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KING HARVEST

 


Prologue

They stand on a high bluff beneath the starlit sky, two errant figures made more ragged by their shirttails blown in a warm south wind. Fires etch the distant landscape, burning wheat stubble off fields where phantom shapes stir alive before the flames. The men gesture through the broad expanse, friends in the flesh who will one day be ghosts like the buffalo they envision covering the horizon for thirty crow-miles south.

The larger man arches a whiskey bottle that glitters briefly before falling away, then war whoops as if his throw spans the entire valley. The other howls to the sky. In their stoned haze they perceive the hoof-beats of a million beasts, audible as their voices in the muffled wind, racing their hearts like they’ve reached back over a hundred years and are standing at the very scene once witnessed by early settlers:

“I’ve seen a herd of seven thousand cattle,” an old-timer vouched in a turn-of-the-century gazette, “all in one roundup. Yet compared to that sea of buffalo they weren’t but one drop in a bucket of water, and that bucket but one drop in the ocean…”

A host that defies numbering, like stars in the prairie night.

Held in the cusp of the moment, mindless to all else but their shared vision, the conjurors drift for a time. Now and then a restive cloud passes over, obscuring the stars like a smoke signal gone awry; yet the greater number shine on as the fires recede and slowly fold into the land. Silent, at last sobered by fatigue and wary of the approaching dawn, the two men stagger downslope and edge along a low gully, their forms all but lost in the greater darkness.

Doors latch shut. An engine growls low. Their truck soon emerges onto the road to follow a tenuous beam towards the distant town. A short while later the lingering shades disperse in the cool clear dawn.


“Sundown and yellow moon and pretty soon a carnival at the edge of town,

King Harvest will surely come…”—Robbie Robertson (The Band)

I. Into the Wind

“We’re like buffalo hunters,” Lee hollered above the roar of the wind and engine as the pickup raced down a back road, dust rolling up through the rusted floorboard. He hung his arm out the window, slapped the side panel and repeated, “Yep, just like buffalo hunters.” Riding shotgun, his eyes fixed to the land.

But the buffalo were long gone and the prairie had been farmed for well over a century, the surrounding fields, recently disked or plowed, overflowed the ditches. Dust skimmed the horizon like remnant smoke from wheat stubble as if the fires that had blazed and died over a month before still clung to the edge of things. Little to brighten the view in dry August except for clusters of sunflowers in the ravines and ditches, while the land seemingly stretched on forever beneath the arching sky where an occasional white cloud appeared like a snow-capped mountain, which would have proved a welcome sight though there was no chance of such on the Kansas plains. What they hunted was hemp, wild hemp, what the authorities referred to as marijuana.

“Damn straight,” Will shot back, gripping the wheel, “and the hunt is on.”

Their practiced eyes scanned the terrain in search of the telltale green, somewhat vague and pale at a distance, but closer up it sheened, swaying in the wind like a grove of Christmas trees—hemp, there for the taking, uncontested, lowly, unlike the highly prized varieties from Columbia and Mexico, a mere weed to many eyes, but contraband nonetheless, for while it lacked the narcotic effect of its more potent cousins, it shared the very look, taste, and smell, so it was readily marketable as a blending agent. Always someone waiting to buy and given the requisite gumption and guile and a certain leap of faith, it was possible, just possible, to spin said straw into gold. An attractive prospect, trading wild hemp for greenbacks. The pair now hunting had done so many times and aimed to do so again, with even greater faith.

Buff Hunters… Will smiled at the thought. Less of a romantic than Lee, still he liked the notion. His full name was Will Wolnofsky, Wolfer for short, but none dared call him “Wolf,” because an older brother had thus shortened their name for sake of business: Wolf’s Fine Clothing for Men. “The Fuck!” Will cursed at the time and often since, him pissing on their father’s name to make a buck. But laughing now, “This season we’re gonna make a killing, with or without Frankie,” nearly had to shout to be heard, “though Frankie may have an angle, we’ll see. Either way, make a killing or go to jail trying. This time we do it right, Lee, ’cause I ain’t goin’ back to construction. Not after trying to breathe life into that poor bastard last winter…”

The victim had been standing next to a moving crane, resting his hand on an outrigger when the boom snagged a power line and the discharge hit him like a bolt of lightning. Will rushed over and gave mouth to mouth while another man pumped the chest. But the fool was already dead as dirt, eyes burst and bloody, smoke oozing from the soles of his boots. His face, ashen as split wood, soon darkened, blending like his tattered clothes with the rutted landscape by the time the ambulance arrived. Will was still trying to raise the dead when they pulled him off.

“Guess that was my payback for not going to Nam,” he later told friends. There were moments he could still taste the burnt lips and tongue, and the hard breath like a cigarette doused in an empty beer left to sour. The fool had definitely been drinking the night before, and hungover, not paying attention, next instant dead as dirt.

“That’s all we are, dead men,” Will declared. “Dead men if we don’t put enough cash in our pockets to break free of this shit. If a man can’t go his own way, he might as well be dead or in jail. ’Cause it’s all a damn prison anyway. And damned if I’ll do like most, spend my whole life swimming upstream to lay one damn egg ‘n die. Belly up like a damned salmon…” Remembered his dad lying in that room, flat on his back, staring up at the ceiling, hardly said a word the entire year before he died, struck down at age 50 by a stroke for all his frantic efforts. “I’m done dragging my boots through the muck, Lee. Let’s fill our pockets with cash or go to jail trying. You bet, prison or cash, buddy. Prison or cash.”

Lee simply gave a nod. Liked the idea of cash in his pocket, stuffed tight as the stems in a bale of hay, but had no desire to see the inside of a jail. Had a pretty wife to keep an eye on and a young son to raise. But he let Will sing his song.

Will was more like a big brother and wasn’t half as reckless as he might sound, actually quite cautious in a desperate way, the kind of man who’d turn blue in the face trying to breathe life back into a dead one. Big, strong, hell of a full back in high school, he would have played college ball but for a slipped disc suffered while heaving a 12-pound shot sixty-odd feet. Rotten luck, like shooting seven and snake eyes in a single roll. They cut him open, fused his lower spine, left him bedridden for six months, staring up at the ceiling like his old man and addicted to pain killers, mostly pot, ever since. At least the pot relaxed him, took his mind off the pain. That’s why he’d missed Vietnam, rated 4-F due to his back. Though he felt no pain at the moment, enthused, laughing as he took a deep hit and passed the joint to Lee.

