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A full moon watched the white rental car Jake drove north toward his
hometown of Shelby, Montana, eighty-seven miles and maybe a few killings
beyond the airport where he’d landed in a jetliner from the real world.

The empty highway hummed under the tires. He longed to be piloting a mail
plane in the star-shot darkness above this pine deodorant-scented car. Instead of
the hum of this road home, up there he’d hear the roar of twin propellers, smell
stale sweat from the cargo crew who’d loaded the plane with mail sacks full of due
bills and catalogue dreams. Up there, he’d fly from a precise beginning to a
predictable end.

On this road, in April, 2010, he had less than an hour left to drive.

They’re waiting for me.



The waiting started the last day of April, thirty-five years before, as helicopters
lifted defeated Americans off a roof in Vietnam and ten-year-old Jake stood alone
in a graveled Shelby alley alongside a scruffy white house, waiting for Steve to
hurry up and finish lunch, come outside so they could do what they had to do with
Thel, get back to school and not get in...

Steve yelling: “Don’t you hurt her!”

Never can remember running inside that house.

Ghosts filled Jake’s headlights.

He saw Steve’s mom cowering on the couch as she tried to shield Steve’s little
sister Jenny. In front of them, boyhood fists clenched toward a raging bear of a
man, Steve yelled: “Told you don’t hurt them no more!”

The woman said: “Please Harley! I'll be better! You’ll see you’ll...”

She blinked at Jake standing in the doorway from the kitchen.

Bear Man said: “Who the hell are you?”

Words tumbled out of Jake: “I came for Steve.”

“What the hell’re you holding?”

Even Jake looked at the black thing clutched in his right fist.

“You gonna cut me with an itty-bitty plastic knife?”

Grabbed from next to the ketchup bottle, sack of white bread and pack of
bologna on the kitchen table.

Bear Man yelled: “What’ll your old man say ’bout you pullin’ this?”

“Tell him!”

The universe froze between tick and tock for five people hidden inside that
peeling white paint house.

Bear Man grabbed keys off a table and stormed out the front door.

Steve peered out the window as a car roared away.

He sent a smile to his mother and sister on the couch. “The big sample case,
plus his hung-up suit bag. Probably gone a couple days.”

Sister Jenny stared off into nowhere like a movie zombie.

His mom sighed. Glanced at Jake and the black plastic knife.

“He won’t say nothing,” promised her son.

“I... well... every family...” Her trembling finger drew a smile on her daughter’s
face. “Got to get to work, and Jenny... and Steve, you...”

“l got me, mom.”

Steve faced Jake. They’d gone to the same school for five years, but Jake hung
with the sons of adults his parents knew—though, until moments before, Jake
had thought that everyone knew everybody in their town of 2,900 people. He and
Steve only walked home for lunch together that noon because of what they had to
do for Thel. Sure, they were friends, but now...

“Come on,” said Steve.

Jake left the black plastic knife on the kitchen table.

“Don’t tell nobody,” said Steve as they stepped into April sunlight.

“l won’t.” Jake never broke that promise. “Who was that guy?”

“The man my mom married.”

They ran down the alley side by side.

“We gotta go to Thel’s!” yelled Jake.

Their formation banked that direction like two sparrows.



Steve said: “So what should I get him for Father’s Day?”

Then he laughed. So Jake did, too. On they ran.

Necessity had already launched Thel to school. Jake and Steve got detention for
being late and not helping Thel carry her science project on Rocks of Our Town to
school, even though Thel told the teacher: “It was my fault. They thought I was
waiting for them.”

Jake told his parents only what he had to about getting detention. He and Steve
told each other that Thel trying to save them was cool. For a girl.

On her wedding day, Thel realized: I was never a girl.

She’d been just a friend to Jake and Steve, a buddy with breasts but nothing
more. Thel kept it that way. Come high school, she made Nick Robbins her official
hook-up after he asked if they could be “kinda together” until one of them found
“somebody real.” That’s when she knew he was gay, would hide until years and
miles buffered him from their wind-blown prairie town. They kissed only in public.
He needed her. She used him and thus ran with her guys, Steve and Jake, free
from all that romance and sex stuff.

Her dad loved it when the posse hung out at her house. They never hung out at
Steve’s—or Jake’s, where Everything Was Just So. The dad did his part. The mom
did hers. So did Only Child Jake. Dinner was On Time. Everything had to be just
so, or the universe would explode.

Jake glided amidst those infinite possibilities of utter destruction. He got
stoned, preferred grass to beer, could have had straight A’s but didn’t. Was on the
football team, a free safety perched back from the melee all by himself, the last
chance to stop the other guys from scoring. Steve played tight end, blocked for
ball-carrying teammates or leapt to snag a pass and get tackled before his cleats
kissed the grass. Steve and Jake spent so much time together fools might have
wondered if they were gay, but Bonnie Ager told Thel that that sure—sure—wasn’t
true about Jake, knowledge Thel never ever questioned. She knew three girls who
bragged about scoring with Steve.

Thel told the guys how her father had quit his office job in Montana’s beautiful
pine mountains city of Libby to inherit his father-in-law’s auto parts store in her
mom’s stark high plains hometown of Shelby. One Tuesday, when Thel was eight,
her mom stood up from the lunch table, said: “No more.” Left for someplace exotic
like Spokane or Seattle.

Steve said: “Why’d she go and do that to you?”

Thel shrugged.

“I get it,” said Jake.

Then and there Thel just knew he knew the ache in her every step.

Because he was her friend. What more could she want?

One May Friday afternoon in their junior year, Jake met Thel at her father’s
store as UPS dropped off a box of repair parts for the local star from high school in
the 1960s who’d gone on to create a cargo airline business and flown back for a
visit in his World War II fighter plane.

Thel’s father shuffled to the counter to sign for the box while she finished his
weekly accounts like she did every Friday. Jake was supposed to drive her home to
fix dinner for her dad, then be in his own house to eat at precisely six o’clock.
Steve was staying close to his sis and mom because Bear Man was in town. Thel



figured that, after dinner, she and Jake would hang out in her basement. That’s
all, just hang, why would we do anything else.

Her dad coughed from allergies or whatever as the deliveryman handed him the
box of parts. Mumbled how he oughta get it to that guy.

Jake said: “We’ll take it up to the airport.”

“Well,” noted Thel’s dad, “I do got other work that needs doing.”

“Yeah.” Jake knew that wasn’t the whole truth but it had to be said.

Give people the space to stand in whatever lie keeps them going.

Or their universe will explode.

Jake drove Thel out of town to the airstrip where two aluminum hangers and a
green concrete blockhouse office sat on a plateau of yellow rolling plains cupped
under a thousand-mile blue sky. On the paved runway, a big man stood by a
single propeller silver warplane.

“Has to be the guy,” Jake told Thel.

The big man beside the silver warplane had been a boxer. Kept his build, his
unscrambled brains, his fighter’s eyes.

Even as Jake felt Thel agitating to get home for her dad, even though he knew
he’d be late for dinner and thus might trigger Armageddon, Jake offered to help
the man with his repairs and then roll the plane into the hangar. Jake gave Thel
his keys to drive herself home, asked her to call his folks, tell them he’d grab a
burger after he got his car back from her.

Jake heard Thel drive away. Bent to help the boxer fix a wheel.

“Could fly without it,” said the boxer who loved and fathered three daughters,
“but taking off and landing would be a bitch.”

As they finished, the boxer noted that Jake had sure earned a twenty-dollar tip.

Don’t pay me, insisted Jake.

The boxer gave him a nod like maybe he’d been looking for that answer. Turned
toward the sun burning above the horizon fifty miles away.

“Got some daylight left,” he said. “This plane’s lighter to push into the hangar
when it’s about outta fuel. It’s got half a tank now.”

The fighter plane was a Mustang P-51 two-seat trainer. The boxer put Jake in
the back seat and strapped him into a parachute.
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Taking off felt like rocketing backward and forward at the same time—whoosh!
Floating. Soaring. Aware that the tiny box you’re in is hot as an oven. Smells like
fuel, your own baking body. The propeller shimmered beyond the radio headset-
clasped skull of the boxer/pilot. The engine roared so loud Jake could only hear
him talk through his own set of earphones.

And, like that, Jake found himself beyond any fear of knowing he was no fooling
dead if something went wrong. Forget the parachute, he’d choose to ride this
warbird 185 miles per hour straight into the ground. If the engine stalled. Caught
fire. If they lost the air beneath their wings in an acrobatic maneuver. If a freak
downdraft hit them. If. But there were no ifs: only is. He was here. Untouchable
and touching nothing but a fragile plane and the truths of physics. And the



boxer/pilot, the man with sure hands and feet on the controls, risked this given
sky with wondrous freedom.

For the last few weeks of that junior year, Jake hit schoolwork big time, upped
that effort in his senior year—at least until he won an Air Force ROTC scholarship
to the state university at Missoula.

Thel wanted to go there, too, because Missoula was the biggest state university,
in a mountain valley 233 miles away from Shelby, more exotic, had more classes—
obviously there were lots of reasons to go where Jake went, but with what she and
her dad could scrape up plus needing to come home weekends to help him, she
settled for the smaller teacher and vo/tech/business training Northern University
only 103 miles east of Shelby in Havre, a flat landscape burg barely three times
Shelby’s size.

Steve’s mom finally took Bear Man to court, got a divorce and a lump of cash
before he skipped out of alimony collection jurisdiction, so Steve figured he could
student-loan and sweat-labor his way through Havre U, too. Figured on being a
teacher: “Figure kids can learn from my mistakes.”

After high school graduation, Jake landed a summer job as a sledge-swinging
gandy dancer for the trains that had birthed Shelby when railroad tycoons lobbied
homesteading laws through Congress. The railroads got free land plus mineral,
timber, and water rights so they could service dreamers who went west to
homestead earth that the railroads’ ads claimed could be worked to flow milk,
honey, and freedom. Homesteaders found windblown prairie, scant rain, forty-
degree blizzards, and rattlesnakes.
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Steve landed a summer job as a laborer for the city road crew.

