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 The Storm

Until that damp October afternoon
he’d never been afraid of anything in his whole life.

In order to be scared, you have to
care about something. You have to have something to
lose.

He didn’t really have anything to
lose. He was simple. He travelled light. He’d never been well-off
and never cared about material wealth. Friends were something that
came and went in his life. He’d lost a few, but knew that others
would come to take their place. He never knew his father, and his
mother died when he was ten. He wasn’t close with his
grandparents.

Some people fear losing their
spouse. He had always thought this was silly. If you’re with
someone long enough they’re eventually going to die, and if you
don’t see them die it’s often because you'd died yourself. “Neither
ending seemed very happy.” That’s what he would tell people. He did
get married once. She died in a car accident. He never bothered to
remarry.

Sometimes parents see their
children die. That’s a very sad thing. Many parents probably worry
about their children everyday, but he had no children to worry
about.

Often when we die we don’t see it
coming, and so he never cared about that, but it all changed on
that Thursday afternoon. He saw what was coming. He saw the end of
everything. Everything. And he saw how it all hung from the most
delicate of threads, and how easily anybody could come along and
plunge us all into death.



Wednesday

“Instead of the thorn shall come up
the fir tree, and instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle
tree”

-Isaiah 55:13

Mudslides had taken out the
highway. It was one of those big slides that make it look like a
giant had peeled the top of a hill off and laid it across the road,
trees and all.

Everyone in the roadhouse stared at
the small TV suspended from the ceiling in the corner. It looked
something like a high school science classroom. The small TV was
the teacher telling the hypnotized students about runoff and ground
cover. No one really cared why this was happening. They just wanted
to know when we could get on the road again.

Some poor reporter named Rex Tanner
was on the TV. He was standing on the side of the highway trying
his best to look professional. It looked like he was standing in
the shower even though he was outside. The wind rattled his
microphone as he swayed from side-to-side with the gusts. It was
bad out there. The news was doing their best to sensationalize
everything with a round-the-clock storm watch that replaced the
normally scheduled programming. The anchorman at the news desk
looked like he’d slept in his suit.

The storms weren’t uncommon this
time of year, but they were especially bad this year. He recalled
previous years when slides had snarled traffic and cutoff small
towns. He had always lived much further inland, so they had never
been much of a problem. The landslides were always just stories on
the news, but now he was very much a part of it.

Everything smelled like pancakes.
It was 10pm and the place still smelled like breakfast. The
white-haired bartender sipped from a coffee cup and occasionally
refilled it without ever breaking eye contact with the TV. Every so
often he’d make a loud comment, hoping to amuse or comfort the
crowd with his anecdotes.

“Well, at least no one was
hurt.”

“Boy, what a mess.”

“Sure glad I don’t have to clean
that up.”

The man sat and stirred his
cocktail. He pushed the small straw through the small
ice.

“This is a cheap drink,” he
thought. But it was good enough, and so was the next
one.

He had accepted that he wasn’t
getting to the coast today. He had made it as far as the little
town of Myrtle before he hit the road closure. He had hoped he
might catch a break on one of the small side roads, but they were
just as bad, if not worse.

He thought he was close to the
beach (and he was. Less than 20 miles from the ocean). He could
just tell. The coastal communities have a certain feel to them.
They moved slower. The people were more robust and simple. They had
restaurants and driftwood galleries and salt water taffy shops.
When the tourists weren’t around everyone just sat in the calm sea
air. Everything moved at a pace that he felt he could learn to
enjoy. This place had that coastal feeling about it even though it
was inland a bit.

He had a room at the old, funky
motel down the street. The sign simply read “Motel.” It was one of
six buildings that speckled the highway through town. The motel had
four modest rooms. The “No Vacancy” sign at the motel was the only
neon sign in town aside from the “Open” sign in the window of the
roadhouse. He found it difficult to imagine that the motel ever
reached capacity, but today it had. He felt fortunate that he had
the foresight to get a room booked earlier.

The door to the roadhouse sat at
the top of a plywood ramp that bowed under his feet. The door
opened in an awkward fashion. It took more than one push to free it
from its jam, and it swung a little too freely, as though its
spring has failed, or weakened with age. A handwritten sign was
taped to either side of the door that read “Please Close The
Door.”

