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      To my bold and fiery Friend. Few find a true and equal partner in this Existence. Few find a love worthy of that Forever Bond. Thank you for going All In with me, all those Ages ago.

      

      And to my dad. They say you can’t pick your family. Well, we proved them wrong. You may not have All The Answers, Pop, but you’ve always had the ones I needed. Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The dice of Zeus always fall luckily.

        —Sophocles

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

        The Plain-Looking Fella

      

      
        Chapter 2

        Bet, Check, Or Fold

      

      
        Chapter 3

        Their Ride To Nowhere

      

      
        Chapter 4

        More Bad News & Lock Knows Nancy’s Secret

      

      
        Chapter 5

        My Ride To Nowhere

      

      
        Chapter 6

        The Ecotone

      

      
        Chapter 7

        The Foyer

      

      
        Chapter 8

        My Hall Of Introduction

      

      
        Chapter 9

        The Magnificent Butterfly?!

      

      
        Chapter 10

        An Unexpected Guest

      

      
        Chapter 11

        (Some) Parasites Aren’t So Bad

      

      
        Chapter 12

        Mental Gymnastics & A Conversation With A Dog

      

      
        Chapter 13

        With But A Single Step

      

      
        Chapter 14

        The Underdog, Outmatched From The Very Start

      

      
        Chapter 15

        A Jamie Is Born, Trip The Light Fantastic & Someone Wants To Meet You

      

      
        Chapter 16

        The Gatherrred & Have You Ever Been Groomed By A Mountain Lion?

      

      
        Chapter 17

        What The Elephant Sees & The Quicksand Gets Deep

      

      
        Chapter 18

        kid Likes To Be Prepared, Three For Iearrr & The Quicksand Gets Deeper…

      

      
        Chapter 19

        Major Injuries, Miner Healing

      

      
        Chapter 20

        Shootout At The O.K. Truck Stop & There’s A New Sheriff In Town

      

      
        Chapter 21

        Testing Mare & Jamie’s Making Choices, Again

      

      
        Chapter 22

        This Is The Job & These Are Your Tools

      

      
        Chapter 23

        The Lady So Bold & kid Shows All His Cards

      

      
        Chapter 24

        Spanish In 60 Days? Try Tobatome In Twelve Hours

      

      
        Chapter 25

        Ginny Has A Cage Match

      

      
        Chapter 26

        Mare Gets Some (Answers)

      

      
        Chapter 27

        Training Day:  Lesson One

      

      
        Chapter 28

        Friends & Lovers

      

      
        Chapter 29

        What’s The Big Deal, Mr. Plain? & Rolf, The Cantina, & The Greenhorn

      

      
        Chapter 30

        Mare & kid Take A Walk With A.C. Doyle & Lady Luck

      

      
        Chapter 31

        Progress Reports & No Anvils, Mare

      

      
        Chapter 32

        Mare’s Finals, Ribs Is A Dadgum Good Doctor, Honor & Debt

      

      
        Chapter 33

        The Tea, The Battle, & The Petticoat

      

      
        Chapter 34

        Impossibilities

      

      
        Chapter 35

        Rolf, The Cantina, & The Good School

      

      
        Chapter 36

        Graduation

      

      
        Chapter 37

        Kitty Bar The Door & The Tsar Bomba

      

      
        Chapter 38

        Mare & kid Take A Walk While Iearrr Waits In The Wings

      

      
        Chapter 39

        Friends

      

      
        Chapter 40

        The Dakk-Sherrrak, Duty, & Its Consequences

      

      
        Chapter 41

        What Gives, Captain?

      

      
        Chapter 42

        Graduation Part II

      

      
        Chapter 43

        Unexpected Guests At The Friend Ceremony

      

      
        Chapter 44

        Dad Has Questions, kid Has Answers, Mother Has The Snorts

      

      
        Chapter 45

        Three For Mare & One Shouldn’t Teleport On An Empty Stomach

      

      
        Chapter 46

        The Cat Came Back

      

      
        Chapter 47

        Blood On The Breeze, Blood On The Trail, Blood On kid’s Shirt, Again

      

      
        Chapter 48

        … And Deepest

      

      
        Chapter 49

        The Hall Of Entropy, kid Games, Big Irons, & A Tin Star

      

      
        Chapter 50

        The Ahurrrk

      

      
        Chapter 51

        Honoring Stephen & Not Exactly The Welcome Home I Expected, Jamie

      

      
        Chapter 52

        A Cabin In The Woods

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          THE PLAIN-LOOKING FELLA

        

      

    

    
      I remember thinking at the time, that it was the Keres—the Daughters of Nyx—who’d conspired to set my feet upon that trail, but I couldn’t have been more mistaken.

      The year was 1994, and I was very young to be out on my own—still wet behind the ears as my dear ol’ dad used to say. I was out of school by choice, not by right. I’d made up my mind to walk south almost two hundred miles over mostly wild country to Interstate 80. Once there, I planned to hitch my way along the I-80 corridor until I was waist-deep in the Pacific.

      As I set out, I remember thinking, Fuck foster homes, and fuck all that fake pity, too.

      My ol’ man had raised me—well, he’d practically trained me—to be independent and self-reliant. He taught me to be able to take care of myself in any climate or environment, and he taught me how to put my common sense to work.

      My head was full of fantasies like freedom and making it on my own. What I was actually doing was running from the pain and tragedy haunting my new and empty existence. But, at least I’d been smart enough to know it at the time.

      I’d been trekking south across steep, mountainous, and wide-open country in western Wyoming for close to nine weeks now, and doing it well.

      “Well, except for that whole thing with Bobby,” the ever-present, other voice inside my brain said.

      Thank Ares Doctor Pepper showed up when he did, I replied.

      Up until now, I’d avoided towns and people as much as possible. Opting instead to cross the Absaroka and Wind River Mountain Ranges on foot.

      The solitude, exertion, and time to think’d been exactly what I needed to assess my situation and make more solid plans. That time also allowed me to grieve and heal from my recent life-altering loss. It was staggering. After all this time, it still is.

      I was ruminating on all of this when I crested a small rise… and there it was:  US Interstate 80. With luck, I could hitch 80 all the way to San Francisco.

      Maybe by the time I get there, I’ll look old enough to hire on with a ship at the port and see the whole damned world!

      Well, I was a little naïve, maybe, but I guess at just barely fifteen-years-old, we’re all naïve.

      I took quick, short, almost cross-legged steps down to the blacktop and made a beeline for the nearby underpass.

      “Hurry hurry hurry!” my other encouraged.

      You’re not help-ing… Man! I gotta pee!

