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Praise for Linda Strader’s Summers of Fire: A Memoir of Adventure, Love and Courage

“Linda Strader turns up the heat in Summers of Fire, a courageously honest memoir written by one of the first female wildland firefighters for the United States Forest Service.” — Andrea Lankford, Ranger Confidential: Living, Working and Dying in the National Park

“This book needs to be read by all women who want to step into a man’s world and see what it is like to give it your all and come away with much mental anguish and physical pain. We also can learn much about fighting forest fires, and many other parts of the National Forest world that we don’t think about very much as visitors.” — For the Southwest by the Southwest Book Corner

“Strader’s writing is insightfully descriptive, from nature’s wonders and brutality, to times when she survived only on sheer willpower, truly pushing herself physically to the brink, and the rewards she found working in the great Western outdoors. This well-written memoir will have readers caught up in the adventurous twists and turns to very end.” — Karen Walenga, Review, Green Valley News

“Strader’s story is an unsung part of the #MeToo movement . . . I found myself nodding and sympathizing as I read, and I thoroughly enjoyed her descriptions of working fires, building trail, and finding her way as a woman in what is tragically still a man’s world.” 

— Susan J. Tweit, Review, Story Circle Book Reviews

“It is a must read for anyone who wonders what it’s like to run toward a towering wall of flames that everyone else is fleeing.” — Laura Swan, The Bisbee Observer

“I must say I learned so much from reading this book, and this was what I enjoyed about it most. Altogether, I found this a great read on many levels and I would recommend it to anyone interested in memoirs about a different kind of life. It certainly opened my eyes!” 

— Marvellous Memoirs: Reviews and links
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For my dear friend, Gail, 

who knows me better than anyone, even better than I know myself.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This memoir is based on the journals I kept from 1972 to 1976. Most of the names have been changed. Conversations in this book are based on memory or from entries in my journals.
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“You can’t write a book in a day.” But I’d sure like to try. 

LMS December 31, 1974

Loneliness is a strange feeling one has inside. Sometimes one is glad to be alone. Free of all the worries that once inhibited one-self. But loneliness can also be a pain that aches constantly at one’s heart, making you want to cry out, “Oh God, I need friendship to overcome this horrible feeling.” But it can’t always be so horrible. It just can’t. Or can it? All I know is what I feel, that word, called loneliness. 

LMS 1971
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Chapter 1
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Late summer, 1972

LIKE A WHIRLING dervish in jeans and a print jersey top, my mom danced around our living room to the song “Arizona” playing over the radio, singing along, swinging her arms, and grinning. I’d never seen her dance before, and she looked ridiculous. While that annoyed me, her joy over packing up our household and moving over two-thousand miles cross-country to Arizona proved more than I could take. I wanted to throw a sofa pillow at her and scream: I don’t want to move! My life is here. My friends are here! 

I ran into my room and slammed the door. How could they do this to me? 

The talk of leaving cold and dreary Syracuse, New York to live in a warm sunny climate had started over a year ago. It now appeared that our family vacation to the west coast last summer had actually been to find the perfect place. After the trip, my mom had opened up the new issue of Look magazine. The “Ten Best Places in the U.S. to Live” article lay open on the kitchen table. Number three was circled in blue ink. Two weeks later, my mom announced we were moving to Prescott, Arizona.

Moving? I thought. I won’t go!

In the months that followed, parental silence made me believe they wouldn’t follow through. After all, I couldn’t go. I’d be starting my senior year soon. Then, on June first, doom dropped from my mom’s mouth: “Our house has been sold.”

My stomach twisted. You sold my home! A stranger in my room? No! Would the new owners rip off the lovely blue and lavender floral wallpaper my mom and I had picked out? Would they cut down the fragrant lilac bushes where I picked bouquets? Would they tend my mom’s rock garden, the one we planted with colorful tulips, violets, and hyacinths? Fourteen years of wonderful memories in this house threatened to drown me. This couldn’t be happening.

The first week of August we again headed west, this time to rent a house in Prescott, and for my dad to finalize his new business plans: Prescott’s first ambulance service. Once in Prescott, my parents and my younger sister, Elaine, looked at rentals. Uninterested, I sat in our camper at the KOA. After three long weeks, we returned to Syracuse to pack and be out of our home by the end of September.

I brooded over leaving my friends behind; I couldn’t even finish my senior year at Nottingham High School. Elaine didn’t appear to mind, maybe because she was only twelve and just starting junior high school. My older sister, Cindy, who was attending nursing school in Albany, would be unaffected. But for me, moving now would be the worst thing ever.

“Why can’t I stay behind and finish school?” I asked my mom, thinking maybe I could stay with my friend Sheri, or my other good friend, Gail. Not that I’d checked with them to see if it would be possible.

“Because you are going with us,” she said, firm.

The next day, my mom walked into my bedroom, and deposited several large boxes. “You need to start packing.” 

I glared at her and said nothing. I didn’t want to pack, but after she left, I opened my closet to begin.

Later, she walked in to catch me filling a box with childhood stuffed animals.

“We are not taking old toys, Linda,” she said, her arms crossed.

I clung to Doggie, his music box broken, whose patches of fur resembled a bad case of mange. Near tears, I demanded an explanation. “Why not?” 

“Because I said so.” 

I knew that tone. She would not change her mind. I unloaded the box, tears now falling, as I handled each precious one. Then I came up with a devious plan. I waited until no one was home, and hid every single stuffed animal in moving boxes where they would not be noticed until we unpacked. A defiant smile formed on my face. So there!

