Chapter 1

It was just after 11PM and the night air was thick and muggy from the long hot day that had preceded it.  Excitement surrounded the group of teens in an electric buzz that tickled their senses; adrenaline flowing through them as the light turned green and the roar of engines and squealing of tires rose to an almost deafening level.  Both vehicles launched forward, leaving trails of rubber and traces of smoke in their wakes.  Steve was driving the Mustang and Randy the Trans Am.  Both fairly evenly matched, even with the various modifications that the two boys had made to their vehicles.  As they tore down the road, neither seemed to have an edge over the other and they rapidly reached, then exceeded the posted speed limit of 45MPH.  It was a little traveled road on the outside of town, the last light before leaving city limits and entering the county patrolled area that surrounded it.  This was one of their favorite spots, rarely any cars out this way, especially this time of night.


Angela squealed with delight as her long brown hair flew backward in the breeze over the top of the passenger seat of Randy’s Trans Am.  The radio blasting Stabbing Westward drowned out her scream, Randy hadn’t even noticed it.  The top was down, adding to the buffeting wind that raced by the car’s occupants.  She gripped the arm rest tightly and looked over at her older brother as he shifted gears once more and the unmistakable sound of climbing RPMs emanated from the black convertible’s engine compartment.  She turned to her right, looking at Steve who was staring straight ahead and had just finished a shift of his own.  The dark green of his Mustang looked almost black in the pale light that surrounded the vehicles as they raced down the empty street.


It wasn’t so much a race as it was a game of chicken.  If either boy missed the jump off the line, the race was over, but this time neither had.  Now it was about how fast each dared to go before reaching the hill and the blind curve that followed it.


Greg leaned back against the passenger seat of Steve’s Mustang, gripping the handle so tightly that his knuckles turned white.  His eyes were glued straight ahead, not daring to venture a glance to either side.  The familiar feeling of the surge of adrenaline was flowing through him, making him feel alive.  However, it made him very uneasy racing towards the famous hill at close to 100MPH.  The hill would be fun, dropping down it at that speed was certain to send your stomach up into your throat.  But at that speed, the blind turn would come quickly and it was impossible to tell what, or who, might be coming the other way.  Perhaps it was the danger that heightened the sense of excitement, but that same danger made him very nervous.


“Enough!”  Shouted Greg as he felt the ground fall away beneath them and tightened his stomach in a futile attempt to keep it where it was.


Steve dropped back a gear and Randy’s Trans Am pulled ahead and then banked hard to the right.  Steve’s Mustang followed and tires squealed loudly as the two cars drifted into the turn.  Randy saw the headlights first and his heart raced even faster, the pounding in his chest overpowering the roar of the Ram Air 400 and the squeal of the tires.  He aimed for the inside of the right lane and juiced the throttle to correct the understeer.  Steve was right behind him, following suit and Randy glanced up in time to see the old man in the passing car glaring angrily, waving his fist in the air and shouting something.  The two boys knew better than to stop and raced on, taking a few more turns before slowing down and pulling over.


Just another summer night in Huntsville Montana.

************


“Give it up Steve.”  Randy said as the teens climbed out of their cars.  “That Mustang of yours will never beat my Trans Am”.  Randy walked towards the road, looking in each direction as he spoke.


“I backed off because of Greg.”  Steve replied.  “She still had more to give if it weren’t for that.”  He looked over at Greg, who shrugged his shoulders but said nothing.


“What a rush.”   Angela said, looking around at the three boys.  “That was pretty close.”


“Yes.”  Said Randy.  “A little too close.  I’m not sure we should keep doing that.”  He took a few steps back toward the others, away from the road.


“You worry too much.”  Steve answered.  “Nobody got hurt.”


Randy sighed.  “Look, I’m not your father.  I don’t want to lecture you, but if that car had been any closer when we came around that turn, I would have run right into him.”  He looked over at the cars, sitting several yards off the side of the narrow road, dark outlines in the black night.  The only light came from the sliver of moon that could be seen through the light cover of clouds overhead.  A few stars could be seen as well, but added little to the available light.  “Fun is fun, but someone could have gotten hurt.”


“Well, nobody did.”  Steve replied with a sniff.  “What should we do now?”


“How about roasting some marshmallows?”  Angela suggested, putting her hands into the front pockets of her shorts and glancing down at her feet, which were mostly visible through the open sandals she was wearing. 


“Anybody happen to have any?”  Greg asked, rubbing the back of his head, the short hair felt slightly sharp against his hand and scratching the light itch from his palm that had been sweaty just a few minutes earlier.  “I must say, I didn’t bring any with me.”  He smiled and pulled a Zippo from his front pocket, flicking it open and looking down at the small flame.  “I could get a fire going though.”


