stripping down the engine. For Kelly, it was fairly easy work to
remove the intake and exhaust manifolds and the heads, but since most of the parts were aluminum, it had to
be done slowly and carefully. Though | helped her anywhere | could, we didn't talk much. She'd barely said
anything since Kenny left. It amazed me how different she was when he was around, and how quickly she
could turn into the poor, helpless victim when he showed up.

"Why do you let him treat you like that?" | asked in an attempt to break the silence.

She just shook her head. "Alex...it's always been like this. Since our parents died, | do everything for
him. | cook and clean and keep our lives in order. He says he'd be lost without me. So when another guy
comes around, he gets worried I'll run off and leave him helpless."

Helpless wasn't a word I'd use to describe Kenny, but | kept that to myself.

"So what are you going to do?" | asked. "Be your brother's maid for the rest of your life?"

As she worked, tears began dropping from her face onto the 327's exposed pistons. "l don't know,
Alex. It'll go on like this till it stops. What choice do | have?"

| found myself so frustrated with her meek attitude, | almost kicked a dent in the fender. "You always
have a choice, Kelly! No one controls you but YOU! And you'll see that as soon as you quit acting like the
victim!"

She continued staring at the engine block, tears now streaming. "What time is it?" she asked in a
whisper.

| looked at my watch. "Five thirty," | said.

She dropped the torque wrench to the ground. "Let's go," she said, walking out of the barn.
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Chapter Five

We parked in front of the cafe and | shut the engine off. She'd asked me to drive the pickup, but but
she didn't tell me it was because she couldn't see the road through her tears. The delivery truck hadn't arrived
yet, and since Kelly wasn't talking, | laid my head back in the seat and closed my eyes.

| had a mix of emotions running through me. | was angry at her for refusing to take a stand against her
brother. | felt guilty for yelling at her earlier. Perhaps those were words she wasn't ready to hear. And worst of
all, | felt fear for what might become of her long after | leave Oasis. But what was | suppose to do? | can't
save everyone on this miserable planet. So why is she the exception? Why am | insisting on making her my
problem? | already knew that answer: because ever since | first saw her at the cafe, | haven't been able to
control my rising feelings for her. | wanted to save her from everything in her life that ever made her sad or
angry. | just wanted to take her in my arms and...

"Here he is," Kelly said, breaking my reverie.

| looked out the window as a little yellow truck kicking up dust pull into the parking lot and park next to
us. Kelly slid out and greeted the driver. After a few exchanged words, Kelly waved me over.

The kid, who looked no older than sixteen, handed the gaskets to me. "Do these really go to a '63
Corvette??" he asked with a kind of annoying enthusiasm.

| just smiled and nodded, hoping that'd be the end of it.

"Wow...must be a sweet ride!" he unfortunately continued.

| gave him a dry smile. "It was until yesterday."

He looked at me with some confusion, failing to catch the meaning. His face then brightened when he
caught on. "Ohhh! Yeah...well, a car like that would be a sweet ride even if you had to push it!"

His overuse of the words 'sweet ride' were making my headache worse, so | handed him my credit
card in an attempt to change the subject. I'd hoped at best, the shiny, chrome-plated Mastercard would
distract him.

He went back to the truck and wrote down the credit card information, then handed it back to me. With
no more unnecessary words, Kelly and | climbed back into the truck.

"So the owner will pay you back, right?" she asked.

"Huh? What owner?"

She eyed me suspiciously. "The owner of the Vette."

"Oh...well yeah, he can afford it."

She continued to stare at me for a second, then looked away and let out a deep sigh. "My brother
makes me act like that," she said, staring out the window. "Like a helpless victim. But when he's not around, |
eventually turn back into a nice, normal human being."

| watched her as she said this, and | could feel my heart breaking. | couldn't stop myself from reaching
over and taking her hand in mine and saying, "Come back to Detroit with me."

She turned her jade green eyes to me in astonishment. For a second, she looked like all of her
problems and worries took flight and left her heart open. But that look didn't last long. That same melancholy
cloud overshadowed her face and her eyes turned to glass. A tear streaked her cheek before turning back to
the window.

"He'll find me, Alex. He did last time | tried to leave."

| waited for her to continue. When she didn't, | pressed her. "What happened?"

"When | was eighteen, just before my parents died, | tried to run off to New York. He found me at a
motel twenty miles from Philadelphia. | came home that night with two black eyes."

"Your parents didn't do anything?"

She shook her head. "Mom was deathly afraid of him. She once said Kenny wasn't hers; that he was
birthed by Satan. Dad was afraid of him too, but he didn't let that stop him. He took a stand and kicked Kenny
out."

"Obviously that didn't last," | surmised. "What happened next?"
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She took a deep breath. "A week later they were in a car accident. They went off the road and into the
Susquehanna River. Kenny moved himself back in after the funeral, and | knew better than to object. |
learned that if | shut up and did as | was told, there'd be fewer bruises on me."

| sat in silence, working vehemently at keeping my anger in check. Finally | hit the key to the truck and
drove back to the barn.

It momentarily amazed me on the short drive that this rickety old pickup could stay on the road for
three decades. Much could be said for Kelly's mechanical skills with just one look at this truck. | looked down
at the dashboard and saw the odometer had just reached an even 98,500 miles. Wonder how many times
the odometer's flipped over?

The rest of the evening went smoothly, with no surprise visits from Kenny. As | handed her the tools,
Kelly put the engine back together. When | wasn't handing her tools, | watched her face. She had an
unexplainable glow about her -- a look of beautiful serenity, as she put the car back together. | dared not say
a word to her. She looked happy in her own world of gasoline engines and power tools, and far be it for me to
bring her back to reality.

But at 9:30 the spell was broken as she shut the hood. She looked up at me for the first time that
evening and flashed a quick smile. "Ready to fire it up?"

| handed her the keys. "You're the automotive genius that brought it back from the dead. You do the
honors."

She got behind the wheel, and without hesitating, she turned the key. The engine cranked over
lifelessly for several seconds as Kelly held a determined look. A cloud of blue smoke shot from the exhaust
and the engine spit and sputtered and finally coughed to life. Her determined look turned into a smug smile,
her own satisfaction of successfully rebuilding the upper-engine of a classic muscle car.

But her smile soon faded, as reality forced itself on her. She shut the car off and got out. She walked
up to me but kept her eyes on the ground. "Time to go, Alex."

| felt frozen in place by her words as | too was dragged back to reality. My misadventure in Oasis was
drawing to an end, and | found myself wishing the car hadn't started.

Kelly opened the barn doors, which was my queue to back the car out. | stopped outside the barn,
and she walked up and put a hand on my shoulder. "You won't forget about me, will you?" she asked with
another sad smile.

| put my hand on hers, and as she read my thoughts, her smile faded. "Please don't ask me to go with
you."

| slid a hand across her cheek, if for no other reason than to feel her beautiful face one last time.
"Then how are we suppose to live happily ever after?"

With glassy eyes welling up with tears, she turned away and walked into the house.
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Chapter Six

As much as | hated to do it, | backed out of her driveway. Pulling up to the intersection of Route 322, |
found myself turning east, instead of west toward Detroit. | wanted to stop for a bite to eat at the cafe, since |
still had no idea how far the next town was.