As days passed, I accepted my fate. What choice did I have? But I began to wonder: If I lived in a new place, could I turn myself into a new me? Exactly how the “Arizona me” would differ from the “New York me,” I wasn’t sure, but I wished I could be more like my friend, Sheri. She flirted with ease, and had guys falling all over her, including handsome Ben. I wanted what my girlfriends had. I wanted to know and experience the love I saw in their starry-eyes when they were dating a boy. I wanted to experience the elation, the excitement, the clandestine, romantic moments . . . everything. But this didn’t seem realistic in my sad world. The boys I liked never liked me. I always fell for boys who were not only out of my league, but who also didn’t know I existed. Why would they? The current me was nobody special.

Sheri and I would often watch her brother’s track races. At one time, I adored her cute long-legged and lean track-star brother, with dark shoulder-length hair, and a spray of freckles across his nose. After we’d barely spent any time together, Ted gave me his class ring to wear on a chain around my neck, a symbol of a serious relationship. But two days later, Sheri said he still had contact with his ex-girlfriend in another town. I gave it back. Next, I fell for his, sandy-haired, bearded, track-star friend. As usual, though, he had eyes for Sheri. In my junior year I went crazy over the drop-dead gorgeous French exchange student in my English class. I could’ve listened to his sexy accent all day long. No way would I even try to get past the gaggle of ogling girls surrounding him. 

Maybe boys would like the new me better.

With three weeks to go until moving day, I attended classes even though I’d never finish anything I started. At lunchtime, as usual, I joined Ben and Sheri. I sat quietly while they talked and laughed, feeling awkward. I wished I could talk to Ben alone, but I could tell Sheri really liked Ben, and I didn’t want to get between them. Once in a while Ben would give me a hug, or ask how it was going, but I figured he was just being polite because I was Sheri’s friend. 

Laden down with textbooks and focused on getting to my next class before the bell rang, I turned a corner to see Ben at the other end of the corridor. We both froze and grinned. I set my books on the floor. Drawing our finger “weapons,” we pointed, and “shot” at each other, as though we were in a corny western movie. We dissolved into laughter, and then went on our way. For a brief moment I thought: Is he interested in me? But then I reminded myself: Why would he be? Sheri was far more fun, more slender, and prettier, than fat, boring me. That nasty roll of excess weight around my middle was embarrassing, especially in gymnastics, where we wore leotards. But embarrassment didn’t stop me from raiding the fridge after team practice, smothering cookies with Reddi Whip—a sugary treat that helped fill the emptiness in my chest.

On an Indian Summer afternoon, a few days before moving, I sat on the school’s lawn waiting for Sheri. She was late, yet again. She knew this drove me nuts. I kept my eyes lowered so I didn’t have to notice classmates ignoring me, picking through the blades of cool, sweetly scented grass, looking for a four-leaf clover. I often did this, believing they could bring me good luck. 

A figure threw a shadow across my search area. I raised my head. Instead of Sheri, I was looking into Ben’s eyes through a veil of his shoulder-length blond hair. “Can I join you?” he asked.

Stomach flutters made their way into my throat, rendering me speechless. Instead of saying, “Oh, please do!”, all I could manage was a smile and a nod. 

He sat down, cross-legged, resting his arms on his thighs and his eyes on the ground. I studied the attractive sharp features of his face, his long eyelashes fringed against his cheeks, and the braided leather lace tied around his tanned neck.

“What’re you looking for?” Ben asked, glancing up at me. 

To my shock and surprise, he reached out and innocently straightened the silver and turquoise necklace I always wore. I could never let anyone else touch it, or me, like that. Hoping that he didn’t notice my hands tremble, I coolly tucked a strand of my long hair behind one ear.

“A four-leaf clover. I need all the good luck I can get . . .” Oh great, now he thinks I am silly, and superstitious.

“Let me help you,” he said. 

Ben lay on his stomach, and began the search. “Found one!”

Grinning, he plucked the clover and placed it in my outstretched palm, touching me ever so slightly, sending tingles up my arm, and making my inner world spin. I placed the clover between the pages of a textbook. Just then, Sheri plopped her books between us and knelt close to Ben, who instantly sat upright, giving her his full attention, turning me invisible. All at once, the idea of moving did not seem quite so bad. I wanted to leave, right away, and abandon my invisible self on the school’s front lawn. 

––––––––
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IN LATE SEPTEMBER, my parents, Elaine, Peanuts—our beagle-mix, Tabitha—our calico cat, and I, climbed into our red Ford station wagon to head west. I dreaded the boring five-day drive. I stared out the window with a sedated Tabitha on my lap, oblivious to the state lines we crossed. Outside of some God-forsaken Midwestern town, our car broke down. 

In a repair shop, I wrapped Tabitha in a blanket and stood by the car with my sister and my mom while my dad talked with the mechanic. My stomach hurt with the worry that my beloved Tabitha would die of fright from all of the loud shop noises, or somehow escape my arms and be lost forever. Thank goodness the repair was minor, and we were back on the road in a few hours.

Days later, on the first of October, we arrived in Prescott at our rental before the moving van. I stared at our new residence in disbelief. This is it? The plain house sat on a bare gravel lot with no landscaping whatsoever, unless the weeds were planned. Once inside, I hated the place even more. The teal shag carpet reeked of something stale and was probably infested with bugs. I’d have my own room, but the walls were dingy white, and the one window looked across bare dirt to the neighbor’s wall. It was all I could do not to cry.

