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Mark Sullivan had just finished laying a bead of solder along the header of an aging Chevrolet radiator when it happened for the first time. He glanced over his right shoulder, across the acid-filled radiator boiler and along the wall to the source of the sounds. Mark worked alone in his car and light truck repair shop in this small midwestern town of 2,500 and he had done so for nearly 30 years. Someone was using the phone on the wall but a quick glance around the premises confirmed he was operating solo. 

Sullivan hung his blowtorch on the hanger to the left side of the flow tank, turned the red acetylene knob to off and walked toward the office-dividing wall on the south end of the building. 

Maybe somebody snuck into the office while the air compressor in the back room was chugging away and he didn’t hear them come in he thought to himself. The phone tones were audible through the tiny speaker within the unit, but no one was pushing the buttons. The formerly white wall unit from Ma Bell (now a smudgy-gray after six months of use in an auto repair shop) was the bounty from a swap meet in some puissant town in southern Iowa. It had all the features, many of which he would never use and questioned whether anyone would, but nonetheless were kinda neat: 


Speakerphone, 10-number preset memory, automatic callback, hold button, two lines (for those busy times when many a customer were clamoring to get their cars fixed), built-in answering machine and conference calling. The latter he still has yet to imagine a scenario in which that would come in handy. Doesn’t matter, it was all kinda neat anyhow. 

Sullivan glanced curiously at the phone as it ticked away by itself, no help from the usual human source. The little red light on the answering part of the machine was flashing, indicating the previous caller had left a message. He remembered coming back from a coffee break around 9:30 or so but didn’t remember the flashing light upon his return. Sullivan checked that little red light dutifully whenever he wandered back into the shop. After all, it could be a patron of his establishment seeking a cure for whatever ails their car. He was sure that little red light wasn’t blinking when he got back. 

The phone on the wall was dialing: beep beep blip beep blip beep beep (pause) click (pause) click (pause) ring. Except it wasn’t a ring, at least not like the ring on the older model phones that occupied the two other rooms in the shop. It was more like a buzz. 

The speaker emitted a scratchy “Hello…Jim’s Tires.”

Mark continued to stare at the phone. Jim’s Tire Shop was one of the ten preset numbers he programmed into the unit shortly after mounting the phone in early spring. Jim’s number was the third in the vertical row of buttons next to the keypad, sandwiched between his home number and the one to the auto parts store down the road. 

“Hello?” Mark asked softly toward the direction of the condenser mic just above the keypad. 

“Mark?” was the reply. “You sound like you’re in a tunnel or something.” 

Mark picked up the receiver to talk with his friend and colleague. “Sorry Jim, I was on the speakerphone.”

“Hey, no problem. What can I do for you?”

Sullivan pondered the question, still puzzled over how the phone dialed automatically. Furthermore, why. He thought it must be a malfunction or something. “That’s what I get for taking advantage of those cheap deals from the crooks at the swap meet” he said to himself kind of half-disgusted and half-joking. 

“Uh, I must have dialed your number by mistake Jim, sorry.”

“No problem. Gotta run, though, I’ll talk to you later.”

“Of course, sorry to bother you. Bye.” Sullivan put the receiver back in its cradle. The message light on the phone quit blinking and the unit fell silent. Well that was strange he said to no one in particular, emitted a slight laugh and proceeded to finish the job he was working on. He made a mental note to dig up the box that the phone came in and see if the warranty is still good. Given the track record of a few of those swap meet vendors, he doubted it would be. 

Sullivan’s break in his work extended further when he noticed his spool of solder had run out and he would have to take a few more minutes to run down to the parts store for a refill. Mark was nearly out the front door of his shop when his next problem smacked him squarely in the face. His old Ford pickup truck always sat outside the front office door pointing toward the street for quick in and out when the need arose. When he was busy and running behind, Sullivan couldn’t waste too much time running back and forth to the parts store. 

Time was money and he wasn’t known to waste either. 

He glanced at the driver’s side of the truck, walked around the vehicle, kicked one tire and cussed. Not one, not two, but all four of the Goodyear Mud & Snows were flat. Not just flat, but decimated. The sidewalls of all four tires (new just last month) were sliced like ribbons. Damn. Not even a thousand miles on the set, and in broad daylight to boot. 

“Yeah, you’re full of shit Mark” Clark said to his old friend as he sat across from him in a worn-out booth at the Coffee Shop Café just off Main street. He rarely believed Mark because he thought the guy told a lot of tall tales, but, damn, the guy was a good storyteller and this was one of his best yet. Clark had to give him that much at least. 

A middle-aged waitress in an outfit straight out of the 60’s (which both Clark and Mark thought should be put back in) glanced in the pair’s direction from behind the nearly vacant counter and strolled in their direction with a full pot of coffee. She refilled both their cups without being asked or even uttering a word. Mark and Clark had been coming to the café routinely for the past 10 years or better. Their orders were always the same: two coffees, black. No cream. No sugar. Mark used to joke to a new waitress that he liked his coffee like he liked his women: hot and black. That was sometimes quite a shocking statement in the white-bred community. They usually never asked again what he wanted with his coffee. 

