Halloween Comes to County Road Seven
By John Mantooth

By the time Doug settles back down on the couch wifresh beer, Martin has

started another porn flick. “I'll bet your wife den’t have a set like that,” Martin says,
motioning at the television where a big-breastedan with bad teeth slowly removes
her top.

“And | can’t afford to buy her none, neither,” Dpgays.

He means it as a joke, but his words come offlgdcand angry. A week ago,
he’d been fired from his job at the Honda plantaase the shift foreman smelled alcohol
on his breath one time too many. When his wifenééa found out, she told him not to
bother coming home unless he had another job. bkstah with Martin ever since, going
on a week now.

He looks over at Martin, high as the cow jumpingrthe moon, grinning
stupidly at the television. Martin, who Doug hamWwn since grade school, lost his job
three years ago and just look at him now. A sdd@h, true, but a happy sack of shit.

He lays around most of the day, taking hits ohkrahen doing something stupid
like shooting a hole in the side of his traileronning laps around his aboveground pool.
Sometimes, after a few hits, he just sits and patkss toenails for hours, mutilating
them until they look like bloody faces, leeringaiphim. Once he got scared and tried to
cut them off, but Doug managed to talk him downoshlly though Martin just sits on the
couch, watching porn, raving about some whore dette or wants to do, waiting for the
doorbell to ring. The doorbell rings, he gets nd answers it. Trades little homemade
baggies for government issued green. Saturdaysjigh might shower, go to a bar,
pick-up a twenty-three year old in high heels amdimiskirt looking for some free crank.

Doug and Martin have an agreement. Doug canisthgfinitely as long as he is
willing to help out when some fellow named Snakestiows up. Doug isn’t even sure
if Snakeskin is a real person or just another dridastin’s drug-induced delusions.

“Snakeskin’s going to be by one of these days,vemeh he comes, he’s coming
to kill me,” Martin told Doug a week ago. “Thatihen you'll earn your keep, Dougie.
I'll know it’s him by the sound of his truck. Itgeared low, so low I'll hear the bastard a
half a mile down the road. All you have to do @sig the lab. Take this gun,” he said,
opening a drawer that contained several dirty resed pair of women’s underwear, and
the biggest handgun Doug had ever laid eyes oakéThis gun and slip into the lab.

Flip the vent up so you can see. If Snakeskin makeove, shoot him right between the
fucking eyes.”

Then Martin showed him the ‘lab’. Really just@rersized closet with some
burners and some holes cut in the wall for vemdifat The room reeked with the smell of
cat piss. Doug had not returned to the room since.

Today, Doug needs some air, so he leaves Madimeakith the porn and escapes
through the back door to light a cigarette on Meéstiossed-together deck. The air out
here smells good. Another downside of being Matis trailer smells like chemicals
and stale beer. Not that the happy bastard evereso Doug glances back over his
shoulder and is grateful for Martin’s darkened vand. Sheathed in black trash bags,
the windows remind him of something. Today is bhaken. He thinks about his



daughter, Maci. Is she old enough to go trickreating? Probably not, but maybe next
year.

He considers sitting in a lawn chair, but remerabdéartin and some chick doing
it in that same chair last week. So he stands;ivirag the late afternoon sky. There’s a
good breeze, but it's cold — too cold for late Meoin Alabama. Winter's coming and
it's going to be bitch, Doug thinks. Especiallythaut a place to stay or a job. He tries
to convince himself that he can find work agaimie3 to believe he can patch things up
with Wanda. Tries to imagine how next Halloweefi be: Maci waiting for him to
come home from work. She’ll be standing in theelay dressed as Tinkerbell or some
princess. He likes this scenario. He wants tbaygk home.

As he starts back inside for a beer, he stopsefrdy a loud rumbling out on the
road. He waits, hoping it will pass. But wheddiesn'’t, he feels torn between going
back inside or taking off for the woods where Inigk is parked, hidden from the road.
Now the trailer shakes as the truck roars up theajrdrive. One thought paralyzes him:
What if Snakeskin is real? What if he does medaltdlartin today?

“Doug. Hey Dougie boy,” comes Martin’s voice franside. “It's showtime.”