      I’d been hiking across low-rolling, open country for the last two liters and things had become desperate. I’d been too exposed to risk letting it all hang out in the shallow hills that flowed like whitecaps down to the interstate.

      There was a rock abutment under the overpass that offered the perfect amount of privacy for just such a necessity. By the time I got behind it, I was dancing around like a three-year-old doing the pee-pee dance, making it somewhat difficult to undo my fly.

      I made it though, just in time. Aaaaaahhh. Whew. That’s better.

      My business done, I kicked some dirt over the puddle I’d made and then quickly squirmed out from behind the rocky berm.

      Heading over to the highway, I posted up beside the west-bound lane near Exit 89, where the shoulder was widest.

      Dad was always telling me to Stand up straight and square those shoulders, laddie. So, that’s what I did.

      I stuck my thumb out low and casual-like, put my kindest smile on, and stood there looking as friendly as I possibly could… with my fly still down, apparently.

      Several vehicles passed me by. The first was a semi, and the driver honked his airhorn at me. One long honk and several short blasts at the end. He just “kep on truckin” like his mud flaps said he would.

      Next was one of those foreign mini-vans that look like the space shuttle. Honda maybe? Toyota? I’m not sure exactly. The van had a woman behind the wheel who slowed for me, but something made her change her mind and she broke eye contact and sped away fast.

      Unaware of my fly situation, I thought, maybe it’s my size.

      Did I mention I was quite tall for my age? At age eight I was nearing one point seven five meters. By the time I was thirteen I was just under two meters and still gaining altitude. Talk about growing pains! The winter between ages ten and eleven, when it was late at night and I lay awake in pain, I swear I could hear my bones growing.

      Anyway, I was forced to acknowledge the fact that my size just might be a detriment when it came to winning a ride. Which is why I was surprised when it wasn’t too much longer before a beige, late seventies Chevy Caprice with Massachusetts license plates slowed up gently on the shoulder. It coasted lazily toward me.

      Behind the wheel was a man I instantly thought of as The Plain-Looking Fella. I honestly can’t really remember that face in its entirety. Though perfectly proportioned, it was just so, well… plain.

      I have to focus my considerable memory on just one part of it to remember anything at all. His ears? Unremarkable and barely noticeable under his long white hair, which was straight, and well past his shoulders.

      His forehead? Not too big, but not small either. It was free of the deep lines common to someone of his apparent age. On its prow, it sported a subtle widow’s peak that was just right for the shape and size of his head.

      His face was smooth and free of lines as well. His eyebrows? They were thin and white, neatly trimmed and perfectly arched over each of his eyes. They gave him an almost sardonic appearance.

      His eyes? I can’t tell you a single thing about his eyes in that moment. I couldn’t really look at them for more than a fraction of a second, and when I looked away, I couldn’t remember one single detail about them. And I have an eidetic memory!

      It was much the same for the rest of his features. Nothing to remark. Nothing to remember.

      When I came back to myself from woolgathering, I saw that The Plain-Looking Fella was trying to drive while simultaneously reaching way over the passenger seat.

      He appeared to be reaching for the passenger door window crank… and yep, I was right. The window slowly and jerkily began to recede down into the door.

      With the window mid-way through its descent, however, the car began to drift sharply in my direction. Before I could stop myself, I slammed my palm down on the highly polished fender, jumped back and yelled out, “Hey! What the fuck, man?” while trying to sound much older and tougher than my adolescent and still occasionally fractured voice would allow.

      In reaction to my startled squeak, The Plain-Looking Fella over-corrected in the other direction and promptly received a series of pissed off vehicular salutations from a passing mail wagon. Presently, he gave up on the driving-while-operating-a-window-shtick and brought the Chevy to a halt a little ways down from me.

      With uncharacteristic boldness, and for reasons I still don’t understand, I approached the passenger door, reached through the partially lowered window, grasped the crank and finished rolling it all the way down.

      Next, I ducked my head in through the open window and crossed my arms on the window frame like I’d once seen James Dean do in a movie.

      Like I said, this was bold for me. I had no idea what’d just come over me. It was like I was suddenly imbued with some kind of Super-Swagger.

      Suddenly, I knew the right words and the exact right way to say them. I knew how to compose the expression on my face, and how to manipulate the tiniest aspects of my posture and body language in order to achieve my desired outcome.

      I could literally see this going my way… all the way to San Francisco, baby! It felt like I was holding a Royal Flush! It was so cool. Cool with a capital C, man!

      The Plain-Looking Fella didn’t miss a beat. He looked at me with an open and friendly expression on his mug and said, “Uh, you all right, kid? Out here alone n’all? Your barn door’s open, by the way…”

      His melodious voice came out in a thick New England accent that reminded me of the guy on that old cookie commercial. Pepperidge Farms Remembers…

      His three sentences came at me all smashed together. They were just two questions and an observation, sure, but at the same time, it was one single statement all wrapped up in a very minuscule but definitely present accusation. Or so it seemed to me.

      I glanced down at my zipper and saw for the first time since leaving the shelter of the underpass, that my fly was indeed down.

      “James Dean our ass! Bet it was our zipper being down that scared off the lady driving the minivan, probably what the trucker was honking at too. We’re an idiot!” my other voice chimed in.

      I figured whatever unknown cosmic force which gifted me the Super-Swagger had taken it back just as fast.

      Ah, well, easy come easy go, I guess.

      “Please excuse me,” I said, as I stood back from the window, turned away from the car, and put everything right with the barn. I was so deeply embarrassed that, for a moment, I considered just bolting for the underpass.

      Instead, I found that while my Super-Swagger had abandoned me, I still did have some swagger left. So, I stood up straight, squared my shoulders, and turned back to the Chevy and The Plain-Looking Fella.

      “I’m okay, thanks. And thanks for stopping. And thanks for the barn alert, too.”

      As I said that, I felt the tiniest bit of heat flare up high on my cheeks. Pushing past my embarrassment, I continued, “If you really want to help me though, I could use a ride west staying on 80 just as far as you can take me. If you can stand my company, that is. I’ve been outdoors for several weeks now and I gotta tell ya, I’m pretty ripe. I can help with gas though, if you like.”

      I immediately chided myself over that last effort to win the ride. Not because I couldn’t spare the cash, just the opposite; it was because I really did have money, and I’d just advertised that fact to a total stranger.

      While not taller than me from the looks of him, he was certainly as strong or stronger than I was. Skinny though he was, he was wiry and solid. He had muscle.

