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			CHAPTER 1- COLLECTIVE CONSCIENCE

			Greeks didn’t consider One a number. Euclid defined numbers as an aggregate of units. Numbers begin with two. One is both male and female, odd and even—the least misogynist.

			In the United States, there are signs posted everywhere proclaiming #1. Sometimes the number is traded for claims such as World’s Best. Other noteworthy examples of one: Elsie Eiler is mayor, head clerk, and tavern owner in Monowi, Nebraska. She’s the only resident living there. In all of Shakespeare’s works, there’s only one hiccup. It’s found in Twelfth Night. The perpetrator is no other than Sir Toby Belch.

			Many words begin with a unifying prefix—Uni and mono—unicycle, monogamy. The dromedary has one hump, a cyclops one eye. Many humans believe in one God. Yet there’s really only one bonafide unifying element in the universe. That’s where I come in. Consciousness has outsourced since the dawn of humanity because man isn’t born with it. My job is to try and balance ego with consciousness. Without me, ego runs amok.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2 - ARRIVAL

			I arrived on Earth from the heart of creation. Think of my kind as the Collective. We filter dark matter into energy. No need to pull into a filling station when we travel. Mandatory social service is a Collective requirement. I’m charged with making clients into critical thinkers. Many factors determine the effectiveness of my efforts. Man has free-will, which either closes borders or opens superhighways. 

			My client’s name is James. He goes by Jimmy. My arrival was accompanied by a sunrise, glowing yellow, orange, softening into a delicate pink as it emerged from the highest peaks of the Sierra Nevada mountains, floating to the surface as if from a fiery lake.

			Dawn emerges along with the odor of weeds, walnut leaves, dirt, and skunk. It smells of new beginnings. 

			Words are codes often used to camouflage truth. Politicians make a living doing this. I try my best not to hide behind empty words. Truth is sacred. I entered into the fray with perfect timing—a shot in the dark, so to speak. Navigating five layers of the atmosphere surrounding Earth, descending the exosphere, thermosphere, and mesosphere, I pierced the stratosphere’s ozone layer before easing into the troposphere. 

			At 5:31 in the morning, I hovered at ten-thousand feet to focus on one hundred-and-sixty-eight acres of farmland in the central San Joaquin Valley. The main entrance was a gravel lane about a quarter mile long bordered by dozens of palm-trees. There were two barns, one for hay, another used as a workshop/storage. Close by was the heart of the farm—a modest three-bedroom house painted beige with brown trim topped with asphalt shingles. The surrounding land had a voice, whispering as sweetly as a dove in the early morning.

			Nothing is impermeable. Eventually, something always gets in. I passed through a crack in the front door of the farmhouse, drawn by the delicious diversity of human sounds. I paused next to the fireplace in the living room to listen. 

			A four-year-old twitched her feet beneath clean sheets. Steady breathing issued from her eight-year-old brother on the other side of the bedroom. A black dachshund stirred in a wicker basket and farted. Noises from another bedroom drew my attention. I passed beneath it.

			More breathing—heavier this time. I floated above husband and wife. They’ve chosen this fine morning to indulge in the most pleasurable pursuit available to humans. Sighs, muffled moans, and a few gasps built toward a crescendo. And then my moment arrived. 

			It is 5:57. Millions of sperm swam toward a homeless shelter. Only a hundred and forty-six made it to the door. They crowded forward. Those who simply knocked at the door were rejected. Others tried a forced entry and were denied. One slipped in. I followed before the portal closed. In that instant, sex was determined. Jimmy was now more than just a twinkle in his father’s eye. At that moment, I was clueless as to how difficult my job would be.

			***

			In Meadowland Memorial Hospital, April 3rd, 1956, after eight months, two-hundred and ninety-six days of solitary confinement, Jimmy arrived. His voice was spanked into being. How strange that life should begin with pain instead of wonder. Doctor Parkinson, the family doctor for over twenty years, handed Jimmy to the nurse.

			“Nice big boy,” says Parkinson.

			Jimmy is swabbed clean and placed in Mother’s arms. Father is allowed in. Parkinson accepts a cigar and slips it into a shirt pocket. The nurse hands Jimmy to Father. Everyone smiles, including the baby. 

			“See that?” says Father proudly.

			“Gas,” explains the doctor. The doctor tickles Jimmy’s feet, takes vitals, and pronounces him fit as a fiddle. “Gotta name picked out?” 

