
Midnight Clear
by

Marian Allen

Hollis Lanthorn died at Christmas – got tanked up on spiked cider and took his 
school bus out on the back roads for a late-night spin. Everybody said it was God's mercy 
he didn't hit anyone, what with all the people out for Midnight Mass, but it happened that 
Holly went over the bluff and up in flames all by himself. He had been the crabbiest 
driver in the system, he was divorced and childless, and all his family had "preceded him 
in death", as the paper put it, so the school bus was generally considered more of a loss 
than Holly.

Kids said he was damned for driving drunk on Christmas Eve and that, on frosty 
winter  nights,  he drove  a  bus  with  red headlights  along his  old  route.  It  was  Kevin 
Ferdusi, age eleven, who concocted that story. Nobody could have been more surprised 
than he was ten years later, when he saw the ghost bus, himself.

Kevin, now 21, had been to a Christmas Eve party. He hadn't been invited, but he 
had heard the music from his trailer so he'd wandered down the road and nobody threw 
him out. Next thing he knew, it was two in the freezing morning and he was staggering 
along the verge trying to pronounce "Wenceslaus" without spitting or dribbling.

The radio's prediction of "patchy, dense fog in low-lying areas" had never been 
more accurate. The party had been on a ridge and his trailer was on a ridge, but the road 
between them ran down through a hollow, and now the world was lost in swirls of mist 
like cold, damp angel-hair.

The sound of a motor penetrated the fog in his brain, and lights – red lights – lit 
up the fog around him.

"Yo, Rudolph," he said, and stepped further onto the gravel shoulder.
But it wasn't Rudolph, it was a school bus with red headlights. It stopped next to 

him, and the door creaked open, sending out a familiar burst of muggy air filled with the 
smells of over-heated bodies and, weirdly, evergreens and peppermint. He looked at the 
driver and almost took another step back, into the ditch.

Holly was bloated and pasty-faced, with limp black hair cut short on the sides and 
combed over a bald spot on the top, a ratty mustache like a dead caterpillar above his 
upper lip and black-and-gray stubble on his cheeks. In other words, he looked just as he 
had in life.

Kevin glanced down at the bus steps. Yes, they were stained with brown ice. Even 
as he saw this, a jet spurted from Holly's mouth onto the gravel at Kevin's feet, leaving a 
trail of droplets to steam and freeze on the risers.

"You gonna stand there like a idiot, or you gonna get on the bus?"
Kevin thought about that.
Holly made the doors waggle. "Get on the bus, Ferdusi!"
Kevin got on, avoiding the tobacco slick out of remembered habit.
The doors hissed shut behind him.
Before  anything  else,  he  noticed  the decorations.  Dried-out  evergreen wreaths 

with  gummy-looking  candy  canes  tied  to  them hung  in  some  of  the  windows,  and 
bedraggled red bows were tied around the hand-grips  on the ends of the seats.  They 
looked like – he realized they probably  were – leftovers from a previous  Christmas, 
picked up after they had been thrown away. Then he saw that he and Holly were not 
alone.  There were fifteen passengers  scattered throughout  the bus,  some in  twos and 
threes, but most were alone. Some of them, he had known pretty well.  Some he had 



known only to speak to or by sight, and a couple he didn't recognize. The ones he knew, 
he hadn't seen for a while. He had been to a couple of the funerals.

"So, you dead, boy?" Holly grunted.
"Dead drunk." It didn't seem like that ought to count. Kevin had a vague feeling of 

ill-use.
"I gotta let you off, then. You still live in that trailer, top of the hill?"
Relieved, Kevin nodded. Between the close call and the heat, he was sweating. He 

took off his black leather jacket.
His dad was a tattoo artist, and had freebee'd Kevin as soon as the boy turned 

eighteen. Dad had moved to Chicago, where business was better and more demanding, 
but he had left a testament to his ability. From wrist to ankle, foot to chin, Kevin bore 
tattoos of creatures real and fantastic, symbols of every faith, and people of all nations, 
times, forms, and states of dress or undress. The arms and neck Kevin bared when he 
shed his jacket were covered with pattern and color. And, tonight, they glowed.

First softly, then brighter, the colors shimmered and twinkled. It didn't hurt. Kevin 
couldn't feel it happening at all, except as a thrill deep inside, a thrill that grew deeper and 
stronger at the delight on his fellow passengers' faces.

"Well, well, well," Holly rumbled. "Whaddya know about that?"
Kevin was sorry his ride would be over soon. Any minute, the bus would start up 

the hill and out of the fog. It would happen any minute. Any minute, now. 
It didn't happen. It kept on not happening.
Cool!
Happily, he walked further into the bus and grabbed a hand-strap on either side of 

the aisle.
He took a deep breath of warm air and sang as much as he could remember of 

"Deck the Halls". Before he ran out of memory, others had joined in, and most of the 
words got filled in by somebody or other. After a couple more carols, accompanied by the 
merry winking lights of Kevin's tattoos, the scattered passengers had moved into seats 
close to him and were roaring songs in good cheer. Every so often, Holly would crank the 
doors open, letting in a blast of fresh, cold air and sending out a stream of tobacco juice.

