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I


Mazes fascinate people sometimes.  There are a lot of levels of fascination when it comes to mazes.  There’s “Level One”, an occasional completion of a maze of two once of three times in an entire lifetime.  Then there is the “Level Two”, a desire to actually look for a maze to solve, tending to more complicated mazes.  “Level Three” could be the level where a person practices mazes and enters “maze contests”, contests, which only the level three-maze buff knows exist.  And then there is the “Level Fours.”  These rare people not only do a maze or ten a day, but actually sit around and design mazes.  They have phased out of going to contests at this point, and have slid into a new phase:  hoping that some day their maze would be the one they used at these contests.  Some of these people get them published in newspapers, tabloids, magazines, etc.  Others design mazes that they give to their “level three” buddies to figure out.  Some of these level fours own copy machines.  Others do their dirty work on PC’s and print out thousands of copies.  If you looked into it closer, you might find one of seven level fours that buy mailing lists and mail hundreds of their mazes out to “opportunity seekers.”


Stuart M. Belmount started out like any other maze maniac- a level one.  There was a time in his life when he would have turned down a maze.  Then, one day, he and his brother went through a hedge row maze in the courtyard of a library.  It wasn’t anything major- easy as three-piece puzzle actually.  The hedges were just tall enough so that his big brother could see over the entire maze.  It was approximately ten yards by ten yards.  An infant could crawl through it in five minutes blindfolded and handcuffed.


That’s how Stu became a level one.  He went through a showcase shrubbery maze.  There wasn’t any phase entering ceremony or a membership enlistment fee for hopping on level one- there couldn’t be.  Just a big finger pushing a small button, starting a huge machine.  A lot of people drop out of level one rather then go on to level two.  It hasn’t been recorded in psychology textbooks yet, but majorities of level ones just never move up to the next plateau.  Then there are the ones that do it slowly - over a period of years- even decades in some cases.    In Stu’s case, level one was quick and to the point.  He bought a book of mazes entitled, “Mazes for Beginners.”  It may as well have been dubbed, “Welcome to Level Two,” because that is exactly what a maze book symbolizes; a step up the stairwell of eternity.  He did all two hundred and ten mazes in less than a month.  When he bought volume two, “Intermediate mazes”, for six dollars and two cents, he was actually paying his admission into level two.  Yes, brothers and sisters, he was getting knee deep into level two.  The eighty “Intermediate” mazes kept him busy for a week.  He tried to get his wife, Anne, into it- but she never even got her foot in the door of Level One.  After a lot of crazy offers made to co-workers, friends, and neighbors, he could find no one to play mazes with.  He was lonely at the top of level two.  One day he put an ad up at the local Spartan grocery store.  It basically challenged the reader of the ad against himself at getting through a maze.

II


After putting up the ad, he continued into the next book of mazes, “Famous Designs.”  It was level three material.  For Stu, it was a big challenge.  He was still floating in the purgatoric cell of Level Two.  He completed the book about the same time Dam Emerson called him.


“Hello?”  Stu asked.


“Yes, my name is Dan Emerson, I’m a photographer and a maze master.  I am calling about your ad,” he said.


Ad?  Stu thought, what ad was this, he wondered.  A level two mazeist might still have more occupying his free time than just mazes.  During the weeks that drifted by since he put the ad up, he had all but forgotten all about it.  Not even Mr. Emerson’s strange inclusion of “Maze Expert” during his introduction triggered the thought.


“Ad?”


“About the maze challenge.”


“Oh, yeah.  O.k.  I almost forgot about that!” he said acting but not feeling embarrassed.  “I am looking for someone to challenge me on mazes.”


“How?”


“Well, we could get together on the weekends or something and race through some mazes,” he answered.


Any normal person would just hang up on that offer.  That sounded like a Level four obsession, rather than a level two exercise.  But this Dan guy said yes and Stu gave him directions to his house. Dan said that he would drop by that Saturday around noonish.  Stu said that would be fine.


Stu hung up the phone and looked at what he had absentmindedly been doing while talking to Emerson.  He had a pencil in his right hand and it was connected to a piece of phone message paper.  Connected to the lead tip was a bunch of L’s, T’s and I’s forming a maze.  Level Four was now showing its face.  Three was still on hold until Saturday.  Here he was, moving up the steps again.


Level Four was inevitable, true it started with rough drafts- mazes with either no pre-planned solutions, or mazes without exits.


Saturday, Dan arrived at noon on the nose.


“So you’re Dan Emerson?”


“In the flesh.”


“Glad you could make it, come right in,”  he said to the closest thing to a professional maze solver he ever met.  If the guy had to write a resume, his maze skills would be his main objectives.  He had won several awards, and had two maze books published.  He wore a T-shirt that was old and a bit faded.  The print was cracking and the colors were dull.  It read, “1988 Maze-O-Rama Champion.”


“Make yourself right at home, my wife will get us drinks in a moment.”


“So do you have any in mind?”


“Mazes?” Stu asked.


“Yes.”


“I have a book called Sorcery Mazematician, haven’t even opened it yet.  Would you like to do the exact maze I do?”


“That seems fair.  Do you have a Xerox?”


“Oh yes.  Let me run of some copies,”  Stu said.  The Xerox, he already own.  Sure, Xeroxes go hand and hand with Levels Three and Four, but no mazeiac would be foolish enough to by a photocopier just to copy mazes for contests.  The idea was quite absurd.


Stu went into the den to copy of a maze or eight.  Meanwhile, his wife Anne brought two glasses of wine into the kitchen, where Dan was seated.  


“Thank You,” he said.  His aging eyes followed her slender and sexy form out of the room just as Mr. Belmount entered.


“Your wife is very lovely,” he commented.


Belmount said, “Thanks,” driftily, showing minimal concern.


“Here they are,” Belmount said as he put the mazes face-down on the table.  He set two pencils on the table.  “When I say go, grab a pencil, flip the maze, and begin.”

He said go.  Ten minutes passed by quickly, and two more minutes of scribbles and erasures yielded a winner:  Mr. Emerson.  Stu was still at the two thirds corridor of it.      “Two out of three?” he said, unable to accept defeat.


“Why not?”


This time it was a race to the very end, and Stu lost by mere seconds.  “Dammit!  Let’s go four of seven.”


“Ok, but after that I have to go.”


Stu went to his study and ran up five more mazes.  When he came back out, Dan was watching Stu’s wife outside through the bay window as she took laundry off of a clothesline. 


“You’re a very lucky man.  Better hold on to that one.  She’s a beauty.”


Stu didn’t comment.  He put the mazes on the table and they began.  Dan took the next one.  Stu finally won the fourth maze by a nose.  He actually broke a sweat doing it, but what did it matter?  Dan took the fifth maze winning four to one.


“That was enjoyable Mr. Belmount.”


“Stu please, everyone calls me Stu.”


“Stu.  We’ll have to get together next weekend and do it again.”


“Deal.”


“This time, I’ll bring a book.  I have the latest mazes by Garnell,” Dan said.  Stu didn’t know Garnell, but act ed like he was for it.


After the champ departed, Stu began his work drawing a real maze.  One with two solutions at the maximum.  Hard to do for a person who just met level four at a bus terminal.


Level Four was a binge that could make or break you when it comes to mazes, jigsaw puzzles, and crosswords.  To some  people, Level Four means a hobby, to others, it means “stardom on the horizon.”  Whoever this Garnell fellow was, Stu could become and Mr. Emerson was becoming.  Level Four was for intellectuals who smoked Sherlock Holmes brier pipes full of low-grade marijuana and drank tea from a solid silver chalice.  This story could not be told if there wasn’t a such of a thing as Level Four.

Chapter I
THE PLAN
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There is a way you can go about just “getting on the wagon” before phase three, but once you’ve hit four, your hitched.  Some philosopher somewhere, sometime, had to make some comment on the maze phase.  If there wasn’t any Level Four’s out there, Level One’s wouldn’t have anything to start on, Level Two’s wouldn’t have anything to advance to, and Level Three’s wouldn’t have anything to win or lose.


