


One sunny day in early June, sensitive Ben Nelson and brash 
Tyler Fox ditch their struggling hometown and set out to 
explore the American West.
 
The road to summer freedom runs through abandoned 
urban haunts to the jazz clubs of  New Orleans; from the 
deep forests of  Kentucky to the enchanted deserts of  
New Mexico; and from tiny factory towns to the Rocky 
Mountain plains—all peopled by a cast of  drifters, revelers 
and wilderness-dwellers who have chosen a life far off  the 
beaten path.
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Where the Stones 
Touch the Sky



Lord, when I die, no pearly gates for me. No sing-along in the sky.

I want to walk and walk down a sunsoaked highway that never 
ends, on legs that never tire.

I want to wander through tall grass whispering under an open palm, 
to scream into the wind rippling through auburn grain.

I want to see rain on the mountains again, on the ceiling of  the world 
where the stones touch the sky.

These are the things which most stirred my soul. I did my best to 
share them in life. I would like to feel their echo in eternity.

-

Benjamin Nelson
Private journal entry

October, 2069
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-1-
Quitting Time

Rochester, New York
Summer 2018

-

On a Saturday morning in early June, Benjamin Nelson 
packed a bag and left. Today was different from any other 
Saturday morning for two reasons. It was the day after his 
high school graduation. And he was never coming back.
Not to his family’s musty basement apartment; not to the 
warehouse in downtown Rochester where he had spent 
every Saturday for the last four years; not even to New York 
State.

Ben had to go. Always had.
He’d never known why. He guessed it could have been 

the bullies, but he dismissed the idea they had that much 
power over him. He supposed his family might have planted 
the seed, but he didn’t want to remember them that way. He 
might even have believed it was one too many grey western 
New York winters, but it wasn’t that either. No, the truth was 

simple. Plain and short. 
Leaving was what he was. There was something in his soul 

that was always leaving, and all his life it had left without him. 
It was time he went and found it.

That morning he’d made his bed neatly in the room he 
shared with his brothers, careful not to wake them. He left his 
cellphone and a note on the pillow. The phone, so his family 
would know he was not ignoring them, and so they could not 
find him. The note, so they knew he loved them, and where 
he’d gone. The note read:

“Gone exploring. Love, Ben.”

Then he’d climbed out the window that opened onto 
the dust beneath the deck of  the upstairs apartment. His 
mother hated that, but he always left through the window on 
Saturdays instead of  going out the door and up the stairs—
because the window was faster, and because it was fun. But 
today the act held more significance to him. It felt like he was 
escaping through a loophole in the rules of  life, and it was 
with as much wonder as caution that he closed the window, 
and the loophole, as softly as he could.

He emerged onto the narrow strip of  lawn behind the low 
apartment building. Like most of  the suburb, his complex 
was built on former farmland and virgin wetland—mowed, 
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leveled and drained to create suitably warm and dry brick 
boxes for the growing population. A yard or two in front of  
him, at the edge of  the lawn, the morning commute began. 
The last one.

His path flitted through a patch of  tawny grass and mangy 
forest spared by the developers for purposes of  tax evasion. 
It belonged to people he’d never met, but it was his backyard, 
if  only because nobody else cared about it. The brief  woods 
ended at a drainage ditch—his own personal creek—over 
which he’d built a dozen bridges. He crossed the most recent 
one, then kicked it into the stagnant water, saluting as the logs 
and pipes sank into the mud. It had served him well.

Behind the creek was an abandoned railroad track 
servicing an abandoned warehouse, where he’d found his 
abandoned bike. The bike carried him on the next leg of  
his journey, across cracked parking lots and past empty side 
streets, toward the top of  the river gorge. 

The bike had very poor brakes, so Ben used them as little 
as possible. A breakneck ride plunged into the wide ravine 
that cut through the remains of  the Rust Belt city. Forgotten 
paths followed the river through young oak and maple stands. 
Concrete footings attended by tangles of  rotted steel bore 
witness to docks the burbling Genesee once visited on its way 
north to Lake Ontario. Vines adorned once grand bridges, 
dripping rust and silence into the river. 

It was a lonesome paradise, and it was his. But it was too 
small. He was leaving.

Larson Industrial Storage, Ben’s usual Saturday morning 
destination, commanded the top of  the ridge downstream 
from High Falls. The warehouse used to handle output from 
the GM plant, the arms manufacturer, and the Ragú bottler 
built on the same strip of  river real estate. In the city’s golden 
era, it had even served the juggernaut, Kodak the king—
before digital photography stabbed the giant in the heart, and 
much of  the city bled out with it. Of  the five factories once 
operating on this strip of  prime river real estate, only the arms 
manufacturer still kept the dust off  Larson’s racks.

Ben had no intention of  ever seeing either of  them again. 
He turned off  the path and began the long climb out of  the 
gorge, headed for another part of  the city.

Like many old hubs of  commerce, there was no hard 
line between where people lived and worked in Rochester. 
Skyscrapers and houses and factories sprouted where their 
seed had fallen out of  a laborer’s lunchbox or a venture 
capitalist’s portfolio until a towering canopy of  concrete and 
steel rose out of  a sprawling understory of  brick and wood. 

Ben’s best friend, Tyler Fox, lived near the site of  the flour 
mill at High Falls, the city’s first and oldest seed. It was the 
only stop on Ben’s route. Tyler had gotten Ben hired at Larson 
with him after they’d met in the ninth grade, and they’d shared 
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the last leg of  the journey every Saturday since. But not today. 
It was time to say goodbye.

Ben had spent a lot of  time on Tyler’s street. Narrow 
houses sat behind chainlink fences and broken trash cans. 
There were frequently fights, and Tyler had been in a couple. 
Ben had often shared lunch at the corner store with men fresh 
out of  prison, with the stories and court orders to prove it. 
One of  the neighbors paced the sidewalk all day, muttering 
and shouting. The old man planted in the plastic lawn chair 
across the street—the diabetic with the bag of  urine strapped 
to his ankle—explained that Kenny ‘the rapper’ had seen his 
cousin shot on the empty corner lot six years back, and had 
been schizophrenic ever since.

It was the same corner where Tyler always waited for Ben; 
the same one where he was waiting that morning, leaned 
against his Mustang with the dented bumper and threadbare 
seats. His arms and legs were crossed and he wore jeans and 
a plain undershirt snug around an athletic build. He also wore 
an ugly welt on his cheek shaped like his father’s knuckles.

That didn’t surprise Ben. What surprised him was the 
overstuffed bag in the Mustang’s backseat.

Ben looked at Tyler. Tyler looked at Ben.
“Good morning,” Ben said.
“Morning,” Tyler replied.
“I’m leaving today.” 

“I know.”
“How’d you know it was gonna be today?”
“If  ever there was a perfect time, it’s now, buddy.”
Ben considered that. “I guess so. You’re getting out, too?”
“You better believe it.”
“Where are you going?”
“What’s it look like? Wherever you are. At least until you 

annoy me too much.”
Ben smiled, but doubt snuck into it and made it a frown.
“What about your dad?”
“He had his chance. He had eighteen years of  chances.”
“Ok.”
There was the awkward pause that often accompanies an 

unexpected change of  plans, even one so happy as discovering 
your best friend, maybe your only friend, is about to join you 
on the adventure of  a lifetime. Ben squinted at the sun rising 
over the river gorge, and felt his heart rising with it. Freedom 
was close at hand, and it would no longer be alone. 

He thought of  something.
“No phones.”
“What?”
“You can’t bring your phone. We’re off  grid for this.”
“How are we going to get anywhere?”
Ben pulled the map out of  his back pocket.
“What about my Snapchat streaks?”
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“You don’t even like most of  those people. They can wait. 
Forever if  they have to.”

“No they can’t. That’s the whole point of  a streak.”
“Tyler, why are we doing this?”
Tyler hesitated. 
“There’s a whole world out there.”
Tyler looked at his phone. Then he shattered it in the street.
“Where to, captain?”
 Ben cleared his throat. “West. But first? South. I was 

thinking Kentucky. There’s something there I’ve always 
wanted to see.”

“Something tells me it’s not the Kentucky whiskey trail.”
“No. There’s a river gorge, but it’s not developed like ours. 

It’s completely surrounded by wilderness.”
“That sounds like hell.”
Ben groaned.
“If  I’m joining up, we’re making some changes to the agenda.”
“I’m going to Kentucky with or without you.”
Tyler dangled his keychain. “Face it, you need me. Unless 

I’m mistaken, your grand escape plan was to get to Kentucky 
on a bicycle.”

“Nope,” Ben retorted. “Over the Rockies and all the way 
to the Pacific.”

“You gotta be kidding me. Do you understand what a 
mountain is? What about Kansas? On a bike? Look, as our 

driver—”
“I don’t need a driver.”
“—as our driver, I’m up for Kentucky, with two conditions. 

One, it comes with whiskey; and two, we hit a real city next.”
Ben sighed. Tyler grinned. “I’m thinking Nawlins.”
“What?”
“Nawlins.”
“You mean New Orleans?”
“Yeah, Nawlins. The biggest party on Earth.”
“Please stop saying that. It’s June. We already missed 

Mardi Gras.”
“So what? They have parades every day. Any given Tuesday 

night in the Big Easy is as good as Christmas, New Years and 
the Fourth of  July in any other city.”

“You’ve clearly read a travel brochure.” Ben closed his 
eyes and weighed his options. Company came with a catch.

Ben didn’t have anything against cities. He’d just always 
lived in one. Concrete and skyscrapers, rowhouses and gas 
stations he knew. Forests and river valleys, mountains and deserts, 
he had never yet wandered. He’d never even been camping.

And besides, there was an inexplicable draw to the idea of  
traveling the empty places of  the continent alone. It struck a 
chord in him. It was what he knew—what he’d always done, 
in his own little world. 

Except for Tyler. Ben had mentioned his plans but until 
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today, Tyler hadn’t seemed interested. Something had changed 
for his friend, and Ben had to admit, now that the option of  
seeing the world in company had presented itself—grinning, 
cologned, and ready to roll—the idea of  being totally alone in 
the vast expanse of  the continent was no longer as attractive.

Plus, Tyler did come with a car.
“Well,” Ben sighed, “at least there’s a lot of  history in 

New Orleans.”
Tyler whooped. “Nawlins, baby! Here we come!” He 

punched Ben’s shoulder, vaulted over the hood of  the car, 
and slid behind the wheel. The Mustang roared to life. 

Ben smiled as he tossed his bag into the back seat. He 
leaned his bike against a signpost, gave it an affectionate pat, 
and climbed into the car. He knew he’d never see his bike again.

Tyler flicked on the stereo and tore into the street.

That afternoon they stopped at a diner somewhere between 
Cleveland and Columbus for burgers and soda. The plate was 
barely out of  the waitress’s hands before Tyler pounced. The 
sounds of  a ravenous predator devouring defenseless prey 
ensued. Ben winced. Tyler could really eat.

Ben ignored his food and unfolded his napkin instead. He 
plucked a crayon from the cup by the wall and began sketching.

“What are you doing?” Tyler asked through a mouthful 
of  diner fries.

“I’m drawing our route.”
“You’re not still trying to convince me you had anything 

resembling a plan, are you?”
“No,” Ben admitted. “But I’m trying to make one, if  you 

would keep your mouth shut, thank you.”
Tyler shrugged. The burger disappeared quickly.
Ben sketched a rough outline of  the lower forty-eight on 

his napkin and placed a star on the edge of  western New York. 
Several more dots followed across the country. Yellowstone. 
The Grand Canyon. The Badlands. The Redwoods.

“Nawlins is down there,” Tyler pointed. A dollop of  
ketchup smudged half  the state of  Louisiana.

“Thank you for your contribution to the geographical survey.”
“Welcome. What are all those other dots?”
Ben sipped his soda. “Oases of  paradise, my friend. The 

silent solitude of  wood and grain, desert and rock. Places you 
can’t see another soul for a hundred miles around.”

Tyler shuddered. “You skipped all the good parts on the 
route. Haven’t you ever heard of  Atlanta? Austin? San Diego? 
The girls in San Diego—we gotta go there.”

“There’s girls everywhere,” Ben grunted.
“Not in banjoville, Kentucky,” Tyler retorted.
“We’ve lived in a city all our lives,” Ben replied. “Don’t 

you want to see the Great Plains? The Mojave? Yellowstone 
Valley? I want to see Roosevelt’s Elk. I read in a book once 
they’re over half  a ton.”

“Elk are just fat deer.” Tyler thumped a greasy finger on 
the napkin. “What we don’t have in Rochester is a good time 
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and Cajun food. I say we just get to Louisiana first and plan 
the rest later. Come on buddy—after a few nights in the land 
of  jazz and jambalaya, you’ll change your tune.”

Ben wrinkled his nose. He eyed a long spine of  upside-
down V’s marching up the napkin from New Mexico into 
a grease stain spreading over where Canada would normally 
begin. He was suddenly uneasy. The Rocky Mountains were a 
long way. He hadn’t even budgeted for gasoline, let alone days 
of  urban revelry.

“How much money you got?” Ben demanded.
“Enough,” Tyler replied.
“How much?”
“After lunch? ‘Bout eighty bucks.”
“That’s it!?”
“Yeah, dude.”
“Do you realize what gas costs? We’ll burn through half  

of  what I’ve got saved between here and New Orleans. We’ll 
be broke in two days, Tyler.”

Tyler laughed. “Relax. We’ll get some cushy job at a hotel 
or a restaurant for a few days, spend half  of  it on a damn 
good time, and go on our merry way.”

“Tyler,” Ben fumed, “I’d have been set for months if  I 
wasn’t feeding you and your car.”

“True.” Tyler grinned. “But you’d be lonely. And lame.”
“I hate you.”
“Love you too, babe. Hey, you gonna eat those fries?”

On the interstate, the farm plains of  southern Ohio 
disappeared like a hazy dream not quite worth remembering. 
Tyler loved to drive, and the old muscle car was too loud to 
carry on a conversation, so Ben passed the time staring out 
the window at the cars passing by.

He was caught in the traveler’s limbo, that emotional 
daze that occurs when the body and the senses move faster 
than the mind and the heart. He had been prepared to be 
thirty miles from his childhood home by late that afternoon, 
not three hundred. He felt like the captain of  a river sloop 
that had been fitted with a diesel engine—both amazed and 
bewildered to discover just how fast life can move. All he 
could do was face the wind and hold on. 

He wondered about all the faces in the cars they passed. 
Some of  them met his stare and looked away. Others held 
it, succumbing to that involuntary impulse that will ignore 
danger rising at eighty miles an hour for an opportunity to 
lock eyes with another human being. They were all heroes in 
their own stories, captains of  their own ships, steaming down 
an asphalt river emptying into a boundless sea called America.

Ben thought of  home. His parents or his brothers would 
discover the note sometime that evening. Maybe the next 
morning. He was rarely home, and they wouldn’t be looking. 
Even once they knew he was missing, no one would know 
where he’d gone.

Unexpectedly, Ben felt small and a little afraid. It sure was 
a big sea, after all.
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-2-
Nomads

Clymer, Ohio

How quickly fear sinks into places men have abandoned.

-

The sun was low in the sky when they pulled off  the 
highway for the night. The Ohio flatlands had rumpled into 
rolling hills near the Kentucky border. A nearby gas station 
promised by the exit signs turned out to be several miles off  
the interstate. A grey, sunfaded road passed through fields 
of  bluegrass punctuated with brief  tangles of  forest and 
agricultural processing towers. The road terminated in a one-
street town boasting a row of  houses; a concrete convenience 
store attached to the gas station; and several grain silos. The 
shadows of  the silos reached across the street, blanketing the 
gas station and its single pump in premature dusk.

 Ben got out of  the car with Tyler. A few dim lights were 
on in the store, but no one greeted them.

“Spooky,” Tyler said. “Where is everybody?”

“Maybe they’re all eating dinner with their families.”
“Yeah, all twelve of  them,” Tyler replied. “What are the 

odds there’s a motel around here?”
“Even if  there was, we drove here in the only motel we 

can afford. We’re sleeping in the car tonight, Ty.”
“Here?”
“Where else?”
“Someplace with fewer serial killers lurking in the wheat 

fields, maybe.”
“What about that old factory we passed on the way in?”
“The one down in that hollow that looked like it’d been 

bombed?”
“That’s the one.”
“Oh good, ’cause that looked safe. You think it’s 

abandoned?”
“Wait a minute. You’re not scared are you? Is big, 

brawny Tyler Fox worried about lonely little country town 
boogiemen?”

“I’m not scared of  anything,” Tyler growled. The pump 
clunked, and he replaced the nozzle. “I just don’t want to 
have to kill any lonely little farmers who mistake me for their 
favorite pig tonight. They might bleed on me, and who knows 
what they caught from the pigs.”

“Right. Let’s check out that factory.”
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Ten minutes later, looking down the hill at the mass of  
crumbling masonry and broken glass they were supposed to 
sleep in that night, Ben had second thoughts. A network of  
decrepit concrete arches supported the brick ruin rising out 
of  the gloom below them. Several stories up, berry brambles 
and trees grew out of  a yawning hole spreading from the 
center of  the roof. A formidable smokestack rose high over 
the building. Graffiti and vines blanketed the lower stories. 
The sun was fading fast.

Ben eyed the steep slope leading into the hollow. “Maybe 
we better leave the car up here,” he said.

“I’m not leaving my baby alone up here,” Tyler said. “She 
goes where I go. Plus,” he added, “We might have to leave in 
a hurry.”

Ben shrugged. “Then let’s check out our rooms, shall we?”
Gravel crunched under the Mustang’s tires as Tyler eased it 

down the slope, weaving between potholes and loose chunks 
of  pavement. The sun sank behind the smokestack. Despite 
his unease, Ben felt a cold thrill. That morning, they had been 
warehouse grunts. Tonight, they were explorers squatting on 
the ruins of  another world.

Tyler parked the car in the buckled asphalt lot and cut the 
engine. They grabbed their bags, locked the doors, and faced 
the building.

Their accommodation had been placed on a peninsula 
created by a shallow creek. The sound of  water tumbling over 
stones whispered through the scrub snarling over either side 
of  a narrow path leading toward the factory. Inky darkness 
spilled out of  the open tunnels leading inside, the kind that 
had no place in a building made by human hands. It grew and 
shifted like a thing alive.

Ben shivered and briefly considered sprinting back up the 
hill. Tyler looked at him and jerked his chin. That was enough. 
They could go on.

“Let’s see who’s home,” Tyler said. He squared his 
shoulders, snapped on a flashlight, and strode toward the 
maw of  the beast. 

It was cold inside. The air had the smell of  mold and 
stone dust. The bottom floor was a network of  low rooms 
with arched openings. If  not for the rampant graffiti and piles 
of  trash, Ben would have believed he was walking through 
a Roman ruin, a forgotten colosseum built on a conquered 
outpost of  the Empire. The ghosts of  gladiators glowered 
from the shadows behind concrete pillars. Scarred beasts 
prowled between overturned shopping carts and mounds of  
scrap metal.

“Whoa.”
Ben snapped his head forward, following Tyler’s voice. 

Ahead, an archway led into a cavernous open square—the 
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killing grounds, perhaps, where the specters lurking in the 
tunnels had long ago been separated from life. Not far from 
the entrance, a forklift lay half-buried in an avalanche of  bricks 
leading to the floor above. The remains of  a metal staircase 
were twisted into the masonry, and the scent of  a dead fire 
rose out of  the rubble.

Ben glanced behind him and shivered. He hurried into the 
square. “I vote we go up.” He gestured at the landslide.

“Agreed.” Tyler led the way. As they scrambled up the pile, 
the sound of  tumbling debris broke the spell. If  a demon did 
live here, surely it’d have eaten them by now.

“How cool is this?” Ben blurted. “I wonder what happened 
here. You think that forklift exploded? Do they do that?”

“Quiet,” Tyler growled. “We still don’t know who else 
could be here.” He hoisted himself  onto the ledge at the top 
of  the landslide, sending a loose brick clattering down as he 
did. The floor of  the square had already disappeared into the 
dark, but the dull gong of  stone striking metal confirmed the 
brick had reached the bottom.

Ben laughed. “Ok, Ty. I think we’ve pretty well rung the 
doorbell.” He swept his flashlight beam around the floor. 
As far as he could tell, they were now on the lowest of  four 
levels, not counting the basement. The central well split the 
structure in two. At the very outer limit of  the flashlight’s 
beam, concrete catwalks spanned the chasm between the two 

sides of  the building, though several had collapsed. Hulking 
blocks of  machinery, conveyor belts, and carts were scattered 
everywhere. Dust lay thick on the floor.

A brick staircase leading to the top floor had been smashed 
in several places, but there was a rusty fire escape bolted to 
one wall. Ben shined his light on it. It appeared to run all the 
way from the bottom of  the well to the roof.

“Age before beauty,” Tyler said. Swallowing his unease, 
Ben stuffed his flashlight in a pocket, gripped the first rung, 
and swung out into space. The ladder hummed and swayed, 
but held. Ben started upward as fast as he dared. He felt Tyler 
join him on the ladder. As they neared the top floor, Ben’s 
heart rate began to return to normal.

“This really isn’t so bad!”
“Getting down’s the tricky part,” Tyler grunted.
“Fair enough.” Ben reached the top floor with a sigh of  

relief. He placed one hand on the concrete ledge—
An object exploded against the wall. He yelped, flailed and 

welded himself  to the ladder. A floodlight bracketed them 
from above.

“Don’t move a muscle,” a voice commanded. “State your 
business or be bricked. If  your business is bad,” it clarified, 
“you might be bricked anyway.” 

Ben felt the ladder vibrate through his boots as Tyler 
twisted toward the light. Another brick immediately smashed 



19 20

into the wall. Ben felt fragments of  it strike his ankles. The 
voice’s owner was possessed of  deadly accuracy. 

“Not one teensy little muscle, turd-brains, or you will 
quickly become brick-brains.”

“Alright, alright!” Tyler yelled. “Got it!”
“We’re just looking for a place to spend the night,” Ben 

said into the wall. 
“Obviously,” said the voice, “but what else are you up 

to?”
“That’s it. No brickable business.”
 “Are you murderers?”
“What? We’re just travel—”
“Thieves?”
“No!”
“Ravagers!?”
“Definitely not,” Tyler said. “Not any of  those things.”
“No sir,” Ben added, “not even a little bit.” He was really 

scared now. They might have dodged the demons, but they’d 
fallen into the clutches of  a lunatic.

There was a moment of  silence. The floodlight never 
wavered. Sweat ran into Ben’s eye.

“Come on up. Slowly. Slower! Good. That’s it. Hands on 
your heads. Slowly turn.”

Cold adrenaline spiked Ben’s veins as he swiveled to face 
the floodlight. A lone silhouette stood directly in front of  

the light, features invisible inside the glare. Ben was sweating 
profusely now.

“On the count of  three, we charge,” Tyler whispered. “It’s 
our only chance.” Ben dipped his head in acknowledgment.

“One. Two—”
“Honeybuns? What do you think? Bricks or dinner for 

these two?”
Tyler stopped the count and held his breath. A woman’s 

voice floated across the factory floor. She sounded distracted, 
like a mother answering a babbling child while she scans the 
grocery list.

“They sound just fine, Christopher. Dinner in an hour.”
“Right you are, Gummie Bear,” their interrogator replied. 

The silhouette disappeared. There was a momentary scuffle, 
then the floodlight went out. Footsteps approached and 
stopped abruptly. Ben tensed. Tyler snapped his light back on.

A small man stood in the pale beam of  light. Thick white 
hair was slicked straight back over a fluffy beard, and he wore 
an undershirt tucked neatly over a potbelly into baggy cargo 
pants. Skittering eyes considered the newcomers over the 
bridge of  a sharp nose and a chin slightly raised. He stuck 
out a hand.

“Sorry about the formalities. You understand, of  course. 
I’m Chris. And you are?”

“Ben.”
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“Tyler.”
Their host smiled for the first time, revealing impish teeth 

tilting inward. He flung his arms wide and embraced them 
both at the same time. “Welcome to our camp! Allow me to 
introduce my wife. Come.” He scurried away, fairly skipping 
across the narrow catwalk spanning the central well.

“We have to get out of  here,” Ben whispered as they 
followed.

“First chance we get. Play along for now.”
They picked their way across the catwalk, inching forward 

with their backs against the wall in sections where debris 
from the roof  had smashed through it. By now, the moon 
was rising, and a weak shaft of  light fell through the opening. 
It only seemed to deepen the shadows reaching out of  the 
chasm below.

Chris’s side of  the top floor was dominated by the remains 
of  a monstrous crane. A campfire glowed under the open shell 
of  a bucket-claw. A doublewide cot and a folding table were 
set up next to the fire, and a hammock was slung between the 
two halves of  the claw. A woman sat cross-legged by the fire, 
tending a bubbling pot that smelled delicious.

She was singing as she worked, and she had a rare gift. 
When he heard it, Ben nearly tripped. Charged with all the 
original power of  Eve’s tenderness, goodness and grace, hers 
was the sort of  voice that had lulled babes and fighting men to 

sleep since the dawn of  time. Ben’s fears melted away. Anyone 
claiming so sweet a gift could join herself  to an eccentric, but 
never a lunatic.

As if  he’d heard Ben’s thoughts, Chris sprang from behind 
the jaws of  the crane and pounced on his wife for a kiss, 
which she enthusiastically returned, cutting off  the melody. 
Embarrassed, the visitors waited.

When they came up for air the woman smiled warmly. 
“I’m Sharon.”

They smiled back. For the first time, Ben noticed the pink 
shotgun leaning on the cot behind the woman.

“I hope you don’t mind the bricks. My husband takes 
his role as my protector very seriously, don’t you darling?” 
She winked at them. Chris nodded. He picked up a brick and 
bounced it in his palm.

“Just a formality, really. All sorts of  nasty people on the 
roads these days. Though the dangerous drifters tend to keep 
more toward the bigger cities. More opportunities to steal, 
murder and ravage there.” He leaned forward and dropped 
his voice. “But if  anybody did come after me or my wife, I’d 
tear out their kidneys.”

“Naturally,” Ben said.
“As one does,” Tyler agreed.
“Course you would, teddy bear, course you would,” 

Sharon cooed.
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Ben cleared his throat. “So um, how long have you been 
here?”

