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Detour Ahead: In Which Background Is Established

This all happened long, long ago, before public access to the internet, before cell phones, before social media, and before streaming services. The Vietnam War, America's effort to keep the Communist dominoes from falling, after ripping the nation's conscience apart, was winding down into ignominious defeat. After briefly uniting in a burst of music, freedom, sex, and drugs in the epicenter of the San Francisco Bay Area, young people scattered far and wide, mostly to other parts of the United States, but some to Europe and beyond.

No Hitchhiking: In Which Shadrach Navigates the Dark City

Shadrach Barnhill had just flown back into the United States after having been gone for almost a year. 

A few hours before, as his cut-rate Icelandic Airlines flight approached JFK Airport, he had experienced a growing sense of dread. It was near midnight. He had no money for a hotel. How could he navigate his way through the dark violent city? In fact, why had he returned to the land of his birth at all after roaming through Europe, the Mideast, and South Asia, after seeing what he had seen, loving the people he had loved, and having his mind rearranged by new customs, cultures, insights, ideas, beliefs, superstitions, agonies, ecstasies, despairs, and longings?

Still, he had no choice but to venture forth from the airport.

With trepidation he hiked to an exit and stuck out his thumb. 

A year ago, while Shadrach had been riding into New York on his way to Europe, the trucker he'd caught a ride with had his CB radio on. It would pick up random comments from truckers and stationary CB enthusiasts as they passed through different areas; the driver seemed to prefer it to tuning in to commercial radio stations. However, the closer they got to the city the more confusing the signals became. Finally nothing could be deciphered from the chaos and the driver switched the CB off. 

Earlier yet, soon after Shadrach had started out on the road for the first time, he had met an experienced traveler who had warned him to stay away from cities. "They suck you in, man. That's why most people never leave. They've lost their way." He'd managed to get to the airport and fly out, and in his wanderings he'd forgotten his paranoia. And now here he was back again in New York, the epitome of the concept of city. He was terrified that he would be dropped off in some dark neighborhood from which he might never escape. He remained alert and wary as he and his ride traversed the shadow-laden streets and didn't relax until they'd left the state.

Relieved that he had survived his passage through New York, Shadrach stood with his pack at a New Jersey freeway entrance in the chill dawn as the rising sun spread a flamboyant palette of colors across the cloud-specked sky.

Merge Left: In Which Shadrach Imbibes an Intoxicating Substance

A few short rides from his initial New Jersey position brought him farther southwest to a state highway; he wasn't sure which one.

Late in the morning an enormous antique yellow school bus pulled over.

As Shadrach entered he could see that it had been converted into a camper.

The driver had brown curly hair that fell below his shoulders and bloodshot eyes that bespoke of the inhalation of intoxicating substances. "Hey, man," he said. "Come aboard. I'm picking up every hitchhiker I see." He gestured to the benches behind him, where three other travelers sat with their packs.

Beyond the several rows of benches, bunks, a table, and a kitchenette had been built into the back of the bus. 

Shadrach sighed in relief and dropped his pack beside him as he slid into an empty seat.

After some loud gear-grinding, the bus lurched forward.

Within seconds a fat glowing joint reached Shadrach. He inhaled deeply, held the smoke in his lungs, coughed twice, inhaled again, and then passed it on. He noticed that the driver partook as often as his passengers, but the dope was strong and as a result he didn't really give a damn. He supposed that the driver was going with the flow, in control, assuming his place in the cosmic scheme of things, and so on. He'd learned a great deal about adjusting his reactions and expectations while overseas. 

Shadrach imbibed not only the marijuana but also the thrum of the engine and the rhythm of the road. He couldn't tell, though, whether the bus and its passengers were moving or they remained still and the universe was rushing past them. 

This did not become an issue until later.

Fasten Seat Belts: In Which Time Distorts

Time seemed to function in a curious manner. The bus with Shadrach and everyone else aboard would be static as if in a photograph but the scenery outside would change almost in the blink of an eye. Then they'd be in the next spot forever but all of a sudden they weren't. Rock music blasted from speakers in the front but as the sound approached in thundering waves it would curl around and bypass Shadrach; he heard it as something distant and ephemeral, flickering on and off like static.

