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For Cort McMeel


PART I


If Terry Hickerson had had a working doorbell in the front of his place it wouldn’t have rung anyway. It was one of those nagging bits of faulty or expired equipment he always seemed to be surrounded by. He was constantly leveraging the value of his precious time and energy against the odds that he’d ever need a functional whatsit again, appreciating only in a moment of need or crisis their importance.

A new light bulb in the bathroom would have perhaps spared his tripping over the half full can of Milwaukee’s Best beside the toilet and cracking his head against the tub. That drip in his ceiling, if tended to earlier, might not’ve progressed across the room and left the pungent smell of mildewed carpet to greet him when he returned after a week-long bender. If he’d seen to the truck when it first started making that Jimi Hendrix feedback sound every time he touched the brakes, maybe it would still be running instead of sitting in a junkyard, twisted around itself, the shape of a big knotty pine discernible in the negative space. And maybe whatsername, the sad-eyed hippie chick, and Layla, his hound, would not have died refusing to make way for the shattering glass and tree branches suddenly violating the truck’s interior. Made him think hard about the consequences of his inaction sometimes.

Really missed that dog.

But the doorbell, had it been fixed, would never have rung in the first place and that was what he clung to now, squeezing all the comfort he could from it, the fact that he’d not wasted one minute of his life in the impossibly fruitless task of fixing the damn thing.

It wouldn’t have rung because Chowder Thompson would not have pressed the button. Chowder would not have wanted Terry to know he was there until it was too late to fetch a weapon.

The road they were exploring seemed not to care for travelers in first class conditions, let alone the undignified fashion he found himself riding in now, hog-tied with a bungee cord and gagged with dirty socks, bouncing defenselessly against the hood of the trunk every time they hit a pot hole, which were legion. There was a deep and widening cut above his left eye. The flow of blood had slowed, but because of those bumps, never stopped. Every few seconds the wound reopened against the ceiling, leaving a touch more stickiness. He imagined the torn flesh around the cut a new set of lips opening compulsively to kiss the car.

His mind was racing now, trying to come up with a way to live long enough to make a better last mistake than the glaring one coming to his mind. He was entitled to more time, more life and more free shit from wherever he could take it.

Maybe there was something he could offer Chowder, if he was ever given the chance to speak again. What could that be? What could a cold man like Chowder Thompson really want from a skid mark like him?

In his desperation he did something he’d never done before in his lazy-ass parasite life. He put his mind to it.

 


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

TERRY

 

The idea had been Cal’s. “We should go to spring break.”

Terry snorted. “That’s a long way away.”

“Well maybe not Mexico or Florida, but we should look for the slutty college girls around here come spring break time.”

“There’s a couple of problems I see right away with that. One, not many girls around here go to college and two, the type that like to hang around with their tits askew won’t come here to do it.”

“No, but the ones who do come back here, they’re probably pissed about not being able to go for whatever reason. There’s bound to be a few hanging around, looking for a party. Could be.”

Working on an idea about comely coeds returning home to Spruce, Missouri to release some sexual tension, Terry Hickerson and Cal Dotson had opted to give their usual watering hole, The Gulch, a rest for a week or two. They’d decided to try elsewhere after watching a series of documentaries about exotic locales where the girls had apparently “gone wild.” The films were enough to make Terry think, for the first time, that maybe he should’ve finished high school and gone to college.

Deciding that it was worth a shot, they’d traveled all the way to Joplin and found themselves at one of those nightclubs with the blue neon lighting and expensive sound systems blasting that shitty music kids liked.

The drinks at this nightmare palace were expensive as hell, and there was a policy about different pay rates based on gender, whereas back at The Gulch, drinks were a reasonable price and there was true equality of the sexes. On the other hand, at The Gulch there were never any women south of thirty, unfamiliar with the sad effects of gravity, or likely to recognize the business end of a toothbrush.

They sat at a table in the back corner surveying the scene through their first pitcher of Bud when Cal made a move into a circle of girls who looked like gazelle around the watering hole. Terry noticed him suck in his gut as he closed in. Terry couldn’t hear what anyone was saying, but he had a pretty good idea of how it was going. The gazelle stiffened their posture as the gangly lion approached. They huddled closer together then dispersed on some unseen cue leaving for Cal the slowest of their pack to devour. He backed her up against the bar. The girl was round, but young. Her generosity of flesh was still buoyant instead of slack and she looked not entirely put off by her predator. This might be easier than Terry’d thought.

After a few minutes, Cal left the girl at the bar and returned to the table.

“What’s the matter? She looked willing.”