“Couple of  weeks,” Chris said. “Maybe three? Yes. Three.”
“Three weeks? Here?”
“I know. Pretty sweet spot, huh? The reviews did not 

disappoint on this one.”
“Reviews?”
Chris looked confused. “Of  course. On free-campsites-

dot-net.” 
“You’re kidding,” Tyler said.

“Of  course not. It’s a very popular place. How did you 
not know that?”

Ben and Tyler looked at each other. “Oh, I don’t know,” 
Tyler replied. “I mean, it’s cool. I just didn’t think that many 
people would really dig the vibe.”

“Of  course they do. Great location, multiple camping 
spaces, running water source. Not to mention the disc golf  
course. We’ve had all sorts of  visitors already. A couple 
and their daughter stayed with us for a few days. They just 
left. Before that there were two charming young gals from 
Brazil, some Latino construction workers on their way up 
to Cincinnati, and three whitebread dudes from Jersey. They 
were boring though. Hardly worth remembering.”

“Did you throw bricks at all of  them?”
“So,” Ben interjected, “are you guys retired?”

“Not at all. I’m a computer consultant. Sharon’s an 
accountant.”

“Really?”
“Yes.” Chris nodded earnestly.
“How does that work?”
“We’re digital nomads. We keep a solar array on our 

RV and have a mobile hotspot connection, so we can work 
anywhere and anyhow we want.”

“So basically, you’ve set up an internet café in the middle 
of  a postapocalyptic ruin.”

“Precisely, without the café.” Chris cocked his head. “Or 
the ruin. Actually, I’m not sure what you mean at all.”

Ben frowned. “Did you mention frisbee golf ?”
“Disc golf.” Chris grinned fiendishly. Moonlight was now 

pouring in through the roof. “It’s light enough now. Would 
you men like to play a game?”

“Go on boys,” Sharon urged. “You’ve got some time 
before dinner.”

“Don’t you think that’s a little unsafe?”
Chris looked confused. “Of  course it’s not safe. This is 

disc golf  we’re talking about.”
Tyler laughed. The sound reverberated in the vault, 

knocking off  chunks of  loneliness and doom from the 
crumbling walls like icicles falling in the sun. “We’re in.”

Chris jumped for joy and scurried off  into the gloom. 
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“Follow me!”

Chris didn’t play disc golf  like anybody Ben knew.
In place of  baskets, the targets were steel drums, cairns 

of  smashed masonry, and piles of  glass bottles. They were 
placed in shattered window wells; on twisted conveyor belts; 
and atop crippled machinery. Instead of  discs, he’d collected 
a stack of  paint lids and old saw blades pilfered from around 
the factory. The game ranged all over the building, even to 
the roof, and extra points were awarded for an exceptionally 
loud target strike. 

As an extra twist, Chris had set up a moonrise course, 
where many of  the targets were only visible for a few minutes 
as the moon passed over the factory’s accidental oculus. There 
was no taking turns, either. It was a race.

As Ben dashed across catwalks, scurried down fire 
escapes, and vaulted over holes in the floor, flinging his ‘discs’ 
at fantastically smashable piles of  trash, he forgot all about 
nearly being brained. Chris was alright. 

Hot on Tyler’s heels, Ben heaved himself  onto the top 
floor, both of  them intent on the final target. Tyler whipped 
his last paint lid across the chasm at a steel drum balanced on 
one tine of  a derelict forklift. It struck the drum dead center with 
a satisfying gong. The drum wobbled but held fast. Tyler swore.

Ben laughed and chucked his own lid. It missed, but he 
didn’t care. He’d already lost, but Tyler and Chris were neck 

and neck—if  only because Tyler was faster. He missed more 
targets, but he always got there first. Chris huffed up the 
ladder and bent over his knees before lining up his final shot.

“Young man,” he wheezed, “You’ve made a critical error. 
You used a putter on the heaviest target, when you should 
have saved a driver.” He grinned ferociously and brandished 
his final disc, a large saw blade.

“And then,” he said, taking aim, “you really gotta huck 
that sucker!” The veteran golfer let fly. The drum crashed into 
the abyss, banging all the way down. Ben cheered. Tyler threw 
up his hands in defeat. Chris pumped both their hands.

“Well played, men. Well played. Let’s go see what the 
missus has cooking.”

Sharon had a hearty stew that left everyone satisfied and 
ready for sleep. The night was well underway, and stars could 
be seen through the ceiling. After helping with the cleanup, 
Tyler and Ben thanked the couple for the meal and went 
hunting for their own berths. 

“Try across the way there,” Sharon offered. “The 
construction workers built a sort of  shelter out of  an old tarp 
and debris they found. You can sort of  see it across the gap. 
It looked pretty cozy to me.”

The shelter was a huge metal crate that looked like it’d been 
dropped on its side by the crane. A dusty but sturdy tarp hung 
across the opening, secured by chunks of  masonry placed on 
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the top of  the crate. It was large enough to accommodate 
both of  them with a little room to spare. Ben spread out his 
blanket and rolled up his sweatshirt for a pillow as Tyler pulled 
the tarp closed and secured the bottom with a brick. 

Ben lay down with a sigh and looked up into the dark 
inside the container.

“Good thing we didn’t charge him.”
“Yeah. I can’t believe the bastard beat me. I was this close.”
“Next time.” Ben smiled. “Pretty good motel for free-

ninety-five, huh?”
Tyler yawned. “It could use a shower and a couple of  girls 

in the lobby, but I guess it’s ok.”
“We’re really doing this.”
“Doing what?”
“This. This life, Ty. This is the beginning of  something 

totally new.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“We can go anywhere. Nobody knows where we are. We’re 

about to see things we’ve always dreamed of. For years.”
“Mm.”
The faintest whisper of  air brushed over Ben’s chest as 

the cool of  the night began to sink into the factory. He could 
hear water, just barely, slipping over stones in the creek bed. 
The loudest sound in the crate was his own breathing. The 
only movement, the rise and fall of  his own chest. Tyler was 
already asleep.

“We’re free,” Ben whispered to the dark.

- 3 - 
The Red River

Stanton, Kentucky

This place is full of  memory. I can feel it in the shadows under the 
trees. I wonder if  the forest will remember me when I’m gone.

I don’t think I want it to.

-

The factory was empty when they awoke. There was barely 
a trace of  the cook fire where Chris and Sharon’s camp had 
been, underneath the crane claw. The nomads had moved on.

Out in the parking lot, Ben paused for a moment beside 
the car. It was a sunny morning, and he felt rejuvenated from 
a splash in the creek. Birds flitted between the trees growing 
out of  the roof  of  the factory. A young rabbit browsed in the 
bushes lining the path to the entrance. The place looked a lot 
different in the daylight.

“Hurry up, Ben. I’m hungry.”
Ben climbed into the car and shut the door. “The Red 
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River Gorge is only a few hours away. We’ll need to pick up 
supplies before then. Enough for a couple days, maybe.”

“A couple days? Buddy, you’ve never even camped before.”
“I have now. How much harder could it be in the woods?”

“This is insane.” Tyler crumpled his third hamburger 
wrapper and tossed it in the car. There were no trash cans 
in the trailhead parking lot, probably because there wasn’t a 
parking lot. They hadn’t seen anything resembling civilization 
in the last hour.

This part of  Kentucky was a network of  heavily wooded, 
stony ridges. The ridges grew steeper and sharper and the 
forests thicker the deeper they went into Daniel Boone 
National Forest. The old logging road they’d followed was 
a roller coaster of  steep climbs and sharp drops. It blasted 
through tunnels of  solid rock and zigzagged around fallen 
trees and rockslides before reaching the trailhead at the top 
of  a ridge. It was marked by a small sign just off  a narrow 
shoulder.

Ben took a deep breath. “We’re really in the boonies now.”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Tyler replied. “You want to 

spend two days in that?” He gestured to the forest. A narrow 
path disappeared into the underbrush within a few yards.

Ben wiped his forehead. It was early afternoon, and it was 

already hot, but that wasn’t the only reason Ben was sweating. 
The forest scared him. This was not a manicured city park, 
or a state campground with toilets and shelters attended by 
janitors in jumpsuits. There were no pigeons or sparrows 
watching from powerlines along paved paths. Birds he’d 
never heard before hooted and cried from the canopies of  
these ancient trees. Bigger, hungrier things surely lurked in 
the shadows. This was an alien world. A great unknown.

“I read there were two black bears for every square mile 
out here.”

“That’s great, Ben. Maybe they’ll eat each other.”
Ben looked at his little school backpack leaned against the 

Mustang. It was stuffed to the brim with cans and supplies. 
Pots and pans hung from the bottom, attached by bungie 
cords and ropes. The tarp from the factory crate protruded 
more than a foot from the main compartment. It would serve 
as their tent, their own little bastion of  civilization in the 
preternatural wilderness of  the gorge. A thin film of  plastic 
separating them from the terrors of  the early dusk beneath 
the shadow of  the trees.

Yes, he was scared of  the forest, and perhaps rightly so. 
But this was what he’d come for. He hefted the pack, clutched 
his gallon jug of  spring water, and staggered into the trees.
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Stepping into the Red River Gorge was like walking 
back in time. The place had nearly been clearcut during the 
booming days of  Kentucky’s frontier logging industry. But 
some trees, deep in the heart of  the gorge, had never been 
felled, and the rest of  the forest had been undisturbed for 
more than a century.

Now, young white pines and beeches thrived beneath 
a towering canopy of  oaks and hickories. The stony trail 
meandered through an understory so lush with rhododendron 
and big leaf  magnolia that Ben could often see no more than 
fifty feet ahead. The air was close and clear. Sound seemed to 
dissipate only a few yards from its source. More than once, 
Ben turned a corner on a switchback cut into a steep ridge 
and stumbled upon deer using the same path. The animals 
fled into the brush, white tails bobbing. They seemed as 
surprised as he was.

As they descended rootstairs and rock scrambles leading 
deeper into the gorge, occasionally the thick blanket of  the 
forest would roll back. Ben marveled at sandstone arches 
and sedimentary cliffs eroded by the elements at impossible 
angles over millennia, reminders of  a time much older than 
even the largest trees.

After an hour or two spent tottering on sandstone 
bridges spanning thirty-foot gaps and exploring clusters of  
undulating pockets melted into exposed cliffs, they discovered 

a rock amphitheater at the bottom of  a ridge—a spectacular 
overhang large enough to swallow a small army. Trees grew 
on all sides of  the amphitheater; gnarled roots snaked over 
the top and hung into space, channeling drops of  water 
onto the dry silt a hundred feet below. A patchwork system 
of  dripping sandstone and seams of  rust-red iron lined the 
underside of  the rock shelf, creating structures reminiscent 
of  melting honeycombs.

 They stopped in the shadow of  the overhang. Ben 
collapsed against a boulder, not bothering to remove his pack. 
He drank greedily from the jug, which was already nearly 
empty. Tyler drained the last of  his own supply and lay on his 
back, panting. They were both drenched in sweat.

Ben was exhausted. They’d brought too much weight. He 
struggled out from beneath the backpack and rummaged for 
a couple of  snack bars, tossing one to Tyler. Tyler tore into it 
gratefully.

It had been a bright and sunny afternoon when they’d 
entered the forest a couple hours before, but it was already 
growing dark under the canopy. It was becoming unbearably 
humid. Rain was coming.

It didn’t rain that afternoon. It poured. The temperature 
had dropped dramatically, and they were soaked to the bone.
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They set up camp on a patch of  sand beside the river 
at the bottom of  the gorge. A jagged boulder leaned over 
the tiny peninsula, providing some measure of  protection 
from the rain. They spread their tarp over a hollow created 
by the exposed roots of  a sycamore sagging into the current, 
securing the ends with stones as best they could. The rain was 
deafening on the bellying plastic.

“Remind me why we didn’t set up in the woods?” Tyler 
asked.

“The trees might drop their branches in the storm.”
“Is that better than freezing to death?”
Ben shivered violently. “It’s wet in there, too. We just have 

to wait it out, then we’ll make a fire. Everything will be fine.”
“That could be hours, or days. We need a fire now.” Tyler 

stormed out into the rain. Ben watched him disappear into 
the woods.

“Good luck,” he muttered. He fished his blanket out of  
his pack and wrapped it around him as tightly as he could. It 
was as wet as he was. 

He held out his water jug to catch some of  the runoff  
streaming down the sagging tarp. Thunder rumbled. Ben 
sighed and curled up as best he could in the hollow. He fell 
asleep watching the rain dance on the river.

It was a short storm. Ben woke to find the sun shining. 
Tendrils of  fog drifted out of  the woods and off  the water. 
Everything was dripping.

Tyler was squatting barefoot in his underwear over a ring 
of  stones on the muddy peninsula, muttering over a pile 
of  twigs. There were as many used matches as twigs in the 
kindling at his feet. He’d spread out his sodden clothes on a 
rock near the riverside.

Ben popped his joints and stumbled out of  the shelter, 
sighing as he stepped into the sun. “Any luck?”

“Everything’s soaked. It’s useless.” Tyler tossed the box of  
matches at the kindling and sagged onto his haunches. “No 
fire for us.”

Ben peeled off  his sodden shirt and began wrestling with 
his shoes as Tyler walked past him toward the river. “The sun 
is out. I guarantee it’ll be a sauna again in an hour. Where are 
you going?”

“Swimming,” Tyler said over his shoulder. 
“Now?”
“Why not? I’m already wet.”
“Fair enough.”
Tyler sprinted through the shallows and dove into the 

river. He came up with a whoop, spouting water. “It’s warm!”
He splashed off  into deeper water collecting around 

another boulder, and soon disappeared behind a bend in the 
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river. Ben waded out to the shallows, enjoying the feeling of  
soft silt and small stones on his bare feet. He sat down on a 
mossy rock in the center of  current. It was already dry and 
warm to the touch. He sat down and breathed deeply. The air 
smelled clean and pure. 

He wondered what this little waterway must have seen in 
all its years hidden from the world. It had scratched its way 
down here over eons, one grain of  sandstone at a time, to 
this hidden hundred-mile garden. Was it happy here? Maybe 
it wished it could be the Columbia, roaring through the heart 
of  the Pacific Crest under wide-open skies. Did it envy the 
mighty Mississippi its teeming fish, its friendship with barges 
and cities and commerce? Maybe it wished for a calling like 
theirs. Purpose on a continental scale.

Or could it content itself  with warm summer evenings in 
the company of  frogs, and silent trees, and travelers sunning 
themselves on rocks? Ben wanted to think so. He wandered 
around the river bank for a while, enjoying the warming sun 
on his back. He built a little castle of  stone cairns and dragged 
a few branches around it. Water striders and tiny fish flitted 
around inside the enclosure. He caught a few.

“Ben!”
His eyes snapped up. Tyler was sprinting toward him along 

the river bank. A vehicle that looked like a cross between a 
golf  cart and a tank ripped around the bend, churning through 

the river shallows. It roared toward their camp, hot on Tyler’s 
heels. A second vehicle, and a third, followed. The drivers and 
passengers hooted as Tyler thrashed across the river toward 
Ben.

Guns popped off. Tyler dove with a tremendous splash 
next to Ben. Ben jumped off  the rock into a low crouch. 

The UTVs circled them, engines roaring, the riders 
shouting and laughing and popping a couple of  small caliber 
rifles in the air. There was no hiding.

Tyler stood up in the middle of  the circle and glared, still 
naked except for his underwear. His chest and knees were 
bleeding from the fall. Ben stood back to back with him, 
clutching a stone in each hand. The biggest vehicle stopped 
in front of  Tyler. The driver—middle-aged, potbellied— 
sneered at him.

“You pissed in the wrong backyard, bud.”
“It’s not your backyard,” Tyler spat.
“Are you insane?” Ben hissed. “They’ve got guns.”
The gang jeered. “We got a bold one, Bill!” somebody 

shouted. 
A woman in a tank top and cutoffs leaned out of  the 

leader’s passenger seat. “Knock his frickin’ teeth out, Billy!”
Bill squirted a stream of  tobacco into the river, drained his 

beer, and dropped into the current. He was a big man.
Tyler planted his feet and raised his fists. The blood from 



37 38

his scrapes had run and smeared into the mud spattered 
across his formidable build. He bared his canines, eyes wide 
and wild. 

“Go on, Billy-boy. Knock my frickin’ teeth out.”
Billy belched, balled his hands, and lunged.
Tyler landed one punch. Bill’s skull made a sickening 

thwack as it bounced off  the hood of  the UTV and landed 
with the rest of  him in the river shallows.

The gorge was dead silent. Somebody worked a rifle bolt. 
Ben raised his rocks and prepared to die fighting.

BANG!
Every head swiveled to the riverbank.
BANGBANG!
“Rangers!”
“Grab Billy!”
The motorcade fled. The last vehicle, with a limp Bill 

flopping out of  the back seat, ripped through a circle just 
before the river bend.

“Forest pigs!”
It churned its wheels in the current and was gone. Tyler 

whipped a stone after it and screamed.
Ben let out his breath. Tyler stared at him, naked shredded 

chest heaving, slick with sweat and blood and mud. 
“Nice punch,” Ben managed.
The haze cleared from Tyler’s eyes. He blinked. “Thanks.” 

They both turned to the riverbank. 
Two young women stood near their camp. One of  them 

wore a ludicrously large revolver in a hip holster. Both of  
them wore smiles.

“Hello, boys,” they said together.
Tyler beamed and splashed toward their rescuers.
“Not so fast, champ,” said the woman with the gun. The 

shorter and stockier of  the two, she wore a thick shock of  
copper hair pulled back in a tight braid. “Put some pants on 
and then we’ll talk.”

“Aw, but Asp,” said the other, “I kinda like him this way.” 
She was slightly taller, but the women were obviously sisters. 
Her eyes flickered across Tyler’s chest. Tyler grinned.

“Willow Higgins!” the first woman hissed, “I know you’re 
goin’ through a dry spell, but have some tact!” 

Willow smirked. 
“I’m Aspen,” said the red-headed gunslinger. “And that’s 

Willow.”
“Tyler. That’s Ben.”
“Hey, how old are you guys, anyhow?”
“Twenty,” Tyler lied. “Why? You’re not sixteen are you?”
Aspen snorted. “Try thirty. I told you Will, they’re just 

babies.”
“What a shame,” Willow purred. “Get dressed. We’re 

gonna have a fire soon, if  you care to join us.” The sisters 
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headed down the bank.
“With what wood?” Tyler called. “Everything’s soaking 

wet!”
The women looked over their shoulders, then at each 

other. Aspen shoved her sister. “Is he for real? Will, they ain’t 
just babies, they’re city babies! You got no eye for men, old 
girl.” Willow laughed and shrugged as the two walked back 
toward camp.

“Damn,” Tyler muttered.
“Really? That’s what you’re worried about right now?” 

Ben shook the mud spatters off  his t-shirt with disgust.
Tyler spread his arms. “We’re young men in our prime. 

Here we are in the presence of  unspoiled nature. It’s only 
natural.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Let’s hope those guys don’t come 
back.”

“I doubt it. Come on. I want to see these girls try to get 
this fire going”

“Don’t antagonize them, Ty. They do have a gun.”
They found Aspen splitting logs beside a much-improved 

version of  Tyler’s fire ring. Willow was rummaging through 
their food supplies. She looked up as they approached. “You 
two don’t look like you know the first thing about camp 
cooking, so we figured we’d help you out.”

“That’s fine by me,” Tyler replied. “But you’re wasting 

your time with that wood. I already tried.” 
Willow snorted. “You tried wrong, city-boy.”
Ben changed the subject. “So, you two are rangers?”
“Nope,” Aspen said. “We’re climbers. Some of  the best 

climbing in the world’s in the Gorge.” She brought her 
hatchet down on a log with expert precision. The two halves 
split evenly down the middle. Ben watched, fascinated, as she 
split the wood into progressively smaller pieces. For the first 
time, he noticed her hands. They were abnormally wide and 
knotted with muscle.

“Climbers?” he asked.
“Yep,” Aspen looked up. Her face was earnest and warm. 

“Ain’t you seen the sandstone around here? It’s dangerous, 
since it’s so soft and all, which means it’s like to crumble 
sometimes, but it’s pure heaven to climb. People come from 
all over the world to climb the Gorge.”

“Huh,” Tyler grunted. He gestured at the revolver on her 
hip. “Is that hand cannon legal?”

“I don’t care if  it’s legal or not. Don’t think I need to 
explain why I keep it with me.”

“Fair enough. Thanks for using it, by the way.”
Aspen tipped an imaginary cap. 
“So, where you girls from?”

      “First off, I thought we already established we ain’t 
girls,” Aspen said. “But if  we were, we’d be from Wyo-
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ming—Mitchell, Wyoming, to be exact. On the Big Horns. 
It’s a sleepy little mountain town, but we like it.”

“You like it,” Willow retorted. “I hate it.”
Aspen rolled her eyes. “Willow was born with stars in her 

eyes. Country life is too small for her. Hey—what’s your name 
again?”

“Ben.”
“Ben?” When she said it, it sounded closer to Bin. “That’s 

not gonna cut it. We need to get you guys some proper trail 
names.”

Tyler perked up. “How bout—”
“You have to be given a trail name, guy.”
“And you’re City-Boy,” Willow declared.
“That’s lame.”
“Deal with it, City-Boy.”
“We’ll think of  one for you, Ben,” Aspen assured him. 

“You don’t talk too much, do you?”
“I guess not.”
“That’s ok,” Aspen chattered. “I talk enough for two.” 
She does, Willow mouthed. Ben suppressed a smile.
“Hand me that log over there, Ben,” Aspen continued. 

“See, the trick to startin’ a fire with wet wood is, one, always 
carry dry tinder with you, and two, keep it dry. But that’s a 
given. The real magic is this: you gotta find the dry wood 
inside the wet wood. See how I scraped all the bark off  that 

big log ’fore I split it all into little pieces like that?”
Ben nodded.
“Right, that stuff  in the middle is the dry part. And then, 

if  your kindling got wet, you gotta shave off  little pieces of  
that middle split ’til you got enough.” She unsheathed a huge 
knife and demonstrated drawing off  shavings. “Like this. 
Make a loose little pile of  ’em. Then you stack the split pieces 
like Lincoln logs. Lotta people use a teepee, but Lincoln logs 
are way more stable, and you get better airflow too. Then you 
put the really wet stuff  on the outside, so it can dry out, and 
light ’er up. That’s all there is to it. Where’s the matches, sis?”

“Here, Asp.”
Aspen struck the match. In less than thirty seconds, she 

had a flame. Tyler sucked in an audible breath. Willow laughed 
at him. 

“That’s how you build a fire with wet wood. Now grab 
that knife and open those cans for me. Hurry up, City-Boy. 
I’m hungry.”

Ben gathered more firewood and practiced stripping bark 
with Aspen while Tyler and Willow worked on the meal. It 
was dark by the time they all sat down beside the fire ring for 
dinner. Really dark.

The only light came from the campfire, dancing through 
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the shadows of  stones and roots and river grass. Stars were 
visible where the trees opened over the water, and a chorus 
of  tree frogs joined the constant low burbling of  the river. 
Night birds traded solos from the trees. Small animals rustled 
in the brush.

In the city, it was seldom quiet, and never dark. But he 
didn’t mind that. It was comforting, in a way. He was used to 
street lights and shouting neighbors. Nightriders and thumping 
base. The absence of  those things was at once fearful and 
deeply satisfying. In a way, the forest noises felt silent, like an 
invisible enclosure just overhead and out of  reach that kept 
the air comfortably close and the outside world safely hidden. 
It was a peaceful symphony.

“Dinner is served,” Willow declared. “Hold out your 
bowls, boys.”

Their guests obeyed. Willow spooned a steaming ladleful 
into each of  their dishes, then served her sister and herself.

Ben glanced at the contents of  his dish. It looked like 
someone had eviscerated an animal, poured the offal over 
rice, and called it macaroni. He looked at Tyler.

“So,” Tyler ventured, “what do you call this?”
Willow snickered as she blew on her bowl. “Satan’s Guts. 

It’s our very own trail recipe. Eat up.”
Aspen nodded as she shoveled the stuff  into her mouth. 

“It’s good! Promise!”

Ben eyed the still-bubbling pot. The concoction looked 
truly evil. He suppressed a grimace and raised a spoonful. It 
did smell good.

“What’s in it?”
“It’s real simple,” Aspen said. She put her empty bowl to 

the side and leaned back, wiping her lips with the back of  
one hand. “It’s a blend of  highly caloric fats, slow burning 
carbohydrates, lean protein, vegetable fiber, and sugar, to 
restock your depleted muscles after a good long hike.”

Willow snorted. “That’s dork-speak for brown rice, 
black beans, sweet corn, and chopped-up Spam with Vienna 
sausage. That’s the guts part. You can make Angel Guts with 
navy beans instead of  black, but we like it better like this. We 
used your Spam and corn, by the way. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Huh.” Ben tasted it. Tyler’s eyes lit up when he did the 
same. It was delicious. The women laughed as they tore into 
the meal.

Ben had finished his third bowl and was about to chase it 
with a second bag of  cheesepuffs when he heard something 
in the woods. His head snapped to the right. Somebody was 
coming. Flashlights bobbed through the trees. Ben tensed, 
preparing for a four-wheeler counterattack.

Instead, a tall, heavily bearded man carrying a massive 
wooden mallet slung over both shoulders loped out of  the 
forest. A ragged column of  mostly smaller figures tromped 
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behind him, laden with bags of  trash and debris. Some of  
them were carrying or rolling tires covered in rust and grime. 
They were all wearing sweat-soaked grey shirts, black boots, 
and the filthiest khaki pants Ben had ever seen.

“Oh, it’s those guys!” Aspen cried. “The Ned Candy 
Children’s Choir!”

“The what?”
“The N-triple-C,” Aspen said. “They’re doing some 

volunteer trail work out here.”
“Funny,” Willow said, “they told me they were from the 

North Carolina Corrections Corps.”
“Well I guess it don’t really matter,” Aspen said impatiently. 

“They fished all that trash out of  the Red today, just out of  
the goodness of  their hearts. And most of  ’em are just babies 
like you two. ’Cept the ranger in the front,” she whispered to 
Ben. “That’s a man.” 

“I’ll say,” Willow agreed.
The trail crew’s stench reached the camp before the rest 

of  them. Ben wondered if  he’d smell that bad tomorrow after 
two days without a shower.