Despite the time of night, the Oasis Cafe was empty. As before, Thelma the waitress was still there.

| took a seat next to the window -- you know, out of habit. When she saw me, Thelma came over.

"Leavin' so soon?" she asked.

| nodded. "Places to go..."

"Shame yer not takin' Kelly with ya."

| smiled. "Wow...can't hide anything in this town, huh?"

She sat down across from me. "Course not, sweetheart! Fella on one side of town sneezes, someone
from the other side will say Bless You."

"l asked her to go with me, but she doesn't want to."

She frowned. "Oh, she wants to. Believe it! Ain't seen her smile so much as she did last night. But that
brother of hers...birthed by the devil! He's keeping her hostage and treating like a slave!"

"She knows that, but she doesn't want to do anything to change that. What more can | do?"

"Well something needs to be done. And soon! | saw the shoddy make-up job she did on her new
black eye. | swear, that boy barely gives her time to heal before whappin' her again."

"But she said he doesn't do it that often," | said.

"Oh suuure, only every couple days. Tell me Alex, what do you think is a fair grace period after hitting
a lady?"

| held my hands up in surrender. "Okay, point taken," | said, and thought for a moment about Kenny's
brickhouse arms and all the beatings Kelly must've taken from him in her lifetime. "I'm surprised he hasn't
done any permanent damage to her."

"Damage isn't what I'm worried about honey. I'm afraid he'll kill her."

"He wouldn't kill her, would he?"

"Did she tell you what happened to her parents?"

"Sure, something about a car accident.”

"Ha! Accident my britches...he killed them!"

"Why do you think that?"

"Oh, I don't think sweetheart. | know! Everyone knows. First of all, it happened four days after Kenny's
dad kicked him out. Now there's yer motive. And when they pulled his parents' bright red Chrysler Lebaron
from the river, the fender had a brand spankin' new gash on it."

"Okay, but how do you know Kenny did it?"

"C'mon now honey, don't you ever watch Matlock? | do. That Andy Griffith makes it look so easy.
Anyway, | was the only one to see Kenny's old pickup that night. Right fender had a big ol' red streak on it!
Course he's spray-painted over it since then. Hun | tell ya, that's all the evidence | need right there."

So Kenny was already a killer. If he can kill his own parents, why not his sister too? "What does Kelly
have to say about her brother being a murderer?"

Thelma sighed, and turned her eyes to the table. "I've talked to that girl so many times. The Good
Lord knows I've tried. But she says flat out it ain't true. Says he was with her the night her parents' Lebaron
went into the drink. Ya ask me, she knows he did it -- she's just too scared to admit it to anyone but herself."

"What about the police? Didn't they investigate it?"

"Oh sure, they did their little investigation. Officers Hughes and DuBois -- Hewey and Dewey, | call
'em. They came out and took a statement from Kenny...looked at his truck...but those two half-wits are scared
to death of Kenny. They wouldn't dare arrest him."

| thought for a moment about the $2,000 in Traveler's Checks | left in Kelly's toolbox. | had a feeling it
wouldn't be nearly enough to get rid of him.

"So he's going to kill her," | concluded.

She nodded. "Maybe not today or tomorrow, but someday. We all know he's capable of it now."
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| thanked Thelma, jumped up and dropped a ten on the table, completely forgetting | hadn't ordered
any food. | jumped in the Vette and threw up a roostertail of gravel as | pulled out onto Route 322 and sped
back to Kelly's house.
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Chapter Seven

| pulled up in the driveway of the house | never expected to see again. | shut the engine off and
listened. | could hear nothing but the nighttime sounds of nature wafting through the air from the forest
behind the house: katydids, chirping crickets and the distant hoot of an owl.

And shattering glass, followed by a scream.

| pulled the .38 from my pants and stepped onto the old decrepit porch, hoping not to make any noise.
| went inside, and made my way to the back of the house where I'd heard the screams.

| found Kenny and Kelly in the kitchen. Kelly and a broken lamp lay on the floor, both in bad shape.
Kenny had her pinned to the floor, a long, jagged-edged knife held to her throat. Blood dripped from a large
cut on her forehead, probably from the lamp.

It was at that moment | regretted having never fired my little .38 revolver -- not even at a firing range.
I'd hoped | would never need to fire it, but this night was proving me wrong.

"Get off her Kenny," | said in a hard, commanding voice with my .38 pointed at his back from ten feet
away. | knew my aim wasn't that good.

Kenny slowly turned to me, still holding the knife to her throat. His eyes widened with surprise and he
turned back to Kelly. "You said he was gone!"

He slowly stood up and shook his head as if this intrusion were a mere inconvenience. "What are you
tryin' to do, city boy? You tryin' to play superhero?"

| held the .38 steady. "No Kenny, I'm trying to stop you from doing to her what you did to her parents.”

Kenny held the knife high above his head and charged after me. "You're not taking her from me!"

| had done everything in my power to avoid this moment, but here it was nonetheless. | thought back
to the words of the gunshop owner who'd sold me the gun. If someone's charging at you, just aim center-
mass and fire. I'd forgotten to ask him what center-mass was, but there in that old, musty kitchen, | figured it
out. | aimed for Kenny's heart and fired.

Just a half second before his 250Ibs of bone and muscle connected with my wiry 170lb frame, | saw a
small, red hole appear on him, nowhere near the center of his chest, but instead on his left shoulder. It's just
as well. The collision smacked my head against the wall, knocking me unconscious, and my incredibly poor
aim no longer mattered.

"Rise and shine, city boy."

| slowly opened my eyes and found Kenny towering over me, my gun in one hand and a beer in the
other. The front of his once-blue flannel shirt was now brown with dried blood.

Rotating my aching head, | looked around as best | could, and found | was lying on the dirty
livingroom floor. | tried to raise a hand to my throbbing head, and found my arms were tied together behind
my back, and my feet were tied to each other with a little slack, | assume so | could walk.

"Where's Kelly?" | asked with a scratchy voice, suddenly noticing she wasn't there.

He took a drink of beer, then belched. "Sounds like you've taken a likin' to her, city boy. Don't worry
about her, you won't ever be seeing her again.”

| could've easily taken that statement in one of two ways, but since | always fear the worst, my heart
leapt into my throat. "You killed her," | concluded.

He smiled a toothy, dark-yellow grin. "l always told her I'd kill her before I'd let someone take her from
me. But right now, you have you to worry about."

He picked me up by my arm, pulling me to my feet. "C'mon city boy, you got yerself a date with a
mountain."

He walked me outside to the Vette, still parked next to the house, then reached into my pants pocket
and extracted my keys. He popped the trunk and without a word, unceremoniously dumped me in.

"Get comfortable," he said. "We got ourselves a long drive." He shut the trunk, let out a huge beer
belch, got into the Vette and drove us away from Oasis Pennsylvania, destination unknown.
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Interlude

So here | lay in the trunk of a cherry red '63 Corvette convertible, half intoxicated from the exhaust
fumes and contemplating all the decisions I'd made in the last two days that led me to lying in the fetal
position on top of a spare tire.

What made me think | could just fly into Kelly's life and rescue her from the clutches of evil like some
Saturday morning superhero in multicolored spandex? | was just trying to do the right thing, wasn't I? | tried to
do the noble and chivalrous thing by spiriting her away from this place, but she refused every effort | made of
talking sense into her. But | did my best, right? | mean, | couldn't force her to leave with me. That's kidnapping
in many states, and felonies aren't really my thing.