      By my assessment of the man, it was not outside the realm of possibility that he could forcibly take everything I had, or worse. It’d be a fight, for sure, but a fight I might not win.

      “If we could take Bobby, we can take this guy,” my other blurted.

      I considered this hand I'd been dealt for a moment. But only for a moment.

      You’re right. Life’s a gamble, man, and I’m All In.

      Later, I would wonder if The Plain-Looking Fella’d plucked that last thought right out of my head, only to have that possibility become a certainty, just a little further on down the trail.
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          BET, CHECK, OR FOLD

        

      

    

    
      The Plain-Looking Fella cocked his head and gave another slight grin. “I think I have the, uh, fuel covered, and my nose doesn’t work too well right now, so you being ripe won’t be a problem, either. Besides, there’s a truck stop not far up the road where you can buy a, uh, shower, if you like.”

      His grin got wider and he had a gleam in his eyes as he continued, “You’ll be happy to hear that I can take you all the way to San Fran, if you don’t mind a small detour, and aren’t in a big hurry to get there. And, you’re most welcome for the, mmm-hum, barn alert, as you so eloquently put it.”

      My excitement hit the roof when he said he could take me all the way to the Pacific. I knew the trip was more than eight hundred miles from here. In my excitement, I almost didn’t register anything else that he’d said.

      When I’d made this plan, I was sure I’d be walking most of the way, with short rides in between when and if I could get them. With all the possible side trips and distractions along the way, I figured I’d be at least seventeen by the time I actually made it there. All the way… I just couldn’t believe my luck! One hitch and I’m there!

      Hang on. He said something about a small detour…

      “Well, that sounds ominous,” was my other’s reply.

      Smaaall detour. Hmm, grown-ups always try to make things sound all A Picnic With Polyanna when in fact, things are more like A Day Dream With Freddy Kruger. It’s probably a side-trip to the Canadian border for some reefer. This guy looks hip to the scene.

      “Or, to some dank, isolated shack in the middle of B.F.E. where he’ll have his way with our corpse,” my other darkly mused.

      The Plain-Looking Fella knitted his brow, and a shadow of dismay crossed his countenance so quickly that I wasn’t sure I’d actually seen it. Then, his soft smile returned.

      “Well, kid? Uh, Bet, Check, or Fold?”

      Bet, check or fold? Poker analogies on the heels of my internal All In affirmation?

      This was the first moment where I got the notion this man could read my mind. I dismissed that thought even before it was fully formed. Besides, lots of people loved poker.

      “Check,” I said, keeping my perfect poker face.

      Still standing outside the passenger door bent over the window frame like my man, Mister Dean, I asked, “Can you tell me a little more about this detour you mentioned?”

      “Not much to, uh, tell, really, except the detour won’t add any physical distance to the trip, but it, uh, will take some extra time. Or perhaps I got that backwards… Regardless, if you need to get to Frisco on a schedule, I’m not the ride for you. But, if you’re keen to gamble and, uh, want to go AIl-In…”

      He looked at me and waggled his eyebrows up and down a few times like Groucho in those old B&W movies.

      To make things worse, every time he speaks, that accent of his threatens to crack me up! Throw in those facial expressions and those damned eyebrows and I’ll be rolling around in the barrow ditch with my hands clutching my sides soon!

      “Ay-yuh,” was my other’s Bostonian reply.

      Aw, man, don’t start to crack up now! I admonished myself.

      An invading thought hijacked my attention. I pushed off the window ledge with my forearms as the rest of what he’d said struck home. I stood there, my arms at my sides and my hands making tight fists while my brain worked furiously to put all the pieces together.

      “He read it!” my other screamed, “He read our godsdamned mind, we know it!”

      Staring at him through the open window, my mouth hung agape and my poker face was suddenly contorted into unabashed shock and amazement.

      At first, I don’t think he understood what’d happened. Or more accurately, he didn’t understand right away that I’d trigged to the sitch as my cool older cousin, Emily, was fond of saying. His face looked truly puzzled.

      “Was it something I, uh, said—Ooooh. I see,” he said in a low voice suddenly absent of any accent at all.

      Slowly, he nodded his head and leveled his eyes on mine. He wore an almost plaintive expression on his unpretentious mug. His voice was so soft, and I had to lean back inside the passenger window to hear him.

      “Let’s table that, uh, anomaly, for now, shall we? Should you choose to take my offer, I promise to answer every question you may have, but, uh, only in the proper sequence. This particular question has come up out of sequence, unfortunately.”

      Out of sequence? Just what in all of Hades does that mean? Anomaly? Offer? What offer? Does he mean the ride west? If not, then just what the fuck is he talking about?

      I was starting to think this guy was not just one card, but a whole damned suit shy of a full deck. I glanced back over my shoulder at the underpass and again considered high-tailing it out of there.

      As creepy as this whole sitch—thanks Emily, now I can’t stop using that stupid word—makes me feel, it’s the circumstances that’re making me uneasy, not the man himself. Quite the contrary, this Plain-Looking Fella gives off a very warm and friendly vibe, not at all creepy or rape-y.

      “Not yet, anyway,” my other cautioned.

      Still, being in the presence of The Plain-Looking Fella was almost like reconnecting with an old friend or favorite relative.

      But dammit, horror stories I’d heard about hitchhiking and my need to take this ride were going twelve rounds in the ring inside my brain! I was dangerously close to losing my nerve.

      He said he’d take me clear to the coast for Hermes’ sake! I can’t turn that down, can I?

      And, I couldn’t shake the notion that there was something different happening here.

      “This is something all together… Other,” my other advised.

      There’s unimaginable opportunity here, The Plain-Looking Fella’s voice came to me silently.

      Internally, I shuddered at the alien intrusion that was his voice in my mind. Outwardly, I shivered. Then, I shook it off and asked him straight out, “Are you a Weirdo with a capital W, man? A pervert maybe? How do I know this detour of yours isn’t some shack hidden away where you—how had dad always put it—interfere with young boys like me?”

      His eyes sparkled and that barely perceptible grin returned.

      “That, is a very, uh, prudent question, young man. The answer at this time is simply this:  you cannot know. Not for sure. You don’t have enough information. You could make projections based on the, uh, limited information at hand.

      “You could use, uh, statistical analysis and actuarial aggregation to make first and even second-order projections, but not much more than that… given what information you have at this moment, that is.”

      “Actu-huh?” I said, even though I knew what actuarial aggregation was.

      “Uh, actuarial aggregation. It has to do with insurance policy writing, accounting and statistical analysis, among other things.”

      He waved his hand around in front of his face while he said that last part, as if to convey that it really didn’t matter right at that moment.