“I’m telling you Clark,” Mark began somewhat exasperated. “That’s just what happened!” although he would have to admit he had a hard time believing it himself. Even if he swore that’s exactly how the phone on the wall acted. 

The incident happened two days ago and the phone remained silent since then. In fact, Mark refused to use it to place a call. He walked the few extra steps and availed himself to the red desktop unit next to the file cabinet. Can’t be too careful he thought. Even so, he was secretly hoping it would pull that neat little trick again, especially if Clark was in the shop and he wouldn’t be made a fool of and people began to think he lost his mind. He was always called “crazy” but it was for the things he took pride in: jumping out of a perfectly good airplane, inventing a gadget that would run his Jeep on nothing but gas fumes, or swearing to rebuild his mangled airplane and fly again as most of his body remained in traction at the municipal hospital. 

“You’ll never believe me, so why should I continue to try?” Mark muttered as he sipped what remained of his third cup of coffee. The clanking of tableware, coffee cups and the pots and pans in the kitchen grew louder as the waitresses and cook busied themselves for the noon crowd. Mark glanced at his watch. “Time’s a wastin’ Clark, got to get back to work.” 

“Okay man, just let me know if that freaky phone acts up again and maybe I’ll come down and put it out of its misery!” Clark said as he let out a hearty laugh. 

“Bite me.”

Three weeks later to the day the phone on the wall sprang back to life. Mark was sitting at the desk in the front office conducting the monthly business of making out the bills and sending them to his customers. The chore he relished as much as pulling out his fingernails but forced himself to go through the routine promptly on the 30th of every month. After all, he wouldn’t get paid if the invoices didn’t go out. Good incentive to get it done. 

The phone began to dial: beep beep blip beep blip beep beep (pause) click (pause) click (pause) ring. Except it wasn’t a ring, it was more like a buzz. 

It buzzed again. Then another. No one must be home Mark thought, but after the fourth buzz there came an answer. 

“Hickman Glass, may I help you?” the voice on the other end said. The young man sounded like he was slightly out of breath. Mark thought the clerk was the only one at the store and was probably in the back when the phone rang. Hickman Glass was on the east edge of town next to the car dealership and the A&W fast food joint. They had glass for damn near anything: cars, boats, homes, you name it. BIG OR SMALL WE CAN DO IT ALL was their slogan. 

Mark, however, didn’t need their services. Without saying a word he grabbed the receiver, picked it up and replaced it on the cradle terminating the call. He stared at the now-silent phone for a few minutes waiting for another call to be placed by someone or something. The message light remained dark and the speakerphone silent. “Craziest thing I ever saw” Mark said as he reached for the tiny jack on the bottom of the unit and unplugged it from the outside world. “There, that should keep that from happening again.” 

He walked back to his desk and it wasn’t until then he realized that the number to Hickman Glass wasn’t one of the pre-set digits in the unit’s memory. He didn’t have much need for their services very often and it was better to look up the number in the phone book when, and if, he needed them. Don’t want to waste that memory space in the phone if he didn’t have to. He cautiously walked back over to the phone on the wall, paused, and picked up the receiver and listened to make sure it was indeed dead. 

Dead as a doornail and that’s where it would stay. Mark did not intend to plug the thing in again. Better to leave it alone. 

Mark was halfway back to his desk when he heard a loud crash in the back of the shop followed by squealing tires. He ran back to the huge overhead door to see if he could get a quick glance at the departing vehicle and figure out what the hell just happened. However, whoever it was they weren’t there now. Two fresh black marks on the street were all that remained. Two black marks that is, and a mass of shattered glass. 

An empty hole with shards of glass around several edges was all that remained of his showroom window. 

It had been three weeks since the last time the phone acted up and Mark Sullivan unplugged the unit. He pondered the incidents for several days after that and even searched for, and found, the box the unit came in from the swap meet. There were the usual owner’s manual and safety cards inside the box, but just as Mark thought, no guarantee card. 

There was nothing unusual about the box and the accompanying owner’s manual, save for one tiny item. On the lower right hand side of the box, printed in small, unassuming white letters were the words: *Special feature. He looked carefully, but nothing in the manual had anything to say about a Special feature and nowhere could Mark find that asterisk to give him further instruction. Frustrated, Mark stuffed the manual, pamphlet, safety cards and plastic wrap for the Remington model T2000 speakerphone back into the box and threw the whole works into a nearby trashcan. The hell with it. 

In the weeks that followed the last mysterious call-out the appointment book at Mark’s shop had filled up and now he had work scheduled for one month in advance. That’s just the way he liked it. Not too slow where no money would come in, but not too busy to where customers would go elsewhere to get whatever is wrong with their car or truck fixed sooner. In the bustle of everyday work Mark had nearly forgotten about the Remington model T2000 speakerphone, although he passed by it many times a day. 

