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WELCOME TO LAZARUS

CHAPTER ONE

LORD!

Bob ran a finger around his collar and loosened his tie, watching the road signs along the freeway. The heat and the air conditioner seemed to be fighting it out, and the air conditioner was losing. He questioned his sanity for driving when he could have been sitting in an air-conditioned bus.

He had been freelancing, writing articles and anything else he could pick up in the way of work, when the chance at a job in Little Rock offered him enough permanence, if not money, to entice him into the unpredictable Arkansas weather.

There should be a better word for this than hot! This humidity is something else! He wiped his face with a handkerchief, catching sight of a distant road sign.

At least, having no one to notify and not much in the way of possessions, all I've got to do is get there, if this antique of mine will make it.

He smiled to himself, Have heap, will leap!

The sign turned out to be a state line marker and the exit sign just beyond promised fuel and food in a couple of miles.

I'm in Arkansas now, thank goodness for that next exit. I'm ready for a drink of damn near anything, as long as it's got plenty of ice in it.

He pulled into the right lane to exit and frowned, sucking in his breath. Wisps of smoke appeared, coming up over the hood of the car.

That looks like trouble. There's fuel at this next exit, maybe my luck will hold long enough to find a mechanic who knows what he's doing and not trying to make enough to retire on every deal.

The sign as he left the freeway read, Welcome to Lazarus.

Just beyond was a group of buildings. A neat and efficient looking post office nestled among large, old looking trees, a Dairy Delight centered in a big parking lot, and at a little distance up a hill, he saw the promised service station.

Eyeing the wisps of smoke he pulled into the Dairy Delight lot. He stood beside the car holding the door open, hoping the stop and cooling off would help whatever might be wrong.

As if anything could cool off in this heat, I feel like I'm done medium well, myself!

He rolled down the window and slammed the door. He pulled at the back of his shirt, which was already beginning to stick to him and headed for the Dairy Delight's service window.

A teenaged girl saw him and slid open the window. "Yes, sir?

Bob pointed, "Give me a biggee cola like that picture. Better make that two, a double burger, no fries." 

The heat wrapped around him again when the window closed, but he felt better for the brief respite and didn't see any more smoke coming from the car. He turned at the sound of the window opening again.

"That will be four dollars and twenty cents, sir."

Bob hunted for change, then peered inside as he handed the girl his money. 

"Is there any place at all to sit in there," he asked hopefully.

"No, sir, I'm sorry. There's a couple of tables at the side of the building, and some benches across the street." The last was said as if she had memorized it.

"Okay, thanks."

The girl went through a door inside and Bob regarded the two concrete tables in the hot sun. 

Probably raise blisters on your backside. He cringed at the thought, turning away. 

The benches in front of the post office were in deep shade from the ancient looking trees. With the sack in one hand and one of his drinks in the other, Bob started across the street.

All the benches were occupied. He walked slowly, hoping someone would decide to get up and leave him one to himself. No one did.

Not having any choice, he approached the sole occupant of the shaded bench nearest him and stood looking down, feeling like an intruder.

"Mind if I sit here?"

"Nope, suit yourself."

Bob studied the man from the corner of his eye. He appeared to be about fifty-five or perhaps closer to sixty, was wearing sturdy boots in spite of the heat, and bib overalls which had faded to one of the blue shades in the sports shirt he was wearing.

Downing about a third of his drink, Bob managed a tentative smile and stuck out his hand. 

"Bob Smith," he introduced himself. "Is it always this hot in Arkansas?"

The man shook hands, smile wrinkles deepening in the weathered face. "No, sometimes it's hotter. My name's Dale Carpenter. You visitin' kin hereabouts?"

"No," Bob unwrapped his sandwich as he answered. "I'm on my way to Little Rock. Going to take a reporting job on a newspaper there."

"Oh," His voice dropped a little. "Reporting job," his voice trailed off.

Bob wondered if he'd heard a little disappointment in the reaction to his only passing through, but put it down to wishful thinking.

