
The Man in the Long Black Coat

By Patrick M. Tracy

Around here, you don’t count out the time in days or weeks.  Not even 

years.  It’s the number of semi trucks that drive by that counts off the time 

between births and deaths, between love and loss, between hope and despair. 

The sign at the end of the fire road once said something on the order of, “No 

engine brakes, next 5,000 ft.,” but that sign has long since fallen prey to the 

depredations of mean little kids and their .410 shotguns.  Everything here 

succumbs to the law of the wheel, succumbs to the thundering diesel and the 

whine of high pressure road tires.  In the end, nothing but the road is real, and 

we here in Holliwell are just a supporting structure to its greater mechanism.  

I lie awake at night and think about that sign, now nothing but bare and 

perforated metal, saying nothing, meaning no more than a dried corn stalk in 

November.  I think about a world where such small things could be made 

important.  Perhaps it would have made no difference had it still given its 

warning, stood its faithful sentinel, but whenever the Kenworths and big Volvos 

come barreling past, merrily bouncing their diesels off the rev-limiters at 2:30 in 

the morning, I wonder about these things.  When the plaster filters down from 



The Man In the Long Black Coat/Tracy

the ceiling and the change rattles around on my nightstand from their racket, I’d 

like to find those kids who shot out the sign and give them all a dose of bird shot 

up the backside.  I should feel bad for thinking that way, but I don’t.  Someone 

once told me that guilt was a wasted emotion, and I took that to heart.  What’s 

the benefit to sitting around feeling bad about things you can’t take back?  

I roll out before dawn, tractor-trailer number three already marking my 

day, and take my two-minute shower.  I pull my waitress’s outfit on and 

straighten my support hose.  I slip into my cushion insole shoes and straighten 

my hair, still damp, so that I won’t scare away the diners down at the truck stop. 

Just about everyone in Holliwelll works down at Candelaria’s Fill ‘Em and Grill 

‘Em.  Without it, the whole town would dry up and blow away. 

I go and stand outside, smoking one of my five allotted cigarettes for the 

day as slowly as I can manage.  It’s funny how much mileage you try to get out 

of one cigarette when you’re cutting down.  It’s also funny how bad the smoke 

tastes when you’ve convinced yourself it’s an evil habit, how you can really 

smell it on yourself and the other suckers still paying the bills for stock car racing 

and so forth.  I drop my butt and grind it out with my heel, kicking it into the 

weeds with the rest.  I tell myself I’m going to pick up one of these days, but I 

know I won’t.  It doesn’t matter.  There’s no one here to make it matter.
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It’s truck four, a big Peterbuilt that looks black in the false dawn, rakish 

hood like the snout of a gigantic anteater.  It’s still running its full set of lights, six 

baleful eyes coming out of the retreating oblivion of dusk.  Unlike the others, this 

one cruises by at idle, only the low rattle of the big engine and the drone of the 

tires audible.  

I look up, just barely seeing someone in the cab, the driver only an 

apparition behind tinted glass.  I know I can’t see well enough to make this 

cognitive leap by perception alone, but I think the driver looks in my direction 

and makes some kind of gesture.  A weird gesture, though.  No simple wave, no 

average, “Hi, hiya doin’?” wave.  Something like a conjurer would do in the old 

stories, pulling up a shadow creature from the spirit world to do his bidding.

I get the shivers all over.  It’s a cold morning, but I’m used to that.  I must 

be listening to too many of those Edgar Allen Poe audiobooks.  Shaking my 

shoulders, I crawl into my ancient VW and crank it over.  It comes to life, but 

only just.  The engine lets loose an uneven and flatulent noise, bogging and 

racing before finally settling into the rough cadence I’m used to.  

“Come on, Sheila-Anne, get me down to work.  You know I told you I’d 

have Waldo tune you up for Christmas,” I say, stroking the hard surface of the 

dashboard.  Me and Sheila-Anne have been together longer than most of the 
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other waitresses have been alive.  I never mistreat her, she never strands me by 

the highway at night.  That’s our bargain.  

