The Cold Dark Highway    by    Kjelden Cundiff


Chapter 2

     Eighteen years after the Minnesota Twins collected that unlikely victory in the 1965 World Series a snowstorm was taking shape over the greater part of Eastern South Dakota.  It was just before eleven o'clock as snow danced over the top of the road in a loose and hypnotic motion.  It was November 17th, 1983.  The highway like the night itself was pitch black and bitterly cold. 

     Winter storm advisories interrupted regularly scheduled television programming all afternoon but for now only fluffy white snowflakes fluttered harmlessly through the air.   

     In the hours of darkness the highways and back roads of South Dakota are very quiet.  During this type of weather the roads are nearly void of all traffic.  When the skies turn dark and the winds begin to howl out of the northwest, families stay close to their homes.  

     The combination of the wind, the snow and the wide-open spaces can be blinding to a person driving in these parts, much like a fog that hovers over a winding coastal highway.  As the snow mixes with the wind the result is what people in this part of the country refer to as a whiteout.                  

     Driving in a whiteout is a treacherous guessing game.  The danger lies not in what can be seen but rather in what cannot be perceived.  The reaction to avoid a car that has spun out on the road or to a curve that one had not expected will likely leave one’s car sliding, swerving and then abruptly smashing into some inanimate object. 

The citizens in this region are a kind and gentle group of people.  It is their nature to help someone who is stranded.  A good deed as a child is greeted warmly by that youngster's parents and is a tremendous source of pride for them.  Families discuss such gestures while eating dinner together around large wooden tables that are decorated with home cooked meals.  

     If you see someone stranded alongside of the road while you are driving you stop and offer them assistance.  After all, out here everyone knows everybody else.  There are no strangers in the rural towns of South Dakota; there are only neighbors and friends.  The Golden Rule reigns supreme, “do unto others as you would have them do unto you”; it’s bantered about during Sunday brunch conversations and is posted on school placards inside of the classrooms.

     On this particular night the traffic was sparse because of the poor visibility, the impending blizzard and the subfreezing temperatures that were forecasted for most of the state.  

     T-bird, sat inside of his van parked just off of a county road intersection but still within binocular view of a gas station some three hundred feet away.  He was comfortable inside of his white Ford cargo van.  The van's heavy steal exterior kept the cold bursts of air from reaching his body.  He dressed in layers of clothing and tucked his blue jeans inside of a pair of brown leather boots.  By insulating himself from the weather outside T-bird was able to avoid running the van’s engine.  He knew that an idling motor would draw unwanted attention from the white plumes of exhaust that would inevitably be spewed from the tailpipe and then sent skyward through the chilly winter air.   

     Time moved slowly on this evening leaving T-bird's cruel imagination ample room to wander.  He was not the type of person someone would describe as nervous and he certainly was not fearful but he was beginning to grow a bit anxious as the minutes passed with scarcely a car crossing his path.

     This was expected though.  T-bird had been in this position before and he knew that patience was essential if he were to remain transparent.  He was like any skilled predator lying in wait, surveying the terrain and tensing his muscles only when the moment to strike was imminent.  

     His hunting habits were similar in many ways to the lions that populate the wilds of South Africa.  He was an opportunist that utilized the landscape, time of day and the element of surprise.  The lions of South Africa kill only enough prey to sustain themselves.  Once their appetite has been satisfied they will not hunt again until the hunger pangs intensify to the point that they know they can wait no longer. 

     T-bird used the environmental conditions to his advantage. He was able to wait for months between kills.  He preferred to quench his thirst in the winter season but if the urge overwhelmed him he found himself adapting to the warm weather and tracking his prey under the pounding rain of a balmy thunderstorm.  

     He kept his watch on the stretch of road that angled to the right of his van and specifically on a hill where the highway fed vulnerable cars toward the service station that sat diagonally across the blacktopped highway from where he was positioned.  

     He wore a pair of night vision binoculars suspended over his chest.  They were strung together by a thick and weathered leather strap that worked as a necklace.  The binoculars were tied to it and hung like a large dangling charm.

     T-bird curled his fingers into a fist and blew gently through the circle that his thumb formed with his palm.  As he forced the air through his rounded fingers he spoke to himself in a soft and soothing voice.  He used short phrases that were meant to calm and reassure.  The self-talk was a dialogue of phrases such as; "be patient” and “just a little while longer”.  

     It was dark and quiet inside of his vehicle.  T-bird’s van was concealed beneath the steady stream of falling snowflakes that continued to rain down on this freezing winter night. The white exterior of the van worked as a camouflage much like the fur of a wild rabbit that blends into the canvas of a snow covered pasture. 

     The sounds of the countryside were as infrequent as the traffic was on this night.  Silence filled the blackness except for the occasional howl of the wind as it swept across the plains.       

     Finally after what felt like an eternity the stillness of the evening was disrupted by two white beams of light that shone from the headlights of an approaching car.  They illuminated the road as they crossed over the distant hilltop of the unoccupied highway.  

     His heart began to beat faster as the vehicle drove nearer to where he was hidden.  The beams of light from the headlights grew in size with each passing second.   Finally the car gently coasted to a stop and parked alongside of the gas pumps that stood frozen under the canopy of the service station.

