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			A Safe Place

			By Matthew Dunn

			For Joshua’s tenth birthday, his father gave him a twenty-two caliber rifle. It served as a milestone in the boy’s growth and a long standing Tucker family tradition. After dinner—that included Joshua’s favorite chocolate cake—he was escorted out behind the hay barn and taught how to aim and shoot. It came naturally to the boy and that same evening he bagged his first trophy, a fuzzy-tailed squirrel that lived in the tree next to the front porch. His mother had named the little rodent Charlie and she wasn’t too pleased to learn that her only son had nailed old Charlie with his first shot. Disappointed with both of the men in her life, she placed the remainder of the birthday cake in the trash. Joshua’s father, on the other hand, was proud as a peacock.

			That night, Joshua cleaned the rifle real good and leaned it against the foot of his bed so he could see the metal barrel shimmering in the moonlight peering in through his window. He was a man now, armed and dangerous, he thought. And when his father peeked his head in the doorway to say goodnight, he looked different to Joshua. Until that moment, the elder Tucker had always been a giant, bigger than anything Joshua could ever imagine becoming. Now, the son felt like he was inching up to his old man. Well, getting closer anyway. Lying in his bed, he wondered if he looked different to his father.

			“Did you unload it first?” Joshua remembered him asking, the grin over the squirrel stuck on his father’s face like cake frosting.

			“Yes, sir,” Joshua replied. “Locked the ammo up in my desk drawer and stowed the key away in a safe place.”

			“Good man.”

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Do you think it was wrong to kill that squirrel? Mom was pretty mad.”

			His father hesitated. His advice would stay with his son his whole life but Joshua was at an age where he had to learn to live with his own actions. Repeating what he had heard when he was ten, he said, “Well, there’s no clear answer for a thing like that. I guess it’s something each man has to reason out for himself.”

			Those were the last words his father ever spoke to him. Mr. Tucker died hours later, murdered by a man with a grudge that spilt over to Mrs. Tucker. Joshua heard the whole thing from his room—the shouts and screams, the breaking furniture, and the sudden gunshots ringing out like claps of thunder. The killer never saw Joshua, nor did the young boy see the man who murdered his parents. Joshua was too frantic trying to remember where he had put the key to his desk. By the time he found it the house was deadly quiet.

			The killer slipped away, leaving behind only speculation as to who and why. As for Joshua, he grew up. Pushing thirty now, he travels the country in search of clues that he hopes will end the nightmares that visit when exhaustion gets the better of him. He doesn’t sleep much and lives off the money he got when he sold the family farm on his eighteenth birthday. He still has the twenty-two, along with five pistols and seven rifles of various caliber and purpose. And he keeps every single one of them fully loaded.

			*****

			It looked like every other outdoor antique show he had attended in the past several years. One endless row of Circus-sized tents after the other, each one filled with old relics, collectibles and junk. Piles and piles of it unpacked from car trunks and U-Hauls and then stacked onto wobbly tables. If you looked hard enough you could find a bedroom dresser like your Grandma’s, a necklace like the one she wore on her wedding day, or even false teeth like Grandpa’s. There was a little something for everyone. And people wandering about like baboons inspecting fallen fruit on the African plain, hoping to find a special treasure worth the ten dollar cover charge. Joshua wasn’t sure he could stomach another one, but he opened his wallet, paid his money and joined in anyway.

			Jewelry was the draw for Joshua and there was plenty of it. Sellers had glass cases jammed full of gold, silver and imitation bracelets and pins, necklaces and rings. If you didn’t mind the mileage, you could find a nice present for a loved one, something unique and different. But Joshua wasn’t looking for a gift for his girlfriend—he didn’t have one—or a valuable gem hidden amongst the modest stones that he might bargain for a few dollars and then resell for a tidy profit. It was much more personal than that. He came hoping someone could lead him to the rare piece stolen from his mother nearly twenty years ago. 

			The anticipation leaped into his veins as soon as the gatekeeper stamped his hand, washing away the dread of another futile attempt. Would this be the day? Would he find a clue here? He turned right and headed to the first tent, eager to begin his search.

