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Chapter 1

 


When I traced the muddy depressions of a
man’s work boots and the footprints of a very large dog, the earth
was still unnaturally warm. That heat, and the fact that the tracks
made no sense whatsoever, made my fingertips tingle.

I was in a fallow, stumpy field, somewhere
near Memphis. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen things that
appeared impossible—all damage surveys offer some freak twist.
Maybe the tornado plucks all the feathers from a dozen chickens but
leaves them alive and without a scratch. Once, I saw an entire
house destroyed, the pieces scattered over the prairie, with the
exception of the dining room table and a single glass of water,
unbroken, half full.

But this… I found the trail where I had
expected, based on the farmer’s description. The tracks were nearly
obliterated by the wind and debris. As I followed, I expected to
see them suddenly grow farther apart, as the man began to run—even
a clueless drunkard wouldn’t miss a tornado bearing down on him.
Then I would see smeared handprints as he tried to dig into the
earth, a last desperate grasp for life. Finally, there might be a
few random skids as he and the dog were pushed and pulled by the
growing intensity. Then, after they were carried aloft, the tracks
would end.

Someone would find their twisted shapes
hanging in the barren trees down by the river, like ordinary trash,
or the remains of a lynching.

All of that would have made perfect sense.
Gruesome, but logical. But the man and dog did not take flight.
Instead, as far as I could surmise, they stood still, feet planted
in the mud, and waited. The twister wasn’t incredibly strong when
it hit the house and the barn, but as it reached this point, it
intensified. Ancient stumps were wrenched from the ground and
saplings were uprooted, like a giant pulling carrots from his
garden. The ground was cut and scored, a pincushion of splinters
and nails and scraps of aluminum siding from the hog barn. It
appeared that the tornado slowed down, almost stood still over this
very spot. Possible, but unlikely, even for a tornado.

So our madman, surely that’s what it takes to
stare down a twister, stood and waited. The tornado came lumbering
down its chosen path—end of story, end of man.

Except  the trail continued, only now
the tracks were clean. There was no windblown grass or grain in the
mud. Just an evenly spaced set of boot prints, continuing across
the field, stepping over a few fallen trees, finally climbing up a
clover-lined embankment onto the road, where they disappeared.

 

 

I approached the farmer cautiously, making
lots of noise as I picked my way through the twisted siding and
splintered lumber that used to be a hog barn. I’d been doing this
long enough to know that you don’t want to surprise people in the
aftermath of a tornado—they’ll be lost in a shocked reverie,
overwhelmed by nature’s raw power, and the next thing you know they
turn with a snarl and a shotgun—because they know there is no
protection from violence and devastation. No government, no police
or sheriff has the power to prevent catastrophe. They are minuscule
specks on a planet without mercy, liable to be tossed in the wind
like a dried blade of grass. Their home is now open to the sky.
There is no private life, no barrier between them and the world, no
secret hiding spot.

He wore blood-spattered overalls, his arms
and back sinewy with age and from decades of work on the land. His
ebony skin was coated with dust and streaked with sweat. I was
relieved  he was black—I never know what to expect from a
white old-timer when he sees me, a young black woman, trespassing
in the midst of a disaster. In one hand, the farmer carried a
wood-splitter’s maul—a cross between a sledgehammer and an ax. At
the sound of frantic scratching beneath an arched section of
aluminum, he picked up the siding to reveal a wounded hog, his hind
quarters nearly sliced through by a jagged piece of metal. The
farmer raised the maul overhead and smashed the blunt end against
the flat plate of the hog’s skull. The sound was dull and finite,
leaving only silence in its wake, spreading like a ripple across
the farmyard.

I reluctantly cleared my throat, and the
farmer turned to face me.

“Alicia?” he said, squinting.

I was tempted to play along, to offer some
comfort in disguise. But if I began the game, I couldn’t see how
I’d ever stop. “No, sir. I’m Victoria Thomas, a tornado researcher
from the National Severe Storm Lab.”

“Sorry, young lady. You look so much like my
granddaughter. You’re like a vision. Nothin’ seems quite right
today,” he drawled in a voice low and earthy. “The good Lord is
testing me and my mind’s none too clear.”

I tried to reassure him that this is common
after big storms. I wanted to offer to help, to spend the rest of
the afternoon restoring order to lives tinged with chaos. To be
honest, they got off easy—their house was still standing, though
all the shingles were stripped from the roof. One or two
outbuildings were still intact. But I had my own work, my
post-mortem of the storm and its vortex. It was never easy to
suppress the urge to offer concrete assistance, but I believed the
research improved our ability to predict tornadoes. The data I
gathered here would be chewed and digested by computers housed in
dry, solid offices.

Lately, it seemed  each survey got
harder. Some of my colleagues, especially the chasers, seemed
oblivious. They constructed an interior wall that allowed them to
see past immediate suffering and confusion, or at least to make it
blurry enough that they could concentrate on the task at hand. My
own barrier was cracked and sagging, and I found myself pushing to
gain distance from the destruction at the center of my work. How
many steps back to be safe?

A fly lit on the thin line of blood trickling
from the hog’s forehead. The farmer tapped the carcass with the toe
of his boot, looked at me carefully, and mumbled, “You lookin’ for
that man?”

I certainly hadn’t passed myself off as any
kind of policeman, though I am a detective of sorts. Sometimes,
back in the office, in Norman, we give a Sherlock Award to the
researcher who comes up with the most entertaining explanation for
a tornadic oddity. Maybe this would be my year. I suppose I should
have repeated my introduction, to clear up the notion  that I
might be able to chase down a fugitive, but I was curious, so
instead I only asked, “What man?”

“The one taken by the tornado. I hope you
find him, because tough as Matilda is, I don’t want her stumblin’
across some rottin’, stinkin’ pile of humanity next week.”

I’d already met Matilda, the farmer’s wife.
She was standing in the driveway when I arrived, hands on her hips,
staring at a row of six young apple trees that had been plucked
from the ground and stacked into a neat pile by the tornado. She
couldn’t understand what a twister might have against such
promising trees. Their swollen buds were only days from opening,
from firmly announcing the presence of spring. I loaned her two
graduate students who had accompanied me to help replant the trees.
Matilda was just as weathered as the farmer, her skin faded over
the years in the kitchen and in the fields—we were almost the same
pale shade of brown. Her eyes were sensitive and moist, wounded by
the loss of her beloved fruit trees. I didn’t want her tripping
over a corpse either.

“Did you know this man?”

“Never seen him before in my life. I just
looked up and there he was, comin’ across that stumpy old field I
been meaning to clear. Had some wild lookin’ dog nippin’ at his
heels. That’s when I saw the twister, right along the woods over
there. I’d been havin’ a funny feeling ‘bout the weather all day.
Somethin’ just didn’t feel quite right—I could feel it building,
growing, like some sort of invisible fog. So I see the twister,
snakin’ and swirlin’ all around, and I yell to the man to get in
the cellar with us. But he didn’t seem to a heard me. Just kept
walking.

“He was dressed in raggedy work clothes.
Didn’t walk like a bum—he was strong and steady, like he had some
sort of purpose to him, knew where he was goin’. His skin was
brown, not black, not white. Maybe he was Indian or somethin’. He
was a ways off, but even from where I was standing, I could see he
wasn’t scairt.

“I tried yellin’ again, but the wind, she was
howlin’ something fierce. He just kept walking. I held the door
open, long as I could, ‘till I felt the wind sucking at my feet.
Matilda was down in the cellar, pleading with me to come down, but
I didn’t want to… I tried to help him, Lord knows I did, but I had
no choice. No choice.”

He looked down and fidgeted with the maul,
his head bent, as if seeking absolution from me, from Heaven. “I
hate to think what happened to that man.”

 

 

I wandered down the road, looking for some
sign, some clue, though I’m not sure what I expected to find. A
trail of blood? Torn scraps of clothing? A collapsed heap, pierced
with the tornado’s projectiles, perhaps a cinderblock lodged in the
poor man’s skull? There was nothing.

I was drawn back to the spot where he stopped
and waited. The ground was cool now, the muddy footprints greying
in the air. There was no good explanation, though I came up with a
handful of possibilities. I’m a scientist, so the notion of answers
is important to me. I’m not comfortable with blind acceptance. If I
were religious, perhaps I would attribute it to God. The unseen
hand of the Creator cupped down over one of his minions and
provided mercy from Nature. To me, this would only intensify the
questioning—why this man? Why now? Why not protect the whole farm?
And suddenly we’re off trying to read the mind of God.

I guess that’s what we keep trying to do,
whether we believe in one or not. There must be a reason for
everything. God. Science. Nature. Perhaps, due to a complex set of
physical interactions, quirks of fluid dynamics, there was a calm
empty space in the tornado and the man was in this space. Perhaps
it had multiple vortexes, as some tornadoes do, and he slipped
through its twisting, destructive fingers.

Maybe I was wrong about the tracks
altogether. Who was I kidding? I wasn’t some sort of wilderness
guide, a Davy Crockett in khaki pants. Maybe the farmer or a
passing neighbor made the tracks after the storm. Whatever
happened, if there even was a man, the twister passed by him, over
him, around him.

I imagined what it would have been like in
the field—deafened by the diesel locomotive roar, pelted with
twigs, seeds, craning my neck upwards, the snake-like cloud dark
and dirty, reaching thousands of feet into the sky. Its tendrils
whip back  and forth, prolonging my agony. I wait and wait and
wait. In an instant, I am obliterated.

I couldn’t seem to move from the spot. If it
happened—and I was only willing to proceed with a very big If—if it
happened, he was touched by something elemental, baptized by the
wind. What sort of scar would this leave on a soul? I had never
even seen a tornado in the flesh, and this walker bathed in one.
Did he know the why? Did he even ask, or did he just accept his
fate, grateful for continued existence?

What I should have done was chalk it up to a
fluke of nature and moved on. Such speculations are completely
unproductive in my line of work, because the fuel for them is
always there. Tornado researchers are the high priests of weather,
exploring the occult—we claim to know and understand, even to
predict. We are the oracles. Our weather maps and satellite data
and dew point readings are steaming entrails, a pattern of bones.
But we are scientists: thoughtful, educated, sincere, respectable.
The world is knowable—we are certain of this. I was one of them, a
believer.

 

 

It was almost dark before I returned. The
twilight crept up on me while I was orbiting muddy footprints,
neglecting my work. I’d bring the team back tomorrow and complete
the survey. The class I was teaching was almost finished, and then
I’d return to Oklahoma. This storm and its oddities would blend
with all the others, lost in a steady stream of catastrophic
input.

At the farmhouse, neighbors had arrived to
help with the hog carcasses. My students, two young, well-meaning
white boys, stood with Matilda, admiring their handiwork. The apple
trees had been replanted, soon to be pink and green standard
bearers for human resilience, the continued drive to restore order
to an entropic world.

I stood just outside the bright light cast by
portable generators, a shadow. My arms were caked with earth up to
my forearms, from probing the ground for something, not knowing
what. I was reluctant to enter the light, to shift back into the
circle of human contact, to take part in the pain and laughter. My
ideas, fantasies, theories, would sound foolish as soon as the
words seeped into the air, and the spell would be broken. I was
ashamed at its power over me, my reluctance to feel it dissolve.
Slowly, I stepped forward into the glare.

 

 

That night, I dreamt of flying in thick,
dirty air, wishing someone would pull me from the suffocating
cloud. The strong hand of nature pinned my arms, pressed my lungs
to emptiness, and filled my gaping mouth with dust. I stretched my
feet downwards, downwards, desperate to touch the ground, certain
 if I made contact with the earth, gravity would hold me
close.

In the morning, my body ached.

 

 

****

 



Chapter 2

 

Even from the air, I could tell  the
town of Lebo was grieving. Four black hearses were lined up beside
a grey-roofed church. The parking lot and street were filled with
cars. Tiny specks of humanity appeared and disappeared, like a
cloud of uncertain electrons. In a town so small, the burial of
native sons touches everyone, but in the Canary, my
single-engine Cessna, I was insulated. After a while, though, the
drone of the engine began to sound mournful, echoing the mothers,
sisters, and girlfriends below.

I already knew too much. I never should have
picked up the local paper—it held only inaccuracies and guesses
about the tornado, though it reported plenty about the four boys in
the van. They were on their way to a baseball game—home opener for
the Royals. In print, they were, of course, beatified—stellar
athletes, straight-A students, future leaders, well-loved sons. Now
they were full-time memories and grave fillers.

But they were not the reason for my visit.
The deaths of these four students were weightless in the business
end of my world—I was here because the radar images of the tornado
were particularly clear, giving me a perfect opportunity to
correlate radar with a ground survey. There were facts to record
and interpret: in its twenty-eight minute life, the tornado
slithered over sixteen miles, vacuuming a path through newly sprung
Kansas wheat and scattering trees like toothpicks. At one point, it
appeared to have looped back on itself and made a complete circle,
something I’d never seen before.

I banked my plane away from the town and flew
along the tornado’s track one more time, even though I already had
plenty of photos. I’d take any excuse to stay in my airborne
cocoon. From here the broken glass and mangled metal were
invisible. But sooner or later, I’d have to return to earth.

 

 

I still remember the girl. She couldn’t have
been more than sixteen, sitting hunched on the embankment above the
trenches where the tow truck had hauled the van out of the field.
Small bouquets of flowers kept vigil beside her, tokens of sorrow,
commemorations of lost youth. She huddled, immobile, bone-white
fists against her splotchy face, hair cascading in the breeze. I
believed  she could sit there for a hundred years, mourning
her lost love, oblivious to wind, rain, time.

I had never experienced such a loss. My
parents were still living, and my grandparents died when I was
young. I’d had broken hearts, but nothing so profound. I’d never
connected with someone close enough to be riven, to be fixed in
stone by his loss. Not yet. Not for lack of desire. But at least
before the chasm, there was solid ground, happiness, comfort,
contentment. Right? Not forever, but for a while. Was it worth the
aftermath?

I couldn’t help staring at her. I wanted to
know what she was feeling, to comprehend the sudden paralysis of
the soul, the lack of vibration, the instant transformation to
brittle ice.

My plan had been to start the survey here and
get it over with, but the depth and stillness of her grief made it
impossible. I could turn my head from her and the accident site,
and I would be left with a bright blue sky and fields striped with
newly sprouted grain. A meadowlark shattered the silence, trilling
his song onto the breeze. Nothing more serious here than a pleasant
spring day.

But I couldn’t avoid her. The emotion seeped
into me like an invisible gas, preventing all concentration or
focus.

I felt defensive. Even as a child, tornadoes
were my favorite storm. I’m aware that not all children have a
favorite type of storm, but mine was the tornado. I would pore over
books on weather, searching for photographs and details of their
exploits. I rooted for them to out-perform the huge, ungainly
hurricanes. Tornadoes were quick and unpredictable—fast as a car
one minute, slower than a dawdling child the next. Unpredictable
yet plentiful—more than a thousand a year, some blowing up
buildings, most dancing harmlessly across the prairie.

And best of all, unlike hurricanes or most
other weather events, they can be seen within our frames of
reference. They strike to the core of our fears, our nightmares
about Nature’s strength. As a child, and later as an adult, the
beauty and raw power of a tornado sometimes made me weep. Tears of
joy, horror, appreciation.

There was a part of me, well suppressed, that
wanted to plead with the girl: don’t curse the twister, it wasn’t
at fault. I understand your loss, the losses of so many, but I
still can’t find tornadoes repulsive. Can I condemn the performance
without damning the actor? Scientists who study sharks love them
desperately, both for their beauty and their voracious appetite.
The researchers don’t applaud torn flesh and row upon row of
stitches. Do they feel guilt about their passion after each
reported attack?

I quietly packed my gear and tiptoed back to
my rental car, leaving the girl motionless, encompassed in a cloud
of yellow alfalfa butterflies, like sunlight condensing in the cold
frost of grief.

 

 

The next spot suited me much better, with no
random mourners strolling about. The farmer, a grizzled vet, who
insisted I call him Sarge, was cooperative about letting me onto
his fields. He’d lost a tractor and a sunroom on his house, but it
was all replaceable. I took a quick look at the damage to the
house, and then went to see if I could find where the tornado had
doubled back on itself.

The earth of the field was rich and black,
and I slipped as I walked, following in the footprints of the
tornado. Puffs of pink fiberglass insulation clung to the immature
wheat like mutated cotton. The twister’s path wasn’t very wide,
maybe a hundred yards across. From the damage to the house and
outbuilding, the tornado was of intensity F1 in most places, maybe
F2 here, which meant winds of 75-112 miles per hour, not especially
strong for a tornado. The Fujita or F Scale is mostly based on
damage to man-made structures, and it goes from F0 up to F5, which
features winds in excess of 250 miles per hour, and is extremely
rare. Part of my job was to look at wrecked houses and buildings
and figure out how well they were put together to start with and
how much it took to take them apart.

Every twenty yards or so, I planted a small
flag, red cloth on wire, to mark my guess at the path. The area
where the tornado visited twice was easy to see—it was scoured
nearly clean of vegetation. I imagined yesterday’s storm, rumbling
thunderheads and vicious downdrafts, trying to understand what
physical conditions could cause a tornado to reverse direction in
such a short distance. Perhaps an extreme temperature gradient, a
wedge of very cool air, penetrated the warm moist air, and caused
the hiccup.

That’s when, half-aware, I poked a little
flag into a man’s boot print. It was as if I’d traveled back in
time an entire year and was transported to that field outside
Memphis. I stared at the muddy track, waiting for the hallucination
to end. Finally, realizing reality was going to be particularly
stubborn and rigid today, I looked to the right and saw the dog
tracks, just as clean and hay-free as the man’s, clearly made after
the twister passed overhead, wiping out the initial steps.

I had options. One was to slowly turn around,
go back to the farmhouse, chat with the farmer, ask to use the
bathroom, come back out, and ignore what I’d seen. It wasn’t my job
to look for footprints, and if some unfortunate sap got passed over
by a tornado or two, that was his own good luck. I wouldn’t be the
first person to come across a break in reality, with a need to
rewrite my memory to cover over the gap. Some would just pour God
into the fissure until it solidified and felt firm enough to walk
on. But my supply of faith was fairly low these days—much to the
consternation of Jason, my clueless co-worker, who said (mental
note here to never talk about God at work), “How can you be
agnostic, Victoria? You’re black.” My dad is white and my mother is
black, but I’m black enough for Jason, as if the fact that I have
brown skin automatically makes me a swaying, gospel singing
Baptist.

But I didn’t ignore the footprints. Instead,
I followed the tracks across the field, over the barbed wire fence,
and onto the dirt road. Another vanishing point. Again, no trail of
blood.

I’d managed to forget the Memphis incident
quickly. One or two vivid dreams, combined with a busy start to
survey season, did the trick. I knew I’d missed something, probably
something obvious, and let it go at that.

But twice? I sat down hard on the ground,
until I could regain my balance. I wanted to be calm. If I could
control my mental faculties, I would arrive at a few simple
explanations.

Did Pandora make a list of the possible
contents before she opened the box? I’m not to open it. Here are
items that are often found in boxes. If I arrive at a sufficiently
comprehensive list, it will be as if I already opened it. I do not
need to open this box. That’s what she said to herself as she
fumbled with the latch. I do not need to open this box.

 

 

Sarge was still mending fence when I found
him, with a black and white dairy cow standing peacefully behind
him at the end of a rope, chewing her cud. She held an air of
detached bliss, as only a cow can—no wonder the Hindus worship
them. I was far from serene, though I’d found some sense of
control, without much hope that the farmer would have any useful
information.

I tried anyway. “When the tornado hit
yesterday, was there anyone…walking out in that field, either right
before, or right after the storm? He might have had a dog with
him.”

“Sure. That Ben and his dog, they took off
that way.” He eyed me suspiciously.

“Before or after?”

“After’s all I know. I thought he was a
goner. When the winds died down, I looked out the cellar door. Had
tried to get him to come with me, but there’s only so much argument
a man is willing to do with a twister bearing down. I ran out when
it was past, and that funnel cloud was still chewing through the
woods—there was Ben and his dog strolling towards the road, not a
bit worse for wear.”

It was simple. Just an ordinary hired hand,
no relation at all to Memphis. Weird coincidence. I’d just meet the
guy, say Hi, and get back to work. I would avoid the temptation to
become an interrogator—Where were you the afternoon of March 6,
one year ago?

“So is he around? I’d like to ask him a few
questions about the tornado—it seems he got very close to it.”

“You sure you’re from the weather service?”
he asked, crossing his muddy arms.

I showed him my ID, which he scrutinized.

“He’s gone. Never came back, which is a
shame, because fence mending can use strong arms like his. Walked
into my place two days ago, said his name was Ben Fulgar. I
couldn’t say how old he was, not young, not old like me. Face brown
from weather or birth, I don’t know. Wore a pair of cut,
blood-stained jeans—said he was attacked by some kids near
Osawatomie the night before, wanted to earn some money to buy new
clothes.

“I needed someone to scrape and paint the
small barn, so I told him I could pay twenty-five dollars a day.
Took him for bum when I first seen him, but I never saw a man work
so hard. Never took a break. Scraped that barn clean. I offered him
a couch in the garage, but he chose to sleep outside.

“Yesterday, about lunch time, he told me,
without the slightest hesitation, that we were gonna have a big
storm, and he’d better not start. I paid him his money, figuring he
was sick of work, but he stayed until the storm got here. Fixed the
barn door, which I been meaning to do since the fall. Damn shame
he’s gone.”

“He’s gone?” This was completely unfair. “Did
he say where he was going?”

“Left without a word. Are you all right, Ms.
Thomas?”

I looked out at my curling trail of red
flags, sparks in the distance, pointing somewhere. Where? There was
a man out there who could answer my questions. Maybe I could just
let that be the answer—nothing inexplicable had happened, clearly,
because he existed, a man with a name and a dog, who had some sort
of answer. Hence, no mystery. That wasn’t enough for me.

 

 

Downtown Lebo, consisting of a barbershop,
American Legion hall, bank, hardware shop, and second hand store,
slept peacefully in the April sunshine as I parked my car. I
reassured myself this would just take a minute, and then I could
get back to work. I didn’t have an imaginary friend as a child, but
apparently I was making up for it now. I felt like a dowsing rod,
pulled toward the source of my fascination.

The only real option for clothing appeared to
be a store with a faded sign that read, “A Second Time Around.”
Maybe Ben Fulgar had come here to spend his paycheck—assuming Sarge
wasn’t just toying with me.

Inside, the store completely rejected the
modern sales technique of seduction. The walls and ceiling were
bare white, lit by long fluorescent fixtures. Out-of-style clothes,
faded print dresses, and polyester pants hung on circular metal
racks. A long wooden table displayed a meager collection of plaid
men’s shirts.

At the sound of my entrance, the white woman
behind the counter slowly looked up from her Reader’s
Digest, with the deliberate slowness of a lizard basking in the
sun. Her face tightened at the sight of a brown-skinned stranger,
her mouth a thin line clamped shut against welcome. It was a look
I’d suffered many times before. Maybe she showed the same face to
Ben Fulgar, dressed in his bloody, rain-soaked rags.

I bit back the hostility rising in me.
“Excuse me, ma’am. Did a man come in here yesterday looking for
work clothes? It would have been right after the storm. His pants
were ripped or cut.” And he just escaped a mauling from a tornado.
And it wasn’t the first time. And if you could just stop looking at
me like you wished I’d be shipped down to a plantation in
antebellum Mississippi, I’d be out of your hair.

She looked at me for a while, until I
wondered if she was deaf. Maybe the words just needed time to
trickle somewhere they could be registered and interpreted. When
she finally spoke, her voice was lifeless, as if any speck of human
interaction might encourage me to continue fouling her store with
my presence. “Yes,” she said.

“Did he buy something?”

“No.”

“Did you send him to another store?”

“To Fred McGill.”