So why did | go back to her house despite all of this? It's simple, | guess. Two days ago | fell in love
with her, and would pigheadedly stop at nothing to bring her back to Detroit with me.

In the end, | decided to follow my foolish heart, and it led me here to the trunk of a car. My decision
was made now and | would live with it.

Though probably not for long.
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Chapter Eight
| floated in and out of consciousness for what felt like two hours, during which time | barely noticed the

incline of the road we were on. | then recalled the mountain Kenny mentioned earlier.

Probably due to carbon monoxide poisoning, | almost didn’t notice the car stop and the engine shut
off. The trunk popped open, allowing the sudden sunlight to burn my retinas and further advance my
migraine.

“Ready to die?” Kenny asked, my gun in his left hand, and the knife earlier helf to Kelly’s throat, in his
right.

He pulled me out of the trunk and stood me on my feet, never taking the gun off me. | felt the contents
of my stomach rise into my throat and | almost blacked out. Instead, | vomited on his shoes.

When | stood back up, Kenny gave me an approving grin. “Good job, city boy, yer aim’s getting’
better!”

As my head cleared, | looked around. The road we’d been traveling on dead-ended at a turn-around,
and we were surrounded by pine trees. With the gun pointed at my head, he directed me to a narrow dirt path
that ran between the trees. As we walked down this dirt path, | would occasionally grab tree limbs and let go,
causing them to slap Kenny in the face.

“Ain’t funny city boy, knock it off,” he would say.

| laughed to myself. | wasn’t as afraid of him as | probably should have been, because | knew
something he didn’t, that may very well deliver me from this seemingly inevitable situation.

As we walked, | struck up a conversation. “Is this what you did with the last guy that showed an
interest in Kelly?”

“No, most guys ain’t as hard-headed as you, and knew how to take a hint. No, the last guy lived, but
he walks with a permanent limp.”

“Your obsession with Kelly is sick and twisted,” | dared to say.

Kenny grabbed my arm, wheeling me around to face him. | found the barrel of my .38 touching the tip
of my nose. “You don’t talk to me like that, hear? It ain’t sick or twisted. She’s the only family | got left!”

| shrugged indifferently. “Sure, only because you put the rest of your family in the river.”

He lowered the gun a bit and took a step back. “Mom and Dad spent too much time working against
me. Always telling me ‘No’. Kelly did everything for me Mom was suppose to do, and she knew better than to
say no to me.”

“Then why did you kill her?”

His frown slowly grew to a grin. “Like | said, if | can’t have her, no one can. C’'mon city boy, keep
walkin’.”

The dirt path soon ended at the rocky ledge of a cliff. Standing at the edge, | looked out over the
expanse of central Pennsylvania. It was a beautiful sight. | felt as though | could see Detroit from this vantage
point. | very briefly looked down and estimated a 2,000-foot drop into the forest of evergreens below.

“Nice place, ain’t it?” Kenny asked behind me.

| nodded. “Sure do know how to pick the spots.”

“Down there in them trees, the wolves’ll pick ya clean and scatter yer bones all through the hills “fore
anyone’ll even know yer gone.”

“Thanks for the visual,” | said, turning back to him. The knife had returned to his right hand, with my
gun in his left. “So you really think you need two weapons to kill me?”

He smiled. “Actually, | was gonna let you choose the weapon of your demise.”

“That’s nice of you,” | said, mulling over my response. “I'd take a bullet over several stab wounds any
day.”

“Good choice, city boy,” he said, tossing the knfe over the edge and raising the gun to my head. “You
know what they say, don’t ya? You never make it outta this world alive...” and he pulled the trigger.

Click.

| opened my eyes and feigned confusion. “That’s strange. Usually my head explodes when you do
that. Try it again.”

Click. Click. Click.
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When his frustration grew to a near-breaking point, | landed my hardest punch to his face and dove
for the ground behind him. The punch was only meant to distract him; | wasn’t foolish enough to think I'd
actually inflicted pain on him.

He turned and glared at me with cold eyes. “You tryin’ to make a fool of me with an empty gun?? Ohh,
too bad, city boy,” he said, dropping the gun to the ground. “Now you die the hard way!”

Before | could move, he lunged at me with a tremendous force. He pinned me down and wrapped his
hands around my throat. “Die, city boy!” he screamed, as | began to black out for what could be the last time.

Gasping for air and losing my vision, my mind reverted back to childhood; to the school playground.
Recalling that experience, | did the only thing | knew how to do to take down someone larger than me.

| tickled him.

| dug my boney fingers into his sides, making him squirm like a pig and squeal like a schoolgirl. When
he lost his grip on my throat, | gave him a knee kick to the stomach and pushed him off me.

| ran to the cliff’'s edge where | saw him drop my gun. | snatched it up and aimed it at him.

He looked at me incredulously. “Did | choke all the sense outta ya? Gun’s empty, remember?”

“No, you just thought it was,” | said, and pulled the trigger. The little .38 erupted in my hand, and |
swear | saw the surprise on his face before the bullet even hit him.

| saw the trick in an old western movie. The cowboy put two bullets in the gun, side by side, leaving
four empty chambers between. Warning: doesn’t work with a semi-automatic.

| looked up at Kenny and realized I'd finally achieved center-mass. He was right, my aim was getting
better.

Kenny didn’t fall. He stumbled; he coughed blood. But he didn’t drop. With a dazed look on his face,
he stumbled over to the edge of the cliff and sat down, feet dangling over the edge.

“You really messed up this time, city boy,” he said, spitting large amounts of blood over the edge. “If |
die, Kelly dies too.”

| walked over and knelt down next to him. “No, you said Kelly was dead!”

He shook his head, making himself dizzy. “No city boy, you did. | never said she was dead. But unless
| tell you where she is, she dies t00.” Again he spat more blood. His eyes were at half-mast and his head was
drooping. He was fading fast.

“Then where is she?!?” | yelled hysterically, grabbing a handful of his shirt.

He smiled his yellow-toothed grin. “See ya, city boy.” He leaned over and dropped from the cliff, his
shirt tearing free from my hand. | watched helplessly as his lifeless boy descended without a sound two
thousand feet into the trees below. The only sound Kenny made was a delayed thud was his body hit the
ground, that seemed to echo throughout the valley and into my head.
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Chapter Nine

Despite the Vette being forty-four years old, it handled quite well at 120mph. Rounding each curve,
feeling the centrifugal pull of gravity stopped by the tires never losing grip on the road, it made me proud to
drive an American-built car.

After only fifteen minutes on the road, the sky began turning dark and rain began pelting me in the
face. When | could no longer see the road, | pulled over and put the top up.

| wasn’t sure how far | was from Oasis. | had no idea how long Kenny had been driving or how fast
he’d been going, and | wondered to myself just how much time | had left to save Kelly. How much time did
Kenny allow himself to return before she dies? Days or hours? How could he possibly effect her death post-
mortem?? Kenny wasn’t a smart man by any stretch of the imagination, and wasn't likely have been able to
rig up some sort of time-delayed device.