What was happening here? It wasn't just the dope. Something was profoundly different. He couldn't quite grasp what had changed, but he sensed that he had somehow missed a turn somewhere.

Dragon Crossing: In Which Evil Intrudes

Dragon Crossing?

Wait. That couldn't be right.

He must have misread it, but it was too late for a double-take. The bus kept moving, or the universe kept moving past the bus; he still wasn't sure which was true. Maybe both.

Shadrach speculated about dragons. According to the fantasy novels he had read, there were many types of dragons. In The Hobbit, Smaug the dragon guards the treasure of the dwarves under the Lonely Mountain. Humans bond telepathically with dragons and ride them in Anne McCaffrey's Dragonriders of Pern. In the ancient poem of Beowulf, the hero is killed while battling and slaying a dragon. Dragons appear in myths and folklore from all over the world.

Abruptly, though, Shadrach recalled a far more sinister reference. In the Bible, the Devil is referred to as a dragon. The words popped into his head: "The great dragon, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan."

Ridiculous, thought Shadrach. I don't believe in this shit. I stopped being a Christian when I left my parents' house.

Nevertheless as soon as he remembered the reference and equated it with the sign he had just read - or had he imagined it? imaginary or real, it was now jammed into his psyche - the sky and the landscape seemed to darken, the air seemed to chill, an ominous presence seemed to manifest, and the vocalists in the rock songs seemed to be speaking to Shadrach personally, summoning him to the underworld.

He struggled to break free of what he supposed must be an illusion. It had to be the marijuana. He'd succumbed to paranoia before, although usually while tripping on hallucinogens like LSD or psilocybin, but he thought he was beyond all that. He hadn't had a bad trip since he'd got out on the road and started traveling.

But wait. Here he was: returning to the land of his past, the past he had turned his back on when he had set his sights on new horizons. Was this what was pulling him down into terror and despair? Going backwards instead of forwards?

Had he made a mistake?

Should he leap to his feet, accost the driver, tell him to pull over, get out, and start heading the other way?

But for some reason he was pinned to his seat. Even to think about breaking free took too much effort because he was fully convinced he would fail. He couldn't speak. He couldn't move. He could only watch the scenery and listen to the bizarre voices and mentally bewail his helplessness.

Nearing Intersection: In Which Assimilation Is Attempted

Yes! That was the answer! He couldn't handle this alone. He had to intersect with the others. After all, they were all, like him, part of the counterculture. Travelers assisted other travelers. That's how it worked, right? The solidarity of like-minded people. At least that's how it had been after he had left the United States. Now, though...

He pictured falling into a pit and being ensnared in an enormous spider web. But the sticky strands were the malevolent intentions of others, and the spider was...

To get his mind off the horrifying impression, Shadrach regarded the other passengers. After all, if he was ever going to get any solace it would be from them, right? Fellow travelers. 

But were they fellow travelers or were they acolytes of the sinister presence?

One had light brown skin and black hair tangled in large wavy curls; his canvas duffle bag was beside him on the seat. He stared out the window to his left, still as a statue. What was his background? Shadrach couldn't tell if he was Black, Hispanic, or Native American. It occurred to him that all he had to do was ask, but then he became frightened that it would be disrespectful to do so. At the same time he became convinced that the man was reading his mind, following his thoughts, and even responding with impressions of his own. His overriding response to Shadrach was scorn, but there was also amusement, ridicule, and a touch of malevolent mockery. Although he did not say a word and remained motionless, Shadrach understood, or at least thought he understood, exactly what the passenger was thinking. Don't expect any sympathy from us. Do you suppose this is all your imagination? It's not. This is real, and I'm part of the web. There's predator and there's prey, and you're prey.

Impossible! Unbelievable!

