Nightcrawlers
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"Hard rain coming down," Cheryl said, and | nodded in agreemen.

Through the diner's plate-glass windows, a dense curtain of rain flapped across the Gulf gas pumps and
continued acrossthe parking lot. It hit Big Bob'swith aforce that made the glassrattle like uneasy bones.
Thered neon sign that said BIG BOB'S! DIESEL FUEL! EATS! sat on top of ahigh stedl pole above
the diner so the truckers on the interstate could seeit. Out in the night, the red-tinted rain thrashed in
torrents across my old pickup truck and Cheryl's baby-blue V olkswagen.

"Well," | said, "l supposethat storm’ll either wash somefolksin off the interstate or we can just about
hang it up." The curtain of rain parted for an instant, and | could see the treetops whipping back and forth
in the woods on the other side of Highway 47. Wind whined around the front door like an animal trying
to claw itsway in. | glanced at the el ectric clock on the wall behind the counter. Twenty minutes before
nine. We usually closed up at ten, but tonight---with tornado warningsin the weether forecast---1 was
tempted to turn the lock alittle early. "Tell youwhat," | said. "If werre empty at nine, we skedaddle.
Kay?"

"No argument here," she said. She watched the storm for amoment longer, then continued putting
newly-washed coffee cups, saucers and plates away on the stainless stedl shelves.

Lightning flared from west to east like the strike of aburning bullwhip. The diner'slightsflickered, then
came back to normal. A shudder of thunder seemed to come right up through my shoes. Late Marchis
the beginning of tornado season in south Alabama, and we've had some whoppers spin past herein the
last few years. | knew that Almawas a home, and she understood to get into the root cellar right quick if
she spotted atwister, like that one we saw in '82 dancing through the woods about two miles from our
farm.

"Y ou got any Love-Ins planned thisweekend, hippie?' | asked Cheryl, mostly to get my mind off the
storm and to rib her, too.

Shewasin her late-thirties, but | swear that when she grinned she could've passed for akid. "Wouldn't
you like to know, redneck?" she answered; she replied the same way to al my digsat her. Cheryl
Lovesong---and | know that couldn't have been her real name---was amighty able waitress, and she
had hands that were no strangersto hard work. But | didn't care that she wore her long silvery-blond hair
in Indian braids with hippie headbands, or came to work in tie-dyed overalls. She was the best waitress
who'd ever worked for me, and she got along with everybody just fine---even us rednecks. That'swhat |
am, and proud of it: | drink Rebel Y dl whiskey straight, and my favorite songs are about good women
gone bad and trains on the long track to nowhere. | keep my wife happy, I've raised my two boysto
pray to God and to sdute the flag, and if anybody don't like it he can go afew rounds with Big Bob
Clayton.

Cheryl would comeright out and tell you she used to live in San Francisco in the late 'sixties, and that she
went to Love-Ins and peace marches and al that stuff. When | reminded her it was nineteen eighty-four
and Ronnie Reagan was president, she'd look at me like | was walking cow-flop. | dwaysfigured shed
gart thinking straight when al that hippie-dust blew out of her head.

Almasaid my tail was going to get burnt if | ever took ashineto Cheryl, but I'm afifty-five-year-old



redneck who stopped sowing hiswild seed when he met the woman he married, more than thirty years
ago.

Lightning crisscrossed the turbulent sky, followed by aboom of thunder. Cheryl said, "Wow! Look at
that light-show!"

"Light-show, my ass," | muttered. The diner was as solid as the Good Book, so | wasn't too worried
about the storm. But on awild night like this, stuck out in the countryside like Big Bob'swas, you had a
feding of being along way off from civilization---though Mobile was only twenty-seven miles south. Ona
wild night like this, you had afeding that anything could happen, as quick asastreak of lightning out of
the darkness. | picked up a copy of the Mobile Press-Register that the last customer---atrucker on his
way to Texas---had |eft on the counter a half-hour before, and | started plowing through the news, most
of it bad: those A-rab countries were still squabbling like Hatfields and McCoys in white robes; two men
had robbed a Quik-Mart in Mobile and had been killed by the police in ashootout; copswere
investigating a massacre & amote near Daytona Beach; an infant had been stolen from amaternity ward
in Birmingham. The only good things on the front page were stories that said the economy was up and
that Reagan swore we'd show the Commieswho was bossin El Salvador and Lebanon.

The diner shook under ablast of thunder, and | looked up from the paper asapair of headlights emerged
from theraininto my parking-lot.

The headlights were attached to an Alabama State Trooper car.

"Half dive, hold the onion, extra brown the buns." Cheryl was dready writing on her pad in expectation
of the order. | pushed the paper aside and went to the fridge for the hamburger mest.

When the door opened, awindblown spray of rain swept in and stung like buckshot. "Howdy, folks!™
Dennis Wells peded off hisgray raindicker and hung it on the rack next to the door. Over his Smokey
the Bear trooper hat was a protective plastic covering, beaded with raindrops. He took off his hat,
exposing the thinning blond hair on his pale scalp, as he approached the counter and sat on hisusual
stool, right next to the cash-register. "Cup of black coffee and arare--" Cheryl was dready diding the
coffeein front of him, and the burger sizzled onthe griddle. "Yall are on the ball tonight!" Dennissaid; he
sad the same thing when he came in, which was dmost every night. Funny the kind of habitsyou fal into,
without redizing it.