			He was greeted by a middle aged woman, grey-haired with a round face and tired eyes. Joshua imagined she had been up all night setting up her temporary shop. “Beautiful day,” she said. “If you see something you like I can do better than what you see on the tag.”

			Joshua smiled but didn’t stop. It was the standard sales pitch. Haggling over the price was expected. Hell, it was half the fun, or so he had been told.

			He walked past a man selling refinished wooden tables and another bragging openly about how rare his collection of comic books was. He acknowledged them both with a friendly nod before stopping at a table littered with pins similar to the ones his mother would wear to Sunday church. She always let Joshua pick it out and never failed to remind him to call it by its proper name. It’s not a pin, Joshua, she would say on the way to the chapel, her son nestled between his parents on the bench seat of his father’s truck. “It’s called a brooch.”

			These were beautiful brooches, glittering gemstones of every color encased in gold and silver framework. Like his mother eyes, Joshua was partial to anything green. He picked one out and held it up. It was a butterfly.

			“Beautiful day,” a female voice said. “If you like that brooch, I can do better on the price.”

			Never taking his gaze off the piece, Joshua said, “I imagine it’s out of my range, these being real emeralds and all.” Joshua knew the stones forming the wings were tourmaline, a cheap imitation posing as emeralds, but he enjoyed testing seller honesty.

			“They’re not real emeralds,” the woman replied. “I believe their tourmaline, which is found all over the world. Not very rare or very expensive. I can give you a very good deal. I’m sure you’re wife would love it.”

			“I’m not married,” Joshua replied. He set the brooch back onto the table. “And if I was, I’d be a fool to come home with anything but the real thing.”

			“Yes, you would,” the woman agreed.

			It was that quick retort that made him decide to browse a bit and then her bright smile that triggered his own. Not only was she honest, she was also beautiful. Slim but shapely in tight blue jeans and a white tank top, she had long black hair that draped over her bronzed shoulders. Sparkling silver jewelry adorned her neck, ears and wrists. But what surprised him the most was she appeared to be nearly half the age of most of the salespeople he found at these shows. She was his age and that was rare. And when he saw the two green emeralds looking back at him, he totally forgot why he had come.

			“Which one is your favorite,” Joshua asked.

			“Depends,” she replied.

			“On?”

			“How much I have to spend.”

			“Let’s pretend money is no object.”

			“In that case,” she said and walked around behind the table. She pulled out a box from underneath and opened it. Inside sat several large brooches, all green and gold. She took one out and pinned it to her shirt. “What do you think?”

			 “It’s amazing,” Joshua said, knowing the real thing when he saw it. “But I don’t think you should wear it. Not if you hope to sell it.”

			“Why would you say that?” she asked, puzzled.

			“Pinned to you, no one will notice it.”

			Her name was Tara and he bought her a cup of coffee and a foot-long cinnamon donut that she accepted on the condition that they share. They found a shaded picnic table and sat down across from each other, steam floating up from the white Styrofoam cups. Joshua hadn’t bought any woman anything in years. It was about time, he thought.

			“So, what kind of antiques are you into?” Tara asked.

			“The old kind,” Joshua replied, grinning.

			Tara laughed but only a little. “Gee, I’ve never heard that one before.” 

			“I’m a parrot when it comes to jokes. I can only repeat what I’ve heard a hundred times. But to answer you’re question, I like mission style furniture. I find real wood is very warm and restful. My folk’s house was full of it. And I like jewelry, of course.”

			“Which is what brought you over my way, I assume.”

			“Initially, but then I spotted something circa nineteen eighty-four, I’m guessing. A one-of-a-kind piece like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

			“Eighty-two, actually,” Tara said. She was blushing but clearly enjoying the attention. “May third.”

			“Last week? Happy birthday, belated as it is. Had I known I would have asked the lady to put a candle on your donut.”

			“Our donut. I’m not eating this all by myself. These jeans are tight enough just the way are.”

