
Dry&Damp

By Mack Hitch



Dry & Damp

by Mack Hitch

Mack Hitch

535 Pawnee Dr.

Sterling, CO  80751

mackhitch1@Bresnan.net

Novel  (80,500 words)

                                                     Hitch �2

mailto:mackhitch1@Bresnan.net


To:

  That bright as a button lad who was so excited at getting his first grade 

picture taken that he plastered his hair down with Wild Root Cream Oil and 

put on his Sunday overalls.
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The Buzzard and the Hare

What was once a leisurely lope across a rural dirt road for yesterday's rabbit  

has become a frantic dash for its grandchild.  Pausing to enjoy the open space or to 

roll in the fine dust as gramps did would mean certain death, for those once rural 

pathways are now a complex grid system, and the traffic moves at compassionless 

speeds.

It doesn't take an Aesop to make the connection.  Modern man, saddled with 

the same genetic background and bound by the same conditioned responses, is just 

as apt to freeze before the on-rushing headlights of technology as the rabbit.  Man 

is no more capable of networking successfully in today's society than that hare is 

capable of evolving to withstand the impact of an 18-wheeler. 

But there are survivors in both worlds, the man's and the rabbit's.  To them the 

concern of the belly is paramount, and expediency is their god.  Tomorrow is a 

word not to be wondered at.  Thought is an evolutionary hindrance.  They perch 

above the chaos like buzzards on utility poles and fatten on the carnage.  

To them the highway of life is just one long smorgasbord.
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1
•••

Manna

If--as its detractors maintain--coincidence is the mother of fiction, then an 

unlikely stretch of asphalt on the high plains of northern Colorado was about to 

give birth to one great rolling bitch of a novel.

The hook to snag the interest of the reader was a Hereford-cross calf weighing 

no more than ninety pounds.  Its ears, one ringed with a red plastic tag and the 

other with a yellow, were Hereford brown.  Its forehead and nose were joined by a 

wash of white.  But there the similarity to its mother ended.  The remainder of the 

hide was as riddled with black spots as a rural road sign is with bullet holes.

Still, a calf--no matter how cuddly or soulful its brown eyes--is not sufficient 

to snare a reader's interest.  True, it occasionally stood on its head, did somersaults, 

or spun like a propeller, but these few tricks weren't the attraction.  The draw was 

the stage.  This calf was performing its acrobatics at 3,200 feet above the earth 

without the aid of ropes or safety net.

Whether such a calf--now that it had hit terminal velocity of about l40 miles 

and hour--could possess wonder at its predicament is unknown.  What could be 

discerned, however, was the mucus and saliva ripped from its nostrils and mouth 

by the wind.  This trailed above it like an umbilical to the unknown.

The other element--the human element in this scenario of mathematical 

possibilities called coincidence--was the Eckman family.

They were a typical American family except that they had actually planned and 

studied for their vacation.  They had just completed a l0-day tour of the Oregon 
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Trail that began in Independence, Missouri, and ended at the mud-plastered re-

creation of Fort Bridger in far western Wyoming.  The family had crossed the 

rivers Blue in Kansas--as many an emigrant before them; they had endured the 

drought of the plains, shunned the muddy tepid waters of the South Platte, taken 

the California cutoff just short of Julesburg, Colorado, and descended Windless 

Hill in Nebraska to drink the sweet spring waters of Ash Hollow--the first decent 

water the pioneers encountered after journeying four hundred miles.  The family 

was so refreshed by this water that the Eckman boy filled a plastic gallon jug from 

the pump in Ash Hollow State Park.  He planned to dispense it in paper cups at the 

first Show and Tell when school resumed in the fall.

But the Oregon Trail journey hadn't been enough for the boy and his sister.  

They wanted more.  Something special.  Something really American West.

This desire pestered them even as they stood together as a family atop 

Independence Rock.  Here those earlier pilgrims--with paid Mormon help--had 

chiseled their names in defiance to the immense wilderness through which they 

were passing.  Only half-heartedly did the Eckman children's eyes follow their 

father's finger and encouraging words.

"Look," he pointed up the scant trickle of the Sweetwater toward Hell's Gate.   

"They had to take their wagons through that narrow gap.  And in the distance--

look, are you looking?--is split rock.  It was a day's journey from here to there."

"But," the boy protested while standing on the inscription Milo J. Ayer age 29, 

1849, "when are we going to Charlie Waggles' Country?"

"You promised," the girl whined in.

In truth he had promised.  It was the only way to get them to shut up.  All they 

talked about from their first glimpse of Court House Rock in Nebraska to 

Wyoming's Fort Laramie was Charlie Waggles.  
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The matter hadn't improved atop Scott's Bluff either.  There the Eckman boy 

met a fellow pilgrim of his age and had slavered covetously over that boy's action 

figure doll of Sheriff Charlie Waggles.

"Where'd you get it," he inquired breathlessly, not ever daring to ask to hold 

it.

"At Pleistocene Park.  It's by the big sign of Charlie near Sligo, Colorado."

When the boy's brother joined them, wearing real, official replicas of Sheriff 

Waggles' star and revolver, it was more than the Eckman boy could bear.  He fled 

to his father, grabbed him around the leg, and unabashedly bawled at his unjust 

deprivation.

"But why do you want a Charlie Waggles' doll?" was the father's logical but 

ineffectual reply.  "You've already had and lost all your Ninja Turtle dolls and you 

still have all those Power Ranger toys."

The boy's answer--lubricated with tear flooded eyes--was crisp, accurate, and 

true.  "'Cause Charlie Waggles can kick all their butts."

The boy's slightly older sister eagerly confirmed her brother's observations.  "He 

could do it with one arm tied behind his back, too," she assured her father.

It was for this persistence that the family's itinerary was altered, and they now 

headed down the baked asphalt of Colorado l4 toward Briggsdale and the famous 

attraction of Pleistocene Park.  Except for the roadside billboards advertising the 

cloned wonders of the park--Pleistocene rosy carp, sabre-toothed tigers, woolly 

mammoths, and other ice-aged creatures--the scenery was bleak.  No rain had 

fallen since the winter wheat was sown last September.  The buffalo and gama 

grasses hadn't bothered to green.  Their blades, already sear and yellow, had 

crumbled in the sun and blown away.  What life remained was deep in the roots.  

Even the prickly pear had shriveled into scant knobs of little promise.
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The terrain was so barren and featureless that had a drunk tossed a billiard 

ball out a pickup window, it would have rolled frictionlessly for miles, its 

whiteness speeding across the blank angularity like ball lightning down a rural 

power line.

But the Eckman family didn't notice this.  Nor were they aware of the calf, 

now l,500 feet above the highway before them.

The children unbuckled their safety belts and leaned into the front section of 

the Dodge van to get a better look at the approaching prospect through the 

windshield.  The roadside signs now promised that their destination was only a 

scant two miles.  Soon they would see the giant billboard, the largest in Colorado, 

featuring the glowering visage of Charlie Waggles himself.  The children knew 

exactly what the billboard looked like.

Who didn't?  It was the second most photographed feature in Colorado, next 

only to Pike's Peak itself.  A picture of the billboard was on the front of the 

Colorado road map inside the glove box between the children's parents.  It depicted 

a 40-foot-tall Charlie in straw cowboy hat and Big Mac work clothes.  His massive 

arms were folded defiantly across his barrel chest and the message under his left 

elbow warned: Watch Out!!!  You're in Charlie Waggles Country.  

Charlie's high-hatted torso and the Pawnee Buttes--the center piece and 

symbol of the Pawnee National Grasslands the family was now entering--rose into 

the sky above the rectangular portion of the sign.

"Do you think we'll get to see Charlie?" the girl asked, her eyes glowing at the 

possibility.

"Could I hold his gun?" the boy asked, not to be satisfied by a mere toy 

replica.
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The mother tried to let them down easily.  "I don't think so," she said.  

"Probably not."

"Why?"

"Because he's no doubt a very busy man."

"Why?"  

It was obvious to the father that they weren't really listening, that they were in 

one of those childish moods which, after wound up, was very slow to weary down.  

"You won't see him because he's only a legend.  A myth," the father explained.  

"He's not real."

"Not real," chorused the children.

"He's like Pecos Bill," the mother tried to explain.

"Who?" the children asked.

The father was sure he knew better.  "Like Paul Bunyan or Johnny 

Appleseed."

"Whoooo?" the children chorused, now enjoying the novelty of their hooting.

Just as the father turned to rap their noggins playfully with his knuckles, a 

force rent the van's roof immediately behind the children.  Only the father saw the 

creature enter with the force of a god, and even then he was aware only of the 

sudden blinding light bursting from the just created sunroof.

The object crashed onto the bench seat vacated by the children and wrenched 

it from its moorings.  The ninety-pound object, magnified by the 65-mile-an-hour 

speed of the van, slammed the seat into the rear doors.  This created such an impact 

that the back half of the van ripped like paper from the front half, slid off the 

vehicle's frame, and trailed the front-wheel driven portion  in an ever increasing 

distance.
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No longer steering, the father allowed what remained of the van to skid 

through a slow l80-degree arc.  After it turned completely around, he applied the 

brakes and the van gradually backed to a halt, facing the direction from which it 

had come.

Not stunned.  Not amazed.  Not even conscious of what had happened.  The 

family stared dumbly through the windshield as the rear portion of their vehicle 

skidded slowly toward them, the dead calf lying wedged between the back and 

bench portions of the rear seat.

Only after the debris had bumped to a stop directly before their eyes did the 

boy notice his gallon jug of Ash Hollow water.  It lay under the seat beneath the 

calf, and had split from the impact.  Its sweet water flowed down jagged metal to 

the road, turning the parched asphalt black.

"Oh no," the boy cried.  "Now what am I going to take to Show and Tell?"

2
•••

Atomic Eggs

Nebraska novelist Willa Cather once wrote that meadow larks sing loudly 

their joy of life because they must sing for all that is dumb.  Had Charlie Waggles--

subject of the giant billboard not four miles from where he was attempting to 

sleep--been able to find a rock he would have gladly transported that meadow lark 

nearer to the ear it was striving to reach.
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Fortunately for the bird on the nearby fence post, Charlie was unable to find a 

stone.  What he did discover, however, was that he was not, as was customary, 

greeting the morning from his couch in the front room of his trailer on the hill just 

east of the Sligo Cemetery.

Instead, he was lying on the ground looking up at the underside of the chrome 

running board on his Jeep pickup.  Where the pickup was parked he wasn't 

immediately sure because a prairie seven months without water looks much the 

same all over.  He was, he discovered, lying on his sleeping bag and he had 

apparently squirmed under the Jeep to avoid the sun as it rose on the other side of 

the vehicle.

After bending so that his head cleared the running board and pushing himself 

up on one elbow, he recognized his encampment as Murphy Reservoir, the 

grandiose name for what was never more than a puddle on Howard Creek, and 

Howard Creek was nothing more than a swale between two slight swells.  

Using the running board to pull himself to a sitting position, he reached up to 

open the driver's door.  Inside, as he had suspected, was his straw cowboy hat.  It 

perched on the seat atop his grandfather's revolver which rested on his 

grandfather's leather vest.  Charlie lifted down the hat, smoothed his thinning, 

graying hair back with his left palm, and planted the hat squarely on his head.  It 

was a man's hat and a man wore it squarely across his forehead, not cocked to one 

side as a dude would wear it or back like a kid.

Needing coffee and eager to get to the Quonset Cafe in Sligo, he pushed 

himself up to the running board, sat heavily, and reached into the cab to retrieve his 

revolver and vest.  Once they were on, and after he had mechanically polished the 

star on his vest with the heel of his left hand, he inhaled deeply, held it, and then let 

it explode from his mouth.  It didn't work.  His chest still felt tight and his stomach 
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might as well have been filled with night crawlers.  Instinctively, he reached under 

the front seat, but when his hand returned it held only an empty pint bottle of Four 

Roses.  He started to throw it onto the prairie but reconsidered and pushed it 

behind the seat.

Not wanting to, but feeling a sense of duty, he reached further into the cab and 

snapped on the radio.  Immediately it called his name.

"Charlie.  Charlie!  If you're in the state answer.  I don't care what you got 

your tail caught in this time, answer."  The voice could have been recognized by 

half the patrons of Karoake bars in a three state area.  It was Kandi, the radio 

operator at the Weld County Sheriff's substation in Ault.

Charlie took the mike and depressed the key.  "I got a kiss for you, Kandi."  He 

started to lower the mike to the uplifted seat of his trousers, but Kandi beat him too 

it.

"Blaaat," she bleated into the microphone, sounding as if she lost her gum in 

the effort.  "It's about time you crawled out from under whatever rock you found 

last night.  I've been trying to raise you for two hours.  First I tried to raise you at 

your trailer.  Then Inez at the cafe said she hadn't seen you yet.  It was only as an 

afterthought that I tried your radio."

"Kandi--" Charlie started but stopped to press the mike to his temple in an 

effort to short circuit a sudden throbbing.  He knew the pause wouldn't upset her.  

It would give her time to check herself in the hand-held mirror she always kept to 

the left of her work station and to further pile her silvered blonde coif with the 

brush she kept to the right.  "--would you stop popping that week-old gum you're 

working on for a minute."

She laughed knowingly.  "Was it the Corner Bar in Kimball, Nebraska last 

night, or the Buffalo Bar in Pine Bluffs, Wyoming?"
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"Yes," he admitted.  "But it's not my fault.  It's all them blue noses in the 

legislature that keep me on the road.  A man has to go out of state on Sundays just 

to hoist a few with the fellows."

"Spend the night in a motel in Kimball, did ya?"

"No.  Camped out."  He looked up the draw that was called Howard Creek to 

a trio of Chinese elms that hadn't bothered to leaf out this spring and were probably 

dead.   "Can't stay at the trailer since the state put up them Scenic Byway signs."

"What's some tourist signs got to do with you?" Kandi popped.

"A man can't get his proper rest.  The route runs right past my place on ll2 and 

the cars all honk a greeting when they go by.  The birders wake me up early, the 

picnickers ruin my naps, and the drunks--   Well, forget what they interrupt."

"What are you rattling on about.  City people don't know it's your trailer?"

"They do now.  The tourist board put a sign right out front sayin' who lives 

there.  They put one up at the place they call The Battle of Waggles' Wash, too.  

You remember.  That place where I brought down a flying saucer with a shotgun.  

I'd pull both signs up, but that would be breaking the law."

Kandi knew why he didn't tear them down.  "It's only a matter of time, 

Charlie, before you'll be going Hollywood, but that's not what I called you for.  

And how'd you get me off on this topic anyway?  There's troubles out your way.  

For starters, a cow fell out of the sky and darn near killed a family about two miles 

west of Briggsdale."

"Not the Ball ranch," Charlie straightened, his back creaking.

"No.  It was some tourists headed out to see that billboard of you and to buy 

some of those silly souvenirs.  But that's not what I'm after you for now, although it 

would have been two hours ago if I could have raised you.  The highway patrol's 
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got that situation in hand although I suspect you're going to be the one to find out 

where the cow came from."

"How should I know where it came from," Charlie protested.  "It's obvious it 

came from up.  When did I become responsible for things that fall out of the sky.  

Let the aviation people go after that one.  I ain't got wings."

"Well, you won't have to fly to handle what I'm callin' you for now.  Bunch of 

people out south of Briggsdale say a flying saucer's crashed out at Point of Rocks."  

"Not another one."

Puzzled silence.  "Just how many flying saucers have crashed out there that 

I've sent you to investigate lately?"

In his condition he couldn't remember.  "It's just that this sort of thing always 

gets into the papers.  The reporters'll be hounding me.  I won't get no sleep.  What's 

one cow more or less fallin' outta the sky?  Now if it were a small herd--six or 

seven, say--it might merit takin' some notice."

"You love it and you know it," Kandi's diphthongs vibrated with her nasal 

know-it-all.  "Besides, the media isn't going to ignore a cow falling out of the sky 

and a flying saucer crashing?"

"Like buzzards over road kill," Charlie nodded to her voice. 

"You got that right.  So you'd better get your bedraggled tail out there or their 

helicopters are going to beat you."

"That's a fact," he grunted to Kandi," using the window frame to pull himself 

erect.  The weight of his broad-shouldered, heavy-chested frame caused his narrow 

hips and too small knees to quiver.  "Before you go, Kandi, do you know if the new 

owners have reopened that old cafe in Nunn yet?"
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"You haven't got time to eat, Charlie.  And besides that, you told me to remind you 

to go out to Drinker's ark and pick up Dog.  He oughta bred Drinker's bitch by now 

unless he's getting as slow as you."

"Spare the compliments, Kandi.  I got work to do."

Charlie squeezed in behind the steering wheel and turned the Jeep pickup 

around for the two mile trip back to the main road.  He had sought refuge out on 

the prairie very early that morning, using the two-rut path that was part of the 

birding tour of the Pawnee National Grasslands.  Sloshing along beside him on the 

bench seat was a large mouthed gallon jar labeled Atomic Eggs.  Floating in the 

murky brine was a single Atomic Egg accompanied by three Atomic Pickles.  The 

pickles were thrown in as a gift by the bartender at the Corner Bar after Charlie 

purchased the remaining dozen eggs and the jar along with them.  The eggs--in 

ever diminishing numbers--had kept him company on the long drive from Kimball, 

Nebraska, and the fact that only one remained explained why his immediate 

craving was for coffee and not just breakfast.

He considered loosening the lid and forcing his cow chip-sized hand into the 

jar for the last egg but changed his mind when he saw the cattle guard that heralded 

pavement.  After bouncing over the guard, he turned south toward the junction of 

Colorado l4 and the county road he was on.  Though it was still two miles ahead, 

he could already see the flashing lights of the patrol cars.  Surrounding the lights, 

and backed up almost to the entrance of the Crow Creek Campground, was a line 

of cars.  Their drivers filled the intersection much to the consternation of the 

highway patrolman trying to keep them from walking down the highway to the 

wreckage of the Eckman van.

Only when Charlie's Jeep idled up and began to nudge them did the crowd 

begrudgingly move.  There was no questioning his right to be there.  And everyone 
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recognized the pickup if not Charlie himself.  Besides the chrome running boards,  

exhausts, and roll bar, the vehicle fairly bristled with KC and search lights.   

Carnival ferris wheels were less conspicuous.  Charlie, however, never complained 

about his pickup's adornments.  All the extras had been added by the state of 

Arizona as its way of saying thanks for saving Tucson.  Most of the people milling 

about the intersection knew what he was supposed to have done in Tucson, but few 

believed it.  It was difficult to argue, though, when the northeast corner of the 

intersection where they stood was filled with the huge billboard of Charlie himself.  

Some tourists had crawled over the wire fence and were taking pictures of the sign, 

their relatives standing before it with their arms crossed in imitation of Charlie's 

above them. 

 Charlie, himself, tried to ignore the billboard because when he glanced at it he 

saw that the mystery tagger had returned in the night.  The miscreant's 

indecipherable scrawl was halfway up the sign again, a good twenty feet above the 

ground.  White patches on the sign showed where local businessmen had attempted 

to efface the vandalism, but their efforts only added to the tawdriness of the plague.  

Pointe Ruffner, owner of Pleistocene Park, swore that if he caught the fellow 

he'd relieve him of his testicles.  Charlie told him it would be wasted effort on his 

part because anyone involved in such an enterprise didn't have any.

 By way of saying good morning, Charlie called to one of the highway 

patrolmen.  "Crowd control problems?"

Obviously frustrated by his inability to get the people to leave the intersection, 

the patrolman approached Charlie's Jeep.  The very tilt of his lips begged for help.  

"I wish they'd get that mess down the road cleared up so I can get out of here," he 

wished to Charlie.  "These people won't vacate the intersection and I can't let them 

hike down to the accident."
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Charlie only half heard because his eyes were on a Thermos jug sitting on the 

back of one of the two patrol cars blocking the highway to the west.  "That your 

coffee?"  His chin indicated the Thermos.

"Yes," he admitted but wondered at the question.  "A young girl with the 

worst teeth I've ever seen walked down to Pleistocene Park a while ago and got it 

filled for me."

"Still some in it?" Charlie asked, already opening the door and turning the 

Jeep's engine off.

"Nearly full."

"Get me a cup, will ya?"  As Charlie emerged the crowd began to back up.  It 

was silent except for the occasional flicker of a camera flashing feebly and 

impotently in the bright morning light.  He didn't really have to use force.  All he 

did was shoo his hands as if wading his way through a swarm of gnats.  "Give the 

fellows here a break, will ya?  Stay in the barrow ditches until they get this mess 

cleaned up."  He eyed the people, now standing in the ditches, and touched the 

brim of his hat, his way of saying thanks.

He was about to turn back when he saw The Boys--the Tidley brothers, Harley 

and Banner, and Wiley Wentworth.  He was going to call to them to help control 

the crowd, but inexplicably they pretended they hadn't seen him and slipped behind 

a gaggle of neck craning tourists.

He considered pursuing them when the patrolman said "Here" and bumped 

Charlie's arm with the Thermos lid filled with coffee.  "How'd you do it?" he 

indicated the crowd.

"A scrupulous lack of personal hygiene sometimes comes in handy," Charlie 

explained before noisily sipping the hot coffee.  It caused him to grimace with 
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pain, but it felt as though it were working.  "I take it a cow hit a car?" he jerked his 

head to the west.  "Did you see it?"

"I was the first there but once the captain came out from Greeley he sent me 

down here to block traffic."  

He and Charlie stood alone in the middle of the intersection.  The crowd, as if 

spectators as a sporting event, remained in the ditches.  Charlie spotted the 

Tidleys and Wiley peeking at him from the back but ignored them.  "Did you get a 

look at the cow?" he asked.

"It was a calf.  About the size of a really big dog.  Maybe a hundred pounds."

"Brand?"  Over his coffee Charlie watched a high school girl.  She stood 

alone in the ditch on the southeast corner, opposite the giant billboard and most of 

the tourists.   She held a sketch pad up to her nose.

"No, but it had tags in its ears."

Charlie still watched the girl.  "Did you notice their colors?"

The patrolman looked at his shoes.  "One was red, I think, and the other one 

was--"

"Yellow," Charlie said.  He sipped the coffee and considered the girl over the 

rim of the Thermos lid.  When he shifted his eyes to the surprised patrolman, he 

felt obliged to say "Lucky guess."

The patrolman followed Charlie's  shifting eyes and saw the girl.  "She's the 

one that volunteered to go after the coffee," he said.  "Worst teeth I've ever seen.  

The top row sticks straight out.  I mean straight out."

"Her name's Bonnie Beth Seckler."

"She looks like she might be a pretty girl if someone would fix her teeth.  

Why haven't they?"
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"Can't answer that," Charlie finished his coffee.  "I can't answer that."  He 

shook the last drops out as if the cup contained grounds.  "Got any more?"  The 

patrolman scurried to the trunk lid of his car and returned with the Thermos.  After 

he finished refilling the lid, Charlie asked "You got something else to put this 

coffee in?  I got an errand to run."

"Take the lid."  The gift seemed overdone to Charlie, but the patrolman 

explained.  "We'll run into each other sooner or later.  Besides, when my wife gives 

me trouble for losing it, I'll just tell her who has it and she'll be happy for a week 

just spreading the news to her girlfriends."

"Obliged," Charlie squinted his acknowledgement of the gift and returned to 

his Jeep.  The scrape of his work shoes on the asphalt was accompanied by the 

snickering of single-lens reflex cameras.  As his pickup lurched forward and left 

the highway, Charlie eyed Bonnie Beth in the ditch.  She still held her sketch pad 

in front of her mouth.  Her eyes, a mixture of sadness and interest, followed him as 

he drove off toward Point of Rocks to investigate the report of a crashed flying 

saucer.
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3
•••

Pickles

Point of Rocks was out of his territory, being south of Highway l4, but it 

was in Charlie's old stomping grounds--not that he hadn't stomped or done worse 

to most of points of interest in the three-state area of Colorado, Nebraska, and 

Wyoming.  He didn't worry that the media boys--persons--would beat him to the 

site because it was difficult to approach even to those who knew exactly where it 

was.  He knew he had to go well down Weld County Road 392 before turning off 

at the disappeared town of Barnesville and backtracking to the east.

Although the rocks were small--few more than eight or ten feet high and 

about that in diameter--they had for thousands of years provided the only visual 

relief south of the Pawnee Buttes.  All Indian trails and all of the later cattle drives 

passed by the point, many going miles out of their way just to touch base with 

something singular and spiritual.  Visitors to the rocks felt something of that awe 

experienced by tourists to Stonehenge.  But Point of Rocks, because it was not 

manmade, ignited a special wonder in even the most secured of disbelievers.  This 

mystery was probably best understood by those who had flown over the point 

because from an altitude the rocks on this otherwise featureless plain looked like 

the gathered and wracked pool balls of the gods.
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Even so, white man had attempted to domesticate and soften the pantheistic 

power of the rocks by planting Chinese elms between them where the cattle, deer, 

and antelope couldn't browse.  These trees, the only species hardy enough to 

challenge the aridity of the plains, had lost their battle to the drought this year and 

still printed their skeletal winter silhouette on the yellow-drab horizon behind 

them.  Their spring might never arrive and--in the absence of their softening 

green--the animism of the gray rocks hummed, though a passerby might have 

mistaken it for the breeze through the branches.

What Charlie saw first, however, was the communications relay tower the 

twentieth century had erected to the east of the rocks.  Though it was so tall it 

blinked a red warning to low flying aircraft, people looking at the rocks from the 

road didn't even notice the tower.  Such was the power of the rocks.

As he neared the Point, the concreted remains of an ancient sea, Charlie 

wondered if he weren't staring at a ghost of that ancient sea itself.  All the features 

of the Point shimmered as if just beneath of surface of a thin sheet of crystalline 

water.  The rocks, trees, and adjacent prairie were festooned with silver.  Drawing 

even nearer, he saw that some of the silver was flapping from tree branches while 

others folded and tumbled before the breeze until snagged by stones or the stumps 

of dormant grasses. 

But he wasn't the only witness to this scene.  As he pulled to a stop on the 

road parallel to the rocks, which were still a quarter  mile off to his left, he saw a 

boy about an equal distance from the road on the opposite side.   Despite being 

more than a half mile from the glitter and the boulders, the boy showed no 

inclination for a closer look.  Owing to the distance, Charlie toyed for an instant 

with the notion that it wasn't so much a boy as it was a small being.
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Such an idea was credited more to the isolation and eeriness of the place, 

Charlie decided, than to logic and good sense.  Acting on his resolve, he ignored 

the small being on the bald prairie to the south and got out.  After re-planting his 

hat on his head and swirling the cylinder of his grandfather's revolver to reassure 

himself that it was loaded, he crossed the gravel road to investigate the glitter.

The first obstacle to his quest was the four-strand barbed wire fence.  His 

inclination was to spread the top two wires and squeeze through, as that caused less 

wear on the fence, but his bulk--and stiffening back--pleaded otherwise.  Instead, 

he bore down on the top wire causing it to groan until a staple on the old post to his 

right popped.   The resultant sag made it easy for him to straddle over.

He encountered the first piece of the flying saucer just fifty yards from the 

fence.  It was perhaps a foot square and proved flexible and paper thin when he 

toed it with his work shoe.    Seeing how innocuous it was, Charlie grunted and 

picked it up.   It was silvery on one side but dull white and almost rubbery on the 

back.  Though it wasn't quite like the "Happy Birthday" balloons available in 

nearly every chain grocery store, Charlie recognized what it was at once.  Mylar.

"The aliens aren't quite as advanced as we thought," he spoke to no one but 

turned to show the fragment to the figure of the boy now more than a quarter of a 

mile away.  He hadn't moved from his spot.

The rest of the way up the slope to the jumble of rocks Charlie acted as a 

grounds keeper.  He picked up the fragments of mylar as he encountered them and 

added them to the growing collection under his left arm.  When he found one quite 

large section of mylar, he spread it on the ground, piled the fragments on top of it, 

and folded the loose ends around to make a convenient bundle.  Only one piece 

eluded him.  It wafted idly from his reach, caught a tiny thermal, and remained 
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aloft until loosing buoyancy and wrapping itself around the top wire of the fence 

near his pickup.  He would retrieve it on the way back.

The only sign of life he saw as he neared the rocks was a whiptail lizard.  He 

wouldn't have seen it at all if it hadn't spooked and run up the side of the outer 

most boulder in the jumble.  No birds flitted about the bare branches between the 

rocks, not even the brazen magpie.   No doubt the flapping silver mylar in the trees 

was an effective scarecrow.  As further proof, the earth was bare except for the 

faint scurrying of lizards.  Even the field mice had abandoned the site or 

succumbed to the drought.   Since any cattle had been removed from the range and 

sold long ago, the few scattered cow pies had baked, moldered, and composted 

until they were barely distinguishable from the surrounding dust.

The atmosphere was funereal, and as Charlie scanned the boulders--peering 

into each dark crevice--he sensed that they might have been the monoliths of a lost 

religion and the stir in the branches the breath of a whispered litany.  Such 

solemnity called for one thing.  Charlie set the bundle of mylar atop a small 

boulder and unzipped his fly.

"A little nitrogen for the nasturtiums," was his recitation.  "A little potassium 

for the petunias," was his own response.  As the processed coffee pooled on the 

ground, Charlie looked with relief to the horizon, but his contented smile faded 

when he saw two men in the middle of the road watching him through binoculars.  

Modestly, he turned from their view.  Had anyone been present, he would have 

noted--as he always did--that some men had a greater reason to be modest than 

others.

When he finished, he re-checked the men and found they were still there.  

Though one of them still scrutinized him with his binoculars, the other panned the 

                                                     Hitch �23



scene, checking out each piece of mylar.  One location on the far side of the rocks 

from Charlie attracted the visitor’s particular attention. 

Reporters, Charlie thought and busied himself by hurriedly collecting the rest 

of the fragments.  He planned to bundle up as many of them as he could before the 

news people arrived and began taking pictures.  To reach many of the fragments he 

had to crawl up on the boulders and pluck the mylar from tree limbs.  While atop 

one boulder, he paused to check the progress of the two men and was surprised to 

discover that they hadn't yet entered the field.  In fact, they showed no inclination 

to do so.  Instead, they walked to the fence and unwound the fragment of mylar 

that had escaped Charlie on his initial sweep.  One of the men folded it and placed 

it in the breast pocket of his shirt.  Then both returned to their car, parked behind 

Charlie's, and sat for a little over a minute before turning around in the road and 

heading back towards Barnesville.

The small figure, however, remained on the prairie across the road.  The boy 

was almost too tiny for Charlie to identify as a biped, but he could  see that he 

remained glued to his original spot.

Even with the men gone, Charlie hurried because he was reminded that others 

might show up at any moment.  A particular problem could be the Channel 4 

helicopter out of Denver.  He was still thinking about the helicopter--and how it 

had embarrassed him the time he got stranded on the west Pawnee Butte--when he 

discovered that a large piece of mylar he had just grabbed was attached to cords.  

They dangled down the rock on which he was standing, and when he pulled on 

them a leather harness rose from the shadows into the light.  It wasn't a substantial 

harness, but it was big enough to go around a St. Bernard or, Charlie realized, a 

husky calf.
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To further confirm his suspicion, two of the pieces of leather were torn.  They 

were probably the straps that girdled the dog, or calf.  The cords attached the 

harness to what Charlie could clearly see had been a very large mylar balloon.  Not 

a mylar balloon of the party type, but a substantial balloon, an industrial strength 

balloon.  

Charlie used one of the cords to tie up his original bundle and used the new 

piece of mylar to start a second bundle.  He had almost cleaned up the area and 

was near the end of the boulder field when he discovered what one of the men with 

the binoculars had been scrutinizing so closely.  It was a light wooden frame, not 

unlike that of a box kite though ten times as large, maybe six feet square.  The size 

was difficult to determine because it had collapsed when it hit the rocks.  Fastened 

to the frame with duct tape was a length of butcher paper.  It seemed to have been a 

single sheet that wrapped the entire circumference of the frame.

The white sheet itself wasn't what the man with the binoculars had been 

interested in.  It was what was written on the sheet with Magic Markers of various 

colors.  Charlie smiled as he looked at the hieroglyphic writing, but he wasn't 

smiling at the message, for there was none.  He was smiling at the wonder and 

mystery that must be in the mind of the man with the binoculars.

Though the letters--or glyphs--were neat and precise, the man wouldn't be 

able to decipher them in a million years.  Not even with the help of the team that 

broke the Japanese code in World War II.  Charlie had seen this script before.  He 

had seen it almost his entire life.  The first time he saw it was on a brown paper 

bag.  The bag was held by a first grader wearing a red coat and red hat.  And the 

weather hadn't even turned yet.

After that the bag disappeared and similar glyphs appeared on a lunch 

bucket--really an old lard can--that dangled from the same boy's arm.  That arm 
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belonged to Banner Tidley, one of the three men who had hidden from Charlie at 

the intersection this morning.  

Banner had always been slow--that was the polite expression even then--and 

as a result he festooned all his school materials with what he called magic writing.  

The letters were just as meaningful to him as the English alphabet, but that was 

because he couldn't read either--at least until he met Miss Teller in the third grade.

But once acquired, the magic writing was difficult to abandon.  After all, the 

glyphs were his children.  When first his mother and then his wife discouraged this 

hobby horse, he took the letters underground.  They weren't obvious but they were 

there and comforting.  Sometimes they were on the back side of his belt.  At other 

times they were on the inside of the sweat bands of his caps.  They were always 

somewhere.

Charlie last saw them at the ceremonies for the opening of the Pawnee 

Pioneer Trails Scenic and Historic Byways at the first annual Prairie Rendezvous.  

Banner and his brother Harley had set up a booth along with Wiley Wentworth.  

The trio was nearly as renowned on the high plains as Charlie himself, though few 

people knew their real names.  They were just dubbed The Boys.

Wiley had twisted a box full of rusty nails into little puzzles and was selling 

them from a table in the Charlie Waggles Memorial Park, the park named for 

young Charlie's grandfather.  A sheet of paper hung from the front edge of the table 

and that was where Charlie had last seen Banner's magic writing.  The lettering 

Rusty Puzzles was traditional enough, but Banner had wrapped his magic script 

around the perimeter of the paper as an ornamental frame.  Wiley and Harley 

indulged Banner. 

Charlie knelt beside the broken frame and turned it to make sure he hadn't 

missed some other writing.  When he was satisfied there was none, he folded the 
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frame, breaking some of the slender sticks, and packed it into the second bundle of 

mylar.  Only a few patches of mylar remained, and, after he collected them, he 

stuffed them into the bundle and used more of the cord that had been attached to 

the harness to secure it.

With a bundle of mylar hanging from each hand, Charlie began his amble 

down the slope to his pickup with the nonchalance of a man returning home with 

the weekly laundry.  It was at this moment that the figure in the field opposite also 

started toward the truck.  