In desperation Shadrach shifted his attention to another passenger, a young woman who sat directly behind the black-haired man. She was short and snub-nosed with long brown hair that hung loosely over her shoulders; a light blue backpack sat by her side. She too stared out the window to her left, and she too seemed to immediately sense when Shadrach was focused upon her. Unlike the first passenger she did not respond in specific words; however, she picked up on his every thought and projected back distain, mockery, and the haughty cruelty of a cat toying with a mouse before devouring it.

The passenger directly in front of Shadrach was gazing out the window to his right. He appeared to be less a part of the counterculture than the others. He was tall and muscular, like an athlete, and had short blonde hair and a well-trimmed beard. The backpack beside him was from The North Face. Shadrach supposed that this person must be conventional and somehow safe. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, though, the man responded. Or at least Shadrach thought he did. Don't expect sympathy from me, man; I'm with them.

And then Shadrach remembered a dream from his childhood, one of the most frightening nightmares of his life. He had been running from a group of shadowy monsters with long talons and sharp teeth, but he was unable to escape. They surrounded him, and before they closed in they began to chant a song: "We're going to tear you apart bit by bit; we're going to tear you apart bit by bit..."

And yet no one had made an aggressive move.

Was he losing his mind?

Shadrach determined to exit the bus at the first opportunity.

Bridge Out: In Which the Bus Approaches a Dread Destination

What bridge? The map showed no bridge in this area.

Came the thought: Exactly!

Shadrach focused on the driver. Except for grabbing joints and sucking on them when they were passed around, he remained uncannily motionless, hunched over the wheel, his long curly locks fluttering in the breeze from the partially-open window. He had not stopped anywhere since he had picked up Shadrach; the bus had kept rolling along, engine thrumming and music blaring, as if this were the eternal condition and always would be.

If bridges were out, people usually crossed bodies of water by boat. It occurred to Shadrach that this happened even in the underworld, where the boatman ferried passengers from the land of the living to...

His mind recoiled from the thought. He struggled to suppress it, to cast it aside, but it had intruded on his consciousness in a stupendous blast of clarity.

It made sense. Everything fit together like puzzle pieces: the vehicle, the passengers, the driver...

The driver!

I'm picking up every hitchhiker I see...

Only hitchhiker meant lost spirit, and the ultimate destination was hell.

Shadrach knew he shouldn't have left Europe; after all, there was a reason, or many reasons, why he'd gone there in the first place. But he'd had a return ticket, and at the time he hadn't been sure of what else he should do or where else he should go. So he'd returned to the land he'd once called home, and supposing he had encountered likeminded individuals, comrades in freedom, fellow nonconformists, true believers, he had instead been captured by the dark guardians of the land.

If he managed to break free he would rectify his error, turn around, and head back in the opposite direction.

For now, though, trapped and paralyzed, he had no choice but to acquiesce to his fate.

Or not. 

This was insane. All he had to do was get up, grab his backpack, walk up to the driver, and tell him he had to get off. Simple.

So then why didn't he?

The bus rolled on, mile after mile after mile, deep into the night. Overhead, myriads of stars shone; around them, the countryside appeared abandoned and given over to darkness.

No Strings Allowed: In Which Escape Proves Impossible

The driver pulled up to a gas pump at a truck stop, an oasis of glaring light in the midst of the awful night.

At last!

However, even before Shadrach got off the bus he realized that he had already lost his way. He had descended into the labyrinth's depths, and no Ariadne had given him a ball of string with which he might find the way out. He was utterly alone, and the people around, supposedly truckers and station personnel, were incomprehensible beings whose sole purpose was to intimidate and disconcert him. Somehow he made it to the men's room, spent an inordinate amount of time trying to relax enough for the urine tickling his bladder to pour forth, and finally managed to force out a thin pitiful stream. However, he was far too frightened to abandon his position on the bus for the uncertainty of this dreadful place. He accomplished the return journey to the vehicle in an agony of uncertainty, terrified that someone would burst out of the shadows, like the Minotaur, and accost or even attack him.

Do Not Enter: In Which Shadrach Approaches Annihilation

When everyone got back from wherever they had wandered, they took their exact same seats and assumed positions almost identical to their previous ones.