			“James,” says Mother. “James Irwin Koch.”

			“After James Dean,” Father clarifies. 

			“Oh,” chimes the nurse. “I just saw East of Eden at the Meadowland Theater. What a wonderful actor.” She moves to a Remington typewriter that sits on a small table off to the side.

			“James Irwin Koch.” Parkinson pronounces it Kock. 

			“Koke, not Kock,” amends Father. 

			The doctor, fluent in German, knows better. “Koke it is.”

			“K-o-c-h?” The nurse is typing birth information on the official certificate.

			“Yes,” Father says.

			She finishes typing and hands Jimmy back to Mother. Fifteen minutes later, Jimmy opens his eyes. He can’t see very far, but his mother’s face is close. 

			“Blue eyes,” she announces. 

			“Yep,” agrees Father. 

			The nurse retrieves Jimmy to place him inside an incubator. There are two other encapsulated babies in the care center. She returns and, with a click-clack-clickety-clack, adds the parent names to the birth certificate—Barbara Eileen Koch, William Lester Koch.

			***

			Magnets have a north and south pole. North and south are mutually attracted to one another. North-to-north, south-to-south are repelled. James Irwin Koch and I were East of West Eden.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3 - THORNS

			Perceptions have reference points. From the air, farmlands are geometric—squares, circles, and rectangles. Closer inspection shows ragged edges, imperfections. The same is true of human consciousness. 

			Sibling rivalry causes perfidious behaviors. James Irwin Koch had a sister, Karen (five) and a brother, Michael (eight). They were with Grandma Dobbs when Jimmy was born. Leora Dobbs lived close to the hospital where her daughter was recovering. The children called her Grandma Dobby to her face. Behind her back, she was the Mud Dauber. 

			They would have preferred staying with Grandpa and Grandma Koch. As the crow flies, they live across a prune orchard from their house. They walked there nearly every day. Children in those days were often barefoot. The biggest worry was bull’s-head sticker patches. If you stumbled into one, someone with shoes had to lift you out. For kids, wearing shoes was like using gloves to play a cello. 

			Grandpa and Grandma Koch loved the kids yet exercised little control over their activities, which were often dangerous. Their middle-aged son, Uncle Ed, lived there too. Today he would be labeled as mentally challenged. Yet, in 1956, people referred to him as slightly retarded. Ed’s love for the children was borderless and all-encompassing. His laughter could be heard a mile away, expressed in three syllables, “Uh huh-huh!” He played with the children, attended their sporting events, and listened to whatever stories they had to tell. 

			When Uncle Ed was school-age, special classes weren’t offered. He was mainstreamed into regular classes. It was rumored that when he was born, the doctor held him up by one leg and made it longer than the other, which was why Ed walked with a bad limp. It was also thought that Gladys left baby Ed in the sun too long while she was gardening one day, causing a diminished mental capacity. Both theories reflected the ignorance of the time. Truth is, Ed was blessed. He didn’t need to wrap his brain around complex issues. He lived a day at a time, and his basic instinct for love served him well until his dying day. 

			Sometimes the children called him Special Ed, but never to his face. He was a capable farmhand, able to drive tractors, irrigate crops, and prune trees. When instructions were explained slowly and carefully, Ed could do almost anything asked of him. He always carried a pack of Wrigley’s Spearmint gum in his pocket for the children.

			Undoubtedly, Uncle Ed’s greatest talent was the uncanny ability to fart at will, followed by his trademark laughter, “Uh huh-huh!” The children debated how it was possible to expel gas so long and so loud. 

			“Can fart anytime I wanna,” he joked. When challenged to do so, he replied, “Don’t wanna.” This always drew snickers from the children. Then he’d ask them to pull his finger.

			The only time Karen and Michael saw Grandpa Andrew angry was the previous Thanksgiving held at his house. Grandma Dobbs was there, too, bringing austerity to the table. Before feasting, Grandpa said a prayer of thanks. 

			“Father, bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies—” 

			At which point Uncle Ed, sitting across from the prayer-giver, lifted and let one rip.

			“For Chrissake, Ed!” Andrew’s face turned crimson, and his hands closed into fists. He was so upset he knocked over his wine glass. “Sonofa—”

			“Andrew!” admonished Gladys before he concluded the expletive. 