“And Mr. McGill would be…”

She pointed across the street to McGill’s
Hardware. I thanked her, but she had already returned to her
article, and I was dismissed.

As the door closed behind me, I lifted my
right foot and shook the dust from my shoe. It’s something I saw my
mother do, years ago, after we were frozen out of lunch in
Charlottesville, Virginia. We were not turned away at the door of
the café. The Whites Only signs had come down, but the white
clientele and servers were surprised to see us. I was desperately
hungry and whiny after a long morning at Monticello. My mother
marched us to a booth, but no one would take our order. The other
customers could see what was happening, but they turned their eyes
away, accomplices all. One old man, on his way out the door,
whispered softly as he passed, “Try around the corner. They’ll
treat you fair.” My mother is stubborn, but after half an hour of
waiting, she was still unable to get a response from a waitress.
Her simple queries were met with stony silence.

The fidgeting and whimpering of her
seven-year-old daughter finally compelled my mother to take the old
man’s advice. But on the way out, she shook her feet and told me to
do the same. “Shake the dust from your shoes, just like in the
Bible,” she said. I did as she commanded, and then she gripped my
hand and dragged me around the corner, where we were served by
waitresses just as white, while a dark, blue-black cook, the color
of Africa, sweated behind the grill. Our entrance did nothing to
silence the din from diners of any color. My mother released a long
deep breath, expelling any stale air left from the other
restaurant, and said, “I’m not the one has to prove I’m
worthy.”

 

 

Behind the counter of McGill’s was a man I
assumed to be Fred—he stood with the authority of a king, Lord of
Hardware. He was white and balding, with thick glasses that made
him look like an albino catfish. I stepped up for my turn at the
checkout, and Mr. McGill was all smiles.

“Good afternoon, ma’am. What can I do for
you? You’re not from around here, so I’m guessing you need
something for your car, or maybe you’re with the TV crew to film
the funeral and need something electrical.” Apparently Fred McGill
enjoyed putting his mind to every little situation that passed
through his door.

I asked the same question as across the
street. Instantly I had Fred’s complete attention. He leaned
forward and whispered, “Did he cause some trouble?” Trouble is
potential entertainment in a place where there isn’t usually much
of either.

“No. I just want to ask him some
questions.”

“He was a witness to some trouble?”

“Was he here?” I asked again.

“I would guess he’s long gone now. Said he
was leaving town.” Fred McGill’s impulsive curiosity might be a
good complement to my own. Apparently we were part of a network of
nosy people who depend on each other.

“Did he say where he was going?” I don’t know
what I expected—an itinerary and directions? Maybe this would all
be a lot easier, and less exciting, than I’d imagined.

“Wasn’t sure yet. Didn’t ask for the bus stop
or directions to anywhere, so I’d guess he hitchhiked or walked. He
bought some tan work pants—wore his old jeans right to shreds, plus
had a nasty cut in one leg. First look, you’d guess he’s some sort
of hobo, but he had a way about him, real sure of himself, not the
kind of man to bend his head or look for a handout. Heard he was
working for Sergeant Cooper.”

“Mr. Cooper didn’t know much about him.”

“I wonder if anybody does. But I like
puzzles. This fella, he seems like one I haven’t seen before.
Carried an old army surplus backpack, well worn, but not falling
apart yet. The man looked well fed, and so did his dog. Real good
dog, stayed right where he was told, though he scouted every
blessed bird, leaf, or squirrel that moved. The man was all
business. I let him change in the restroom in back. Left soon as he
was done, headed east. I’m surprised to see someone looking for
him. Didn’t seem the sort of man to make connections.”

Fred McGill glowed with satisfaction. He’d
spent years, probably since he was a child, watching detective
flicks and reading Dashiell Hammett, paying attention, noticing
details, potential clues. Now someone had finally asked for the
information, acknowledging the precious commodity stored in his
skull.

I thanked him and left with a bag full of
items I didn’t really need, in gratitude for someone else
interested in details. Not that they would do me much good. Ben
Fulgar’s trail had vanished like a tornado lifting from the earth.
He could be anywhere within a thirty-mile radius by now, and if he
hitched a ride, he could be in Colorado or Texas or Chicago. I had
some pictures in my camera of muddy footprints, reminders of my
hunting expedition, proof that my imagination is capable of being
captured. My mother would say it just showed how much I needed a
man in my life, but that was her response to just about everything.
There was nothing to do but get back to work.

Except I noticed a green metal dumpster
beside the store. Fred was the kind of guy who kept his place neat
and organized and probably dumped his trash every day. The street
and alley were empty. A quick peek wouldn’t hurt.

I quietly opened the lid and peered inside,
hoping the woman across the street would be too busy with her
reading to notice that black woman picking through the garbage and
call the police, because Lebo doesn’t need that kind of riffraff
prowling our streets, wish they’d never put the Interstate in, a
link to every den of crack-heads and thieves in America, which has
gone straight to hell since the Sixties, I know, I watch the
craziness on TV every night.

It smelled of rotten bologna and old paint
and moldy cardboard. Could have been worse. He could have shared it
with a restaurant. All I could see was a jumble of cans, solvent
bottles, boxes, tape, punctured caulk tubes. I reached inside to
move aside a covering of old invoices and half-eaten McDonald’s
cheeseburgers, probably imported from Emporia. Then I saw a flash
of denim, far in the back.

I’m pretty tall, but it was a struggle, as
much mental as physical, to get my leg over the edge. Finally, I
toppled forward into the pit, waist deep in garbage. My feet
sloshed in the rancid stew of old lunches and household chemicals.
I waded and crawled to the back and tugged at the fabric—it was
definitely a pair of jeans. One more good yank and I had them.

It was just as hard getting out of the
dumpster as in. I brushed off the clinging debris, relieved I’d
finally put my Ph.D. to such good use. I examined the jeans
carefully, not caring who was watching. The pants were worn through
in the knees and shredded at the ankles, no telltale circle from a
can of chewing tobacco, no worn rectangle in the back pockets from
a wallet. I smelled them, like a wannabe bloodhound or
pervert—fully aware that dumpster diving and snorting a strange
man’s pants were not rational actions. I smelled no odor of
cigarette smoke, just a very strong taste of mud and fertile earth.
A five-inch gash ran up the outside of the left thigh, stained with
blood.

I turned out the pockets, but they were empty
except for a few blades of dried grass. Nothing remotely useful,
nothing certain. However, I now had a physical talisman of my
mystery man. If I didn’t have the actual human being to question,
my imagination could fill in the empty trousers. Until I found the
rest of the pieces, the puzzle would continue to shift and rotate
and throb in my mind. But at least it wasn’t all in my head
anymore, not quite.

I knew it was ridiculous, an odd collection
of coincidences synthesized by a mind grasping for order. It would
be better to put it out of my thoughts. I threw the jeans into the
front seat of my rental car and drove back to continue the survey.
Even so, with every distracted measurement and observation, I
couldn’t shake my warm feeling of accomplishment and anticipation.
I was on my way to an answer.
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Chapter 3

 

Once Iwas home with the jeans, I felt like
the prince with Cinderella’s slipper. What do I do next? Should I
track down farm hands and vagrants across the country—Excuse me,
do these fit? I could issue a reward and have strange men lined
up around the block, each struggling to prove that indeed these
used to be their trousers. The prince had considerably more
resources than I, and we’ll assume he lived in a pretty small
kingdom. The world was an awful big place to track down one man and
his dog. I’d probably be better off never finding him anyway. Did
Cinderella live up to the prince’s memories and fantasies after the
ball?

At first, I hung the jeans in the closet of
my office/guest room, but having them out of sight implied they
were out of my mind, which wasn’t true. Opening the closet each
evening after work to look at them felt ridiculous, so I finally
laid them on the back of the sleeper couch, where I could glance at
them effortlessly whenever the mood hit me. They kept me company,
almost like a pet.

At work, I searched through old maps of
damage surveys for looping paths. As soon as any new reports came
in, I rifled through the papers, hoping for a sign. I’m sure I
appeared to be our most diligent researcher. But we only map a
small percentage of reported tornadoes. And even if I found a
possible lead, what was my plan? Fly out there and interview
witnesses? Look for more tracks? Okay, yes, that was my intention.
And if I found that Ben Fulgar dodged/lured/visited another
twister, what exactly would that prove? I’d found some sort of
tornado magnet? Maybe he was just a retired storm chaser with
really good luck.

I couldn’t tell anyone. My mother was too
conventional, my father too much the scientist. My co-workers were
out of the question—as a woman and a person of color, I was already
an outsider. This would just make it worse.

I almost told Mark, our resident airplane
mechanic and one of my best friends. On Saturday I finally got him
to help me repair and adjust the camera mounts on the
Canary. He wore his standard blue coveralls and oil-stained
Celtics cap. He was short, not more than five foot two, perfect for
squeezing into the confined spaces of small planes. Though he
wasn’t much older than I, he was nearly bald and kept his fringe of
hair tied in a ridiculous ponytail.

We were both on our knees, crammed into the
back of my plane. Two smudges of grease decorated his cheeks. Limp
wisps of hair had escaped his ponytail. He smiled, showing slightly
crooked white teeth. I thought he looked almost nervous. I was
nervous—he’d laugh at me, which I guessed was okay. I was being
foolish. And he was my friend. He’d understand. Maybe. Maybe
sharing my obsession would make it seem stupid, and I’d give it up.
I didn’t know if that was good or bad.

Just as I gathered the nerve to speak, his
face could have been the mirror image of my own, with that
I’m-about-to-say-something-important look. We both stopped,
open-mouthed and anxious, and that was enough to kill our momentum,
and neither could start again. I had no idea what he was going to
ask. We replaced the loose bolts instead and drank a few beers.

 

 

I finally broke my silence to Nils Holinger,
my old professor and mentor. Graduate school wasn’t always the
friendliest place for me, but from time to time Nils and his wife
invited me to their home for dinner, always when I was at my
lowest. Their kindness relieved some of the isolation and pressure.
He wasn’t afraid to sit in the lounge and speculate on wild
theories, but he also knew when his students needed to be taken
seriously. On many stormy days, he’d drag us out into the rain or
blizzard, so we could taste the weather. “A good fisherman knows
the storm by smell,” he’d say. “You should aspire to be at least as
good a weatherman as a man of the sea.” Nils always stood tall in
the rain, a Viking in a yellow slicker.

On a break at a conference, I asked him to go
for a walk, and we strolled alongside flowering peach trees and
lilac bushes. It had been a few years since I’d seen him, and for
the first time it was evident that the robust old Norwegian was not
immune to the passage of time. He was as strong and alert as ever,
but his silver hair was thinning and his left hand shook with a
slight tremor. As we slowly inhaled the scents of spring, I told
him what I’d seen in Memphis and Lebo.

“But you never saw him yourself?” he
asked.

“No. But I saw the tracks. I talked to the
farmers. And I have the jeans.”

“Yes, the trousers. You don’t even know if
they’re his. They could have belonged to anyone.” The professor led
us to a bench and sat down, as if exhausted. The lines on his face
deepened. He seemed worried, maybe concerned about my mental
stability.

“I’m not saying anything definite about this
man. I just want to explore whatever these coincidences mean.”

“Ascribing meaning to coincidences is the
work of crackpots, Victoria. You are a serious scientist, and I
know you enjoy the respect of your colleagues.”

“I’ve told no one but you. I just thought…in
all your years of surveys, have you ever run into anything like
this?” Nils was one of the originators of the concept and use of
damage surveys, and his eye for detail was the envy of us all. If
anyone might stumble onto something like this, it was he.

Nils plucked a globe of lilac blossoms and
fidgeted with them nervously, releasing a flurry of pink petals
onto his knees. I waited in silence, as he looked at me, then at
the back of his hands, the trees, the sky. “I’ve seen a great many
things in my studies. Oddities that appear to defy logic are part
of my world. If I speculate on the powers and possibilities behind
every inexplicable event, I will never have a moment to consider
the ones that can be explained. Most often, the lack of explanation
is due to a lack of imagination or a missing piece of data. If you
find it necessary to attribute what you see to the hand of God,
then you should credit all you see to God’s work, and move forward
on that basis. You can chase after this man, but there is little
likelihood he exists. And if he does, I ask you, what questions do
you think he can answer? How can he help you in your work? He
cannot help you.”

This was not at all what I’d expected. A
gentle smile and maybe a little chiding would have been normal. But
unless I completely misunderstood, I was not the first to find such
a man, such an event, and not the first to wrestle with the
questions in the wake.

“What did you see?” I asked.

Nils looked around, to check if anyone was
nearby, then leaned toward me, his voice barely audible. “I was
even younger than you, just beginning to study. A tornado struck
near Madison, and I went with several other students to observe the
damage. We had no methodology for a proper survey. We were merely
curious. The weather started to threaten, but we felt lightning
would not strike twice. I stayed too long in a pasture, examining
the wreckage of a barn, when a tornado came over a hill. I was
transfixed by its power, as it ripped leaves and limbs and uprooted
entire trees. Finally I came to my senses and turned to run. I
bumped into a man standing behind me, his dog leaping all around
us. In the midst of impending destruction, the man was serene, as
if he was waiting for the storm. I ran, looking for someplace to
hide, but the winds swallowed up the man, his dog, and me. When I
regained consciousness, the tornado was lurching through the woods,
and the man had not moved. His skin was steaming, and the smell of
ozone filled the air. He walked past me. Understand, I was sitting
on the grass with blood streaming down my forehead. But he didn’t
even look at me. I was too stunned to call out. He disappeared into
the forest with his dog, and I never saw him again. But once, more
than twenty-five years later, on a survey, I saw footprints like
you described. That was many years ago. He would be very old by
now, certainly not the same man you’ve discovered.”

“You saw him?” This was beyond my wildest
expectations. I wasn’t just playing childish games anymore. I
wasn’t the only one with these suspicions. It was a logical leap,
after all. In a way, I was a little disappointed that what I’d
seen, this phenomenon, was not unique to me, that I had to share
him. But I was even more buoyed by the realization that I wasn’t
nuts.

“I saw someone. My imagination filled in the
rest, just as yours is doing. Enjoy your fantasy, but recognize it
for what it is.”

“How can you say that? You’ve seen him
yourself.”

“Seen who? A man and a dog. That’s all. Your
capacity to imagine is strong—like any other creative scientist.
It’s a valuable quality, one worth cultivating. But you must keep
it under control.”

“How do I find him?”

“You’re not listening to me, Victoria. Don’t
even look. Please.”

I wanted him to be excited, a participant, a
collaborator, not a parent demanding better behavior. “Do you have
a copy of the survey from when you saw the boot prints?” First he
confirms my hopes, then he tells me to murder them. Even as I
pressed him, I knew he was probably right—I would make a fool of
myself. There should have been more than enough excitement in my
career already, but this raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I
couldn’t quit before I’d even started looking.

“It was years ago.” His office was bursting
with papers, and it was rumored that he’d never tossed or lost a
scrap of data.

“Give me the date and place, and I’ll come
out to visit you and look for the files myself.”

“June 12, 1978. Mahomet, Illinois.” The event
had stuck with him, just as it had with me, despite his attempts to
bury it. He wouldn’t have any trouble finding the file. “What will
change your mind?” he asked. “Please, you must not waste your time
on this. You have valuable contributions to make. Don’t go down
this path.”

I smiled my best reassuring smile and patted
his hand and laughed. But he didn’t believe my little charade.

Despite his worries, the next morning there
was a manila folder slipped under the door of my hotel room. It was
a copy of the Mahomet survey, faxed from Nils’s secretary. The path
looped back on itself, just like the others. Nils may have feared
for me, and he may have suppressed his desire to go looking for all
these years, but he wanted to know whatever answers I found.

 

 

The obvious way to find Ben Fulgar was to
find tornadoes when they were on the ground. Unfortunately, if Mr.
Fulgar had an unnatural affinity for tornadoes, or they for him,
they felt the opposite about me. I’d never seen one in the flesh,
despite repeated attempts.

Some of the world’s hottest storm chasers
worked down the hall from me, but I quickly garnered a reputation
as a jinx. After the others gave up on me, I convinced Dave
Paulson, who was all testosterone and high tech gear, into taking
me along with him. He claimed he didn’t believe in bad luck. Plus
I’d turned him down for a dinner date before, and I think he wanted
to show me I’d made a mistake.

Five afternoons, two flat tires and hours
spent axle deep in mud, all without a single sighting, convinced
him the mistake was his.

I was tempted to go out by myself, but my
experience was at the computer and with the aftermath. It’s not
wise to chase storms alone—it’s hard to watch the skies and the
road with just one set of eyes. I wanted to find tornadoes and my
mystery man, but I didn’t want to get killed in the process.

A visit to my colleagues in Colorado gave me
another opportunity to chase, this time with someone who might not
know about my bad luck.

 

 

Despite all the rumors that encircled
Mitchell Pearson, the man opening the door looked exactly like
Santa Claus in blue jeans. This was the man whose name was no
longer spoken in Oklahoma storm chasing circles. His recklessness
was responsible for the only recorded death of a storm chaser. He
and his partner, Janice Egglestone, punched the core on an enormous
supercell south of Enid, Oklahoma. In a fit of exuberance, they
drove through blinding rain and two-inch hail and suddenly found
themselves looking up the snout of an F4 tornado. The car flipped
end over end, until it wrapped around a telephone pole. Pearson’s
partner spilled out of the car, still alive, until the lid from a
garbage can embedded itself in her skull.

What happened after that was unclear, but as
I understood it, Janice’s many friends and relatives took her death
hard. With the tornado long gone, the blame fell on Mitchell, and
they ran him out of Oklahoma.

No one had heard from him for years, but
there was a rumor he’d ended up in Colorado. A severe weather
conference in Boulder gave me an excuse to head out West, and as
soon as my meetings were finished I tracked down Mitchell in the
Denver suburb of Aurora. An old friend, now a TV weatherman,
informed me that Mitchell supplied video footage of storms and
twisters to various news outlets, under an assumed name.

Mitchell smiled cautiously. “You must be
Victoria. Please come in.”

As we made our way through the condo’s barren
living room, I noticed Pearson’s left arm, locked at the elbow in a
90-degree angle, a reminder of the accident.

Neatly organized maps, charts, cameras, and
photographic supplies filled his office. Nothing appeared out of
place, not even a pencil. Not exactly what I expected from the Wild
Man of the West. A computer glowed on the corner of the desk,
showing the latest radar scans for Colorado. They looked
promising.

“As I’m sure you know, I have good reasons
for preferring to travel alone. Those reasons should also be
sufficient for an intelligent woman to stay away from such a man,”
he said gravely.

“I’m looking for something. I need to see
some tornadoes.” I didn’t want to elaborate on exactly what I was
looking for, unless absolutely necessary. I didn’t know him well
enough to decide if the truth would hurt my chances for a
ride-along.

“Your friends at NSSL can help you. They see
five times as many tornadoes as I do.”

“Chasing with Mitchell Pearson is a once in a
lifetime opportunity.”

“I’m too old and tired for flattery. And you
should worry about your safety.”

“Are you the same man you were back then? I
doubt it.” I hesitated to impose myself upon this man’s life, but
my desire for answers pulsed red, obscuring reason.

“You don’t know anything about me.” He
softened. “But you’re right. I have changed.” He spread his hands
over his desk. “Here’s the data. Tell me if we have a chance
today.”

The readouts gave temperatures, dew points,
and wind speeds for the region. During the night, moist air from
the Gulf had ridden the Great Plains Low Level Jet, and had
advected farther north than normal. The boundary between cool dry
air descending over the Rockies and the warm air rising would be
located right over eastern Colorado. The wind readings, coupled
with a sharp vertical differential in air temperatures, indicated
an excellent opportunity for instability and rotation in any large
thunderstorms that might form over the high prairie. Clouds were
already forming at 10 a.m., which was early for Colorado in May.
The determining factor for violent storms would be if there was
enough instability for parcels of moist, warm air to break through
the cap of relatively warm air overlaying the layers cooler air
below. If that happened, we had a good chance for a tornado.

“If we don’t start driving to somewhere
between Anton and Yuma, we’re going to miss something.” I said,
hoping I’d passed the test.

“Just do me a favor,” he said, “don’t tell
anyone in Oklahoma you saw me.”

 

 

Groups of puffy cumulus clouds were already
gathering to the east as we roared out of Aurora in Mitchell’s Ford
Bronco. Despite his claims of meekness, the hail damage to
Mitchell’s car made it look like it had been attacked by a swarm of
hammer-wielding monkeys.

We drove in silence, as suburban cookie
cutter houses quickly gave way to ranch land. A glance to the south
gave testament to the thin, dry air of Colorado—Pike’s Peak looked
like it was only a short hop away, not seventy miles.

Past the town of Bennett we saw one of the
last “real” trees of the day, a huge cottonwood rising majestically
from the banks of a buried creek. The sky stretched wide in every
direction, enormous, oppressive. The moonscape dunes studded with
sagebrush seemed indifferent to man. Give it your best shot,
the hills whispered, but I will reclaim what is mine.
Somewhere out here lingered a grassy scar, the remnants of the
Oregon Trail, from thousands of wagons struggling west, bringing
optimistic pioneers and miners lusting for gold, none comprehending
the treachery of the mountains rising on the horizon. The miles and
miles of barbed wire and the incredible nothingness hypnotized me
into a quiet serenity.

Mitchell broke the silence. “It didn’t happen
like everyone says, you know. People jump to conclusions. They
assume I was run out of town by a rifle-toting mob with long
antennas on their cars. Janice’s family was crazy with grief. Her
dad certainly wished me ill at the funeral, but no one threatened
me. She knew the risks. We rode together for years. I would rather
it had been me. But it wasn’t, and I live with that. My time will
come, probably when a teenager cuts me off on a muddy road and I
crash into a semi. My daughter lives out here, and her fiancé had
just dumped her. I moved to Colorado to be near her, more than to
get away from anything or anyone in Oklahoma.” The look in his eyes
and the tone of his voice were not convincing.

“It wasn’t your fault. You could still go
back to visit. Some of your old friends are still out there.”
Mitchell had lost something I’d never quite found—a sense of
belonging, of place. A true partner. I wished I could provide
better comfort.

“My disgrace, my apparent expulsion, is the
only thing I have to offer. My gift is the negative example; I show
young crazy idiots the penalty for recklessness. Sometimes they
seek me out, in a puerile bloodlust. I try to sound broken and
pitiful. Worthwhile if it helps save their pathetic lives or keeps
them a little further from harm. A quarter mile makes a big
difference.”

“I’m not a teenager, Mitchell. I’ve done
enough damage surveys to know what tornadoes can do to the foolish
and the unafraid. I expect us to chase like mature adults.”

He laughed. “If our pulses can’t quicken at
the sight of a high sheared anvil or a descending wall cloud,
what’s the point?” He goosed the gas pedal and we whooped and
hollered like kids on the first day of summer vacation.

 

 

Radio traffic from National Weather Service
spotters indicated two violent thunderstorms had formed where we’d
expected, each less than an hour away. One was pushing north, not
quite to Yuma. Another brewed south of us. It was still early, but
this could be my day. Even if I didn’t find my mystery man, maybe I
could start finding tornadoes. That would be enough to bolster my
sagging hopes.

“One thing I don’t miss from Oklahoma is the
crowds,” shouted Mitchell over the roar of the open windows. “I
hear it’s wall-to-wall people these days. Damn Hollywood movies and
videos are wrecking it for everyone.” We had barely seen another
car all afternoon.

“Of course, they have a better chance of
seeing something. I hate to remind you, but our chances today are
slim. Even though the helicity numbers look good, the air is a
touch too dry. Even if I’m lucky, nine out of ten chases are
busts.” His face was shiny red from the heat, and his long white
beard whipped around his shoulders like a tethered beast.

Mitchell continued, smiling, “One advantage
to Eastern Colorado is that we can spot storms a lot farther off. I
can get great pictures from five or six miles, and we can really
see what we’re hunting. The bad news is that roads are scarce, and
there aren’t a lot of escape routes if you do something stupid.
Which of course, we won’t.” He was happy to finally have a partner
again, someone willing to share his passions and knowledge, even if
just for one afternoon.