I ease out onto the fire road and drive toward the overpass, where I 

always turn, go across the highway, and drive around the back of Candelaria’s.  I 

always park next to Jimmy Boothe’s tan Buick and go in, pulling my hair into a 

pony tail and tying it with an elastic band stolen from Big Bob C’s desk.  After 

that, it’s coffee and hash browns, Tabasco bottles and fried eggs.  It’s refilling 

catsup bottles and pepper shakers in the slow times, hustling my buns when we 

fill up and the boys need their chow, double-quick time.  

I’m not young enough to get hassled by the rowdy truckers anymore, but 

I’m not so rundown that I can’t coax a fellow into buying me a beer and maybe 

giving me a no-strings tumble when my shift lets out.  They’re tired and lonely, 

and the road can be desolate.  I’m nobody’s wet dream anymore, but I can ease 

the pain for a few hours.  That’s my life.  Nothing fancy, but it does the trick, 

most times.

Today, though, I get the strongest urge to pass through the turn and get 

right onto the highway going east.  Just rev old Sheila-Anne up to her full gallop

—maybe sixty-one miles an hour on a good day—and not come back.  I’ve had 

the urge to ditch work before.  Plenty of times.  Sometimes twenty days straight, 
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thinking that I’d rather eat dirt than do the same old shit again, but this is 

different.  

I should just get on the highway and not look back.  No calls, no notes, no 

forwarding address.  The urge is strong and wild inside me.  I can see an 

uncomfortable brightness in my eyes when I check the rearview mirror.I shake 

myself and laugh into the cool of the morning, but it sounds sick and frightened. 

Over nothing, I’m really creeped out.  

I always wanted more than this, more than Holliwell and its never-ending 

line of big rigs stopping for a leak and a coffee, but the feeling’s so strong that it 

makes me nervous.  I think about those people that have premonitions of mines 

caving in, things like that, and only get stronger shiver going up my spine.

Like we all do when bills will come due in another week, I downshift, take 

the turn across the overpass, and stop in my usual parking place.  I’m no psychic, 

anyway.  I can’t even guess the weather with any confidence.

“Pull yourself together, Margie,” I say to the silence after the VW’s engine 

cuts out.  I get out, stretch my back until little pops rise out of my lumbar area, 

and walk toward the back door.  Another day.  Same as it ever was.  My 

imagined goblins aside, the only horror is going back to work, the stupefying 

grind for money.
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“Make the best of it.  See it for what it is and make the best of it,” I 

whisper like a prayer.  I can’t even tell you how many times my daddy said that. 

Kept saying that even when the leukemia was eating him from the inside and he 

couldn’t take so much as a glass of milk without throwing it back up, when even 

noise seemed to hurt him.  

I swallow down the stupid dread inside me and smooth my uniform dress 

down.  I walk to the back door and through the storeroom, then the kitchen, then 

out into the harsh light of the restaurant.  Violet’s eyes are as bleary as a drinker’s 

as she finishes wiping down the counter.

“Hey, Margie,” she says, her voice carrying no energy.  Violet hasn’t been 

the same since Dan ran off to Kentucky with that little tramp of his.  It just took 

all the stuffing out of the poor gal.  We all know it, and sometimes dread seeing 

her, not wanting to catch that hopelessness she’s got, but we don’t say anything. 

We try to play it off.

“Long night?” I ask.

She stows the rag in a bin underneath the counter.  “Like a hundred years, 

hon.”

“Well, go on and get yourself home.  Octavia’s going to be here in a 

minute, and I can hold the fort until then.”
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She smiles.  It’s a hollow thing, wan and without any force.  “Thanks.  I 

think I will.  Just drop right into bed.”

“It’ll do you good.  Get some rest, Vi.”

Violet slouches back through the kitchen and disappears.  The place is 

nearly empty, only a few bearded over-the-road guys hunching over their ham 

and eggs at this time of the morning.  The order-up bell rings, and I go to the 

high pick-up counter.  It’s a short stack and a side order of link sausage.  

“Hey, Jimmy,” I shout back at the already-retreating figure of our short-

order man.  He raises a hand and waves without looking back, already making 

his big preparations for the breakfast rush that’s going to hit us in another hour. 