And because of a new Equal Employment Opportunity Act, so did Thel, where
she became the first “girl” to shovel and jackhammer Shelby’s streets. Then she’d
spend an hour or so after dinner working in her dad’s closed store before the
posse picked her up to cruise through velvet summer nights, get stoned, listen to
Bruce Springsteen, and talk about escaping from their Montana hometown to
someplace cool like New Jersey.

Second day on their city job, Thel and Steve worked a patch crew with thirty-
something Warren. As the official adult, Warren drove the truck while they swept
potholes, painted them with black oil, shoveled in blacktop, shaped a patch for the
truck to roll over and pack down.

Thel was tossing a shovelful of crumbly blacktop mix into a hole when Warren
rubbed his groin against her bent-over blue-jeaned buttocks. She whirled and
smacked him in the chest with the flat blade of her shovel.

Warren plopped ass-down on the road.

Steve said: “You got two of us.”

Warren sat there for a dozen heartbeats. Got up.

Said nothing with his mouth.

Come five o’clock, the dozen members of the city crew walked out of the
shop/office to go home in their cars and pickups racked with rifles.



Saw Jake and Thel’s official hook up Nick leaning against the hood of her family
car. Nick wore the white shirt and tie from his summer job at the last pharmacy in
Shelby. Jake was still in work boots, black T-shirt and blue jeans covered in grime
from his dawn to mid-afternoon of lifting steel rails before he got the lunchtime
note Steve dropped off at the train depot.

Jake and Nick weren’t smiling.

Everyone saw everybody and they all knew what was what.

Two days later, the street foreman found a reason to send Warren down the line.
He signed on at the slaughterhouse east of town, lasted there only until the leaves
on the trees turned golden and russet and brown, so not long after Jake, Steve,
and Thel left for college, he was gone from Shelby, too; nobody knew where and
nobody cared.

After a lifetime of navigating the infinite fog of total annihilation, Jake breezed
through Air Force ROTC’s explicit dos and don’ts enforced by blue-uniformed
mentors with their authority ranked by visible insignia. He took classes they
approved, surprised himself by excelling in physics.

Home from the university for Christmas his junior year, Jake sat on a stool
beside Steve in Shelby’s “younger crowd” bar while they waited for Thel, said:
“Apparently I have a knack for grasping how the universe works.”

“Now if only you knew why,” said Steve.

They laughed.

Jake said: “You and Thel hang out?”

Steve took a pull off his beer. Stared into the bar mirror.

Answered: “Sure, but she’s back here weekends to help her dad.”

“So... she got somebody? | mean...”

“Some guy in the high tech program comes round when she says so.”

Jake drank from his beer bottle.

Looked at the wall clock above the bar mirror.

Said: “Do you think she’s going to show up?”

Steve said: “Where else is she going to go?”

The hospital.

Where doctors discovered that living in Libby near a mine and mills that
produced asbestos-contaminated vermiculite two decades before had corroded her
collapsed father’s lungs. They stabilized him. Next day, Jake and Steve helped her
bring him home, then drove to Havre to get her stuff. Everyone talked about how
her dropping out of college to care for her father and run the auto parts store with
him was “a temporary deal.”

Jake went back to his university in Missoula.

Steve went back to school in Havre. Dropped out two weeks later.

“Figure I don’t want to make kids color inside the lines so their schools can win
more tax bucks,” he told Jake. “The city crew street foreman is retiring and giving
me his job 'cause I'm not afraid of computers, plus I know their broke-ass street
equipment. As hard as I fought to stay alive in Shelby, figure it makes no sense to
start over somewhere else.”

Jake came back to Shelby on university breaks. They all hung out. He didn’t
have a chance to come home and see them after he graduated the next year and
shipped out to earn his Air Force pilot wings.
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Shelby surrounded Thel and her father with the kindness that redeems small
towns. People shopped at their auto parts store whenever they could. Rides
appeared when her dad needed to go to the hospital or even down to big city
specialists eighty-seven miles away in Great Falls while Thel minded the store. A
gentle and true Christian manager at the four-county electric co-op walked into
the auto parts store with a part-time data management job for Thel that he could
have parceled out among the co-op’s staff.

She and her father held on to the store for three years until nationally
franchised stores UPS’d parts to Shelby cheaper than Thel could buy them
wholesale. By then, her dad could barely cough his way through a day of work.
They sold their inventory for enough money to clear the back rent on the store and
the house, where her dad “took to bed.”

A gray-haired legal secretary who’d never gotten her wish to date that sick man
came over one night and worked magic to put as much of their debt as she could
solely in his name and neither she nor Thel discussed why.

The co-op took her on full time.

“Now you've got health insurance for at least you,” said the manager when he
drove over to the house to pay his respects to her father and give Thel the good
news. “Plus you start qualifying for our pension plan.”

She said thanks. Walked him to his car. Watched him drive away. Walked
around the outside of this house they’d paid enough rent for to buy. Went to the
alley with its garbage cans beside an ash tree. Threw up. Went in the house, gave
dad his medicine. Monday morning, went to work at the co-op in new grocery store
pantyhose and a neighbor’s hand-me-down dress.

Steve stayed in her landscape.

Being street boss for the city crew meant Steve was out there—rain, snow, heat,
blue hard hat, work shirts, jeans and boots, fixing roads, broken water pipes,
clogged sewers, never asking a worker to do what he wouldn’t.

Thel’d see him and wave; hear his laughter above the rumble of machinery and
smile. His mom “up and found a real guy,” moved out of town. His sister Jenny
fled, too, married a much older man with two kids she adored and sometimes
managed to give smiles.

Steve rented an apartment in a former motel. Bartended three nights a week at
the Tap Room, the bar owned by the best friend of the boxer/pilot. A lot of those
nights, Thel’d get a call from Steve at the bar, asking her to pick up dinner he’d
ordered from some café. Most of those meals he’d insist on sharing while she sat
at the bar nursing a Diet Coke because: “If I start drinking, I'll like it too much.”
Each month, they made a ritual of mailing checks for their student loans. Thel’s
check was often light, and more than once, Steve slipped dollars from the tip jar
into her jacket “cause you practically work here.” She always tried to say no,
always needed the cash, knew the Tap Room customers hadn’t been that
generous, never embarrassed Steve by calling him on his lie.
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We all need the space to be who we pretend we are.

They never talked about it, but Thel knew women who’d followed Steve home
from the Tap Room. One banker’s wife fucked him for two months to get back at
her husband. For a while, Thel’d spot Steve’s battered Chevy parked up on Knob
Hill outside a trailer of a wild-haired woman nearly twice their age who looked like
an Italian movie star and had rolled into town, a job at the library, and a
reputation for turning down married big shots from Main Street. One Thursday
morning, she squirted charcoal lighter fluid all through the trailer, lit a match and
drove away from the blaze of where she’d been. Call it arson or call it art, the
sheriff never hunted her and she stayed gone. Steve said nothing about her and
Thel never asked, just like he never asked about the men—many married—who
came sniffing around her. She told them all no long after the tech guy from Havre
got tired of the three-hour round trip drive and she got tired of seeing him arrive.

Steve and Thel told each other about phone calls or postcards they got from
Jake at various Air Force bases. Thel thought only she kept track of who Jake
reached out to the most.

Until one night as they dipped his French fries into ketchup at the bar, Steve
told her: “Feels like he’s trying to keep it even.”

“Uh... yeah.” She waved a French fry like it was nothing. “That’s like him. Hell,
that’s us, right? Who we are. All... even.”

“Damn!” said Steve. “All this time I thought we were all odd.”

They laughed and dropped all talk about the score.

Her father died two days before her twenty-sixth birthday, October, 1990. The
newspapers reported stories about the end of the Cold War.

Steve stood beside her as they lowered the cheapest coffin she could buy into
the frozen ground of the cemetery.

The co-op gave her three days off and because Melinda Jacobson was retiring,
Thel knew that, along with debts and the lease on her father’s house, she was
inheriting Melinda’s assistant manager job.

“Heck,” said their kindly boss, “as sharp as Thel is, she’ll be running the place
before she’s forty.”

November, 1990. The first Texan named Bush was President. Five weeks
after the earth swallowed Thel’s fate of being a daughter.

Thel’d worked late the night before, something not often done in her Montana
town that respected the clock. She needed to give her staff face-saving time to
catch up to what she’d done while they were home with their families, so decided
to come in after lunch instead of at nine A.M.

The habit of medicating a coughing man woke her before dawn. She lay there
listening to silent darkness. Slowed her breathing. Couldn’t make it stop. Get up or
you’ll stay under the covers forever! She pressed her bare feet on the thin-carpeted
floor. Made coffee. Showered, brushed her teeth with mint toothpaste, made her
bed, laid out the bra and panties, the blouse, sweater, and slacks she’d wear,
wondered what the boss would say when she told him she was through with



pantyhose. She was naked. Staring at her work clothes laid out like a corpse on
her childhood bed.

Get out of here! She threw on a blue terrycloth robe, jammed her feet into
tattered moccasins, ran outside. The screen door banged behind her. Thel
stumbled around to the alley. Ended up standing by the ash tree and the garbage
cans, the west wind whipping her shoulder-length hair. One hand combed the
brown strands off her empty eyes and the other held the robe closed. Inside her
skull echoed what the hell, what the hell.

Folks the mayor wouldn’t name had complained about the garbage collectors
doing a bad job. The mayor called the city crew’s boss, who bucked it down to
street foreman Steve, who wouldn’t chew out the garbage men until after he’d
checked out what was what. After lining out work for his guys at the eight A.M.
shape-up, he climbed into a white city pickup and, as he often did when
inspecting his town, checked out Thel’s block.

The white pickup crawled down the alley past Thel’s house where everything
looked normal. Steve dropped his gaze to the side mirror.

Saw Thel’s blue-robed figure.

Saw her reflection shrink in his mirrors.

