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To my mother, for opening books to
me, and thus opening worlds.









Not all who wander are
lost.

 


— J.R.R. Tolkien

 



ONE

The Datsun
swung over to the road’s shoulder, darting around the two
hitchhikers. “Cool, it’s a new Z—I’ve never been in one,” said Gil,
the taller of the two, as he lifted the big backpack off the
pavement. Alan, his smaller companion, grunted as he hoisted his
own pack to his shoulder, following behind his friend toward the
car. The young men both wore their hair in ponytails, the lanky
man’s a thick ball of dark fuzz, the shorter, stockier man’s a rope
of blonde.

The car’s driver had leaned over
and opened the passenger door before the two arrived at the car,
and even through the slight mist that had begun falling, the two
hitchhikers smelled the marijuana while they were ten feet
away.

Gil looked back at Alan with a wide
grin, but Alan responded by setting his lips in a tight grimace.
Reaching the car, Gil ducked his head inside and said, “Hi, glad
you stopped—we’ve been out here almost 20 minutes. Hey, smells a
bit like between classes behind the gym at my old high school, if
you know what I mean.”

The car’s driver chuckled a little
and gestured with the pipe he was holding for them to get in. The
driver appeared to be in his early thirties, with sandy blond hair
and a tight blonde beard. He was wearing a wool coat and a
tie.

“My name’s Gil and this is Alan,”
said Gil as he struggled to put the wooden-framed backpack in the
cramped back seat. “Listen, this pack and me won’t fit in here at
the same time, and I don’t want to ride in the trunk—can I put it
back there?”

The driver laughed and said,
“You’re lucky my trunk’s almost empty—that backpack looks like it’s
holding the contents of two bedrooms.”

He got out and opened the trunk,
which contained only a small metal box and a large plastic bag. Gil
shifted the bag over to the side to make room and the bag opened,
revealing a big brick of marijuana.

“Whoa, that’s the first key I’ve
ever seen! I mean, that’s what it is right, a kilo?
Man!”

The car’s driver looked at him
sharply, and then his inquiring stare turned into a grin. “Yep,
Kootenay Green, Nelson’s finest, fresh in town. I just bought it
today, which is why it’s still in the trunk. And I hope you’re not
a cop—my last statement makes it difficult to prove I haven’t
incriminated myself.”

Gil laughed and looked up at Alan,
who was staring back at them from the open door. “Alan, this guy
wants to know if I’m a narc. Hey, I’m such a good narc I don’t know
it myself. Nah, the only narcing I’ll do is if I don’t get a
toke.”

The driver smiled and closed the
bag of marijuana and moved it to the rear of the trunk. “I think I
can probably accommodate you on that end, and probably your friend
too.” Looking up at Alan, he said, “It’s probably best that you put
your pack back here as well; I’m going to see a friend in Cache
Creek, and you’ll be more comfortable with it back
here.”

Alan nodded and moved to the trunk.
He glanced at the bag of pot and then back at Gil and said with a
small smile, “So, is this like a door-to-door delivery service?
Kind of a Mr. Pipe’s Weed Wagon?”

The car’s driver helped Alan
arrange his pack on top of Gil’s. There was a muffled metallic
crunching when the bodies of the packs met. “A weed wagon it might
be, but it only delivers to my address. I’m no drug dealer; the
stash is strictly personal. As a matter of fact, I’m a professor at
SFU, English literature. And judging from these backpacks, both of
you are weightlifters.”

Gil shrugged and stepped back from
the rear of the car. “Yeah, we’re both carrying a lot of canned
food. We might be gone for a while, and money’s tight.”

Alan pulled his blond ponytail
around from the back of his head and stroked his hand down its
length to remove the misting droplets. “Maybe we should have
brought a key of weed each instead—much less weight and we could
sell some to professors on the way. And smoking tuna fish just
isn’t the same,” he said.

Gil’s laugh sounded like a bark as
they moved off toward the car. Gil fit his gangly frame sideways
into the cramped back seat, leaning forward from the middle to hear
anything that was said, and they moved forward into the blooming
darkness. The driver pulled a gold lighter out of his coat pocket
and snapped its flame to life. Driving with one hand, he drew in
the flame over the pipe with a rapid series of puffs, quickly
filling the closed car with sweet marijuana smoke. “Do either of
you care to indulge? It’s as fresh as can be, and all
bud.”