Seeing this, Charlie stopped and so did the figure.  When Charlie resumed his 

pace, the figure began walking again, although more hesitantly.  This game 

continued until they each reached the fence, Charlie on his side of the road and the 

boy on the other.  For it was a boy.  If this confrontation had occurred north of 

Highway l4--Charlie's territory--instead of south, he would have known the boy, 

his father, and probably the grandparents on both sides.  But what he saw before 

him was just a boy and not a history.  The kid looked like a thousand others except 

that he wore white overalls instead of the fashionably baggy pants and over-sized 

T-shirts currently popular.  His light blond hair was groomed as if it were a bother 

rather than a fashion statement.  Neither his ears nor neck were adorned with 

jewelry.  No body parts seemed to have been pierced.  Perhaps it is an alien, 

Charlie thought.

Their game of moving closer ended when Charlie found the strand with the 

missing staple and straddled over, first tossing the bundles into the ditch.  The boy, 

perhaps from shyness or fear, remained on his side of the other fence.  When 

Charlie tossed the bundles into the truck bed, the boy again didn't move, but he was 

now near enough for Charlie to see his nearly invisible eyebrows--invisible 

because they were blonde--and the sunburned flush of his face.  
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"What's your name?" Charlie offered.  When the kid didn't answer, Charlie 

told him "Mine's Charlie."

"I know."  The boy's fists gripped the top strand and his chin rested on the 

wire between them.

"It was a balloon."  

Charlie's explanation hung on the morning stillness before the kid responded.  

"Says you."

"Why don't you go find yourself a double handful of baby rattlesnakes?"  

Charlie's suggestion was the country equivalent of asking a city kid to go play in 

traffic.

Only when Charlie opened his door and squeezed in behind the wheel did the 

kid relent and climb through the fence.  Instead of coming up to the truck, 

however, he remained in the ditch.

"Hey, kid, you hungry?" he called and pointed to the gallon jar with the 

pickles and Atomic Egg even though the boy couldn't see the jar.  When the kid 

didn't answer, Charlie unscrewed the lid and reached in to snag the last egg.  He 

held it up for the boy to see, but because of the sun off the windshield the kid 

couldn't make out what Charlie held.  As the boy moved to find better viewing, 

Charlie plopped the entire egg into his mouth and began chewing.  After 

swallowing dryly, he leaned over and cranked down the side window.  "Come on 

over here," he beckoned.  "I got something here you might like."

The boy had retreated to the front headlight while Charlie cranked down the 

window but edged nearer at the invitation.  The first thing Charlie saw were the 

timid boy's two hands as they reached up to grab the window sill.  Next he heard 

his feet as they climbed onto the running board.  Finally the head appeared.  Its 

eyes looked at Charlie with a blueness that wasn't quite human.
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"How about one of these?"  Charlie lifted the jar up to the boy's eye level and 

turned it so he could see the three large pickles suspended upright in the murky 

brine.  "Why don't you suck on one of these on your way back home?"

The blue eyes looked at the pickles, squinted, and then darted to Charlie.  

Even before the boy sprang for the ditch, Charlie saw that the blue eyes had 

disappeared.  The blueness had been eclipsed by the black pupils expanding in 

terror.

Before Charlie could set the jar back on the seat, the boy scurried under the 

bottom wire of the fence and bounded back across the prairie like an antelope.  But 

unlike an antelope, he didn't pause at the rise to look back inquisitively.  Instead, he 

chugged over the crest and continued down the other side until his bobbing head--

like a fishing cork--disappeared below the horizon.

4
•••

Drinker's Game

Charlie needed something to wash the remains of the dry Atomic Egg from 

his mouth and the coffee from the highway patrolman was long gone.  He had 

already tossed the Thermos lid behind the seat with the empty pint of Four Roses, 

so all that remained was the brine in the gallon Atomic Pickle jar.
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Never one to overly complain where food was concerned--so long as it was 

there--Charlie loosened the lid and hoisted the jar to his mouth.  He gripped it with 

his huge right hand and tipped it with the ease of a lesser man tilting a can of soda.  

Not matching the dimensions of his hand or the breadth of the jar, his mouth 

allowed a curl of fluid to wet his chin.  He tried to catch the drip with the back of 

his left hand, but a few drops fell to stain his khaki shirt.

But the shirt was no problem.  What needed to be done, and quickly, was the 

disposal of the two bundles of mylar in the back of the pickup.  He couldn't let the 

news media see it because they would be sure to sweeten the two bundles of mylar 

with a teaspoon of speculation, a cup of tabloid, and a pound of larceny until what 

they pulled out of the oven was a Klingon Battle Star.

Burning the evidence was his first and last notion.  What heat would do to 

mylar he wasn't sure, but he was willing to give it a try.  Normally he would have 

driven into Sligo and tossed it into the incinerator behind the Quonset Cafe and 

Grocery, but a new county ordinance put a stop to that.  Open burning, always 

illegal in the cities, was now forbidden in towns as well.   The ruling rankled many 

of Sligo's 152 residents, but not for long.  In most cases they dragged their trash 

barrels no more than a few yards to officially be in the county and legal.  A few, 

though, were more inconvenienced.  They were forced to drag their barrels to the 

end of the street and hoist them over the fence onto state property.

The ideal place to burn the evidence would be out at Drinker's ark.  He had to 

go there anyway to pick up Dog.  Acting on this impulse, Charlie headed east 

instead of turning around in the road.  This way he would avoid re-crossing the 

intersection where his billboard stood.  Additionally, he would be able to stop by 

his trailer and splash some water on his face before arriving at the ark.
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Charlie's trailer was almost as famous as was the billboard and his gravestone 

in the Sligo cemetery.  What made the trailer singular, aside from the fact that it 

and the cemetery were the sole encumbrances at the crest of a long, slow rise, was 

that it didn't look like a trailer.  It looked like a stack of hay bales, though the bales 

were actually straw.  Exposed as it was atop the hill, the trailer needed all the 

protection it could get and the five strands of barbed wire between it and the 

cemetery offered little more than music in a gale.

To remedy this, Charlie allowed some high school boys to surround the trailer 

with bales of straw as a makeshift skirting.  Because of a misunderstanding--or the 

venal nature of high school social clubs--the boys completely encased the trailer.  

They used two-by-twelve planks for lintels so they could continue the stacking and 

still leave openings for the door and windows.

It proved quite comfy.

When Charlie at last turned into the semi-circular drive in front of the trailer, he 

scattered gravel and the field sparrows pecking about in it.  And, in spite of not 

having had breakfast or the carafe and a half of coffee he required to clear his head,  

he bounded up the three wooden steps and opened the front door.  It was never 

locker.  But before entering, as he unfailingly always did, he turned to be both 

inspired and soothed by the view from the summit of cemetery hill.  Normally, 

with the spring rains, it would have been as green as Ireland or Scotland.  Today, 

however, Lawrence of Arabia would have felt at home.  In the distance toward 

Sligo, a thin dust devil stirred the contents of the valley floor like a swizzle stick.

Inside, he went for what he needed most.  One of the beers he remembered 

putting into the ice box.  As soon as he opened the door, he pushed the plastic 

bound six-pack aside the replaced it with the burden he carried.  The gallon jar 

with the three pickles.
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Charlie twisted one of the beer cans from its plastic encumbrance and opened 

it.  After a long swig, he leaned back to inspect the ice box for food.  Not much 

luck.  He had eaten the little cheese and peanut butter cracker snacks earlier as well 

as the kippered herring, Blind Robins, and Slim Jims.  Even the jar of beef jerky 

was missing.

Reluctantly, he fished into the Atomic Egg jar and pulled out one of the 

pickles.  At least it would provide a pleasing crunch to wash down with his 

morning beer.  To enjoy them both, he went to the door and leaned against the 

frame, completely filling the opening.  As soon as he bit into the pickle, he knew 

why the bartender had thrown them in as a bonus.  They were mushy inside.  He 

swallowed what he had bitten off but tossed the remainder onto the drive.  A pair of 

magpies was on it in half a minute.  Nature, in such a drought, wasted nothing.

The empty beer can he tossed into the sink, but not before first tearing off his 

shirt and splashing his face under the faucet.  He used the dirty shirt as a towel and 

then tossed it onto the pile of dirty clothes to the left of the sink.  While hunting for 

a clean shirt in the back--there wasn't one in the clean pile of clothes on the floor to 

the right of the sink--he felt the urgings of nature and squeezed himself into the 

trailer's tiny bathroom.  He so much preferred the stool in the Quonset Cafe.  There 

he could sit with the door open and talk to the patrons over their morning coffee.

Refreshed and clean, though the new shirt was as wrinkled and faded as the 

khaki Big Mac pants he spent the night in, he climbed into his truck and headed for 

Drinker's.  But first he reached behind the seat, swirled his hand around in a sack, 

and tossed a half coffee can full of bird seed onto the gravel.

Drinker's Ark was as famous with the tourists as Charlie's trailer though less 

photographed because of its alleged slur at the Biblical Ark.  But it looked like 

Noah's Ark.  It was cubits long and cubits high.  Though it didn't yet house two of 
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each kind--or seven of the clean and two of the unclean, depending upon which 

verses were followed--the animals themselves were penned in fences down on 

County Road 95 and the tourist's children could get out and pet goats, sheep, 

ponies, and llamas--cold weather animals.

The Ark sprang to life because of a dispute with the clerks in the county 

building codes office.   They demanded one thing.  Drinker insisted upon another.  

When he left the building inspector's office--in high dudgeon--he announced to 

those in the hallway that what this world needed was another Noachian flood.  A 

good one this time.  One that would drown all bureaucrats.  No exceptions.

While driving back from Greeley, he hit upon the idea.  He already had the 

lumber.  Mountains of it.  Good timber.  It had been pulled out of an old mine.  He 

would build an ark.  And without permission.

From the road, and even close up, it looked like an ark.  He had used pictures 

from an old Bible as a guide as well as illustrations from a book by that astronaut 

who was always crawling around Mt. Ararat in Turkey.  But those who were 

permitted inside knew what it was.  It was just a gigantic barn with living quarters 

on top.  Elaborate living quarters with stretches of picture windows that offered 

unimpeded views of the Rockies on the distant horizon in the west or the Pawnee 

Buttes to the east.

The amenities on deck included lounge chairs and ice boxes conveniently 

secreted into the bulkhead.   Charlie loved these hidden treasurers.  During the 

weeks he lived on the Ark following the fiasco with the Colleens for Charlie and 

their efforts to make him their groom, he had kept the boxes filled with beer.  But 

that was another story.

Drinker could get away with this extravagance because he was an artist.  And 

a very successful one, though he attributed his wealth to supplying uniforms to 
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street gangs.  Drinker was his name, but it was his middle name.  He was a distant 

relative of old Edward Drinker Cope, the man who tore up most of the Rocky 

Mountain west in the late l800's looking for dinosaur bones.   Drinker was named 

for him and his full name was Joe Drinker Westwoman.  Most folks either called 

him Drinker or Westwoman.

As Charlie pulled in the open gate and passed the pens of animals, he was 

reminded of just how successful Drinker had been in his battle with the building 

code people.  When the building inspector finally drove out, he never left his car.  

He just looked at the Ark from the road and filed papers exempting the land from 

property taxes because of its religious nature.  The man knew when he had been 

licked.

Parking in front of the huge barns door, disguised from all but a few, Charlie 

got out and entered the smaller door cut into one of the larger.  He knew he wasn't 

alone in the ark.  First because Drinker's cars were parked inside, and second 

because he had parked next to a car outside with Denver plates.

Once inside it was obvious the structure was a barn.  The huge overhead 

beams that supported the living quarters were draped with ropes and pulleys.  

Bales of hay and bags of grain used to feed the livestock were stacked neatly 

against the west wall.   Chickens and guineas, penned off from the general area but 

with access to the outside, peered closely at the scratched dirt in one corner of the 

east side.

Wagging his tail in greeting from the top of a bale of hay was Dog.

"Come to git you, Dog.  Come to free you from your onerous obligations," he 

said, alluding to the reason Dog was there at all--to sire another litter of puppies 

with Drinker's bitch.  When Dog didn't bound to Charlie for his usual greeting, 

Charlie knew why.  "She's not quite there yet, huh?  Just on the cusp?"
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Dog--who may have been more border collie than anything, but still heavy on 

the anything--wagged his tail but didn't budge from the bale.  When Drinker's bitch 

emerged from around it and sidled coyly up to Charlie, Dog trailed behind and 

allowed his head to be patted, though his nose had other interests.

"Just like your ol' man when I was your age," Charlie indulged a chuckle and 

flipped Dog's ear.  "Don't want to mess with a man at work," he said and headed for 

the stairs leading up to the living quarters.  The bitch followed, trailing Dog as if he 

were on a string, but Charlie left them both as he trudged heavily up the stairs, 

forcing his hands to his knees for added lift.

When he opened the door into the kitchen which allowed an unobstructed 

view of the living room-slash-studio, Charlie was surprised to find no one.  

Hearing voices out on the deck, but out of view of the windows, he started for the 

outside door.

Arresting his interest, however, was a draped easel in the middle of the floor.  

Charlie knew Drinker could paint.  He just didn't know how good he was.  Most of 

what he saw that Drinker admitted to were logos and designs for sports clubs and 

sporting gear.  That was were the real money was, according to Drinker.

Checking again to see that no one was sufficiently near a window to observe 

him, Charlie went to the easel and lifted the cloth.  It was power.  It was beauty.  It 

was mystery.  It was verdant.  And all suffused with the light from a high prairie 

sun that rendered each detail distinct.  It had a photograph's exactness, but lacked 

the glossy, staginess of a photograph.  Charlie felt as if he were looking into a 

hologram.

Rendering the painting more dramatic for Charlie was its subject.  It was 

Bonnie Beth Seckler, the girl he had seen at the intersection earlier that morning 

and the girl the highway patrolman had described as having the ugliest mouth he 
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had ever seen.  But here she was beautiful.  Beautiful in every detail even though 

Drinker had painted those details in their exactness.

Charlie could remember seeing only one American painting that was so 

beautiful yet haunting.  That was Andrew Wyeth's Christine's World.  Drinker's 

picture was of Bonnie Beth's world.  She knelt before a sunflower, staring at it yet 

past it.  Her sketch book had fallen from her lap and its subject faced the viewer.  It 

was a scientific rendering of the sunflower.  It looked like the illustrations seen in 

ancient botanic texts, the priceless ones with hand-tinted, onion skin protected 

prints.

The sunflower filled the left half on her sketch pad.  The right showed a cross-

section of the bloom, a leaf attached to a fuzz covered stem, and a seed.  Her 

illustration of the sunflower was as detailed as Drinker's painting of her.

Anyone viewing the painting would be struck with the girl's sweetness, a 

sweetness cloyed with loneliness.  They would also see beauty, a beauty not 

marred by upper teeth that stuck straight out.  Drinker accomplished this by giving 

her one of the sunflowers she had been drawing.  She held it against her cheek, its 

daisy brown center facing the viewer.  The yellow petals exactly covered her lips 

and teeth.

The rest of the painting was high prairie with the Pawnee Buttes in the hazy 

distance.  Afraid that he might be discovered sneaking a peek, Charlie was in the 

act of lowering the cloth over the painting when he noticed several fragments of 

what looked to be Indian pot shards half buried in the sand at the base of the 

sunflower.  They seemed out of place, but perhaps not.  He was just pulling his 

reading glasses from his inside vest pocket for a better look when he heard voices 

and steps nearing from the deck outside.
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Drinker, followed by a man Charlie didn't recognize, entered just after he 

dropped the cloth over the painting and stepped back.  It took a moment for 

Drinker's eyes to adjust to the inside so he couldn't have seen Charlie near the 

painting.  "I knew I better find a way to put locks on my doors," he regretted after 

regaining his sight.  "If I don't I'll lose all my beer."

"No concern there, Drink.  I haven't even had my breakfast yet.  Just came to 

get my dog and attend to another little matter."  He eyed the man behind Drinker.  

"Don't think Dog's ready to go, though."

"Oh," Westwoman finally caught on, "this is Mr. Tyndall from the Denver Art 

Museum, Randall Tyndall.  They're having a fund raiser in a couple of months or 

so, and they wanted to see if I had something to donate."

"You're Sheriff Waggles, aren't you," Mr. Tyndall swiveled around Drinker 

and extended his hand.  "I read so much about you in the papers.  I still haven't got 

over that Ultima Thule affair.  That must have been something."

"Well I did have to squeeze it in between the Vatican cameo affair and the 

theft of the Holy Grail, but I managed."  Charlie didn't quite know what to make of 

the man.

"I do say Mr. Westwoman is being more than somewhat modest when he says 

he had a little something," his fingers bracketed the word, "to offer at our charity 

auction.  Getting anything from him was quite a coup.  Mr. Westwoman is very 

well known and sought after in small but influential, and I might add affluent, 

circles.  None of his paintings--the paintings he considers to be art that is to say--

are on public display.  They are all in private collections and haven't even been 

photographed by art critics.  Only by word of mouth is he known in the art world.  

Getting that work for our catalog," and he pointed to the covered easel, "was more 
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than a coup.  It was a godsend.  Knowledge of its presence alone will fill the 

auction with bidders.  We'll have to put in a telephone bank," he almost squealed.

"So you're here to get a picture of it for your catalog, is that it?" Charlie asked, 

wondering when they were to take the picture.

"I've already accomplished that," he indicated a camera bag and several light 

stands lying on the kitchen counter.  "With Mr. Westwoman's picture in it, we could 

almost charge for the catalog."  He looked at Drinker to see if he dare but got no 

response.

"Who you send them to?"

Mr. Tyndall became more composed.  "To those seriously interested in the 

auction.  Collectors and museums."

"Then I wouldn't qualify?"

"Oh, indeed you would, Sheriff Waggles.  If you will just give me your 

address, I will be pleased to send you a copy."  He went to his camera bag and 

unzipped a small notebook from a side pocket.

"Box l, Sligo," was the address.

Mr. Tyndall repeated the address and entered it into his notebook.

"Say, Drink," Charlie looked back to the artist.  "You didn't tell me what a 

celebrity you were.  All you told me you did was the little dash of color they put on 

sneakers."  Charlie turned to the man from the museum who was shouldering his 

camera equipment.  "Drink won't admit it, but I think he did the Colorado Rockies' 

and the Miami Marlins' insignias.  Long as they keep expanding the sports leagues, 

ol' Drink here will be able to launch a fleet of these here arks."

Westwoman was non committal.  He presented less of the image of the artist 

--pronounced as it would be in certain Greenwich Village salons--now that he had 

settled in on the prairie.  When he first showed in Sligo his blonde hair, what 

                                                     Hitch �38



remained of it, dangled about his shoulders and he wore sandals and a T-shirt that 

looked a little like a tuxedo.  Now he could go anywhere without attracting much 

attention.  His hair, still long, was in a pony tail and like as not it was stuffed up 

under a leather cowboy hat.  For clothing he had adopted serviceable jeans and a 

jean jacket, changing only to the flannel lined ones in the winter.  He looked like 

that long haired paleontologist who used to work for the University of Colorado in 

Boulder, the one Charlie sometimes saw on the prairie around Stoneham or up 

around Como Bluff when he was in that part of Wyoming.

When Drinker continued to stand mute, Charlie had to push him off the dime.  

"Well, you gonna let me see it or not?"

Drinker was reluctant, but he acquiesced.  "I'll let you see a little of it."  He 

went to the easel and lifted the cloth from the back of the easel, not from the front 

as Charlie had done.  Then he brought it over the top and uncovered the picture 

down to the girl's chin.  He held the cloth there as a husband might hold a towel to 

keep others from seeing his wife's breasts.

"That's Bonnie Beth," Charlie said and started to move toward the picture but 

Drinker placed his body between the two and re-covered the picture.

"The whole picture will be in the catalog, Sheriff Waggles," the man from the 

museum said behind them.  "Right now Mr. Westwoman is just being Mr. 

Westwoman.  We love him for it."  The last sentence was atonal, as if he really 

didn't mean it.

"I really liked the way you put the flower in front of her teeth," Charlie tried 

to get him to re-expose the painting, but it was too late.  "It really shows what a 

pretty girl she is."
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"I don't know what you are referring to, gentlemen," Mr. Tyndall said, "but I 

must be getting back to Denver.  This is the last picture I had to take, and we must 

get the layout to the printer as soon as possible."

Welcome for the distraction, Drinker moved around Charlie.  "Come on, 

Waggles.  Let's help the man get his equipment down to his car."

"Did Bonnie Beth see the completed picture?" Charlie asked.

"Yes," Drinker admitted.

"What'd she say?"

"Nothing.  She just cried.  I couldn't get her to take her hand from in front of 

her mouth to tell me why."

They were on the stairway down now and Mr. Tyndall and Drinker were 

ahead of Charlie.  "I tried to talk her father into doing something about it once," he 

called over Drinker's shoulder, "but he claimed he didn't have the money.  Laid out 

a bundle on a worthless bull just after that, as I remember.  Won't buy his wife a 

new dress, either.

"Too bad," Drinker said ahead of him.  "I don't think there's that much wrong 

structurally.  It wouldn't be that big a job to fix."

At the bottom of the stairs Charlie stooped to pat first Drinker's bitch and then 

Dog.  Dog never felt the caresses.  "There's an oral surgeon I sort of know in Fort 

Collins.  Pulled him out of a ditch once and ignored the fact that he'd been 

drinking.  I might be able to get a favor out of him."

"You wouldn't need a favor out of him," Drinker said.  He was now at the 

little door and holding it open for the museum man to step out over the foot-high 

threshold.  "If you set up the deal and get the girl there and keep her father out of it, 

I'll stand the cost."
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"You will?"  Charlie only affected the surprise.  He knew Drinker wouldn't 

miss the money.

"It'd be a favor to me, really," he said as he stepped through the door into the 

light.  "It'd be at least one thing I could say that I done right."

"You could have paid her for posing.  That might have been one way of 

getting at her problem."

"The pay for posing wouldn't have been enough.  Besides, I've already 

promised her any money that the picture makes.  Only a third is going to charity.  

The rest comes to me.  To Bonnie Beth that is.  I told her she could use it for 

college but not to get her hopes up.  I ain't all that famous regardless of what Mr. 

Tyndall says."  The museum man didn't hear because he had beeped open the trunk 

on his car and was loading the photographic equipment.

"You sure she wants to go to college?  She's awful shy."

"Have you ever seen those sketches of hers," he eyed Charlie.  "The kid's a 

natural.  If she doesn't take a double major in art and botany, it's the worst waste of 

talent I've seen.  She's light years ahead of when I was her age.  With a little 

direction she could--"

"Design sports logos?"

Drinker couldn't help but smile at the fickleness and cruelty of the art world.  

"You're right.  It's too bad she doesn't play tennis or golf.  Then she could amount 

to something.  Get some respect."

Drinker pushed the car door shut on Mr. Tyndall and they waved him a good-

bye as he drove past the bleating sheep and goats.  At the gate he took a right.  

Probably heading into Sligo for one of Inez' luncheon specials at the Cafe.  Charlie 

felt his stomach rebel at the remains of the pickle.
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"I didn't drop by, Drinker, to shoot the breeze.  I got to get in to lunch before 

it's gone, but mean time I got a delicate little matter to attend to."  He told Drinker 

what had transpired as they walked to his truck, even about the kid and the pickles 

now in his ice box.  Charlie opened one of the bundles and showed him some of 

the mylar and harness, and especially the magic writing of Banner.

"So you see the sooner I get this disposed of the sooner I can breathe easy."

Drinker looked at the two bundles.  "I don't know what mylar will do under 

heat either, but we can throw some wood into my incinerator first and get the fire 

really going  good before tossing in the flying saucer."

They carried the bundles around back to the incinerator and let the wood 

almost become coals before they began feeding the fragments singly into the 

inferno.  They flamed, flashed blue and pink, and exploded into smoke, but it 

seemed to work.

"Looks to have done a pretty good job to me," Drinker observed, poking 

about the embers with a stick.  I don't see anything anyone could recognize.  Even 

if there is, I have a man who comes out here every month and shovels out the 

ashes."

It looked like a good job to Charlie.  "Let's just see those news boys turn this 

straw," he indicated the ashes, "into gold."

                                                     Hitch �42



5
•••

Redolent of Dough

By the time Charlie pulled into his slot in front of the two joined farm 

quonsets that served as the Quonset Grocery and Cafe in Sligo, it was noon of a 

day already more busy than he'd like.  He had no sooner entered the grocery side of 

the two quonsets and taken a hard right into the building used as the cafe when 

Inez spotted him.

"I was wondering when you were going to show up here," her voice half 

scolded as he slid into his accustomed chair facing the window.  "I gave your eggs 

away long ago."  

It was her custom to scramble a dozen eggs into a bowl as soon as she opened 

and to pour them on the griddle the instant Charlie walked in.   With these--

supplemented by chopped onions, chili peppers, and three rashers of bacon each--

she prepared a half dozen breakfast burritos.  For the past year they had been a 

favorite of Charlie's, especially when she had some leftover gravy from the night 

before to smother them under.

"I ain't got time for your troubles, Inez.  I'm a busy man."  He pulled out the chair 

next to him and placed his had on in.  As he brought his hand back, he feinted a 

pinch at Inez' thigh, never intending for it to land.

                                                     Hitch �43



"So busy you can't answer your own phone.  Kandi from the sub-station was 

calling here all during breakfast.  I like to never got my customers served.  And 

then what with that, the phone's been busy ever since with reporters wanting to 

know about that calf I saw on TV."  She pointed to the set mounted on the wall 

above the lunch counter behind them.

"Where's my breakfast?"

"It's lunch time.  Can't you see my customers?"

True, the place was fairly crowded, but the customers busied themselves with 

their own plates and their own conversations.  The spat between Charlie and Inez 

was a daily ritual.  If it wasn't about breakfast it was about grounds in the coffee or 

lumps in the gravy he couldn't recognize and was suspicious of.

"It may be twelve noon by your watch, but my stomach still says it's 

breakfast."

Inez gave in as she always did and went back behind the lunch counter that 

separated Charlie's table from her work station.  Their bickering was just a way of 

making do with what they had in life.  Chickens in a coop would get mighty bored 

if they weren't allowed to peck at one another now and then.

"I suppose you'll be wanting gravy over them, as well?"  She was already at 

the grill cracking the eggs.

His grumble probably meant, "Of course."

"And the lumps in it are sausage."

"That's what you tried to tell me last time."

Inez wasn't one of those fortunate ladies allowed to age gracefully.  As a girl 

and a young lady--a very brief period in her life--the farm boys had eyed her fine, 

sturdy chassis.  But she hadn't married well, or at all, though she had a daughter, 

and instead of moving into a home where she would be set up on blocks to be 

                                                     Hitch �44



admired as a vintage automobile, she had been forced to the back roads.  And they 

had been deep rutted and long.  A lesser vehicle wouldn't have survived.  Her hair, 

which might have once been compared to the fine cloth top of a touring car, was 

now tattered, graying, and sear.  Her headlamps and radiator may have encountered 

more suicidal bugs and birds than she cared to remember, but those who had tried 

to best her found that she still had a strong rear end and good wheels.  And the 

battery?  Look out!  It had lost none of its spark.

When she slid the greasy delight between his elbows, Charlie's fork and knife 

were already raised.  "I suppose you've seen the foolishness that's setting up across 

the way," she nodded to the window.

"Kind of hard to miss," he swallowed, looking at the activity in the usually 

vacant lot across the street.  "I wondered why Wiley had his Weed Hog out last 

week knockin' down the growth.  What's it gonna' be?"

"A re-VIVE-val," Inez had fun with the word.  "Word has it the man's come 

all the way from the East just to put you on the straight and narrow."

"I'll get on the straight and narrow when I learn they serve Snicker Bars in 

Heaven." He might have talked more except for the burritos.   All he could do in 

the meantime was chew and look out the window at the tent.  It was one of those 

that wasn't very tall, but it was wide and long.  It's sides were rolled up halfway, 

exposing the backs of wooden folding chairs.  Connecting the tent to a large van 

parked on the far side of the lot were several lengths of electrical cable.

"When's it start?"

"Don't you ever read those flyers on the cork board just inside the grocery 

door?"
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Charlie lowered his coffee cup and handed it to Inez for a refill before he 

answered.   "If they'd change them once in a while I might.  I get tired of reading 

about that same old auction up in Venango."

"I know what you mean," Inez smirked and turned the handle of the filled 

coffee cup toward Charlie's curled finger.  "I was looking at them the other day and 

found an announcement about your funeral.  I was going to throw it away but some 

tourist wanted it for a keepsake."

"Which funeral was that.  The one where they had a body or the one where 

they didn't."

Inez didn't know.  "It didn't have a date on it.  Just a day and a time."

Charlie understood the problem.  "I've been buried more times than a soup 

bone in a dog kennel."

"Ain't that the truth," Inez noted and moved out of reach.  "We're hoping all 

the time that one of them funerals will finally take."   She was behind the counter 

before she added, "The flyer says the first service starts at one P.M. all this week."

"You haven't seen the boys around here, have you?"

"They were in here watching the tube and spilling coffee all over the counter 

when you drove up.  They been watching that nonsense about the calf and 

something about a flying saucer cover-up.  As soon as Wiley saw your truck pull 

in, he and the Tidleys high tailed it out the back way.   Why?  What'd they do this 

time?"

"I suspect they've been trying to teach a cow to fly."

"Good lord.  Ain't the spatsies around here troublesome enough?"

Charlie didn't answer.  It wasn't a question anyway.  He shoved his empty 

plate across the table toward the window, making room, and looked innocently 

over his shoulder at Inez.  "Now what did you say the luncheon special was?"
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"I didn't," she allowed her lips to part slightly in exasperation, "but it'll be 

there shortly."  

Charlie watched her return to the grill.  There were several women like her 

out on the prairie.  Women who weren't just descended from pioneer stock, but 

who were the very incarnation of that stock.  She had been whittled down by life 

and disappointment.  But like her ancestral fore-women who suspended cages 

containing yellow canaries from the eaves of their sod huts, Inez accepted her lot in 

life because it was her lot.  It wasn't religion.  It was Fate and its acceptance.   

Religion was for those who could move on, people like those in the tent across the 

street.  

Just as she returned to Charlie with the special, the generator across the way 

cranked up and a band began tuning.  

"Wunsta was you could have a church service without an electric guitar," 

Charlie noted absently.

"Your whole life is wunsta was.  Why don't you get on over there.  It might 

just do you some good.  Besides that," and this was what she had been warming up 

to, "I just saw the boys slide under the side of the tent."

Charlie complained, but he had intended to go all along.  When he finished his 

plate, a job of about two minutes, he joined the growing crowd and ambled across 

the gravel main street to the tent's entrance.  But he didn't enter immediately.  He 

let the others flow around him and get the better seats down front.  The electric 

keyboard, electric guitar, and drums fell short of his idea of old time religion.

When he did go in, the chairs were only half filled and those were the ones 

nearest the band.  Charlie parked his tail on the wooden slats of a chair on the aisle 

of the last row and inspected the tent while the band attempted to inspire the 

congregation.  The leader, at least the one out front with the electric guitar, was 
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dressed for a Las Vegas lounge show.  His hair had been oiled and then Elvised 

forward into a pointed rinky-dink.  His sequined yellow jacket was unbuttoned to 

make room for the ruffles of a frilly white shirt.  This whiteness coursed down to a 

white belt, white pants, white socks, and white shoes.

The guitar--sequined with the name Leroy--was lavender.

The tune the trio was playing might have been Old Time Religion, but 

because of all the guitar riffs and glissandoing up and down the keyboard he wasn't 

sure.  When they had finished--or the plug pulled on the generator, it was really 

difficult to tell--the guitar player acknowledged the applause of the audience and 

slunk to the podium.  There, casually, he reposed his arms with all the nonchalance 

of someone very conscious of his effect on the audience and stared into their eyes.

What followed was the expected warm-up in which the boy told of the trials 

and tribulations of the man they were about to meet.  The man they were about to 

have the honor and great privilege of meeting.  His father.  The Right Reverend 

Daniel Dunglas.  Brother Daniel.

At the word Brother the keyboard slid into an upbeat Elephant Walk and the 

man of the moment, Brother Daniel himself, slid from behind a curtain in the rear 

and glided across the raised wooden platform.  He was moon walking backward 

while his right thumb and forefinger kept rhythm with the keyboard.  His left hand 

held a cordless microphone.

When he reached the front of the stage and spun around, his face was twisted 

with the joyous effort of keeping time to the music.  He raised his hands to the 

sides of his head and heel and toed back and forth across the stage, his ample 

bottom providing the thrust each time his heels moved.  Charlie didn't know if 

the moves were from the Charleston, the funky chicken, or Michael Jackson.
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Whatever, this man was smooth and as devoid of guile as a flower.  He 

couldn't have hidden his wholesomeness with a mask.  Though he was dressed in a 

light blue suit and white shoes, and sported the ample girth of a man who indulged 

himself, he was as common and honest as his son was calculating and slick.

"Hello brothers and sisters," he breathed at last with a broad smile and a 

sweating brow.

Charlie couldn't keep himself from liking him.

But the smile on Brother Daniel's face turned to a frown.  "How are you 

doing, my little mother?" he asked and stepped off the six-inch stage to take the 

hand of a woman in the front row.  "You look as if you might be feeling unwell.  

Are you in pain?"  His face contorted with the word pain and Charlie was sure the 

man felt it himself.

Only the people sitting next to the woman could hear her response, but 

everyone could hear Brother Daniel as he spoke into the mike.  "Now mother, you 

just hang around until after the sermon and I'll see what I can do for your pain.  

Now," and he held his right hand up so that all would know, "I don't promise 

miracles.  I only try for them."  His hand and face lowered in a humbleness that 

dripped of sincerity.

When he raised his face again, he spoke softly.  "Now some of you may be 

wondering why I'm here today, why I'm not in one of the big cities where I could 

fill a stadium or a dome.  Let me be honest," he held his right hand up, palm out, as 

he walked up and down the stage.  "There are times when I wonder about that 

myself.  But after a few quiet moments--and friends the Lord may be everywhere 

but he's easier to hear in the stillness of the prairie than in the noise of the city.  

After those quiet moments, I say, after listening to the Lord, I know the answer.  I 
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know why my calling is to the smaller communities across this great nation of 

ours.

"The Lord already has his hand in the big cities.  He is directing the Billy 

Grahams, the Jimmy Swaggarts, the Oral Roberts.  Those are his men in the cities.  

For me He has given the country.  And why the country?  Why does he care about 

the few when the many can so easily be reached in the cities?  The answer my 

friends is the soul.  The Lord does not concern himself with quantity.  He is 

interested in quality.  The number of those souls is of less importance to Him than 

the whiteness of those souls.