Steve hit the brakes. Slapped the gearshift into reverse, whined backwards
down the alley, bailed out and marched to where she stood brushing her brown
hair off her face and holding her blue robe closed. He felt like he’d stepped off the
edge of the world. Saw her eyes fill with him and she said nothing—nothing—as he
cupped her face in his rough hands and kissed her, his heart thundering and oh
yes it was that kiss in the sun and the wind and the cold November morning.

He pulled back. Held her face.

Said: “I guess I've been wanting to do that for forever.”

“l guess now’s the time,” she whispered.

Leaned in to their next kiss.

Steve wanted to tell Jake. Hell, Steve wanted to tell the world.

Thel said it was too soon after the funeral to be official. Too important to just
blurt out on Main Street.

“But why not Jake?” said Steve.

“Let’s wait until we make it solid before we tell him.”

“I love you,” said Steve. “Doesn’t get more solid.”

“I know,” said Thel. “But trust me on this.”

“Trust you on everything,” said Steve.

Two weeks later, Steve’s apartment building caught fire. Except for smelling like
smoke, his possessions were fine, but he needed a new home. Thel had to admit
that her moving out of the rented place she’d always called home and them moving
in together, living together, made all kinds of sense. But she stalled, told Steve she
dreaded offending her Very Churchy boss even though yes, he couldn’t and
wouldn’t fire her for living in sin.

But she came to the Tap Room nine nights later while Steve still “officially” lived
on the couch of Len, a Vietnam vet with a 100 percent mental disability pension
who’d known Steve’s KIA’d biological father before they both became ghosts of that
jungle war. Thel claimed a barstool under a pine wreath Christmas decoration.



Steve poured her Diet Coke, but Thel asked for a beer instead that he brought her
with a puzzled smile.

“I told him,” said Thel. “My boss. Didn’t mean to, I just... said it.”

“What did he say? asked Steve.

“God moves in mysterious ways. Then he smiled. Went back to work.” Thel
shook her head. “God moves in mysterious ways.”

“Your moves are mysterious enough.”

She had to smile.

Steve said: “So now I can tell Jake.”

“No!” said Thel: “I should be the one to tell him. Better that way.”

“Mysterious ways.” Steve grinned as he walked down to a customer signaling for
a refill at the other end of the bar.

Thel swallowed cold beer.

She spent three days not writing a letter to Jake at his air base in Saudi Arabia
where thousands of Americans were staging to rescue Irag-invaded Kuwait. In that
time, Steve cut a lease-to-buy deal for them for a three-bedroom home on Knob
Hill.

It’s just a lease, thought Thel as she signed the papers.

That night she lay beside a sleeping Steve in the house where she’d grown up.
Felt a cosmic pull from the ink drying on her new lease signature as surely as she
felt the drying of the sticky damp between her thighs. She slid from the bed,
wrapped her nakedness in that old blue robe, bare-footed away from her sleeping
lover to sit at the kitchen table where she’d had her meals for most of her life. She
settled in the silent pale cone falling from the overhead light. In front of her waited
a stack of office supply paper.

She clicked a gas station logo giveaway pen from her purse.

Not good enough.

Like a shadow she glided to the dark living room with its stacks of packed
boxes, slid open the middle drawer of the desk she and her father used for store
work, the desk where she’d done homework. Junior year, she’d written a poem
about a stone tossed into a pond making ripples to shape unseen shores. Won
third place in a state high school literary contest. Her father had been so proud he
bought her a fountain pen “for all the rest of your poems.” That black-with-gold-
trim pen lay never used in its box with ink cartridges in that desk drawer, but her
hand reaching through the darkness found it straightaway, carried it back to the
kitchen.

She screwed a dark tube cartridge into the poetry pen.

Maybe the ink has all dried up.

Scratching the pen’s gold tip on a sheet of paper ripped the silence.

Black lines scarred the white paper.

Now I gotta do it.

Thel lost count of the inked sheets of paper she crumpled and tossed into the
trash she’d take out the next morning without Steve noticing. Her heart beat
harder with every sweep of the black hand on the kitchen clock.

Can’t do it this way.

That epiphany bought her time. Sure it did. So she wrote:



Jake,

Please be safe and OK.

Everyone worries for you. I worry for you, want you home . It’s so empty
here. Your folks and us are OK, but I need you to call me—JUST ME—as soon
as you can—daytime in Montana, at my work like you did that one time. Don’t
worry, but call, please call.

Then she wrote: Thel

Hid the letter in her purse.

Snuck back into winter’s bed and lay there in warm wool darkness. Listened to
Steve sleep. Listened to him dream.

In the morning light, Thel kissed Steve good-bye, took the letter to the post
office and mailed it to Jake the fastest way the Air Force had created, then drove
to the co-op where her promotion meant she had an office with a glass front and
door she could close, so no matter what the women sitting at desks “on the floor”
thought they saw, no way could they hear her speak.

If any of them wondered why she now started working with that door closed,
they chose not to ask. You cut people slack because if you don’t, you're tied tight
to their troubles.

One day. Two days. Three.

Snow fell and drifted away.

Four days. Five.

Wednesday, January 16, 1991.

Even though the clock on the office wall said it was quitting time, Thel sat at her
desk behind the closed door, staring past columns typed on a piece of paper about
rates vs. usage linked to service costs, trying to imagine how to structure the
report’s next draft to make more sense, to...

BAM-BAM vibrated her glass door. Her boss wore his usual Wednesday yellow
shirt and tan blazer, but she’d never seen that look on his face as he said: “Did
you hear we’re finally at war?”

Thel’s heart bombarded her chest.

“Bombing and shelling,” he said. “It’s all on TV.”

She heard herself say Oh.

“I thought you should know—Steve, too. We got Jake over there.”

“Yes.”

“Gordon Proudfoot’s youngest is there with the Corps,” said her boss, who’d
come of age after Vietnam and served with the Marines because that was the right
thing to do. “I don’t know about the Curtis boy, he’s Army.”

He shook his head. “Right by the Holy Lands.”

“Not about that,” whispered Thel.

“It’s always about that,” said her boss. “Even if it’s about oil.”

He nodded at the world outside her office. “Martha’s got the TV on in the
conference room.”

“l don’t want to watch.”

“l know what you mean.” He cleared his throat. “I know you’re not... but in
about five minutes we’re going to join in prayer.”



Thel whispered: “I’ll do that in here.”

He nodded, left her alone behind glass.

Screaming silence filled her car when she left work and drove home where,
through the windshield, she saw Steve standing at the curb, waiting for her. They
took her car, drove through their dinner-hour hometown. Thel saw windows
flickering with TV colors, knew what everyone was watching. They parked in front
of Jake’s parents’ house, went in to be with the suddenly old couple, where they
all talked about how Jake was going to come home safe and sound.

Grew up around them, but I don’t know his parents, thought Thel as they all sat
in the living room colored by the TV’s flowing terror. Jake’s dad worked an office
job for a trucking company and his mom had some job up at the county
courthouse: identity by paycheck, by offspring, by luck. Would it have helped if I
knew who you people really are? she thought as they all smiled and nodded their
heads to hammer together a certainty where everything would be just fine.

War and TV merged over the next six days. Flickers haunted her office’s glass
wall. War TV played in the Tap Room where Steve worked, and whether she was
home alone or with him as they packed their lives for the big move, the TV
demanded to be turned on.

Tuesday morning—9:17—her office phone rang.

“Hello?” she said. Like the word meant nothing.

“It’s Jake! Jesus, Thel, are you OK?” She heard jets roar in the background of
Jake’s voice. “Steve, is he hurt? Your letter scared...”

“We’re fine,” she said. “I'm fine.”

“Good, because I'm who’s supposed to be in danger, not you.”

“Is that who you are?”

Jake said: “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

“I... I moved in with Steve. Together. We’re together now.”

Why couldn’t it be silent on his end of the phone? she thought. Why couldn’t I
hear him breathe instead of background roar of planes?

“Like a woman,” Jake finally said. “A... a man and a woman.”

“Like that.”

The noise of war came through her phone live, not TV.

Until he said: “You’re the luckiest people in the world.”

She closed her eyes.

“Makes sense,” she heard Jake say. “Seems so right and... logical.”

“Logical.” Call it a laugh, then she said: “I guess so.”

“What [ mean is... congratulations.”

Her eyes opened. Saw nothing. “Thanks.”

“Look, tell my folks not to worry. Tell Steve... tell him great.”

“We love you,” said Thel.

“Gotta go.”

Her connection went dead.

She listened to the buzz. Hung up the phone.

TV colors shimmered in her glass wall.

Thel grabbed her coat, stalked out of the building, got in her car and roared
north on the interstate. Found herself exiting to Shelby International Airport with
its aluminum hangars, green blockhouse, a lone blacktop runway vacant beneath



empty sky. Thel stopped the car on the airport’s gravel road. Stared at where she’d
once ridden with Jake.

And left him.

Winter wind rocked her old car under a gray steel sky. Patches of snow dotted
the prairie. Miles off to her left, she saw houses dotting the west side of Shelby,
houses on Knob Hill but not the one she’d signed her name to lease. The heater
scent faded from the car, let her smell frozen dust, the cold plastic of her steering
wheel. She stared at the lonely plateau airport, watched the windsock flapping like
some lunatic finger.

Driving back took a fifteen-minute forever, past the street leading to the giant
pink high school built two years before JFK was assassinated when the town wise
men absolutely knew that Shelby was destined to become a major city. She took
the long route through town, crossed over the bumpy railroad tracks, drove down
Main Street like she had with Steve and Jake before there’d been now-gone stores
and whitewashed windows, then she was on the sunset side of town, parking
outside the co-op, walking inside, hanging up her coat, sitting behind her desk.

Her boss knocked on her door, came in: “Hi, where you been?”

“Getting here,” said Thel.

As he walked out, she said: “Would you leave my door open?”

Went back to work.

Gave it the smile she had.