"Kindawild out there, ain't it?' | asked as| flipped the burger over.

"Lordy, yes! Wind just about flipped my car over three, four miles down the interstate. Thought | was

gonnabe edtin' alittle pavement tonight.” Denniswas ahusky young man in hisearly thirties, with thick
blond brows over deegp-s¢t, light brown eyes. He had awife and three kids, and he wasfast to flash a
wallet-full of their pictures. "Don't reckon I'll be chasin' any speeders tonight, but ther€lll probably be a
load of accidents. Cheryl, you surelook pretty thisevenin'.”

"Still the same old me." Cheryl never wore a speck of makeup, though one day sheld come to work with
glitter on her cheeks. She had aplace afew milesaway, and | guessed she was farming that funny weed
up there. "Any trucks moving?'

"Seen afew, but not many. Truckersain't fools. Gonna get worse before it gets better, the radio says."
He spped at his coffee and grimaced. "L ordy, that's strong enough to jump out of the cup and dance a



jig, darlin”

| fixed the burger theway Dennisliked it, put it on aplatter with some fries and served it. "Bobby, how's
thewifetreatin' you?' he asked.

"No complaints.

"Good to hear. I'll tell you, afine woman isworth her weight in gold. Hey, Cheryl! How'd you likea
handsome young man for a husband?”

Cheryl smiled, knowing what was coming. "The man I'm looking for hasn't been made yet.”

"Yeah, but you aint met Cecil yet, either! He asks me about you every time | seehim, and | keep tellin'
him I'm doin’ every thing | can to get you two together.” Cecil was Dennis brother-in-law and owned a
Chevy dedership in Bay Minette. Dennis had been ribbing Cheryl about going on adate with Cecil for
the past four months. "Y ou'd like him," Dennis promised. "He'sgot alot of my qualities.

"Wdl, that's different. In that case, I'm certain | don't want to meet him."

Denniswinced. "Oh, you're acruel woman! That'swhat smokin' banana pedls doesto you---turnsyou
mean. Anybody readin’ thisrag?' He reached over for the newspaper.

"Waitin' herejust for you," | said. Thunder rumbled, closer to the diner. Thelightsflickered briefly
once...then again before they returned to norma. Cheryl busied hersdlf by fixing afresh pot of coffee, and
| watched the rain whipping againgt the windows. When thelightning flashed, | could seethetrees
swaying so hard they looked about to snap.

Dennisread and ate hishamburger. "Boy," he said after afew minutes, "the world's in some shape, huh?
Those A-rab pig-stickers areitchin’ for war. Mobile metro boys had alittle gunplay last night. Good for
them." He paused and frowned, then tapped the paper with one thick finger. "This| can't figure.”

"Whet'sthat?'

"Thing in FHorida couple of nights ago. Six peoplekilled a the Pines Haven Motor Inn, near Daytona
Beach. Motel was st off in the woods. Only acouple of cinderblock housesin the area, and nobody
heard any gunshots. Says here one old man saw what he thought was a bright white star falling over the
motel, and that wasit. Funny, huh?'

"A UFO," Cheryl offered. Maybe he saw a UFO."

"Y eah, and I'm alittle green man from Mars," Dennis scoffed. "I'm serious. Thisisweird. The motdl was
so blown full of holesit looked like awar had been going on. Everybody was dead---even adog and a
canary that belonged to the manager. The cars out in front of the rooms were blasted to pieces. The
sound of one of them explodin' was what woke up the peoplein those houses, | reckon.” He skimmed
the story again. "Two bodies were out in the parkin' lot, one was holed up in a bathroom, one had
crawled under abed, and two had dragged every piece of furniture in the room over to block the door.
Didn't ssem to help 'em any, though.”

| grunted. "Guessnot.”

"No motive, no witnesses. Y ou better believe those Florida cops are shakin' the bushes for some kind of
dangerous maniac---or maybe more than one, it says here." He shoved the paper away and patted the
servicerevolver holstered at hiship. "If | ever got hold of him---or them---he'd find out not to messwith
a'Bamatrooper.”" He glanced quickly over at Cheryl and smiled mischievoudy. "Probably some crazy



hippie who'd been smokin' histennis shoes.”

"Don't knock it," she said swestly, "until you'vetried it." Shelooked past him, out the window into the
gorm. "Car's pullin' in, Bobby."

Headlights glared briefly off the wet windows. It was a station-wagon with wood-grained panels on the
sdes; it veered around the gas pumps and parked next to Dennis trooper car. On the front bumper was
apersonalized license plate that said: Ray & Lindy . The headlights died, and al the doors opened at
once. Out of the wagon came awhole family: aman and awoman, alittle girl and boy about eight or
nine. Dennis got up and opened the diner door asthey hurried insde from therain.

All of them had gotten pretty well soaked between the station wagon and the diner, and they wore the
dazed expressions of people who'd been on theroad along time. The man wore glasses and had curly
gray hair, the woman was dim and dark-haired and pretty. The kids were deepy-eyed. All of them were
well-dressed, the man in ayellow sweater with one of those dligators on the chest. They had vacation
tans, and | figured they were tourists heading north from the beach after spring break.

"Comeoninandtakeaseat," | said.