A couple hours later, the moving van arrived, and soon after that, a car pulled up. Out stepped an attractive guy with wavy chin-length hair who looked to be my age. I tried not to stare as I carried a box into the house. My dad greeted his new business partner’s son, Richard, who’d been coerced into helping us unload. 

Richard passed me carrying a large box, and smiled. This caught me off guard. Was he smiling at me? I lugged a heavy box labeled “Kitchen” up to the door. He set his box down on the porch. 

“Here, let me give you a hand,” he said, grinning. 

Say something, stupid. Here’s your chance to be the new you. I smiled back. “Gee, thanks!” Gee, thanks. What a dumb response.

Richard didn’t think it was dumb, because we continued to smile at each other when we passed, back and forth from the truck to the house for the entire day. 

At dusk, when everything was at last unloaded, Richard and I sat on the truck’s tailgate sipping from glasses of lemonade. After a few awkward starts-and-stops of nonsense conversation, he asked, “Would you like to go grab something to eat?” 

Despite every cell in my body screaming exhaustion, I lit up. Here was another chance to be the new me. 

“Sure,” I said, determined to be cool and calm, which I was not. Maybe this new place wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Rich took me out for pizza, and my shyness melted away as we talked more. When he asked if I had been dating anyone back home, I lowered my eyes. “No . . .” 

Why tell him I’d never had a real boyfriend?

Before dropping me off after midnight, he kissed me, sending my formerly aching heart soaring. 

In the morning, I walked through the carpeted hallway of Prescott High School with my eyes lowered halfway, taking in my first impression of new classmates. Some boys wore buzz cuts, pointy cowboy boots, and cowboy hats; most of the girls wore skirts down to their knees—a good six inches longer than anything I owned—and button-front blouses secured at their throats. My bell bottoms, fringed belt, and peasant blouse, stylish at home, were the only ones in sight. I realized in horror that this was a cowboy town. To make it all worse, many of my course credits didn’t transfer. Instead of two classes, I’d need seven. So much for an easy senior year. At least Rich had asked me out again, which helped make this new place less foreign.

Rich picked me up almost nightly to hang out with him and his friends—pot and beer always available. I drank the beer, but pot didn’t interest me, and no one seemed to care when I passed it on. We’d been dating for a couple months the day Rich stopped me in the hallway between classes. Crowds swarmed around us while he stood a few feet away, staring at the floor, the clatter of lockers opening and slamming shut, kids laughing and talking as they moved on to the next class.

“I think it’s best we don’t see each other,” Rich said, his voice straining to be heard over the din. That’s when I noticed two of his pals hovering nervously behind him.

What? Did he mean we couldn’t go out tonight? 

“You don’t fit in with my friends,” he said, avoiding my eyes and catching those of his buddies.

All of the motion around us freeze-framed, sucking the air out of my lungs. He is breaking up with me! Why?

That’s when he and his friends turned away and melded into the last of students dashing into classrooms. The bell rang. I stood there, unable to breathe, humiliated, devastated, and alone. 

It took me a few moments to make a decision what to do next. In the principal’s office, I asked to use the phone. Turning so no one could see my face, and speaking softly so no one could hear my voice cracking, I said, “Dad, I need a ride home.” 

“Are you sick?”

I stifled a sob. “No. I just want to go home.”

Once outside, I sat on a cold concrete bench to wait, unable to contain my tears one second longer. I covered my face with my hands, and let them fall. 

Silence filled the drive home. I stared out the car window, my face burning with shame, and my soul filled with rejection. As soon as we pulled into the driveway, I fled into my room, flung myself onto the bed, and sobbed for hours until I fell asleep from utter exhaustion. No one checked on me, which was fine. Heaven forbid I should have to explain how I’d been dumped. I wished I would die in my sleep.

Before school the next morning I told my mom that Richard and I had broken up.

“I’m sorry, Lin,” she said, her brow furrowed as she spooned oatmeal into my bowl. “It’ll be okay.”

Okay? How can things be okay? All I wanted to do was get on a plane and go back to Syracuse. Either that or never show my face at that God-awful school again.

After another silent ride to school, my dad dropped me off at the entrance, saying, “Now, don’t you go wearing your heart on your sleeve.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I envisioned not only my heart on my sleeve, but blood dripping down my hand. Richard had humiliated me in front of the entire student body. I vowed to never, ever, let anyone hurt me like that again.

Within a week, I discovered that I’d associated myself with the wrong crowd—“The Dopers.” How would I, or could I, ever live that down? I decided that I didn’t care. I decided that I would never speak a word to another soul here. Never. 

During study period I hid among the library bookshelves, sitting on the floor, poring over my music theory workbook. Not that I took music theory. It was bad enough that my parents could no longer afford my guitar lessons, but the school denied my one requested elective. Only band students needed music theory, or so the principal had said. No one paid any attention to me in this secluded spot, which was what I wanted. 

One day, though, a guy moseyed into my private space. 

“Hello,” he said.

I glanced up, taking in his ruddy complexion and shaggy brown hair that touched the collar of a worn Levi jacket, annoyed that he had the nerve to speak to me and disturb my self-imposed exile. I acknowledged his gentle smile and greeting with a nod, and returned to my studies. Please go away.

This cursory acknowledgment didn’t seem to faze him, and after a few minutes of inspecting book spines, he left. 

A few days later, he returned, and again greeted me.