      My mind snapped back to full power.

      This guy’s an insurance broker! That’s why he’s so damned awkward. Dude’s a dweeb, like me!

      “Dude knows how to read minds and project thoughts into our brain. How many insurance salesmen can do that?” my other countered.

      The Jedi mind tricks aside, I started to relax just a bit.

      “To answer your question more, uh, directly,” The Plain-Looking Fella began again, “some would call me weird by your standards, yes. But I’m not a, hmmm, ‘Weirdo with a capital W’ in the way that you mean. Nor am I a pervert, so far as I know.

      “I can tell you factually that you’re perfectly safe in my, uh, company, and that my only goal at this place and time is to offer you my assistance.”

      Gods help me, that did it. I had a gut feeling about this chance encounter, and I felt almost drawn to this Plain-Looking Fella. It was like, somehow, I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      That’s it then, I’m takin this ride.

      I nodded to confirm my decision, more to myself than to him.

      “Bet,” I said.

      I reached through the open window and used the inside lever to unlatch the door, just like my man James Dean’d done in that movie I’d seen.

      “And I’m All In.”
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          THEIR RIDE TO NOWHERE

        

      

    

    
      All In. I’d started going All In on life shortly after that tragic day at the end of May which forever changed my universe.

      About eighteen months before I set out on my own, I’d read a non-fiction book about a professional gambler. Consequently, I became obsessed with the game of poker. Specifically, Texas Hold ‘em.

      Unbeknownst to me at the time that I’d read that book, back before I was born, dad was actually a world-class professional poker player.

      Once dad caught on to my new obsession, he and I started to explore that shared interest by playing hands together, discussing strategy and game theory, and watching tournaments on the TV.

      It was through this time spent with dad that I discovered he’d been in the World Series of Poker several times before he’d met Mother, and when I was still very young.

      It was over a particular hand one evening that he told me of his poker prowess.

      He told me how his winnings were the seed money he used to buy the small private airport that he operated, as well as the two private planes he chartered out and piloted himself. The same went for the condo in Havasu where we frequently vacationed.

      Eventually though, Mother got fed up with dad being on the tour. She complained that he was gone all the time and risking too much of their money while leaving her home stuck with me.

      She put her foot down and they eventually came to a compromise resulting in dad having to retire from professional poker. I couldn’t tell you what dad got out of the deal. But, I guess that’s marital Détente for you.

      For me, those few months spent playing poker with dad are some of the happiest times I ever spent as a kid.

      Dad and I’d always been close. He’d take me out high and deep into the Rockies around our home, and we’d test our mettle and skills against nature and the elements.

      We flew to any number of exotic locations to hone our survival skills:  Death Valley, the Arctic Circle, tropical islands, and all up and down the Rockies from The Yukon to New Mexico.

      This was good bonding time, but the conversations always seemed to be task-oriented, or largely consisted of simple small talk. True survival requires constant diligence and focus, he’d often said.

      When we were deep in a round of poker, however, and it got to be a little late, and he’d had a Scotch or two, dad would go away for a while and Roy would take his place.

      When dad became Roy, all his fatherly pretenses would fall away and it was just two good buddies playing poker. I’ve never been closer to, or more equal to my father than I was when we were at cards, as Mother always put it. My only regret with my dad is that I didn’t meet Roy sooner, and that we didn’t have more time to really get to know one another.

      One of our favorite aspects of poker was the All In gambit. You know, when it’s late in the game and you have a great hand, or a great opportunity to run a killer bluff? Then, at some point in the betting when your turn rolls around, you push every chip you have into the pot and say, “All In.”

      Well, at some point we started this thing where we would race to see who could get a hand good enough, or build a bluff strong enough for the coveted All In.

      It also became a thing with us to use the term All In outside the game. If dad was coaching me in a competition, for instance, and it was some clutch moment in the match, he’d look at me and say, “Laddie, it’s time tae go All In.”

      If I was letting my school work slide—mostly due to boredom—dad would pop into my room, look at me sternly and say, “This is it laddie, time tae go All In.”

      He’d pull those two tiny words out over and over again and I’d puff out my chest, square my shoulders, roll up my sleeves, and redouble my efforts. It worked every time. Gods, I missed him.

      After the tragedy, I kept on using the All In trope at every opportunity to keep dad and my family close; to keep their memory alive and vibrant. I was so afraid that I’d wake up one day and not be able to remember them, dad especially. His face. His voice. His smile. His laugh.

      I’d have horrible nightmares about it. In those nightmares, the worst, most horrifying part of forgetting dad would be the fact that I wouldn’t even know I’d forgotten him.

      It’d be like he never existed; completely erased all the way back to the very beginning of my universe. Uncreated. It was a dark time for me, and if it hadn’t been for those two little words, I might not’ve made it through.

      All In became something of a life motto for me after that—a daily affirmation, if you will. That motto led me to start skipping school so I could take long walks in the woods, and hikes in the mountains near my home-town of Arland, Wyoming.

      Oftentimes these day-walks would turn into a multi-day affair. I’d come back looking like some wild beast and my hostage-takers—my name for the Foster family the state placed me with—would freak out and call the doctors and the shrink.

      When it came to my little excursions, my state-appointed shrink called them a reckless disregard for my own safety and wellbeing.

      She claimed I was willfully dismissive of the risks my new lifestyle posed to my person, and that my high-risk behaviors and activities of late were a thinly veiled attempt to follow my family into the grave.

      Fuuuck her. Seriously! I wasn’t trying to die for gods’ sake! I was trying to Live! Live with a capital L, man!

      But I think I’m getting ahead of myself here. Or perhaps, I’ve gone out of sequence, as The Plain-Looking Fella says. So, I think we’ve come to that part.

      I don’t want to talk about this stuff, but I think it’s necessary for you to understand my motivations at that place and time in my life. Despite the passage of time, it’s still quite raw and is a pain that will never go away. And never, I’ve come to understand, can be a very long time coming.

      We’ve arrived at the circumstances that brought me to hitchhiking alone along I-80 in my fifteenth year on this earth.
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      Dad, Mother, and my six-year-old little brother met their tragic end on the twenty-eighth day of May in the year 1994. The plane my dad owned, and was piloting at the time, went down in rugged mountains near Salt Lake City, Utah, while on route to Lake Havasu, Arizona for an extended Memorial Day Weekend.

      They all took The Ride To Nowhere, as I’d come to call it.

      I was supposed to be on that plane. There were periods afterword when I genuinely wished I had been. That is, until I met The Plain-Looking Fella.