"Thank you," the man said. They squeezed into one of the booths near the windows. "We saw your sign
fromtheinterseate.”

"Bad night to be on the highway," Dennistold them. "Tornado warnings are out al over the place.

"We heard it on theradio," the woman---Lindy, if the license was right---said. "Were on our way to
Birmingham, and we thought we could drive right through the storm. We should've stopped &t that
Holiday Inn we passed abouit fifteen miles ago.”

"That would've been smart,” Dennis agreed. "No sensein pushin’ your luck." He returned to his stool.

The new arrivals ordered hamburgers, fries and Cokes. Cheryl and | went to work. Lightning made the
diner'slightsflicker again, and the sound of thunder caused the kids to jump. When the food was ready
and Cheryl served them, Dennissaid, "Tell you what. Y ou folksfinish your dinnersand I'll escort you
back to the Holiday Inn. Then you can head out in the morning. How about that?"

"Fine," Ray said gratefully. "1 don't think we could've gotten very much further, anyway." Heturned his
attention to hisfood.

"Well," Cheryl said quietly, standing beside me, "I don't guess we get home early, do we?"
"l guess not. Sorry."
She shrugged. "Goes with the job, right? Anyway, | can think of worse placesto be stuck.”

| figured that Almamight be worried about me, so | went over to the payphoneto cal her | dropped a
quarter in - and the dial tone sounded like a cat being stepped on. | hung up and tried again. The
cat-scream continued. "Damn!™ | muttered. "Lines must be screwed up.”

"Ought to get yoursdf aplace closer to town, Bobby," Dennis said. "Never could figure out why you
wanted ajoint in the sticks. At least you'd get better phone service and good lightsif you were nearer to
Mo---"

Hewasinterrupted by the sound of wet and shrieking brakes, and he swivelled around on his stool.



| looked up as acar hurtled into the parking lot, the tires swerving, throwing up plumes of water. For a
few seconds | thought it was going to keep coming, right through the window into the diner---but then the
brakes caught and the car amost grazed the side of my pickup asit jerked to a stop. In the neon'sred
glow | could tell it was abeatup old Ford Fairlane, either gray or adingy beige. Steam wasrising off the
crumpled hood. The headlights stayed on for perhaps a minute before they winked off. A figure got out

of the car and walked dowly ---with alimp---toward the diner.

We watched the figure approach. Dennis's body looked like a coiled spring, ready to betriggered. "We
got usalive one, Bobby boy," he said.

The door opened, and in astinging gust of wind and rain aman who looked like walking death stepped
into my diner.

He was so wet he might well have been driving with hiswindows down. He was a skinny guy, maybe
weighed al of ahundred and twenty pounds, even soaking wet. Hisunruly dark hair was plastered to his
head, and he had gone aweek or more without ashave. In hisgaunt, palid face his eyeswere sartlingly
blue; his gaze flicked around the diner, lingered for afew seconds on Dennis. Then he limped on down to
the far end of the counter and took a seat. He wiped the rain out of his eyes as Cheryl took a menu to
him.

Dennis stared at the man. When he spoke, hisvoice bristled with authority. "Hey, fdla"" The man didn't
look up from the menu. "Hey, I'mtakin' to you."

The man pushed the menu away and pulled a damp packet of Kools out of the breast pocket of his
patched Army fatigue jacket. "I can hear you," he said; his voice was degp and husky, and didn't go with
his less-than-robust physical appearance.

"Drivin' kindafast in thiswesther, don't you think?"

The man flicked a cigarette lighter afew times before he got aflame, then helit one of his smokesand
inhaled deeply. "Yeah," hereplied. "l was. Sorry. | saw thesign, and | wasin ahurry to get here. Miss?
I'd just like acup of coffee, please. Hot and real strong, okay?"

Cheryl nodded and turned away from him, amost bumping into me as| strolled down behind the counter
to check him out.

"That kind of hurry'll get you killed," Dennis cautioned.

"Right. Sorry." He shivered and pushed the tangled hair back from hisforehead with one hand. Up close,
| could see deep cracks around his mouth and the corners of hiseyesand | figured him to bein hislate
thirties or early forties. Hiswrists were as thin asawoman's; he looked like he hadn't eaten a good meal
for more than amonth. He stared at his hands through bloodshot eyes. Probably on drugs, | thought. The
fellagave me the creeps. Then helooked at me with those eyes---so pale blue they were amost
white---and | felt like I'd been nailed to the floor. " Something wrong?' he asked---not ruddly, just
curioudy.

"Nope." | shook my head. Cheryl gave him his coffee and then went over to give Ray and Lindy their
check. The man didn't use either cream or sugar. The coffee was steaming, but he drank half of it down



like mother's milk. "That'sgood,” he said. "Keep me awake, won' it?"

"Morethan likely." Over the breast pocket of hisjacket wasthe faint outline of the name that had been
sewn there once. | think it was Price, but | could've been wrong.

"That'swhat | want. To stay awake, aslong as| can." Hefinished the coffee. "Can | have ancther cup,
please?'

| poured it for him. He drank that one down just asfast, then he rubbed his eyes wearily.
"Been on theroad along time, huh?*

Price nodded. "Day and night. | don't know which ismoretired, my mind or my butt." Helifted his gaze
to me again. "Have you got anything else to drink? How about beer?"