I look at the ticket and take the food to one of the big over-the-road guys.  He has 

a tattered blue jacket on with an embroidered name badge: Hank.  He barely 

nods at me when I put the food down, lost in some world of his own.  I don’t 

exist in his world, but that’s okay, so long as he leaves a tip.  It seems like what 

I’ve been doing all this time is a lot like not existing at all, and being ignored 

doesn’t really hurt much anymore.

I go back and survey the state of the restaurant.  Vi’s done most of the 

early work, but I need to put a new milk canister into the dispenser and prep 

some place settings.  It’s better to keep your hands busy.  That goes double when 
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you’d rather be in a warm bed and dreaming your silly, never-going-to-happen 

dreams. 

Looking down at the counter as I’m wiping up, I hear the entrance chime 

and look up.  When I see him, my heart clenches tight and tingles run up 

underneath my chin.  I don’t know what it is, really.  It’s like I know him, 

somehow.  

I don’t.  

I’m aware of grasping the edge of the counter and hoping I won’t fall, 

then getting a handle on myself.

“Welcome to the Fill ‘Em Grill.  Sit anywhere you’d like,” I manage.  My 

voice quavers like an old woman’s.  

The trucker lifts off his black Stetson and gives me a gallant little salute. 

It’s not something I’m used to seeing.  He’s average height, square build, trim in 

the waist.  Not a real big guy, but somehow he seems that way.  His long black 

coat stands open, showing pearl buttons on a red flannel shirt, bolo tie with a 

silver clasp shaped like a snake, a wide brass belt buckle, black jeans and black 

alligator boots.  He moves easily, a rolling stride like you’d hear about in the 

western novels.  Shucking out of his long coat, he hangs it on the hook and sits at 

the bar.  
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“You’re just the woman I’ve been looking for,” he says.  He smiles like a 

man who gets what he wants.  Up close, he’s older than I thought, with lines on 

his face.  They’re all the good sort of lines, though, the sort that men can always 

turn in their favor.  Character lines, as they say.

“You must want coffee, Hon,” I say.

“Among other things, yes.  Would you be so kind?”

He’s a smooth talker, and has a way of looking, a way of speaking his 

words that makes it hard not to let him have anything he wants, anything you 

want him to want.  My mind goes to places I don’t usually let it go during work 

hours, and the muscles of my legs get tight.

“Sure thing.  You want cream and sugar?”  I turn away, going to the 

coffee machine as much to hide my blush as anything.  I didn’t even know I could 

blush anymore.  All for an old man.  A handsome devil of an old man, but still…

“I prefer it unadulterated, if you don’t mind.”

I pour blackness into his cup and set it before him.  “Here you go, Hon. 

Unadulterated, just like you asked for.”

He smiles, picking up the cup.

“It’s hot now.  Don’t scald yourself.”

“No chance of that,” he says.  He takes a long swallow, draining half the 

cup.  No hint of pain crosses his eyes.  I whistle through my teeth.

9



The Man In the Long Black Coat/Tracy

He makes a little sound in the back of his throat and sets the cup down. 

“They said you’d have good coffee for me when I got here, and they were right,” 

he says, not really talking to me exactly.  He looks at his hands, big knuckled and 

scarred up.

“It’s Hill’s Brothers, I think.  Nothing fancy.  The trick is to clean up the 

machines every few days.  Run vinegar and water through them—stuff like 

that.” I’m saying anything, just trying to keep my hands from reaching out to 

him, this stranger in off the road, between nowhere and nowhere else.

He turns his eyes up to mine, a pale green that could fool you into 

thinking they were hazel in the right light.  I think, just for a minute, that he’s 

going to ask me some question that’ll shatter my world and re-glue it back in all 

different directions.  He draws in a breath fit for a proclamation, but I see him 

hesitate, pull that profound element back inside.  A ghost passes behind his eyes.

“Do you have Mexican style omelets?”

I smile.  That’s what we do, come rain or come shine.  “Sure do, hon.  You 

want chorizo in it?”

He nods.  “Tabasco?”

“By the case.”

“I’ll take that, then, if you please.  And sourdough toast, if possible.”