In the hot flowing air and sunshine, I felt
bound in a comfortable cocoon, outside of time and space. For
today, I was a hunter, separate from the everyday world of meetings
and phone calls and computers. My senses buzzed with energy because
we weren’t out here hunting squirrels. No, we were after man-eating
lions and tigers. We stalked a grizzly bear who could lay us out
with the casual swipe of a paw. And we came armed with nothing more
than the ability to run away.

 

 

We pulled over at a lonely gas station in
Anton, where I paid for a full tank of gas and enough refreshments
to last the rest of the day. We wouldn’t have time for stops once
we got on the trail of a storm, and no storm chaser wants to run
out of gas with a tornado roaring down the road.

Radio reports on the storm to the north
indicated half-inch hail, with the storm moving twenty miles per
hour, northeast. We were still at least an hour behind it. Heavy
rain and winds gusting to sixty miles per hour were a good
sign.

“If it’s still building, we might have a
chance,” Mitchell said, tugging at his beard. His eyes twinkled.
“What do you think, professor?”

I scanned the sky. The northern storm was so
far away I couldn’t make out any details. To the south, white
towers climbed high above the horizon. Still, the data was
inconclusive. I wished for my laptop, so I could tap into a few
radar images, but Mitchell had insisted I leave it at home. He said
having computers around ruined his fun.

I really wanted to hear his opinion, but I
ventured my own. “The south storm has promise, but we haven’t heard
a peep about it. The northern one has hail, high winds, and
possible rotation. If we hurry, we might catch it.” I waited for
his answer, certain I’d missed something.

“Why haven’t we heard anything from the
south?” he asked.

“Maybe there’s not much happening. It’s
dry.”

“The cell formed around Limon, but it was
just getting organized. Where it’s tracking now, there are no
people. No towns, no houses, nada. No spotters.”

I hadn’t thought of that.

Mitchell pulled out a Colorado road map.
There wasn’t much to look at in this part of the state. “The north
cell is by Yuma, heading northeast at twenty. We might catch it
just as it crosses Highway 385.” He pointed to a dark line on the
map. “But what happens once we find it?”

We’d be stuck. When the storm reached the
Kansas border, we’d run out of road.

He shook his head. “Things got revved up
early today. If we’d been out an hour earlier, we might have caught
it.

The radio squawked. “N6JEU, KB0YJW with a
wall cloud report.”

“Jason May. Good chaser. Knows how not to get
killed,” said Mitchell.

“YJW, go ahead,” the radio continued.

“Colorado 59 and County Road 11, looking east
2-3 miles. We have a well-developed lowering with rotation.
KB0YJW.”

“YJW, I copy a wall cloud east of 5-9 and
1-1. Can anyone confirm?”

“KB0YWO.”

“YWO, go.”

“Confirming a wall cloud. I’m 3 miles south
of that location. Confirm rotation. KB0YWO.”

“Anyone else?”

Silence from the radio for a moment.

“Spotters in the field, this is N6JEU, the
guys down here are confirming a well-developed meso, about 10 miles
from where you’re seeing the rotation. They’ve decided to issue a
warning on that cell. I’ll read the text as soon as it’s
available.”

My gut twisted as I realized we had probably
missed the best storm of the day. Maybe I was a jinx. What kind of
fool drives around the countryside after storms nearly impossible
to catch, all in order to find an imaginary man?

“Don’t look so glum, the chase isn’t over
yet. We may still get a chance to put ourselves in harm’s way.” Out
in the sun, facing the oncoming storm, Mitchell was gleeful. “Shall
we go find some thunder?”

We jumped back in the car and drove towards
the southern storm. Some of his positive energy started to spill
over into me. What a way to spend a day—keeping your face pointed
at the sky, admiring and giving homage to Nature.

In the distance, the clouds were turning dark
and threatening as the top layer continued to rise. A broad,
towering column was twisting and shearing straight to the east by
upper level winds, forming an expanding anvil. The blasting of the
updrafts by the shearing winds pulled more and more moist air from
the surface into the cool air at high altitudes, releasing a powder
keg of stored energy. Cloud-to-ground lightning crackled along the
leading edge of the storm.

Mitchell craned his neck, looking at the top
regions of the clouds. “You might be luckier than I thought.”

A layer of low hanging grey tatters was
shifting slowly east, while above them, the main base of the cell
was skirting northeast, fast. I leaned my head out the window, and
my heart beat faster as I looked into the darkening maw of the
storm.

We reached a fork in the road and pulled over
onto the sandy shoulder. Mitchell hopped out with his camera and
tripod and snapped a few shots of the advancing clouds. “Beautiful,
just beautiful,” I whispered.

A long streak of lightning pulsed from the
ground to the clouds, not a mile away. “This is the last time we
get out,” Mitchell warned. The greatest dangers to storm chasers
are traffic accidents and lightning. In the car, we would be much
safer from lightning because the metal frame of the car forms a
Faraday’s Cage, conducting the electricity around the outer shell.
However, if you accidentally stick your elbow or camera out of the
cage, through your open window… Most experienced storm chasers
drive with their windows closed.

The storm advanced quickly. A blue-grey veil
of rain extended to the ground less than a mile inside the leading
edge of clouds. Lightning flashes increased, and the thunder
changed from a low rumble to sharp, piercing cracks.

We would enter the northeast edge of the
storm, then shoot into the clear. If all went as planned, we could
follow and watch the southwest quadrant of the storm, where many,
but not all, tornadoes form.

Sagebrush and long grass waved frantically as
the storm sucked up warm, moist air from the ground. Along the edge
of the storm, a dark shelf cloud extended for miles. The
temperature suddenly dropped as we passed through a narrow
downdraft.

Day changed to night, as the heavy bellies of
the clouds obscured the sun. The bottom of the storm looked like
the clouds had been shredded. Long overhanging wisps silently
collided. The rain arrived suddenly—one, two, three huge spatters,
then a deluge covering the road and the car. The windshield wipers
whined in their futile attempt to keep the glass clear. I struggled
to study the clouds above us for signs of rotation.

Suddenly the sound of the rain changed to a
roar. Hail. Particles of ice the size of BBs bounced off the hood
of the car. Some now the size of marbles. Mitchell slowed the car
even more.

“Might be shifting more to the north. It’s
moving faster than it should be,” Mitchell said through gritted
teeth. I could barely hear him through the rising din.

The hail ceased as suddenly as it began, and
I relaxed as the gentle patter of rain returned. In a few more
seconds the air was dry—we emerged from the rain core of the storm
and could now follow at a relatively safe distance. As long as it
didn’t shift back towards us.

Huge columns of rain pounded the sun-baked
prairie. Rising and lowering clouds flanked the larger storm, like
protective outriders. Over the great nothingness of Eastern
Colorado, the storm floated naked and exposed, unable to hide her
secrets.

After a few more miles, we turned north onto
an unpaved road, in order to stay with the storm. The Bronco
rattled and creaked over the washboarded surface. I wondered if I
should have brought a helmet.

The expression on Mitchell’s face was one of
pure bliss, until he looked at me and realized  he had
company. Was I a ghost of Janice for him? He tried to keep smiling,
but his eyes couldn’t pull it off. He stared intently at the sky,
evaluating.

In ten minutes, we reached another possible
turn. If the storm shifted more to the east, we could stay ahead of
it. Still, we didn't want to ride too close the tail of the storm,
especially with the increasing signs of rotation towards the south.
If a tornado appeared, that would be the place.

With windows cautiously rolled down, we
snapped more frames of the roiling black clouds. Mitchell hauled
out his video camera as a giant grey cloud, blocky with tattered
edges, descended from the belly of the storm and hung like an
inverted fortress.

“We have a wall cloud, professor,” said
Mitchell, calmly. He called to the National Weather Service on the
radio and reported the lowering. It lasted only a few minutes and
then was reabsorbed into the body of the beast. The storm was
shifting towards us. “Let’s give it a few more minutes. No more.
It’s getting too unpredictable.” My fingertips tingled, and I felt
the backs of my knees sweating, despite the cool air. Another wall
cloud appeared near the rear of the storm, not far south of us.

The rising winds blew spurts of dust and
debris across the road. We watched the rear of the storm
approaching, ready to retreat to safety. To our north and west, the
clouds touched the ground, filling dry washes with instant floods.
Tonight the prairie would be a muddy quagmire. Tomorrow, the gems
of a million of wildflowers would shine.

Mitchell watched the newly formed wall cloud,
hands ready at the steering wheel.

My eyes found a small moving speck on top of
a roll in the earth, less than a mile away. I looked again. Two
specks. I grabbed my binoculars. It was a man and a dog.

“He’s here,” I said. Until now I wasn’t sure
I believed in the hand of fate or God or who knows what. My head
throbbed with anticipation. I found him. This had to be him. The
man, the dog, the storm. The world teetered, becoming a place where
logic and deduction might no longer be final arbiters of truth. If
I’d never found him, my imaginings could have safely remained in my
head. I didn’t know if I was ready to face them in the flesh.

“There’s a lot of rotation in that wall
cloud. You might see your first twister, young lady.” Mitchell, now
the proud wilderness guide, turned to me, but I had already stepped
out of the car. I knew there would be no second chance. If I ever
wanted more than an odd set of footprints every decade or so, I
needed to take action.

“Where the hell are you going?” Mitchell
lunged for me, but I was out of reach, on the side of the road,
stepping among the prickly pears. “Get back here! There’s going to
be a tornado.”

Mitchell was mostly right. But in his
observations of the clouds and their rotation, he’d missed a light
swirling on the ground a few miles to the south. On the High
Plains, not all tornadoes have the condensation cloud we’re used to
seeing in photos. The twisters are almost invisible, with little or
no descending funnel. I’m sure Mitchell would have seen the ground
swirls if I hadn’t distracted him. The tornado had already touched
down and was heading right towards us.

In theory, I could have waited safely in the
car until the storm proved this man and his dog did not possess a
mysterious attraction for tornadoes. Then I could have gotten on
with my life. But he was here! He was also nearly out of sight,
walking away from me, into the middle of 150 square miles of
nothingness. No roads, no houses, no way I could find him. Unless I
got to him now. I needed to see this miracle man, who had been
passed over by at least two tornadoes.

He was walking over the hillock, down the
other side. I ran to the barbed wire lining the road and squeezed
between the top two strands, snagging my shirt.

Mitchell grabbed my arm and tugged me back
towards the car.

“Are you insane? The storm’s turning. We need
to get out of here.”

“He’s getting away.”

“Who?”

“The man with the dog. Over there, on the
hill.” I pointed. We both saw the cloud of dust and sagebrush
rising not far from Ben.

“Do you see that? That is your first tornado.
I will not allow you to get killed. We are going back to the car.”
He was stern, as if talking to a misbehaving toddler.

I kicked him in the shin. I’m not proud of
this fact. It happened out of blind, instinctive desperation. I
hadn’t kicked anyone since the fifth grade (Shawna Parker).

I freed myself from the fence as Mitchell
hopped in pain. He shook it off as best he could and struggled to
follow me through the barbed wire.

The wind flew into my face as I raced across
the dusty ground, dodging sagebrush. The dust whirl grew darker and
skipped ahead to a low rise, where Ben waited for the tornado with
outstretched arms. The dog leaped around him, jaws snapping at the
air, feet barely touching the earth. The dim twilight of the storm
grew eerily silent. The wind around me stopped. Everything was
still.

The dog suddenly stopped jumping and sat
motionless at Ben’s feet. Lightning crackled all around.
Condensation from the cloud base descended towards the earth like
an amputated stump. Debris raised by the fierce winds reached
further and further upwards.

The tornado writhed along the ground,
searching for Ben and the dog, then unexpectedly sped up, raced
past them, and doubled back, enveloping the two completely. The
twister stopped. It pulsed and expanded. Two hundred, three
hundred, four hundred yards wide. For twenty seconds, it stayed in
the same spot, tearing at the earth.

Gradually, it pulled away from Ben and the
dog. I expected to see them whirling somewhere in the debris cloud.
They should have been pulverized. But they stood unmoved,
triumphant.

Suddenly, as if aware he was being watched,
Ben looked up and our eyes met. Our first official contact lasted
only for an instant, because my attention was drawn by the
approaching tornado. My brain’s instinct for self-preservation
overrode my fascination for this impossible man, and I turned and
ran. The twister lifted me off the ground in mid-sprint. I flew
with the dirt and shrubbery and cactus needles towards the
road.

I wish I could describe what it looks like
inside a tornado, but for the brief time I was conscious, the dust
and debris blinded me. My screams vanished into the buzz of a
trillion colliding particles of earth and vegetation. The airborne
sandblasting grated my skin raw.

After an eternity, the tornado spat me out. I
tried to rub the burning grit from my eyes, but I couldn’t move my
arms. Was I paralyzed? Pain shot through every part of my body, as
if I had been skinned and boiled alive. Paralysis would have been a
comfort. I opened one eyelid enough to see that I was wrapped in
rusty barbed wire from my ankles to my shoulders.

 


 


****

 



Chapter 4

 

I lay on my side, in the wire, with my temple
resting in the cool mud. My idiocy had earned its just reward. A
small grasshopper jumped on my cheek, waited, then hopped away. The
prairie had returned to its normal serenity.

“Help! Mitchell! Help!” I screamed. The
movement from screaming ground the barbs deeper into my skin. I was
on fire. I had no idea if Mitchell had survived the twister, or if
I had lured him to his death. What I did know was that I was
completely immobilized, in the middle of nowhere. I started out
about ten miles from the nearest tiny town, at least twenty miles
from a doctor. I had no idea how far the tornado had carried me.
The sun was already sinking in the west, and it would be a cold
night. Even if there was a search effort, they’d never find me in
the dark on these shrub-covered hills.

Maybe I had internal injuries. Broken limbs.
Certainly a concussion. I tried to calm myself, to steady my
breathing.

“Mitchell? Hello? Mitchell!” We had been in
radio contact with the other chasers to the north. Would they
wonder what happened to us? How long does it take to die from
exposure? I was bleeding from the barbs, but how much? How long
does it take to bleed to death?

Hot breath on my neck halted my thoughts.

I turned to see a large black nose and a long
snout. A huge dog with shaggy grey fur and a curious grin sniffed
my face.

“Hello, doggy. Get help. Please.” At the
sound of my voice, he jerked backwards, startled at finding a
talking heap of barbed wire. He came forward and sniffed me again.
“Help me?” If I had sounded any more pathetic, I may as well have
been dead. I started to cry, a small flicker of a tear, and then a
torrent, every sob ripping at my flesh. The dog sat on his haunches
and watched, patiently, until I forced myself to stop.

“Kimat. Come on.” The dog’s ears perked up
and he looked at the source of the voice. It was firm, grounded,
deep. The dog rose to go.

“Wait. Hello! Help me! Wait! Can you hear me?
Help! Help! Please!” The dog sat down and waited.

I was about to shout again when we were
joined by a muddy pair of boots. Ben leaned down and I finally
could see him. His face was brown, baked and lined from years in
the sun, features cut sharp, as if he’d been sculpted from stone.
His black hair was short, and he wore a faded shirt and work pants.
His cheeks were flushed, and even as he knelt I could feel heat
radiating from him. For an instant, it appeared  his skin was
steaming in the cool air.

His gaze was steady, a man afraid of nothing,
a man who smiles when a vicious tornado descends upon him. He
appeared completely uninjured. His face bore only an expression of
vague curiosity. I would have sold my left foot for a reassuring
smile.

He looked me straight in the eye and asked,
“Are you hurt?” If I’d had a free hand, I would have punched
him.

“Yes. Just look at me. I’m… I need help. Can
you please help me?”

He shook his head, as if clearing out the
cobwebs. His eyes focused. They were deep brown, almost black, the
color of fertile earth. “Of course. Of course. I’m sorry.”

He assessed the situation. “I have no tools.
Doing this without tools will be very difficult.”

“What choice do we have?”

“If I can get you upright, will be you able
to stand?”

I wriggled my feet. It might be possible.
“I’ll try.”

“This is going to hurt, but it’s the only
way.” In one smooth motion he picked me up and set me standing. I
couldn’t help screaming as a hundred pointed wires flexed into my
flesh.

Lifting me seemed to require little effort; I
realized how strong he must be from a life of working in the
fields. He held the wire tightly in his hands to keep me from
toppling over. My legs were weak, and bright spots of light played
against sky and grass and everything seemed vaguely unreal and the
man and his dog seemed impossibly far away and I was not sorry to
feel so numb and my eyes fluttered and…

 

 

The pain was blasting my brain, even before I
opened my eyes. Ben had propped me up on my knees, leaning against
a shard of a fence post. He had unwrapped my lower legs already and
was carefully uncoiling barbed wire from my waist. I moaned.

“Try to stay awake, if you can. I can go
faster that way.” I couldn’t place his accent. Now that I had more
of my senses about me, I could see he was tall, at least six feet.
His arms were sinewy and hard, his hands callused. I wanted to ask
a million questions, all the questions that had driven me to find
him, but my mind was a sea of pain. Questions would have to
wait.

“If you were Superman, you could just toss me
up, pull the wire, and unravel me.”

“I’m not… Superman.”

“Then you would go back to being Clark Kent
and I’d never get to thank you for rescuing me. I’d better do it
now, before you fly away. Thank you for rescuing me.”

“You’re welcome, but I’m not done yet.” He
looked at me, puzzled, and went back to work.

I can’t tell you how long it took to free me
from the barbed wire. Eons. For a while it wasn’t so bad, because
he removed wire from on top of wire. But finally, the last few
layers were all that remained. The barbs had bitten through my
clothing and embedded themselves under my skin. Ben tugged and
yanked to remove the metal from my body. Blood flowed freely from
every gory gap, creating a dark lace pattern on my skin.

Ben pulled a towel from his backpack and
tried to stop the worst bleeding. My left wrist was swollen. My
hair hung wet and muddy and matted against my head. Both my shoes
were gone, and my clothes were reduced to grey-brown tatters.

I gulped an entire bottle of water from Ben’s
pack and then sank to my knees and retched most of it back up.

“I think I need a hospital.” It seemed
obvious, but I thought it might be worth saying, because Ben was
just standing there, watching me, waiting to see what I would do
next.

“Of course. A hospital. A doctor. We’ll have
to find one. Or someone to bring you there. It must be a long way.”
And suddenly he picked me up in his arms. He held me as if I was as
light as a rag doll. “Does this hurt?” he asked.

“Everything hurts. It doesn’t matter.” I
hated myself for being so weepy, but I couldn’t stop. He just kept
walking.

I began to feel numb, my nerve endings
overloaded. It took all my strength to keep my head from flopping
loosely on the end of my neck. Ben walked with even, purposeful
strides, up a small hill. Kimat ran along beside us, eyes bright
and alert. The weight of his burden didn’t even make Ben breathe
hard.

As we rounded the top of the hill, we could
see the road and the gap in the fence left by the tornado. Nearby
were the Ford Bronco and Mitchell, who was wandering, staggering,
searching.

“That’s my friend,” I said to Ben. “He can
help us.”

Ben called out. “Hello.”

Mitchell ran as fast as his short legs could
carry him. He tripped in a hole but leapt to his feet, trying to
shake loose the prickly pear bristles embedded in his hand.

“Victoria!” He reached us, his face glowing
scarlet under his beard. He was covered in mud up to his knees, his
forehead smeared grey, his arms scratched from poking through the
brush. He tried desperately to catch his breath.

“She needs a hospital,” said Ben. Kimat gave
Mitchell the once over, pronounced him harmless, and ran off to
chase a prairie dog.

“I can’t believe you’re alive. I saw you
taken. I… I had to… I’m sorry I couldn’t…” Mitchell babbled.

“It was all my fault, Mitchell. You can beat
me up for it later. But right now—”

“Let’s go. There’s a hospital in Yuma.”

Ben carried me to the Bronco and set me in
the front seat. Mitchell started the car and moved cameras and
other gear to make room.

Ben stopped him. “Don’t bother. Just get her
some help. We’ll stay here.”

“But—”

“I insist.”

Mitchell was not in the mood to argue.

“Do not move this car,” I cried. “What’s your
name? Are you Ben Fulgar?”

He arched his brow, surprised. “Yes.”

“Please come with us. I beg you. I beg you.
I’ve been looking for you. I can’t lose you now. Please. I can
explain later. You must come with me. I need to talk to you.
Please.”

Mitchell finished clearing the seat. “Come
on,” he said. “I’ll give you a ride wherever you need to go.”

Ben hesitated. He looked at the car as if it
was a ferocious beast about to bite his hand. He looked at me hard,
shook his head, and climbed into the car. “Kimat!” he called. In a
blur, the dog was in the car. Mitchell hit the gas and we roared
towards Yuma.

 

 

The trip to the hospital is a lost memory.
Mitchell was smart enough to call ahead so they were waiting for
us. The doctor and nurses quickly helped me into a wheelchair and
escorted me to the emergency room. Most of my wounds had already
stopped bleeding, but a few deep gashes on my arm and shoulders
were still leaking blood.

Many hands lifted me onto an examining table
and stripped off my clothes. They washed off all the mud and dust
to be sure there weren’t any surprises underneath. Once they
bandaged the punctures from the barbed wire, I was rushed to x-ray
to make sure I didn’t have any broken bones and to look for
embedded shrapnel.

The doctor tried to make sure my brain was
still working. “What is your name?”

“Victoria Thomas.”

“Do you know what happened to you?”

“I ran into a tornado.”

“Do you know where you are now?”

“A hospital. Yuma? Denver? I don’t know.”

“You’re in Yuma. Where are you?”

“Yuma. You just told me that.”

“Good.”

She was very confident, with steady hands. A
firm touch is greatly appreciated when it feels like your whole
body is about to fall apart. She couldn’t have been much more than
thirty, still fresh from medical school, far too pretty, natural
blond hair in a ponytail, fine cheekbones. I’m sure every male in
the hospital had a desperate crush on her.

 

 

After the x-rays, they stitched me up. I had
an IV dripping saline and who knows what else. Bloody gauze
sprouted from the floor like red and white wildflowers.

The doctor was in the midst of sewing closed
a gash in my shoulder, right into the muscle above my breast, when
Mitchell banged in through the door. He quickly looked away,
embarrassed by my nakedness. I was glad he was there, to give me
something to focus on besides the tugging needle and thread.

“How are you doing?” He looked me in the
eyes, trying to read my pain, trying to understand what had been
going through my head.

“Better. I think. How am I doing, Doc?”

She didn’t look up from her task. “She’ll be
fine. Her blood loss wasn’t significant. Most of the wounds aren’t
very deep. Her wrist is sprained. She probably has a mild
concussion. We’ll keep her overnight, as a precaution.”

Mitchell nodded. “Must hurt pretty bad.”

“My wrist is on fire. The rest of me is
mostly numb. Wait until tomorrow.”

“I don’t understand exactly what happened
yet.”

“I owe you an explanation. But not now.”

“We’ll talk after you’re patched up.” He
turned to leave. “Mitchell. I’m sorry.”

He stopped. “I know.”

“Is Ben Fulgar still out there?”

“Outside. He wouldn’t come in the building.
How do you—”

“Whatever you do, don’t let him leave before
I talk to him.”

“He’s anxious to go, Victoria.”

“Do whatever it takes. But don’t let him
go.”

 

 

In the darkness, I rode the twister a hundred
times. I spun and spun, bound in a roll of barbed wire miles thick.
Ben was a giant, his head brushing through wispy clouds. He looked
at me, then turned away and walked off the edge of the earth.

I woke to a whirling hospital room, panicked,
certain the tornado had followed me and was about to attack. My
panic faded, but my stomach still rebelled, and I heaved and puked
whatever was left in my gut into a plastic basin.