“Hold up,” the Ranger called amiably as the crew 
approached the camp. The trail crew bunched up around him, 
grinning into the firelight. There were about ten of  them, a 
mix of  young men and women who couldn’t have been much 
older than Ben and Tyler, each filthier than the last. Most of  

them were grinning as they plopped down on their tires or 
squatted on their haunches. They were having a blast.

“Evening.” The ranger planted the butt of  the enormous 
mallet in the dirt and rested his arms on the business end. 
Lean and well-muscled, he looked the part in khaki trail jeans 
and a dark green US Forest Service polo. The black beard 
flowed in a continuous mat down his neck and into his open 
shirt collar. His dark eyes smiled instead of  his lips, and he 
smelled like the woods. 

“Nice to see you too, Davy,” Willow purred. “What are 
you doing out so late? When we passed you three hours ago 
you said you were headed back up to the rim.”

“We got side-tracked,” the ranger admitted. “Had to chase 
some guys a ways off  the trail.”

“That where you got that thing?” Aspen pointed at the 
mallet.

The skin around the ranger’s eyes crinkled. “This little 
guy? Yeah. I took it off  a drunk that was swinging it around 
trying to squash some chipmunks. Said its name was Thor, 
and he took it everywhere. I told him that was fine but he’d 
better stop or I’d squash him with it instead.”

“You didn’t rough him up too bad, did you, Davy?” 
Willow asked.

The ranger lifted his ball cap and scratched his matted 
hair. “I didn’t have to. He ran off. I could tell there were others 
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out and about though. Saw the tracks from the UTVs.” His 
dark eyes turned coal black. “Damn hicks aren’t satisfied with 
tearing up their own backyards. Have to be going where they 
know they’re not allowed.”

“UTV’s?” Tyler spoke up. “Like an overgrown go-kart 
stuffed with a bunch of  drunks?”

“That sounds about right. Round here anyway. Why? You 
seen ’em?”

“I knocked out their head honcho right over there after he 
tried to run me over.”

“I would have liked to see that. Did you catch his name?”
“They said it was Bill.”
David spat. “How long ago was this?”
“A couple hours, maybe.”
“And they were drunk?”
“Sloshed.”
“They probably didn’t get too far, then.” He peered out at 

the river, sparkling silver in the light of  a rising moon. “More 
than likely that’s Bill Williamson and his bunch of  goons.”

“You know him?”
“He owns a lot of  land around here, out in Stanton, and 

his family donated quite a bit to the Forest back in the day. If  
he wasn’t a drunk and he kept to his own tracts, I’d say he’s 
a good guy. But this is the heart and soul of  the gorge. Out 
here, that gang is a sin on the land.”

“Can’t you arrest him?” Tyler demanded.
“If  anybody could, it’s you, Davy,” Willow added.
“Wouldn’t do any good. He knows a lot of  people.” He 

grinned for the first time—or rather, a wide slit appeared in 
the beard where a grin should’ve been.

“Tell you what I can do.” He turned to a young woman 
who looked a little older than the rest of  the crew. “Nikki, do 
me a favor and take your crew out. I’ll meet up with you in 
the morning.”

The workers prepared to leave. Aspen elbowed Ben. 
“Watch this. Hey N-trips! What’s your names?”

Nikki beamed and saluted smartly at the head of  the 
column as they began to march. “North Carolina Corrections 
Corps, team Delta One—sound off!”

“Twiggy present,” said the next in line.
“The Witch!”
“Pork-born.”
“Bread here.”
“Banjos.”
“Blazin’ Bruce.”
“Kirk Kandy, still alive.”
“Dorito!”
“Soultrain.”
“And Grampa,” called the caboose. “All present and 

accounted for.”



49 50

The crew fell out of  formation and tromped off  into the 
woods, laughing. The ranger traded the caboose his mallet 
in exchange for an axe. He pointed it at Tyler. “Which way’d 
those four-wheelers go?” 

Tyler showed him.
“Good. You up for a little fun?”
“You bet.”
“Miss Aspen, toss him that hatchet, if  you don’t mind.” 

Aspen tossed it. “If  we’re not back in an hour or two—don’t 
come looking.” David slung the axe over his shoulders and 
ambled into the river shallows, whistling with the tree frog 
chorus.

Tyler hefted the hatchet and grinned at Ben. “Later babe.” 
He winked at the women. “Bye girls.”

Willow whipped an empty can at Tyler’s back as he trotted 
off. “Watch your back, City-Boy! There’s cougars in the 
woods!”

Aspen shoved her sister. “The only cougar in these woods 
is you, old girl.”

“Shhh!” Willow laughed. “Let him sweat.”
“What do you think David’s gonna do with that axe?” 

Aspen whispered. “Chop Billy and his gang’s nuts off?”
“I don’t care what Davy does to Billy’s nuts,” Willow 

declared. “Long as he keeps his intact.”
Aspen punched her leg and the two fell off  the log they 

were perched on, laughing and shrieking.
Ben shook his head and smiled. He rolled out his blanket 

and lay down on his back beside the fire. The blanket was 
mostly dry now. He took a deep breath and let it out. His 
body was tired, but his mind was wide awake. He lay there for 
what seemed like hours, listening to the sound of  the forest. 
Watching the firelight dance on the canopy.

The moon rose over the river and passed out of  view 
before his eyelids began to droop. He was barely aware of  
the sound of  boots sloshing across the shallows before 
succumbing to a dreamless sleep.

 
He awoke to someone licking his face. 
Someone with warm, moist, meaty breath.
He opened his eyes and screamed. The bear sampling last 

night’s cheesepuffs from his cheeks jumped back.
Suddenly Tyler was yelling too. A woman’s voice shrieked. 

Ben sprang to his feet and began waving his arms, screaming 
gibberish. The bear snorted and shrank into a crouch. 
Everyone was awake now. The campers bunched together 
and flailed their arms and legs, all of  them screaming.

The bear, deciding a few more licks of  cheese powder 
were no longer worth tangling with the screeching mass of  
tasty-carcasses-that-were-not-dead-anymore, fled into the 
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brush. The campers separated from the knot, panting. Ben 
swiped at his sticky face in disbelief.

“Bearbait!” Tyler cried. “Benjamin Bearbait!”
“Bearbait!” Willow and Aspen cheered.
Ben barely registered his new trail name as he ran to the 

river to douse his face. He was just glad to be alive.

After breakfast, it took about an hour to pack up camp. 
Willow and Aspen spent half  of  that laughing at Tyler and 
Ben and giving pointers, inordinately amused by the city 
dwellers’ forest incompetence.

Ben grunted as he leaned his body weight into their rolled-
up tarp. It refused to go any farther into his pack. He gave up 
and zipped the thing as best he could. Tyler whistled as he 
hefted his own sloppy, bulging mess. He was sipping out of  a 
small metal canteen. 

Waking up to sloppy morning kisses from a bear had 
completely pushed the events of  the night out of  Ben’s head. 
He stood bolt upright as he remembered.

“Hey! What’d you and the ranger do last night?”
Tyler took another sip from the canteen, which Ben 

suddenly realized was not his—nor was it a canteen.
“David tracked the gang to their camp, which was only 

about a mile downstream. We made sure they were all drunk 

as skunks, then hacked up all their tires and stole their booze. 
Well, I stole their booze. David stole their boots. He hiked out 
last night and I came back here.”

Ben stared. Tyler raised the flask. “I told you I’d get my 
Kentucky whiskey.” He swallowed. “Which reminds me, we’d 
better get going. They’re gonna wake up soon. And hot damn, 
is them boys gonna be sore!” he drawled. “Ladies, what we 
waitin’ around fer? Daylight’s burnin’.”

“’Bout time, City-Boy,” Willow returned. “Lemme have 
some of  what’s in that flask and I might forgive that atrocious 
accent.” 

Tyler winked at Ben. “Bearbait, you coming?”
Ben shook his head and kicked Tyler behind the knee as 

he headed for the trail. “I’ll be amazed if  you live past forty, 
Ty.”

“Don’t intend to. I’m gonna die hot. For-ward, march!”

For the return trek, their new friends steered them to a 
steeper but shorter path leading up out of  the gorge. They’d 
started early, and the forest was still wet from yesterday’s rain. 
Hemlocks, maples and oaks dripped in silence as they passed. 
The woods smelled like pine straw and green leaves and 
damp soil. Narrow gullies thick with rhododendron glistened 
with dew, their canopies reflecting the morning light like 
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mesmerizing pools of  liquid silver.
Aspen chattered most of  the way. She showed Ben a tiny 

groundcover plant with little pink berries that tasted like 
bubblegum and taught him to tell the difference between 
three different species of  pine. Bright green, fresh needles 
from Eastern White Pines made the best pine needle tea. 
They were an excellent  source of  vitamin C, she said, and 
they tasted just like berries. You could eat them straight off  
the tree!

Ben was skeptical at first. But by the time they emerged 
out of  the forest, he was stripping needles off  branches with 
his teeth like a billy goat.

“Where are you off  to now?” Aspen asked as they sat 
resting on their packs at the trailhead. The new trail had exited 
the forest in a different spot. The Wyomingites’ dusty pick-
up leaned over the shoulder, but Tyler’s Mustang had to be a 
couple miles away.

“New Orleans,” Ben replied. “Then west, to the deserts, 
and the mountains, and parts unknown.”

“Ok, guy. If  you two Lewis-and-Clarks ever need a place 
to lay low for a while, or you need to make some cash for 
the next leg, you’re welcome in Mitchell.” Aspen said. “Our 
daddy is a shop foreman at the soda ash plant and he’s always 
lookin’ for workers. He’d put you up, too.” She scrawled an 
address and phone number on a scrap of  paper and handed 

it to Ben. “But for starters, we can take you to your car. Hop 
in the truck.”

They tossed their packs in the bed and clambered in as the 
engine fired up. The morning was just warm enough that the 
breeze felt deliciously cool on Ben’s grimy skin, and he was 
glad to be out from under the pack. He sighed contentedly 
and settled in for the ride. Tyler looked at him.

“Benjamin Bearbait, you are a filthy man.”
Ben smiled. “Maybe so, but I’ve never met a City-Boy 

who smelled anywhere near as bad as you.”
Tyler grinned. He raised the flask. “Kentucky!”

      Ben toasted with his gallon jug, and they drained them 
both. Aspen stuck her head out the driver’s side window. 
“Hold on back there, boys.”

Tyler gave a thumbs up. Ben popped his last bunch of  
pine needles in his mouth and gripped the walls as Aspen 
revved the engine. Not a moment too soon. Roaring down 
the backroads of  Kentucky ridge country in the bed of  a 
truck, with a mountain native at the wheel, was one of  the 
most joyously terrifying rides Ben ever got.
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- 4 -
Blaze and Praise

New Orleans, Louisiana

If  you ask me, there are two kinds of  travelers. There are the people 
who are looking for something, and the ones who think they’ve found it.

-

It was a long slog to New Orleans. After the Kentucky 
hill country released them to the interstate, they crossed the 
long spine of  the Blue Ridge Mountains in Tennessee. At a 
stoplight in Birmingham they planted one foot each on the 
pavement, just to say, yeah, they’d been to Alabama. After 
ten hours on the road, they passed the night on the edge of  a 
cypress swamp off  the highway. Scaly antediluvian monsters 
snarled and slithered in and out of  Ben’s fitful dreams.

Daylight revealed a land that was as flat and wide as 
Kentucky had been hilly and narrow. That afternoon, the land 
disappeared as they climbed a stilted causeway and zoomed 
over a sparkling wetland dotted with islands and tree trunks 
and wide swaths of  reeds. Lake Pontchartrain stretched to 

infinity.
On the other side, the marshes solidified into rows of  

houses and a million seafood joints. The houses became 
smaller and more gaily painted the deeper they penetrated 
into the city. Finally they rolled to a halt in front of  an ancient 
cedar-shingled house close to downtown. Thumping music 
from inside threatened to shake the purple paint off  the cozy 
porch.

“Are you sure this is the place?” Ben whispered as they 
climbed the steps.

“Sure,” Tyler said. “We followed that guy’s directions. Left 
at the trolley, just off  Canal street. This is the hostel.”

“It looks like a bordello.”
“Maybe it’s that, too.”
“Great.”
Tyler rapped on the door, hard. It swung open almost 

immediately. A mixture of  jazz, folk and hip-hop billowed 
out onto the porch behind a cloud of  smoke. Laughter and 
chatter chased it. A middle-aged woman with loose dreadlocks 
was perched in the doorway.

“Welcome to Blaze and Praise!” she effused.
“I’m sorry, we must have the wrong house.” Ben made to 

close the door. Tyler stopped him.
“We’re looking for the Dharma House, ma’am. Is this it?”
“Course it is! You’re in luck. The Dharma House Hostel 
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and Vibe Center is hosting our edibles and spirituality festival 
for the travelers today. Blaze and Praise. Can I book you a 
couple of  bunks?”

“I think we’ll pass, thanks,” Ben turned to go. Tyler 
stopped him.

“That’d be great. Thank you, miss…?”
“I’m Miss Daisy. Welcome! I’ll show you to your rooms 

and then y’all can come on out and join the fun if  you like.”
“We just might. Come on, Ben.” Tyler jerked him toward 

the door.
In the parlor, the walls were papered with curled up posters, 

abstract paintings and faded photos of  grinning youths. A 
pungent, musty odor hung in the air. Twenty or so visitors, 
mostly young but not all, were talking and dancing under the 
low ceilings. Several smiling guests thronged around a table 
in the living room spread with cookies, lollipops, muffins and 
other baked goods. The rotund, hairy giant behind the table 
grinned through the blunt in his teeth as they passed.

“We do this event every month!” Daisy shouted over 
the thumping music. “The travelers love it. There’s always a 
couple of  visions, and last month, we even had a conversion. 
Lovely young man from Germany. That’s what it’s all about, 
if  you ask me.”

As they snaked through the crowded parlor, a scrawny guy 
in a beanie gyrated across the hall and reached for Daisy. She 

took his hand with obvious delight and he spun her about 
toward the back door. Wide-mouthed bliss was plastered 
across the gatekeeper’s sweating face as Tyler, too, accepted 
the welcoming ritual. Ben dodged the hand, but not before 
catching an unpleasant whiff  of  its owner.

“What are they converting to!” he shouted.
“To life! To living! You know, no more hiding in the 

shadows, waiting for the sun to come out. We are the sun, 
y’all!”

They spilled into an open courtyard bordered by several 
brightly painted houses stretching the length of  the block. 
Two short palm trees sprouted from the concrete beside a 
scummy koi pond. Christmas lights dotted with underwear 
were slung between the houses, and more resident proselytes 
were scattered about the courtyard, leaning over picnic tables 
or sprawled in a hodgepodge of  secondhand furniture. 
Ben wondered if  any of  them were in imminent danger of  
conversion.

A noise directed their attention to the low stage set up 
at the back of  the enclosure. A handsome twenty-something 
sporting chest-length hair was banging a spoon against a beer 
bottle. Daisy stopped the entourage to hear the message.

“Listen up folks! Thank you all for coming. It’s so great to 
be here in this beautiful city with you beautiful people on this 
beautiful morning, amiright?”
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The supplicants cheered.
“Now today we got something really and truly special for 

you. You all know our sister Candice from Puerto Rico and 
my man, uh.”

Somebody whispered up from a chair below the stage.
“Peter! From Ontario. Peter-Candy, where are you guys? 

There they are. Show them some love, people.”
The orator pointed to the back of  the courtyard, where a 

hairy, squat man sat in a tattered leather armchair. A tall girl 
in a low-cut tank top was welded to his lap, an ocean of  curly 
black hair and an equally voluminous bosom spilling onto his 
chest.

A few scattered cheers went up accompanied by rattling 
beer cans.

“That’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout,” said the man on the 
stage. “So hey, like, I was in the living room when these two 
lovebirds met last week and I think the temperature went up 
about a million degrees, you know what I mean?

“Welcome to the Big Easy!”
“Get on with it, Willard!” 
Willard continued. “Well I’m happy to stand here today 

and tell you that this beautiful romance has come full circle. 
They’re getting married, y’all. Yours truly is doin’ the honors. 
Where’s the band? Come on up here!”

“Oh I love weddings!” Daisy squealed.

Two of  the partygoers hopped on the stage, producing 
a ukulele and a harmonica. A third joined them with a 
tambourine, and together the band struck up a raucous 
rendition of  Here Comes the Bride. Ben followed the press 
as the throng in the courtyard formed a crude aisle and began 
clapping and stomping along. Somebody handed Tyler and 
Ben cans of  cheap beer.

“Courtesy of  the bride and groom. Drink up, man.”
Ben stared at the sweating can in bewilderment. 
“This place keeps getting better and better,” Tyler said. 

“Look, here they come!”
Candy had pried herself  off  Peter and was now resplendent 

in a nuptial train fashioned from a set of  curtains. She held 
Peter’s arm with an expression of  pure bliss.

From the stage, the celebrant wiped a tear from his eye as 
he watched the couple proceed up the makeshift promenade. 
He hauled them each onto the stage and produced a copy of  
The Four Agreements. He shushed the band.

“We here do not wish to delay this beautiful joining of  
holy love and matrimony a moment longer, so we’ll keep the 
pontification to a minimum.”

Candy wriggled. Peter beamed.
“So! Without further ado, let us proceed!” Willard smiled 

broadly at the sky for a moment. Someone coughed. The 
celebrant turned to Candy.
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“Do you take this—” He glanced at Peter. “—man, as 
your lawfully wedded bedfellow?”

“I do. Daily.”
“Amen. And do you, Peter, take this woman as your 

lawfully wedded wife, to love and cherish until death or airline 
reservations do you part, whichever comes first?”

“I do.”
With a sudden burst of  speed, Willard snatched a can of  

beer, dropped it on the stage and stomped. The can exploded. 
Willard threw up his hands.

“Mazel tov!”
The crowd erupted in dancing and shouts. Candy attacked 

her new husband. Peter swung her into his arms, struggled 
off  the stage and carried her toward a room at the back of  
the courtyard, oblivious to all but his newly minted bride. 
He bumped her feet once on the door frame and the door 
slammed shut. The revelers danced on.

Tyler raised his beer in salute. “Many blessings to the 
newlyweds.”

Ben met his toast. “My very first wedding.”

Freshly showered, Ben had just settled into the top bunk 
of  a rickety double-decker in their twelve-bed dorm when the 
door banged open. Tyler strode in. Warm, humid air mingled 

with the ripe scent of  unwashed twenty-something seeping 
out of  a dozen duffel bags strewn around the room. A paper-
wrapped bundle dropped on Ben’s chest.

“What’s this?”
“Po-boy, from down the street. It’s like Subway, except 

friggin’ great. Gator sausage.”
Ben tore into the package. The steaming, sauce-slathered 

sandwich had a rich, spicy flavor underwritten by an almost 
fishy taste he couldn’t quite place. It was foreign, but delicious.

“I love you.”
“I know. I need your driver’s license.”
“Why?”
“Just gimme. I’m gonna get you a better one.”
Ben hesitated with the card halfway out of  his wallet. 

“What’s wrong with this one?”
Tyler snatched the card and waggled it. “It says you’re 

seventeen.”
“So what?”
“So? So, you and me are gonna grab a couple of  girls and 

go downtown and find us a party.”
“What party?” Ben said glumly. “It’s Thursday. I was going 

to see the World War II museum.”
“Ben, you are gonna have a good time if  it kills you. Put 

some pants on and meet me in the living room.”
“We’re almost broke, too!” Ben called at Tyler’s receding 
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back.
“Keyword, almost.” The door slammed.
Ben groaned. He struggled back into his dirty jeans and 

stared glumly at the mud and dust splattered all over his shoes. 
He wondered if  they had enough between them for a couple 
more hot meals, a trip to the laundromat, and a good time.

He caught up to Tyler back in the parlor, which had 
cleared considerably of  visitors, if  not entirely of  odors. A 
thin man draped in an infinity scarf  was seated cross-legged 
on a loveseat where the edibles table had been a couple hours 
earlier. He balanced a tiny laptop on his knees. A small plastic 
device perched on the seat next to him.

“Frankly, you barely need this,” he said in an improbably 
deep voice.

“You said ten minutes ago that the bouncers on Bourbon 
street were assholes,” Tyler replied, arms crossed.

“They are, to be sure. However, you neglected to ask if  
they were strict assholes. You look old enough, as it were.” 
He clacked on the little keyboard. The device whirred. He 
glanced over his nose at Ben. “Your friend here, maybe not.”

The device on the loveseat burped two plastic cards onto 
the cushion. The man offered the forged IDs to Tyler between 
two fingers like a half-smoked cigarette. “Twenty please. Per 
each.”

“Forty bucks!” Ben blurted. “No way!”

Tyler made the exchange. “Come on, buddy. It’s worth it. 
Thanks, Lamar.”

“Don’t forget—the beignets taste best before the liquor.”
Ben stuffed the new ID in his wallet, careful to hide the 

real one behind his library card. He’d aged four years in the 
span of  twenty bucks.

“Mission accomplished. Time to find us some dates.” 
Tyler cracked his knuckles and strolled through the house. 
Ben lagged behind. Even in Tyler’s gas-guzzling muscle car, 
forty dollars was three hundred miles of  road.

It was a brief  search. Tyler smiled down at two young 
women playing cards beside a fireplace stuffed with 
autographed shoes.

“Evening. Mind if  we join you?”
“I don’t know,” said the rounder of  the two. “Do we, 

Cat?”
“We could share the rug, if  we must,” said Cat. Hazel eyes 

flitted up from a small hand of  cards. But only barely.
“That’s the spirit. I’m Billi, with an ‘I’,” Billi bubbled. She 

plucked a cigarette from the corner of  her mouth and slapped 
down a couple of  jacks. “Don’t think Cat’s rude. She gets very 
into cards.”

Cat smiled lightly. “Call me Catalina.”
At first glance, the two girls were an unlikely pair. Catalina’s 

features were as quiet and lithe as Billi’s were loud and 
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indelicate. But the talkative half  of  the pair had an earnest 
air to her that spoke of  a genuine like of  people. Ben was 
immediately charmed. 

“A name like Catalina, in this rough day and age, can you 
believe that? But for an aristocrat and a world traveler, she’s 
remarkably unused to strangers. She just takes a spot to warm 
up. What are your names, then?”

“I’m Tyler Fox, and this is Ben. So you’re a world traveler, 
huh Cat? Where are you from?”

“Catalina,” she corrected. “Argentina.” The word flowed 
like honey from lips that were at once dark and pale. Ben 
imagined a voice so sweet and low could sing the devil’s 
praises from the pulpit without challenge from the faithful. 
He was immediately enraptured.

“Arrr-jen-tee-naahh,” Billi mocked. “The land flowing 
with voluptuous women and darkly handsome men and big, 
juicy steaks. I’d love to go there. Mostly for the steaks. Cat’s 
really quite a dork. Isn’t that right, love?”

Catalina winked at Billi, who blew her a kiss.
“I’m from Auckland,” Billi explained, without being 

prompted. 
“Auckland, New Zealand?” Tyler asked. “I’ve heard New 

Zealand is incredible. Unspoiled. They’ve still got hobbits.”
“Oh, it’s a hole. It’s just a couple of  little islands on the 

very edge of  the known universe, really. Closer to Antarctica 

than most anything else.” She took a drag. “I worked for a big 
media company for a year after college, but I quit when my 
boss asked for a favor, if  you catch my meaning, in exchange 
for a promotion I deserved. Men are such dickheads! And 
they’re all over the workplace. Can’t escape them. Anyway, 
I’ve always wanted to see the real world, so off  I went. Cat 
and I met in Mexico and became best friends absolutely 
immediately. We’re going to cross all of  America together, 
and then Canada, and then skip across the Bering Sea to 
Russia and beyond.”

“That’s quite a trip. We’re on a bit of  an adventure 
ourselves.”

“Where are you from?” Catalina asked. She’d dropped 
the exaggerated accent, but the lilting music of  a native latin-
speaker was still detectable in her lovely voice.

“We’re from New York.”
“Oh I love New York!” Billy cried. “It’s on the bucket list! 

I haven’t met anyone from the city yet, in all my travels. Tell 
me absolutely everything.”

“We’re not from the ci—” Ben began. 
Tyler cut him off. “It’s not where I come from, it’s where 

I’m going that I’m concerned with at the moment.”
Billi laughed. “Aren’t we all, mate! I’ll let you off  for now. 

Just where is it you’re off  to then, hm?”
“One never knows. The road is a treacherous lover, you 
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see, and once she gets a hold of  a man, there’s no telling 
where she’ll pull him next.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “He’s from upstate New York, not the 
city. We’re headed out West.” Tyler glared at him.

“He speaks!” Billi cried. “I heard upstate New York is all 
country bumpkins and cows and farms. Is it true?”

“Yep,” Ben said flatly. “Every last one of  us.”
“Charming guy, this friend of  yours, Fox. And where are 

you from, um. What was it again?”
“Ben. I’m from—”
“I found him sleeping in a factory in Kentucky. Poor 

bastard hadn’t gotten a lift in days, so I picked him up. Right 
Ben?”

“N-”
“He’s great company once you get a couple of  drinks 

in him, but he doesn’t talk too much, do you Ben?” Tyler 
elbowed him.

“No more than necessary, it seems.”
“Huh, you look a little young to be a drifter,” Billi puzzled. 

“But then, drifters come in all shapes and sizes, don’t we?”
“What about your Danish boy who floated in yesterday,” 

Cat purred. “I’d like to see more drifters shaped like him. ¡Ay, 
que hermoso!”

“Oh, him. You know darling, I can’t decide if  I miss him 
or hate him. It’s just that, sometimes, I like to be held while 

I sleep, you know? He just left. That’s no way to treat a girl 
after, you know.”

Tyler offered a sympathetic frown.
“That’s just poor manners. But I’ll tell you what. Forget that 

guy for tonight. Ben and I are going down to Bourbon street 
later, and then maybe a couple of  jazz clubs on Frenchman. 
Would you ladies like to come?”

“Ladies? We?” Billi pressed a hand daintily across her 
generous bosom. “I thought you New Yorkers only dated 
broads!”

“Well, we’re not in New York anymore, are we?” He 
winked. “It’s also not 1942. What do you say?”

Catalina smirked. “Depends. Are you any good at dancing, 
Ben?”