With a little less drawl, his voice sounds like dad's. He looks like the uncle I might have had if I weren't the only child of only children. Now who's doing the wishful thinking? He wondered briefly if one could adopt family other than children, like perhaps an uncle, if you found one who seemed compatible?

A slight breeze rustled the leaves above them. Paper dry, the sound added to the deep shade's illusion of coolness.

As they talked, their conversation was punctuated by several local people passing by. Two of them wished Dale Carpenter a happy birthday.

His natural curiosity prompted Bob to ask, "This your birthday? Today?"

Dale looked away, "Yep."

Amused at the short answer, Bob prodded, "How old are you? Or shouldn't I ask?"

Still looking away as if making up his mind about something, Dale finally confided, "I'm a hundred and twenty-eight."

Bob smothered a snicker. "Not telling, huh?"

"Just did," was the curt reply, "Ain't no secret."

"Oh, come on, how old?"

Dale Carpenter was not amused. "A hundred and twenty-eight."

"Yeah?" Bob's expression was as scornful and skeptical as his voice, "Quick, what year were you born?"

"Eighteen sixty-seven," came without hesitation.

Bob did a little mental arithmetic as Dale continued, not as irritated, but still studying the dusty street.

"June it was. Maw was glad to have Paw back from the war with all his arms and legs, and have a couple of good crops behind them. I reckon that's why I got my invite to join the human race."

"The war," Bob echoed cautiously.

"Yes, the war." He treated Bob to a glimpse of impatience before his eyes returned to the road. "The war between the states, the one you yankees call the civil war. Humpf! Ain't nothin' civil about a war!" 

"Yeah, you're right about that," Bob was carefully neutral. "I don't know if I'd qualify for yankee or not, being from St. Louis, but I sure can't argue with that. Nothing civil about a war."

Having carefully agreed with the obvious, he busily gathered up the scraps from his meal and crammed them into the sack to throw away.

He turned around at the trash can, "Well, have a good birthday."

"Thanks." Dale hesitated, giving him an oddly speculative look as if he wanted to say something else. He didn't. Turning to leave too, he added only, "Hope the reportin' job turns out good."

When he reached his car, Bob looked back at the empty bench as he closed the door. 

Takes all kinds to people a planet, I guess. He's got some kind of hang-up about his age, that's for sure.

He felt better after his lunch and the refreshing rest in the shade. He smiled to himself, remembering Dale sitting there with his thumbs hooked under the straps of his overalls. He's a better straight faced con artist than I am when I'm working on a story. Must be a heck of a poker player! 

He chuckled to himself as he turned the key. His joy was short lived, the car wouldn't start. Several more tries resulted in only an ominous silence. There wasn't any more smoke, but the car was deader than last week's news.

Bob got out and stood looking at the uncooperative heap.

Great! Just great! And I don't see anything as helpful as a phone anywhere around here.

His eyes searched the Dairy delight lot as well as the area in front of the post office. He pictured himself being towed ignominiously into Little Rock. Some grand entrance! As if I could afford a tow that far!

He slammed the door with the thought that it was all that still worked, and started back toward the Dairy Delight's service window.

There was no one in sight inside. Bob knocked loudly on the glass window. "Miss? Miss?"

The girl hurried through the door from the back room. "Sorry, sir. I didn't hear a car, didn't know you were here."

"There was nothing to hear." Bob kept the sarcasm out of his voice. It wasn't her fault the car wouldn't start.

"Do you have a phone I can use, and is there a repair shop around here that you can recommend?"

"No," the answer was apologetic. "There's a coin phone around the back, but it's broke. Best mechanic around here is at that station up the hill there," she gestured.

"He's good, is he?" Bob was doubtful, she didn't look old enough to drive, to him, but she did seem sympathetic.

He tried to explain. "I don't know what's wrong with my car, has this guy been in business long? What I mean is, I need someone who knows what he's doing, who's got enough experience to find out what the trouble is and get it fixed."