Lee pinched the nub, took a whiff and tossed the ash to the wind. He held the smoke briefly then slowly exhaled and glanced to his friend. Despite the amiable smile, Will definitely had the look of one you wouldn’t want to mess with: a broad forehead fit like a helmet above dark deep-set eyes, though his most prominent feature was his jaw, a classic boxer’s jaw that would make a Marine wince if not graced by that smile. Lee had no doubt that Wolfer was tough enough to weather prison, and likely he was too, though not as big, only a welterweight, but prison was one fate he’d sooner not tempt.

Lee set his battered cowboy hat to the back of his head, straw unraveling at the crown and brim, and gazed out at the passing fence line. Will seldom wore a cap or hat, hard to find one big enough, wore a red bandana to keep the hair out of his eyes. Dark hair just starting to gray—this his 30th year and he felt time grabbing him by the neck, hurling him on. He’d cut his eye-teeth watching Brando in the Wild Ones and James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause and still retained much of the manner and style of that era, wore white t-shirts and blue jeans, classic Levi 501’s, never touched bell bottoms unless fit tight to a woman’s thighs.

They rode in silence for another mile or so then pulled to a stop in a cloud of dust. Both men jumped out to take a leak, piss puddling at the base of each back tire. Neither said a word. Late afternoon, beer almost gone. A tumbleweed cut loose by disc or plow bounded across the road and caught in the fence alongside a dozen others bristling like trapped coyotes in tawny transparency below a “No Trespassing” sign blasted by buckshot, the wind humming through the barbed wire and thistles.

Will for one hated the wind, sensed it was no live thing, in fact was indifferent to live things and would be there long after life had gone. And he said as much as they shook their dicks and re-holstered.

“Goddamn wind. Don’t matter if it’s summer or winter, it chills me to the bone.”

To Lee the wind sang a song, an oddly reassuring song. Maybe it was no live thing, but it had been there from the beginning.

“Hell, it stirs things to life, Wolfer. Combs the land, scatters seeds…like them tumbleweeds yonder. Wind caught ’em in the fence, it’ll cut ’em loose. Weaves and unweaves all kinds of things. Like an old voice in an old tale.”

“Okay, I might can buy that,” Will said climbing back into the old green Chevy, named Ol’ Green for its faded color and faithful service. “But like Frankie said last night, and the one thing I agree with him on, ‘If the answer my friend is blowin’ in the wind, so does horseshit once it’s stomped to dust.’ And that’s why it’s so damned unsettling, it mocks us. Trails like a shadow. Like some howling beast. If it tells a story or gives an answer, in the end it’s simply this, We’re gonna die.”

“Aw now, Wolfer, not so fast,” Lee countered as he popped each a last can of cold beer. “We’ve got miles to go before we sleep, ol’ bud, miles to go…”

They let the suds bubble to their lips and cut the dust as they philosophized on the wind racing in through the windows, coloring their minds, their speech, while their eyes scanned the horizons, creek banks, and fencerows for the least sign of hemp.

The land, formed by centuries of storm and drought, eroded, transformed, wounded and scarred by the plow, lay like a rumpled patchwork quilt. Various fields, some freshly planted, others green with milo, set neatly squared to a patch of clover or purple alfalfa. And here and there a rent in the pattern revealed a creek pasture grazed by cattle, horses, or sheep—this wild uncultivated zone, hemmed in and stitched by fences as foreign to the natural flow of the land as a corset to a woman’s flesh, stood in marked contrast, left unplowed, meandering, fly-infested and dense with weedy foliage, held in reverence or suspicion depending on your want and need.

“She’s a bitch, this prairie,” Will laughed. “She’ll break your heart and tempt you. Done so all my life. All her gentle swells and far spaces set there to taunt us. And the wind is a good part of her wiles. Each time I leave for some wooded place so calm and quiet you can hear your own breath, she calls me back.”

“Why is that?”

“Guess I belong to her. Like she’s got first claim. On you and me both.”

“Could be her mild winters you miss?”

“Yeah, icy wind biting down like nails hammered in cold flesh.”

“How ’bout her fruitful summers?”

“You bet, like now, so hot ’n dry, nothing but baked dirt and brittle grass. So fucking merciless you can taste the ash ’n dust of the dead.”

“But you can’t fault spring. She’s fine and fair.”

“Got that right. Sweet as a puppy’s breath.”

“And autumn, Wolfer. You gotta admit, autumn is golden.”

“Damn straight. Like good memories and old whiskey. That’s our time, Lee. Autumn. Days to die for. Except for the wind, the cur-sed fuc-king wind.”

Lee caught the wind in his mouth and made a hollow whistle.

“Don’t fight it, Will,” he laughed. “Just breathe it in. Breathe it in…”

On this much they agreed as they drank their beer and rambled on: The wind is a trickster and a tease that keeps much hidden and never tells the whole truth, the entire story, as it covers and uncovers traces—a fragment of speech, a scent, a trail of dust or smoke. Clues that appear by chance or whim as they do on any given day in any given life. Yet the wind moans on, echoing each, as if it were the author—there at the coming of the horse and man’s extended range, and the iron horse of steel and steam as it ate up the land and spewed forth men to farm the plains before Fords, Chevys, and GTO’s raced in thundering duel down dirt roads and blacktop highways, and even then, witnessing young flesh encased in steel, daring death and one another, laughing as young questers always laugh exceeding limits and giving chase. Like Will and Lee heading into the wind, primed, defiant, undiminished, young. This is their time and telling, Range County Kansas, late summer 1975.


II. The Boys

The wind had all but died the previous evening when the sun set low in the west, coloring the dust trail blood-pink as Frankie Sage blew into Will’s place with Jack Kelly and Gabe Swenson in tow. The old stone house stood out in the middle of a section of plowed ground surrounded by nothing but a few cedars, the wind, earth, and sky, owned by Ned Furburgh, a true cowboy fated to farm, and hated tractors, plows, combines, the whole works, but farming paid for horses and gave Ned time to hunt deer in Texas and Wyoming, so he’d horse-traded with life so to speak and made the best deal he could. He rented the place to Will for a pittance and pretty much turned a blind eye to the boys and their doings. Along with most folks in those parts, Ned liked the boys, had known them all their lives, had watched them play ball and go to war. Besides, the boys were always respectful and considerate of their own.