The night nurse, Joanne, was pale and
delicate, almost fragile, as if she were an orchid grown under
fluorescent lights. She wiped my face and reassured me that we were
on terra firma and no tornadoes hovered nearby. I asked her if
she’d seen Mitchell or Ben, and when she hadn’t, I asked her to
look. She returned to say there was no sign of them. Fair enough.
It was late. Maybe they’d found a room somewhere. Mitchell wouldn’t
leave without me. Would he?

I spied my backpack in the corner—it had my
wallet, my camera, and the other gear I’d brought for the chase.
Mitchell must have taken it out of his car—I didn’t remember him
leaving it, and I didn’t remember him saying goodbye. I’d screwed
up big time, put him in mortal peril, and made him relive the worse
moments of his life. Maybe he did leave. I deserved it.

 

 

When morning came, Ben and Mitchell were
still gone. I had the day nurse check the parking lot every fifteen
minutes for a sign of the Bronco, but there was nothing. I’d made a
new friend and lost him, and I’d found my mystery man and lost him
as well.

I should have felt at least mildly satisfied
about the results of the chase. I’d seen my first tornado, up close
and personal, and lived to tell about it. After a year of
searching, I found Ben. I witnessed a tornado descend upon Ben
Fulgar and watched him stay rooted to the ground. Finding him was
supposed to clarify the mystery for me, explaining the footprints,
breaking any possible connection with Nils’s past experiences. But
instead it had just intensified. What I saw should not, could not,
exist. I had seen this man, touched him, been carried in his strong
arms. He was human, just like everyone else. No different from
Mitchell or me. Nature should treat us the same.

This proposition reached to my very core, to
my definition of the world, established when I first began to walk
and taste the earth and rip grass from the lawn and chase
butterflies with my father and ask about the sun and the moon and
the stars. If nature appears to be inconsistent, we must ask why.
This is the path to great discoveries. Four hundred years ago, the
astronomer Johannes Kepler asked why Mars appeared to move
backwards in the sky. His question led to his Laws of Planetary
Motion, which provided the keys for Newton. Asking the question and
belief in an answer—both were required for a solution.

What I saw… Could I trust my own eyes? Did I
have to trust them? I had witnesses, I had the man himself. Until I
lost him. I lost him.

 

 

I forced myself out of bed to distract myself
with some pain. My wrist was still swollen, but my cuts and bruises
weren’t as sore as I expected. The doctor took a look and said I
could leave. She wrote me a prescription for painkillers,
high-powered Darvocet, and said the swelling should go down in a
day or two. I was basically fit and certainly lucky. I should avoid
tangles with twisters for a few weeks.

As if to punish me for my speedy recovery and
good luck, I was asked to fill out a small mountain of paperwork.
As a government employee, this was already a major part of my
life.

The phone rang. It was Mitchell.

“Hi. How are you feeling?”

“Better than I expected. Sore, but I can walk
just fine. I’m sorry I gave you such a scare yesterday. I’ll find a
way to make it up to you, I promise.” The connection was bad.
“Where are you? What happened?”

“I have a surprise for you,” Mitchell said.
After what I’d put him through, I don’t know why he wanted to do me
favors, but I guess it was just in his nature. Maybe I reminded him
of his daughter. “I’m just outside of Wray. With Mr. Fulgar.”

“What?”

“I couldn’t stop him from leaving last night,
but I convinced him to let me tag along. He’s been very
accommodating, willing to stay near the road. But he won’t ride in
the car. Very stubborn man, I don’t understand him at all. I’m sure
he finds me annoying.”

“You are an angel, Mitchell. I truly don’t
deserve this. Where are you heading?”

“We’re near the Nebraska border. I got him to
look at a map, but he’s not big on specifics. He’s a fast walker. I
think we may cut down on Route 27, through the corner of Nebraska
and into Kansas.”

“Can you keep him near the road?”

“I think so. When do you get out of the
hospital?”

“I’ll leave now. I can catch up to you in an
hour, two at the most.”

“Are you sure you’re up to this?”

I was feeling better by the second. “Just
don’t lose him, Mitchell. You’re a saint. You’re a saint.”

“I have to run. I’ll see you in a little
while.” And he was gone.

I had not lost Ben after all. A long line of
questions queued up in my mind.
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Chapter 5

 

I bounced onto the scene in a battered U-Haul
moving van. Yuma didn’t have a car rental place, and this fifteen
footer was the smallest thing they had. My curious parade was just
making its way past a clump of trees marking the passage of Route
34 over the Republican River. Mitchell had pulled over onto a small
gravel drive. Ben and Kimat walked in the grass along the side of
the road a hundred yards away, working their way up a long
undulation in the prairie.

I parked behind Mitchell and joined him at
his open window. I wore hospital surgical scrub pants and an “I
Love Colorado” T-shirt from the hospital gift shop, to replace the
clothes shredded in yesterday’s storm.

“You look a lot more human than you did
yesterday,” he said. “How bad does it hurt?”

“Not as much as I expected. What’s up with my
traveler?”

“If I follow too closely, I become a road
hazard, not that there’s any traffic. Plus I’ll melt my engine if I
creep along at four or five miles an hour all day. I park and
drive, park and drive. He ignores me, and I try to stay out of his
way. On a hot day like today, you’d think he’d slow down or take a
break, but he’s kept up the same pace for hours. Walked until dark,
was up right at sunrise. I would have rather slept in a little
myself. How do you know this guy?”

“I only knew of him until yesterday. Once I
talk to him, I’ll know more.”

“Know more about what?”

“Didn’t you see him and the tornado?”

“All I saw was you jumping out of the car
into the teeth of the storm.”

So much for my hopes of having another
witness. Whatever I saw belonged to me alone. “I’ll explain as soon
as I understand. I know  I probably seem imbalanced. I don’t
know how to thank you for this.”

“It seemed important. What’s your plan?”

“I have some questions I hope he’ll answer.
Then I’ll go recuperate and relive my tornado flight over and over
and over again. Are you going back?”

“In a while. My old bones are tired of the
car today, but I don’t want to leave you out here on your own.” He
glanced down the road at the stranger. A woman alone on a tiny
prairie highway was an easy target for whackos.

“He saved my life yesterday. If he had other
plans, he already had his chance.”

“It’s up to you,” he said, still unsure. But
I kissed him on the cheek, and he left with a smile.

I hopped back in the U-Haul and drove past
Ben and his dog, waving. He looked at me and raised his hand. I
parked about two miles away at an abandoned gas station that once
marked the beginning, and nearly the end, of Laird, Colorado. A
small walk would start my blood pumping, and maybe Ben would be
more willing to talk if I walked with him, instead of expecting him
to stop for me.

 

 

Strolling under the enormous, empty sky, I
felt small and alone. What did I know about this man? Nothing,
really. How would he react to this odd woman chasing him down
across the prairie, like some meteorological stalker? Maybe he
wouldn’t want to talk to me. I wanted answers for what I’d seen,
but even to acknowledge my vision seemed to place my sanity up for
questioning.

It was a perfect morning for walking, not a
cloud in the sky, the rangeland around us dotted with white and
yellow wildflowers sprung from the life-giving rain of yesterday’s
storm. I wish I could say we met halfway, but Ben was in great
walking shape, and I was bruised and limping.

Kimat bounded ahead and trotted up to me. He
was a big, intimidating dog, wolf-like, the color of an overcast
sky. He walked right up to me and thrust his nose under my palm. I
scratched behind his ears, which apparently was the right move,
because he arched his neck with pleasure, making sure his head did
not leave my fingers.

Ben stopped a few paces away and waited for
me to explain myself. He looked like he could wait all day without
moving. I never met anyone who could stand so still.

I struggled to form coherent sentences.
“Thank you, for saving me yesterday. For being patient, for putting
up with Mitchell following you, for being willing to talk to
me.”

“You’re welcome.” And he waited again.

“I’m Victoria Thomas.” I extended my hand,
and he took it.

“Ben Fulgar.”

“Do you mind if I walk with you and we talk
for a little while?” I don’t know what I would have done if he’d
said no.

“That would be fine,” he said, and started
walking. I tried to keep up with him, but he had a long stride and
a different energy driving him. I slowed down, and he slowed to
match me. I searched his face for annoyance, but he merely waited
for me to continue talking.

“I’m a tornado researcher, with the
government.” Please, don’t let him be a radical subversive Waco
whacko. “I saw some…very unusual tracks in a storm path in
Tennessee. A man survived a tornado passing directly over him,
somehow managing to just…to just stand there. I found the same
thing near Lebo, Kansas, a few weeks ago. A farmer there said he
hired you.” I was breathing hard, watching the ground, trying not
to trip, watching him.

He looked at my face, searching. “How did you
know I would be in Colorado?”

“It was just luck. I almost never chase
storms, but I realized I would never find you unless I got close to
tornadoes. If you were someone who showed up near twisters. If you
existed.”

“I do exist, don’t I?” There was a touch of a
smile on his lips.

“Were you in Tennessee?”

“Yes. Not this year. Last year.”

I hadn’t mentioned when I had been there.

“Were you in Lebo?”

“Yes. I was at a farm owned by Sergeant
Cooper. I helped him paint his barn.”

There was no way he could have known. It
would have been easier if he were lying, if he made mistakes. The
truth was quicksand, gravity. Sticky, compelling, and suffocating.
I wanted very much to ask about Nils’s tornado, but I wasn’t ready.
My eagerness to interrogate felt untoward.

“I’m sorry to hit you with so many questions.
I just…”

“You would prefer small talk?”

“No. Do you mind me asking questions?”

“Not yet.” His face was inscrutable. “Why are
the answers so important to you?”

“I’m not sure.”

This time he did smile, and his eyes were
lined with light. It was a smile of incredible depth, set in a face
of stone, a smile worth walking miles for another glimpse. “You go
through a lot of trouble for something that might not be
important.”

“I know it is, I’m just not sure why.
Curiosity is what I do, that’s what science is about. I need to
make sense of what I see.”

“What if your vision clashes with what you
believe?”

“There has to be an answer.”

A pair of redwing blackbirds battled for
position on a fence post, feathers ruffled, squawking and clacking.
Ben pondered my statement, my commitment to a search for
understanding. Our feet swished through dried grass left behind
from mowing. An occasional grasshopper leapt out of our way,
buzzing, wings spread wide. My van wasn’t far off.

“Where are you going next?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“Will there be a tornado when you get
there?”

“What do you think?”

I had no idea. There was no real reason to
think a tornado would magically appear for Ben. Such fantasies were
laughable. I knew how tornadoes worked, and the mechanism did not
involve a mysterious man appearing at ground zero. It would not
happen. Definitely would not happen. But could I prove it? It’s not
necessary to disprove every hare-brained idea or theory.

“So basically you’re just wandering?
Something might happen, someplace, someday. It’s all luck?”

He didn’t respond to my skeptical little jab.
No tension of defensiveness appeared in his jaw. His eyes did not
narrow in annoyance. He just kept walking, smoothly swinging his
long legs, as if he could keep it up for hours. My presence was
neither distracting nor pleasant. I was here, and soon I would be
gone.

“You can call it whatever you wish, Ms.
Thomas.”

He did not need my belief or my acceptance. I
was the one who needed something from him. If I was willing to
completely disregard my vision and block out all possibilities
beyond my comprehension, then I might as well shut up and drive
back to Denver. If I wanted to uncover the facts behind this weird
set of coincidences, I would have to play along with this man.

“How many days usually pass between severe
storms, ones that you’re involved with?”

“Usually not less than three or four, and not
more than seven.”

“So in three to seven days, you’ll see
another tornado?”

“I’m certain of it.”

I was glad to see the orange and white of my
van, because I was feeling tired. But I wasn’t ready to give up on
Ben. “Can I give you a ride?”

“I prefer to walk.”

“It’s no trouble.”

“No.” End of conversation. He was definitely
not smiling, and as we approached my van, he eyed it suspiciously,
as if it might grab him and force him inside.

“I want to come with you.” The phrase hadn’t
even congealed in my mind before it slipped between my teeth.

It was time for me to recover my health and
return to my life. I had met the man and he existed. But I needed
more. Maybe this was the solution. A few days wouldn’t be a big
deal. I had plenty of vacation saved up. Plenty saved up because I
never did things like this. For the most part, my life was orderly
and arranged.

He hadn’t expected the implied question any
more than I. He stopped and looked at me, standing so still he
seemed to be an outgrowth of the earth. There was no sway to Ben
Fulgar, no fidget. “And if I say no?”

“I won’t be any trouble. I can be good
company. If you need some. If you don’t, I can be quiet.” I tried
to keep the tone of desperation out of my voice.

“You’re going to follow me in this?” He
gestured towards the moving van.

“That would bother you.” I knew it would
bother me if I were walking across Kansas or wherever he was
headed. He nodded. “You would prefer me on foot?”

“You’re injured. How many miles can you walk
in a day? Not many.”

“If I find a way to do it without the car,
will you let me follow you for a while?” I wanted to say, “Until
the next storm,” but I couldn’t make the words come out. That would
be going too far down his road. Because what I really meant was:
until I prove to myself there won’t be another storm. Until I prove
the world is a rational place of logical cause and effect.

“Four or five more days of questions?” he
said.

“You can tell me to shut up any time you
like.”

“Maybe I will.” I hoped he was teasing, but
he didn’t seem like the type to play. “I should go,” he said,
looking calmly down the road. “I was delayed yesterday.”

I had an idea, a compromise I was willing to
try. “Maybe we can work this out. I have to pick up some things. It
might take a few hours.”

“You’re not going to ask me to wait again,
are you?”

“No. I’ll find you. Do you normally stay near
the road?”

“I try to stay off private land. People
didn’t used to mind, but these days they’re more possessive.”

“Okay. I won’t be any trouble, I promise.” I
don’t know if I was trying to reassure him or myself.

“Goodbye, Ms. Thomas.” He started down the
road again, with Kimat bounding ahead. Ben’s relentless forward
movement already seemed natural to me, so I was surprised when he
glanced back over his shoulder and smiled. It was a gentle
look—like the color of the dawn.

 

 

I needed a garage sale. St. Francis, a town
of about 1,500 people, was only half an hour away, and I hoped and
prayed that a beautiful Friday afternoon would induce people to
clean out their garages. In a town the size of St. Francis,
unwanted items make a circuit from garage to garage, until they are
finally lost or reach a state where they can be thrown away without
someone feeling she could have gotten a few coins for them.

The first sale was useless—featuring a broken
clock, toys worn beyond recognition, a collection of ashtrays, and
an entire table of drinking cups without a single matching pair.
The owner was an elderly woman, frail and powder white, peacefully
sleeping in a rusty lawn chair, chin on her chest.

On my third sale, I found just what I was
looking for—a bicycle. It even had a basket! It was an ancient
one-speed, dark forest green under layers of dust. The tires were
worn but functional. Jim, the proprietor, was a retiree who had
been second in command at the St. Francis post office for
twenty-seven years, though he always thought he should have been
promoted just one more time, but there was no way he was going to
outlive Jasper Whitmore, who had vowed never to leave his post
until they carried him out in a pine box. Now Jim had settled down
to raising herbs in his backyard, his wife had passed away about
five years ago, which had been hard, but with the help of his
friends and family, and the blessed Lord of course, he had been
able to carry on, and he still valued the sunrise and sunset every
day, and it’s hard for young people to understand how life passes
and that it’s all right to have days go by where you don’t
necessarily have something to record on your list of
accomplishments, that when you reach the latter years in life,
there is a great deal to ponder, though it does occasionally get a
little lonely. Traffic was slow that afternoon. I got the bike for
fifteen dollars, and he even inflated the tires for me. There was
also an old backpack, a lot bigger than the one I had. Jim had
meant to pass it on to his son, but he had already bought a new
one, and even his grandsons didn’t want it, though it was in
perfectly good shape, and it had been on treks through the Grand
Canyon, Yellowstone, and the Adirondacks in Upstate New York. There
were hours of stories in the merchandise laid out on rickety card
tables, but all I needed was the backpack and bicycle.

I found a one-man tent and a sleeping bag at
another garage sale. At the grocery store I bought as much food as
I could carry.

The whole trip took nearly three hours, but I
was ready for anything, as long as Ben could compromise just a
little. I found him at the junction of Routes 27 and 34, calmly
sitting in the grass, waiting. I parked the U-Haul behind what had
once been an ice cream stand, but was now just a collection of
cinder blocks clinging together beneath peeling white paint.

By the time Ben and Kimat reached me, I was
packed and ready to go. Sleeping bag, tent, and a sweatshirt were
bound to the basket with bungee cords. The pack on my back was
overflowing with food, spare clothes, toilet paper, map, rain
poncho, cell phone, wallet, plastic bags, notebook, pens, a spare
tube for the bike, and a roll of duct tape.

They just looked at me, puzzled. “What do you
think?” I asked.

“You are a very stubborn woman.”

“I thought you weren’t going to wait.”

“It’s been a long time since I had company on
the walk.”

I smiled and mounted the bicycle. The last
time I’d ridden was mountain biking years ago. The backpack didn’t
help, but I stayed upright as I wobbled onto the road.

Ben led us south down 27. St. Francis would
be the next spot of civilization, twenty-four miles away through
empty prairie.

We walked/rode in silence, as I struggled to
keep from falling, having forgotten how hard it is to ride slowly
on a bicycle. We moved on the left side of the road, towards
oncoming traffic, so I could get the bike out of the way of
approaching pickups or cars. Moving on and off the pavement jostled
and pulled every millimeter of my cut skin, but I kept my groaning
and grimacing to myself.

Ben walked fast, not in a hurry, but never
tiring. I was dripping in the hot afternoon sun, and he hardly even
broke a sweat. He pointed out the flight of passing birds, the
delicate white blooms of prairie evening primrose at our feet, the
cumulus clouds budding overhead, the scent of a patch of sweet
clover, the song of a horned lark invisible in the short grass.
There was nothing to see and everything to see at once.

After the first five miles or so, my thighs
and calves demanded a break. I was hesitant to ask, but Ben didn’t
mind. Kimat followed a southern cloudy wing butterfly—it looked
like a torn piece of brown paper fluttering in the wind—while we
sat on the side of the road and shared some water.

I picked a stalk of grass and rolled it
between my teeth. I had a line of questions prepared, but the
immensity of the prairie counseled stillness. A gentle breeze
touched my shoulders, a welcome coolness.

“How long have you been doing this?” I
finally asked.

“As long as I can remember.”

Thoughts of Nils resurfaced. “In June, 1978,
did you see a tornado near Mahomet, Illinois?”

“Was it in June? The months fade over the
years.”

“But you were there in 1978?”

“And again in the early ’80s. Odd
coincidence.”

“And in 1953?”

“In Mahomet? No, I don’t think so.”

“What about Wisconsin?” I half hoped  he
would say no.

“It’s hard to remember specific storms. But I
don’t often get that far north. I made several trips in the early
’50s, yes. Near Madison.”

How could Nils have seen this man? Maybe this
was an elaborate game, a mentally unbalanced homeless person,
feeding my fantasies. Neither option was comforting.

“I have a friend who says he saw you. But he
insists you were fully grown, not a child. I would expect you to
appear much older now.”

“We’ve only just met, and you already have
expectations of me.” I couldn’t tell if his look was a warning or a
challenge.

“How long have you been doing this?”

“Since before I can remember.”

“And how far back do you remember?”

“Far enough to fall outside your
expectations.”

Perhaps he was just playing with me. We would
banter for a few days, and nothing would happen. If I thought back
to yesterday, how could I be sure what I saw was real? I was about
to be consumed by a tornado, my eyes and brain weren’t working
properly. The footprints could still be coincidences. I had cued
him to the events Nils told me about; he hadn’t described them on
his own. There was no solid evidence  this man was connected
with storms.

A bum wanders the prairie and a meteorologist
suddenly decides to pack it all in and wander with him. Who is
crazier? The bum with his tall tales, or the scientist with her
desire to believe them? I don’t want to believe him, I reminded
myself. I just want to understand what I’ve seen.

Still, if I was going to be crazy, this
wasn’t horrible. A little exercise on a beautiful spring day. The
dusky pink flowers of rosy pussytoes gracing harsh land. Songs of
the meadowlarks. The great blue dome overhead frosted with a touch
of cirrus off to the east. And a handsome stranger telling me
stories and catering to my obsessions.

He noticed me looking at him and rose to his
feet. “Shall we go on?”

My thirty-five years felt more like
eighty-five as I slipped my arms back through the pack. I could
already feel my butt getting sore from the bicycle seat. Just wait
until tomorrow.

I was ready to see if I could talk and ride
at the same time. “So, how far back do you really remember?”

He looked at me, assessing. Apparently, he
decided I was relatively harmless, and he didn’t care if I
laughed.

“Before the Europeans came to America.”

Now that was a good tall tale. I had picked
an entertaining traveling companion.

“Okay. So your mother and father were…”

“I don’t remember them.”

“So you’ve just always been here,
wandering?”

“Always is a long time. I don’t know when it
began.”

“Were there dinosaurs running around?”

“No.”

“Big hairy elephants, mastodons,
saber-toothed tigers?”

“No. There were certainly many more animals,
but they weren’t different from today.”

If he was a paleontologist gone astray, I
suppose he would have had himself being chased by Tyrannosaurus
rex. Maybe he had issues with mortality. Past family problems.
An inability to accept the aging process. Maybe he used to have a
wife and kids and went to the store one day and kept on walking. A
psychologist might diagnose him as being in a fugue state. His
stories might be ways for him to accept being alive, to justify
what he had become, his way of life. Maybe the near misses with the
tornadoes had traumatized him somehow. None of my pop psychology
pigeonholes really seemed to fit. There was something else behind
it all. There had to be.

“You look very young for your age.”

He smiled. “Yes. In my earliest memories, I
looked younger. Not so many lines on my face. My skin was not so
dark. The land has also aged.”

“Did you follow the storms even when you were
young?”

“Always.”

“Did you ever want to do something else?”

He looked at me as if I had suggested the sun
should take a vacation, gravity should suddenly work in reverse, or
Mozart was a plumber. “Why?”

“I just wondered if five or six hundred years
of doing the same thing would get tiresome.”

“It’s not like your modern idea of life. I
can’t change who I am the way you change jobs or buy a new
car.”

“But we change all the time, don’t we? We see
new sights, explore new ideas. You aren’t the same as when you
began. You may do the same things, but you’re not the same
person.”

“You’re right, of course. I’ve seen armies
and battles, great hunts, stampedes, fires, destruction, fields of
flowers, flocks of birds that cover the sky. I have learned to
speak in new tongues, I have watched the land transformed by man,
with roads and bulldozers and power lines and towers and houses.
How can I be the same as when the world appeared full, but was
really empty, when man’s hand still had a light touch?”

“Wandering must have been easier back then,”
I said.

“Yes. Before men with money divided the
prairie into ranches, I was free to go where I pleased. Now I must
be careful.”

“Right. You can’t go around looking like a…
a… what shall we call you?”

“There is no need to call me anything. No one
would believe you, and I have no need for them to know anything
about me.”

“You just want to be left alone.”

“Being noticed can only bring me trouble. I
was given good advice a long time ago. ‘If you can look like the
men around you, no one will bother you. The men who wish to cause
trouble will look for someone who looks different.’”

I looked at his worn, dirty work clothes,
ragged backpack and bedroll. Rangy dog bounding beside us. He
appeared homeless, at least an itinerant worker, a person with no
fixed address. But he was steady, did not appear threatening,
unfriendly, or needy. He didn’t have the rancid smell of a subway
drunk. His gaze was serious, not vacant, and he looked like he had
someplace to go. In most places, he probably would be left alone.
Only the darkness of his skin might cause him trouble, but he was
an indefinite color, as far as the American racial eye was
concerned—too dark for white, wrong shade of brown for black, not
quite Native American, maybe Hispanic, but his features didn’t
quite fit that either.

“I think most people wouldn’t bother you.
Unless they’re like me.”