      I’d just started seeing—well, girlfriend isn’t exactly the right word, but close enough—Nataly. Where Nataly I were concerned, I guess you could say we were a couple of teenagers in heat. The relationship wasn’t a close one. In fact, it was quite contentious.

      I have difficulty connecting with people on an emotional level, and it often frustrated Nataly to no end.

      Despite all of that, we were pretty much inseparable at the time, and she persuaded me to beg off the trip and spend the weekend at my best friend’s place instead. Which, just so happened to be located two houses down from hers.

      My dad was reluctant, of course. He had plans for all kinds of stuff for he and my brother and I to do. But, eventually, he caved and I was allowed to stay behind. Yay me.

      As far as Mother was concerned, that was just fine. Mother was a bit of a shut-in no matter where we happened to be living or vacationing. Give her her books, keep the wine cabinet stocked, leave her the fuck alone, and she was happy. Well, contented maybe. I don’t think that woman was ever truly happy. Gods, I missed her.

      Honestly, I don’t think she cared one way or the other if I stayed, or if I went with them. We weren’t close. In fact, we hadn’t really said more than good morning to each other since what I refer to as The Great Helsinki Incident Of 1988.

      The GHI88, as I recall, had something to do with a borrowed heirloom pearl white taffeta dress, one single peach pit, an M-80 firecracker, four extra-wide rubber bands, eight brad tacks, two Farmers matches and the striker from the matchbox, a Whoopi Cushion, some electrical tape, and a massive five-tiered 60th Anniversary cake frosted in deep blue and piped in a golden yellow…

      I’m sure you get the picture. Anyway, that whole business is another story altogether, and best saved for a different time, perhaps. Besides, I’m not sure I’m prepared to ride that particular trail again just yet.

      So, with one parent in the win column and one in the, “What do I care what kid does?” column, my family took off from our little private airport just south and east of the East Gate to Yellowstone National Park. Departure time was marked at 10:22 a.m. on the Friday preceding Memorial Day Weekend.
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      I got the news that the plane was missing, assumed downed, at 2:52 p.m. that same day while sitting in Spanish class writing romantic poetry in a modified Hispaniola style for an A.P. exam.

      I was sitting in Brenden’s living room Sunday night, glued to the eleven o’clock news, when I got the call that rescuers had located, and finally reached the crash site.

      All passengers had been accounted for.

      There were no survivors.
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      At 11:42 p.m. on May 30, 1994, my entire life was ripped into more pieces than dad’s plane was when it hit terra firma at well over four hundred and fifty knots. And then, just as suddenly, my life had been mercilessly put back together in a way which was completely unrecognizable to me. Fade to black.

      I won’t lie, that was the moment when I completely checked out for a while. I holed up in Brenden’s mom’s spare bedroom, and I was very nearly catatonic for about a week and a half. I remember people coming in and out to visit me and to bring food and drinks, but I can’t tell you who they were or what they may have said for the most part.

      I’d had horrible nightmares and waking visions of being at the crash site. In them, I was standing before the jagged and torn end of the ruptured fuselage. I couldn’t see inside of it, though.

      Just past the edge of the opening, the darkness began. The darkness was complete—a solid mass. I didn’t want to go into that darkness, but I had to. I had to know.

      The decision, however, was always made for me. From inside the wreckage, out of the darkness would come an unseen malevolence.

      And each time I’d be helpless, frozen in place and unable to move. Unable even to scream. I’d just stand there, trembling in fear while I was devoured by that unseen monster with too many slimy tentacles. And each time, I knew that when it was finished with me, I would be forgotten. Never having existed. Uncreated.

      During this time, I couldn’t be roused or moved. I missed their funeral entirely. I suppose part of my catatonia could’ve been attributed to my condition, but not all. The truth of the matter was, my grief was just too overwhelming.

      I do remember one woman who stopped by shortly before I was moved to The Hostage House—my Foster home. She was a middle-aged, petite, dark-haired woman. From the sound of her footsteps, she was all business.

      She all but stomped up the hallway to the spare bedroom in a pair of fire-engine-red Stilettos and a Hillary Clinton-special pants suit.

      Standing in the hallway, she informed me through the doorway that she’d been assigned to be my caseworker.

      She didn't even bother to introduce herself as she stepped just inside the bedroom and proceeded to toss words in my general direction that I couldn’t quite grasp in my condition.

      Words like guardian and conservatorship. Words like ward of the state and Foster family. I remember giggling in a way that was just a tiny bit unhinged. Then, I zoned out again.

      When I just lay there and continued to stare off into my own personal oblivion, she wondered to herself—loud enough for me to hear, of course—if it wouldn’t be best to just have me committed to the mental ward for a while.

      She stood there for a minute more, and when I still didn’t respond or move, she left. It was at that moment I started referring to her as The Dragon Lady.

      A short time, or maybe it was days later, The Dragon Lady returned with the woman who would turn out to be my state-appointed shrink, or as I would come to call her, Nurse Ratched.

      Nurse Ratched was plump, short, and hairless. Like, completely hairless. From her toe knuckles poking out of her one-size-too-small, sensible, open-toed shoes, to her tattooed-on eyebrows, the woman had absolutely no hair at all.

      Hypotrichosis it’s called, it’s a genetic thing. She wore a violet scarf on her head, garish makeup on her face, and violet scrubs so over-sized they hung on her frame like a moo-moo.

      “You’re turning violet, Violet!” my other blurted.

      I had to clench my teeth until they creaked audibly to keep from laughing like the lunatic these two women already thought me to be.

      “Maybe we are…” my other whispered.

      Nurse Ratched crossed the room while wheeling a medium-sized, light blue clamshell suitcase behind her. There must’ve been something wrong with her knees because she swung her ever-straightened legs in an arc out to either side to take steps instead of bending at the knee.

      Meanwhile, The Dragon Lady brought an oak chair from the dining table out in the kitchen and sat it next to the foot of the bed for Nurse Ratched.

      Given how small The Dragon Lady was, I wouldn’t have guessed she’d be able to lift that over-sized oak chair, let alone haul it all the way into the back bedroom in those fabulous pumps, but she did.

      Hmmm, The Dragon Lady’s strong for her size; best keep that in mind.

      “Yeah, right. Like we’d ever strike a lady,” my other chided.

      Strike, no, but subdue and restrain? If I have to, but only if I have to.

      I know what you’re thinking. What’s a fourteen-year-old kid who just lost his family doing even considering subduing and restraining his caseworker? Let alone… anyone? And you’d be right to ask. But you’d have to understand how I was raised.