"He has sent me into the hinterlands of this nation to do his laundry.  I care 

nothing for the easy money that can be garnered from the stadiums and the 

television.  I care nothing for money.  I care so little for it that I leave all the 

finances to my son Leroy.  He sees to the tent and the generator and the chairs and 

the help.  All I ask of him is a mere pittance that I might dine in your fine 

restaurants so as to sustain myself for the Lord's next task along the road."

Charlie squirmed in his seat.  He could find no reason to dislike this man.  No 

reason to suspect his appearance in Sligo.

"And that task, as I have already told you, is the Lord's laundry.  I am here 

today, my good brothers and sisters, to whiten your souls.  To make you Rinso 

white."

And with that the sermon began in earnest.  Charlie found himself no longer 

lounging in his chair but sitting upright and gripping the back of the chair in front 

of him.  Brother Daniel took the hamper of their collective souls and dumped it 

before them for all to see.  He held the dinginess to their eyes until they shuddered.  

He showed the holes that needed mending.  The spots that needed soaking.
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He told them of the detergent they needed and where they could get it and 

how little it cost.  All they had to do was to reach to the back of the shelf.  It had 

always been there.  It only needed to be used.

He tossed their filthy souls into and old fashioned iron kettle and lit the fire 

beneath it.  He took a wooden paddle to them just as the water began to roil and 

when that was done he cooled them and ran them up and down a washboard.  But 

there was more.  He threw those souls back again into the boiling water and added 

bleach and lye and stirred them furiously with the paddle.

Finally, and the audience was broken and weary, he plunged those souls into a 

cooling rinse and ran them through a crank wringer.  Now fresh, now clean, now 

sparkling, he hung those glistening souls out to dry in the sun of God's love.

Charlie was limp.  He knew he could go and sin no more--until tempted.

Brother Daniel was soaked.  He had done the work for the audience.  He had 

wrung the wringer.  Almost staggering, he made his way over to the keyboard 

where his son poured him a glass of water.  Before drinking it, he leaned over to 

the keyboard player and asked--slightly audible for he was still holding the mike--

what day tomorrow was.  "Tuesday," the player told him.  Brother Daniel looked 

up and breathed deeply before draining the glass.

To the preacher, the very name Tuesday seemed redolent of dough.  He 

couldn't wait.

Even before Brother Daniel's son carried a yellow plastic bucket to the 

podium, Charlie had taken out a five dollar bill.  The show had been worth it.

"Folks," the son's artificial voice intoned, "before we begin with the second half of 

our service where Brother Daniel will do his laying on of the hands, we'd like to 

pass among you and ask you to help us in our ministry.  Without you we can 

not continue the Lord's work."
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The gist of it was that he wanted money in the bucket.  Charlie realized that 

while Brother Daniel may rattle on, he did eventually nail the point.  The kid, to 

the contrary, was like a school chum Charlie once had.  He couldn't ask for a piece 

of chalk without explaining the Cambrian explosion.

"And remember as the Lord sayeth in Numbers 28 verses one through three," 

Brother Leroy told the audience, "God wants quality offerings."

While the band members went up and down each row, staring each 

congregant in the face as they lifted their plastic buckets, Charlie checked out the 

audience.  He knew nearly all of them.  Most of them wouldn't be in town on a 

Monday except for the service, but they weren't unexpected.

A surprise, however, was Janice Ivano, one of Genevieve's girls at the brothel 

on Second Avenue in Scottsbluff, Nebraska.  She acknowledged Charlie's glance 

briefly before lowering her eyes to her hands in her lap.  Charlie didn't mind her 

getting salvation, but couldn't she wait until after payday next month?

Trying to hide from him at the far end of the front row were the boys, Banner 

and Harley Tidley and Wiley Wentworth, Charlie's chief suspects in the flying calf 

affair.

They saw him and were crouching toward the side of the tent when the 

audience in the front rows gasped.  Brother Leroy was walking toward Charlie 

with the yellow bucket when he heard the gasp and turned short.

Brother Daniel was on his knees in front of the keyboard.  He had dropped the 

microphone and was holding his hands tightly to the sides of his head as if trying 

to block a sound.  When everyone rose in front of him, Charlie had to rise to see 

what happened next.

Brother Daniel slowly fell sideways so that he now rested under the keyboard 

and between its telescoping legs.  Gradually his body relaxed and straightened.  
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Then it stretched and became rigid and he began quivering.  His arms and legs 

stiffened and rose like those of a dead, bloated cow.  His whole body shook 

violently.  He was having a grand mal seizure.

The drummer, who hadn't taken part in the collection, left his seat and backed 

away from Brother Daniel.  The keyboard player and Brother Leroy also didn't 

move, but they exchanged glances.

In his gyrations, Brother Daniel kicked the keyboard and it fell with an 

accordion cry.  Following the crash, no sound remained in the room but the 

pounding of his flopping body against the stage and the murmur of air forced from 

his lungs and over his vocal chords.  Finally, the energy gone from his muscles and 

his brain short circuited to numbness, his arms and legs floated to the floor and he 

slept.

Slowly, Brother Leroy walked to the podium and placed the yellow bucket on 

it.  Then he went to his father, knelt, and pressed two fingers to a vein in his neck.  

He nodded okay to the keyboard player who then dragged his instrument clear of 

the body.

Realizing that he still held his five dollar bill, Charlie stuffed it back into his 

pocket.

The audience, not knowing what else to do, resumed their seats.  Even Wiley 

and the Tidleys.  Strangely, Janice Ivano--Genevieve's girl in Scottsbluff--went to 

the son and knelt beside him.  At first she placed her hand reassuringly on the son's 

shoulder, but then she produced a handkerchief and began daubing Brother 

Daniel's ashen, but perspiring, face.

She daubed his brow a dozen times before his lips began to move and he 

spoke.  But what he said were not words.  They were nonsensical.  Parts of words, 
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maybe.  Syntactical in an insane sense.  Even shadings of nuance produced by 

intonation.  But it made no sense.

"He's glossing," the son looked up.  

The surprise on the boy's face wasn't at the glossolalia--speaking in tongues--

and it wasn't that his father was alive.  Charlie couldn't read the look.  It evaded 

him.  But, as if suddenly awakening, Brother Leroy hugged the girl kneeling beside 

him and announced:

"I can understand him."

The audience sat in their wooden chairs stunned.  Charlie released the chair in 

front of him and leaned back.  He would believe it only when he heard it.

"It's my father's voice, but it's not my father speaking."

Those in the chairs squirmed.  At home on television this would have been 

fare to be ignored.  Here it was at arm's length, and real.

"He is channeling the spirit Antah Karana.  Antah says he and my father have 

been here before.  Have been here to the buttes you now call Pawnee.  They were 

here many years ago.  Hundreds of years ago.  Thousands.  This, he says, is truly 

my father's land.  Land made holy by his death and the deaths of those he led in 

that long past journey."

Brother Leroy, his face suffused with an inner glow, stared at the roof of the 

tent while he listened to his father channel.  When the gibberish stopped, he 

translated.

"My father in a previous life was a Druid prince."

Charlie got up to leave, but his curiosity at the absurd stopped him and nailed 

his shoes to the ground at the door.

"My father was a great prince, a wandering prince.  He and twelve others 

journeyed completely across this land.  They went from sea to sea and were on 
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their return home when they encountered a great storm near the buttes you now 

call Pawnee.  Antah Karana, not of that name then--Antah is his name in the spirit 

world--was one of the twelve.

"When they reached this land that they chose to call Mersey, they knew they 

no longer wished to return to their homes across the great sea.  This would be their 

new home and they claimed it for their religion and for their descendants in 

perpetuity.  When they were in the very act of consecrating this land by sacrificing 

to the God of the deep pools their most precious possession--the life of their leader, 

the Druid prince whose soul now rests in the body lying before you--they were 

overtaken by a violent storm.  Those who were not killed instantly by lightning 

died in the hideous wall of water that rushed down the gully in which they were 

preparing the sacrifice.

"It was because of this that my father has traveled the land these many years.  

Not only was he trying to find something lost in the common man, he was also 

unknowingly seeking the true home of his own soul.  That is why Antah Karana 

today revisited my father.  He wishes to put his soul at rest with the knowledge that 

he is indeed at last home.  It is time for him to take possession of the land that is 

truly his."

It seemed to Charlie that the son was using many more words than his father 

was using syllables.

"Come," the son rose and lifted the girl beside him.  "It is time we took our 

father home.  Come," and he motioned to the two members of the band, "help me 

carry Brother Daniel to the van.  We must go to the buttes immediately and take 

possession.  Antah Karana has assured me the land will truly be ours."

"Just a Druid-pickin' minute," Charlie called and ambled down the aisle.  

"That land you're talkin' about takin' possession of is government land, Forest 
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Service to be exact.  If you think you're going to take it over, you've got another 

think comin' unless you can come up with more of a deed than that gibberish out of 

your father's mouth."

Brother Leroy and the drummer were in the act of raising the preacher when 

Charlie spoke.  "My father does not speak gibberish," Brother Leroy admonished 

softly.  "It is glossolalia.  He speaks in the tongue of his spirit guide Antah 

Karana."

"And only you can interpret?"

"I do not know how I know.  I just know."

"That's uncommon singular."

Just then the father began to murmur.  He was almost coherent.  At least the 

utterances were questioning.

"Antah Karana says there is proof.  The Necklace of Office.  In their journeys 

they had lost the golden rope my father wore around his neck as a prince.  So, here 

and there on their travels, they made stones that contained sacred writings--sacred 

runes.  These my father, as he was then, wore around his neck.  His body and the 

bodies of the others are gone, but the stones remain.  They remain out there."  He 

pointed east toward the Pawnee Buttes.  "Once they are found you will have your 

proof and we shall have our land.  The land that is rightly ours by prior claim and 

religious right."

Charlie wondered at the legalese Antah Karana was using.  "It's a big prairie 

out there," Charlie told them as they carried the limp body past.  "State law 

says you can camp in one spot for no more than two weeks.  I catch you yahoos out 

there after that, I'll show you what religious fervor is."

The audience followed the body out and watched the son and Janice Ivano 

load it into the back of a van.  Then they stood back as the work crew struck camp.  
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"Two weeks," Charlie repeated impotently to no one in particular.  "Two 

weeks, no more."  He got out of the way of the workers but shook his head in 

disgust for all to see.  What else could happen today, he wondered.  Calf falls out 

of the sky, he's sent to clean up a flying saucer at Point of Rocks, and now some 

struck silly preacher is laying claim to the Pawnee National Grasslands.

"Hey, where do you honyocks think you're going?" he grabbed Wiley by the 

collar as the boys tried to sneak past.  "Got a little matter about a calf taking flying 

lessons I'd like to run past you."

Wiley glanced quickly at Harley and Banner before speaking.  Even then he 

sought further support by cradling his belly with both hands at the point it pouched 

out from his red suspenders.  "We don't know what you're talking about, Charlie.  

Ain't that right, Harley?  Ain't that right, Banner?"

Harley didn't remove his hands from his overall pockets but said, "We haven't the 

faintest idea."

"Not the faintest," Banner chimed in, his arms stiffly at his sides.  He was still 

wearing his red winter jacket and red cap, but at least he had tied the ear flaps up.

"Doesn't take a lot to recognize one of Bode Road's calves.  No brand and red 

and yellow ear tags.  I'll bet the state fellows are going crazy trying to trace that 

calf.  They don't know he doesn't graze any head and only feeds a few summer 

calves when he can get grain and hay cheap enough, or borrow it.  And we both 

know he puts those ear tags on them just for show.  Makes up the numbers.  Thinks 

it makes him look like he knows what he doing.  The numbers don't mean nuttin'.  

Just like Banner's magic writing."

"We still don't know what you're talking about," Harley said again.  This time 

when he turned for confirmation, Wiley refused to meet his eyes.
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"Nuttin' huh?  That pony harness you used to have hanging in your barn.  The 

one you use when you hitch those miniatures to the tiny stagecoach for the Sligo 

parade?  Is that still hanging from the nail just to the left of the swinging doors in 

your barn?"

"Oh, oh," Banner stiffened even more.   He seldom said anything first and 

when he did it was usually unfortunate for someone.

"You shush up, Banner," his brother pulled his hands from his overall pockets.  

"I told you we shouldn't have let him write the message to the rain gods."

"Well I didn't know what to put down," Wiley countered.  "I don't even know 

how to write to the gods I know let alone some rain god."

"Come on.  Get over here," Charlie herded them toward the street to get out of 

the way of the crew pulling down the tent.  "I ought to haul the lot of you in and 

have you thrown in the hoosegow 'till cows can fly, but it'd be a waste of the 

taxpayers' money.  And if this episode should get out to the public, I don't know 

how we could live it down out here.  Whether you yahoos know it or not, some 

folks out here like to walk around with their heads held up occasionally.  No 

wonder we're losing people out here on the prairie.  It's yahoos like you who are 

killing Sligo."

"But we were doing it for the people out here, Charlie," Wiley grew bold.  "It 

wasn't just for us.  We don't farm no more.  We did it for the people what need 

rain."

"Come on," Charlie again shepherded them.  "Let's go over to the side of the 

cafe quonset.  I don't want to take the chance of anyone hearing this."  Once they 

were standing on the dead weeds between the cafe and the cinder block Town Hall, 

Charlie resumed his interrogation.  "Now come at me again with this nonsense."
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"It's this way," Wiley explained.  "You've got to give back for what you've 

received.  We've been taking far too long out here.  The rain comes and the cows 

get fattened and the calves are born, but do we ever pay the rain back?  No.  That's 

why the rain's stopped."

"Exactly Harley interrupted.  "That's why we sacrificed the calf to the rain 

god.  It was a pay back."

"Are you guys crazy?  Where'd you get such a jack-a-lope of an idea?”

"Shows what you know, Charlie," Harley unzipped a breast pocket in his blue 

overalls.  "I've got a news story about some people in Europe doing about the same 

thing.  'Cept they were paying back the ocean gods."

"Let me see that thing," Charlie jerked it out of Harley's hand.  He put on his 

reading glasses and scanned it quickly.   Then he went back for a more careful 

perusal.  "I don't believe this.  You idiots must have brothers all over the world.  

Probably got a union."  What Charlie held in his hand was this:

AMSTERDAM, Netherlands (AP) -- Environmentalists say it's irresponsible, 

Christians are calling it sacrilegious and the Dutch government has gone to court 

to ban it.

But if all goes according to plan, one day next month a l00-foot, steel-framed 

figure of a man, stuffed with 20,000 loaves of bread, will be towed out into the 

North Sea and sunk.

"They've just misunderstood the whole idea," said Kees Bakker of those 

protesting the project.  "This is an offering to the sea, in return for all we've taken 

from it over the years.  It's a positive act, not a piece of senseless vandalism."

The National Gift to the Sea was conceived two years ago by the Cargo 

Foundation, a group of l0 publicity-shy Dutchmen, who see it as a "sacrificial 

statue and an important expression of Holland's cultural identity," Bakker said
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The welded steel superstructure, in the form of a figure with arms raised, is 

currently being packed with bread by several hundred volunteers.

The loaves were baked by a dozen local bakers using flour from grain grown 

on reclaimed land and water drained from the IJsselmeer, a man-made inland sea.

There was more, but Charlie had read enough.  Suddenly exhausted, he 

handed the clipping back to Harley and leaned forward against the cafe quonset 

after extending his arm.  "About the only positive thing I can say is that you didn't 

kill anyone.  Those tourists' insurance will most likely take care of their car, and 

the notoriety they're going to get might just make it all worthwhile to them.  Still, I 

ought to run you in just so the media boys will have an easy explanation for the 

flying cow."

"But there's the town's reputation to consider," Wiley encouraged.

Charlie considered Wiley's self-serving concern and pushed himself to a 

standing position.  "At least you're on my track now," he said and started toward 

the front of the cafe.  "Lucky for you I've taken care of the evidence, except for the 

calf and they won't be able to trace that.  Now I want you yahoos to get out of here 

and don't cross my path until I'm loaded and in a better mood.  Way I'm feelin' now 

that won't be for several minutes."

"At least we don't eat no little green men," Banner stiffened and said, causing 

Charlie to turn.

"Little green men.  What are you talking about?"

"It was on the television," Wiley said, feeling obligated to explain.  "Story all 

about you covering up a flying saucer crash for the government.  You were seen, 

Charlie."
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"For crimanetly's sake, you honyocks know good and well that flying saucer 

was your balloon."

"Not the way I hear tell it," Banner sounded.  He had seen the story on the 

television and that was proof enough.

"And there's a little boy says he saw you eating one of the little green men you 

found."

"Little green men.  What are you yokels going on about?  There were no little 

green men."

"Not the way I heard it."

"The boy said you had them in a jar on the seat of your pickup and you were 

eating one," Wiley nodded.

"That's crazy."  Charlie felt like a prairie dog with only one exit hole.  "That 

wasn't a little green man.  That was a pickle.  I mean an Atomic Egg."

"Not the way we hear tell it."

6
•••

Triangle of Stones

Eats were catch as catch-can in the week to follow.  If Charlie tried to enter 

one of his habitual haunts, he was hounded by reporters.  They were waiting for 

him at Rock Port for the Monday night nut fry.  Tuesday they interrupted his 

spaghetti special at New Raymer.  On Wednesday he didn't even try the Plateo 

Fantastico in Snyder because of the familiar cars and their Denver plates parked 

outside.
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Thursday's chili size went half eaten when he hustled out the rear door to 

avoid a caravan of reporters who had been alerted to the existence of his pickup in 

front of the Hereford bowling alley and cafe, still called the Hereford Bowl even 

though the lanes had been replaced by wooden picnic tables and the pin setters by a 

bandstand.  Kandi was probably providing the reporters with their intelligence.  If 

he could find the time, Charlie promised himself to Super Glue her hand mirror and 

hairbrush to her work station.

If Inez hadn't been able to make a few bucks off the sandwiches the reporters 

bought, she too might have helped them corner Charlie and been done with the 

matter.  As it was, however,--once they agreed to stop calling the cafe phone at all 

hours and asking for him--she grew oblivious to them the way one learns to 

tolerate a squeaking fan belt.  What they didn't know, though, was that when they 

were lying in wait for Charlie, she would slip out and lower the flag in front of the 

Town Hall about four feet to warn him of their presence.

It wasn't that Charlie disliked the media.  He even had fond memories of one 

lad who had helped him during the Battle of Waggles' Wash, but that fellow was no 

longer employable as a reporter in America.  When it concerned his triumph, 

Charlie found the media amiable.   It was their surliness during those twilight 

moments that rankled.   He couldn't, for instance, take them to his ice box, show 

them the gallon jar containing two pickles, and then convince them that he hadn't 

been snacking on an alien.  And this was especially true since he still hadn't lived 

down being accused of biting the head off an Easter bunny at a kindergarten Catch-

it-and-Keep-it scramble.  To tell the reporters what the flying saucer really was 

would simply discredit him and the entire community of Sligo.  The only other 

possible solution was to string up Wiley and the Tidleys, the cause of it all.  That 
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would make Charlie feel better, but what he had heard of prison food didn't make 

him curious.

Friday morning he found Wiley sitting out in the middle of a pasture in his 

International pickup.  He hadn't made the turn in the road, but luckily he was able 

to burst through the wire fence and come to a rest in the field.

"Strangest thing," he told Charlie who had walked out into the field to see if 

he was all right.  "Brakes just went ka-pooie."

"Happens."

"Same thing happened to Banner just yesterday.  Went clean through the back 

of his garage.  His brother Harley was able to throw on his hand brake when his 

went out."

"All of your brakes went out this week?"

"Yep," Wiley said and put his transmission into reverse to get back to the 

road.

"Maybe if you guys'ed perform a little maintenance occasionally you could 

avoid these problems."

"Might be," Wiley continued to back, testing his hand brake to make sure it 

worked.

Later that morning Charlie headed into Fort Collins to talk to the oral surgeon 

about Bonnie Beth.  On the way he overtook Bode Road and they pulled to the 

edge of the pavement for a chat.  Bode was on his way to deliver a dozen rabbit 

kindling boxes to a breeder in Timnath.

"I'll be going that way, anyway," Charlie said, "so let me drop the boxes off.  

It'll give me something to do."  He didn't wait for permission.  He just transferred 

the boxes from the back of Bode's pickup to his.  Bode didn't dare complain about 
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being deprived of a trip because he knew Charlie had learned where the boys got 

the calf that ended up in the back seat  of the Dodge van.

The visit to the oral surgeon proved to be pleasant.  It was even uplifting after 

Charlie described the girl's mouth and learned that while it was quite an operation 

it was still routine.  The following day he spoke to Bonnie Beth's mother on the 

phone.  She was more than thankful for the opportunity--charity or not--and 

promised to contact the doctor and sneak Bonnie Beth into Fort Collins on some 

pretext even if she had to borrow a car.  The operation would have to be performed 

on the QT because Mister Seckler was dead set against any kind of charity--except 

farm subsidies.

With such chores Charlie kept busy.  Even so, he was fighting the incipient 

ennui of a warm afternoon when he saw a familiar vehicle raising a cloud of dust 

across the prairie.  It was Drinker's '52 Jeepster, still missing the spare tire that 

should have been bolted to the rear.  Charlie determined which gate he was 

shooting for and scooted ahead to meet him.

"Roads ain't good enough for you, or are you up to some tomfoolery?" he 

asked when Drinker got out of his vehicle to open the gate.

"Apparently you haven't been watching the television or listening to the 

radio," Drinker mocked.  After he pulled through and plopped the loop back down 

over the latch post, he explained.  "Those Druid buddies of yours are bringing in an 

archaeologist today.  It was on the morning talk shows.  All of 'em."

Charlie opened his door and placed a foot on the running board.  "Get on with 

it.  What's this nonsense you're talkin' about?"

Drinker lowered his leather cowboy hat and came over to rest a booted foot 

on the running board next to Charlie's.  "It's one of those New Age archaeologists.  

The kind that don't get their fingernails dirty."
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"There was a woman some years back that was foolin' around out here like 

that.  Guest of the City of Greeley, as I recall."

"Well this isn't her.  One of her disciples, I suspect."  He started to scrape his 

boot on Charlie's chrome running board but thought better of it.  "You going to go 

on over and watch the show?  If you don't, you'll be about the only one not there.  

It's going to be some doins."

Charlie was tempted.   "I have always been a student of archaeology."

"Well, let's go."

"Don't think I can.  The reporters would hound me to death."

"Maybe not," Drinker pushed his hat back.  He was affecting the mannerisms 

of a rancher well.  "They'll be watching the archaeologist."

"But they couldn't miss my truck, even if I pulled these magnetic Sheriff's 

Department seals off."

"Your place is on the way," Drinker thought for both of them.  "Drop  your 

truck off there and ride on out with me.  People look at my vehicle because it's a 

classic.  They don't look at who's driving."

"But if they saw me out there they'd recognize me."

"Not if you'll leave it to me," he said as he walked back to his Jeepster.  

Whatever he saw in its back seat  made him smile.

Fifteen minutes later Charlie understood the reason for that smile.  They were 

headed toward the buttes and Drinker's radio was receiving a live remote 

broadcast.  The reporter said the archaeologist had flown over the area earlier that 

morning and used a plumb bob to determine where to start dowsing for the missing 

Necklace of Office.  The site chosen was just over the escarpment west of the 
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buttes and in the middle of a broad expanse drained by several arroyos.  Charlie 

recognized it as being across the road from the site of the Battle of Waggles' Wash.

Once he learned the location, Drinker turned his radio off.  "The fellow says 

he can detect electromagnetic photo-fields," he told Charlie what he had learned 

from television that morning.  Charlie listened, but he wasn't happy.  "He says as 

long as a structure or object has been in a place for six months it leaves an EMPF 

field--I'm not making this up, Charlie--and he can dowse where it used to be.  The 

ground it was in or on doesn't even have to still be there.  He said finding 

something that is still there would be easier than dowsing for gold."

"How'd Brother Daniel find out about him?"

"Beats me," Drinker shrugged.  "But they flew him in yesterday.  He said he 

usually doesn't accept gratuities for his services, such as the plane ride, but that his 

'72 Ford Fairlane needed a ring job and a new muffler."

When they got to the site, Weld County Road ll2 at the point where it curved 

into lll was lined with vehicles on both sides.  Drinker found a space between two 

cars just wide enough to squeeze through.   He parked in the ditch.  The flow of 

people past them moved with the solemnity of believers ascending to meet a man 

with one loaf of bread and a single fish.

"Don't worry," Drinker smiled at Charlie's costume.  "This is going to be fun."  

Charlie knew that Drinker's smile meant that Drinker was going to have fun.  

Charlie, to the contrary, wondered at the efficacy of his disguise.

They straddled the fence and followed the throng, Charlie's surprisingly short 

legs pumping double time.  The believers halted quietly at the edge of a gully 

where several television cameras were already set up.  Why they were so quiet and 

what they were waiting for eluded Charlie.  Obviously the stage had been set, for 

what he didn't know.
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The answer came from the East, the direction of the Pawnee Buttes though 

they were not visible from where Charlie stood.  The first object to appear was a 

long, narrow guidon.  It was the type of flag usually seen fluttering from pikes in 

jousting movies.  Following it came two rectangular purple flags carried by two 

young men.  Between them walked a dwarf wearing a hooded, black robe.

As the procession crested the escarpment and trailed down to the waiting 

throng, more marvels appeared.  Behind the dwarf came another caped, though not 

hooded, figure that Charlie recognized as Brother Leroy, the preacher's son.  

Following him were four men bearing a canopied litter.  The sides of the canopy 

were down, leaving the identity of the shadowy, reclining figure inside a mystery.  

Following this majestic litter came a smaller litter--or box, rather, suspended 

between two poles--also shouldered by four men.  Marchers trailing the box snaked 

over the hill for three or four minutes.

Drinker leaned toward Charlie and half whispered.  "I didn't tell you how 

popular this prophet has become.  I hear several hundred disciples are camping  out 

with him already."

"What prophet you talkin' about?  Or is it spelled p-r-o-f-i-t?"

"The Recumbent Prophet, Brother Dunglas himself.  'He who sleeps yet 

speaks wisdom,'" Drinker repeated what the infotainment programs had been full 

of.  "You really have been out of touch, haven't you?"

"Happily so until now," Charlie looked around to see if anyone recognized 

him.  Three men, if they didn't recognize him, were certainly taken by his 

appearance.  The three were Wiley Wentworth and Harley and Banner Tidley.  

They scrutinized Charlie as if they were checking the gams on a drag queen.

What humiliated Charlie most about his disguise was the baseball cap--a boy's 

cap, not a man's hat.  No one in America had ever seen him so attired.  Adding to 
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his chagrin was its diminutive size.  It made his forehead look like two-thirds of a 

Neapolitan ice cream bar.  The Chocolate was the lower portion of his face.  The 

vanilla was the ring of forehead usually covered by his hat.  The missing 

strawberry would be provided by his face should his disguise be penetrated.

Below the cap was something Charlie also never wore.  Sunglasses.  It wasn't 

that he thought they made a sheriff look sinister.  It was that they kept a man from 

squinting and a man without deep crow's feet at the corners of his eyes was little 

more than a woman.

The piece de resistance, as Drinker had called it when he twirled it around 

Charlie's shoulders, was the painter's smock, something even Drinker wouldn't 

wear on a bet, but clothing manufacturers kept sending him samples.  Other than 

that Charlie felt completely naked because he had left his vest and revolver at 

home, hidden.

Even if the boys had recognized him, they were too occupied to signify.  They 

stood apart from the crowd, nearer the bank of the arroyo and farther down stream.  

They acted almost as if they were the center of attention rather than the procession 

which had drawn to a halt before the crowd.

"Back, back," yelled the officious, black-clad dwarf and the people retreated.  

"Your auras will confuse the electromagnetic photo-field.  Back.  Back."  On closer 

inspection the dwarf was not a dwarf at all but a nervous little man with ferret-

black eyes and silver brows.  He aimed his venom through wire-rimmed glasses 

and backed up his threat with artificially pink lips that looked as if they could spit 

quartz crystals.  His gray beard, bristling, was trimmed to a point that could have 

cut diamond.

"This is no good, Leroy," he threw up his hands and turned his back on the 

crowd in exasperation.  "I just can't work under these conditions.  This is a delicate 
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science.  The vibrations of this many people are bound to cause a discordant hum 

in the EMPF's and who knows what will happen."  He stalked back and forth 

dramatically, his hands clasped behind him, his beard prowing through the 

imagined gloom before him.  "I have a reputation here to maintain," he halted just 

long enough to say.

Irritated, but still needing them, Brother Leroy--looking not nearly so 

resplendent without his sequined yellow jacket and greasy rinky dink dripping over 

his forehead--interposed himself between the archaeologist and the crowd.  

"Please, please," he asked, "would you give the Amazing Randall the space he 

needs.  As you heard, this is a delicate operation."  The crowd didn't move until 

he nodded his head and a squadron of goons marched from the cluster of disciples 

to Gestapo it back.

The archaeologist paced the  widening distance between the crowd and the 

edge of the arroyo, measuring it.  At one point he stopped, beseeched the sky with 

his eyes, and then threw his stubby arms into the air again, this time in disgust.  

"Oh, what the H-E-double-toothpicks," he uttered at last.  "I've come this far.  I 

might as well give it a try," he alibied directly into the cameras.  Then, flourishing 

his cape aside, he extracted two lengths of wire, each bent ninety degrees at one 

end.

"Coat hangers," Drinker whispered into Charlie's disguised ear.

"Probably the ones he used to hold the muffler on his Fairlane."

The Amazing Randall placed the shorter sections of the straightened coat 

hangers into his closed fists and pointed the longer portions ahead like the barrels 

of twin revolver.  Ignoring the crowd, he walked along the edge of the arroyo.  

Occasionally, the tips of the hangers crossed or spread, but he ignored them.  After 
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surveying the bank down to the boys--who were still glued to the spot where 

Charlie first saw them--Randall turned and inched his way back toward the crowd.  

"I have detected what I am convinced is their campsite," he announced to the 

media.  "Behind me is the very definite impression of a very old campfire.  And if 

I'm not mistaken, and I seldom am, a crude shelter with two or three tiers of stones 

as its base stood almost exactly beneath my feet."

Television cameras tilted as if the stones were still visible.

In checking the ground himself, Charlie noticed three rocks that seemed out of 

place.  They were limestone, the cap rock that formed the top layer of the buttes.  

That they were there wasn't too surprising.  But they were farther down the draw 

than might have been expected.  Usually limestone that had been carried that far by 

erosion was little more than rubble.

"The necklace we seek is also near at hand."   When the murmur from the 

crowd subsided, he brought his fists together and allowed the coat hangers to lie 

parallel.  "I believe at this juncture it would be judicious to ask the assistance of 

Prince Dunglas, the Recumbent Prophet.  The nearness of the Prophet, together 

with his spiritual guide Antah Karana, will help strengthen the EMPF's, the 

electromagnetic photo-field, and lessen the margin of error.  This will reduce the 

required digging."

"Ten to one his own pinkies won't touch dirt," Drinker whispered.  The odds 

weren't long enough to tempt Charlie.

Just who was hidden within the canopied litter was answered when the four 

strong men carried it through the crowd and set it at the archaeologist's feet.  The 

figure of Brother Dunglas, the Prophet, remained recumbent and Charlie wondered 

if he were even alive.  Little more than the outline of his body could be seen, and 

that might have been a wax figure.

                                                     Hitch �70



Resting the coat hanger tips on the top support of the canopy, the 

archaeologist lowered his head and mumbled.  He seemed to be gathering power, 

not asking for guidance.

When the rods, apparently statically charged, rose skyward, the archaeologist 

spun and let them control him.  Faltering as if sleepwalking, he followed the rods 

as they pulled him along, at one point almost dragging his reluctant body.  When 

the man regained his footing and opened his eyes, he stood in the center of a 

triangle made by the three rocks Charlie had noticed.

This was too much coincidence to be ignored.  Charlie checked the ground 

where the archaeologist stood.  It was covered with clumps of withered yellow 

grass, perhaps more grass than at any spot selected randomly in the neighborhood.  

Troubling to Charlie was that the ground looked undisturbed.  The clumps looked 

natural.  Some even had remnants of runners leading to other clumps.  This soil 

had not been disturbed in a long time, perhaps it was virgin soil.  Perhaps it had 

never been turned.

Never the less, the tips of the coat hangers tilted slowly down.  The little 

archaeologist's hands and wrists struggled mightily to hold them aloft, but the 

power was too great.  Surrendering to the rods' will, his arms were pulled down 

with such a force that the tips of the coat hangers stabbed the dry earth.

As if experiencing an epiphany, the archaeologist rose from the embedded 

rods and stretched his arms to the eastern horizon.  "I," he swallowed, "give you 

the key to the kingdom--the Necklace of Office, the end of your quest."

He collapsed to his knees and was removed bodily by a team of men and boys 

wielding shovels.

Drinker leaned up to Charlie's ear again.  "Not bad theater.  The choreography 

could use some work, however."
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"Somethin's really fishy here," Charlie grabbed Drinker's arm.  "Let's get up 

close and watch.  Make sure they aren't salting the hole.  And look at that soil.  Is it 

layered or does it look like it's just been filled in?  And the roots on the grass.  How 

deep do they go down?"

They weren't allowed too close, but Charlie thought he was close enough.  

One crew had set up a rocking screen to separate the soil from what they hoped 

would be the artifacts.  

The earth it the shovels looked solid to Charlie.  He could see roots in the side 

of the hole that had been cut off by the shovels.  And only the men with the shovels 

were allowed near the hole.  The archaeologist and Brother Leroy stood well back 

and kept other members of the congregation at bay.

"I've got something," cried the man rocking the screen.  The man who had just 

emptied his shovel jumped in place and said "Yes, yes, yes," over and over.

Brother Leroy walked stately over to the man, not at all surprised, but as if he 

were expecting it, and accepted the small token from the laborer.  He didn't look at 

the artifact.  Instead, his eyes swept the crowd as if to confirm to them what he had 

always known.  

When he finally glanced at it, his face blanched, then flushed.  He sank to his 

knees.  One of the congregation came to his aid.  It was the former keyboard player 

in Brother Daniel's three-piece gospel band.  Brother Leroy elevated the stone so 

that the band member might see it and he too withered to his knees.  From their 

previous elevation of cocky assuredness, they had been struck to quiet sobriety.

The stone, or piece of clay, as Charlie saw it, was about the size of a silver 

dollar and gray.  Etched, forced, or engraved into it--and then colored--were two or 

three symbols.  He was thinking the worst when Drinker said it for him.