Alan frowned and shook his head,
but Gil said “Sure!” The driver held the ornately carved pipe back
between the seats for Gil, who took it and said, “Wow, this is a
nice pipe! My friends make their pipes out of tinfoil and cardboard
hanger rods. This is cool!”

The driver smiled. “Well, I’m a few
years beyond tinfoil and cardboard. Not that it wouldn’t do in a
pinch, of course.” He scratched his trimmed beard and said, “I just
like to indulge a little after work, just to get the kinks out. And
I know it heightens my interpretive ability with my students’
writings.”

Alan glanced back at Gil, cleared
his throat and opened his window a little. Gil coughed explosively,
propelling forward a cloud of smoke mixed with saliva. Since he was
leaning forward to hear the conversation, the cloud’s contents
mostly settled on the left side of Alan’s head and neck.

Alan roughly rubbed his neck and
then slapped his sodden palm on the leg of his jeans. He turned
back to Gil, his eyes crimped to small slits. “Now that’s what I
call a fine kick-off to our road trip. Kind of like being
christened, except with spit, not champagne. Since your mom’s not
here, it’s up to me: cover your mouth when you cough,
spraygun.”

His directive was delivered in a
flat, deliberate cadence, a cold march of words. Despite Gil and
Alan having been best friends for years, Alan’s anger could still
silence Gil, no matter the issue. Gil sat back against the seat,
feeling the lancing in his lungs and wiping at his eyes, which had
teared up from the force of his cough.

He leaned forward again and handed
the pipe to the driver. “God,” he said. “Sorry Alan—that stuff
torched my throat. The price of getting high, I guess.”

“Prices are higher than you
think,” said Alan. Gil sat back in his seat and let out a small
sigh. Alan had stopped smoking pot six months ago, after he’d
crashed his parents’ car while high, severely injuring his brother.
There had been a crack between the worlds of Gil and Alan after
Alan’s family moved from Southern California to Vancouver a year
ago—the accident seem to have broken the crack open.

That year had been tough on Gil
too, mostly because of Alan’s absence. They had known each other
since they were six, growing up on the same block. Gil’s first two
high school years had been defined by his deep—and dependent—
friendship with Alan, so much so that Alan’s departure left him
feeling unanchored.

After a year’s absence, the trip
they’d talked about for years had brought them back together. Of
course, the original plan had centered on hitchhiking around the
United States after graduation, but as usual, Gil had consented to
Alan’s insistence that hitchhiking across Canada would be just as
good. Gil thought that Alan just didn’t want to face a 1,500-mile
bus ride, like the one he’d taken to get to Vancouver, but he
hadn’t brought that up. California or Canada, they were still going
to see a big stretch of new country, and he couldn’t
wait.

“So where are you gentlemen
headed?” asked the car’s driver. “East,” Alan said quickly, “We’re
heading east—maybe as far as Montreal, maybe farther.”

Gil leaned forward in his seat.
“Yeah, we’re taking the Trans-Canada for a ride; we might never get
off. School’s out forever!” He beat out a little rhythm on the
knees of his jeans and said, “No clocks, no stops: man, it’s like
we can’t make a wrong turn, because any turn we make is the right
turn. You know what I mean?”

Gil was conscious of a feeling of
pressure in his head and a small buzzing that was felt rather than
heard. Like many people, he liked to talk when he got high, and it
could be a winding journey from the beginning of a sentence to its
end—and any missing connective logic wasn’t considered a
loss.

The car’s driver chuckled a bit and
said, “Well, if school’s out forever, I’m going to have to start
looking for work. You fellows both sound like you’re pretty on the
ball—don’t you think you’ll be heading to college after you sow
your wild oats a bit?”

He had turned his head a bit back
towards Gil while he was saying this, and began to veer into
oncoming traffic. The day had moved into early evening, and with
the steady misting, visibility was poor. The Datsun crossed over
the centerline and was edging toward an oncoming car when Alan
shouted “Hey!” and tried to grab at the wheel.