“Let’s call it a night.”  Randy interjected.  “At least I need to.  I have to work tomorrow.”  He started walking towards his car, not waiting for a response from the others.


“Okay.”  Steve gave in.  “We can always pick up where we left off tomorrow night.”


“There’s a party tomorrow night.”  Angela stated.  “Misty’s folks are out of town and she’s having a bunch of people over.”


“Sounds like fun to me.”  Greg said, flipping his Zippo closed and putting it back into his pocket.  “What time?”


“Yeah.”  Steve added.  “I’m in too.”


“I’m sure it’ll start around 7 and go until 1 or 2.”  Angela said, walking towards her brother’s car.  “See you guys tomorrow night.”


Randy turned and waited for Steve and Greg to walk towards the cars.  “Have a good night.”  He said, bumping knuckles with each of his friends in turn.


“Don’t work too hard.”  Steve responded.


The four teens got into the cars, Angela and Randy into the Trans Am , Steve and Greg into the Mustang.  Steve pulled away as Randy started putting the top up on his convertible.  “I wouldn’t mind having a ‘vert.”  Steve mused, looking at the rear view mirror as he drove away.  “Even if they are a bit slower.”


“Seemed like he did pretty well to me.”   Greg pointed out.


“Sure, but you have to remember, he’s got a bigger engine.  And he works on his more than I work on mine.”  Steve responded.  “You have to hand it to him.  The guy knows his stuff and can get the most of any block he plays with.”


“Yeah, but he’s been different lately.”  Greg said.  


“You’re right.”  Steve admitted.  “Ever since he moved out he has been different.  You have to admit though, his relationship with his parents has gotten better since that happened.”


“True.  Maybe I should move out.”


Steve laughed.  “You move out when you’re 18 and your relationship with your folks might improve.  But I don’t think that works so well if you move out before then.”


“Yeah, so I guess I’m stuck at home for another year.”  Greg sighed.  “Not all Randy’s changes have been good though.  I don’t know, just, like tonight when he made a big deal about that other car.  We’ve had closer calls than that before.”


“Hey, you didn’t exactly have nerves of steel tonight either.”  Steve jabbed.


“Okay sure.”  Greg admitted.  “But in my defense, I think that was a new record speed for hitting the hill.”


“That it was my friend.”  Steve smiled.  “That it was.”


“So, how fast were we going?”  Greg asked.


“104.”  Steve answered with pride.  “104.”  Then added under his breath, “50 yards…”


Greg let out a low whistle.  “Whoa, that is a new record.”  He leaned the seat back slightly, resting his head on the high backed bucket seat and stretching his legs in front of him.  “So maybe Randy was right about tonight, but he has seemed different lately.”


“Yeah, I guess he has.”  Steve admitted.  “But his situation has changed a bit.  Out of high school, trying to learn a trade, prepare himself for the real world…”  He trailed off, not quite sure himself how he was going to finish that sentence.  “Anyway, I guess we all just have to grow up sometime and maybe this is his time.”  He brushed his dishwater blonde hair back with his hand, tucking it behind his right ear and glanced over at his friend.  “So, that party tomorrow night should be cool.”  He said.  “Misty usually has some good parties, especially when her parents are away.”


“That’s true.”  Greg said.  “Probably only got time for a few more good parties before school starts up again too.”  He cupped his hands over his mouth to hide a yawn.  “What have we got, like four more weeks?”


“Hey, there’s no need for that kind of talk.”  Steve chided.  “Just enjoy the summer man.  We’re seniors next year and then we’ll be in the same spot Randy’s in.”


They pulled up to Greg’s house, a white two-story with trees and shrubs in the front yard.  No lights were on and the house was free of any visible signs of life, as were all of the other houses in the cul-de-sac.  The low rumbling idle of the 390 was all that could be heard in the still night.   What small portion of the moon had been visible earlier was almost entirely covered by clouds; the neighborhood was dark and silent, completely void of any movement other than the lone boy, exiting the fastback and closing the door behind him.


“I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Greg said, resting his hand on the top of the door and leaning in slightly through the open window.  “Get some rest.”


“You too.”  Steve replied.  “Have a good night.”


Greg stood by the side of the road, watching the old Mustang loop around the cul-de-sac and then pull away, the glow of the tail lights fading along with the familiar sound of the motor as the car headed down the road.  He stood there for a few moments more, grateful to be alive and uninjured after their close call less than an hour ago.  It was almost midnight, but his parents were probably asleep and wouldn’t know what time he ended up getting in.  He walked around the side of the house and entered through the back door, quietly slipping in and heading to his bedroom.  The only sounds he could hear were that of his shallow breaths and beating heart.  Everyone else was asleep.  That was good, he didn’t feel like another lecture about staying out too late.    It was too hot to sleep with a blanket; a sheet would be good enough, more than enough.  He lay down and pulled the sheet up just under his shoulders and rested his head on the pillow, falling asleep almost instantly.