“Who, me? Oh, the best.”
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- 5 -
Fleur de Lis

The woods are alive, for sure, where everything is lush and green and 
peaceful and I’m the only one around to touch the dew on the leaves. To 
breathe in the scent of  deep soil after a night’s rain, or to wait in total 
darkness for the warmth of  dawn.

 A city is not peaceful like that. But there are people in cities, and it’s 
the people who make dead streets come alive.

-

If  the devil were the sort of  guy who needed weekend 
getaways, he’d have an upstairs apartment on Bourbon Street, 
Ben decided that night. He trailed Tyler and the girls down 
the narrow boulevard, staring with wide and wary eyes at 
the laughing figures passing in and out of  gaslit doorways 
and under neon signs. Thumping music from a dozen clubs 
warred for control of  the airspace. Crowds of  people stood on 
wrought iron balconies above the street, throwing beads into 
the throng. The scent of  vomit loitered in the air, advancing 
and receding in waves like an unsubtle perfume.

Ben struggled through the press of  bodies to catch up 
with the group. “Where are we going!”

“I thought we’d just look around a little while, you know, 
take in the atmosphere,” Tyler responded. He waved up at 
the closest balcony and stuck his chin out. A gaudy garland 
swirled around his neck like a horsehoe swinging around a 
pin. The group on the balcony cheered. 

“Oh look! They’ve got fishbowls!” Billi pointed out a pink 
sign lit up beside a particularly graphic strip club display.

“What’s a fishbowl?” Ben asked.
“Beats me, buddy. Let’s find out.”
They pushed their way off  the street to a sidewalk that 

was hardly less packed. A tired blonde and a burly black guy 
bustled behind a short counter in the tiny shop beneath the 
sign. Tyler approached.

“Four fishbowls please.”
“Cat and I will split one,” Billi interjected.
“Make that three!”
“ID’s.”
Ben nervously produced his new license and placed it on 

the counter alongside Tyler’s and the girls’. The bartenders 
ignored all of  them and busied themselves with the drinks. 
Ben watched as they began shoveling ice cubes into containers 
that clearly resembled a goldfish tank.

“So uh, what’s in this thing?”
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The blonde woman responded without looking at him. 
“Sixty-four ounces of  fruit punch mix, rum, vodka and 
diesel.”

“What’s diesel?” Ben turned to ask Billi.
“How old are you again? It’s grain alcohol. One-eighty 

proof.”
“Ah. Ma’am, how much of  it is diesel?”
This time, she looked up as she thrust a straw into the 

bottle’s plastic lid and slid the drink across the counter.
“A lot. Be safe dear. Next!”
Ben and Tyler paid for the drinks. Ben clutched the cocktail 

in both hands. It was painfully cold. 
“This is like half  a gallon of  liquor,” Tyler marveled. “And 

they were only ten bucks each.” He flung an arm around Ben’s 
shoulders. “Nawlins, y’all!”

“Nawlins!” The girls cried. Ben braced himself, wrapped his 
lips around the straw and pulled. A torrent of  icy, bittersweet 
liquid shot between his teeth. He gulped and licked his lips.

“It’s good!”
“Course it’s good!” Billi said. “It’s about as much sugar as 

alcohol. They’re dangerous. In other cities, they won’t let one 
person have a fishbowl all to herself.”

“Don’t drink it too fast, Benjito,” said Catalina. “It might 
affect your dancing. ¿Cuando bailamos, mi alma?”

“She wants to know when we’re hitting the club,” Billi 

translated.
“Bailamos muy soon, sen-yor-i-tas. Follow me.” Tyler 

bulled back into the current of  bodies. At the end of  the 
Bourbon Street bar strip, they turned onto a relatively quiet 
side road. Tyler and the girls chattered during the brief  respite 
from the noise. Ben mostly ignored them, focusing instead 
on the surprisingly delicious cocktail. Soon, people appeared 
again, and another strip of  brightly lit storefronts came into 
view.

“Here’s Frenchman,” Billi said. “Come on. A worker at 
the hostel tipped me on a great place for jazz.”

Frenchman Street seemed older, if  not wiser. The iron 
lamp posts grew a little taller, their yellow lights a little 
hazier. Tropical plants grew in house yards mixed in with 
the storefronts. A few palm trees leaned over lacy iron grates 
set in the narrow sidewalk. Ben stumbled. He was suddenly 
unsure if  he could find his way back.

They stopped abruptly in front of  a bar that didn’t look 
much different from any of  the others on the street. “Here 
we are. Best club jazz in the quarter. Great cocktails too.”

“I want a Sazarac,” Tyler replied. “Ben, you’ll need to get 
rid of  your drink or they won’t let you in.” Tyler had long 
since drained his own. The girls disappeared inside.

“Oh. I don’t want to waste it. I’ll wait out here and finish 
it.”
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“You want me to wait with you?”
“Nah. Go ahead. I’m fine out here. Really. I’m enjoying 

this.” Ben smiled warmly.
Tyler eyed his friend suspiciously. “You sure you want to 

finish that?”
“Scout’s honor.” Ben cocked his head and tossed a salute.
“You’re not a scout. Are you?”
Ben thought for a minute. “I don’t think so. Get the crowd 

warmed up for me. I’ll be in soon.”
Tyler laughed. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll check on you in a 

bit.” He disappeared into the bar.
Ben ambled a couple paces from the door and squatted 

comfortably down against the wall. He watched the parade of  
people going by. From sidewalk-level they looked like tropical 
fish flitting through an iridescent reef, glowing in the club 
lights strobing the streets the way the Caribbean shoals must 
glow in the shifting light of  the moon.

What a strange kind of  world it was, Ben thought, that 
comes most vividly to life long after the sun has gone.

 “This seat taken, partner?”
Ben blinked as a large bundle sagged to the sidewalk 

beside him with a liquor-scented whuff. The bundle resolved 
itself  into a scraggily-bearded man in a tattered coat. A dirty 
hand with broken nails stuck out of  one sleeve. A bottle was 
in the hand, and it was pointed at Ben. Ben shook his head.

“I’m James,” said the bundle-man, and tipped the bottle 
into his beard.

“Ben,” said Ben.
“Pleasure. Nice night, huh Johnny?” 
“I think so.”
“Real nice night.” James smacked his lips. His face screwed 

up in a grimace, revealing a mouth peopled more with brown-
checkered gums than yellow-green teeth. “What I wouldn’t 
give fer a piece of  crispy fried chicken right about now. Wish 
my gummies didn’t hurt so damn much.”

“That would be nice.”
“Did I ever tell you about my wife?”
“I don’t think so.”
“She died a few years back. Sure did.”
“That’s awful. I’m sorry.”
“Me too, Johnny. I was in the army, you know. Special 

forces. Long time ago. Don’t matter now. When I got out 
of  the service first thing I did was marry that girl. Prettiest 
little thing I ever saw. We had a nice house. Some cattle out 
in Texas. But she got cancer one year, and the doctors tol’ us 
she needed an operation. I sold everything. We didn’t have 
insurance, see.” James squinted at the empty bottle, then 
tossed it in the street. It shattered beside a pair of  black high 
heels. Somebody squealed.

“Sold off  the house, my truck. All the cattle. I got my 
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baby operated on, though. Damn sure I did. Yep. I carried her 
home. Next day she calls me into our room, she says, ‘baby, I 
got to go. I said to her, ‘Why? Where you goin’ baby?’ and she 
says ‘I’m goin’ home, Jimmy, home to Jesus. I love you.’ Then 
she died in my arms.”

Ben watched helplessly as the big man’s shoulders shook 
with silent sobs. Tears splashed on his coat. Ben reached for 
his hand and held it. It was warm and surprisingly strong.

“I’m sorry, sir, truly I am. I’m makin’ an awful 
embarrassment of  myself.”

Ben cleared his throat. “It’s a shame about your wife,” he 
said, feeling strangely mature. His head felt heavy.

“It is, sir, it’s a sore shame. But if  that ain’t a joke, I don’t 
know what is!” He cackled and slapped his thigh and then 
stared at the hand he’d slapped it with. The thumb was swollen 
and black at the joint.

“What’s wrong with your hand, mister James?”
“Oh, that? Don’t you never flash your money in this town, 

Johnny. Never. Four guys jumped me last night, just for the 
cash in my pocket. I got one of  ’em. Kicked his knee back the 
wrong way. But they beat me to shit for all of  eleven bucks. 
Busted my hand.”

He leaned toward Ben. So did his odor. “You ever been 
in a fight?”

“No, sir.”

“I thought not. You know, you kinda look like a mama’s 
boy to me.”

Ben shrank a little farther against the brick.
“You listen here. You git in a fight, you remember that 

every man’s throat is open. Every man.” An iron grip seized 
the back of  Ben’s neck and pulled him inches from James’ 
face. The man’s other fist was jammed into his Adam’s apple.

“You git jumped by more’n one guy, to hell with a fair 
fight. You hit each man once, and you hit him so he don’t get 
up. You won’t get a second chance.” Ben jerked his chin in 
understanding. James released him and leaned back, smiling 
broadly.

“This has been a de-lightful conversation. Just one last 
order of  business. It gits awful cold under the bridge at night. 
Now a man ought to be honest so I ain’t gonna lie to ya. I 
want another drink. Two-fifty will keep me warm and toasty 
all night.”

Ben dug into his pocket and pulled out a few dollars. 
James tipped an invisible hat. “Thankee, friend.”

Two pairs of  black boots appeared on the sidewalk. Ben 
followed them up to two barrel chests and two sets of  crossed 
arms, topped by two unsmiling faces.

“Move it, buddy. On your feet.”
James winked at Ben. “That’s my ride,” he said amiably. 

“If  you gentlemen wouldn’t mind?” He stuck out his arms. 
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The bouncers yanked him up.
“So long, Johnny!” He stumbled off  into the crowd, 

singing loudly.
One of  the bouncers nudged Ben with a boot.
“I’m awake!” said Ben cheerily. He stood with some 

difficulty. 
“In or out. Choose one.” 
Ben thought a moment. It was a pleasant night, and he 

wasn’t ready to go inside yet. Besides, he still had to finish his 
drink. “Out,” he decided, and headed down the sidewalk. The 
warm, humid air settled over him like a light blanket. Music 
tumbled down the sidewalk. He smiled and let his eyelids 
droop a little as he ambled on.

Before long the crowds began to thin, and Ben found 
himself  on a dark side street. He stopped and listened intently. 
With the noise of  the clubs behind him, he thought he heard 
something. Yes, he was sure. Water. A river.

The Mississippi!
Ben began walking much faster. He scented the air. He 

could swear he smelled it too: mud on the marshy bank, algae 
on the docks. Here he was, in earshot of  the gateway to the 
West, the waterway that split the continent.

But he couldn’t find it. He had to find it.
He heard footsteps behind him. A small figure was walking 

briskly toward him from the direction he’d come.

“’Scuse me! I’m trying to find the river. Can you help me?”
The figure resolved into a young woman as she stepped 

into the yellow glow of  the streetlight. She was rail-thin 
and she held her arms oddly stiff  at her sides. She stopped 
uncomfortably close to Ben. He took a step back.

“I’m trying to find the river. Do you know where it is?”
“Are you Native ’Merican?” Her face furrowed in a frown.
“No. At least, I don’t think so.”
“I am. I’m a quarter Cherokee. On my mother’s side.” She 

stood stock still and peered straight at him. Ben fidgeted.
“You lookin’ for a good time?”
“I’m not sure.”
“That’s too bad. You would know if  you was. You wanna 

donate to my cloud fund then?”
“Your—no, thank you.”
“Oh. That’s alright. I’m already a mile high.”
“I think I might be getting there too.”
She giggled. “I like you. You’re kinda cute.” Her face lit 

up. “Hey, you remember me? You remember me, don’t you?”
Ben stared. Her smile collapsed.
“You don’t remember me.” She stalked off. “River’s that 

way.”
“Hey, thanks, um—what’s your name?”
She muttered something.
“What?”
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She performed an abrupt about-face, strode back to Ben, 
and hugged him fiercely. He could feel her lips brush his ear.

“Angela,” she whispered, and walked away.

Ben continued on. The side street emptied onto a wide 
boulevard where the buildings abruptly stopped. He could 
really hear it now, a dull roar rising from behind the trolley 
tracks at the crest of  a low hill. He crossed the tracks and the 
river burst into view. A driving wind rose off  the torrent of  
brown water. It smelled of  algae, and river mud, and coming 
rain.

Ben squinted into the wind snapping at his clothes. Several 
barges, silhouetted against the lights on the opposite shore, 
steamed against the turbulent current. Soft music floated 
down to the sidewalk from a white paddleboat towering above 
a dock in front of  him. It was moored with ropes thicker 
than Ben’s arms. Passengers in formal attire chatted under the 
gaslights on the multi-tiered deck. He half  expected to see 
Mark Twain among them. 

This was the river that had carried the European explorers 
in from the Gulf  Coast, here at the mouth of  the Mississippi 
valley. Fur traders, conquistadors, and Caribbean slaves in 
chains had debarked on the very same spot where he stood 
with his plastic bottle of  liquor watching the people in their 

vests and evening gowns sipping from tall glasses. Some must 
have hoped for a life of  adventure and fortune in a virgin 
land. Others, just for survival. Or at least a quick death.

Ben walked along the length of  the boat, lost in thought. 
His head was pleasantly buzzing now, and he barely noticed 
when the sidewalk angled downward to a lower dock level, 
beneath the gangways connecting the boat to the shore. 
He didn’t register the disappearance of  the streetlights, the 
thickening of  the air, or the deepening of  the shadows—until 
one of  them detached itself  from the rest.

The shadow resolved into a man. Ben blinked, and stuck 
out his hand. The man crushed it. His eyes were yellow, and 
his teeth were bad. He didn’t smile.

“How you doin’. It’s a beautiful night. Ain’t it a beautiful 
night?”

“It is.”
“It’s a beautiful night. You want a beer?”
Ben sloshed his drink, mostly empty now, and shook his 

head.
“You lookin’ for work? I got work.” He showed Ben a 

wallet stuffed with bills. “You’re a good guy, I can tell.” He 
thrust a finger into Ben’s chest and jerked his chin. “You’re 
a soldier. Mmhm. You lookin’ for work? Ain’t nothin’ wrong 
with makin’ an honest living.”

Ben shook his head. “Ain’t nothing wrong with it.”
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“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with it. It’s a nice night. You know 
my cousin’s dead. Just the other day.”

“That’s terrible. I’m sorry.”
“That’s life. Hey what’s your name? Tell me what’s your 

name.”
Ben told him.
“Hey, Ben. I’m Knowledge.”
“Knowledge?”
“Uh-huh. K-N-O-W-L-E-D-G-E. Knowledge. I’m forty 

years old, but I got the soul of  a eighty-year-old man. You 
know something. I just got out of  jail. Did ten years. Just got 
out the other day.”

“I’m glad for you.”
“Know what I was in for?”
Ben didn’t.
“I killed the guy who sold my mother drugs.”
“I’m glad that’s behind you now.”
“You know something. You’re a good guy. I can tell by 

your aura. You can tell ninety percent about a person by they 
aura. You need me to do anything for you? You got anybody 
you lookin’ at? I’ll kill ’em. I’ll toss ’em right over the railing. 
You’re a good guy. I’ll kill ’em for you.”

“I don’t want you to kill anyone for me, sir—”
“No! No! Do not call me sir, cause you a man, just like me. 

And I respect you. Uh-huh.”

“Thank you, s—Knowledge. I have to go.”
“Ok, ok, alright. Good night, it’s a beautiful night. 

You gonna remember me, Ben? You gonna remember 
Knowledge?”

“I’ll remember.”
“God bless you, brother. Pray for me! You gonna pray for 

me?”
“I will.”
The man called Knowledge melted back into the shadows. 

As Ben ascended toward the lights, and the riverwalk, and the 
cocktail music, he wondered at how very different two men’s 
worlds could be.

 

Like a moth to a flame, Ben was drawn toward the light 
spilling out of  the jazz club’s open door. He tried one last pull 
on his straw, but the sweet nectar had run dry. He tried to 
enter the doorway, but could not. He struggled briefly, then 
looked down, surprised to find a hand his chest. Realization 
shot through the fuzzy corners of  his mind and, smiling 
broadly, he offered the bouncer his empty drink. The man 
shook his head. 

“ID please.”
“Oh yeah.” Ben placed the card in the hand, which curled 

around it for a second or two while the bouncer scrutinized 
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a pair of  deeply tanned legs parked at the bar. Satisfied, the 
hand extended and Ben retrieved his card.

“Thanks.”
A long, scarred slab of  wood extended to Ben’s right, 

beside a sizeable dance floor. A jazz band was warming up 
on the low stage in the back. A few people were standing 
in the middle of  the floor, drinks in hand, while the rest of  
the patrons milled about or sat at high metal tables set in the 
shadows around the floor. Ben spotted Tyler and the girls in 
the far corner.

“There you are!” Tyler said. He’d acquired another drink. 
“Where’d you run off  to? I was about to go and look for 
you.”

“Did you get bored out there?” Catalina asked. “Or did 
you miss us?”

Ben smiled. He sat down on the barstool with some 
difficulty.

“Your friend’s not very talkative when he’s sloshed, is he?” 
Billi whispered loudly.

Tyler laughed. “He’s not all that loquacious when he’s 
lucid, honestly. Anyway, you were saying?”

“Right. I will admit there are some interesting things about 
New Zealand.”

“I heard there were more sheep than people there.”
“That’s not quite true anymore. And we do have much 

more than just mutton and wool. There’s the Maori, there’s all 
those flightless birds, and oh!—had you heard about the glow 
worms? That’s a sight to see.”

The band was picking up their volume and tempo. A 
group of  young men and women had gathered in a tight knot 
on the dance floor, arms draped over each others’ shoulders, 
swaying loosely to the brassy rhythm. Ben eyed them with a 
longing that surprised him.

His eyes slid around the table. Billi and Tyler continued 
their flirtatious sparring. Cat sat leaning over her elbows, 
obviously bored. Her lovely cheeks had attained a soft blush, 
accented by the warm lights reaching into the shadows from 
the dance floor. Ben stared. A surge of  courage welled up in 
him. He was a man, after all. He could do this.

He sat straight up, took a deep breath, and made a bold 
inquiry.

Catalina glanced at him. “Did you say something? Louder, 
Benjamin, you’re mumbling.”

Ben deflated a little. He tried again. “Would you, um. 
Would you like to dance?”

“Oh, are you asking if  I want to dance? That’s why we’re 
here, isn’t it? Come on Billi, you’ve had enough for a little 
dancing, haven’t you?”

Catalina fairly skipped onto the dance floor. Ben floated 
dreamily after her. Tyler downed the rest of  his drink with 
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a grimace and slammed the empty glass down. Billi laughed 
with glee as Tyler pulled her onto the floor.

Fear and confusion suddenly gripped Ben’s bowels. 
Fishbowls, he realized, were laced with liquid courage but not 
much in the way of  sense. He’d never danced in his life. He felt 
more exposed with each step he took toward his partner. The 
lights that had a moment ago seemed so warm and inviting 
now glared with an evil glow. The enchanting music that had 
drawn him in from the street now crashed and thumped in a 
terrifying, senseless din.

Catalina had no such fear of  the dance floor, and for good 
reason. Ben believed most members of  the fairer sex could 
hear innately the spiritual streams that flow through all music. 
Cat heard more than most. She was already in motion by the 
time Ben reached her, and hers was a body born to dance. 
Ben began to panic. 

Her hazel eyes glowed. “Do you know any swing, Ben?”
Ben concentrated, but he could not remember a time he 

had ever swung. It was as he feared. He hung his head and 
turned to go.

“Wait!” She caught his arm. “I’ll teach you. But you have 
to promise me something.”

Ben looked up warily. She laughed, sweet and low and 
lilting.

“Ya estás suficiente borracho. No more drinks tonight, 

hm?”
Ben weighed the taste of  the bitter-sweet nectar and the 

pleasurable warmth spreading to his toes against the light in 
this lovely creature’s eyes. She raised her eyebrows. Reluctantly, 
he nodded.

“Wonderful! You’ve got at least a little sense left. Come 
on, you can’t dance with me from three feet away. Yes, you 
can actually put your hands on me. Not there! That’s better. 
Now, listen to the music, and do what I do.”

Ben struggled through a few shuffling steps.
“Don’t look at your feet. Look at me.”
Ben stared.
“Ok, maybe do look at your feet. Ow!”
“I’m sorry.”
“That’s alright! Keep moving. Listen to the bass and the 

drums, not the brass or the sax. That’s it.”
Tyler and Billi whirled by behind them. Both dancers 

glistened with sweat as they spun in and out of  close embrace. 
Tyler cast Billi out impossibly far on the floor and snapped 
her back in a blur of  swirling hair.

Tyler bumped into Ben at the end of  the motion. He 
released Billi’s hand and gripped Ben by the shoulders and 
suddenly he was spinning, too. Above a wide, feverish grin, 
Tyler’s handsome eyes were both as far away and as bright as 
Ben had ever seen them. Then he was free again, tottering 
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breathlessly beside Catalina. She watched eagerly as their 
companions resumed the ritual.

“Your friend is a wild man!”
Ben’s heart sank.
“He’s a good dancer.”
“He’s great. Come on, let’s go again.” She took his hands 

and started to step. Ben didn’t move. He stared dejectedly at 
his feet.

“Much better than me.”
Cat ducked her head to peer up under his downcast brow. 

“How do you know that, Benjamin? You’ve hardly tried.”
Ben considered this. He jerked his chin.
Catalina smiled. “Ok, now keep your arms strong. Give 

me a little push back. Don’t lose my hand.”
Slowly, Ben forgot about Tyler and Billi, and about the 

band, and the other bodies on the floor. His world contracted 
to the lithesome figure with the dark-pale smile and the big 
bright eyes. Together they swayed and stepped. The musicians 
on the stage poured out their souls through gleaming 
saxophones and trombones. 

Ben followed the sway in his skull and swung Cat into a 
deep backward tilt. Her neck arched so that the curtain of  her 
hair nearly touched the floor. Ben wondered.

“Psst. Pull me up tiger, before your back gives out.”
“I’m sorry.”

“Stop saying that! You’re really not bad at this, Ben.”
Ben’s spirit soared. He pulled. The river nymph twirled 

across his arms with a peal of  laughter, only to dart just 
as quickly back into the current. Ben laughed with her. He 
chased her flowing form across the rippling floor, abandoning 
himself  to the rhythm of  the night. Their voices began to 
fade and so did the music until he was aware of  nothing but 
the warmth of  her arms and the grace in her steps and the 
light in her laughter. She was a waking dream, and she was as 
real as anything ever was.

It was deep in the night when the revelers staggered out 
onto the gaslit curb, leaving the din of  the bar behind. Catalina 
flitted ahead to walk beside Tyler and Billi, who were half-
skipping arm in arm down the boulevard, not quite finished 
dancing. The air was heavy with the misty vanguard of  a truly 
impressive storm. Ben trailed behind his friends, marveling at 
the foggy halos around the streetlamps. 

“Let’s pick up the pace. I think it’s about to pour,” Catalina 
said.

 “Right. If  we’d stayed any longer I’d have had to drag this 
boy home by his feet,” Billi groaned. “He’s fully munted.”

“Your wide Kiwi ass is munted.” Tyler winked over his 
shoulder at Ben.
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“Ok. You’re done.” Billi shoved her partner into Ben. 
Ben tottered under the load, confused. The great dancer 

seemed to be having trouble walking. Come to think of  it, so 
was he. But Ben dutifully slung Tyler’s arm across his own 
shoulders and leaned into his friend. They shuffled off  in 
pursuit of  the girls.

Ben was suddenly aware of  two urgent sensations. One 
was a gnawing void in the pit of  his stomach. The other 
threatened an imminent and embarrassing explosion. 

Without disengaging from Tyler, he pivoted them toward 
the street, unzipped his fly and released the floodgates. Tyler 
enthusiastically joined the effort to fill the pothole under 
the curb. Not to be outdone, a burly storm cloud rumbled 
from a yard or two above the foggy street and began to leak 
impressively. Its aim was fairly poor, Ben considered, but 
it compensated well with the sheer volume of  liquid it was 
unloading.

“What are you doing!” someone cried.
“Squeezing the lemon,” Tyler grunted.
“I have to pee too, you know.”
“Plentya room in the shower!”
“Ugh, men. Billi, let’s go in that bakery there.”
Ben winced as Billi pushed him into a brightly lit store. 

His most pressing situation now tended to, he marched to 
the checkout counter to address the second. He smiled at 

an unsmiling cashier and slid some bills across the counter. 
A moment later, a paper tray filled with powdered pastry 
appeared in his hand. Sweet, buttery heaven exploded on his 
tongue.

Truly, the wonders of  this night knew no bounds.
He rejoined the group and after only a brief  puzzlement, 

linked up with Tyler again. They staggered back out into the 
rain. Ben attempted to dip the sodden pastry into the pool of  
sugar draining out of  the drooping tray, but the tray would 
not hold still.

Tyler began mumbling a song. The trolley was pulling into 
the station. The girls bolted across the median and up the 
steps, gesturing frantically. Ben smiled and waved. The trolley 
pulled away, and Ben frowned. Tyler laughed and sang all the 
louder.

They tripped and fell. Cold bit him all over. Tyler thrashed 
and swore.

As they struggled to determine which of  the squirming 
limbs in the pile belonged to each of  them, Ben was surprised 
to discover a pair of  boots that belonged to neither of  them.

He grasped the legs attached to the boots, feeling with his 
hands up the line of  fabric and bone until his palms ended on 
the sunken planes of  a face. Ben swiped at the water dripping 
off  his eyebrows and blinked hard.

Sprawled in front of  a downspout running off  the corner 
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store lay something resembling a man. An empty can was 
clutched in one hand. The other reached out toward the 
avenue, open and limp and motionless. His eyes were closed 
but Ben knew him.

Ben shook his shoulder and the hand slid toward him. 
Ben took it. The eyes stayed closed, but the grip was firm.

Tyler shouted his name from the trolley station. His 
fingers brushed the remains of  his pastry. He placed the lump 
of  dough beside the man’s face and pried himself  free of  the 
weakening grip. 

“I remembered you, Knowledge,” he said to the body on 
the sidewalk. “I remembered.”