			Tara tore the donut in half and handed one piece to Joshua. She then took a nibble out of her half, all the while eyeing him contently. She liked what she saw. He had a handsome face with a strong jaw line indicating a resilient will. His brown hair was thick and wavy, telling her he was artistic by nature. And his muscular, athletic build just plain turned her on. Had it not been for the fact that she had just met him, she might have suggested he lick the sugar off her fingers.

			“I don’t remember seeing you on tour,” Joshua said.

			“This is the only show I do,” Tara replied.

			“That would explain it. I’ve never been to this one before.”

			 “Well, I’m glad you came. It’s a nice show. The organizers do a great job. I live here and work at a jewelry store in town. The booth where you found me belongs to them.”

			“So you’re not a wandering gypsy like so many here. Are you not attracted to living out of a camper?”

			“Oh God, no,” she said. Then she caught herself, “Do you?”

			“Yes,” Joshua laughed. “But don’t worry. I take no offense.”

			“I didn’t mean any. I just have a thing for endless hot water, beds that don’t fold up and refrigerators the size of Texas.”

			“Well then, I guess I won’t suggest a weekend roughing it in Yellowstone for our first date.”

			“You might want to try a different tack.”

			“How about a nice dinner at the local girl’s favorite spot?”

			“I get off work at sundown,” was all Tara said.

			*****

			Inside his camper, Joshua stood under the showerhead thinking of Tara and what she said about life on the road. He had been doing it so long he had all but forgotten about the comforts of a real home. Maybe it was the cold water or the fact that the stall felt tight as a coffin but suddenly he longed for the family farm. He could almost smell his mother’s fried chicken, remembering how the scent crept into his room as he lay there daydreaming with his arms and legs stretched out. He rarely cooked inside his camper and the bed was six inches shorter than his six-two frame. He stuck his face under the water and rinsed the memory clean. A knock at the door and he was out in a flash with a towel wrapped around his waist.

			“Nice neighborhood,” Tara said. “Lived here long?”

			“A few hours,” Joshua replied. 

			“If that’s what you’re wearing, I’m a little overdressed.”

			“If it’ll make you more comfortable, I’ll put on a tie.”

			He took her hand and helped up the wobbly, three step ladder. He complimented her on her red dress and then provided a quick dime tour followed by a drink offer. With an iced-tea in her hand, Tara leaned against the short counter and took a sip. 

			“Not bad,” she said. “But I had you pegged as a whiskey man, straight up.”

			“I never acquired a taste for it. And they say tea has healing qualities.”

			“Are you broken?”

			“Isn’t everyone? If not just a little bit?”

			Tara acknowledged Joshua’s observation with a gentle nod.

			“Not to change the subject, but I suppose I should get dressed.”

			“Yes. But no red ties. We don’t want to look like twins.” She was grinning and staring down at the towel around his waist. 

			He laughed and turned to retreat into the bedroom before a rap on the door spun him around. He gave Tara a puzzled glance and turned the knob.

			The first man—wide shouldered with a marine-style crew-cut—was inside in a flash, pushing Joshua back and down onto the kitchenette bench seat. He had a mean scowl on his face and a pistol in his hand. A short, balding man with what looked like a soggy beach ball stuffed under his shirt, lumbered in behind, grumbling over the camper’s lack of a handrail. Ignoring Tara, he pushed Crew-cut out of the way and stared down at Joshua.

			“I seemed to recall that the last time we visited I told you to fix those steps, Joshua,” the fat man said. He wasn’t smiling or even grinning. He mouth just hung there, drooping like a dresser drawer opened as far as it can go without falling to the floor. 

			“Slipped my mind,” Joshua answered indifferently.

			“And also to never step foot in Bakersfield.”

			“Actually, I think you said California. And a good call on your part. Less ambiguous.”

			“Ok, so what are you doing here then?”

			“Well, I just took a shower and was about to dress for dinner.”

			Crew-cut shook his head and spat out a laugh. He then took a step toward the source of his annoyance but Fat-man stopped him short.