"No, sorry. Couldn't get aliquor license.”

Hesghed. "Just aswell. It might make me deepy. But | sure could go for abeer right now. Onedp, to
clean my mouth out."

He picked up his coffee cup, and | smiled and started to turn away.

But then he wasn't holding a cup. He was holding a Budwel ser can, and for aningtant | could smdll the
tang of a newly-popped beer.

The mirage was only there for maybe two seconds. | blinked, and Price was holding a cup again. "Just as
wdll," hesaid, and put it down.

| glanced over at Cheryl, then a Dennis. Neither one was paying attention. Damn! | thought. I'm too
young to be either losn' my eyesight or my senses! "Uh..." | said, or some other stupid noise.

"Onemore cup?’ Price asked. "Then I'd better hit theroad again.”

My hand was shaking as | picked it up, but if Price noticed, he didn't say anything.
"Want anything to eat?' Cheryl asked him. "How about a bowl of beef ew?"

He shook his head. "No, thanks. The sooner | get back on the road, the better it'll be."

Suddenly Dennis swivelled toward him, giving him a cold stare that only cops and drill sergeants can
muster. "Back on the road?" He snorted. "Fella, you ever been in atornado before? I'm gonna escort
those nice people to the Holiday Inn about fifteen miles back. If you're smart, that's where you'll spend
the night, too. No use tryin' to---"

"No." Price'svoicewasrock-steedy. "I'll be spending the night behind the whed! "
Dennis eyes narrowed. "How come you're in such a hurry? Not runnin' from anybody, are you?"
"Nightcrawlers,” Cheryl said.

Price turned toward her like he'd been dapped across the face. and | saw what might've been a spark of
fear inhiseyes.

Cheryl motioned toward the lighter Price had laid on the counter, beside the pack of Kools. It wasa
beat-up slver Zippo, and inscribed across it was Nightcrawlers with the symbol of two crossed rifles



beneath it. "Sorry,"” she said. "l just noticed that, and | wondered what it was."
Price put the lighter away. "1 wasin'Nam," hetold her. "Everybody in my unit got one."
"Hey." There was suddenly new respect in Dennisvoice. "You a vet?"

Price paused so long | didn't think he was going to answer. Inthe quigt, | heard thelittle girl tell her
mother that the frieswere "ucky.” Pricesaid, "Yes."

"How about that! Hey, | wanted to go myself, but | got a high number and things were windin' down
about that time, anyway. Did you see any action?"

A faint, bitter smile passed over Price's mouth. "Too much.”
"What? Infantry? Marines? Rangers?'

Price picked up histhird cup of coffee, swallowed some and put it down. He closed hiseyesfor afew
seconds, and when they opened they were vacant and fixed on nothing. "Nightcrawlers," he said quietly.
"Specid unit. Deployed to recon Charlie positionsin questionable villages." He said it like he wasreciting
from amanud. "Wedid alot of crawling through rice paddies and junglesin the dark."

"Bet you laid afew of them Vietcong out, didn't you?' Dennis got up and came over to Sit afew places
away from the man. "Man, | was behind you guys dl the way. | wanted you to say in there and fight it
out!"

Price was sillent. Thunder echoed over the diner. The lights weakened for afew seconds, when they
came back on, they seemed to have lost some of their wattage. The place was dimmer than before.
Price's head dowly turned toward Dennis, with the inexorable motion of amachine. | was thankful |
didn't haveto take the full force of Price's dead blue eyes, and | saw Denniswince. "I should've stayed,”
he said. "I should be there right now, buried in the mud of arice paddy with the eight other menin my

patrol."
"Oh," Dennisblinked. "Sorry. | didn't mean to---',

"I came home," Price continued calmly, "by stepping on the bodies of my friends. Do you want to know
what that's like, Mr. Trooper?”

"Thewar'sover," | told him. "No need to bring it back."

Price smiled grimly, but his gaze remained fixed on Dennis. "Some say it'sover. | say it came back with
the men who were there. Like me. Especially likeme." Price paused. The wind howled around the door,
and the lightning illuminated for an ingtant the thrashing woods across the highway. " The mud was up to
our knees, Mr. Trooper," he said. "We were moving across arice paddy in the dark, being rea careful
not to step on the bamboo stakes we figured were planted there. Then the first shots started: pop pop
pop---like firecrackers going off. One of the Nightcrawlersfired off aflare, and we saw the Cong ringing
us. Weld walked right into hell, Mr. Trooper. Somebody shouted, ‘Charliesin thelight!" and we started
firing, trying to punch a hole through them. But they were everywhere. As soon as one went down, three
moretook his place. Grenades were going off, and more flares, and people were screaming as they got
hit. I took abullet in the thigh and another through the hand. | lost my rifle, and somebody fell on top of
mewith haf hishead missing.”