“Yeah, think you’re right, but I’m in no rush. See how this plays out. Fortunes might improve, but it’s good to know I’ve got options.”

“You’re too picky.”

Cal sounded hurt. “No way. I don’t want to settle. I don’t have to do fat chicks.”

“What’s wrong with fat chicks?”

“Sometimes I’m just not in the mood for a fat chick.”

“Tell you what though, fat girls know how to present themselves. They can wear make up and they tend to smell good too. They put forth a lot more effort than those skinny-pretties you’re saving yourself for.”

Cal considered that. After a moment he shrugged, “Not in the mood. Maybe later.” He looked at Terry, “You’re so hot to trot, go for it, her name’s Mindy or Cindy or something.”

“Nah, that’s okay. Think I’ll keep my options open.”

“Hypocrite.”

“Faggot.”

 

 

As the night wore on, Cal laid his particular brand of charm on a half dozen other college girls without any success. Terry watched his friend’s mood sink. “Stuck up college bitches. Think they’re such hot shit, but nobody took them to Florida.” After a couple of hours’ worth of drinking, Cal abruptly snapped to attention when he noticed Cindy or Mindy flirting with another college boy.

And it was decided. She was for him. Cal staggered confidently across the room and simply shoved the young man out of the way. Terry couldn’t hear the exchange, but figured the young guy could also see the look in Cindy or Mindy eyes as well as he could, ‘cause he didn’t give any more than a token objection to Cal’s intrusion which Cal waved off with a distracted swipe that barely connected. Cal hooked his arm into whatsername’s and they walked out the front door.

Terry guessed he was on his own. Cal could find his own way home.

In the wake of Cal’s exit another group of young women came through the front door and Terry’s eye snagged on one of them. She was young, but not scary young. Nothing the law would have an opinion on. She came in with friends, but sat alone while the others quickly picked up escorts and dispersed.

Terry couldn’t figure it. He was fairly certain she was attractive; had shoulder length blonde hair. She had high cheekbones and a small bust, nearly delicate, but not. She was dressed in a floral-print skirt and shirt without sleeves. She had slender, firm arms and what looked like a dragon’s tail tattoo snaking around her upper arm. She had a look he decided could be wholesome or wild depending on the cast of her eyes. After his money ran out, Terry went to talk.

“What’s wrong with you?” hardly slurring at all.

She looked up, surprised. “Excuse me?”

“Why aren’t you paired off?” He gestured at the rather sad collection of talent available. “You engaged?” She shook her head. “Is it the clap?” She started to turn away from him. “Wait, I know. You’re a born-over-again?”

“Cold.”

Terry helped himself to the seat opposite her. “You got a dick in your panties? I saw that in a movie.”

She looked at him again, smiling this time. “Oh yeah? I look like a hermaphrodite? Nice.”

“I knew there must be a word for it. I bet you intimidate all the boys with your intellect.”

“But not you, huh?”

Terry made a face like he’d bit into a lemon and exhaled, flapping his lips. He was aiming for suavely dismissive, but just sounded like a pissed off horse. “Nah, I’m just drunk enough to ask about what makes me curious.” He smiled and winked with both eyes. “And seeing you all alone while your ugly friends have a good time makes me curious. So what is it?” He stared intently at her chest for a three count and then resolutely focused on her eyes.

She turned away again, coyly. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”

“What if I can guess?”

“Okay. Three tries.”

“You’ll have a drink with me?”

“Three tries.”

Terry sat down on the stool next to her and put his beer on the table. Up close she had a natural attractiveness that allowed her to flaunt the conventions of beauty. Her body hair was fine and hardly visible, but there was a bush of it under her arms and probably on her legs too. She had an under-washed and earthy scent to her, but it was light and improved the sterile atmosphere of the club. He closed his eyes and put his fingers to his temples in concentration. After a long moment, his eyes popped open and he tried, “Dyke.” She shook her head and he smiled. “Good, though you should know that wouldn’t have stopped me.” Once more he meditated, then, “Cripple of some sort?” Again she said no. Terry shook his head and dropped his hands in his lap. “Ah, hell. They’re just afraid of you.”

She smiled. “Maybe.”

“Well that settles it, I’m your man. I guarantee I’m not afraid. Guess we’re having that drink.” He rose and extended his hand to her.

“Where are we going?”

“I’ve got drinks in my truck.” He waited a beat. “I spent all my money already.” He ran his fingers through his stringy hair and put on his shit-eatingest smile. “What do you want to do?”

“Get out of here.”

“Me too.”
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