			“You keep an eye on the girl. I can handle the comedian. Speaking of comedy, I think you best adjust that towel before the lady dies laughing.”

			“Yeah, you auditioning for the lead role in Tom Thumb?” Crew-cut chortled. Amused, he relaxed the gun and turned to see if Tara was laughing as well. She was too frightened.

			Joshua wasn’t embarrassed or even offended. In fact, he was pleased they had noticed his wardrobe malfunction. It was just the excuse he needed to make a move that would not get him shot.

			“You had a gun in your towel?” Tara asked moments after Joshua had escorted the two unwelcome visitors out of his camper. She was dumbfounded and still shaking from the experience.

			Joshua didn’t say anything. Instead, he went to her and pulled her in tight to his chest.

			“Who carries a gun in their towel?” she mumbled.

			*****

			Since Joshua had nothing stronger than iced-tea in his tiny refrigerator, Tara insisted that they continue with dinner as planned. She needed a drink and an explanation, preferably a double of both. At a little Italian place on the north side of town, she got her wish.

			It wasn’t an easy tale for him to tell, but Joshua forged ahead anyway, explaining how he had become an orphan but sparing her the gruesome details. He told Tara about being raised by his father’s parents, who lived up the road. He stayed for their sake, he explained, his father being their only child and Joshua their only grandchild. But he always knew that one day he would have to leave.

			The day his parents were murdered, Joshua vowed to track down the killer and bring him to justice. Exactly what justice he hadn’t yet decided. But he knew he could never have a normal life until that person was dead, either by his hand or the law. So, as soon as he was of legal age, he sold the farm, bought a camper and began his search. The first few years he spent revisiting old police leads, but they were as cold as his parents’ grave. Then, just as his hope began to wilt, a chance meeting with an uncle changed everything. There was a pair of earrings, according to his mother’s brother, handed down from generation to generation. Joshua’s mother inherited one and her sister the other, the set split according to the terms of Joshua’s grandfather’s will. Why they were split, his uncle didn’t know. But he did tell Joshua where his aunt lived. If he could find her, he would ask her if she had any idea why the killer had taken the earring—the only item missing from his mother’s jewelry box the morning after her death.

			Over the years, he discovered that other people were looking for the same person he was. Not for the same reason, but with equal determination.

			“So those thugs came by just to scare you off the trail?” Tara asked.

			“Yup, which means I’m closer than I thought.”

			“Do you even know who you’re looking for? I mean, a name, a face?” Tara asked.

			Joshua shook his head. “I have an address that’s looking pretty good right now. If I find the earring there, well…” 

			“But what if the killer sold it? Or gave it away to somebody?”

			“He won’t sell it or give it away. He wouldn’t ever let it out of his sight.”

			Tara turned away and stared off into the distance. “I don’t understand, Joshua. It makes no sense. Why would somebody kill two people for an earring?”

			“I don’t believe he came with the intention of killing them. He wanted to buy the earring. In fact, he offered them a lot of money, Tara. A lot! But my parents refused.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“I overheard them talking the night they were killed. I’ll never forget his voice.”

			She turned back and looked at Joshua, her eyes swelling with tears. “Oh my God, Joshua. You weren’t asleep when it happened?”

			 “I was trying to load my rifle.”

			She reached across the table and caressed his hand.

			“Was the earring full of diamonds or something else of value?”

			“It wasn’t made of anything but silver and some ordinary crystals.”

			“Then, why did he want it so badly?”

			“Finish your drink,” Joshua said.

			“What?”

			“Finish your wine and then maybe you’ll be ready for what I tell you next.”

			*****

			Only after she swore to never tell another sole did Tara hear the story of how Joshua met his mother’s sister. It was a little over five years ago and he had gone to New Orleans to look for her. His uncle suggested the French Quarter, so for months Joshua walked every street flashing a picture of his mother in hopes the resemblance would trip someone’s memory. Late one evening he was standing at a street intersection pondering which way to turn when a woman walked up to him and asked, “who the hell are you and why the hell are you looking for me?” He had found his mother’s sister, his aunt Clarisse.