“Yours for the taking.”
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He reaches out, covering my hand with his.  The roughness of his skin, the 

heat of it, is surprising.  I take in a breath.  I’d usually pull away, but I know I 

couldn’t shake him if I tried.  Not sure I want to.  “I know,” he says under his 

voice, so that only I can hear it.  My whole body wreathes with invisible fire.

He lets me go, and I walk back to the cook’s window on legs that’ll hardly 

support me.  I tell Jimmy the order and put my hands on the counter, blowing 

out a breath.  It’s too early in the morning to be feeling the way I do.  That old 

man…

I find a reason to go into the back, putting my shoulder blades against the 

bare cinderblock wall, feeling the cold leech into me.  I close my eyes.  Nothing 

about the morning is right. I’ve pretended, but this day isn’t like the other days, 

not like any of the gray legion of them.  I unbox a fresh bottle of Tabasco and 

tuck it into my apron.  On the way back to the counter, I stop by big Bob C’s 

office and fish into the leftmost drawer.  He won’t be in until noon, so there’s no 

danger.  The bottle of Ancient Age in there has a good two thirds already gone, 

so I can’t get crazy, but I upend it and take a good wallop.  I want a cigarette so 

bad my hands crawl of their own accord, but I can’t just stand out back and 

smoke.  The early crowd will be in soon, and the orders will start coming up, fast 

and hot.
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I’m a little surprised that the place is empty when I get back.  Even the 

sparse few that had been here are now gone.  I set the new Tabasco in front of my 

sole customer, smiling in a way I know I shouldn’t.  I fill his coffee and watch as 

he bolts it down so hot I can’t believe it.  When he looks up, I can feel his eyes on 

me like a physical weight.  The swallow of Ancient Age did nothing to calm me 

or blunt this unwanted burn.  The old man smiles when I slide the plate in front 

of him.  

“Looks good.”

“Just tell me if you need anything, Hon,” I tell him.

He picks up the hot sauce and pours it on until the whole plate is red, 

pours it on like no one I’ve seen.  He digs in, and I turn away.  Octavia struggles 

up to the counter, looking as thin and insubstantial as a ghost, smelling of sex 

and cigarettes.  Her eyes are hollow and dead.  She nods at me on the way to the 

coffee.

I try to occupy myself, to keep from thinking too much about anything.  If 

someone else came in…

“You know today’s the day, don’t you, Margie?” the old man asks. 

Shivers go up my skin, spreading out at my chest and shooting down my arms.  I 

turn to face him.  The breakfast is gone, as is the coffee.  The Tabasco bottle is 

empty.  He pushes his arm into the sleeve of his long, black coat.  
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“Yeah,” I breathe.  “I guess I do.”

He walks back behind the counter, right to me.  Only a little taller than 

me, he slides his rough hands along my hips, pulls me close, and puts his lips on 

mine.  His mouth is fever hot and tastes like charred apple wood.  His tongue on 

mine crackles sparks into every nerve, and then he lets me loose, walking over to 

Octavia.  

Her dull eyes turn in his direction, barely registering him, though I can’t 

imagine that.  The old man shapes his hand into a strange, ritual stiffness and 

touches her in the center of the forehead.  Her whole body goes limp and she 

falls to the floor without a sound.  Just looking at her, I can tell she’s dead.  Dead 

as the tile she’s laying on.  Somehow, this doesn’t seem so terrible to me.  That 

she’s dead, that the old man killed her with a touch of his finger while still 

tasting the Ancient Age from my tongue, that the clouds in the sky seem to 

hover, ignoring the wind.

The old man throws down a twenty-dollar bill on the counter and turns to 

me, holding out his hand.  I take it, walking to the door and beyond.  The world 

begins again, the wind returning just as smoothly as a movie’s would when the 

pause button is disengaged.  We walk to his black semi truck.  Just as I knew it 

would be, down there somewhere in the basements of my mind, it’s the one I 

saw go by my house.  He’s the fate I wanted to duck, the danger I wanted to run 
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from.  Foolish now.  We’re all subject to the law of the wheel.  There is no 

escaping it.  I’ve lived my life at the verge of this roiling river.  The idea of it 

carrying me away, never to return, isn’t so terrible.

The old man helps me up to the high cab.  The big diesel clatters to life, 

and we’re gone.
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