The telephone still remained on the wall dividing the office from the main shop area, the result of being too busy to take time out to get another phone, or to even care about it really. The phone just hung there

Silent
 
getting a deeper smudge of gray as the days hanging on the wall of a mechanic shop turned to months. The phone was surrounded by old business cards from salvage yards, nut and bolt salesmen, parts stores and auto dealers stapled in no particular order to the faded, simulated wood grain paneling on the wall. Intermingled with the tattered and smudgy-gray business cards was a year-old estate auction bill, a poster advertising the demolition derby at the county fair four years ago, torn bumper stickers displaying allegiance to the flag, the military and the NRA, and a placard that read: In God we trust, all others pay cash. The wall was a phone book and message board all in one and it seemed to serve its purpose. Mark never gave the phone another thought until that one evening in late November. 

It was that time of the month again when invoices had to be prepared and sent to customers. Mark’s monthly chore had been relegated to the late evening hours because his workload prevented him from completing the books during the day. The monthly task had grown into a four hour-plus job given all the recent business, but he found himself not minding when he saw the adding machine tape grow longer and the bottom-line figure for gross income grow fatter. He even whistled while writing the bills and licking envelopes. 

Life was good and getting better by the day. 

He was down to the S’s on his customer list when he heard those unmistakable tones start up once again. Mark quickly glanced toward the phone on the wall, the very unit he unplugged, what was it, six months ago?

At least.

The red message light was blinking as the phone sprang back to life. It was the same routine:  beep beep blip beep blip beep beep (pause) click (pause) click (pause) ring. Except it wasn’t a ring, it was more like a buzz. 

Mark walked toward the wall and saw the tiny phone line jack was still hanging next to the unit, just where he left it when he had disconnected the machine all those months ago. He waited with unease as the speakerphone continued to summon the party it dialed. 

Buzz. 

Buzz, (click) “Hello” the voice on the other end said. It was a man’s voice but on that Mark didn’t recognize. Instead of hanging up, his curiosity got the best of him. He slowly picked up the receiver to the disconnected telephone and placed the handset to his right ear. In a soft and somewhat wavering tone he began:

“Hello?”

“Yes” the man’s voice on the other end replied. 

“Um, I think I may have the wrong number, who am I speaking to?”

“This is the Willemsen residence, what number were you calling?” 

Mark felt a lump that started at the pit of his stomach and work its way rather quickly up his throat. He slammed the receiver back on its cradle and stood there motionless for a minute or two (or could it be an hour?). Mark didn’t immediately recognize the voice but he knew the name. Everyone in town did because, sooner or later, you would need his services. Moreover, everyone hoped his services would be needed much, much later. 

Robert Willemsen was the town’s only mortician. 

Mark Sullivan stood staring at the phone on the wall for what seemed like hours, but the minute hand on the oil company clock above the file cabinet next to the car-of-the-month calendar showed the second-hand circled only four times since he slammed the receiver down on the unit. It was 10:15pm, time to call it a day. Time to forget about the call and well past time to give serious consideration to getting rid of the phone on the wall. It was exceedingly clear that unplugging the machine did very little good. 

Mark tugged on the handle to the metal screen door at the entrance to his back porch. It was nearly 11pm and he snuck in quietly because his wife would be in bed and most likely asleep by now. Nevertheless, he noticed the light in the kitchen was still burning. 

He walked through the kitchen door and was about to call his wife’s name when his foot struck something on the floor. Mark looked down and peered over his wife’s lifeless body. The county coroner would later say she went quickly and peacefully following a massive stroke. 

Three weeks went by before Mark set foot in his shop again. The phone on the wall welcomed his return. 

Mark was sweeping the floor of the main shop area when the phone on the wall started beeping. The sounds that broke the silence startled Mark, causing him to drop the broom and his ever-weaker heart to skip a beat. He walked cautiously toward the phone, past the radiator boiler, around the dividing counter and faced the Remington model T2000. The message light was once again blinking as the unit began to call on its next customer. This time, the series of beeps and blips and clicks was much shorter: beep blip blip (pause) click (pause) ring. The party at the other end of the line didn’t let it ring twice; in fact, the call was answered in mid-buzz. 

“Hello 911 is this an emergency?”

Mark Sullivan let out a scream with a half-scared, half-pissed off tone, grabbed the phone on the wall, ripped it from its base and hurled it to the floor. He ran over to his toolbox, yanked out the bottom drawer where he kept his most important heavy tools, picked up a 10-pound mall and proceeded to smash the Remington model T2000 speakerphone with its 10-number preset memory and two-line conference calling and special fucking feature to ever-loving bits. 

In his scared rage Mark didn’t notice the teenager in the black mask and black leather jacket frantically sifting through the cash register and wielding a .44 magnum ready to ruin the shop owner’s day. 

The end