The last to come aboard was the driver, who remained silent and did not so much as glance at his passengers. He sat down, started the engine, gunned it a couple of times, and shoved the gearshift back and forth until it caught. The bus moved forward in a series of jerks that didn't smooth out until they were back on the highway.

By then Shadrach, in despair, had realized the futility of escape. After all, the forces arrayed against him were not just physical but spiritual. How did he stand a chance if he were being transported to hell? Where could he run from such a fate?

He must have died somewhere along the way, but he couldn't remember the occasion or place. He was fairly sure that the flight across the Atlantic had gone without incident and that when the plane had landed in New York he had still been alive. The customs line had been simple and straightforward, if tedious, and he'd emerged from the terminal unscathed. It was as he strode toward a hitchhiking position for the next leg, when he'd have to venture into the dark city, that things became ominous. Could he have been attacked and beaten, but the trauma had caused him to block it from his memory? But how could he have forgotten something so intense?

Or maybe he'd converted from flesh into spirit when he'd accepted the driver's invitation to board the bus.

Another possibility filled Shadrach with even greater dread. Perhaps he was still alive, trapped in some sort of enchantment; when they reached the final destination he would be tortured and killed, and then he would be relegated to hell.

Shadrach could think of no scenario in which he escaped, no path that led to his freedom. Somewhere he had taken a wrong turn and had been irrevocably ensnared by evil. Whether he thought he deserved it or not was irrelevant. Did the fish deserve the hook or the rat deserve the trap?

He had never felt so inconsequential. In the totality of existence the universe was predator and he was prey.

The bus continued to ply the darkness, the headlights cutting a path through the night, its driver and passengers still and silent.

Shadrach's torment and misery was an enormous weight like heavy shackles pinning him down. Despite it, or maybe because of it, he began to feel drowsy. He didn't want to sleep, though, because he felt that he had to remain on guard. He wanted to be ready for what was coming at him even if he could do nothing to stop it. Twice his eyes closed and his head sagged but he snapped back to attention. However, the third time he leaned sideways on his backpack and fell asleep.

Emergency Signal Ahead: In Which a Decision Is Faced

Shadrach awakened as the bus slowed down and stopped on the gravel shoulder. His head felt thick and his mouth was dry. 

To the east apricot light tinged the horizon, but the sun had not yet risen.

The driver turned and faced him. "Hey, man, this is where I turn south; the exit I'm taking is just ahead. If you're heading west you need to get out here."

Shadrach looked around. They seemed to be on a narrow two-lane highway surrounded by farmlands. No other vehicles were in sight.

In a state of numbness he grabbed his backpack, carried it down the aisle, and tromped down the steps to the roadside.

The chill morning air awakened and invigorated him.

The driver nodded, closed the accordion door, and ground the gears; spewing out the vile stench of exhaust smoke, the bus slowly puttered away down the road.

When the taillights were out of sight and Shadrach had taken a look around to confirm his solitude, he unzipped his jeans and with a sigh of relief let loose a long leisurely stream of piss into a nearby ditch.

After the prolonged paranoia of the previous day and night, nothing had happened. He had escaped unscathed from the driver and the other passengers. They had not torn him apart. They had not delivered him to Satan. And now, no demons were emerging from the nearby bushes to grab him and whisk him away to fiery torment - although he kept his eyes on the surrounding shadows just in case.

It must have been the dope. Goddamn it, he knew better than to smoke strong pot with strangers; it often discombobulated him.

At least now here he was, alone and free, ready to be on his way.

But which way should he go? He recalled that in the midst of his delusion he had decided to abandon his plan to head for the west coast and instead return to Europe. Was that what he should do? Should he get out of his dark and dismal homeland now while he still could?

Another voice inside his head, though, asked him what he was so worried about. What had just passed had all been a drug-fueled fantasy, hadn't it? He was fine now. He was in control. On the road he had developed enough self-confidence to handle any situation, even this one.

As he debated his options, it was as if the universe had frozen in place. The silence was absolute; there was not even the buzz of an insect or the chirp of a bird. The apricot glow had increased, but the sun had not yet cleared the eastern hills.