      I wasn’t raised, I was trained up, as dad always called it. And I don’t mean just trained, I mean Trained. Dad’d hired private military and mercs for the job. Professional led, regimented training and education on threat assessment, battlefield strategy, armed combat, firearms, ordinance, sniper, hand-to-hand combat and hand-weapons training.

      I could accurately draw and shoot faster than almost anyone alive. Well, with dear ol’ dad having passed, it was quite possible that my draw was the fastest.

      Leaving the six-guns in their holsters for the moment, I can ring the gong at just over seventeen hundred meters with a long gun. Additionally, I’m versed, if not proficient, in most martial-arts disciplines.

      All of this before I turned thirteen.

      At the time, I didn’t think much of it. Folks with my condition benefit from rigid, regimented structure. I assumed dad trained me the way he did as a way to give me the important tools I’d need to function normally within society. I couldn’t have been more mistaken.

      Which was why I was sizing up the Dragon Lady. I was trained to be prepared for any and all situations. It was almost a compulsion.

      Nurse Ratched lowered herself onto the chair and it creaked audibly under her weight, but it held.

      “Oak, ladies and gentlemen!” my other observed.

      She bent over her suitcase and flicked two little legs from their catches on the back. She rested the case back on those two legs and undid the lid latches and zipper, then opened it up. From the case she pulled out a skein of yarn and some crochet hooks.

      Next, she consulted a pattern affixed to the inside of the lid of the case, selected the correct sized hook, and went to work.

      She made it perfectly clear without saying a word that she’d be camped there for as long as I insisted on staying in that bed. For several moments, I considered calling their bluff and pulling the covers back over my head, but I always know when my opponent has the better hand.

      “It’s just one hand, laddie, no’ the whole round,” dad whispered in my mind.

      “Well, fuck,” I sighed under my breath, “I guess I fold.”

      It wasn’t long after Nurse Ratched started her bedside vigil that I finally got up from that damned bed in Brenden’s mom’s spare bedroom, and put one foot on the path to facing everything I’d been hiding from while laying there in it.

      “Square those shoulders, laddie,” dad said in my head, “noo, it’s time tae go All In.”

      To Nurse Ratched’s credit, she did eventually help me to get both my feet firmly on the path to acceptance and healing. It just wasn’t the same path she’d envisioned for me.

      And, in a very direct way, she planted the tiny seed of The Idea into my imagination. The Idea Seed would quickly grow into The Plan Stalk, and once The Plan Stalk was fully flowered, The Compulsion Fruit quickly grew plump, and ripened.
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      I’ll say this for Nurse Ratched, she was very good at her profession. And, even though I give her the business when I’m telling you about her, you should know that I respected her very much.

      In one of our sessions, Nurse Ratched, Mildred—yes, that’s her real first name—helped me to realize that I was ultimately responsible for my own life and happiness.

      It wasn’t until I’d lost my entire family, and I was facing being thrown head-first into the Foster system, that the full weight of that responsibility hit home for me.

      Once it did, I’d had something of an epiphany:  if I was the only one responsible for my life and happiness, then I was free to make my own choices with regard to that life and happiness. I was completely free. No, not just free, but Free with a capital F, man!

      Well, I think I did mention that I was a little naïve.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’d absolutely trade that freedom and that realization for having my family back any day of the week and twice on Sundays. I’m sure I would’ve eventually found my freedom in the due course of my life, anyway. Almost everyone does, at some point, I think.

      At that moment, though, I was without responsibility to anyone but myself, and that one realization was unimaginably empowering for me. I had Choices, now.

      I’m sure Nurse Ratched’s intention was to get me to take on her idea of what my responsibilities should be—to help me gain acceptance of the inevitable circumstances she, The Dragon Lady, and the State were all too determined to force me into.

      What Nurse Ratched, The Dragon Lady, and the State didn’t know about me was:  not only am I a Beanstalk with a capital B, I’m smart, too.

      I don’t mean that I’m just quick and clever, even though I am. I mean that I’m really smart. My tested IQ clocks in at a solid one seventy-one.

      Because of my intelligence, and because I’m able to quickly and completely absorb information, I advanced very quickly in school. So quickly, if fact, I should’ve graduated high school when I was eight, but Mother wouldn’t allow it.

      So, I was just biding my time until Mother agreed I was old enough to graduate. Finding school tedious and boring, I was simply phoning it in for my regular classes, and taking whatever AP classes my small-town school could dredge up for me.

      Dad, too, had my future planned out for me:  high school graduation, Bachelor of Physics at Cal-Tech, then post-grad abroad at the University Of Edinburgh, his alma mater.

      I didn’t really want dad’s responsibilities any more than I wanted Nurse Ratched’s. However, I was very nearly prepared to take them on so I wouldn’t disappoint dad or somehow tarnish his memory.

      I was All In for dad, but then, I also knew dad. I knew he’d understand. He’d see the whole battlefield. My circumstances had changed—more to the point, my whole life had changed. Dad would understand because dad was All In for me, too.

      Once I’d had my revelation about my freedom and responsibility, The Compulsion really set in, and I felt a strong need to hit the trail. The Hostage House wasn’t completely horrible, but it wasn’t home. Nowhere was home, now.

      The Hostage-Takers were nice enough people, they just weren’t quite prepared to handle a teenager such as myself. One who didn’t talk or act like a kid my age should. One who acted more like an adult than most adults did.

      It wasn’t really their fault, it was just… circumstance, I guess. Hades’d tell ya, my own Mother hadn’t a clue when it came to me, so I couldn’t blame a couple of strangers who had no idea what they’d just signed up for.

      For me, the situation was completely untenable. I knew if I didn’t get going soon, I’d be hemmed in by the early snows that often came to the mountains I’d have to cross to reach my goal. Or I’d get myself into trouble there in Arland, and they’d incarcerate or commit me.

      Before I could get going though, I had one more person to meet with—dad’s best friend and lawyer, Brom Coleson. Brom was ancient to someone as young as I was then. He was soft-spoken, easy going, and always carried old-fashioned stick candy in the breast pocket of his grey wool suit jacket.

      He’d been wearing that jacket every time I’d seen the man. It was for those reasons I’d nicknamed him Matlock, which quickly got abbreviated to just Lock. The name stuck, and Lock told me once that everyone at the courthouse—even the judges—were calling him Lock now, outside of the courtroom, of course.