"Druidic runes, if I were to hazard a guess."
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"Here's another.  No two," yelled the man at the screen.  He was so excited a 

man with a shovel had to keep the contraption from slipping into the arroyo.  

"Look," the man with the two pieces of clay shrieked, holding them aloft.  "This 

one has a piece of cord.  It's still in the hole in the rock.  "Look," he pointed.  

"There's a knot on both sides of the rock.  That's why it's still there."

"Just how long does cord last," Charlie asked Drinker who had his hand on 

Charlie's shoulder so he could stand on his tip toes for a better view.

"Depends on what the cord's made of, I guess.  And maybe how dry the soil 

is."

"Another!" one of the workers yelled triumphantly.

In all the diggers found six stones.  When they were finished and had 

convinced themselves no more remained, Brother Leroy raised his arm.  At the 

signal Janice Ivano, Genevieve's girl who was now dressed is vestal white, 

emerged from the crowd followed by four men carrying a box between two poles.

Finally, Charlie recognized what that second litter was.  It was a reliquary.  

They were so confident they would find the Necklace of Office they had built a 

reliquary in which to house the artifacts.  Janice opened the top of the box and 

pulled out a smaller box.  This she carried to Brother Leroy, knelt before him, and 

opened it.

Brother Leroy deposited the precious stones.  Stones so precious that if they 

proved authentic the former traveling evangelist just might gain title to twenty or 

thirty thousand acres of grassland including the Pawnee Buttes.  The small box was 

re-inserted inside the larger, and, without apparent signal, the procession re-formed 

and wended its way back up the hill and over the rise.
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Through out the entire ceremony the Recumbent Prophet had not stirred.  

Maybe had not even breathed.  The only motion discernible was when the litter 

bearers failed to lift in unison, causing the body to rock slightly.

Of those who had witnessed the afternoon's events, many were amazed.  

Some were thrilled.  Some acted as if they had seen little more than street theater.  

But Charlie was shaken.

"Oh, no they don't," he curled his right hand into a fist.  "Oh, no they don't.  

They're not going to get away with this.  Not while I'm sheriff out here."  

Some of the spectators who had heard him speak and utter the word sheriff 

turned with interest.    The man they saw was as big as Charlie.  He was built like a 

top-heavy wedge, just like Charlie.  But it wasn't Charlie.  He wouldn't be caught 

dead in a baseball cap.

Only one other group of people near the arroyo was as confounded as Charlie.  

That group was the boys.  They stood, where they had stood from the beginning, 

about thirty yards downstream from where the artifacts were found.

They were bothered, visibly, but it didn't look as if they planned to complain.  

They looked as if they were going to go home and check their brakes.  And re-

check them and re-check them.
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7
•••

Bounties of Nature

In the weeks to follow almost nothing could sweep the glower from Charlie's 

craggy lips.  He tried Scottsbluff, Nebraska, for recreation, but that didn't help.  He 

dropped in on the Corner Bar in Kimball for diversion.  Didn't help either.  He 

checked out a new all-you-can-eat cafeteria in Cheyenne.  Didn't hurt.

His only solace sprang from something he kept beneath the front seat of his 

Jeep.  No, not the bottle of Four Roses.  The cassette tape next to it.  Had its 

subject been country, he would have thrown it up onto the dash proudly to be dried 

and distorted by the sun--the way men who listen to such music treat their tapes.

This cassette--and he would have denied ownership had anyone found it in his 

cab--contained the works of the Norwegian Edvard Grieg.  Charlie's favorite 

passage was titled In the Hall of the Mountain King.  Some people, he realized, 

thought its melody was written to accompany the silly choreography of a mouse in 

white shoes.  But such a notion was preposterous.  Any fool with only half an ear 

could tell it was the pursuit of a jack rabbit by a mated pair of coyotes.

As the opening strains clearly reveal, the coyotes, well fed but seeking 

sustenance for their brood, are scouring the prairie, their noses to the ground.  

Occasionally they detect the lingering scent of possible prey, but the trail is too 

cold.  As they roam farther from their den, however, the scent warms and the pair 

quicken from a trot to a lope.  Then, sensing the nearness of their prize, they stretch 

their bodies into an all-out run just as the jack explodes from its dusty depression.
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Instinctively, the rabbit leads them in a wide half circle across the prairie, but 

the pair, little more than a blur of intent gristle and muscle, gradually narrows the 

gap.  Frantically, the jack bounds into the air--standing momentarily on its hind 

feet--and searches the terrain ahead.  On its third bounce, it spots a badger hole and 

dives in, safe from the coyotes.

Though the chase is exciting, Charlie always felt a little let down by the sudden 

conclusion of the piece because Grieg had failed to answer a very troubling 

question:  Was the badger to home?

One morning about three weeks after the discovery of the Necklace of 

Office--and after already listening three times to the chase--Charlie found himself 

standing in the field next to the giant billboard of himself.  His eyes weren't 

interested in his likeness.  Instead, they focused on the new graffiti that had 

appeared over night.  What impulse possessed him to think that a closer look at the 

vandalism would help, he didn't know.  Up close, it was still an indiscernible mess 

of lines--maybe letters.  A child clutching an over-large Crayola could accomplish 

as much.  Even so, whoever was doing it had been at it for months as the 

mismatched patches of white paint used to cover his previous vandalism tackily 

showed.

In normal times, Charlie would have been surprised to be alone at the 

billboard, but tourism had suffered because of the Druids.  The Rev. Daniel 

Dunglas and his followers now owned a third of the grasslands and discouraged 

visitors to the buttes.  

The speed with which Rev. Dunglas acquired title was remarkable.  Normally 

Congress would take decades to remove federal lands from its rolls and relinquish 

it to state or private hands, but because it was an election year the senators and 

representatives fell over each other to give the People's property away.   At first 
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only the religious vote was at stake, but when the Druids hired the Colorado Militia 

to guard their compound with assault rifles the legislators proved only human.  No 

politician could resist both Guns and God.

To garner votes, three of the presidential hopefuls traveled to the grasslands to 

be pictured with the Pawnee Buttes in the background.  The candidates all asked 

for Charlie to stand next to them, but he had been unavoidably detained elsewhere.  

One of those delays could be blamed on the barkeep at the Buffalo Bar in Pine 

Bluffs, Wyoming.  Charlie had just been ready to leave when the bartender 

announced that the next round was on the house.  Charlie's attendance at the photo 

opportunities would have grown repetitive, anyway, because the speeches all 

seemed to have been scripted by the same ghost writer.  All three candidates 

reaffirmed what they had always known--and had always said though proof of their 

saying was difficult to dredge up--that Jefferson's hand and mind had been guided 

by God as he wrote the Declaration of Independence and that Christ, himself, had 

dipped the quill into the ink.  Judas, meanwhile, had been elsewhere raising 

campaign funds, but the speech writers--constrained by brevity, no doubt--had 

skipped that fact.  Ben Franklin, also neglected by the writers, was routing Deists 

from the local brothels and staying behind to console the aggrieved future 

suffragettes.

 At least that was the way Charlie interpreted what he had read of the 

speeches.  

He was looking up at the vandalism and wondering how the culprit had gotten 

so high when a car door slammed on the road behind him.  A tourist he feared, and 

he would be forced to stand with his arms around kids and aunts while some Uncle 

Bob snapped pictures.  
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But it wasn't.  It was a single man, a gentleman judging by his clothes.  He 

had parked behind Charlie's Jeep and was looking for a way through the barbed 

wire.  His demeanor showed that he would never grab a post and climb over as a 

child might.  And he wasn't western enough to force the top wire down and 

straddle over.  He did what a gentleman would do.  He doffed his hat.  Removed 

his overcoat.  Folded it neatly across the top strand.  And slid through the space 

between the topmost two wires, holding his hat safely before him.  Once through, 

he re-donned his long, knee-length coat, re-secured his fedora with hands to the 

brim fore and aft, and started across the prairie toward Charlie.

Slim might have been his nickname, judging by his looks.  Speedie could have 

been another moniker, considering the care with which he chose his path.  

Whatever, Charlie felt certain that in a rain storm the man could slide neatly 

between the drops and arrive at his destination dry and composed.

"Do I," the visitor pinched the brim of his fedora as he neared, "have the 

distinct pleasure and high honor of addressing Sheriff Charlie Waggles, legend of 

this and any century, champion of the just, and nemesis to the miscreant?"

Not wanting to disappoint an obviously intelligent gentleman who had 

traveled far to meet him, Charlie had to admit that "You got  most of it right.  What 

can I do you for?"

"Whew," the man sighed with relief.  "I had feared that you were merely a 

legend, one of those creatures dreamed up by the collective un-conscience of a 

world that sorely needs you, not un-akin to the creation of dragons, fairies, flying 

saucers, and gods."

  Charlie liked this man.
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"I earlier made the mistake," the stranger offered his hand, "of stopping in the 

sheriff's office in Greeley and asking for Sheriff Waggles.  I gather that is one of 

the greater faux pas a man may commit in this county.  Had the proverbial pin 

dropped after my inquiry, its impact would have reverberated until doom."

"Rumor is that they use my silhouette in their pistol range."

"I don't doubt," the man studied Charlie's ample silhouette, "but they spared no 

opportunity to inform me that you were not the sheriff.  That you, if they had their 

druthers, would not be associated with their department.  The only way they 

acknowledged your existence, I was sternly lectured, is by sending you a check 

once a month and demanding that you come no closer to Greeley than the sub-

station in Ault.  Seems, if I've got the story correctly, they would have fired you 

long ago but every time they tried there was a hue and cry because everyone in the 

state thinks you are your grandfather."

"My grand daddy was the legend," Charlie had to admit.  "Brought this county 

under control.  He was sheriff here when the county stretched all the way to the 

Nebraska and Kansas borders in the east.  The legislators have chopped it into four 

or five counties since.  Kind of shrinkin' the land to fit the men."

"Then you are not the sheriff?"

"I like to think of myself as the High Sheriff of Weld County.  This territory out 

here, between Highways 85 on the west and l4 on the south, is pretty much mine."

"Then we are well met.  My name is Fenton Frankke.  That's with a redundant 

K and a needless E at the end, and please don't ask why my ancestors added them, 

for I fear the answer would have to be ignorance."

"I won't if you won't repeat some of the lies you heard about me in Greeley."

Fenton Frankke considered the request.  "The wise man," he found the appropriate 

answer, "proportions his belief to the evidence."
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Charlie liked this guy.

"I see," Fenton looked first over and then under the glasses he wore, "that you 

have been inspecting the tagging on this rather large billboard."

"You call it tagging.  I call it vandalism.  It's driving the merchants nuts out here.  

If they catch whoever's doing it, I can't be responsible for his fate.  You can't read 

this foolishness, can you?  I can't hardly make out the letters let alone the 

message."

Fenton tested and re-tested his glasses and then raised them to rest between 

his eyebrows and fedora.  "Such writings are not quite so simplistic as one might 

think," he informed Charlie, spreading the sides of his coat back and resting his 

hands on his hips.  "The language of these people is terse, yes, but fraught with 

nuances.  What seems at first to be an ignorant scribble is really a language that is 

both copious and compendious."

"But can you decipher it?"

"Oh, surely," he assured Charlie.  "Shakespeare, as I must tell you, was my 

period.  He who knows the Bard is little riddled by the prattle of modernity.  Would 

you prefer a literal translation or would you settle for one that is abridged and 

idiomatic?"

"I'd settle for English."

"Then you do wish to challenge me," he smiled with confidence and removed 

one hand from his hip to shade his eyes.  "This mark," he began to read, "is the 

product of a genetically challenged member of an effete, inferior culture.  It reads 

thus:  This is an insult to those of you who think you are in control--those who 

consider yourself so urbane.  I laugh at you; I laugh while I attend the schools you 

support; I laugh as I make education impossible for your children sitting near me; I 

laugh as I spend your food stamps on potato chips and Pepsi, saving my own 
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money for cigarettes and illegal drugs; I laugh as I collect your Aid to Dependent 

Children; I laugh as I impregnate the ignorant, mewing, pathetic females of my 

own kind and force you to pay for the births and growth of my rapacious spore; I 

laugh as I collect your welfare and drive your streets in unsafe, uninsured 

automobiles, nearly all of them never bearing more than temporary tags.  And, 

after your fragile, crystalline culture finally shatters against the rock ignorant 

smugness of my ilk, there will be but one sound to remain: my laughter at your 

pathetic, defenseless democracy with its belief that all are equal or even wish to be 

so."

Charlie marveled at the translation.  "You've got to be kidding.  I mean all that 

from those few marks?"

"Sometimes," Fenton lowered his shielding hand and replaced it on his hip, 

"an author says more than he knows."

Charlie really liked this guy.  "You aren't sure that this scribbling isn't just 

some misguided racial or ethnic pride?"

"Forbear," Fenton averted his face from Charlie's ignorance.  "Surely you 

aren't one of those misguided souls who fails to recognize ethnic pride for what it 

really is?"

"I don't know.  What is it?"

"I suspect it is what it has always been.  Sloth.  I have never seen it be 

anything but the old quest for a free lunch.  Belly up to the bar," he barked like a 

carnival hawker.  "Ethnic pride is nothing more than the attempt to live off an 

aggrandized past rather than up to the present."

Each of his points was orchestrated by a dramatic flourish of one of his hands.  

Charlie found Frankke's antics refreshing.  It was a break from the laconic prairie.  
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"I don't think I'd be far off the mark," Charlie ventured, "if I was to guess you ain't 

now what you used to be.  Employment wise, that is."

"If you are suggesting I can't refrain from labeling a fool an imbecile, you 

have effectively screwed my weakness to the sticking post.  Touche, touche."  He 

drew part of his overcoat up in a mock attempt to hide his embarrassment.  "Yes, 

yes.   There was a time when I was an educator."

"Teacher?"

"You are too cruel but none the less accurate.  But that was in the days of 

yore.  Back when the students at my former alma mater didn't sport given names 

that would better befit Orcas in water worlds.  Oh, but that's past.  One can't saw 

sawdust."   He pressed his coated arm across his forehead as if stanching a flow of 

blood.

"I remember," he continued unbidden, squinting into the wind, "how I took 

command of the academic world when I was young.  It was wonderful.  I was like 

General Washington in that painting Washington Crossing the Delaware.  I stood 

with one foot on the prow, peering hopefully and boldly into the future.  Confident.  

Prepared.  Hopeful.  Defiant.

"Then," he turned quarter to the wind and looked at the billboard, "I 

relinquished the leadership to others and took a seat in the boat where I pulled 

manfully at the oars.  I could no longer see where education was heading, but I was 

game.  I would lend my back to the vision of others."

When he didn't continue and dropped his eyes instead to his feet, Charlie had 

to prod him.  "Then what happened?"

"Then?"  He looked up, the boldness no longer in his eyes.  "Then?" he tried 

again to speak but his voice falsettoed and Charlie feared he was on the verge of 

tears.  "Then I found myself lying in the bottom of that boat, green with sea 
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sickness.  My back was soaked with my own puke.  My hands, shaking, were 

curled around the gunnels for support, the knuckles blanched.  'When?' I was 

crying.  'When will I be delivered from this nightmare?  Will retirement never 

come?'"  Subdued, he shoved his fists into his overcoat pockets.  "It was at that 

juncture," he said matter-of-factly, "that the gods intervened and I lost 

consciousness.  I still moved about, seemingly performing my assigned tasks.  But 

I was only the shadow of that young scholar who had taken command of the ship.  

My inevitable dismissal was really a blessing.  All I have that remains of that 

period in my life are my Seven League Boots.  I use them when fly fishing."

Finally recognizing the crocodilian nature of the tears, Charlie smiled.  "And I 

used to be proud of the great ship of my cynicism.  Let me stand back before my 

little boat is swamped by your wake."

Fenton bowed, accepting the accolade.

"Now that we got that little matter out of the way," Charlie waited until 

Fenton rose from his bow, "to what do I owe the honor of this visit?"

"The Necklace of Office?"

"You believe in it?"

"Only an educated American--that is to say a fool--would believe in such an 

obvious hoax."

Charlie was almost afraid to ask.  "Then you're here to help me prove it a fake 

and get the buttes back?"

Fenton held his hand up, palm out, and shook his head.  "Nothing quite so 

positive," he regretted.  "In my youth, perhaps, I would have been so committed.  

No.  No," he was quite sure about his motive.  "I am merely in the employ of two 

organizations that wish to know the truth, whatever it may be.   I'm here to get a 

look at the necklace, if I can, and, if possible, to test it and determine its age." 
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"Then you're a scientist--a real archaeologist.  I thought you said your period 

was Shakespeare?"

"I am no scientist.  Such hard facts constrict me.  I do, however, have an 

understanding with certain men at an unnamed university who will test any artifact 

I might obtain.  Do you think you can get me near the necklace?"

Charlie wished he could have been more confident.  "One way or the other," 

he guessed.  "I'm pretty sure we can get in there.  But what I'd like to know is who 

sent you."

"Disparate organizations.  My first employer is the Psychical Research Center 

in Cambridge, England.  They believe in everything.  My second is the Committee 

for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal.  They believe in 

nothing."

"And both those groups trust you to learn about the necklace?"

"Implicitly.  Both organizations know I am so imbued--steeped as it were--in 

the juices of cynicism that I no longer care which direction civilization is headed.  I 

am quite confident it will sooner or later fetch itself upon a snag and founder.  

Which snag is an indifference to me.  As a result I am completely honest when it 

comes to facts.  I may embellish, I may alliterate or assonate, I may trochiate, but I 

will never prevaricate.”

"How do you sound when you get drunk?"  Charlie was ready to stand the 

cost just to witness such a spectacle.

"Spirituous beverages I no longer imbibe.  As my ex-wife so aptly pointed 

out, for me liquor was superfluous.  I am capable of being sufficiently pompous  

without it.  Then, too, my liver."

"What's wrong with it?"
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"It is as jaundiced as I.  But never mind.  Water is elixir sufficient.  Don't give 

me credit for those words.  The syntax is my ex-wife's."

"You keep saying Ex.  Was it that bad a break-up?"

"Oh, no.  Quite convivial, actually.   As you know people need time alone.  

Even in a marriage.  For some fifteen minutes is sufficient.  For others six or eight 

hours are required.  My wife and I had to part because we each needed twelve 

hours alone."

"But it sounds like it would still work," Charlie all but counted on his fingers 

for Fenton.  "Twenty-four in a day.  That would leave twelve hours to be together."

"It would seem so," Fenton conceded, "but the twelve hours we were willing 

to share never overlapped.  She was on.  I was off.   And vice makes the versa."

This wasn't a man to argue with, Charlie was learning.  "If we stand out here 

any longer the tourists will start showing up.  What say we go into Sligo and get an 

early lunch.  Then I can find you a place to stay."

Together they started walking back to their vehicles.  "Lunch."  Fenton liked 

the word.  "Reminds me of the parting words my wife delivered as we left the court 

house the day our divorce was made final.  Justice being what it is, she had gotten 

everything--her needs being the greater--and I had gotten the rest.  As we were 

leaving, I told her 'I don't even have enough money with which to buy a modest 

lunch.' To this she replied, being ever generous, 'I leave you the bounties of a 

provident Nature.'"

Charlie pulled the top two strands of the wire fence apart so Fenton could slip 

through without removing his coat or fedora.  "What bounties of Nature was she 

referring to?"

"My question exactly, to which she replied.  'Horse apples.  Grapes of Wrath.  

And Dingle berries.'"
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"No whores’ ovaries for starters?"

Fenton appreciated the reciprocated humor.  It was word play and that was 

sufficient enough.  "I assume you partake of wedded bliss yourself?" he asked 

Charlie.  When he learned not, he was taken aback.  "Not ever?"

"Never."

"Oh, my dear Charlie.  That will never do.  It simply will not do.  You must 

get married at once, no matter how briefly."

"But why?  That doesn't make sense."

Fenton stood in the ditch looking at Charlie in all seriousness.  "It makes the 

greatest of sense.  You must have a wife, Charlie.  There are simply some things 

that can't be blamed on the government."

8
•••

Bean Soup

"A wife?" Charlie complained at the need.  "Can't a fellow just rail against 

women in general?"

"It's been done," Fenton surrendered the point, "but once a man has been 

married he can at least pretend he understands women.  Matrimony lends an air of 

pathos and suffering to a man's complaints.  It makes his burdens universal, not 

personal.  It gives a resonance to his voice.  Of course," Fenton's eyes gazed 

plaintively into the past, "the source for that resonance is his newly pillaged 

wallet."
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They were standing in the barrow ditch beside their vehicles preparing to 

depart when Charlie saw a car pull off Highway l4 and head north on the asphalt 

toward Sligo.  As it came abreast them, the twin Gabriel's trumpets, one on each 

fender, blared a triple-noted greeting that Dopplered as the Cadillac Sedan deVille 

roared past.

"Big fins.  Bullet tail lights just below the points.  About twenty feet long.  

What year Cadillac was that, about a fifty-nine?" Charlie asked his equally amazed 

companion.

The vintage of the vehicle, however, wasn't its most salient feature.  That was 

bolted to the hood--a two-handled push plow.  Charlie had done battle with such a 

garden implement when he was little, but, in spite of his pudginess and grit, it had 

proved an unequal struggle.  His only success with the iron-wheeled monster came 

after he harnessed his sister to it and exhorted her to pull as he pushed.  Sisters, he 

learned early, were best used as draft animals.

"A plow on the hood?" he rubbed the back of his head and accidentally 

displaced his hat.  "And the driver could hardly seen around it.  Did you catch what 

it said on the doors?" he asked Fenton.

"Rain-Follows-the-Plow Rainmaking.  Jewell Dyrenforth III, rainmaker.  

That was on the front door," Fenton said matter-o-factly as he read the receding 

license place.    "Balloons, Pyrotechnics, and Positive Ions a specialty.  That  was 

on the rear fender."

"I take it you read faster than you walk," Charlie continued to be impressed by 

Fenton.  "Did you get the license plate by any chance?"

"I have already told you Shakespeare was my period.  These rural banalities," 

he rotated a writ to indicate the receding car, "vex not.  The vanity plate--from 

Texas, of course--read LITNING."
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Charlie watched the car disappear.  "Doesn't take a divinin' rod to predict that 

fella's gonna be trouble."

"Well," Fenton signed with that California resignation that comes from 

knowing paradise has been destroyed and can't be reclaimed, "you can always seek 

refuge in that old bromide we around San Francisco use:  If it isn't one thing, it's 

another."

"That may be the case for you city fellas," Charlie finally re-centered his hat.  

"But out here it ain't that simple.  It isn't one thing or another.  It's one thing and 

another.  You won't find a bowl of bean soup out here.   It's always at lease seven-

bean and more than likely ten-bean soup." 

"You're speaking metaphorically at the moment, I suppose, but as I was 

driving out from Denver International, I heard the radio mention your eating 

habits.  You are quite the gourmand, I understand?"

"How's that?"

"That you have a taste for the exotic.  For cuisine a la extra-terrestrial, one 

might say.  A child, whom the reporters were interviewing, seemed more than 

creditable.  His mother said that he hurtled into their home one morning and 

crawled under his bed.  He wouldn't come out because he had seen some sheriff 

bite the head off a little green man."

"Them was pickles," Charlie protested.

"Yes," Fenton responded noncommittally.

"They were.  And I can prove it."

"It's immaterial to me, Sheriff."  Fenton stood in the ditch smiling proudly at 

the consternation he had caused.  "I'm only repeating what the lad said.  I'm 

indifferent.  Whether this is a brave new world or a Calaban ruled island, concerns 
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me not.  I don't care to wield my Prosperian wand for good or for evil.  The tomes 

of my ambitions were drowned long ago."

"Whatever," Charlie said and stumbled to his pickup.  "But we're gonna flip a 

kitty here and head back onto Colorado l4.  I was going to take you to the Quonset 

Cafe in Sligo, but we're makin' a stop at my trailer first.  I've got a jar I want to 

show you."

"I'm consumed with interest," Fenton monotoned.  "Could we hold just a 

second?  I would like to Kodak the moment."  

Charlie ignored the wry humor and climbed into his Jeep.  With Fenton 

following, they roared past the Pleistocene Park roadside attraction and continued 

along the asphalt until Charlie rounded the turn onto the gravel leading past Keota.  

In wetter times Fenton might have lost Charlie and not seen him make the turn 

onto Road ll2, but today it was impossible to miss.   The swirling gray cyclone  

billowing behind him as he sped up the rise to Cemetery Hill would have been 

visible from the moon.

When Fenton finally turned into the semi-circular drive in front of Charlie's 

trailer, the dust had settled and Charlie squatted on his heels looking at wheel 

tracks.   "Ever since they put my place on the Scenic Byway there's been nothing 

but traffic.  Come on," he rose, giving Fenton no time to admire the hay stack from 

the outside.  "I got somethin' to show ya."

As he followed, Fenton wondered why Charlie's language was more 

colloquial at some times than at others.  He hadn't yet determined the ingredients to 

this rustic cracker.

"This is what I wanted you to take a gander at," Charlie opened the ice box 

door and stood back.
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Inside was a six pack of beer with five cans remaining.   But next to it wasn't a 

one gallon jug containing two pickles floating in an amber brine.

Fenton crouched and looked into the four corners of the ice box along with 

Charlie.  "If you will just give me a moment, I'd like to run out to my rental car and 

get my Kodak.  I think this is another of those moments."

"There's nothin' there."

"So I see," Fenton said.  "What I wanted was a picture of your face."

Charlie slammed the door.  "I can't handle this on an empty stomach," he 

stomped out, leaving Fenton to pull the trailer door to and wonder if it locked.

"Do you know if you are being followed?" Fenton asked as he came down the 

three wooden steps.

Charlie rested his arms atop the open door of his Jeep and leaned against 

them.  "I've been followed.  I've been chased.  I've even chased them.  I thought 

we'd worn each other out and called a truce, but apparently not.  Who'd want a jar 

of pickles anyway?"

Fenton might have found an answer, but he didn't have time.  Charlie's door 

slammed and for ten minutes it was a race to Sligo and whatever Inez had prepared 

for the luncheon special.

Just before the turn at the old train depot-come-museum, Charlie slowed to 

check the flag in front of the town hall.  It was pulled completely to the top, so he 

knew no reporters were inside the cafe.  But the flag held his attention only briefly.  

All the action was across the street from it. 

The rainmaker who not forty minutes before had honked at him was standing 

on the frame of his opened car door motioning a crowd to draw nearer.  Charlie 

turned into the open slot before the cafe, pleased to see that his threat to hog tie and 

crow-split the tongue of anyone who parked in his space was still effective.  Fenton 
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was forced to pass the cafe, grocery, and post office and make a u-turn before he 

found an opening.                                                           

"Draw nearer.  Draw nearer, gentlemen, for I am your salvation.  I am here not 

only to promise you that every dry spell ends with a rain, I am here to hasten the 

arrival of that rain."  He looked as if he had escaped from a Keebler elf cookie 

factory.  His tousled blond hair was as clean and scrubbed as his cheeks were 

cherubic and rosy.  His little barrel of a chest bellowed with importance.  When he 

smiled his eyes all but shouted, "If only mother could see me now."  His was a 

confidence that was infectious.

"From a tornado you can run," he told them what they well knew but enjoyed 

hearing in a voice other than their own.  "When it's hail you can find shelter.  

Against a flood you can fill sandbags.  But who can flee a drought, gentlemen?" he 

asked rhetorically and beckoned them nearer.  "Closer gentlemen, come closer.  

Allow me to take off my shoes," he waved an arm to show those at the back of the 

crowd his location.  "I don't wish to miss seeing a single one of your faces."

As he spoke he placed a stockinged foot onto the window ledge of his opened 

door and stepped onto the ample hood of his Cadillac.  "Yes, gentlemen, I may be 

small in stature, especially now that I'm in my stocking feet, but I assure you that 

when it comes to producing rain I am able to reach to the clouds."  His smile was 

reassurance itself, and his cute little cheeks swelled into thunderheads of promise.

"Where I come from, folks don't call the hardware store for a length of garden 

hose.  No, sir, they do not.  If its water they want, they know all they need do is 

pick up the phone and call Jewell.  Jewell.  That's me.  Jewell Dyrenforth, for those 

of you unable to see the side of my Cadillac."
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Fenton came up beside Charlie at the back of the pack.  "Is this normal fare 

out here on the plains, or is this just some kind of skit you folks out here put on to 

heighten the local color?"

"You're on to us, Fenton.  Rainmakers every noon.  Flying calves in the 

morning.  Hang around 'till five.  You don't want to miss the flying saucer landing."

The rainmaker eyed the talking pair in the back but ignored them.  Instead, he 

directed his words to the eager eyes riveted to his small frame.  "On my drive out 

here this morning I witnessed your drought, and I'm here to tell you that it is not 

Nature's doing.  It is man made.   And," he held up one hand to quiet the buzz of 

voices, "I can equally assure you that those mistakes of man can be undone.

"One of those mistakes," he pointed to the east end of the street, "is your 

railroad.  It's no longer there."   He bent at the waist so as to make his point directly 

into their faces.  "Not only does the train no longer run, my friends, which itself 

would have produced rain through its noise and exhaust, but you have allowed the 

very tracks themselves to be wrenched from the earth and carted away.

"Yes," he again paused for the men to exchange knowing glances with their 

neighbors.  "Yes, the rails themselves are conductors of Nature's electricity.  

Wherever rails have been laid in the West, rain has followed.  It's in the history 

books."  He pointed through the windshield of his car.  "The texts are in there.

"Also, on my drive out here, I saw that other great cause of drought--those 

pernicious federal programs that encourage the transformation of good farm land 

back into useless prairie."

Since most of those around the car were dry land wheat farmers, he had struck 

a sympathetic chord.  They were working the land and starving while a few were 

getting fat and lounging in swimming pools as they accepted government checks 

simply for allowing their old farm land to evolve into grass and prairie land.
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"They call it the Conservation Reserve Program, don't they?  CRP for short.  

But we know what it really is.  They have just left one letter out--the A.  It's all C-

R-A-P and we know it.  That CRAP, that CRP land is a major cause of your 

drought.  Look at the door of my car, if your please.  Gentlemen.  Step back and 

allow all to see."

An aisle formed and any of the farmers who wished could lean into it and read 

the door.

"Rain follows the plow," the little man with blond hair smiled and grabbed the 

two handles of the plow mounted on his Cadillac.  "This isn't just a fancy hood 

ornament to attract attention.  It is the heart of the matter.  Too much land is today 

being returned to what the politicians call Nature."  He pronounced the word as if it 

were an insidious enemy.   "But we know what Nature is, don't we boys?"  He took 

his left hand from the plow and pointed a finger at them to let them know that they 

were right from the crumpled brims of their hats to their run-down heels.

"Nature is the land that produces the crops that feed our fine people.  Nature is 

not a piece of land that is set aside just to look at and feel good about.  That now 

useless land needs to be turned over," he re-grasped the plow.  "That land needs 

men to break it and to release its positive ions.  Locked land is like a pillow over 

the face of a baby.  Open that land," he leaned between the plow's handles, "and 

allow it to breathe."

Fenton leaned against Charlie's shoulder again.  "Thank God this fellow's 

selling rain.  If it was his car, I'd have bought it three or four times over already."

"Good, ain't he?"

The man could have sold snake oil, and his immediate ancestors no doubt had.  

Whether he could produce rain or not was still open.  What was obvious to those in 
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the crowd was that the little man was positive he could do it.  The only help he 

would need from them was the conviction of their wallets.

Charlie patted his own.  "This marks the second time in less than a month that 

I was about to put folding money into a bucket being passed," he said quietly to 

Fenton.  "What say we escape while we can and get something to eat?"

Fenton was reluctant to leave and swiveled at his hips as they walked so as 

not to miss a word.  "I'm beginning to understand what you mean about seven-bean 

soup," he said as he followed Charlie.  "Druids, rainmakers, flying calves.  I can't 

wait until tomorrow."

"It is amazing the number of varmints a little dry will bring out of the 

woodwork."

Inside the cafe Charlie pulled out his chair and the chair next to it for his hat.  

He had doffed it as a gentleman the moment he entered the grocery side of the two 

quonsets.  The chair on the other side of the table from him he indicated for 

Fenton.

"Where is that Lucretia Borgia," Charlie pretended not to see Inez at his side.  

She had a pencil nested into the hair above her ear, but no one had ever seen her 

use it.  She wore it the way some men wear a toothpick.

"I know, you'll have the usual," her voice droned as a bee moving from one flower 

to the next.  "How about you?" The buzz indicated Fenton.

"Not knowing the local cuisine, I'll have what the sheriff is having.  And tea."

The pencil above her ear moved as her cheek considered Fenton's request and 

sized him up.  "Okay," she relented.  "You'll go with the special, too, but don't 

expect Charlie-sized proportions.  And by tea, I suspect you mean hot and with the 

water poured over real leaves held in a strainer?"

"If you please."
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"The only tea we have out here is ice tea, and that's only for the hot weather."

"That will do fine, thank you."

"Don't get hot around here until August."

"Bring him some watered down coffee, will ya'?"  Charlie feinted a grab for 

her leg.  "And don't dwaddle."

She flicked her apron at Charlie and nodded her understanding of the order to 

Fenton.  

"I keep trying to thank her," Charlie turned to watch her go, "but she keeps 

slapping my hand."  He shared the polite, expected chuckle with Fenton.  "She's 

okay.  She was just giving you trouble because you were with me.  Once she gets 

to know you, she warms right up.  Course she warms up the way a branding iron 

does in a coal fire.  Best to keep your distance."

"I have always been content with efficiency in a waiter," Fenton settled.

Because all of the lunch time regulars were out in the street standing around 

the Cadillac, the noontime news reader on the television was more audible than 

usual.  Most times, the rattle of forks against cafe china drowned out his words.  

"And coming up next some startling new revelations in the reported crash and 

recovery of bodies from the wreckage of the unidentified flying object at Point of 

Rocks.  But first, these words."

The words were of course commercials.  Taking advantage of the pause in the 

report, Inez dropped two oval plates with blue pin stripes in front of Charlie and 

Fenton.  "Don't start crabbing, Charlie.  I'll bring you another as soon as you clean 

that one up."  She was leaving when she asked, "Do you want me to turn the report 

up a bit?"  Charlie rotated in his seat to glower at her, but Fenton--behind his 

back--pinched his thumb and forefinger together to indicate that she might tweak it 
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up a bit.  When she went back behind the lunch counter and increased the volume, 

she smirked at Charlie.

As was usual, the promised story about the flying saucer crash was not the 

next story.  In fact, several stories of no interest or importance whatsoever 

intervened.  It was the best the reporters could do without actually leaving their air-

conditioned offices.