Jake hung up the phone at the Saudi Arabian airfield America and its allies had
taken over after Iraq invaded neighboring oil-rich Kuwait and upset the way the
world worked. Roaring jets vibrated the walls of the air-conditioned call center.
The Air Police sergeant in charge saw some kind of smile on the young pilot’s
formerly anxious face, figured he’d been right to violate SOP, let the guy make a
call before a mission.

“Was the communications test successful, sir?” asked the sergeant.

“Outstanding. Thanks.”

They exchanged salutes and not one wink.

Great, Jake told himself as he rode through the night heat on the shuttle bus to
the runway where his A-10 Warthog fighter plane waited beside his mission
commander’s matching machine. Great news.

Picture:

IA-10 Warthog

The Warthog is an ugly warbird good for nothing but raining missiles, bombs,
and bullets down on enemy tanks or armored personnel carriers (APCs). As Jake
walked from the bus to his bird, he realized that with its gray tube body and two
rear engines that resembled giant aluminum cans, the Warthog looked like
another science project he and Steve had helped Thel with sophomore—no—junior
year. He couldn’t remember what they were supposed to be building by gluing two
hollow cans to a broomstick.

His crew chief eased him into the Warthog’s titanium bathtub cockpit. Jake
scanned dials and gauges, weapons and radar screens, the joystick he’d steer with
and its pickle button that he’d thumb to loose death and destruction.



He flashed on the lone photograph taped above his bunk in the cramped trailer
he shared with three other pilots, a picture Thel’s dad shot that high school
graduation summer when they were walking across the grass outside her house,
Steve on Jake’s right, Thel on his left: the posse. She’d cut her hair. He’d wanted
to ask why, tell her she looked great with long hair. But he never had.

In that photo taped above his bunk, Thel’s brown hair cupped her face almost
like the haircut worn by Diane, a real estate agent from his squadron’s home base
in Myrtle Beach, Florida. Jake kept photos of Diane locked in an aluminum box
under his bunk, along with pictures of his folks, photos of flight school buddies,
pictures he took while flying his Warthog over Kuwait’s tan desert dotted with
burning oil wells.

Diane sent him photos even though he’d told her the war was why there were no
promises between them. Photos of her at work “so you can be part of my day.” And
two smiling portraits suitable for a wall or his jet’s cockpit. Plus four color self-
portraits taken from a tripod: naked Diane sprawled on her bed; her naked,
standing facing her bedroom’s full length mirror as she looked over her shoulder
and grinned; her facing the camera wearing only one of his blue shirts unbuttoned
and open to her heavy breasts, narrow waist and beckoning come here with a
curled finger; her crouched naked on the bed, smiling at the camera with parted
lips.

Don’t think about that! The bullet-resistant canopy sealed Jake in the Warthog
cockpit. He ran the pre-flight sequence, fired up the engines, radio-checked with
his commander on this two-plane mission. Lucky Steve.

“Luger 7, this is Luger 5,” radioed his C.O. from the Warthog taxing down the
runway in front of Jake’s bird. “We are Go. Launching!”

Jake’s plane rocked with the desert air swirl from the C.O.’s takeoff and he
remembered being home on leave, seeing Thel with hair swaying down to her
shoulders.

“Luger 7—launching!” Jake rocketed up into darkness.

Twenty-one minutes to Bad Guy Land.

To that night’s twenty-mile-by-twenty-mile Kill Box.

They flew over a desert flatter and emptier than the prairie back home. Radio
chatter filled the helmet encasing his head like a turtle shell. Oxygenated air
flowed into his face mask as he settled into the familiar home of his air-
conditioned cockpit. His right hand wrestled with the joystick between his legs.
Warthog jocks joke that between steering the A-10 and jerking off, their right
wrists double in size. Jake felt the plane soar through the ocean of night air.

“Luger 7, we are in the zone.”

“Roger that,” radioed Jake.

She told Steve yes. Great guy, nobody better, better than me. Bet Thel’s yes
smile crinkled her blue eyes with a curl of soft lips.

“Luger 7, do you read possibles?”

Jake checked all his detection screens—radar, infrared, heat. Scanned the black
flatness below the indigo skyline. “Negative.”

Changed the direction he flew every eight to ten seconds.



Man, could Thel make a science project out of this! She could have gone that
way, been a star. Or the poetry. She’d look at this night full of flying cans and
have the perfect killer line.

They want to kill me with anti-aircraft fire.

With those damn surface-to-air missiles.

Mounted on trucks. Dug into the sand. Won’t read them until they turn their radar
on and, if they’re fast, if my warning buzzer is two seconds slow...

His C.O. radioed: “Luger 7, contact two miles out, APC maybe.”

The bad guys on the ground don’t know we’re here.

“Luger 7 cover. Luger 5, initiating attack run.”

147 seconds later, Jake’s radio crackled: “Rifle!”

The C.O. announcing he’d fired a Maverick missile.

Jake checked the missile track on radar, looked out the cockpit.

Orange flame mushroomed on the faraway ground.

“Hit confirmed!” radioed Jake. “Great...”

Beep.

The burning APC messing with infrared and heat detectors, but...

“Luger 7 to Luger 5,” radioed Jake. “Contact near your hit. Going in.”

Jake rolled the Warthog onto its back, rolled out into a fifty-degree dive. The
mushroom fire rushed closer, closer. Altitude 11,000 feet. 10,500. 10,000. Radar
confirmed motion on ground, lock on, arm a Maverick. 9,000 feet. The half moon
lit the ghostly desert floor. Altitude 7,500 feet, heart pounding, confirmed target.
Time distortion slowed the universe. Closing in. Don’t die not gonna die gonna fly
away home safe home Thel, Steve and Thel 7,000 feet—Visual: burning vehicle like
a flame for a moth come here! Radar locked on new target...

Thumb the pickle button/plane shudders.

Jake looked right: the missile launched off its rail on the wing.

“Rifle!”

But then...

Jake held his course instead of Obeying Procedure, pulling out to evade the
effects of his attack and any return fire from the ground. He chased his Maverick
missile. Flew renegade. Watched his missile hit a second Iraqi Republican Guard
APC rumbling across the desert floor. The APC exploded in a ball of flame. Pull up!
Pull up! Stall alarms screaming. G-forces crushing him. He fought the joystick:
plane shaking, won’t—shudder/wobbles to a flat trajectory flying straight and safe,
back to base.

Where his C.O. chewed him out on the runway.

Where the Squadron Commander reamed him out in the Ready Room. Wrote
him up and sent him to the base psychologist, who asked: “Why did you endanger
yourself and your aircraft? Follow your missile?”

“I guess that was just the direction I was heading.”

The shrink shook his head. “Try again, Jake.”

Jake shrugged. “That’s all the answer I've got.”

Watched the shrink note something on his pad that Jake was pretty sure would
not bode well for a career in the Air Force.

But they didn’t ground him: wars need warriors.



Nor did they send him back to the shrink after he sat with his squadron
watching the movie recorded by his aircraft that showed the first APC burning on
the ground. As Jake, his plane, his missile, and the camera rushed ever closer, the
film showed men on the ground running—running toward the first burning APC.

They gotta know we’re still out there, thought Jake as he watched the movie
he’d made. They’re not running away. Not taking cover, ditching their vehicle they
know is probably locked in our sensors. They’re running toward Luger 5’s blasted
and burning target to try and help their buddies.

They’re doing their job. More.

Then somebody drops out of the sky and blows them all to hell.

Lights came on in the briefing room.

The other pilots let their eyes find Jake.

He sat steady on his metal folding chair.

These are my buddies. This is my job.

Jake flew the rest of his missions in the war and never hesitated about pushing
the pickle or piloting exactly as he’d been trained and ordered.

Still, when the war ended with more than 100,000 people killed and all the
rulers back in charge of their countries just as they had been before, Jake took
advantage of a Reduction In Force, got an early honorable discharge, flew home to
civilian life. His parents risked breaking their routine to fly to Florida to see their
son. They told their friends they left after a long weekend “so as not to get in the
way of Jake & Diane.”

Who ravaged each other for almost a month before separation’s urgency burned
away leaving only everyday obligation. They broke up.

Jake’s apartment lease ran out. His only friends in Florida wore blue uniforms
and he didn’t. He had no job, no plans, a chunk of back pay, and a vintage Ford
Mustang. He had time. He’d fought for oil, so why not burn some to go home to
Shelby. To his folks. To Steve & Thel. Sure, why not.

Jake rolled into his hometown with sunset in his mirror sunglasses.
Drove to his family home, put his suitcase on his old bed. Ate dinner with his
folks. They talked about the weather. After dessert, as he walked back into the
kitchen from the bathroom, he heard his parents whisper “...not for us to say.” He
guessed they were talking about Diane, loudly proclaimed that he was ready to
help with the dishes.
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Town of Shelby|

After they turned on the dishwasher, Jake and his mother stood in the kitchen,
looked not at each other or at his father sitting in the living room thumbing the
remote as he pretended to care about surfing the TV channels.

“I think I'll go out,” said Jake. Natural, my voice sounds natural.

Jake parked on the quiet Main Street. Walked into the Tap Room. No
customers. Steve stood behind the bar. The jukebox played old Springsteen.

Something besides relief and joy lit Steve’s face: “There he is!”



Jake met him behind the bar and grabbed him for a hug. He’s holding on like
I'm leaving, not come home. On the shelf in front of the bar mirror waited a shot
glass full of amber whiskey.

Jake said: “Looks like you started without me.”

“Won’t drink that one,” said Steve. “Pour it, leave it on the dare. But [ won’t
drink it, not going to be a blues drunk.”

He nodded for puzzled Jake to walk back around the bar, take a stool.

“But I do drink for happy,” said Steve. “I'll drink to celebrate.”

He poured them two fresh whiskeys, clinked his glass to Jake’s: “Here’s to you.
Glad you made it back, great to see you, good...”

He trailed off. Swallowed his words with whiskey.

“What’s wrong?”