      Lock stopped by The Hostage-House on the thirty-ninth day of my captivity there to go over my parents’ Wills and Estate. He was exceedingly gentle and kind about it, but it was still very difficult for me. It all boiled down to this:  I was the last living Landgrave MacAlister, and I was to inherit everything.
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          MORE BAD NEWS & LOCK KNOWS NANCY’S SECRET

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t come by my intelligence by mere chance. Dad’s IQ was almost as high as mine is. Mother would never get tested, but I can tell you she was supremely intelligent. She absorbed every morsel of every fact and theorem she read in her books, and her favorite pastime was outsmarting people and then rubbing it in their faces.

      So, it came as no surprise to me that my parents had set up Trusts and accounts for my brother and I which covered almost every possible eventuality, even this one.

      Dad had a rock-solid Will and so did Mother. Once Lock finished outlining everything, I asked him the obvious question.

      “If they were so damned thorough with the Estate, Lock, then why am I stuck in the Foster system? Why’d they plan for everything except for what to do with me?”

      We were seated in the large dinning room alongside the modest dinner table, with the legal documents neatly spread out on its highly polished oak top. Our chairs were angled so we were facing each other, almost knee to knee.

      Lock sighed, put his hand on my knee and looked sympathetically into my eyes for a long moment. Then he looked down at his shoes and drew in another breath, seemingly for the courage to proceed.

      “They did, kid. You already know that your dad didn’t have any living relatives. You may not have known that his older brothers were all killed in the war⁠—”

      “I had a vague idea, but no one ever talked about it.” I interjected.

      Lock nodded.

      “—so, it was decided that if something happened to both your parents, you and your brother would go to San Francisco to live with your mother’s sister, Margaret.”

      “Oh shit,” my other blurted.

      The Great Helsinki Incident Of 1988 came flooding back to me.

      The dress belonged to aunt Margaret…

      “Oh, shit,” I said out loud. “She refused to take me in, didn’t she?”

      Lock’s eyebrows went up in surprise. I briefly explained to him that ill-fated incident in Finland just six short years ago.

      “She and Mother haven’t spoken since, you know. Never will, now, I guess. Not on this Plane, anyway.” My eyes were getting glassy again.

      Lock grimaced and nodded to signify he knew all about it. Of course he did. Lock knew absolutely everything, or so I thought then.

      He began again, “No, kid. To Margaret’s credit, when she got the news about your parents and brother, and of course your situation, she immediately left San Francisco for Arland. Apparently, Margaret had a severe phobia about flying, so she rented a car to come out here and pick you up.

      “She was just this side of Wendover, Nevada, when her car went off of the road. All signs point to her having had a massive coronary while drive⁠—”

      “Is she okay?” My voice cracked as I interrupted Lock again, feeling hope and dismay go to war inside my chest.

      Lock put up his hand for patience as he continued.

      “I’m afraid not. The medical examiner said her heart was a ticking bomb—some congenital defect of some sort—and that it was only a matter of time. There’s nothing anyone could’ve done. Doc says she was most likely dead before her car ever left the road.

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you this on top of everything you’re going through right now, but I couldn’t let you go on thinking that your folks didn’t have a plan for you. It just didn’t work out, is all.” He spread his hands and looked at me with empathy.

      “I understand.”

      Like heavy stones grinding in the pit of my stomach, a fresh pang of intense grief washed over me. I couldn’t sort out how I was feeling at that moment. I usually felt nothing at all. Tears were welling up in my eyes and threatening to spill down my cheeks… again.

      “I can’t believe aunt Margaret was coming to get me. I was sure she hated my guts after that whole brouhaha in ’88. I’m sorry she died.”

      And I really was sorry. I hadn’t known Margaret hardly at all—not even enough to give her a nickname. And I gave everybody a nickname. Somehow that one small thought made the weight of my grief for her increase exponentially.

      “Rest in peace Margaret, I’m so sorry about the dress,” I whispered.

      Lock gently tapped my knee, bringing me back from my thoughts. It took real effort, but I slowly met his eyes.

      "There’s more of Margaret’s story to tell, kid.”

      Lock, and everyone else, only ever calls me kid. That’s kid with a lower k. Likewise, I only ever called him Lock. Lock got it. Lock was good people.

      “Even though your mother and Margaret weren’t presently speaking, they were still family, and fiercely loyal to one another. This current business over the dress aside, they still loved each other very much.

      “They were the only blood family left to one another. So, it should come as no surprise to you that Margaret left her Estate, in its entirety, to your mother. Which means that with your mother’s bequest to you, you’ll also inherit your aunt Margaret’s Estate.”

      I was flabbergasted. Completely floored, as the ol’ man used to say. This was absolutely horrific! It was like winning some kind of fucked up lottery.

      In this lottery, though, the price of just one ticket was the life of every single member of your family.

      I suddenly felt completely overwhelmed by the immutable finality of it all. It must have shown on my face because Lock tapped my knee again and said, “You okay, kid? All the color done left your face.”

      “Trashcan,” I whispered urgently through my clenched teeth, which were currently the only thing holding back the torrent of grilled cheese, tomato soup and bile hastily preparing to leave my stomach. I nodded my chin in the direction of the under-sink cupboard across the kitchen to Lock’s left.

      Lock got it in one, and quickly fetched the scrap bucket from under the sink and passed it to me. I grabbed it and promptly lost my breakfast, dinner, and lunch for the last month into its stinking depths.

      While I was indisposed, Lock filled a glass with cool water and brought a clean dish rag he’d retrieved from the drawer beside the sink. Thoughtfully, he’d moistened it from the tap. I set aside the scrap bucket and took both, gratefully.

      I wiped my face and trembling hands. I then picked up the glass with those still-shaking hands and sipped the water cautiously, like some toddler who’s still working out how to navigate the whole cup-to-mouth-and-stay-dry thing.

      Lock then produced a couple mint-flavored stick candies seemingly out of nowhere, and I was again grateful for the kindness. I tried to thank him but my tongue wouldn’t move when I opened my mouth, so I just sat there with my jaw hanging loose and tears again pooling in the corners of my eyes.

      Now, when I say have trouble connecting with people on an emotional level, I don’t mean that I don’t have emotions. I do, kind of. But I can’t process more than one, maybe two emotions at any one time. Even then, they’re fleeting, distant, vague, confusing, and they usually lack intensity.

      That being said, I did lack the full spectrum of emotions. Anger is one, for example, I didn’t experience. But I sometimes faked it for a dedicated purpose, or to better make a point.

      Love is another one I didn’t experience. I’m not sure I even knew or understood what love really was. Most of the time, I simply mirrored other people’s emotions. It was exhausting. After my parent’s death, though, I found that I could experience grief. At that moment, I very much wished that I couldn’t.