The man’s lips began to work at the pastry.
“I’m sorry.”
Ben lurched to his feet and stumbled across the street, 

suddenly glad for the rain. It hid the tears.

When the trolley expelled them back into the night a block 
from the hostel, the street was empty. The city had gone to bed. 
Raindrops streaked through the glow of  a solitary streetlight 
on the corner, exploding like bombs on the pavement. Ben 
avoided the light. Images of  a freshly-made bunk rose to his 
mind and he began to feel warm.

Just a little farther.

He noticed Tyler was not with him.
Tyler was slumped inside the glass trolley stop, head 

between his knees. Steam rose from a pool of  vomit spreading 
at his feet. Ben wobbled back to the corner and struggled for 
a moment to lift his friend to his feet, then sat down beside 
him. Tyler swayed and slid sideways into his lap.

Ben reached down and picked with stiff  fingers at the 
laces of  Tyler’s sodden boots. He yanked them off  and leaned 
back against the cold glass wall.

It was a long time before the night stopped spinning.

Morning brought with it a dry day and a beautiful silence. 
Ben massaged his temples as he leaned over one of  the picnic 
tables parked in the open hostel courtyard. His filthy clothes 
hung among the underwear on the Christmas lights, stiffening 
in the sun.

 He watched the morning cook prepare breakfast 
sandwiches on the grill. They were alone in the courtyard, 
except for a family of  sparrows and a grimfaced cleaning 
lady. One of  the sparrows eyed his sandwich on the grill. Ben 
glared. The bird did not back down.

“Order up, my man.”
“Thanks.”
Behind the fence slats that served as the bathroom door, 
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someone was tearing himself  a new one. Ben munched his 
sandwich thoughtfully.

“Hey, Eggs?”
“What’s up?” the cook answered.
“You ever have one of  those moments where everything 

is suddenly crystal clear and you think, ‘how did I get here?’”
“All the time, man! All the time.”
“Good. Thought I might’ve been the only one.”
Ben opened his journal and began plotting possible routes 

out of  the city. He was torn between heading straight to the 
Rockies or taking a detour to the Pacific coast. Or maybe they 
could bounce back north to the Badlands in the Dakotas. 
The page quickly became a mess of  crisscrossing lines. The 
bathroom fence-door creaked and slammed.

“Mornin’, pumpkin,” Tyler said.
“Good morning.”
“What time is it?”
“Time to get going.”
“Already?”
Ben shivered. The meal had reduced the throbbing in his 

skull, but only barely. “One Thursday night in New Orleans 
is enough.”

“I don’t know how I got to bed last night.” 
“Must’ve been a miracle.”
“Must’ve been. Thanks, buddy.” 

“Welcome.”
Tyler sat down beside him and snagged the uneaten half  

of  Ben’s sandwich. “Tell me honestly, though. Didn’t you 
enjoy yourself ?”

“Some of  it.”
“There just might be hope for you.” Tyler rubbed his 

temples. “You know, you’re right. I think I’m ready for some 
peace and quiet, too. Some more trees. Little streams and 
stuff.”

“Wow. There just might be hope for you.”
“Let’s get out of  here before the girls wake up.”
“Don’t you think we should say goodbye?”
“We barely know them when we’re sober. It’ll just be 

weird.”
“Good thinking. Viva el amor.”
“What?”
“Nothing. Pack your stuff  and let’s go.”
“Let me shower first.”
“Please.”

An hour and a half  later, Ben felt like a new man, if  a 
poorer one. They splurged on a couple of  Po-boys at a dirty 
Cajun deli, one each for lunch. Twenty bucks more bought 
enough rice, beans and Spam to last them two weeks. And a 
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trip to the thrift store left them almost forty dollars lighter, 
but Ben felt by far the best about that. He spread his arms as 
he walked out of  the store, reveling in the sensation of  warm 
sunlight on a clean T-shirt and airy hiking pants.

Tyler swaggered out next to him and chucked his ruined 
clothes into a nearby trash bin. He wore a fresh white 
undershirt with the sleeves rolled up. The tail was tucked into 
black jeans under a brass belt buckle and the jeans were pulled 
over a pair of  scarred leather boots. He’d slicked his hair back 
that morning, too. 

There were few young men in the twenty-first century who 
could pull off  a look straight out of  Grease: the Western, but 
Tyler was one. He leaned on the hood of  his Mustang parked 
in the street and nodded at a group of  girls coming their way. 
They waved.

“You look ridiculous,” Ben grumbled.
“Don’t be jealous, babe. The boots and the belt were ten 

bucks. How could I not?”
“Because,” Ben said as he spread out their map on the 

hood, “we only have enough gas money left to get us through 
Texas and a little farther. Then we’re broke.”

“We’ll figure something out. Where to, partner?”
Ben rolled his eyes and tapped the center of  the map. 

“Through the Texas oil plains, and thence to the mines of  
Telluride and the timber-woods of  Montana, to wrest our 

living from the blood of  the land as men were once wont to 
do.”

“Say again, Shakespeare?”
“West, my friend. We’re going to see the mountains.”
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- 6 -
The Way West

Texas

There’s a sort of  loneliness to traveling that I didn’t expect. When 
you’re always on the move, your time seems to diverge from the rest of  
the world’s. You’re racing by and everybody else is standing still. The 
farther you go, the more afraid you are to stop, even to wave, for fear 
you won’t start back up.

-

Sparse, dry air shimmered beneath the midday sun, 
blurring the border between a cloudless sky and the line of  
asphalt shooting straight ahead forever.

Massive wind turbines loomed above the rusting oil wells 
that dotted the otherwise deserted Texas scrub plain. In the 
towering shadow of  the windmills, the wells dipped their 
heads like rickety birds in a cuckoo clock, marking time until 
the end of  an era. 

It was already a very different era than when the first 
cautious pioneers, lured by promises of  free land, ventured 

out of  the forests of  Arkansas and Kentucky and were struck 
with awe and terror at the limitless openness of  the central 
plains, and the fierceness of  the tribes who defended it. 
They were the vanguards of  Manifest Destiny, skirmishers 
in a bloody war for control over the dying days of  a lawless 
wilderness. Ben wondered what the hard-lipped pioneers 
or the Comanche braves would have to say about the Texas 
interstate.

He watched an eighteen-wheeler crawl up a low hill in 
the distance, its shimmering outline barely larger than a gnat. 
Four hours ago they had crossed the Mississippi brawling into 
the Gulf. Soon after, the coastal wetlands had given way to 
endless miles of  khaki-colored plain dotted with tough grass 
and twisted bushes. There were few other cars or buildings on 
the road, making distances difficult to judge. The land seemed 
to grow with every passing mile.

The trailer crested the hill and winked out of  existence, 
leaving them alone again on the never-ending highway. 

The sun was high in the sky when the scrub plains and 
oil fields finally gave way to a network of  low canyons and 
gulches. Stands of  pine and cottonwood sipped at shallow, 
rocky streams. Ben squirmed in the driver’s seat in an effort 
to relieve his cramped legs. It was the first time Tyler had 
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relinquished the wheel on the whole trip.
Tyler stirred in the back seat and sat up, blinking in the 

intense sunlight. “Are we there yet?”
“No,” Ben replied. “It’s been ten minutes since the last 

time you asked.”
Tyler groaned. “We’re never gonna get out of  this place.”
The engine coughed. Ben’s eyes snapped to the gas gauge 

as the Mustang began to decelerate. It said they still had a 
half-tank.

“Tyler—”
Tyler’s eyes went wide. “I forgot to tell you the gas gauge 

doesn’t work.”
“What!”
“You have to gauge it by your mileage.”
“Tyler, don’t you think that would have been useful 
information in a place where there’s a 

hundred miles between exits?!”
Ben grit his teeth as he guided the sputtering muscle car 

to a halt. He stepped out the shoulder and slammed the door. 
Heat and sun hit him like a wall. The remnants of  a hangover 
and the beginnings of  a serious case of  dehydration throbbed 
in his skull. He paced.

Tyler kicked a rock. “Well, now we’re screwed.”
“Please don’t start, Ty.”
“Who designed this place? Couldn’t have thrown in a 

couple of  Sinclair’s between every fifty miles or so of  certain 
death? Huh? Too much to ask?”

“You’re starting.”
Tyler slumped against the Mustang. “My head is on fire.”
Ben sighed. He rummaged through his backpack for a 

couple of  water bottles and tossed one to Tyler. “Drink up,” 
he said. “These are the last ones, unless you brought more.”

Tyler shook his head. He guzzled the warm liquid and 
stared mournfully at the empty bottle. He wiped his brow.

“This is the interstate,” he said hopefully. “Somebody’ll 
come along eventually.”

“We might be toast by eventually,” Ben replied, squinting 
into the sky. They had to get out of  the sun to think. He 
scanned the surrounding landscape, one hand shading his 
eyes. The land dropped away slightly from the wide shoulder, 
all tawny dirt and shrubs and dry gulches and cottonwood 
trees.

Something caught his eye. A faded green box was half-
hidden behind several trees maybe a half-mile off  the road.

“An RV! Somebody’s over there!”
“Oh joy. Let’s hope he’s still alive.”

The RV was closer to a mile away down a trail of  hard-
packed ruts that sprouted off  the highway. There was no 
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escape from the sun. By the time they stumbled onto the flat 
patch of  dirt where the vehicle sat, they were close to toast. 
Tyler sank down against a scrawny tree, panting. He pulled his 
shirt over his head.

“Anybody home?” Ben called. The RV resembled an ice 
cream truck that’d been painted a garish green about twenty 
years ago.

Ben rapped on the door. No response. He peered through 
the window. Clothes and cooking equipment were scattered 
around the cabin. A chocolate bar was spreading into a puddle 
on the shiny vinyl seat.

“I wouldn’t want to be the sorry sucker pressing my cheeks 
on that today,” Ben muttered.

“Anything?” Tyler said woodenly from under his shirt. 
“There’s camping stuff  and some snacks that look fresh. 

The guy’s gotta be around.”
“Hope he gets hungry soon.”
Ben wandered to the edge of  the campground. His eyes 

widened when the ground suddenly dipped. A shallow stream 
chattered softly over a bed of  rocks glittering in the sun. 
Several cottonwoods were spread out along the banks.

“Tyler! Water!”
Tyler stumbled to the lip of  the gulley. He scrambled down 

the short bank, charged into the stream, and flung his whole 
body into the current. Ben laughed and ran in after him. Tyler 

stripped off  his shirt and flung it to the bank, then knelt and 
began to drink from the fountain of  cool, liquid relief. Ben 
stooped to join him, but hesitated.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to just drink out of  streams, 
anymore. Something about parasites and bacteria.”

“Would you rather have the squirts,” Tyler gasped between 
gulps, “Or be dead?”

“Fair point.” Ben cupped a handful of  water. It tasted like 
nothing and heaven. He drank greedily.

Something flopped on the stream bank. He ignored it. A 
much bigger something flopped into water. Ben looked up.

Tyler was lying in the stream on his back, naked except for 
a wide grin. Ben flinched.

 “Tyler, put your clothes on!”
“Why?”
“Somebody might see you.”
“Wouldn’t that be a relief. Maybe they’ll have gas.”
Ben groaned.
“Live a little. You can’t do this in the city. Not for long, 

anyway.”
Ben considered the cool caress of  the water on his feet, 

in contrast to the fire still burning in his forehead. He’d run 
straight into the stream without even taking his shoes off.

“I guess you can’t.”
“Do it.”
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Ben took his shoes off.
“Attaboy. And the rest.”
“If  you look at me, I’ll kill you.”
Tyler closed his eyes and clasped his hands behind his 

head, his elbows creating fans of  ripples in the lazy current. 
He was asleep almost immediately.

Ben hurriedly stripped and lay down in a sandy portion 
of  the stream, wriggling to clear a few stubborn pebbles 
from the bed. He kept his t-shirt balled over his crotch. A big 
cottonwood shaded that part of  the stream, and the current 
came up midway through his torso, just high enough to 
submerge his ears. The world was immediately cool and quiet.

The fire in his skull ebbed away. Water flowed all around 
him and sat pleasantly in his stomach. His eyelids began to 
feel heavy.

“Just a few minutes,” he murmured, and closed his eyes.

When Ben awoke, he was aware of  two things. One, his 
throat was dry. And two, the shadow of  the tree was several 
yards away from where it should have been. He jerked upright 
and looked down, lips parted in horror. His entire body was 
red.

Tyler was still sprawled on his back, every bit as burnt as 
Ben was and more so—there was no white patch around his 

crotch, where Ben had left his t-shirt over his own.
“Tyler.” Ben croaked. He reached out, cringing as his skin 

stretched around his shoulders, then froze.
A few feet away, perched on a rock jutting out of  the bank, 

was a huge raven.
The bird cocked one greedy eye at Tyler’s exposed groin. 

Ben’s eyes widened in understanding.
“WAKE UP!”
The nude napper’s eyes snapped open, instantly taking in 

the raven.
The bird lunged.
Tyler yelled and twisted away. The bird uttered a strangled 

squawk of  dismay, but it was too late. It was committed. 
Ducking its beak at the end of  its short dive, the unfortunate 
bird slammed into Tyler’s backside, embedding its head firmly 
between his buttocks. Both bird and boy screeched in horror.

Tyler sprang to his feet and thrashed around the 
streambank, beating his arms wildly, butt clenched in a 
terrified embrace. The bird scrabbled desperately in a vain 
attempt to free itself.

“Quit struggling! It can’t get out!”
“Get it off  me!” Tyler shrieked.
The bird frantically agreed.
“Hold still!”
Tyler did no such thing. Ben snatched a heavy stick and 
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chased the miserable partners as they danced around the 
stream bank, swiping at the raven. Tyler tripped on a tuft of  
grass and sprawled on his belly with a splash. Ben seized his 
chance.

Uttering a triumphant shout, he swung the stick with all 
his might. The bird squealed and dodged to the opposite 
cheek, pivoting around its clamped skull just in time. The 
wood struck home with a thunderous smack. Tyler screamed. 
The vise of  his backside relented, and the bird rocketed across 
the stream. 

It wobbled to its feet, fell over again, then launched itself  
into the air, jabbering angrily as it disappeared into the scrub. 
Ben planted his feet, shook his weapon over his head and 
screeched his victory to the plain. Tyler groaned and lay still.

As the adrenaline ebbed away, pinpricks and itchy crawlers 
spread across his dry, burned skin, and he became aware of  a 
sound. His eyes flitted to the top of  the gulley on the camper 
side, where an old woman was bent over her knees, shaking 
with laughter. Ben’s face turned a shade redder.

“You two look like a couple of  strips of  bacon somebody 
forgot to flip in the skillet!” the woman cackled. “The bird 
just wanted a little piece, is all! Just a little one.” 

Ben scrambled for his clothes.
“Don’t be embarrassed. They all look the same. Make 

yourselves decent and come on up to camp. I got some 

sunburn salve for you poor babies, and dinner if  you want it.”

Their host was a matronly woman of  perhaps sixty-five, 
though she seemed older. Her silver-streaked braid puffed 
like dry broomgrass over a hunched, widening back. A mass 
of  wrinkles and sunspots textured the papery leather spread 
across her broad cheekbones. But her teeth were white and 
strong, and she showed them often.

“I guess I was out exploring while you fellers were takin’ a 
nap,” she said as she stirred a pot hooked over a campfire. The 
shadows had grown long while they had slept. Ben sipped the 
mug of  soup between his hands, pleasantly warm in the shade 
of  the camper’s awning. The heat of  the day had passed.

“Sorry about that, ma’am. We didn’t mean to sleep so 
long.”

“I guess you didn’t, and you’ll mean it even less tomorrow 
when you start molting like snakes. And don’t call me ma’am. 
I’m Lilly.”

“So, you’re out here all alone?”
Lilly chuckled. It was a hoarse, throaty sound. “That 

surprise you?”
“I don’t know. It seems like a strange place for a, um.”
“For a woman? I been worse.”
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“Aren’t you scared?”
“Scared a what?”
“I don’t know. Coyotes?” He looked down apologetically. 

“Men?”
“I got a shotgun’ll blow the balls off  anything, two legs or 

ten, and happy for it, too. Besides, it’s the curse of  a woman’s 
life to be hounded while she’s young and damn near invisible 
when she’s old. Ain’t too much to be scared of  when you get 
to my age. Naw, the desert is my home. It’s my peace.”

“Thank you for dinner.” Ben said. Tyler grunted his 
agreement from the other side of  the fire, the first sound he’d 
made since slinking back into camp.

“Welcome,” Lilly said. “Does a woman good to have a 
couple of  boys to care for every now and then. You ain’t from 
Texas, I can tell that. Where you from?”

“New York.”
She snorted. “That explains plenty.”
Tyler looked up. “What’s that’s supposed to mean?”
“Exactly that.” The old woman wagged her spoon at 

Tyler. “You people from the coast—you’re delicate. You’d get 
offended if  a heifer took a squat lookin’ your way. You think 
you’re so civilized, and you got life all figured out with your 
million-dollar houses and your shiny sports cars and your 
bimbo TV shows.

“But I’ll tell ya. You live in a fairy tale world. America was 

born out in the dust and the dirt, in blood, and gunsmoke, 
and dirty work. And it’s out here it’ll die when it comes time, 
long after you ‘civilized’ folks legislate and regulate yourselves 
and shop yourselves straight to hell.” She popped a crust of  
bread in her mouth and chewed.

“Nothin’ personal, ’course. You seem like fine young men, 
if  just a little dim. And oh! I do love boys your age. So full of  
promises and life, just beggin’ to get out into the world. You 
think and do different when you’re young.” 

Her face soured. “Too bad you turn to men. Once a 
man knows he is one, you can keep the bastard.” She spat. 
“Anyhow, where ya headed?”

“We’re trying to get to the Rockies,” Ben replied. 
“Where abouts? That’s a pretty big target.”
“Anywhere. But we’re stranded. Ran out of  gas.”
“Ran dry, huh? There’s a town not five miles down 

the road, but five miles in the Texas heat for a New York 
snowflake might as well be fifty. You’re lucky I’m here. I’ll gas 
you up in the mornin’, ’nuff  to get to town.”

“Thank you so much, ma’am. We appreciate it.”
“Yup. Hey. You two hurtin’ for money?”
“Actually,” Ben said, “we are looking for a way to pick up 

some extra cash.”
“Uh huh. Tell you what. My brother Badger’s got a 

homestead across the border in New Mexico, a good day’s 
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ride or so. He’s a little rough around the edges, but I guess 
he’d give you some work to do for a couple of  days. His place 
is just at the tail end of  your mountains, too.”

“We’d like that. We’re just about broke.”
“I can tell.”
“Do you mind if  we camp here tonight?”
“Not if  you’ll help me clean camp kitchen. There’s water, 

and here’s a bucket.”

- 7 -
Land of Enchantment

Sunshine Valley, New Mexico

When we first came to New Mexico, I thought, how could anyone live 
out here? Last night I caught myself  thinking, how could anyone not?

-

Some ways past the New Mexico border, all traces of  trees 
disappeared. The desert rolled out under a blanket of  blue-
green sagebrush. Here and there, flat-topped mesas draped 
in alluvial curtains of  sand and stony dirt loomed under an 
impossibly large sky. Ben imagined a giant da Vinci squatting 
over colossal blocks of  sandstone eons ago, chiseling at the 
rock to release the sculpture within. But for some reason the 
work was left half-finished and forgotten. Maybe he’d died of  
sunstroke.

The few homesteads they passed faded into the desert like 
part of  the landscape. All grey, twisted wood and sheet-metal 
roofs and orange-brown stucco. Rusted pickups and tractors 
sat like tombstones in dirt yards cut into the brush. To the 
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north, a single low mountain loomed and a larger range spiked 
across the horizon to the east. There was no way to tell how 
far away they were.

By late afternoon they passed a peeling billboard beside 
the highway that read, “Sunshine Valley.” Soon afterward they 
found what they were looking for.

“Is this it?” Tyler looked at Ben as they pulled off  the 
road.

Ben got out of  the car. A shovel was thrust into a pile 
of  three tires on the shoulder. A bleach-white skull hung on 
the shovel. Bones and beads hung on strings from the skull’s 
twisted horns. The address was scrawled in black paint across 
its forehead, and several letters stuck out of  one of  the eye 
sockets.

“Gotta be. Matches Lilly’s directions.”
“Where’s the house?” Tyler asked
About twenty feet of  gravel fanned out from the highway. 

A pair of  ruts wandered into the sage a long way before 
disappearing over a low rise. Ben folded the worn map in his 
hands and stuck it in his back pocket.

“Must be out there.”
“This is our guy? We’re gonna spend the night a few miles 

off  a highway nobody ever heard of  with a man whose idea 
of  a mailbox is a dead moose on a spit?”

“Moose have antlers, not horns. And somehow I doubt 

this guy gets too many letters. These look like they’ve been 
here a while.”

“Makes sense. He’d probably eat a letter before he read it. 
The mailman, too.”

“Give it a rest. We’re broke, remember? It’s a free place to 
stay, and he might pay us to work for a couple days. Besides,” 
he said, “I think this place is pretty cool.” 

“Cool is not the word I would use.” Tyler stood on the 
shoulder with his sweat -stained back to Ben, his hands on 
his hips, and surveyed the land. Ben mopped his forehead. It 
itched terribly. A tumbleweed blew by.

They were alone.
“Yep,” Tyler declared. “We’re gonna die out here.”
Ben itched his nose. “Are you done? If  you have a better 

idea, I’m all ears.”
Tyler shook his head. “If  this guy shoots us, cooks us, and 

craps us into a prairie-dog hole, I will haunt your half  of  that 
godforsaken grave for the rest of  eternity.”

“Sounds like a plan.”
It took the better part of  twenty minutes to navigate 

the Mustang through the ruts cutting through the desert. 
The pungently earthy, herbal smell of  burning sage clung 
to the car’s low-riding exhaust pipes as they wove around 
the potholes and sinks leading to a cluster of  structures 
slowly taking shape in the distance. The land sloped almost 
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imperceptibly uphill. The sun beat mercilessly down.
 A morass of  sticky clay at a dip in the road finally did 

the Mustang in. It was designed for much easier terrain than 
what its wild namesake had once roamed, and Tyler wouldn’t 
risk getting stuck. They shouldered their packs and left the 
defeated machine behind.

As they trudged through the desert, the highway now just 
a narrow ribbon behind them, Ben felt swallowed up. Sage 
behind and sage before. The solitary mountain to the north 
watched them, looming tall and black and silent. Ben shivered 
despite the heat.

Horses, sheep and goats watched from a large enclosure 
as they approached the homestead. The cluster of  buildings 
had grown into a battered RV trailer, some livestock pens and 
what appeared to be a huge mound of  dirt with a door in 
the front. Chickens chased each other around totem poles 
spread across the yard. Two dogs sprinted out to meet them, 
scattering the squawking flock. They ran circles around the 
new arrivals, sniffing at their shoes and pants. Their host soon 
followed.

It was immediately apparent how Thomas “Badger” 
Helmsman had got his name. Muscle and corded sinew 
bulged over every inch of  his squat frame. Black hair snarled 
over scarred knuckles protruding from thick, rough paws as 

he crushed each of  his guest’s hands in turn. Ben guessed he 
was about sixty.

Badger’s sharp eyes pierced theirs. 
“You ain’t from the county.” His voice was high and 

hoarse, as though it was an effort to push the words past 
vocal cords shrunken by long disuse.

“No. Your sis—”
“I sent the last inspector home with a broken finger. The 

one he stuck in my face. Told him next time it’d be his neck. 
You sure you ain’t government?”

Ben wondered how far he would get before the dogs ran 
him down.

“No, we’re not. Your sister sent us. Did she call?”
“I ain’t got a phone.”
Tyler tensed beside him.
“But I got a real good radio.” A broad smile cracked 

Badger’s rough face. “Judgin’ from the fact that you tried to 
ride that road pony into my sage, you must be the city pukes 
the old nag said were coming.”

A wave of  relief  washed over Ben. “That’s us.”
Badger spread his arms. “Then welcome to my home! 

While you’re here, everything I have is yours. Thisaway, 
friends! I’ll show ya where you’re to be sleeping. My sister 
mentioned you’re lookin’ for a hard day’s labor, or two.”

Ben cleared his throat. “Yes, sir, we’d appreciate the work 
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if  you’ve got it.”
“Work’s something I’ve got.”
“So you’re a farmer?”
“Homesteader. I do some farming, and everything besides. 

I got some animals here, and some cattle out to pasture, too.”
“Cattle? Where?”
“Forest service has got grazin’ lands for permit up in the 

mountains across the valley. I truck my herd up there every 
spring. Got a guy who looks after ’em. I used to do it myself, 
but I don’t like leaving the land for so long.”

Badger led them across the dusty hardpack in the yard. 
Brightly painted eagles, wolves, and grotesque faces grinned 
down from the totem poles. At least one pole was posted 
near every structure. A ring of  six of  the tallest surrounded 
the dirt hut.

The dogs, satisfied the newcomers were friendly, rocketed 
past and tumbled into a snarling ball of  dust in the dooryard of  
the hut. The older of  the two, a black shorthair with a graying 
muzzle, lunged at the younger. She caught the dancing pup 
by the throat and threw him to the ground. Badger whistled.

“Attagirl, Lola! Teach ’im good!” He winked back at them. 
“Miller’s barely older than a pup. He ain’t been in a good fight 
yet. But Lola, she’s been in plenty.”

“Don’t they hurt each other when they do that?” Ben 
asked. Miller whined and kicked at Lola’s belly. She released 

him, rolled in the dirt and sprang up. The two circled each 
other, snarling, searching for the next opening.

“Naw. Miller’s just testing himself, and Lola knows that. 
If  they were fightin’ for real she’d have ripped his throat out 
just there. Once it starts, a real dog fight don’t last too long. 
Just like people.”

Tyler spoke up. “Is this your house?” A door fashioned 
from rough planks hung on a frame of  railroad ties. A short 
pipe jutted straight up from the top of  the dome. There were 
no windows.

“No, that’s my hogan. Strictly for ceremonial purposes. 
I sleep in the trailer. But you fellers can sleep there.” He 
pointed to a small shack with a sheet metal roof. A donkey 
poked its head out of  one of  the open stable bays. “I lay my 
head to rest in the trailer, but I keep my ass in the stable. You 
can park yours there too.” He grinned at Tyler’s expression. 
“You’re welcome to sleep outside if  it’s more to your liking, 
twinkletoes.”

