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August 1997
I glared at the royal blue 1960s era Mustang convertible currently serving as a loaner from one Mr. Zacharias Lorens. The left tire on the passenger side was pancake-no-air-at-all flat. A fact unchanged in the ten minutes I’d been alternately eyeing and kicking the stinking thing. 

The parking lot was nearly deserted. A lone Jeep appearing left over from World War Two (or possible One) sat serenely in an empty row about fifty yards from the Mustang. I glanced back at the theatre. The lights were out. The doors were securely closed and fastened. I should know. I’d carefully locked them myself. Zach had explained I didn’t need a key since they locked from the inside. I’d even double-checked those doors before I left. After cheerfully explaining how the locks worked, Zach had taken off in his spanking new red Jaguar with its air-filled tires, waving at his overworked and currently terrified choreographer as she lugged music, tapes, notebooks, shoes and water bottle off the stage. It was now nearly midnight.

I glared at the music, tape, notebooks, shoes and water bottle tumbling out of my purple dance bag. I’d thrown it to the ground in disgust once I discovered the deflated tire. My feet hurt from hours of rehearsing. My head hurt on principle. I had no key to the theatre. The new, expensive cell phone I’d purchased last week had mysteriously lost all battery function sometime around nine this evening. 

At least it was nice out … warm, but not sticky from excess humidity. There was even decent light cast from the not-quite-full moon. I was probably safe from mechanically challenged prepubescent carjackers who’d be ill inclined to change the tire before stealing the vehicle. Then I remembered there were other predators in Texarkana, who’d recently surfaced and were far scarier than joy-riding teens, roaming the night. Jelly-quivering-sweat began gathering in all places on my body where sweat gathers. 

I squinted toward the Jeep. I could swear there were two or three human-shaped shadows next to it.

Not good. I was about to be jumped. If all they wanted was the car, fine. They could take it. Zach was insured. Then again, the car had a flat so it would be difficult to drive and these thugs would get pissed and probably take it out on me. I had no money in my bag. I doubted whether South Pacific’s vocal score, my jazz and character shoes, and a two-day old peanut butter sandwich would satisfy blood lust. I squinted again. Nothing. I tried to breathe normally, telling myself it must have been plastic bags or something equally inane moving in the nonexistent breeze. Delusional. I was fast becoming delusional.

“Problems?”

I let loose a scream to split the night. 

A hand touched my shoulder.

“Oh, my God! I’m so sorry. Are you Sybil MacKenzie?  I’m Johnny Chandler.”

“Johnny Chandler. Who…? Oh wait, I’ve heard your name. You’re playing Cable, right?”  

“Yep.”

Cute. Very cute. He was a couple of inches taller than I, with reddish-brown hair, honest-to-God freckles, and eyes the color of the fake jade ring I’d bought at a flea market in Boston two months ago. His hair was cut Marine short for South Pacific. On him it looked good.  His age could have been anywhere between barely past jailbait and twenty-something. Legal…but possibly not the best idea for someone the wrong side of forty.

Don’t even go there, Mac. You cannot fall in love at first sight with someone this young. Even if you feel as if you’d known him all your life.
I pushed away my inner musings and nodded. “Yeah, I’m Mackenzie. I mean that’s my last name. Sybil is my first but Zach has never used it as far as I can recall because he says that sounds like a very old witch or a howling schizophrenic. Normally he calls me Mac.” I was rambling. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re still here. I thought some maniac was getting ready to pounce.”

“I’m truly sorry I scared you. I had to sing at a wedding tonight, but I left some stuff at the theatre so came back. Been hanging out in the scene shop with Ethan.” He smiled. “He said I can help redesign the pink plastic set the ditsy duo of Sheri and Tiff came up with when Tony left. Sadly, he’s letting Bloody Mary’s hut stand as is. Pink birdies are still attached to everything. Ethan’s a nice guy and doesn’t want to hurt feelings. I wouldn’t be as kind, but then, I’m not in charge.”

My mind had returned to my first worry. “Um, were you just standing by the Jeep? Looked like there was somebody with you?”

He looked puzzled. “No. I only got outside a second ago.”

“Oh. I thought I saw a couple of people . . . “my voice trailed off. “I must have imagined them since I was hoping I wasn’t the only person stuck here.  I guess I can thank Sheri and Tiff for scaring me with stories of serial killers every time I enter the theatre.”

I explained I was stranded because of a lousy tire. Johnny plopped onto the ground and discovered what I’d discovered only fifteen minutes earlier.

“So?” I asked, “Verdict? Definitely flat?”

“Yep. Toast. Dead, kaput, deceased and totally out of air.” His grin flashed white under the soft moon. “And you’re completely clueless about how to change one. Right?”