			Sitting between Dobby and his father, Michael covered his mouth with a cloth napkin to hold his laughter. Karen copied him, and tears streamed down their cheeks. Uncle Ed saw them and was unable to control himself. His laughter erupted in three loud blasts, “Uh huh-huh!” Andrew stood, leaned over, and slapped Ed hard across the face.

			Bill glared his children into silence. Barbara dabbed a napkin at the corners of her mouth. Dobby did the same, her face becoming a mask of disapproval. Uncle Ed sobbed. It’s frightening to see adults cry. Gladys went to him and put gentle hands on his shoulders. Then she stared straight into Andrew’s eyes.

			“Should be ashamed! What’re you teaching the children? C’mon, sweetheart.” She coaxed Ed out of his chair. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” 

			Ed followed his mother into a bathroom, where she dabbed his face and soothed him with kind words. Andrew picked up his wine glass and then stared at his dinner plate. Michael lowered his napkin, and Karen drew screeching sounds from the plate with the tip of her fork. Bill broke the silence. 

			“Pass the mashed taters, would yuh?”

			Happy for a respite from the storm, Andrew quickly complied, and there followed a flurry of clinks and clanks as dishes were shared, plates filled. Michael looked at his sister and moved his lips to form one whispered word. “Amen.” 

			***

			There was a reason Michael and Karen weren’t allowed to stay with Grandpa and Grandma Koch when their mother began labor. On the grandparent’s property, there stood a large, dilapidated red barn. The sliding door was always open. Michael devised a plan to scare fruit bats out from behind the door. He knew they were there, evidenced by piles of guano beneath. Karen rattled the door, and Michael smacked escaping bats out of the air with a broken shovel handle. Karen called out the results in the universal language of baseball.

			“Single…strike one…single…double…strike two…steeerike three. My turn!”

			“Naw, I got one out left.”

			Ed found Michael and Karen. He stood with hands on hips. Michael was giggling like a madman, clobbering one bat after another. Ed laughed, “Uh huh-huh!” until a bloodied bat smacked his chest. “Dammit to hell!” Uncle Ed often used unfiltered language.

			“Sorry, Unk,” Mike called out.

			“Home run!” exclaimed Karen.

			Later, recalling how funny it had been, Uncle Ed told his brother. Bill told Barbara, but she didn’t think it was a bit humorous.

			“That’s the last straw. What if they’d been bitten?”

			“I’ll talk to ‘em,” Bill said.

			“Your parents, Bill. That’s who you need to talk to. The kids are just being kids. It’s your parents. If they can’t look after the kids when they’re there, then….” She left the rest hanging.

			Bill sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

			“Well, if you know….” She pursed her lips.

			Bill walked away, not wishing to reopen old wounds. His parents had never approved of Barbara. She and Bill married fresh out of high school.

			As a result, Mike and Karen were banished to the Mud Daubers when it was time for their mother to push Jimmy into the world. There was nothing to do at the Daubers. Being used to roaming the ranch, they felt like caged birds there. Grandma Dobby found a stash of Tinker Toys and building blocks and procured crepe paper and crayons to occupy them. On top of that, she had a manicured miniature white poodle named Princess that bit Mike on the arm soon after they arrived. 

			“What did you do to provoke her?” Dobby accused.

			“Not a goddamn thing!” Mike answered. 

			“Watch your language, young man.”

			Princess cowered and then twisted around to lick her butt.

			The phone rang. Grandma Sally picked up. “Hi! Oh, that’s so exciting! Congratulations. Yes. James Irwin Koch. How’s Barb? Good. The children are fine….”

			Michael motioned his sister outside. They sat on the front porch facing a street. Cars raced by. There was a small patch of lawn and an elm tree there. They heard the shush-shush-shush of traffic, the sound of a lawnmower, someone shouting in the distance, dogs barking. It was all mixed up, so you couldn’t distinguish one from the other. 

			In the past few years, Michael and his sister had forged a truce. Michael realized it was better to have Sis as an ally rather than an adversary. Jimmy was a monkey wrench tossed into the cogs of their alliance.

			“There goes the neighborhood,” Michael said.

			“What’s that mean?”

			“Means shit’s gonna hit the fan.”

			“How?”

			“That little bastard’s gonna cause nothin’ but headaches. Mark my words. You and me gotta stick together. It’s us against him, understand?”

			“Mommy says the baby will be a blessing.”

			Michael shook his head and stood up to stretch. He was tall for his age and towered over Karen. “He’ll be a pain in the ass.”