He stared at the shoulder on the other side of the road. Something inside him, a vestige of the previous night's fear, was urging him to go back where he'd come from, back where he'd felt liberated and fascinating options presented themselves one after another. He was tempted to listen to it. He took a step in that direction, and then another, until he stood smack-dab in the middle of the road, lost in a paroxysm of indecision.

He turned east and then west, east and then west.

A sliver of sunlight burst over the hills.

He grabbed his backpack and moved it over to the other side of the road, so he could hitchhike back towards New York, the airport, and beyond.

He stood still for awhile, awash with uncertainty, and then moved back to the side he'd been on before.

He did the back-and-forth thing a few more times. His confusion increased. Compelling reasons existed for each choice, and compelling reasons existed to reject each choice. He realized, though, that the paranoia he had experienced the previous day and night was not a random twist of the mind; it had deep roots. He had left the States to travel abroad because he could no longer abide its violent heart. Violence manifested everywhere, not only in films and books, but in cultural clashes in its cities and in bloody conflicts in far-off countries. Shadrach was a peaceful man; he wanted to have nothing to do with violence. He desired to live his life and allow others to live theirs. Was that so much to ask?

That's why he'd left before: to escape the brutality that constantly assailed him. And that's why he had to leave again.

Reverse Direction: In Which the Unexpected Occurs

When he made the decision, he was on the shoulder of the roadside going westward.

He reached for his pack so he could go across to the other side, but before he had a chance to grab it and hoist it on his back, a car appeared. It was a light blue Ford Pinto. Shadrach supposed that it would pass him by, but instead it pulled off the road onto the shoulder and stopped.

The driver leaned over and rolled down the passenger window. "You look like you could use a ride."

Her long auburn hair had fallen across her face. She straightened up, flipped it back with a quick careless gesture, and smiled.

Shadrach stared. All of his mental machinations and decisions crumbled into disarray.

"Well, are you coming or aren't you?"

"Where are you going?"

"L.A."

"Sure."

"You can put your pack in the trunk."

She pulled the keys from the ignition, got out, and opened the trunk lid.

She was wearing bellbottom jeans, a white peasant blouse with flared sleeves and ruffled fringes, and flip-flops.

Recalling his trauma of the night before, Shadrach decided that if this was hell, he was all-in.

After he'd hoisted his bag into the trunk, she slammed the lid and said, "Let's go."

Due West: In Which Shadrach Shares His Story

The interior of the vehicle smelled of stale smoke: cigarettes and cannabis.

Once they were on their way, the woman pulled out a pack of Marlboros and offered one to Shadrach, which he accepted; they both lit up using the car lighter.

She said, "I'm Kathy."

"Shad."

"I study at UCLA; I just finished visiting my parents. Where are you headed?"

"I'm not sure."

"Why not?"

"I'm from Seattle and I was on my way there but I'm thinking of going back to Europe instead."

"I've always wanted to go to Europe."

"You should if you get a chance. My first night there I felt like I had been liberated."

"Liberated from what?"

"The U.S. mindset. We think that we're so free and superior but in fact we're neither of those things. Unless you've been outside of America you can't understand the rest of the world. I set out because I'm a writer and I wanted to have experiences to write about. I landed in Luxemburg and took a train to Belgium. When I got to Brussels it was early evening and the streets were beginning to fill up. Soon there were people everywhere: walking along the sidewalks and in the squares, filling the outdoor cafes, talking, laughing, holding hands... It was like nothing I'd ever experienced before. I felt as if I was in another world. After that first immersion I never wanted to go back to where I had come from."

Kathy sat rapt, hands on the wheel and mouth slightly open, as Shadrach continued his tale. He told her of hitchhiking through the Netherlands, France, Germany, Austria, Italy, and Greece. During his wanderings he'd heard about the Hippie Trail across the Middle East to India, and despite the meager amount of cash he had on hand, only a couple hundred dollars, he struck out east through Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan to India. He'd wandered along footpaths in the Himalayan Mountains in Nepal and swum off tropical beaches in Goa and Sri Lanka.