As Frankie was wont to advise, “Remember what Jesse said, ‘Keep ’em smiling, fellas, they might be on your jury someday.’”

Of all the boys Frankie was the most jocular, convivial, and cunning. Swarthy, handsome, with piercing brown eyes and thick dark hair that whipped like a stallion’s mane with each jerk of his head—always ready with a quip or laugh, except when in a foul mood or weary of weak-minded chatter, then he could turn vicious and biting, turn his considerable bombast and rancor on whoever or whatever. Drive his point with a slashing hand or stabbing finger, deriding and declaiming like an arch fascist. That’s when they called him “Franco” and he didn’t care one bit if they did.

“You point that finger at me once more,” Will warned, “I’ll bust it off!”

“You try it, big boy. Just try it…”

Frankie and Will had nearly come to blows. Harsh words and gestures filled the room like a dark wind hurled to the far walls and ceiling. Jack, Lee, and Gabe watched from the doorway as the rivals rose from their chairs and cast their shadows above the flickering lamp. Good thing the table stood between them. In the next instant an angry hand clipped the ashtray like a hockey puck. Jack reached out and caught it just before it spilled to the floor. His greater concern was that a coming thrust would send the lamp crashing in a pool of flames. He set the ashtray safely beyond reach and turned a wary eye on the pair, like a horse will its head to size you up.

Jack, who often went by Jacko, had only one good eye. The other was a glass orb embedded in place of the one pierced by a pitchfork when he was a small boy. And right then, witnessing their hot words and quick hands jabbing through light and shadow, he sensed the sharp prong from his father’s errant thrust flash to his eye and feared he might see blood again. Even the glass orb, which usually stared off to another time and place, seemed fixed to the moment.

The argument was this: Frankie wanted to organize the boys in a greater scheme, a more rational scheme that would put more money in everyone’s pocket. It made sense, what he proposed, and Frankie had the grit and daring to captain such a scheme.

Problem was Will had always seen himself as the leader; after all it was Will who helped Frankie kick smack when Frankie first got back from Vietnam in ’69, weighing less than 140 pounds, badly in need of 40 or 50 more to flesh out his six-foot one inch frame. Will took Frankie’s dope and flushed it down the stool, locked him in a room, practically sat on him and made him eat and sleep. Breathed life back into that corpse. In a couple of weeks Frankie roared back, bags under his eyes went from half dollars to dimes, up and striding, full of dash and swagger, ready to whip the world, run guns, seize the prize, talking evolution, revolution, and absolution all in one breath. A full-blown iconoclast. And Hell yes! still liked nose candy, good pot, and could get drunk on two beers any day or night, but steered clear of smack ever since. Owed that much to Will and ever grateful. Actually giving Doc Will a fair listen.

“Jesus H Christ, Frankie! Don’t you make a fine picture of a horse’s ass standing there talking that shit! Acting like the big chief out to wear the big feathers. Ain’t it you who always said we didn’t need a leader? Just two years ago you told me to Fuck off! when I tried to get things rolling.”

“Yes, Will, that’s true. I remember. But that was then, and this is now. Things are different. We’re all different.” Frankie trying to lower the tension, achieve his end, the great heat and argument nearly over. They’d traded a dozen Fuck you’s! and kicked their chairs to opposite walls, stood nose to nose like two bulls in a pasture deciding whether to charge or whether the cows were worth the fucking headache. Will’s wife JoAnn, a delicate Bible-raised blonde, was hiding in the kitchen, her hands thrust in dishwater, wondering what she’d married into, wishing they’d lower their voices, raised to be a good wife and fearing she’d be a widow most any minute. But Frankie’s quieter tone chipped away at Will’s hard anger, ever persuasive, soothing old wounds.

“Look Will, we’ve got a sweet deal going. And I want you in on it. I want everyone in on it. All I ask is that you hear me out.”

“I’m all ears, Frankie. Ah-l-ll ears.” Edgy, blunt, keeping his distance.

“Good. Then like I was saying, we…Jack, Gabe, and I have a chance to buy a little place, a hundred ’n forty acres, about fifty miles east, halfway to Manhattan. On over into Clay County. It’s off the main road, secluded, hidden by hedgerows, with a high bluff in back. Sixty acres tillable, the rest creek and pasture. It has a ramshackle house and outbuildings. We made an offer and should know in a couple days. Take possession late next week. It’s perfect. Perfect for drying and keying. We can move stuff through there by the ton and no one to ask by your leave. Gabe has new contacts, says he can sell every leaf cut in Kansas. Jack will stay at the place and keep an eye on things. Get the stuff dried and bagged. I’ll work with the crews back here and on west. Not to be boss or big chief, but simply to keep things moving. We can keep ten to twelve guys busy. Everyone makes money and all you have to do is cut.”

Which sounded sweet, because sitting on the stuff was a pain and made everyone antsy. And selling it was always a risk. Not so much due to the law, though selling was a felony while cutting was a mere misdemeanor—but because selling led to the murkier side of things, to people from other places, people you didn’t know or trust. As Frankie always cautioned, “It’s not the law, it’s our own kind we’ve gotta watch out for.”

None of them carried guns, not in a patch or at any time while working hemp. That only asked for trouble. But when dealing, making a sell, yes, they carried guns. Had to because that’s when you dealt with the other guys and they sure as hell did. Everyone showed their guns as they showed the goods and the money to keep each honest as the trade was made. All part of the game.

“Okay,” said Will, “I’ll think on it. You get that place bought, we’ll see. But I’ll have a few more questions don’t think I won’t.” Still wary, still suspicious, still held a grudge from last year. No sweet deal then. He thought Frankie had tried to rip him off and had said so. Frankie told him where to stick it. Another night they’d shook the rafters. Will still hadn’t put it to rest.

But Lee saw it otherwise. Thought Frankie had done the best he could. A bad year for selling hemp, like any crop, the market always up and down, subject to supply and demand. Frankie attempted to market for several groups of pickers, pooled all the hemp to make one deal. And succeeded, in part. For it was a two-part deal and the second part fell through, cash undelivered. The middleman claimed he’d been robbed, middle of the night: two masked gunmen took cash, stereo, coke and left him hanging like a limp dick caught in a zipper. A likely jive, but he had the look of an easy mark, too slack-jawed and frightened to work a scam. Frankie took him at his word and did what he could, what he thought was best. Split the cash in hand even to all concerned. Will didn’t see it that way, said his dope was part of the first exchange and didn’t get ripped off, so he wanted full payment. Frankie didn’t budge, said the dope was all part of one deal, all shared in the profit, all shared in the loss. No one liked it, not really, getting only half of what was expected. Like seeing wages taxed at 50%. Lee wanted to know who the fool was that got ripped off and lost their money. Frankie told him.

