
        
            [image: cover]
        

    





 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SHASTA DAKOTA

A Novel

By Pierre Trask

www.myspace.com/interstategeneration

©

2009


PART ONE:

The Departure

 


 


 


“Removing oneself voluntarily from one’s
habitual environment promotes self-understanding and contact with
those inner depths of being which elude one in the hurly-burly of
day to day life.” - Anthony Storr
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Diamond Lake, Oregon

 


 




There are good men in this world. There are
artists, and those whose art it is to be the critic of the artist.
I used to believe that I was an artist, a critic, and an overall
good man. It wasn’t until I met the bad man in my skin that
everything else in my life unraveled, not saying I gleaned much
from it at the time, but I was 26, free of deadlines, and had just
had sex with Dakota’s girlfriend, Emily. Trying to find my pants
while heedful not to throw an elbow in her face, my vision suddenly
seized, and I felt a wave of nausea scrub at my guts. I maneuvered
past her in the small nylon shell of the tent, lit a cigarette, and
climbed out to suck in an opposing lung of lake air.

The moon above wore a harvest frown.
Jaundiced clouds chalked the otherwise colorless sky. Gaining my
night-vision while still mindful of the knots in my stomach, I
shook my head glumly. Meanwhile, I could hear Emily in the tent,
splayed and still moaning along to the cigarette smoke she paroled
from her lips.

What have I done? Stupid fool.

In the tent only yards away from where I
dropped my cigarette to smolder, Dakota snored as peacefully as an
infant given a splash of rum to his milk.

My face was sallow. My penis, still
half-erect. The icy grass at my bare feet. An acrid breeze
tormenting the sweat at my chest. The jagged teeth of mountains
retreated into the horizon with the twining purples of a flowering
dawn. The breadth of the lake catching the flaxen moonlight in its
shrugging waters. An obsidian mirror to for sky that wanted nothing
to do with me.

Shivering in the pre-dawn gloaming and
suddenly inundated by something that made my whole body wrack, I
scampered back into the tent. From that moment, the artist was in
hibernation and the critic had shut his mouth. Terra
Incognita.

Have you ever looked back at a time in your
life and, try as you may, you can only recall the memories in black
and white? Much like a silent film. The calamity will spastically
reel behind your eyes, the motions of the circumstances play-out,
and like a stage performance, you step back from reckoning these
memories, cast a glance at your audience and disappear off-stage,
never to return to that venue of thought again. Is the subject
matter too painful? Is it too embarrassing? Or is this, “the bad
man,” that wines and dines the good, and the good man has finally
given up his affair?
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Dakota Hoss held Emily Watson’s hand as they
took to the balmy, summer streets of Ashland en route to Goodwill
thrift store. Dakota was sour for reasons Emily didn’t understand,
but it was too nice a day to be concerned with the likes of his
gripe. The ambiguity of a perfect summer day had presented itself
after a week of constant rain which magnified the sunshine within
her bleak, timorous spirit renewing in her the inner vastness that
only summer can. The sunrays fell on the ground at her feet and her
heart sang ebullient ballads in a language far removed. She was in
love with everything and everyone. Dakota’s bad mood only made her
want to show him what she saw, but she hadn’t the words or
complexity of mind to dispatch it verbally, so she said nothing,
but simply held his hand tighter as they walked.

When they approached the smudged glass doors
of the Goodwill, Marty, the retarded clerk with the big glasses and
blue vest was fumbling through his key ring to find the one that
fit the latch. It was 10 after 10 in the a.m., and Dakota,
short-fused as it was that day, sighed, as his innocent,
mocha-colored eyes were caught by the sun in the milk-chocolate
tint of his Ray-Bans. “I don’t want to be here, Em,” he
lamented.

“You never know what you’ll find, babe.”

Dakota shrugged, showing his defiance by
folded arms and sultry expressions. Marty, the blue vested
mongoloid, threw the doors open so hard, his glasses fell from his
face and spun around his neck on their lanyard. “Welcome to
Goodwill,” grunted Marty, following it up with his standard: “Hey,
don’t I know you? Maybe not. Sowwy.”

“You know, Dakota, I found some Coco Chanel
here once,” Emily said, releasing her hand from his and
scrutinizing her fingernails. “And my mom found a Louis Vuitton
folding suit-bag! Can you believe someone gave that away? A
suit-bag! That’s a whole lotta Louis!”

“Give it up for stupid people. This planet is
lousy with ‘em,” Dakota replied.

She laughed at him and disappeared down the
aisles leaving Dakota alone to his own devices. His mind was a
seemingly bottomless void of dread, fear and despondency. His
stomach was tight, and his battered hand throbbed under its gauzed
bandage. He didn’t answer anyone when they asked him how he was
doing, bemused by even his own existence, instead made his way over
to the furthest corner, the electronics department, where Marty
hummed out of tune as he stocked computer towers nearby. Dakota
stared at the new merchandise expecting his eyes to simply wander.
In life, you seem to find the best things when you aren’t
looking.

Now, it’s important to say that not many
Goodwill's rival the Ashland store. Being a town that caters to an
abounding college crowd, it isn’t your normal stock of broken 8mm
cameras and vintage crockery. There isn’t a plethora of geriatric
offerings from grandma’s hope-chest. No bulbous, gold-frilled
earrings, no chessboards missing the rook and three pawns, no
mock-fur and no broken big-wheels. The bourgeois taste of the
Ashland consumer won’t hear of it. In Ashland, they have money.
Albeit, the college kids have their parent’s money and the
grandiloquence to shape and shave the town center, comprised of one
major strip of hip clothing stores, coffee parlors,
avant-garde art galleries and a theatre that shows a fairly
good cross-section of foreign and independent films; all family
owned and operated. Ashland is a town of art school kids,
affectionately ‘art fags’ as known to the hip majority. The
“hip,” majority, otherwise known as hipsters, which is like the new
yuppie; bred of wealth with the fashion sense of an early twentieth
century ranch-hand. For the guys: tight jeans, messenger bag,
scruffy facial hair, plaid shirts and thick-rimmed glasses. Tight
jeans, buggy sunglasses, and lip piercings for the girls. They hate
children and worship indie music on vinyl. And like any other
trendy sub-culture that has preceded the hipster tribe, none will
come out and admit when asked that they are in fact, hipsters. An
inflated ego, constant hangovers and an affinity for the works of
Bukowski, Kerouac and Brassai are usually a pretty good sign.

Needless to say, the people that donate their
wardrobe and bric-a-brac to Ashland Goodwill are the same crowd
that come in religiously to buy. It might as well be a trading post
where no money is exchanged, just a bazaar of sorts, but it is fun
to spend money in Ashland, to pay twice, even three times what the
item is worth, has its bent appeal for the rich. Five dollars will
buy you a glorified ice cream cone called Gelato, and you can get
Guinness at The Black Sheep Pub for eight dollars a pint while
listening to a local, self-proclaimed banjo prodigy play
half-“arsed” folk ditties. The only ones in Ashland that give the
snotty hipsters a run for their money are the hippies.
Trust-afarians, as they are referred to by locals in-the-know, they
are neo-hippies who dress in rags by day, pseudo-afflicted by
destitution and forced to live a life of park squatting and pot
solicitation. More often than not, they were trust-fund brats who
drove BMW’s and went to the university. Lithia Park is where they
convene everyday like clockwork. They sell their pot and play their
didgeridoos and jimbes to the dismay of most tourists who flood
Ashland’s parks and streets by late May. These kids were loud and
boisterous, devoid of normal social boundaries, they are a grain
who constantly remind the hipsters that life can be fun and
unhindered, away from books and pontification. The hipster crowd
and the hippies never associate and coexist willy-nilly.

Since 2007, it has now become legal for girls
to wander the progressive streets of Ashland topless. It is more
awkward to visit Lithia Park now than ever before, unless you are
amiable to being solicited pot by a topless, hairy-pitted, fifty
year old woman with saddlebag breasts.

Thanks to the draw of The Oregon Shakespeare
Festival, the killer pharmaceuticals, the university, and the
mountainous scenery; tourism bustles, leaving the small town of
Ashland wealthy, yet confounded and bewildered come the beginning
of September as if a four-month hurricane had ravaged its streets.
Once fall hits, Ashland loses its refugee populous and it feels
more like home for the locals who prepare dolefully and brunt
summer like Minnesotans brunt their biting winters. All in all,
Ashland is good for what it is. A finite little town of artists and
pariahs, nestled into the warm, picturesque hug of the pine-heavy
Siskyous, like an incandescent brush stroke against the crooked
teeth of bearded hills that peter into a wide, yawning valley that
is virtually undeveloped save for the Interstate. The town was
chosen to be plastered into the sloping hillsides of densely wooded
Southern Oregon in homage to the dreams pioneers held fast when
they first set eyes on the Valley of the Rogue. Pristine views of
the blond, flaxen fields of the valley and the perfect rimed cone
of Mt. McLoughlin, if you can afford it, are bountiful in many of
the Friscoesque hillside neighborhoods. And the best part was, no
matter where you lived, you were always within a five minute trek
from a coffee shop.

There were many coffee houses in Ashland.
Chai seemed the official drink of the self-proclaimed genius.
Higher Grounds coffeehouse was this funky little jazz parlor where
the music was mellow, the coffee came with a square of house-made
fudge, and the ambiance was like that of a late 19th century
Chinese opium-den. Red tea-lanterns bobbled from the ceiling and
cabana fans kept their lazy whir year-round. The counter was always
teeming with barista girls, who were always edgy, yet pretty with
some minor idiosyncrasy that made patrons of the coffee shop choose
their favorite. They would come in only on days when so and so was
working, get their flirt on and drink their tea. Lonely laptoppers
took up the couches by the electric fireplace which made the
students grimace because the little round tables with their
barstools hardly had the room to spread out their homework and
books. Higher Grounds was the first coffee shop in Ashland and the
best, in the opinion of our circle. To us, Higher Grounds was a
clever, inodorous way to be idle.

Growing up in Southern Oregon, especially in
a town like Ashland, is like being raised in a giant snow globe,
only when this one is shaken, the glitter displaced and the water
roiled, one can easily be in a blizzard until the day they die.
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Dakota had lived in Southern Oregon almost
all his life. He was born in Texas, where his father, Chuck Hoss,
worked the flinty deserts outside of Waco in search of black gold.
His Italian father; a garrulous, dark-skinned, dark-eyed,
dark-hearted man was in a crew with seven other motley men whom he
had gone into business with out of college and together had erected
B&R Oil. The company was at best a futile, fruitless
enterprise. Collectively, their business loans were meager and they
bonded in their unique abilities to work quickly and cheaply, and
often times, irresponsibly. They had been shut down by the Gas and
Oil Commission five times in the matter of four years for safety
violations, and were reported to the Better Business Bureau twice
by temp agencies after not having the funds to pay the principal
for the workers they enlisted. Every time they were shut down, they
incurred a loss, but they kept reopening under a new name with a
new slant on how this time would be different, and all partners
shook hands and set off to their appointed task. Chuck’s task was
to see to the emplacement of oil-dereks in the Gulf of Mexico, as
well as scattered around pockets of the Texas desert. His, by far,
was the hardest task that carried the most liability because after
he had dropped the 300,000-dollar machine onto the earth and
piloted its drill into the brittle ground, it would nine times out
of 10, be a total loss. Water would rage from the earth, casting
its muddy spit across the windblown desert swale. As with many
Itallian men, an unbridled temper orbited Chuck’s nature, causing
an avalanche of self-worth at times like these, when failure met
self-ridicule. But he was also a man of little fronted emotion, and
tried, if only to save face with his family, to bottle his rage. At
times, Chuck would hold captive his sigh and tip up the bill of his
baseball cap squinting into the white-hot sun, cursing under his
breath until sobs befell him.

In a dour that circumnavigated most days,
Chuck would limber through the front door of their middle-class
house caked in dried mud from the bowels of the earth, skipping
dinner and going straight to the bedroom without seeing neither
Dakota nor Mary but for a glance and a nod.

Dakota’s Mother was a woman of providential
sensibility and a short fuse for Chuck’s money letting and
financial risk taking. At the time Dakota was eight, the family was
on supplemental government assistance and only a couple wrong moves
away from the Waco Soup Line. Talk of separation often crossed her
lips at the dinner table, when Chuck was present.

Dakota had a special relationship with his
mother. She was the cornerstone of his life being that his father
was always away. Breezing through dinners and going straight to bed
was Chuck’s modus operandi and he would often be up and gone by the
time Dakota woke for school. His father’s breakfast plate still
sitting at the head of the table when Dakota sat for his daily
cereal and toast. Saturdays and Sundays Chuck would be playing golf
with his associates or working extra hours, as a man does when he
enterprises a business venture he is trying to get off the ground,
but years had passed and it seemed his company would never leave
the tarmac. There was always a stifling abundance of work to be
done and when he wasn’t working, it seemed to Chuck Hoss that he
deserved to be pampered for his labor, a pampering he never
received at home, because Mary had her hands full with household
duties and Dakota’s home schooling. So their relationship suffered
the way a regiment with incompetent officers sustains casualties in
war. Love was stalemate between Chuck and Mary Hoss.

Since Dakota was home schooled, and as a
byproduct, he and his mother became closer than normal. Mary took
her duties on educating her son quite seriously, yet with
unconventionally. History and literature were important topics but
not as important as the subjects that caused the soul to boil, like
music and art. Dakota would sit with headphones on and listen to
Beethoven while guiding a paint brush over rutted canvas. Mary
instructed him little on the subject of his art, instead she pushed
him to amplify his technique to better express his spirit.