“Thel left me.” Steve shook his head. “Or I guess I left her. She’s in the house;
I'm back on Len’s couch.”

“But I thought you two...”

Steve frowned. “You thought so too. I wondered about that.”

“You’re not making sense.”

“I don’t get to make sense, I just get what I can.” Steve shrugged. “When the war
ends, she starts walking around our new house like she was looking for a door.
Told her I'd move out, give her space or walk away if that’s what she wants. She
says she doesn’t know what she wants. When I asked if I should stay, she said
nothing, which is the same as saying go.”

Behind Steve, Jake saw his own reflection in the bar mirror.

Steve said: “Figure you’re my brother. What we got, our posse... Nobody’s fault.
Whatever happens, there’s always you and me.”

The jukebox fell silent.

“l don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Jake.

“Sure you do.” Steve splayed his hands on the bar to lean close. “If you don’t,
it’s ’cause you don’t want to. You gotta be braver than that.”

Steve stood straight. “Me, too.”

He angled his head toward the rear wall, dumped a clatter of coins from the tip
jar on the bar into his hand. “I gotta go play the music.”

Steve walked to the back of the bar and kept his back to Jake.

Jake walked out to the street.

Don’t look back.

Driving from Main Street to Knob Hill took five minutes. These are the streets
that sent me into life. Still the same, completely different, never knew them like I
thought I did. He flowed past houses full of secrets no one would ever tell him,
strangers he’d never meet. He’d walked this way to grade school, that way to the
swimming pool. Jake drove past the mouth of the alley he’d run out of with Steve
to get to Thel’s that first day in 1975, at the end of the 10,000 day war in Vietnam.
Drive on by tonight, 1991, when he fought a whole war in forty-four days. Drive
on. Get to where you’re going.

But he stopped half a block away in the silent street light darkness. Smelled the
sweaty mustiness of his road-tripped Mustang. Whiskey singed the dry taste in his
mouth. He felt the weight of the stars.



That house: basement plus one story of white walls under a dark roof with a
picture window glow from the inside light hinting somebody’s home.

Just looking at that house like: this changes everything.

Jake climbed the three steps of the concrete front porch, knocked on the dark
wood slab door. Knocked again. Raised his fist...

She opened the door, gravity tumbling him into her blue eyes.

Thel struggled to find only one smile. Long hair floated on her sweatshirt. Faded
jeans sheathed her legs down to bare feet.

“You’re home,” said Thel.

“If you say so.”

Her face of tears pressed against his shirt. His palms and fingers flowed up the
silk of her back under the sweatshirt, her hair like water to his touch as he
cupped her skull and she raised her hungry mouth to his. He never forgot her
burning lips, swollen nipples and salty wetness, their triumph over years of
waiting on that living room floor.

Jake woke in his childhood bed before dawn. Showered and shaved. Told his
breakfasting parents that he was going for a drive but not where, west of town
around a curve of low hills that hid from all of Shelby where he parked in a cluster
of deserted Quonset huts to share kisses and coffee Thel brought in her old car on
her way to work.

Because of his family necessity for dinner precisely at six, by seven-thirty he’d
checked into a lonesome roadside motel seventeen miles east of town near grain
elevators and across the two-lane highway from the roadhouse that sold beer to
Shelby’s teenagers for three generations. He parked behind the motel. Hid outside
along its west wall, eyes on the highway, his back toward the railroad tracks and
the windswept prairie rolling to Canada. Spotted Thel driving toward him, waved
her around back where she parked beside his car to stay as the stars shone down
on Montana, then slip away before dawn.

“We can’t use that house,” she told him as they lay naked on the motel’s lumpy
bed. Moonlight poured through the smudged window.

“l know. I don’t want to...”

“To hurt him. Neither of us does.”

“Ever.”

She pressed her forehead against the ribs over his heart.

Whispered: “We’re more than this.”

“Yes,” he said.

They talked about what they’d never said in all the before days, found a way to
tell stories about Steve without flinching, laughed and teased each other, made
love every way that came to them and were careful never to drive Shelby’s streets
together. They avoided streets where the city crew was working. Went to none of
Shelby’s bars or cafés. Saturday, they parked her car thirty-two miles south of
Shelby in the even more disappearing town of Conrad, then drove his car the rest
of the fifty-five miles to big city Great Falls. They went to dinner in a restaurant, to
a movie in a mall where a future Republican governor of California starred as a
cyborg sent from a different future to save mankind, browsed through a just-
opened giant franchised book and music store, wondered whether they’d need to
buy one of the new machines that played things called compact discs. Do you



know we’re talking about more than technology? wondered Thel. She didn’t ask.
They spent an entire night together, got back to Shelby after moonrise Sunday.

Wednesday, Thel “took a late lunch.” Jake’s parents were at work. The garage
beside his house waited empty for her car. She came in through his back door. In
less than a hundred heartbeats, they were in “his” bedroom laughing and pulling
off each other’s clothes, her looming above him while he lay on his back in his
boyhood bed of dreams.

Afterward, she’d dressed while Jake restored his bedroom to its squared-away
condition so as not to leave visual evidence disturbing the continuum of his
parents’ construction. Thel picked up her red sweater from his parents’ living
room floor. Saw a stack of mail on a lamp table. Spotted an unfolded letter
boasting the logo of an airline that flew to Rome and Hong Kong and, best of all,
Paris. The red sweater crinkled as Thel pulled it over her long brown hair. That’s
not a form letter. Her shoes were in his bedroom. Oh, my God, we did it in his bed
in his parents’ house! She needed to walk past the stack of mail to get them,
glanced at the letter.

Grabbed it and raced into the bedroom.

“Jake!” He stopped fixing the bed his mother had insisted on making the right
way. “This says you turned down a job with the airlines!”

He stared at the letter caught in her hand.

“An Air Force buddy recruited me.” He shrugged. “Wasn’t right.”

“But I know you! You love to fly! Live to fly! All those places, even just around
America, someplace, any place, besides here!”

He brushed her cheek, felt sternness; felt hunger for his touch. Told her: “More
blue uniforms, last in line, third chair for years, plus if I wanted to play corporate
politics, I'd have stayed in the Air Force.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Kill time until I see you tonight.”

“No, I mean...”

“l know what you mean.” He shrugged again. “Beats me.”

“No,” she said. “Nothing beats you.”

“Thanks, Hon.”

“I’'m not sure that’s a compliment.”

But then he kissed her and all they could think about was that night.

Friday morning, as Jake considered painting his parents’ yellow kitchen to do
something while waiting to see Thel, the house phone rang.

She said: “How quickly can you meet me at the airport?”

Thel beat him to that prairie plateau, stood beside her car parked next to the
runway. The wind flapped her brown hair.

Out in the open, thought Jake as he parked beside her. In public.

“How did you get away?” he said, as, wary of eyes, he took her hand.

“I just said I was going,” she told him.

Kissed him. Right there and then. For the world to see.

“My boss patted my shoulder,” said Thel. “Told me to be careful.”

“Does he know?”

“Everybody knows.”

She grinned and he gave her a smile.



“But,” she said, “that’s no surprise. The surprise—my surprise—is that I heard a
woman at work say her cousin is coming to town around noon.”

Jake’s brow wrinkled.

“That plane,” said Thel. “Your first airplane ride. The old fighter. It’s coming
back any minute now and I want you to get to see it again.”

Buzzing like a distant bee. A vibrating black dot in the southern blue. Thel
gazed along Jake’s pointing arm to find that speck as it grew into a tiny airplane.
She held Jake close: excitement coursed through him. Like we’re making love. The
plane banked from an airport approach to circle over Shelby as if its pilot wanted
to be sure that town was still there. Jake floated from her arms to better track the
silver plane.

“That’s the best place to be,” said Jake, eyes full of where he wasn’t.

“In some rich man’s plane?” said Thel. “You being the rich man?”

“Rich has nothing to do with it.” Jake watched the P-51 circle their hometown.
“Just you and the sky. Nobody to kill. No passengers’ lives you could lose. Nobody
to be responsible for but you, and you... soar.”

“What about me?” Thel’s voice pulled his eyes to where she stood on the
runway, wind whipping her long brown hair. “Where am I in all that?”

Jake’s smile was genuinely puzzled as he said: “I'm with you.”

The buzz of the warplane grew louder.

“No, you aren’t,” Thel whispered after she found her voice. “You want to be with
me. You love me more than you’ll ever love any other woman. I'm so sorry for you,
Jake! And I love you, oh, God, do I love you. I always have. And you’d stay with me
until the day you die. But you can’t love me first like I love you first, because you
love flying alone more.”

She stood there with the wind whipping her hair. Listened for him to convince
her she was wrong. Heard only the whining roar of a silver warplane coming in to
land.

She walked to Jake. Kissed his mouth then pulled herself back.

Said: “When I make love with you, it’s like I'm in church. For you, it’s like going
to the movies. I can’t live my life as somebody else’s movie.”

He heard her crying as she ran to her car. Heard rubber squeal on asphalt as
the P-51 landed. Heard it taxi on the runway while Thel drove away. Heard the
pilot cut the engine, knew if he were closer, he’d have heard the cockpit open, but
didn’t know until he turned around that climbing out with the pilot was his
beautiful blond wife.

Jake walked to the runway. Introduced himself even though the boxer/pilot said
he remembered who he was, asked how’s it going.

“I've got no idea,” said Jake. “But I need somewhere else to go.”

The P-51 pilot saw Thel’s dust cloud on the gravel road from the airport. His
wife unloaded bags from the P-51’s cargo hold. He told Jake: “Give us a ride to the
motel, then you can buy me coffee.”

Two mornings later, nine A.M. on a November Monday, Jake said good-bye to
his parents, packed his suitcase in the trunk of the Mustang, pulled out of their
driveway to cruise the streets of his hometown.

He found a city crew working a busted water main. Jake parked, stood nearby
until Steve climbed out of the trench and came over to him.



“I'm leaving,” said Jake.