This time I decided not to be rude. I said, “Hi,” but returned to my studies.

Again, after a few minutes of inspecting book spines, he left, this time waving goodbye.

After a few days of this, he came into my cubby, and squatted beside me. “Whatcha reading?” 

Pleased that he would ask, I said, “I’m studying music theory.” 

Then I began to explain how and why, and he sat down, saying, “I’m Chuck, by the way.”

Once I opened up, all of my pent-up loneliness made words spill out of me like a burst dam. Using a library voice, Chuck told me that he’d lived in Prescott (which he pronounced Pres-kit) all of his life. “I know some great places to go hiking. Would you like to join me some day?”

For the first time in ages, I didn’t want to be alone and silent anymore. “Sure, sounds like fun.”

Chuck became my first friend in Prescott. I soon decided that friendship was the ideal boy-girl relationship: no expectations, no stumbling around trying to impress, no pressure to make it anything more than friends, and, most importantly, no getting hurt. The other great part? I could be the real me. The Arizona me, or the New York me? With him, it didn’t matter. Only one girl in that school made an effort to strike up a conversation, but I discounted her as friend material when she pressured me to convert to her religion. Besides, with the exception of Chuck, I didn’t care if anyone else here gave me the time of day. I didn’t care about the people, or the place. 

One night, late, I went for a long walk by myself. Deep in thought, flashing lights behind me gave me a start. The police car pulled up to the curb, and the window rolled down. “What are you doing out so late?” the officer said.

Stunned, it took me a moment to reply. “Just going for a walk . . .”

“Well,” he said, “it’s a half-hour past curfew. You need to go home.”

Curfew? I’d never heard of a curfew. Trembling, I nodded, and briskly walked away, turning around to make sure the cop was leaving. A block later, my thoughts clouded. What the hell was that all about? I concluded that this town must hate teenagers as much as I hated this town.

––––––––
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LETTERS FROM MY Syracuse girlfriends were my lifeline, as were carefully timed long distance calls I made when I had enough money. “L.D.” calls were all of five minutes and only once a month—all I could afford on my five-dollar allowance. 

Right before Christmas, with kitchen timer in hand, I dragged the corded phone into my bedroom to talk in privacy with my dear friend, Gail.

“I miss you!” I said, my throat constricting. “What’s new?”

“Nothing . . . how’s it going there?”

I could’ve sworn that was about all we could say before the timer went off and I had to hang up. Loneliness smothered me more after the call than before. Even though it was only seven o’clock, I stacked my favorite albums onto the record player and donned headphones to tune out the world. Tears flowed while I listened to the meaningful lyrics of Crosby, Stills and Nash, Buffalo Springfield, and Neil Young, wanting to go home to Syracuse, or die, until the oblivion of sleep ended my misery.

After school the next day, I checked the mail. Amidst assorted letters and bills, I found a small envelope addressed to me in unfamiliar handwriting. I glanced at the return address, and my eyes widened. Ben?

His note was brief, asking how I was doing in Arizona, and if I liked my new school. Thrilled to hear from him, I wanted to write back, but struggled with what to say. Should I keep it casual? Yes, I’d better. This was just a friendly “how are you doing” letter. 

I wrote: “Nice to hear from you! It’s tough here . . . I miss everyone . . . what have you and Sheri been up to?”

Two weeks later, there came another letter from him. Apparently, he and Sheri weren’t an item after all—they were just friends. “I used to look right through her to see you,” he wrote.

Really? How much I wished I’d known that then. I wrote back to tell him how I’d always liked him, but respectfully stayed away because of Sheri. Anticipation for his response chewed at my stomach. The letter took an eternal two weeks to arrive. I dashed into my room, shut the door, and tore into the letter like the lifesaver it was. 

––––––––
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I always looked for you between classes, hoping to get a chance to talk to you,” he wrote. “Your smile made my day. Of all the girls at Nottingham, you were the one I should have asked out, but didn’t. Now you’re gone. I wish now I’d said something to you about how I felt . . . maybe we could’ve had something. Maybe it’s not too late. I’d love to see you. Will you be coming back to Syracuse?



––––––––
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I glowed. He’d noticed me when I hadn’t been aware of it. The distance between us seemed like a cruel punishment. Why did it take me moving away to discover our feelings for each other? This was so unfair.

“I’ll come after graduation,” I wrote, determined to leave Prescott, find the love of my life in Ben, and live happily-ever-after. In order to do that, though, I’d have to save every dime I made at my after-school job. 

I’d been slaving at Sandee’s, a fast food joint, for a few months, despising the required matronly hairnet, my clothes reeking of grease. In early January of 1973, I quit to take a position answering the phone at a local print shop. Why the creepy owner thought he needed someone to answer the phone, I’d no clue. I usually fell asleep waiting for it to ring. Maybe he just wanted a young girl to leer at, because that’s what he did.

I wrote Ben long letters several times a week, telling him how much I hated Prescott. How lonely it was here. He wrote twice a month, telling me that he was sad and lonely too, and wished he could make me feel better. When I heard from him, my heart would soar, but then stall mid-air. His letters were short—too short. Regardless, I lived for them—each misspelled word and missing comma serving to endear him to me more. On the backs of the envelopes he wrote in loopy cursive with tiny circles instead of dots over the “i”s: It’s just me! And the little note cards he sometimes sent contained sweet, romantic sentiments. One of my favorites read:
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The postmark on this card ought to be a real collector’s item . . . it’s from the loneliest place on earth. I miss you.