Or maybe he could have. Anyone who’d seen an episode of Macguyver could figure out how to do it.
With that though, | pressed the gas pedal a bit harder.

| saw the smoke in the sky before | reached Oasis. | almost didn’t notice it, as the black smoke
contrasted against the dark gray sky.

| wasn’t ready for what | saw when | pulled into Kelly’s driveway. The barn was a pile of charred,
smoldering wood. It had already collapsed, and flames still rose from the wreckage in a few places, but most
of it had been extinguished by the rain, which was steadily growing heavier by the minute.

| got out and walked over to what was left of the barn. Smoke and steam rose up from the destruction,
making it hard to see that it would take days to sift through it all.

“Stupid, Kenny...real stupid,” | said quietly to myself, realizing what the idiot had done.

Through the staccato of rain around me, | barely heard the little Dodge Aries pull into the driveway
behind the Vette. | turned and saw Thelma emerge from the car, holding a plastic bag over her head in a
futile attempt to thwart the rain. She had seen the smoke from the café, and immediately drove over. | told
her of the day’s events, Kenny’s last words and his eventual demise.

“So she...Kelly was in there?” she asked, choking on her words.

Thelma had long since discarded the useless plastic bag and her make-up was dripping down her
face. With her horrified expression, she looked like she’d aged twenty years in just minutes.

| could only look her in the eyes for a second. | stared at the ground, my head hung heavy with guilt. “|
was too late to save her.”

“It's not your fault sweetheart. There’s not a snowball’s chance in Hades you could’ve made it back
here in time.”

| looked back at the smoldering lumber of the barn as her words echoed through my head. She was
right. There was no way | could’ve made it back in time. Then a thought occurred to me. | couldn’t have made
it back in time — and neither could he.

| shook my head. “This isn’t right, Thelma.”

She nodded. “l know. She should’ve left with you.”

“No, | mean all of this,” | said, waving a hand over the remains of the barn. “Something’s not right.
There’s no way Kenny would be stupid enough to torch the barn with Kelly in it and expect to be able to come
back for her two hours later!”

Thelma looked up at me, puzzled. “Then why’d he burn it down??”

| thought for a moment. “It's a diversion. He wanted me to think she was dead.” | turned to her with
sudden realization. “She wasn't in there.”
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Chapter Ten

Thelma and | spent the better part of an hour doing a thorough search of the house. By then, Thelma
was getting fatigued and had to stop. | never stopped yelling Kelly’s name as | searched every inch of the
two-story Victorian.

“Where else could he keep her?” | asked Thelma as we rested on an old, dusty couch.

“Somewhere else,” she said with a sigh, “somewhere far away from here.”

| couldn’t hold my frustration anymore. | stood up, swatted a lamp off an old end-table. “Kelly!!” |
screamed her name and punched a hole in the wall.

We went out the back door and walked toward the barn once more. Kenny’s old pickup was parked
not far away. | walked over to it, looked in the back and peered through the windows, though | wasn’t really
expecting to find her in there.

| opened the door and slid in behind the wheel as Thelma stood next to me. | could still smell Kelly in
the truck, and | found myself slipping from denial to acceptance.

“What are you thinkin’, Alex?”

| stared blankly at the dashboard. “I'm thinking there’s no way | could even begin to search for her.
She could be anywhere within a 50-mile radius of here. And she could already be dead.”

“C’mon honey, come back to the café with me. I'll make ya lunch and we can decide what to do from
there.”

| eventually nodded in agreement, but before | got out, | noticed something I'd already been looking
at. Another thought popped into my head, and | spat out the words | was thinking. “She’s still here.”

Thelma gave me another puzzled look. “How do you know that?”

“Because | was the last one to drive this truck,” | said. “I remember on the way back, the odometer had
just flipped to 98,500 miles.” | pointed at the dashboard. “It hasn’t moved since.”

She gave me a skeptical look. “Okay, but how do you know he didn’t take off with her in your car?”

“Because he didn’t have the keys yet!! He didn’t take my keys from me until right before he put me in
the trunk! Wherever he took her, it was on foot.”

| climbed out and looked around. The property sat on a large piece of land surrounded by a dense
forest of evergreens — much like the rest of Pennsylvania I'd seen so far. The rain still pummeled our heads
as we walked around the smoking lumber of the barn.

“We've looked everywhere, Alex,” Thelma said. “l can’t imagine anywhere else she could be.”

| stopped and closed my eyes. | turned my face skyward, letting the downpour massage the tense
muscles in my face. | tried to visualize in my mind’s eye all the places she could be — all the places | would
never think to look. The rain on my head was soothing my drum-rolling migraine, and | was finally able to
think clearly.

It wasn't till then that | heard a sound. A strange sound; one that didn’t belong.

“Thelma...do you hear that? That gurgling sound?”

She listened for a moment. “No, | don’t hear it.”

“It sounds like...I don’t know, like water echoing in a tube.”

“Oh, that...it’s a storm drain. It drains water into an underground river. It’s right over there,” she said,
pointing to the corner of the property, near the edge of the trees.

| bolted at a dead run, leaving Thelma far behind. Now | saw clearly another place Kenny could have
stashed her.

Sunken into the ground was a round iron grate, about three feet in diameter. | looked down inside, but
only saw darkness.

“Kelly!!” I yelled into the drain, hearing nothing in return but rushing water. There was barely enough
room to insert my fist into the drain, but | knew that would accomplish nothing.

| grabbed onto the iron grate and pulled with everything | had in me.

“Don’t hurt yerself honey,” Thelma said when she came up behind me, “you’ll never lift that thing off.”

“Why? Is it locked? Welded??”

“Well no, but it weights about three hundred pounds! No one could lift that with their bare hands.”
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| looked back at the drain cover. “I'll bet Kenny could,” | said grimly. “Do you have a flashlight?”

“Yeah...l got a little one on my keychain,” she said, opening her purse and handing me her keys.

The tiny plastic flashlight did very little to illuminate the darkness below.

| almost didn’t see the light reflect off of Kelly’s sparkling, jade-green eyes as she looked up at me, but
when | did, my heart nearly leapt up into my throat.

“She’s down there!!” | screamed hysterically at Thelma. | grabbed again at the grate in desperation.
“C’mon Thelma, help me!”

She just stood there and shook her head. “Sorry honey, I'm sixty-two years old! What do you want
from me?”

| sat back for a moment and thought. “Do you have a bigger flashlight?”

“Sure, | got this floodlight thing that plugs into the cigarette lighter.

| handed her keys back to her and she did her best little-old-lady sprint back to her car.

| turned back to the grate. “Kelly! I'm still here! | hope you can hear me...I'm not leaving you again!”

| heard the little car pull up behind me, the door open and then the trunk, as | continued a futile effort
to lift the grate.

“Here, how’s this?”

| turned around. “Aughhh!!” | yelled, grabbing my face as | was blinded by the 200-watt halogen bulb a
few feet from my eyes.

“Sorry...” she said, handing the light to me. When | regained my vision, | aimed the floodlight into the
sewer, and for me, time stopped. The inside wall of the sewer was cement, with little steel ladder rungs
sticking out to climb in and out. About twenty feet down, Kelly was gagged, and tied by wrists and ankles with
duct tape to the ladder rungs. But what shocked me into an immediate sense of urgency, was what | saw
around Kelly’s waist. The underground river was flooding, and the water level was now rising up through the
sewer. The heavy rains still had not yet begun to let up, and Kelly was in immediate danger of drowning.