“The stable is fine, thanks,” Ben said quickly. “If  you 
don’t mind my asking, are you an Ind—a Native American?” 
he asked, gesturing at the totem poles.

“Everybody out here’s got a little Indian in ’em, whether 
by blood or spirit. But my folks, we had this land forever.”

“Were these poles here, then?”
“No, I made those. I sell ’em in Taos.” His expression 
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turned grave. “There’s a lot of  spirits roaming these lands, 
you know. A whole helluva lot of  bones and blood got spilt 
in this desert. So these poles, they’re a sort of  tribute for me, 
I guess. A way of  taking in those spirits and letting ’em back 
out.”

“You believe in that stuff?” Tyler scoffed.
Badger was unfazed. “You see that lonesome mountain 

there to the north? That’s Ute mountain. It was sacred to the 
Injuns a thousand years before the Spaniards put ’em all in the 
grave. And that range there—those are the Sangre de Cristos. 
Named for the blood of  Christ.

“You spend a night out there all alone on this land. You 
listen to the wind blow down from the mountains. I tell you 
boy, between the ghosts of  those gold-crazed Spaniards and 
the blood of  the Injuns and the howlin’ of  the coyotes, you’ll 
soon change your mind about spirits on the land.”

It was late in the day now, and as Badger spoke, the totem 
poles seem to loom a little taller, their shadows stretch a little 
longer, bending toward the interlopers, the unbelievers, the 
trespassers on hallowed ground. 

“Yup,” said Badger, “I got a few of  my own out there, 
too.”

Ben shook off  a chill.
“Thanks for the heads up,” Tyler said. “So when do we 

start work?”

Badger laughed, and it was just a summer evening in the 
desert again. “You two look pretty rough. Take the evening 
off. Tomorrow morning, be up at sunrise and we’ll head over 
to the river bluff. I need your young backs to hump some 
basalt into the truck.”

“River bluff?” Ben asked. “There’s a river here? Where?”
“We’re on the banks of  the Rio Grande, boy. You ain’t real 

observant, are ya?”
“But we’re in the middle of  the desert. There can’t be any 

water for miles around.”
Badger pointed toward the setting sun. “You walk half  a 

mile straight thataway, you’ll fall off  a big damn cliff  and go 
splat right in front of  a big damn river.”

“Huh.”
“Yup.”
Ben made a mental note to find the river. But not tonight. 

He was beginning to fade. Badger showed them to the stable 
and brought out a jug of  water—there was no plumbing, which 
explained the man’s pungent body odor—then disappeared 
inside the trailer. The sun was low on the horizon to the west, 
where the Rio Grande cut a gorge unseen through the stony 
bones of  the land.

Cold sank into the desert on the heels of  sunset, but it was 
warmer in the stable. As Ben drew his thin summer blankets 
up to his chin he was unable to suppress a sigh. The exertions 
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of  the week seemed to catch up with him all at once. He was 
bone tired. 

Laying atop a mound of  straw a few feet from Tyler, a 
bag of  grain for his pillow, he listened to the donkey chewing 
softly in the opposite stall and thought he’d never had a finer 
bed.

Ben awoke to the roosters crowing, and the scent of  
peppers and onions and campfire smoke. He woke Tyler 
and they found Badger outside the hogan preparing coffee, 
southwest omelets, and biscuits over a small cookfire.

“These are delicious,” Tyler raved, reaching for a third 
biscuit.

“Eat up. We got a full day’s work ahead of  us,” Badger said. 
“I’m building a bigger house for your stablemate and I want 
to use some of  them lava rocks by the river as a foundation.”

“Lava rocks?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, basalt. Ute mountain is a cinder cone. Blew its top 

a billion years ago, or something like that. Now there’s black 
basalt lying everywhere around here. And that’s just what 
you can see. This whole valley is sitting on dead volcanoes. 
There’s lava caves all over the place. Every now and then 
one’ll collapse and you’ll find a whole underground world 
down there.”

“How do you know your house isn’t built on one?” Tyler 
asked.

“Cause it ain’t,” Badger said gruffly. “Anyhow, basalt’s 
good for building, and it’s pretty, and most importantly, 
around here it’s free. Finish up. We roll out in ten.”

They lumbered through the sagebrush in Badger’s battered 
pickup, following no particular path. Ben nodded politely as 
their host pointed out the marks of  old cowboy camps or a 
pile of  bleaching horse bones, but mostly he hung his head 
out the window, enjoying the scent of  juniper and dry soil 
and crushed sage warming in the morning sun. A prairie dog, 
no bigger than a squirrel, poked its head out of  a warren to 
watch them pass, forepaws held primly aloft, nose twitching. 
Six more popped up from scattered holes. Their tiny heads 
swiveled together as the truck passed.

The Rio was barely a half  mile from the homestead, at 
the edge of  a large field of  volcanic sputum, but it took a 
while to get there on account of  the rough terrain. Chunks of  
black stone barnacled with neon green, orange and rust-red 
lichen studded the hard dirt. Some looked razor sharp. They 
increased in frequency as they approached the river until the 
ground was littered with them.

Ben now understood why he couldn’t see any trace of  
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the river the day before. The land rolled up slightly from 
the site of  the homestead before ending abruptly at a basalt 
cliff. The roughest, craggiest bluff  he’d ever seen tumbled 
and snarled twenty-five yards down to where the river boiled 
over boulder-strewn rapids. A few juniper shrubs stuck out 
of  cracks between the basalt or rooted in the tough grass at 
the bottom of  the gorge. A deep rumble rose to the top of  
the cliff.

Movement caught Ben’s eye. A few coyotes were tearing 
at a dead antelope beside the water. The hair on the back of  
Ben’s neck pricked.

“The Rio Grande,” Badger huffed. “Fresh Rocky 
Mountain snowmelt delivered straight to my backyard.”

“And I’ll bet it’s not even chlorinated,” Tyler quipped.
Badger laughed. “You bet it ain’t. Okay, enough gum 

flappin’. Let’s get to work.”
They filled the truck bed several times that morning 

before taking a siesta during the hottest part of  the day. In 
the afternoon, Badger had them dig a shallow oval trench 
around the spot of  the new stable, to serve as the footing for 
the stem wall they would build out of  the lava rocks. Tyler 
and Ben took turns swinging a pickaxe into the hardpack, 
chipping away at deposits of  stubborn caliche and sandstone 
below the dry soil. 

Lilly’s sunburn salve had worked wonders, so they stripped 

to the waist, wrapping their t-shirts around their heads like 
turbans. The afternoon heat was invigorating on Ben’s bare 
back, as though he could soak up the energy of  the sun along 
with the land itself. Spiced desert air mixed with the scent of  
sweat and bronzing skin as they labored. It felt good to work. 

Badger made a hearty chili for dinner. Ben and Tyler each 
had three bowls. Afterward they sat sipping beers and soda 
beside the fire outside the hogan, watching the setting sun 
turn the sky to wine. Lola and Miller sprawled at Badger’s 
sides, working scraps of  meat off  a bone.

Badger stirred in his faded lawn chair. An empty six pack 
rattled at his feet.

“You boys did real good today,” he grunted, “Damn, it’s 
good to be young.”

Ben smiled and said nothing. His whole body ached. He 
was tired, but deeply satisfied.

“How long have you been out here?” Tyler asked.
“Oh, sometimes it feels like I never been anywhere else in 

my life, son. My father lived on this land, and his father too. 
But I was in the navy when I was young. Long time ago.”

“The navy.”
“Yup. I went all over the world, for the usual reasons. 

Wanted to piss off  my old man. Get a girl in every port. I was 
doing pretty good for a while there, on all counts. I moved 
to Maine after the service, far away as I could get from the 
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desert. I had a catering company. A house.”
“So you’re kind of  like a sailor cowboy. Don’t meet too 

many of  those.”
“I guess you could say that. I’m just an old guy, now.”
“Were you married?” Ben asked.
Badger sighed. “There was only one woman I ever wanted 

to have children with. We were engaged out there in Bangor, 
but—when they told me my father died, I—I left her behind. 
Just walked into the woods. When I came back three years 
later, she was gone. It was all gone. I been out here ever since.”

Badger slumped in his chair. The fire was sputtering now, 
struggling to keep the heavy desert night away.

“What happened to your pops?” Tyler said softly.
“Oh, I hated my dad. I did. He was a drunk and a bastard. 

After my mother left him, he got worse and worse. Eventually 
he just walked out into the desert and never came back. By 
the time anybody knew he was gone it’d been a month or 
more. I tried to find him, but it’d been years by then. He’s still 
out there, somewhere.” 

He was fading now, his head heavy with liquor and 
memory.

“Just wish it could’ve been different. That’s all.”
Tyler went in the trailer and got Badger’s blankets. They 

wrapped the old man as best they could and left him in his 
plastic lawn chair, the dogs curled up at his sides. A million 

miles away and just out of  reach, the moon rose over a sky as 
old and vast as time itself.

Ben gasped.
It was still dark. And cold. His head spun, foggy with the 

weight of  a deep sleep interrupted. His heart raced.
Something had awakened him.
But his pulse had already begun to slow. Beside him, he 

could see Tyler’s chest rise and fall, illuminated by a shaft 
of  moonlight spilling through the open windows. Tyler’s 
breathing was regular, slow and deep. It was silent in the stable. 

Ben felt his eyelids droop. No, nothing was wrong. He was 
at home in his bed, and he had a few hours to sleep before his 
shift at the warehouse began.

Something screamed.
Ben shot up, fully awake this time. Adrenaline spiked his 

veins. He shook Tyler, but he was already up. Ben could see 
the whites of  his eyes in the gloom.

A long, mournful wail floated over the desert outside 
the stable walls. Three others joined it, rising and falling in 
a terrible symphony before degenerating into a chorus of  
yapping. 

“Coyotes?”
Ben glanced over the wall of  their stall. The donkey was 
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up and stamping its feet, back pressed into the corner, eyes 
wide and rolling.

“I think so.”
“They must be hunting something.”
“I think we should go look.”
“Are you nuts?”
“I’m going,” Ben whispered, a strange urge rising in his 

chest. He wasn’t nuts. He just had to see. “You coming?”
Tyler swore and kicked off  his blankets. “You’re insane.”
The door to the stable swung open. A Comanche moon 

shone full and bright on the desert. Passing clouds cut the 
moonbeams into columns of  light ten miles wide, shifting 
like spotlights roving over the sage. The desert seemed flat 
and colorless, robbed of  dimension and volume. Where the 
moonlight was lost in a cloud, the land vanished.

The noises continued. Ben turned west.
“It’s coming from the river,” he whispered.
“That’s great for it,” Tyler hissed.
“You’re not scared, are you?”
“I’m scarier than anything that walks on four legs out 

there,” Tyler growled. “I don’t want to break my leg in a hole 
just to pet some mangy dogs.”

“Stay then.” Ben’s heart was pounding with fear, and 
something else, some wild longing that had risen with the 
moon. He had no choice. He had to see what was happening 

at the river. He padded into the sage. Tyler swore and followed.
The yapping steadily picked up, louder now. Ben was sure 

the pack was at the river. They would find the cliff  soon. 
The night split with howls from a dozen straining throats. 

It was the sound of  the dead waking in their shallow graves, a 
preternatural shaman’s wail summoning sun-bleached bones 
to rise and dance under the desert moon with the predators 
at play.

Goosebumps swarmed beneath the cold sweat pouring 
down Ben’s back. His limbs locked in response to a primal 
terror. They could not be more than two hundred yards away.

Then the howling stopped. Silence. 
Ben heard Tyler let out a breath.
Something growled, long and low and deep.
The pack was not two hundred yards away. 
It was here.
A pair of  gleaming eyes slunk out of  the shadows into 

the moonlight. Then another. And another. His back pressed 
against Tyler’s, tense and slicked with sweat. He could hear 
more of  the beasts approaching from behind. The circle 
tightened.

“What was it you said earlier?” Ben whispered hoarsely.
“Shut up! Keep still!”
A snarling maw inched into the moonlight, lips curled 

over black gums and yellow fangs. Ben stared straight at the 
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gleam in the animal’s eyes.
“No,” Ben whispered. He stood up straight. “No, I’m not 

afraid of  you.”
The coyote growled.
“I’m scarier than anything that walks on four legs out 

here. I’m scarier than you,” Ben warned it, his voice rising.
The predator lunged. Ben flung himself  at the animal, 

howling at the top of  his lungs, overcome with the urge to 
kick and tear and kill. The coyote backpedaled. Ben charged 
after it, fingers curled into claws, teeth bared, screaming as 
loud as he ever had.

The pack bolted. Tyler hurled a twisted branch into the 
sage after them with a hoarse yell. The yapping faded and was 
gone. 

Ben stood shaking and willed his fingers to uncurl. Tyler 
thrust a finger into his chest. “You are bad luck with animals, 
bud.”

He couldn’t help but laugh.
“Maybe. But at least we weren’t naked this time.”

The rest of  the week passed quickly on the homestead. 
Ben enjoyed doing the morning chores and driving Badger’s 
truck back and forth from the basalt field. It was endlessly 
amusing watching the chickens chasing bugs or each other—

Chicken TV, as Badger called it. Sometimes the dogs would 
break up a particularly vicious fight between the roosters.

It felt good to rise before dawn, nap at noon, and work 
again until the sun set. He could feel his back growing stronger; 
his hands getting rougher; and his skin tanning in the sun. It 
was immensely satisfying watching the stone foundation of  
the stable rise out of  the dirt and knowing he and Tyler had 
built it themselves. This kind of  work made him feel alive. 
But it was the land he loved the most.

Sunshine Valley was beautiful in a way previously unknown 
to Ben. During most of  the day, the air was clear and pure. 
In the absence of  hills or trees, buildings or haze, he could 
see more than fifty miles in any direction, and the sky was 
constantly evolving. It was monsoon season, so it seemed 
always to be raining somewhere, but not like Ben was used to.

Though it would be sunny and hot on Badger’s homestead, 
miles in the distance a massive stratus column would be 
dumping a curtain of  grey rain that stretched unbroken from 
the heavens to the sage. Sometimes there were two or three 
of  these solitary clouds roaming different parts of  the valley, 
seeding rainbows in their wake. 

The evening and night sky evolved even faster, changing 
colors and geometry minute by minute. After dinner around 
the campfire, sunset was every evening’s entertainment. The 
golden hour set the desert aflame.
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As the sun sank in the west, the tips of  the sagebrush 
glowed with turquoise fire as the stems sank deeper into 
shadow. Clouds advanced over the valley from all directions, 
rushing toward the sun like scavengers to an exhausted kill, 
until the sky ignited with the colors of  wine and blood and 
fire. In the east, the Sangre de Cristos smoldered like coals 
kindled by the dying breath of  the day, until finally the sun 
sank; the clouds closed in; and the embers winked out. 

The clouds would chase the sun right over the horizon 
and disappear, clearing the sky for the next act. As the moon 
rose, the Milky Way billowed out beneath it in a dense cloud, 
raining shooting stars on Ute mountain. Coyotes in the valley 
mourned their passing. 

Dawn cast long, eerie shadows. It was always cold. Clouds 
shrank away from the east as the sun rekindled the coals on 
the mountains. The sage glowed with a pale golden light of  
their own as the shadows melted into the dust. 

When he walked through the silent desert at sunrise, 
knowing a fresh drama was about to unfold over the land, 
Ben couldn’t help but feel he’d encountered an enchanted 
place.

They mortared the last rock on the wall on Friday 
afternoon. Badger tossed them each a sweating can of  soda 

and surveyed their work.
“Not bad. Truth be told, you finished twice as fast as I 

thought you would. Tell you what. Take the afternoon off  
and let’s settle up. And since we’re so far ahead of  schedule 
now, I’ve got a better idea for tomorrow. You ever been to 
music festival?”

“Like a concert?” Ben asked.
“Naw, a festival’s got more flavor. There’s a big one out 

in Moab tomorrow night. I figure we’ll do the morning 
chores, take the siesta, and head up to Utah for the evening’s 
festivities.”

“U-taw.” Ben repeated, feeling the word tumble off  his 
lips. That arid land of  red rock ruins and dinosaur bones and 
Mormon temples.

“Hell of  a party. Whattaya say?”
Tyler drained his soda and crushed the can. “We’re in.”
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- 8 -
Park Avenue

Postmarked in Moab, Utah

Dear family, I am well and in good company. Please know that I love 
you. 

Ben.

-

Ben watched the Sangre de Cristos fall away as they 
followed Badger’s truck north through the southwestern 
corner of  Colorado. The tailbone of  the Rockies lingered on 
the horizon for hours as they skirted the Continental Divide.

The mountains would have to wait. Soon, Ben promised 
them. Utah would have to do for now.

Four hundred miles from Sunshine Valley, the soil had 
thinned and retracted, like a carcass left too long in the sun, 
until the bones of  the earth emerged—red and rough and 
bare. The high desert air was thin and dry. Narrow rivers ran 
like blood through the bottom of  thousand-foot cracks in the 

skin of  the land.
Water dominated the canyonlands. It gave life where it 

flowed. It left a brutal sort of  beauty where it didn’t.
Grand County, Utah, population ten thousand, was 

perhaps the crown jewel of  the region. Moab boasted the 
county seat along with most of  the people. The Red Rock 
Rumble music festival and motorcycle rally was outside the 
town, reachable by a single highway. The road ranged a few 
dozen miles up and down the canyonlands, cutting into ridges 
and winding along stream beds, until it reached a mesa rising 
abruptly out of  the desert. 

Narrow switchbacks snaked up the sheer wall. As they 
climbed, the land below flattened and grew at the same time. 
Little canyons and dry gullies spread out forever. Other buttes 
and mesas dotted the vista, many of  them crowned with 
impossibly balanced towers and arches, all of  them robed in 
curtains of  sand.

The land seemed almost frozen in time, an undulating 
record of  some unimaginably vast and vanished ocean. To 
someone born to the low cinderblock strip malls and narrow 
wood houses and hazy industrial towers of  an old east coast 
city, it was an impossible place.
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The top of  the mesa they had just climbed, though it 
had appeared flat in the distance, hosted a network of  gently 
rolling hills dotted with abrupt rock formations. The locals 
called the largest of  these Park Avenue, so named for the 
narrow strip of  relatively flat terrain cut between two bluffs. 
Ben had to admit—excusing the boulder perched atop one 
of  the tallest spires—the rock towers on the bluffs really did 
look like a city skyline in silhouette.

Any further resemblance to civilization ended there. 
As they walked past the admissions gate onto the dusty 

boulevard, the whine of  engines and the voices of  a roaring 
crowd rose to meet them. Tent pavilions lined the main 
thoroughfare leading to a dirt bike track and concert grounds 
at the center of  the event. Vendors hawked trinkets, fried 
food and beer—especially beer—to throngs of  festivalgoers. 

Ben hadn’t imagined it was possible for so many bikers 
and hippies to coexist in one place. He fought the desire to 
stare at a woman jiggling past on the arm of  a heavily bearded 
man. He was wearing a leather jacket and baggy black jeans. 
She was wearing nothing but a painted bouquet of  sunflowers 
and heavy mascara. She smiled at Ben. 

“What a place!” Tyler marveled. “And we’re barely past 
the gates!”

Ben adjusted the tissue stuffed up his left nostril. It was 
his second nosebleed in as many hours. “That lady had to be 

forty.”
“Who cares?”
“With implants.”
“Benjamin, I think we’ve just passed the Pearly Gates into 

the promised land. This could very well be the greatest night 
of  our lives.”

“That was a cattle gate. And I really didn’t think Saint 
Peter would have a septum stud.”

“What are you so sour about? I thought we pulled the 
stick out of  your butt in New Orleans.”

“If  I see one more fake boob in a fishnet shirt, I’m going 
to pop it and spend the night in the car,” Ben muttered.

“What? Hurry up. Badger’s gonna buy us the first round.”
“Oh good. Coming.” They caught up to Badger at an 

open-air cantina set up atop a wooden platform overlooking 
the track. It was packed. Badger slapped some money on the 
bar and edged out of  the crowd carrying two frothing plastic 
cups.

“Here yer are, men. On me. What do you think?”
“It’s beautiful,” Tyler said. “A triumph of  civilization.”
“Civilization ain’t got much to do with it,” Badger replied. 

“That’s part of  the point. You two enjoy the scenery. I’ll be on 
the north side ’til dark. A buddy asked me to play in the tribal 
band back there.”

“I thought you weren’t a real Indian.”
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“I ain’t.” He winked and ambled off.
Ben stared at the sweating cup in his hands, head swimming 

as he remembered the aftermath of  Bourbon Street. He 
looked up as Tyler drained his own drink. 

“You gonna finish that?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Gimme.”
Ben gave. He followed Tyler helplessly as he elbowed 

through the crowd around the racetrack. They watched the 
bikes go round and round in the dirt for a while, the riders 
doing tricks in the air over the low ramps. Ben didn’t know 
how anybody could tell who was winning, but the crowd 
cheered all the same. On the stage in front of  the track, the 
opening band was setting up.

Eventually he and Tyler ended up at a greasy food truck 
and took a seat under the adjoining pavilion to wait for their 
order. A couple of  guys were arm wrestling at the other end 
of  the table to the adoring cheers of  two brightly made-up 
women. Ben stared at his hands.

Tyler took a swig from another can. Ben had lost count 
of  how many beers he’d had, but he was going fast. “You’ve 
barely said a word this whole time. Spit it out brother.”

“I just don’t think this is my scene.”
“You’re just not getting into it yet.” He eyed the waitress 

coming their way and smiled broadly. 

“That looks absolutely delicious.”
“I’m sure it is,” she said, and turned to go.
“Wait!” Tyler caught her hand. She glared. He dropped 

her hand. “We could use some company. What are you up to 
tonight, miss…?”

She cocked a hip and laid a finger on her chin. “Hm, I’m 
thinking about going to this great music festival in town.”

Tyler thumped Ben on the chest. “Me too! Let’s go 
together. I’ll pick you up at nine.”

“I work until ten. I have to—”
“Ten o’clock then.”
The waitress shifted. “If  you haven’t noticed, I’m the only 

one working that big, long line right over there. I’m going to 
be pretty beat by the time ten o’clock rolls around. If  you’ll 
excuse me—”

“I’ll help you out. I used to work at a four star restaurant 
back in New York.”

“No you—” Tyler stomped on Ben’s foot under the table.
“Ok, I was a busboy at a Greek diner. But no offense, 

you don’t need a fancy waiter. Just a useful guy.” He grinned. 
“I’ll do your dishes, wipe your tables, whatever you need, and 
you’ll have plenty of  energy left for tonight.”

The waitress’s eyes flitted over Tyler’s features. He was 
maybe twenty-three. Thick, dark hair. Strong jaw. Well-
muscled shoulders. Obviously dishonest and a drinker, but 
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charming and very handsome.
Tyler waited.
“Ellie! Get over here!” somebody yelled from the truck 

window. 
“Ellie.” Tyler repeated. “I’m Tyler. Nice boss. So, what do 

you say?”
“Oh, fine!” Ellie huffed. “If  you drop anything, you’re 

fired.” She bustled back to the truck. 
Tyler sprang up. “Charm plus persistence plus service 

equals sales,” he winked. “But a good product doesn’t hurt, 
either. I’ll see ya later, buddy.”

Ben threw up his hands at Tyler’s receding back. He 
scooped up the rest of  their funnel cake and stomped out of  
the pavilion. “Yeah, well screw you too,” he mumbled through 
a mouthful of  fried dough. “I can have fun all by myself.” 

Back at the track, an announcer was handing a ludicrously 
large trophy to the winner of  the dirt bike races as the warm-
up act shredded out a victory anthem. Ben left the track and 
wandered toward the opposite end of  the festival. The wide 
boulevard soon degenerated into a dusty path. Tents, folding 
chairs and revelers sprawled across the desert hardpan on all 
sides.

On the north side of  the campground a sort of  outpost 
had been set up at the bottom of  a small hollow, complete 
with a couple of  smaller stages, a tiki bar, and a shallow 

artificial pond lined with a tarpaulin. Ben found Badger with 
the tribal band, banging on a set of  patterned drums at the 
back of  the low stage. A singer yowled into a microphone. 
Two other men plucked a banjo and worked a tambourine. 
Ben squatted on the low hill and listened for a while. They 
were only a little worse than the openers on the other side of  
the festival ground.

“No wonder the shamans thought they could wake the 
dead,” Ben muttered to a shirtless man beside him.

“I know, dude. This kind of  music really touches the soul.”
The instruments changed suddenly, beating a slow, eerie 

rhythm as the singer’s voice rose to a wailing pitch. 
“It’s touching something alright, and I wish it’d stop.” 

Loneliness washed over him with the music as he watched the 
crowds. It was evening now. As the light began to fade, Ben 
thought of  Badger’s three decades under that hard sun. Thirty 
years of  cold desert nights spent sinking into that faded lawn 
chair, watching stars fall from the sky. Listening to the coyotes 
wail at the moon.

The mournful music began to make more sense than Ben 
wanted.

He wondered how it was that all these people came to 
be here. Each and every one had come from somewhere for 
some reason to spend the night on this little patch of  desert. 
When it was over, they would all go their own way. They were 



139 140

all stars in their own personal sagas, and somehow, the world 
was big enough for all of  them.

“You think God ever gets tired of  watching people?” Ben 
asked the shirtless man.

“Boy, I sure hope so. You wanna beer?”
Ben sniffed and wiped his nose. “Yeah. Thanks.”
“Right on. Where you from?”
“A different world, I think. You?”
“Connecticut, ’riginally. The burbs, man. But I’ve been 

working the festival route for a while. You got a girl?”
“Not at the moment.”
“Good place to find a girl. Good place.”
Ben considered this as he cracked the beer, then downed 

it all. It was bitter and warm and it hurt his throat, but this 
conversation wasn’t doing anything to make him feel better. 
Maybe another drink would.

The sun was gone, and the desert was cold when Ben 
finished his fourth beer. Disappointed, he placed the bottle 
gently in a prairie dog warren dug into the side of  the gulch. 
He could hear the headliners warming up the crowd. Guitar 
and heavy bass rose on waves of  cheering voices, crested at 
the edge of  giant stadium lights, and crashed into the darkness 
outside the portable chainlink fence encircling the festival 

grounds. Ben felt the ripples a mile away. It was like a steady 
tide lapping at the shores of  the desert, a warm tide, like on a 
sunny summer day. He wiggled his toes.