"He's been up there as long as I can remember," was accompanied by a reassuring smile. "And he must be good, because everybody around here takes their cars to him when something needs to be fixed. That's where my daddy takes his truck when he needs help," she added by way of encouragement.

"That sounds pretty good to me, he must be good if he's got his neighbors' confidence." He grinned at her and raised his eyebrows, "Your daddy's truck still running?"

"Yes," she grinned back, "Runs good."

"Okay, I'll go and talk to him."

He turned and heard the window close behind him. With a last look at his car, he cut across the lot and started up the hill remembering when he'd made the decision to move.

*** 

Bob had stood in front of the weathered exterior of the old and respected newspaper's building. The sturdy facade looked as tough as the profession it housed. He glanced at the sign beside the door as he entered and went up the stairs to the editor's office. 

The door was open and the editor was alone. Bob knocked on the door's facing, hoping he'd have better luck talking face to face than a phone call would afford him.

The editor, a balding man in shirt sleeves, beckoned him in.

"I was in the area and thought I'd check with you," Bob began, ignoring the tight feeling in his chest.

The editor shook his head, his expression dour. "We've hit a dry spell newswise," he smiled slightly. "The help, even clerical, is bored enough to drink that bad coffee in the breakroom, to give you an idea."

"Yeah, that's desperate, all right," Bob's smile didn't quite make it. "You mean there's nothing at all?"

"Nothing means nothing. Not even a storm anywhere. My top reporter is training the cub I lost my mind and hired in one of my optimistic fits."

He learned back in his chair. "Believe me, if I had anything, you'd have heard from me. Why don't you take this lull for personal business, or just rest, take some time off?"

Bob saw the boy sitting beside one of the desks in the newsroom and wondered briefly if he should go and warn him about this business. The lack of work always managed to come when he needed work the most. Murphy's law echoed between his ears. Anything that can go wrong will, and at the worst possible time. It summed up freelancing just right. The editor's advice taunted him.

Some time off. Yeah, like the next ninety years!

Aloud he'd said, "I'll think about it. I'll be in touch."

He had gone directly to the pay phone on the street in front of the building and called about the job that had been offered to him in Little Rock.

*** 

So, here I am, dead in the water and melting like a snowball in July. But I know I made the right decision. Now that I've given up my glamorous jock, unpredictable life for a job where I can pay my predictable bills, I'll get there, by George, if I have to push that Dodge!

He slowed his uphill trot to catch his breath as he neared the open shop doors beside the station. He stopped, letting his eyes adjust to the comparative dimness inside.

A light on a cord hung over an open hood and someone was moving around in the back of the shop.

"Yes, sir," someone called. "Be right with you."

A hood slammed down and Bob saw the mechanic moving toward him, wiping his hands on a shop cloth. He stopped in front of him, cramming the cloth into his back pocket, and looked past him at the empty drive.

"You got car trouble?" He eyed Bob's shirt and tie, "I'm not in the market to buy anything right now."

"Oh no, no. I'm not selling anything. I do have car trouble. The worst kind. It won't start."

"Uh-huh. Where's it at?"

"It's parked down there by the Dairy delight. There was some smoke as I pulled off the freeway, and I was going to have it checked anyway, but it won't start." 

"Did it turn over at all? Sound like it might start but couldn't make it?"

Bob shook his head. "No. Nothing. It's just - dead. And the battery's only a couple of months old, so I don't think it's that. But, like I said before, there was some smoke coming up over the hood before I stopped."

The mechanic nodded solemnly, "More'n likely steam, not smoke, 'ud be my guess. Come on, we'll go get her."

He shoved the shop cloth farther down in his pocket as he walked, and Bob followed him to the wrecker parked in front of the station.

He must be good as the Dairy delight clerk said, if he keeps this truck running. Wonder what year this thing is?