It was even more obvious to me now Kenny hadn’t been blessed with intelligence. He wanted to hold
on to her, out of sight, probably all day, but the moron never considered the possibility of a sudden storm and
flash flood.

| stood up and explained the situation to Thelma.

“Alex, you can't lift that grate! And any tools that might've helped were in the barn, and there isn’t time
to go sifting through the ashes.”

| stood up and closed my eyes. People use to tell me | had a mechanical brain, good for piecing
together a puzzle, or reconstructing a problem in my mind to find a solution. | now used this ability to
visualize how to lift this three-hundred-pound piece of iron.

| went to Thelma’s trunk and found it mostly empty. | lifted the carpet to reveal a tiny spare tire and
scissor jack. And nothing else.

“Where’s the water level?” | yelled to Thelma.

She aimed the flashlight into the sewer and yelled some reassuring words to Kelly. She turned off the
light and walked up behind me. “It's up to her neck, Alex! Got a plan yet??”

“No!!” I yelled in frustration. “Unless you have a thick piece of rope, there isn’t much | can do!”

| slammed the trunk of the Dodge and something caught my eye. | saw it through the rear window,
sticking up from the back seat. | opened the driver-side door and grabbed it.

“Alex!” she yelled as | ran back to the sewer. “What do you think yer gonna do with my fishin’ pole?”

| disconnected the spool of fishing line from the reel and studied it, instantly recognizing the light-blue
monofilament line.

“This’s fifteen-pound line, right?”

“Course it is...l wouldn’t use anything else. You fish?”

“Dad took me when | was a kid. He’d always say ‘Never use anything less than fifteen pound line,
‘cause ya never know what ya might hook!”

| tied the end of the line to the sewer grate, and slid under the front-end of the Dodge with the spool in
my hand.

“Well, yer dad had a good point, Alex, but that sewer grate weighs a lot more than fifteen pounds!”
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“I know that,” | said, wrapping the spool around the front axle and holding it out from under the car.
“Here, take it. Wrap it through the grate and hand it back to me.”

In seconds she handed it back to me. | wrapped it around the axle again and handed it back to her as
| explained. “Fifteen times twenty is three hundred, right?”

“I guess so,” she said, handing the spool back to me.

“So all we have to do is wrap this thing more than twenty times, and we’ll have a rope capable of lifting
over three hundred pounds.”

| couldn’t see it, but a smile crossed Thelma’s face, and | noticed she was passing me the spool much
faster now.

After five minutes of this, | slid out from under the car. “Tie it off at the grate. We wrapped it thirty
times, which means it should lift four hundred fifty pounds. Now start the car, put it in reverse, and let’s get
her out of there!”

Thelma did just that. She put the car in reverse and backed up slowly to take the slack out of the line.
When the little Dodge stopped, she slowly hit the gas.

My heart sank when | saw the front wheel start spinning on the wet, slippery grass. | jumped up on the
hood, using my weight to give the tire more traction.

| looked over at the iron grate just as one side began to lift. | slapped the hood. “More gas! It's
working!” The Dodge’s four-cylinder engine made a high-pitched whine as it reached its maximum RPMs.

Finally the grate lifted into the air, and flipped upside down. The sudden release made the car lurch
backward, throwing me to the ground. But it didn’t phase me. | was up and running before Thelma stopped
the car.

| climbed down into the sewer, grabbing desperately at the steel rungs embedded in the cement. A
quick look below reaffirmed my sense of urgency when | saw the water level was just under her nose. With
her mouth duct-taped closed, she had only her nose through which to breathe.

| climbed faster into the darkness, which made me lose my footing. | dropped the remaining six feet
into the water, submerging me for only seconds.

When my head broke the surface, | found myself staring into Kelly’s green eyes. Even down here in
the sewer, they were a beautiful and disarming sight.

Remembering her arm and leg bindings, | took a deep breath and pulled myself underwater using the
ladder rungs. | grabbed at the duct tape wrapped tightly around her ankles, feeling it rip a little at a time. With
a final pull, the tape broke and | felt her legs move.

| climbed higher up and did the same with her wrist bindings. When they took broke free, | felt her
begin climbing the ladder, and | immediately followed behind her.
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Chapter Eleven

“Oww!!” Kelly yelled when | pulled the duct tape from her mouth.

“Sorry,” | said sheepishly.

Kelly threw her arms around me and gave me a kiss that made the top of my head tingle. She pulled
back and asked, “What took you so long??”

| pulled some slightly damp clothes from the backseat of the Vette as Kelly and Thelma gave each
other a long hug and whispered things | couldn’t hear. Finally Thelma gave me a wave, climbed back into her
little Dodge and left.

| followed Kelly into the house. She went upstairs to take a shower, while | found an empty bedroom
to change clothes. | was waiting on the couch for a half hour when | heard a loud thumping sound coming
from the stairs. | looked up and found Kelly standing there, a large suitcase next to her.

“So | guess Kenny’s dead?” she asked.

| nodded. “In his own words, picked clean by wolves, his bones scattered throughout the hills.”

She gave a rueful grin and giggled. Then her face turned serious and she looked up at me. “So does
your offer still stand?”

Realizing a potentially HUGE problem, my eyes turned to the floor. “l uhh...Kelly, there’s something
you should know about me first—*

“That’s not what | asked you,” she interrupted.

| put my arms around her and kissed her. “l love you, Kelly. And | would love nothing more than to
bring my favorite part of this road trip back with me to Detroit.”

She grinned. “Good! That’s all | needed to know. Everything else can wait,” she said, passing me her
suitcase. It felt like it weighed more than the sewer grate as | dragged it out to the Vette.

“Clothes?” | asked, though | seriously doubted it.

She helped me lift it into the trunk. “Some clothes...mostly tools.” She grinned sheepishly. “I love my
tools.”

The rain had stopped and the sun was beginning to set as | put the convertible top down and, with
Kelly at the wheel, we pulled out onto Route 322, headed for Detroit.

“Kelly, I still need you to know something about me, and | don’t think it can wait till we get to Detroit.”

She glanced over at me, her face a picture of childish curiosity. “What, are you dying of some
disease? Are you an international spy? Pfff. Yer not married, are ya?”

| shook my head. “No, nothing like that. It’s just...that morning we met at the café — | lied to you about
something.”

She raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Okay Alex, | admit ya got me intrigued. What did you lie about?”

| took a deep breath. “This car. | wasn’t being paid to drive it to Detroit. It's mine.”

She kept her eyes on the road and simply nodded in understanding. “Must’ve cost ya a pretty penny.”

| nodded. “I gave $124,000 for it.”

“Wow! Well, | hope it was worth it. But | mean...it’s just a car. Do you realize what better things you
could spend your money on?”

| nodded again. “You mean like houses? Boats? Airplanes?”

She smirked. “Well...l guess, sure.”

| looked at her intently as she watched the road, fearing how she would take my next statement. “But |
already have those things.”

She looked over at me for just a second, then hit the brake and slid off the road onto the gravel
shoulder of the highway. “Oh yeah??”

| stared off into the distance at nothing. “I have a house | paid half a million for. It’s not a mansion, but
it's pretty big considering I'm the only one living in it. It’s the base of operations for my company, Egan
Technologies. | have a custom-built Escalade with a built-in prototype computer my company designed. |
don’t even remember how much | paid for it.”