Dakota, however, had a dark streak, that
seemingly budded from origins unknown. One morning, after he had
eaten a breakfast of waffles, long after his father had left for
work, Dakota started a painting as was his routine. Mary had come
into kitchen from outside with her gardening hat still on and
peered over Dakota’s shoulder; Dakota, who was intently hunched
over a painting on the kitchen table. Mary’s heart fell into the
pit of her stomach when she beheld what lie before her under her
son’s gentle brushstrokes. Dakota was putting the finishing touches
with red acrylic for blood. A crude rendition of his father being
blown up by what looked to be the Eiffel Tower, which Dakota
explained to be an oil-derek. He had painted his father with half
of his face missing, blood everywhere, and his arms being chewed
into the machine. What was most shocking, what really made Mary’s
tanned complexion go jaundice was the contorted expression painted
on Chuck’s face. The realism of it. His mouth agape, his eyes
bloodshot and the snakes of crimson red streaming from his ears and
eyes. Mary wished at that moment she could escape her skin, it
crawled so badly. That she could hold Dakota and bury his face in
her bosom thus ridding him of his nastiness; hold him until his
tiny body filled with what components she had possibly failed to
give him. Instead, she ripped the picture from the table and
scolded Dakota until he burst into tears. It was at that moment
that Mary Hoss saw Chuck in her son, his hand capable of abominable
evil, and she never interacted with Dakota the same. Dakota loved
his mother with his entire heart, and couldn’t understand why she
destroyed what he was painting. It was funny to him. A picture of
his daddy being eaten by one of his big drilling machines.

After that morning at the kitchen table, art
was traded for music, which Dakota also took to with precocious
talent. Mary would sit with her son for hours and show him how to
strum basic chords on his late grandfather’s old, nylon string
guitar. It wasn’t long before little Dakota, with the big brown
eyes and high cheeks, surpassed his proud mother in skill and
dexterity with the instrument.

As a boy cuddles his teddy bear or has a
special blanket for comfort, Dakota cradled his guitar every night,
waking with a smile when he accidentally plucked one of the
strings. Something about the hallow twang of the E string
swallowing the silence of his dark room made him feel peaceful
inside, so he got into the habit of hitting the E with his thumb
until the rhythm became slower and slower, until finally, his eyes
would shut and sleep would find him a happy place amidst his
good-nature, and the cordiality of bright, pastel colors adorning
his dreamscapes.

On nights Chuck would call and say he’d be
late, Mary would sometimes wait outside Dakota’s bedroom door
listening for the last twang of the E to slow. When silence lasted
over a few minutes, she would open the door just a crack so not to
let too much light bleed in, and pray over him. Tears would fill
her eyes on some nights, the big beautiful love she felt for Dakota
was the only love she had. She’d never be able to spend love on her
husband, and in fact thought herself a bad person. Her adult life
was a distress, a failure, and as the years went on, it only became
worse and riddled with more subterfuge. Chuck wouldn’t come home
some nights and Mary had been having an affair with one of Dakota’s
in-home tutors. When things are suppressed like they were in the
Hoss household, like ramming too many cannonballs in a cannon, it
was inevitable the whole cannon would explode when fired, and
finally it did.
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One of Dakota’s last memories of his father,
was the night after he had came home from work with that abysmal
look the family was used to seeing. After being sent to his room
from the dinner table, Dakota was ordered to play his music at
full-blast. Wild-eyed Chuck said to Dakota vehemently, “Play your
Nirvana songs as loudly as you can and no matter what you hear,
stay in your room, ok buddy? I’ll be up to say goodnight to you
right quick.”

Before leaving the anteroom, he looked at his
mother’s jaundiced face which was wrought with anger. She was
pacing around the dinner table with her small fists clenched and a
scowl so turgid, Dakota did not recognize her. Dakota was by no
means a dullard child, (most kids of eight are not) but he was
perceptive and intuitive and without realizing it at the time,
trusted his instincts more than most kids of his age, so of course,
in the young boy’s mind, capitalizing on his father’s
purpose-driven tone and swollen eyes of rage, there was no way he
could resist going into his room to turn on his Nirvana tape, only
to return to the top of the stairs to listen vigilantly. Voyeurism
into the complex world of adults as some kind of preternatural
preparation for what is to come. What he heard and witnessed that
freakishly warm winter night would become an effigy to the man
Dakota Hoss was when I met him.

“So it’s a divorce you want, Mary?” cried
Chuck from the kitchen. “If that’s what you want, then bitch,
you’ll get it! You are a lousy, no-good housekeeper anyway and I’d
be surprised if our boy has any smarts on account of you bringing
him up. You stupid fool of a woman!”

The sound of a chair slid across the linoleum
floor was followed by Mary’s wails: “You can leave this house then,
Chuck! A smart man doesn’t gamble on his family’s future. I’d
rather you were a drunk or on drugs than a piss-poor businessman!
There are cures for such mania! But instead, you gamble us away!
And you still have the audacity to come to this table every night
and eat like you deserve the nourishment of these meals? These
meals that the state puts on our table? You should be ashamed,
Charles!” There was a brief pause, a silence that was so mute in
its static, a buzzing of malevolent energy could almost be heard.
Dakota gripped to the railing with eyes wild.

“Chuck, I’m sorry,” Mary lamented. “Pay no
mind to me, I’m just so worried about Dakota and I. I don’t think
we can...” She was abruptly cut off.

“Dakota and you? You goddam wench! I’m
not included anymore! See, see! I’m a lot smarter than you think!
Smarter than you by mule’s kick. Your words are your own grave, and
you will lie in them. You don’t love me! You slipped and just
plainly admitted it! You couldn’t give a rat’s ass about me,
Mary!”

Mary began to plead with Chuck but was cut
off again. His words buzzed like a chainsaw. Final words. The kind
of words a man speaks when he is destined to act, no matter if its
painting a masterpiece or preparing for murder. Dakota did not
understand this, but he felt it, and shuddered, a very adult chill
running up his spine. “I am leaving you then.” A brief pause. “I am
leaving you to raise that idiot boy of yours. You’ll raise him a
fool, a small-minded fool and I won’t stick around for that. You
are going to feel real bad, Mary, when I make my fortune, and guess
what!? I will never take you back. You can rot, for all I
care!”

With that, another chair was heard sliding
across the floor followed by the faintest of sobbing. The stairs
soon moaned under the weight of footsteps. Dakota was paralyzed
between two slats in the railing, and sat there in the shadows,
comatose. He saw the tip of his mothers head drift up from the
stairs, her shadow lengthening on the wall. She was sobbing
audibly, and Dakota sat watching her with his own to match, but he
dared not say a word to her.

He wasn’t a fool as his father had put it,
no, he was a lot more perceptive than he let on. Dakota could only
wonder what kind of madness his father owned downstairs, knowing
him to be a mild mannered, but somewhat irrational man, still he
could never have been prepared for what was about to happen before
his young eyes.

His mother’s soft gait up the carpeted stairs
was soon overtaken by a series of ascending thuds beginning from
the ground floor. No sooner did Mary turn around did Chuck have a
handful of her springy brown hair in his fist, wielding a devilish
look that mutated his face, a face of evil that would never be
bleached from Dakota’s memory. Chuck’s eyes were opaque and dark
minus the retinal haloes of red veins that swam in milky whites.
His teeth were grit and floating in the muddy darkness of the
staircase. His energy alone seemed to inundate Dakota.

Mary let out a yelp that was stifled by the
front of her face being driven into a glass picture frame hanging
from the wall. Glass crunched, rained to the carpet and coupled
with the swears Chuck hissed through a locked-jaw gargle. Kurt
Cobain’s rasp trolled from Dakota’s room and joined the cacophony,
the symphony of pain and violence that coalesced and hit the outro
when the last distorted note of ‘Breed’ died to a trickle and
Mary’s rag-doll figure fell down the stairs.

Chuck, standing hunched at the top of the
stairs, breathed convulsively, and in the near pitch-black, he
looked like The Maxx, a monster in Dakota’s favorite comic books.
Dakota was frozen with fright and didn’t make a movement that
wasn’t necessary, shivering involuntarily and whimpering through a
mouth of stringy saliva. His father ran a hand through his receding
hair and wheezed as if he was going to cry, but sucked in his gut
and dashed into the bedroom. Seconds later, he came out with Mary’s
purse, and spilling its contents only feet from Dakota’s frigid
squat, took her wallet and left down the staircase.

It wasn’t until Dakota heard the front door
slam and his father’s work truck rumble to life, did he make a
move. Since he was only in his socks, he was mindful of the
minefield of strewn glass and made his way to the banister. His
mother’s supple frame lie rent. She was moving asunder, as if she
had little control or knowledge of where her appendages were going.
Telling by the blood that collected within the fibers of Dakota’s
socks, she was hurt bad, and Dakota recalls the walk down the
staircase being the longest trek of his entire life, even held to
the trip into the Trinity Forest that he would take some 19 years
later. His mother lie before him upon the carpet, her face looked
as if she had went bezerk with her lipstick. Her hair stuck
together like stalactites and thick, blood-wet fibers lie across
her dim complexion like prison bars. Dakota fought his shiver long
enough to kneel beside her and take her hand. The pale light from a
lamp in the living room threw speckles of yellow all over Mary’s
wrecked body, and in a state of shock while holding his mother’s
hand, Dakota could hear was his Nirvana tape upstairs and he hummed
it in his mind. “Polly want a cracker? Maybe I should get off her
first. Think she wants some water. To put out the blowtorch.”

Dakota Hoss never saw his father again. A
year later, Dakota was nine and his mother’s collapsed lung needed
little supervision, so they moved to Talent, Oregon, a little town
just north of Ashland where family tended to their needs until Mary
found footing working at a bank as a teller.
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I don’t know if it is fair to say that Dakota
was at predisposition for a hard life, to be an infernal screw-up
and a dead-end punk, but when god-awful things happen at such a
tender, impressionable young age (seven is said to be the age of
reason) there are bound to be impairments. When I met Dakota Hoss,
he had already met Emily, and I had only gathered stories about
what a malevolent prick he was in his adolescence and moreover, his
tumultuous failures in his early twenties. Run-ins with the law,
buoying himself against drugs and repeatedly breaking his Mother’s
heart. But little Emily was his “halo,” as he referred to her far
too often. I can only take their word that Dakota was a no-good
jerk-off before I met him. As far as I could perceive, he was a
bang up guy with an acute dexterity for the guitar and sagacious
conversation, which is affectionately what I used him for.

I can see why Emily could be a heavenly
incarnation to Dakota Hoss. She was angelic in her features with
her high cheekbones and hard, Swedish box jaw. If it wasn’t for her
button nose, she’d have been the perfect female specimen. Not
saying her beauty wasn’t high class, just a little off-kilter from
a mass-market beauty akin to runway models or Soap stars. Fair
skin, translucent almost; hair the color of sunshine that when
treated with the right hair product, weighed less than air. Deep
blue eyes that stormed to a dark azure when she was upset. For the
longest time, Jade and I called her “Ice Storm,” because of her
circumspect blue eyes.

The best way to describe Emily,
unfortunately, was a ditzy blonde. She read a lot of books and
finished college, but as much as she showed her true colors, to
wander the rivers of her soul, one would barely get their ankles
wet. Those were the allegorical words of our friend Jade, the actor
and poet. I revered Emily Watson because her style was impeccable
and her body, perfect. She had tiny breasts, but it worked for her
slender frame. Her petite, coat hanger shoulders. She was a forlorn
little pixie endowed with the kind of style that made men want to
peel her open like a banana to see what’s inside. And not in a
criminal or nasty way either, just to remove that enigmatic cloud
that lingered around her, brought upon mostly by her paradoxical
shyness. When it came to a conversation though she would drift off
a topic she didn’t understand or like. Talk of style and vanity
would efface the conversation and once she began blathering, it was
hard not to be roped in, especially when Dakota was around and
making whatever topic she started on strangely fun and
engaging.

By the time we left for the wilderness, Emily
Watson was known around the scene as the girl who has the guy that
doesn’t deserve her. It wasn’t always like that however. When I met
Dakota, the crowd at the coffee-shop adored him because he was in a
very successful indie band that ran the gamut of rock stardom. He
was in a band affectionately coined, “Amish Rake Fight,” and they
worked their asses off, doing the Ashland bar circuit for three
years before they were signed to a small label in Medford. During
this time, Dakota had mellowed out considerably, marching into his
mid-twenties, and the music seemed to be an outlet for everything
he hadn’t come to terms with. A place to exfoliate and bury most of
his life’s losses and see the firmament for the fog. Emily was his
biggest fan too, standing on the sidelines of her own life to be
completely immersed in his, she was something of a godsend, an
angel that was sent to look after him, if only to bolster his
ego.

From there, Amish Rake Fight toured all of
Oregon and Northern California, opening for better known indie acts
like Interpol, Pedro the Lion and The Decemberists. Dakota, of
course, played a clean guitar with amazing skill and precision. To
watch Dakota onstage, even in a local dive bar where people were
more concerned with their pool game or getting laid than the band,
his performance was nothing short of professional and inspired.
Sweat would be spilling from his brow, his Black Flag T-shirt would
stick to his body and his face would emit the most agonized look a
face can make; every muscle contorted into binding sneer which
lassoed the audience into every second of their songs. Away from
the cigarette induced rasp he conversed with, strangely, he sang
like a bird when put to the microphone to provide backups. He was
the band’s presence, alone, it was he who commanded the audience’s
attention. The lead singer had a great voice, nasally but intense,
but it was tall Dakota that gave their act flesh and
tangibility.

Emily met Dakota while he was having one of
his highlights on stage. Jettisoning his soul into his guitar and
wailing backup vocals during a show at the Medford Armory, and
what’s more to say? The rest is history. Young girls, forevermore,
will gravitate to the rock-star over any other man in a profession,
especially if they are tortured and apathetic people. Some people
are like 500 dollar cars. Broken so badly that they are kept around
for sentimental purposes, when long ago they should have been towed
to the scrap yard. A good handful of those clunkers of men are
broken in ways that only a team of neurosurgeons might have a
chance at fixing. Some just need a constant tune up and a push
start. Emily thought the latter of Dakota. Her approach was of one
going in to fix a broken light-bulb, striving to restore
functionality to it, to usher in the light if only it wasn’t so
dark she couldn’t find the broken bulb to begin with.