A local police officer walked into
the roadhouse and pushed the door back into its closed/stuck
position. The whole building felt cheap and tacky. He wondered if
the cluttered decor had ever been in style. The slope of the
ceiling seemed to indicate that it may have been a manufactured
home at one point.

The officer was drenched. He wore a
long, brown coat and a plastic cover over his wide-brim hat. He
pulled a notebook from his pocket and wiped the raindrops from the
tip of his nose. His white beard was wet and matted to his
face.

The officer talked privately with
the bartender. Their eyes scanned the room. It looked as though the
bartender was giving the officer a rundown on all the people in the
roadhouse.

There was a man in a blue uniform
who was driving the delivery truck parked outside. There was the
older couple that he suspected were the ones driving the camper out
front. The skinny man with the big beard who owned the motel was
sitting alone at a table. There were two men at one end of the bar.
One looked like a lumberjack in his ball cap and red-flannel shirt.
The other was bald and wore a heavy, brown work-coat over his blue
dress-shirt. It looked as though they both lived here in town. Two
seats closer from them was a pretty girl in an orange felt
coat.

She hadn’t really talked to anyone.
He thought it might be nice to talk to her, but he had no nerve and
no energy. She had big, pretty eyes and long, brown hair. “Maybe
after one more drink,” he thought. Three more seats closer was a
strange fellow with wild, red hair and a puffy blue-jacket. There
were two seats separating himself from this oddity.

The bartender walked behind the bar
and grabbed a remote control from atop the cash register. He was an
awkward old man in a bright white apron. The bartender squinted and
studied the remote before discovering the mute button. The TV went
quiet. Everyone took notice and directed their attention to the
police officer in the center of the roadhouse.

“Excuse me folks. If I can have
your attention for just a bit. My name is Sheriff Proctor,” the
officer announced. “I just got word from the State Police that the
highway is now blocked on each side of us.”

The room seemed to squirm a bit.
The older couple were particularly bothered by this development.
The Sheriff opened his palms and motioned for everyone to settle
down.

“Now, I know for certain that the
road to the coast is entirely washed out. It’s all gone,” he swung
his arm across his body to demonstrate the totality of the
destruction, “and while the road inland is blocked, it is still
intact. That’s the good news. I have been told that road crews will
begin working on clearing it just as soon as the weather breaks.
The National Guard will be on alert in the unlikely event that we
need supplies or medical assistance. According to the weather
service things should be better by morning, and they could have the
road clear a day or two after that. We’re just going to have to
wait-and-see. I’ll come by and relay any news I receive from the
State Police.”

The sheriff thanked the room and
returned the notebook to his damp pocket. The bartender shrugged
his shoulders and turned the TV back up. It wasn’t good
news.

The man ordered himself another
drink and surveyed the room again. The delivery driver was on his
cell phone. He covered his other ear with his free hand. It wasn’t
clear what he was delivering. He was definitely on the clock and
the recent developments seemed to have put him in a bit of a jam.
The older couple was talking to the sheriff. The woman was doing
most of the talking. She seemed impatient. Her husband seemed very
patient. The two local men at the end of the roadhouse had their
eyes fixed on the TV. The pretty girl had her chin resting on the
back of her hand. Her fingers tucked in against her neck. She was
playing with her drink.

He noticed that the strange fellow
with red hair seemed to have taken a sudden interest in him. They
exchanged a couple awkward glances. The red-haired man blinked a
lot. He sat hunched over the bar, drinking a soda with two hands
and itching his runny nose.

The bartender delivered the drink
that he had ordered. Whiskey and soda. They were pouring Old Crow
as their well whiskey. It wasn’t terrible. It was worth the three
bucks. The pretty girl seemed to be drinking the same
thing.

He sipped his drink through the
pair of tiny straws and decided in that instant that he should talk
to the girl in the orange, felt coat. He picked up his cocktail and
chose another seat between her and the redheaded man. The pretty
girl turned toward him briefly.

“Looks like we’re stuck here,” he
sighed.

She turned back toward him and
smiled a polite smile.

“I’m David.”

“Hi. I’m Amy.”