“I know that jerk, seen ’im around. He thinks he’s a painter. Does tie-dye for chrissake. What a frigging goofball. Did it ever cross your mind he might be lying? Might’ve stashed the cash and faked the whole thing?”

“Yes. It crossed my mind. He might have. Who’s to say? But three or four thousand dollars, what’s a life worth, Lee? Would you kill a man for that?”

“Maybe, if I knew he’d ripped me off.”

“Well let’s find out. Let’s go shake him up. Bust a finger or two. Hell, take his car and sell it.” Frankie calling the bluff, plenty willing to do his part, driving the devil’s bargain. Is it worth it? Are you willing? That was his question as he gazed, eyes held steady, unblinking, dark yet lucent, hinting at once of the serpent or a father confessor. You could never tell which. Which made you think.

For a moment Lee thought You damn right!—wanted to hurt the guy bad, for it was dead winter and he was broke, had a wife and son to care for, and self to feed. But no, he had to admit, it didn’t make sense, unseemly even to lay a hand on the fool. Not a road he wished to take. Best take the loss and better luck next time.

There it would have rested, except for Renee, Frankie’s ex-wife. Bitter over the divorce and other women, and failing to wheedle her way back into favor, she went for the jugular. Let it out that Frankie had stiffed them all and kept the money for himself. Dishing up a real witch’s brew and looked the witch as she said it. Lee wasn’t buying it for a minute. Few did. But it caught in Will’s craw and stuck, eating away, the thought, the possibility, because he’d long warned Lee that Frankie was a user.

“I mean it, he’ll use you. I love him like a brother, but he’ll use you, me, anybody.”

Lee listened quietly and kept his own view. Up to a point they all used one another. Sure, Frankie was calculating, but fair-minded and keen to everyone’s interest. His own foremost, as he freely admitted any number of times.

“Look, I ain’t out to fuck myself. I want every penny I can lay my filthy hands on, so help me God!” Raising his hands, laughing, extravagant in word and gesture, perhaps that was his guile, perhaps not. In any case, if he used people, he used them as they let themselves be used. He never pushed, unless pushed. Then he pushed hard.

Will, too, was keen to his own interest. When he felt his interest threatened, he set his stout jaw and turned badger. So they made quite a pair. A caution to watch.

But the storm had passed, both laughing now, off to the kitchen for more coffee. Frankie bantering with JoAnn drying the dishes, got her laughing too. Said, “Why don’t you dump this hardhead and take those long legs dancing with me sometime?”

“In your dreams buster!” She backed him off with a snap of her towel, blushing as she shook her head—Frankie such a tease, unconscionable!—raised to be a good wife, wanted nothing to do with hanky-panky.

Watching them stand down, Gabe gave a low sigh. Hated to see them square off.

“Someday, I swear, they’re gonna kill each other.”

“Just a difference of opinion,” Lee allowed.

While Jack cast that lone eye in doubt.

“Boy, I dunno. More a big difference, I’d say.”

Gabe was still sighing, shaking his head. Overweight, smoked too much, always sighing and wheezing, asthmatic, suffered from hay fever. For Gabe cutting hemp was pure torture. He hated it. The pollen, the rough terrain, stumbling blind in the dark night, swinging a machete near hand and leg, stripping leaves till your fingers bled, and lugging fifty-pound bags of wet hemp a half mile or more to a roadside ditch in wait. Not to mention mosquitoes. He much preferred selling the stuff and was good at it, confident, at ease in his element. Bagging money, that was his gig. He didn’t even mind the guns, at least they didn’t make him sneeze and he hadn’t needed to use one. Yet. He knew they were mostly for show, and that most exchanges, no matter the parties involved, were straightforward and businesslike. As long as everyone got what they wanted, all parted happy. Just avoid the narcs and don’t party till you’re home safe. Clear and clean. A rational approach.

And Gabe liked it that way, a man of reason: a former Hegelian radical turned running-dog capitalist, a hint of Lenin in his wisp of beard, but not in his eyes, no grim ideologue there, for they laughed like old Saint Nick if he was ever young and full of mischief. Gabe was crazy-fun like all the boys—not crazy-mad like certain fellow-travelers in the sixties, dour radicals who had no sense of proportion, no sense of humor, like their nemesis, Nixon. No, Gabe liked his fun writ large, but he was also curious and oddly mystical, ever gnawing at the root of things. Though the true beginning could never be known, that which came before Adam and Eve, all the Precambrian muddle locked in the mud. This was Gabe’s suspicion. But the mystery could be explored and sifted like tobacco rolled and lit by a match, the smoke let to drift forth with thoughts warmed by the flavor, the scent, the dark aroma.

The boys all loved long nights of raw rambling discourse—talk of past and future deeds, of life and why, ideas and arguments spun one to the other as in a thousand-page genesis. All read too many books, stayed up too late, smoked too much dope, and drank too much beer. And when they were flush, had money, they snorted cocaine, which was seldom, but in which there was no moderation, snorted till it was gone, wide-eyed and focused, minds in full glory, conjuring every conflict and wonder known, answering every riddle, cutting to the quick, stirring the air and flames till the dust had settled and their minds were left ragged and tattered like buckshot road signs. Then they passed out, crashed for a day, a night, to wake feeling damned sorry and lowdown. And broke. Pockets emptied out by their own improvident glee.

Frankie was there to put cash in their pockets and spark that glee. Rouse them to the task. A sweet deal for all. And he’d been there from the beginning. Will had been there too, in witness, but Frankie was the instigator, the one who started it all. Hemp-picking. Summer of ’65, following his first year at the university in Lawrence where he’d learned about marijuana, shared the curiosity, the craving, and saw money being made and knew just where he could get his hands on the stuff—the pot, or “hemp” as it was commonly called out where it grew wild, which was practically everywhere, it being a cash crop in Kansas since the 1850’s, grown extensively throughout the state up and through WWI, till the market at last withered and died with the passage of the Marijuana Tax Act of 1937, effectively making possession of the plant illegal.