************


Steve’s car was the only one on the road as he headed for home.  Thursday nights didn’t seem to be big nights for staying out late.  Or Friday mornings for that matter, he corrected himself, glancing down at the clock.  That didn’t matter for the group.  They did something every night, even if all they did was hang out at the park and light off fireworks or play with flaming tennis balls.  Man, these were such great times.  He wished that these times could go on forever, even though he knew they would probably be gone a year from now.  He’d be graduating high school soon and would need to figure out what he wanted to do with his life.  Frankly, he really didn’t know what that was.  I’ll figure that out later.  He thought to himself as he turned out of Greg’s neighborhood and onto the main road that would take him most of the way home.  Later.  He thought again.  For now, he was still a kid and his biggest concern was having a good time.  He flipped the radio back on and switched to his favorite rock station.  Crazy Train was about half over and he played the riffs in his mind as he listened to the guitar solo and taped on his steering wheel to the familiar beat.  He head banged a bit to the music, feeling his long hair whip the air around him and slap against the steering wheel as he moved his head to the music.  He was lost in his own little world, as he often was when by himself.  He almost didn’t even notice the red and blue flashing lights that had appeared behind him.

************


Randy had just dropped Angela off at their parent’s house and headed towards his small basement apartment.  It was tough being out on your own after having lived with mom and dad all your life, but not as tough as it would have been to stay there and listen to the fighting and lecturing that seemed to be a daily ritual.  He knew his parents meant well, but that didn’t change the fact that he had made up his mind about his future and that future didn’t include college.  He turned on the radio to take his mind off things and heard Ozzy describe the way Randy sometimes felt about his own life.  So much for taking his mind off of things.  He turned the radio back off and just listened to the sound of the forced air inducted 400 cubic inch motor.  That sounded at least as good as any instrument or band, if not better.  He’d put a lot of work into that car, having picked it up when it was just a pile of junk; it didn’t run at the time and you couldn’t even tell what color it was supposed to be.  It had been his sophomore year project in auto shop and it had stayed at the school the full year.   He had saved up for years to buy that car and then spent almost every penny he earned since then fixing it up.  It had paid off though, it ran like a dream and looked good enough to be in car shows; other than the rip in the back seat he hadn’t gotten around to fixing yet.   He’d get to that one of these days.

His apartment was only about five miles away, walking distance from his parent’s place if you felt up to it.  He pulled into the driveway and under the cover of the small carport, not nearly as good as a garage would be, but infinitely better than parking his baby on the street.  The upstairs tenants typically got to use the covered spot, but he had worked a deal with them to take care of the yard in exchange for letting him park there.  Keeping his car out of the elements was well worth the few hours a week it required of him to cut the grass, shovel snow in the winter and other such menial stuff.  After he turned off the motor he became aware of how silent the night was.  No cars driving by, no kids playing, no TVs or radios playing in the distance.  Just him.  The sound of the car door closing sounded like a thunder clap in contrast.  He walked to the side door that opened into the stairway and let himself inside, closing and locking the door behind him.  But as he started to descend the stairs, he couldn’t help but feel like something was not quite right.  Randy unlocked the door at the bottom of the stairs that led to his basement apartment and entered the small living room, turning on the light and closing the door behind him.  Standing just inside the front room, Randy looked around at the now familiar tidy surroundings.  The cheap couch he had picked up at a garage sale against one wall and the small television that Steve’s mom had given him sat on a small coffee table across from it.  The room was pretty bare other than that.  A clock hung on the wall, along with a mirror and his stereo sat next to the television and coffee table.  The phone rested on top of one of the speakers and as he looked at it he noticed that his caller ID box was flashing and wondered who had called while he’d been out.  He walked over to the box and pushed the button to review the calls.  “Mike’s Auto” was on the display, his boss had tried to call him.  Well, it was too late to call him back tonight; he’d have to call him back in the morning.  Maybe he wouldn’t have to end up working after all.  Randy passed his hands along the top of his head, letting his short black hair pass through his fingers like a comb.  What a night.  What a close call that had been.  He had to stop doing stuff like that.