“l heard. You gonna like flying mail planes?”

“Sounds like me.” He told Steve: “I'm not the right man for Thel.” Said: “It was
her call.”

He meant to shake Steve’s hand but got swept up in their hug.

Jake said: “I hope for your sake you’re good enough for her.”

Steve nodded. “When do I get to see you again?’

“When we can,” said Jake.

Five weeks later the phone rang in the Denver corporate housing room he
rented while cruising through his civilian pilot’s training and certification. He
answered, heard Thel say: “Meet us in Las Vegas Saturday.”

As he sat across a white round table from Steve and Thel at the outside
swimming pool of a casino once controlled by the Mafia, she told him: “Steve and I
are getting married today.”

“We want you there,” Steve told Jake’s stunned expression.

Jake spoke the absolute truth: “That’s where I belong.”

Thel said: “I'm pregnant.”

Breathe, just breathe...

“Jake,” she said, “it’s your baby. But not. It’s mine, and I choose to have it, not
be some mom who leaves. I'm so lucky, because Steve’s gonna be the dad. Wants
to be. That’s the way it is, but you... you’re...”

“I’'m who we need me to be,” said Jake.

At the first chapel they found, Steve paid $110 for a white-haired man in a
black suit to put some law on us. They had dinner, then Jake caught the night
flight back to Denver and years as a mail pilot, basing there, basing in Boise and
Salt Lake, flying millions of miles, checking in with his best friends in Shelby every
few days, agreeing with Steve that Bess was a great name for the baby who Thel
decided to call Sara.

Thel made sure Sara understood she had two daddies, though Steve was real
daddy, changing diapers, two-A.M. feedings, horrible school recitals. Sara called
her other daddy just Jake. Sent him crayon drawings he stuck on whatever
refrigerator he was using and explained whatever was necessary to whatever
woman in whichever town shared his bed.

Jake came to Shelby maybe five times a year, stayed with his folks who
cautiously let themselves be grandparents until they died within months of each
other when Sara was seven and Sara’s little brother Gary was starting
kindergarten. Thel took over the co-op. Steve struck a deal to buy into eventual
sole ownership of the Tap Room and worked there full time.

Sara loved it when Jake came to Shelby. He was careful to pay attention to her
brother Gary, careful to not mess up “our whole thing,” as Steve called it, but hell,
Jake had spent his whole life gliding amidst rules of destruction. And even as
Shelby citizens increasingly spat clichéd anger loosed by TV and the infallible
Internet, the town accepted this posse outside the picture frame of a real American
family sold by politicians and preachers because “this is just us,” not some
outsiders’ them.

Those were blue sky days, Jake told himself that dark night in 2010 as his
white rental car drove down into the river valley seven miles south of Shelby. His



cell phone rode silently in his shirt pocket behind a fat envelope and three plane
tickets back to Denver. Nothing a phone call could change now.

September 11, 2001. Where Jake was is asleep in a Boise motel room
after a long night flight, 9:23 A.M. Rocky Mountain time when he jerked awake
because of the ringing phone.

Sara started yelling as he grumbled Hello, something about planes coming to
kill us and you’re not flying, are you, you’re not you’re not!

He flicked on the TV and saw the smoking twin towers.

Sara’s voice told him: “It’s on every channel. Except cartoons.”

Jake couldn’t pull his eyes off the TV images.

“Dad says don’t worry, nobody wants to kill anybody in Shelby. He says even if
someday they might get us, we do what we gotta.”

Sara whispered: “But if they might get you, you’re as good as gone.”

Jake’s eyes reflected the TV broadcasting the towers burning in New York and
the walls, curtained window and chained door of another rented room in a city
that was no more than a dot on a route.

He said: “You'll be OK, kid. You’ve got people who love you.”

“Won’t stop a plane from crashing.”

They hung up and the world went on.

Sara’s middle school teachers said she could do better. Jake smiled: Been there.
She tried out for basketball, didn’t make it, obeyed Thel’s push and got on the
volleyball team. Jake treasured a photo of pony-tailed Sara lunging for a two-fisted
hit. He started a savings account for her college.

Jake took Sara driving around Shelby during his third trouble visit.

“How dare you lecture me about drugs?” yelled Sara. “You guys invented getting
high when you were my age! Mom and dad still get high if they get a chance, I
know they do, I can fucking smell it.”

“Good,” said Jake: “What stinks in here now?”

She hmphed. Stared out the car window.

“Besides,” said Jake, “it wasn’t us who invented getting high outside the law.
America’s war on drugs started when we were babies.”

“If you’re so smart, you'd have grown up and made it legal.”

“You're right,” said Jake, “but we’re here about what you’re doing.”

She sliced him with razor blades: “Like father like daughter.”

“Got me,” said Jake. “I smoked grass and I loved it. Still would except for the
FAA tests—and don’t hit me again with how it’s hypocritical because I can drink
like a fish as long as I show up sober for the pilot test. But [—we—smoked to get
high for fun, not to get up in the morning.

“Besides, we’re not talking weed. We know you’ve been popping pills. Maybe
other stuff.”

“l know what I'm doing.”

“I'm forty-three and can’t always be sure what I'm doing. You’re only sixteen.”

“Clear eyes,” she said.

Cut off his next brilliant argument with: “Why didn’t you marry Thel after you
knocked her up?”

“First, if you ever talk about your mom or dad or us like that again...”



“You'll what?” She glared out the windshield. “You’re just Jake.”
Anything he had to say crumbled as those words hit that glass.

On 2010’s night highway two years later, Jake stared out the rental car
searching for the answer to What could I have said?

The road machine-gunned white slashes at his windshield.

In the sky on the left: winks of red lights, warning beacons atop hundred-foot
tall made in China wind turbine towers, Montana air spinning their sixty-foot
white blades for Spanish corporate owners who sold the electricity to Canada, not
to the local co-op run by Thel. Nearly a hundred such windmills loomed on the
prairie west of Shelby like an army of conquering robots.

The highway led past a gigantic sphere of pale light:

Prison—a for-profit prison of a corporation invested in by a law-writing U.S.
Senator. From its Main Street dotted by vacant stores, Shelby’s politicians wooed
the crime pays corporation with tax incentives vindicated when the facility opened
the last year of the twentieth century and fostered marginal wage jobs for guards
who walked into work each morning past a sign proclaiming Wall Street’s current
stock price for the company that profited from keeping men locked up. As he drove
past the glowing sphere, Jake glanced through the chain-link electrified fence at
the half-dozen concrete buildings the size of high schools. Saw no ghosts of
cowboys.

He knew if he stayed on the interstate that ran thirty miles beyond Shelby to
Canada, he’d drive past dozens of pre-fabricated houses erected near the airport
after 9/11 for the massive re-enforcement of what had been a carload of Border
Patrolmen by the new Department of Homeland Security and its Report All
Suspicious Activity signs.

But he couldn’t remember more of a Springsteen lyric about runaway American
dream as he took the Shelby exit, followed the plan, and drove past Thel’s closed-
for-the-night co-op, past their bulldozed elementary school and the boarded-up old
high school, parked in the alley behind the Tap Room.

Shut off his car.

Saw no one in the other parked vehicles.

Saw no one anywhere in the darkness.

Jake walked through the graveled alley, eased through the bar’s back door into
the glow of fluorescent signs for beer.

Locked the back door behind him.

The thirty-something couple at the bar by the Main Street door witnessed Jake’s
entrance, but he didn’t think they knew him. The old woman in a mustard
sweatshirt and tan pants perched at a poker machine kept her back to Jake and
her face glued to the computer screen.

The jukebox played Hank Williams’ “Hey, Good Lookin’.”

Steve stood alone behind the bar.

He chin-pointed Jake to a stool near the locked back door.

Turned to the thirty-something couple who were looking for their second
marriage. Said: “That’s gonna do it for you guys, right?”

The man seized that chance to lead her somewhere else in the night.

Steve brought a glass of water to Jake.



Who said: “Anybody show up?”

Steve shook his head. Put the envelope of cash Jake passed him next to another
envelope tucked amidst the bottles in front of the bar mirror. Put a plastic-
wrapped roast beef sandwich in front of Jake.

“Fuel.”

The sandwich tasted as metallic as pre-mission meals in Saudi.

Steve wore a short-sleeve blue Hawaiian shirt over black jeans. He emptied a
Red Bull energy drink down the sink. Rinsed the bottle. Popped the tab on a
golden can branded Diet Coke—Decaffeinated, poured enough of that syrupy fluid
to fill three-quarters of the Red Bull bottle, topped it off with cream from the bar
refrigerator. He glanced at the closed front door, at the night beyond the window’s
red neon TAP RooM sign. Made sure the old lady had her eyes mesmerized by the
poker machine.

On the shelf below the bar, Steve put two white pills on an orange flyer for a
band called Russ Nasset & the Revelators, ground the pills to a white powder with
an empty beer bottle. Steve tapped that white powder into his liquid concoction,
screwed on the cap, shook the Red Bull bottle.

Set that home brew out of sight under the bar.

Came down to Jake. Said: “Can’t really talk.”

Jake said: “Not much to say.”

Knew the old lady didn’t see them grasp hands across the bar.

She told the soulless machine: “You’re bluffing!”

Punched a button—got a beep!

“See!” she proclaimed.

Jake checked his watch: 8:17.

So it went. The old lady swearing at or sassing the beeping poker machine—
8:32. The juke box ran out of paid-for songs—8:47. Jake sat on the bar stool near
the locked back door. Steve stood behind the bar—8:51. Maneuvered three drink-
buying customers who strolled in back out to the night faster than they’d figured—
9:24.

The Main Street door flew open to the neon darkness.

And then, though he’d never seen those three men before, Jake knew that the
wary-eyed weasel scout who came through the door first didn’t much matter.
Neither did the last man to enter as a rear guard, a stubby-bodied and stubble-
faced slouch.

Who mattered was the guy in the brown leather sports jacket. He was thin, a
face like pale ivory. His buzz cut made him look bald. He smiled by dropping his
lower jaw, like one of those plastic skulls sold for Halloween.