Emily would take Dakota by the hand after the
show and kiss him madly, despite his sweat and body odor, vowing to
him after each recoil for breath that he would best her entire life
if only it meant bringing veracity to his. It was apparent to
Dakota, although he never said it, that she had read one too many
Danielle Steel novels and was plainly repeating prosaic lines, but
he thought she was pretty and useful, so he said nothing.



While on a large-legged tour with The
Decemberists, Emily drove religiously up and down the West Coast
and attended every performance, just to show her patronage. It
meant much to Dakota, who plainly had girls up the yin-yang
champing at the bit for one night in the back of the van with him,
which Emily wasn’t blind to, but he appreciated her devotion.
Something he now, in his adult years unknowingly quested for
through a riddled existence. The devotion and simplicity of Emily,
not to mention her organic beauty, made Dakota fall in the only way
Dakota could fall, which was something like in love. In truth,
Dakota Hoss was a puzzle missing its vital pieces and needed to
quell the reverberation of upheaval in his life rather than take a
girlfriend to solve his Rubik’s Cube of pain, but Emily seemed to
fit the bill there too.

Dakota and Emily began spending every waking
minute together because that was Emily’s style. She was a clinger
and deeply needed Dakota as much as he needed her. Dakota was a
loose cannon, untamed, and a man of little fronted emotion, like
his father. A few things piqued his interest and he would drone on
about them with expostulation, even at the loss of others’ respect
and good humor, but most, those of intellect, liked him for his
forthright veracity and easy cunningness. Dakota eventually became
so comfortable with Emily that she became his tinderbox, his
wishing well, that he dumped into every tiny secret he had clung to
so tightly for years. He needed someone for that. He eventually
cried on her, fully aware at that ground-shaking moment, that he
crossed a Rubicon of sorts. He had remembered and told Emily things
that he hadn’t been able to even tell his beloved mother about the
night his father left them. To this vulnerable notion, there was
also the flip-side in Dakota’s thought process. “The more you tell
people about yourself the higher the risk they become,” Dakota
thought secretly. So, unsure what to do next, he asked Emily to
marry him.

He was on stage at the end of a show and it
was without a ring and Emily, disconcerted and a bit shocked,
responded by shaking her head, merely out of childhood principles.
It wasn’t necessarily Dakota, for she loved him dearly, it was that
she had always imagined being proposed to with a ring on a
white-sand beach; the ring in a clamshell or something of a more
sentient, romantic variety, but seeing his hopes dashed and his
face flush in such fawning against the beady eyes and deafening
silence of auditorium, she quickly threw her head back and
screamed, “Yes! Dakota, I love you!” And an applause immediately
exploded like a thousand claps of thunder. His eyes filled with joy
as he turned to the drummer; who turned to the bassist who took up
his instrument again with the lead singer stepping off the small
stage to let Dakota before the mic. The last song was of course
dedicated to Emily. It was called, “My Halo.” A song Dakota had
written for the occasion, and that the band had spent many nights
that bled into gloaming pre-dawns practicing militantly for that
very moment. She crawled inside of herself at that very important
moment in her young, unhindered life and screamed.

As fortune had it, they did not marry due to
a catastrophe that happened to befall Dakota. He had come off tour
a month after popping the question with his spirits brushing elbows
with the firmament of Heaven. “A new album, we were signed again!
Hoo!” He thought with superfluous contentment. Then came the
unforeseen. A month later, his whole life was once again, on the
skids merging with a kind of fear he had only experienced once
before when he was very young.

When Dakota told me the news about his record
deal, I folded my arms and smiled graciously at him. “Life never
gets too perfect, have you noticed? Goddamn!”

“Don’t call it God, Nathan,” Dakota
interjected. “No, it is me and all me. Showing once and for all
what a man with a big heart and love in his life can move
mountains! Fuck the mustard seed, my man. A dude has to only have
faith in himself.”



 


* * *

 


 


It was a morning like any other when a
flushed Dakota approached Jade and I, sitting at Higher Grounds
Coffee Shop having our morning chat and Chai. Jade Newberg and I
did the drink ritual everyday. It was our religion, our ritual, and
through it we found our philosophies and answers to life’s most
endearing questions. Who am I kidding, we were just plain wayward,
vain and pretentious, but we liked it that way.

Noticing his bulky white bandaged hand upon
his sulky approach, I said something like, “What happened? Did you
punch Stay Puft?” I laughed but he didn’t. Instead he narrowed his
bushy eyebrows over his oily brown eyes. I stared and smiled
awkwardly. Jade knew Dakota was hovering over us, but he didn’t
look away from his magazine to acknowledge him. It wasn’t that he
didn’t like Dakota, that was just Jade. In life, as on stage, he
was Jade, the actor and a complete work of fiction.

Dakota didn’t say anything at first, but
released his eyebrows from their arrow and relaxed his face.
“Nathan,” he said. “I need to borrow 7,000 dollars.”

I broke into a boiling laughter but Dakota’s
brackish expression did not change. His shoulders dropped and his
left eye twitched. “I’m in big trouble,” he said, excoriated.

Jade lowered his magazine and looked up at
Dakota banefully. “Emily comes from wealth and beauty, ask her,” he
said in his signature lisp.

“She doesn’t know I need it,” Dakota
lamented.

“Go ahead,” I sighed. “Spill it.”

“I can’t tell you. I just need it.”

Tall, smart Jade took the reins: “Order a
coffee and sit down you lox. You are making me nervous.”

“No!” Dakota spouted, “Please don’t make
jokes! I need seven grand! My life depends on it. Em-Emily’s life
depends on it!”

This had been one of the more serious moods I
had ever seen Dakota in, and I folded my arms in awkward reproach.
“I don’t have seven thousand dollars. I mean, I work for the paper
doing obituaries, I get paid a tad over minimum wage. I ain’t got
it.” Which was kind of the truth.

Jade’s eyes dropped back to his magazine. “If
you don’t tell me why you need it,” Jade said slowly and without
much concern. “Then I won’t tell you if I got it.”

Dakota had walked in with a bleached
complexion and it only became more drawn and abysmal as the minutes
tore by. Dakota rubbed his stubbly chin. “I can’t tell you. It’s
way bad! You just have to take my word on it. I can pay you back
once I get on tour again.”

“What happened to your hand?” I asked again,
with avoidance.

His voice dropped an octave and sped up like
a cassette on fast forward. “Fuck it all, I can probably never play
guitar again! I’m so fucked.”

Jade looked at me, then at Dakota, and said
nothing. But I knew what he was thinking. “So, how do you propose
to pay anyone back if you can’t play the guitar again?” I was only
curious, but it sent Dakota into a stricken panic and he went
barreling out the door leaving the barista girls frozen in motion
and watching him curse and flail down the sidewalk.

I looked up at Jade who was wearing a
discernable frown and shaking his head. “It’s always a crisis with
him, I swear!” Jade stretched like a feline with his arms back and
a yawn falling from his mouth. “Last week, he wanted me to tell
Emily she needs to lose weight. Now the boy needs a small fortune.
Maybe he’s planning on getting her a gastric-bypass.” Jade made
himself laugh heartily while I sipped on my Chai and nodded. “Yep,”
I said to pacify him, then the worry crept out. “But Emily isn’t
fat, at all. If she lost any more weight, she wouldn’t exist.” I
rubbed the bridge of my nose and took a sip of tea. “I hope he’s
okay. What do you think he was wigging out about?”

Jade just smirked and shrugged. A classic
Jadeism. Jade was my best friend, hands down. Albeit, we were the
odd couple and the point of much gossip because he was gay and I
was straight which of course meant, I was probably gay too and not
admitting it. I had known him all my life. He, like I, was a
gallant protagonist in the war against humdrum normalcy. We’d sit
at the coffee shop day-in and day-out; nervous days, cranky days,
lascivious days. We’d come in, wrack our brains, and leave each day
concluded about nothing other than our studious affirmation that
all was wrong in debunk in the Ashland scene; amongst the kids and
the stationary hipster fashions. We’d shred meticulously through
articles with great narcissism, proclaiming ourselves inchoate and
untouched by it all, when in reality, our conversations were
nothing more than a plank walk into a turgid sea of hipster sharks,
where we were devoured daily by our own voluptuousness and
pomposity. We had enough opinionated firepower and disdain for pop
culture to pollute a small ocean, albeit, we were just as much
tangled in the seaweed of it all. Ashland was our condemned, and we
reigned as her jury. It wasn’t healthy, and I saw my role in the
vanity of it all, but then there would be days where we’d set our
Chais atop road maps and plan our great escape, which usually
involved a car that neither of us owned and money that neither of
us had. We’d sit sullenly reassuring one another that next year, I
would quit the newspaper and he would quit school and we would
tackle life head on. To New York! It was always New York, there was
never anywhere else. Jade for his histrionic love of the stage; me
for my writing, it would be the perfect place for two adroit cynics
like us. But until we could realize our dream of grandiloquence in
the Big Apple, we had to collect ourselves in Ashland first. I
mean, Ashland wasn’t so bad (We’d needed to convince ourselves of
this weekly). It was a vain existence but still an existence.
Meager yet flavorfully ornate in a sick-sad, miss-your-innocence
sort of way.

When I say Jade was gay, do not think of him
as your prototypical flamboyant homosexual. He had shades of
queerness that marched about his person, but taken as a whole, Jade
was the strongest, most mentally-endowed man I knew. And our
stories were so similar. Both of our fathers had cut out on us at a
tender young age and both of our mothers are complete angels.
Actually, my father died on me, or might as well have. He was a
workaholic and killed his marriage and himself by being such. I had
no opinion or bested emotion at the time other than knowing he was
somewhere in Arizona, living his lies with the woman he left my
mother for. Jade’s father might as well of been dead; he was of no
use to anybody.

Coming up in the kind of home that Jade had
to endure was like playing a fervent game of Russian Roulette. His
father was middle-class drunkard and a homophobe, so, naturally,
when Jade burst the bubble and came out to his parents, his father
about had a coronary and sat silently staring at the wallpaper
behind Jade’s head. Jade was 17 when he came out to his father and
it was me whom he practiced on during lunch hour at our high
school. I’d play his rotten father, the tempest, and he would play
himself. As much as I changed up his father’s hypothetical reaction
to Jade’s escape from “the dirty secret,” it didn’t cast so much as
a shadow to how it actually turned out when Jade moistened his
throat to form the words he would deliver to his dad at the dinner
table that night. I waited by the phone for him to call me.

“He just sat there!” Jade laughed, over the
phone. “I can’t believe it! I think he’s still in there, sitting at
the dining room table, staring at the ducks on the wallpaper!
He-he.” His voice lost its momentum and suddenly, by his own design
said: “I have to go Nathan, I’ll see you tomorrow,” and hung up. It
would be 10 years before he ever spoke of it again.



Jade was rough around the edges, quick witted
and smartly dressed. It was his forte to always look sharp and neat
and he pulled it off with big-city colors. He was big on blue jeans
and white T-shirts, a look that would make anyone else appear
homely and unkempt, but not Jade. Short brown hair, shaved at the
sides, sporting a touch of pomade. A bit edgy, but never too blah.
He had one of those perfect Hollywood noses too, that doesn’t
drench his entire face, but came to a perfect point, giving him the
look of royalty. In the looks catagory, genetics were kind. In the
dating category, he was a perfect failure mostly because the male
pocket of gay guys in Ashland (who were confessed gay) were
intimidated of him, not to mention a bit trumped by his brash and
rude comments to them. It wasn’t so much that he was strong, but he
acted strong, which is sometimes just as important. Most of the
homos were sensitive, calculating, remote in their thinking. And
conniving, like high school girls. Jade was well assembled and an
actor, and the only thing not a fad about him was his
sexuality.

He was absolutely in love with this pea-coat
of his, which was actually a gift from his father on his 18th
birthday and he wore it everywhere. He adored the might of dark
blue. It was my job to tag along with him every Saturday when he’d
take it to the Mexicans to get it dry cleaned. My reward was a Thai
food lunch, paid for, always planned to be covered for by Jade, but
often times, I paid. No matter, Jade’s company was golden,
comfortable, and we could really be ourselves, which in the
world of friends, is priceless.

Most people have an amalgam of friends for
every season of their person. One or two are your good drinking
buddies that you can meet minds with only if under the influence of
the right intoxicant. Whittled down to a finer science, there are
those you can tolerate while drinking beer, wherein if you were
drinking vodka, it was a whole different story. Two White Russians
and they are petulant to behold; tequila, they are blabbering
nuisances and you want to knock their lights out. But beer, you can
laugh and high five the night away, and somehow its just
alright.

There is also the friend that tries too hard
to be your friend. So you let him, and you trade books back and
forth. He is too much like you, and you often run out of things to
talk about, so you resort to a simple, unified trade and barter
system. Books, CDs, commentary on each once procured and read
through, then its off to whatever you were doing, or not doing. It
is just as important that you leave their company before
conversation loses momentum. Everyone must have a friend like
this.

Then there are branch friends. For instance,
Dakota and Emily. They are more of a package-deal than enumerated
friends. Maybe if Jade and I had known them before they were
together, it may have been different. But still, as branch friends,
they are almost as good as best friends, but not quite. Basically a
branch friend is one whose best friend gets along with their best
friend and while in the creature company of one another, they can
all be best friends.

We had acquired the friendship of Dakota Hoss
and Emily Watson through the university. By then, Dakota was on the
verge of dropping out and was touring and making good money, living
out his reverie as a rock-star, which sustained him fruitfully
until the morning he came into the coffee shop with his bandaged
hand imploring us for money. Before that, we hadn’t rested eyes on
him nor Emily for three months and we figured that Dakota was
probably just on tour, because it was normal for them to be gone
for stints of a couple months or more. We thought nothing of it. If
only we had known that Dakota had been in town all three months
nursing and watching his mother die of a consumptive cough, we
wouldn’t have been so smug or jocose with him. Be it as it may, if
we had known his mother was dying from abuses incurred by her
estranged husband over 20 years ago, we probably would have helped
Dakota track Chuck down and beat him within in inch of his life. We
were all very close with Mary Hoss-Meloy, best filet mignon and
potato dinners in Ashland (which I‘d wonder at times around her
dinner table if this was the only reason I was friends with her
son). Dakota hadn’t spoke with us at the time during mother’s
passing, and his mother died with only her son in her stuffy
bedroom with the curtains drawn. Directly afterwards, Dakota sat
stationary for an hour next to the bed, smoking cigarettes and
having one of the brightest and darkest moments of his life.