"As reported earlier--a Channel 4 exclusive you remember--an unidentified 

flying craft crashed into the rocks and trees at Point of Rocks which is located five 

or six miles south of Briggsdale in northern Colorado.  This crash, apparently, 

occurred just after a cow fell from the sky and demolished a van, barely missing 

the four tourists inside."

These words were accompanied by stock footage of the wrecked car and 

followed by the observations of a UFO investigator--in town for a Star Trek 

convention--who speculated that the calf fell as the result of an aborted mutilation 

attempt.  Perhaps the craft developed problems just after stunning the calf and 

taking it aboard, the Trekian suggested, and the animal was jettisoned in an attempt 

to stay aloft.

"Similar mutilations have occurred on the plains near Point of Rocks," the 

anchor took over.

"Similar to what?" Charlie broke the silence in the cafe, but Inez snapped her 

apron at him to keep him quiet.

"Two men have come forward--again in a Channel 4 exclusive--claiming to 

have recovered a piece of that wrecked craft before it could be confiscated and 

destroyed by Weld County Sheriff Charlie Waggles."

"You're sheriff again," Inez approved.
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"This piece of the craft," and the view shifted to an obvious Polaroid of two 

men holding up a piece similar to those collected by Charlie, "was recovered by 

these two men who wish to remain anonymous.  Although they have not allowed 

us to examine the wreckage--they are currently negotiating rights to that artifact--

they have assured us here at Channel 4 that the section of the craft they removed 

from a fence in the area can not be cut with anything they can discover, including 

an acetylene torch."

"Can't be cut," Charlie again carped to the few diners in the room, "and yet 

pieces of it were scattered all over the prairie.  Maybe a blow torch couldn't touch 

it, but the limbs of dead Chinese elms ripped it like sheets in a hail storm."

Inez and Fenton ignored him as the anchor continued.  "They further state that 

when the material is crumpled, it resumes its shape without leaving a wrinkle.  

Both men say they have never seen anything like it before."

"I wonder if they've even seen anything like it after?"  Had he been a bull, 

Charlie would have kicked a fence or a feed trough.  Only Inez' removing of the 

empty plate in front of him and replacing it with a full one placated him.  He 

nuzzled into the hot treat and momentarily forgot the news anchor.

"While the two men said they did not see bodies of aliens, one of them said he 

saw what was certainly the cabin of the craft.  He said there was writing on the 

craft he could only characterize as alien hieroglyphics.

"Now the guy's a philologist," Charlie sputtered into his plate.  "It was 

nothing more than Banner's magic writing." 

Inez was interested in this outburst.  "So the boys did have something to do 

with this calf and flying saucer, did they?  I might have suspected as much."  She 

would have interrogated further, but the anchor hadn't finished.
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"Also at the scene of the crash, but standing behind the men and unnoticed by 

them, was a young boy who swears he saw Sheriff Waggles place the wreckage in 

the back of his pickup.  Further, the lad contends he saw Charlie--I think most of us 

in Colorado may so call him--place one of the little green aliens into his mouth and 

bite off its head.  And still further, the boy says he looked into the cab of the 

sheriff's pickup and saw the bodies of two small aliens floating in a large jar."

"They were pickles."

"Huh," Inez huffed, "and those baby ducks you ate alive were Snicker bars."  

She was alluding to his famous meal following the rescue of a bus load of 

cheerleaders from a band of terrorists.

"I didn't eat those baby ducks, either.  I don't know how they got there."

"In perhaps a related development," the anchor ignored what was happening 

in cafe side of  the Sligo Grocery and Cafe, "one of our camera crews that has been 

trailing the sheriff has produced these shots."

What followed was a picture of the bed of Charlie's pickup.  To the ignorant, 

it held a dozen tiny wooden boxes, each about  eighteen inches long and eight to 

ten inches on their sides.  "Could these be caskets for small bodies?" the anchor 

asked the camera.  "More," he promised, "at five, six, and ten."

"Those were kindling boxes I was delivering to Timnath for Bode Road.  

They're boxes for rabbits to have their babies in."

"A likely story," Inez scolded his stubbornness at fessing up.  "Now would 

you prefer peach pie with your alien or the rhubarb?"

The suggestion of dessert calmed him like cream over coffee.  "Slice of each 

and put some ice cream or Cool Whip on 'em."

"I've got both."

"That'll do."
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Fenton discovered that he got only a slice of the peach and a small scoop of 

vanilla ice cream along with a refill of his weak coffee.

Back outside in the sun the little man selling rain had sweated clean through 

his shirt.   The hand he habitually waved now held a white handkerchief with 

which to mop his brow.   "Burning prairie in the past was always good for a few 

tenth inches of moisture, but after seeing your land I realize there is nothing left to 

burn.  Brother sun has already beaten us to that.

"But we still have the lessons learned in Kansas.  That was a land of little or 

no rain until men arrived.  And what did those brave men do?  They broke the soil.  

They released the stored positive ions and the rains flowed.  Before the Civil War 

the moisture that fell in your neighboring state wouldn't nourish a sun flower," he 

nodded to the truth and they nodded back.  "But with the coming of the rails.  With 

the coming of the sod busters to open the earth, the rain followed.   Before the 

plow--twenty inches a year.  After the plow--forty-two and forty-four inches.  

That's the power of the plow," he promised.  With a sweep of his hand he swept 

more moisture from beneath his eyes than had fallen in eight months.

"Yes, plow up the land and it is able to hold the moisture produced by the 

release of the ions.  The increased storage increases the evaporation, and the 

increased evaporation brings more rain.  It's as sure as science."

"But what if we can't get people to plow up their land?"  It was the first good 

question, but rainmaker Jewell Dyrenforth was ready for it.

"That," he pointed a reassuring finger at the questioner, "would be at the most 

an unseen event.  A possibility of little import.   And should it occur and become 

insurmountable, there are other ways of twisting Nature's ear.   Don't you worry for 

I have more hankies than the troubled have tears."  So saying, he reached into his 
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back pocket and produced a mate to the handkerchief he held in his other hand.  

The men around the Cadillac applauded.

It was obvious the little man was nearing the end of his spiel when Gloria, the 

post mistress, nudged Charlie.  "Here's your mail that you never pick up."

"You could have throwed it away like I asked."

"I could have eaten it too, but I didn't."  She lifted up his paw and forced the 

bundle beneath his palm.  "And that's just the little part of it."

"I don't want any more.  This is more than I care to read already."

"What's left you don't have to read.  You just have to get it off the walk in 

front of my building."

This puzzled Charlie.  "How's that?"

Gloria pointed to just beyond the flag pole in front of the yellow brick Class-C 

post office building.  "I don't know who else to give it to.  You're as good as any."

"But what it is?"

"What's it look like?  A crated coffin."

"Is there anything in it?"

"According to the dead fellow's wife, there is," Gloria quipped.  "She had it trucked 

here because the shipping company refused to go to the buttes.  Wasn't a legal 

address they said."

"Are they opening up a cemetery out there?"

"Where have you been?  Don't you listen to the radio talk shows ever?"

"I can hardly stand the TV in the cafe.  Why would I want to ruin what little 

respect I have for radio.  The people who call into those shows don't have 

problems.  It's brains they don't have.  And I can't  handle the constant repetition of 

you knows either and thanks for taking my call."
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"Well, you'd better learn to take it," Gloria's eyes widened with what was 

more than advice.  "And you had better get yourself one of those short wave radios.  

Those people out there at the buttes have a regular radio station going.  Broadcast 

all over the country.  That's how the woman whose husband is lying over there 

heard about it."

"Heard about what?"

"The resurrections.  The woman I talked to claims that Brother what's his 

name says his sleeping father can discover cures through his spiritual whatever, 

and that they'll eventually be able to bring the dead back to life.  They are even 

going to build a hospital out there if they get enough donations, I hear."

"But what's that to do with me.  I ain't the government.  I didn't start this 

mess."

"You may not have started it," Gloria finished, "but you're the one who's going 

to see that that poor woman's request is fulfilled."  She motioned to four  boys at 

the rear of the rainmaking rally.  "Get it done," she called at them.

The men, obviously recruited long before, walked past Charlie and Fenton 

and picked up the crated casket.  Laboring under its weight, they repassed Charlie 

and headed for his pickup.  Before they arrived, another man let the tailgate down 

and the pall bearers were able to slide their burden into the bed.

Gloria dusted her hands.  "It's your baby now."

"But how's it mine?"

"It's yours because you're supposed to have enough sense to keep things like 

this from happening to us out here.  Now get that casket out to the buttes and while 

you're out there, run those yahoos off for the rest of us."

"Who elected me?"
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"Every one if you'd ever break down and run for sheriff for real.  You're a 

Waggles, aren't you.  Your grandfather wouldn't have let this nonsense get as far as 

it has.  He'd a kicked once and tail'd be hurtin' from here to the Kansas border."

Charlie placed his big fists on his hips as Gloria stomped off.   He couldn't 

watch her, so he looked down the gravel road to the water tower.  Though it was 

built in l925, it was still a beauty.  It was painted silver and the school's mascot, a 

black and yellow tiger salamander, curled around its elevated storage tank.

"My grand daddy was about as tall as that tower," he told Fenton.   "Gloria's 

right.  He wouldn't have put up with it.  Law or no law."  Disgusted, he kicked the 

gravel under his work shoes.  "Come on, Charlie," he challenged himself.  "Be the 

man."

Fenton, watching Charlie, forgot his pose of cynicism.  This was one fine 

adventure.  "I think I'm going to get that ten-bean soup after all," he smiled and 

followed along after Charlie to see what was next.

Fenton knew a magnet when he saw one.
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9
•••

Son of the Fox

Charlie figured that the one place on the prairie that might have an extra 

room was the Ark.  But how would Drinker feel about sharing his hermitage?  It 

turned out that convincing Drinker to appreciate Fenton was like trying to counsel 

a prairie dog into building an escape tunnel.  Needless effort.  Drinker liked Fenton 

the moment the Californian started railing against that "most dreaded, deadly and 

rapacious of bivalves--the bearded clam."  This propelled Drinker into a litany of 

complaints about his wives--yes wives.  "Not once, not twice, but thrice have I fell 

wounded."

"Oh the slings and arrows of outraged fortune," Fenton consoled.

Charlie, already having found a beer in one of the hidden ice boxes accessible 

from the deck of the ark, hoisted it toward their obvious friendship.  "All we need 

to make this an officially sanctioned Misogynist Picnic," he correctly observed, 

"are a national charter and the ants."

"I have the feeling," Fenton rose from his deck chair and surveyed the length 

of the craft, "that if all our innocent sufferings were listed in blood on a scroll it 

would stretch from Piddle-dick to Piddle-pee."  Charlie judged that was roughly 

from the anchor line to the rudder.

"Speaking of the pee," Drinker stood also, "if you feel the call, you might use 

a certain section of the railing on the other side of the ark," he pointed.  "It's 
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Charlie's favorite location, and in his honor I have planted nasturtiums and petunias 

below.  You won't have to remain around him long to understand why."

Charlie held his beer aloft.  "Working on the fertilizer now," he explained.

"Well, how about you, Fenton," Drinker asked.  "What's your poison?"

"Ah, for me it has been poison.  My doctor, or rather doctors for I did seek a 

second and then a third opinion, has chained me to that blessed bond of two 

hydrogen and one oxygen atoms."

Not stymied in the least, Drinker disappeared into the kitchen and returned 

promptly with a glass of ice and two bottles.  "Which would you prefer, the Perrier 

or the Sparkling Water from the placid springs of Albertson's grocery?"

Fenton, befuddled, relied upon the time honored rhyme of uncertain San 

Franciscans:

Oliga, boliga, bindow,

The Chinky vashed the vindow;

The vindow broke,

The Chinky croaked,

Oliga, boliga, bindow.

This was a new ennie, mennie, minnie, mo to Charlie, but he was pleased 

Fenton's finger landed on the Sparkling Water from Albertson's and not no the 

bottle of Perrier.   Drinker had been trying for months to foist it off on guests 

whose taste apparently could not be bought.

Drinker filled the glass of ice with the fizzing water and stepped back for 

Fenton to enjoy it.  

"Often in the past," Fenton watched the liquid pour into his glass, "I have 

endeavored to convince myself that I really do not miss the alcohol.  That what is 

important is the liquid itself, the camaraderie, the moment, the scenery."  He tilted 
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his glass in a salute to the Rocky Mountains in the distance.  Then he tipped the 

glass toward his lips but stopped short.  "No," he reflected, "this moment calls for 

The Benediction."  He lifted his glass and gazed at it reverently.

Here's to a little water,

That makes me want to think,

Of the days you were only a chaser,

But now you're the whole damned drink.

Fenton may not have entirely relished the slug of water that slid down his 

throat, but Charlie and Drinker had a new appreciation for the simple 

wholesomeness of any liquid and signified by hoisting their own beverages.

  "Do you," Fenton asked after taking another sip and striding to the rail, "ever 

get the feeling that this ship is the world and you are its Captain?"  He didn't wait 

for Drinker's answer.   "I hope you do, for the power I feel on this deck is 

consuming."

"You want to control the world like a comic book villain, is that it?" Drinker 

thought he understood.

"Please," Fenton shielded his face in modesty.  "Nothing so sinister.  I would 

rule for good.  I have often thought that is why the Bard wrote his plays.  Not for 

the money or for the words.   No, he wrote to show God how he should have 

handled those first six days.  In Shakespeare's universe there is cause and effect.  

No chance.  No coincidence, no capricious gods, except in the farces.  In his more 

serious works the brave fall by their own doing.  And the innocent--well, you can't 

have good theater without some needless carnage."

Charlie chuckled.  "Isn't this a different Fenton than the one this morning who 

could care less about the future?"
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"Eh," he jiggled his hand in that neither-here-nor-there Italian gesture Iago or 

Othello might have used.  "We were talking about the world as run by other people 

then.  I'm talking about my world now."

"I understand," Drinker joined him at the rail--though with a beer instead of 

water--"because I have often considered taking up the pen instead of the brush.  It 

would be exhilarating to reveal myself cleanly, succinctly, and honestly--"

"Under an assumed name, of course," Fenton chimed in and they both 

laughed.

"But really," Drinker rebounded, "chess is my game.  The larger the board the 

better.  Sometimes I stand here and imagine myself moving pieces across the 

prairie.  A pickup knight here.  A farmer bishop there.  A Bode Road's wife queen 

over there," he glanced back at Charlie.  "And a King Charlie there."  He may have 

been pointing to the south toward Charlie's trailer.

"Then you play chess?" Fenton was pleased to learn.

It seemed they both considered themselves to have been unjustly passed over 

masters of the game.  They spent the fuzzy memory of Charlie's remaining 

consciousness discussing gambits and thrusts and legendary openings.  He didn't 

mind, though.  He utterly enjoyed it.  Theirs was the company he sought.  In his 

day-to-day ramblings, he was the center of attention.  The man to bounce all stories 

and problems off.  Here, on the Ark, he was as ignored but tolerated as the magpie 

on the roof. 

As the sun silhouetted the distant mountains, Charlie wondered if the moment 

could be stayed with the sacrifice of a cap from another bottle of beer.  His simple 

experiment proved that it couldn't.  But he didn't mind.  He moved his chair to the 

edge of the deck and spent the remainder of the evening lining old soldiers along 
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the top rail.  Before he closed his eyes finally, he imagined the old soldiers, not as 

the bottles they were, but as pine pickets on an old western fort.

***

"Avast ye, matey.  Drop your cocks and grab your socks.  See to the mizzen.  

Unfurl the main."  Fenton's tea-totalling way definitely had its advantages, but 

those advantages weren't appreciated at the moment by Charlie and Drinker 

because the Californian was pounding on their cabin doors.

"Breakfast in the galley in fifteen minutes.  Eggs fresh from the hen house 

below deck.  Ham from the market.  Pancakes a la Bisquik.  And maple syrup from 

the lady Butterworth.  Oh, yes," Fenton paused impishly, "would you gentlemen be 

requiring coffee?"

He wasn't answered, but thuds--sounding like shoes hitting their respective 

doors--were all the RSVP required.

"At the risk of sounding a little sententious I can say this on your behalf.  It is 

something my mother used to recite:

A little nonsense now and then,

Is relished by the best of men."

The stumbling about in the rooms was the sound of unsteady men trying to 

pull on perversely fitting shoes and boots.  "And remember, Sheriff.  We've got a 

coffin to deliver today."                      

The visages around the breakfast table were not those of the evening before, 

except for Fenton's.  "Took a tour of the deck this morning," he thrust his elbows 

back athletically at shoulder level and breathed deeply.   His attempt to rub it in 

went unnoticed.  Both of the penitents sat with their elbows on the table, their hats 

crammed ungentlemanly onto their heads.
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Charlie's morning exercise was to stretch for the bottle of Mrs. Butterworth and 

drown his home fries.  "Maybe we can drive out to Colorado l4 and get some 

Snicker bars before we deliver the coffin.  I have a powerful hankering for sweets 

this morning, for some reason."

Successfully lowering his coffee cup from his lips, but spilling some before he 

seated it on the table, Drinker squinted his eyes and tried to focus them.  "I'm 

having trouble seeing this morning.  After I get cleaned up here," he nodded 

painfully to the dishes, "I think I'll try a little painting."

"Painting?" Charlie was coming around.  "You're going to paint?  You can't 

see and your hand is shaking like a dog passin' peach seeds."

Drinker elevated his fork and watched it jiggle between palsied fingers.  

"You're correct as usual, Sir Charlie.  This is the perfect morning for abstracts."

While Drinker hauled one of his easels and a blank canvas out onto the east 

deck, Charlie and Fenton descended the stairs into the barn below.  After patting 

Dog's head and scratching his ears, they exited the human door in the barn door 

and loaded into Charlie's Jeep.

When they crested the hill south of Drinker's place, they saw Wiley's 

International pickup sitting on the prairie just where Road 95 doglegs east.  He had 

gone through another fence and was standing in front of the dual headlights on the 

driver's side, wondering how it could have happened again.

"I thought you were going to get those brakes fixed," Charlie called past 

Fenton and out the passenger window.

"Did."

"Then what you doin' out in the pasture again for?"

Wiley shrugged.
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"Well, back on out of there," Charlie continued to yell, "and splice that fence 

before you leave."  He drove another mile before confessing to Fenton that Wiley's 

mishap was "infernal odd."  When he recounted Wiley's earlier episode and the 

Tidley brothers' troubles, Fenton had to agreed with him.

"Infernal odd," he repeated Charlie's words, tasting the unfamiliar syllables as 

if they were thin French crepes he wasn't sure if he merely liked--or loved.

He was still smacking his mental lips over the words when he caught his first 

glimpse of the Pawnee Buttes.  Like all other first time viewers, he was amazed 

that anything so small could so dominate.

"The poetic sometimes call them the Tepees of the Gods," Charlie explained 

their appeal to Fenton.  "To me they ain't nuttin but thirty million year old 

limestone cap rock keeping the sixty million year old Cretaceous sediments from 

eroding all over a one hundred and sixty million year old Jurassic base."

"A time sandwich," Fenton understood.  "Stick a cellophane adorned 

toothpick through each butte and you have a Jurassic Reuben.  How appropriate for 

the center of a New Age Cult.  Rock canapes for concrete brains."

At what had been the public entrance to the grasslands, Charlie was stopped 

by a pole across the road tended by two armed Colorado Militia men.  They 

seemed to be having as good a time as Boy Scouts at a Jamboree, though they had 

obviously not yet earned their hygiene merit badges.

"Ain't you heard?  This is private property," the congenial one said as he came 

to Charlie's window and displayed his M-16.  He also wore a bandoleer stuffed 

with ammunition that didn't fit his weapon or the weapon of his companion.

"The name's Waggles.  Sheriff Waggles.  I've got a coffin to deliver to his 

holiness.  And this fellow here--he's out of California--would like to get a look at 

the relics."

                                                     Hitch �109



The guard listened to the message but was unable to act upon it.  Instead, he 

strutted to his fellow guard, relayed the message, and stood while the other man--a 

radio stuck to the side of his head--walked down the road out of earshot to 

communicate with home base.

When he finished, he motioned Charlie through but stopped him with his 

hand.  "Take the long way around.  The compound is between the buttes.  Don't get 

off the road.  There might be mines."

The trail took them across the ridge the religious members had flowed over 

when marching to the archaeological site.  En route, they passed two windmills.  

Both of their tanks were dry and their rudders had been pulled to the mills to keep 

them from turning.    Charlie was curious to know why the mills had been shut 

down.  Was it because cattle were no longer permitted on the land because of the 

drought, or had the water table fallen below the well casings?

Once past the second windmill, they spotted the tent city spread between the 

two buttes.   It was a scene from Arabia.  In the center--and with a broad avenue 

leading directly from it--was the headquarters of the Recumbent Prophet.

Charlie recognized the dominant tent as the one used by Brother Daniel 

Dunglas in his former incarnation, the one of a month ago on Wiley's lot in Sligo.   

Now, however, its sides and roof were adorned with what he at first thought was 

Banner's Magic Writing.  Common sense reminded him, though, that the figures 

were those found on the Necklace of Power.  Except for the back third of the tent, 

the sides were turned up to accept any breeze.

Behind the tent was the evangelist's truck, still bearing Brother Dunglas' 

name.  Beside the truck throbbed the gas powered generator, providing electricity 

to the main tent.  Another generator, far to the east, powered cables that ran to the 
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top of East Butte and terminated at an antenna.  This, Charlie realized, was their 

beacon of enlightenment.  The shortwave radio station.

As soon as Charlie stopped his Jeep, several men appeared and relieved the 

pickup of the coffin.  Where it went, Charlie didn't know.  Or care.  His interest 

was fixed on the three guards at the entrance to the Prophet's tent.  They weren't 

members of the Colorado Militia.  Each sported attempts at beards and mustaches, 

and each wore leather sandals with elaborate bindings latticing up to their knees.  

Draped over their shoulders were animal skin robes, probably from buffaloes.  

With their spears the guards indicated for Charlie and Fenton to dismount and 

enter.

As he was getting out, Charlie scrutinized the two vehicles parked where he had 

been motioned to pull in.  One was a white Lincoln DaBryan Coach Limousine 

with chrome panels around the bottom and a sunroof.  Charlie looked at its length 

and whistled.  "That stretches from Hades to breakfast, don't it?  Wonder whose it 

is?"

The second vehicle was easier to identify.  It was a serviceable pickup with 

government plates.  The official lettering on the side identified it as belonging to 

the U.S. Army Corpse of Engineers.  "That's somewhat odd," he jabbed a thumb in 

the direction of the pickup for Fenton's benefit.  "Those boys usually can't be found 

this far from running water.  Got a nose for a trickle like a beaver."

The opportunity for Charlie to get answers to his questions emerged from the 

tent wearing Army fatigues.  As the man squinted against the blinding bright light, 

Charlie noted the silver maple leaf on his collar and the crossed implements of 

destruction that symbolized the corps.

"Lost and asking for directions, I take it?" Charlie asked after the colonel had 

gotten his bearings.
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The officer checked Charlie's vest, star, and revolver and decided he should at 

least pretend to be polite.  "The prince and I are negotiating for the construction of 

a flood control dam."

"Flood?  Out here?  We get a gully washer now and then but nothing you 

could call a flood.  Crow Creek runs occasionally.  Where you fixin' to build your 

dam?"

The colonel lifted his arm and swept what seemed to be most of the eastern 

horizon.  "Right about there, from the bluffs on the north to the rise just beyond Igo 

Creek."

"You're crazy," Charlie reddened.  "That's fifteen miles if it's an inch."

The colonel's eyes glazed with the prospect.  "Yes, it is."

"Just what do you propose to dam up, sand?  Has that become a liquid 

commodity now?"

"The plan is to back up the waters of Pawnee and Igo Creeks and their 

tributaries.  Once it's completed we'll have the largest lake this side of the 

Tennessee Valley.  Only these buttes here would stick out of the water and then 

only the tops.  Be great for picnics."

"You have been misinformed, Colonel," Charlie forgot he was on enemy 

territory.  "Those ditches you named may be called creeks, but they ain't nothing 

but washes.  When it rains they trickle a little, but that's about all.  What you call 

Pawnee Creek probably starts just the other side of that butte," he pointed to the 

east butte.  "In good seasons there's a little seep that may dampen the sand for a 

hundred yards before it sinks back into the ground."

"Our engineers will measure the flow before seeking congressional funding of 

the project."
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"Well, you have them do that.  And make sure to tell them to bring their 

blotters and a good shovel if they're going to look for water."

Fenton nudged Charlie.  "We've other fish to fry," he hissed through his teeth.  

"Leave the man alone."

The advice was sound.  Charlie let the colonel go on his way and turned his 

interest to the limousine.  "Get good mileage?" he tried to humor one of the animal 

skin clad guards.

"It is a collective gift to the Prophet from his faithful.  The mileage is 

immaterial.  Now, if you will--please?"  His spear pointed to the opening in the 

tent.

In front of the turned-back flap the guard indicated were three deep pools.  

Even in this time of drought they were filled with water.

Fenton cleared his throat.  "It would be best," he suggested, "if we made a 

token gift to Teutates."  He reached into his pocket and nodded toward the pools.  

"I would recommend a coin into each."

Fenton plunked a quarter into each pool.  Charlie wondered at the foolishness 

but welcomed the opportunity to lessen his burden by three pennies.

"What," Charlie asked as he rounded one of the pools and joined Fenton, "is 

this all about?"

"The pantheon of the Druid gods is more than I can handle without a 

dictionary," Fenton confessed, "but Teutates is one of the major gods.  An overall 

god of the people, whatever that means.  He demanded the sacrifice of prisoners by 

having them thrown into wells or marshes or ponds.  As an everyday appeasement 

it was wise to toss objects of value into any handy body of water.  Better to lose a 

ring or coin than anger the god."

"Kind of a wishin' well then?"
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"That's the well's origin.  The reason most wishes aren't answered is that 

Teutates prefers bodies to coins."  He looked into the nearest pool for bodies, but 

didn't see any.  The water was dark.

"What about that song Three Coins in a Fountain?"

"The remnants of Druidic practices," he smiled with delicious irony.  "Haven't 

our cultures progressed nicely?"

When the tent flap was pulled farther back by the guard, Charlie and Fenton 

entered and were immediately required to remove their shoes--a difficult task for 

Charlie who balanced on one foot and grunted over the laces until one guard 

steadied him and another removed his work shoes.  Their stockinged feet were 

protected from the ground by rugs that were little more than blankets.  At the end 

of the blanketed path Brother Leroy awaited them, but he wasn't the Brother of a 

month ago or even the Brother at the digging.  He sat in the middle of three chairs.  

Behind each chair were three candles and behind each candelabra smoldered a 

censor.

Fenton placed a cupped hand over his mouth.  "The number three is mystical with 

them.  Something we as a race have outgrown."  He hadn't lost his twinkling smile.

Brother Leroy, like his guards, wore elaborate leather sandals and lacings.  

But instead of buffalo, his clothing appeared to be of fox.  Probably the protected 

Swift fox of the grasslands, at least that was the species from which his skull cap 

was made.  The fox's head and muzzle hung down the center of his forehead just as 

the rinky-dink of hair had when he played electric guitar and wore a yellow 

sequined jacket at the revival.  Attached to the sides of the skull cap were the 

prongs of an antelope.
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"Please approach," he beckoned in an assured voice.  "We don't stand on 

ceremony here."

"You don't?" Charlie looked innocently at the candles before resting his gaze 

on the costumed figure before him.  "You may remember me from Sligo, Brother 

Leroy," Charlie began.  "I'm Sheriff Waggles.  This here is Fenton Frankke.   That's 

Frankke with an extra K and an added E if you want to mail him a program.  He's 

been asked by a couple of groups to come out here and have a look at that necklace 

you dug up over the hill some time back."

Though this was the artifact on which the cult lived or died--already living 

well thanks to the Congress--Brother Leroy seemed most interested in Fenton.  

Curious even.

"You are both welcome," he said to Fenton and extended his hand for a 

formal, non-vigorous shake.  "My father's spirit advisor has asked us to assume the 

names we carried in a previous incarnation.  My father, the Recumbent Prophet, 

was called Lovern.  I, his son, am Lovernios.  The names are ancient Gaelic for fox 

and son-of-fox."  Noticing that Charlie couldn't suppress his smirk, Lovernois 

smiled beatifically and tolerantly at him.  "I perceive that you do not believe in 

reincarnation."

"Well, it wunsta was that I believed in reincarnation, but that was in a 

previous life when I was younger and more gullible."

Again the pleasant smile.  "Never the less, you are welcome."  Smoothing 

his shoulder to knee, sleeveless garment, Lovernois reseated himself and gestured 

for Charlie and Fenton to do likewise on the carpets before him.  It was then that 

the two men saw the tattoos.  They depicted stylized animals--lions or wolves, 

perhaps--and encircled the upper arms of the holy man.
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"That is a more than beautiful torque you wear at your neck," Fenton noted.  It 

seemed to be of twisted strands of gold.

"Thank you," he graciously fingered the necklace at his throat.  "It was a gift 

from a follower.  It is made of eight twisted strands of gold, and each strand is 

made of eight golden wires.  The two terminals are cast separately.  Once placed 

around the neck, it is difficult to remove.  This one, and my father wears one 

identical to it, is modeled after the famous torque of Snettisham in East Anglia."

"What's it for?" Charlie asked.  He really didn't know and his expression said 

so when Fenton gave him a look.

"I believe your friend understands its significance," he nodded approvingly to 

Fenton.  "As you can see, it resembles a rope as it is intended to.  It is worn only by 

Druid princes.  Not only is it an honor, it is a testament of our readiness to die for 

our people.  In times past only leaders were considered a worthy sacrifice to 

Teutates.  They were ceremoniously strangled with rope and their bodies thrown 

into deep pools.  This torque symbolizes that rope, that readiness."

The prince was so self-assured, so composed, and so unassuming that Charlie 

could scarcely believe he was the same fellow with the guitar and plastic offering 

bucket.

Fenton moved slightly to ease the discomfort of sitting on the ground.  "How 

is your father--Lovern?"

"Thank you for asking.  He is doing well, though since his first visitation he 

spends most of his time reclining and communing.  There is so much information 

to bring across the ether to our people.  It could take years.  We," he pointed to his 

head, "are an imperfect conduit at best."

Charlie was more than discomforted from trying to sit cross-legged before the 

prince.  "Now what kind of hooey is that?  Next thing I know you'll be tellin' me 
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you're translating all this down onto golden plates that you're going to end up 

losing or having some angel steal away."

"Druidic knowledge," the Prince smiled at Charlie so benevolently that the 

sheriff wanted to throw-up, "is seldom written down.  That which is truly sacred 

should be kept in the mind, in the memory.  Our religion has survived imperfectly 

to the present  because of the murder of our leaders long ago.  One of the hazards 

of not committing ceremony to paper."

"But you don't expect us to believe all this?"  Charlie looked to Fenton for 

support, but Fenton ignored him.  "To quote something a wise man once said--at 

least I used to think he was a wise man," he looked again at Fenton.  "At any rate 

he said:  I think I'll proportion my belief to the proof."

"Science," the prince spoke simply.  "Science is but one mythic system.  One 

among many.  All are valid.  Some, quite simply, are more valid than others."  He 

paused to see if Charlie was understanding and if Fenton was listening.  Then he 

continued.  "Scientific knowledge is relative to socio-cultural institutions.  You, my 

friend," he nodded to Charlie, "are caught in a paradigm shift.  Those shifts are in 

response to extra-rational causes."

"My friend," Fenton pointed a finger at Charlie but spoke to the prince, "is not 

unlike the majority of those outside your compound.  They have difficulty 

understanding those extra-rational causes you speak of.  They need a proof more 

scientific, if I may use their word.  Something that can bolster the proof of your 

paradigm shift.  Something hard.  Something that can be held in the hand and 

looked at."

The prince was not unwise.  "The Necklace of Power."

                                                     Hitch �117



Fenton managed to hold his breath and still utter "Yes.  Is there a chance that I may 

see this relic.  I wouldn't touch it.  The people I represent would love to test it, but I 

believe they will at least settle for a rough sketch of it at present."

"Sheriff Waggles?" the prince turned slowly to Charlie.  "Would you excuse 

us for a time?"

It was Charlie's turn to be gracious.  "Certainly."

With that, the prince rose and escorted Fenton toward the back of the tent, 

past the chairs, past the candles, past the censor pots, and through the drapery 

behind which reclined the body of the Recumbent Prophet.  And, Fenton hoped, 

the reliquary.

For two, maybe three, minutes, Charlie remained sitting cross-legged in the 

silence, or at least as cross-legged at his frame and much used and over-used joints 

would permit.  Age was a burdensome stone to digest, he finally decided and 

straightened his short and surprisingly thin legs before him.  He was rubbing them 

when someone entered the tent behind him.

"Hi, Charlie.  I thought that was your truck."

Charlie turned to light his eyes upon a vision of pleasure, a home to the 

forsaken, the lodestone of the alchemists.  It was Janice Ivano, the former 

prostitute who had worked for Genevieve on Second Street in Scottsbluff.  Charlie 

always disliked the word prostitute and called them what they really were--girls, 

albeit not the most wise of girls.  

"Hi, girl.  You sure are a sight for sore eyes.  I haven't seen anything as soft 

and pretty since I drove in the gates.  Come on over and have a seat," he patted the 

rug next to him.

She was more than eager, but her progress was impeded by the two baby 

Swift foxes she cradled in her arms.  "I found these out on the prairie," she told 
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Charlie and cradled them as if they were human babies.  "They were real hungry 

and thirsty.  I don't think their parents were coming back or I wouldn't have taken 

them."  The eyes she raised to Charlie were as forlorn as, no doubt, the baby foxes' 

had been.  "It's good to see you, too, Charlie," she leaned her cheek against his 

shoulder.  "We used to see each other a lot.  Those were good times, weren't they, 

Charlie?"

Charlie was uncomfortable and moved his shoulder from her cheek.  "I 

suppose so," he confessed.  "I haven't been to Scottsbluff in a while, though."

She took that for a compliment.

"Maybe I should have stayed with Genevieve," Janice remembered.  "But 

when Leroy came to town with his father Daniel--I mean Prince Lovern," she 

corrected herself quickly, "something just opened in me I didn't know was there.  I 

felt like I was somebody."

"You were always somebody," Charlie consoled.

"I know," she leaned against his shoulder again, and this time it didn't move.  

"But, you know, it said I was really something better than I thought I was."

Charlie looked closely at her as she stroked the baby foxes.  She was the 

daughter he hadn't had, the companion he didn't deserve--he gritted his teeth in 

admitting that--and a better person than he had realized.  "If you need help," he 

told her down-turned face, "Genevieve's a good woman.  I know what she does, 

but she's still a good woman.  She does what's right for her girls if that's what they 

want, or need.   Should you get in a bind, she'll still be there.  If it comes really 

rough times, you know my number."