So back home in Cibola City for the summer, one warm night in August, he and Will drove out to a patch they’d scouted. Both hushed with excitement, listening to the murmur of the wind through the shouldering trees and the close chorus of cicadas and frogs, cautious and quiet as they crossed the fence. They carried along a pair of good scissors belonging to Frankie’s mom and two white pillow cases that fluttered like ghosts in the moonlight as they reached to snip the leaves one by one, Will using his old scout knife, each of them careful and surgical in their work. They soon had two bags full. A pirate’s booty. They rushed back to town, tied off the ends of the pillowcases and tossed them in the clothes dryer.

There they stood in the process of drying the hemp when Frankie’s mother, Reba, came in late from a VFW dance, and drawn by the sweet-rank odor she walked down to the basement and caught them red-handed. Wise to the world and her son, at a glance she guessed what they were up to, rolled her eyes and said, “Sweet Jesus…just what do you two young fools expect to do with that?” Cynical and cutting at times, knew men were fools, had buried the father and now saw the son casting his talents to the wind; she didn’t wait for an answer, gave a weary shrug and wandered off to bed.

But Frankie was none deterred, knew exactly what he would do. Giddy at the prospect. That night he and Will rolled over 200 marijuana cigarettes, joints as hipsters termed them, and that autumn back in Lawrence, Frankie sold them one or two at a time for $5 each—sold to frat rats, sorority chicks, academics, libertines, artists, musicians, rambling souls, all the grand pretenders and hangers-on that gather to sup from the mother institution, the University. And if a single one ever got stoned, they were the greatest pretender of all, for you could smoke a bushel full and not cop a buzz.

Ditchweed. It definitely had the same look, taste, and smell, but was nothing like the primo Sensimilla that Frankie presently lit up and passed around. California grown, select and seedless, like he planned to grow in the future. And smooth, filled the lungs with sweet delight. Filled the mind as well. Made you see the colors and shapes of songs. Close your eyes and think you were floating, free and weightless through a tapestry of your own weave, and if not floating, for certain set your mind adrift. All drifting now, listening to “The Band” singing: “Across the Great Dee-vi-i-IDE, grab your hat and take that Ri-i-IDE…!” And Frankie riding it for all it was worth, drawing them in with fond remembrance and camaraderie.

“Remember that first night, Will? With Mom’s scissors, cutting it leaf by leaf?”

“Yeah, yeah…” chuckling, “damn fools, like your mom said.”

Young and green, but things had evolved considerably since then. Each year the harvest grew more efficient, the technique more refined, till by now they were using hydraulics to press keys they had once stomped by boot. In essence hemp-picking was a prime example of bootstrap capitalism, all the processes needed to take a raw product from field to market—all except for advertisement and that came the old-fashioned way, by word of mouth and caveat emptor: Buyer beware! Harvest was an enterprise requiring considerable pluck and daring. Not for the timid and meek. It was hard, hard work. At peak season, in mid-to-late September when the seeds matured and stems were full, on any given night a crew of four good men could take out 1000 pounds of wet hemp that would yield a dry weight of 200 pounds. Once keyed and sold at roughly $25 a pound, or $50 a kilo, that came to over $1000 per man. Not bad for a night’s work, especially when construction only paid $4 to $5 an hour, less than $40 a day after taxes for a ten-hour day in the hot sun. No doubt about it, Frankie promised a sweet deal.

“We can move everything you cut. Ain’t that right, Gabe?” Gabe and Jack both gave a nod, but Frankie wasn’t waiting for an answer. “We’ve got contacts in California, Detroit, Florida. They want all they can get to mix with the good stuff coming in. Or maybe sell it straight out. Hell, sell it to niggers, college kids—”

“That’s blacks, Franco,” Lee prompted.

“Oh Lordy me, did I say—Niggers? Blacks, blacks, oh my yes, by all means, sell it to the blacks…” Frankie not missing a beat, “to liberal schmucks and Jane Fonda too for all I care. If they’re dumb enough to buy it, who gives a shit!”

Incorrigible, effusive, laughing and declaiming, striding forth, framing the action, forging his gang. And to mark the moment and sweeten the pie, Frankie laid out a quarter gram of cocaine, powdered it with a razor and sliced a line for each, no great indulgence, just a good whiff and taste, enough for a brief delight and leave you wanting more. Each leaned forth and sniffed while Frankie stood center of the table like Christ breaking bread with the disciples, arms spread wide in summons.

“It’s all there for the taking, boys. A fortune, all set and waiting. Just open the door and walk on through.”

Just walk on through…

The phrase struck Lee in echo of something Frankie had said six years before. Autumn of ’69. Frankie had returned from Vietnam about the same time Lee had left the Air Force Academy disillusioned by the spit-shine regimen and the distant war. He’d went there as Arran Clayton straight out of high school and left using his middle name, Lee. It seemed to suit him. He wanted to change a lot of things but didn’t know quite how or where to begin. He’d lost his dream of blasting off into space and touching the red planet, having dreamt one night of landing there to witness nothing but empty plains of red dust hemmed in by mountains all shoved up like graves, not a single river, tree, or winged thing—only a lifeless wind, barren and cold, like the one Will hated.

His dream upended, Lee turned from math and physics, forgot all about vectors and ellipses, the pitch and yaw of motion. He preferred the pitch and yaw of riding a horse, of sitting a saddle and setting his spurs—of tasting the sun, the living wind, and the pure freedom of a rhythmic stride, as if he could reach through the distance and grasp the blue sky extending west to the real mountains. The Rockies! All that blue infinitude that the Cheyenne had called “The Blue Vision.” He no longer looked to the red planet but to the good earth, the blue-emerald jewel around which all else revolves. Still the center of the Universe if the heart and womb are given their due. The sacred center.

That was the trouble with the University in Lawrence where he enrolled following the Academy. He found no center. All his efforts grew lame and unfocused. He tried philosophy, literature, but nothing took root or offered a path to “The Blue Vision.” He thought about painting, but they were all “moderns” caught up in the splash and daub of color theory and design. He loved painting from Cezanne on back, even Picasso in his “Blue period,” but anything thereafter just sucked—”Alotta dada blada”—and no one and nothing could change his mind. His force and impetus flattered their intellect and disdain, but he stuck to his guns.

“Dada blada… Fuck it!”