After a while, Kevin sat down. The guys he knew introduced him to the folks he 
didn't know, and he caught everybody up on town gossip.

Holly's  gravel  voice broke through laughter.  "Sun's  about  to  come up.  Time I 
dropped you off home, Ferdusi."

The passengers groaned.
"This was the best Christmas since I got on this bus."
"This was my best Christmas ever!"
"Hey, Ferdusi, think you could come back next year?"
"Maybe he can make it sooner."
"Get real!"
Kevin stood and picked up his jacket. "You only make this run on Christmas or 

what?"
Holly shrugged. "Sometimes we're making the run and there's Christmas lights, 

sometimes there's not."
"Hey –" one of his new acquaintances said, "maybe you'll be riding with us all the 

time, some day."
Holly  and  the  other  passengers  protested  the  idea,  drowning  out  Kevin's 

breathless, "Thanks a lot – PAL!"
"Nah, look at 'im!" An old guy, formerly janitor at the Uptown Cinema, cocked a 



thumb at Kevin's body art. "Whadda you think – Does he go in or not?"
"In. In!" the other passengers shouted, and the kid who had made the suggestion 

conceded, waving his hands in the air.
The fog outside the bus windows had taken on a silver gleam. The bus started up 

the hill toward the far ridge.
Kevin grabbed the handholds again. "In where? What are you talking about?"
The passengers looked at each other, uncomfortable and shame-faced.
"Paradise," Holly grunted over his shoulder.
"Yeah," said the janitor. "We go up there every so often and look through the gate. 

It's freakin' beautiful!"
Kevin heard murmurs, saw nods, and felt the longing that filled the bus.
"They won't let you in? Like, Saint Peter is guarding the gate and he keeps you 

out?"
"Guy out front with a sword," said Holly. "Don't know his name. He spots us, puts 

down the sword and starts waving to us. Waving us in, see?"
The incline the bus climbed increased a couple of degrees.
Kevin looked from Holly to the others. "So he's waving you in – Why don't you 

go in?"
One of Kevin's old pals gave him a "don't be stupid" glare.
"He can't  see us in the bus. If he did, he'd slam the gate in our face. Drunks, 

druggies, suicides, whatever. We ended up here because we don't deserve better. We know 
that." 

The passengers grew grayer as the fog outside lightened.
"But look at you." A middle-aged woman who kept her wrists tucked against her 

waist smiled at him with a purity of joy that hurt him to see. "They'll have to let you in." 
Kevin touched a glittering dragon. "Because of these?"
"Yeahhhh." 
He knew what they meant. When Dad had told him, "Mom tried to get better, but 

she was just too sick," he had understood. Mom died because he, Kevin, wasn't worth 
living for. That certainty had lasted until he turned eighteen, when Dad's present had been 
any tattoo he wanted. Kevin's choice had been a five-color collar of flowers, leaves and 
vines. Including the black outline, that had meant six long sessions, with time to heal in 
between. At first,  it  had hurt  like hell.  It  had hurt  as much as he deserved to hurt,  a 
worthless guy like him. But all the time Dad worked, he had talked. Talked about Kevin: 
Kevin in Mom's belly, Kevin in Mom's arms, Kevin in Mom's heart, and in Dad's. "Funny 
talking to you about you," Dad had said. "I talk about you all the time when I'm working, 
I kinda forgot it was you I was talking to." After that, the tattoos didn't hurt so much. 
After that, they weren't made out of pain and blood, but out of beauty and love – gifts he 
and his father gave each other.

The dragon moved beneath his finger. Kevin looked at it. He pressed it. It curled 
and buckled, as if it were a painted transparency on the surface of his skin. He pinched 
the edge between the nails of his thumb and forefinger and peeled it, painlessly, away.

The bus was silent as he bent over and smoothed the dragon onto the janitor's 
forearm. The old man blinked, then vanished.

Hope washed through the bus, but nobody said a word. Nobody looked at Kevin, 
although he could feel the want coming off them in waves.

He  plucked  a  rose  and  transferred  it  to  the  scarred  wrist  of  the  middle-aged 
woman. A tiger for one old pal, an ankh for another. A flaming sword, a Celtic knot, a 
Spanish dancer…. 



His arms were bare. The bus was empty except for himself and Holly.
They stopped and the doors squealed open. Kevin eased into his jacket, avoiding 

Holly's eyes.
"Go on, get off the bus, Ferdusi. It ain't gettin' no warmer out there."
Kevin reached up. He fumbled a little, but at last he found the end and unfastened 

the collar of flowers, vines, and leaves, his first tattoo. It glittered as if it were the light 
and the facets that caught the light, both at the same time.

Holly glared at  it,  but  he kept  his  hands on the wheel.  The driver's  neck was 
enormous, but the radiance expanded to encircle his throat.

"Thanks for the ride,  man,"  Kevin said,  and found he was talking to himself, 
standing at the mouth of his driveway, watching the sun come up.