			“Mom says you shouldn’t use words like that.”

			“Wait ‘n’ see. When the little blessing gets home, we’ll be invisible.”

			“Why?”

			“You’ll see.”

			The front door opened. Grandma Sally smiled down at them. “There you are. Guess what? You have a baby brother!”

			Michael nodded and glared at his sister.

			“Michael says that—”

			“What’s its name?” Michael interrupted.

			“His name,” she corrected. “James Irwin. Jimmy. Always liked that name.”

			Jimmy, he thought. Stupid-ass name.

			“Tomorrow morning, you’ll go home with your new brother. Excited?” She beamed.

			Karen looked pleadingly at Michael. He offered Dobby a fake smile. “Course.”

			“Pick up the Tinker Toys before dinner.”

			“Can we watch Gunsmoke later?”

			“So violent. Lawrence Welk’s on tonight. I think you’ll enjoy it.” She started back through the door.

			As the door closed, Michael stared at his feet. “Fuckin’ Dauber.”

			“What’re we gonna do?”

			“We’ll figure somethin’, don’t you worry.”

			Later that evening, Karen and Michael sat on the loveseat while Dobby took up the entire sofa to watch Lawrence Welk. She wore a worshipping smile for the entire show. The maestro lifted his baton, “And uh one-uh and uh two-uh and uh three-uh….” Dobby was remembering happier times, when she was sixteen, pretty, passionate about life—before getting pregnant, miscarrying, the boyfriend’s denials—before her world came toppling down. Less than a year later, she was pregnant by another man, who quickly skedaddled. This time she carried Barbara to term. To get by, Leora Dobbs learned to sew quilts. She did housework, babysat, whatever she could do to earn a dollar. She survived. Yet the journey took its toll. She never married, never had another child. Her dreams were stitched into quilts to comfort others.

			Bobby and Susie were smiling and dancing a waltz as Lawrence Welk waved his baton. Princess was snoozing on Dauber’s lap. Michael glared at the disgusting pink warts that showed beneath the dog’s white curls. The glow of the television made the dim room seem smaller. He tried to concentrate on a Superman comic, reading it to his sister. He had taught her to read utterances such as oof, ahhh!, and grrr. 

			“Go ahead and hit me, Superman,” he read. “The more you hit me, the stronger I get!” He pointed to the next bubble indicating Superman’s response.

			“Oof!” Karen cried out.

			Grandmother shot daggers at them, and he fired back. “Yeah,” he whispered. “Oof.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4 - ZEMO MEANS BAD

			The dry summer heat of the central San Joaquin valley is mummifying. Circumstances feed from the inside out, leaving behind a leathery outer shell. In the end, it’s all that’s left. Four years after his birth, one mid-morning, James Irwin Koch was kneeling alone beneath a large walnut tree in the front yard. He examined a June beetle being eaten alive by tiny red ants, who crawled in and out of an invisible opening. The beetle kicked one rear leg in protest.

			Mother multitasked between the kitchen and the laundry room. On a line in the fenced backyard, clothes dried rapidly beneath the unrelenting valley sun. When Jimmy was born, Bill built a four-foot fence around the entire house. He also constructed an A-frame play set with halved tires hanging by strong ropes for swinging and a full-sized tire to twist around on. Jimmy didn’t use the tire because Michael claimed a black widow lived in the hollow. The backyard was also where the washroom was. Barbara used the Whirlpool Bill bought her for Christmas. 

			“Stay inside the yard,” Mother warned Jimmy.

			“But I wanna go with Karen and Mike.”

			“When you’re a little older.” 

			Michael was twelve. Karen was eight. Jimmy wondered how old he’d have to be to roam the farm as they did.

			“Not fair.”

			Jimmy found a garden trowel and dug at the foot of the walnut tree. He imagined treasure buried there. His father had been reading Treasure Island to him a few evenings a week. It was slow going. Most nights, Bill was wiped out, unable to muster the energy to see what Long John Silver was up to. 

			“Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum,” Jimmy intoned as he excavated deeper. Nothin’, he thought as his search encountered stubborn roots. On a whim, he found a faded yellow plastic Indian and a blue canoe laying in the brittle brown grass close by. They had been part of a cheap bagged set, along with cowboys, a brown wagon, and other Indians. The Indian held an upraised tomahawk. Jimmy laid the yellow Indian inside the canoe, placed them into the hole, and covered them. He didn’t know why it felt satisfying, but it did.

