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An old Flame

 

It’s just a year now, since Becca stepped out of my car and
suddenly fell lifeless at my feet. A loud noise still rang in my
ears as I stood over her, watching dark ripples of red ribbons pour
from a hole in her forehead. I saw a car full of strangers who
turned the corner, all laughing, one of whom still clutched a
gun.

 

"Sorry, Buddy," he laughed as the car sped off. 

 

It was like a nightmare.  One minute we were in the car
laughing together, and the next minute, we'd parked, and she had
opened the car door to become an empty broken body with blood
pouring onto the sidewalk from what was once her beautiful
face.

 

In a desperation born of the moment, I had knelt to try to
breathe life back into her too silent lips. They had to pull me
away from her when the paramedics arrived, summoned from a
passer-by's cellphone.

 

"Sorry, Buddy," said the deputy who urged me to my feet. "They
need to take over now."

 

I broke out of my shocked state. "That's what he said'!" I
cried.

 

"That's what who said?" the deputy asked.

 

"The guy who shot her," I replied, my mind filled with the image
of the face of the guy with the gun in the speeding car.

 

The deputy only looked at me, covered in Becca's blood and led
me off to the patrol car. It took a while for them to decide I
wasn't who had shot her, after no gun was found at the scene, and
the old lady with the cell phone confirmed my story. But it didn't
bring Becca back and it didn't catch the guy who did the deed.
Nobody, least of all me, could figure out why Becca was the target
or whether it was just a random tragic result of Becca being in the
wrong place at the right time to be killed on a crisp October
evening on the way to the annual ritual pre-Halloween bonfire in
our two-stoplight town. Now a year later, I felt compelled seek out
this year's event, alone and still in disbelief that Becca had been
in her grave many months.

 

As I approached the crowd of onlookers, the glow from the large
bonfire cast orange shadows on the faces of those standing closest
to the flames. They laughed and drank from the dregs of the soda
cans they held. The chatter of the crowd was like a low hum hanging
just above the crackle of the fire, sometimes rising to an isolated
peal of laughter or a shriek from an on-looker frightened by
someone invading their space. Every now and then, the searing heat
of the flames drove those closest, back from the edge as it became
too intense. 

 

I stood in lonely silence watching the couples tussle and tease
each other or lean in for a long embrace. I shivered, in spite of
the warmth, a chill rising from inside, rather than outside my
body. I huddled into my jacket and wished I'd picked up the hat and
gloves I'd left on the kitchen table. I was too cool for that, of
course. Couldn't afford to cover my head; my hair was one of the
things that Becca loved best about me. At least that was what she
said.  I shook my head to stave off disquieting thoughts and
just then a loud bang caused the crowd to involuntarily step
backward until they realized that someone had tossed a firecracker
into the fire.

 

I recognized a guy from my high school class who stepped on my
foot as he moved back with the line of people standing in front of
him. He looked around as he realized I was behind him.

 

"Oh, hi, Ben," he acknowledged me, but didn't apologize for
tromping on my foot.

 

I wasn't surprised. His lack of social skills was likely the
reason that he, like me, was standing alone watching the burning
timbers toward the end of the evening of the annual Town Halloween
Party. My reasons for isolation were a bit more complicated.

 

"Going to the Pavilion, afterwards?" he asked me, ignoring the
fact that I'd not returned his greeting.

 

"Maybe," I said, watching as the volunteer firemen monitoring
the event stepped in to push the logs and condense the fire as it
started to die down.

 

"They got some rocking' music over there," he told me.
 

 

Then, not waiting for my reply, he turned silently and headed
off toward the river where the aging stone park pavilion nestled
beside the silent water. I followed him down the wooded path that
led beside the road. The water looked cold and uninviting. Lights
through the windows of the pavilion shone like a beacon and I found
myself walking a little faster until I had caught up and was
alongside him.

 

We didn't speak again, and the closer we got to the pavilion,
the louder the music until we wouldn't have been able to hear any
conversation anyway.  When we got to the door, he went inside,
but I stood outside watching through the window. In the brightly
lit room, I could see many of the kids from our class, now a year
older, who would be graduating in the spring. Becca never would and
neither would I, having never gone back after that October night
last year.

 

I heard the sound of horse's hooves and turned around to see a
farm wagon hitched to a team of huge black horses. The wagon was
nearly full of costumed teens and tweens.  

 

As I stared at them, the driver dressed like an ancient wizened
coachman called out to me, "Hey, Buddy, hurry up if you want to
ride along. That headless horseman don't stay put in the cemetery
for long."

 

His addressing me in that way sent a shiver down my spine, but I
found myself climbing up the back step of the wagon & settling
into the last open seat on the old wooden bench.