			Aunt Clarisse took him home and quizzed him at length about her sister and the circumstances of her passing. Her eyes full of tears, she pushed her back her hair, put a hand to her ear and handed Joshua an earring identical to the one stolen from his mother. “Do you believe in God,” she asked. When Joshua said he did, she then asked if he believed in the Devil. Joshua wasn’t sure, so instead he asked why it mattered. “When you have both earrings, you will understand,” she said. She then kissed him on the cheek, warned him to keep the family heirloom in a safe place and sent him out into the night.

			Taking one hand off the steering wheel, Joshua reached into his pocket and pulled out the earring his Aunt had given him. He had just told Tara how he got it. What he didn’t tell her was how he planned to acquire its mate. He felt bad about that but it didn’t change his mind. Hopefully, she would understand. His parents’ killer was only fifty miles away! Still, she had followed him this far on pure faith and she deserved more. He handed the earring to her.

			Hesitantly, Tara took it with a shaky hand.

			“Go ahead, try it on,” Joshua said.

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yes. It was meant to adorn a beautiful face.”

			Tara hooked it to her ear. Joshua smiled.

			“It feels like a normal earring,” Tara said. “I mean, I don’t feel possessed like Linda Blair or anything.”

			“My aunt said I would need both earrings to understand.”

			“Understand what?”

			“That’s what I hope to find out tonight?”

			“Which is why we’re driving to Los Angeles in the middle of the night?”

			“Yup.”

			Tara looked out the window and said, “Explain to me how I let you talk me into this.”

			“I offered to drive you home.”

			“And why didn’t I take you up on it?”

			“Because if I took you home and then rushed off, you’d be left at the doorstep with no goodnight kiss.”

			Tara laughed. “So I’m doing all this just so to get a kiss?”

			“It’s happened to me before.”

			“Man, you’ve got some ego,” she said, shaking her head. “Pull over!”

			“What?”

			“You heard me. Pull over!”

			It was dark in the cabin of his camper, and though he couldn’t see the smoke, Joshua was certain he could smell her anger. Worried she might open the door and jump out, he did as he was asked, squealing the tires to a halt on the side of the road.

			Tara immediately slid out and slammed the door. Stunned, Joshua jumped out and ran around the front praying he could calm her down. He didn’t mean it. He was just kidding around. And where did she think she was going, anyway? They hadn’t seen a lit building for miles. He would apologize, of course and then…

			Wham! She grabbed him by the shirt and threw him against the side of the camper. He started to push back but quickly thought better of it. Her lips were softer than he imagined, smoothing his own with a kiss like nothing he had ever experienced. And she was strong too. He felt like he was glued to the bumper as she pressed her body against his. He lost all sense of where he was, succumbing to the desire sweeping through his veins as his hands slid down the small of her back and over the gentle bubble of her behind. He grabbed hold and pulled her up. Time vanished and when she finally released him, his legs felt like mush.

			Tara wiped her lips and said, “Now that we have that out of the way, do you think you can get this old bucket of bolts moving a bit faster?” 

			*****

			Joshua drove past the sedan parked along the curb of the quiet suburban neighborhood, continued to the end of the block and turned left. He went three houses down, made a u-turn in the middle of the street, turned off his headlights and drove slowly back to the intersection. When he could see the sedan, he stopped.

			“Which house is it?” Tara asked.

			“The one with the Cadillac parked out front,” Joshua replied. “That’s Fat-man’s car. Looks like they beat us to the punch.”

			“Are you sure? It’s awfully dark.”

			“Yeah, I’m sure. I recognized it right off. And there’s a glowing sticker on the rear bumper. It’s says ‘Don’t honk if you want to live.’”

			Tara sighed. “Well, at least we know the address was right. What are we going to do now?”

			“You’re staying here,” Joshua said. He then reached toward her like a father about to explain to his daughter that she was too young to go to the Prom, but his hand disappeared into the cushion of her seat instead. With a forceful tug, he pulled out a rifle.

			Tara looked at him warily.