"Uh..listen," | said. "Y ou don't have to---"

"l want to, friend." He glanced quickly at me, then back to Dennis. | think | cringed when his gaze



pierced me. "l want to tell it al. They werefighting and screaming and dying al around me, and | felt the
bulletstug at my clothes as they passed through. | know | was screaming, too, but what was coming out
of my mouth sounded bestid. | ran. The only way | could save my own life was to step on their bodies
and drive them down into the mud. | heard some of them choke and blubber as | put my boot on their
faces. | knew all those guyslike brothers...but at that moment they were only pieces of medt. | ran. A
gunship chopper came over the paddy and laid down somefire, and that's how | got out. Alone.” He
bent hisface closer toward the other man's. "And you'd better believe I'm in that rice paddy in 'Nam
every timel close my eyes. You'd better believe the men | |eft back there don't rest easy. So you keep
your opinions about 'Nam and being ‘behind you guys to yourself, Mr. Trooper. | don't want to hear that
bullshit. Got it?*

Dennissat very still. Hewasn't used to being talked to like that, not even from a’Nam vet, and | saw the
shadow of anger pass over hisface.

Price's hands were trembling as he brought allittle bottle out of his jeans pocket. He shook two
blue-and-orange capsules out onto the counter, took them both with aswallow of coffee and then
recapped the bottle and put it away. The flesh of hisface looked dmost ashen in the dim light.

"I know you boys had arough time,” Dennis said, "but that's no call to show disrespect to the law.”
"Thelaw," Pricerepeated. "Y egh. Right. Bull shit."
"There are women and children present,” | reminded him. "Watch your language.”

Price rose from his seat. He looked like a skeleton with just alittle extra skin on the bones. "Migter, |
haven't dept for more than thirty-six hours. My nerves are shot. | don't mean to cause trouble, but when
somefool sayshe understands, | fed like kicking his teeth down his throat---because no one who
wasn't there can pretend to understand.” He glanced a Ray, Lindy, and the kids. " Sorry, folks. Don't
mesan to disturb you. Friend, how much do | owe?' He started digging for hiswallet.

Dennisdid dowly from his seat and stood with his hands on his hips. "Hold it." He used histrooper's
voice again. "If you think I'm lettin' you walk out of here high on pillsand needin’ deep, you're crazy. |
don't want to be scrapin’ you off the highway."

Price paid him no attention. He took a couple of dollarsfrom hiswallet and put them on the counter. |
didn't touch them. "Thaose pillswill help keep me awake," Price said findly. "Once | get on theroad, I'll
befine"

"Fela, 1 wouldn't et you go if it was high noon and not acloud in the sky. | sureas hdll don't want to
clean up after the accident you're gonna have. Now why don't you come along to the Holiday Inn
and---"

Pricelaughed grimly. "Mister Trooper, the last place you want me staying isat amotel.” He cocked his
head to one side. "l wasin amote in Floridaacouple of nightsago, and | think | left my room alittle
untidy. Step aside and let me pass.”

"A motd in Horida?' Dennis nervoudy licked hislower lip. "What the hell you talkin' about?*

"Nightmares and redlity, Mr. Trooper. The point where they cross. A couple of nights ago, they crossed
at amotel. | wasn't going to let mysdlf deep. | wasjust going to rest for alittle while, but I didn't know
they'd come so fast.” A mocking smile played at the edges of hismouth, but his eyes were tortured.

"Y ou don't want me staying at that Holiday Inn, Mr. Trooper. Y ou redly don't. Now step aside.”



| saw Dennis hand settle on the butt of hisrevolver. Hisfingers unsnapped the fold of |leather that
secured the gunin the holgter. | stared a him numbly. My God, | thought. What's goin’ on? My heart had
started pounding so hard | was sure everybody could hear it. Ray and Lindy were watching, and Cheryl
was backing away behind the counter.

Price and Dennis faced each other for amoment, asthe rain whipped against the windows and thunder
boomed like shdll-fire. Then Price Sghed, asif resigning himself to something. He said, "'l think | want a
T-bone steak. Extra-rare. How 'bout it?" He looked at me.

"A steak?' My voice was shaking. "We don't have any T-bone---"

Price's gaze shifted to the counter right in front of me. | heard asizzle. The aroma of cooking mesat drifted
uptome.

"Oh...wow," Cheryl whispered.

A large T-bone steak lay on the countertop, pink and oozing blood. Y ou could've fanned a menu in my
face and | would've kedled over. Wisps of smoke wererising from the steak.

The steak began to fade, until it was only an outline on the counter. Thelines of oozing blood vanished.
After the mirage was gone, | could still smell the mest---and that's how | knew | wasn't crazy.

Dennis mouth hung open. Ray had stood up from the booth to look, and hiswife's face was the color of
spoiled milk. The whole world seemed to be balanced on a point of silence---until thewail of the wind
jarred me back to my senses.

"I'm getting good &t it," Price said softly. "I'm getting very, very good. Didn't start happening to me until
about ayear ago. |'ve found four other 'Nam vets who can do the same thing. What'sin your head
comestrue---as smple asthat. Of course, theimages only last for afew seconds---aslong asI'm
awake. | mean, I'vefound out that those other men were drenched by achemica spray we call Howdy
Doody---because it made you stiffen up and jerk like you were hanging on strings. | got hit with it near
Khe Sahn. That shit aimost suffocated me. It fell like black tar, and it burned the land down to a paved
parking lot." He stared at Dennis. "'Y ou don't want me around here, Mr. Trooper. Not with the body
count I've dill got in my head.”

"You... were &... that motel, near Daytona Beach?'