The next time we saw him, which was only
three days after the coffee shop incident, he was happier than I
had ever seen him and intent on showing us something that he
exclaimed with a red-checkered face from running, “...will change
all of our lives!”
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What Dakota Hoss had in his good hand was a
jewel case containing a burned CD. We stood outside of Higher
Grounds Coffee with cigarettes between our fingers under a cloud
punched Oregon sky. The day prior had been a tease of sunshine, but
the black clouds were back as if they had to intensify their
efforts for the past day’s no-show. The city sidewalk was starting
to get freckled with rain. I pulled my hood over my rumpled black
hair while Jade stared Emily up and down. “What’s he all in a
thither about?” Jade asked, as if a frantic Dakota wasn’t standing
right beside him.

She wore a kaleidoscope smile to match her
rainbow colored tunic. “I got this rainbow army jacket at Goodwill
yesterday,” Emily glowed. “Do you like it?”

“It’s extremely loud,” Jade huffed. “Yes
dear, you look...daring. Something only one in 10,000 people can
pull off, but you do it well. Bravo.”

Dakota chimed in. “Let me talk
goddamnit!”

“Really,” I said. “What happened to your hand
there?”

“It’s not important,” he said, slipping the
jewel case into his denim coat. “Come with me. We can’t talk about
this here.”

Jade and I looked at one another and picked
up gait, following Dakota’s crazy long brown hair down the sidewalk
into Lithia Park. By the time our feet left concrete and fell into
a trot within the park grass, the lathering rain was making static
of the air. It began raining so hard that the hippies were packing
up their bongos and didgeridoos and running past us for cover under
the coffee shop awning. They were a blur of tie-dye and trailed a
patchouli scent that the four of us walked through following
Dakota’s wild steps. It was a violent, indomitable rain. The kind
of rain you can hear falling, the grass undulated under the large
droplets with their intermittent compressions also detected
audibly.

Before we could take refuge under the
concrete awning of the empty outdoor amphitheater, we were soaked
from traversing a quarter mile of Lithia Park. Given all that time
to think about what Dakota was so excited about (we had never seen
him in such hysterics), Jade and I were more curious of his
taciturn than anything else. He had been silent until we reached
the amphitheater, where he swung around like a gypsy dancer and
pulled the CD back out of his dripping denim. Before handing it to
us, he ran to every corner and snag of the crescent stage to make
sure no one else was around. Jade turned to me with a smile. “He’s
finally gone mad.”

“Just wait!” Emily said cheerily. She stood
next to us watching Dakota bounce all over the stage. He
disappeared behind the sound-booth for a second and finally popped
back up behind us to the startle of Jade who let out a squeal of
terror. Dakota laughed for a second then winced at the pain it
transferred to his hand.

He had his tongue out, speared towards his
nose, and his giant eyes wandered the landscapes of our faces
convulsively. Frowning and briefly realizing defeat, he turned to
Emily who smiled chummily.

“Christ!” Jade resounded. “Just tell us
already! It’s Saturday and I need to go drop off my pea-coat and go
to the library.”

“Nope,” Dakota shook his head violently.
“You’re not going to the library and you’re not going to drop off
your coat anywhere but the back seat of my car.”

“Stop being cryptic,” I scolded. “Tell us why
you are having a manic epsiode, because as it stands right now, I
am seconds from taking you to the mental ward.”

Dakota wiped the speckled jewel case of rain
drops and waved it like a flash card for us to read.

“Shasta, Dakota, it says,” he informed
us.

“Shasta,” was scrawled in black Sharpie but
Dakota had written his name on the CD and in a tizzy, incorporated
the two words in speech.

Jade’s sardonic glance shifted to Emily’s
then fell back onto the CD case.

Dakota started blathering like a fool. For
the first minute, none of it made sense, and it was like trying to
understand someone reading Mad Libs. Something about a cabana, and
something about a Henry Ford, and tidbits of forest and monopoly
maybe?

“Slow down, Dakota!” Emily giggled with
folded arms. “Start at the beginning!”

“Okay!” Dakota said, inflating his chest with
an oversized breath. “Em and I were at Goodwill yesterday, bright
and early, and we stumbled upon one helluva find! Let me start
over...shut up, Nathan! Let me start over. We walked into Goodwill,
okay wait...did I tell you my mother died last month?...I’m sorry,
I thought I told you guys? I’ve been pretty torn up, did some
stupid shit out of woe that almost killed Emily and I, but I won’t
go into that. Drugs and shit. Anyways, yesterday Em and I were at
Goodwill partaking in some shopping therapy because I hadn’t left
the house for two weeks. She drug me down the sidewalk, she
literally had to! Anyways, we were the first in and I wasn’t
feeling good so I let Emily raid the clothing racks while I hung
out by the electronics. Mind you, I have never gone to the
electronics side of the store before, it was a fluke. A complete
and utter fluke! Anyways, anyways, I was looking at shit on
display, you know, looking but not really looking. Just gazing,
when I saw this computer tower for fifteen bucks! My first inkling
was that it was a piece of shit and didn’t work, why else would
they sell it for fifteen dollars, right? Wrong. I bought it just to
buy it because it was cheap, so I brought it home and plugged it
into my monitor and lo and behold, the fucker fired right up and
went right to the Windows screen! I sat and watched it for a couple
minutes waiting for something kooky to happen, like to see if it
was gong to shut off or become possessed by a virus, but it didn’t.
Anyway, anyway, I call Em in and I’m like, ‘it works’ and she
shrugs like she doesn’t care. I love you babe. Anyways, Em says,
‘You should check the files and see if anyone’s left any love
letters or secrets on there.’ I said, ‘You can do it, I’m going to
go toke up’ so I left her at it. So I’m sitting in our room feeling
like shit about my mom, I mean, I watched her die right in front of
me only a few weeks prior, so I hit the pipe and lay down and fall
asleep. I don’t know how long I was sleeping. How long was I
sleeping?...Yeah, like an hour, when I’m awoken by Em and she says
she has something for me to look at. I tell her to ‘fuck off’...I’m
sorry baby...but I did, and she forgave me of course. Anyway,
anyway, she finally rouses me, I’m still high, but I go to the
computer after I can’t coax it out of her what she found, so with
tired eyes I read what’s before me on that glowing screen and it’s
a Word file. Better than that, it is someone’s memoir!

“I read on, and it’s pretty long, like 50
pages single spaced and I’m up until three in the morning smoking
cigarettes and reading this long fucker. It’s really creepy, first
of all. Second of all, it’s all true. I reread it this morning
before I burned it onto a CD and I can’t find one flaw in it, or
the map.”

“The map?” Jade asked liturgically.

Dakota had begun to breathe heavily. He had
been talking so fast he was forgetting to balance his exhales with
inhales, so he caught up and continued: “A map to the cabin.” There
was a pause, a lofty silence that no one did anything to contribute
to. “The story is of a man, some rich, crazy guy from California
named Henry Cordell who leaves his life of luxury to commune with
nature, kind of like Thoreau, or Walden, or whatever. I think
you’ve all read that in high school right? Anyways, anyways, he
took all his money and hiked into the woods because his whole
fucking family died on him. I’ll go into that later if you want,
but the gist is, he hikes into the woods with all his money and
some tools and a rifle and builds a cabin to get away from
civilization. He buries his money on some hill called “Ribbon
Ridge,” and goes on living out there in the woods alone for like
five years. Finally he gets sick, like deathly ill and hikes back
out, collapses at the trailhead, and is found by hikers. He is
barely alive, all sucked up, and he is taken to the hospital in
Redding, I think. Somehow the bastard ends up living in Ashland,
somehow, some way. It’s not important. He describes Lithia Park
perfectly and his plans of readjusting to normal life and not being
a wild man anymore, so he rents an apartment off Main and writes
his memoirs.”

There was another pause that made the
slashing rain audible to all. Jade pursed his lips and spat. “So.
You found a lonely old man’s memoir. Now what? Are you going to try
and bargain it off for seven thousand dollars to Oprah so she can
exploit the poor man, or what?”

Dakota grit his teeth, feeling the anguish of
being misunderstood and recoiled with a hiss. “No,” he said slowly.
“I...um...we are going to go find the cabin and get that money he
buried.”

I was intently listening, to a fault. I saw
the cabin all at once and fell into the scene. I was bitten with
goosebumps and shivering from unknown colds. Emily couldn’t take
her eyes nor her smile away from Dakota’s eccentric face.

“That’s funny,” Jade laughed, “This is almost
as good as your lunatic rant about the seven thousand dollars the
other day. Did he tell you about that Em? He didn’t! Whoa, buddy
boy! You got some explainin ta do ta Loosie!”

“Listen to me, I’m not finished,” Dakota said
with stern conviction that made his glasses fog and his arms go
stiff. “What I am telling you, is that according to the memoir,
Henry has left all that money, upwards of two million dollars, on
that fucking hill by his cabin. The dude was suffering from
hallucinations and night terrors here in Ashland, and I doubt he’s
gone back for it. By the sounds of it, he doesn’t even want it. Now
listen to this part carefully, because this is where you come in.
Both of you. All I plan on taking is 100 large, okay? I am not a
greedy man, I just need to take care of some bad blood I have with
someone that could cost us our life, Em and I, and get my hand
fixed. And I have the map, it’s a written map and its very precise.
What’s leftover, after Em takes her share, you guys can split
between you and do whatever you want. I don’t want just Em and I to
go alone out there because I’ve never been hiking before and I know
you know a little about the woods Nathan....you say, ‘Not much’ but
think about the payoff. I have the gear, I’ll buy the food and the
gas and just think! We can’t get lost, I have a GPS unit. We’ll
walk out of those woods rich men! Em and I can be paid off and safe
and you two can go to New York and live out your dreams, like
you‘ve talked about since I met you.”

“What woods are you talking about?” I
inquired.

“Trinity National Forest. By Dunsmuir and Mt.
Shasta. It’s pretty rough terrain by the sounds of it, but I’m also
inviting Tony because he said he has some outdoors know-how. Oh
yeah, we have to cut him in, but that’s no problem.”

I sneered. “Do you mean Tony Torgeson? He is
such a douche!”

“He’s alright,” Jade said with a nod to
Dakota. “I like Tony.”

“You just want to fuck him Jade, you always
have.” I retorted.

“Nah,” Jade said, avoiding eye contact. “Why
do you hate him so much, Nathan? He’s always really nice to
you.”

“He’s the scum of the earth! Man, that guy is
the antichrist! Remember last year when we went to that shitty frat
party, the one where you passed out on the pool table? Tony was
there and Mona swears he tried to rape her.”

Dakota shook his head and folded his arms,
looking on at us with disappointment. The affable expressions on
both our faces made it so his voice was more awkward and he felt
desperate just for our attention. He was a rock-star not a
diplomat. Dakota feel his ears start to burn with anger, so he lit
a cigarette and walked out into the rain. I watched him with the
utmost curiosity, but moreover, I was genuinely interested in the
story of the old recluse. I asked for the CD so I could read it. We
followed him into the rain just as a clap of thunder roiled the
sky.

“I mean, you don’t expect me and Jade to
decide right now, do you?”

“It’s now or never,” Dakota said
impatiently.

“I’m not saying yes or no,” I said gingerly,
setting my scuttled hatred for Tony adrift. “I mean, I have some
PTO I can use, and I’ve been meaning to take a vacation, but it
is May. It rains a lot in May and the trails are going to be
hellacious with mud.”

I hung my head and stared at my Converse,
feeling my socks getting wet, then looked out over the park at its
thinning drape of rain. The downpour making phantoms of the willows
with their umbrellas of black vine. My view was then seized by
Ashland, its copious vanity and its dead-end impunities, right now,
more than ever with the curtain of rain blurring its existence, I
felt my mind starting to search for excuses. A sigh filled my lungs
then danced from my nostrils slowly. How I wished and yearned to
get out of this pretentious little microcosm. This diminutive world
so erred and entrenched by people who have known me forever and
fetter me constantly with their just knowing me for so long.

Jade’s mind dabbled in such thoughts as well,
but like me, he had to sift through Dakota’s drivel and make sense
of it for himself, and that meant sitting and reading this, ‘Shasta
Dakota’ memoir that seemingly fell from the sky and into Dakota’s
life.

“Let us read it tonight and get back to you,”
I finally said to Dakota.

He knew he had nowhere to go
conversationally, nothing to argue with, so he nodded. “That’s
fine, but if all’s hunky dory, then we leave tomorrow. I trust that
you’ll get into it and see its validity, especially you, Nate. You
are a writer and I’m sure you’d like to just see the cabin for
inspiration, you know?”

“Now don’t try to sell me on it, Dakota.
Patronizing people will get you nowhere. I’ll form my own
deductions and get back to you.” I noticed he was shivering and
something was ailing his mind. He didn’t look the same. His heart
was missing and his words were empty all of a sudden. Sitting there
on the cold concrete stage of that amphitheater, I noticed
something in my friend that was horribly amiss and it made me
shudder with goosebumps again. His mouth was perfectly straight as
if his lips were bound. Tendrils of smoke danced from his nostrils
into the rain.