“I haven’t met many like you.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

A dusty red pickup truck roared towards us,
and I pulled over to the side of the road. From the back of the
truck, a brown and white English setter barked fiercely at Kimat,
who watched with great detachment, as though it was fine to chase
butterflies and grasshoppers, but he wouldn’t condescend to notice
a regular old dog.

“Have you walked with many other people?” I
asked.

“Not so many. One of them, back in the days
when America was still young, he taught me English. We walked
together on and off for a few years. One winter he taught me to
read, and I taught him my language in return.”

“What did you speak before English?”

“For many years I had no need to speak. I
rarely saw men. But there was a tribe in what is now Oklahoma and
Texas, related to the Kiowa, who had seen me with tornadoes. They
were the only ones ever to approach me. When I was near them, one
of their young men might be challenged to spend time with me. I was
considered very dangerous, and only the bravest would attempt it. A
young man named Qlitochic decided to prove himself braver than all
others, and followed me for five years. His people assumed he was
carried off into the sky by my storms, and whenever thunderclouds
gathered, they called out his name.

“We taught each other many things. He was a
skilled hunter and resourceful at making things from animal hide or
anything at hand. He taught me to speak his language.”

Ben whispered in a language full of the wind
and grass, like nothing I had ever heard. Kimat perked up his ears
and looked wistfully at Ben.

“He and Kimat were good friends. And he loved
to talk, even more than you. I taught him about the land, the
animals, the birds, the sky. I had been paying attention for a very
long time. And I took him to places he would never have gone on his
own. We talked about the sun and the moon and where they came from
and whether they would someday come to an end.”

“What happened to him?”

“He became leader of the tribe. His sons and
his sons’ sons and their sons after them were strong, wise men. But
when the Spaniards came they died from disease. Nothing remains of
them.”

Ben was lost in his memories of wanderings
centuries ago with his first friend. I imagined Ben, Qlitochic, and
Kimat strolling across the prairie, with no roads, no barbed wire,
on land churned by buffalo hooves, land that had never been tamed
by man. Rippling long grasses, except where the herds of bison
shaved the earth. Clouds of locusts and birds followed the movable
feast. Two strong men chattered in a language long forgotten.

I couldn’t compete with a traveling companion
like Qlitochic. I couldn’t offer the gift of speech. I couldn’t
teach Ben how to hunt buffalo or how to make leather pouches or
throw a spear or who knows what. My one advantage was that I was
concretely real, whereas Qlitochic was almost certainly
fictitious.

Still, I let myself be taken away by the
fantasy, replacing myself with him. We wandered in reverie until
the sun changed from yellow to orange and the sky in the east
darkened with signs of the oncoming night.

In the long-lived twilight, we crossed a
barbed wire fence, making sure no cars were in sight, and walked
quickly over a low roll in the earth, to the base of a lonely
cottonwood. Ben assured me that no one would bother us.

The fact that I needed to use my cell phone
in the middle of this refuge from all things modern bothered me
more than Ben. The signal on the phone was practically
non-existent, but I knew if I didn’t call my parents, they would
alert the state highway patrol and begin sweeping the western
United States for my body and my abductor.

Fortunately no one was home, and I was able
to just leave a message. Talking to them would have broken the
spell that was being woven. With another message for my boss at
work, my obligations were satisfied. I was free to wander the open
road. I uttered a long sigh and settled back against the tree.

 

 

The crickets gave an unparalleled symphony,
interrupted only by the vague rumble of a passing car. Kimat was
off somewhere, exploring. I watched Ben observe the stars. His
expression was absolutely peaceful, the kind of serenity I had
never seen in a man, not even in sleep. I could imagine a Zen
Buddhist monk sitting in a Himalayan monastery looking at the sky
with the same expression.

“They’re beautiful tonight, aren’t they?” I
whispered.

“They are my constant friends. I never tire
of them.”

I wondered if I would still admire the stars
if I slept under them every night.

“Look!” I pointed at a shooting star. It
scooted across the heavens and blinked out. “Not a bad show for a
little rock.”

“A rock?”

“A meteorite. A small rock from space entered
the earth’s atmosphere, and we just watched it burn. The friction
of the atmosphere makes them heat up. Most never make it to the
ground.”

“There’s a lot I don’t know. I’ve never been
to a school. I read the newspaper once in a while. I listen to the
farmers and the hired hands when I’m working. I learn from them. I
listen to how they talk. But I am a wanderer. I go to where I am
drawn. My walking partners always teach me things. Maybe you will
teach me some of what you have learned.”

I tried to comprehend what it would mean to
understand the world almost exclusively through my senses. Most of
what I knew came from books, the computer, television, telephone,
movies, radio. After more than twenty years of school, I took for
granted a minimal level of education.

“Sure. I don’t mind.”

He waited for the lesson to begin, an eager
pupil.

“First, I need something to eat. Can you help
me up?”

He pulled me up and every muscle in my body
ached. A bagel and bologna sandwich was on the menu, until Kimat
showed up with a jackrabbit hanging from his jaws. He set it at my
feet.

“Thank you, Kimat.” A long scratch behind his
ears served as his reward.

Ben looked at the dog, puzzled. “He’s never
done that before.”

“I guess he likes me. What am I supposed to
do with it?”

“You said you’re hungry.”

“I, ah, haven’t had the privilege of
preparing my own rabbit before.” I even bought catch-and-release
mousetraps.

Ben took a long sharp knife from his backpack
and skinned and gutted the rabbit. He gave the remains to Kimat,
who was kind enough to take them down the hill for his feast.

“Is this what you usually do for dinner?” I
asked.

“No. But some things you never forget.” Using
a small trowel he dug a fire pit. With a few broken branches from
the cottonwood and remnants of an old newspaper in his pack, Ben
made a fire to roast the rabbit. Drips of fat sizzled and popped,
and the smell made my stomach twist in anticipation.

I prepared the rest of dinner—some cheese,
water, two sliced apples. When it was finally ready, Ben presented
me with the rabbit.

“There’s plenty to share,” I said.

“It’s for you. I really don’t need it.”

Other than a few bites of an apple, Ben ate
nothing. I hadn’t seen him eat anything all day.

His loss. The rabbit was tender, richly
flavored, a little dusky.

Kimat disposed of all the bones. Ben
extinguished the fire as soon as the rabbit was done. We had no
need for the warmth, and there was no point attracting the
attention of a passing driver or rancher.

I knew I should put up my tent, but I just
couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was too sore to move, and I felt
safe from crawlies with Ben and Kimat there.

I laid out my sleeping bag and he unrolled
his blanket. Not so close as to be immodest, but still close enough
to have a good conversation. The sky was the darkest and the stars
the brightest I had ever seen. The ancients didn’t spend hour after
hour making up stories and constellations because they had nothing
better to do. They just had more sky to work with, a
three-dimensional mist of light, full of depth and shapes.

That night it was my turn to speak, to
explain, to teach. Our subject: the sky. I told Ben everything I
could remember about the sun and the moon, the stars, planets,
galaxies, comets, quasars, the speed of light, asteroids, the moons
of Jupiter, the rings of Saturn, the space shuttle, the Mars
missions, men on the moon. He soaked it in, trusting me to tell him
the truth, or at least my version of it.

I drifted off in the middle of a sentence
about Ganymede.
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Chapter 6

 

The sun had already crested the horizon when
I woke. I could not have been any stiffer if I had been made of old
dried wood. As I rose onto my elbows, I would not have been
surprised to hear my neck and back creak and disintegrate into a
million tiny splinters.

Ben and Kimat were gone. I scrambled to my
feet. All that remained was some bent grass where Ben had slept,
and the ashes from our fire. He snuck out in the middle of the
night and left me behind. I swore and hurriedly packed my gear. My
eyes smarted from sleep and anger. After suffering through so much,
I’d been ditched.

I tossed the pack on my back and picked up
the bicycle. It clanked and rattled all the way back to the road.
If a rancher saw me, he could go screw himself.

My day on the prairie, my little field trip,
was over. The mystery was solved. Ben Fulgar was just a normal man
who claimed to have been alive for centuries, wandering the earth
from storm to storm. He was like any other fruitcake, except this
one really did survive the occasional tornado. Maybe he had some
odd photographic memory for weather history. A thousand
coincidences had conspired to make me act like an idiot. The
humiliating part was that I’d been having fun.

I got to the barbed wire lining the road and
tossed the bike over. I should have stopped for breakfast and to
collect my thoughts, but I was too groggy. I had no idea where I
was going. I crawled under the fence and looked around. Miles and
miles of nothingness. If he wanted to lose me, all he had to do was
cut across the rangeland, and I’d never find him.

I pedaled south, to clear my head, and just
in case he had taken the road. The cool early morning air pressed
hard against my face and made my eyes water. I stopped obsessing
and enjoyed the sensation of pedaling and riding fast. The road
belonged to me.

Up ahead, only a few miles from where we
camped, were Ben and Kimat.

I was a dark fury on an ancient Schwinn,
pushing hard, gaining speed. I was prepared for sheepish looks,
indignation, defensiveness, and I would be merciless. We had
somehow become traveling partners because… well, because I tracked
them down and forced myself upon them. I repaid the favor of their
company with barely hidden skepticism about the bizarre and
wondrous stories he shared. But even so, we’d had some sort of
connection, a start of a meaningful communication. A goodbye was
required.

I skidded to a stop a few feet away from my
quasi-companions, waiting for the first mumbled excuse to allow me
to begin my diatribe. His reaction was not what I had hoped.

“Good morning,” he said with a smile and no
sense of skulk.

“Morning,” I answered, still breathing hard
from my ferocious pedaling and swirling thoughts. “You left
me.”

“You have the bike,” he said, “I knew you’d
be able to catch up.”

“You could have told me. You could have woken
me up. You should have…” The word “should” implied that we had a
relationship beyond imposition on my part.

His face still showed no signs of guilt. “I
tried to wake you up. I called your name, but you were too sound
asleep. I thought you must need the rest.”

The heroine of any story is not supposed
snore so loudly that she completely drowns out the voice of Prince
Charming.

“Are you feeling better today?” he asked,
completely impervious to the emotions washing across my face.

“Except for being an idiot, I feel much
better. I thought you… Are you sure it’s all right that I’m tagging
along?”

“If I didn’t want you along, I would have
told you.”

He had nothing to gain by me liking him. By
anyone liking him. He was completely independent. I had never met
anyone like him.

We sat on the long grass by the side of the
road, and I drank the rest of my water and ate breakfast. Ben said
 he wouldn’t mind if we stopped in St. Francis so I could pick
up a few supplies. Mostly we ate in silence—as I recovered my
dignity and composure.

 

 

In my muddle, I had missed noticing how
glorious the morning was. The sky was completely clear, a bold
blue, infinite ocean. The sunlight shone warm and pure, unfiltered
through haze and humidity. My body felt much better, except for my
butt, which was so sore I thought I might never sit again. We began
the trek towards St. Francis.

Ben’s complete freedom struck me with awe.
“You don’t depend on anyone, do you?” I asked.

“I depend on farmers to hire me so I can buy
clothes or anything else I need. I depend on people to leave me
alone.”

“Do you ever miss being connected to other
people, to family or friends? For most of us it’s a vital part of
existence. You must get lonely.”

“I don’t think about it.”

But as we continued walking, I sensed he was
thinking about it. Sometimes I would catch him looking at me. I
couldn’t tell if was he assessing, remembering, or wondering.

 

 

When I came back from a bathroom break behind
a rare tree, two bouquets of tiny pink flowers were tied to the
handlebars of my bike. Ben and Kimat sat on the ground, waiting for
my reaction.

“They’re beautiful.”

“I’m sorry we left without waking you. I
didn’t realize you would think we’d left you behind.”

I smiled, Ben smiled, Kimat grinned. Somehow
I had given a Spirit Wanderer the guilts.

 

 

“Just out of curiosity,” I asked, as we
neared St. Francis, “how did you know flowers are how people make
up with each other?”

“I met a man out in the rain one afternoon,
twenty or thirty years ago. I was wandering through a field of
flowers near Springfield, Illinois. He was dressed in a suit and
tie, and he was soaking wet. He bent over in the field and gathered
flowers into bunches. As I approached him, he looked up at me and
said, as if I had demanded some explanation, ‘Just a little
argument, a little argument. Flowers are the best thing for a
misunderstanding.’ And he took his flowers and walked up the steps
to his front door. He knocked again and again. Finally, she opened
the door and they embraced and smiled.”

“I wonder if they worked it out.”

“Hard to say. The tornado that was coming to
meet me destroyed their house.”

 

 

St. Francis was as quiet as ever. Jim was
still selling dusty gear from his garage and the sleeping old woman
was no livelier.

We drew more long looks than I had expected,
and I realized how ragged Ben and I appeared. A young black woman
and a hobo with their dog were a little unusual on the streets of
St. Francis.

Going inside the grocery store made Ben
uncomfortable, so he went to a small park with Kimat and the
bicycle. Most of the small towns in upper Kansas have beautiful
central parks, adorned with flowers and neatly manicured lawns,
great for picnics or admiring the slowly unwinding day. Ben felt
happier with real earth under his feet. Concrete made him feel out
of sorts. He never walked on the road during our travels but always
stayed in the grass and dirt on the shoulder.

The grocery clerk looked long and hard at the
new twenty dollar bill from my wallet, as if it might be
counterfeit. I tried to smile and appear polite, wishing I’d had a
chance to brush my hair and wash up. My scratches and bandages made
me look like I’d been in a car wreck or perhaps involved in a
vicious jailbreak. I wished I wasn’t the only dark face in town
that day.

 

 

In the afternoon we traveled long stretches
without a word, and the constant motion of my legs and the sun
overhead put me into a trance-like state of peace and well being.
The world was no longer made of distinct creatures and things. The
boundaries between were blurry, all part of a larger whole, not set
against a background of earth and sky, but part of them. The sounds
of crickets, grasshoppers, passing cars, redwing blackbirds, the
wind in the grass, our footprints, and wheels on the pavement
melded together into a song of infinite complexity. I saw the
appeal of doing this year after year.

 

 

I told Ben my life story in return for a
promise that he would tell me more of his. Mine included learning
to fly, butterfly hunting in the Amazon with my dad, taking apart
engines with my mom. Ben was fascinated by college and graduate
school, which seemed a remarkably stationary way to learn anything.
He asked about my research, the papers I’d written, projects I
initiated.

He pondered my life for a while. “You have
been incredibly busy,” he said. “Who would have thought you could
fit so much into so few years?”

“In our culture, it’s thought to be very
important to keep yourself busy,” I explained. “It’s a badge of
honor. Being too busy to do something is always an acceptable
excuse.”

“Why is that?”

I thought of two possible answers. The first
involved European-America’s pioneer roots, going all the way back
to the Pilgrim colonies, where if you didn’t work, you didn’t eat.
That notion mingled with the ideas  capitalism had foisted on
us in the last one hundred years, about how material possessions,
the newest hit album, hippest clothes, luxury cars—things—could
make us happy, and happy is good. The second answer was that
middle-class Americans were completely afraid of the silence and
emptiness  would overwhelm them if they stopped their frantic
striving. But the ideas were derived from counter-culture articles
written to sell more newspapers or magazines anyway. “I don’t
know,” was all I could say.

 

 

Ben had enough stories to fill a much longer
journey than we had before us. They were whoppers, but he told them
completely convincingly, as if he’d really been there, traipsing
his way through history. At first he was a little shy about sharing
them, but when it became clear that I was interested in listening,
he loosened up a little.

“The Civil War was a time of great danger for
me,” he said. “But the country was still sparsely settled, and most
of my tornadoes were in the wilds of Oklahoma and Texas and Kansas.
For some reason, the war years were quiet in terms of tornadoes in
the East. I’ve never understood it.

“Still, I did have to pass through contested
territory. I had learned over the years to stay out of sight of men
with guns. Sometimes I wasn’t careful enough.

“In the spring of 1863, I think it was April,
right in the middle of the war, the generals were preparing for
their siege of Vicksburg. My urge to travel to this one tornado was
overpowering. I was delayed by high water and from avoiding troops
on the other side of the Mississippi, north of Vicksburg, up near
Greenville, away from the main armies.

“The storm clouds gathered, and I was pulled
through the woods like a magnet drawn to iron. I searched the sky,
certain the tornado was down somewhere, and I wasn’t where I needed
to be.

“I never heard the soldier behind me, until
he cried out, his voice full of fear, ‘Put your hands over your
head.’ The barrel of his gun was on the back of my neck. This boy,
not more than sixteen, led me back to his camp. A small company of
Union soldiers was guarding a road. They hated being stuck with
such a backwoods assignment, and they were exhausted from nightly
attacks by Confederate Raiders.

“I had no convincing story. My claim to be a
wandering trapper only made them laugh. When I pointed out that I
was unarmed, they suggested perhaps I was a spy. And spies should
be shot. Or hung. They took my backpack and divided the contents
between whoever was willing to fight for my possessions.

“All the time, the winds were growing,
bending the trees nearly down to the ground. The tents began to
pull out of the earth, just as the tornado arrived, looking for
me.”

“Four of my captors died, crushed by fallen
trees or impaled by branches. The rest were nowhere to be found
when I walked away.”

 

 

Later, after a water break, we headed down
the road and I got him started up again. I didn’t care where he got
this stuff—from old books or magazines. He told them without a hint
of a wink or smirk. And something about him made me wish it could
all be true.

“In the late 1920s and 1930s, the wind was in
an unkind mood. There was a battle between the wind and the earth,
and the wind seemed victorious, as it lifted the soil from the
ground. The tornadoes were dry and biting, malicious. Nature was
parched and unhappy. The energy from the storms fed me, but the
taste was bitter.”

“You normally enjoy the storms?”

“The exchange that flows through me leaves me
with energy, power, completeness. It is my food.”

It must have been his only sustenance because
I had seen him eat nothing for two days. I hoped he wasn’t doing
this to try to prove something to me. He couldn’t fast like this
and walk like he did.

He continued, “The roads were full of people
traveling in those days. I was one of thousands. People struggled
by in carts and cars and dying trucks. Sometimes I moved with the
flow and had traveling companions. An old hobo, Spooneye Withers,
traveled with me for a while. Most of the hobos rode the trains,
but he was dedicated to walking. ‘Glad to finally meet a man who
shares my love of the mother earth,’ he said to me. He was a
compact man, hardened from years of living outside and sleeping in
rail yards and eating whatever he could beg from the backs of
restaurants or find in trashcans. But he was determined not to
smell like a hobo and took a bath every time we passed a pond or
river or fountain. I paid two dollars to get him out of jail after
he was arrested for bathing naked in a public fountain. As they
hauled him away, he pleaded with me to help him, screaming,
‘They’ll never let me out, Ben, they’ll never let me out. Help me,
help me.’ He always carried a razor, which he used to defend
himself more than once, and he shaved his head and cheeks every
four days, no matter what. If you met him on the first day, he
looked smooth and clean cut underneath his rags, and by the fourth
day he had a mass of grey bristles covering his head.”

A car passed us, which was not out of the
ordinary—except that it was a police car, and it slowed just a
touch as it passed. It had almost vanished from my consciousness as
Ben continued his story, when I saw the red brake lights come on,
and the car made a U-turn in the middle of Route 36 and came back
towards us.

I suppose it made sense for him to check us
out. We were an unusual sight, and the area where we were walking
held nothing of interest to tourists or backpackers. Maybe the
grocery clerk in St. Francis spoke to someone who talked to someone
else, and a rumor had grown about us. Maybe he wanted to know if
our car was broken and did we need a ride? Maybe the U-turn wasn’t
even for us, but he’d received a call about a runaway hay bale that
had crushed a Volkswagen.

He passed by again and took a long look. All
I could tell about him was that he was white, wore sunglasses, and
had an overly large, bald head.

“Try not to look nervous,” I whispered to
Ben, as if he needed my advice on keeping out of trouble.

“Why would I be nervous?”

The trooper made another U-turn, drove past
us and pulled over. He made a call on his radio before getting out
of the car.

We stopped and waited. Kimat was excited for
company. “Sit. Stay.” Ben told him firmly.

The officer’s badge read, “Sgt. Mason.” He
was not particularly tall, but he had powerful shoulders, and a
thick neck. His belly had grown over his belt from too much time
riding the empty highways of northern Kansas. His strut and
sunglass-hidden eyes showed his intent to intimidate. The beads of
sweat forming on his bare head softened this ever so slightly.

I assumed he had friends on the way, because
we had him outnumbered. Odd and dangerous things happen on
America’s highways. Perhaps Kimat was vicious. Perhaps we had a gun
or a knife—actually, Ben did have that long, sharp hunting knife.
Where was it? A black woman and a drifter walking down the road.
Unpredictable. But a threat?

I realized I knew nothing about Ben. Maybe he
had a criminal record. Maybe he was wanted for some heinous
crime.

“How are you folks today?” Mason asked, in a
deep voice. He stood confidently, prepared for anything.

“Fine,” I answered with a smile. Ben said
nothing.

“What are y’all doing out here?”

“We’re walking across Kansas,” I answered for
both of us. Being questioned made me nervous, guiltless or not. I
know what assumptions are made based on my skin color. “One of
those things you have to try once in a lifetime, you know.”

Sergeant Mason clearly did not. “You have
some ID?”

“Have we done something wrong?” This was a
legitimate question, taking into account small things like, oh, the
Constitution.

But my answer irritated Sergeant Mason. “Are
you deaf? I asked if you have ID.”

“I do.” I reached for my wallet and Mason
tensed.

“Move slow and keep your hands where I can
see them,” he said, firmly.

I moved in slow motion. A jumpy state trooper
could bring a very unpleasant end to our trip. I handed him my
government ID badge, hating the way this man felt the urge to exert
himself over me, to press his authority, his power, in my face.

“National Severe Storms Laboratory? What the
heck are you doing way out here?”

“I told you already.”

“You were serious?”

“Walking is very relaxing, and Kansas is
beautiful.” The beauty of the landscape apparently no longer
affected Sergeant Mason.

“What about you?” he barked at Ben.

“I don’t have any identification.”

As far as I could see, Sergeant Mason had run
into a brick wall. If you’re stopped by the police while driving,
you have to be able to prove who you are. The same rules do not
technically apply to walking. Even Sergeant Mason would be aware of
this.

I was wrong. “Come over to the car and put
your hands on the hood,” he said to Ben. “You,” meaning me, “stay
still, right where I can see you.”

“You don’t have to do a thing, Ben.” Don’t
ask me why I opened my big mouth. Maybe I was nervous about Ben’s
knife. My mother raised me with more sense than to suddenly become
Rosa Parks on a deserted highway. “He has no reason to search you,
and it is against the law for him to arrest or search you without
cause.”

This was not the sort of cooperation Sergeant
Mason wanted. “Are you a lawyer, ma’am? Because if you aren’t, you
better keep your legal opinions to yourself.” His hand was on the
butt of his baton.

“I don’t need to be a lawyer to understand
the Constitution of the United States.”

Mason couldn’t keep his baton in his belt.
Ben walked quickly over to the car and placed his hands on the
hood. Kimat watched Mason’s every move with intense interest, but
remained motionless.

“Your friend,” said Mason, approaching me
with sweat running down his furrowed forehead, “has some sense.”
The baton was out, held tightly by his side, ready if
necessary.

I was shaking. Powerless, cornered, innocent,
helpless. I wanted to rake my nails across his face, sink my fist
into his gut. “You have no right to do this,” I hissed.

The baton twitched, and the dead lenses of
his sunglasses did not conceal his anger and clearly reflected my
own, in duplicate.

“Drop the pack, mister,” he said to Ben,
while still glaring at me. He backed away, keeping us both clearly
in view, and patted Ben’s shirt and pant legs, finding nothing. At
the first touch, Kimat raised slightly off the ground, ears pressed
against his head.