Price closed hiseyes. A vein had begun beeting a hisright temple, roya blue againgt the pallor of his
flesh. "Oh Jesus," hewhispered. "1 fell adeep, and | couldn't wake myself up. | was having the nightmare.
The same one. | waslocked init, and | wastrying to scream mysdf awake." He shuddered, and two
tearsran dowly down hischeeks. "Oh." he said, and flinched asif remembering something horrible.
"They... they were coming through the door when | woke up. Tearing the door right off its hinges. | woke
up... just as one of them was pointing hisriflea me. And | saw hisface. | saw his muddy, misshapen
face." Hiseyes suddenly jerked open. "I didn't know they'd come so fast.”

"Who?' | asked him. "Who came so fast?"

"The Nightcrawlers," Price said, hisface void of expresson, masklike. "Dear God... maybeif I'd stayed
adeep asecond more. But | ran again, and | |eft those people dead in that motel."

"Y ou're gonna come with me." Dennis started pulling his gun from the holster. Price's head snapped
toward him. "I don't know what kindafool game you're---"

He stopped, staring at the gun he held.



It wasn't agun anymore. It was an 00zing mass of hot rubber. Dennis cried out and dung the thing from
his hand. The molten mess hit the floor with apulpy splat.

"I'm leaving now." Prices voice was cam. "Thank you for the coffee.” He waked past Dennis, toward
the door.

Dennis grasped abottle of ketchup from the counter. Cheryl cried out, "Don't!" but it wastoo late.
Denniswas dready swinging the bottle. It hit the back of Price's skull and burst open, spewing ketchup
everywhere. Price staggered forward, his knees buckling. When he went down, his skull hit the floor with
anoise like awatermelon being dropped. His body began jerking involuntarily.

"Got him!" Dennis shouted triumphantly. " Got that crazy bastard, didn't 17"

Lindy was holding thelittle girl in her arms. The boy craned his neck to see. Ray said nervoudy, "You
didnt kill him, did you?'

"He'snot dead,” | told him. | looked over at the gun; it was solid again. Dennis scooped it up and aimed
it at Price, whose body continued to jerk. Just like Howdy Doody, | thought. Then Price stopped
moving. "He'sdead!" Cheryl's voice was near frantic. "Oh God, you killed him, Dennid™

Dennis prodded the body with the toe of his boot, then bent down. "Naw. His eyes are movin' back and
forth behind thelids." Dennistouched hiswrist to check the pulse, then abruptly pulled his own hand
away. "Jesus Christ! He's as cold as a mesat-locker!" Hetook Price's pulse and whistled. "Goin' likea
racehorse a the Derby."

| touched the place on the counter where the mirage-stesk had been. My fingers came away dightly
greasy, and | could smell the cooked meat on them. At that instant, Price twitched. Dennis scuttled away
from him like a crab. Price made agasping, choking noise.

"What'd he say?' Cheryl asked. "He said something!"

"No hedidnt." Dennisstuck himin theribswith hispistol. "Come on. Get up.”
"Get him out of here" | said. "I don't want him---"

Cheryl shushed me. "Ligten. Can you hear that?'

| heard only the roar and crash of the storm.

"Don't you hear it?' she asked me. Her eyes were getting scared and glassy.
"Yed" Ray sad. "Yed Ligen!"

Then | did hear something, over the noise of the keening wind. It was adistant chuk-chuk-chuk, steadily
growing louder and closer. The wind covered the noise for aminute, then it came back:
CHUK-CHUK-CHUK, almost overhead.

"It'sahdicopter!" Ray peered through the window. " Somebody's got a helicopter out there!”

"Ain't nobody can fly achopper inastorm!" Dennistold him. The noise of the rotors swelled and faded,
swelled and faded...and stopped.

On thefloor, Price shivered and began to contort into afeta position. His mouth opened, his face twisted
inwhat appeared to be agony.



Thunder spoke. A red firebal rose up from the woods across the road and hung lazily in the sky for a
few seconds before it descended toward the diner. Asit fell, the fireball exploded soundlesdly into a
white, glaring eye of light that dmost blinded me.

Price said something in agarbled, panicked voice. His eyesweretightly closed, and he had squeezed up
with hisarms around his knees.

Dennisroseto hisfeet; he squinted asthe eye of light fell toward the parking lot and winked out in a
puddle of water. Another fireball floated up from the woods, and again blossomed into painful glare.

Dennisturned toward me. "'l heard him." Hisvoicewasraspy. "He said, 'Charliésin the light.™

Asthe second flarefdl to the ground and illuminated the parking lot, | thought | saw figures crossing the
road. They walked stiff-legged, in an eerie cadence. The flare went out.

"Wakehimup," | heard mysdlf whisper. "Dennis... dear God... wake him up."

v

Dennis stared supidly a me, and | Started to jump across the counter to get to Price myself.

A gout of flame legped in the parking lot. Sparks marched across the concrete. | shouted, " Get down!"
and twisted around to push Cheryl back behind the shelter of the counter.

"What the hell---" Dennissaid.

Hedidn' finish. There was ametdlic thumping of bullets hitting the gas pumps and the cars. | knew if that
gas blew wewere dl dead. My truck shuddered with the impact of dugs, and | saw the whole thing
explode as| ducked behind the counter. Then the windows blew inward with a Godawful crash, and the
diner wasfull of flying glass, swirling wind and sheets of rain. | heard Lindy scream, and both the kids
werecrying and | think | was shouting something mysaif.