The driver had already corrected
his mistake and was moving back into the proper lane when Alan’s
hand grazed his grip on the wheel. “Look here, there’s no cause for
you to grab the wheel—I’m in control here,” he said.

“Look here yourself, Professor
Pothead, while you were lecturing on the joys of college, you were
about to slam us into that Chevy back there. No college degree is
going to save my ass when the front of this Datsun ends up in the
trunk.” Alan turned in his seat and faced the driver, saying in a
loud voice, “Let us out; let us out right here.”

“Relax, relax, I’m going quite a
few more miles, and I’d be happy to take you guys along. You’re
right—I’ll pay more attention to the road.”

Gil leaned forward from the back
seat and said, “Alan, it’s cool, no problem. We’re getting to where
we want to go.”

“Yeah, we’re getting to where we
want to go—out. We’re getting out. Pull over right here,” he said,
gesturing ahead to a small turnout near a scraggly tree.

The driver slowed and pulled off
the road under the trees. “If that’s how it should be, that’s
fine,” he said. “I’m sorry the ride wasn’t what you
expected.”

They silently exited the car and
waited at its rear while he opened the trunk. He pulled out Gil’s
pack while Alan took his out and set it on the roadside.

“Well, take it easy,” the driver
said as he walked back to his car.

“Thanks a lot, man. Keep on
truckin,” Gil said as the driver shut the car’s door.

They both watched as he moved off
into the light traffic. They were in an area of scattered houses
and some low warehouse-like buildings in the distance behind. Alan
knew that the small town of Boston Bar was somewhere ahead, leaving
them a chunk of road away from when the Trans-Canada turned west
and headed for the Rockies.

Alan picked up a rock and fired it
at the trunk of a nearby tree. “Keep on truckin,” he said in a
quick, high voice. “That guy couldn’t truck his way through soggy
Cheerios. He was trying to be Mr. Groovy with his pipe and car, but
he turned out to be Mr. Swervy. What a jerk!” He fired another rock
at the same tree, hitting the trunk with a hollow clunk.

Gil took off his glasses and wiped
them on his shirt. “Well, he seemed OK. I mean, he was nice and so
was his car, and I kinda liked smoking weed out of a fancy
pipe.”

“Whatever. I thought he was a
jerk. You know, the cool professor who can relate to the kids. It
was like he was acting.”

“Yeah, I guess so. There was
something a little nerdy about him, maybe. I still liked his
car.”

They positioned their packs off to
the side and resumed hitchhiking, Gil in front. The dimming sky
seemed to darken like a slide show, in successive screens of
lessening light, until all the passing cars were just headlights
and noise, with most drivers oblivious to their
presence.

The mist had abated, and they could
feel the earlier warmth of the summer day’s heat. A handful of
stars mutely announced their presence. A cluster of cars passed and
then the road shifted into silence.

“Hey, we didn’t even celebrate
it—our first ride, the first leg of our adventure! I already feel
like we’ve been gone from Vancouver for days. The odyssey has
begun!” Gil did an awkward little hop-dance, which ended up with
him straddling his backpack and looking expectantly at
Alan.

“I think it’s just because you’re
stoned, buddy. You turned three hours into three days.” He laughed
and said, “But you’re right—it’s an adventure, and you and me are
in the driver’s seat. Well, maybe the passenger’s seat. Anyway, I
couldn’t wait to get out of there.” He squatted and tossed a few
pebbles from the roadway off to the side. “I will miss my bro,
though,” he said, not loud enough for Gil to hear.

An old Ford scratched through the
roadside gravel and came to a stop a short distance behind Alan.
“Yeah,” he said seeing a middle-aged man behind he wheel, “This is
my kind of ride—a regular guy in an old beater. No pipe-carrying
professors.”

They got into the car, Gil again in
the back. The driver, Max, was friendly but quiet, and after their
initial introductions, they rode mostly in silence, the views from
the dark highway often enshrouded by the sparsely forested hills of
this part of western British Columbia.

Max took them all the way into the
tiny town of Spences Bridge, where he lived. It was past ten, and
they were ready to bed down. He left them off on the edge of a
small public park, where he said it would be a safe, quiet place to
spend the night.