He set his boots bounding down the stairs and out the door. Sick of it all. The premise, the pose, the refutation. His part and presence in the whole charade. Knew there was a war on, albeit a stupid war, but boys his age were fighting and dying every day. And he should be there with them. His thoughts, his feelings that day as he headed down the hill, crossing the park towards Mass Street, when he met Frankie coming up from the other way. Frankie wore a thick wool stocking cap of variegated color, Navy pee coat, blue jeans tucked in knee-high boots, marching up like a land-locked buccaneer clasping his pilfered treasure, a bright new silvery coffee pot in one hand and a book, The Stranger by Camus, in the other. Though they were as yet only marginal friends, Frankie greeted his young compatriot from the old hometown with a hearty smile.

“Good to see ya, Lee. Where ya headed?”

“Down to the recruiting office to sign up.”

“Sign up? Who with?”

“The Army, I reckon.”

“Why?”

“Vietnam.”

Frankie’s face paled. “No, no,” he said, “you don’t wanna do that.”

“Why not? You went.”

“Yes, I went. And that’s why you should listen. And why I say don’t go. You going there won’t help a thing.”

“Others are there. Doing their part.”

“Yeah, and their part is shit. Look Lee, war is bigger than any man. Dropping down a slit trench with mortars and rockets crashing all around, poppin’ like corn in a hot kettle and you thinking you’re next as you stare into the chaos, hoping for a way out. No, don’t go. Listen, on the best day Vietnam is the most fucked up mess you can imagine. Any average day can get you killed. And that’s the worst part. The waste. I zipped too many young guys just like you into body bags. Poor bastards with no choice. At least stop and think. Come on up to my place, we’ll brew some coffee, smoke some hash, give it a rest. Hell, what’s the rush? What’s the problem?”

Lee might’ve said that he had the urge to die. Simply fall to the fire and have done with it. Life, the world, and self. Because that’s always part of a young man’s rush to war. But no one ever says that.

“I’m tired of school. Sick of the game.”

“So? There’s better choices than Vietnam. What do you want to do? I mean, what do you really want to do?”

Lee paused, didn’t know quite how to say it, because he’d never said it before.

“I want to paint. You know, really paint. Real paintings, like the masters.”

“Well then—Do it!” Frankie said, gripping the coffee pot and book in the spread of his arms, looking for all the world like Moses herding a straggler to the Promised Land. “Hell, it’s right here, Lee,” he pointed to the very air before them, “the hole is right here. All you have to do is crawl on through…”

Next day Lee bought a book on anatomy and started drawing every night. He was soon studying the anatomy of Diana, his future wife. Studied each contour and sinuous line, for Diana had an anatomy well worth study. And a heart and a womb. And later on, when she gave him a son to love, he discovered that life provided many battles. Some well worth the fight.

A great part of Frankie’s charm was that no matter the situation he always made it sound so easy: walking through that door, climbing through that hole… Among those presently gathered, each had a similar echo in mind. Typical of many a good shepherd he often promised more than he could deliver, pointing to the moon as if he touched the very surface. But that was a trait, not a fault. The fault was always too little faith. And Frankie’s faith was deep, and not at all Christian. His faith was in himself, in his own spirit and experience, and in his friends.

Frankie’s mother had the same raw faith, the same tough center. She’d died the year before. Gathered her kids around her death bed, gave them a pep talk on who was to look after who. Frankie being the oldest, Reba expected him to step up to the plate. Grim, quietly assured, tough to the end, she brooked no sympathy. Dead of cancer at age 48. They buried her a week before Christmas. Frankie didn’t say much about it. He looked up Lee on Christmas Eve and they went to a tavern, played some pool, drank some beer, then drove out to Will’s place, stayed up all night, tending the stove, talking quiet.

“Helluva thing not having a mother or a home to go to,” Frankie said along towards dawn. “Helluva thing…”

Frankie had the faith and the boys knew it. That’s what galvanized them. The problem was how to keep the faith. How to tap the spirit that had claimed them since birth. For they had set themselves apart, the boys, and returned to their origins, each in his own way honed to the ripening moment.

Call them “boys,” though all were grown, as most men in their 20’s or 30’s are yet boys, full of vim and vigor, the spirit of youth, in need of something extra, some greater thrill or challenge, unless so scarred by fate or war as to prematurely take solace in a job and routine. While several had been to war, they were not so jaded that they could not laugh at their lot or still take joy in risk. And they knew the risk, having seen death and dealt in death—particularly Ry. He’d fired on the enemy any number of times never certain of who or what he’d hit.

“That’s the jungle for you,” he’d say with a smile. A killer smile.

Ryan Harling: handsome as young Adonis with marble smooth flesh and thick ringlets of dark hair framing finely honed features, sky-blue eyes, and a smile of quiet irony that rarely left his lips, that expressed the same ironic delight whether sipping wine or coffee or watching Frankie dish up yet another line of coke.

“Here Ry, sit you down,” Frankie urged. “Have a snort ’n clear the dust.”

Ry had worked late in the field and missed the big argument but arrived in time to partake. He merely smiled and took a chair. Tall, well-mannered, invariably polite, he took pleasure in nearly everything he saw. Especially women, made each one feel special treated to that smile, that manner, and few could resist. Even a woman raised to be a good wife might give it a thought.

Frankie set the plate before him and said, “Finish ’er up. It’ll prick your ears and make ya feel better.”

Ry took a blast up each nostril then leaned back and grinned.

“Since Nam, I always feel better…”

His first day in-country, jumping from a helicopter into a hot LZ, the first casualty he came to had his nuts blown away. From that moment on Ry forgot all about The Red Badge of Courage. He’d spent six months in the bush, served with a company of 200 men that suffered over 70% killed and wounded in a score of firefights, ambushes, land mines—mostly claymores the enemy disarmed and reset—and booby traps of every shape and kind right down to shit on sharpened punji sticks. Yet for all that and what fed irony to his smile was that he was only certain of one day’s kill. Five black-pajamaed VC nailed by a 50 caliber at 1000 yards as they tried to cross an irrigation canal. Three floated off like garbage bags in the blood-stained current while two reached the bamboo foliage where they likely died of their wounds, though they were never looked for nor found. You didn’t go rummaging through the underbrush for dead or dying VC. So they added those 5 to the 1 water buffalo and 7 squealing pigs killed earlier that day to make for a grand total of 13 enemy KIA’s.