She was shy, but friendly. He
wasn’t sure how many drinks she’d had. He suspected he had a couple
on her.

“Where were you headed?” he
asked.

She took a drink of her cocktail
and shook her head.

“I live here.”

He found that a little shocking.
She seemed too normal, too manicured to live out in the
middle-of-no-where.

He felt a tap on his shoulder. It
was the redheaded man.

“I know. I know why you here,” the
redheaded man blurted in a sort of grade school/know-it-all tone.
“I know.”

It was difficult to identify
exactly what was wrong with this guy. He wasn’t drunk, and he
wasn’t retarded. He seemed a little off. He was simple. Definitely
disturbed.

“What’s that?” David
asked.



The redheaded man sneered. “You the
one? The one who will set it free? It’s OK.”

The bartender whistled and pointed
at the redheaded man. “Zip-it you.”

David smiled and tried to ignore
the redheaded man.

“That’s Rodney,” Amy said. “I look
after him. Isn’t that right Rodney?”

David’s attention ping-ponged
between Amy and Rodney. David introduced himself and offered to
shake Rodney’s hand. There didn’t seem to be much behind Rodney’s
eyes. Rodney glanced suspiciously at David's hand.

“I know why you here. It’s OK. I
know why God brought you here,” he gloated.

David cringed a bit when he heard
the word "God." He wasn't religious and wasn't thrilled about being
stuck in a roadhouse with a Jesus freak. The redheaded man was
twitchy and his breathing was audible.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what
you’re talking about,” David politely stated. Amy had a hand in the
air. She seemed to be trying to get Rodney’s attention.

The redheaded man pulled a crumbled
piece of paper from his pocket and slid close. David braced
himself. There were drawings and scribbled words all over the page.
Rodney pushed it in front of David. The bartender watched from the
end of the bar. The other locals seemed to be listening in as
well.

“I thought it was me,” the
redheaded man desperately continued. He spoke quickly and
intensely. “I thought I was the one. All this time I
waited.”

The piece of paper looked as though
it was torn from a notebook. There was a drawing of a man
surrounded by trees. He was very large. A giant. He was covered in
what looked like long, thick hairs. He suspected that Rodney had
drawn it himself.

There was some writing in a foreign
language, “Sonnez la cloche de l’appeler. La fin de tout.” French
maybe. There was also a drawing of an odd-looking, highly decorated
cylinder, and a mess of random lines and boxes.

Rodney sat back and began to
gesture wildly. “The water comes down. The earth moves and it is
time to release him.” Rodney laughed and smiled a crooked smile. He
was getting loud.

“Hey,” the bartender snapped.
“That’s enough out of you!”

Amy reached across the bar and put
her hand on Rodney’s arm to quiet him. It was as though she were
trying to calm an out-of-control child. Her hair was right next to
David’s face. She smelled good. It wasn’t a smell he readily
recognized. It was warm and pleasant. If he turned his head to the
left he thought he could touch it, but he dared not. She sat back
in her chair and Rodney continued his tantrum.

“I thought I was gonna do it! Did
you know that? I thought I was the one. But you...then you come
along,” he yelled.

The motel owner stood and walked
over to the bar. David noticed that the sheriff was also monitoring
the situation from the front door. Rodney’s eyes rolled back and
stared at the ceiling. He spoke in a low, droning voice. “The water
comes down, and the earth moves, and then you come. You the one?
You are the one?” Rodney smiled a flabbergasted grin. His focus
switched to David. His eyes were fixated on him. Examining
him.

David didn't answer. Rodney stopped
smiling. His gaze quickly returned to the ceiling. He spoke again
in a low, constant voice. “The beast has slept for centuries.
He has waited. The end of all times. He waited for the one to
release him. Montagne Le Grand. Montagne The Destroyer!”

“Listen,” David
interrupted.

“No, you listen to me!” the
redheaded man leaned and pointed and waved his finger. “Why are you
lying!? Why?! I hate you! I hate you!”

Amy leaped up and stood behind
Rodney to try to calm him. Everyone in the roadhouse was watching.
The man in red flannel sat at attention. The bartender started his
way over. David was startled, but held his ground. Rodney stared at
David.