 

The giggles and chatter were somewhat subdued as the group of
mostly girls put up a brave front against the three or four boys
who were telling them of the gruesome sights ahead. I tuned them
out and focused on the clop clop of the hooves on the pavement and
then a change in the sound as the wagon wheels veered off the road
onto the long gravel lane that lead to the town cemetery, under a
spreading canopy of century old trees.

 

It was dark as pitch down the narrow lane, just one car wide.
Only a few flickers of flashlights revealed the concealed Marshal's
Posse members, mounted on their horses and spread about the
cemetery to watch over the crowd. Becca had always loved this silly
scare-yourself event. She loved to pretend she didn't know what lay
ahead and always screamed at costumed ghosts and goblins and
vampires, really various Town employees, that popped up along the
way to the very back of the cemetery where the headless horseman
hid and was suddenly illuminated by a Posse member's torch. The
girls would squeal in mock terror and the boys would laugh and call
them silly. Becca and I had gone every year since we met the year
we turned 12. But not this year. This year, I was alone.

 

We neared the spot in the oldest section of the graveyard, where
I knew the Marshal of the Town who loved dressing up each year as
the iconic rider would soon appear. As the wagon slowed, a sudden
instinct caused me to slip silently out of my seat, drop to the
ground below and fade away into the darkness.

 

A few minutes later I heard the squeals and knew that the group
had met the horseman and would soon be headed back to drop off this
batch of riders and pick up another, until the park closing
time. 

 

I made my way across the dew damp grass toward the area where I
knew Becca was buried next to her grandparents. Unlike my family
who only moved here when I was a toddler, Becca's ancestors had
been here for generations. Her great - three times great
grandfather, I think, had been one of the first settlers in the
area - and had barely escaped with his scalp when one of the
remaining Indian tribes had taken a dislike to his building a log
cabin not far from one of their villages. But apparently it had
ended peacefully, after all.

 

Becca claimed that one of her relatives had married one of the
Indian women and that the wild savage streak, as she called it, was
passed down to her. I figured it was one of her "imaginings," as I
liked to call them. She was always coming up with some fantastic
tale or another, and I was sure that she actually believed them. It
just made her seem unique to me, and I felt a need to protect her.
For all her supposed wild streak, she was an innocent, I
believed.

 

Basically opposites, her, tiny with straight hair that she
always called mouse brown and blue eyes; and me, bulky with fair
curly hair and green eyes, we blended so well, I thought. She was
always play acting. Sometimes she was Natasha, the Russian
spy  and I went along as Boris, calling her my "femme fatale,"
or femme for short. She called me just "B," I guess for
Ben. 

 

Now, I shook my head, dwelling on the past only made me feel
worse, so I picked up my pace and walked off, keeping well away
from the well-traveled pathways. I proceeded carefully, for I
didn't want to run across any of the Marshal's Posse, whom I was
sure wouldn't like the fact that I had ditched the tour.  But
I didn't think they were likely to be in this section. It was one
composed mostly of graves of all of those generations of Becca's
relatives and was set apart from everything else. Some of the
graves had been moved from even earlier cemeteries.

 

There was even a creepy moss-covered mausoleum in that section
that had the last name of her family carved over the door.  It
was Becca's last name too, "Crangdon," and although many
generations had existed up to now, Becca had been the last and only
one left to bear the name. 

 

I never knew her parents, and she had no siblings or cousins,
just her grandparents who had died the winter before she did -
they'd always seemed really old, anyway.  After they were
gone, she'd lived with the family lawyer and his wife who were her
guardians. But they paid little attention to her, so we were able
to spend a lot of time together when I didn't have to
work. 

 

Being a grill cook wasn't exactly a great career, but my
parents, too, preferred it when I was away, so I bunked with the
family who owned the restaurant and had cabins to let to the few
tourists who passed this way. I went to school days then, and
worked most of the time when I wasn't with Becca. I still lived
there today, renting a cabin pretty cheap and working the grill.
For now, it was all I cared to do.

 

In the back of my mind, I guess I was always asking "Why?" Once
the authorities decided I didn't do it, and there probably wasn't a
serial killer on the loose, the case went pretty well cold and
stayed that way. I figured I was the only one who still cared. But
every angle I'd tried to get follow up on, led nowhere.

 

I was startled out of my thoughts by running footsteps off in
the distance. I couldn't see ten feet ahead and wished I'd have had
the foresight to bring some kind of light with me. But I hadn't
really planned ahead. I didn't do much of that these days. Guess I
didn't see much sense in it and just kind of stumbled from day to
day.