Both his parents were gone now and he was
left to figure out his own truths. And whatever was adding to this
inundation, this fear for his life that flooded over him, it was
only dampening his already ragged and worn heart. Some people’s
faces are road maps complete with details to get from point A to
point B in their thoughts. Others tell the story of their entire
life in one tangled expression. Dakota’s was the latter. I told
myself at that moment, as a friend, I would go with him regardless
if I thought the story was a sham. Worse case scenario (which is
never quite accurate) we wouldn’t find the cabin nor the money, but
have an awesome hike and camping trip. Maybe grow closer as friends
and come out of our trip owning something greater than what we had
walked in with. Nature is rumored for such iconoclast. A healing
serum for a whole universe of ailments and downers, the daily
grind, the shallow contrived conversations that efface day-to-day
life, so says the great transcendentalists of the day. Emerson,
Thoreau, even Boris Pasternak, all of which I adored in the private
of my heart. Their asceticism and return to Nature and simplicity.
This was my excuse, and I knew it. It really only took me seconds
to enumerate my grievances. The mundane boredom of routine that I
had lived with for 27 years without ceasing. The worn-out faces of
the coffee shop, the newspaper and the formula-writing my degree
was being wasted on. Familiarity can become your coffin if you’re
not careful. What inspiration might come if we did find this cabin!
Oh, how I would write! It would give me the push to breathe for
myself again! And to live in New York City on top of it.

I pictured myself dressed smartly and
waltzing into all the major literary agencies with a Formica-bound
manuscript, polished and edited, to drop on the desks in person. To
hobnob and live the life I told myself I deserved more than
anything. Payment for existing at the lap of the status quo for
quite too long. I had paid my dues. I had graduated college with a
bachelor’s in journalism and, for two years, had been sitting
behind a rutted, decrepit little Ikea desk writing obituary
columns. No way to live, indeed! Not for a man of my caliber. And
Jade, beautiful Jade. He would expire soon like a dusty can of
beans sitting in the back of America’s cupboard. Already a bit too
old for Broadway prime, but not too late to make a splash! His
auditions for parts in Rent and Hedwig in the past
have been scored by bouts of interest, but little on his part to
actually make the move to a city like Portland, where the shelf
life of an actor is a short fuse and obscure to the theater
community at large, so he had always been less than enthusiastic. I
could convince him, I was sure of this. I knew his heart better
than my own.

I took the jewel case from Dakota and placed
it in my messenger bag next to my dog-eared copy of Ginsberg’s
Howl and winked at him. Funny, never once did I question at
the possible atonement, and what rotten colors our odyssey sailed
under. If I hadn’t been dope-sick after peaking on such an
Emersonian high at the time, why, I’d have seen us as nothing but a
bunch of common thieves.
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Emily and Dakota lived together in a modest
little one-bedroom apartment two blocks from Lithia Auto Mall on
the south side of Ashland. They lived with one roommate, a band
member by the name of Jeff Landers, whose seven-piece Pearl
drum-set and kit swallowed up nearly the entire living room. He was
home and sleeping on the futon in the living room and had left his
pot pipe and a Ziploc bag of Ashland homegrown on the kitchen
table. When Dakota and Emily got home that evening, the whole
apartment reeked of dirty socks and pizza. The pizza was cooked
from frozen and half eaten. The oven was still set to 450, which
emitted ribbons of smoke, seconds away from alerting the fire
detector. Jeff snored like a rusty chainsaw and wore only his
jeans.

Dakota grumbled something to himself as he
began pulling his big, aluminum framed backpack from the closet
shelf. Emily followed suit, glancing at Dakota who looked perturbed
at the fact that he, Emily and Tony, might be going alone.

They had only just bought their packs after
meeting with us at Lithia Park, and had yet to pluck all the sales
tags from their slick nylon surfaces. The packs were large with
little apple green pockets all over and cords to tie on sleeping
bags and tents poles. Emily’s pack was a blush red and Dakota’s was
an opal black, but both were of the same brand and carried the same
number and placement of pockets. Truly, these were magnificent
backpacks that Emily had gone five hundred dollars more in credit
card debt to procure, but she didn’t worry quite yet, and why would
she? Dakota said there was no reason to, and she believed him.

Emily Watson was not like other girls. She
was beautiful like other girls, ornamented with Swedish good looks
and a sleek, aerodynamic figure; thin and almost emaciated looking,
like a ballerina on the music box. She was vegan by choice, while
Dakota kept his carnivorous ways. When she cooked, she would make
two separate dishes, and this was nearly everyday. She was sweet
and giving of herself, but in the same breath, easily molded like
Silly Putty rolled across the funnies. She picked up whatever image
she was rubbed with at the time. Most of the time it happened to be
Dakota’s image. The only autonomy she kept was her love for healthy
eating, which Dakota used to castigate her for, leaning on the
ethics of eating animals. This was near the beginning of their
relationship when much was strategically left unsaid.

“You see...” Dakota said one morning, after
stepping out of the shower and finding Emily eating pita and hummus
for breakfast. “You eat like a rabbit, you begin to act like a
rabbit. You eat like lion, you become one. Me, I am a lion. King
over all I see.”



Emily smiled, put down her pita, and walked
to Dakota draping herself all over his wet chest, likewise wetting
her blouse, but she didn’t care. Dakota was sexy, lean and his
unbowed arms were carved after Atlases muscular physique. His big,
sad brown eyes, his glasses and his long tendrils of brown hair
made him the perfect man, as far as physical attributes go. Their
lips met in a series of pecks, and while kissing, Emily’s mouth
spoke before she knew what she was saying: “I love you so
much.”

Dakota shivered and his skin crawled with
goosebumps. This was before he had asked her to marry him. This was
three weeks into their relationship. Dakota was taken aback by the
forwardness of her come-on and stricken by some kind of
preternatural urge, the likes of which he had never felt. His
loneliness was magnified at that instant. No one had ever told him
that they loved him before, not even his proud mother, but Dakota
had always attributed love to something that needn’t be said, but
felt, and relayed by actions. But in the same whirlwind of thought
that crashed against the jetties of his heart, he knew there was no
way Emily could possibly love him yet for they knew so little of
each other at that juncture. It was puppy love, in Dakota‘s
eyes.

Dakota sat next to Emily on the bed, still in
his towel, and said, “Don’t say that yet.” And that was that. Emily
went back to her hummus, and Dakota went to drying off and getting
ready for band practice.

 


Emily’s mind was turgid with thoughts of love
the night they packed. Unhinged by thoughts of a bright and rich
future with Dakota, she never felt so close to him. Feeling true
and pure love comes at a price, however, especially when there are
gnawed pillars of guilt holding up the roof that love had once
erected. Her heart began to quicken its pace, and her eyelids
became moist when she closed her eyes, thinking of the “big
mistake.”

It was difficult for Emily and I to act
normal around one another after that camping trip at the lake, and
it took time for us to pretend like nothing had happened. The
nervous straw twirling at the coffee house went away in a week, the
eye contact came back after a month, and after a summers distance
from the incident, we could act naturally around one another as if
nothing had ever happened. Albeit, it was harder on her than me
because I was single at the time and she had Dakota, who she had
been with for two years. Our affair weighed heavily on Emily’s
mind, for this very reason and also, she loved Dakota deeply,
permanently, irresponsibly. And Dakota loved her, as much as Dakota
could love another human being. Emily couldn’t tell Dakota, and for
all that was at stake, I refrained from telling my best friend
Jade. Instead, I buried my face in Russian literature and refocused
my attention to philosophy and chastity, and had been doing well up
until our trip into the Trinity Forest.



Her gaze settled on Dakota as he drew his
hunting rifle from a corner in the closet. It was in a big
polyester bag, which he unzipped, and removed the rag that was
raveled around its stalk. The rifle was an old Russian model. A
Mosin Nagant, .30 caliber, which Dakota had bought before he had
met Emily, and she, up until that moment, never knew he had it. Her
eyes were wild with concern and fear.

“A few years ago I thought I’d take up
hunting,” Dakota said softly, staring at the deep-veined wood that
gripped the barrel.

“I don’t like guns,” Emily said folding her
arms. “I hate guns. I can‘t believe you never told me you had that
thing...I mean...”

“You ever fired one?” Dakota asked running
the oily rag down the rifle’s smooth grain. The room smelled of
bananas, old wood and stale oil.

“No,” said Emily vehemently. “And I don’t
plan on it.”

“It’s a real kick in the pants!” Dakota
laughed nervously, attempting to lighten the mood. “You trust me
don’t you?”

Emily groaned and closed her eyes. The room
had grown heavy and cold with a gross fear that stung Emily’s pale
skin since he had brought the rifle out of its casing. “I guess...I
mean, yes, of course.” She felt it was hard to breathe all of a
sudden.

Emily grew up in an ultra-liberal household.
Her father was a bleeding heart, a reformed hippie, and an
ex-convict who prided himself on a man’s worthiness being defined
by the scars he had to show from living a tumultuous life. Prison
had made him rough around the edges, the acid and social roiling of
the ‘60s had made his heart wise and prolific and the
indoctrination of Dharma had constructed a love-based, almost
Messiah approach to dealing with the meanness of the world. Love
them all, and do unto others, as you’d have them do unto you. He
was big on love, the truth and free will, which he believed
ennobled a man and he could be great by simply admonishing his
selfish life and adhering these three principles alone. I found
myself regarding her father as much, if not more, than she did over
the years. He was wise, and he had lived. And because of every
fight, stabbing, drug, and new leaf turned over only to be another
failure worse than the last, he fast-tracked his accruing of wisdom
quickly with the stinging bite of sulfur like that of a struck
match. Conversations with him were nothing less than humbling.

Emily’s step-mother was also a hippie of
sorts. She was an obese woman with sagged features who always wore
Birkenstocks and spent her days toiling in the herb garden behind
their rundown little house in Ashland. Amidst the impressive sprigs
of basil and thyme she would tend to, she also grew pot and sold it
from her kitchen window, in the irreverent tradition that mothers
who set pies on the window sill to cool. People would have to walk
through a funky painted gazebo in her front yard before approaching
the red, dilapidated clapboard house to buy their pot from her
window. She even had a door buzzer installed by the window in case
she was taking a nap or had Jethro Tull too loud.

Both her father and stepmother were
pro-abortion and anti-guns, which Emily adopted as her own
doctrines and ethics early on. But it was her real mother whom
Emily had the biggest influence from and likewise gave Emily that
snotty, persnickety upper hand in socialites.

Her mother owned Chateau Mona Lisa, a spendy,
upscale restaurant on the main drag. The love of the Mediterranean
flowed through her veins, and if she wasn’t in Italy shopping
recipes and wines, or in Paris at one of the many art galleries,
she was at her restaurant being the biggest pain in the ass to the
chefs and wait staff. She would speak in French when she wanted to
curse someone out, just to harvest a look of befuddlement from
their faces. Her reward was a nice, prim, pat on the back for being
well traveled and smart. “Il ya beaucoup plus sur moi que vous
ne savez pas de!”

Emily loved her mother dearly, and through
her example, Emily saw what a real woman should be like. Aesthetics
didn’t matter one iota when life’s goal was to make money and live,
“la belle vie.” Nature and RV’ing came later in life, in the
throes of retirement, if at all. It didn’t really matter because
being affluent and successful in a day-and-age where, “it is easy
to make money and for a woman to be an independent success.”
Carolyn, Emily’s mother, was a top notch, cutthroat, do-it-yourself
entrepreneur with an affinity for fashion and fine cuisine whose
life budded when she divested the old (Emily’s father) and welcomed
in the new. Carolyn took out the garbage and got busy making life
good for Carolyn.

The byproduct of growing up between two
greatly contrasting households was little Emily, a well-rounded
girl with a flare for nature, free love and a chiseled perspective
on a woman’s importance and solidified place amongst men. Her
shyness seemed to have no rhyme or reason. No genetics to supercede
such a trait. That was one thing Emily owned for herself, and
bothered more than she ever let on.

Carolyn hated Dakota, stating he was a:
“Philandering machismo prick.” But Emily’s stepmother and father
thought he was great because he was a musician and took it
seriously.

“Why didn’t you ever get with that Nathan
boy?” Carolyn would ask Emily from time to time. “He seems so
clever and stable. Didn’t you say he had a bachelors degree in
journalism? Writers are wonderful people. The hope of the
future.”

Money was devilishly important to Emily. She
always wanted something she didn’t have. Never had I met someone
who wanted so much and could always tell you what it was, and in
explicit detail. Her wardrobe at home was superfluous and brimmed
from every drawer and inch of closet space. Her sofa and ottomans
had to be bought at the Ikea in Portland. Ashley Furniture in
Medford just wouldn’t do because the model they had (which was the
same sofa and ottoman set) must be defective or warped at some
corner, or the leather cheaply produced, because it was on sale for
so cheap.

Emily was never a bitch about it though. She
had better tactics and knew Dakota would succumb to them easier
than if she pouted or sulked around the apartment. She got her way
by lavishing Dakota with sweet words, hot meals and neck and wrist
massages after his shows. She would literally pile kindness on him
until he felt there was nothing he could do to ever reciprocate,
for he was too busy most of the time. So, if she mentioned
something like, “A cute sofa I saw in an Ikea catalogue,” Dakota
would make sure the trip was made and feel all the better doing
so.



 


 


* * *

 


 


After the bare necessities were piled into
their packs, they sat on the bed together waiting for our phone
call. Emily had packed four pairs of jeans and five shirts she
didn’t mind getting, “all nasty and smelly.” Socks and granola bars
resided in the side pockets. And crammed into the very bottom of
her pack, was a rather large zebra-striped makeup bag. Dakota
laughed when he saw her attempting to cram it in alongside her
clothes bundles, and intermittently corrected her on proper folding
techniques to maximize space in her pack. He insisted he wouldn’t
let her carry very much in, but to leave enough room for the oodles
of money, and that made Emily shine with joy. Emily agreed, that
she wouldn’t mind at all carrying 10 pounds of tender, “100 miles,
if I have to!”

Emily’s smile shone like a newly waxed car
and her eyes reflected the crazy calm in Dakota’s smile. “I can’t
help but feel a little bad,” Emily said sheepishly. “I mean, this
poor man might come back for his money someday and it will be gone.
And he will have hiked all the way out there only to be
disappointed. Technically we are stealing from him.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about that,”
Dakota said reassuringly. “He didn’t own the land. The money is on
a State Park land, so ‘technically’ we are stealing from
Smoky The Bear, if anyone. Don’t worry babe, it’s not worth it.
Plus, the guy sounded really stand-up. I mean, if he knew our
predicament, I‘m sure he would give us a skim off the top.
Pillanropy...or, Philantropy....or whatever.”