			Two cats named Louie and orphan Annie were fighting on the rooftop. Like most farm pets, they just showed up one day. An Australian shepherd named Joe accompanied his father in the back of the pickup wherever he went. Gretchen, the black dachshund, was mostly Barbara’s. It padded around on stubby legs traveling from wicker basket to dog dish and back again. At night it slept in Karen and Mike’s room. During the day, the basket was moved into the living room.

			This morning, Bill was using the John Deere to cultivate a field of black-eyed peas. Joe slept in the shade beneath the yellow F-100 pickup parked close by.

			“Look, Karen, there’s a monkey in our yard.” Michael approached the front gate and pointed to Jimmy. Karen giggled. “What you doin’, monkey-boy?” 

			“I’m not a monkey!”

			“Sure you are. Doc Parkinson chopped off your tail when you were born, but they couldn’t do nothin’ about the rest of yuh.”

			Jimmy pursed his lips and focused on the freshly covered Indian grave. 

			“He’s burying a banana to eat later,” Karen added.

			Michael cackled and squatted next to his little brother. “Ooo-ooo ah-ahhh!” 

			“Lemme alone!”

			“Bet you could climb this ol’ walnut tree, lickety-split.”

			“Shut up!”

			“Mmmonkey.”

			“Shut up!” 

			Karen added, “Roses are red, violets are blue, you look like a monkey, and you smell like one too.”

			Jimmy stood to face his adversaries. “You’re both monkeys!”

			“What’s going on out here?” Mother was standing in the front doorway.

			Jimmy’s face was pinched with anger.

			“Nothin’,” Michael answered.

			“Doesn’t sound like nothin’,” she said.

			“Jokin’ around.”

			“Be nice to your brother.”

			Monkey, Michael thought. “Okay.”

			“You too, young lady.”

			“All right.”

			The door closed. Jimmy was facing Michael. His teeth were clenched. “Hate your guts and wish you were dead.”

			Michael pitched himself to the ground and lay still.

			“See what you did?” Karen said. “You killed him.”

			“He’s not dead.”

			“Look at ‘im.”

			“Mom!” Jimmy yelled.

			“Shut up. I can bring him back. Anybody in the club has the power.” She bent over Michael. “Trizzle-trazzle-trozzle-trup, time for Michael to wake up.” She waved a hand over her big brother’s limp body. 

			Michael sat up. “W-what happened? It was so dark.”

			“See, it worked,” Karen said. Then they sang in unison. “Camp’n’wee is Carl. Carl means good, Zemo means bad.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jimmy wanted to know.

			“It’s a secret,” Karen said.

			“Hey, Sis,” Mike continued. “Should we initiate Jimmy into the club.”

			“Think he’s ready?”

			“What you think, monkey? Got what it takes?”

			Jimmy stared at the dry grass. Whatever he replied would be twisted one way or another until he’d forget what the question was. He knew very little about the Camp’n’wee club. Only that they bragged about the benefits of membership, inventing new words to describe the various aspects of the club. For instance, Karl meant good, and Zemo was bad. Zemos were evil entities to be avoided at all costs, and the only way to kill them was with a Cue-wiz stick. Those were made with a rifle-length of wood. A long nail was hammered through about a quarter of the way to form both trigger and hammer.

			“How ‘bout it, wanna join?” Mike asked. “Make your mind up. We ain’t got all day.”

			“What do I gotta do?”

			Michael nodded toward Karen. “We’ll have to have a meeting to decide. Stay here.”

			They sequestered themselves on the opposite end of the yard. Whispers were punctuated by giggles. While he waited for the verdict, Jimmy dug up the Indian and reburied him. After five minutes, they returned. 

			“Okay. Ready?”

			“What do I gotta do?” He repeated.

			“You’ll find out soon enough. I’ll go ask Mom if you can come with us.”

			Michael went into the house. The windows were open to diffuse the heat inside. Screens kept out the flies and mosquitoes. Jimmy heard his mother say, “Okay, but stay close and keep a close eye on him.”

			“We will.”

			“Back in an hour for lunch,” she added.