Gil used his flashlight to find a
flat, dry spot underneath some bushy pines, in what looked like a
big meadow. “Cool,” Gil said. “It’s one big grassy bed—hope the
bedbugs aren’t too big.”

Alan was settling into the pillow
he made out of his denim jacket and let out a long sigh. “It’s not
bad. Let’s get some solid sleep tonight so we can get up early and
make some miles tomorrow.”

The regular rustlings of small
creatures in the leaves quieted; the soughing of the wind in the
tall trees softened and settled. The night deepened. At 3:29 am,
both of the young men were sleeping soundly; at 3:30 am, sleep left
on a rocket.

 



TWO

 The activation of the park’s
sprinkler system wasn’t gradual—the sprinklers went from inert to
full bore in a moment, declaring their disposition with a loud
roar. Not having scattered his belongings around his camp, Alan got
the better of it—he quickly grabbed his pack, his shoes and his
sleeping bag and galloped the hundred yards it took to arrive at a
spot where the sprinklers weren’t operating. He was merely
wet.

Gil, however, felt compelled to
slip on his pants and glasses, scumble around in the grass for his
Buck knife and his canteen and then scoop up his sleeping bag pack
and jacket all in one mad grab. He was saturated.

Alan was smoking a cigarette and
looking off toward the highway when Gil flopped his gear down near
Alan’s feet. Gil sat down, leaned against the rough trunk of a
large fir and began cleaning his glasses with a bandana from his
back pocket.

Alan flicked his cigarette into the
weedy grass near his feet and crushed it with his boot. “I’m going
to have to give you a C-minus on the campsite, partner—and I’m
grading on the curve. And from the looks of you, we’re going to
have to find a shower before you’ll be able to go for a ride on any
Road Queen.”

Gil winced and ran his fingers
through his sopping hair. Why do I have to tell him everything? He
thought. Well, not everything. At least I don’t have that burn. No
way he’s gonna know about that.

Gil and Alan had been writing
regularly about their plans for the trip, and Gil had let on that
he was really hoping that he might meet up with a girl on the road
and have a fling. What he hadn’t let on was that he’d never had a
fling, on the road or otherwise. He hadn’t even had a girlfriend,
not really.

But the major thing that Gil didn’t
want Alan to know was that he hadn’t ever slept with a girl.
Never.

Sure, he’d snuck in some squeezes
and fondlings of the breasts of a few girls in dark corners or
unfamiliar bedrooms at parties, where hours of alcohol and random
blandishments could overcome a situational morality. He’d even
gotten his hands down the pants of two girls over the past year,
one of whom had pushed him away with an angry shove; the other had
issued a quick sigh and lay there in a victim’s repose while he
fumbled about. When his probings seemed to have reached some kind
of conclusion, she burst into tears and fled the room.

But no sex. Not to have done the
thing he’d thought about probably more than any other. Thought
about, talked about, dreamed about (with embarrassing
consequences)—obsessed about.

A virgin—could there be a dirtier
word? Alan’s letters would casually mention some girl who’d gone
down on him in a friend’s car or another who had fucked him for
hours, standing, sitting, on the floor, begging for more. Alan, who
had told him on the phone that “if you just look at a girl the
right way in this town she’ll lay,”—Alan wasn’t going to know that
Gil’s knowledge of women was an amalgam of Penthouse magazine,
locker-room boasts and his own fevered imaginings.

“Well, I’ll leave any Road Queens
for later. Right now, I’d take a ride on a warm car seat, no matter
the driver’s gender.”

Gil extracted a towel from the
middle of the big backpack and pushed it through his thick, sopping
hair, and then he let out a low chuckle. He pulled a dry t-shirt
over his head, and was still smiling when he pulled it completely
on.

“What, you think being soaked to
the gills in this penny-ante park at four in the morning is funny?”
Alan said. “We look like a couple of real losers, and I don’t like
losers. Especially wet ones.”

“Ahh, all we lost was some sleep.
Besides, this gives me a chance to try out my little stove, for an
early breakfast, since I was too tired last night,” Gil
said.