Kathy asked occasional questions but mainly remained quietly enthralled. In late morning she pulled off the highway for gas and then treated Shadrach to a meal at a pancake restaurant.

As they drove on, by early afternoon Shadrach had covered all the basic details of where he had been and what he had done and had launched into a more comprehensive explanation of the motivations that compelled him to remain on the road. He had discovered that the flow of his writing related to the flow of his life. For some reason he had been unable to compose typical structured stories with all the standard elements in his previous situations before he'd started traveling. Whatever he came up with felt contrived and dishonest. His life resembled the blank pages that he stared at every day; he had nothing to draw from. On the road, though, he was invigorated, infused with purpose, bursting with ideas, flowing with the cosmos, and impervious to blockage. He would sit with pen and notebook and write as fast as his fingers could move across the page. There was never a paucity of material, and his mind seemed to be subconsciously aware of how to position the ideas and individual words. He then launched into an explanation of the literary influences that had helped launch him into the vagabond mindset. On the Road had been one of the first ones, of course; he had stumbled upon the book by accident, and Kerouac's rambling informal structure had transformed and exponentially expanded Shadrach's impression of what fiction could be. Jack London was a huge influence too, but mainly through his life, not his works. Shadrach had read and reread Irving Stone's biography Jack London: Sailor on Horseback and had decided that an author had to actively live life to be able to write about life. It didn't matter that afterwards he had read criticisms of Stone's work as being embellished: a dynamic story was a dynamic story whether it was fiction or nonfiction or a mix of both. And then there was Henry Miller. Miller's feverish eroticized novels with their extended poetic interludes of surrealistic stream-of-consciousness had taken artistic license far beyond what Kerouac or London or any other writer Shadrach had read ever even attempted to go. He clarified to Kathy that he was aware that these writers had their misogynistic tendencies, but to dwell on these and ignore the contributions they had made to literary liberation was a mistake.

Transcendental Interlude: In Which Minds Are Melded

In late afternoon, in the midst of prairie flatlands, Kathie drove up a small hill to an isolated highway rest area. She grabbed a fringed brown leather purse and strode to a nearby picnic table. Once she was comfortably seated, she pulled out a baggy full of weed and rolled a joint.

As Shadrach settled himself opposite her, she said, "I don't meet many people like you. Most of the guys I meet on campus are more ambitious. They're thinking of their future careers."

"I'm ambitious too, but in a metaphysical way."

"You see what I mean? Who talks like that?"

She lit the joint, inhaled, held it in, and passed the joint on.

As he took it Shadrach said, "The last time I got high I got paranoid as hell."

"Why?"

"I think part of it was the shock of being back in the States. Also the people I was riding with weren't communicating with each other."

"That's a bummer. So, are you going to get paranoid now?"

"Not likely. I like your company. You don't frighten me. In fact, you make me forget where I am. When I'm with you I feel I'm in a little pocket of protective eternity."

She gave a slight smile. "That sounds nice. What does it mean?"

"It means we abandon normal considerations of space and time. It doesn't matter what country we're in; the place, the landscape, the season, the time of day, even the era in history are all irrelevant. A psychic connection binds us. We are safe within a bubble of forever."

"I can see why you're a writer."

"Thanks."

"Well, we'd better get going."

"Are you sure you'll be able to drive?"

"I guess we'll find out, won't we?"

Ravenous Intent: In Which Travelers Find Sustenance

Back on the highway, as the car moved along through a tunnel of scenery, time played its duplicitous head-trip of becoming immeasurably vague. Dark gray-black clouds gathered overhead, but instead of foreshadowing rain they seemed to be some sort of cosmic study in contrasts, shifting hither and thither, bunching up and separating, and demonstrating irrevocably that the universe was in a constant state of flux - despite the timeless ambiance that permeated the interior of the Pinto.

The world became darker and darker, as if they'd been sucked into a black-and-white TV series. When Kathy turned on the bright yellow headlights, they both flinched with surprise.

"Wow," said Kathy.

"Yeah."

"I'm hungry."

"Me too."