“Flat out amazing, thirteen KIA’s,” Ry declared with a tight smile, relating an absurdity beyond resolve. “Biggest score in the whole sweep. HQ choppered out a case of cold beer. Piss-warm once we got it. Good though.”

Meanwhile their own dead piled up all too vivid and near. Before they cycled out his platoon was down to 50%, counting FNG’s, and they’d lost 3 lieutenants.

“The third one didn’t last a day,” he said. “Out on patrol as usual, playing us as bait, we came under fire around noon. Took cover against an embankment. The LT told us to keep our heads down, like we needed telling. Then the damn fool stuck his up for a look-see. Caught a piece of shrapnel, just a neat little hole. Right about here,” Ry tapped a finger to his brow.

“He say anything?” Gabe asked in quiet wonder.

“No, just fell back and sort of whimpered like a rabbit. That was it.”

“Man, what a thing, one moment young and vital, the next moment dead. You’d think there’d be something…something more when a person dies.”

“Well, what do you want, Gabe? Trumpets and a grand choir?”

“No, Frankie, that’s not—”

“Oh, I suppose it’s the mystical connection we’re lacking here. All them answers blowin’ in the wind. Well, so does horseshit once it’s stomped to dust.”

“No, it’s the notion of death and war, that’s all. It’s tragic.”

“Well I was in the war and I saw death,” Frankie said, fully roused, for they’d tangled earlier that day over the nature of death and whether the soul transcends or simply ends. Frankie had heard enough. “Damn right, it’s tragic. So…? Think that boy’s karma got mangled, now we all join hands and sing Kumbaya?”

“No, that’s not it. Say what you like, but death happens everywhere, every day. You forget I saw Cory die not two months ago. And sure, he took a fool chance and got swept under that semi, him and his Harley chewed up in a blink of an eye. I remember how he laughed at me when he gunned past, like he was a thing eternal, brother to the wind. Man, there were parts of him scattered all over that pavement…”

This sobered the boys. Even backed Frankie off. But he soon grimaced and jerked his head, couldn’t abide their stone-faces, the pained silence.

“Okay, okay, I grieve for ol’ Cory too. He was wild and gutsy, fired all his guns at once and died hard. And those second louies had it rough as well,” he allowed. But he wouldn’t leave it be, slapped the table and added, “Poor devils fell faster’n cheerleaders after a big game.”

Which sparked further protest but moved the evening on.

Strangely, Ry’s greatest fear and panic didn’t occur in combat.

“Don’t think I ever told you this,” he said, catching Frankie’s eye, trying to coax him to friendlier ground. “My worst moment over there…”

“No, don’t recall you saying,” Frankie eased back.

“We’d been humping the bush a week or more. You know how it was in the rainy season,” Ry said, his smile all but vanished, “constant downpour, mud everywhere, you could never get dry. A pitch-black night, we each crouched under a poncho, rain dripping down our necks, filling our boots, soaking in through every rip and seam. No one slept, we all palmed a cigarette and huddled up for warmth. No thought of Charlie. Suddenly I felt a clawed weight latch to my arm. At first I thought someone had grabbed me. Then I cupped my cigarette and looked down…”

All eyes followed as he mimed the very move, straining for a glimpse.

“So? What was it?”

“A foot-long cicada. I kid you not, that sucker was as big as my forearm. I freaked, it flew. My heart clicked on full auto. I swear I couldn’t stop shaking till sunup.”

The jungle harbored fears worse than man, primal fears dispelled only by daylight and a hearty laugh. “Just a big fucking bug and I’ve never been so scared…”

But his favorite war story, the one he didn’t mind telling and told again that night as time lulled and the boys sobered and listened, was the mystery of the VC tank, though the VC lacked armor so it must have been Chinese, manned by NVA regulars.

“No way it was one of ours,” Ry noted. “The tracks were too small, like the difference between a narrow-gauge railroad and the modern UP. Obvious at a glance to anyone standing there…” He gazed to the table and saw a war map in the oak grain, the trails, ravines, and elevations. “We were in the Central Highlands. It was clear and dry, a real pleasant day. We came across the tracks in late afternoon and followed them to the edge of a cliff. Then the tracks simply vanished. No crumbling embankment, no sign of wreckage in the trees below. Everyone knew the enemy lacked airlift. Hell, they weren’t even supposed to have tanks. But even then, why pick a tank off the edge of a cliff?”

And Frankie—who had no patience for hocus-pocus and went off like a clap of thunder at any mention of Castaneda’s Yaqui sorcerer or Von Daniken’s ancient astronauts, declaring one “A hopped-up Mexican” and the other “A flying Dutchman” as he scoffed, “What a crock!”—could not doubt Ry’s account of the missing tank, could not doubt the context. Each time he sat riveted, utterly perplexed by the notion of all that tonnage made to vanish in the mist. Because he knew that whatever Ry related from the war was in earnest. And whenever Frankie would curl back his lip and snarl “Naw!” at hearing another could be or what if, preparing to unleash his arsenal of doubt, squelch said thought on the hard anvil of reason, Ry would simply smile and say, “So? Explain to me those tank tracks.” Frankie would pause and grow quiet, admittedly stumped by the fact, the reminder that certain phenomena trumped reason, ran parallel to and beyond its grasp. And to see Frankie stumped was a wonder in itself.

Ry accepted the inexplicable, saw it all around him. Neither a skeptic nor a blind believer, he embraced the real and the possible, and whatever luck came his way.

“There’s one mystery I have solved, though,” he said.

“What? That VA quack finally cure your gut worms?”

“No, Frankie, still got ’em. Eat all I want and not gain an ounce,” showing his smile like a hidden ace. “It’s the Jeep. Think I got it running.”

“Thought you overhauled it a month ago?”

“I did. But it was still not running right, if anything a little worse.”

“I told you not to buy that piece of junk.”

“That you did. But it wasn’t the Jeep. Last week I tore it down again.”

“Again…?”

“Yep. Only took me half the time. Laid out all the parts like Mom’s good china at Christmas. Checked ratios and tolerances. Couldn’t find a blessed thing wrong. Then putting it all back together, it hit me. First thing I should’ve checked,” he slowly shook his head. “So simple I missed it. Too blamed obvious. You know that little screw on the regulator valve?”—nodding to Frankie, for both were good mechanics, having grown up repairing farm equipment, proficient by age 14 and near masters by 18.

“Oh Ry, don’t tell me, surely not. Not the air-intake?”