     T-bird reached below his chin and lifted the binoculars upward.  Without breaking sight of the car he pressed them against the bony ridge of his forehead that framed his eager eyes.  The automobile that parked sat squarely in view of the lens of the binoculars.  They brought the unsuspecting driver of the car within striking distance of the hidden stalker.  

     The driver’s side door of the sedan swung open and T-bird’s blood pumped more rapidly than it had a moment earlier. Somewhere under the sweat stained thermal undershirt that covered his chest his heart began to pound with excitement.  The undershirt was the first of three layers of clothing that kept the chill of the winter air off of his pale skin on this frigid night.

     His heart soon had reason to palpitate at an even swifter rate as his eyes were treated to the vision of hundreds of long blonde strands of hair being blown from the crown of a slender coed’s scalp. 

     The thin wisps of blonde hair were tossed around flimsily in the wind as it gusted and fell over and over again. Her gloved hand cinched up the front of her jacket as she pushed the car door closed and raced carefully on the increasingly slippery cement parking lot towards the doorway of the gas station. 

     T-bird chuckled under his breath as he brought the backside of the women’s jacket into view of his binoculars.  He read the letters aloud to himself, “U.S.D.”

     T-bird couldn’t have dreamed up a better scenario than the one that was unfolding in front of him.  The driver of the car was a young blonde female traveling alone.  He was very familiar with the letters on her jacket.  They were commonplace in this part of the state.  The University of South Dakota was less than fifty miles away from where his van was parked so discretely.  

     The direction that the young woman was traveling along with the letters on her jacket told T-bird all he needed to know about his potential victim.  He silently constructed a profile of the girl inside his mind. She was probably an underclassman racing to beat the worst of the storm that was forecasted.  She was the responsible type who left early so she could get back to school before classes resumed on Monday.  

     He watched her as she held a friendly conversation with the cashier inside the gas station.  The two women were no doubt familiar with each other he surmised as they bantered back and forth in a flurry of words and hand gestures. This was most likely a common stopping place for the student as she traveled between her home and the university town of Vermillion. 

     T-bird was quite skilled at accurately deciphering the meaning of the gestures and actions that others made.  These unconscious movements each held a purpose.  He collected the gestures one by one and placed them in order until his observations added color and personality to what would otherwise be a one dimensional picture. 

     The girl peeled a tight black leather glove off of her left hand, reached into her front pocket and pulled out a wrinkled ten dollar bill.  She handed it to the lady behind the counter as they continued to converse.  

     T-bird’s binoculars were military grade.  He kept them from when he was enlisted.  That particular pair of field glasses had traveled over the same terrain as T-bird and were instrumental in him performing his duties as a soldier. 

     The ten dollar bill that the young girl held had been folded in half inside of her father’s wallet earlier in the day.  That father had big dreams for his daughter.  He plucked the wallet from the back pocket of his tar stained blue jeans. It was hard earned money, the product of blisters and sweat. The proud parent smiled and placed the money into the palm of his princesses’ outstretched hand.  Once the money had transferred from the father’s fingers to his daughters it was slipped into the taut front pocket of her blue jeans.  The gracious daughter beamed with delight as she thanked her dad with an enormous hug and a kiss.

     Daddy’s pride and joy was being unknowingly sent into a deadly and invisible trap as she stopped to top off the gas tank of her car on the way out of town.  

     T-bird knew that the road he was parked along was heavily traveled by students.  Like any good predator he was familiar with the territory that he hunted and the habits of his prey.  Armed with his knowledge of the people who traveled the area he positioned himself where he would have the best chance of feeding the craving that had been gnawing at his guts for over a week now.

     The perky traveler emerged from the inside of the gas station and pushed her thin body into the wind once again as she made her way back to the gas pumps.  She lifted the handle of the nozzle and began pumping fuel into the gas tank of her car. 

     T-bird watched and waited as the white numbers of the gas pump spun forward rapidly growing closer and closer to the ten dollar mark.  When the last drop of gas had been pumped into her car she pulled the nozzle out and placed it back on the frozen metal bracket she had removed it from two minutes earlier.  She raced around to the other side of her car and opened the driver’s side door.  She was quickly back inside of her car, shielded from the wintery weather but not guarded from the evil thoughts of the marauder who was watching her every move with a sick curiosity.  

     Milky white exhaust began flowing from the tailpipe of her car.  Inside of the vehicle and out of T-bird’s view she picked through a box of cassette tapes finding the perfect companion for her snow filled journey.

     T-bird quickly started the van’s engine and drove down a skinny dirt packed road that led to the dark frozen highway.  His vehicle was out of the view of the cashier or anyone else in the vicinity of the gas station.  The red taillights of his vehicle disappeared into the darkness of the night like the fading glow of a shooting star.  

     The coed pressed a cassette tape into her car stereo and soon its interior was filled with the sounds of a singer new to the pop scene of 1983.  It was another young blonde girl, her name was Madonna.  While the future pop diva was just starting her flamboyant musical career the girl inside of the car was about to start her journey back to school for the very last time.  