A week shot by, and there they were again, on the table with mazes, racing like a couple of kids.  Competition is in everything, yet, mazes are in a class of their own simply because the challenge starts on the individual level.  They did a four-out-of-seven, and Emerson won again, this time four to zip.


“Good efforts; you’re getting better,” Emerson said.


“I’ll get you next week!” Stu said.  The phrase had, “Fuck You” toned into it.  The two were becoming best of enemy type friends.


After Mr. Emerson left, Stu decided to go to his favorite hangout- a sports bar in downtown Hopewell, when he got to the bar, he ordered two rum and colas.  He was halfway through the second one when Dan Emerson slapped him in the center of the back.


“What’s goin on Stu-man?” he asked, half drunk.


“Hangin out, watching a little football.  Nothing exciting.”


“Couldn’t be with that beautiful wife of yours keeping the bed warm.”


Stu looked at him strangely, like he just said something about his wife- which he certainly confirmed when he ran the instant replay through in his memory banks.


“What is it with my wife, you seem to talk an awful lot about her. . .”


“Oh, nothing really.  I’d just hate to see a man like you hurt such a lovely lade.  You would never do that, would you?”


“How absurd of a question.  Why would I do anything to hurt her?”


“Oh,” the maze wizard said, grinning, “I don’t know, its just that my wife ditched out on me, and I have been somewhat of a marriage counselor during bar-time.  Trying to help others avoid the problems I had, you know- helping my fellow man.”


Stu didn’t mention it again.


“So how’s the maze hand,” he asked for no reason other than to change the subject.


“Ok.  Resting up for Saturday.”


Stu finished his drink and then asked him how he knew he was at that particular bar.


“I didn’t know.  But remember who your talking to.  This city is no more a maze than a Tupperware bowl is a jigsaw puzzle.”


“So you were trying to find me?”


“Not really, but since I saw your car out front, I had to drop in for a drink, if nothing else.”


They were quiet for about three minutes then Dan stood up.  


“Well, I gotta get going.”  He pulled his cash out of his pocked and three a twenty on the bar for five dollars worth of draft Black Label.


Stu drank another rum and cola.  A few minutes later, a nice looking blonde in a tight miniskirt and very revealing halter top sat beside him.  “Hi, my name is Kate, what’s yours?”


“Stu.”


“Are you married?”


Oh, oh, he thought about it.  If I think about this answer too long she’ll know I’m lying, if I say yes, she’s gone, if I say no, I’m cheating on Anne, and if I say yes, I might still get that chance.


“Yes,” he said regretfully.


“Are you doing okay?”


“So, So.  Yourself?”


“I’m single.  I’m trying not to get tied down.”


Stu checked with Father Time.  The clock was frowning a twenty after eight look.  “Well, I really got to go, it was nice chatting.”


“Ok, well . . .” she said leading on.


“Ah . . .” he said, still debating doing something he would never do before, and probably would never do.  The only thing that attracted him to the sinful idea was the fact that this girl just hit on him out of the blue.  He had never been approached in this manor, and it made him feel younger.  “. . . Can I have your number?  I’d like to get to know you better.”


“Ok!” she said with enthusiasm.  She scribbled it onto a napkin and put it in Stu’s hand.


He put it into his pocket and left.

IV


Level Four had its hands leading people in directions normal people might not dwell.  Sometimes Level Four’s held onto some cracker jack box theory that they could somehow apply their maze skills to every day life.  Any idiot would argue on that one, but not long enough to be beating a dead horse.  The Level Four mind sometimes took into the theory and begin to actually have visions of how they could get themselves out of life’s little jams, or how they could take the complications out of meeting members of the opposite sex.  There was a Level Four who actually made a dollar or two publishing this theory and selling it in New Age bookstores worldwide.  Did anyone ever really take into the theory enough to actually benefit from it?  It has yet to be recognized by the National Inquirer so we’ll never really know.


The only ways a Level Four has ever become successful are publications of their mazes, selling architectural designs to landscaping firms, and the infamous mirror maze salesman whose only serious buyers are the Barnum and Bailey’s of the world.  Every now and then someone gets an idea.  Like a guy in Maryland who designed a maze for gerbils, or the inventor of the infamous Labyrinth marble and board game.  Some dude in Denver came up with a maze office building and no one took it seriously.  Finally, a Japanese firm in Seattle bought it at a rummage sale rate.  There’s a famous maze flower bed in Sarasota which is large enough so that you can’t usually see the solution while walking through it.  The designer probably got a pat on the back and then went bankrupt.  All in all, there’s no dollars in maze design.  But don’t tell that to the guy that no one has ever met who draws up mazes that are printed in the newspapers.  He still believes there’s gonna be a day when he “hits it big” with the prodigy maze.


And don’t tell that to Stu Belmount, because one day it hit him.  He was out in his backyard under a shady willow tree looking over a maze in the Richmond Times Dispatch.  He inched along, then looked out back, over the ten acre field behind his house.  The field itself was mostly overgrown grass.  There was a tree here and a thorn bush there, but overall, it was just flat land and tall grass.  Poking up over the grass was the bare bones of a rotted out structure that had once been a decent farm house.  Not luxurious, but decent anyways.  The remains of it were browned with weathering.  The roof was caved in on all but one side.  The walls of the house were rotted, some of the boards deteriorated into nothing.  Even back when he was a kid growing up in the tired country neighborhood, he could remember punching out windows.  Now he doubted there was even a square bead of glass still stuck in a pane.  The chimney was prominent, even though it, too, had suffered from the slow process of season change and weathering.  Vines prevented one from really determining the extent of this damage.


Behind the house, off to the left, sat one wall of a barn.  It happened to be the broad side where a mural of Jesus as the Sheppard could barely be made out.


The Silo was good.  He often thought of using the silo- but for what?  It just had a way of attracting his interests- like the maze craze.  Staring deeply into the door on the dome-top of the Silo, he could swear he saw a girl.  She looked very pale, and appeared to be wearing a white blouse.  She was just standing there, looking out of the silo over the wasteland.  Stu got up, lying his paper under a rock to avoid losing it to the breeze.  He began making way to the silo.  The brush started directly behind his lawn mowing cut-off point (which, over the years, had been slowly getting closer and closer to his house due to laziness).  He trudged through the thick grass and pickers.  Every now and again, he would stub his toe into a stump or a vine.  The closer he got, the more sure he was that it was a little girl in the silo.  In moments, he reached the house.  It was creepy, with its grayish glow - and there she was.  She seemed to have the same gray glow as the house itself.  Stu also noticed that her hair was white.  Suddenly, she dropped as if falling through the floor of the dome top, but there was no sounds that followed.


He stood at the base of the silo for a moment, contemplating the ladder.  He followed it up to the dome, which was impossible to see from the base.  For a moment, he wondered if she had fallen to the bottom.  The hatch at the base had been nailed shut, and although the nails were rusty and the boards rotted, Stu was certain he couldn’t break through bare handed.


He grabbed the ladder.  It was a bit lose, the kind of lose that unevenly shifts from side to side, leaving it a mystery as to how high the source of weakness was.  He guessed it was pretty much all the way lose from top to bottom.  A closer examination would conclude that indeed the only thing holding the ladder to the silo was five screws, three of which had missing nuts.  Up he went, in a slow-motion manner, trying to balance his weight with each step up.  And with each step up, the trust he had in the ladder became antitrust.  The halfway point of the ladder was beyond his better judgment.  Curiosity compels- it has also been known to kill cats, but this has never been proven.  A real curious cat could get lucky 8 or 9 times, but Stu knew he was no cat.  He reached for the next peg of the ladder.  When he pulled on it to raise his other leg to the next peg, it came off in his hand.  By virtue of reflex, he looked up at the broken peg, and caught specks of rust in both eyes.  By uncontrollable force of reflex, both of his hands went to his eyes.  He realized the error and grabbed the next lowest rung with everything he had.  By now, his heart was beating against his chest in waves.  Sweat poured over his face.  He could feel it work its ways into his tightly closed eyelids, adding to the burning in his eyes caused by the flakes of oxidized metal.  Then he felt the tearing.  Tears were not just forming and trickling away, they were pouring from all corners of his eyes like waterfalls.  He could feel the tickling of tears sliding off of his chin and down his neck.  It was getting insane for Stu right about then.  