Thelights had gone out, and the only illumination was the reflection of red neon off the concrete and the
glow of the fluorescents over the gas pumps. Bullets whacked into thewall, and crockery shattered asiif
it had been hit with ahammer. Napkins and sugar packets were flying everywhere.

Cheryl was holding onto me asif her fingers were nails sunk to my bones. Her eyeswerewide and
dazed, and she kept trying to speak. Her mouth was working, but nothing came out.

There was another explosion as one of the other cars blew. The whole place shook, and | amost puked
with feer.

Another hail of bullets hit the wall. They weretracers, and they jumped and ricocheted like white-hot
cigarette butts. One of them sang off the edge of ashelf and fell to the floor about three feet away from
me. The glowing dug began to fade, like the beer can and the mirage-stesak. | put my hand out to find it,
but dl | felt was splinters of glassand crockery. A phantom bullet, | thought. Redl enough to cause
damage and death- and then gone.

You don't want me around here, Mr. Trooper, Price had warned. Not with the body count I've got
in my head.

Thefiring stopped. | got free of Cheryl and said, "Y ou stay right here." Then | looked up over the



counter and saw my truck and the station-wagon on fire, the flames being whipped by thewind. Rain
dapped me across the face asit swept in where the windowglass used to be. | saw Pricelying till
huddled on thefloor, with pieces of glassal around him. His hands were clawing the air, and inthe
flickering red neon hisface was contorted, his eyes till closed. The pool of ketchup around his head
made him look like his skull had been split open. He was peering into Hell, and | averted my eyesbefore
| lost my own mind.

Ray and Lindy and the two children had huddled under the table of their booth. The woman was sobbing
brokenly. | looked at Dennis, lying afew feet from Price: he was sprawled on hisface, and there were
four holes punched through hisback. It was not ketchup that ran in rivulets around Dennis body. His
right arm was outflung, and the fingers twitched around the gun he gripped.

Another flare sailed up from the woods like a Fourth-of-July sparkler.

When thelight brightened, | saw them: at least five figures, maybe more. They were crouched over,
coming across the parking lot---but dowly, the speed of nightmares. Their clothes flapped and hung
around them, and the flare'slight glanced off their helmets. They were carrying wegpons---rifles, |
guessed. | couldn't seethelr faces, and that was for the best.

On the floor, Price moaned. | heard him say "light... inthelight..."

The flare hung right over the diner. And then | knew what was going on. We werein thelight. We were
al caught in Prices nightmare, and the Nightcrawlersthat Price had Ieft in the mud were fighting the battle
again---the same way it had been fought at the Pines Haven Motor Inn. The Nightcrawlers had come
back to life, powered by Price's guilt and whatever that Howdy Doody shit had doneto him.

And wewerein thelight, where Charlie had been out in that rice paddy.

There was anoise like castanets clicking. Dots of fire arced through the broken windows and thudded
into the counter. The stools squealed asthey were hit and spun. The cash register rang and the drawer
popped open, and then the entire register blew apart and bills and coins scattered. | ducked my head,
but awasp of fire---1 don't know what, a bit of meta or glass maybe---diced my left cheek open from
ear to upper lip. | fel to the floor behind the counter with blood running down my face.

A blast shook the rest of the cups, saucers, plates and glasses off the shelves. The whole roof buckled
inward, throwing loose ceiling tiles, light fixtures and pieces of meta framework.

Weweredl goingtodie. | knew it, right then. Those things were going to destroy us. But | thought of the
pistol in Dennis hand, and of Pricelying near the door. If we were caught in Price's nightmare and the
blow from the ketchup bottle had broken something in his skull, then the only way to stop his dream was
tokill him.

I'm no hero. | was about to pissin my pants, but | knew | was the only one who could move. | jumped
up and scrambled over the counter, falling beside Dennis and wrenching &t that pistol. Even in desth,
Dennis had a strong grip. Another blast came, dong the wall to my right. The heat of it scorched me, and
the shockwave skidded me across the floor through glass and rain and blood.

But | had that pistol in my hand.
| heard Ray shout, "L ook out!"

In the doorway, silhouetted by flames, was a skeletal thing wearing muddy green rags. It wore a
dented-in helmet and carried a corroded, dime-covered rifle. Its face was gaunt and shadowy, the



features hidden behind a scum of rice-paddy muck. It began to lift therifle to fire at me---dowly,
dowly...

| got the safety off the pistol and fired twice, without aming. A spark legpt off the helmet as one of the
bullets was deflected, but the figure staggered backward and into the conflagration of the station-wagon,
whereit seemed to melt into ooze beforeit vanished.

More tracers were coming in. Cheryl's V olkswagen shuddered, the tires blowing out dmost in unison.
The state trooper car was dready bullet-riddled and sitting on flats.

Ancther Nightcrawler, this one without a helmet and with dime covering the skull where the hair had
been, rose up beyond the window and fired itsrifle. | heard the bullet whine past my ear, and as| took
am | saw itsbony finger tightening on the trigger again.

A skillet flew over my head and hit the thing's shoulder, spoiling itsaim. For an ingtant the skillet stuck in
the Nightcrawler'sbody, asif thefigure itself was made out of mud. | fired once...twice...and saw pieces
of matter fly from the thing's chest. What might've been a mouth opened in asoundless scream, and the
thing dithered out of Sght.

| looked around. Cheryl was standing behind the counter, weaving on her feet, her face white with shock.
"Get down!" | shouted, and she ducked for cover.

| crawled to Price, shook him hard. His eyeswould not open.