Amy leaned in and begged Rodney in
a long, desperate whisper. She looked embarrassed and worried.
Rodney looked flushed. He shook and rocked in his seat.

“God brought you to set it free!
You’ll set it free! It’s OK!” His voice steadily increased in
volume.

David wanted to ignore the
insanity, but he didn't dare look away. Amy’s face turned red and
her eyes were glassy with tears.

The motel owner spoke up. “Alright,
alright. Sounds like you been watching too many movies
Rodney.”

Rodney jumped from his stool and
clenched his fists. “He’ll be free and he’ll kill us!”

“Get him out of here,” the
bartender barked.

The redheaded man pushed his hand
against his face and whispered, “He gonna kill us all!” His eyes
widened as though he'd just realized the seriousness of what he was
saying.

There was a sudden stillness in the
room. The TV was the only sound. David looked at Amy, but she
didn’t look back. Everyone was visibly rattled by the outburst.
David looked at the motel owner. His face was solemn.

The bartender came around the bar
and grabbed the redheaded man by his puffy, blue arm and scolded
him. “You need to go home Rodney! Now!”

Amy intervened and pushed the
bartender away. “Just leave him alone,” she growled.

“On Tuesday is when we have
spaghetti,” the redheaded man politely spoke.

“Just go Rodney,” the bartender
repeated.

The redheaded man stood and looked
down at David. He leaned in close. David tried not to
react.

“OK. I’m going to the hills now and
I’m going to go set it free now.” Rodney sounded like a spoiled
child. “I don’t care why you came here. It’s OK. Bye.”

Amy looked defeated and sad. Her
eyes didn’t look up from the floor. He felt like he should say
something, but he had nothing to say. She led Rodney across the
roadhouse and out the broken door. The room relaxed.

The motel owner returned to his
seat. David looked toward the men at the end of the bar, hoping for
some sort of explanation or insight. They stared back
apologetically.

“Don’t mind him,” the man in red
flannel said. “Rodney. He’s kinda messed up.”

David felt a bit relieved, but
those words Rodney said stayed with him. The beast? Time to release
him? “He had to be referring to something,” he thought.

“What was the legend he was talking
about?” David asked.

The men looked down at their beers
and at each other. They said nothing.

“What is Montagne? Is that like Big
Foot?” David asked.

“Yeah. It’s like Big Foot,” the
motel owner assured him from his table.

David examined the piece of paper
in front of him.

Next to the drawing of the man and
the cylinder was a long line that was intersected by some shorter
lines. Like a river. There were six separate boxes clustered at the
bottom. It looked familiar to him. It was a map.

He held the paper up and turned
toward the man in flannel. “Is this a map? Is this where Big Foot
is?”

The bartender dropped a glass. The
noise was deafening. David looked up and saw the bartender looking
at him.

“Give me that,” the bartender
demanded.

David pulled the paper close to his
chest. “No. What is this?”

The people in the roadhouse rested
a heavy, unforgiving stare on him.

“It’s not something we really like
to talk about,” the bartender said.

David quickly stuffed the paper
back in his pocket. There was no more discussion. David quietly
finished his drink and left some cash on the bar. He walked to the
door. As he left his eyes met the sheriff’s.

“I don’t want any trouble out of
you. Understood?”

David nodded and left through the
broken door.

The rain filled the air with a
constant serene rumble. There were no cars on the two-lane highway.
No other sound. Just the rain. Everything was gray and
green.

He walked next door to the gas
& grocery. It was unusually warm inside. The man at the counter
was wearing a worn T-shirt. His face was thin and weathered. He
blinked and smiled a silent greeting. David grabbed a six-pack of
beer and a bag of chips. The price tags had all been affixed
directly to the packaging with a price gun. He looked over the
aisles for anything that he may have missed and made his way to the
cash register.

The fellow punched the numbers into
the register.

“That’ll be $7.98,” he
said.

David handed the man his debit
card. The man looked it over.

“Do you have some I.D.,
David?”

David handed him his driver’s
license. The man at the counter gave it a once over and handed it
back. David watched the man swipe the card and key in the
price.

“Hey,” David said, “what do you
know about this monster in the woods?”