She put her fist on her hip, a gesture that made me think she wasn’t taking the news very well. “And
boats and airplanes?”
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| nervously ran a hand through my hair and looked away. “| have a 70-foot yacht that was built as an
underwater research and salvage ship, called the Nauticus. And an ultralight plane my company is designing
is almost ready to be built.”

| could see her teeth were clenched and her jaw was set hard. This was turning into a nightmare. | had
no idea she’d take it this hard.

“So yer rich then, is that what you’re trying to tell me?” she asked, the anger in her voice very
noticeable.

| sighed. “My gross worth is somewhere over half a billion.”

She stared down at the wheel. “So why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

| shook my head. “People in Detroit recognize my face. | can’t go anywhere without people knowing
who | am, and how much I'm worth. But out here, where no one knows me...I'm free. Free to be myself, and
people can get to know me for me -- Instead of for my money.”

She continued to stare at the steering wheel. “I understand,” she finally said.

| put my hand on hers. “Does this change anything?”

She jerked her hand away and glared at me. “Let’s get something straight,” she said menacingly. “I
love you, Alex Egan. | love you because you make me smile, because you make me happy, and because you
rescued me from a life of misery.” Her lips upturned in a smile. “You’re my superhero, whether you choose to
accept it. | do not however, love you for your car, your boat, your house, your half a million—*

“Half a billion,” | corrected.

“If you ever...for even a second, start thinking I love you for any of that garbage, please let me know
in advance so | can slap some sense into you.”

| leaned over and kissed her. “Kelly...Detroit’s going to /ove you.”
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It's In the Music
The Second Nick Stone Novel
Technological Thriller / Suspense

Have you ever really listened to music? Sometimes it's not what we hear that can harm us, but what we can't. When a
college science professor harnesses the ability to read and control human thoughts through radio transmissions, he's
kidnapped and not heard from again.

Meanwhile, a string of grotesque murders are popping up all over southeast Michigan, starting with 19-year-old Amanda
Grace being methodically tortured and murdered in her apartment. No witnesses, no clues.

In Nick Stone's second adventure, Nick teams up with laid-back Detective Jack Noble of the Detroit Police on the streets
of Detroit and in the skies over Michigan to find the source of these murders, and their only clue: It's in the music.

ISBN: 978-1448683949
5% x 82 Paperback: $8.50
eBook Edition: $3.00
Kindle Edition: $2.00

Available for purchase from www.TimothyBoling.com
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Arabella's Secrets
The Third Nick Stone Novel
Military / Humor /Thriller / Regional (Pacific)

It was suppose to be their honeymoon. Nick Stone - renowned pothead, trouble-maker, and all around Good Guy -
accompanied by his mentally unstable and very pregnant wife Laurie, take a trip to Nick's birthplace - a tiny and forgotten
little island called Arabella. Home to Spanish natives and retired Naval officers, Arabella is a hidden paradise to those
who know of its existence.

The mysteries start as soon as they step foot on the island. Nick finds Arabella is now under the rule of an oppressing
dictator whose wife mysteriously vanished, hell-bent on keeping the people of the island in the Dark Ages. But he has his
reason.

Just about everyone on Arabella has their own secret. To each, it's a secret that could destroy their lives. And they'll do
whatever necessary to keep Nick from finding out.

Thirty miles off the coast, a secret militant force plans their move. Only one person knows who they are and why they're
here. But no one knows their ultimate motive. They want the island.

ISBN: 978-1448684915
52 x 82 Paperback: $8.50
eBook Edition: $3.50
Kindle Edition: $2.00

Available for purchase from www.TimothyBoling.com
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0Odd-Jobs
The First Nick Stone Novel
Urban / Screwball Humor

Meet Nick Stone. The highlight of Nick's day had always been smoking Jane, drinking beer, and causing
trouble. Usually all at the same time. But that all changed when Dad woke up with a dead stripper in his
bed.

This story promises to offend you, insult you and entertain you, all at the same time. In Odd-Jobs, the
author holds blatant contempt for literary merit, and the result comes off a little like Fear & Loathing in
Las Vegas.

Warning: This short novel is not recommended for those who can’t take a joke. In this novel, you will
find references to guns, drugs, felony crimes and a dead stripper named Sally. You will also find
stereotypes toward Italians, African-Americans, and urban youth in-general. You will also find the works
of an author who doesn’t give a rat’s ass about “Literary Value” and who uses Odd-Jobs, his very first
novel, to mock the literary community.

So in short, if his work doesn't offend you in the first three chapters, then you're probably just as morbid
and twisted as the author.

ISBN: 978-1448683482
51> x 82 Paperback: $8.50
eBook Edition: $2.50
Kindle Edition: $2.00

Available for purchase from www.TimothyBoling.com
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Under Lake Erie
Second Alex Egan Novel
Thriller / Suspense

Somewhere in the middle of western Lake Erie, a secret lies buried beneath the lake bed. For Wayne State college
student Walter Murphy, all that matters is discovering the truth behind a mystery that has haunted him for the last three
years.

When Murphy is found dead in his car, the Detroit Police have only one person to call on for answers: wealthy
adventurer, Alex Egan.

An encrypted computer disc is found hidden in the college student's car stereo that leads Alex Egan and Chief of
Detectives Lieutenant La Grange to a place they never expected: the middle of western Lake Erie.

It's Mercenary-for-Hire Colonel Watts's job to keep the secret in Lake Erie buried forever, and to kill anyone who goes
after it.

And now it's Alex Egan's job to bring the buried mystery to the surface.

ISBN: 9781449533168
52 x 8Y2 Paperback: $12.00

eBook Edition: $4.00

Kindle Edition: $3.00

Available for purchase from www.TimothyBoling.com
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Trailer Trash
Suspense / Rural (Southern)

A fine little place, on a nice, flat piece of land.

The little that Eddie Tramp knew of his grandfather was enough to write on the back of a postage stamp.
When his grandfather died and willed his entire estate to him, he didn't know much more about him or
the homestead in Mudpuddle Arkansas.

After being dumped by his girlfriend and kicked out of her apartment, Eddie packs up and leaves for the
tiny, dustbowl town of Mudpuddle in a beat-up Ford Crown Victoria with big dreams of what he comes to
know as Tramp Manor.

Eddie's dreams are blown out the window when he arrives and finds Tramp Manor is nothing but a dirty,
run-down trailer park, with poor, jobless tenants barely able to pay the rent. The notion of selling the
land to a wealthy land developer, Oliver Weston, passes through his mind when a secret is revealed: his
grandfather was murdered.

Eddie soon finds that not everyone is who they appear to be. Someone wants to buy the land from
Tramp Manor's new owner as quickly as possible before they're linked to the murder, and before Eddie
Tramp discovers why the land is worth millions.

ISBN: 9781449535575
5> x 8> Paperback: $7.50
eBook Edition: $2.00
Kindle Edition: $1.00

Available for purchase from www.TimothyBoling.com
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Short Story: The Unarmed Robbery
Excerpt from Odd-Jobs

"Nick, the radio doesn't work."

"That's because you smacked it with your shoe," | said.

"Cause it wasn't loud enough!”

"Laurie, did you really think that would fix it?"