To get back into the swing of things, he blinked his eyes open and shut quickly a few times to try to help the tears.  Within minutes, he was holding it together, and could open his eyes enough to see.  He was hit with a blackout.  Everything around him deteriorated into an abyss of small black dots.  He closed his eyes, opened them, closed them, and then the blackness began to fade.


Striving to come into view, the backfield began stepping off into tiny black particles exploding rapidly.  Larger white dots were circling around and floating in and out of his peripheral view.  He looked over the field between the farmhouse and his house to try to focus while the blackness faded, somehow the maze he was working on earlier was burning itself into the landscape.  To Stuart Belmount, it was a beautiful sight, a vision.  He instantly began thinking of all the possibilities.  His memory bank computer booted up the hedge row maze he ran through as a child.  In awe, he nearly forgot where he was, and let go with his other hand.  Once again, he caught himself before losing to the inevitable grip of gravity.  Level Four ideas began surfacing, and he saw a gigantic hedge row maze, all ten square acres could be utilized.  It would make the one in the Stephen King movie The Shining  look like the vineyard in the backyard of his neighbor Larry Skellet’s yard.


Nearly forgetting why he mounted the ladder to begin with, he started down, stopped, remembered, and went back up.  He put his heel on the very edge of the broken peg and bypassed it with his weight shifting upward.  When he got to the top, he braved the scaffling that circled the dome.  Once there, he looked inside the trapdoor.  No girl, no floor inside to stand on, nothing- just darkness that quickly faded to blackness.  Within the blackness, small gears were churning and working in the same colors one sees when staring long enough into a TV screen when it is on a blank channel.  The gears were twisting, separating, drawing him into splitting them in the center with the straining of his eyes.  The maze vision began un-coiling again.  It’s walls were eerily formed by roots of darker darkness- as if they were blacker somehow.


He looked back over the ten acres of wasteland.  Yes, he thought, it is possible.  I could even charge admission!  Building it would be the hard part- but there’s always the neighborhood brats- always thirsty to work at slave’s wages during the summer so they can buy more candy bars than their conniving little buddies.  Hell, they were the same kids who sank all their quarters into the various vending machines, pinball machines, and video games he owned and operated.

IV

Stu had owned a small started home while attending business courses at VCU.  That is where he met his wife Anne.  She was going for a master’s degree in Science so she could teach elementary school level kids to do wacky experiments.  She ended up accepting a bachelors because she couldn’t come up with a Master’s Thesis.  Actually, Stu wouldn’t let her at the time, because he wanted to sink their two years worth of savings into turning their starter home into a video game arcade.  They did it, and since then, he had become somewhat successful at it.  Most of his vending creditors were, in  some way or another, tied into the underground, and he had a lot of connections to “other markets.”  Those markets included avoiding import tariffs from Japanese marketers on such things as computers, video games, radios, TV’s, etc.  He could buy these things at a wholesale rate and distribute them to several “friendly business acquaintances.”  Anne never knew of any of this, nor did she care, because some of the gravy was being poured on her potatoes.  Stu ended up making sure her time was occupied with school for the first few years.  When she earned her PhD in Chemistry, she went to work for the Dupont chemical plant on the lower west end of Richmond.


The love he had for her was basically formal.  They never planned on having any children, and didn’t.  In the last few years, their sex life had weaned down to special occasions- which were usually named by her.  If asked, Stu would say that a maze would get him more excited than a night in bed with his wife.  Reminiscent of the Stanley Roper scene on the old sit-com “Three’s Company,” if you’re familiar with it.  Stu had always been faithful to her, unless your Christianity is so deep that you’d consider him un-faithful for eyeballing other women.  Sure, he had a few of Hue Heffners mags in certain dark corners of the house, but he was even un-faithful to them.  The most recent one was maybe six year out of date.  Stu did feel the sinful napkin in his pocked with its burning guilt and a phone number that could lead him into the kind of temptation that could lead his marriage down a real rocky shortcut to divorce.  The word “divorce” to Stu meant losing all the things he called his, but knew were “ours.”  To Anne, divorce could mean having everything she has now except Stu, and that may even mean a replacement for him.  She wasn’t hype on it, and only mentioned the word when she didn’t get what she wanted.  Currently, that was a Jacuzzi.  Stu wasn’t big on the idea, but he promised her she would have it by the end of summer.  At least, that would be enough to shut her up.  He would probably end up waiting to the last day of summer, on the PMS stage closest to that day, and buy it to shut her up for good about it.  Why she couldn’t buy it with her own elaborate wages, he never knew.  She had her things, and her own bills.  But her savings nearly tripled his.  Inside, he knew she was saving for the big D.

VI


Stu took his vision and began to lay it out over the field.  The scaffle creaked, and this made him nervous.  He thought that if he died, he would want to get the maze built first even if he died doing it.  A glitter by his house caught his eye.  It was Dan Emerson paying an un-expected visit.  He hurriedly dismounted the scaffle and carefully scaled down the rusted ladder.  The trip back to the house seemed so short considering all the twists and turns and dead ends that could occupy the space now taken up by dying brush and rotted buildings.  He knew the project would eat up every penny of his life savings.  He would probably have to sacrifice some of his luxuries to totally do it right.  If nothing else, Stuart Belmount liked to believe he did things right or didn’t do them at all.


Finally, he got to the house. Dan was inside, chatting with Anne.  He had a stack of copies, and right away, Stu knew that they were mazes.


“Stu, what’s going on my man?” he said with an asshole smile on his face.


“Not much,” he kept his idea inside, holding it back with all his might.  He knew that an ass wipe like Emerson would eat the idea up and probably try to out-do him somehow, “just checking out the back 40.”


“In the mood?” Dan asked, not dropping the smile.


“As a matter of fact, I feel lucky today.  How about putting a little wage on it?”


“Honey, you know how I feel about gambling,” Anne snapped.


“Oh, c’mon hun, there’s nothing wrong with a little friendly betting,” he returned with his stay-out-of-my-business tone.


She left the room unspoken.


“What’s wrong with her?” Dan asked, taking on a new asshole expression.


“Nothing, let’s get down to it.  How about a simple five bucks per maze?”


They played on.  A level four activity was defiantly being portrayed here.  They ran two out of three, then a double or nothing for the winner of the three out of five.  Stu couldn’t stop saying double or nothing and ended up winning in the end, clearing out without owing or collecting.


Dan left with an invitation to Splash, Stu’s favorite sports-bar hang out.  It was convenient because he did have to make  rounds at his arcades in Hopewell.  After he was gone, Stu began thinking deeply about the business of the hedge row maze.


He first had to draw out a rough draft, mapping it out with distance, perimeter sizes, the dimensions of the hedges as well as the dimensions of the corridors themselves.  For the hedge dimensions he called a friend of his in Chester, Ted Parks.  Parks boasted one of the largest greenhouses on the East coast, as well as owning five landscaping outfits.  Ted supplied him with the dimensions.  “Hey, you know, your project is right up my alley,”  Ted commented.


“Yeah, how do you mean?”  Stu asked.


“Well, I can see that you’ll need lots of top soil, fertilizer, weed controller, probably a back hole digger and maybe even a dozer.  I can hook you up with everything you need to get a project like that done, and say, complete it in two months.”


Stu already saw his life savings flying away when Ted had mentioned the price of one row of hedges that was 10 yards long and three feet wide.  Add labor to equipment cost and the project Ted was talking about sounded like something a rich movie star living in Beverly Hills might be too tight to spot for.


“Nah, I think I’m gonna do it by hand,” He said.  After getting the standard “are you sure, we can work out a deal. . .” Stu thought of the next thing he had to do.