The store keeper raised his
eyebrows without looking up from the credit card
machine.

“Oh?” he said.

“Yeah, they were talking about
something called Montagne?”

“Oh, there’s all kinds of stories
about these old woods,” the shop keeper said.

“Rodney was going on and on about
something out there,” David said.

The shop keeper looked up with an
expression of disbelief on his worn face.

“I wouldn’t pay him no mind if I
were you,” he said.

David put his card back in his
wallet, grabbed his groceries and walked out into the
rain.

All the buildings were on the north
side of the road except for the sheriff’s office.

The gas & grocery was separated
from the roadhouse by a small auto shop that sat back from the road
several yards. It was closed today. There were tall stacks of tires
along one side of the building. An old muffler that had been
converted into a mailbox sat on the side of the highway. It was
worn and heavy with rust. Just beyond the roadhouse was the
motel.

The motel door used a traditional
key. The room was small and typical. A bed, a TV, and a dresser. A
small closet was behind one door and a bathroom behind the
other.

David dried himself off, sat on the
bed and opened the bag of chips. He pulled the piece of paper that
Rodney gave him from his pocket. He studied the lines and boxes.
They were arranged like the buildings along the highway. A few
lines meandered away from the highway. There were a few other
symbols. The short hand of a mad man.

“Tomorrow, if the weather is good
I’ll go exploring,” he thought.


 Thursday

The sky was gray and featureless.
It was bright. The rain had diminished to an occasional sprinkle.
He stood outside his motel room and took in the brisk forest air.
The woods covered the hills on either side of the road. The trees
towered above him. It made the highway seem unusually narrow and
claustrophobic.

“Road is still closed!”

David turned around and saw the
bearded motel-owner standing in the doorway of the office. The heat
from his coffee mug wafted small puffs of steam into the
air.

“Road is still closed! Sheriff said
he might get another update from the Staties around
noon!”

David waved and nodded. The motel
owner closed and locked the office door with his free
hand.

“You going over to the roadhouse
for some breakfast?” the motel owner asked.

“I think I might go for a walk,”
David replied.

The motel owner looked
disappointed.

“Don’t go getting yourself into
trouble,” he said. “The hills are pretty waterlogged yet.
Landslides. No one can get in there if you need
rescuing.”

“Alright, thanks,” David smiled and
nodded.

“They’ve got white veal sausage at
the roadhouse,” the motel own said.

“I’m good. Thanks,” David
replied.

The motel owner rolled his eyes and
hobbled toward the roadhouse.

It looked as though everyone was
going to spend their day staring at the TV again. A steady plume of
smoke rose from the vent on top of the roadhouse. The camper, the
delivery truck, and a few other vehicles still cluttered the small
parking lot. The man in the red-flannel jacket and the bald fellow
in the brown-corduroy jacket stood out front smoking cigarettes and
surveying the vacant highway. Everything else was quiet and still.
The sheriff’s office sat directly across the street from the motel.
The sheriff’s dark blue Chevy Blazer was parked out
front.

David had studied the map that
Rodney had scrawled on the piece of paper. The closest marked trail
was at the west end of town. He thought that might be interesting
to explore.

He walked east along the gravel
shoulder of the highway. There was a bed & breakfast that sat
fifty yards from the motel. It looked like an old house except for
the large, hand-painted wooden sign in front of it—Cedar Wood Bed
& Breakfast. It was an impressively sized building. It wasn’t
as large as the motel, but it was far larger than any other home in
the area.

Beyond the bed & breakfast
there was only the road and trees. He carefully watched for any
indication of a trailhead as he walked.

The forest seemed endless. It went
on from the road as far as he could see—probably farther. Trees on
top of trees. It was as it had always been. He imagined all the
animals that lived in its depths looking back at him, and he
thought of the explorers who came through this area decades ago. It
probably looked very much like it does today.

Instead of a trail he found what
looked like a service road. It was dirt and wide enough for a
vehicle. It had two ruts where wheels had gone many times before.
The road descended gently and then ran parallel to the highway.
Occasionally the ruts would turn into puddles. The road veered ever
so slightly into the forest. He quickly felt the crush of isolation
cover him. He felt very alone even though the town was less than a
half mile away.
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