She folded her arms and stared out the window into the night. "l don't understand, Nick -- why are we using a '91
Geo Prism for this?"

"l told you -- you have to use a nondescript vehicle for pulling a robbery. And a '91 is about as nondescript as
they get!"

Laurie turned and glared at me. "And what would you know about pulling a robbery? We've never done this
before."

"True, but how hard could it be? | pull out the gun, ask for money and drive away."

"Ask for money??"

"Well yeah! | mean, with a gun in their face, will | really have to demand it? Besides, | think it's common courtesy
to be polite while screaming obscenities and waving a gun in someone's face."

She eyed me suspiciously. "Have you been smoking banana peels again?"

By two in the morning we were sitting in our Geo in a parking lot across the street from a Sunoco gas station in
Allen Park, MI. The station was deserted but still open. We watched for several minutes, but no one came or left the
station. So far, everything was perfect.

"Do you really think you can pull this off?" she asked.

| flashed her a quick smile. "No one's as smooth as Nick Stone!"

When | was convinced there were no customers inside, | had Laurie pull the getaway Geo up to the Sunoco's
front door, parking so close no one else could get inside the building. | put on my ski mask, grabbed Laurie's .38 snub-
nose revolver and a cloth bag and went inside.

"Hi there!" was my congenial greeting to the girl behind the counter. "You know what | am," and | pointed to the
ski mask, "you know what this is," | held up the gun, "and | assume you know what to do with this," | said, and tossed her
the bag.

The girl behind the counter, who looked much younger than my twenty-four years, just stared at me, a grin slowly
spreading across her face. | found her silence a bit unnerving, so | tried another tactic.

"Perhaps | didn't make myself clear. This is called a gun. Though I've never fired one before, | assure you | know
how. It's like using the Internet, | hear. You know, just point and click."

She let out a snort in an attempt to suppress her laughter. "Dude! Are you fer real??"

That annoyed me. "Of course I'm for real! What do you think?"

"What do /think?" she began, her face turning serious. "l think you're doing well for a beginner. | like the polite
approach, though it might make it easier for the cops to identify you. But | can tell you just slapped this job together. How
long did it take for you to set this up?"

| hadn't prepared for an open discussion, so | winged it. "Hell, | don't know," | told her honestly, "an hour maybe?"

"An hour!" she yelled in delight, which startled me and almost made me drop the gun. "Oh! No wonder you
screwed this up so bad!"

"How the hell did | screw this up? | know I'm new at this, but do | really have to take this abuse when it's me
holding the gun?"

"You bring this abuse on yourself, because | know for a fact you didn't come here to shoot anyone."

"Oh? So not only are you a gas station attendant, you're a mind reader too? How do you know | don't plan on
shooting you?"

"Because you're using a revolver, nitwit! And | can see it's not loaded!"

A pause. | turned the gun around to my face and saw the empty chambers, clearly visible to anyone on this side
of the gun. "Ahh. Touché, my dear." | dropped the gun to my side. "Thanks for the advice," | said, and turned to walk out.

"But...aren't you forgetting the money?"

| turned back and stared at her as if she'd just grown a third eyeball. "How'm | suppose to take the money with an
empty gun??"

"Aww, c'mon, weren't you ever a kid? Didn't you ever pretend? | can simply pretend | never saw the empty
chambers."

My brain was starting to hurt. "Why would you do that?!"

"Well | can plainly see I'm moving too fast for you, so allow me to demonstrate." She opened the register drawer
and began filling my cloth bag with tens and twenties.
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"Now what are you suppose to say?" she asked.

"l, uhh...thank you?"

"No, numbnuts! Damn dude, do | gotta do everything for you? You're suppose to tell me to grab the cash under
the drawer, too!" She lifted the plastic tray and removed eight fifties and dropped them into the bag. She then removed
five one-hundred-dollar bills and proceeded to stuff them in her own socks.

"But...what about the cameras?" | asked, pointing to one right above her head.

"Oh...yeah, about the cameras. They're fake. $9.95 at Radio Shack. The owner's tight with money." She smiled.
"I'm sure that'll change after tonight." She handed me my big bag of unearned cash and offered her hand. "Name's
Melissa."

| shook her hand. "And I'm Ni...not gonna tell you! Nice try."

"Good, you're learning! Well, I'd love to shoot the breeze with you all night, but | should probably call the cops
now. Oh, hey! Gimmie your opinion on this first." She dropped to her knees, covered her face with her hands and began
crying. "He was a relentless madman, officer! He kept waving the gun in my face and talking about killing my whole
family! How could you guys let such a psycho walk the streets?!" She stood up. "How was that? Think they'll buy it?"

"Uhm, yeah! Had me convinced."

She took a bow. "Thank you! I'm majoring in Theater Arts at Wayne State. Anything else | can get ya before you
leave?"

| thought about this for a moment. "Since you asked, | could use a carton of Marlboros."

She shook her head in dismay. "l haven't taught you a damn thing, have I? Now | know what you smoke. That's
one more way for the police to identify you, ya turd!"

"Christ, okay Melissa. I'm getting outta here before you talk me into handing over my driver's license!" and |
started out the door, hearing her irritating self-righteous laughter behind me.

Outside, | tossed the bag into the Geo, got in and slammed the door.

"What took you so long??" Laurie asked.

"Nothing—just drive."

She pulled out of the gas station, headed back for Detroit. "Did she notice the gun was empty?"

| turned and glared at her with contempt. "Yes Laurie, she noticed."

"No one's as smooth as Nick Stone," she said in a mocking tone. "Pfff. Whatever."
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Short Story: Serious Addicts Only

"Hi, I'm Nick and I'm an addict."

"Welcome, Nick!" the group said in unison.

| took a deep breath and began. "This's my first time attending Narcotics Anonymous, and I'm not real sure what
to say."

| looked around the table. There were twelve of us, myself and my wife Laurie included. Each person at the table
took turns talking about how drugs took control of their lives, and how they recovered from hitting rock-bottom. Now it
was my turn.

"I've been clean for three hours and," | glanced at my watch, "seven minutes. | can't say drugs ruined my life. If
anything, | guess drugs made it better. | don't think I've ever done anything extreme to get drugs...well, there was that
house | burned down and those four dope dealers | killed just to get a suitcase full of Jane, but...| was doing a lot of good
people a favor!"

| looked at the group. Jaws were slightly dropped now; other than that, their stoic and somber faces hadn't
changed. | continued.

"I'm not real sure how much of what | was done was contributed to drugs. | mean, | blew up a casino and hijacked
a Lear jet, but | specifically remember being sober when | did that. Anyway, my wife Laurie and | want to try a clean life
and see if it's any better."

| knew anything said at the meeting stays at the meeting, so | didn't hold back. | looked at the faces around the
table again. All jaws were dropped. An elderly lady at the end of the table looked furious.

"Oh now I've heard everything!" she said as she grabbed her purse and stood to leave.

The leader of the group intervened. "Gladys, please. They're newcomers. We give everyone a chance here."

"Screw you, chuck! Blowing up casinos and hijacking planes? We're suppose to believe this crap? Not me!" she
yelled and left the room.