He opened one of the pack’s side
compartments and pulled out what looked like a little metal
platform, supported by three rods that clicked into place. He
screwed a tiny canister of propane into the center of the device,
lit it, and then opened a small can of chili, which he put on the
stand, above the small flame. He then opened a can of Vienna
sausages, the bright pink meat reflecting the slimy packing liquid
even in the dim light. He cut up several of the sausages and
force-fed them into the heating can, spilling its contents over the
side. Alan’s face twisted as he watched.

“You’re going to eat that godawful
stuff at four in the morning? You know I’ve still got half an
avocado and some gouda and some bread in my pack from yesterday.
I’d give it all to you just so I could have the pleasure of not
smelling that rot.”

Gil frowned and turned to stir his
concoction. Alan had started eating healthier foods since he’d
moved away, but Gil still loved junk food, whether greasy or sugary
or both. For every can of water-packed tuna in Alan’s backpack, Gil
had one of chili or fruit cocktail in heavy syrup.

Gil stirred and tasted the chili.
“It’s not that bad. It’ll give me something to go on.”

“That’s for sure. All I say is,
visit the bathrooms here before we hit the road. We don’t want our
drivers to suffer any backfiring from an insulted
stomach.”

Gil perked up. “Hey, talking about
the road, how far do you think we can get today? Maybe into
Alberta?”

“Whoa, cowboy! Down, boy. We don’t
want to just roll into Alberta without taking a little glimpse of
BC. Once we get a little east of Kamloops we’re going to start
seeing a kick in the elevation, and some big stands of green.
Besides, you’ve never even been out of Vancouver, so you might want
to savor the ride. Believe me, once we hit the thick of the
prairies, you’ll probably be screaming to go back.”

The young men finished their
breakfast and packed up. They approached the highway, where the
morning light struggled to gain a hold on the darkness. Traffic was
light. Even though this stretch of the highway was just a single
lane in both directions, the shift from the quiet park to the open
road, with its trickle of darting cars, was surprising.

They plunked down the heavy packs
on the roadside, Alan a few feet behind Gil, both blinking at
oncoming headlights in the dim light. Neither spoke for a while,
the only sounds the clearing of throats and the whooshing approach
and departure of drivers indifferent to another pair of scruffy
hitchhikers who were just part of the summer scenery.

Alan stood and smoked, jutting out
his hand with the smoking cigarette when a car approached, the
thumb outstretched and the cigarette clamped between his index and
middle fingers, a smoldering roadside totem.

“You know, that jerk-off professor
driving that Z really bugged me,” he said. “He was just so cool
with his pipe and his pot trunk.” He flicked his ash toward the
road and said, “The stoned Nutty Professor who thinks he’s Buddy
Love. What a loser!”

Gil was loosening the straps on the
pack’s stout wooden frame. “Yeah, he was a little lame, maybe. I
don’t think he was that bad, though.”

Alan flicked his spent cigarette
into the center of the highway, where an oncoming car’s draft spun
it out of sight. “He’s a loser. You’re either a loser or you’re
not, and he is. A hundred percent.”

Gil tried on the pack and set it
back down on the road to re-adjust the straps. He stopped and
looked up at Alan. “I dunno man, you come down on people pretty
fast. Who knows? He might have been an OK guy. But yeah, kind of a
loser.” Gil usually didn’t resist conceding to Alan; he’d done it
for years.

 Alan was
about to answer when a wheezing old Ford Falcon pulled to a
skittering halt ahead of Gil. The car was driven by a woman in her
early twenties who gripped the wheel, looking rapidly back and
forth from the road ahead to the approaching hitchhikers. Next to
her was a four- or five-year old girl, who hung over the front seat
looking at Gil and Alan’s approach, while she held onto a
frizzy-haired doll with one arm. The car’s exhaust pipe expelled a
sputtering stream of dark smoke that converged on the young men as
they moved to the passenger-side door.

Alan reached the door first, waving
at the little girl and then opening the door. “Hello,” he said.
“How far are you going?”

The woman’s hands remained tight on
the wheel as she looked up with a vague, wide-eyed smile. “Calgary.
We’re gonna bust ass, all the way to Calgary. Me and Lisa are
partners, aren’t we, Lisa?”