Demolition was not easy.  It wasn’t cheap either.  He made several calls to several construction companies before deciding that his best bet would be to tear it down himself.  He planned on buying a flat-bed truck to haul the wood and bricks out of the field with.  That, and paying the neighbor brats slave wages, would be leaps and bounds cheaper than having a demolition team partying by the hour back there.  As for the silo, he figured he would leave it up until he could determine if it would be worth the money to tear it down when it came to that.  The actual process of laying it out was easy.  There was the question of filling in the foundation of the farmhouse.  He had ventured it years ago, and found it to be a dirt basement that went under the entire length and width of the house.  It was approximately ten feet deep from ground-level.  This was so rare for a house of this age, he almost found it haunting.  In the basement itself, which somehow didn’t reach the water table, there was scattered junk that had built up over the years before the floor above gave.  The junk included the things kids put in clubhouses and outgrow and forget about.  These relics were always left untouched by the following generations of kids due to some sort of odd form of respect that no one over the age of 12 could ever understand.  Perhaps each new wave of kids occupying the secret hangout felt the relics were as much a part of their “club” as their own- like adults holding onto historical documents.  Pondering on this, Stu wondered if children learned from adults, or did adults learn from children?  A question that a middle-aged man who had never been a father might go insane thinking through.

VII

The Splash scene was as it always was, a collection of fresh 21 year old sports fans, G.I.’s from the nearby army post, and various single women looking for less than a relationship and more than a friend.  Stu didn’t see Dan right away, and assumed his regular spot at the bar in front of the small TV.   He ordered his rum and cola and drank it with a savoring slowness.


“Hi,” a voice said from behind.  A hand fell faintly on his shoulder, and he turned to see who it was.


“Oh, hi, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Stu said to Kate, the girl he had not really been thinking healthy thoughts about. 

“What brings you here again?”


“A friend of mine invited me to come.  He hasn’t showed yet, but I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”


Inside his mind somewhere, he thought of this as  a hint to her that he didn’t want his friend seeing him taking acquaintance with a woman other than his own wife.


“Oh, do you want to buy me a drink, I only have enough money for cab-fare home.”


Lines didn’t impress a guy like Stu.  He never used any lines on his wife when he met her, but she had never quit using them on him.  He would gladly buy this perky young thing a drink, if Dan’s appearance was more questionable.  He couldn’t avoid It though, a line like that had presenance over any kind of rejection.  If he said, “no, I’m broke too,” he would probably see her talking to another guy in seconds.


“Sure, what do you want?”


“Long Island Iced Tea.”


“Ok.” He ordered up and paid for it.


She sipped an inch off of it and set it neatly in the center of the napkin the bartender set it on.


“So, have you thought about calling me?” she asked.


God, how she could choke a man with words, Stu admired.  Now how could you possibly defy this question?  I could say yes, but I couldn’t tell her the guilt involved with such thoughts.  Then I’d be stuck in the throat with the question that was destined to follow:  “Why haven’t you?”


“Uh, yes.  I was going to call you tonight but my friend. . .” he paused and gestured with his hands to finish his explanation.


“Well, I was feeling kind of lonely to night, so I came here hoping I’d see you.”


God, how she could choke a man with words.  Just then, Dan came in the door and walked over to the bar and sat next to Stu.


“Dan, how delightful, I almost thought you weren’t gonna make it.”


“Traffic on 36 was jammed with G.I.’s.  I had to stop in at the store to buy a calculator ‘cause my old one gave out.”


“Well, I gotta go myself,” Stu said, knowing he had to escape the scene before Dan gave him that “whose she” look followed by the question as soon as she got up to go to the bathroom.  Oh, Stu saw all of it playing in front of him.  He was pretty keen when it came to seeing a bad situation evolving, at least, he thought he was –he had no reason to believe otherwise.


“So soon, it’s only seven thirty,” Kate said.


This was Stu’s last though of- God, she can choke a man with words.  He was choked for sure.  “Uh, I have to take my wife out.”  As he was getting up, he said, “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


And at the same time, Dan and Kate said okay.  Stu left, sweating and shaking.  He knew what the next conversation with Dan was gonna look like- another marriage counseling session.  On the way out, he looked over his shoulder and saw Dan asking Kate something.  He closed the door and closed out the thoughts of chaos- thinking of his maze.


As soon as he woke up the next day, Stu looked at Anne’s empty space on the bed.  She had gone to work earlier that morning.  Her absences in the mornings were just now sinking in to his heart as part of the reason there was hardly any love being made in the very bed he was rotting in.  The maze entered his thoughts before anything else.  It was like a hand that pulled him back on line when he veered off into the other realms.

VIII

After breakfast, he went to the software store in Chesterfield.  Egghead software was a bright- quiet store filled with everything a computer geek would want included in Heaven when he got there.  Stu was only interested in one program- the Design your own Deck program.  He saw his neighbor, Charles Strom Sr., doing some crazy things with it.  He remembered that you could use the mouse to draw a basic design and the program would automatically balance your format out so the design would be geometrically correct.


The guy at the counter was as square as a floppy disk.  His greasy hair fell over his coke-bottle-think lenses and left a greasy film on their surface.


“May I help you sir?” the guy said in a deep voice that fit him as bad as the causal flannel shirt he was wearing fir the red and white stripped tie that hung around his neck.


“Yeah, see, I’m gonna design a maze, and I was wondering if you had the Design Your Own Deck program available.”


“Well, sure, we got that one.  You’re doing a maze you say?”


“Yeah.  I’m gonna design it on my computer and build it with hedges.”


“No kidding,” the clerk said, suddenly wearing an interested look to him.  He had buck teeth that were as yellow as the gold rims of his glasses.


“No kidding,” Stu said back, trying to entertain the kid’s interest.


‘Well, we got a program that you might be interested in knowing a lot about.  It’s called  The Maze Builder 4.0.  We’ve only sold two of them so far, and for the price, you can’t get a better program for your needs.”


“Well, how much is it?”


“It’s only 80 bucks.  In fact, I can give you the book for ten today, and if you buy the program without the book, it’ll run you sixty five.  That makes it seventy five. . .”


“I’ll take it,” Stu said, hoping he wouldn’t have to hear the sales pitch again when the clerk was ringing up his stuff.  He was still tripping on the idea that such a program even existed.


The clerk disappeared and reappeared with a large box in his hands.  He rang it up and then asked Stu if he had Windows 98.


“Yeah.”


“Well, I also got a Mazemania game for Windows.  It’s a multilevel maze with over forty stories.”


“Forty stories?”


“Yeah, you start out on ground level, and through out the maze, there’s stairways, trap-doors, elevators, and spiral staircases that lead to other floors of the mazes.  It has been available for about 3 months, and no one I know has solved it yet.”


“How much?” Stu asked- not really concerned.  He couldn’t care about the game, he just didn’t want to seem rude.


“Sixty five,” the clerk said.


“I’ll come back and get it,” he lied.  The truth was that he now knew what he was gonna do with the basement of the farmhouse.  It was gonna be a maze under the maze.  The solution to that maze would lead to a third maze- a secret maze that didn’t have any other way to get to it.  He could have tipped the clerk just for giving him the idea- but he didn’t of course.


While he was out and about, he swung into Barney’s Best Buy used car lot.  The owner, Barnet Bartlett was famed for his business of putting a make-over on his cars (as well as the re-sale price).  But somehow people still rolled off of his lot with cars.  There was even an incident where a car was bought with cash, and didn’t even make it out of the lot.  Barnet had the cops make the buyer pay to have the heap towed off his precious lot.  Stu thought he was a smart costumer.  


In fact, Stu believed that if someone has what you originally came to get, you couldn’t’ get screwed.  And Stu knew that he could work out a deal with Barnet- even though he never met the guy before.


A fat man waddled out to him as he was looking over a ’57 Ford 250 flat bed.  The truck had a primer coat showing, weld marks, fresh sheet metal that hadn’t been formed, two flat tires, a missing grill, no rear bumper, no rear lights, a bucket seat out of a Datsun sports car for a driver seat, no passenger seat, and the hood was ajar.