Taking a deep breath, Doug again contemplatesngakbreak for it. He could
run up through the woods and be at his house tmma He could convince his wife to
take him back. He could help Maci make a costuntketagether they could go trick-or-
treating.

Where would they go? he wonders.

He laughs at the prospect of coming to Martin’'erdd/hat would he put in
Maci’'s bag? A joint? It's not funny, but he hadaugh anyway.

And just before Martin swings the door open, Déegjs it. A burning inside of
him to get the hell away from Martin. Back in sohdoug always managed to get
wrapped up in Martin’s stupid schemes. But it's late. The door is open. Martin
stands at the threshold.

“Shake your thang, man. It's time.”

Doug steps back inside.
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“Get the gun, and be ready to use it,” Martin s&ys usually smiling face turning
suddenly serious.

Doug doesn’t move. He never expected this. Hbhes he had stayed outside,
run off into the woods, or maybe even just stopgaking four years ago when Maci
was born. Hell, if he’'d just done that...

“You think I'm fucking with you, Doug?” Martin shves him hard in the chest.
“You think I've just been letting you lay on my aduand drink my beer for free, you
piece of shit? Get the gun. Now.”

Doug hears someone outside fiddling with the g&écourse, it's Snakeskin. A
coldness grips him, and all of the beer he dradiydeels like it's in his bladder,
wanting out very badly. He walks over to the deessd opens the drawer.

Doug doesn’t know guns, but the one in his harsbibeavy, the barrel so thick,
that he is sure it can destroy a man, obliterate hhange his face from flesh to pulp,
from something that’s recognizable to something israt.



The ‘lab’ seems even smaller than before. Dondsfithe vent and opens it
enough to see out into the den where Martin isiaki final hit before facing Snakeskin.
He doesn’t want to shoot anyone, but the seconditapens the door and

Snakeskin walks in, he knows that he may not hasleoéce.

Choice. He wonders sometimes if he has everyrball a choice. Can he help it
that Martin had been his friend in school? Thattvaeminds him of better times, and
better times is all he’s got? He wishes he cooiddt Martin completely, but he feels
powerless to do so. His life seems like a serie@savitabilities, like he is rolling down a
hill, continually picking up speed. One of thesgsl he knows that the bottom will
come and when it does, all those inevitabilitiell gvush him.

From the open vent in the closet, Doug watche&&kan come in. He is a small
man, but muscular. His complexion is dark, agihs spent many days in the sun. His
dress is minimal, a white tee, blue jeans thdiditt around a washboard waist, a pair of
shit kickers that look at least a size too bigl thAé better for kicking the shit out of you,
Doug thinks and unconsciously raises the gun togen slat.

Wait, he tells himself. Not yet.

There are hundreds of men just like Snakeskiowat the county. He looks not
unlike Doug himself, perhaps a little more muscutés clothes a little more tight-fitting.
But the real difference is in the eyes. His epekiwild. They look reckless. Doug
knows those eyes. They belong to men who havepstbparing a long, long time ago.

Snakeskin exudes a confidence that sets Dougga add he grips the big gun a
little more tightly, lifting it closer to the opesiat.

Behind Snakeskin comes a tall razor blade of a. iHais younger than
Snakeskin, but only his flesh shows it. His eyexltired, so lazy that they are intense,
so unconcerned that they are hard.

Snakeskin asks Martin how he’s been doing.

Martin, nervous, jumpy Martin, manages to sayféld good, man. Who’s your
friend?”

Snakeskin frowns at the floor. Then thrusts arthat the tall man. “This is
Rodney. Rodney this is Martin.” He looks at Martye to eye and adds, “The one | told
you about.”

Rodney barely glances at Martin and says, “Thetbaesells good shit or the
other one you were telling me about?”

Snakeskin says, “The other one, man. The other on

“What | thought,” Rodney says.

Martin glances quickly at the closet door and sé&ysllas, I'm just trying to run a
lab here. If it ain’t about crank, you probablyt ¢fte wrong guy.”

“Oh, I think we got the right guy.” Snakeskin mul switchblade from his back
pocket. He nods at Rodney. “Go get her.”