 

Then I saw a faint glow up ahead, and I realized that I was
nearing the mausoleum. I slowed to a more cautious pace. Might be
Posse members up ahead and I didn't want them to find and escort me
out.

 

But I saw no one until I neared the old mausoleum. There perched
on the single slab of limestone that served as the step up to the
door sat a solitary figure. The air had turned definitely chilly,
and she, I presumed it was a she, looked cold and miserable. But
she looked up as I approached and gave me a big smile. "Hello,
Buddy," she greeted me.

 

I was taken aback and stood in silence for a long moment trying
to determine if I knew her, it had definitely been a feminine
voice. She wore a thin long tan suede cloak over what appeared to
be leggings and a fringed top of some kind, there were
moccasin-like slippers on her feet and no socks. A black half mask
covered most of her face, and dark braids rested on her
shoulders.

 

"Why did you call me that? I asked.

 

"Why not?" she responded. Her dark eyes behind the holes in the
mask seemed to glow.

 

"Who are you?" I asked. 

 

She shrugged, a slow motion of her shoulders, and then stood up.
She came about to the middle of my nose, and I realized that she
was nearly the same height as Becca.

 

"Who are you?" I asked, again.

 

"It doesn't matter, but I'll show you," she said and began
walking down the row of gravestones.  She stopped in front of
a tall gray stone with a crying angel and pointed to the name,
"Mina," The date of death was 1947.

 

Before I could speak she walked down the row to another smaller
pink stone with only the carved name Sara and the death date of
1929.  And once against she continued walking further and
stopped in front of a much older stone with the barely readable
name Ann and death date of 1889. She turned to me and took off the
mask. "That's me, and all the others are too," she said.

 

I could only stare at the face of Becca before me, with hair and
eyes a different color, but Becca's face nonetheless.

 

"But how, why?" I could barely get out the words.

 

"Look closer," she told me, pointing to the day and month of the
death date. "October 26," she told me, and turned to look back down
the line at the other stones we'd just passed. "They're all from
that week before Halloween," she said. "Different days, different
years, but all within a range."

 

She reached out and put her arms around me in a surprisingly
strong hug. She felt solid, solid and real. Then she stepped
back.

 

"I'm still beautiful," aren't I?"

 

"Y-y-yes," I stuttered a reply.

 

"That's because I always died before my 20th birthday," she
declared. "Never aged a bit. Even the ones of me who had babies,
most of whom survived to grow up to be me, again, later on."

 

"I don't understand," I said. 

 

"That's because you didn't want to. Remember the times I tried
to tell you about my ancestors?"

 

I did recall the fanciful stories about her Indian ancestry, her
feeling of connection to the past, and I also remembered tuning it
out, only wanting to enjoy being with her at the time.

 

"I don't know what to say," I told her. "But what are you doing
here, and how did you… how did you get here?"

 

She moved closer and held up a finger to silence my lips.

 

"Hush, you won't understand until I show you something
else." 

 

She put her hand in mine, and it felt warm in my cold one.

 

We continued on to near the end of the row, where I knew Becca's
grave was. I'd not been back there since the day of the funeral
when a cold rain beat upon my umbrella on Halloween morning, when
I'd watched her casket descend into the earth and the bit of green
carpet cover the top until they would finish and put the stone in
place. I'd never seen the stone in place, because I never could
bear to come back there.

 

The long low stone was deep gray, granite, I supposed, and had a
smiling photo of her on the front and her name and information were
carved into the face of the stone. 

 

"Look to the right, Buddy." she said.

 

Why was she still calling me that, I thought, until I followed
her lead and saw that the stone was double and had another name
carved under a photo. The name was Ben "Buddy" Johnson and the
photo was one of me from a year ago.

 

My voice caught in my throat.

 

"Do you remember now, Buddy?" She came alongside me and put her
hand on my arm.

 

Some brief glimpses of a disturbing scene to my mind, but I
couldn't hold on to the thought, like a firecracker that wouldn't
light, it fizzled out. I felt her take my arm and lead me further
back among unfamiliar stones. Several generations of her male
relatives lay here, each dying more than 20 years apart. 

 

"Do you see," she asked me. "These are the husbands of the women
buried over there. Some are children of the others, and some are
those who married into the family. But all the ones whose first
names start with the letter "B" died when they were 33 or 34 years
of age, and are at least a generation or two apart. Those were you,
Buddy, and their wives were me."

 

I gave her a look like I thought she was crazy, and she just
laughed. 

 

"You see, it wasn't supposed to work out like this. We were
supposed to get married next spring and have a kid, and I wasn't
supposed to die until just before my 20th birthday. But it all went
horribly wrong, I was killed by mistake, and you had to interfere,
so they shot you, dead, too."