Barnet picked up his belly roll and let some of the fat slip down below his belt.  He pulled a cigar out of his breast pocket and lit it with a Zippo.  His scruffy face lit up with a sale-smile, and smoke issued out every hole on his face.  “You like her?”


“Well, there seems to be a lot of defects right off the bat.”


“I can explain, see, we’re getting ready to work on her.  Now, I can cut you a good deal if you drive it off as-is.”


“As it is, I doubt I would make it out of the parking slot it’s in now,” Stu said, looking eye to eye with a polished pro.  A guy that could Jew the panties off a nun if there was money involved.  Used cars were just an on-the-surface provider for guys like Barnet.  No-telling how many other sales were made in his run-down little trailer that sat cock-eyed in the corner of the lot.


‘We’ll throw a couple tires on it, put a full tank of gas in it, and I’ll even make you an offer.”


“Oh?’


“If you can get me a customer, I will do the bodywork for you for fifty bucks.”


“How much are we talking?” Stu asked.


“$1200,”  Barnet started.  As Stu was getting ready to protest, Barnet interrupted, “No, today we’ll let this baby go for $950, but that’s firm.”


Stu found himself laughing at the idea of spending over a hundred bucks for a shit pile like the ’57 Ford before him.  He tried a different approach.  “What do you got truck-wise for around four hundred?”


“Four hundred?  I got a horse and carriage out back,” Barnet laughed.  Smoke went into his nose as he snorted out the laugh. “No, seriously.  I really can’t think of anything right now.  Maybe in a month.  There’s an auction coming up . . .” his southern accent thickened and thinned.


“Well, I’ll tell you what.  How about if I give you six for the Ford.  Keep it here tonight, and I’ll come by tomorrow with tail-lights and a new set of tires?” Stu said, firm on his offer.


“Well now, I’m sure we can talk out something, but I just can’t let her go for six, I paid five fifty.”


“Sorry then.  I guess I’ll go buy the Chevy over on Jefferson Davis . . .” Stu started thinking that Barnet might change his mind on that note.


“Ok.” Barnet said.  He did an about face and walked toward the shanty-like trailer.  Stu noticed the creases of fat by the sweat stains on the back of Barnet’s yellowing white tank top.  Barnet’s arms barley fit through their holes.


“Ok, I’ll give you seven, but you have to buy the tail lights.”


Barnet turned around.  “Mister, are you trying to test me?”


Stu wasn’t sure what he meant by this, Barnet seemed to be one of those “Jolly” fat guy types.  “No, I just can’t see paying over three hundred for this truck.  My budget is tight.”


“Well, I’ll tell you what.  I’ll give you the truck for seven and Ill put the lights on it.  You get some tires.  But if this truck isn’t off my lot by C.O.B. tomorrow, you’re gonna be paying the commonwealth of Virginia storage fees.”


“Six fifty.” Stu said.  He wasn’t asking, he was saying.


“I could put two hundred into it and sell it for an even three grand.”


“Bullshit,” Stu said.


“Look buddy, you’re starting to piss on my parade.  I can’t be  wasting my time wheelin and dealin with you.  Do you want my offer or not?”


Stu looked at the truck again.  It was saying, “no, don’t be a fool, I’m not worth the effort,” but the maze’s grip had him.  It was pulling strings that weren’t there before. Stu had crossed into Level Four.


“Alright, I’ll take it, but it better make it out of here.”


“Or?”


“Or . . .” Stu couldn’t’ draw up a suitable consequence, so he assumed a good poker face and authorized his demand.  “ . . . or we’ll have this out in court with lawyers.”


They went into the trailer.  It was cold as a refrigerator due to an industrial sized air conditioner hanging off of the window ledge.  It was sagging like Barnet’s slacks.  There was twenty minutes of paperwork Stu filled out before coming to the page concerning removal of purchased automobiles from Barnet’s lot.


“What if I don’t sign this one?”


“Oh, you’d lose a lot guy, like whatever you give me as a holding fee.”


“Holding fee?  I’m not worried about someone buying that thing under my nose.”


“Well, I have had offers.” Barnett was lying now- he had to be.  Offers?  No, Stu thought.  There’s no way that another person (or persons) were eyeing the eyesore of the lot.


“I’ll take my chances,” Stu said, now getting impatient.  He was reconsidering the entire deal.


“Impossible.  I’ve made the holding fee thing a clause in the contract you just signed.  It’s twenty five percent.”  He began typing numbers into a calculator before even giving Stu a chance to protest.


“Ok, we’re looking at one seventy five, plus tax.  That makes it one eighty-seven twenty five.”  He looked up at Stu with his eyebrows slanted inward and then he plugged his cigar into the corner of his mouth.


Stu paid the holding fee, signed the two more papers left, feeling like he just got talked into a corner and scammed like a 16 year old.  Forget all of that shit about wheelin and dealin this guy, forget all that shit about being a smart customer, and leave the shit about not getting rooked if you’re bargaining on what you know you need at home.  But most of all, put the shit about mazes helping you out of life’s puzzles in a fortune cookie and sell it for a nickel.  Because a Level Four attitude will get you no where with guys like Barnet.


The last stop for the day would be the hardware store.  He went to the local Ace and picked up a coupon book on the way in.  He grabbed four of each item- in hopes he could enslave at least three of those annoying neighbor kids to occupy the other three.  He got the things he knew he would need:  shovels, picks, axes, a chainsaw, and garden rakes.  The toolie assisting him, taking things out to his car asked what he was planning on doing.


“Fulfill a vision,” he said, stern and proud, looking up in the window of the store.  Gleaming on a shelf all by its lonesome was a beautiful piece of machinery.  It caught his eye and seduced his soul in a fraction of a second.  Power hedge shears.  He looked at the price and though for a crazy moment that, to his purposes, a fool like this could not have a sticker price high enough.  How many days would it take to trim acres of hedge rows by hand?  An army could do it in a week, but one man could do it in a day with a tool like that.  He wrote a check for everything but the hedge trimmer.  That, he put on his Visa.


He barely fit in his car, and had to contend with the handles of two shovels banging against his head on every bump in the road.  When he finally got home, Anne was back from work early.  He unloaded the tools into his shed, and locked it up. 

IX


“Where have you been all day?” she asked.


“I had a few errands to run,” he said.  It was an age-old line he gave her when the curiosity called it up.  It always worked, back in the early days of the vending control bit.  He could have went out and killed 30 people in fast food restaurant and used the line, making it sound like he had to clear out the coin trays of ten pinball machines and fifteen videogames.


“Oh,” she said, losing her curious tone.  It still worked on her.  It brought up the unseen reality that, yes, he could have been in a hotel room buffing Kate Crandell all day, and her response to his response would still be the deadened “oh.”


He bypassed her and took his bag of goodies to his den.  The computer was running one of those “serenity scenery” screen savers.  This particular one was a bird flying over southern California, looking down from above the bird.  Stu hooked up the maze program and ran it thru.


In big letters, it read, “Welcome To The Premier in Designing Software.”  He zipped through all the wizards and began reading the book.  It wasn’t as easy as he anticipated.  By the time darkness set in, he was still trying to figure out how to set up the dimensions.  He retired at ten, finally surrendering to the reality that the program was more complicated than booting up a video game.


That night, he tossed and turned for an hour before Anne asked him what was wrong.


“I’m excited, I’m on the verge of something big.”


“Like what?  The latest version of Pac Man?”


“No, nothing like that.  I’m gonna tear down the farm house and barn.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m going to build a hedge row maze.”


“A hegrow huh?”


“You know, like the labyrinths of Greek mythology?  It’s a big project, but I think I am still young enough to handle it.”


“Do you now how much a project like that would cost?”