			Karen and Michael led Jimmy out of the yard. There were various zones on the farm, one for farm implements that scratched, gouged, or combed the earth’s surface—lows, rotary harrows, disks, ripper-blades. Heavy work was done with the B-3 John Deere. It was usually stored beneath a large open port next to the diesel tank. It was called a B-3 because it rode on three wheels. Jimmy called it the dat-dat because that’s the sound it made. Another area was set aside for scrap iron. There were often lizards scurrying around in there. There was a wood pile, a canvas-covered hill of silage to feed the cattle. They only had three Herefords in a small pasture next to the house, keeping them as a reminder that they’d once been cattle ranchers. There was also an old horse named Fern, walking stiffly as she grazed on grass.

			The red barn was off-limits to the children. Inside was an acetylene torch, arc welder, drills, sanders, saws—all tools with maiming potential. The white barn had two tall haystacks on either side of the large open entry. 

			“What we doin’ here?” Karen asked. “You said—”

			“Shhh!” Michael pointed to a large, centered crossbeam twenty-five feet above, spanning the width of the barn. “Okay, monkey, you gotta go from one side to the other.”

			“Quit callin’ me that!”

			“That’s not what we said,” argued Karen. “We said he’s gotta stand barefoot on a mound of red ants for two minutes.” 

			Jimmy stared up at the crossbeam. “I’ll do it.”

			“If you make it,” explained Michael, “yuh have to sing the Camp’n’wee song perfectly before we let you in.”

			Karen began singing, “Camp’n’wee is Karl, Karl means good, Zemo means bad.”

			“This’s the easiest way up.” Michael showed Jimmy where bales formed a crude staircase to the top. 

			Jimmy began his ascent. Last time he’d been up there was with his father, who’d shown him where four newborn kittens were hidden. 

			“Can we keep ‘em?” he asked his dad. 

			“Fraid not, buddy. Got ‘nough animals to feed.”

			“What’ll happen to ‘em?”

			“I’ll find ‘em a good home.”

			Later in life, Jimmy discovered that home was a gunny sack filled with rocks and kittens tossed into a nearby irrigation canal.

			Jimmy was at the top. The beam stood at chest level and was a yard wide. He climbed up and crawled until he could see over the edge. A sick feeling welled up instantly, and beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.

			“Go on!” Michael yelled.

			“Don’t make him,” said Karen.

			“Chicken out, and the Zemos’ll get you tonight when you’re asleep!”

			Jimmy focused on the other haystack across the way, yet the empty space between looked like pictures he had seen in Life Magazine of the Grand Canyon. He thought of the Indian in the canoe and wondered where the rest of the tribe had gotten to. His hands gripped the edges of the support beam. His knees moved—left, right, left, right. His hand slid correspondingly along the rough edges as he went. Left. Right, left, right—a bit more, and he’d be in Camp’n’wee. I’ll get a Cue-wiz gun.

			Jimmy felt a sharp jab as a large splinter entered the palm of his left hand. He screeched and looked down. Dizziness filled his head, and he felt like throwing up. Lying flat, he wrapped his arms around the beam as far as they’d go.

			“Oh God, Michael!” cried Karen.

			Mike stood below. “I’ll catch ‘im if he falls.” 

			“Let’s get Mom!” Karen started toward the open end of the barn.

			“No, wait!”

			Karen stopped, and her voice trembled. “Gotta get help!”

			Michael lifted his head. “You’re halfway there!” he coached.

			Karen joined him. “You can do it, Jimmy!”

			Mike’s words were muffled by the beating of Jimmy’s heart in his temples. He began sliding himself along with his hands. More splinters entered his chest and arms. He inched forward, opening his eyes every few moments.

			Michael heard it first—the sound of Father’s pickup turning onto the dirt road leading past the white barn.

			“Dad!” Karen turned to rush out.

			“No!” He gripped her by the arm. 

			The crunching of pebbles and dirt beneath tires was closer.

			Jimmy looked—so close. With a mighty effort, he closed his eyes and dragged himself, ignoring the splinters. “Hide!” Jimmy heard his brother say. He opened his eyes and saw that he was directly over the haystack. Father’s pickup cruised past slowly to minimize the dust. Jimmy rolled off the beam to drop down into the hay, knocking the wind from his body.

			Michael and Karen heard a wheezing sound above them and scampered up the stack. Jimmy was on his back. 

			“What’s the matter with ‘im?” Karen was crying now.

			“How the hell should I know?” 

			Jimmy’s breath slowly returned. He stared at the rafters. There were pigeon nests in each corner, rimmed with bird shit. The metal roof of the barn snapped and popped beneath the heat of the sun. He heard a Hereford call out in the distance, followed by his mother’s voice. 