I pouted as nicely as I could before responding,“‘Yes’, says Mac, ‘with great understatement.’ Mind you, I have extensive knowledge concerning which accoutrements enliven classic vehicles-custom rims and amount of ‘horsies’ and fuel-injection engines and all that jazz. When it comes to fixing these suckers?  Nada. Back when I drove all the time, my normal modus operandi for an emergency would be to stand in the road, wave my arms around and try to look cute and helpless. Works like the proverbial charm. Truckers adore women who ignore their feminist philosophies in those situations. I never once had to resort to being towed or(shudder(reading instructions from a car manual. Honestly? I’m not sure where the car manual is in the Mustang or even if there is one. Zach may have thrown it away thinking it wasn’t macho to keep it.”  I smiled. “Wanna play mechanic?”

He chuckled. “Sure. All guys love being heroes to gorgeous heroines.” He paused. “Wait a sec. You said used to drive a lot. Why not now?”

I was reeling a bit from the “G” word apparently referring to me but I quickly said, “I went to college in Texas so needed a car ages ago, but I live in Boston now. I take the Metro everywhere.”

He nodded. “Got it. Hey, do you know if there’s a jack in this puppy? Perhaps a spare if the gods are kind? Do you know what I’m referring to? Cool car, by the way.”

“I have no idea. About the jack, although yes, I am aware of the existence of them. Since something tells me Zach is probably unaware, I would have to assume(nope.”

I handed the trunk keys to Johnny, who efficiently found the jack and tire iron sitting snugly in the trunk along with…yay, Zach… a spare. He set to work on the flat but stopped mid-wrench pulling a lug nut and ran off toward the Jeep. 

I yelled after him. “What are you doing?  Fleeing from the pitiful, useless, mechanically-challenged female while you can?”

He shouted, “I’m gonna start the engine so I can turn the Jeep around and use the headlights to fix your car. Moonlight’s lovely and romantic but I can’t aim it directly at the tire. I’m also cranking the volume on my radio. Major matter of importance(one might even say vital(for this type of endeavor.”

He steered the Jeep over to where I stood. The big band station out of Dallas began filling the air with the old Nineteen-Forties Glenn Miller standard, In the Mood.
Johnny jumped out of the Jeep and solemnly informed me, “Can’t work on a car without music. It’s a law.” He winked. “Or maybe it’s a guy thing? Whichever. I only know the tire would instantly go flat again without a tune or two.”

I agreed. “Where’d you get this baby? It’s neat. Looks like something from very old Army surplus.”

“Precisely. Fort Hood was auctioning off some of their more antique-y military issue vehicles not long ago. Reliable. Sturdy. And surprisingly comfortable. But puny gas mileage.”

“At this point I’d settle for a military issue tank getting maybe a whopping three miles to the gallon. The tires would never lose air and I’d feel much safer driving on I-30 in an armored vehicle.”

Johnny frowned. “With what happened earlier this month, a full tank is a good option, not only on I-30, but everywhere for getting away from nighttime monsters and moonlight phantoms.”

I swayed. Johnny quickly caught me before I landed on the concrete.

“Don’t faint on me! What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. It’s … when you mentioned monsters and phantoms I flashed onto what the couple who were attacked went through. Made me queasy. I could almost see them sitting in a car with some maniac forcing them to drive off by holding a gun on them. It’s been giving me nightmares, especially . . .”

“Especially?”

“Oh, something that happened ages ago but still haunts me.”

Johnny hadn’t released me from his arms and I hadn’t fought to leave them. He probably thought I was a total wimp. He was right.

Johnny said, “It’s okay. Easy to have nightmares when innocent kids are being assaulted, shot, and nearly killed.  And you’re a sympathetic soul, Ms. Sybil MacKenzie.”

I looked into his eyes and thought . . . “He's a kid.” I slowly pushed away until I could stand on my own again. “Call me Mac. Please. It is awful though. I mean. The attack. Why would someone deliberately go out and shoot someone they don’t even know?” 

Johnny’s voice hardened. “This time he’s not going to get away with it.”

“What do you mean? This time?  Has this happened before? What did Zach not tell me?”

“What? Sorry. I don’t think so. Actually, I don’t know where that came from. Sheer blazing anger at this creep, I guess.”

I shivered. “Um, this may sound dumb, but would you take a quick look around the parking lot? I really could swear I saw someone(or several someones(earlier.”

Johnny did more than just glance. He took a good two minutes to carefully survey every inch of the lot and beyond.

“It’s okay. You may have been a bit spooked thinking you were alone. Of course, it doesn’t help the only news in Texarkana lately has been about those kids getting attacked. And what the hell happened to Zach’s patrol group? You shouldn’t be here by yourself. But, believe me, I’ve got great night vision so if I don’t see something(it’s not there.”

He ducked back down by the dead tire.

I nodded. “Hope so. Hey, can we change topics before I start crying or fainting on you?”

“Urgh.”