The skull said: “What’s happening, Steve?”

“Figured to see you after ten like you promised, Burdett.”

“Well, I figured I'd catch you figuring before you thought I would.”

The stubby-bodied, stubble-faced slouch snickered.

The weasel scout drifted down the length of the bar past the machine-
mesmerized old woman. Let his eyes burn Jake who didn’t turn his head to track
him walking past the pool table and the jukebox. Jake heard a door open, figured
it was the Mares bathroom, heard heels clunk on the tiles toward the Mustangs
bathroom, then to the storage room. Jake heard someone rattle the back door he’d



locked. Weasel-eyes walked back the way he came to stand somewhere behind
where Jake sat on a barstool.

“Where’s your lovely wife?” said Burdett. “You’d think a concerned mother like
Thel would be here tonight.”

“She’s waiting for a phone call she better get.”

Beep! went the poker machine.

“Son of a bitch,” muttered the woman trapped by a glowing screen.

Burdett grinned. Leaned closer to the bar and in a sotto voice that everyone
knew the only woman in the bar ignored, said: “Life’s a gamble. And it’s a bitch
when you don’t hold the right cards.”

Steve said: “Where is she?”

Burdett turned to the only customer sitting at the bar. “You must be just Jake.
I've heard so many... things about you.”

Jake said: “I hope so.”

“And you must have heard how I've been helping out poor Steve here,” said
Burdett. “His daughter—or is it your daughter? In the end, does it matter?
Somebody’s daughter. A fully legal adult woman, know what [ mean?
Congratulations to... well, I guess to both of you. She’s real fine.

“That’s why I'm glad to help,” said Burdett. “Why my guys here and I, we’re all
just happy—hungry even—to, ah, help with Sara.”

Jake saw Steve’s fists tighten down below the bar.

As if he saw those closed fists, too, Burdett smiled, gave his back to the father
standing behind the bar, turned his pale skull to Jake.

Said: “So when I was at the grocery store and found a cell phone lying in the
Cheerios aisle, I had them loudspeaker lost phone—which is what any honest,
decent citizen would do. Nobody claimed it, so I checked the phone’s Contacts,
found Home, discovered Thel on the answering machine. Got a great voice, doesn’t
she? Love to go home to that. But I didn’t want to drive to the co-op and bother
her. Not there. Not then. Besides, Steve’s always here cleaning toilets or taking
dimes off of drunks, so I brought it to him. Seemed like the right thing to do.

“Come to find out the phone is Sara’s and she’s gone in the wind. Knowing her
like I do—like the whole town knows her—I bet she was on a run, bingeing meth
where and... how she could get it. Sad, really.”

“Try not to cry,” said Jake.

“Why not?” said Burdett. “Maybe that’ll help.”

Laughter came from behind Jake.
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Meth Kills

Burdett said: “But you’re right. What Steve figured out is that meth freaks run
up big tabs. Sara’d been gone by then, what?>—four days? Four nights? Long time,
lots of dollars, and her nowhere to be found because the weird thing is, in a wide
open place like this, even beyond all the never know what’s in ‘em houses in town,
it’s surprising how many farmhouses and shacks, barns and garages and trailers




in coulees there are that not even the sheriff will ever find. Can’t even spot all of
them from a plane.

“Wait a minute!” said Burdett. “That reminds me. You’re a... a pilot, aren’t you
just Jake? Fly cargo planes all over the west. Take who knows what to who knows
where, mostly in the night when nobody sees.”

“I work for a living,” said Jake.

“Good for you, man.” Burdett shook his head. “I'm sad to say that in these hard-
dollar days, me and the boys here pick up what we can, but we have yet to find a
personally fulfilling and financially lucrative career.”

He leaned toward Jake, said: “I blame the government.”

Jake gave him flat eyes.

“But hey,” continued Burdett: “We can’t be about blame, now can we? There’s
probably enough to go around for everybody. What I'm here for, what we’re all here
for—except for Audrey, there, right Audrey?”

The on-Social-Security woman locked into the computer game muttered: “Yeah,
hi, whoever, whatever, leave me concentrate.”

Burdett said: “Now there’s someone who knows what she wants.”

Steve said: “You see envelopes by the mirror. I see nobody I want.”

“Is what we figured for expenses in them?”

“And you don’t touch them until I touch her.”

“About that.” Burdett swept his hand toward the man on the barstool. “A world
traveler like Jake here understands these kinds of things. It’s been another two
days to me and them envelopes getting together here tonight.”

“You always knew that.”

“But what I didn’t figure on—and here I apologize, I really do—is the world we
live in. Expenses and clocks keep on keeping on. Plus when me and my boys
risked going out looking for somebody’s daughter, we found out that the meth
scene’s changed from the good old days. Now instead of reasonable Montana men
cooking up some cash, it’s the damn Mexican Mafia bossing the show. They got no
mercy when it comes to dollars. Course, they’re also into other businesses. People
buy. People sell. And those hombres know how to turn a repossessed debtor into a
revenue generator that puts out mucho profit.”

Before Steve could jump over the bar, Jake said to Burdett: “How come you’re
still alive?”

“I don’t blink.”

Steve said: “What you see here is all we’ve got.”

Burdett shrugged. “Sometimes we all got more than we think.”

Jake said: “What are you talking about?”

“Well I'm not quite sure,” said Burdett. “I'm not as... sophisticated as a man like
you who flies everywhere all the time with all kinds of cargo.

“But let’s make this promise to each other, OK?” said Burdett. “Now that we’re
all here in the old hometown, let’s sleep on what it is we can do to get our precious
Sara out of the fix she’s gotten herself into, and then get together again in the
morning and see what we've come up with.

“Besides what’s in those envelopes,” added Burdett.

Beep! went the poker machine.

Burdett spread his arms wide: “We’re all reasonable men.”



Jake said: “Nothing reasonable happens until our eyes see Sara.”

Burdett slapped the bar. Turned to Steve. “You gotta love this guy. I just knew
he was smarter than us two combined. Bet you figured that, too.

“And,” said Burdett, “I bet if me and my boys nose around out there tonight, we
can find where maybe, if a father was standing alone on the side of some lonesome
highway, a car could drive by and he could get a good long look at his daughter
riding past, giving him a wave even, showing how she was so he could decide for
himself where she was going.”

“Dawn tomorrow,” said Steve.

“Naw,” said Burdett, “one more hard night of looking for Sara will tucker me
out. One of us will either call here or fall by at... oh, let’s make it ten in the A.M.
Be sure to have the coffee on.”

Burdett turned from the bar toward the front door.

His stubby-bodied, stubble-faced factotum scurried to hold it open.

Weasel-eyes walked from behind Jake to step out first into the night.

Burdett turned back as he reached the open door. Smiled.

Said: “Sweet dreams.”

And was gone, the door closing behind him.

Beep!

Jake started to climb off his barstool.

Steve said: “Sit tight.”

He picked up the bar phone, dialed: “Paul? ... I was right, can you come in, stay,
and close up? ... Soon as you can get here.”

Steve’s cell phone buzzed by the cash register.

Into the bar phone, he said: “Paul, use the back door... Because.”

Beep! went the poker machine and the old woman said: “Damn!”

Steve hung up the bar phone, answered his cell phone: “Yeah... good... he’s
here... be sure. Come in the back.”

Jake spun off the barstool, unlocked the back door. When he reclaimed his
stool, Steve handed him the two envelopes stuffed with cash.

“You’re making that call,” said Steve. “I'm too over the line.”

He leaned across the bar: “Audrey! You gotta go. They called.”

“What? Who?”

“Gotta unplug the machine, Audrey. Gaming commission.”

The old woman glared at the bartender. “They got it rigged, don’t they? They
always got it rigged.”

She slung her purse over her shoulder, stalked out the front door.

Two minutes later the back door opened and in walked Thel.

Nobody should have to look that lost, thought Jake. He felt his chest rip open
with his spreading arms as he stood and took her in a hug that neither of them
wanted to end and both of them knew wasn’t enough.

The back door opened again. Jake stepped away from the embrace he couldn’t
name and saw an heir of yesterdays he could barely remember, a young man
whose handsome face wore a soldier’s glare, just a kid, a teenager who stuck out
his hand but didn’t resist when Jake stepped past it to hug Thel and Steve’s only
other child, Sara’s younger brother. “Hey, Gary.”

“Uncle Jake.” The young man nodded. “Thank you.”



He turned to his father. “It’s done. And I checked it.”

Steve pulled the Red Bull energy drink bottle from under the bar, unscrewed the
top and set it front of his son. “Here.”

“Dad, I'm not...”

“What you are is strung out on no sleep like the rest of us, and we can’t afford
that. Now go on; the whole thing.”

The weight of three adults’ eyes pressed on the young man as he chugged the
bottle. Turned it upside down above the bar. Out fell one drop.

“Satisfied?” he said.

“I hope so,” replied his father. Steve checked his watch. “Figure we’ve got about
an hour. They parade all the bars on Main Street.”

“Nobody saw us,” said Gary. “And it was just them.”

Thel said: “That other puke Darnell, he’ll be...”

Steve diverted her thought: “There’s only the four of them. It’s good that they left
someone with her. That means she’s still gotta be close.

“Gary and I will meet you back at the house,” Steve told his best friend and his
wife. “Soon as Paul shows up, we’ll be there.”

The boy said: “And then what? You still haven’t told me...”

“You'll know when we know,” said Steve. “You've done everything you can to
help your sister.”

“l should have...”

“No,” said Thel. “All the should-haves are guesses and useless.”

“And,” added the mother, “they aren’t all ours.”

“They are now,” said the young man who’d barely started shaving.

Thel passed car keys to Steve. Lingered their touch in that transfer.

Led Jake out the back door and he led her to his white rental car.

Told her: “I want to be ready with a full tank.”

“I’'m all empty,” she said.

No one saw them walking down that dark alley of their hometown.