Love ya always, Ben



––––––––
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I kept all of these romantic treasures tucked inside my personal journal, rereading each until I had them memorized. Also inside my journal, I had the four-leaf clover he’d given me, pressed between sheets of wax paper. I’d often stare at it, remembering that wonderful day in vivid detail.

In one letter, I told Ben about Rich, and how his doper friends pressured him to dump me because I didn’t do drugs. Knowing that Ben smoked pot, I wasn’t sure how he would react to this news. What a relief when he wrote to say he had nothing against people who chose not to smoke dope, and that, as a matter of fact, he thought they were the coolest of all. I could’ve danced around my bedroom . . . he loved me just the way I was! To have this two years older and incredibly good-looking man interested in plain, ten-pound overweight seventeen-year-old me, was way beyond anything I’d ever envisioned could happen. 

Each day revolved around Ben, anticipating the next letter, daydreaming about being with him, holding him, talking with him. He would be the perfect boyfriend, attentive, loving, compassionate, and most importantly, he would rescue me from Arizona hell. While Ben did write that he loved me, I filled in between every line that he was madly in love with me; when I returned to Syracuse, we would be together forever. Late at night, though, awake, my brain worked overtime. Would our love be real in person? Would he still love me once we spent time together? Would I still love him? As it grew closer to my departure date, I fantasized about our reunion. Would we sleep with each other? I wanted to be ready for that. I wanted him to be “the first.”
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ON THE LAST day of school in warm and sunny May, I saw Chuck in front of the main entrance, talking with a guy I didn’t recognize—which struck me as odd, because I thought I’d met all of Chuck’s friends. I walked up to Chuck and said hello, offering a quick smile to the stranger.

“Hey, this is Roy. He plays guitar, too,” Chuck said to me. “You two oughta get together.”

Roy unnerved me when he grinned a bit too wide and scrutinized every inch of my body, as though he could see through my clothes. Self-conscious, I reached to make sure my shirt was not gaping open. I smiled a little, secretly hoping I’d never run into him again. 

After Roy walked away, Chuck said, “Roy dropped out of school last year to get a job and help his mom pay the bills.”

Dropped out of school? That was a first. Maybe that’s what I should have done. It would have saved me from a year of torture.

Chuck asked me if I wanted to get together and celebrate after our graduation ceremony. 

“I’m not going,” I said, the same thing I’d told my mom. The day of the ceremony though, I changed my mind.

“Mom, I want to go.”

She looked surprise, but pleased, and then, after a concerned glance at the clock, she said, “You’ll need a dress.”

In a panic, she took me shopping.

“What about this one?” she asked, holding up something that was fashionable ten years ago.

“Ugh. No. I don’t see anything I like.”

We ended up buying fabric and a pattern, and, having made most of my clothes for several years, I completed the garment in two hours, just in time to leave for the event.

Chuck waved at me from the crowd of students in graduation gowns, but we didn’t get to talk or walk together to accept our diplomas. In less than two hours, it was over. Chuck picked me up about nine, and we stayed out the entire night, sitting in Sambo’s, Prescott’s only twenty-four-hour diner, talking. Although I refused to think of myself as a Prescott High School graduate, I was glad that I attended the ceremony to mark the end of an awful year, and later celebrated quietly by hanging out with a friend.

In the morning, the day before I’d fly to Syracuse, I decided to get some color on this girl who looked like she’d been living underwater for a year. My trip was all planned out: I would stay with Gail, a visit the length of which was never discussed. My ticket was one-way—a tidbit I hadn’t divulged to my parents. Maybe my salvation wouldn’t be in Syracuse, but at that point I decided that anything would be better than my life here.

After spreading a blanket in the gravelly, barren front yard of our rental home, I lay down on my back using a book for a sun shield. My arms tired, so I rolled onto my stomach to read. Soon I drifted off. After an hour, I awoke and went into the house.

When I sat down for dinner, I realized the backs of my legs hurt. Thirty minutes later they more than hurt, they raged. Turning in front of the hall mirror, I saw they were sunburned to a neon red. Great.

With my flight leaving at one a.m., and sunburn pain not remotely letting up, I endured the late night two hour drive to Sky Harbor International Airport in Phoenix. I’d packed a collection of albums into a carry-on, and paid extra to have my precious Guild guitar hand-placed into the cargo bay. There was no way I would travel without my music. My dad helped with the luggage and getting checked in, saying goodbye at the gate. Despite the promised special care of my guitar, what a relief to see a man tote it to the open hatch and pass it to the person inside.

This was my first plane trip, and I’d no idea what to expect. Stewardesses demonstrated safety procedures; I watched, wide-eyed, wondering if I would need to remember them later. At the Chicago airport, with far more people in one place than I’d seen in a very long time, friendly concierges helped guide me through the huge terminal. I didn’t notice my guitar make the transfer, and prayed it would be okay. 

The Syracuse airport was a hundred times less frantic than O’Hare, and I was greeted with heat and humidity I’d not experienced for eight months, making me regret my red, nylon body-suit, my bell-bottom corduroy pants, and my beloved hand-sewn navy blazer with red lining. I thought I’d look really nice, but instead my choices made me drip with sweat, which frizzed my long blond hair and created damp circles under my arms. My sunburned legs stuck to my pants, which amplified the pain. So much for making a good impression with Ben.