There was a silence that resulted in both of
them staring back down at the phone, as if it emitted a phantom
ring. Dakota bit the inside of his lip mindfully. “I tell you
what,” he said suddenly. “We’ll leave some of that money up there
incase he comes back.”

Emily shook her head. “No,” she grabbed her
ponytail nervously. “No, we should take it all. Yes, never mind.
Take it.”

“Whoa, darling!” Dakota laughed with
amusement. “You went from Jekyll to Hyde in 2.2! Crisis of
conscience, eh?”

Emily folded her arms again with discomfort
as if Dakota had brought out the rifle again. “I’m not a bad
person,” she resounded.

“I know you’re not, babe.”

“I mean, he is an idiot for leaving all that
money out there.” At this point in Emily’s mind, there was no way
she would believe that the money wasn’t 110 percent out there.

“The man was brokenhearted!” cried Dakota.
“His son died and he didn’t want anything to do with society! The
poor bastard didn’t even care about money anymore!”

“What if he lives out there again? What if
when we find the cabin, he is living in there and tries to kill us
because he is crazy and spends too much time alone? We’d be so far
out that no one would hear us scream.”

Dakota laughed lovingly. “Your mind is
sailing into unnecessary waters. Besides, why do you think I’m
taking a rifle?”

For the first time, Emily felt a bit pleased
that in fact, they would be armed, which meant a remote variety of
safety. Now that her thoughts had bought a one-way ticket to the
realm of hypothetical scenarios, she understood a bit more about
the intuitive need for a gun. I mean, bears and cougars and crazy
people live in the woods! Yes, a gun might indeed come in handy.
Besides, what did her father and step-mother know, self-righteous
hippies! Love can’t save you from the silvery flash of bear claws,
or the crazed eyes of a mutant redneck living in the woods. Indeed,
a gun is a fine idea.

Her thoughts had finally settled and she felt
her eyelids become heavy. She rested her head on Dakota’s lap and
was imbibing a papery-thin sleep, while Dakota threw a bouncy-ball
against the wall.

Then the phone rang.

 


 




* * *

 


 


My shoebox apartment sat above the Varsity
Theatre overlooking Main Street. Affectionately, the bar drag. So
naturally the streets were choked by the frantic cacophony of
bar-goers and college drunkards, or “bar-tards,” as I referred to
them. I could smell the cigarette smoke rising from the street
below and closed my window so that the blue smoke would not pollute
my own. It was my space and I liked it to be just that. The smell
of a strangers cigarette smoke had no place next to my own. I was
very finicky about my living space. It was the only part of my
life, at the time, I was completely in control of.

After powering on my laptop, I lit a
cigarette and spun around a few times in my computer chair. I had
promised my landlord that I wouldn’t smoke inside, but I had done
it daily, hourly even. I don’t know a writer who has time to take
away from his thought process to feed his nicotine habit outdoors,
likewise, I do not know a writer that does not take time for a
cigarette. Catch 22.

I returned to the window while my computer
booted. There were people out in droves. It was late May and school
was grinding to an end, so there was an even denser crowd of people
than normal because it meant finals were coming. Which, in
retrospect meant it was time to get disgustingly drunk just to
forget such stifling expectations and formalities of the college
kid and feel like a raw human again. I understood it, but by no
means did I want to be a part of it that night. I was very
complacent in the solitude of my small apartment being a voyeur to
it all. Plus, Jade was due over at any minute and I was dying to
read the memoir.

Earlier in the evening, I had brought out my
old hiking boots my mother had bought me as a birthday gift some
years back. They had been worn once during a rafting trip then put
back in their box to collect dust in my closet. Recalling them,
they weren’t very comfortable, but they were all I had. Looking up
from my boots, my mind spun with thoughts of the next day and all
that it entailed. I hadn’t put much stock in the money, I mean, to
me, it was rather insignificant in the scheme of my indulgences
regarding the trip. I was an experience junkie. I wanted the
stripped-down experience. To challenge myself, if only once in my
life, with something so brutish and real, it resembles surreal. How
routine life collects rust. How the daily grind only dulls you and
resembles more of a guillotine every day.

I stared down at a town obsessed with
obsession. My feet just itched to leave Ashland, if only for a
week-long camping trip. It would stand to be the longest time I had
been out of my hometown for years.

Before Jade even reckoned on going, I had
called the Senior Editor at the Ashland Bugle and told him that I
would be taking my paid time off for a week. I had three weeks of
it saved up, like a kid saves his pennies to buy a pack of baseball
cards, I had hoarded it for two years and now I was going to
masticate the stale gum and flip feverishly through the cards
looking for a valuable rookie. I had earned this trip, whatever its
meaning was.

My mind was reeling, even before I read Henry
Cordell’s memoir. I set the empty bottle of beer next to the
cluster of dishes in my sink and stole another from the fridge
before I sat down at my computer. It was nearly eight o’clock and
the noises from the street persisted to blanket my apartment and I
listened to clips of conversation until dubbed over and washed out
by a more boisterous conversation. Usually a prolonged, “Wooo!”
caught my attention and I returned to the window to see if I
recognized the wooer. At that time, it just so happened that I did.
It was Cassidy Minx, a girl from my sophomore English class who now
worked as a bartender. She strode with a guy on her arm whom I also
knew. It was that bastard Tony Torgeson. I remember shaking my head
and muttering out loud, “Cassidy, I had the utmost respect for you
until tonight. You foolish girl, you.” Tony, in his frayed-brim cap
turned sideways threw his head back and laughed at what I guessed
was something shallow and contrived. The guy who had made him woo
and laugh was clad in an Abercrombie water polo shirt, popped
collar and jeans that led down to bare feet in flip flops. I used
to gage people like this and write them off, and how justified I
felt! These were the guys who made being friends with a guy like
Jade a living hell. Especially in high school. During the crucible
of public education, Jade was the only friend I had, and for a
while, I contributed little to the friendship by weighing its
importance next to my friendship with fictional characters in
books, like Holden Caulfield and Dean Moriarty. I took refuge and
solitude in my books most of the time, until one day I realized
that I was teetering ever close to being destitute of any friends
whatsoever. And that is the worst form of solitude. A solitude you
do not choose for yourself.

I guess it’s only fair that I explain my
gripe in regards to Tony. I didn’t hate Tony Torgeson because he
was a simpleton, although at times, the old me did find a comfort
zone in such judgments of others. I hated Tony because he was the
embodiment of the three primary things I loathed irrefutably about
this life. For one, I loathed those who would use and abuse others
for personal gain. Tony was notorious for using people; girls for
sex, friends for social status, and if you had nothing to offer him
at the time, he just wouldn’t hang around you. He worshiped Dakota
because Dakota was in a dynamic band whose commercial success was
starting to swell with a sizeable following. Tony saw the band as
an opportunity to get in at the ground level and crony it up. He
sized up their talent, and moved into their good graces rent free
and kicked his feet up on their trust, then made it a point to
invite them to all the parties he was attending, which in turn,
gave him a repertoire at these parties, being known as the guy who
was friends with the “hip band” and he had lots of sex because of
it, sometimes leaning on a girl all night and waiting until she was
too drunk to get herself home. It almost sounds like jealousy on my
part, but I can assure you it was not. There was nothing suave,
romantic or debonair about Tony, and his intentions resembled a
corpse whose rank decay you can smell for miles if you were
keen.

Twice had I seen Tony use my best friend Jade
for all that he was worth. The reason Jade didn’t have a car is
because Tony borrowed and totaled it after getting drunk at a
wedding in Cave Junction and taking a curve at 70 miles per hour.
The car’s front axle snapped like a toothpick and the car flopped
on its side like a harpooned whale; skidded, and finally nested in
a million metal scraps after pounding into a tree. Didn’t even
offer to pay Jade a dime for it. And Jade, when he has a crush on
someone, he’s as credulous as a newborn. Putty. The man is done
for. You could drive a semi through his living room and he would
salute it as it barreled on by. Some say that’s the way of love,
and if that was the case, I hoped to God I never found it. You
don’t fall in love, you fall for love. That was my
opinion.

After the car incident at school the next
day, I jerked Jade by the crook of his arm and spun him around to
face me. “What the fuck is wrong with you, man? Tony? You’re
smarter than that! He totaled your car and he’s not paying you for
it?” His eyes drifted over my shoulder, which isn’t hard because he
is quite a bit taller than me, and finished admiring Tony’s rear
end as he walked away to class.

“You sicken me sometimes!” I told Jade, who
was being a total space cadet.

The second time Tony burned Jade was around
Christmas of 2008. Tony had dropped clues on Jade’s lap that in
fact, he may be gay and likewise interested in a relationship. But
there was a giant “If” that seemed to linger in the pastel
stratosphere before careening into the spectrum of knowledge. Tony
requested that Jade meet him at the Varsity Theater one blustery
winter evening and see an old Jean Luc Godard film. Alone. At the
end of the night, Jade came home drunk and smiling tautly (At the
time, we were roommates). “He’s a flamer, I knew it!” Jade laughed.
At the time, I had only a mild hatred of Tony to work with, so I
put down my book and listened attentively. Jade leaned with his
back against the front door watching the ceiling fan and reeling
from some kind of adolescent joy. His eyes caught a sparkle from
the overhead halogens.

“What?” I inquired, “Did you make out with
him?”

Jade took a minute in answering, “No, not
quite.”

“Go on, lover boy, spill it!” I said,
watching the shadows from the fan blades stir at him.

“Check it out, Nathan, you are never going to
believe it.” He paused and swallowed, his large Adams apple buoyed
in his neck. “He told me he is thinking we should spend more time
together. Said, ‘Jade, this summer I want you to come up to Grants
Pass with me and meet my family. I want you to raft the river with
me and spend all day in the sun together, rafting and hiking and
getting to know each other more, because it feels like I hardly
know you, and we’ve been friends for five years,’ Jade’s eyes
glistened as if they were at that second hit with lightning.

“Um,” I said, feeling that there was more.
“So, what now?”

“So, we’re going rafting this summer! I
loaned him six hundred dollars and he is going to go tomorrow and
sign up with Rogue Wilderness Rafting.” Jade’s eyes drifted from
his view of the stucco ceiling and rested on the hot coals of my
retinas.

“What?” Jade started. “He said he’d pay me
back in a month!” Jade could tell by the weight in which my lips
were pursed that he was going to be offended by what I said to him
next. “You are a fucking dumb fag! I can’t believe you gave Tony
Torgeson six hundred dollars. You realize you are never going to
see that money again, right?”

“No...” he said shaking his head in
disbelief. “You are just hating on the boy again because your
jealous. Yeah, I said it! Someone actually likes me and you are
jealous because I may not be around to keep you company because I
am dating someone! That’s it, isn’t it?”

I rose from the couch and threw my book at
the wall, “No, you fool! I am not jealous. I am trying to be a good
friend. One of us has to think straight!” I took a deep breath. I
was so livid I could feel my blood bubbling through my veins.
“Listen, Jade,” I said calmly. “Think about Tony for just a second.
Step outside of your romanticisms and into reality for just a split
second, alright? Tony Torgeson fucks a new girl every week, eh?
It’s been that way since high school, and it’s that way now in
college (we were both juniors at the time). Do you seriously think
that Tony, after years of professional female fucking, after
showing his blatant if not veracious heterosexuality, all of a
sudden wants to start putting dicks in his mouth? Eh?”

Jade Newberg never got his six hundred
dollars back and they never went rafting that summer. Instead, I
took Jade just to make him feel better, and likewise, see what the
river-rat culture was like. To see what all the fuss was about, why
people travel from every nook and cranny of the country to raft the
Wild and Scenic Rogue River. It wasn’t quite Jade’s cup of tea,
come to find out. Too many mosquitoes and not enough “people”
things going on. Waiting for the next big rapids had no allure
other than: “Here comes another unnecessary risk. Brace
yourself.”

 


I could only watch Tony and Cassidy for a
minute or two before I felt repulsed to the point of wishing I had
a sniper rifle and could pick them both off from my second-story
window. Bad thoughts. Bad joo-joo. Come away from the window now.
Besides, you’ll have all the time in the world to hold hands and
skip with Tony during the trip to the cabin tomorrow.

I sat back at my computer and wracked my
brain thinking of ways to talk Dakota into cutting Tony from the
roster. I am not very good at being calculating or facetious which
made it hard for me to plot against someone. Every story I devised
had no real rhyme or reason why Tony’s presence on the trip would
be of dire consequences, so I begrudgingly holstered my smoking
thoughts and continued to drink my beer and wait for Jade.

It was a quarter to ten when he came
barreling in the door like Cosmo Kramer. Something had him
agitated. He had his sunglasses on despite nightfall, and wore an
old-time clown frown.

“God, I can’t wait to get out of this
wretched city!” he cried, collapsing onto my sofa. It was apparent
by the redness of his cheeks that he had been crying. The
sunglasses were just to disguise his bloodshot eyes. His raven hair
was wild. He sat there for a minute wringing his hands and finally
slammed his left fist on the arm rest.

“Give it up, Jade, what happened?”

“Well, they cut my throat. They finally cut
my throat goddamnit!” Jade wailed dramatically.

“What happened, Jade?”

“Oh, fuck, I can’t tell you! You don’t even
know, shit! I have no one!”

“Calm down. You can tell me anything.”

“Not this!” he cried.

“Try me,” I said folding my arms. “I can’t
see anything ruining our lifelong friendship, unless perhaps you
just got back from going all Raskolnikov on my mother.”

He looked at me with reticence, more at the
obscure literary reference, then shook his head dolefully, “I
shouldn’t have come here.”

“Man, you’re really frightening me, Jade, I
gotta tell you. Just come out with it.”

Jade wrung his hands again then asked if I
had another beer, so I promptly traveled to the fridge. I handed
him a cigarette with the sweating beer bottle and he cast the
cigarette away and drank the beer down voraciously. Foam collected
in the corners of his mouth like a rabid dog.