I took that as a yes. “Tell me what happened with the theatre before Zach lured me down here. I got one story from dear Mr. Lorens, but would love to hear the real dirt. You’re playing Cable?  What happened to the original guy…or do you know?”

 “Left before either Dennis Montclair and Tony Whatever high-tailed to wherever. I’m in the same spot you are(playing catch-up.” A pause. “Personally, I thought Dennis kind of sucked as a choreographer. He was pushing moves on people they really weren’t capable of doing. Like flying lifts. As though a bunch of Seabees out in the South Pacific would be tossing nurses into the air and catching them in between constructing boat parts? I know this is a musical, but jeez. A little reality, please.”

I felt woozy again. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, opened them and blinked. Johnny had gotten up from under the Mustang and was staring at me with a very concerned expression on his face. 

“You sure you’re okay? Did you eat today?”

“I did. Could probably stand to eat again though.” I smiled. “Always. Should be a sandwich in my dance bag. Usually more than one.”

I leaned down, reached into my bag, and pulled out two loaded heroes, two apples, two bananas, two large bags of chips and five double-fudge-chunk cookies. Plus, the two-day old peanut butter sandwich. 

Johnny’s eyebrows shot up. “Were you planning to eat all that yourself?”

“What? Oh. Well, I could. I mean, I dance all day and I have what has been politely termed as a healthy appetite. However, I may have over packed a teensy bit, so if you’re hungry grab what you’d like. Don’t want Lt. Cable fading out on me before my tire gets fixed.”

We munched. He motioned toward my T-shirt with the red letters over white shining under the full moon. “Where’d you find the cool quote? ‘Be Yourself, No Matter What They Say.’ It’s great.”

“I can’t claim the credit. It’s Sting’s.”

“Sting?”

“You know. Started out with The Police then went out on his own?  In the Eighties?”

“He was a policeman? I’m confused.”

“Where the heck were you raised, Chandler? Everyone knows Sting.  Anyway, the line is from An Englishman in New York. I love the song but almost love the quote better. I do pat myself on the back for being smart enough to put the slogan on cotton.”

“I must agree even if I have to admit I never heard of Mr. Sting. I really like the sentiment expressed since I’m a firm believer in being true to one’s self.”

I wondered if he was also a firm believer in knocking taboos. Like age. Young. He was young. I had to repeat this mantra in my head before those intense, shamrock-green eyes peering into mine robbed me of my senses. Words burst out of me before I could hold them back. “How old are you?”

Before he had a chance to answer, a cherry-red car came tearing through the parking lot, the driver did a few “donut” spins, then raced out again. 

“Oh-kay. What just happened?” I asked.

“Kids,” Johnny answered. “Before the attack last month, this place was Make-out Central. I guess some of ‘em still haven’t figured out it might not be the best area for the activity.” He grinned. “Damned romantic, though.”

Visions of a spot of “making out” with Johnny Chandler raced through my head. I quickly crammed a bite of my sandwich into my mouth, then mumbled, “So, what about the South Pacific?  Not the show. The real deal. You said you researched?”

Johnny nodded. “Easter Island during World War Two. I was going to give Montclair history lessons and try to add some authenticity to some of those scenes. He wasn’t interested. Too busy cramming as many folks as he could onstage for Honey Bun. Could have given one royal leap about the layout of a Navy camp.”

“And we’re talkin’…how many? In Honey Bun, I mean?”

“Last count(fifty-two. He planned on using the DeBeque kids, Bloody Mary when we got one, and the guys playing officers. Even me. How bonzo-bonkers can things get? Joe Cable is supposedly in the infirmary during that point of the show. Rumor had it Dennis was about to draft the lighting crew.”

“Ouch. Maybe that’s why the techies stay up on the catwalk pretending to be invisible.”

He chuckled. “I’ll bet they’d be thrilled to join in since you’re now the choreographer.”

I blushed and quickly asked, “What else?  Outside of Honey Bun, I mean. Other show disasters before my arrival?”

“About six actors left the show without a how-dee-do.  I got coerced into playing Cable when I popped in to ask if help was needed with sets back when Dennis and Tony were still here. Talk about desperate. I’m primarily a techie.  Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy performing and I love the role. I did not love Montclair’s concept of Joe Cable as Fred Astaire. Did I mention flying lifts? I shall again … for sheer emphasis. I kept waiting for him to have Liat come sailing at me across stage and I’d be forced to hoist her over my head and spin while I sang Younger than Springtime. Pardon me while I gag.”

“Hmm. It’s a concept. The hoist and spin. Maybe I should rethink a few numbers?” I teased. 

He grinned. “For you, Mac, I’d gladly lift the entire chorus of nurses.”  

His grin illuminated the entire parking lot. My breath caught. Perhaps avoidance of getting into anything personal with Johnny Chandler might be a plan if I were to survive the next months of this show(or the next few minutes.