      “Hey, kid”—Lock spoke gently, concern and real empathy in his voice—“I know this is a real kick in the teeth, the gut, and the balls t'boot. Believe me! If I stop too long to think about it, I end up a puddle on the bathroom floor with The Missus doing for me what I’m doing for you now. Why do ya think it took me so damned long to get over here to ya?”

      He looked at his shoes again and sighed.

      “I couldn’t face it myself. Your dad was my best friend, and I know how close you two are—were. Dammit!”

      Lock’s frustration over putting dad in the past tense was plainly on display, but he continued, “I know because he told me. He was so very proud of you, kid.”

      “I know,” my voice croaked, at last managing to get words past a tongue that was finally answering its call to duty, “He never left any doubt about that, or how much he loved me. None of them did, really. Even Mother.”

      “He was a good man,” Lock said almost absently, and to no one in particular.

      Lock drew in a deep but shaky breath and sat up straight in his chair. He clapped his palms down, one on each of his thighs.

      “Anyway, kid,”—he said in the way men do when they’ve reached their talking-about-feelings threshold—“do you have any more questions for me? You’ve got the ATM card and draw-cheques for the Trust accounts. Your dad didn’t put any restrictions on how you spend it or what you spend it on, or how much you can spend at one time, so you can use the money as you see fit. Roy trusted your judgement. I think he secretly hoped you’d give the poker circuit a try.”

      Lock winked exaggeratedly while jabbing me in the ribs with his index finger in an effort to lighten the mood. To my surprise, I chuckled along with him at the jest, but my heart wasn’t really in it.

      I drew in a quick breath and then let it out slowly while running my fingers through my hair.

      “I’m a little overwhelmed right now. I can’t think of any questions… wait, Lock, are you my lawyer?”

      “Yeah, kid, I am. I come with the Trust.”

      “So, anything I say to you is strictly between us? You can’t tell anyone?”

      “Yes, aside from some very rare circumstances, that’s correct.”

      “Lock, I’m leaving.”

      I blurted it out just like that, before I’d even realized I’d made the decision to tell him.

      “I’m going to make my way out west, to the Pacific. I can’t stand it here. They’re everywhere I look. My family, I mean. They’re everywhere I go.

      “I can’t escape them in this damned one-horse town, and right now all the constant reminders and vivid memories are too painful. You know it, Lock. I’m not used to feeling this… much. It’s killing me, and I need to put some distance between me and this place. I’ve got to get out of here. Like, yesterday, man.”

      “kid, are you sure? Have you really, I mean really thought this through? Is it the Fosters? Are they not treating you well? If not, I can help. With your smarts and your financial situation, you have a good case for emancipation. I could pursue that for you, if you want.”

      There was a hint of concern in his voice, but no real panic like I’d expected.

      “kid, ya gotta really think this thing through. Emancipated or not, you’re not old enough to be out there in The World alone.”

      “I am in this world alone, now, Lock. And, yes, I have given it considerable thought, and it’s nothing like that. The Hostage Takers are cool, as much as they can be.”

      Lock, being intimately familiar with my quirk about nicknaming people and things, only snorted a little when he laughed at that one.

      “I know I’m just a kid on the outside, Lock. I put you on the list when I filled out the paperwork, you can talk to Nurse Ratched, I’m far more emotionally and intellectually mature than my age and appearance would suggest,” I said, while trying to project exactly that.

      “I did speak to her. And putting your intellect and emotional maturity aside, she says you’re engaging in high-risk and self-destructive behaviors as a form of passive suicide.”

      “You know me better than that, Lock,” I said flatly, looking directly into his eyes now.

      He looked hard at me for a long moment. I returned his stare, saying nothing more. Eventually, he softened and shook his head.

      “If you were any other soon-to-be-fifteen-year-old, I’d have ya committed. Buut… I know you. I know, er, knew your dad.

      “I know about all the times you guys went off into the mountains to play survival. Your old man brought in specialists and Masters of all kinds to teach you fighting, weaponry, how to shoot everything under the sun and hit what you're aimin’ at.

      "Many’s the time I went out to the airport and watched you two kicking and punching and flipping around in those damned pajamas on the tarmac. He trained you like there was some big battle headed your way; one only he could see.

      “I know the things he taught you out there. Smart things too, like not just how to fight but when not to fight. How to use all those weapons. And those damned quickdraw competitions! You two takin’ the finals last year? Ahhhh. I miss your dad, kid. He had tremendous faith in your abilities, so I do, too.”

      He lapsed into memory-thought while shaking his head ever so slightly. I sucked thoughtfully on a stick candy and waited. His eyes were on my boots when he spoke again, softly, like he was trying to convince himself.

      “Themis knows, with that inheritance the kid could hire a bodyguard to follow him around and sleep in a different Five-Star hotel every night for the rest of his life. kid’s a freakin’ genius; could probably figure a million ways to get to San Fran, most I’d never come up with given the chance. What the heck-fire do I have to worry about?”

      Finally, he met my eyes again.

      “Okay kid, I’ll look t’other way and keep my mouth shut about the particulars. But it’ll all have to come out once the authorities get involved, so ya gotta write and call in once in a while, especially in the beginning. Judicious use of your money and my lawyerin’ll keep the authorities at bay so long as I can prove you’re alive and healthy when I need to. Got it?”

      I nodded in agreement.

      “In the meantime, I’ll work on getting you declared emancipated so you won’t run into any minor issues—excuse the pun—with the law while you’re off on walkabout or whatever it is kids your age call it nowadays. If you’re dead set on doing this, then let’s play it smart.”

      I looked at Lock in complete shock. I couldn’t believe he’d come down on my side! I’d had this whole debate planned… point and counter-point. Lock saw my bamboozlement and grinned.

      “Lawyerin’ is more like chess than poker, kid. Ya need to be way ahead of your opponent in moves and counter-moves. If ya know all the moves before the game begins, ya don’t have to gamble and ya can’t lose.”

      “Lock, why didn’t you ever teach me chess?”

      He looked up at me and shook his head. “I thought we had more time, kid. Besides, poker was already you and your dad’s thing. I didn’t want to come between that.”

      “We’re not out of time, Lock. Not by a long shot. So you knew I was gonna to try to run?”

      “kid, running’s been written on you since ya took that first school-skip-day-trip into them hills.”

      “And here I thought I had a pretty good poker face.”

      “Oh, you do. T’was your new hiking boots that gave ya away,” Lock said, nodding in the direction of my feet, “In the immortal words of Nancy Sinatra, kid, those boots are made for walkin.”

      I looked down at my now puke-speckled but still newish boots, then back up at Lock, we both grinned.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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