She raised her head and half smiled.  It was one of those smiles that wouldn't 

admit that it had understood everything perfectly.  "You know what?" she looked 
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back to the foxes.  "If I go up on the hill to the west and look real hard, I can see 

your trailer."

"The door's never locked."

Charlie always wondered why he had gotten so old so fast.  But then he had 

been asking himself that same question since he was twenty-five.  "What's the 

foxes' names?" he refocused his eyes on Janice.

"Leroy named them.  This one," she touched its black nose, "is Katie, and this 

one is Margaret."  Margaret got a poke followed by a nuzzle between its indifferent 

ears.

Charlie heard the men returning before Janice and prodded her to get up.  

"Remember what I said, now."

"I remember, Charlie," she backed safely away from him as the curtain parted.

"Don't be hesitant to inform me of what your learn," the Prince said as he held 

the curtain for Fenton.  "You have my cell-phone number."

"As soon as I learn," Fenton promised, but what had been promised puzzled 

Charlie.  Janice had backed to the side of the tent and disappeared under the fold.  

If the men had seen her they gave no indication. 

"Then I bid you God's speed."  Unbelievably, the prince bowed to Fenton.

"Let's go, Charlie."

They had been on the road for five minutes and had already passed through 

the guards at the gate before Fenton finally spoke.  Actually he didn't speak so 

much as he exhaled.

"You're not going to believe this, Charlie," he produced a paper from his shirt 

pocket.  He had to reach inside the long coat he was still wearing to do so.  "Look 

at this.  It's a drawing of each stone.  We'll be able to translate it."

                                                     Hitch �120



"Fine, you can finally know what the necklace says.  But even I could dream 

up something if I bought a book about runes."

"On that matter you are exactly correct, Charlie," Fenton re-folded the paper 

and re-inserted it into his pocket.  "If you wished to commit a forgery in an ancient 

language, you couldn't do better than a Runic transcription."

"You're leading up to somethin'.  Why don't you just tell me about it?"

"Runes, contrary to what most people believe, weren't a language.  They were 

characters, usually religious in use, that could be used with any language.  They 

were Gaelic, as I believe these are.  They were early English--Anglo Saxon if you 

prefer.  They were the languages of the continent of Europe.  You see they were 

any language.  Druidism was more of a business empire than it was a religion.  It 

facilitated the shipment of gold from Ireland to the continent.  Let's be crass.  They 

were the Jews of the northern European bronze age."

"So you're telling me anyone could fake Druid writing?"

"A dog could do it and no one would know the difference.  What was the root 

language?  Forget language.  What was the nearly unintelligible dialect of a wholly 

forgotten language?  Anyone could slap runes on a piece of stone and translate 

them anyway he wished."

"Then," Charlie asked the question Fenton was forcing, "how in Hades are 

you going to prove anything with those drawings?"

"The drawings are only the tensile on the tree," he shouted at the windshield.  

"I have this."  He reached into his other pocket and produced a plastic sandwich 

bag containing a piece of stone.  "Look," he held it up.  "The Prince actually let me 

take one of the ornaments away to test."
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It was one of the more important ornaments at that.  It was the one pierced by 

the knotted cord of hemp, knotted so that it would not slip free and be lost to 

eternity.

"How the H-E-double-toothpicks did you manage that?"

"I absolutely do not know," Fenton pounded the dash.  "I can think of no 

scenario in which he would actually give me a piece of the necklace.  Why should 

he?  He has already gotten the land from Congress.  He has everything to lose.  

Nothing to gain.  And yet," he held the baggie for the world to see, "I have this."

"What's he got to lose," Charlie realized after a moment's thought.  "It's just 

like those people in Italy with the Shroud of Turin.  They let it be tested to see how 

old it was."

"And the tests said it was Renaissance period, missing the Crucifixion by 

thirteen hundred years."

"Didn't make any difference," Charlie explained.  "The true believers just 

found another way to explain it.  They said that the radiation produced by the 

resurrection confounded the carbon dating or whatever they used."

Fenton twirled the baggie before him.  "Maybe you have a point.  But I for 

one believe in science.  I'll let the fellows at the University of Arizona unravel this 

mystery."

"Wait a minute," Charlie remembered.  "I thought you said you were 

indifferent.  You didn't care one way or the other."

"But that's me," Fenton explained.  "As indifferent as carbon dating.  As 

indifferent as single-crystal laser-fusion.  As indifferent as thermo-luminescence.  

As indifferent as an accelerator mass spectrometer.  I said I was indifferent to the 

outcome.  I didn't say I was an idiot."

"So you think you have this cult by the cojones?"
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"With this," and he nested it back into his pocket, "the spore of the Prince's 

cult will either be dispersed or the plant will wither.  The decision belongs to 

science."

10
•••

Pickles' Return

That indefinable mystery attributed to all natural monoliths from Australia's Ayers 

and Hanging Rocks to Wyoming's Devil's Tower had again cast its power over the 

Pawnee Buttes.  Charlie could feel its occult draw on his back as he hurried from 

their presence.  Like a giant lode stone, they were summoning to them all the 

brainless flotsam of the prairie.  A stick of that flotsam was parked in the road 

ahead of Charlie, its driver holding out a hand for him to stop.

"What can I do you for?" Charlie asked as he slowed and stopped beside the 

cheap, stripped down government car.

"Looking for the Pawnee Buttes.  Know where I can find them?"

"Just after you hit the rise ahead, you'll spot them.  Just follow the road after that."  

He would have let the man proceed with a tired wave, but he had read the lettering 

on the door.  It was a Bu Rec car.  A Bureau of Reclamation vehicle from its 

headquarters west of Denver.  "What are you looking to reclaim out here?"

"Agriculture land.  If we can dam up Pawnee Creek we could help the farmers 

from here to Stoneham turn this prairie green."
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"How can you Re anything out here.  It's never been crop land.  Always been 

prairie.  You can't reclaim what never was.  Why won't you yahoos just be honest 

and call yourself what you really are.  The Bureau of Destruction?"

"Yours," the man shifted his car into gear, "is the minority view."

"Most everything of value," Charlie snapped at the man as the car slid past, 

"is in short supply.  Brains for instance.  Why don't you give my regards to Floyd 

Dominy or whoever's got his job now."   His voice trailed off impotently.  When he 

turned to Fenton for understanding, he was subdued.  "What's this world coming to 

when a man won't even hang around to endure a good chewin'?"

"Who's Floyd Dominy?"

"Ain't got the time.  If you want to know everything about water out west, 

check a book called Cadillac Desert by Marc Reisner."

Just before the turnoff to the road that would lead to 95 and the ark, another 

vehicle--this time a delivery truck--blocked Charlie's progress.  The driver, fighting 

the wind and sun, was attempting to read a map spread across the fender.  

"Let me hazard a guess," Charlie asked the man wearily, "you're looking for 

the buttes?"

"Sure am."

"Well if you'd a come in from the highway, you could have seen them all the 

way up from this side of Ault."

"If I'd known that's where I was headed, I would have.  But the addresses on 

the freight says Sligo."

Charlie looked into the bed of the truck and spotted four crates that looked 

suspiciously familiar.  "Wouldn't let you drop them in Sligo, would they?"

"I started to put them on the sidewalk in front of the post office, but some lady 

came out with a shotgun.  Said something about if some man named Wiggles 
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couldn't be the man, she'd have to be.  Whoever this Wiggles is.   Anyway, she put 

one round off into the air.  Emptied every building in town, I mean to tell you.   So, 

I figured I'd better take the cargo out to the buttes like she said."

"You're headin' right.  Just keep it pointed that direction and you'll find them.  

Some militia boys will stop you at the gate.  Tell them what you're delivering.  I 

think they'll let you by."

Finally, they arrived at Drinker's ark.  Charlie was so tired he barely had 

strength to stoop and pat Dog, who was showing more interest in him than he had 

on previous visits.  Drinker invited him up, but Charlie said he couldn't make the 

stairs.  

"Just got strength enough to inhale whatever Inez' serving and find a spot 

under a bluff somewhere to park my truck and catch a nap.  Those dogs of yours 

last night mauled me pretty good.  Must of been a couple six packs of 'em."

He considered taking Dog along with him, since his services no longer 

seemed to be needed, but he decided not to.  Dog deserved better company than he 

was at the moment.

At the cafe in Sligo all the talk was about Gloria the post mistress and how 

she had run off another coffin delivery man.  The boys, sitting on the stools at the 

counter where they could watch television, saw as how "Somebody had to do it," 

but Charlie ignored them.  Even Inez' speech was more clipped than usual.   He 

knew he was less than welcome, so after two plates and a sack lunch to travel on, 

he left the cafe and headed west.

At the cattle tank off Road l20 he took a bath and lay naked across the hood of 

his truck to dry.   Except for his wrists and from his top shirt button up, he was as 

white as the underside of a polliwog.  Why, he wondered--and scratched an itch on 

his chest caused by drying hair--was it so nice out on the prairie alone?  Why were 
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people in groups so bent on noise, on complicating matters?  Why did they, the 

males at least, crave power and hurt others to get it.  He decided it probably had 

something to do with the movie 200l: A Space Odyssey.  The apes at the beginning 

of the movie weren't so bad off.  At least until that monolith appeared and 

convinced one ape that it wasn't happy.  Charlie was so drowsy he found himself 

blaming Arthur C. Clarke for mankind's troubles.

After re-dressing, he drove south across the prairie and parked in a gully next 

to a ten to twelve-foot embankment.  From his glove box he removed a Jim 

Thompson novel he had been working on, but he fell asleep immediately, the open 

book covering his eyes.

He didn't awake until early morning, too early for the Sligo Cafe.  So to kill 

time, he drove south until he reached Kersey.  There he had an adequate breakfast--

chicken fried steak and eggs.  It fortified him enough that he decided to head up 

Highway 85 into Wyoming.  While passing through Laramie, he paid another visit 

to the U.S. Marshals' Museum and the restored Territorial Prison.  He liked the 

museum because it had a small display on his grand dad.  He had served briefly as 

a deputy marshal when he rescued the 300-pound Denver socialite from the 

renegade Indians protesting what they called atrocities at the Battle of Summit 

Springs near Sterling, Colorado, east of Sligo.

It was a good display principally because the accompanying text correctly 

stated that William Bill Cody did not shoot Tall Bull at that battle as he had 

claimed.  The Buffalo Buffoon hadn't even been near the battle, but that hadn't kept 

him from remembering it otherwise in his autobiography.

From then on the next several days blended into the unreachable distances of 

mirror image sunrises and sunsets.  He remembered visiting the Corner Bar in 

Kimball, Nebraska, and getting razzed about the Atomic Egg jar.  There was a 
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motel in Valentine and another one in Red Cloud.  He checked to see if the Oil Pull 

tractor was still dripping lubricant onto a white paper plate at the Pioneer Museum 

in Minden.  And he spent two nights sitting next to a Coleman lantern with Gerald 

and Dave fishing the outlet on the McConnehey Reservoir for catfish.   They talked 

about the good ol' days in Scottsbluff and the best recipes for stink bait.

When he finally walked into the cafe side of the Quonset Grocery and Cafe, 

his face grizzled with stubble, Inez threw a biscuit at him, and--missing with that--

a bag of potato chips.  

"Where the Hell have you been?  The governor's about to call out the state 

guard and you've been off catting around God knows where."

"What you talking about?"

"Don't you ever listen to your radio or watch television?  Didn't somebody at 

least try to flag you down, wherever you were, and tell you what's been 

happening?"

"Get on with it, woman.  There's something you're wantin' to tell me."

"The men have gone crazy.  That's what's happened."  She picked up the bread 

knife and slammed its flat side against the cutting board.  "And that rainmaker you 

should have run off has got them up to it."

Charlie saw that he wasn't going to get served, so he began helping himself to 

small edible items he could stick into his pockets.   "Would you simmer down and 

tell me what you're talkin' about?"

"This is what I'm talking about," she marched to the mute TV on the wall and 

turned up the volume.  "Just look at that."

A reporter who was not one of the usual anchors looked seriously into the 

camera.  The word "Live" was scripted to the lower left behind the numeral 4.  

"Here are pictures of them taken earlier this morning when they started gathering 
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in a field just east of Pierce."  The reporter's face vanished and was replaced by a 

swirl of tractors going round and round in concentric circles and raising a hurricane 

of dust.  Each tractor pulled a plow.

"Chopper 4 reports that this caravan has left the oil field property and is 

presently heading east along Weld County Road 90.  Their destination is uncertain, 

but it is known that the number of tractors has swollen from the fifty to sixty 

yesterday to nearly  ninety today."

Charlie stopped stuffing doughnuts from the display case into the side pockets 

of his vest.  "Will you tell me what they're doing, Inez?"

"What do you think they're doing?  They're plowing up the state."

"Plowing it up?  Why?"

"You were standing out there watching that snake-oil salesman--that 

rainmaker.  They're making rain, don't you know.  They're plowing up the prairie to 

let the positive ions out."

"Sh----" he hissed.  "How much have they done?"

"They got a section yesterday.  Lord knows what they're after today with that 

many tractors."

"Why doesn't anyone stop them?"

"Who's going to stop them?  The sheriff's deputies and the highway patrol 

can't do anything.  Every time they set up a roadblock the tractors go right through 

it."

"What you talkin' about?  A big truck could block any of the roads they use."

"Look at the picture up there," Inez pointed to the television.  "Those aren't no 

Fordsons and Massey-Fergusons they're driving.  No little 15/30 horse toys.  Look 

there, right there," she reached toward the television screen to indicate a tractor.  
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"That's one of them big, blue Ford diesels.  Lord knows how many tires that thing 

has."

"But still--"

"Oh, hush up and listen.  At one attempted blockade yesterday two of those 

monster tracked vehicles--they look more like Caterpillars than tractors--went right 

over a sheriff's car.  Another time the tractors just ignored the blockade and made 

their own road around it through the fields."

"They're turning."  This time the voice wasn't Inez'.  It was live from Chopper 

4.  "They're turning at what I think used to be the tiny town of Purcell," the 

flustered reporter called into his headgear.  In the background paper could be heard 

flapping.  "At least that's what I think my map says, if I could read it in this wind.  

There's an old gas pump in front of what looks to have been a store."

"They can only turn one way there," Charlie realized.  "They're going up 49 

and I think I know where they're headed."

"It looks like Weld County Road 49," the reporter said.  "I think."

Charlie ran the terrain through his mind.  "It's nearly all prairie heading north.  

That little rainmaker fellow wasn't so set against prairie as he was against land that 

had once been cultivated.  It's that CRP land he's after."

The television continued to show the tractors turning, followed finally by an 

equal number of sheriff's and highway patrol vehicles, followed in turn by 

grassland, forest, and agriculture department vehicles, and then by news vehicles.

"At l02 there's some CRP land," Charlie remembered.  "It's on the southwest 

corner.  About a half section of it."  He looked at the clock, back to the television, 

and then to the doughnut display case.  "Maybe I can get there before they do too 

much damage," he started toward the door, but not before removing another 

doughnut from the case.  "Put it on my bill."
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"Don't worry.   I've been counting.  I didn't miss a potato chip."

Charlie's Jeep flew west down l20.  He skidded short of the tank where he had 

recently bathed and raced across a fenceless tract of prairie until he reached l08.  

From there it was a sprint to 49, up which he knew the tractors were coming.  He 

felt certain he could intercept them.

But he was wrong.  Whether they had beaten him by five or fifteen minutes 

was immaterial.  That many tractors could do a lot of plowing in a short time.  The 

half section of CRP land, formerly yellow, was now a plowed gray.  Stark and 

powdery.  Having turned that half section, the tractors now lined the half mile 

fence separating the privately owned CRP land from the federally owned 

grasslands next to it.

Three strands of barbed wire held back some of the most powerful machines 

on earth.  Only a few open pit mining behemoths were larger.

Facing this might on the other side of the fence--on the slate hard, flat federal 

land--was a pathetic line of under-powered government vehicles.   Fords and 

Chevrolets with no more sheet metal in them than in the bag of aluminum cans on 

the back of a derelict's bicycle.

Charlie bounced his Jeep pickup over the barrow ditch, through the already 

downed fence, and onto the hard pan of the prairie.  He was confused and didn't 

know where to go but found himself between the two lines of opposing vehicles 

and decided to remain.  He always liked to park away from other cars, anyway, to 

keep from getting dings on his doors.  As he stepped out of his truck, he noticed he 

had parked in a prairie dog town.

"Why didn't you stop them," he yelled at the first body he saw as soon as he 

slammed out of his truck.  That he wasn't answered immediately concerned him 

less than the photographers and news hounds who sidled cautiously toward him.  
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They looked like crabs on a beach moving toward a dead fish.   Each time he 

moved suddenly, they retreated as if from a new wave.

Maybe he was aware of it and maybe he wasn't, but every television set in 

Colorado at that moment--and all of them at national news time--showed him, a 

lone man, thrusting himself between the might of the tractors and the failed 

majesty of the law.  Only one viewer shook her head in disgust at the spectacle and 

buried it in her arms, already resting on the lunch counter.   "Why don't they leave 

that man alone?" asked Inez.

"Where's the sheriff?" Charlie called again to the deputy who had failed to 

answer his first call.

"He stayed back at headquarters today."

"More sense than I expected," Charlie approved.  "Who's in charge out here?"  

The deputy, smitten with the fact that he was talking to the Charlie Waggles, 

although they were of the same rank, couldn't answer.  He tried.  But he couldn't.

"That would be me," an officious lieutenant interposed himself between 

Charlie and the deputy he had been addressing.   He had some extra garbage on his 

uniform, but  Charlie had never learned to decipher it.

"Well, if you're in charge, what do you intend to do?  Looks like they're fixin' 

to bust through that fence and plow up this prairie."

"This is a delicate matter, Waggles.  National opinion is with these men.  A 

call-in poll on one of the Denver  TV channels was three to one in favor of the 

tractors.  Drought's a serious matter."

"You're listening to people who pay ninety-five cents to dial a number?" 

Charlie had trouble understanding.  "We're talking about destruction here."

"Yes, but all they've done so far is bust up a few sheriff's cars and plow up 

some land."
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"You may not think it's much, but that half section they just busted up was 

worth ten to twelve thousand dollars a year to the people that own it.  Now it's 

worth nothing, and they'll still have to keep making the payments."

"But how can we stop those tractors?  The governor's going to have to call out 

the national guard.  They have tanks."

"In the mean time those tractors are going to turn this grass upside down.  Do 

you know what that means?  It means that for sixty-five million years this section 

of land has been evolving.  It's been under water.  It's been sunbaked.  It's been 

under water again.  Grass has grown.  Animals--the ancestors of horses and 

rhinoceroses and I don't know what all--have evolved here.  And this land has 

never.  I repeat never, been touched.  And you're going to allow it to go under the 

blade because of people calling a silly television number?  When in Hell has the 

public ever known one damn thing?  You don't listen to people, lieutenant.  You do 

what's right, and right outweighs opinion on any reasonable scale."

Had the lieutenant known Charlie personally and not by reputation, he would 

have realized just how irritated he was.  Though surrounded by profanity his entire 

life, Charlie reserved its use for important occasions only.  When he used it, he was 

mad.   And a mad Charlie was not a Charlie to be around.

The conversation between the two lawmen was truncated by the roar of 

powerful engines.  Leading the renegades was the Cadillac of the rainmaker.  He 

had driven along the fence line until he was able to place his vehicle at their head.  

Charlie could see him behind the wheel, his little foot depressing and releasing the 

accelerator.  Power.  It shone from his teeth like ice cubes in a high ball.  His 

Cadillac may be small, but behind it was the might of industry.  And industry ruled,  

especially with the present administration.
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Jewell revved his Cadillac's engine and its bumper tested the three wires of 

the fence.  The powerful tractors behind him wouldn't even notice that barrier.

"Where's your weapon?" Charlie asked the lieutenant in charge.

"What are you talking about?"

"I mean you got something more than that little toy you call a service 

revolver," Charlie pointed to the lieutentant's sidearm and then to his own hog leg.  

"Where is it?"

"You're a deputy.  You know we all have shotguns housed behind our front 

seats.  At least those vehicles that aren't rigged to carry prisoners."

"Then get me yours.  Now."  When the lieutenant didn't move, Charlie had 

you explain.  "You can't make babies with spit."

Behind Charlie, though he was watching the lieutenant and not the noise, a 

monster of a tractor moved forward, stretched the wire, and snapped posts right 

and left.  Having completed its destruction, it retreated to allow the Cadillac to 

slide quietly over the downed wires.

"Here it is," the lieutenant returned and handed Charlie his shotgun.

"You," he pointed directly into the lieutenant's face.  "Get  your boys out here, 

and I want shotguns in their hands.  Understand?"

"But what's a shotgun to a tractor?"

"Depends how you use it.  Now move," Charlie yelled at the lieutenant as he 

turned to point his shotgun directly at the approaching Cadillac.

The little man leaned out his window.  "You're outnumbered, Waggles."

Blam!

The little man still had a driver's side front tire, but it looked like one of those 

re-tread jobs flopping on an eighteen wheeler, soon to be left along the highway.  

When that didn't stop the rainmaker, Charlie stepped to the side and blew the blade 
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off the plow mounted on the hood.  One of the Gabriel horns also dinged to the 

pellets.

"My Cadillac," the car stopped immediately.  "My Cadillac."  The little man 

flew out of his car and almost hugged its fender.  "There are holes in this machine," 

he turned his head to look back at Charlie.  His hands, however, had not stopped 

caressing the fender.  "Look at what you have done to my plow."

"Call your boys off," Charlie spoke quietly.  "Call them off or you lose 

another tire."

"This is bigger than you, Waggles--"

He almost finished Charlie's name before the shotgun spoke and the rear tire 

collapsed.

The rig that had broken the fence revved its engine and bounced from the 

plowed land onto the prairie, dragging its monster gang plow behind it.  Charlie 

raised the shotgun again and tore a gaping hole in one of its huge front tires.

"For God's sake, Charlie," the operator of the rig opened his window and 

stuck his head out of the air-conditioned cab, "that is dang near a two thousand 

dollar tire."

Charlie nodded that he understood.  "By my count you're going to be out 

about fourteen thousand dollars more if your keep on a comin'."

The head disappeared into the air-conditioned cab and the rig backed from the 

government land.

"Do I have any other takers?" Charlie yelled and walked up and down the 

line.  It was nearly a half mile long, but each time he neared a tractor it backed as 

much as possible, found turning radius, and headed for home.  From the 

helicopters above, the tractors looked like a pack of lightning scared hounds 

headed for home and the security of the floor behind the kitchen stove.
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When they had gone, leaving only the line of law enforcement cars, the 

lieutenant bowed his way up to Charlie and asked for his shotgun back.

"Here," Charlie extended it, "but I recommend you read up a little on the 

Roman legends before you try to use it.  Never go to the enemy's strength.  Always 

look for his weakness."

The lieutenant's face showed that he didn't understand.

"The legions were on foot," he explained, "but routed a mounted Greek army 

by thrusting their spears at the Greeks' faces, not at their bodies.  The Greeks were 

pretty-boy gentlemen.  Their faces were their weaknesses.

"Those farmers," he indicated where the tractors had been, "aren't any different.  

They just got different Achilles' heels.  You can shoot a farmer and his wife and 

kids, salt his soil, neuter his stock, but what ever you do--don't mess with his 

mount.  You go to crippling his horse, and he's putty.  Put some shot into his tractor 

tires, and the day is yours."

Finally the lieutenant found his voice.  "I'll tell  my grandchildren of this day."

"I'll spare mine," Charlie countered by way of good-bye.

By the time he arrived home to his trailer, one hundred and fifty million 

television sets in America and half that number in Europe had already witnessed 

his exploits.  A national crisis had been averted.  The President's cabinet was 

preparing another medal and hoping for a photo opportunity with Charlie.

Unaware of this, unconcerned, Charlie paused at the top step of his trailer  and 

breathed in the quiet evening.  He knew why he had selected this spot.  It had been 

for the same reason that the dead had selected their own burial sites next to his 

trailer.   The quiet.  The tranquility.  No cars, no jets, no crying babies, no lawn 

mowers, no toilets flushing.  No lights.  When it was dark it was nature's darkness.  

A nighthawk might drum its importance, momentarily making the uninitiated 
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conjure up dragons.  A fox or a coyote might yap.  The soft wings of an owl might 

further fan the breezes, but, otherwise, all was still.

Charlie entered the trailer and saw that the sheets still covered his couch.  Rest 

would come soon.  All he needed to speed that journey to the kingdom of Mab was 

a little liquid somnolence.

The remains of the six pack--five cans--was still in the ice box.  Even without 

arms, they beckoned.  Their siren call drew Charlie to the door and when he 

opened it, the light flooded his face.

The cans were still there.  All five.  But what stopped his reaching hand was 

the jar of Atomic Eggs.  It had returned.  And, floating in an amber liquid, were two 

pickle-colored bodies.  They were no larger than the original pickles, but they had 

arms and legs and eyes.  Eyes that stared up at Charlie with all the nonchalance of 

a diner raising his eyes to see who had just entered the restaurant.

Cautiously, Charlie reached in, grabbed one of the cans of beer, and twisted it 

free from its plastic noose.
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Loblolly Soup

The next morning, Charlie awoke suddenly and listened.  It was what he had 

most feared.  Thunder.  "Now those honyocks'll think they had something to do 

with it.   Probably plow up the rest of the country."  He pulled the sheet over his 

head and tried to close his eyes to the daylight still filtering in.  But it was no use.  

He was awake and the thunder continued.

Reluctantly, but feeling better than he had a right to, he swung his feet to the floor 

and began feeling around with his toes for his work shoes.  He didn't need to dress.   

All he had taken off the night before was his revolver, vest, and hat.  

While feeling under the couch for his second shoe, his hand encountered 

something and tipped it over.  It was the can of beer he had opened just before 

quickly falling to sleep.  He could tell by its feel, and the thud it made when 

toppling, that it was nearly full.  Forcing the bulk of his belly between his thighs, 

he looked down and watched the beer pool at his feet.  Quietly but curiously, it 

stretched its amoebic arms toward the strongest gravity.

"If it doesn't rain," he beseeched the heavens for deliverance, "it pours."

He wanted to call "Here, Dog.  I've got a present for you, boy."  But Dog, his 

eager mop for all seasons, was still sighing in the direction of Drinker's bitch at the 

ark.  Meantime, he'd just have to let the pool dry.  Maybe when Dog returned he'd 

think it was some kind of a Popsicle disguised as dirt encrusted floor tile.
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Even warm, the odor of beer wasn't all that displeasing, and after he finished 

finding and lacing his second shoe, he considered popping a cool one from the ice 

box.  The fear of opening its door to the inquisitive eyes of the two little green men 

in the Atomic Egg jar, however, put him off his feed.  He would wait until later.

After standing, he looked under the couch to make sure the beer hadn't pooled 

into any of the paperbacks.  They seemed safe.  His shoes, however, didn't.  Each 

time he took a step the pool of beer amoebaed toward them.  In order to protect 

them from the beer, he opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch.

Thunder rumbled a greeting.  Its source was just to the east, between Charlie's 

trailer and the buttes.  Unusual for so early in the day, the clouds mushroomed but 

he could see no tell-tale curtain of rain beneath them.  The lightning, equally shy, 

crackled dryly through the tops of the clouds.

"Maybe with a little luck it'll blow over."

Just to make sure it wasn't raining, he drove east on ll2 and continued well 

past the buttes, ignoring the militia men at the gate with their fresh morning 

glowers.  Far east of the buttes, he saw a man standing next to his pickup in the 

middle of the prairie.  

"You understand this isn't government land any more, don't you?" Charlie 

asked after finding the gate and driving out over the dead grass to the man.

"Sure do."  The man seemed so confident that he was in the right place 

Charlie didn't bother to question him on it.  "I'm just cleaning up some of the 

equipment we left out here after taking the core samples."

"Core samples for what?"

The man looked to right and left to make sure he wasn't being watched.  "Can 

you believe they're thinking about putting a dam across here?  Yea, right here."  He 

couldn't believe it either.
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"You one of the Bu Rec boys, are you?"

"No.  Corpse of Engineers.  Civilian employee.  But the Bureau had a crew 

out here last week, too.  Some of our boys had a little run-in with them."  He 

finished coiling a length of cable and threw it into the bed of his pickup.  "I've 

never seen such a hurry to get the preliminary survey done.  Push.  Push.  Push."

"Maybe you don't know it, but I think you boys are in some kind of a 

competition.  Looks like you'll have to build two dams to please both 

organizations.  Maybe you can flip a coin to see which one will be built in front of 

the other."

"I'm not going to build a dam here," the fellow protested.  "Only an absolute 

fool would put one here."

"No water?"

"That's maybe the first thing you'd notice, but even if there was water out here 

you couldn't hold it back with a dam at this location."

"Keep it up," Charlie became friendlier.  "You're talkin' my language now."

"This is an old ocean floor.  Often times that's just fine.  Good solid 

foundation to put a dam on.  But not this time.  It's all porous.  There's nothing 

down there but jumbles of rock and loose sand.  Looks to me like it used to be an 

aquifer or is one still when there's some water around."

"That's a problem then?"

"I'll say.  You might be able to place the Manhattan end of the Brooklyn 

Bridge on sand and get away with it--they have so far--but this is a dam.  Much 

more pressure.  And I'm not even talking about the water flowing under it."

"Under the dam?"

"Exactly.  No one would ever worry about water breaking a dam here because 

no dam here would ever hold water.  It'd flow under  as fast as it was poured in."
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"Are you sure about this?"

"Hey, I'm a hydrologic engineer.  It's my business to know this.  No one is 

going to build a dam here unless it's a political boondoggle."

"Is there another kind of dam?"

The engineer realized he had just learned Charlie's opinion about damming 

rivers.  "An occasional dam is unwise, I'll admit.  But they don't all kill salmon 

or--"

"--or provide subsidized water to corporate farmers," Charlie helped, "or 

break down and flood innocent people down stream."

"I wasn't around for the Teton Dam fiasco," the man stood his ground.  "But if 

I had been, I'd have turned in the same report I'm going to on this one."

"What's that?"

"Best word would be loblolly.  A jumbled mess, a quagmire, Mulligan stew."

"You'd best come at me from another direction."

"There is so much loose rock here that it couldn't support a dam.  Now in 

some instances you can grout--that's to pump in millions of gallons of concrete to 

fill the gaps and make something impregnable to water.  But to be successful here, 

you'd have to pump more concrete below the ground than went above the ground in 

the Hoover and Grand Coulee Dams combined."

"You're a breath of sunshine," Charlie ignored the clouds above them and 

thanked the man.  "Now if I can just figure out a way to save this land from holy 

water."

****
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The drive into Sligo was pleasant in spite of the rumbling clouds behind him.  

But when he arrived, his spirits waned.  The boys were standing outside the cafe 

window looking to the southeast.

"Uh huh," they mumbled as if they had always been confident their actions 

would produce rain.  "Mister Know-it-All here doesn't know it all after all.  Take a 

look at the sky behind you, Charlie."  They used their chins to indicate the clouds.  

They would have had to take their hands out of their pockets otherwise.

"I'd try to explain simple meteorology to you yahoos," Charlie passed them, 

"but I'm afraid words like troughs aloft and El Nino would bring about a thermal 

inversion in your brains and cause a meltdown."

"Don't need a weather man when we got a weather maker," Harley Tidley 

countered.

"We got a real weather maker,"  brother Banner added, his hands still in his 

pockets.

The bill of his red cap inclined toward the Cadillac across the street where the 

little man inside had slid across the seat to watch the clouds from the passenger 

window.  Charlie noticed the new front and rear tires.  He also noticed that 

someone had welded the share back onto his plow.  It would take more time and 

money to repair the sieve of buckshot holes in the fenders and the Gabriel horn.

"Take this message to your rainmaker, will you?" Charlie paused at the door 

to the grocery just long enough to point at the boys.  "If you yahoos so much as 

lower one little disc plow to the ground, I'll be all over you like odor on offal.  Ya 

got that?"

They grumbled that they had and went back to watching the clouds.

"Am I too late for breakfast?" he yelled to Inez as he entered from the grocery 

side and headed for the toilet in back.  "I kind of slept in a little."
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Inez was busy but not too busy to glare a warning at him.  "You make sure you 

shut that bathroom door while you're in there.   Then maybe I'll think about your 

breakfast."

"There's nothin' I do in there I'm ashamed of.  And maybe if you'd hang 

something on the inside of the door more interesting than that Eastman Brothers' 

calendar I'd leave it closed."

"You haven't used the facilities in there in a while," she smiled maliciously, 

"have you?"

The evil spirit so blazed from Inez' smirk that Charlie figured he had best 

check the door before sitting down.  It wasn't the Eastman Brothers' calendar left 

annually by the candy and tobacco delivery man.  It was the calendar put out by the 

real Weld County Sheriff.   His electioneering calendar.  And it was a pretty 

effective vehicle at that, Charlie conceded.  He liked the man's hat.

When he emerged, hitching up his pants, Inez looked at him.  "Well?" she 

tried to hide her smirk.

"Best toilet paper you've put in there yet," he admitted and ambled toward his 

usual seat and the plate of six breakfast burritos already waiting for him.  After he 

sat down and Inez reached over his shoulder with the coffee, he asked, "Why so 

many strangers in here this late in the morning?"

"Have you even quit reading the newspapers?"

"You know I look at them.  They're usually a day old, but I look at them when 

I can.  I haven't exactly had a lot of spare time lately."

"Well, when I can find one that isn't being read, I'll bring it to you.  A picture 

of you and your shotgun completely fills the front page of this morning's Rocky 

Mountain News."
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"It's happened before," was his modest reply, "but that still doesn't explain all 

these people."

"The Rolling Saint is rolling through town today.  Around about noon, they 

think, by the progress he's been making."

"I'm still working on the word loblolly, if you don't mind.  Could you make 

this Rolling Saint a little plainer?"

"The Rolling Saint?" she asked as if she couldn't believe he hadn't heard.  

"He's that fellow from India that rolled some l,700 miles for world peace.  Here, let 

me get the clipping."  She hurried to the cash register and retrieved a piece of 

newspaper from under the cash drawer.  "Here," she returned.  "His name is Lotan 

Baba.  I think Baba is a religious title."

"Another one of those god-men, huh?  Probably stand in chicken doo up to his 

nostrils for eternity if it'd get him a line in an obscure Hindi paper somewhere."

"I don't know about that," Inez shrugged off her impatience.  "But it says here 

that he rolled from Madhya Prazdesh to Vaishnmo Devi--I hope I've pronounced 

them right."

"Why?  Who's gonna know or care?  It's just another third world country 

populating itself into further ruin.  Course, they may consider living like cattle to 

be culture."