Mason saw the dog and realized he was
outnumbered three to one. “Keep your dog under control, mister.” He
touched the top of his gun with his hand, reassuring himself.
Cautiously he unlatched Ben’s pack and dumped it out onto the
ground. He kicked through the contents: a newspaper, atlas, change
of clothes, a roll of clothesline, matches, cup, water bottle,
plate, silverware, empty plastic bag. No long bladed hunting knife.
Sergeant Mason looked disappointed.

“Where are you folks headed?” he asked, a
little less tense now.

Ben spoke first. “We haven’t decided yet.
Probably towards St. Joseph.”

“I’ll have an eye out for you. The people
around here don’t need any trouble.”

“We keep to ourselves,” said Ben. I stared at
the pile of Ben’s things on the ground.

“I don’t know where you all plan to sleep,
but you’d better remember that trespassing is against the law. The
farmers around here don’t take kindly to people trampling their
wheat or spooking their cattle. I’ll be watching you. You can get
off my car now, mister.”

Sergeant Mason walked back to his car, still
watching us closely. He was smug now that he knew we were no threat
to him. He drove off, leaving us breathing a cloud of dust and
exhaust. Kimat chased after the car, barking furiously. Finally the
car vanished, and Kimat trotted back, lacking his characteristic
grin.

Ben calmly reloaded his backpack.

“Son of a bitch,” I spat. I stomped my feet.
I growled into the air. I smacked my fist into my palm.

“He’s gone now,” Ben reassured me. “But we’ll
just have to be more cautious now that we’ve irritated him.”

Now that I had irritated him. I expected
accusation in Ben’s voice, but there was none. He strode into the
grass and after a few moments, he found his knife and returned it
to his pack. I hadn’t seen him throw it.

Ben clapped me on the shoulder. “You were
right to be outraged,” he said, and walked down the road.

 

 

It was apparently a slow crime day in
northwestern Kansas, because Sergeant Mason haunted us in lazy
buzzard circles for the rest of the afternoon. There were no
threatening gestures, he just drove by, slowly, reminding us that
we were under surveillance.

I did not relish trying to camp with him
shining his flashlight into my tent, but I didn’t know how or where
we could escape him. After a day of riding and fuming about Mason,
I was exhausted.

Ben proved himself as resourceful as ever.
Just before Mason’s last round of surveillance, we had passed a
long driveway leading to an abandoned homestead. We retraced our
steps, hoping our shadow would look for us farther ahead.

Over the years, the grass had covered the
drive and reclaimed it for nature. We carried the bike with
exaggerated steps, so we’d leave no trail visible from the
road.

We discovered an old foundation and low walls
of white limestone, carefully placed by hand, dug from a long lost
creek bed quarry. The stone glowed pink in the light of the setting
sun, as if filled with lingering internal warmth. Time and wind and
prying ice had battered down the walls so that now they were only
waist high. In another fifty years, nothing would remain but a
random pile of rocks, filled in with grass.

The walls made an excellent barrier between
our campsite and the road. I expected to crouch behind them all
night, but Ben was determined to distract me.

He picked up the bicycle and examined it.

“Get down,” I said. “He might see you.”

“It’s almost dark. We’re behind the
wall.”

“I’m behind the wall. You’re putting your
face up for his searchlight.”

“Sergeant Mason is probably home eating
dinner.”

“Your opinion is based on what? Wishful
thinking? I do not want to spend the night in jail.” I was the one
who had opened my big mouth and gotten him on our trail to start
with. Nothing goes with guilt better than defensiveness.

“How did you learn to drive this?”

“Ride. You drive a car, you ride a bike.”

“Do they teach you at school?”

“You’ve never ridden a bicycle?”

“Is it hard?”

“It’s hard for little kids. Most children are
taught by their parents. You get little wheels on the back, called
training wheels, and they help. Most kids want to be more grown up
than they are, so they beg Mom and Dad to take off the training
wheels as soon as possible. I remember riding down the driveway
with my father behind me, hand on the seat, my mother watching from
the front steps, rigid with nervousness. It was a pink bike, with
great big handlebars, and streamers on the ends of the handgrips. I
rode faster until finally Dad couldn’t keep up anymore, and I was
riding all on my own. Just like flying. All the way down the
street, right into the neighbor’s bushes. I’ve never seen my mother
move so fast. I got a half hour lecture on the proper use of
brakes.”

Ben threw his leg over the seat. “Mind if I
try?”

“Go for it.”

He got ten feet before he crashed.

“It takes a little practice.”

He tried again, with me holding onto the seat
behind him. But he was too heavy, and he pedaled too slowly, and I
was too lame, so he crashed again.

“This seems like an awful lot of trouble,” he
said. Kimat enjoyed the spectacle, and we kept scolding him for
biting the tires.

“It’s easier if you ride faster,” I
suggested. He tried it, and the results were much better. In half
an hour, he was wobbly, but he could ride without falling. He was
thrilled and terrified with speed.

It finally got too dark to see the path, and
he set the bike aside as I applauded. “Bravo! Bravo!”

“So are you hooked?” I asked. “We can pick up
another in Oberlin.”

“I’m still more comfortable with my feet on
the earth.”

 

 

As the stars came out, I found the Big
Dipper, Little Dipper, Orion, the North Star. The Milky Way looked
like frosted breath on a frozen windowpane. When I turned to show
Ben the Pleiades, he was watching me again.

 


 


****

 



Chapter 7

 

Before going to sleep, I promised myself that
I would be up with the sun. This caused me to wake up every hour,
until I convinced myself that rest would be more valuable than an
early start. I dreamed continually of riding my bike down a long
downward sweep of road, trying to catch up with Ben. Faster and
faster I pedaled, yet he was always far away. And then all of a
sudden, he was right in front of me. I slammed on the brakes, smoke
rising from the tires. I jumped off the bike and put my hand on his
shoulder. He turned and vanished. I was alone on the prairie—the
road and the bicycle were gone. The world looked the same in every
direction.

 

 

I woke to wet kisses on my eyes and nose.
Kimat moved to my ears next, and I greeted the morning with a
flurry of giggles. The sun was already up, and I had delayed Ben
once again. I wasn’t quite as stiff as I’d been the previous day,
but I could still feel every muscle in my back. There was no point
complaining to someone who had never slept in a bed.

I apologized for sleeping so late, but he
shrugged it off and told me that he’d been practicing riding the
bicycle for the last hour or so. The morning was another clear one,
but the air was humid. Ben said it would rain by tomorrow morning.
He could feel it.

“Will the storm bring you a tornado?” I
asked. It was a ridiculous question. Of course the storm would not
bring Ben anything. But he hadn’t ceased his claims, and I hadn’t
stopped walking with him. That left the necessity of absurd
questions.

“I don’t think so, but I’ve been surprised
before.”

Tomorrow would be our fourth day out, the
fifth since Ben’s last twister. If he had been smart when he first
told me his story, he wouldn’t have been so specific in his
answers. In a few days, we would both be confronted with the truth—
the world and nature did operate according to the laws of physics,
and tornadoes cannot seek out one man. Despite my faith in a
rational world, such a confirmation seemed to be approaching too
quickly.

 

 

I offered to let Ben ride the bike, but he
declined. My legs pressed the pedals of their own volition, and I
was enveloped in the sound of the birds and the wind and the road.
Sergeant Mason lingered at the back of my mind, but I forced myself
to leave him there. No point ruining a beautiful spring day.

Ben broke the morning’s silence and asked me
to teach him more of what I’d learned in school. There were a
number of possible subjects, but we finally agreed that math was a
good place to start.

So I spent a gorgeous day in the middle of
the prairie teaching math to a man who claimed to be older than the
dirt beneath our feet. It had been a long time since I’d tried to
teach someone how to add fractions and do long division. It was
nearly impossible to accomplish without paper and pencil, but we
couldn’t scrawl figures while walking and riding. We stopped for an
early lunch and spent the entire time scribbling numbers on the
pages of my notebook.

 

 

By mid-afternoon, summer had inched its way
over the plains, the heat growing moist and close. The Sunday
streets of Atwood were nearly deserted—most people sought refuge in
church or in air conditioning, with a few stragglers sprawled on
covered porches girded onto old Victorian houses. In an empty
parking lot, a group of teenagers sat on a rusty pickup truck and
gave us long stares as we walked past, the stares of boys with too
much time on their hands and not enough machinery in their heads.
We ignored them and moved to the center of town, a one-block island
of shops clustered around a soaring white grain elevator. A
frazzled young mother with one child in each arm directed us
towards the local grocery store, glad to talk with adults, no
matter how scruffy looking.

The IGA parking lot was empty. We’d missed
closing time by five minutes. I needed water and food. We had
passed a burger joint on the way into town, but it was closed on
Sundays. Maybe a gas station would let me fill my water jug. An
evening of candy bars and Cheetos probably wouldn’t kill me.

Ben and Kimat walked to the front doors and
peered inside.

They were greeted by a grey-haired woman, the
kind who had just stopped coloring her hair because she realized
that growing old was not quite the disaster she had expected.

“I just need a few things. Some water and
some portable food. I can pay cash,” I said.

“You look tired,” she said to me as she
unlocked the door.

The cool air of the store was a refreshing
break. Kimat and Ben waited patiently outside, but the heat never
bothered them anyway.

“Are you looking for a place to stay, dear?”
the woman asked, as she walked with me through the aisles. I sensed
 she wasn’t really keeping an eye on me, so much as keeping me
for company. I’ve been followed more than once by shopkeepers and
clerks in suburban shopping malls and downtown department stores. I
know the difference.

“Oh, no, we’re camping. We’re on an
adventure.”

“Not down on your luck?”

“No, ma’am. Walking across Kansas. Just for
the fun of it.” And oddly enough, I really was having a good time.
Maybe I’d try walking across Oklahoma next.

“That’s what I miss from my youth,” she said.
“I once drove all the way to California. By myself. No one wanted
to go with me. I asked Mary Beth if she was up for a drive, and she
said, ‘Where to?’ ‘The ocean,’ I said. ‘I’ve always wanted to see
the Pacific Ocean.’ She just looked at me like I’d grown a third
eye. ‘Fine,’ I said, ‘I’ll see you next week.’ I had been saving to
buy a record player, but I took all my money and filled up my car
with gas. This was before I was married, and back then, single
girls just didn’t do this sort of thing. I worked on Main Street,
in Hansen’s Catalog and Fabric store. Friday, I got out of work and
started driving. On Tuesday I dangled my feet in San Francisco
Bay.” In her mind, she was in San Francisco now, feet in the icy
water, sea breeze ruffling her hair.

“Did you stay?” I wanted her to stay. I
wanted her to live an exotic life, filled with bizarre characters,
drifters, movie stars, cowboys, architects, painters. I wanted her
to spend her wistful moments thinking of what it would have been
like if she’d never left Atwood.

“Oh, no. Hansen fired me for missing work.
Not that I blame him. On my way out the door, Walter Willet dropped
to his knees in front of me and proposed marriage. Seems he’d taken
a fancy to me for quite a while, and when I disappeared he was
beside himself. Mary Beth said he even planned to chase after me,
but his car wouldn’t make it past the town limits.”

I couldn’t help myself. I knew her answer,
because there could only be one answer, even if in the end it
wasn’t true. I asked anyway. “Are you glad you came back?”

She smiled, and I wish I knew exactly who she
was looking at—at me, a stranger, or a far away daughter, or at
herself, bridal veil pulled back over her forehead. “Oh, yes. But
I’m glad I went.”

 

 

A haze was building in the sky, gradually
developing into a layer of altostratus clouds, a solid grey
overcast. The weather was changing. Maybe a storm would come, but
not for many hours, probably not until tomorrow.

The road was quiet, and we watched the wheat,
green and lush, rippling in the redolent breeze. Our mathematical
frenzy had died, and I couldn’t explain the IGA woman’s story to
Ben. It wouldn’t mean anything to him. He amused himself by adding
up the price tags off the items I’d purchased, while I thought of
the Pacific Ocean and watched Kimat chase grasshoppers.

The calm was shattered by a noisy pickup
truck. The kids we’d seen in Atwood were out cruising. We could
hear their truck behind us, a long way off, but I was used to
traffic, and since we traveled on the left side of the road, I only
paid attention to oncoming vehicles. Pickups and cars gave us a
wide berth. Only tractor trailers were a problem—some of them
pushed enough wind to knock me over.

Their truck slowed as they recognized us. I
was never invisible. Ben was seen but not noticed. Odd but not
necessarily outsider. A stranger, but they couldn’t tell how
strange just by looking. I was clearly Other. A big brown
bull’s-eye.

The beer can hit me just before their words.
“Niiiiiiiiiigger!” And laughter. Joy at connecting on a difficult
shot. The impact of the can and the closeness of the truck knocked
me sideways, and Ben leaped to catch me. Only his incredible
strength kept me from touching the ground. I hung suspended in his
hands, inches from the gravel shoulder. He could have set me down
on the ground and let me crawl out, but he had the muscles to deny
the little bastards the satisfaction. Without even a grunt of
effort, he lifted me upright. The truck’s rusted muffler blew a
raspberry as it flashed its way towards the horizon.

I dismounted the bike and stood completely
still, holding onto it for support, grateful that Ben had the sense
to let go of me. I did not want to be touched or consoled or told
it was just a couple crazy kids. The warm embrace of the prairie
was now a stifling oven. My lungs could find no purchase. The world
was replaced by its negative image, green grass now withered brown,
emptiness everywhere. I was alone, utterly alone, a target,
helpless against random hatred, hatred based on ignorance, hatred
taught from generation to generation, hatred of the Other, hatred
of my skin, bolstered by every skewed image fed by the media into
their weak grasping minds.

Even in my own town, something like this
happened about once a year. Not just cold stares, joggers shifting
to the other side of the street, insensitive comments from
co-workers, but glimpses of naked aggression. And I live a far more
sheltered life than most.

Anger, fear, disgust, mistrust—an unpleasant
cocktail swirled in my mouth. If I could have found a tunnel
leading from this country, from this earth, I would have gladly
jumped through, even with no promise of another side.

“You’re bleeding,” Ben said, cautiously, and
extended a handkerchief. I dabbed at my temple, and it pulled away
wet and dark, stained the color of panic.

I said nothing. I just wanted to be still and
cast my anger towards the horizon, to keep it from reaching around
and grabbing hold of Ben, just because he was near. I wanted to
feel my breath enter my lungs easily and loosely, like it had only
minutes ago.

A mote appeared on the horizon. The fur on
Kimat’s back rose. They were coming back for more.

I couldn’t think, couldn’t move.

I felt something in my hand. A rock. Ben had
scooped it up from the side of the road and placed it into my palm.
Not a word. He didn’t even look at me—he was focused on the boys
coming our way, young men screaming and whooping at the pleasure of
humiliation, intimidation, hot blood pulsing, faces flushed,
spittle flecking their cheeks.

The rock was cool and hard and smooth and
waiting, waiting to be unleashed at Goliath’s forehead.

And they saw nothing but a dark wandering
waif and a silly barking dog and an aging bum.

Their laughter mingled with the rough
gargling of the truck, tossed and mangled by the wind. They sped up
and slowed down, swerved across the center line. A wave of ill will
surged towards us.

At the last moment, I realized they intended
to run me off the road. I gripped the stone tighter. The kid in the
back raised a brown beer bottle, the next progression of
projectile.

The driver’s eyes were wide with adrenaline,
open-mouthed happy, a challenging new game afoot. Games, kids’
games, firecrackers shoved up the frog’s ass, hanging the cat,
running the nigger off the road.

So much of me wanted to throw that rock, but
the rest of me wanted to be in one piece, so I grabbed the bike and
dove out of the way.

Ben did not move. The driver panicked at the
call of his bluff and touched his brakes, swinging out the tail of
the truck, painting smoking black rubber on the tarmac, spraying
gravel. He missed Ben by two inches.

As soon as the truck passed, Ben threw his
stone. It whistled past the kid’s ear and shattered the rear window
of the cab. The exploding glass spooked the young driver, and he
lost control of the truck, skidding back to our side of the road,
frantically braking, bounding off the shoulder and into a green
wheat field. The sudden stop hurled the boy in the truck bed over
the cab and he vanished in the deep waving grass.

The engine died. All was still. No one moved
or cried out, no random meadowlarks let loose. All was still.

I untangled myself from the bike and raised
myself vertical again. Kimat was strangely silent, watching Ben.
His face was full of dark clouds, a fierce storm within. His knife
was in his hand—an eight-inch chrome blade, with a thick, serrated
top.

Ben looked at me. “Start riding,” he
commanded.

The sight of the knife killed my murderous
impulses. I wanted them hurt, I wanted them stripped naked, mocked,
humbled, cowed. But I didn’t want this.

He was already on his way, with long
purposeful strides. Kimat was at his heels, ears flat against the
top of his head. I couldn’t move. I didn’t stop him. I didn’t ride,
I just stood there and watched, paralyzed.

The boy in the passenger’s seat had created a
fine spider’s web in the windshield with his forehead. The driver
was screaming at his bad luck and stupidity and frustration when he
looked up and saw Ben in the rear view mirror. The engine failed to
catch as he frantically turned the key and pumped his feet. The
passenger didn’t understand his friend’s cause for panic, until he
turned around and saw the grim man and his knife.

“Aw, shit. Come on. We were just kidding.
Just fooling around. Shit. Aw, shit. Man. Get out of my way.”

They clawed at each other, frantically trying
to get out of the cab, tangled, pathetic. They would have been
hilarious had the terror in their eyes not been so genuine.

They tumbled onto the ground as Ben reached
the truck and plunged his knife into the rear tire.

The passenger, with a bump on his forehead
the size of an egg, was on his feet, running for the road. The
driver retreated, scrambling, watching as Ben punctured another
tire. Then Ben turned on his heel and walked back towards me, with
the same steady march. Kimat lingered to growl, and Ben whistled a
short sharp whistle. The dog gave a bark and ran to me.

I would prefer to describe the driver as a
slant forehead Neanderthal with greasy hair and a foul rotting
gap-toothed grimace. But he was a fine looking boy, clean cut,
straight white teeth, cloudy eyes from one too many beers. His
friends were more unsavory looking, with torn t-shirts and ratty
jeans, neglected masses of hair. When Ben first turned his back,
the boys just stared, but when he reached me, distance increased
their bravery. The driver ran back to his truck and grabbed a tire
iron. His bump-headed friend grabbed a softball bat.

“Come back here and face us, you
nigger-loving coward,” called the driver.

“Fuck you, hippie bastard. Fuck you, man,”
cried the boy with the bump.

Ben ignored them.

“Will they come after us?” I asked.

“Maybe. Or someone will. Can two ride on that
thing?”

It wasn’t nearly as easy as when I was a kid,
but we managed to both get on the bicycle. We were blessed with
flat ground. Ben sat on the seat, and I pedaled standing up. The
boys jogged after us, shouting insults, attempting to regain their
manhood, already shaping the story they would share with their
friends.

I felt the strength in Ben’s hands as he held
onto my waist for balance. It was distracting, because I wanted to
think about those boys, I wanted to dwell on the insult and the
hurt, to mold it into a ball and store it deep down inside, in case
I should ever need it. But the pumping of my legs and the wind in
my hair and Ben’s hands on my waist made it hard to keep turning it
over in my head. As soon as we stopped, it would all come back, so
I pedaled and pedaled until my lungs burned and my heart felt like
it would burst.

 

 

Most men I’ve known are problem solvers. When
it comes to feelings and pain, they want to talk about it and
arrive at a solution. Sometimes I don’t want someone to offer me
suggestions. Sometimes I just need time to feel whatever it is I’m
feeling. A good friend can either empathize or shut up. Ben was
good at being quiet, and I was grateful.

He gently washed my forehead, pressing a
broad hand against my cheek to hold me still, not shy about the
intimacy of his touch. It felt oddly comfortable, as if we’d known
each other much longer than a few days.

When he was done, he found some cookies in my
bag. He even ate one himself, which was the first time I’d seen him
eat anything other than a bit of apple. We had turned off Route 36,
onto a barely used country road and camped on a small hill, near a
cow pond. It was somewhere Sergeant Mason might not consider
looking. There was no telling what story the boys would spread, but
there was a good chance we would become the villains. I hoped they
would be too embarrassed to involve the law. Or that they were
smart enough to realize that the skid marks from their truck might
make someone suspect their story.

We threw rocks into the pond until dark. With
every heave I wished I’d been the one to break the window on the
truck, to successfully fight back. After every rock I threw, Ben
would land his stone right in the center of the ripples left by
mine.

Ben isn’t much of a singer, but for some
reason he felt compelled to sing that night. I guess he thought it
would make me feel better. It worked, a little. I don’t remember
the words, but they were old road songs from the ’30s. Maybe he
learned them from Spooneye. I tried to think of songs to teach him.
America the Beautiful sprang to my lips, but I choked on
it.

I lay in my tent and listened to the buzzing
of mosquitoes and wished I could sleep. Over and over I watched the
car speeding towards us. The can arcing towards my head. Broken
glass. Knife sinking into tire, into flesh, stained with blood. The
sound of their voices.

I got up to walk to clear my head, and Ben
was still awake, leaning against a massive cottonwood. Kimat lay
just outside my tent, watching over me. I walked to Ben and leaned
against the tree next to him and clasped his hand in mine. He was
surprised, but he didn’t pull away. His hand was hard and strong
and warm, and I had the sensation of holding onto a piece of the
earth. As long as I was grounded through his hand, I would not fall
off.

 

 


****

 



Chapter 8

 

The weather changed as Ben had predicted. By
morning, the overcast gave way to turmoil in the skies. Wispy
clouds at low altitude glided at ninety degrees to the larger cloud
mass overhead, and the shearing wind above blew at yet another
angle. Prime conditions for severe thunderstorms.

There was just enough time to pack our gear
and get out our ponchos before the first rain of the day fell on
us. Ben didn’t mind the weather, but though it was refreshing at
first, after the first hour I missed the hot sun.

The rain and the hood of my poncho reduced my
field of view, so I could only concentrate on the road and avoiding
oncoming traffic. After what happened yesterday, every car and
truck spooked me.

I didn’t see the horse drawn cart until we
almost bumped into it. An old horse, chestnut brown from head to
tail, pulled a surrey with a jet-black awning. The driver looked as
old as Ben claimed to be, his eyes sunken deep into his skull,
shadowed by a battered straw hat. He wore a dark suit, white shirt
buttoned at the neck, and a string tie. At his feet hung two wooden
signboards: “The End Is Near” and “Doom.”

The man stopped the cart, and the horse
immediately dipped its damp head and munched on roadside foliage.
We waited, not sure what to make of this herald of coming
misfortune.

“Fellow travelers,” his voice boomed, “have
you heard the news?”

“I don’t think so,” I answered.

“The world is coming to an end. The
apocalypse is nigh. We will all be held accountable for the
workings of mankind.

“Look around. Everywhere there are seeds of
your destruction. Silos buried in these fields have been forgotten,
the enemy without has slunk into the shadows, and in our joy at our
supposed liberation, we have failed to notice the enemy within. The
red flower of death will soon bloom upon these fields, obliterate
our cities, drain our harbors, and murder our children. Look
around. What do you see?”

The long asphalt line of the road ran to the
horizon, splitting the world into two neat halves. A few sparse
trees interrupted the rolling bucolic plains. No birds sang in the
drizzle. A dark cloud loomed low in the south.

“Beauty,” I answered, as bravely as I
could.

His eyes narrowed at the challenge, then he
smiled coldly. “You are deceived, young lady.”

I was surprised to hear Ben speak. “How do
you know the world will end soon?”

“God spoke to me, through my television. His
message was loud and clear. Debauchery is everywhere. Drinking,
fornication, violence. Look at the news. Children kill their
teachers, mothers kill their babies, millions without hope, the
festering refuge of illicit drugs. Homosexuality. Light beer. Sugar
free fat free ice cream. These things are leading us to ruin. Open
your eyes, listen with your ears.”

“Do you happen to know the exact date? I’d
like to plan ahead, if possible,” I said.