After tossing his keys and wallet onto the coffee table, he walked across the living room to the kitchen and got a drink of water from the sink.  As he stood there, Randy ran some water over his hands and splashed some onto his face, pressing his hands against his chiseled features and letting the water flow between his hands and his cheeks.  The cool water felt good on his skin in the warm stuffy air of the small apartment.  Randy opened the small window in the front room and breathed in the fresh air, then walked to his bedroom.  The feeling that something was not right persisted, but he couldn’t think what it might be, so pushed it to the back of his head as he prepared for bed.  He pulled off his shirt, revealing his broad shoulders and barrel chest.  His dark complexion seemed to help highlight his abdominal muscles that he’d worked so hard to develop.  Randy was the largest one in the group and that suited him just fine, being as how he was also the oldest.  Sometimes he wondered what would have happened had he tried out for the football team in high school, but he pushed that thought aside as well and sprawled onto his bed, not bothering to get under the sheets.  He was almost asleep, just beginning to drift off, when the sound of the phone ringing in the next room brought him back to full consciousness.

************


Steve’s pulse raised and his mind was running a million miles a minute.  Had that old man seen his plate and called it in?  He hadn’t been speeding and he was pretty sure he’d come to a complete stop at that last stop sign.  He glanced down at the speedometer to verify he was not exceeding the speed limit and then looked up at the rearview mirror.  The cop was definitely after him, not heading somewhere else.  He pulled over to the curb and shut off the engine, which also killed the radio.  His windows were already rolled down, but the night air that had felt so good just moments before now felt stifling and thick and his stomach churned with uneasiness as he sat and waited.

“Good evening officer.”  He greeted once the cop arrived at the side of his car and pointed a flashlight inside.  “What seems to be the problem?”  He did his best to mask his fear, hoping for the best but trying to prepare for the worst, just in case.

“License and registration please.”  The officer responded, shining the light around to inspect the inside of the car and ignoring Steve’s question.  Steve opened the glove compartment, fished out the registration and insurance card, then removed his seat belt to get his wallet out of his pocket and retrieve his license.

“Here you go officer.”  He said, holding all three items out the window.  The cop took them and shined the light on them, then back at Steve, blinding him with the direct light.  Steve winced in spite of himself and squinted to block out as much of the light as he could.  “Was I speeding?”  He asked, already knowing the answer to that question, but not wanting to ask directly about the reason he’d been stopped.

The officer looked over the documentation Steve had handed to him.  “You seem a little nervous, Steven.”  The policeman interjected, ignoring the question once more.  “Do you have any drugs or weapons in the car?”

“No sir.”  Steve replied.  “I’m just a little anxious to get home.  I should have been there twenty minutes ago.”  It was a valid excuse, one that could possibly explain any nervousness on his part; at least he hoped that to be the case.

“Do you know you have a tail lamp out?”  The officer asked, handing the documents back to Steve and leaning in to smell his breath.

“No officer.”  Steve replied, genuinely unaware of the situation and relieved that something else hadn’t been said.  “I’ll make sure I take care of that tomorrow.”

“See that you do.”  He said, turning off his flashlight.  “I’ll let you off with a verbal warning this time, but if you don’t get it fixed right away I’ll have to write you a ticket.  Drive safe and get home.  Your parents are probably worried about you.”  He turned and walked back toward his car.

Steve let out a big sigh of relief and felt his heart rate start to decline.  A tail light out, that’s all that it was.  His visions of being arrested and thrown in the county lockup quickly started to fade and he turned the engine back on to drive the remaining distance home.  The porch light was on and he thought he could see a light on towards the back of the house as well.  Crap.  He thought to himself.  His mother was still awake and was likely upset that he was late.  Although he and his mom often got along quite well, times like this could strain their relationship.  Reluctantly, he pulled into the driveway, shut off the motor and rolled up the windows, taking his time to complete the tasks.  Next he locked the doors and then slowly walked to the porch, dreading the lecture that would surely come.

************

Randy walked into the other room to answer the phone, knowing that it had to be important for someone to be calling at almost one in the morning.  The caller ID showed “Tyrell, R S”.  His parent’s house.  It was most likely bad news.  Randy picked up the phone.

“Hello?”  He said, afraid of what he was going to hear.

“Jason isn’t home, nobody has seen him since this afternoon.”  Angela said on the other end of the line.  Her voice was anxious and worried and Randy felt the same concerns flow through him as he heard the news.  “Dad is out looking for him, they thought he might have been with us, but when I came home without him…”  She trailed off.

“I understand.”  Randy acknowledged.  “I’ll go help look for him.  You stay there with mom in case anyone calls.”  He hung up the phone and walked back to his bedroom, dressing quickly and retrieving his wallet and keys before heading back up the stairs.  As he climbed into his car and started backing out of the driveway, part of him was afraid for his little brother and concerned that something bad could have happened to him, while another part was angry with him for running off without telling anyone.  It was going to be an even longer night than he had anticipated and now he really hoped he didn’t need to work the following day.  He drove down the street, leaving any chance he’d had for a good night’s sleep behind and heading towards the park where he knew Jason liked to hang out with his miscreant friends.