			“Michael! Karen! Time for lunch! Jimmy! Lunchtime!” 

			Jimmy took a deep breath and sang, “Camp’n’wee is Karl, Karl means good, Zemo means bad.” Exactly as his sister had.

			“Let’s go. It’s lunchtime.

			They climbed down, and as they walked home, Jimmy picked at a splinter in his hand. “When do I get a cue-whiz gun?” 

			Mike glanced over to Jimmy. “You sang the song wrong.”

			“Did not! Said it just like her!” Jimmy pointed to Karen.

			“Nope. You said, Camp’n’wee is Carl with a C. It’s spelled with a K.”

			Jimmy furrowed his brow. Karen shook her head at Michael’s mendacity. 

			“Did what you said. I’m in the club.” Tears rolled down his cheeks.

			“C’mon Mike, ‘nough’s ‘nough,” Karen tried.

			Michael shook his head. “Yuh almost did it.”

			“Liar! Hate your guts and wish you were dead!” Jimmy ran toward the farmhouse, where macaroni and cheese was in the beginning stage of rigor-mortis. His father was washing in the bathroom, and his mother waited in the kitchen.

			Karen was sullen. “We’re gonna get it now.”

			“Naw. He won’t say nuthin’. You’ll see.”

			“Why don’t we let ‘im in?”

			“Me and you, remember? Thick as thieves.”

			Michael was right. Jimmy didn’t say a word about the fiasco. When Mother saw his arms festooned with slivers, she glared at his siblings.

			“What in God’s name?”

			“The woodpile,” he said.

			“How in the world…?” She examined his arms and lifted his shirt. “Good Lord! I told you to watch over him!” 

			Mike and Karen glanced at each other as Bill joined them.

			“What’s going on?” 

			“Look at this.” She lifted Jimmy’s shirt. “I’ll get tweezers and alcohol.” She stalked toward the bathroom.

			“What the hell?” was Bill’s two-in-one phrase when he wanted to know what and who to blame.

			“We was makin’ a fort in the woodpile. Mom said he could play with us.” Michael expertly put the blame on his mother as she rummaged.

			“Doesn’t even hurt,” Jimmy said bravely.

			“It will,” Bill warned. “specially when the ones your mom can’t get fester up. Shouldn’t be playin’ in that old woodpile. Black widows, snakes, lizards, opossums….” He left the rest to their imagination.

			Michael tried his father’s method of combining sentences. “Sorry, won’t happen again, promise.”

			“Yeah, well….” Bill mumbled something else under his breath as his wife returned with tweezers and a bottle of isopropyl alcohol. 

			“C’mon, Jimmy.” She led him into the bedroom. The silence at the table was punctuated by sharp cries and Barbara’s admonishments. “Never in my life. Christ, this one’s too deep. Be still!”

			Karen stabbed a macaroni with each painful burst. Michael rounded his up with a spoon and shoved piles into his mouth. Bill did the same. 

			Afterward, Michael cleared the table, and Karen washed dirty dishes. Nothing much was said. She averted her eyes when Michael tried to get her attention. Jimmy hollered.

			“Sounds just like a monkey,” Michael whispered. Karen didn’t laugh.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5 - FORTRESS OF SOLITUDE

			Two weeks later, Michael convinced Jimmy to try again.

			Holding up minimalizing fingers, he said, “You were this close. I know you can do it,” Mike encouraged.

			“Liar.” 

			Mike shrugged, “Okay, if you don’t wanna join—”

			“Did what you said.”

			“Yeah, forget it.” He lifted his cue-wiz stick. “C’mon, sis, let’s go kill some Zemos. Too bad. Could’a used Jimmy’s help. There’s a lotta ‘em.” 

			Jimmy felt a sudden attack of anxiety. Four-year-olds trust blindly. He knew nothing about Abraham Lincoln, yet he decided to believe in the better angels of Michael’s nature.

			“Wait up!” he yelled. “Tell Mom I’m comin’.”

			Michael stopped, stared straight ahead, and smiled. Without turning, he said, “Naw, had your chance.” He resumed walking.

			“Maybe we oughta,” advised Karen.

			Michael stopped and nodded slowly. “Okay. Your turn. Mom don’t trust me no more.”

			Karen ran past Jimmy and into the house. Barbara was ironing clothes in the living room. She smiled at Karen. “What yuh up to, sweetheart?”