When I emerged from the gangplank, I knew Gail wouldn’t be waiting for me because she was at work. Ben said he’d be there, and Sheri promised that she and another friend, Cheryl, would come. Three people waved wildly to get my attention, but my eyes focused on Ben. He took long strides and greeted me with a bear hug, lifting my feet off the ground. Pressing my body against his, I buried my face in his silky hair, clinging to him like he was a piece of driftwood in open sea. I wanted to hug him longer, touch his face, make sure this was real, but I didn’t get the chance: Sheri and Cheryl whisked us off and deposited me at Gail’s house. It was hard to let Ben go, but we’d be spending every day together.

The next day, Ben came over and we went for a walk on the Lemoyne College campus near Gail’s home. I couldn’t get over how much greener it was here than Prescott. It even smelled green. Hand in hand, we walked on the freshly mowed grass, moist with dew. 

“I want to take you on a trip to Canada,” he said. “It’s beautiful up there, and I think you’d love it.”

I squeezed his hand and smiled. I’d love to go away with him.

After walking a while, we sat cross-legged opposite each other in the shade of a maple tree. I picked up a winged seed-pod, and twirled it between my fingers. 

Ben smiled at me. “You know, I’ve never really gotten serious about a girl before you.” 

Really? I’d assumed he’d had many girlfriends.

Our conversation gradually turned to his home life. 

“My dad left ages ago. It’s been just my mom and me since then. She’s great, and I want to make sure she’s well taken care of.” 

No guy had ever shared such personal details with me. I felt privileged when he made it clear that even Sheri didn’t know these things. I couldn’t stop staring at the angles of his face, my heartbeat skipping every time his eyes met mine. When he held my head in his hands and kissed me, my body quivered, and my thoughts tumbled. Don’t stop, Ben. That night, while we sat on Gail’s front steps, I leaned into him, resting my head on his shoulder. “I love you,” I said.

He squeezed me tight, and kissed the top of my head. “Oh, baby, I love you, too.”

A couple of days passed, and even though I was busy catching up with friends, I found it odd that I’d not heard from Ben. He didn’t call the next day, or the one after that. In fact, I didn’t hear from him the entire week. I called his home and left a message with his mom, but still no return call. Ben had vanished from the planet. Numb, I didn’t know what to think. My stomach hurt with the thought that we wouldn’t work out. Wanting answers, I decided to go to his job at the YMCA, to confront him. I dropped a quarter into the fare box as I boarded the bus, and sat down on a cold, vinyl bench. With a hand clutching the metal armrest and my eyes focused on the seat in front of me, I mentally practiced what I would say when I found him.

Ben sat on a table in a large room, legs crossed, his hair hanging and nearly covering his face, attentive to the two teenage boys speaking to him. He glanced up, nodded, and left me standing there to wait. When the boys left, the questions I had planned to ask: “What’s going on?” and “Why haven’t you called?” disappeared from my vocabulary. So did my courage. I couldn’t say more than a meek, “Um . . . are you mad at me?”

Ben shook his head. “No, no. It’s just that I’ve got a lot of shit going on. I need to tell you something.”

My breathing stopped as I waited for him to tell me what I’d done wrong. Instead, he said, “I’ve joined the Navy for four years.”

The Navy? For four YEARS? I couldn’t believe what he was saying. I didn’t want to believe what he was saying. What about us? What about our life together? What about all the things I’d planned? To stay here with him—to not go back to Arizona. Forget the proverbial pulling-the-rug-out-from-under-you crap—my insides turned right-side-out. How could he do this without saying a word to me first? I wanted him to say more, to tell me everything would be okay, to tell me he still loved me, but instead, he brushed me off, saying, “I have to get back to work,” and turned to engage another teen in conversation. Now invisible, I walked out.
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Chapter 2
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MY MINDSET: I would not let Ben ruin my summer. I channeled my energy into hating him. I mailed him a nasty letter, essentially telling him to go to hell. And who needed to move to become a new person? When a cute guy at Gail’s graduation picnic asked me to go canoeing, I went, laughing loudly, flirting, even letting him kiss me that evening. My friend Cheryl invited me to a kegger, where, after I’d downed several beers, I made out with a guy whom I’d met an hour earlier. After that, flirting became my mission. At the music store, the attractive thirty-year-old man who’d sold me my guitar actually remembered me. Within a half hour, he invited me to his house to play music with him and his friends. It did cross my mind that this might not be a good idea, but I bravely took my first taxi ride to his house that night, anyway. I knew immediately that he hadn’t invited me to play music. We kissed in his bedroom for an hour, and when he started to remove my shirt, I stopped him. I wasn’t mentally prepared for this. I left with my virginity intact, and at midnight we parted as weird acquaintances. All the while, I justified my actions with: Take that, Ben! I don’t need you anymore. 

My wild behavior lasted almost two months. However, I eventually wore down, feeling directionless, hopeless, and, in a way, homeless. The whole time I’d lived in Prescott, despite my goal of finding a new me, all I’d wanted to do was go back to Syracuse. Now that I was here, I realized it wasn’t the place I’d missed as much as the people. Most of my friends had college plans, and would be leaving soon. I had no plans to attend college because not only did I not have a clue what I would study, but my parents were by no means able to pay tuition. Feeling quite depressed, while Gail was at work at where she called “The Grease Pit” (aka Dunkin’ Donuts), I sat in her dark kitchen, washing down frozen Hostess Twinkies with hot tea, until the caffeine and sugar made my hands shake, and guaranteed I wouldn’t sleep all night. 