The little girl turned her head
slightly back from its lock on Alan’s face toward her mother’s
voice, but then faced back to Alan.

“You have a ponytail. Mommy, the
man has a ponytail. Girls have ponytails, but not boys,
right?”

“His hair’s not the important
thing—it’s his heart that’s important. But you know that already,
sugar. Lean up now.”

The little girl moved against the
dash as the woman pulled the car seat forward to let them into the
back. Gil noticed the filthy cuffs on her beige velour shirt. They
were able to force their big packs on the car’s floor, straddling
them with their legs. As soon as they settled back, the car hit the
highway with a lurch and a loud backfire.

The woman made a series of rapid
gestures: she rifled through her purse with one hand, looking back
from it to the road several times, at one point releasing the wheel
to use both hands. She extracted a pack of cigarettes and matches,
snapped a match into flame, and lit a cigarette with a convulsive
exhalation of smoke. She then started popping all of the buttons of
the car radio in succession, pausing for the briefest of moments
when a station’s broadcast slipped into the air, only to quash its
effect by bashing the next station’s button. She ran through all
the stations several times before settling on one playing what
could be charitably termed “mood” music.

“It’s all good, now, isn’t it?”
she said, waving the cigarette in the direction of the backseat.
“Here we are, Calgary-bound. Without the bastard. No Vancouver, no
bastard, no problem. We made the right move, didn’t we,
Lisa?”

Her daughter was busy with the
frizzy-haired doll, trying to put the hand of its remaining arm
deep in its open mouth, which seemed to have a retractable
jaw.

“So, where are you guys headed?”
said the woman, swiveling her head and shoulders almost completely
around from the driver’s seat to look at Gil and Alan.

Alan started to point at the road
ahead, but the woman moved quickly back to the driving position.
Gil glanced at Alan and said, “Uh, we were just heading east, kind
of like a summer adventure—“

Alan leaned forward from behind the
little girl and said, “We’re just traveling. Why are you going to
Calgary?”

“I’m just traveling too. Traveling
to put some miles between me and my bastard boyfriend.
Ex-boyfriend. Son-of-a-bitch. There’s nothing about his sorry ass
I’m going to miss. We won’t miss Bobby will we, sugar?”

The little girl had the doll’s arm
wrapped around a couple of times around its neck. “Mommy, I think
Mrs. Boo needs a rest. Can we get a rest? Mrs. Boo is the most
tiredest she’s been now, I think.”

The woman took a deep draught from
her cigarette and exhaled a rich cloud from both her mouth and
nose. “Well, yes, I can see that Mrs. Boo is tired—we’re all tired,
aren’t we? Haven’t really stopped since we left Vancouver, pretty
much.”

Alan and Gil had both been clamping
on their packs with one hand and on the car’s armrests with the
other, so when the woman veered sharply to the side of the road and
suddenly stopped, they were merely startled, not shocked. Since the
ride began they had been exchanging glances of puzzled
amusement.

They were pulled over near a long
stretch of flat, grassy pastureland, though no livestock were in
sight. The early morning traffic was picking up, and a modest
procession of cars moved by the old Falcon, which sat idling,
belching occasional puffs of smoke. Alan started to push the back
of the seat forward to get out of the car, saying, “Thanks for the
ride and all, but—“

“No, no, no, you don’t have to
leave, it’s not a problem, I’m going to Calgary. I was just
thinking that maybe it would be better to rest for an hour or so,
take a little nap—maybe back in that park where I picked you up—and
then hit the road, refreshed and ready to go. That’s what you
meant, right Lisa?”

The little girl looked up at her
mom, shrugged her shoulders and went back to tying the doll’s legs
and arm together. Alan and Gil both had lifted their packs and were
awkwardly positioning them to move out of the car, which couldn’t
be done without the front seat passengers’ cooperation.

“Look lady,” Alan said, “We need
to roll down the road. We just left that park—we can’t go back. I’d
be happy to drive a bit for you if you’re tired, but otherwise, we
need to move on.”

The woman shook her head back and
forth. “Oh no, I couldn’t let you drive—I just bought this car and
it’s my baby.” Her face brightened as though a current went through
it. “Listen, forget that stuff about the nap—I’m ready to drive! We
can rest after we get there.”