			“Can we take Jimmy?”

			Barbara put the iron down and pursed her lips. “After what happened?”

			“Just gonna walk around. Jimmy wants to come real bad.”

			Barbara paused, nodded, and lifted a warning finger. “Tell your brother he’s on thin ice.”

			“Thanks, Mom.” She did a pirouette and skipped to the front door.

			“Back in a couple hours. Don’t make me come lookin’.”

			“Okay.”

			“What’d she say?” Jimmy asked.

			“Said you’re on thin ice. What’s that mean?”

			“Can’t imagine,” lied Michael. 

			Jimmy swallowed hard and followed them. As they walked, Mike hung an arm around his brother’s shoulder. 

			“Gotta give it to yuh. You’re a brave little monkey.”

			“What do I gotta do?” Jimmy asked.

			“We’ll show yuh.”

			He and Karen lifted their cue-whiz sticks and led the way.

			***

			The woodpile was a short distance away. Six cords of oak logs were stacked in the merciless heat for firewood. It was covered with a black plastic tarp in winter to keep it dry. Thoughts of sitting close to the fire and drinking hot chocolate made Jimmy miss the bitter chill. Jimmy remembered the previous winter when Father sat an old pair of Mike’s cowboy boots in front of a blazing fire. He had doused them in water so they might shrink enough to fit him. It didn’t work, but Jimmy stuffed the toes with socks and wore them anyway.

			A small, whitewashed shed filled with scraps sat next to the woodpile. Bill had exceptional carpentry skills and whiled away rainy days in the red barn, building birdhouses, dog houses, and wooden containers for his wife’s flowers. The strong A-frame swing in the backyard, and bed frames for the children, all resulted from hours spent in the red barn. It rained just enough in the central San Joaquin valley for weeds to thrive. In the red barn, Bill sometimes collaborated with his hired hand, Mister Loftus, to build original equipment. They welded together a frame with wheels to hold a large water tank. At the height of the dry season, when roads were covered in fine gray powder, they used it to soak them. Barbara hated when her freshly washed ‘53 Buick Special was covered in dust simply from driving to the mailbox and back. 

			In the woodshed were unused shingles, kindling, plywood sheets, two-by-fours. It was home to a variety of spiders, lizards, insects, and an occasional gopher snake. Possums and skunks squeezed in through a wide crack in the crude doorway, which was locked with a primitive drawbar like the ones put in place to keep enemy soldiers from breaching castles. 

			Michael hadn’t thought up a new initiation. He stood there looking around. The ranch was flat. Bill and Uncle Ed rotated black-eyed peas, cotton and planted alfalfa in between to keep nitrogen in the soil. There were forty acres of prune trees separating them from Grandpa and Grandma Koch. 

			The three of them were barefoot. They had developed calloused layers of protection over the years. Nineteen-sixty was a good time to walk barefoot. The US government had just sent thirty-five hundred men to Vietnam. Thirty percent of them were black. John F Kennedy was president, Chubby Checker started the twist craze, aluminum cans were popular, and Xerox introduced the first photocopier. All of this was a million miles from the three children gathered for an initiation.

			“Stay there. We gotta prepare for your test.”

			Jimmy stood as his siblings parlayed out of earshot. A series of pinpricks brought attention to the fact he was standing on a colony of red ants. He hopped away, stomped his feet, and brushed off the rest. His fingers carried the acrid smell of dead ants. Itchy bumps were rising on his feet. He was glad Mike didn’t notice, not wanting to relive the experience as part of the initiation.

			He saw blue-bellied lizards facing off on the outer wall of the woodshed. They bobbed heads and did pushups until one was intimidated enough to skittle away. From where he stood, he noticed ground squirrels peeking from holes. When he was old enough, his father would buy him a bee-bee gun. Michael had his confiscated after being caught shooting the Herefords in the flank to watch them jump.

			Michael and Karen returned. Mike towered over Jimmy. He smiled and put a hand on Jimmy’s shoulder and nodded toward the woodshed. 

			“We decided to take it easy on yuh this time. Just have to catch a blue belly in the wood shack. Oughta be easy ‘cause they’re slower in the shade.”

			Blue-bellies were common lizards in central San Joaquin. They preferred wood and concrete piles to live in and around. They were difficult to catch, yet Jimmy was relieved. He’d caught them before, storing them in a Bell-jar to study before releasing them. Compared to traversing the crossbeam in the barn
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