On the way down the hill, Bob's imagination tortured him with possibilities of what might be wrong with his car. He pictured himself standing in front of it as it cowered before him. He got out a gun, facing it in a Clint Eastwood stance as he gazed at it with a stone face. There was a loud, metallic twang as the fenders broke loose and the front ends shielded its lights like eyes. He raised the gun. His finger tightened on the trigger -

"Keep your seat," the mechanic's voice broke into his fantasy. He got out, looking a lot more cheerful than Bob felt. 

"Won't take long to hook her up."

Bob cringed back against the truck's hard bench seat and squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the sounds as his only transportation was hoisted groaning, it seemed to him, to be towed. He pulled out his billfold and checked to make sure his credit card was there just to have something to do with his hands, and the mechanic was back.

"All set. I'll give her a look soon's we get back. There's no rush on the chevy I'm workin' on."

"Thanks, I appreciate that."

Back at the station Bob got out and looked the other way as the mechanic backed the car into the shop. He was braced to hear breaking glass any minute, but there weren't any sounds except the door opening again. He paced like an expectant father as the wrecker was parked back out front. He followed the mechanic back in and stood by as he raised the hood.

I feel like he can fix it, and it's not like I've got much choice anyway.

"Now, lemme see where you hurt " The mechanic frowned down at the ailing insides and fanned a wisp away with his cloth.

Bob quickly stepped back. "Don't know why I'm trying to see anyway, I don't know any more than I did. My expertise stops at the accelerator. Or maybe the brakes."

"Oh, you majored in radio, did you," the mechanic laughed.

He bent over, eyes and fingers busy. "Good news for me. Couldn't make a living if everybody could do his own mechanic work."

Looking around, he saw how worried Bob was and suggested kindly, "Why'nt you wait in the office? There's a fan and a few magazines in there. I'll holler when I find out what the trouble is."

Bob nodded and went, feeling like he'd done all he could and the heap was in good hands.

He got the feeling he'd stepped back in time as he looked around the small office. The magazines were old and the fan wasn't doing much good, moving the warm air around. He took off his tie, shook his head at being taken for a salesman, and paced the small office space until he heard the mechanic call to him.

"Mister?"

Bob hurried through the door. "Smith," he said, "My name's Bob Smith."

"Mine's Silas Wilson," he pointed, "Like on the sign there. Mr. Smith, I checked the radiator first. A rock from one of our gravel trucks around here can do a lot of damage to one -"

Bob's heart sank. Radiators are expensive. 

"But the radiator's all right. The rattling I know you've been hearing is the water pump. Bad bearing. It's a wonder that's not what went out. You're going to have to replace it soon's you can.

Bob's worry lines deepened, "Will it make it on into Little Rock? I'm on my way to take a job there."

Silas Wilson spoke cautiously. "It's in bad shape, but yeah, I think it will make it on into Little Rock. The water pump, that is. What caused the steam you thought was smoke was the lower radiator hose. It's old and cracked, and plumb wore out. It's got to be replaced. Now. It won't go without it."

"It won't." It was an admission, not a question. "You got one you can put on it?"

"No, I ain't. It's an eighty model Dodge and I don't have one that will do. Have to send to the next town to get one. But," he added on a brighter note, "I can get one here by in the morning and start on it soon's I get it. I can have you outta here by this time tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"

"Yes, sir, it's the best I can do. There's not a parts house here. What I'll do is order it by bus and they'll bring it tomorrow. And as I said, I'll put it on soon's it gets here."

Bob sighed, resigned. "Well, as you pointed out, it won't go without it. But, do you think it will get me there? To Little Rock? Maybe I'd better go on and take the bus myself." He added regretfully, "But I need my car, that's why I decided to drive it."

"I know what you mean.," Silas sympathized. "That water pump needs to be replaced as soon as you get there and can, but I think putting the hose on it will get you on into Little Rock, all right."

"Okay, let's do it, then."

Silas nodded. "You want to call the people about your job you're going to?"