Gail’s mom came in and sat down. “What’s wrong, dear?” she asked, resting her hand on mine.

That’s all it took. I burst into tears, sobbing in her arms, missing my mom’s arms, realizing it was time for me to return to my “real” home.

––––––––
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IN PRESCOTT, I toted suitcases into my new bedroom, inspecting my surroundings. I’d missed the hard work of moving into our newly built home. The house had been under construction when I left, but I’d not given it any consideration that I would be living there. I’d assumed that I would stay in Syracuse with Ben.

Kitty Tabitha was curled on the bed, and I picked her up and hugged her. She trilled a hello.

“Oh sweetie, I missed you,” I said into her soft fur. 

My mom had painted the walls my favorite shade of blue, and I appreciated the roomy closet and the two large sunny windows. Always frugal, but now for good reason as funds were tight, my mom had sewn-up curtains from new bed sheets. My bedroom was all set up, and I didn’t even feel the need to rearrange. As much as I’d hated Prescott, it seemed oddly welcoming and familiar now. It was time to build a life here. Maybe get out on my own someday soon. I began a job hunt the next day.

Settled on the couch, I searched the want ads in the Prescott Courier. There wasn’t much to choose from, which shouldn’t have surprised me, considering the population topped out at about 12,000. 

In the way of retail, we had one five-and-dime, a JC Penney, Sears, and a ranch supply and hardware store. We had a few locally-owned diners, the chain diner, Sambo’s, the Third Base luncheonette, and three fast-food joints. A number of small professional offices, mostly real estate, attorneys, accounting, and the like, finished the list. Finding a good paying job would not be easy with only a high school education.

When the lecherous old man from the print shop—where I’d worked prior to graduation—called saying he needed some part-time help, I reluctantly agreed to a few hours a week. I’d have to put up with his leering and sexual innuendos, but I needed the money. Hopefully I’d find a better job soon.

The misery of the unsuccessful job search combined with missing my Syracuse friends improved when Chuck called on a warm Friday night around seven-thirty. We spent time at his house, and then went for a short walk, later meeting up with his friend Roy—the guy I’d met the last day of school and didn’t much like. Chuck had things to do, and left Roy and me to play guitar together and talk. We had fun, and I really enjoyed myself, despite my earlier reservations about him. 

In the morning, Chuck and I went for a hike in Sycamore Canyon with his pet raccoon, which attracted considerable attention from other hikers. “Is he yours?” “What’s his name?” “Does he bite?” Chuck answered the questions every single time. 

“I found him as a cub.” “Rory.” “No . . . not yet anyway.”

I tired from all of the interruptions, which almost spoiled the enjoyment of this beautiful, lush canyon. With clear creeks and a blue sky above, the air clean, moist, and full of magical scents—how could this possibly be the Arizona I’d imagined as desolate as the Sahara before we moved here? At the edge of the water, Chuck reached in and plucked a handful of a green, leafy plant. 

“Taste this,” he said, offering me some.

Tentative, I ate a few of the tender watercress leaves, which left a pleasant, peppery flavor in my mouth. I never knew you could find something edible while out hiking. 

“I’m thinking of moving to Alaska someday,” he said, as we continued our walk. “Maybe even homesteading. Did you know that you can get free land up there if you set up a small farm? Free! I’d live off the land: hunt, fish, forage, grow some of my own food . . . I think that would be awesome!”

Free land? The thought of being self-sufficient intrigued me. I’d have to look into this.

Chuck and I fell into comfortable silence on the way back to his truck. I reflected: What a great day . . . a beautiful place and a good friend to share it with. 

The next morning, though, I awoke to my current, depressing reality. I needed a job, but I still refused to face six months of greasy slavery for the measly price of a plane ticket. That was not my goal in life. What was my goal? For sure it was not making malted milkshakes at a buck-thirty an hour. And it certainly was not working at the print shop, where I grew more uncomfortable by the minute around the dirty old man and his creepy stares. 

A week later, Chuck gave me a lead. “The U.S. Forest Service is hiring. You should go apply!” 

They were temporary positions, but I didn’t care. It was a job, and even better, it was a job working outdoors in the forest instead of in a stuffy office. I called the Prescott National Forest’s office and left a message.

The phone rang a day later. The Forest Service. My heart started thumping. 

“So, we’ve got a patrol position open,” the man said. “It’ll only last through wood-cutting season, but it may spill over to next year. No prior experience required. All you need is a driver’s license.”

My flying soul crashed. Damn. I had a learner’s permit, but never saw the point of a license. I had no money or car to go anywhere, and if I wanted to go somewhere, my friends or parents gave me a ride. I hated how this ruined my chances of getting that job, but, lesson learned, I immediately started studying and practicing to take that driver’s test. I felt optimistic. Maybe another Forest Service job would open up in the near future. 

Still mulling over the idea of homesteading, I checked out a few books from the library. At home, I curled up on the couch, and turned the pages of the homesteading primer, fascinated by the idea that I could have my own Alaskan farm, complete with log cabin, chicken coop, vegetable garden . . . the works. I’ll have to cut down the trees . . . dig a well . . . firewood for heat . . . cold cellar for storage . . . can I do this? Why not?