“Exactly three years from the seventeenth of
June.”

“Is there anything we can do to stop it?”

“Turn off the power. Satan lives in
electricity. He surges from the very walls into our lives,
circulates into our computers, and leaves us craving more of his
presence. Unplug the Devil. Unplug the Devil.” His eyes were
fierce.

“Thanks for the warning.”

“I will save as many as I can. I preach a
message of peace and salvation. You look like you have both freed
yourselves from the power of the beast. The Lord needs more
messengers.”

“Have you convinced many people?” asked
Ben.

“The road of the prophet is always bumpy,”
answered our Jeremiah.

“Have you convinced anyone?” Ben was
sincerely curious, but the question hit the man like a blow, and he
suddenly appeared tired and hunched over.

He chewed on his words before letting them
drip out of his mouth. “There was one woman, in Indianapolis. I
have made an impact. I have placed the thought in people’s minds. I
have done what I’ve been asked. My burden is heavy.”

I thought about showing him my cell phone, to
prove we weren’t potential believers, but I didn’t have the
heart.

“Could you a spare quarter?” he asked. “I
need to call a producer on the Today Show. A little
publicity would go a long way towards spreading the message.”

“Defeat the devil with his own power,” I
said.

“Exactly,” he said with a genuine smile. “Get
the serpent to bite his own tail.”

I tossed him a quarter. He shared two slices
of banana bread that a church woman had given him in the town of
Smith Center. He explained a few other signs of oncoming disaster:
baseball’s designated hitter rule, talk radio, satellite
television, and the dramatic decline in the market for pencils. We
watched from the roadside as he continued on his way with a
friendly wave, a huge “Pull the Plug” sign swinging from the back
of the cart.

Somehow his message of doom made the stormy
day seem a little brighter.

 

 

The rest of the day was spent plodding along
the highway as the weather threatened, but never did more than
drizzle. That night we camped just past Norton, near an old silo
with no roof and a tree growing out of its center. The previous
occupant of our site, a ring-necked pheasant, bid a hasty retreat
at the sight of Kimat, who decided to see how fast a pheasant can
run. He returned with a single tail feather dangling from his
mouth.

 

 

By morning, the storm intensified. Thunder
surrounded us, and the rain came in torrents. Lightning began to
strike. We were completely exposed, and there was nothing I could
do about it. My head spun at every flash.

The drone of rain on the road changed to the
roar of hailstones. Like large grains of sand or gravel at first,
they quickly changed to marbles. I remembered reports of thousands
of Chinese killed by baseball-sized hail. My cheeks stung with each
hailstone, and my thin plastic poncho shredded. We sought shelter
under a cluster of small apple trees, left by some wandering Johnny
Appleseed. I hoped they weren’t tall enough to attract lightning.
The leaves were being picked off the trees by the hail, and our
shelter would soon vanish. The wind raged. Ben placed a reassuring
hand on my shoulder, but I couldn’t help thinking of my last
tornado flight. I wasn’t eager for another.

As quickly as it began, the hail stopped,
leaving the ground covered with steaming white pearls. Two
mini-vans roared by, lights blazing, and turned suddenly onto a
rutted access road cutting across the fields. They drove towards
clouds tinged with green, clouds moving to the northeast with a
touch of rotation in their bellies. The mini-vans stopped, and a
crew of men in T-shirts and cutoffs hopped out, video cameras in
hand.

About two miles away a thin white rope of a
tornado extended from the sky to the ground. From our spot, it
appeared small and frail, but we watched it obliterate an old
abandoned barn.

The twister seemed to stand in place and grow
larger, and I realized it was headed towards us. My stomach churned
in panic. This was why I’d traveled so many miles, to see another
tornado. To see another tornado and Ben. Footprints in Memphis, in
Lebo, visions in Colorado, now I’d have an answer, one way or
another. I didn’t know whether to stay or run, but my legs had lost
the ability to move.

Ben studied the tornado intently. “It’s not
the one for me,” he said.

“It’s turning! It’s turning! Get back in the
car!” the storm chasers shouted. Tires spun in the mud as they
tried to reverse back to the main road.

The tornado approached another quarter mile
closer before lifting off the ground. Its disconnected mouth
dissipated into splinters of condensed moisture and miscellaneous
wind.

I remembered to breathe again.

I could hear whooping and shouts of joy from
the chasers in their van, as they passed us in search of more
trophies. I hoped they knew what they were doing.

A whole lifetime of misses, and then two
tornadoes in six days. I guess it was my lucky week. This was just
a normal tornado, like every other. It did not come track us down,
did not try to plug itself into Ben. True, he said this one wasn’t
looking for him, but what was he supposed to say? Science’s
foundations felt a little more solid again. It was exactly what I
had expected, a complete vindication of logic and reason. I should
have felt happier.

We continued our trek in the rain. I didn’t
know what to say to him. Ben didn’t act like he’d been proven wrong
or was confirmed as a teller of tall tales—he seemed completely
unchanged.

 

 

On the outskirts of Phillipsburg squatted an
immense refinery, dozens of huge white cylinders filled with
explosive liquid, an odd touch of New Jersey in Kansas. The town
was larger than the others, with plenty of fast food and flashing
lights. I’m sure our Jeremiah was both horrified and pleased at the
prospect of a population so in need of salvation. It was almost
eight o’clock and the light was growing dim. The dryline had passed
over us as the moist, warm air moved eastward, taking the clouds
away and leaving the air much more comfortable. It would be a
starry night.

If we wanted to be near civilization, we had
the option of camping overnight in the town’s tiny central park,
but it was awfully close to the road, and the trucks were loud and
wearisome. I was exhausted and didn’t know if I could make it very
far out of town.

“Do you want to camp here?” Ben asked as we
reached the park.

Despite the noise, it would be nice not to
have to wonder if we were trespassing. But what I really wanted was
a shower. Or a long hot bath. I felt grimy and smelly and pruny
after days in the sun and rain. As much as I loved camping with
Ben, the thought of sleeping in a bed was overpowering.

“Would you mind if we stayed in a hotel
tonight? I desperately need a bath.”

“There’s a campground on the edge of town
with showers. I used them a few years ago. We could see if it’s
still there.”

“I could use a night in a bed. I don’t mean
to sound like a wimp. Really. I’ll pay for it. Maybe I can take you
out to dinner, too. I could use a little cooked food. And an actual
toilet.” I sounded like a pampered baby. We were on an adventure,
and I wanted comfort. But the Bluebird Motel was just a block away,
freshly painted, with daisies sprouting in front, very
promising.

I told myself that if he was still
uncomfortable with the idea, I would try the campground. But he
didn’t protest. “Of course. I haven’t been very considerate.”

Now I had guilt. “No, you’ve been wonderful.
You let me come with you. I chose to come, on your terms. And I’m
trying to change your pattern. I’m the one who should be sorry.
It’s not that important.”

Thank God he knew I was lying.

“You’ll sleep better in a bed. You haven’t
been a burden, Victoria. This has been the most enjoyable time that
I... It’s been different with you along, not like I expected. Sleep
in a bed tonight.”

 

 

The woman at the desk looked skeptical when
we walked through the door. I hadn’t seen a mirror for a few days,
but I knew that a day of rain hadn’t done much for my hair, and my
clothes were soggy and muddy. But she took my credit card, and I
produced my photo ID as extra backup.

“It doesn’t look like me today,” I blathered.
“But two days in the rain will do that.”

“You look just fine, darling. What’s a pretty
girl like you doing walking in the rain anyhow?”

“We’re on an adventure. Walking across
Kansas.”

“Just Kansas?”

“So far, anyhow,” I answered. Ben looked
around, uncomfortable. Kimat waited patiently outside.

“I met a man who stopped in here on a walking
trip. But he was walking all the way across the United States.
Started in Maine, was on his way to Los Angeles. Said he was on his
twenty-fifth pair of shoes. Always wondered if he got there.”

She handed us the key and let me know about
the laundry and ice machine. “Just holler if you need something,”
she said, “but try to do it before 10:30, because I always watch
Letterman before bed.”

The room was basic and clean. Just what I
needed. “Which bed do you want?” I asked, as nonchalantly as
possible. I had assumed Ben wouldn’t get the wrong idea from the
suggestion of a hotel room. He hadn’t shown any interest in romance
during our time alone on the prairie.

He looked around skeptically, with Kimat
lingering at his heels. “Ever been in a motel room before?” I
asked.

“I never had the need. It’s…” but he had no
words for his puzzlement.

“I’ll take the bed by the bathroom. That way
you can be closer to the door and the window. How’s that?” The room
was small, and after a lifetime under open skies, I figured Ben
might be a tad claustrophobic.

He quickly found an excuse to get out of the
room. “I was thinking I’d wash my clothes. Do you want anything
washed?”

I thought about giving Ben both sets of
clothes and just using a towel for cover, but while the Bluebird
was clean, the towels wouldn’t have covered a child of two. He took
my spare clothes and retreated to do laundry and hang out in the
grass behind the motel, under the stars, close to the earth.

It felt good to be naked and out of my wet
clothes. As the tub filled with nearly scalding water, I examined
my body in the mirror. My hair was down, its brownish black curls
tangled and matted from days of wind and rain. I could easily trace
the path the barbed wire had taken around my body six days ago.
Seventeen cuts and punctures wound around me, each surrounded by
deep bruises, dark discolorations on my brown skin. The cut on my
forehead was a dark black line, a remnant of hatred.

The bath beckoned. I slid into the water and
thought my body would melt. Every muscle relaxed, and I floated,
unattached to anything in the world.

But soon I’d have to leave the water and
leave this journey. Because I did have attachments—a job, a house,
family. If only the tornado could have waited a few more days. But
now I had my answer, didn’t I? The world was ordinary.

I never believed in ghosts, not even as a
kid, but we had a neighbor who claimed  his house was haunted.
When I walked our dog after dark, I would always peer up at the
windows with a tingle of guilty anticipation. Maybe I would see a
shadowy figure, or an improbable candle held by ghoulish fingers. I
never looked too long, for fear  I might actually see
something, and if I did, I wouldn’t know what to do.

This sojourn across Kansas had been a long
look up at the windows. Sure, I didn’t believe, couldn’t believe,
that the world and weather could behave in ways inconsistent with
science and the laws of nature. But I wanted to. And my desire was
even stronger now that I knew Ben. Because he seemed incapable of
deceiving himself or others. He was my great discovery, and I still
didn’t understand him.

I would miss him. I would be part of Ben’s
tale, his intertwined memories and stories compiled over the years.
Would he miss me? I’d be happy if he at least thought about me from
time to time.

I couldn’t keep doing this. I just wanted one
more day, one more day of traveling together, with no possibility
for a new paradigm of the world. Just one more day of riding and
walking together. After we reached Smith Center tomorrow, I was
going home.

 

 


****

 



Chapter 9

 

In the morning, the skies were mostly clear,
and the air was hot and sticky. By early afternoon, huge masses of
cumulus clouds rolled in from the south and west. A few tall plumes
were already punching up through the cap. Plenty of
instability.

Ben didn’t seem himself. He ate a little
bread and drank a little water at breakfast.

“I’m feeling weak today,” he explained. “It’s
been a while since the last storm. I’ve been so busy, so
distracted, I don’t have as much energy as I would like. The good
news is that today is the day.”

So, he wouldn’t change his story, even after
yesterday’s fizzle. Good. I didn’t want him to. I hadn’t told him I
was leaving soon. Not that I thought he’d take it hard. Not that it
should have been hard for me.

All through the day, traffic increased as we
approached Smith Center. In the heat, the riders sat tightly sealed
in their glass and metal carriages. Completely isolated. Journeys
no longer involve the middle. We pick ourselves up from one spot
and set ourselves down in the next. The time spent is seasoned with
music and air conditioning and superficial glances at the world
around us. At seventy miles per hour, does the green of the grass
even register?

Route 36 was a ribbon of asphalt, bounded on
both sides by a streak of grass and weeds. Within that green
boundary grew millions of wildflowers—touches, specks, small
explosions of color. Thistles about to burst into bloom. Bright
purple pinpricks of groundflowers, scattered under the grass, a
hundred times more brilliant than a purple sunset. Collections of
wild roses, wide white petals perched on woody stems, miniature
radar dishes, swiveled all day long to follow the sun. Mile upon
mile of sweet clover, yellow bushes overpowering with scent. How
much of this could you experience behind the tinted glass?

And the birds. Killdeer screeched warnings,
panic stricken by our approach, fluttering across the road, cries
sounding long after we’d gone. A red tailed hawk on a telephone
pole flashed his rusty tail. He dismissed us with a condescending
glance and returned to his patient vigil—a rodent would stir soon.
A red headed woodpecker ate ants in the center of the road. Hungry
and greedy, he waited until we were almost upon him before he lit
to a nearby tree, a flash of red and white and black, bolder than
the wildest fashion runway of Milan.

We walked and rode in the heart of America.
The ideas and concerns of the cities seemed far removed. Growth,
strip malls, urban sprawl, slums, industrial smokestacks, neighbor
crowded upon neighbor—all merely passing fancies here. The only
reminder was a double row of high-tension wires, feeding the
beating pulse far over the horizon.

I wanted to remember every detail of that
day. I wanted my souvenir to be the sights and sounds and smells of
the prairie. A headless windmill. An old stone church that once
served homesteads long since vanished. A hay field with huge round
bales piled three high, in a row at least twenty long, in a
straight line that could have been set with a laser. One field had
big cubes instead of the standard round bales. Why did that farmer
decide to be different from the others?

As we passed a farmhouse, Kimat suddenly
stopped and sat down and cocked his head to one side. A frantic
barking came from the yard. A small puppy leaped at the end of a
long rope, hurling himself at a bird on a birdbath, who sang at him
confidently. Lunge after lunge, with no sign he would ever
stop.

Mile after mile of green wheat. In another
month or two it would turn the reddish gold that inspires painters
and songwriters and poets. The horizon stretched out before us, no
higher than my knees.

 

 

As we approached Smith Center, cloud to
ground lightning lit up a dark band of clouds to the south, and a
low rumble of thunder rolled across the prairie. It had been miles
since we’d seen a farmhouse. Smith Center, about three miles away,
offered the nearest shelter. Far to the east, somewhere towards
Missouri, a small patch of blue sky stubbornly resisted the
spreading clouds. The sky shifted and pulsed, liquid grey, clouds
forming and dissipating. I couldn’t discern updraft towers on the
approaching thunderstorm, but from the depth of the darkness
beneath it, they reached high. A strip of condensation, known as a
beaver’s tail, led the way for the storm, showing a strong updraft.
Long, delicate tresses of rain hung from the belly of the
thunderstorm, obscuring whatever dangers lay in the center. Would
it bring rain or hail? The wind on the wheat shifted direction, and
waves of grain throbbed from the storm’s inhalation.

Ben stopped and stared at the storm, with a
look of hunger and understanding. Suddenly he resumed walking down
the road, faster, almost jogging.

“Ben? Ben?”

He looked at me and smiled. “It’s almost
time.”

“For what?” I asked, knowing exactly what he
meant. I still couldn’t accept his claims. Not yet.

“I have to get to the place. This isn’t the
right spot. Almost. I can feel it.”

I coasted for a moment and tried to see if I
could “feel” a tornado coming. I could feel dread, I could feel the
threat of impending doom from the approaching darkness. I could
feel the dropping barometric pressure and the increasing wind. The
temperature flip-flopped, as the wind churned parcels of warm and
cool air. But could I tell if there was a tornado? I don’t think
so. Maybe. Maybe it was just my fear.

“You think we’re going to a tornado.”

“Yes.”

“If you wait here, won’t it just come to
you?”

He looked at me with a gaze that was both
surprised and annoyed that at this important moment I decided to
pester him with questions again.

We crossed a concrete bridge and passed the
Smith County landfill. Only two miles to town. Ben broke into a
jog. The storm loomed overhead; I could feel its presence pressing
down on my shoulders. But the rain waited—the curtain had drifted
farther back beneath the clouds.

The wind was still rising. A lonely black
balloon buffeted itself, snagged on a fence post.

Smith Center came into view, a dark green
island of trees in a sea of wheat. Toward the south end of town
loomed the large 94 white rectangle of a grain elevator, surrounded
by circular towers, like a medieval castle.

A long high-pitched wail echoed over the
fields. The tornado siren. I looked back over my shoulder. The wall
of rain continued to advance. What was behind it?

Ben steered us onto a dirt road, towards the
grain elevator. He was completely focused on getting to wherever he
needed to go, to wherever he was drawn.

“Not yet. Soon. You should seek shelter.”

The siren continued to blare. We sped past a
group of trailer homes. Then a block of modest one-story frame
houses. Suddenly we were on the main strip of Smith Center. The
streets were deserted. People in Kansas don’t take the sirens
lightly.

I don’t remember seeing the town, I only
remember that Ben stopped jogging.

“This is it? We’re in the middle of
town.”

“Just a little farther.”

We walked down the main street, past a
lumberyard. Past the train tracks leading to the grain elevator.
Past a small lawn littered with blank headstones, a monument
cutter’s display center. Finally Ben stopped on the front lawn of a
long low house. A sign out front read “Heritage Harbor Senior
Care.”

An explosion of rain drenched us. Tiny balls
of hail mingled with the raindrops, stinging my face and arms. Ben
stood with his head down, eyes closed, arms by his side. Waiting.
Enraptured. My skepticism shattered.

“You can’t stop here,” I cried.

He stirred but did not open his eyes. The
rain was deafening.

“This is an old folks’ home. You can’t lead
the tornado here. You can’t—”

“This is the spot. I can feel it. It will be
here soon. Go. Protect yourself.”

“You can’t stay here. You have to go
somewhere else. People will be killed.”

The rain stopped. The wind stopped. The world
became silent.

Every nerve ending tingled, urging me to run.
A stand of cottonwoods blocked my view to the west, but I knew what
was coming. The tornado siren bleated another desperate peal.

“Ben. Please,” I pleaded. “At least try. You
can at least try another spot. I’m begging you. Please.”

He opened his eyes and struggled to focus on
my face. I thrust the bike at him.

“Ride. Ride out of town. Lead it away from
here.”

The top of the tornado appeared above the
trees, a massive, twisted muscle of air, brown as the earth’s
blood. Its edges pulsed with violence.

Ben grabbed the bike and rode out of town.
Kimat loped along beside his friend. I sprinted after them, because
I had ridden for six days to see this. Because I was an idiot.

Through a break in the trees, I saw the
twister hesitate. The tornado reached all the way to the ground, a
cloud of dust and soil and torn grain rising from its heavy
footfall. In the space of a heartbeat, the tornado changed the
direction of its destructive stroll.

Ben quickly left me behind. I ran down the
ancient sidewalk and hurdled over fresh neon drawings and letters
in sidewalk chalk and was stopped short by a tiny movement visible
out of the corner of my eye. The door of the yellow house was shut,
but the light of a television flickered inside. A small hand moved
a purple stuffed toy along the windowsill. I didn’t bother to
knock. The door was unlocked, a blessed sign that life in small
town America still has its advantages.

A ten-year-old girl with a long blond
ponytail looked up from her book and shrieked. Her brother, a squat
three-year-old in overalls was playing at the streetside window
with a small stuffed Barney.

“Where’s your mother?” I demanded.

The girl stammered, “At the doctors. She’ll
be right back. She said…”

How could a mother leave her children to go
who knows where to the doctors? And then I realized the girl was
pointing, not at the tornado, but the other direction, down the
street. At the hospital down the block. Her mother had gone across
the street to the hospital. Ben was leading the tornado right to
it.

“Where’s your basement? Do you have a
cellar?”

“Outside.” She was scared to death of me.

I pointed out the window, towards their back
yard. The funnel was a few hundred yards away, chewing on a
tractor. Fear of the storm gave the kids something bigger to worry
about than the crazed black woman breaking into their house. I
grabbed the children by the wrists, and we ran outside. The wind
was already bending the trees. Around the north corner of the
house, we found the metal storm cellar doors and slid open the
latch. Two flashlights lay at the top of the steps. The girl
grabbed one and I grabbed the other. The boy was screaming, but the
girl led the way down the stairs, through the cobwebs. She took her
brother and held him.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t come out until
someone comes to get you. Do you understand?”

The girl nodded.

I ran back up the steps, went outside, and
closed and latched the doors. Far down the road, Ben jumped off the
bicycle and waded into a field of weeds. I ran towards him. I
needed to see them meet, to see them make the exchange.

With a malicious twitch, the tornado devoured
an aluminum-sided hangar and office building at the airstrip on the
edge of town. The condensation cloud of the tornado was tight and
powerful, maybe only three hundred feet across. An ancient
propeller plane rose from the ground and circled the tornado, then
suddenly burst into pieces and was consumed by the endless hunger
of the storm.

Ben was still walking when the tornado
reached him, and for an instant he stumbled, pulled by the wind. I
expected to see him thrust into the belly of the clouds overhead.
Rational dimensions would return to the world. There would be only
coincidence, no mystery.

He steadied himself, planted both feet on the
ground, and became one with the earth. The ferocious winds no
longer seemed to touch him. He raised his arms wide, just like
before, his face aglow with energy and power. Kimat leapt, riding
the wind for a moment, before hunkering down at Ben’s side. The
twister groaned and darkened. Ben disappeared into the boiling
cloud, until finally it lifted off the ground, above his head. They
stood, interlinked, for what seemed like an eternity, before a
final release.

I had seen it again. I could not doubt my
eyes twice.

Ben was left standing, head bowed, fists
clenched. Kimat wagged his tail happily.

The tornado moved south, then as if it
changed its mind, still hungry, doubled back towards me and the
town. I had no intention of repeating my Colorado experience.

Debris was filling the air when I reached the
chalk on the sidewalk. Boards from a demolished house clattered to
the ground in front of me. I yanked at the door to the storm
cellar. Remembered to undo the latch. Pulled back the doors and
threw myself inside, slamming the doors shut over my head.

The wind yowled outside the dark cinder block
cellar. The children screamed. I screamed with them. The metal
doors rattled and debris pounded on them from the outside like a
desperate stranger seeking shelter. The house creaked and moaned
against the wind, the sound rising and rising until we could no
longer hear ourselves screaming. The house began to rise off its
foundation, and the children and I held each other tightly as
splinters and glass and dirt sprayed into the gap.

As quickly as it began, it was over.

 

 

The silence was more complete than any I’ve
ever heard. Even the three-year-old held his breath. Then he let
out a loud, “Mama!” that was probably heard in Chicago.

“It’s okay, Jimmy. We’re okay,” his sister
whispered soothingly.

“Your mama’s going to come right home,
Jimmy,” I chimed in.

He clung to the girl and sobbed hysterically.
Outside, the tornado siren was replaced with the sirens of police
cars and fire engines. I headed towards the stairs.

“Don’t leave us,” pleaded the girl.

“I won’t, don’t worry. But the storm’s over.
I’m going to check outside. You can wait there if you want.” But
the girl wasn’t letting me out of her sight. She picked up Jimmy
and followed close behind me.

The door opened just as I touched the latch,
and I stifled a shriek. Ben looked down at us, silhouetted against
what remained of the angry sky. His face was flushed with energy,
pupils wide. I could sense his blood pulsing.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“We’re fine.”

He moved aside, and we climbed out into the
world, such as it existed. The south end of town was leveled. The
graceful oaks and locust trees that had lined Main Street were
reduced to crippled stumps. A path the width of a football field
had been plowed through the heart of Smith Center.

I had seen hundreds of storm paths in my
research. The devastation was always horrible, always
heart-wrenching. But never had it felt so personal, and never had I
felt so responsible. I watched Ben’s face and wished I could read
what was going on inside his head. What did he feel for these
people? How many times had he seen this before?

The kids behind us were silent, until Jimmy
asked quietly, “Where’s our house?”