Gil looked at the back of the
woman’s head and pursed his lips. I’m not sure this lady’s all
there, he thought. It’s weird that you can just get in a car with
somebody, and all of a sudden you’re part of their weird world.
Maybe it’ll be OK.

She put the car in gear and lurched
into traffic, which was hitting its morning stride. Gil hit Alan on
the side of the leg and gave him an inquiring look but Alan just
frowned and shook his head a little. They were along for the
ride.

They paralleled the Fraser River
for a while, moving through fairly open country, passing
scatterings of rural houses in bands of forest. Gil and Alan sat in
silence while the woman chain-smoked, occasionally humming an
off-key tune while her daughter appeared to sleep against her
shoulder.

The routine was short-lived: the
woman pulled over to pick up what looked to Gil like a hitchhiking
military bear. It turned out to be a very large man with a shock of
shaggy black hair, dressed in Army fatigues. He was in his
thirties, and looked like he could be Native American or Pacific
Islander.

“Hey, much obliged for the stop,”
he said when he opened the door. He eyed the car in a sweeping
glance. “Nice ride; I had a ’64 when I lived in Tulsa.”

The driver beamed. “I thought that
I since I was taking these two guys along I could just spread the
love. Squeeze in next to Lisa and we’ll get a move on.”

The man eased his considerable bulk
and his stuffed duffle bag into the front seat, pressing the still
sleeping girl further against her mother. His huge head and
shoulders completely blocked Alan’s view. The driver pulled into
the traffic with a small smile.

The new rider turned to Alan and
Gil and said, “Cool. Fellow road ministers. How long have you been
thumbing?”

“Just since yesterday,” said Gil.
“We’re just going to head east and see how far the money
goes.”

“Yeah,” the man said. “I’ve been
on the highway in the US or up here for years. Money can get tight,
but in a pinch, I can pinch: I’m pretty much a professional
shoplifter. I’m in, I’m out, and I’m down the road with a roast
chicken.” He threw back his big head and laughed, a deep rumble
that shook his shoulders.

Alan nodded and said, “We didn’t
think of bringing a roast chicken, but these packs are packed.
Maybe we’ll sell our stuff back to the stores and then you can
shoplift it.”

The big man laughed his booming
laugh again, waking the little girl, who stared at him in
befuddlement. She picked up her doll from the car floor and softly
bopped him on the neck. “Are you a wrestler?” she asked.

The road had been rising in a
steady ascent through some hills and the car had been complaining,
its missing timing prompting what seemed to be a series of small
earthquakes. As they moved up toward the high point of a big hill,
the car started to buck and kick, like the gas supply was being
turned off and on. Twenty seconds later, with a loud,
valve-clattering wheeze, the motor stopped entirely.

Luckily, there was no one
immediately behind them. The woman had given out a strangled yelp
when the motor quit, but was able to swing the car back down and
off the road. They sat there for a moment in silence, and then the
big man spoke: “Say, I’m a pretty good mechanic. It’s probably just
a fuel problem. Let’s have a look.”

She got out and showed him how to
open the hood, and they both stood in front of the hot engine while
the traffic whizzed close by. Gil and Alan got out of the car and
stood off to the side, while the little girl stayed inside and
played. The big man rustled around in the car’s trunk and came up
with a quart glass jar and a small stub of hose. He was able to
siphon some gas out of the tank with the hose so that the jar was
about 3/4 full. He then instructed the woman to get back in the car
and turn the engine over when he signaled with his arm.

“Just like a woman; just needs a
little priming before she goes, that’s all,” he said to Alan and
Gil. He started pouring a rivulet of gas directly into the
carburetor and raised his hand.

The car sputtered and choked and
then shot a bright flame up through the carburetor’s neck, igniting
the gas in the jar.

The man made a sound like he’d
coughed up a large hairball and he flipped the burning jar directly
onto the highway. It shattered, producing a three-foot wall of
flame that was only there for moments—but quite dramatic ones for
the two drivers that drove through it.

The first driver tried initially to
stop, spinning his tires in a screeching skid, but then he
continued on, looking behind him in astonishment. The second driver
almost rammed the first and in her effort to avoid him, almost hit
the Falcon. She pulled over for a moment ahead of the car, but
then, having looked up at the group gathered around the Falcon,
took off again.