Here it was: money.  Everything was measured in dollars with Anne.  Her heart had the letters NCR stamped on it.  Her eyes lit up like an automatic bank teller when cost was the deciding factor.  Give her five minutes, and she could probably go ahead and tell you the chapter and verse of every expense, and a total cost.  But Stu knew that in more simple terms, she was making budget considerations on his cash flow for her Jacuzzi.  “Honey, this is the first time I ever got a brainstorm . . .”


“Brainstorm?  Ok, whatever you do is up to you- I don’t care.  I’ll buy my Jacuzzi.”


This shocked Stuart, who was almost sure that she would start up with the divorce routine.  It had become a routine after all the years and all the arguments.  It started with, “You always think of yourself . . . Stu, I can’t deal with it anymore.” He would come back with.  “So, are you saying you’re gonna file for divorce?”  She would be like, “You’re damn right!  I’m serious this time, too.”  And Stu:  “Go ahead, but you’ll be . . .” and so on.  Money would be discussed, divisions argued, the fight would taper off into one or the other saying, “No, No, No, let’s forget the divorce shit.”  Depending on the mood, that usually ended it.  The divorce routine was a yearly event.  Sometimes things were thrown across the room, unguided missiles that usually broke an innocent by standing target.  Sometimes fists were threatened to be thrown, but never were.  The endmost result of these routines was the kissing and making up, leading to the bedroom for a reassuring lovemaking session.  Happy ending, or verification screw?  You decide.


But to Stu, there was no way that Anne could just dismiss his latest stunt.  She either had something up her sleeve, someone else up her skirt, or she was simply too tired to go through a routine from beginning to end.  If the latter was the deal- she would hark on him unremittingly until either she would burn the hedges down or drive him insane bitching about it.  He was curious to see what direction this was going to take the unstable railcar called “The Belmount Marriage.”
X


He slept on it.  Somewhere in the midst of his sleep, a strange dream crept in.  It was the same day as he always dreamt of- a spring day when the leaves still haven’t came in full bloom and the field behind his house was still a bland coppery color.  He was sitting on the back deck carving a maze into a non-functional floppy disk when a great eruption began.  Looking up he saw it- the field was swallowing the farmhouse and the barn.  The silo stood still as its counterparts sank into the Earth like a lead ball into mud.  They vanished quickly, and then the evading grass began shrinking down.  It was as if each blade of grass was a string of spaghetti getting sucked in between two lips.  The sound was similar to the sound of a busy beehive.  After the tops of the grass disappeared, he was looking at a field of green grass with a silo in the background.


The silo itself cast an evil black shadow over the grassy land.  The shadow wasn’t just a darkness over the ground, it was a void that no man would set a pinky on.  An unknowing phenomenon.  In the trap door on the dome of the place, the little girl could be made out, waving a white handkerchief.


Instantly he was looking at her from above the dome of the silo, like he was levitating over top of it.  The little girl was no little girl at all, she was a little corpse, and the handkerchief she was waving was actually the skin of her face, pealed off.  She waved it into the refreshing spring breeze.  Suddenly, she looked straight up into the sky, into Stu’s face- eye to eye.  Her eyes were alive, and her face was just gray flakes of wrinkled up dried out flesh clinging onto the bones somehow.  Her teeth were a rotting brown color.  Some had already fallen out.  Between the spaces, running down the shinbone in a dried up stain was some sort of multi-colored fluid.


Even as he snapped awake, he saw the look I her eyes.  After he was aware that he was, in fact , awake, he heard the voice of a little girl which he never heard before say a sentence:  Don’t trap them in here, like I am.  He noticed Anne was in the shower.  He went downstairs and made some coffee.  Out of the sliding glass door was the back deck.  Beyond that was the sunrise within its pools of red, orange, purple and black; floated the three silhouettes of the farm house and its components.  He knew that his mission of demolishing these structures had to begin soon.
XI

Anne ate some biscuits with him and she left for work, kissing him (on the lips) goodbye for the first time in maybe months.  He couldn’t figure out what she was so pepped up about.  He grabbed his keys and made way to the shed.  When he opened it, he grabbed an axe and a shovel.  There would be a need for the chainsaw before it was over- he thought, noticing that he didn’t currently own one.  He began moving towards the field with purpose, knowing he had to stick with the tools at hand and knock out the small stuff.

The walk to the old farmhouse seemed like a guilt trip.  What did he have to feel bad about?  Was it his wife’s mood swing that spurred a childish feeling of remorseful selfishness?  He vaguely recalled the nightmare, but couldn’t remember the details of it.  The farmhouse itself seemed to give out a saddened sigh as he closed in on it.

He stood there in front of the rotted out structure for a few moments, as if he couldn’t find the exact place to start the tearing down process.  It seemed to defy him.  He took the axe in his hands and began chopping at the doorframe.  He was basically beating at the house in a defiance rage because it was in his way.  It was a thorn in the leg of his mission.  The axe was a chisel, chipping away at the hopelessness of it all.  Suddenly he stopped and wondered realistically if he could possibly finish the maze in his lifetime.  The thought wasn’t very realistic after all.  He was only 46 years old, he had a good 40 years- give or take- to go.  And God forbid he would get shortchanged by some sort of un-natural death before completing the maze.  For the first time in his whole life- death became a concept.  A very real one.  He couldn’t remember ever fearing death.  Now, he had a small block of fear residing just above his fear of divorce.  True, it was just a thought, probably an unnecessary paranoia, but a good precaution measure to be alert and to look out for his own safety.

After the necrophobic feelings withered away, he sat the axe down knowing that he had to plan out the demolition mission better.  He had worked up a good sweat and was panting like a dog in July.  For all his efforts his reward was a mere chopped up doorframe that looked like a chewed up pencil.  Stu drug his tools back up to the shed, locked them up, and ate lunch.

Around noon, he called Charles Strom Sr., his next door neighbor.  “Say, Charlie, I need a small favor.”

“Oh yeah?” Charles said.  He was used to the old inquiries for “small favors” and “borrow your weed eater” or “take a dip in your pool.”  He was a financially independent entrepreneur, and most of his time was spent taking accountability of his loaned out commodities.  “How may I help you Stu?”

Stu didn’t like Charles one bit.  It wasn’t really the fact that he was jealous, that was only a small part of it.  He didn’t like Charles mainly because the man had no control of his brat son Chucky.  He could recall dozens of times he had to call Charles and tell him of Chucky and his gang and their devious doings.  Once it was Mrs. Lawry’s picture window getting missiled by stones.  Then it was Mr. Frances’s poodle that evening, strung up in a tree with fishing twine.  Stu swallowed back that memory, with all of its morbid fingers grasping at his temper to persecute Chucky.  Charles had defended Chucky when Mr. Frances had threatened to “call the authorities.”  He supplied Chucky with an alibi that not even Chucky’s mother, God rest her soul, would have believed.  Stu could recall the conversation he had with Frances, and how Stu had to bite back laughter when he was told what Chucky’s alibi was. Frances was told that Chucky was at confession when the dog came up missing.

Putting all of this on the back burner of his mind, Stu began, “Well, I’m buying a work truck, and I need someone to go along with me, to drive my Jag back.”

Charles wasn’t impressed by Stu’s candy coating of the favor by mentioning that whoever volunteered for this task would have the divine privilege of joy riding in Mr. Belmounts’ jag.  He would have done it anyway, even if he had to drive an Epsol back from Norfolk.  He had nothing better to do, counting his money was getting boring.  But the “catch” almost made him turn the vending machine man down.  “Sure,” he said solemnly.

“Ok, I’ll pick you up in a few.”

“Alright.”

On the way, Charles asked him what he needed a work truck for (“Are you smuggling Coke machines again?” was the question behind the question).

“Well, it’s a long story,” Stu said.  It wasn’t a long story to anyone looking in from the outside.  He’s building a maze, needs to move away the rubble of those ugly old buildings in the field behind his house, end of story.

“I got time,” Charles said, expecting a straight forward purpose for a work truck to be stated in a matter of words.

“Well, I was out in the field behind my place, and I got a vision.  I saw a hedge row maze . . . ”

“A what?”