Rodney bobs his head as if to some unheard modisays, “Hell yeah.”

An awkward moment passes as Snhakeskin keepsédsdmeyned on Martin, and
Martin shakes and fidgets like he needs a hit ofething bad.

Rodney returns with a young girl, maybe seventesgime walks in front of
Rodney, and he stares at her ass, barely coveragdy of tight cut-offs. Prime jailbait,
the type of girl who's been living a life unfit f@any age, much less seventeen, the type of



girl who wears her sadness underneath hard locksrarled lips. She doesn’t meet
Martin’s eyes, and at last Doug knows why Snakekirere.

“Martin, you know Emily?”

Martin shrugs. “I think I've seen her around.”

Snakeskin nods slowly. “Seen her around. Seearoend.”

He makes like he is about to stroke his chinincaughtful manner with the hand
that does not hold the switchblade. The bladélisisexposed, and he is twirling it
between his fingers as if this might just be a nas/habit, nothing more. Then suddenly
and with great force he thrusts the palm of hie fiand out, catching Martin hard in the
nose. Martin’s head snaps back. He shakes it amde¢hick streams of blood pour from
his nostrils.

The switchblade is open and at his throat. “Yeensher around, huh? If by
seeing her around you mean sticking your dick in then yeah, | suppose you've seen
her around.”

“No,” Martin says. He’s crying. “No, | ain’t nev fucked her, Snakeskin.”

“Oh, | must be mistaken. Let me check my sourdd€’turns to Emily. “You
and this fella ever do anything?”

Emily looks at Martin then. “Yeah,” she says dpol‘A couple of times. It was
a trade. He gave me what | wanted. | done toldalbthis before, Snake.”

“Yeah, but | needed to hear it again, baby.” éteks at Martin. “You knew me
and Emily had a thing going right?”

Martin doesn’t respond.

“Answer me!”

Martin shrugs. “I didn’t know nothing about thatan. She offered.”

“You should have said no,” Snakeskin says andsgisurprisingly boyish grin.

It makes him look younger, maybe less dangerousDbug decides this is only an
illusion, a trick. “I'm not into sharing her. Yahink | get off on her being with another
man?”

“I'm telling you, it was a fair trade. | didn’t ake the offer. She did. |didn’t
know you two had a thing. How could | have knowatf man?”

Snakeskin turns to Rodney. “You believe thisaHiirst he didn’'t fuck her.

Now he fucked her but it was just a fair trade. atihnext? He going to ask me for a
refund?”

While Snakeskin’s eyes are on Rodney, Martin laak3oug'’s direction, wide-
eyed. He nods his head quickly as if to say, nowewer.

Doug already knows this, yet he feels no realgaion to Martin. He doesn’t
even like him. But he did once. A long time atie two men were friends. They were
young. The world was a different place. And soavehMartin reminds Doug of that
place, that youth, that happier time. Yet, he stihsiders briefly just letting Martin get
what is coming to him. If he could get away withhie might, but he realizes that the
situation is more complicated than that. Snakeskiinikely cut Martin. In which case,
Martin will scream for Doug to shoot them. In winicase, they will come for Doug too.

So, it really is now or never. Martin glancesvaersly over at Doug again, his lip
trembling.

Snakeskin says to Martin, “Rodney, we got ustke Wweasel here. A lying,
weasel. Know what that means?”



Rodney shrugs and scratches his ass.

“Means I'm going to have to cut his dick—"

The sound is deafening, the recoil sudden andhleard for an instant Doug
thinks that the gun has misfired and he has bezprik shot instead of Snakeskin. But
he sees Snakeskin’s body jerk back, sees the Imosgblood as it soaks through his
white t-shirt, and Doug knows that the bullet hasth target. And then it’s like
somebody presses a slow motion button. Snakesikirages and lurches and tries to
find where the shot came from. Doug feels like itomg, but grips the gun tighter and
squeezes off two more shots. One sails over Réslheyad. The next one collides with
his mouth. For a second Rodney twists his facasuip he has only swallowed a bitter
pill instead of a bullet. But the second ends, lisdmouth begins to leak blood. He falls
down hard. Doug drops the gun, doubles over, ailkdpon the floor.