The fire died down in a moment, as
did the small fire in the engine compartment from the spilled gas.
The three men had all backed away quickly from the conflagration,
and now they all slowly approached the smoking car. The woman had
remained in the car through its ignition, but now she ventured out
to stand with the men looking at the engine.

“Wow. Wow. That was, that was—God,
do you think everything’s OK?” She looked up at the big man, who
was frowning and tugging at his ample chin.

Alan elbowed Gil in the ribs and
gestured to their packs. Gil nodded and joined him on the passenger
side of the back seat, where they pulled out their packs. They then
moved up to where the two stood at the engine, the big man touching
the carburetor with a rag.

“Uh, you know,” Gil said, “neither
of us can work on cars much, and I don’t think it’s going anywhere
soon, so we probably should just wish you luck and get on our way
so—“

“What! What do you mean? This is a
great car! I just paid $150 for it only a week ago. What do you
know about cars, you frizzy-haired bastard? What do you know?” She
was enraged, a small rope of saliva moving out of one side of her
mouth, her hands clenched tightly at her sides.

Alan looked at her and then looked
at Gil “Right. OK. Well, we hope everything turns out OK.” He
looked at Gil and tilted his head up the highway and then started
walking. Gil followed.

“You are both bastards, both of
you. Nobody’s going to pick you up. Bastards. I hope you never get
a ride.” As they moved away, she continued to scream, raising her
voice even louder as they moved further away.

They walked a couple of hundred
yards up the highway, but they could still hear her as she
continued to yell and gesture at them up the road. The big man had
moved to the back seat of the car and appeared to be rummaging
around on the floor.

“Check it out. Maybe he’s going to
look under the seat to see if anybody forgot a chicken sandwich,”
said Alan. “I think they’re made for each other.”

Gil tugged on the end of his stubby
ponytail and looked back at the dead car and its ministrants far
down the road. “Boy, I hope those people are going to be OK,” he
said. I don’t think the lady is very together or
anything.”

“Together! That woman is bonkers!
She’s nuts with a vengeance. Man, that was one weird scene. We’ve
just started and we’ve had two weird rides already. What’s
next?”

Alan trudged forward a few steps
and looked back at the scene below. The woman had stopped
screaming, but she was staring fixedly up at them.

“You hope they’re all right—I hope
we’re all right! Look, I think you should just let me decide which
rides to take and which we should bail out on early. Your record
isn’t too hot.”

“Well, it’s not exactly like I’ve
picked these rides. How should I know what they’re going to be
like?” Gil shrugged and set his pack down, seeing that the road’s
curve provided a wide area for a car to pull over.

They took their positions, Gil in
front, and raised their thumbs at the oncoming cars. It was nearing
mid-day, and starting to warm up. The road rose up to greet them,
but whether its gesture was welcoming or menacing wasn’t
clear.

 



THREE

 The traffic was fairly steady on the
highway, but the two young men attracted only stares or
indifference from the drivers who passed on. Their counterparts at
the Falcon below had the same luck hitchhiking in the other
direction. Occasionally, the woman would make a sharp gesture
toward them, but she no longer yelled.

Gil stood off the road shading his
eyes from the bright overhead sun, blankly chewing on a piece of
beef jerky. Alan’s been kind of grouchy, he thought. Almost like
he’s blaming me for our weird rides. It’s only been a year, but he
seems a little different. Anyway, our luck’s gotta change. This
whole country can’t be filled with psychos.

He looked back at Alan, who was
tying his shoe. Alan looked up at Gil just then, and jerked his
head upward in a greeting. “Man, I hope we can make some miles
today—I’d love to hit Kamloops, so we can at least feel like we’ve
moved from Vancouver. I’m feeling generous too—if your likely
Maiden of the Road picks us up, I’ll make sure that you sit up
front.”

Gil squatted down and then sat on
the softest part of his pack, positioning himself so that he was
still visible to the passing drivers. Great, he thought. My best
friend’s new hobby is playing Cupid. Well, he might do a better job
than me.

They had been waiting for almost an
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