“You got it. Hiding in plain sight. Took a screwdriver and gave it a couple turns. Presto, the motor purred like a kitten. I’d been up all night, nearly sunup. Too tired to even cuss myself or throw a wrench. Just leaned over the hood and laughed till I damned near cried…”

He had them all laughing while he held that smile. He’d seen it a hundred times in Nam, how little things could trip you up. And back home—well, it always paid to keep an eye out.


III. Night Jitters

The day lengthened in a whirl of hot wind and dust and occasional tumbleweed. Will and Lee had been roving the countryside for several hours with no real luck. They’d found a few patches of hemp, but each grew too close to a house or road to risk cutting. They needed something more secluded. Will slowed Ol’ Green and pulled to a stop by a pasture gate. A lightning-struck oak stood beyond the fence, its jagged trunk sheared and blackened like a dark stave set to mark a boundary best not crossed.

“There’s an old pond down over that rise,” Will said. “I fished there a couple years back. On the far bank are three of the finest cottonwoods you’ll ever lay eyes on. Now the wind through a cottonwood makes a song I like, bright and silvery, like the leaves. I camped there one night.”

“That the night you heard the panther?”

“Yeah, heard the panther.” Will again looked to the rise. “And that’s the place, right over yonder…” He’d fallen asleep on past midnight, campfire crackling low, and woke to a scream that bristled his hair and hushed the night. At the second scream he knew he wasn’t dreaming. He jumped up and dragged a chunk of deadfall over the fire, stoked it till the cinders flared like a backyard fireworks display. While all around he felt those yellow eyes watching. Time passed, the flames settled low. Finally the bullfrogs started croaking and the wind sang through the leaves.

“That was some night out there alone. The fire, the panther, and me with nothing but a damned fishing pole. You can bet I was glad of that fire. Damn glad,” Will grinned and turned to Lee. “Felt like Cro-Magnon without an ax. Anyhow, if memory serves me well, there’s a fair stand of hemp up along a feeder draw that angles north. You might check it out whilst I drive on around the section.”

“Sure thing, need to limber my legs.”

Lee tossed his hat to the seat so as not to draw an eye, jumped out and side-hopped the fence, lithe as a shadow. He cut past the thistles and soon merged into the knee-high brome. Meanwhile Will cruised on north and rounded a curve.

They used Ol’ Green to hunt patches by day because it looked like any other old beat-up farm truck—the bumper sticker read: One Kansas Farmer feeds you and 79 other people. For night hauls they used Lee’s F-150 Ford, a dark maroon with good tires and a V-8 tuned to run. Ry had rigged a switch on the steering column to cut dash and brake lights, so at a flick of a finger it could blend with the night.

About fifteen minutes later Ol’ Green rolled up from the south and stopped by the gate. Lee jumped out from a stand of sunflowers and popped the door.

“Damn!” Will said. “Didn’t see ya.”

“That’s the point, ain’t it?” Lee hopped in and they drove on.

“Well…?”

“You were right. There’s some great old cottonwoods back in there. Though the pond’s all but dry. But a fair stand of hemp. A little weedy in places, but there’s enough for three to cut. Should make a decent showing.”

“There’s a full moon tonight. You ready?”

“You bet, time to make hay.”

Ry would be their third man.
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Early evening, about an hour past sundown, the crickets and locusts ratcheted like air wrenches on lug nuts in a frenzied click, click, clatter, sounding out a brisk cacophony in the fluid night air. A warm wind blew gently from the south and several clouds skiffed low beneath the moon as Will, Ry, and Lee crossed the fence and headed into the pasture. Ry’s younger brother Rowdy had dropped them off and was not the least tempted when Ry ribbed him about joining in.

“I mean it, Rowdy. You really oughta try hemp-picking sometime. We’ll start you off right. Make you water boy.”

“Bullshit!” he said. “Got better things to do—”

Tires spun out gravel and dust as he roared off. Eighteen years old, had worked hard plowing in the hot sun all day. Maybe there wasn’t a war on, but there were plenty of wild times and hot women to be had. They didn’t call him “Rowdy” for nothing. Off to town, ready to splash his name on the water tower if so dared.

They stood at the rise and watched him go, headlights bearing south towards the lights of Cibola City. They waited briefly to let their eyes adjust then moved on. Each wore dark clothing and a web belt with machete, canteen, and running pack. Ry carried the stripping tarp and gunny sacks rolled over his shoulder like a Civil War ruck. Will brought up the rear and kept an eye to the road while Lee took the lead, having covered the ground earlier that day.

The moon lit the way with fair clarity, but there were always badger holes and barbed wire to watch for. Badger holes, edged by telltale mounds, were easily spotted; wire, on the other hand, left to tangle in the grass, gave little warning and had lamed many a horse and man. So they each scanned the ground, noting any obstacle, the least rise and fall in terrain.

While their vision was more broadly focused than during the day, once their eyes fully adjusted it was amazing what they could sense and see. Each blade of grass cast its shadow to another and all wore the tawny color of late August, except for the scattered bluestem spiked with red, or the blossomed milkweed so freshly white it glistened, and in clusters it earned its more poetic designation, Snow on the Mountain. Bull thistles, which the boys gave a wide berth, stood lone and tall as a man, aggressive and lean, showing a bluish tint on their spiny leaves.

On ahead loomed a darker presence, like a blacked-out cityscape of towering spires with all the crenelated variances of a gothic skyline—closer up it resembled a regiment of black knights, some afoot, others mounted, grouped in wait, lances held ready, their helmet crests and pennants aflutter in the wind. Closer still the boys discerned the deep green hemp shooting up like a miniature forest from the surrounding grass. Female plants stood dominant, full-leafed and hearty, next to which the males leaned frail and withered, having shared their pollen—in another week they’d be nothing but stalk and stem. But it was the females and their lusty limbs laced with five-fingered foliage that beckoned. The boys spread out the tarp, dropped their web belts and waded in, gripping their machetes with gloved hands.

To select a plant they gauged it against the sky, careful to avoid any males still showing a latent vigor. Choice made, they bent it over and made a crisp down-stroke near the base, then cradling the plant in their free arm, they moved on to select another and continued in like fashion till they’d gathered a good bundle to shoulder back to the tarp. There they began stripping the leaves from the stem, tedious work requiring a strong grip and constant arm motion. It was usually best to strip against the direction of growth, from stem to stalk, what they called “back-stripping,” though later in the
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