“Alright,” Jade said in sulk. “I’ll tell you.
It’s a secret. A dirty, dirty, unmentionable, fucked-off
secret, but I trust you with it, I guess. Oh well, right?
Well here it is...” He paused letting the last of the beer burn the
back of his throat. He held his finger up as if he were going to
speak, then sailed away to find the cigarette he had thrown near my
area-rug. He rebounded and anxiously paced the room looking for a
lighter. I handed him mine. The slim flame kissed the tip of his
cigarette. He hissed the silvery smoke from a slit in his lips. He
was collecting himself. Meanwhile, I sat in my computer chair
terrified of what he had to say. In all the years I knew Jade he
had never acted like this. In retrospect, he was an actor, and even
when he was down and out, he always at least acted like
everything was nominal. This Jade was a hand grenade who’d lost his
pin somewhere between the walk here and his first beer.

“I just got out of jail, Nate,” he said, not
making eye contact. “I was arrested and fingerprinted then
released.”

I nodded, letting a trapped breath pile into
the smoky air of my stale apartment. What a relief, I thought at
first, he was just badly rattled because he had been picked up for
buying pot or something. I nodded, leaning in with arms akimbo, and
listened further.

The next words he had to speak were
incendiary and were hard for him to say without his eyes welling
with tears. This was the point in the conversation that I remember
time stopping, Einstein’s theory of relativity took hold. I was in
the dentist’s chair and time was not moving.

“Nathan,” Jade said softly and timidly. “I
was picked up for prostitution.”

If time was standing still before, it was
retrograde now. My body lost its function of involuntary breathing
and the color washed from both of our faces. ‘Breathe in, breathe
out,’ I told myself. Jade’s face looked horribly emaciated and I
noticed his gruff stubble and sinewy forehead for the first time in
my life. His human qualities nearest the bone had bubbled to the
surface and I netted them for the first time. Was this the man that
I was hanging out with earlier this afternoon? He knew me by name
but I didn’t recognize his face. It was thinner, skin pallid, and
his almond-shaped eyes were irises of weakness and loss. I was the
epitome of a Hallmark “Get Well” card, a struggling sentiment for
an incurable illness. I could only do my best. For an hour I held
him while he cried, his chest heaving and his thick saliva fighting
through tensioned throat muscles.

I was stricken by my friend’s news. The time
would come for questions like, ‘Are you going to do any time in
jail?’ ‘How long have you been doing this?’ or, more importantly,
‘Why?’ Money was the obvious answer, which made me think of Tony
and hate him even more, with a wrath of a man whose brother had
been dashed at war by a tyrannical blood-letter. Wrangled and
humiliated before finally given the mercy of the bullet. I chewed
my bottom lip the entire hour I held him, but said nothing. Alone
with my hate, as one is when hating another human being, I grit my
teeth and stared off into empty spaces.

Jade cast off his slough, shucked himself
clean of his tumultuous, emotional rime. There was nothing he could
do about it but wait for the passing of time to remove him from
this guilt and sorrow. I could only help by telling him my secret
about Emily, which did little to dissuade the anguish. But it made
him smile a little.

“You rotten scoundrel,” he croaked from
battered vocal chords. Resting his head on my shoulder, I suggested
he have another beer, but I felt him shake his head. I offered him
some food, but my shoulder jiggled again.

“Let’s read through this memoir, shall we?” I
said retaking my throne at the computer.

“This is a sick world, Nathan. Such a rotten
world,” Jade said remotely, from his heart.

“Yes, indeed. I’d say we could use a change
of scenery, don’t you? And a mountain of money might not hurt
either, eh? New York, sir! Yes, fuck this town.”

“Didn’t you wonder where I was getting money
all year, I mean, since I lost my job at the bowling alley?” Jade
quizzed.

“It didn’t really cross my mind, no. But I’m
impervious to cycles and patterns, you know me. Anyways, let’s get
down to business, Ok?”

“I’m not going.”

I figured it was something he thought he
should say, so I didn’t respond at first. He was still beside
himself and I knew it would take time for him to achieve full
clarity, so I simply told him that, especially now, given the
night’s ripe predicament, not to shoot out the lights just yet.
That the money could just very well be the beginning of the
revolution in our lives. The amalgamation of bad, tedious, plebian
shit finally petering out into one, very big, very brilliant stroke
of luck and good fortune. He listened with eyes still fogged with
sticky tears.

Right before we started reading the memoir,
sitting beside me on the floor Indian style with a cigarette, he
said hotly, “Nathan. If you are going, I’ll go.”

Our mouths fell slack and our eyes reckoned
the Word document emblazon before us.
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What waves of joy I feel now, although my
body is sick and I have been birthed back onto the slab of concrete
and convenience, what joy! I write this journal now with a new
lease on life, and I hope that the hallucinations ushered in by the
medication taper off a bit or I will not be able to correctly
recall things as they actually happened. I may begin blabbering
about pink elephants and circus chimps living out in the woods with
me. Ah, the air in Ashland is not flavorful enough, and I find it
hard to sleep at night. The sounds of the faintest voices rising
from the street jar me from a deep sleep and even the streetlamps
are hard to look at without a headache forthcoming. I am used to
sleeping on my back, staring at the crudely chopped slabs of roof
and smelling the mildewed air carried in the pre-dawn gloaming. I
have gone so far as to furnish this apartment here with a couple
old tree stumps that omit an odor just to help me sleep. There is
no breath of pine stinging my nose, nor waylay of animals trying to
attack my food supply. If only these dreams would stop, but I fear
they won’t until I see my beautiful cabin again.

My lawyer was kind enough to comply to my odd
requests and took it upon himself to bring the pine stumps along
with the mail that accumulated during my absence. I have yet to
look it over; imagining nothing in that heap of junk would interest
me one iota, but I’ll eventually get around to it. How weird it is
to be typing upon this keyboard and looking into the electric,
incandescent fizz of a computer screen once more. Plastic is so
foreign to my fingers, that when I bought this thing, I sat for
twenty minutes or so just feeling the tiny bumps all over the keys;
pressing them down and listening to the tiny clicks they made. How
far removed I’ve been! Ha-ha. The medication I am taking for my
infirmed body may be the culprit behind the indolent key punches.
Yes, and the drool. I wear a bandana around my neck now because the
medicine makes my mouth numb, so much so, that I drool without
knowing it. Hideous to have come to this, but so glad to be
alive!

People are the hardest thing to readjust to.
I’ve only been put out of the hospital for a month now and taken
residence in this artsy little town, but I have yet to spend more
than an hour or two outside my apartment at a time. I hear the
neighbors in the hallway fighting with each other constantly.
They’ll slam doors and curse at one another. At times like these, I
wish again for the calm and bucolic harmony of my cabin, the
scented woods that engulf it and the tiny trickle of the stream
rollicking down from the snags in the cliffside. That’s a fool’s
paradise anymore, and I know that. It’s just as good for my living
soul to know that such a place exists; a place that I lived at for
five years unhindered; and toiled under the relenting sun to erect
a domicile of my own sweat, blood and tears. I think every man
needs just one place in this world that is his and his alone. Just
one, and he will be happy. A place of retreat and solitude. A place
to ruminate. Maybe not to the extremes that I once thought
necessary, just somewhere that is his, bought and paid for that man
nor beast nor God in Heaven can take from him. My heart brims with
joy just thinking about that little notch in the woods where my
cabin sits, under that muscular cliff-face, that tongue of rock
that holds up the sky! I find anonymities for my soul in just my
thoughts alone these days.

But that time has passed. I learned much
living out there and moreover proved a great deal to myself about
the perseverance of man and the beauty that life can possess if
only quested after unconventionally. Of a free-thinker’s caliber of
thought and genius! There is something honest in not living around
mirrors, that you cannot see your own reflection but in the
rippling tides of the creek bed. A man doesn’t see himself clearly
in a mirror of glass, but nature shows him in beautiful distortion.
Bah, here I am getting full of myself, and I promised I wouldn’t.
This will first be my memoir and a collection of several journal
entries I wrote while in bondage with nature.

Without further ado, I will begin this memoir
with first my journal entries, and then last of all, my map. My
lawyer suggested I do as such, the memoir and everything. One, so I
don’t forget my soul rendering experience. And two, so I can
account for where I have been and what I have been doing, for there
is still a small fortune of mine settled into those hills out
there.

My lawyer, Mr. Kimball, is a good man and he
can be trusted. Only one copy of this will be printed and sent to
him as a legal tender of sorts, as we both have discussed that the
money out there should be left alone until I choose to get it. I
understand Mr. Kimball’s collateral approach to the money and like
I said, I trust him, but as I am pretty much penniless now, he has
done a great deal in securing me a place to live and looking after
me during my recovery and vows to continue doing so until I am well
enough to tend to my own affairs and collect what is owed me by my
former business partners. There will be quite an annoying struggle
to come with those half-wits, which is another reason Mr. Kimball
is so valuable to me. He will see to it that all is savvy and I
regain my reputation as well as what interest has accrued in my
name during my absence. Since Mr. Kimball has gone above and beyond
with a true heart of kindness when I had needed him before, I will
trust he will do the same and fight to the bitter end with me. He
has taken from his own pocket to cover my medical expenses and
procure me an apartment. And in the past, been a friend to me while
I struggled through times of tribulation over the suicide of my
late wife and death of my son. He has been present at their burials
and sat beside me while lugubrious sadness befell this battered
heart.

And as for the money in the woods, which last
counted, tops out at one million, seven hundred thousand, can sit
there forevermore. Rainy day money perhaps, but it is just money, a
thing which means no more to me than clouds or rocks. In fact, I
prefer the nimbus and the shale.

Ah, I have gone off on a tangent again. I
will start off with an entry I wrote after taking my first steps
into those dark woods with a heart full of sorrow and bereavement.
This is a retelling of the story of Lazarus, albeit, if I were any
sort of poet, which I am not, but when I began my quest, I was dead
and wandering in a muck of mind, inches from the grave where I’d
have put myself if I had conducted my life in any other way. When I
came out, I was Godlike.

 


When I first set eyes on this clearing, I
felt the breath of God and Her voice speak to me as I have never
heard Her before and She said....
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I packed lightly. Books mostly, although my
backpack was this big blue monster and I could have fit a lot more.
I figured I’d wait to see what overflow gear Dakota and Emily may
need me to carry.

Jade and I really lucked out when we found
our backpacks at Big-5 just a little out of town that morning. A
hundred dollars for both, and they were knit of strong nylon and
polyester. Waterproof to a certain extent and came standard with an
emergency whistle tethered to the right strap, which made Jade
laugh. “If I blow the whistle twice, Nathan, that means I’m being
eaten by a bear. If I blow it three times, he is humping me.”

I was convinced we had made a good choice in
our purchase, so I didn’t hold back in weighing it down with War
and Peace plus a Jack London collection that I thought was only
appropriate given the nature of our adventure.

When I had talked to Dakota on the phone, he
wagered that we’d only be gone for a week at the most, so Jade and
I packed three pairs of jeans and seven pairs of socks apiece and
topped off our meager gear with candy bars and two fifths of Jack
Daniels. Dakota had two tents and all we were bringing was our
sleeping bags, which Jade and I threw across the hardwood floors of
my apartment and meticulously labored to bundle and tie. With the
use of Jade’s finger, I tied a quick knot, doubled it, then
harnessed the sleeping bag until it was firmly attached to the
undercarriage of the frame, below the main pack. Jade did the same,
and laughing at the pregnant roll of bedding, said: “I think I did
it wrong.” I helped him to adjust the straps where they held the
sleeping bag in place on each end, instead of both securing-straps
bunched near the middle. Given the weight of the fettered sleeping
bags, still our packs were submarginal and light and able to fit
much more.

Jade worked out, so his round, muscular
shoulders held his pack in place better than mine did when we tried
them on in my apartment. We couldn’t help but laugh at each other;
Jade had on his skinny-jeans, monochrome Converse, and a V neck
t-shirt with a skull-and-crossbones bandana around his neck. His
pea-coat draped over his arm. I was clad in blue jeans with my
cuffs rolled up, my eight-eyelet crimson Doc Martens, wallet chain,
and a Stray Cats t-shirt that I had bought a few years back when I
thought I was a greaser.

“James Dean takes to the wilderness,” Jade
said with mirth. “Rebel without a frog.”

Wearing his commentary like a medal, I
lowered my sunglasses and rolled my cigarette pack up in my shirt
sleeve. “Yeah, yeah Daddio!” Jade cried hysterically.

“Dude, we have to be two of the most foppish
hikers to ever grace the forests of Northern California, eh?” I
said as we stood before my standup mirror.

“With any luck, the richest, most
foppish hikers to ever grace Northern California,” Jade added,
turning to me and grabbing the sunglasses from my face. His
countenance was suddenly solvent, with an astute seriousness
creeping through. My eyebrows fell.

“I can’t get over reading the memoir last
night,” Jade said thoughtfully. “I mean, I have to admit, I am
pretty spooked...no, no, no...I still want to go, I just can’t get
his words out of my head. All that about his wife drinking bleach
after their son died, and the ribbon he tied to that tree! Ach!
Talk about a story Oprah really would jump on, eh?”

I nodded, “Yeah, as a writer I felt myself
critiquing his penmanship more than anything else.” I let out a
short laugh to the sound of crickets.

Jade was acting funny again, as if thinking
about the recluse and his dead family had coupled with a sad memory
of his own. “I feel like a dirty whore, Nathan. Heh, I am a
dirty whore. It wasn’t like I fucked random people, no, I had
clients.” An awkward silence strangled the clock.

“I’m not looking forward to my court date,”
he said sadly, looking down at the sunglasses he fondled.

“Much ado about nothing, Jade. I mean, people
fuck people all the time, sometimes two people in one night. You
were only smart enough to try and get paid for it.”

“I’m so embarassed,” he lamented. “If my dad
finds out, he is going to cast me into exile. That’s what I worry
about. And you know how small Ashland is! I mean, people talk. My
dad works for the city. He probably knows some of the cops that did
the sting, you know?”