Said fast, hedgerow maze, sounds foreign and to the level one’s and below, sounding like German to their ears.

“A hedge-row-maze.”

Oh, yeah, like the Old English barons used to have in their courtyards.”

“Exactly,” he said, thinking of how he could shorten the story before they got to the discount tire store.  “Well, I decided that I have to tear down the farmhouse and barn.”

“What about that dingy eyesore of a silo?” Charles enquired, “are you gonna tear that gaudy thing down too?”

That’s just like Charles, Stu thought, as if everyone but Charles viewed the Silo as a work of art.  “Well, because of its structural design, it would be quite a project, so I’m gonna hold off on it,” he paused expecting an “aw shucks,” out of Charles.  Charles said nothing still looking aimlessly ahead at the road. “The truck is for hauling the debris away.”

“Away to where?”

“I’m not sure yet,” true enough.  Stu only thought about this once or twice.  He looked at it as a problem, and considered one possibility.  It was a hollow at the end of a dirt road.  The hollow was only about a hundred square feet in diameter, but it was deep enough to handle his requirements.  The hollow was a place people took things that the garbage collector refused.  The tenants at the Orangetree Apartment complex complained whenever their kids got a sliver or sprained an elbow playing in the rubble.  The city had to set a clean-up date for the sight, but the date kept getting pushed back until everyone forgot about it.  Swept under the big rug of politics like a dust ball.

They were rounding a corner when Stu slowed up.  “What’s all that?” Charles asked, sitting up straight.

“Must have been a wreck,” Stu said, peering ahead. That it was.  There were four police cars, three ambulances, and a fire truck.  The fire truck told Stu that there had been a calling for the “big tool”:  the jaws of life.  Stu had seen this before, on a coin tray clearing job two years ago.  As they got within a quarter mile, the passing traffic (which was being directed by traffic directors) was crawling at a mere 7 miles an hour.  One of the vehicles was visible, or, what was left of it.  It was a Chevy Malibu, about a 68 or 69.  The entire front end was mashed into ribbons of metal.  The motor was sticking out of where the hood used to be.  It was pointing towards the sky, the fan slowly turning in the wind.  As it became more visible, the windshield gleamed in the bright mid day sunshine.  First seen was the spider web where the drivers head had apparently hit.  Then, gleaming and glittering was a red tint on the diamonds of broken glass.  The driver’s Side window was rolled half way up, and still remained in one piece.  Blood covered it and was drying on the door just below the window.

Both men were staring at it as they passed side by side with its remains.  They both saw the chunk of scalp with a patch of hair stuck in the weave of the shattered windshield.  Then the body of an officer blocked the view.  He was assisting two other officers strapping the driver of the Malibu onto a stretcher.  Two EMT’s were standing arms crossed watching them strap the guy in.  They looked on as if they were looking at a glass of spilled milk.  Between the officers, Stu and Charles saw the sheet over the drivers head.  Only small sections of the sheet was still white.  There was hardly a form under that sheet, if there was a head under it, it was crushed down to a flatness of unimaginable dimension.  One arm and the limp hand connected to it hung down.  Blood was dripping from the longest finger, probably trickling down from a pool that might have been forming on the lire.  It looked like an extremely leaky faucet.

At the same time, both of their heads turned up ahead to see the car the Malibu hit.  Immediately, Charles weaned and winced, covering his mouth with both hands.  The emergency crew was busy at work with the jaws of life, trying to cut through the roof of the Honda Civic.  A bloody arm hung out of the driver’s window.  There was a cop carefully putting a decapitated head in an orange bag.

Traffic was picking up pace and Stu looked back to the road ahead, speeding up.  Neither said anything.  Stu’s thoughts revolved like a revolving door from his earlier near-fatal accidents he had been in, to his new found Necrophobia.  Charles was putting himself in the shoes of the Honda driver.  A man who was probably on his way to McDonalds for lunch, possibly on his way to see a friend or his woman.  He decided that the wreck was the result of the Malibu driver speeding through town.  The Honda had been rear-ended, and then got pushed into a telephone pole two meters off of the road.  Charles couldn’t fathom going out like that.  Out of all the possible deaths, he suddenly thought that to be killed in a car wreck due to another driver’s carelessness was the worst way to go.  It was thievery in its most vile form.

Stu bit away the chills in his body.  He kept a close eye on his driving.  He saw this incident as a warning from above:  quit being careless- do the speed limit, stop on the yellow light instead of flooring it, don’t drive late at night, and don’t drink and drive- not even a single run and cola.


They both began talking at the same time.  Stu waited for a moment and when Charles didn’t start back up with what he was saying, Stu said, “I gotta stop up here and pick up some tires.”

“Ok.” Charles said.  He saved his thoughts for some reason.  Stu wondered about why.  Just like he wondered what went through the minds of all of the people who passed by the wreck.  How did they view it?  How did it speak to them about their own careless ways?  Or did they shrug and say, “better them than me.”  They probably never turned their heads to view the gruesome aftermath of it and imagined that the victims were rushed to the hospital and treated for minor fractures and flesh wounds.


Barnet chewed on his cigar as he screwed the last bolt into the tail light assembly.  It was rigged up pretty bad, he guessed that the lights would last a week longer than the dangling wires.  He had his shoppie push the brakes in while he looked on.  Feeling his flabby belly, he spit on the end of the flatbed.  “Turn signals,” he called and the shoppie pushed the four way switch.  They blinked slowly, but worked “Reverse.”  Barnet called out. He could hear the squeak of the clutch cable and the clank of the gearbox.  The back ups came on.  “Start ‘er up.”  Barnet said.  The shoppie turned the key.  The starter began cranking.  It kept on turning for ten seconds.  “Stop, stop!”  Barnet said, seeing that the battery was salvageable and didn’t want to waste it on a trial before the sucker arrived.

He walked around to the hood and looked in.  A look of disgust fell over his fat scruffy face.  “Jesus wept!” he said.

“Huh?” the shoppie asked.

“Crank it.”

The starter began its murmuring whine.  Barnet could see that the carb was clogged up beyond serviceability.  He looked at his watch.  “Shit,” he looked at the shoppie and said, “Cut it.  Go get some carb spray.  No better yet, get some fuckin zip strip.”

“Are you sure?”

Barnet ducked back under the head and ran his fingers along the head where the valve cover was connected.  Fresh oil stood out on it like the beads of sweat on his forearms.  “Yeah, and bring me out of a quart of oil and a bottle of block plug sealant.”

Barnet poured the oil and the sealant into the crankcase, laughing at the piece of shit that he paid seventy five bucks for and was about to turn nearly one hundred percent profit on.  As the last of the goop dripped out of the bottle, he passed out a greasy fart, making him laugh even harder.  Then he got a vision of a nineteenth century shaman holding up a bottle of snake-elixir shouting to a crowd of isolated potato farmers. “It will cure the common cold. . . it can prevent infection. . . it even gives you a decent buzz when you drink it!”

“Ok, start ‘er up!” he said, after catching his breath.  His voice crackled with phlegm.  As the shoppie cranked it over, Barnet dumped a half pint of zip strip into the carburetor.  A bright yellow flame jumped back out of the carb, sending Barnet back a foot or so.  “Jesus, hold on!” he juggled the choke, which was breathing plumes of white smoke.  He squirted a few drops of gas into the carb.  “Ok, give it a whirl.”

The starter cranked up, and finally, the engine began its tired attempt at running.  As it was stalling out, the entire truck started shaking violently.  It reminded Barnet of the time he was washing work boots in his washing machine.  The engine collapsed, and an exhaling sound shot out of the carb, spitting tiny droplets of gas at Barnet, “You whore, I got something for you.”  He stormed up to the garage and returned with a bottle  of gas treatment and a can of octane booster.  He put both bottles into the gas tank.  Then, for good measure, he took his pint of Canada House out of his back pocked and dumped a generous double into the tank.  He took a shot himself as the Shoppie began cranking.  This time, the truck started and kept running with the shoppie holding his foot on the gas.