Jake said: “What did Steve make him drink?”

“My Xanax sleeping pills.” Thel climbed in the rental car of the man who'd
driven her thousands of miles over these small town streets. “Gary can’t be part of
this.”

Jake drove backstreets toward the truck stop west of town. “Too late.”

“All he did was duct tape a cell phone under Burdett’s SUV after we watched
him park on Main Street from the roof of the old movie theater. Burdett didn’t
count on that. But he wants to be seen. He wants to make you look at him. Can
you believe there’s a cell phone application called Family Locator? As if it were that
easy.”

Their route led past the house where Steve grew up.

“Remember how we always wanted to get out of here?” Thel shook her head in
the glow of dashboard lights. “Sara always wanted to get in.”

“She still can.” At the truck stop, Jake picked the self-service pump furthest
from the glowing restaurant, kept his back to any in-there local eyes that might
recognize him. Thel huddled below the dash, as if that mattered.

They heard only the wind as they drove to her home on Knob Hill.



Their headlights illuminated Steve’s old car parked out front and the silhouettes
of two passengers in front. Jake killed his lights, parked. Thel opened her door,
saying: “I hid our bags in the laundry room.”

The driver’s door on Steve’s car opened and he climbed out, the flash of the
dome light revealing a groggy Gary inside his fastened seat belt.

Steve stood in the night beside Jake. They looked up and down the block.
Windows glowed in some of the houses, but most had curtains pulled across their
glass. Garbage cans lined the curbs for pick-up and Jake smelled something like
rotten orange peels in the wind. A dog barked.

Thel came out of their family home carrying three suitcases. Jake heard what
he’d never heard as a child in these small-town American streets: the sound of a
door being locked. She walked to her husband’s car, tossed the bags in the
backseat, opened the front passenger door and caressed the face of the
unconscious young man riding shotgun.

Closed the door, asked his father: “How did he take it?”

“By the time he realized what was happening, he could barely mumble. You'll
need help to get him into the motel room. Tip the desk clerk, say he’s going to
rehab, they probably get that enough. They’ll remember you. Get a receipt when
you gas up in Conrad, talk to the night clerk ’bout how your son fell asleep; make
sure he sees.”

“l know.” Thel looked at Jake, who’d gone to college there, said: “I always
wanted to go to Missoula.”

Steve said: “He should be out until mid-morning. His wallet is in the paper bag
behind your seat. Hide the car keys.”

She hugged him and they each whispered I love you. Hugged Jake, said so they
all heard: “We love you.” Got in the family car and drove away with her
unconscious son under April’s full moon.

Gone.

Steve said, “You’re driving.”

Navigated Jake through the residential streets to a graveled alley. Jake angled
toward somebody’s backyard fence to get the white rental car into a dark open
garage. Steve’s arms cradled a glowing laptop.

“Burdett’s SUV is still on Main Street,” said Steve. “Hasn’t moved.”

He left the laptop on the seat as he climbed out in a wink of dome light. Pushed
a wall-mounted button. The garage door rumbled closed.

The two men walked toward a wooden house reverberating with TV.

Steve led Jake through the backdoor into a kitchen lit by flickers from the
blaring TV in the living room where a table stood firm under its burden.

A gray-haired man filled the easy chair across from the TV. His white plaster
cast-encased right leg lay propped across a footstool. A pair of crutches leaned
against one side of his chair while the other side was flanked by a fold-up table
holding a phone, the TV remote, and a beer bottle.

“A fucked up old vet like me can’t hear nothing because he plays his TV too
damn loud!” yelled the broken-legged man sitting in the chair.

Reflections of Jake and Steve ghosted across the TV screen and its drama about
sex and vampires.



The old man kept his face toward the TV as he yelled: “Crazy Len! Always
talking to himself. Clumping around now on those fucking crutches. Can’t do what
he should ’'n’ barely do what he could. Somebody could walk into his house ’n’
steal him blind and he’d never notice nothing!”

Steve nodded as if somebody besides Jake could see him.

Led Jake over to the table.

Two shotguns. A deer rifle. Three pistols. Boxes of shells. Two pairs of men’s
leather gloves and rubber overshoes. A hunting knife.

The table smelled of gun oil. Rubber.

The old man yelled at the TV screen: “You fucking idiots think vampires are the
worst thing? Worst thing is when you can’t do nothing when you know how and
it’s a gotta-get-done world!”

Two ghosts flowing over the old man’s TV show pulled on gloves.

Gloved Steve picked up a shotgun, its box of shells.

Call it sentiment, Jake chose the 1911 .45 automatic pistol Army grunts like Len
carried to write American history from Pancho Villa’s Mexico to Len’s Vietnam.
Besides, that pistol had two spare ammunition magazines and the aura of
belonging more than the snub nose revolver he gave Steve, who also strapped on
the hunting knife. Jake picked up the rifle. They took the black rubber overshoes.

The old man watching TV muttered: “This fucking world.”

Steve said: “This is ours, Len. But you give us a chance.”

The old man muttered to the TV, “They don’t even call it Saigon.”

Steve and Jake headed back through the kitchen.

In the closed-to-the-night garage, Steve turned on the light so they could load
the guns, lay the long ones on the back seat of the rental car along with the
overshoes. Steve tucked the revolver into the front of his belt.

“Better not blow my balls off,” he said.

Jake had to laugh. The .45 rode in the heart pocket of his flight jacket.

As the white rental car backed out into the alley, Steve reported from the laptop:
“They’re on the move. On the old river road going south.”

“Quite a system you got there,” said Jake.

“Over the counter. Len drove three hours to get it cheaper at the PX on
Malmstrom Air base. His hundred percent disabled vet rating gets him in.”

Steve shook his head. “He still won'’t take our money. For any of it.”

Neither he nor Jake turned to look at what lay on their backseat.

“Where they going?” asked Jake as he reached the old river road.

“South. If they take this road instead of the interstate, it’s easier for them to
assume any headlights in their mirror are personal.”

“How far can I hang back?”

“Thirty miles,” said Steve.

Neither he nor Jake looked at the prison that shimmered like a golden sphere
on the prairie across the interstate highway.

“Plenty of deserted farmhouses out this way,” said Steve. “What big farmers or
agri-corps didn’t gobble up, banks took. Turn off your lights.”

“What?” But Jake did it before their white car topped a hill to follow this two-
lane blacktop down across the wide river valley where anyone could spot any
headlights on that stretch of empty road.



The full moon lit the black snake two-lane highway ahead of Jake’s windshield
and bathed the river valley with a pale glow.

“Can’t go so fast,” he told Steve.

“We gotta let them get there first anyway. Get... comfortable.”

The road hummed under their tires.

“Sometimes it seems like none of this is real,” said Steve.

“l know what you mean.”

Then Jake heard himself say: “Buddha’s Ripple.”

Steve stared at him from the passenger’s seat. “Did you get religion? Something
more than our usual whatever—whatever?”

“Not religion. Physics.”

“This isn’t school, man.”

“There was an article in a magazine at the dentist’s office,” said Jake. “Einstein
says that for every action, there’s an equal and opposite reaction.”

“You want to talk about this now?” said Steve.

“What else are we going to talk about?”

The two-lane highway merged with the interstate to cross the only bridge over
the river in the valley. Still, they rode without headlights.

“Buddha’s Ripple,” continued Jake as their car surged up the other end of the
valley. “That concept says there’s a flaw in Einstein.”

“Oh, great. Now we gotta worry about... They’ve turned off to the left. About five
miles ahead, onto a gravel road. Farm country.”

“The flaw is,” said Jake, “getting from action to reaction requires time plus
energy. Both get used up in that transformation. So the reaction is not quite equal,
not quite the same. And whatever that opposite reaction is, it then creates yet
another different reaction reality. Maybe a lot different, maybe not much. Say a cat
walking across a street in Paris is black, but in the reaction reality, the cat has
one white paw.

“What it means is this reality, this thing that doesn’t feel real to you,
theoretically, is part of a causal chain of unique realities.”

“Why is that Buddha’s Ripple?”

“Call the transforming caused by what our energy does karma and call its flawed
reaction our next time around reincarnation.”

Their white car turned onto a graveled path through the darkness. The bumpy
road stretched out like a pale snake across the rolling prairie under a full moon.
Jake saw movies of other realities, a new movie with every beat of his thundering
heart.

Beat, and the movie shows moonlit silhouettes of him and Steve wearing black
rubber overshoes, walking from a parked white car carrying the shotgun and the
rifle toward lights glowing in a foreclosed farmhouse.

Beat, and the movie shows Steve and him kicking in that farmhouse door,
shows horror being done to their daughter Sara by Burdett and crew.

Beat, a shotgun and rifle roar and splatter blood on the farmhouse walls.

Beat, a different movie, no one stops them from walking out to the car with
Sara, safe, Burdett and his crew living on to some who cares, no matter while Jake
and Thel take Sara to Denver and rehab that works, Steve goes back to wiping the
bar at the Tap Room, knowing his wife will come home.



Beat, or maybe Thel doesn’t, Denver’s not so bad.

Beat, they find Sara overdosed in the farmhouse.

Beat, he and Steve walk up to the farmhouse but get cut down by flashes of
gunfire before they even see what’s what, or get shot up on the way out and bleed
to death in their white car on the road back to Shelby.

Beat, Thel screams that she hates both of them.

Beat, they’re wearing orange jumpsuits that cost everything.

Beat, it’s 1984 and they’re nineteen, cruising Main Street to Springsteen.

Beat, Jake turns away from that silver warplane landing at noontime Shelby’s
airport to take Thel’s hand and they go live in Hawaii with Sara, happy and safe.

Beat, he has a son and Steve is happier with a lanky blond schoolteacher who
knows he’s smarter than she’ll ever be.

Beat, they all stay close to each other.

And beat, Jake knows that what he sees out the windshield, that moonlit gravel
road to wherever, no matter what the truths of physics may be, all he’s got is the
night of this given sky.