"Anyway, he's rolling from Denver to the buttes because he believes they are 

the center of a new religious re-awakening.  He started some time back from Mile 

High Stadium.  Started right at the feet of that former football coach from Boulder.  

Started right after the conclusion of the Promise Keepers rally.  Now," she placed 

the clipping beside his plate, "that's why the reporters are in here today.  And you 

don't have to worry about them.  They're second stringers.  They're not after you.  

They've forgotten about your flying saucer and little green men."
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"Wish I could.  They're in my ice box."

"Which?  The saucer or the men."

"The little green men."

"Oh, go on," she prodded his shoulder with her extended fingers.  "I haven't 

got time for your joshing."

"You haven't seen that Fenton fellow around lately, have you?"

"No," she thought for a moment.  "I think I heard something about him going 

to Arizona.  Maybe I'm wrong," she consoled his shoulder with a pat, "but I got to 

get back to work."

After she left, Charlie got serious with his burritos.  Normally she would have 

brought him an extra tortilla to mop up the grease, but since she was busy he had to 

get up and find it himself.  He even brought the carafe over and filled his own cup 

himself.  "I just wanted to show the people in here that I knew how," he said to the 

two strangers at the end of his table who had been watching him.

Taking a chance, Charlie extended the carafe their way and filled their offered 

cups.  "You two wouldn't happen to be reporters, would you?"

They nodded that they were.

"I used to know an Associated Press reporter named Gavin Trust.  Ever heard 

of him?"

They hadn't.

Charlie moved his hat and his bottom one seat closer to them.  "You fellows 

know much about dams?"  

Of course they didn't.  They were young general assignment reporters who 

were expected to learn on the job and then look foolish in print.  Before Charlie let 

them go, however, they were fairly versed in the little Charlie knew about dam 
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construction, and he had insisted they take notes on what he had learned about the 

proposed Pawnee Dam site from the engineer.

"I don't know if you boys will do the leg work on this or not, but I promise 

you it's a good story.  It's the kind of thing you should be spending your time on 

rather than this rolling rube.  That's the easy stuff.  Leave that to the TV people.  

It's as natural to them as breakin' wind in a hurricane."  

They seemed interested and Charlie hoped they would set the story to print, 

even if they were from small papers and one of them on his day off at that.

But a raised hope can fall with a single word.  In this case it wasn't a word.  It 

was a streak of water on the window pane before him.  A single drop of rain.  And 

then another.

"It's raining out," someone burst in from the grocery quonset and yelled.  The 

room emptied.  Even the reporters.  It had been so long since any rain had fallen in 

that area of the state that everyone wanted to see what it looked and felt like.

"Let's drive out to Crow Creek.  Maybe it'll start flowing," someone suggested 

as they crowded into the grocery and then out the front door.  "But not until after 

the Rolling Saint gets here," was the final suggestion.

The expectations were very premature as only a few drops fell and even then 

the sun slanted through them prismatically.  There were so few drops, in fact, that 

when the Recumbent Prophet's white limousine pulled up outside between 

Charlie's window and the rainmaker's Cadillac, two heads were sticking from the 

sunroof.  The fox fur adorned head belonged to Prince Lovernios.  He was looking 

expectantly down the street where most of the rain-happy crowd was congregating.

The second head belonged to Janice Ivano.  Instead of following the Prince's 

gaze, she looked at the window behind which Charlie sat.  Except for the glare that 
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opaqued the window from her perspective, she was staring directly into Charlie's 

eyes.

"The Rolling Saint must be about here," Inez voiced behind him.  "I think I'll 

turn the TV up so I can hear the play-by-play."

Charlie listened as a young television reporter began his live coverage of the 

event outside, but he didn't shift his eyes from Janice.  She had finally turned her 

head toward the rolling commotion.  Missing from the limousine was the 

Recumbent Prophet himself, Lord Lovern.  Was he inside?

The answer to his question might have been the movement of a shadow on the 

seat behind the standing Prince and Janice.  It might have been the prophet.  The 

shadow did have a pointed forehead which could be accounted for by the nose of 

the fox cap he probably wore.  Still, with the darkened windows, it was difficult to 

know.

Then the rain increased.  Charlie could hear it pounding on the corrugated 

roof above him.  A not unpleasant sound.

"Would you look at that," Inez put her hand to her mouth in disbelief.  "In all 

my days."

Charlie followed her gaze and looked at the television set on the wall.  There 

sat the Rolling Saint, covered completely in mud.  Anyone in America would 

instantly have recognized him as Joel Chandler Harris' Tar Baby if Disney had the 

courage and breeding to re-release its movie Song of the South.  Someone was 

holding an umbrella over the saint while he took a break from his rolling by 

puffing on a cigarette.  He held it between his thumb and forefinger.

Charlie turned back to the window to check on the rain just in time to see the 

limousine slide from view toward the Rolling Saint.  It was immediately replaced 

by Fenton Frankke in his rental car, its wipers working frantically but indifferently.  
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Through the rain blurred passenger window, Charlie could see that Fenton was 

holding his head out the driver's window for a better view.

His car too rolled past the window.  No doubt, he was trying to find a parking 

place on the unusually crowded street.  Normally a person could leave his car 

running in the middle of the street and abandon it for half a day or more without 

causing a problem or worrying about someone moving it.

With the television now his only interesting view on the outside world, 

Charlie returned to it.  The saint was still puffing away, but more interestingly, 

Charlie  could see Fenton's car in the background as it rolled to a stop in the ditch 

beyond.  Looking like a skinny imitation of a detective in a film noir thriller, 

Fenton emerged from his car.  As he lurked out of the camera's view, he held his 

fedora on with one hand and clutched the lapels of his long coat to his throat with 

the other.

By the time he had lurked the block to the grocery door, Charlie had already 

opened the door for him.  "Good news, I hope."

Fenton was non-committal as he brushed past him and into the cafe.  Before 

he sat down in front of the window, he removed his fedora, blew on it, and placed 

it on the table.  Then he removed, shook, folded, and draped his coat across a chair.

"Did you take the artifact to the university?" Charlie tried again.

"I did."

"And?"

"Inez," he asked as she approached.  "Could you please bring me a cup of 

coffee.  Strong.  Black.  And could you put a little something in it from under the 

counter, if you know what I mean?"
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"I know what you mean," Inez glanced up at Charlie, "but we don't bring it 

out from under the counter until winter.  Hardly cold enough today to justify 

antifreeze."  

She left and Charlie sat down to confront Fenton.  "You had it tested?"

"First," he slid his hat aside in anticipation of the coffee, "the testing was all 

unofficial.  On the Q.T.  Done at night.  That's the only way I could get a rush job 

on it.  Some of the specimens weren't prepared as carefully as they might have 

been."

"You're not answering me."

"It's a long answer.  The first thing to be noticed was that it was clay.  Native.  

What would be called low-fire by today's potters.  And it hadn't been well sifted, as 

would be expected of a primitive clay.  You can distinguish Indian shards from 

modern at a glance.  The Indian clay, though its surface may have been burnished, 

has sand and other impurities inside."

"And this--the necklace--had impurities?"

Fenton accepted the coffee from Inez and let it burn his upper lip before 

continuing.  "Yes.  It also contained volcanic ash.  The grad student whom I 

persuaded to have a look at it said it had a signature not unlike the crystals in many 

of the volcanoes in the Cascade Range.  He's fairly confident the ash came from 

that area."

"You're not beginning to believe that story the prophet, or rather his son, said 

about wandering in the Northwest before heading back and getting drowned near 

here?"

"I'm delivering a scientific report," Fenton shrugged.  "Also found in this clay 

was carbon--carbon created when the pottery was baked in a wood fire.  They 
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worked a little of it out of the clay, its porous, and then put their accelerator mass 

spectrometer on it."

"What'd it say?"

"Preliminary, but it still doesn't look good.  Now let me go on.  They also 

worked on the volcanic ash with what they called single-crystal laser-fusion.  They 

were trying to analyze two forms of the element argon in these grains."

"And?"

"The carbon testing is easiest with vegetative matter," he shifted tests without 

explanation.   "Like the hemp cord that was found with the stone.  They did the 

same thing with it that they did with the fragment of the Shroud of Turin they were 

given.  And," Fenton inhaled finally, "the hemp in the cord is older than the Shroud 

of Turin."

Charlie knew it was coming but still he was dazed.

Fenton nodded his own confusion and disappointment with the findings.  "The 

Shroud is around 700 years old.  The hemp cord is l,800 to 2,000 years old.  I told 

you the tests were hurried.  And since they were unofficial--as far as the university 

is concerned--I don't know that they could even be made public."

"Does the prince know?"

"I reached him on his cell phone before I left Tucson last night."

Charlie let his great body slide gradually into the contour of the chair.  He 

looked like a dead animal propped up to be photographed.  One minute the body 

had form.  The next it was un-animated tissue.  "They own the buttes."  The words 

barely made it from his mouth.  "I've played around them my entire life, and now--

all because of a piece of rock--it's gone."
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With the crowd still outside watching the saint roll through the mud, Inez 

turned the volume down and came to sit with Charlie and Fenton.  "You look like 

you could use a little booster in your coffee, too, Charlie."

He grunted and stared out the window.  The brief rain had passed and the sun 

was back.  It looked like it would stay.

"Then you do keep a little something under the counter?" Fenton inquired.  "I 

was being melodramatic before."

"Oh, we usually have a bottle back there somewhere.  Charlie here generally 

is the one to supply it.  I seldom bring it out except on Christmas Day.  The boys 

seem to like it then.  I don't mind it any.  Keeps the lumps down."

"You don't really mean you're open on Christmas Day?"

"Well, there was a time we wasn't.  We used to close.  But one Christmas 

morning I got bored at home--nothing better to do if you know what I mean--so I 

came down here to do some cleaning up.  It wasn't long before the Tidleys showed 

up--from force of habit.  They didn't know I was in here because I'd parked out 

back.  A little later Wiley drove up.  He didn't have nothing else to do either, I 

suspect.  Then pretty quick Bode drives by to see if anything's stirring and he joins 

the crowd out front in the cold.  Well, when Charlie drove up and put his hands to 

the window to look in, I just gave up and opened for business.  Been open for 

Christmas and every other holiday since."

"All church holidays?" Fenton couldn't believe it.  "Easter too?"

Inez was getting up to answer the telephone.  "We don't need Red Letter days 

on a calendar to remind us how lonely it can get out here."  She half hurried to the 

phone.
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Charlie was still shaken.  "I feel like I been shot at and missed and--well you 

know what I mean, Fenton."  Fenton nodded that he understood.  "And it's not just 

that necklace either.  I opened my ice box last night and the pickles were back."

Fenton looked closely at Charlie's eyes but didn't ask for him to elaborate.  

"They weren't there when you showed me."

"Yea, I know.  But this time they were there, but they weren't pickles.  They're 

little green men now.  And they got the dangedest little eyes."  He wondered what 

else to say.  "I didn't look to see if they had fingers or toes.  I'm not even sure they 

had clothes on.  I didn't bother about the sex either."

"Phone for you, Charlie.  Sounds important.  It's a patch from a forest service 

truck out near the buttes.  It's patched through the sub-station in Ault.  The man 

sounds excited."

Charlie walked stiffly but quickly back to the telephone.  While waiting for 

him to return, Fenton watched the muted television set on the wall.  It showed the 

Rolling Saint rolling right past the cafe window behind which he sat.  The feeling 

of seeing what was behind him while looking forward felt like riding backward on 

a train.  Inez didn't have that feeling.  She was watching the identical scene in the 

street through the window behind Fenton.   What she was feeling came from her 

mouth.  "In all my born days," she uttered and stared at the mud baby, mesmerized.

Charlie hurried back and picked up his hat.  "We got to roll.  We may need 

two cars, so follow me back out toward the buttes."

"Problem?"

"Heck if I know.  That was the forest ranger formerly assigned to the buttes 

area.  He was riding his horse out near where the artifacts were found-- that little 

piece is still government land.  And he was coming up that draw when a lot of 

water came down.  Must of been a cloudburst out his way.  Anyway, he got his 
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horse out, but after the flow went down he rode back in just to check on the 

erosion.  And you won't guess what he found."

"I'm afraid to."

"You're right.  More artifacts.  He says it looks like another necklace, but all 

the stones are still on the cord."

"He didn't touch it, did he?" Fenton asked, fear straining his voice as he 

grabbed for his coat.

"Give him credit for brains, Fenton.  It hasn't even weathered all the way out 

of the soil.  He says it's still hanging right where he found it."

l2
•••

Midnight Snack

Hindering Charlie and Fenton's exit from Sligo was the crowd of reporters 

and camera crews.  The saint had progressed as far as the railroad depot-come-

museum at the east end of the street, but he was no longer rolling.  Instead, he 

hunkered beneath a blanket and sucked on a cigarette pinched between his thumb 

and forefinger.  In an effort to keep warm, he rocked back and forth on his heels, 

swaying, no doubt, to the rhythm of an ancient mantra.

Charlie slowed and leaned over to roll down his window in order to address 

the wet, bedraggled, nearly frozen martyr.  "You take care now, you hear?  Those 

things'll kill you," he indicated the cigarette.
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"Most kind of you to be making the suggestion," the saint replied in his 

clipped English.  "You need never worry as regards the tenor of my health," he put 

the cigarette back into his mouth, still pinching it as would a woman.  "I am willing 

the noxious tars and nicotines not to be interfering with my vital organs."  The saint 

continued to rock back and forth on his heels as Charlie rolled up his window and 

drove on.  He was happy to have given the Tar Baby the opportunity to see the 

High Sheriff of Weld County.  

Even with the new artifacts paramount in his mind, Charlie still took note of 

the shower's effect on the prairie.  Little more than a wetting had occurred in most 

places, turning the khaki color a shade darker, but in many others no rain had fallen 

at all.  It was a typical scattered shower.  Fenton, because the dust had matted to 

the gravel, was able to follow Charlie closely, and, as their tires rolled, the 

moistened dust clung to the treads, leaving dry tracks on the road.

A similar set of dry tracks preceded Charlie as he sped east on ll2 toward the 

buttes.  Someone was just ahead of them.  He might have ignored the tracks except 

that they turned into one end of his semi-circular drive and exited the other.  He 

wanted to stop and check his trailer, but the tracks were probably left by some 

tourist following the Colorado Scenic Byway.  He also wished he had time to stop 

and show Fenton the aliens in his ice box.  But that would have to wait.  The Forest 

Service man was expecting them.

Just short of the rise to the top of the next hill and the entrance to the buttes 

proper, Charlie found the Forest Service agent and his horse waiting for them.  His 

pickup and horse trailer were parked on the prairie on the south side of the road.  

"I was just nosing around," he nodded a greeting and pointed to his horse.  

"We can't ride on the buttes' land now that it's private."  He was wearing his short 
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sleeved green uniform with identifying patches, but his cowboy hat and nonchalant 

posture showed he hadn't been attracted to the service by the prospect of trees.

After Charlie completed the introductions, Fenton insisted on knowing 

everything.  "This is prairie," he stated correctly.  "What's the Forest Service doing 

in charge of it?"

The ranger gathered in his horse's dangling reins and headed for the open gate 

leading toward the artifacts.  "There's trees here.  Lots of cedars down in the draws.  

There's even a pine on the west edge overlooking the buttes.  At least we used to 

have that pine."

"But why is the Forest Service a part of the Agriculture Department?  You 

don't eat trees, do you?"

The question was an old one, so he had the answer ready.  "Ever read the 

ingredients on a box of cereal?" he asked, and seemed serious.  He looked at 

Charlie to see if Fenton was okay and the response suggested he was.  "Anyway, I 

don't complain much.  It could be a lot worse, you know.  The Ag department also 

gives out food stamps."  That was a point even he couldn't believe.  "I don't much 

care if its trees, cactus, or grass I'm looking after so long as I can do it on 

horseback."

"This the start of the draw?"  Charlie tried to move the task forward.

"Yes," the ranger nodded.  "We'll have better luck if we follow it up rather than try 

to get to it over the top and then climb down.  A lot of water came down and some 

of the banks have been cut sharp."

Charlie and Fenton followed the horse's tail up the draw.  Even with the gully 

washer it was still decent footing because the sand was compacted and glazed.
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"Good thing we were dry out here," the ranger observed.  "If this soil had 

already been wet, the water would have cut more bank than it did.  As it was, much 

of the water just skated past.  Didn't have time to soak."

At first, as they followed the circuitous gully, they walked along with the level of 

the surrounding ground at their belt buckles.  Soon only their heads rose above the 

draw, and then, finally, they disappeared.  It didn't get much deeper after that--they 

could still reach the top with their hands.

The ranger let his horse plod past him and then dropped the reins.  "Well, 

there you are."  He pointed casually to a string of three off-white stones protruding 

from the moist sand.  They were held together by a thin cord that disappeared back 

into the bank at both ends.  The portion of the bank in which they had been buried 

had sloughed off, as was obvious from the sand that overhung the artifacts.  The 

three stones were kept from falling--and possible disappearing--by the cord still 

embedded in the bank.

"Is the strata they're in important?" Charlie turned to Fenton.

"Any other place but here it might be," he said.  "But look, it's all sand.  From 

the top to the level we're standing on it's sand.  Identical.  There are no layers we 

could date by.  No belt of gravel we could say was an old riverbed.  Nothing 

different."

"You're sayin' its a jumbled mess?  Nothing here to tell time?"

"I'm far from an archaeologist, but those stones could have been stuck in there 

yesterday or a week or a year ago.  Sand is sand.  Dig a hole.  Drop something in 

and a week later what's to tell?"

"Well, why don't we have strata here?"

"Oh, you do of a sort, I'm sure.  But not that you can accurately measure.  

Look at this area," Fenton tried to indicate the area above, but little could be seen 
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except the sky.  "This is a meander.  This gully--these gullies--move back and forth 

across this little valley.  Something dropped on the surface might completely 

disappear in ten years only to be eroded out a hundred or two hundred years later 

only to be covered again.  The only difference would be that each time the artifacts 

would be a little lower than the original level of the ground."

"So you're tellin' me that at various times the necklace could have been 

exposed?"

"Yes," Fenton tapped his front teeth with a single finger and then took his 

fedora off to shield his view of the stones from the light above.  "That's what 

makes me suspicious about the hemp cord found with the original artifacts."  He 

held his hat just above the dangling stones and moved it to experiment with the 

light.  "Oh, my God," he uttered and stepped back.  He replaced his fedora and 

buried his hands into his coat pockets.

After waiting too long for him to explain, Charlie asked "Well?"

"They are identical to the other stones.  They are not as big.  They are not as 

nicely lettered.  They are completely devoid of any aesthetics, but the glyphs on 

these three are identical to the glyphs on three of the stones in the reliquary."

"Are you trying to tell me we now have two Necklaces of Power?"

Fenton pulled his right hand from his pocket and produced an envelope.  After 

he opened it, he removed the stone he had borrowed from the prince and held it up 

next to one of those dangling from the wall.  He turned the stone until they two sets 

of glyphs matched.

"There are two necklaces?"  Charlie looked to Fenton for an explanation.

"No," Fenton turned his head and looked down the draw for an answer.  "No.  

We don't have two necklaces.  I'm not even sure we have one.  What we have is 
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this authenticated one I hold in my hand and this obviously phony necklace buried 

in the side of this gully."

"Phony?"

The ranger who had been leaning against his drowsing horse stood erect and 

moved behind Charlie and Fenton.  "I don't know who you are, Mister he told 

Fenton, "but if you can prove those loonies who took my land to be the loonies I 

know them to be, I'll stake you to one of the biggest drunks you can imagine."

"Whose land?" Charlie challenged.  He had other ideas as to the land's 

ownership.

Fenton ignored Charlie and looked over his extended arm to thank the man for 

his sentiment.  "Your offer makes me feel like the gatekeeper in Macbeth.”

"How's that?"

"Willing, but unable."

"Enough banter," Charlie interceded.  "He's trying to say he's a cheap drunk," 

he told the ranger, "but what I want to know is how you know these new ones are 

phony?"

Fenton pulled on the cord.  Slowly, another stone emerged from its burial 

followed by another and then another and finally the sixth.  He took the necklace 

and arranged it on the wet floor of the draw.  Then he pulled a paper from his 

inside coat pocket and opened it.  It was his sketch of the stones from the reliquary 

at the buttes.

"Stone for stone.  Line for line," Charlie muttered as he leaned over the 

crouching Fenton.  "But how do you know this one is fake?"

He handed the necklace to Charlie.  "Go ahead.  Take it.  It won't break.  It 

isn't fragile.  The cord may be a year or so old, but it's strong.  And the stones are 
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anything but friable.  In fact, I'll bet you can't break one of them in two with your 

hands."

Charlie started to try but Fenton placed a hand over his.  

"I was speaking rhetorically.  You might be able to.  I don't know your 

strength.  But what I want you to do is to look at the clay."  Charlie did.  "Doesn't it 

look awfully consistent?" Fenton asked.  "By that I mean no stray pieces of sand.  

No coarseness?"

"It's smooth," Charlie conceded, "but it does have some tiny black flecks 

throughout."

"My guess would be iron.  It gives any applied glaze a nice peppered look."

"And there are some other larger bits in here.  They're all the same size though."  

Charlie put on his reading glasses and held one segment of the necklace up for 

better light.

"If I had to guess again," Fenton sounded certain, "that would be grog."

"Booze?  Like the sailor's grog?"  It didn't make sense.

"No.  This grog is a refractory material.  It's put into clays to reduce shrinkage 

when they are drying or being fired."

"Now what are you trying to say?  What are you telling me with all this 

information?"

"I believe I am quite clearly saying that the clay you hold is a manufactured 

clay.  A modern clay.  A clay--or one like it--that is available to anyone in any of a 

thousand pottery supply stores in America.  It can be purchased in lots from 

twenty-five pounds to as many tons as you wish.  I am confident that if I took that 

necklace into any supply store in Colorado the salesperson could look at the clay 

and make a good guess as to its name and place of origin.   If it's a locally 
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produced clay, the salesperson can probably show me the pug mill that extruded 

it."

"Now hold on here a minute," Charlie wanted clarification.  "You're telling me 

there's a difference between the clay ancient potters used and the clay potters use 

today?  I knew there was some, but I figured it was just modern screening and 

milling."

"That accounts for its basic look, but aside from that their difference is night 

and day.  The ancients used the clay they found in river bottoms.  It was what it 

was--impurities and all.  It was what potters today call a low-fire clay.  You place 

ancient pottery into a modern kiln and it will melt into a pool of glass."

"What's this clay then?" Charlie held out the necklace.

"As I indicated," Fenton said, taking it.  "This is modern.  It is probably a 

cone six to cone ten clay.  It would have to be fired to 2,l00 or so degrees to vitrify.  

It has to be especially compounded to do so.  It becomes very hard.  That is why it 

is called stoneware.  The stones the prince has are made of a primitive clay.  They 

would have been hardened in a wood fire.  It wouldn't have gotten more than l,200 

to l,600 degrees at most and then only if the potter knew what he was doing.  

Modern potters would call that kind of clay software or mudware."

"Where do you get off knowing so much about pottery?"

"It was an elective option in the humanities when I went to school.  I found it 

interesting and useful.  Pottery is the key to dating many civilizations."  When 

Charlie continued to look at him accusingly, Fenton felt compelled to counter 

"Why is it that I am constantly hounded by those who begrudge me the fact that I 

actually did learn something in school?"  When Charlie continued to stare, Fenton 

admitted, "Okay, I was a nerd."
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"Then maybe that class of yours can tell me why two necklaces are buried in 

one place.  One of them is a couple of thousand years old and the other is as 

modern as yesterday.  And yet they are identical."

Fenton shrugged.  "I know this sounds out of my period," he said helplessly, 

"but this whole matter is becoming curiouser and curiouser."

"Curiouser and curiouser," Charlie repeated with his eyes focused helplessly 

on his hat brim.  "Curious you should mention that.  Reminds me of a couple of 

characters I know.  Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dumber."

Fenton raised his chin to question the statement.

"The Tidley boys, Harley and Banner.  They were here the day the first 

necklace was dug up.  They and their buddy Wiley were standing away from where 

the necklace was found.  They were standing aside as if they expected it to be dug 

up right about"--and then it dawned on him--"here.  They were standing right here 

the whole time.  And when the artifacts were found up the bank," he pointed, "they 

looked disappointed.  They looked almost as shocked as Brother Leroy, I mean the 

Prince, did."

Fenton hadn't been there that day and tried to picture what Charlie saw.  

"What do the boys know about clay?"

"About as much as they know about anything--Precious Little."

"No artistic bent?"

"They can't finger paint for sticking their fingers in their mouths.  A monkey 

could do better.  Well, Banner does have his moments."

"Then is there a kiln at the school?"

Charlie had to picture the rooms in the consolidated school before he 

answered.  "I remember a welder and some cutting torches and a sink, but I don't 

remember a kiln.  Most of their art work is done at a couple of fold-up tables.  We 
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don't have all that stuff you fancy city folks have.  Remember, we ain't got but five 

or six kids a class.  We have to combine with the Briggsdale high school just to 

field a six-man football team.  State champs two years runnin' now," he bragged as 

an aside.  What he didn't add was that he could never break free from his other 

Friday night duties to attend a game.  Those matters were pressing.

"So," Fenton considered, suddenly noticing the ranger leaning against the 

opposite side of the draw listening to them, "if the boys are somehow involved in 

this, there is a hand behind theirs.  Someone is directing them."

"I'll introduce them to a new hand," Charlie curled his knuckles.  "Just give 

me a day or two to find them and I'll have some answers for you even if they are 

wrong."

Fenton was less heated.  "No need to rough up the boys.  Give me a day or 

two to get these new stones checked out.  If they are what I think they are, I want 

to confront the Prince with them."

"You flying back to Tucson?"

"I don't think that will be necessary," he pocketed the new necklace.  "All I will 

probably need to do is to get to Denver and find the Yellow Pages.  I'll let my 

fingers do the walking to the nearest pottery supply store."

"Well, if you're going now, let's drop back by my place.  I got that thing I want 

to show you."  He didn't elaborate because the ranger was still listening.  "The 

thing in my ice box."

"You weren't really serious about that, were you?  I mean, come on.  A joke is 

a joke."

Charlie motioned him back down the gully.  "You going that way?" he called 

back to the ranger, noticing he had remounted and was heading up the gully.
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"Just to finish that look around I started.  Let you know if I find anything 

else."

"Do us a favor, will ya, and don't." 

 On the way down the draw toward their cars, Charlie filled Fenton in on the 

history of the jar, but he had already heard most of it from the television talk shows 

or from Inez. 

"I'm going to take them out back of the trailer and bury them.   That's one way 

of getting shut of them," Charlie said.  "But I want you to get a look at them first.  I 

want at least one person to testify that I ain't gone completely haywire should the 

matter come up."

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Fenton cautioned.  "There might be more to 

this than you think, if you are, indeed, telling me the truth.  Whatever you do, don't 

destroy the evidence."

"What do you want me to do?  Set up some kind of a roadside attraction?  Go 

into competition with Pleistocene Park?"

"Maybe, but speaking of that park, I was in there some time back and saw 

those plastic dolls that look like you."

"I've seen 'em.  And they're action figures.  Not dolls.   Besides, I don't make 

any money off them.  I told Pointe he could have whatever he made off them.  

Heck, he went for years there trying to make a living with a gas station.  Tourists 

didn't stop--filled up in Sterling to the east or Fort Collins to the west.  Farmers 

didn't use him because they were burning that tax free gasoline in their cars."

When they were back at their vehicles, Fenton broached what he thought 

might be a touchy point.  "You know who buys the pups that come out of Drinker's 

dog don't you?"
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"Pointe does," Charlie said, "and he sells them as Pleistocene wolves--at least 

that's what the sign says.  But on the sly he tells the buyers that they are really 

Dog's pups.  Gets big money for them, I hear.  But I don't mind.  It's my attempt at 

improving the breed of dogs in this country.  I don't figure Dog's spore can do 

anything but help the average intelligence of dogs in general."

"And his master's spore?"

"I did all the casting I could when I was young," Charlie assured Fenton.  

"Humans could use a little improving, too.   Course I've developed a little hitch in 

my get along and don't move quite as fast as I wunsta did."

"The human species shall suffer for it."

"That's pretty much my sentiment."

They turned their vehicles around and headed back down ll2 toward Charlie's 

haystack trailer.  The roads were almost dry, but their earlier tracks could still be 

seen.  The tracks that had turned into Charlie's drive were also still visible as were 

some scuff marks in the dirt that were probably the work of several sets of shoes.

"Probably just taking pictures of each other standing on my porch," Charlie 

explained the marks to Fenton.  "I've been home with my truck hidden out back 

when they've done it.  They didn't think I was home.  Maybe I should have opened 

the door and yelled 'Boo.'"

Charlie pounded heavily up the three steps and pulled the unlocked door open.  

Fenton followed but paused at the door to wipe his feet.  Once inside he wondered 

why he had bothered.

"Are you ready?" Charlie asked dramatically and posed with one hand on the 

ice box door.  
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"I am as ready as ever to humor you.  But as soon as it's over, I had better be 

on my way if we're going to solve our riddle of the two necklaces.  It's a good 

thing," he said as an after thought, "that I haven't had time to unpack my suitcase."

Slowly at first, but then with a wa-la, Charlie opened the door.  At first he saw 

nothing because the light was out.  Curious, he pressed the door switch several 

times, but the light still didn't come on.  Next, he reached into the rear of the ice 

box, found the bulb, and tightened it.

The light came on to reveal four cans of beer.

"Very strange," Fenton admitted.  "What are they?  The canister beings from 

the country of Coors on the planet Aluminum?"

"Where'd they go?  They were right there," Charlie pointed, as if that better 

showed where they had been.  "Right there next to the beer."

"Admit it, Charlie.  You got a little peckish in the night, got up, and had a 

quick little snack."

Charlie stuck a finger into the middle of the plastic holding the cans and lifted 

them all out as if they were fish on a stringer.  "Want a beer?" he asked Fenton.

"Thank you, no."

Charlie wandered over to his couch slash bed and collapsed onto it.  The beer, 

still attached to his finger, rested in his lap.  "Good," he admitted.  "I don't think 

there's going to be enough for me anyway."
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Ash Hollow Water

Four beers, indeed, weren't sufficient, but they settled Charlie down enough 

that he was finally able to lie on his couch and open that Jim Thompson novel he 

had been aching to finish.  The similarities between Charlie and the High Sheriff in 

that novel were few, but Charlie admired the character's wiliness.  What did 

compare, however, was the approximate number of people they were responsible 

for--1,280.

When he finished the novel, he slid it under the couch with the others--the 

countless others--some pushed way back, so far back that they fought for life with 

dust dinosaurs.  The space under the couch was an archaeological treasure trove of 

Charlie's past interests.  If the couch had been lifted carefully from its place, the 

books would have revealed layers of thought not unlike the layers of sedimentary 

past revealed in the sides of the Grand Canyon.

The Jim Thompson epoch gave way to the brief Phillip K. Dick interval, 

followed by the early western explorers such as Lewis and Clark.  A wide band of 

time was filled with mountain men and fur trappers which was immediately 

preceded by individual journals of emigrants on the Great Platte River Road, also 

called the Oregon Trail.  This was followed by a moraine of natural history books 

of the Loren Eiseley, Stephen J. Gould, and Joseph Wood Krutch species.  

Scattered within this layer like trilobites in Cambrian sediments were a few 
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Immanuel Velikovsky works.  Had the intellectual archaeologist waded back far 

enough, he might have discovered to modern light that first Dell Comic, the 

Number One.

A stout broom--like a noachian flood--could have swept the area clean, but the 

loss to science and human aspiration would have been irreparable.

Such sentiment was not Charlie's, however.  The repository beneath the couch was 

merely a convenience.  It saved him the trip to the back of the trailer where the 

bedroom door would have to be forced and the volume thrown atop the Everest on 

his bed.  That pile--predating even the primordial soup of print--would have to 

await an archaeologist as yet unborn.

If Charlie ever thought about the books, he would realize he hadn't saved a 

pittance of the knowledge they contained.  What remained in his brain was no 

more than the pile of pretty rocks a boy brings home from his vacation.  They 

decorate his dresser for a year or two until his mother tosses them out, unmissed.

His sleep that night, though fitful and filled with passing cars--both real and 

imagined--and one spotlight that illuminated the living room, was sufficient to 

recharge the batteries of his wanderlust and he awoke ready for travel.  He was so 

ready that he stopped by Drinker's ark and picked up Dog.  During his breakfast at 

the Quonset Cafe, diner after diner went to the window opposite Charlie to wave a 

hello to Dog.  He responded in kind from his perch atop the truck.

Well nourished, and with a few cans of dog food from the Quonset Grocery 

for Dog, the pair embarked on their adventure.  Chance alone took them to 

Colorado l4, and chance alone continued that direction until they reached Walden, 

high on that great nipple of the Rockies that, in a few square miles, lactated the 

North Platte, the Colorado, the Poudre, the Laramie, and much of the water that 

became the South Platte.
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After swimming in the Michigan River and romping through the sand hills 

along the base of the Rockies--Dog performing most of the former and latter, 

Charlie relegated to swatting mosquitoes--they rejoined the Michigan River until it 

flowed into the North Platte.  At the small town of Riverside, where the Platte was 

increased by the Encampment, Charlie stopped for gasoline and a few Snicker 

bars.  He was so inspired by the origins of the North Platte that he decided to race 

over and down Bull Mountain and up the Laramie River to discover its source, 

which was just a stone's throw from the Michigan but draining an entirely different 

watershed.  He didn't actually hike the few miles to the true source for that would 

have ruined the moment.

Finally tiring of the chase, Charlie went with the flow and followed the river 

downhill until it joined the now sluggish--sluggish because its water had been 

diverted for irrigation--North Platte at Fort Laramie.   After that the only water they 

sought was at Ash Hollow.  It followed a night of needless and fruitless debauchery 

and Charlie needed clean, healthful fluids.  Though he didn't know it, he pumped 

the same handle the Eckman boy had when he filled his plastic jug with water to be 

used at his first show and tell after vacation.

By the time they reached Scottsbluff, Dog recognized familiar territory.  He 

knew--probably even before Charlie--where they were headed and was not 

disappointed when the Jeep pulled to the curb in front of the Corner Bar in 

Kimball.

"I won't be having any more of your Atomic Eggs or pickles, thank you," 

Charlie complained to Sam the barkeep as soon as he entered.  "But bring me that 

card of Blind Robins," he pointed, "and anything with a long glass neck."  Charlie 

was finishing his second sort-of-meat treat when he took one out to Dog and 

unwrapped it for him.  For Dog it was an acquired taste.
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When Charlie re-entered, Sam placed a napkin-cushioned beer on the counter 

before him.  "Funny you should mention Atomic Eggs.  For the past couple of days 

that's all my customers have been asking for.  I was wondering why the run on 

eggs, but then I saw the commercial."