"No, it's all right. I don't have to be there till Monday."

"Oh," Silas's smile was friendly, "That's good. Who you goin' to work for?"

"The newspaper there. A friend of mine told me about the job opening. He's an investigative reporter in St. Louis and he told me about it when he found out I was looking for something."

Silas's expression had been getting progressively grimmer as he listened, "You mean," he asked as if hoping he'd heard wrong, "You're a reporter?" He made reporter sound like it might be contagious.

"Yeah," Bob grinned, almost laughing at the look on Silas's face, "Is that bad?"

"No! No," Silas was embarrassed, "I, I just ain't never met one before is all."

"Well, now you have. And if I'm going to have to stay here until tomorrow, is there a motel or hotel where I can stay near here?"

Silas perked up. "Yes, there is. A real nice motel on the other side of town where the by-pass ends. It's called The Local Gentry. Has a nice restaurant, too. If you want to call, there's a phone in the office and I'll take you over there soon's I close up. It won't be long now."

"All right, I'll go in and call. And I'll take you up on the offer of a ride." He turned at the door, already feeling better. "Thanks."

Silas looked up as he came back a little later, "Get a room?" 

"Sure did. I'm all set. Got a room, read all your magazines, and there's a customer waiting to pay you for some gas." 

He held the door open for Silas as he entered the office.

The customer was a boy of about twelve. He had filled up his plastic container and stood waiting to pay for it. 

"Tommy Joe," Silas's face lit up. "Just the gent I want to see, to save me a long distance call." 

He waved at Bob, "This is my customer, Mr. Smith."

"Mr. Smith," Tommy Joe acknowledged and nodded solemnly.

"Hello," Bob smiled, noticing his bare, browned feet.

Tommy Joe held up the gas, "Come to get me some lawn mower gas."

"All right, but leave your gas here for now. I want you to take this envelope down to the bus driver before he leaves." Silas scribbled something quickly and held it out to him. "It's an order for a hose I've got to have. "

"First bus. Okay." Tommy Joe scooted the full container farther over on the desk and put the envelope in his pocket. "Be back in a little bit."

Bob watched Tommy Joe hop on his bicycle as Silas started back to the shop.

"I'll be trying to persuade that hose to come off." He stopped, "When Tommy Joe comes back, tell him he can have the gas, but I want him to meet the bus in the morning and bring me that hose. I'll do a couple of things on the Chevy while I'm waiting." 

"Okay, I'll tell him"

The noises from the shop were somehow comforting, and Bob continued exploring the small office. He examined the slightly shop-worn items beneath the cash register.

I guess that cash register came out about the same time as Silas's wrecker. He shook his head at a three year old calendar, admiring the pretty girl in a red bathing suit. Must be keeping it for the art work.
A movement caught his eye and he looked out the window to see Tommy Joe pumping his old bicycle up the hill.

"Hi," Bob greeted him, "Silas gave me a message for you."

"He did?" Tommy Joe wasn't all that trusting, in spite of his youth. "What's that?"

"He said you can have the gas, but he wants you to meet the bus and bring him that hose in the morning. I'd appreciate it, too." 

"All right, I'll do that." Tommy Joe's answer was dead serious.

"Tell him I said thanks," he reached for the gas.

Bob beat him to the plastic container, "Here, I'll get that for you." He followed Tommy Joe out and watched as he picked up his bike. There was no basket.

"How are you going to carry this?"

"Pass the handle over the handlebars and I'll tie it on with this belt."

"Oh, okay. There you go." He watched as Tommy Joe finished securing the container. "You looking forward to going back to school?"

"Nope, outta school."

"I know. God knows, it's summer time, all right. I meant in September."

"No," Tommy Joe took hold of the handlebars, "Graduated years ago."

Surprised, Bob gazed into the hazel eyes above the freckled nose, "How old are you?"

Tommy Joe had one foot on a concrete block. He gave himself a good push off as he flung back his answer.

"Forty-two!"