Thenceforth by unspoken agreement they searched the landscape for signs of food. Now that they had fixated on their hunger, it assumed greater and greater prominence until it was the only thing on their minds. However, the countryside they were passing through seemed to mock them with its emptiness.

When they finally saw an oasis of neon signs ahead, they inwardly rejoiced. They didn't have to speak; the dope had synched their minds so that they knew they were both thinking the same thing.

As soon as they pulled off the highway they made a beeline for a burger joint. It was a drive-in, but it must have been a regional chain because Shadrach didn't recognize its name. On one side of the lot a half dozen cars were parked close together and a group of teens were leaning against them drinking and smoking. They seemed to be hazing one of the kids, a short slim boy with hair slightly longer than the rest of them. He stood and took it with a slight smile; when his tormentors had finished teasing and focused their attention elsewhere, he moved a slight bit closer to the group.

At first Shadrach stared, and then he looked away. It had caused him to remember his own high school days, and the pain was too acute.

Kathy parked as far from the local partiers as she could. After she turned off the engine, she and Shadrach stared at each other. 

"I'm really fucking high," said Kathy.

"Me too."

"I couldn't possibly go in there and get our food."

"I'm not sure I could either. I'm likely to burst out laughing or run away in terror."

"Shit. So what do we do?"

They sat for several minutes. Even through the closed windows they could hear the raucous laughter across the parking lot.

"I guess I'll have to go," said Shadrach. 

"Are you sure? I suppose we could try to go together."

And then someone tapped on the window on the driver's side.

They winced, widened their eyes, and slowly turned.

Kathy rolled down her window.

"May I take your order?"

The waitress couldn't have been more than fifteen or sixteen years old. She stood there in a red skirt and white blouse, her blonde hair neatly tucked back in a pony tail, beaming a practiced, customer-pleasing smile.

"Oh, hi," said Kathy, and then glanced over at Shadrach. 

"Burgers and fries," he whispered.

"Two cheeseburgers," said Kathy.

"I could eat at least two by myself."

"Make that four cheeseburgers. And two orders of fries." She turned to Shad again. "Do you want a milkshake?"

"Chocolate."

"And two chocolate shakes."

After the brightly smiling waitress left, Kathy said, "Wow."

"Really. I agree. Somehow the universe always comes through."

"So it seems."

"At least since I've been on the road."

"How can that be?"

"I don't know. But it is."

A Joining of the Ways: In Which There Is the Entanglement of Bodies

The next step, Kathy insisted, after they'd polished off every scrap of food, was to find a motel. "I'm too drowsy to drive," she said.

It wasn't difficult as long as they weren't too picky. The tiny pocket of businesses just off the highway they'd arrived at had exactly one. It was a shoddy-looking, single-story establishment shaped like an L; the manager's office was at one end. Half a dozen cars were scattered around the lot when they pulled in. Heavy curtains were draped over the front windows of all the rooms, although from a few of them tiny slivers of light shone forth from the sides.

Kathy entered the office, emerged with the key, and moved the car over to a unit near the opposite end of the L.

Once inside, after locking the door of their temporary domicile, Shadrach and Kathy didn't waste much time with words. They took off their own jackets and jeans, and then they began slowly completing the disrobing of each other. Once they were down to bare skin they snuggled in under the covers and embraced, kissed, fondled, and caressed. Shadrach was pleasantly reminded that just as marijuana enhanced the flavor of food, it also heightened sensation during sex. Soon they were linked and rhythmically moving. He'd left the light in the bathroom on so they could gaze into each other's eyes. He had explained to Kathy, "I want to fuck your spirit as well as your body." As he watched her, he could see in her expression as well as sense the subtle changes leading to her orgasm. However, then something happened that he did not expect. Abruptly he had a vision of a baby inside Kathy's womb. It wasn't that she was pregnant or the sex they were having at that moment would make her pregnant; he was sure from her casual attitude that she had protection in place. After all, most liberated young women he knew were on the pill. It was common, even expected. No, this was not a sudden awareness of present circumstances. Instead, it was a symbol of hope. Although Shadrach came from a
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