––––––––
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LATE AT NIGHT, snuggled under the covers and waiting for the oblivion of sleep with Tabitha curled at my feet, I mulled over Ben. Did I love him for who he was, who I thought he was, or for who he could have been? Maybe a little bit of all three. I turned onto my back. It was as though we were meant for each other, but it took my moving away for us to figure that out. Why had I believed he loved me? True, he had written about me being the right one for him, and how he wanted to be with me more than anything. All that time we wrote to each other, he didn’t really say what he wanted to do with his life, and I hadn’t thought to ask. Why did he decide to join the Navy without running it by me first? Although the day he told me I’d been angrier with him than I’d been at anyone in my life, it had faded. I missed him. Terribly. I wanted him back. But did he want me back?

I reviewed all I knew about Ben: 

He stood about an inch short of six feet tall, with long light blond hair, brown eyes, and was a phenomenal two years older than me. An air of confidence, but not arrogance, followed him everywhere. I knew he smoked pot and cigarettes, but I thought that was no big deal. He wasn’t a groupie; he never hung out just to be like the other cool kids. 

But what I didn’t understand were Ben’s intentions with me. Well, actually, maybe I did. I concluded that he thought we would work out because I comforted him through bad and lonely times—just like he’d comforted me. But then he saw me. I wasn’t pretty enough, that’s for sure. I didn’t know how to say the right things. Ben had much to offer, but he must have realized that I was not the one he was going to offer it to. I knew I’d never hear from Ben again, because if he’d wanted to contact me, he would have done so by now. I’d always love Ben. 

––––––––
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THE NEXT TUESDAY, I made a gutsy move, and applied at the Prescott Music Center even though they hadn’t advertised. I didn’t have any sales experience, but maybe my love of music would help. 

In the meantime, I’d passed the written driver’s license exam. Next up: the dreaded road test. 

Friday morning, I sat on my trembling hands in the waiting room. What if I screwed up and failed? Visions of accidentally running a stop sign were enough to make me queasy.  

A grumpy, bald man called my name, giving me a look which translated in my world to: “Oh great, another female teenager on the road.”

While sitting in my mom’s Ford station wagon with the DMV test administrator, I tried to remember all of the things my dad had taught me:  Adjust the mirrors. Buckle in. Use the turn signal before leaving the curb. Always look to your right, then left, and then right again, before making a left turn.

“Go straight, and turn left at the next light,” Grumpy Bald Man said.

And we were off.

Nervous as heck, I focused hard on the road, other drivers, checking all of my mirrors constantly. Thank goodness the test didn’t include parallel parking, probably because Prescott had mostly angled parking spaces. 

Back at the DMV, I put the car in park, and shut off the engine. Grumpy Bald Man mumbled, “Humpf. Unlike most teens, you passed the first time.” 

I guessed that was supposed to be a compliment.

In the morning, I proudly drove myself to the music store to check on my application. The owner was polite, and smiled kindly at me, but did not offer me a job. My bruised ego perked up when Chuck, Roy, and I went to the County Fair. We wandered around, played a few arcade games (where I proved I had no skills in those whatsoever), and people-watched. What a surprise to see Rich, the guy who dumped me at Prescott High School, and a group of his buddies. They must have been ripped, I decided, because they actually acknowledged that they knew me by saying, “Hey, hi.” I nodded, but immediately turned my back. Jerks.

The next Saturday, I decided to set up “shop” at the Prescott Swap Meet. My family had boxes full of miscellaneous stuff from Syracuse that my mom gave me permission to sell. I hand appliqued pillows with scraps of felt, and hoped to sell those, too. I set boxes of items on the ground and wrote “25¢ each” on their sides, folded clothing into piles on the tailgate, and taped a “$1 each” sign next to them. I positioned the pillows next to the clothes, barely leaving enough room for me to sit. 

After a couple hours in the hot sun, I had sold two blouses and a scarf. An hour later a woman bought a skirt. I added the dollar to the three in my shoe box. 

Just as I looked up, there stood Roy. 

“How’s sales?” he asked, smiling.

I laughed. “I made four dollars so far . . . and probably got sunburned.” 

He eyed my handiwork, picking up one of the pillows decorated with a mountain scene. “You made this?”

I lowered my eyes and nodded.

“I’ll buy it.”

Thrilled, I added two more dollars to my stash. Maybe I could buy some sheet music tomorrow. “I’m done here for the day. Want to play guitar?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll meet you at your house.”

Roy and I played for a few hours until we decided to go for a drive. I hopped into his Chevy pickup, sitting on vinyl seats cracked wide open, exposing the foam inside. The tang of oil and gasoline accompanied the roar of his turning over the engine; a puff of blue smoke spewed from the tailpipe.

A short time later, we parked on the shore of Granite Basin Lake. Although not a swimming lake—in fact, none of the lakes in Prescott were anything I’d get into because they were shallow, weedy, and, well, had questionable bottoms—this was one of my favorites. Nestled among house sized granite boulders tossed every-which-way, its deep blue water reflected the massive shapes, creating a perfect mirror image.

Roy and I climbed through the intricate maze. He scrambled atop a huge one, extending his hand to me. I didn’t really need his help, but accepted the sweet caring gesture. We took turns giving each other a hand while leaping from rock to rock, laughing and joking, talking about Science Fiction movies and TV shows we’d seen and liked, leading to a discussion about life on other planets, and the possibility of aliens visiting Earth. When we reached a predominant perch, we sat to take in the view and catch our breaths. 

“Remember when we went out with Chuck the other night? Maybe you noticed,” he said, “I just couldn’t stop staring at you. I really dig that smile of yours.” 

In fact, I had noticed and had wondered what that was all about. But why would he like my smile? Just his mentioning it made me cringe. Years ago a childhood
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