Chuck turned back to me. "Forgive her, Nick, we don't all share her opinion. Laurie, would you like to share a
message of recover with the group?"

| looked up at a reluctant Laurie, sitting across the table. Her arms were folded, and she had a scorned look on
her face. | prompted her by tapping her leg under the table with my foot. She kicked me and gave me the finger. |
returned the gesture and waited.

"FINE!!" she yelled, causing the remaining nine people to jump in their seats. She took a deep breath and rolled
her eyes. "I'm Laurie and I'm not an addict. I've been clean for all of twenty minutes because | hid behind our car and
smoked a fatty in the parking lot before Nick and | came in. Faithful, devoted husband here is making me quit against my
will, because I'm four months pregnant and he says it's bad for me. Pfff. So is squeezing a watermelon out a hole the
size of a lemon. I've tried the sober life long enough. Screw this..."

Laurie stood, grabbed a Lady Jane from her purse and left.

| looked back at the group. They seemed to be pitying me.

"Nick," Chuck said, "what was your drug of choice?

"Well...it was Jane. My sweet Lady Jane."

"No, | understand, but what did it eventually drive you to?"

| was confused. "Uhm, it drove me to guns, explosives and getting my wife pregnant.”

"No Nick, see, this Jane as you call it...it's a gateway drug. It usually leads you to stronger things. What did Jane
ultimately lead you to, Nick?"

"Well...after a while | started rolling them bigger," | said with a grin. | really had no idea what this idiot was driving
at.

"That's it?" Chuck asked, his voice growing louder. "No coke, crack or heroine? Just Jane??"

| was really starting to feel uncomfortable. "I uhhh...I drink beer too."

"You call yourself an addict?!" another lady yelled as she jumped up from the table. "l use to sell my oldest
daughter into prostitution for eight balls! Now that's an addiction!"

| slinked into my chair. | wanted to leave, but | couldn't move. A man jumped up from the table.

"l use to rob little old ladies coming out of the drug store to support my habit! And you call yourself one of us??"

Now it was Chuck's turn. "l sold my house for heroine! I've been living in a VW Bus in my parents' driveway ever
since! Get outta here, Nick! Come back when you get a REAL addiction!"

Outside, | found Laurie sitting on the hood of the car, smoking a fatty. Her eyes grew wide when she saw me
running toward her.

"Start the car! NOW!" | yelled, jumping into the passenger seat.

Laurie started the car and hit the gas as nine angry people burst from the building. We were barely out of the
parking lot when nine N.A. handbooks bounced off our hood.
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"What did you say to them, Nick??" she asked.
"| just said | was an addict!"
"l told you this was a bad idea..."
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Short Story: The 9:05 Out of Detroit

It's nine p.m. now and the light makes its first appearance on the distant horizon. | breathe a sigh of relief and take
a pull of Jim Beam, feeling it burn its way to my stomach. Jim's always made everything easier for me.

This had always been my happy place. This railroad bridge spanning the Rouge River on the edge of Detroit
seemed to be the only place | could go to pretend all was well with my life. The scaffolding of steel girders painted sky
blue that stretches out over and beside me is my sanctuary from all that hates me in the world.

Most nights | would sit on the rocks next to the tracks on the train bridge, leaning against a support beam. | would
listen to the trash barges as they pass beneath me, motoring their way to the Detroit River, and wait for the water to lap
the bank in their wake. | would idly sip my Jim Beam and breathe the intoxicating smells of diesel fumes, sewer water
and dead fish, common to the industrial shorelines. | would close my eyes and wait for the 9:05 out of Detroit.

| would always hear it first. The faint, lonely moan of the train whistle was barely audible over the waves beneath
me. | would open my eyes to find the specter of a distant light hovering hovering over the gleaming steel rails about four
miles away. Sometimes | would lean over and put my ear to the tracks to listen for its approach, but | never heard
anything.

| would watch in anticipation as the light materialized into the vague shape of a massive Dash-9 freight engine
climbing its way down from the city. Its single headlight would glow to blinding proportions as it reached the other end of
the bridge. | would take two more pulls from the whiskey bottle, then a third as the 9:05 out of Detroit would rocket past
me at sixty miles an hour only two feet from where | sit. For several minutes | would hear nothing but the wind rushing
past my ears and the squeaks and clicks of the train wheels. | would see only the distant city lights blinking between the
box cars and reflecting off the steel girders.

And just as quickly, it would be gone. Left behind in its wake would be an eerie, lifeless silence. That exhilarating
head rush would fade, and one at a time the sounds of the industrial cityscape would return, as if the 9:05 out of Detroit
had never been there. Reality would inevitably return and the melancholy shadow that follows me through life would
come back in full force. | would stand from my perch, launch the empty whiskey bottle into the river and leave my happy
place, knowing | would be back tomorrow.

But not tonight. No, tonight will be special. Tonight, when the 9:05 out of Detroit passes through, there will be no
coming down from the cloud; no sadness and disappointment in its wake. Tonight, when it passes through, I'll be going
with it.

| look down at the rails on either side of my feet as | walk toward the growing light. | know there will be no time pain
or fear; regret or sadness -- only a slight nudge into a peaceful serenity.

The horn erupts, much louder and | look up. The 9:05 out of Detroit is going slower than usual, but | don't worry
about that. | stop, lean my head back and close my eyes. | spread my arms wide to embrace the raging locomotive. Only
seconds left now.

| hear the bridge supports creak in protest of the Dash-9's weight and | feel the ground vibrate beneath me. The
bright light pierces my eyelids and | know it's too late now for second thoughts.

| didn't feel the crushing impact that shattered every bone in the lower half of my body like glass, nor do |
remember the great force that pulled me under the train. | feel only the endless tumbling end over end beneath the train
and what felt like warm water lightly splashing my face.

| could see the lights flashing past my eyes; the city lights flickering past the train wheels. For one brief second |
could see the stump where my left hand use to be; the spongy tissue white and pale, the blood having not had time to
begin pouring.

The full weight of reality hits me in that same moment. I'm dying. This time it's not just in my mind, dreams and
fantasies. This time it's real, and it's nothing like | use to imagine it. | imagined peace and serenity, not seeing my own
severed appendages. This is cold and clinical; uncaring and destructive.

Then an image enters my mind. It's my funeral. The casket is closed. Mom stands there, running a hand over the
smooth, waxed surface of the coffin. And | hear her thoughts: If only | could see my baby one last time...

The tumbling continues after the last box car passes over me. The ground and sky blend as one in my new sickly
spinning world. | finally come to rest with my head propped up on the track, my left ear pressed against the cold steel. |
can hear the train wheels now, screeching an eerie sound through my skull as the train locks its brakes.

I'm given a full view of the gore strewn down the tracks that use to be me. An arm rolls to a stop a few yards away.
My lower torso lay further down the tracks, legs missing from the knees down and intestines trailing off into the distance.
The sky blue train bridge is almost five hundred feet away now.

| try to move, but | can't. | can't, because there's nothing left of me. | can't, because I've reached the end. It's over.
This is where | will die. Now | ask myself, Was it all worth it? Was my life really so bad that this was my only way out?

Darkness begins to creep in around the edges of my eyes. | feel cold. Very cold. | try to draw my last breath, but
my lungs don't work. In my last seconds | think of Mom, my closed casket, my so-called problems and all the mistakes
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I've ever made. But none will ever compare to this one, because the worst mistakes we make in life are the ones we can
never change.
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