There was no good answer. It was everywhere.
The house above the storm cellar was reduced to the floor and walls
six inches high. The rest was splintered across town, intermingled
with dozens of other homes, all of which had ceased to be discrete
collections of wood, nails, and belongings. Toys and clothes and
groceries and shreds of cloth and paper blanketed the earth.

Down the street, the hospital was only half
standing. The rest of its beige bricks had crumbled inwards,
covered neatly by the remains of the roof. I hoped the kids’ mom
was in the basement.

The girl looked up at me. “Do you think
she’s… ”

“I don’t know. The best thing you can do is
stay here, so when she comes looking for you, she knows where to
find you. What’s your name?”

“Sandy Kalevsky.”

“Where’s your dad?”

“In Salina. He lives there.” Her eyes begged
me for some answer, some reassurance, but I could only deceive
either of us so much. We still had hope, and that was worth
something.

The deserted street gradually came to life.
As if resurrected from their graves, neighbors emerged from beneath
the rubble, from storm shelters, from under piles of 2x4s and
drywall and pink insulation. We all stood, paralyzed, waiting to
comprehend this new reality. We were specks on a tabletop covered
with the refuse of dozens of lives. Three houses down, an old man
sat on his overturned bathtub and sucked on an empty pipe. Across
the street, an elderly black woman inspected her brilliant rose
bushes, which had survived intact, though the tree in her front
yard had disappeared and the roof had blown from her house onto the
railroad tracks.

Suddenly, as if cued by an invisible
conductor, desperate voices began yelling and screaming and begging
for help. This was the peal that broke our spell. We now had
something to do besides gawk.

“What’s your mom’s name?” I asked Sandy. Her
eyes were wide with fright at the sound of wounded neighbors and
screeching sirens.

“Debra. Where is she? We have to go see, we
have to see.”

“Don’t move. People will come looking for
you, and if you’re not here, they will be worried. Understand?”

She nodded. I cleared away a pile of
videotape streamers and a shower curtain and a pile of broken
dishes from the front lawn.

“Ben, they need something to sit on.”

He looked around and strode onto what once
was the dining room. One dining room chair sat patiently waiting
for dinner, surrounded by debris. He picked up the chair and set it
in the middle of the grass rectangle I had cleared. Picking through
the rubble, he found an empty kitchen cabinet and set it next to
the chair. The kids sat down as I instructed them.

“Don’t move until someone comes that you
know, all right? There’s all kinds of glass and power lines and who
knows what out there. Don’t go for a stroll, because you might fall
into someone’s basement. Ben and I will find your mom. All
right?”

They nodded bravely, and we left them in
their little clearing, watching and waiting.

 

 

Down the street, we saw our trooper, Sergeant
Bullethead Mason, hard at work. He was much less menacing today, as
he grunted and struggled with two men to open the door of an
overturned car. His sunglasses were long since lost or stashed
away. A red stain covered his shoulder, and I wondered if Sergeant
Mason had proved himself a hero.

We picked our way over to the hospital. Ben
was silent and grim. The entire contents of a neighbor’s garage,
and the garage itself, littered the ground between the hospital and
us. A misshapen box leaked a treasure trove of ancient baseball
cards. A shrub was covered in women’s dresses, as if advertising a
department store. A toilet had been deposited, intact and upright,
on the front drive of the hospital—a small magazine rack attached
to the fill tank still sported a new copy of Discover
magazine, with not a single bent page.

The smell of earth and vegetation filled the
air. Soil and wheat gathered by the twister had been mixed in its
atmospheric blender with all the town’s belongings. The air was
drastically cooler and drier than an hour ago, and steam rose from
small piles of hail and the sections of rooftops lying on the
ground. Someone finally told the cops to shut off their sirens,
providing a welcome relief.

Scattered beige bricks marked the entrance to
the hospital. With every footstep I prayed  I would not hear a
buried voice cry out as I crushed someone’s fingers, toes, or
worse. We were joined by a man so thin that from the side, he
formed a graceful arc. He wore oily coveralls with his name on the
shoulder—Ralph. His greying hair was plastered to his forehead, his
cap lost. He looked at us questioningly—we were clearly not
local.

“Are you from the Red Cross?” he drawled. I
hadn’t even thought that actual “rescue workers,” who did this sort
of thing for a living, would be here soon. I had bumped into them
many times at my survey sites, their eyes red and weary, bodies
spent. It would be hours before they arrived. Topeka and Wichita,
the nearest cities, were at least a three hour drive.

“No. We’re just trying to help.” He looked
disappointed. We weren’t pros. At a time such as this, experience
would be helpful. “Do you know Debra Kalevsky?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“We told her kids we’d find her. They’re all
right.”

Our conversation inspired a muffled cry for
help from a pile of rubble off to our left. I couldn’t see any
movement in this section of the hospital. The outer walls had
collapsed completely after the roof was sheared off, crushing the
interior. The three of us picked our way forward, while Ralph and I
yelled to whomever it was to keep shouting.

I stepped on something soft and quickly
jumped off a man’s hand. It didn’t even twitch.

“Ben, help me. You find that voice, Ralph,
we’ll be right there.”

Ben and I lifted a layer of ceiling panels
from my discovery, and the smell of blood and feces made me gag. I
struggled to keep from heaving my lunch onto Ben’s shoes.

The man’s body was twisted around at the
middle, hips and hands facing the wrong way. His skull and brains
had been flattened by a granite headstone  the wind had lifted
from the memorial shop across the street. His inexpensive
blood-soaked suit identified him as a low-level administrator or a
visiting salesman. A wedding ring glinted on his finger. I wondered
if he had children.

There was nothing to be done, other than mark
the position of the body. Ben found a long strip of molding and
tied a torn hospital gown to the top, and we left it behind, waving
in the breeze.

Ralph yelled for us to come help him. He had
located the trapped woman whose voice we had heard. The three of us
cleared away ripped carpet, a broken book case, a casement window
from a neighboring house (which still had one small pane of glass
intact), a whirring child’s play toy, inch after inch of medical
records.

The closer we got, the more frantic grew the
cries for help. “Help me! Help me! I can’t breathe! I can’t
breathe!” Finally, we broke into an air pocket and shed some light
onto a blond head. The woman turned her face towards us, gasping,
“Thank God. Thank God. Get me out of here.” She was so pale, I
wondered if she was bleeding to death, and then I realized she was
covered with drywall dust from disintegrated wallboard. Flecks of
her spittle left spots of lively pink on her cheeks.

She had sought shelter under a sturdy,
institutional metal desk, which saved her life but became an
airless trap. It took ten minutes before we could dig a hole large
enough for her to wriggle out. The woman calmed down once she had
air and light, and it turned out  she and Ralph knew each
other, like just about everyone else in Smith Center. Sally Baker
was an administrative clerk whose brother had gone to school with
Ralph’s sister. She gave us enthusiastic hugs of gratitude.

I asked Sally if she knew Debra Kalevsky.

“I saw her checking in, she was here for her
chemotherapy,” she said.

“Which end of the hospital?”

For the first time, Sally looked around and
noticed that half of the hospital was gone.

“Those poor children,” she whispered.

 

 

Non-medical hospital personnel joined us in
the search for their co-workers and missing patients. We attended
to calling voices first, but then backtracked and formed a line,
carefully working our way through the rubble, making sure no
survivors, and no bodies, were missed. Kimat proved to be the day’s
hero—his keen nose found four people still alive, and one not so
fortunate. Ben worked with silent grimness, a face of stone. He was
amazingly strong, filled with energy from the tornado. He lifted
beams that should have taken three men.

The sun had just sunk below the horizon when
Ralph called to us from across the site. The American Red Cross had
raised floodlights that covered the hospital ruins in harsh,
distorting shadows. I was so exhausted that the lightest touch
would have toppled me from my feet. It had been hours since we’d
eaten or drunk anything. The work was hard physically, harder
emotionally, and I felt completely numb, inside and out. Or so I
thought.

Ralph waited for us, patiently. “Debra
Kalevsky,” was all he said, as he stuck an orange flag into the
ground and went to get more hands to help dig her out.

She was a redhead at one time, but her scalp
only held a few straggling hairs, thanks to her chemotherapy. Her
face was frozen in a painful grimace, eyes wide and glassy. An IV
needle was still stuck in her arm, dangling a plastic tube. A shard
of glass stuck out of a gash in her throat. Her legs were crushed
under a fallen steel beam. Perhaps she had fallen asleep in the
pink vinyl lounge chair while the poison/medicine dripped into her
veins and had awoken too late, forgotten by a panicked nurse.

I didn’t know her. I didn’t know if she was a
good mother, a good provider, a good cook. Did she have a gentle
touch for scraped knees and banged elbows? Did she read stories and
paint pictures with her kids?

I didn’t know her, but I wept anyway. I
couldn’t breathe, and I gripped myself with my arms, trying to
brace my chest against the pressure pushing outwards. Ben held me,
without a word, and his touch, his strength, the warmth of his arms
and chest, kept me intact.

Sandy was still waiting in the chair when we
got back to her. Her grandfather, an old man with skin burnt from
decades in the fields, waited with her, perched on the kitchen
cabinet. Jimmy had returned home with the grandmother, but Sandy
refused to leave.

A child has an incredible sense of optimism,
and despite our faces, she still had the courage to ask, “Is she
all right?” I couldn’t speak, but I managed to shake my head. When
she finally regained her composure, Ben led the grandfather to see
the body. I stayed with Sandy until he returned. We had closed
Debra’s eyes, but there had been nothing we could do for her face.
I wanted to warn the grandfather, but he was past hearing and
seeing.

 

 

Sally Baker appeared out of the gloom while
Ben and I discussed where to stay for the night. Her husband, Jed,
and her fifteen-year-old son, Jeremy, had found her at the hospital
while the doctors checked her for internal injuries. Jed worked at
the John Deere dealership on the edge of town and had seen the
twister tear through Smith Center. It took him more than an hour to
creep past all the wrecked houses and empty foundations. Then at
the hospital, things were in utter chaos. We learned all of this in
about thirty seconds—Sally was still full of adrenaline from her
ordeal and rescue.

“Where are you two staying tonight?” she
asked.

“We were just deciding.”

“I didn’t figure you knew anyone here. We saw
Skip Mason, and he said you two were drifters or sightseers, or he
didn’t know what. Suspicious characters he called you, said he just
about run you off Route 36. Skip’s kind of a dip sometimes.”

’Skip’ Bullethead Mason?

“Anyway, we were wondering if you’d stay with
us tonight. We have an extra room. I insist, really. Have you had
anything to eat? I’m starving. Nothing like a brush with death to
build an appetite. Ralph said you found Debra. Enough to make me
pull out my hair. Thank God her parents are here. Poor girl. Jed
and Jeremy are waiting, so come on.”

And with that she led us through the shadows
of Main Street. She had a pink, round face, now that the plaster
dust was gone, and round body to match. Her permed blond hair was
mashed and tangled.

Main Street and the two blocks to the east
were completely leveled. All the wreckage looked the same. The
buildings on the west side of Main Street were completely intact
except for shattered windows and torn awnings. An empty store was
transformed into rescue headquarters. Jed and Jeremy met us at
Duffy’s Bar and Grill, which was providing free food and drink for
rescue workers and victims. They handed us each a ham sandwich, and
we walked away from the damage zone, and turned up a darkened
street. Power was out in the entire county.

Jed and Jeremy bid us welcome, but were
determined to hold Sally’s hands as they walked home. They were
grateful to us for finding their Sally, and told us so more than
once as we followed them through town. The son looked just like the
father—short, barrel chested, even the same flat top haircut. Maybe
Jeremy would sell tractors someday, too.

I reached for Ben’s hand and held it, copying
our hosts. I needed a little of his strength. In the dark, it
seemed like we walked forever, though it couldn’t have been far. We
stopped at a single-story house with dormer windows set into the
roof. Kimat reluctantly stayed outside, though he was pleased to
receive Ben’s ham sandwich as a consolation prize.

Once inside, Jed found a propane lantern and
lit up the dining room. Sally offered us coffee she made with their
camp stove. She was still bustling with energy, and I wondered how
complete the crash would be. In the lantern light, Jed looked
haggard as he sat on the couch and sighed. Jeremy watched his
mother quietly, never taking his eyes off her.

Sally looked at me and clicked her tongue.
“Here I am prattling, and look at you, poor dear. You can barely
sit up in that chair. If you can get to your feet one more time,
I’ll show you to your room. And I promise no more questions. At
least not until tomorrow.”

 

 

Various plaques and ribbons and trophies
lined the paneled walls of the small guestroom. Some were from
Jed’s days as a high school football player. Jeremy was more of a
success in bowling, but he did have a most-improved football player
award. His most impressive trophy was actually a prize for
“Sophomore Poetics.” Sally had her own softball trophies. Team
captain. Probably ran the whole league.

The bed took up most of the room. I lay down
on the covers and let all the air out of my lungs. I was too tired
to close my eyes and just stared up into the darkness.

Ben opened the door to the back yard. Kimat
was already outside, waiting patiently. Ben sat in the doorway,
feet on the ground, and looked up at the stars. The lack of
electricity in town made the stars especially bright. I turned off
the flashlight so I could watch the sky from the bed.

The stars perched over our stillness also
hovered over the crushed hospital and its dead. They had kept watch
over countless wars. Over slaves escaping through the night,
pursued by dogs and guns, thirsting for freedom. Over conceptions
and births. Over famine in Africa and Russia and Ireland. Over the
Greeks on the shores of the Aegean and Alexander in Persia and
Rommel in Libya. Death camps and celebrations. They mingled with
fireworks at the fall of the Berlin Wall. They were the constant
companions of early astronomers, of Tycho, Kepler, Galileo, Newton.
Guideposts for the great explorers of the seas and the great theft
of Africans from Africa. When Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norkay
climbed Everest, there they were. Lewis and Clark. The Apollo
landers.

And the stars kept vigil with Ben. He had
seen the world change with every passing decade, every new
generation, but the constellations remained the same. A little more
obscured with pollution and city lights, but still there, watching.
Only they understood how it felt to observe all the changes of man,
from a distance.

“I’m sorry I doubted you,” I whispered.

What I had seen did not make sense, but I was
forced to concede my vision as real. One question was answered, and
a thousand more took its place. I had little confidence that the
answers could be found, but one fact was clear: the world did not
operate according to the laws of nature and physics I had studied
for my entire life. Not without exception. Forces and events beyond
my comprehension could touch my life. Most of the bizarre facts of
nature—black holes, neutrinos—don’t pick you up and wrap you in
barbed wire or demolish towns. As a scientist, I expected
impartiality from the universe. Gravity pulls on you the same as it
does on me. We are composed of the same matter, bound by the same
forces. I was wrong.

If I had to accept Ben as more than a man,
more than real, what limits remained? Was this proof God existed?
Perhaps proof he could exist. What was Ben? An angel? Or something
without a name, without description? More than a myth. A world in
which all things are possible was not one of great comfort to me. I
liked having laws and limitations. Natural constants, like the
speed of light, are stepping stones in the swift current of
uncertainty.

But, of course, Ben was a rock, unchanging.
Not part of the rules I’d learned, but an entirely different set.
He was not apart from the world or nature any more than I. Quite
the opposite—apparently he was more intrinsic to existence, to the
natural flow. If I suddenly vanished, my absence wouldn’t make much
of a ripple. That might not be true of Ben. Some force preserved
and fed him over the ages. He drank from nature’s teat, sustained
against time.

But he wasn’t completely apart from humanity.
I watched him today. I’d laughed and bled with him this week. He
was more than a rock.

“You knew what to do today. You knew how to
help,” he said.

“I acted out of instinct. Both of us.
Everything I did, you did more. That guy under the shelves would
never have survived if you hadn’t been there. Sally Baker wouldn’t
be here.” It was easier to think of the living than the dead.

“Debra Kalevsky would be alive if it wasn’t
for me.”

These were the thoughts I’d been fighting.
What if we hadn’t gone into town? What if we’d stayed in the
fields? What if Ben had stayed in the fields? How many dead today?
How many dead over the centuries? How much blood clung to Ben’s
boots?

What could I say? There, there, it’s not
so bad. Of course it was. It was horrific. It’s not your
fault. Or was it? They would have died anyway. Someday.
Maybe they weren’t good people. Maybe they cheated and lied and
drank and beat each other. We would never know. Yesterday they
were mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, sons and daughters.
Now they’re corpses. Rotting, stinking, broken flesh, waiting to
return to the earth.

“I’ve never done that before,” Ben continued.
“I never help dig through the rubble. I don’t uncover bodies and
pull out survivors. I want to claim I have. I want you to think I
have been a hero through all this, but I haven’t. The consequences
of my travels were not relevant. I have a calling, an impulse, a
mission. I do not call down the wrath of heaven, it calls me. I go
where I am drawn. I am fed and nurtured by the sky and the earth.
My energy, my being, comes from them. I am a part of them.”

“And the clouds don’t care who they rain on,”
I said.

“No, they don’t.”

“What if—”

“You always have a question, Victoria. What
if it is not inevitable? What if we do have some say in the world?
What if I do?”

“Are they stupid questions?”

“No. They’re obvious questions. Obvious
questions that I have avoided. But I don’t have the answers. I’m
not used to so much confusion. My purpose in life has always seemed
clear. But now…”

I wished I could see his face, but his bent
silhouette in the doorway said enough. The questions were intrinsic
to his life, his world. I had helped give voice to them.

I slid off the bed and sat behind him and
encircled him in my arms. His body was hard and warm, still
suffused with the energy of the storm. I leaned my forehead on his
shoulder, and I felt him gradually relax, pressing against me. He
smelled of the good earth, of growing green life and fresh air and
sunshine. His fingers brushed my own and lingered, gently exploring
my hand.

“Tomorrow…” was all I could say.

“You need to return to your life. I
know.”

“This time… this past week, has been… Thanks
for letting me tag along. For trusting, sharing, teaching. For
adding to my life.”

“I’ve never wanted the world to be
different,” he said. “It’s always been easy to accept it exactly as
it is. It never even occurred to me to wonder if things could be
better.”

Oh, how I would miss him. I would miss the
open road, the prairie, the sky, hawks on fence posts, wheat
swaying in the wind, Kimat grinning, but Ben...

How could I let him go? I’d searched and
suffered to find him, to prove my fantasy was real. Now I knew.
Without a doubt. I accepted him and the facts. And I didn’t know
what to do with them. I wanted to keep walking, to hear more
stories, to learn more about how it all worked, this exchange, his
impulses. How was he protected? How could he survive? A part of me
wanted to bring him to the lab and devise a thousand tests.

I had found a man whose existence shattered
my conceptions of reality, and I was going to let him go. Maybe
because this was as much as I could take, for now. If my frame
shook any more, I might fall out and break. If a window to heaven
suddenly appears, maybe it’s enough just to know it’s there.
Looking through the glass might be too much. Too much for me.

My life seemed petty. Work, house, friends,
family. All mundane in the shadow of immortal natural power. But I
understood them. My heart yearned to continue the journey with Ben,
but my brain reminded me of the threads connecting me to the world,
and I was not ready to sever them. Not at this instant. I still
wasn’t even sure how to react to this man who channeled death and
destruction. I was afraid to go with him.

“I wish our paths didn’t go in separate
directions,” I said.

“But they do. Some things can’t be changed,
no matter how much we want them to. I must leave soon.”

“Tonight?”

He must have felt my sudden tension. “I can
wait until morning. But I feel the pull, strongly.”

Another storm. Another disaster, a life
filled with destruction.

He turned to face me, laying his fingers
gently on my cheek. I closed my eyes. “You should get some rest,”
he said and gently helped me to my feet.

In a moment I was sleeping, alone, and Ben
returned to the stars.

 

 

I expected nightmares. I expected to share a
restless night with the dead, with twisted limbs and grimacing
teeth. I was fully prepared to spend my unconscious moments walking
headless through mile after mile of broken bricks and shattered
windows. But I remember no images at all, only darkness. I was
trapped, perhaps in Sally’s potential coffin under the desk. The
isolation pressed in from every direction. I scratched and clawed
at the emptiness around me, but there was nothing to press against,
no way towards relief, no up or down. Emptiness.

 

 

I woke up well after sunrise, relieved to
discover Ben was still there. I desperately needed a shower. My
back ached, my hands were sore from scratching and digging through
piles of junk. I propped myself up on my elbows and groaned.

Ben turned towards me, concerned. “Are you
all right?”

“Just sore. I’ll recover.”

He was ready to go. His backpack lay at the
bottom of the stairs by the door. He wore his spare set of clothes,
faded blue jeans and army green shirt. His clothes from yesterday
were bloodstained and useless.

“You’re going to need new clothes.”

“I can get some in the next town. I’m walking
east. There will be more stores soon.”

He was untraceable. Once he left my sight,
there was no way to find him again, besides storm tracks and good
luck. I’d used up my quota of good luck.

With effort, I got to my feet. I wished
 I’d had a chance to make myself more presentable, to leave
him with a final image of me that didn’t feature tangled hair and
slept-in, muddy clothes.

“I wish…”

“Me, too.” His face was set, prepared for
this moment.

I found a pen on the desk and scribbled my
phone and address onto a slip of paper. “Please. Please don’t
forget me.”

“Impossible. You’ve changed me, Victoria. The
way I look at the world, the way I feel inside.”

“Will you write to me?”

“I will.”

Would I ever hear from him again? Probably
not. The thought was more painful than it should have been.

We stood there, uncomfortable, waiting for
the moment, to act or not to act. It was unrecognizable to either
of us.

“I should go,” he said, voice low,
controlled.

We wrapped our arms around each other and
held tight. I looked into his deep brown eyes, wise and innocent.
We kissed. And again. I forgot the simple act of breathing. We
separated and Ben looked confused, serious.

“I have to go,” he said. He backed away,
tripped over his backpack and fell. I couldn’t help laughing, and
he smiled. Kimat was on his feet already, bouncing, and he came
over and nuzzled my hand. He waited for me to join Ben, but he
realized this wasn’t to be and trotted off.

Ben walked over the grass, boots stained with
the morning dew, pack slung over his shoulder, his long legs
swinging into their powerful stride. He looked back at me and
waved, then ducked under a crab apple tree and turned down the
street.

The birds still sang. The trees were still
green, and the sky was still blue. But it all seemed dull and
hollow.

 

 


****

 



Chapter 10

 

“Well, look at you!” were the first words I
heard on my return to Oklahoma, followed by an ambush of brown and
white arms. My parents hugged me and patted me, making sure I was
still in one piece, reassuring themselves that their one and only
precious daughter had not vanished into the ether of the great
American highway. Our mother-father-daughter collective staggered
out of the way of the other passengers, and I submitted to
examination and inquisition. We weren’t about to move until they
were satisfied that I could travel without a wheelchair.

Sally Baker drove me all the way from Smith
Center back to my U-Haul. I had planned to hitchhike, but she and
Jed wouldn’t hear of it. Sally was eager for an excuse to get out
of town for a few hours, maybe so her mind and memories could
settle down a little.

I called my parents from Denver to tell them
I was all right. As soon as I told them I’d been in the hospital
and two tornadoes, I could hear my mom drag out the suitcases. My
dad had been itching for an excuse to fly the Canary anyway.
I knew they’d leave their place in Austin within the hour and beat
me to Norman by at least a day. They had the key to my house, so
they’d make themselves right at home.

“Look at that color. You’re two shades darker
than when you left. Let me see those cuts on your arm. No
infections?” My mother examined the healed wounds visible on my
arms and legs. I was thankful she didn’t demand I strip right there
in the airport.

I was happy to see them. I knew I’d worried
them and wished I could explain the reasons behind it all, how
important it was to me, but there were limits to what they would
understand. The worry still showed on their faces, despite their
joy at seeing me. They’d both dressed up for the occasion, my
mother in a silky African print dress, looking every inch the royal
matriarch. In appearance they were a mismatched pair—she with ebony
skin, styled hair, round body, short legs, not quite five feet
tall, while my father was a slender white stork with glasses.
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