I relished in his last words. “A
sting? You got caught in a sting? You mean, they set you
up?”

He nodded sardonically, “How do you think
whores get caught dummy?”

“Well, I’m just glad to see you’re feeling
better today, Jade,” I said merrily.

“Pssh, I have a lot riding on this money, you
know. I mean, I’m in great spirits right now, but I know exactly
why. All my eggs in one basket kinda thing.”

I nodded, barely paying attention because I
remembered I hadn’t packed deodorant nor my toothbrush. I
haphazardly began dropping my pack from my shoulders.

“You’re going to let me borrow that, right?”
Jade questioned, pointing at the Speed Stick I took from the
medicine cabinet. I still wasn’t listening, instead, I was thinking
about other things I might have spaced-out while packing.

Once convinced I had everything I was taking,
I asked Jade methodically, “Do you like nature, Jade?”

“Sure, why not.”

“Serious question.”

“Yeah, I do. I don’t care for bumpy-ass
rafting though.”

“I know. I mean, I was only wondering
because, well, I’ve been thinking a lot,” I rubbed my forehead to
symbolize, hard thinking. “I’ve been thinking maybe Henry
Cordell was onto something with his cabin, y’know? After reading
that memoir of his, I can’t help but burden my mind wondering if
some solitary experience like that might help to put an edge on my
writing. I don’t know. I mean, you read Emerson and Thoreau and all
those yahoos and their experiences really prove an ambiguous
point, I believe. That man is at his best when he checkers his life
with solitude and being alone. I mean, I was alone quite a bit as
it was, but if I’d taken it one step further and lived out away
from people....no, not like Henry, but just living in the country
or something, I wonder what kind of prophetic shit I might write
about? Just fragmented thought, that’s all.”

Jade had his face in the mirror pulling nose
hairs when I looked over at him. “So, you’re saying you don’t want
to go to New York?” Jade said, with fake seriousness, then laughed.
“Maybe you should take all your shit with you out of this sleazy
little Art Deco wannabe apartment and stay out there at the cabin,
eh? Live like Grizzly Adams. Pretend you have dead people you are
pining over the loss of, eh?”

I retorted, “You are a grade-A fool. Fatuous
even!”

“Nay, I am an actor. And an actor has only
his instincts! And as I stand here acting the part of your best
friend, I must tell you right here and now, that your dreams are a
lie.”

“Funny,” I said, snatching my glasses back
from him.

 


We were due to meet Dakota and Emily in front
of the Varsity Theatre at two o’ clock. Tony was meeting us there
also, but he was taking his own car because there wouldn’t be room
for him with the four of us, plus gear.

I sat on the steps of the theatre while Jade
paced, smoking a cigarette and texting on his cell phone. “I’m
telling Dakota we’re ready and waiting,” he felt the need to
say.

I looked up at the sky. God, it was a
beautiful day! Just a hair over 75 degrees, cloudless, and the sky
was almost pearl, given the way the sunshine bleached it. The hills
in the distance were scrubbed with a gunmetal gray fog that
hunkered down against the valley floor as if a child hiding from
the wanton sunlight. Unusual thoughts, I pondered briefly, but much
was unusual that day. And I noticed in myself, that I hadn’t peered
out at these hills with the intent of actually looking at
them in quite sometime. Strange how you can see something all the
time, but when you’re not looking at it for what it actually is, it
might as well not be there. Set up as more of a stage-prop or
backdrop to your life instead of having a life of its own.

My hiking boots clung to my feet like bricks.
I wasn’t used to the weight of heavy shoes, and I felt like an oaf
walking in them. Much to my annoyance, I looked like an oaf too,
for Jade laughed when he saw me come out of my bedroom with them
on. I chastised him a bit for not even having hiking boots,
instead, he was adamant upon wearing his Converse, which I told him
was simply foolish, but he waved me off.

“Dakota says he’s got a spare set of boots
he’s bringing for me,” Jade said, reading the incoming text message
on his phone.

Jade drug his pregnant backpack over to the
theatre steps and sat beside me looking up at the sky. He noticed
the same patterns in the distant fog as I had earlier, but I said
nothing, leaving him to think he was the first to behold it because
it made him smile somberly. His bright brown eyes drifted north
onto the acid-washed horizon just before we heard a car horn that
jolted us both in unison.

“Dammit,” I murmured.

“Hey, Tony!” Jade exclaimed popping to his
feet with a smile and a hug ready to abdicate.



 


Tony Torgeson stood at mawkish 5’8 with a tan
complexion and a slightly off-center nose. His chin was butted, and
his eyebrows were thick and wild. He wasn’t quite a hipster and not
quite a jock, but that shady gray area in-between. The undecided
area of style that those who know nothing about fashion sense can’t
avoid falling into. He was handsome, in a rugged, Bohemian kind of
way, with big, innocent blue eyes and short sandy blonde hair that
resembled the bristles of a pipe cleaner. He wore a hat most of the
time. A frayed-brim baseball cap crooked to the side just a bit. I
motioned towards his crotch, and the first thing out of my mouth to
him was: “Dude, your fly is down.”

He was too stupid to get embarrassed and
shrugged, slow moving to manipulate his zipper.

Tony came from poor white-trash. His father
was a fat man who was on disability for being so fat he couldn’t
take showers alone and his mother was also on disability for being
stark-raving mad. She had once been rumored to be a suspect in a
restaurant fire in Grants Pass. A Mexican restaurant burned down
with racist motives, but she never went down for it, and only
laughs when it is mentioned to her. Besides bigotry, the Torgeson
family is notorious in Southern Oregon for Tony’s fool of a
brother, who lost his leg jumping off a bridge into an obviously
shallow neck of the Rogue River.

The story goes that Carl Torgeson was made a
75 dollar bet by a gaggle of punk-rock kids in Grants Pass, that he
wouldn’t have the balls to jump off the Sixth Street bridge into
the slow currents below. Being of small mind and idle purpose in
life, Carl’s pride was based solely on his daredevilry, and he took
the bet after leaning over the rail of the bridge and staring 50
feet down into the waters below. If you ask Carl today, he’ll make
the excuse that the water was tinged with silt and murky, and he
had no idea that it was so shallow. If you consult the instigators,
punk-kid one and punk-kid two, the river was as clear as crystal,
and you could easily see groupings of fist sized rocks below the
water’s surface. The high and low of it is, he jumped, plummeting
50 feet, and hit the water with not even a splash resounding. His
right leg was thrust outward with a crackling of bone, a crackling
that the punkers heard from the bridge. It’s only fabled to have
happened this way, but one thing is for certain: Carl Torgeson was
born with a real right leg, and now he has a prosthetic leg, and
lives on government cheese like the rest of his family.

Tracing Tony’s heritage back as far as two
generations of morons, in reality, Tony was in fact, the shining
star of the family. He was dressed better than any of the other
miscreants in his family, and he had just graduated college with a
certificate in long-haul trucking, with plans to hit the road after
summer ended. Until then, he saw it his duty (as he always had, in
reality) to party his heart out. But there is no negating that Tony
was a bona fide douche bag, and questionable rapist.

I never thought he was a rapist, however, and
I will stick by my thwart of that rumor until I die. No, Tony, in
my opinion, was too simple stupid to pull of a premeditated act
such as rape. I had to give him that. He was a stupid man without
inherent knowledge of normal social boundaries, but he never tried
to act like he wasn’t. Any man who acts under false colors is
burdening themselves and those around them.

Tony paced around Jade, checking out his pack
and making sure all of his straps were tight, because evidently, I
didn’t do a very good job securing Jade’s sleeping bag to the
undercarriage of his pack. Tony raffed and tugged and snorted as he
made Jade stumble all over the place.

“There!” Tony said, slapping invisible dust
from his hands. “You’re good to go!”

I just shook my head and sighed.

Then, out of nowhere, Tony began dancing and
singing: “Money, money, money....MONEY!”

I had no room left in me to be embarrassed
for him, so I turned to the street and watched silently for Dakota
and Emily’s Lincoln.

 


 


* * *

 




“How should I break it to them?” Dakota asked
sternly, sizing up the handwritten map he had made that
morning.

“Watch the road!” Emily demanded. “Just tell
them! Tell them the trail disappears and we’ll be going through
some heavy shit. I mean, they want the money, too. I know Nathan
does! If you haven’t noticed, Jade does what Nathan does. It’s cute
and pathetic at the same time. God, I have anxiety! I shouldn’t
have drank so much coffee! Do I look alright?”

Dakota took the map away from his face and
threw it on the dash. Emily swooped down on it and squinted to read
Dakota’s graphite rendering of the step-by-step instructions from
Castle Crags to the cabin.

“We should have used Google Maps!” Emily said
sheepishly.

“Yeah? Oh well. We got the GPS, were
fine.”

“Are we going to get two motel rooms in Mt.
Shasta tonight?”

“I suppose. Get a bright and early start
tomorrow morning.”

Emily ran her fingers through her soft
braids. “I’m going to have to put it all on my credit card.”

“No worries, though. Look at it as the last
time you’ll ever have to use it, Ok.”

Emily paused briefly. “I trust you
Dakota.”

“Good.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, babe. You’re my halo.”

 


 


* * *

 


Under a torn denim sky, we raced southbound
on I-5, leaving Ashland to deal with our ghosts. My watch read 3:53
p.m. when we started our six-cylinder dance with the brute of
mountain that was the Ashland pass; Tony Torgeson trailing behind
us, slave driving every horse in his little white Ford Tempo.

Southbound Interstate 5 was drearily
abandoned for a Sunday afternoon. Usually there are scores of
motor-homes with boats in-tow crowding the slow-going 6% grade into
California, but there were only a handful of slow-moving big-rigs
on each side of the freeway grinding their jake brakes.

The Lincoln groaned and rattled in first gear
and coughed up the grade, unused to the extra weight of camping
gear and four denizens. We all sat peering out the windows,
enamored with the scenery, trying to find some semblance of
relation to what they were going to be up against come Monday
morning. Especially Dakota, who craned his neck to look over the
guardrails at the thick undulations of foliage rolling waist-deep
throughout tapered forests. At any given time, two in the car were
thinking the same thoughts: ‘I wonder if the woods will be this
thick and choppy around the Shasta basin?’ ‘Maybe we should have
brought a machete?’ And more nervous thoughts: ‘What if we are
caught in a State Park with a gun? I mean, it’ll only take one
self-important hiker to narc on us, and we’re finished. California
gun laws are fucking strict.’ And of course, my thoughts: ‘Two
tents!? I’d rather sleep next to Dakota and Emily and listening to
them play hide the sausage than sleep next to Tony.’

“I am not sleeping in the same tent as Tony,”
I said abruptly, wondering right afterwards if I meant to actually
say that out loud.

Emily turned in my direction and looked
curiously from the front seat, then returned to drumming on her
knees with an empty water bottle. Jade screwed up his eyes at me
and I waved them all off with my hand. What did they know. Were
they blind?

“You know,” Jade began. “People do change.
Tony is a lot different than he used to be even a year ago. No one
likes to be chained below deck by people who expect them to always
be the same. Nothing worse than that reminder, as you and I well
know.” He lit a cigarette and cracked the window. “Classic
Aslhandism. It’s hard to live like a new man in a town rotten with
your old ghosts.”

Sounded prosaic and cryptic to me. “Say what
you will,” I laughed jovially to avoid being perceived as the bad
guy. “I am not sleeping next to that kid.”

Dakota hadn’t been listening to our
altercation, instead, he examined the hallways of his own
helter-skelter thoughts. After a while, he switched gears, as he
did on a dime, and sounded the alarm. “Let’s get some beers
tonight, shall we?” He looked to Emily, but said it loud enough as
to alert us all.

“I’ll pitch in,” I said fervently. “Jade and
I packed two bottles of Whiskey, too.

“I brought some pot,” added Jade.

Dakota nodded approvingly then turned back to
Emily with a smile that resembled a warm embrace. Emily crawled the
ramparts of his face with her crystalline eyes. How she loved him!
How she wished they were alone at that moment because it resembled
one of those rare times when heaven was torn open and their hearts
flooded with a storybook intensity. To put it in Layman‘s terms, a
“Kodak moment.”

But no, it was so much more for Emily. From
Dakota’s crooked glasses, to the big smile he employed, with hills
of gangly teeth that seemed to fit awkwardly into his jaw-line, to
his pell-mell mind. But his smile! A smile that was almost too big
for his face, but how she siphoned from it. She stored his smile
next to the fireplace of her heart’s deepest desires, collecting
moments of him like an elderly woman collects tidbits from her
entire life and puts them safely in a hope-chest. It resided there
no matter how far away they would ever be from one another. She
could summon the image of his smile and it would be almost as good
as his being near to her within proximity of her kiss.

Their eyes didn’t part for a good ten
seconds.

Jade was flailed across the backseat
listening to the faint radio buzz that struggled out from the old
speakers with too much treble. He noticed the song, it was: “China
Girl,” by David Bowie, a song Jade had loved ever since he was
young enough to have such self-proclaimed, “great taste in
music.”

“Music is life!” cried Jade with
doxology.

“I’ll second that,” Dakota said, letting his
words taper off into dreariness after looking at his bandaged
hand.

“So, dude...” I started in a lolling tone.
“...are you going to tell us what happened to your hand or are we
going to have to make it up and start a rumor around Ashland about
it.”

Dakota was quick on the draw, “I’ll tell you
tonight...when we’re at the motel. I don’t want to talk about it
right now.” His words were cut of stone in their viscosity, so I
let it lie.

Jade belabored it a bit however. “Yeah,
Dakota, you spooky bastard. What happened? I mean, truthfully, you
haven’t even told us why you need this money so irrevocably. What’s
more, you haven’t really told us anything! And here I sit,
following you into oblivion. I have to say, as a friend, I am
putting a lot of faith in you right now just blindly trailing you
to the edges of the earth here.”

“Tonight,” Dakota said in the same strict
tone.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6967
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
Shos’rc; Dakota

anovel

.
by Pierre Trask ]

o