The concert grounds seemed like such a wonderful place 
to be, Ben thought as he sat in the desert. But he didn’t mind. 
He was warm and happy, too. He stood with a huff  and 
continued on down the dry streambed, going as quietly as he 
could so as not to wake the prairie dogs. Little lizards clung 
to the windswept rocks, soaking up the last of  the day’s heat 
radiating out of  the stones. Starlight glittered in their black 
eyes. Ben wanted to share the stones’ warmth with them, but 
they always skittered away. That made him a little sad.

He wandered on, following the gulch toward an arch he’d 
seen a while ago. It couldn’t be far. It looked very close. He 
passed a very long skull, grinning and glowing bleach white 
under the moon and he followed the trail of  teeth and bones 
scattered by water or scavengers thirty yards from where the 
horse died and wondered how alive the animal must have felt 
just before it wasn’t anymore. The thought made him feel 
alive too and he began to run.

He crossed ridge after ridge, scaling rock balds and 
tiny canyons and weaving through prairie dog warrens and 
vaulting over ravines and the arch was far away, too far, until 
it wasn’t anymore and he’d made it and he ran up, up, up until 
he stood suspended one hundred feet above the ground on a 
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sliver of  stone three feet wide and screamed into the wind for 
his family who were not there and for Tyler and Badger and 
himself. He screamed until the wind took his breath and he 
could not scream anymore. 

Then his head swam and as he sat down he considered 
how his feet dangled over space and how as he leaned back 
on his hands his fingertips touched empty air. He wondered 
if  this was how Badger’s father had died and if  his teeth and 
bones and shards of  brown glass were scattered under a cliff  
beside the Rio Grande like the horse’s teeth were scattered 
here in the gulch. But he didn’t want to think about that and 
his head was swimming so he swung his feet up and lay down.

The stone was warm on his back and he didn’t know it as 
he closed his eyes but a lizard was crouched by his head and 
its black eyes glittered in the starlight as Ben fell asleep.

A few hours before dawn, Ben found Tyler slumped 
against the back wheel of  the Mustang. The doors were open. 
Ben took the bottle out of  his hands and found their blankets 
in the back seat. He shut the doors. Tucked a blanket over 
Tyler. Then he rolled out his own, and as he lay down beside 
his friend he swore he’d never take another drink.

- 9 -
Big Sky

Wyoming

Sometimes I think about what it must have taken to be a pioneer, or 
an explorer. Really anybody who lived more than seventy years ago. 
The world was so much bigger then. Life was harder, and so were the 
people. You had to be.

Part of  me thinks I would have loved life before the industrial age. The 
rest of  me thinks I’d rather die.

-

“Wake up. Come on.”
Tyler groaned as Ben shook him. “Get up. We’ve got work 

to do.”
“I’m unemployed,” Tyler grunted, and rolled over. Ben 

shrugged and upended the bucket over his head.
“I called the number our old friends gave us in Kentucky,” 

he said cheerfully as Tyler thrashed. “We’ve got a job waiting 
for us in Wyoming. With what’s left after last night, we should 
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have just enough money to get us there.”
By the time they were ready to leave it was well past ten 

o’clock. Badger was nowhere to be found. Ben left a note on 
the windshield of  his truck, bundled Tyler into the passenger 
seat, and started the long drive back down the mesa. He felt 
good, like someone who’d just taken his first step outside 
after a long illness. The sun was shining. Cactus flowers and 
tiny desert sunflowers smiled at him as he navigated the 
switchbacks.

Ben was surprised at how eager he was to be on the move 
again. He was beginning to get accustomed to the bittersweet, 
melancholy-joyful feeling of  leaving a place and people he’d 
only just met. A fast exit, he thought, sweetened the highs and 
soothed the lows.

It was easily a two day drive to northern Wyoming, and 
they had lost most of  the morning. Back down in the valley, 
a sun-soaked highway reached for hills with their heads in the 
clouds. Ben slid the Mustang into high gear and began to fly.

It was late in the afternoon when they came to the 
Continental Divide. The Rockies had been rising all day. The 
violence of  their creation could be read in the land as it folded 
and sharpened and grew until all at once an immeasurable 
immensity of  stone shot out of  the hills and past the clouds 

and froze a little way beneath the sun.
As the sky disappeared and the road grew steeper and 

narrower and the engine whined, Ben thought of  Lewis and 
Clark and the Shoshone natives, and of  dysentery and maps 
scrawled in rain-spattered journals. He imagined holding a rifle 
and walking beside a wagon on the Oregon trail, watching the 
mountains grow for days and weeks and knowing it was either 
climb them with his wife and his children and his salt pork and 
his oxen, or starve on the plains. He pictured Japanese railroad 
workers cutting grade, laying ties and swinging sledgehammers 
and collapsing in the dirt decades before anyone had crossed 
the continent faster than a horse could walk.

As the Mustang powered up the asphalt grade, Ben 
wondered how many people had died so he could climb a 
mountain sitting on his ass.

They descended from the fog shrouding the eastern side 
of  the Rockies. The Great Plains crashed upon the rugged 
shores of  the mountains, waves of  shortgrass prairie foaming 
evergreen and Birch-white at the crest before subsiding into 
the continental tide.

As he lay under the stars that night, listening to the wind 
whisper through the grass, Ben felt very much like the captain 
of  a tiny ship adrift on a limitless, tawny sea.
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- 10 -
First Shift

Mitchell, Wyoming

Back home there was a guy named Jimmy who managed the warehouse 
office. He used to play baseball. You could still see it in his shoulders. 
He was always making jokes, and everybody liked him. He wasn’t 
supposed to be in on Saturdays but he always was.

There was only one window in the office. Sometimes I’d pass by and see 
him standing there, watching the cars go by on Lake Ave. Like a little 
kid stuck in lunch detention. He was always tugging at his collar.

-

Mitchell, Wyoming was nestled into the side of  a narrow 
valley cutting through the foothills of  the Big Horns, a two-
hundred-mile spur of  the Rockies near the southern Montana 
border. An old mining road descended nearly a mile into a 
deep depression through heavy pine and white aspen forests.

As twilight fell, the sense of  enclosure was disconcerting. 
Ben felt very much like after a full day spent crossing the 

plains, they’d climbed the rocky wall containing the known 
universe and fallen off  the face of  the Earth.

The town at the edge of  the world had one main road 
that followed the river cutting through the valley. There were 
three notable landmarks: the Methodist church on one end of  
Main Street; the soda ash refinery on the other; and the bar 
between the two. There was a small grocery store and a gas 
station. Wood-sided houses with steep roofs lined the street. 
A few windows were lit.

Ben and Tyler rolled up to a two-story home with cedar 
shingling. A modern concrete garage almost as big as the 
house took up the rest of  the lot. It was the only garage on 
the street, and the only building not completely clad in wood 
or stone. There was no one else on the street.

“How many people do you think live here?” Ben wondered.
Tyler snorted. “Three. Maybe four. You’re sure we’ve got 

a job?”
“Aspen promised. We’re working for her and Willow’s 

dad.”
“Are they here now?”
“They should be.”
“What’s their old man’s name again?”
“Dominic. Dominic Basilone.”
“That sounds like a name you’d hear closer to the Bronx 

than out here in Tumbleweed, Nowhere. Willow Basilone. 
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Willow Fox. Huh. Nah.”
“Yeah, bad idea. Let’s go say hello.”
The rough wood planks on the porch creaked as Ben 

approached the door. He raised his hand to knock.
The door flew open. 
“I ragazzini! The boys!”
A wiry man in his late sixties stood in the doorway with 

his arms outstretched. Green eyes twinkled over a salt-and-
pepper goatee. His hands were rough and his grip was strong. 
He spoke with the unmistakable twang of  a native New 
Yorker. Ben looked at Tyler in disbelief.

“Dominic Basilone. Aspen told me you were coming. 
Come on, come on, get in here. Don’t let the dog out. You 
like coffee?” 

He ushered them inside and shut the door. There was 
wood everywhere in the house: finished wood and rough 
wood and polished wood, from the benches built of  natural 
birch in the mudroom to the knotty pine wainscoting to the 
gleaming oak table in the dining room. Dominic had them sit 
down.

“You like that table?” he beamed. “I made it. So which 
one of  you is the slugger? Let me guess. You sir. And you 
are?”

“Tyler.”
“Got a good handshake on you. And you must be Ben. 

Yeesh. I thought I was a scrawny kid. Asp tells me you’re a 
pretty quick learner though, and you oughtta be good with 
your hands. We’ll find a use for you. Here’s your coffee.”

“Thank you, sir.”
“Sir was my father. Please, call me Dom. How is it?” 
Ben sipped the hot drink. “It’s delicious. So, you’re not 

from around here are you?”
Dominic laughed and threw up his hands. His hands talked 

as much he did. “I can’t hide. Brooklyn, born and raised. I 
understand you boys are fellow New Yorkers.”

“Yeah,” Tyler said, “but not from the city. We’re from 
Rochester.”

“Yeah, yeah I know Rochester.” The coffee mug nearly 
vanished in the man’s gnarled paws as he leaned over the 
table. “I used to pass through there sometimes on my way up 
to Canada for fishin’. Used to be a real happenin’ place in the 
seventies.” 

“How’d you get out here?”
“Ah that’s a story for another time. My wife likes to tell 

that one. She and the girls are visitin’ some friends in the next 
town over.”

“How far’s that?”
“Fifty, sixty miles.”
“Yikes.”
Dominic chuckled. The leathery skin around his eyes 
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crinkled as he did. “This ain’t New York, boys. Anyhow. Don’t 
get me going. I’ll keep you up all night. Finish your coffee 
and I’ll show you to your room. Be dressed and downstairs 
tomorrow at 7 o’clock sharp.”

“What’ve you got for us to do?”
“Oh, you’ll see.”

The soda ash refinery sprawled over a huge lot carved 
into the side of  the mountain. A mess of  gleaming tanks 
and towers rose over a single long slab of  a building. Steam 
and smoke spewed from several smokestacks. Ben’s shoes 
crunched on gravel as he and Tyler followed Dominic to the 
main entrance.

“Gentlemen, here she is.” Dominic spread his arms in a 
grand gesture. “Remind you of  home?”

“Actually, yes,” Ben said. “Why is this here?”
“Excellent question. Allow me to explain. This fine 

specimen of  industrial sculpture is built on a depleted trona 
mine. There are still some old entrances way up on the hill 
there, see? That’s the only reason this town is here. The 
deposit’s all gone now, but we still get the stuff  trucked up 
here from the big mines down in Green River. It’s cheaper 
than building a new refinery.”

“What’s trona?”

“And what’s soda ash?”
“Trona is the mineral we use to make soda ash, also known 

as baking soda, which as it happens is useful for a lot more 
than freshening up your stinky gym shoes. More than half  
the world’s automotive, construction, and dining glass uses 
Wyoming soda ash. Quite a lot of  it comes through here.”

“Wild.”
“Sure is. Think about that the next time you’re sippin’ a 

nice cold glass of  orange juice.” 
They joined a stream of  blue-smocked men and a few 

women shuffling through the line for the punch clock in front 
of  the main gate. Dominic waved at a security guard with red-
rimmed eyes.

“Mornin’ Tim, how are ya.”
“Still vertical.”
“Always a step in the right direction. Glad to hear it.”
“Got some fresh blood there.”
“Fresh as daisies and ready to work, ain’t you boys?”
“You bet,” Ben said.
“Sure thing,” Tyler added.
“We’ll cure that in a hurry,” said the guard.
Ben struggled to keep up with Dominic’s brisk gait as they 

crossed a short courtyard. “What’s the matter with him?”
Dominic shrugged. “There’s two main kinds of  people 

you find hanging around in a place like this. The ones who 
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wouldn’t live anywhere else in the whole wide world, and the 
drunks. I learned that pretty quick. But hell, I don’t blame 
them. I’ve been both.” He opened the doors. “After you, 
gentlemen.”

Ben shuddered as he stepped into a narrow hallway lit 
by banks of  ghostly fluorescent lights. Specters of  endless, 
windowless days spent deep inside the warehouse rose to 
meet him—along with the crushing din of  industry. Dominic 
tossed them each a pair of  earplugs.

“Follow me!”
They turned a corner onto the main floor of  the refinery. 

A bare concrete path followed a grid cut through a maze of  
machinery. On every side, towers of  steel and plastic loomed 
like captive giants. Riddled with dripping hoses and groaning 
pistons, the refinery’s organs labored endlessly, attended by 
twenty-four-hour overlapping shifts of  their blue-smocked 
tormentors.

Ben shied away as a piston on a machine two stories 
tall reared up, roared with savage fury and bore down with 
several tons of  force. Hoses thrashed and hissed as the beast’s 
jaws parted. Workers frantically shoveled more food into its 
steaming maw. Ben hurried past.

Toward the back of  the cavernous building, the machinery 
of  the refinery floor eventually gave way to the shipping 
department, where a jam of  squeaking pallet jacks, squawking 

forklifts, and shuffling workers prepared drums and cartons 
for transport.

“I didn’t think there were this many people in the whole 
town,” Ben observed.

“There aren’t,” Dominic replied. “A lot of  ’em live up in 
the hills and the woods around here. Let’s look over here and 
see if  the girls are in yet.”

“The girls?”
They passed through a partition wall into a relatively small 

room where two women in coveralls were building shipping 
crates. They looked up as the newcomers approached.

“Hello, boys,” they said together.
Dominic beamed. “Of  course you know my lovely 

daughters.”
“Welcome to Mitchell,” Willow said. “I’m so sorry.”
“Oh can it, girl,” said Aspen. “They only just got here. 

Hiya, daddy.” Dominic hugged them both.
“I didn’t know you guys worked here, too,” Tyler said.
“It’s just about the only gig around, City-Boy,” Willow said 

drily.
“Ain’t a bad one, neither,” Aspen jabbed her. “I’m real 

glad you could visit. Daddy’ll take good care of  you. We’ll 
show you around town later tonight.”

“Alright kids, back to work. Last stop’s the machine shop. 
That’s where the real craftsmen live.” 
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The maintenance shop sat in the very back corner of  the 
building. As they walked into the dimly lit room, Ben was 
acutely aware of  the smell of  stale coffee and oily rags. Slabs 
of  plywood balanced on sawhorses and separated by sheets of  
corrugated steel served as desks. A balding man in a patched 
denim shirt looked up from his perch on a tattered office 
chair, scowled, and returned to his magazine. Several other 
guys leaned against grinders, welders, or toolboxes. Their 
bewhiskered faces were sallow under the naked lightbulbs 
tacked to the walls. 

To Ben they looked every bit a part of  their environment, 
like pieces of  equipment purchased secondhand at an auction, 
parked in a spidery corner against some distant day when they 
might be of  use, and forgotten ever since. But he didn’t mind. 
This was a place where coarse men with coarse hands shaped 
machines that shaped the world, and he was excited to join 
them. 

Dominic tossed Ben and Tyler a couple of  dusty coveralls. 
Ben felt older somehow, like he were putting on the manual 
wisdom of  a bygone generation of  craftsmen. 

“So, what’s our first job, boss? Are we gonna sandblast 
some gears? Fix the machines? Fabricate some parts?”

Dominic laughed. “Hold your horses, bucko. These guys 
can handle all that for today.” He held up a large coil of  
vacuum hose. The man with the magazine looked up with an 

evil grin.
“I need you to suck all the cobwebs off  the ceilings. It 

ain’t been done in years.”

At four o’clock that afternoon, Ben and Tyler trudged out 
of  the plant with the rest of  first shift. Ben’s neck and back 
ached terribly from craning up at the refinery ceiling; his feet 
hurt from balancing on the rungs of  a twenty foot ladder all 
day; and despite the earplugs, his ears were still ringing. 

They weren’t even close to done. His left nostril vacuumed 
up a stray cobweb as it floated off  his hair in the breeze. He 
spluttered. 

“Well,” Tyler said, “that was fun.”
“Yep.”
“How long you think the bus is gonna wait at this particular 

stop?”
“A little less long than I thought it would eight hours ago.”
“That sounds about right.”
A familiar pickup truck rolled up outside the refinery gate. 

Willow hung her head out the passenger side window.
“Having fun?”
“Loads,” Tyler said.
“Good,” Aspen called over her sister. “Jump in. We’re 

going offroading!”
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“In what?”
“My truck, duh.”
“Don’t you hate offroaders?” Ben asked. “You shot at 

them in Kentucky!”
“We don’t hate offroaders. We just hate drunk hicks 

driving where they ain’t supposed to. Get in, guy.”
Ben looked at Tyler. 
“I don’t have anything better to do.”
“Agreed.”
They jumped in. Ben nearly landed on a shotgun. He 

yelped.
“Oh yeah,” Willow called through the cabin’s back window, 

“that’s one thing those jerkbags got right. Fourwheeling’s a lot 
more fun with guns.”

“Big guns.” Aspen grinned. “Hold on, y’all!”
About an hour later, while crouched in the bed of  a 

muddy pickup ripping through bone-jarring, boulder-strewn 
high mountain prairie, Ben took aim at a line of  beer bottles 
and prepared to fire a shotgun for the first time in his life. He 
also prepared to reconsider his view of  hicks. They were onto 
something.

It was late that night when they all spilled out of  the warm 
light of  Woody’s Tavern onto the wide moonlit street. Ben 

and Tyler bid their laughing friends goodnight. It was a brief  
walk to Dominic’s house on the other side of  town. Tyler 
nursed his beer. Ben finished his soda. It was good to have 
friends. 

“Well,” Tyler said finally, “that was fun.”
“Yep.”
“How long you think the bus is gonna wait at this particular 

stop?”
“A little longer than I thought it would a few hours ago.”
“That sounds about right.”
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- 11 -
Craftsmen

Dominic says he got the scar on his neck when he had to lay down his 
motorcycle on the Utah freeway. There are burns all over his forearms 
from welding. All the guys in the shop have scars on their knuckles. I 
wonder if  my hands will ever look like theirs.

-

The guys in the machine shop began to warm up to the 
boys, as Dominic was so fond of  calling them. Bernie, Tom, 
Jim and even big, sour Moose seemed to take pleasure in 
teaching the young apprentices: they showed them how fast 
the bandsaw could cut certain types of  steel; how to grind 
new edges on chisels and tools; where to find the best spots 
in the factory maze to hide from Dominic’s supervision. Ben 
let Tyler field those sorts of  lessons. 

Dominic, of  all of  them, took the most pleasure in 
teaching Ben new tools and techniques. There was not a tool 
in the shop the old man’s clever hands had not mastered, and 
Ben soaked up his lessons like a sponge.

But what Ben loved most was the stories, and there were 

many. Stories and labor strolled industriously arm in arm 
down the bustling streets where Dom was raised. He loved 
to talk as much as he loved to work, and as far as he was 
concerned, stories were the supreme form of  all talk. When 
he sensed a willing recipient, the green eyes would flash; the 
palms would open; and he’d break stride to spin a real yarn.

There was a sort of  fire in the man that Ben imagined 
remained barely dimmed from the vigor of  his youth. It 
was the kind of  adventurous spirit and grit, the will to live, 
dammit, that had fought and died in a million wars since man 
began. It had crossed the Great Plains and scaled the Rocky 
Mountains long before the invention of  the interstate. It had 
launched the first airplane and crashed the first motorcycle, 
and it was behind all the stories he most loved to tell.

Every now and then, Dom would cross paths with another 
grizzled salt whose vigorous youth had ranged almost as far 
and wide as his own, and Ben would stand forgotten but 
enraptured as starlit plains and wild, lonesome mountains 
poured from the lips of  the old men in grimy smocks, gushing 
onto the factory floor like the Rio Grande riding high through 
the desert after the first spring rain. 

One afternoon, Ben and Tyler and their vacuums were busy 
slurping up cobwebs and chatting with Willow and Aspen when 



159 160

Dominic strode into the carpentry room. He was lugging a cart 
holding a large black box studded with switches and dials.

“That’s enough character building for one day,” he declared. 
“I am gonna teach you gentlemen how to weld.”

Ben caught his breath. This was a lesson he’d been waiting 
for.

“What’s the matter with you? You look like somebody just 
gave you a surprise prostate exam.”

“Sorry. Don’t we need some kind of  certification to do that?”
Dominic snorted. “I learned how to weld in my grandfather’s 

garage when I was six years old. I taught my girls at the same 
age.”

“It’s true.” Aspen nodded enthusiastically.
“Now do you wanna weld or not?”
Tyler laughed. “You first, Ben. I’ll man the ol’ iron lung for 

a while.”
Ben hopped off  the ladder and followed Dominic to a piece 

of  equipment squatting in one corner of  the room. A long 
plume of  cobwebs linked the forgotten machine to the mass of  
webs on the ceiling. Dominic kicked the contraption on the cart 
affectionately.

“Ok, kiddo. This is called a TIG welder. It makes a spark that 
gets very hot. This,” he continued, holding up a metal bar, “is a 
stick. We’re gonna melt this stick to glue that plate-a steel to this 
hunka junk. No certification required. Got it?”

Ben nodded.
 “Good. Put this over your mug and wear these gloves. Here’s 

how you hold the thing.”
Ben buzzed with anticipation as the welding shield slid over 

his face, restricting his field of  vision to a purple slit. He was a 
lightning warrior now. A knight of  the industrial age. He grasped 
the welding rod and the gas hose, held his breath, and squeezed 
the trigger.

For a split second, the world turned black. Then a ghostly 
blue light blazed into existence, illuminating the surface of  an 
alien landscape a few inches from Ben’s visor. In eerie silence, 
lightning danced from his fingertips and melted the steel beneath 
them like butter in a skillet. The metal quavered and writhed for 
an instant before freezing in place. Ben reached the end of  the 
bead, released the trigger, and the electrical arc winked out. He 
raised his mask. A wobbly but seamless bead joined the two 
pieces of  plate steel.

A satisfied grunt emanated from over his shoulder. “Not 
bad! You’ve got a touch for this. Again.”

Ben’s chest swelled with pride. He flipped the visor back 
down and called forth the lightning once more.

A spark sizzled once and disappeared. Puzzled, Ben squeezed 
the trigger again.

“Fire! Fire on the floor!”
Ben yanked off  the mask. Horror lurched in his chest. A 
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spark from the welder had alighted on the gauzy stuff  climbing 
the walls. The flames shot up, up, up, blossoming in a cataclysm 
of  fiery doom on the cobwebbed ceiling.

Ben raced to the entrance of  the room where Tyler held the 
vacuum hose, grabbed it from him, and scrambled up the ladder. 
Benjamin Nelson, wielder of  lightning, commander of  steel, 
lifted the wheezing salvation of  the entire factory to the ceiling 
and swept the tube across the path of  the fireball.

The vacuum slurped up a mass of  burning webs, stopping 
the spread of  the flame in its tracks. Ben jerked and dropped the 
hose as heat bit his palms. The ladder tottered. It was falling. He 
was falling.

Ben flailed as the ground rushed up to meet him. He 
jumped, hit the concrete, and rolled. The ladder hit the deck with 
a thunderous crash.

Then the vacuum exploded.
When Ben’s ears stopped ringing, all he could hear was 

laughter.
He opened one eye as wide as he dared. The charred remains 

of  the vacuum teetered in a mangled mass next to the ladder. 
Dominic was in stitches as Aspen and Willow poked their heads 
out from around a shipping crate. Tyler grinned at him.

Dominic composed himself  and sat up, slapping the floor. 
“You did good, bucko.” He scrunched his nose. “But it smells 
like somebody barbecued a goat in here. Go get a mop, Fireman.”

- 12 -
Brown Eyes

There’s something to be said for a simple life. Being satisfied with the 
place where you were born, and the people who’ve always loved you, 
or even if  they didn’t. Having a job and a home. It’s a smaller life, 
maybe, but a good one. One to be grateful for. 

Sometimes I envy people like that. Sometimes.

-

There were few women at the soda ash refinery, and 
fewer who were anywhere near Ben’s age. One of  them was 
Sarah Taylor. She worked in the shipping department. She 
had brown eyes and freckles and brown hair, and her slender 
figure disappeared into the dingy coveralls everyone wore. 
She was utterly plain.

But when she smiled, which she did often, she was a 
princess in baggy denim; a diamond in the rough; a soft face 
in a sea of  hairy snarls. She terrified him, and Tyler knew it.

“There she is, buddy, just waiting for you.”
“What? Who?”
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“She’s wearing braids today. Too hot to handle, even for 
you, Fireman.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“If  you wait any longer, I’m gonna ask her for you.”
“Don’t you dare.”
“Do it.”
“No.”
“We’re walking over there right now.”
“Absolutely n—let go!”
“Remember, you’re suave.”
“I’m not doing this.”
“You’re a hero, buddy.”
“I’ll kill you.”
“You eat danger for breakfast!”
“Nowaitstop—”
“Oh!” said Sarah’s lovely voice, “Sorry. Didn’t see you 

there.”
Tyler disappeared around the corner into the carpentry 

room. Ben stared.
“Um, hi. I’m Sarah.”
She smelled like wildflowers. In a factory that made the 

stuff  you put in stinky tennis shoes, she smelled like flowers. 
Ben swallowed.

“You’re Ben, right?” She dimpled.
Over her shoulder, Ben saw three heads stick out around 

the corner. He glared. They disappeared.
“Was there something you wanted?”
“I was wondering, what would you say if, um.”
“I’d say yes. Oh and, what took you so long.”
There were now four heads at the corner. Only the last 

one wore a salt-and-pepper goatee, but all of  them cheered.

In the days following, he saw Sarah almost every evening. 
She took him to a cave she’d found in the hills and he took 
her to the prairie where he’d learned to shoot. When they 
ran out of  things to laugh about they’d just watch the clouds 
and chase each other between the long forest shadows, and 
through the hilly meadows. She would find the prettiest flower 
and pick the one next to it for her hair. It wasn’t fair to the 
next person, she said, to take the prettiest one.