"Wake up!" | begged him. "Wake up, damn you!" And then | pressed the barrel of the pistol against
Price's head. Dear God, | didn't want to kill anybody, but | knew | was going to have to blow the
Nightcrawlersright out of hisbrain. | hesitated---too long.

Something smashed into my left collarbone. | heard the bone snap like abroomstick being broken. The
force of the shot did me back against the counter and jammed me between two bullet-pocked stoals. |
lost the gun, and there was aroaring in my head that deafened me.

| don't know how long | was out. My left arm felt like dead mest. All the carsin the lot were burning, and
there was ahole in the diner's roof that atractor-trailer truck could've dropped through. Rain was
sweeping into my face, and when | wiped my eyesclear | saw them, standing over Price.

There were eight of them. Thetwo | thought I'd killed were back. They trailed weeds, and their boots
and ragged clothes were covered with mud. They stood in silence, staring down at their living comrade.

| wastoo tired to scream. | couldn't even whimper. | just watched.

Price's hands lifted into the air. He reached for the Nightcrawlers, and then his eyes opened. His pupils
were dead white, surrounded by scarlet.

"Endit," hewhispered. "End it..."

One of the Nightcrawlersamed itsrifle and fired. Price jerked. Another Nightcrawler fired, and then
they were al firing, point-blank, into Price's body. Price thrashed and clutched at his head, but there was
no blood; the phantom bullets weren't hitting him.

The Nightcrawlers began to ripple and fade. | saw the flames of the burning cars through their bodies.
Thefigures became transparent, floating in vague outlines. Price had awakened too fast at the Pines
Haven Motor Inn, | redized; if he had remained adeep, the creatures of his nightmares would've ended it
there, at that Floridamotel. They were killing him in front of me---or he was dlowing them to end it, and



| think that'swhat he must've wanted for along, long time.

He shuddered, his mouth releasing ahdf-moan, haf-sgh.

It sounded almogt like relief.

| saw hisface. His eyeswere closed, and | think he must've found peace at last.
\%

A trucker hauling lumber from Mobile to Birmingham saw the burning cars. | don't even remember what
helooked like.

Ray was cut up by glass, but hiswife and the kids were okay. Physicdly, | mean. Mentdly, | couldn't
sy.

Cheryl went into the hospital for awhile. I got a postcard from her with the Golden Gate Bridge on the
front. She promised she'd write and let me know how she was doing, but | doubt if I'll ever hear from
her. Shewasthe best waitress| ever had, and | wish her luck.

The police asked me athousand questions, and | told the story the same way every time. | found out
later that no bullets or shrapnel were ever dug out of the walls or the cars or Dennis body---just likein
the case of that motel massacre. There was no bullet in me, though my collarbone was snapped clean in
two.

Price had died of amassive brain hemorrhage. It looked, the police told me, asif it had exploded in his
skulll.

| closed thediner. Farm lifeisfine. Almaunderstands, and we don't talk about it.
But | never showed the police what | found, and | don't know exactly why not.

| picked up Priceswallet in the mess. Behind a picture or asmiling young woman holding a baby there
was afolded piece of paper. On that paper were the names of four men.

Beside one name, Price had written DANGEROUS.
I've found four other '‘Nam vets who can do the same thing," Price had said.

| St up at night alot, thinking about that and looking at those names. Those men had gotten adose of that
Howdy Doody shit in aforeign place they hadn't wanted to be, fighting awar that turned out to be one of
those crossroads of nightmare and redlity. 1've changed my mind about ‘Nam, because | understand now

that theworst of thefighting isstill going on, in the battlefilds of memory.

A 'Y ankeewho cdled himsdaf Tompkins cameto my house one May morning and flashed mean 1D that
said he worked for aveterans association. He was very soft-spoken and polite, but he had deep-set
eyesthat were dmost black, and he never blinked. He asked me all about Price, seemed real interested
In picking my brain of every detail. | told him the police had the story, and | couldn't add any moretoit.
Then | turned the tables and asked him about Howdy Doody. He smiled in a puzzled kind of way and
said heldd never heard of any chemica defoliant called that. No such thing, he said. Likel said, he was

very polite.

But I know the shape of agun tucked into a shoulder-holster. Tompkins was wearing one, under his



seersucker coat. | never could find any veterans association that knew anything about him, either.

Maybe | should givethat list of namesto the police. Maybe | will. Or maybe I'll try to find those four men
mysdlf, and try to make sense out of what's being hidden.

| don't think Pricewas evil. No. Hewas just scared, and who can blame aman for running from hisown
nightmares?| like to believe that, in the end, Price had the courage to face the Nightcrawlers, and in
committing suicide he saved our lives.

The newspapers, of course, never got the red story. They called Price a'Nam vet who'd gone crazy,
killed six peoplein aFloridamotd and then killed a state trooper in ashootout at Big Bob's diner and
gas stop.

But | know where Priceisburied. They sl little American flags at the five-and-dimein Mobile. I'm dlive,
and | can spare the change.

And then I've got to find out how much courage | have.