Barnet looked at the road.  The sucker’s Jag was now in plain view.  He shut the hood and told the shoppie to cut the motor.

As they pulled in, Charles noticed that there was only one truck in the whole lot.  “Is that it?  The one with all that junk around it?”  - the junk being the empty containers of the fluid that was now the truck’s blood.

“Yeah, she’s not much, but it’ll serve its purpose.”

“You’d be lucky to get it out of the lot.  Of course, if you don’t, it won’t be the first time it  happened at this place.”

It seemed Barnet’s car lot was common knowledge and anyone who bought from him had to be either def and dumb.

“How you doin Mr. Belmount?  I got your lights all hooked up.”

“Ok.  I got two tires in the trunk.  How long will it take for you to put them on?”

Barnet grabbed his lard ball stomach and scratched it.  “Pardon?”

“The tires.  You know, putting them on the truck.”

“Mr. Belmount, I believe the deal was that I had to put on lights.  Nothing was ever said about tires.”

“I beg your pardon. That was the deal - you hook up the lights and I buy the tires.”

“Oh, yeah.  Do you want them balanced, because that’s an extra three bucks a piece.”

“What?” Stu said, confused.

“Well, un-mounting the old tires and mounting the new ones comes to ten bucks.  It’ll be sixteen total balanced.”

“You never said I had to pay for you to put them on!”

“I thought you were going to put them on.  That was the deal.”

“Fuck it, put ‘em on.  Don’t bother balancing them.”

Stu and Charles were talking about how the rumors were all true and how Barnet had a way of bringing out the fool in a man.

Stu paid the man after the tires were on.

“This piece of shit better be off my lot by close of business,” Barnet said, counting his money.

“Follow me in case this thing doesn’t make it,” he told Charlie

The truck started, but didn’t sound like it was happy about running.  It chugged and shook.  He put it in reverse, and a loud slamming sound rang out.  When he let the clutch out, the gas pedal required him to nearly floor it to keep it from stalling.  He got it in first without incident.  It ran like shit, sputtering and missing.  The engine knocked loudly, but not loud enough to drone out the sound of the shot out mufflers.  Like clockwork, every time he let out the gas to shift gears, it let out a backfire as loud as a shotgun blast.  He trembled nervously down 36 as he glanced at the inspection sticker.  It read Nov’ 74.  His registration and 30 day tags receipt was lying silently on the passenger floor, folded up looking like a miniature version of the seat that should have been there.  He glanced at the receipt and noticed that somehow his 30 day tags were only good for three more days.

Suddenly, the infamous blue flashing lights in the rear view mirror caught his eye.  It was something he forgot to be worried about, but was now wondering how he could explain this.  He should have expected it- there was probably a cop pasted by Barnet’s just waiting for people to roll out with one of his death-traps.  The cop had somehow wedged his way between his jag and his beast.  Charlie pulled over with them.  Stu was hoping that Charles would come up to this window and help him bullshit his way out of a fix-it ticket, but that wasn’t like Charles.  He could see Charles, laughing to tears in the taped on rear-view mirror.

The cop appeared at the window.  “What is your excuse for driving this thing, cause I know your gonna hand me one.”

“Yeah, well I just bought it from that Barnet guy, I’m taking it to a service station right now.”

“I bet.  November 1974.  I remember that month of that year . . . ”  The cop looked up in the sky, “ . . . I was twenty two, still a private in the Army.”  He looked back at Stu.  “Can I see your license and registration please?”

Stu dug out his license and handed him the registration.  The cop disappeared.  Stu kicked back in his seat.  Knowing the cop wouldn’t be back for however long it took to write up whatever tickets he was gonna get.  Suddenly Charles appeared at the window.

“What did he say?”

“He’s gonna give me a ticket or two.”

“So, you’re gonna have to fix this thing now, huh?”  Charles said, amused.

Before Stu could answer, the cop was there again.  At first, Stu thought he was gonna let him slide.  No such luck.

“My pen ran out of ink writing the list of things I noticed.  You got one Mr. Belmount?”

Even if he did, he wouldn’t have given it up to the cop.  Charles opened up his sports jacket and pulled out one of  many pens.  Stu could have figured.

The cop returned after ten minutes went by.  He gave Stu two tickets, because all of the deficiencies wouldn’t fit on one.  He had thirty days to fix everything and get an inspection sticker.  After the cop left, he turned the key.  Nothing.  Not even a click.  He tried it again.  After four more tries, the starter woke up and began murmuring.  He held it for what seemed like five minutes before the battery began dying.


“Come on you old cunt!” he whispered.  Just before the battery gave, something caught and it started with a series of misses followed by a backfire that expired a cloud of black smoke.


Anne heard the noise before the truck even got on their road.  She was about to call the cops and report an unsafe vehicle when she saw the truck driving up their long dirt drive.  She couldn’t believe it was Stu at the wheel.


He parked it next to the shed and got out of it.  “We made it!” Charles said.  He seemed to be having fun, mocking Stu’s foolishness.  “You better hope she makes it to the garage.”


Anne met them at the door.  Stu didn’t say anything to Charles as he invited himself in.  “What is that thing out there?”  Anne asked.


“My new truck.”


“New?”


Charles picked up the maze-program book off of the kitchen table.  “You got some new software finally.”  Stu turned his attention to Charles.  Charles was a whiz on computers, and Stu suspected he could bullshit him into showing him how to get the program going.


“Yeah, I’m designing my maze on that thing, once I figure it out.”


“It looks like the same format as my deck designer program, maybe I could help you out.”


Cool, Stu thought, I didn’t even have to ask.  I hope it’ll be as easy to sucker his snot-nosed son into helping me with the manual labor.


They went into the den and was there for the rest of the day.  Stu got the hang of it, and they were more or less playing on it.  Stu would wait until Charles got bored and left.  Then he would begin his mazes.  As it was, Charles designed a maze that the program kept telling him “had no possible solution.”  Out of frustration that a level four might experience, Charles kept changing it, trying to find a way to make it right.  Stu let him play, as a reward for his assistance in showing him the how-to.  Finally, around midnight, Charles said, “Can you save this for me?”


“Sure.”  He did.


“Thanks, I’ll come by sometime and finish it.”  Stu somehow didn’t believe him.  And why should he?  There’s no way a level zero can go straight to level four.  Charles would forget about the maze program in a matter of hours.
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Over the next three days, Stu was prepping for the beginning of the hard part.  He had a tow truck come and pick up the truck.  He had it taken to Larry’s Auto Repair.  Larry was an acquaintance of his, another stop on his route.  Larry’s shop had a Gorf video game in the waiting lobby.  It always yielded a full tray because of the fact that there wasn’t much else to do in the lobby of a garage except to play a fifteen year old video game.  Probably the blunt of the quarters came from the employee’s when business was slow.  That was the case for the majority of all of the older video games.


Larry gave him an estimate of 1200 just to get it street legal.  “And that’s doin’ a lot of nigger-riggin’,”  Larry the red-neck concurred.  “Hell, I could do it right now for an extra three hundred.”


“Just get it legal, as cheap as possible.”


As he was getting ready to get in his jag and go home, he noticed that one of the taillights was already missing.  Also, one of the back-up lights was hanging to the ground by it’s wire.  It was ground down to a piece of plastic about an inch in diameter.  It didn’t surprise him.


When he got home, he played around with his computer.  He was figuring out how to draw out the solution and have plenty of wrong ways.  He tried about 3 different ideas before realizing he could not only save money on materials, but would also have more space to fill with maze by cutting their width in half.  After all, who could even climb the fence with all those needle sharp leaf tips hanging on it?  He suddenly got a strange vision:  constructing the fence lines using razor wire instead of the standard barb wire.  Was this what it was getting to, he wondered, a do or die maze in my backyard?  It had a frightening appeal to it.  Surely people would wonder.  He had already schemed a shrub wall around his entire house and estate.  The driveway gate could only be opened with its remote control.  This would be the reward at the end of the maze:  getting back to the place you started.
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