 

"You knew it was going to happen?" I asked.

 

"I always knew I when I was supposed to die," she said. "Let me
just make it simple. My ancestor, the first one of me, also named
Rebecca was cursed before she left the country of her birth and
only by sheer determination managed to stay alive until her 20th
birthday, marry and leave an heir to carry on to the next
generation. She left behind a letter and instructions to be passed
on to the one who would replace her.  And as long as the chain
was kept, the line was secure. But now it has been broken, and I'm
free."

 

"Free, free to do what? You're dead."

 

She gave me a familiar pout. "Well, so are you."

 

Then it struck me. She actually believed that. It must be
another of her imaginings, but

how could she even be here, when she was dead. 

 

She obviously took pity on me. "Look, I've got a lot more
experience in this death thing

than you do. I've been here many times, and at least a few of
those times, I really wasn't

too happy about it.  But I had to accept it, and so do
you."

 

The new/old Becca walked over to a giant oak tree and sat on the
grass

 

"The ground is cold & damp," I found myself saying. "You'll
catch cold."

 

"Are you nuts," she asked. "I can't catch a cold, I'm
dead."  She patted the grass beside her for me to join her. I
sat.

 

It took a while for her to tell it all to me, and while I didn't
totally buy into it; I couldn't deny that something was definitely
amiss here.

 

As she explained it to me, she'd been here, about a year now. It
didn't matter where it was physically, she could be anywhere she
chose, but there was some sort of a waiting period until whomever
or whatever was in charge of what she called your celestial
plan  determined what was to be done with you. It was kind of
a way station hangout for in-between life and death, she thought.
She chose to be here, knowing I’d show up, sooner or later.

 

Time was immaterial, you didn't eat, sleep, or need any of the
things living people did. You were pretty much on your own.  I
didn't see any others around us, although she said we were not
alone.

 

"But I had a life," I insisted. "I'd surely know if I was
dead."

 

"Would you - would you really know?" she asked. "Looks to me
like you're stuck in a rut, and if you aren't dead, you might as
well be."

 

"I don't believe you," i told her in a flat tone of
voice. 

 

"You don't have to believe me," she said. "There's a wagonload
of hay riders coming down the lane. Go talk to them.  See what
happens."

 

I glanced down the lane, and when I turned around, she was gone.
The wagon was drawing closer now, and I stepped out in the way,
expecting the coachman to stop. As he continued toward me, I could
see that the driver was someone I didn't recognize, and he didn't
seem to see me. In fact, he drove right toward me, and then right
through me. I didn't feel a thing, and whipped around to see the
wagon keep going as though they'd never hit a thing. And I was
fine, no damage I could see. I pinched myself, hard. Nothing
changed.

 

Something deep inside me was struggling to break free, and I
felt like my head was bursting but if I could just get beyond the
pain, I would be all right. I closed my eyes and struggled harder,
but something was restraining me. Then I opened my eyes to see a
woman in a Marshal’s Posse uniform bending over me. I was lying on
the ground next to a tombstone.  

 

"You're going to be OK, but that was quite a tumble you took
stepping out of the wagon and hitting your head on that stone over
there,” she said.

 

I sat up gingerly and saw the wagon and the same coachman who'd
originally brought me to the cemetery parked off the side of the
lane. 

 

The officer helped me to my feet. "I'm OK," I said, "Just a
bump, and I guess it knocked me out."

 

"Are you sure you don't want the paramedics?" called the
coachman, and the officer looked at me questioningly.

 

"No, no, really, I'm fine."

 

I turned around slowly and stared toward the rear of the
cemetery. In the darkness, I could see, ever so faintly, a small
glow beneath that old oak tree that faded and then disappeared.
Becca, or whomever it was, was gone. But I knew I'd been given
another chance, and I decided that being alive was definitely
better than being dead.

 

Whether it was Becca's spirit or not, I'd not soon forget that
strange encounter or whatever it was. If any of her stories were
true, then I'd been like a moth to the flame, following blindly my
own femme fatale. 

 

The coachman looked at me, and gestured that I could get on the
wagon, and I did without a backward glance. I didn't think I'd be
doing any cemetery walking for a good long time, if ever. He
dropped me off back at the bonfire, which now was just a pile of
glowing coals, and the crowd was thinning out.

 

It would be a Halloween night that I wouldn't ever forget. 
Becca was best left in the past, along with all her dead relatives,
I decided. I didn't want to be one of them: I wanted to live past
34, that’s for sure.

 

THE END
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On Halloween night, past & present mingle in a terrifying way.
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