Emily is screaming.

The next thing Doug knows, Martin is standing olvien, ordering him to get up
and “shoot the bitch.” Doug shakes his head ar@th up again between his knees.

Martin reaches into the puke to retrieve the gde.takes it and sprints away.
Doug can hear the front door bang shut behind Hims is followed by another blast
from the gun.

Doug pulls himself up, wiping off his knees anchtis.

Martin comes back in and tosses the gun on thehcoble pumps his fist in the
air a few times and fumbles inside a chest of dravier his stash of coke. He does a
line, inhaling hard and shadowboxes the air, simgfthis feet, bobbing and weaving like
some hick parody of Cassius Clay.

“We got to clean up this mess and hide the bodheskhouts, and does a little
two-step around the den. “But hell yeah, Martirefwon!”

Doug watches Matrtin doing his little jig. He laifing around like a man who has
just won the lottery. His face is flushed, splashath tiny beads of blood and sweat; his
nose is crooked from where Snakeskin hit him, &sdiill bleeding, staining his smile
red. Doug sees the gun lying on the couch. tsbipod and vomit around the trigger,
and he doesn’t want to touch it. But it's timeatd.

He has it before Martin even stops dancing. Hesat at Martin’s head and
waits.

It didn’t have to end like this, he realizes. féherere places, bumps along the
journey where he could have jumped off the Maut@mt, but simply chose not to because
the ground looked too hard and rocky and the rids just too much damn fun. So he
had held on for this.

The gun is warm in his hand, his pulse like thunde

This could work, he thinks. The bodies, the drugge could put the gun in
Martin’s hand, wrapping it up in his stiff fingersie could be home in fifteen minutes,
maybe less, leaving this part of his life forevete could start over.

Martin still has not noticed Doug or the gun. iBlgiving to some soundtrack in
his head, oblivious to everything except Martin.

“Hey, Martin,” Doug says.

The soundtrack ends. Martin shimmies to a sté@.turns, sees Doug, sees the
gun, makes a face like he can'’t believe that Daygpinting a gun at his head. Then he



scoffs, making some half-assed noise in his thraaking it sound like he thinks it's
some funny shit that Doug is pointing a gun at him.

“Stop playing, Dougie. We got some work to do.”

“You shouldn’'t have gotten me mixed up in this,rita This wasn’t any of my
business.”

“You got your ownself mixed up, Dougie. | didptll the trigger. You did that,
man.”

It's true, what Martin says, and somewhere belbwfeDoug’s anger and his
shock, he realizes that the best thing to do wbeltb put the gun down and leave. But
Doug's best is already behind him. He has reashedval mode. Here there can be no
black and white, no right or wrong, just shadegrafy, melting together to form
something that can barely be recognized at all.

There is only one way out now.

Doug pulls the trigger. The bullet hits Martinthre chest and he woofs loudly.
Martin staggers and then collapses. Doug goestowam, stands over his body,
watches him gurgle and spit blood. Martin wantsag something, but there will be no
more words from Martin. Doug aims the gun agdiis time at Martin’s forehead. He
fires once and then twice, ripping chunks of flésim bone, obliterating his friend’s
face.

He drops to one knee and carefully pries Martiimgers open. He almost puts
the gun in Martin’s hand before realizing thera isetter solution. Wiping it clean of
blood and puke, he slips it inside the waistbandi®blue jeans. On the way home, he
will toss it into the river.

As he leaves Matrtin’s trailer, Doug notices thedavhas picked up. It is howling
through the bare trees and banging against the dwmkof Martin’s trailer. He steps
over Emily, feeling sorry for her, but he does degll on this. She’s just one more
piece of debris caught in the windstorm he’s bdanging headfirst into his whole life.

Out by the road, someone has thrown a pumpkin frein car, and Doug starts
toward it, thinking Maci might like to have a JaGktantern to put on their doorstep.
But as he gets closer, Doug sees that the pumpb@®&s smashed, and the orange pulp
lay in glistening strings against the blacktopgs ¢fone rotten and stinks. Doug turns
away and circles the trailer, beginning the watk ithe woods where he has parked his
truck, hidden away from a world where things fary tdten go to ruin.
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