			“If you hear more than one shot, call the cops. You do have cell phone, don’t you?”

			She grabbed hold of the rifle and said, “I’m not calling anyone because you’re not going in there.”

			“I made myself a promise almost twenty years ago, Tara. I’m not about to break it. Not now. Not this close.”

			“It’s murder, Joshua.”

			“It’s justice, if you call three for the price of one justice.”

			“Three?”

			“He killed me that night as well.”

			“But he didn’t Joshua. You’re alive and you have your whole life ahead of you. You can still make something of it.”

			“But I’m not really alive, Tara. I never have been. Not since I was ten years old.”

			 Tara drew back, hurt. “What about that kiss? You didn’t feel anything?”

			Joshua didn’t answer. He just stared into her eyes for a longest moment. Then he pulled the gun from her grasp and bolted out the door. He didn’t even hear Tara yelling after him.

			*****

			The backdoor was unlocked and Joshua slipped in without a sound. He followed the voices up the stairs and into an unlit hallway. As always, Fat-man was doing all the talking. 

			“So, you expect me to believe that if I wear both earrings, I can see the future,” he said, “but not necessarily the actual future, but one possible future. Sounds like you’ve been eating the wrong kind of mushrooms, pal. What do you think, Bennie? This guy lying to save his ass?”

			“Don’t know,” Crew-cut said. “Could be true. Spock could read minds with his Vulcan grip.”

			“That was a television show, you jag-off. We’re talking reality here.”

			“It’s true,” the third voice said. “But it will not work by wearing the earrings alone. The power depends on human contact. If you touch a kind heart, you will see the good in your future; a selfish heart and you will see only evil. The risk is which one you will carry in your memory for the rest of your life.”

			“Bullshit!” Fat-man snarled.

			“Don’t you understand the power?”

			“I understand alright. But I don’t think you read the manual right. You put them on and you see the future, the whole future, as in lottery numbers and football scores. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to rich.”

			“It’s not that simple. Find the other one earring and I’ll prove it.”

			Humans have a great capacity for recalling sounds and Joshua was not exception. Hearing that voice, his grip on the rifle tightened. He had found the man who murdered his parents. He stepped into the room and surprised his audience with what he said, “I think I might be able to help you with that.”

			Seeing the weapon pointed directly at his skull, Crew-cut dropped his gun. Fat-man stood in shock and the third man just smiled.

			“Joshua, I presume,” the smiling man said. “You’ve grown since my last visit.”

			Joshua glared at him. He looked nothing like the man in his nightmares. How could that be? He wanted nothing more than to take aim and pull the trigger exactly the way he had been taught; exactly the way he had killed old Charlie the squirrel. But he couldn’t move the gun, couldn’t move a muscle, in fact. He was frozen. This man looked just like his father.

			The man nodded knowingly. “I see no one ever told you about me. Your grandmother used to say I was the evil twin.”

			“She was right,” Joshua said.

			“She was a fool,” the man laughed. “She was the one who told me about the earrings and the power. It’s too bad she died at that same moment. I could tell by the look on her face she regretted sharing the secret. Your father never should have told her.”

			His boasting was more than Joshua could stomach. His body sprang back to life and he turned the rifle onto the man and took careful aim at his heart. He could feel the cold steel of the trigger in his hand, sense his finger tightening slowly. He would watch the blood splatter and the man fall. And finally, he would breathe again for the first time in twenty years.

			“One possible future,” Tara said.

			He hadn’t heard her come in.

			“Look at me! I’m here to offer a different one.”

			Joshua said nothing.

			“Give me the gun, Joshua,” she said. “I’ll put it in a safe place.”

			“I don’t think it exists,” Joshua replied, “a safe place.”

			Tara didn’t have an answer. No one in the room said a word. They all just looked at Joshua, waiting.

			“There’s no clear answer,” Joshua heard his father’s voice say. “It’s something each man has to reason out for himself.” Invisibly, Joshua nodded.

			A single rifle blast pierced the silence and a twenty-two caliber bullet took flight.

		

	