One evening they hiked out for dinner on a rock ledge 
jutting out of  a flat meadow high over town. The auburn-
purple grain glowed in the last rays of  sunset and the hardy 
little mountain wildflowers danced in the warm evening wind. 
They danced too. She was not a good dancer and Ben knew 
he wasn’t either but it didn’t matter. Brassy jazz spilled from 
one memory into another and they laughed and spun and 
tripped over each other in the meadow until the stars rose in 
the sky.
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She told him about her brothers and about the time she 
won the clay shoot down at the valley fair and how her house 
would have yellow curtains with blue trim. How she loved the 
way the rain closed in the world in the fall and how after the 
first big snow all the trails in the woods seemed completely 
new.

Talk, she would say, and was patient as he tried. No one 
had ever asked him to talk before and it felt strange, but he 
guessed he liked it. He told her about the vines on the bridges 
in Rochester and the lights on the river in New Orleans and 
the thunderclouds in New Mexico. She listened with a little 
smile that he knew would never leave that valley and that 
made him sad. But he knew she didn’t think it was sad.

She took him to church one Sunday morning. Tyler went 
too. Ben had never liked church when he was younger. He’d 
really tried to like it. But it had always felt something like 
visiting a tomb where the occupants had checked in a few 
years too early.

Here it was different. Here it was quiet but less grave. It 
felt alive. Maybe it was the whisper of  Sarah’s sundress on 
the velvet cushions, or Tyler’s back stiff  against the pew next 
to him, and then Dominic and his wife and their daughters. 
Maybe it was just that he was older.

There was something, too, about greeting the mayor in 
the next pew, who he’d met at the ice cream counter at the gas 
station just the other day. The owner of  the bar and half  the 
guys from the maintenance shop. The handful of  kids they 
called up for the blessing before the children’s service.

Sarah’s parents didn’t come. She was eighteen and she lived 
alone and she wished they did but they didn’t understand.

The sermon was about the transience of  life and the 
necessity not to worry in spite of  that, or perhaps because of  
it, and Ben felt a pang of  guilt as he remembered Knowledge. 
He wondered where he was today. He hoped he was warm 
and dry, and said a prayer that he was.

As the service ended and Sarah slipped her hand in his, 
the hymns struck a chord in him and he was happy to let 
them. He heard a strong voice rise above his own and was 
surprised to find Tyler singing too.

As they walked out of  the little chestnut church, the organ 
spilled out the open door and rose with the fog on the slopes 
of  the mountains, and as it did there seemed nothing more 
simple and true than to earn your living with the strength of  
your back and the cleverness of  your hands; to love the trees 
and the early morning breeze and your neighbor as yourself.

It was a shame, Ben thought, that outside that little valley it 
seemed so hard to agree on what loving your neighbor meant. 
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One afternoon not long after, Ben was walking out of  
the factory with Sarah and Dominic at four o’clock. As they 
passed the guard gate, Tyler’s Mustang was already tearing up 
a trail of  grit in the parking lot, headed their way. He skidded 
to a stop at the curb. The only other girl their age at the factory 
was laughing in the passenger seat.

“Hey kids. We’re going for a little ride along the river. We 
can squeeze you in if  you wanna come.”

Ben looked at Sarah. She shrugged a little and held his 
hand.

“I think we’re good, Ty.”
“You sure?” Tyler dropped his voice to a whisper and 

leaned out the window. “I miss you, babe.”
Ben laughed, “Thanks. You enjoy.”
“Suit yourself, brother.”
The sleek steel stallion flexed its pistons and stamped 

its rubber hooves in the gravel. Its black-haired rider with 
his flashing eyes and his laughing girl vanished in a cloud of  
exhaust and cologne. Ben watched them go. Dominic read 
his eyes.

“Forget him and his little toy for tonight,” Dom said. 
“Anybody with a standard set of  appendages and half  a 
brain can drive a muscle car. Here’s an idea. Why don’t you 
two come back to my place and I’ll teach you how to ride a 

machine built for men with testicles of  a respectable size.”
Sarah cleared her throat. 
“And hardy women.”
“Well—”
“We would love that,” Sarah said. “Thank you, Dom.”
“Attagirl!”

The motorcycle was gunmetal grey. The gleaming leather 
seat was slung low and sunfaded and scarred. Ben weaved 
between the cones and worked the shifter with his foot and 
rolled the throttle on and off. He felt the wind in his hair and 
the road through his thighs and knew this was something he 
could do.

His instructor clapped as he rolled to a stop in front of  
Dominic’s big garage. A half  dozen other bikes squatted 
inside. “Benny-boy, you might not be much to look at, but 
you were born to ride.”

Ben beamed.
“I’d like to try,” Sarah said.
“Of  course. Benjamin, move over for the lady.”
She sat down in the saddle. Ben showed her the controls 

as Dominic looked on.
“There’s the brakes, and the blinkers. Over there’s the 

footpeg.”
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“Do I shift with my hands or my feet?”
“Your feet. There’s the shift lever.”
“Do I have to push hard?”
“Not too hard. It’s a little tough at first but I think you’ll 

get it. Don’t go too fast.”
“You really think I’ll get it?”
“I do.”
“Ok, Benjamin.”
“Hold on!”
Sarah pushed the start button, twisted the throttle, and 

gunned down Main Street. She executed a tight turn, powered 
the bike through a series of  weaves, and rolled to a stop in 
front of  the garage.

“Ben, you’re going to swallow a bug.”
Ben shut his mouth with an audible clack. He shook his 

head.
Dominic chuckled. “This is not the first time you’ve seen 

a motorcycle.”
“You could say that. My brothers had dirt bikes.”
“Well, you two pass muster. Tell you what. Bike’s yours for 

the night. But you bring it back with one single scratch and 
I’ll tear your a—”

“Thanks Dominic,” Sarah smiled. “We’ll be safe.”
“You better be.”
“I’ll still ride in the back, Ben, if  that would make you 

happy.”
“You wouldn’t mind?”
“I’d be happy to.”
“Ok.”
Dominic clapped his hands. “Alright then. Off  you go.”
Ben swung into the saddle and Sarah wrapped her arms 

around his waist as he edged the bike into the street. There 
was a long stretch that ran straight through town before 
veering around the wild curves of  the river. He could hear 
faint echoes of  another powerful engine tearing around those 
curves, like a dinosaur lowing way out in the valley. He knew 
it was Tyler. 

He squeezed the clutch. “Hold on back there.”
“Holding,” she said, and laid her cheek against his neck.
Ben kicked the bike into gear. The engine roared. The 

gunmetal mount and the freshman jockey and the girl with 
the sun in her smile rocketed into the wind. 

Miles outside of  town they came to a place where the 
river forked into a small creek. Sarah and her brothers had a 
canoe hidden in the brush there. The shadows were already 
growing long as they eased it into the creek. There was only 
one paddle, and Ben took it. Sarah sat in the front.

Tiny leaves and lily pads blanketed the still water like 
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confetti and the canoe left a winding trail as they passed. They 
wandered down the creek in easy silence A heron eyed them 
gravely. Evening birds sang in the vines and the brush. The 
paddle splashed—sometimes soft and reverent, sometimes 
deep and full with all of  Ben’s strength. Sarah turned and 
raised a mocking eyebrow then, but a flicker of  her eyes told 
him yes, she wanted him to know she saw.

He guided the canoe under an ancient stone bridge. The 
air in the low tunnel was close and warm. On the other side 
they navigated through brambles of  fallen branches and 
ducked under fallen trees. A gauzy mist rose as twilight fell.

For a short while the world could not touch them, a 
frontier princess and her man, afloat and alone in a secret, 
wild place. Ben didn’t notice any of  it. There was only Sarah, 
still and calm and very much alive. He never wanted to forget 
the way she looked perched in the canoe, watching the canopy 
of  trees and the reedy islands and the marshland flowers go 
by in silence. The play of  the fading light on her skin. Just the 
faintest promise of  a smile.

She motioned and Ben pulled close to the creek banks, 
maneuvering the craft so she could reach out and pluck two 
flowers, crimson blooms he’d never seen before. She tucked 
one in her hair. 

“Now,” she said, “we can go back.”
Ben smiled and turned them around.

But as the silence returned it was different. It took him a 
while to place what had changed, and when he did, he wished 
he hadn’t. He looked at the girl in the front of  the canoe. She 
was young and she was good and she was his kind of  wild. 
But he knew she was only a dream. She would never leave and 
he could never stay.

On the way back a chill had crept into the air, and Ben 
paddled quickly.

He dropped Sarah off  at the little house she shared with 
another girl and left the motorcycle at Dominic’s. He wandered 
down the dark street for a while, kicking at stones. He sat by 
the old railroad tracks near the river. Dangled his feet over a 
narrow footbridge that crossed the current. Sarah’s half-smile 
followed him everywhere, like a sad song he couldn’t quite 
shake.

Eventually he found himself  shuffling into the bar in 
the middle of  town. A few other men lounged at the tables, 
smoking and talking. Tyler sat at the counter. He was alone, 
except for a mostly empty glass. There was a red smear on his 
neck. Ben took the stool beside him and noticed his eyes were 
a different sort of  red.

“I heard you driving along the river.”
No response.
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“Where’s your date. I thought she’d be here.”
“Took off  early.”
“Don’t tell me she’s tired of  you already.”
“Not in the mood, Ben.”
“Since when are you ever not in the mood.”
“I told you—”
“You’re always telling me. You never ask.”
“Shut up.”
“You’re drunk. Again.”
“Not drunk. Drinking.”
“I won’t drag you home this time.”
“Don’t care.”
Ben snatched the drink out of  his hand. Tyler shoved 

him off  his stool. He bounced off  the floor with a snarl and 
rocketed into Tyler’s chest. They crashed into a table and then 
the wall and then the floor. Ben kept swinging.

A pair of  arms sprouted under his shoulders and lifted 
him into the air. Ben jerked his head back and struck bone. 
There was a grunt and the grip retracted. Then a freight train 
rammed into his stomach.

He collapsed and his vision cut out. He felt himself  being 
dragged. Becoming airborne. Hitting the ground. When his 
vision flickered in, his face was in the bare dirt and there was 
vomit in the dirt. A thrashing pile of  limbs landed next to 
him.

Ben lay still a long while.
Tyler started groaning.
Not groaning.
Tyler was crying.
It was a terrible sound. Waves of  moaning and gasping 

and racking sobs.
Ben crawled to his friend and helped him sit up. They 

dragged each other to the side of  the bar and leaned against 
the trash cans until the tears dried up. Tyler wiped the snot 
and the blood off  his nose and spit some more into the dirt.

“How was your date.”
“Fine.” Ben looked at his knuckles and wiped them on his 

pants. “Sorry.”
“Me too. You’re right. I never ask you.”
“You don’t have to.”
They sat in silence for a while. Across the road, the river 

rushed on unseen.
“I think we’ve been here too long,” Ben said.
“Let’s go then. Tomorrow.”
“Where?”
“Someplace the roads don’t go.”
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- 13 -
The Valley 

Bighorn Mountains, Wyoming

Sarah asked me last week if  I believed in God. I wasn’t sure what to 
say. I told her I think it’s harder not to, but I don’t think she liked 
that.

There’s so much noise in every day life. Jobs and friends. Places to go. 
Always bad news. There’s not much room to believe in anything.

But that’s in every day life. Out here, it’s different somehow. Quiet. The 
sort of  quiet that takes a while to go away once you leave it. There’s 
something hiding in that silence I just can’t ignore.

-

They said goodbye to Dominic and his wife early the next 
morning and thanked them for their hospitality. Willow and 
Aspen were out of  town, which made Ben a little sad. He 
wasn’t sure he’d ever see them again.

They bought some provisions at the grocery, then drove 

to the outskirts of  town for one last stop. Sarah’s place was 
set just off  the street. Ben hesitated a minute, then knocked.

Her hair was frizzed and she yawned as she opened the 
door in her pajamas, but her eyes lit up when she saw Ben. 
They darkened just as quickly when she saw the car with their 
things in the back seat.

“You’re leaving.”
“Yes.”
“I thought you might stay through the fall.”
“I can’t.”
“Not even for the rest of  summer? Just to see if  you like 

it?”
“I’m sorry.”
“You really won’t stay.”
Ben said nothing. She nodded. He stood on the stoop as 

the door closed in his face. It didn’t slam, but it closed.
And locked.

Several hours northwest of  Mitchell, at seven thousand 
feet, the road winding up the slopes of  the Big Horns quit. A 
narrow grade began where the shoulder disappeared, cut into 
a steep, rocky slope lined with forest. Two raised tire tracks 
replaced the pavement, split by a shallow overgrown ditch.

The Mustang gained another few hundred feet before the 
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tracks began to sheer apart in some sections, tilting the low-
riding vehicle at dangerous angles. The undercarriage scraped 
on stone and gravel one too many times and Tyler pulled as 
far off  as he could at the next relatively flat section.

They shouldered their packs, much improved with Willow 
and Aspen’s advice, and continued on foot. Soon even the 
rough tracks disappeared in a washout. A bramble of  boulders, 
mud and branches carried off  the last vestiges of  the road. 
On the other side of  the rock scramble, a narrow single-file 
path was worn into the dirt. Ben took the lead. 

The air was thinner up here, and it was quickly apparent 
they’d overloaded their packs. But Ben didn’t care. It was 
quiet and sunny, and after weeks of  company they were alone 
again. With every step, he began to feel more free.

Feet can go so many places tires only dream of. Ben’s 
seemed to spirit him up the mountain of  their own accord, 
swinging faster and faster over muddy ditches and gnarled 
roots, eating up the trail. The trees began to thin as they 
climbed. Meadows wove between evergreen and hardwood 
groves. The scent of  dry grass and wildflowers in the sun 
mingled with moist earth and cedar sap beneath the trees. 

Ben thought very little as they marched, and talked less. 
Little more than birdsong and footfalls and the sound of  the 
wind broke the silence on the slopes. To think of  anything 
else while on the mountain felt akin to blasphemy.

After climbing for some time, the slope began to level out 
and then dropped sharply down a thickly forested hill before 
flattening again. They emerged from the forest onto a wide 
saddle valley bordered on each side by soaring ridges. Wisps 
of  cloud wandered through the peaks. A shallow stony creek 
cut through the valley, winding through little islands of  trees 
rising out of  the tough, tall grass.

Tyler raised an eyebrow. “Not a bad place for lunch.”
“Not a bad place at all.”

Late that afternoon, Ben sat perched on a rock set in the 
middle of  a sandbar in the creek. He watched a line of  shiny 
neon beetles march over grains of  multicolored river sand. 
Tyler sat munching a granola bar on the shore in front of  a 
conifer stand, swiping at a cloud of  butterflies who’d attached 
themselves to him. He had hoped to escape them here, but 
they had followed him all the way out from the field. They 
hadn’t paid the slightest bit of  attention to Ben.

“You must have sweet sweat.”
“Just what I always wanted. Get off!”
Ben laughed. “Fearless Tyler Fox, overwhelmed by a 

swarm of  butterflies in a meadow.”
He left Tyler to fend off  the vicious insects and wandered 

closer to the woods, careful to avoid the stinging nettle and 
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chest-high, razor-sharp grass lining the banks of  the creek. 
Welts and wire-thin scratches on his calves and forearms still 
burned from his first encounter. 

The tough prairie grass continued into the trees. It prickled 
his wet feet, and he knew he should put his boots back on. 
It would not be pleasant if  he stumbled on another patch of  
nettle barefoot. He breathed deeply and wiggled his naked 
toes. Thin, pure air. Pine straw and dry grass. Maybe just a 
little farther.

He noticed a large patch of  flattened grass under a nearby 
tree. There were others close by. A narrow trail led away from 
the last one, deeper into the thicket. Curious, Ben followed it. 
It wasn’t even half  as wide as he was. He guessed a herd of  
deer had bedded in the clearing for the night, leaving in single 
file in the morning. Maybe they were still close. He crouched 
lower into the thickening brush.

Soon the trees fell behind and Ben found himself  in a 
dense forest of  reedy grass reaching over his head. The 
ground had become soft and wet. He could only see a few 
yards ahead. But the trail kept going, so he pushed on. Giant, 
fuzzy tufts of  grain rustled overhead as he passed. His pulse 
quickened. 

He felt like a hunter tiptoeing through some preternatural 
prairie. Kit Carson stalking game through the wild. The reeds 
would open on an unexplored valley teeming with herds of  

untouched millions, ripe for the taking.
The vegetation parted in front of  him suddenly, and Ben 

found himself  face-to-snout with twelve hundred pounds of  
bull elk.

The animal’s head jerked up. Nostrils as big as Ben’s nose. 
Eight feet from hoof  to antler.

The animal snorted and stamped.
Ben ran.
He ran through the reeds and the brambly thicket. He ran 

through the forest. He ran past the bedded-down grass where 
the elk had slept and he burst out onto the creek bank where 
Tyler was yelling and shouting and then the bull caught him. 
The antlers snagged his t-shirt and the powerful shoulders 
bucked and sent him sailing through the stinging nettle and 
the razor grass into the creek. His knee twisted.

In the creek Tyler kept yelling and waving a stick. The 
elk kicked at it, then charged across the shallows. Tyler dove 
and stayed down. The animal stamped on the opposite side 
and bugled, a harsh, squealing sound. Then it walked off, 
browsing as it went.

Ben groaned as Tyler splashed toward him. He slung Ben’s 
arm over his shoulder and helped him hobble over to the 
shore.

“Talk to me.”
Ben rolled his eyes toward his knee.
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“It’s not broken. You’d know if  it was broken.”
Ben bit his lip and sat up to examine himself. His clothes 

were torn in several places. There was a nasty bump on his 
head. His feet were bruised and cut from his barefoot sprint. 
New scratches on his arms and legs were bleeding between 
ragged red lines of  nettle welts, already swelling. The venom 
burned and pinched and stabbed. But his knee was the worst. 
It was swollen and already stiffening.

He laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“You remember what you said back in the diner in Ohio?”
“What’d I say?”
“You said elk were just fat deer.”
“That was an elk?”
“Yes, Tyler. That was an elk.”
Tyler looked across the creek where the bull had vanished.
“Then I rest my case. He could stand to lose about a 

thousand pounds. What is it with you and animals? If  I took 
you to a petting zoo, one of  us would wind up gored.”

Tyler had to help him put the boot back on his right foot. 
He could barely bend the leg. It was agony just to stand.

“It’s gonna be fun getting back tonight,” Tyler said.
“We’re not going back.”

“You’re kidding.”
“When Dominic told me about this trail, he said there was 

an old forest service shelter near the peak at the other end of  
this valley. We can spend the night there.”

“You want to climb another mountain.”
“It’s closer than going back now.”
“Not tomorrow it won’t be.”
“I don’t care.”
“Look—”
“You look!”
Tyler looked.
“Why are we out here? Tell me why we’re here.”
Tyler kept looking.
“Haven’t you ever done something completely irrational, 

something totally crazy, and you don’t know why—all you 
know is that you have to do it? You know you have to. This is 
like that. This whole trip is like that. And if  I turn back now 
I’ve lost.”

Tyler didn’t answer. The mountains answered for him. 
Thunder rolled, long and deep and low.

Tyler sighed.
“Ok, buddy. Up we go.”

The first drops began to fall before they reached the forest 
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at the end of  the valley, spattering against the heat throbbing 
in Ben’s skull like water on a hot skillet. Black clouds massed 
over the walls of  the valley, needling the peaks with lightning. 
Wind whipped across the plain.

Tyler ranged ahead on the narrow path, framed by the 
forest marching up the mountain ahead. A red haze squeezed 
Ben’s vision. His pulse pounded in his swollen feet. Knives 
stabbed his knee to the rhythm of  an uneven, shuffling gait. 
He grit his teeth and carried on.

The eerie silence hovering in the early dusk beneath 
the trees. Staring at the drew drops beading on the leaves. 
Staggering up switchbacks, one arm slung over Tyler’s 
shoulder. He fell. When he was standing again his arm was 
still over Tyler’s shoulder but his pack was gone.

The forest ended at the base of  the peak. A meadow rolled 
with the narrow dirt path up a hill, and on the bare rock at the 
summit was the shelter. Two young pines, the last trees before 
the sky, framed the path like the gate to a mountain temple.

Wind ripped up the slope at their backs. Thunder shook 
the stones and lightning split the sky. Tyler pulled them up the 
hill but Ben let him go and paused, just for a moment. Waist 

deep in a rolling, tawny sea, he saw the mountains silhouetted 
in the light of  the dying sun, so sure of  their place in the 
vastness of  existence, and for once he did not envy them.

The meadow bowed and the storm overtook him. As 
he walked up the hill in the tempest, he heard the hymn in 
the howling wind and sang with it. He felt the grain whisper 
against his outstretched palm and there at the ceiling of  the 
world he was at peace.

The stone shelter was a hundred years old and looked it. It 
was one room with a large fireplace. If  there had been a flue 
it was long since gone, and water was puddling on the hearth. 
The slate roof  leaked too. But it was dry compared with the 
weather.

There was a little dry firewood in a corner and Ben had 
brought some kindling. Tyler ran back to the forest and 
brought back an armful of  wood. They stripped it and split it 
the way Aspen had showed them.

Eventually they had a small fire crackling on the dry part 
of  the hearth, where the flat stones jutted out a bit. They built 
it up and back slowly until it was big enough to withstand the 
rain in the open chimney. 

It was deep in the night and the storm had passed by the 
time Tyler spooned a familiar dish into their bowls. They’d 



185 186

gotten white beans instead of  black, which dramatically 
changed the look of  the meal. But Angel Guts were just as 
good.

Ben’s leg was almost comfortable as they sat with their 
backs against the warm hearthstones. Tyler cracked a soda.

“To a good meal, and better company.”
“I’ll drink to that.”
“How’s that knee?”
“It hurts.”
“Looks like it.” Tyler finished his bowl. “I called home last 

night.”
“How’d it go?”
“My dad died while we were in New Orleans.”
“What?”
“Yeah. My aunt answered the phone.”
“Tyler I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“What happened?”
“He was drunk. Wrapped his car around a tree. They 

couldn’t get a hold of  me, so they buried him already. My aunt 
said the bank took whatever was left after the funeral bills. 
It’s over and done.” Tyler stared at a pebble he was rolling 
between his thumbs. “I never really knew him anyway. And 
the parts I do know, I wish I didn’t.”

“Your dad loved you, Ty.”

“Funny way of  showing it. You know they gave him a 
military funeral.”

“He was in the army?”
“He was some kind of  war hero.”
“You never told me that.”
Tyler shrugged. “He was somebody else’s hero.”
They sat in silence for a while. The fire crackled and 

snapped behind them. Ben stirred.
“Let’s go outside.”
They had been inside a long time and by now the stars 

had chased the last of  the clouds away. A strawberry moon 
was rising over the mountains, casting a pale pink light on the 
nearest peaks. Ben drew in a breath.

“You ever see anything like that before?”
“No.”
A steady wind still blew on the peak and it was cold.
“I guess I’m an orphan now.”
“You’re eighteen. You’re a man in the eyes of  the law.”
“Yeah.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to join the army.”
“Really? You?”
“I’ve been going back and forth since we left, and I made 

up my mind last night. Think about it. I’m young and I’m 
strong. I’ve got no family. I’m about as free as free can be. 
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Why not me?”
“You could do anything. Why get yourself  killed, or worse, 

crippled by a bomb in some Arab town nobody ever heard of  
just because?”

“Because it scares me.”
“Dying?”
“No, not dying. That doesn’t scare me anymore. Freedom.”
“Freedom.”
“I thought I wanted to be free more than anything in 

the world. To not have to answer to anybody. Win or lose, I 
wanted to do it myself. But that kind of  freedom is terrifying. 
It’s so much bigger than I ever imagined, and I’m afraid I’m 
going to screw it up on my own. When you can do anything 
or go anywhere, how do you choose?”

They were quiet for a while. The stars twinkled as a cloud 
passed by. Firelight spilled out of  the hut’s open door, sending 
shadows dancing through the stones scattered on the peak. 

“There’s an army recruitment center in Cody. When we’re 
done here, we’ll go there next.”

Ben looked at him. “Ok.”
“Sorry, Ben. It’s something I have to do.”
“I understand.”
Tyler slung an arm over his shoulders and Ben did the 

same. They stood there a long while, watching the moon rise 
over the mountains.

“They kind of  look like a city skyline, don’t they? With the 
moon behind them like that?”

“They do,” Ben said.
“And the stars. You can almost imagine they’re the city 

lights.”
“All those lights in the windows. All those people behind 

them.”
“And the ones who aren’t anymore.”
“Yeah.”
“When you look at all that, don’t you ever wonder if  

maybe—if  that’s not it? If  there’s something more?”
“I don’t know.”
“Wouldn’t it be nice? Just to know?”
A single shooting star arced behind the tallest peak of  the 

rugged cityscape. It never came out the other side. 
“Yes. Just to know.”



What makes a man wander?

What makes him give up, or never even begin? What is it in 
his soul that scares him so much that he would abandon his 
family; his duty; even his God?

I’ve known a lot of  men who gave up. I can’t tell you why. But 
I can tell you that every single one of  them would have rather 
made his life count for something.

No matter what the cost, he’d have rather stayed and fought.

-

General Tyler J. Fox
US Army Special Forces (RET)

University of  Rochester commencement
May, 2069

- 14 -
Free Ride

They stood together across the street from the low grey 
building with the gold star in the window. A couple of  cars 
passed on Cody’s main drag. Ben got his things out of  the 
back seat.

“I guess this is my last free ride.”
“Not quite. That’s the wrong bag, brother.”
Ben checked again. “No it’s not. That’s yours there.”
Tyler leaned past him and pulled his bag out of  the car. 

Ben nearly missed the keychain when it sailed toward his 
chest.

“You can’t be serious.”
Tyler gave the Mustang an affectionate pat. “I don’t need 

it anymore. You do.”
Ben would have argued but he knew it was useless. 
“Thanks.”
“Welcome.”
“You know I wouldn’t have made it this far without you.”
“I know.” He grinned, but sadness crept into it, and for 

the second time Ben could remember, he thought Tyler might 
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cry. He pulled Ben into a fierce hug. “Me neither.”
“I know.”
Tyler laughed, and when they separated the tears were 

gone.
“Hey. Whatever you’re looking for out here, you better 

find it. For me.”
Ben smiled, and in that moment, he knew he would. If  it 

took him all his life, he would find it.
“So long, Ty.”
“So long.”
Ben watched the tall figure stride across the empty street 

and considered his friend no less lost to him than were he 
marching into the sea.
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