"You got to be kiddin,'" Charlie lowered the long necked beer.  "They're 

advertising Atomic Eggs now?  I didn't know they were that big.  You couldn't sell 

them to anyone who was sober."  He looked at the new jar of eggs behind the bar.  

The barkeep, with institutional patience, waited for Charlie to finish before 

explaining what he had meant.  "The commercial isn't for Atomic Eggs.  It's for 

one of these Jerry Rivers' specials.  You remember the one, don't you, where they 

opened Al Capone's vault live on television?  It’s going to be something like that."

"I may remember," Charlie tried, "but the most I remember about it is what I 

heard on late night shows.  It was a joke or something, wasn't it?"

"Turned out that way," the barkeep said.  "But this one is going to be bigger.  

Jerry says he has gotten ahold of the bodies of the aliens that died in the crash of 

the flying saucer out your way."

"There was no saucer."

"Sure there was," Sam assured Charlie.  "It was all hush-hush.  A big cover-

up, the way I hear tell.  The government swooped right in and took the bodies to 

Hanger l7 at Wright Patterson back east or out to that secret place in the Nevada 

desert, Area 5l.  Some place like that."

"Then how did this Jerry Rivers guy get them?"

"Don't know," the barkeep confessed, "but the commercial shows a quick 

picture of the jar and the bodies inside."

"How many bodies?"

"All I could see was the two.  There might have been more."
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"How big?"

The barkeep moved his two index finger apart, measuring.  "Oh, I'd say about 

this big.  About the length of a good-sized pickle."

A collision outside caused Charlie and Sam to discontinue their conversation 

and head for the window.  Someone had rammed into the back of Charlie's pickup, 

causing no real damage but infuriating Dog.

"Elmer?" Charlie stepped out the door.  "You haven't learned to park that thing 

yet?"

"My brakes, Charlie.  They just went kaput all of a sudden."

"I'll kaput you."

For protection, Elmer disappeared between the two vehicles and stooped.  

"You're okay, Charlie.  I hit your trailer hitch.  You're fine.  My bumper's all 

kapooie, though," he stood up, laughing with nervous relief.

"Well, come on in here and buy me another beer and we'll call it even."  

On the way in Charlie asked if the fish were biting at Lake McConaughy.  "I was 

just by there to Ash Hollow and was wondering."

"They could might be," he said, "if there was enough water left to float a 

bobber or sink a line.  Hell of a drought this year.  Hear you got a little shower 

down your way, though," he changed the subject.  "Rainmaker brought it I hear."

"You hear wrong."

"No," he reconsidered after a pause, "that's the way I heard it.  A fellow with a 

Cadillac with a plow mounted on the hood.  A delegation of boys have been 

deputized from around here to go and see if he's what he says he is.  I hear he's got 

a real doozie of a plan cooked up now that you busted up his plowing scheme.  

Say," Elmer remembered, "saw you do that on TV.  Right here in the bar, it was."

"What scheme you talking about?"
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"Can't say exactly.  All I hear is that it has something to do with war and rain 

and about grabbing Nature's ear."

"Better grab somethin' else if he's looking for water," Charlie muttered as he 

slid onto his stool at the bar and accepted the fresh beer.  When he was tilting it for 

the last time and checking the snacks hanging from the mirror opposite, he 

remembered why he had to return to Sligo.  "Give me the rest of them Slim Jims, 

will you, Sam?  And that half jar of polish sausage."

Sam was used to such orders from Charlie.  "Crackers or chips to go with 

'em?"

"Give me those little orange crackers with the peanut butter between them.  

Dog doesn't much fancy potato chips.  Too much chewing.   Too little reward."

When he got the goods to his Jeep, he realized he should bunk in Kimball for 

the night rather than shoot on into Sligo and his trailer.  The problem was that only 

one motel was open so late.  The No-Tel Motel.  The only room left was the one 

with mirrors on the ceiling, though the clerk--recognizing Charlie as a semi-

regular--didn't charge him the going hourly rate.   Dog at first was wary of the 

mirrors until he realized that the strange, upside down pup was he.  Even then he 

didn't care for the pup.

Charlie's emotions the following morning were similar.  To awaken by looking up 

at himself sleeping was not a pleasing picture.  Especially when he realized it 

wasn't a carnival mirror and that what he saw above him was actually his own 

body--undistorted.

Dressing quickly, he inhaled a breakfast at the Longhorn and headed toward 

Sligo.  To avoid passing the buttes, he took an alternate route and came down Weld 

County Road 111 past the highest point in Nebraska.  This time, he didn't turn off 

to see what goodies had been secreted in the registry box at the monument marking 
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the spot.  Once, he found some of his own property in that registry box, but that 

mystery he had already solved.

Entering Sligo from the east, he spotted the boys' pickups and knew what he 

had to do.  Parking in his usual place, he feinted a move for the grocery door but 

stooped and headed in the opposite direction instead.  When he got past the 

window, he jogged down the length of the quonset and intercepted Harley, Banner, 

and Wiley just as they fled through the back door.  They tried to re-enter, but 

Charlie stopped them.

"It's up to you yahoos where you want the blood splattered.  Out here on the 

loading dock or inside on Inez' just swept floor.  And if you think I'm mean, just try 

trashing up Inez' floor."

They turned toward him in unison.  "We didn't know what we were doing, 

Charlie," Harley's voice whined honestly.

"And we still don't even know what we did do," chimed in Wiley.  Banner 

said nothing.  He stood frozen with his arms at his sides.

"Then you admit to burying that necklace out at the buttes?"

Harley looked at Wiley before deciding to be their spokesman.  "Well, no we 

didn't.  We didn't bury that necklace at all.  Did we boys?"

They muttered and nodded vigorously.

"Then why were you trying to sneak out the back when I drove up?  You 

weren't running from me before the cloudburst.  Or just after it.  What's different 

now?"

"We were just stretching our legs, Charlie.  Just taking the air."

The screen door opened behind them and Inez stuck her head out.  "I see you 

caught them.  They took out like rats running from a terrier the moment you pulled 

up."
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"I take it," Charlie drawled, "that you maybe let them know about me and 

Fenton getting that call from the forest ranger?"

"I might have mentioned it.  Don't recall saying anything to them personally 

about it.  Why?  It wasn't a secret was it?"

"Hardly.  Just inquirin'."  Charlie turned his attention back to the boys.

"We didn't bury that one, Charlie," Banner finally broke down, his arms still 

stiff at his sides.   "We didn't.  Honest."

"I know you didn't," Charlie told them.  "I know you didn't because I saw you 

yahoos standing further on down the draw.  You were standing right where the 

second necklace washed out of the draw during the downpour.  The one you did 

bury."

"But that's not the one they dug up, Charlie.  You can't blame us for that.  We 

don't know where it came from.  We buried the one we got down farther."

"Then why were they digging farther up the draw instead of where you buried 

the necklace?"

"Beats me," Harley shook his head.  "We did just like Brother Leroy said 

when he had us bury it.  We put three rocks around the spot in a triangle.  He said 

to put each rock exactly twelve feet from the spot we buried it."

"But they were digging between the rocks," Charlie remembered.  "I saw 

them.  And the rocks were way up the bank from where you were.  How'd they get 

there?"

Harley shrugged.  "Somebody must have moved them."

"But you buried fakes.  How did anyone know to move the rocks to the spot 

where the real artifacts were found.  How could someone know they were even 

there?  And don't give me any crap about that phony psychic archaeologist finding 

them.  All he looked for were the rocks after he had been told the general location."

                                                     Hitch �172



"Then it must have been ghosts that done it," Banner said.

"Something's spooky about it all right," Charlie admitted, "but ghosts don't 

move rocks.  Now let's back up a bit.  Tell me when you first met up with this 

Brother Leroy and when you buried the fake necklace."

"It was about this time a year ago," Wiley offered, feeling confident enough 

now to toy with his suspenders.  "He showed up at the Psychic Fair that was held 

on my lot out front."

"I remember the fair, Wiley," Charlie prodded, "but why did he pick you 

guys?"

They all three shrugged.  "He said it was a joke," Harley explained, "and that 

we would come out all right in the end if we kept your mouths shut.  Said he didn't 

want to be seen out there on the prairie.  People might get suspicious later."

"We didn't know what he meant until just recent," Wiley explained.  "Then I 

got to worrying about what might happen once he got the land and worrying about 

what he'd do if we talked."

Charlie was aware of the spot they were in.  "By any chance could your 

keeping quiet maybe have anything to do with the two times I found you sitting out 

in a field after missing a turn and going through a fence?"

"It could might."

"What was wrong with your brakes?"

"The outlet tube on the master brake cylinder was loose and leaked fluid.  You 

didn't really notice it at first, but then the brakes just disappeared altogether."

"Same with you boys?" Charlie asked the Tidleys.  They nodded that it was 

the same.  "How'd you fix it?"

"Just tightened the nut back against the block," Wiley shrugged.  "Nothing to 

it."

                                                     Hitch �173



"Are your vehicles still being tampered with?"

"No," Harley looked to his brother and Wiley for confirmation.  "Not since the 

real necklace was dug up.  I reckon Brother Leroy was just trying to scare us into 

keeping quiet and when the real one was found he didn't figure he needed to 

anymore."

Their logic seemed solid, but Charlie couldn't figure why Brother Leroy 

would have picked such an undependable trio to do his dirty work.  "What do you 

think Brother Leroy is going to do now that the phony necklace has surfaced.  And 

it is phony.  No doubt about that.  I'm just waiting for Fenton to get the proof.  

Don't you suppose that he might want to keep you shut up?  Permanently maybe?  

He's got a lot at stake now.  He's built an empire that old Iliff the cattle baron 

would envy."

Wiley was bright enough to see the possibilities.  "Oh, oh, boys," his wide 

eyes rolled to Harley and Banner.  "Double oh, oh."

"Exactly."

After a moment he asked Charlie "Do you think the fish are biting at Lake 

McConaughy?"

"I couldn't say," Charlie lied, "but I suggest you boys pack up your camping 

gear and spend a couple of weeks finding out.  By then I hope this Druidic 

nonsense has blown over."

"Let's get," Harley tried to shoo his reluctant brother back into the cafe.  "We 

haven't got any time to waste."

"But we'll miss that Jerry Rivers show.  The one about the little green men 

Charlie found."

"I didn't find anything," Charlie repeated for the umteenth time.  "Besides, 

they have television sets in Nebraska."
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The boys skedaddled ahead of him and had disappeared from the stockroom 

by the time he entered.  Before going into the cafe proper, he paused to splash 

water onto his face and wash his hands.  The towel hung beside the round mirror, 

and Charlie wasn't displeased by what he saw reflected in it.  For the first time in 

some while his face radiated confidence.

His mood didn't alter one iota when he pushed into the cafe and found Fenton 

looking at him.

Smiling.

f14
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"Good news," Fenton continued smiling.  He laid his fedora on Charlie's table 

and removed his coat before explaining.  "They are as obviously bogus as 

yesterday's horoscope."

"I just got some good news myself," Charlie joined him at the table.  "The 

boys have confessed to burying that second necklace at the Prince's directions, 

though why he'd latch onto that trio is beyond me."

"His knowing them is all to our advantage," Fenton reminded Charlie, "for a 

fool is known by the company he keeps."  His intonation showed that he was 

quoting someone that everyone should know.  "And speaking of such foolishness," 

Fenton lowered his voice so only Charlie could hear, "I might have arrived back in 

Sligo yesterday afternoon except for a certain unplanned dalliance I had in Denver 

upon my arrival some weeks back.  "Had to visit my old medical friend Dr. Nim 

Gimmer, if you get my drift?" he winked.  "Such is the price of indiscretion."
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"I've had reason to call on that same doctor in the past myself," Charlie 

confided, "though I've never been able to tell an indiscretion from the real thing."

In such matters even shared confidences scarcely provided the palliative of a 

penicillin shot, but Fenton graciously accepted it anyway.  "I can't wait to confront 

the Prince with what I've learned," he forgot his problem, "though I still don't know 

what to make of the original necklace."

"We're not doing nothin' on an empty stomach," Charlie thwarted Fenton's 

possible next suggestion.  "Wouldn't be wise."  He turned and called to Inez.  "You 

got a harvest crew here, Inez.  Get over here and get it fed.  We got a wide swath to 

cut."

She had the presence of mind to bit her tongue but not the restraint to keep her 

thumb from rising to her nose.

"Inez an I have a fifty-fifty relationship," Charlie tried to explain to Fenton but 

was interrupted.

"I know," the professor broke in.  "You tell her what to do and she tells you 

were to go."  No sooner had they quit chuckling than Inez was at the table, the 

ever-ready but never used pencil stuck above her ear.

"What'll you have, Mr. Frankke?"  He told her and she started to leave when 

Charlie complained.

"You didn't ask me."

"You, I don't need to ask," she called back without pausing.  "You'll eat 

anything I put in front of you.  You've never even heard the word particular."

"Where do you get off saying that?  I am too particular.  I won't eat anywheres 

that advertises Kids Eat Free."

Both the men were feeling chipper about their news, but they finally settled 

down to the issue.  "What'd the boys tell you," Fenton asked after easing the smile 

from his face.
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Charlie explained what little he had gotten from the boys, dwelling mainly on 

the fact that the necklace was little more than a year old and had been buried 

during all the confusion of the Psychic Fair.  "There were so many people around 

here, and all of them looking strange, that one weirdo wouldn't have stood out from 

the rest.  Besides, I had other problems to worry about, if you know what I mean?"

"Drinker did say he had to harbor you from a brigade of angry women upset 

because you had promised to marry them all."

"More of the boys' doins.  I should have put 'em into a gunny sack and 

drowned them in the first river I came to.  Would have spared us this riddle at 

least."

Fenton accepted coffee from Inez and a bowl of Mulligan stew.  "How do you 

account for the rocks moving?" he asked Charlie after blowing over the top of his 

steaming spoon.

"Beats me.  But right now I'm as happy as a craw daddy with a dead carp just 

to know we got the Prince with this one phony necklace.  I want to see him squirm.  

It's just a matter of time until we get the real slant on this other."

"I don't know about the first necklace," Fenton sucked his teeth in doubt.  

"The science looks too good.  But the second, a first year archaeology student 

could have spotted.  I didn't have to make but one stop to find the answers.  Mile 

Hi Ceramics.  The girl behind the counter wasn't impressed with the work at all.  

Said it looked like a grade school art project."

"She couldn't read the runes, could she?"

"No.  She just thought they were silly scribbles, like that magic writing you 

say Banner does.  But she did recognize the clay immediately.  It wasn't one of 

their own, but they stock it.  It's called Rod's Bod.  Bod for body as in clay body, I 

suppose.  Anyway, it's a clay out of California, which I guess explains its name.  

Shrinks greatly, she said--eighteen or more percent--so that explains much of the 

sand and grog that had been added to it.  It's a clay for beginners on the wheel or 
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for potters who aren't throwing dinnerware items.  Too absorbent, she said.  Hand 

builders use it, too."

"How'd she know what it was?"

"Potters can recognize familiar clay bodies.  There's no trick to it.  Familiarity 

alone is enough.  If you wanted to get technical, it wouldn't require more than a 

microscope of limited power.  Besides, she had some test tiles on display in the 

store.  She held the stones up to the Rod's Bod and it was a perfect match.  And get 

this.  Clays look different depending upon whether they are fired in a reduction or 

an oxidizing fire."

"That's too many for me."

"Reduction means there are times when the flames are starved for oxygen and 

reach into the clay body itself to find oxygen molecules.  This chemical reaction 

darkens the clay a bit.  A clay that is fired in an oxygen rich environment--or one 

without impurities--comes out as white as our necklace."

"How do you do an oxidizing fire?"

Fenton laughed at the ignorance of the hoaxer.  "You fire the clay in an 

electric kiln.  Yes, this supposedly two thousand-year-old necklace was fired in an 

electric kiln."

"I always thought out ancestors were every bit as smart as we are today, and 

probably more so, but that's stretchin' it a bit."

"We're just starting," Fenton said.  "The stain that darkens the carved- in 

runes?" his voice raised.  "She called it Jim's Juice.  A stain anyone can make.  

Variations of its formula are in any basic ceramic book, though usually not under 

that name.  All it is, she said, is a little iron oxide, some ceramic grade rutile, a 

little talc or bone ash to taste, and you have it.  And the proportions of the 

ingredients aren't even remotely critical.  Over a glaze, she said, it usually is a 

burnt orange, crystallizing a little to blue occasionally.  But fired the way our 

necklace was, it would be reddish brown to black."
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"You're sayin' it was all that simple?"

"You or the boys--or the Prince and his father--could do it in less time than it 

took me to explain it.  As for the runes, they were probably taken out of some book 

I haven't stumbled across yet."

"Then if this necklace is fake, and the runes on the necklace the Prince has are 

identical to these, then it is fake too."

"One would think so," agreed Fenton.  "But judging from the tests, the 

necklace is either real or," his eyebrows raised at the challenge, "there are greater 

minds at work here than we know."  

The thought was sobering even to their high spirits.  When Inez returned to 

pour fresh coffee, she found them silent.  "Don't you miss your students now that 

you're no longer teaching, Mr. Frankke?" she asked.

Fenton tested his coffee and added sugar before replying.  "I did at first," he 

admitted, "but then I corrected for windage."

"Teachers, even retired ones, aren't supposed to speak of their students that 

way," she admonished with an understanding chuckle.  "Besides, you were a 

professor, weren't you?"

"Not only was I Professor Frankke he explained to her, "but I was a frank 

professor and was never forgiven for that fact.  Because my skills of perception 

were so keen that I could distinguish a dunder from a knuckle head, I was 

constantly being called upon the carpet.  The dean of my school always said 'Give 

the children a break; bend the rules for them; give them additional opportunities.'"

"Well?"  Inez knew something else was coming.

Fenton answered, "I felt constrained to tell him that giving a student the 

benefit of the doubt was like trying to palliate a pit viper by petting it."  His face 

puckered with the bitter sweet memory.  "At any rate," he sighed, "after that job 

was finished, I found myself no more appreciated in my next calling--a telephone 

psychic with the Psychic Friends Network."
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"You believed in that?" Charlie asked.

"No.  I just thought it was someplace where I could do no harm.  Whatever 

complaint or question the caller voiced didn't matter to me.  I always recommended 

a good laxative and a coffee enema."  When his audience seemed taken aback, he 

felt an explanation was needed.  "After all, a good purge never did anybody harm."

Inez doubted his veracity.  Charlie wondered if their Dr. Nim Gimmer had 

given him something more than penicillin.

"Enough of this nonsense," Inez returned to the matter at hand.  "When are the 

two of you going to give those vermin out at the buttes a purge?  We would do well 

to be shut of 'em."  

As she spoke a truck load of crated coffins passed by the window without her 

noticing.

"After this delicious repast," Fenton pushed himself back from the table, "I 

think we are sufficiently buoyed.  Don't you, Sheriff?"

"Might as well.  Can't make babies with spit."

As they were going, Inez called out to remind them.  "We're having sort of a 

get together here two nights from tonight.  It's kind of a party, private you know, so 

you can bring your own drinks if you need any.  I'll set up the mixes."

"What are you talkin' about?" Charlie wanted to know.

"That Jerry Rivers television special.  Good lord you've heard about it haven't 

you?"

"I heard some nonsense at the Corner Bar in Kimball.  But what's the big 

deal?"

"They are going to dissect those dead aliens you found.  And they're going to 

do it live on TV."  She knew it would set him off so she retreated behind the lunch 

counter.

"Now listen here," Charlie addressed anyone who wished to hear, and the 

volume of his voice assured that those in the grocery store could hear as well, "I 
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didn't find no dead bodies in the wreckage of a flying saucer.  All I found was the 

pieces of a balloon."

An unseen voice from the grocery answered.  "We believe you, Charlie.  But 

by any chance were you around Roswell, New Mexico, back in '47?"

"Anyway," Inez broke Charlie's red-faced silence, "if you're interested the 

program is scheduled to start around seven, though if it's like all those big sporting 

events and this Rivers' last special about Al Capone, it probably won't really start 

for thirty or forty minutes after that.  The news predicts the audience will rival that 

of a Super Bowl."

"I will be wearing my usual sleigh bells when I arrive," Fenton promised.  

"Wouldn't miss it for pie.  Save me one of the counter seats right under the tube."

"You'll have to get here early and fight the boys for those seats, I'm 

afraid."

"Not this time," Charlie corrected.  "I've encouraged the boys to get out of town for 

a couple of weeks."

"Then I'll reserve a stool for you, Professor," Inez nodded her promise.  "And 

right next to his will be a stool for you too, Charlie.  It wouldn't be an occasion 

without your presence.  Be almost like the town parade without you as marshal."  

Apparently the good feelings of Fenton and Charlie were infectious, for Inez was 

in as high spirits as many could remember.

"We taking two cars or going in your truck?" Fenton asked, but before Charlie 

could answer he was wrapped in a bear hug by a woman he didn't recognize.

"Oh, I want to thank you so much, Sheriff," the woman almost sobbed.  "And 

you, too, Mr. Westwoman," she released Charlie and grabbed Fenton.

Her affection was not unwanted, but Fenton felt compelled to admit "I am sorry, 

ma'am, but I am not Drinker Westwoman, though I will inform him of his admirer.  

My name is Fenton Frankke, late of California, current of Californicated 

Colorado."
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The woman pulled back, only slightly chastened.  She, too, was feeling 

wonderful.  "My name is Mrs. Seckler, Bonnie Beth's mother.  I just wanted to 

thank you, Sheriff, for what you did for my daughter."

"Then she's had the operation already?" he inquired.

"Yes.  And please thank Mr. Westwoman if I'm unable to see him.  He is 

somewhat of a recluse, I understand.  Bonnie Beth is going to look beautiful once 

the swelling is completely gone and she gets the braces off--though you can hardly 

see them even now.  They attach them from the back, you know?"

Charlie didn't.  "She always was a beautiful person, Mrs. Seckler," Charlie felt 

obliged to tip his hat.  "That's why Drink and I decided we ought to help.  Besides, 

all I did was set it up.  Drink's paying for it.  And don't think you're in any way 

beholden to him," Charlie raised a palm.  "He just did what he knew was right.  

Besides, he's quite impressed with her artwork.  And I understand he's going to 

give Bonnie Beth the commission he gets off that painting she posed for.  The one 

that's going to be in the big art museum auction.  He's respected in some circles.  It 

could prove to be several thousand dollars.  Could get her started in college."

Mrs. Seckler knew all this, but Charlie didn't know what else to say.  He 

wasn't a man to let silence drag.

"Now, if you'll excuse us, Mr. Frankke and I have some urgent business to 

attend to out at the buttes."

"Oh, Sheriff," she grabbed and wrung his hand.  "You've got to save us from 

those horrible people out there.  You should hear the nonsense they're saying on the 

radio."

"I'll do what I can, Mrs. Seckler.  But right now they've got the upper hand 

and the government behind them to boot."

Comforted to know that Charlie was on her side, Mrs. Seckler walked in the 

direction of the post office, and Fenton and Charlie slid into his pickup.  Dog was 

happy to be crowded between them.
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"Yoo hoo!"  Inez waved her dish towel at them from the door.  "Phone for 

your, Charlie."

"Can't it wait?"

"No," she yelled back and beckoned him urgently.  "It's the governor."

15
•••

The True Believer

"The governor," Charlie rested his hands on the top of his steering wheel and 

then dropped his forehead to them.  "I might have guessed.  I wonder what political 

hay he's wanting me to bail this time."

Leaving Fenton and Dog, Charlie trudged back into the cafe.  Most of the 

patrons were standing facing the telephone in the back as if it were the President of 

the United States himself.  This group wouldn't stand for the Pope.  Elvis Presley, 

maybe.  Hank Williams for sure.  Hank senior, that is.

"Yello," Charlie said into the phone.  "This is Waggles."

"Charlie, ol' Buddy.  How's it going?"

Bad news for sure, Charlie recognized.  "Could use some rain."

"Say, by any chance you haven't had an opportunity to look at this morning's 

Rocky Mountain News or the Denver Post have you?"

Why was everyone wanting him to keep current.  "Been out of state," he 

confessed.
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"Seems to be some brouhaha about that new dam we're going to be building 

out east of the buttes.  A lot of negative facts and they've all got your name 

attached to them."

"Not me, Governor.  I don't know anything for certain.  Just what I hear."

"Well, the papers are quoting you--got the quotes second hand, as I 

understand, so there's bound to be some error--"

"Bound to be," Charlie became queasy.

"The reporters tried to get in touch with a geologist or hydrologist or some 

such fellow they say you told them about, but since they couldn't run him to earth 

they used your words."

"I remember talking to a couple of reporters.  It was a slow day."

"Well, they seem to think you were quoting some fellow.  If you were, why 

can't they find him?"

"Probably because he wants to keep his job."  Backed into a corner, Charlie 

felt compelled to tell the truth.

"I hope it's that way, Charlie.  You know what high regard I hold you in.  

Besides, this dam project is big.  Hasn't been a project like it in decades.  It hasn't 

been determined yet who will be in charge, the Bu Rec or the Corps, but it doesn't 

matter.  It's going to be built."

"Governor, that dam couldn't have been built if it was still national grasslands.  

No legislator in his right mind--state or federal--would have stood for it.  But 

because some crack pot, tax-exempt, currently politically-correct bunch of yahoos 

has the land, everyone is falling all over themselves to do what is con-sarn-ed-ly 

foolish.  Besides, the Prince and his dad are nothin' but a bunch of phonies--

criminals, let's be plain about it--and I'm about to prove it."

After a pause, for thought or drama, the governor spoke.  "Charlie, I hope 

you're not hinting that I should come out against this dam.  You have any idea what 
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happened to the last governor who challenged and stopped a dam from being built 

in his state?"

"I know that one, Governor," Charlie was happy to reply.  "It was Jimmy 

Carter in Georgia.  I believe they elected him President for it.  Had he kept the 

common sense he used in killing the project, he'd have been re-elected.  And while 

we're at it, Governor, can you tell me the name of the last Colorado governor who 

tried to build a dam in this state?"

"That would be Gov. Richard (Dick) Lamm.  That was the Narrows project."

"Correct.  And the people rose up and stopped him.  They forgave him for a 

few years, but the minute he tried to run for national office he was so unpopular, he 

couldn't even beat an Indian on a motorcycle."

"Times are changing, Charlie.  We're ripe for a big project.  Besides, there are 

no farmers out there who are going to get political on us.  I can't in good conscious 

even be neutral on this project.  I've got to worry about the employment situation."

"Are you referring to the ten ugliest words in the English language, Governor.  

Those ten words used to justify all manner of abuse, waste, and piggishness?"

"How's that, Charlie?"

"It's what people who talk about jobs at any cost always come up with.  You 

know:  Hey, I got a wife and kids to feed, ya-no?"

Another pause.  The Governor was probably counting on his fingers.  

"Charlie," the subdued voice spoke finally, "I hope we don't have to cross swords 

on this little matter."

"We won't if you'll just leave yours sheathed.  Meantime, I'm going to do what 

I can to get rid of those honyocks.  I should have stomped on them from the first."  

He moved the receiver from his mouth as he raised his voice.  "But no, I had to sit 

on my hands to the point that the postmistress out here had to bring out her 

shotgun.  She's only used it once before, and that was just to scare a fox from the 
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chicken coop.   If I'd a run them religious fakes off that first day, I might have been 

breaking the law, but I'd sure as shootin' been doin' right."

"Waggles."  The voice wasn't questioning.  But it was searching.  And, 

because Charlie held the receiver at arm's length, the Governor sounded tiny and 

impotent.

"Good day, Governor," he yelled at the receiver.  "It's been a pleasure talkin' 

to you, Governor, but I had best be about my duties."  Click.

When Charlie left the cafe it was to a rousing send-off of raised, clenched fists 

and a chorus of "Go get 'em, Charlie" or "Atta boy, Charlie."  Some of the men 

present had lost grazing land to the cult.  Others only a favored picnic spot.

"When God wants to get something done, Charlie, he sends you," one of the 

men shouted.

"If that's the case," Charlie snapped as he passed, "I wish he'd quit delegating 

responsibility and come down here and clean house his own self.  A flood about 

now might work wonders.  Might even settle the dust a little."

When Charlie re-entered his pickup to the awaiting Dog and Fenton, he shook 

his head wearily.  "Those people in there claim I'm on a mission for God, but the 

Governor has other ideas as to my employer."

****

When they reached the buttes, they weren't even hassled by the Colorado 

Militia guards.   Recognizing Charlie, they radioed down to the Prince's tent for 

permission to enter.  When the Prince learned that Fenton was along, he was 

pleased but had the guards warn  them that he wouldn't be able to meet them for 

about half an hour as he was preparing for his daily shortwave radio broadcast.

After entering the grounds and passing the second of the two windmills along 

the trail, Charlie noticed that more cars were parked in front of the prophet's tent 

than on his last visit, though the white limousine clearly dominated the 

assemblage.  But cars or no cars, the most arresting sight was the mound growing 
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between the two Pawnee Buttes.  Though it was an artificial mound--really a 

pyramid--it showed promise of catching and then dwarfing the others.

The followers had arranged the crated coffins in a series of squares--one atop 

the other with each square progressively smaller--so that they would rise to a point.  

Judging by the base, Charlie guessed its ultimate height could be four hundred feet, 

taller than either butte.

"Something's suspicious here," Fenton breathed cautiously and looked around 

as they parked and exited the pickup.  "Those coffins higher up would  be too 

heavy for the bottom ones to support."  

Seeing that the guards had paid them little attention, Charlie, Fenton, and Dog 

moseyed casually toward the wooden pyramid.  From the tent behind them rose a 

rapid, staccato beat of drums.  A maddening beat, maybe two hundred thumps a 

minute.  Rattles, less percussive but no less frenetic, hissed a statical  counterpoint.

When they reached the coffins, Charlie rapped a knuckle against one of those 

in the bottom row.  Little or no echo.  "There's a coffin in here."  He tried the 

second and then third tier with the same result.  "Those sound good, too."  He tried 

to reach higher but was unable.   "I don't know from there on."

Checking the guards first, Fenton boosted himself onto the bottom tier and 

then stood.  He was able to reach the fourth and fifth tiers.  The fourth proved solid.  

But the fifth drummed with a hollowness that caused Dog to look up from his 

olfactory investigation of the prairie.

"So they're empty from the fifth tier on up," Charlie congratulated Fenton as 

he slipped down unnoticed.

"What could have happened to the other coffins?"

Charlie looked around.  "There's no shortage of gullies to throw them in, 

though they'd have to compete for space with old refrigerators and abandoned cars.  

Probably do the erosion problem some good at any rate.   But if I had my guess, I'd 

bet that there never was any caskets in most of those crates.  They were just 
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brought in as show.  A pyramid of dead bodies you were going to resurrect would 

make quite a picture.  Beat a statue of praying hands or a prayer tower any day."

Dog's low growl alerted them to the approach of one of the animal skin clad 

guards.  He slopped cautiously toward them in over-sized sandals.  His spear 

functioned as a walking staff.

"Gentlemen," the boy spoke, for he was little more than that.  He was another 

disillusioned youth seeking answers to life, though how many rocks he had turned 

before finding this answer was problematic.  Like others of his ilk, he had thrown 

himself blindly into his new faith the way ancient lovers had thrown themselves 

from cliffs.  "Come with me, please.  We have reserved two seats for you in the 

rear of the tent.  The broadcast is about to begin."

"Why the pyramid?" Fenton asked.

"Those are the bodies of those to be resurrected."

"Well," Charlie asked, "why aren't they getting to it?  What's the sense in 

letting them stack up that way.  A big blow is liable to topple that thing."

"The Prophet's spiritual guide, Antah Karana, has promised to reveal how to 

raise the dead, but the moment of his teaching has yet to arrive.  Perhaps today."

They were near the tent, so Charlie had to speak over the drums.  "Why all the 

racket?"

"It is to help the Prophet drift into his trance so that he may find the Antah 

Karana.  Fifteen minutes is usually sufficient.  You will also note that the board the 

Prophet reclines upon is tilted at exactly thirty-seven degrees.  This also facilitates 

the inflow of messages."  

"Humm?" Charlie eyed the incline.  "Inspiration, like a lot of things, flows 

down hill."  

Fenton was alert to Charlie's meaning, but the guard, without a clue, pulled 

the tent flap back and gestured them to two spaces in the back row next to the aisle.  

Dog was forced to sit between them.
                                                     Hitch �188



Had he not known better, Charlie would have been convinced he was about to 

see an old time radio show.  The prince sat before a microphone ignoring the 

beating drums.  The keyboard player waited patiently his turn behind his 

instrument.  The Recumbent Prophet reclined serenely behind the prince and just to 

his right.  Missing from the ensemble was Janice Ivano, the prince's--protege.  

Charlie looked for her, but she was not apparent behind the raised stage or in the 

audience.

As the second hand on the stage clock reached the twelve, the drums ceased.  

Apparently the Prophet had contacted his spiritual guide at that judicious instant.  

Charlie raised his head to see over those in front, but he was disappointed by the 

performance.  After a brief introduction to impress the listening audience of the 

accuracy and wisdom of the Recumbent Prophet, the program dissolved into little 

more than a call-in show.  In this case, however, the questions had arrived by mail.  

At least that was what Prince Lovernios told the audience.

If only the old man would quit reclining and grab the microphone, Charlie 

thought.  Then there would be a show worth watching.  That man, in his upright 

personality, had presence.  He had panache.  He was believable.  Reclining as he 

was, Charlie couldn't even see him move his lips, and after he had supposedly 

answered a few letters, Charlie was certain they had not moved.

After Prince Lavernois read each question for the listening audience, he 

leaned toward his father, who reclined conveniently at his right ear, and listen to 

the words he supposedly spoke.  

"I wish he'd put the microphone to the old guy's lips," Fenton whispered.  

Charlie nodded at the sagacity of the suggestion, and then craned his neck for 

another view.

One of the questions concerned the corporal body of a widow's husband.  She 

wanted to know, given the cost of trucking, if she should really send the casket.  

She wanted assurances that her husband would return and again provide for her.  
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As her letter read, "The insurance money he left me was altogether inadequate.  If 

he would only return, I would see to it that he was better insured this next time."

She didn't, however, see a need for curing the cancer that had killed him.  

Bring him back as he was, she asked.  The cancer had been God's will and she 

didn't wish to second guess divine wisdom.

Another question was more legal than spiritual, but the Recumbent Prophet 

proved adequate.  How, the writer wanted to know, could a group dedicated to 

preserving God's true America raise the funds to defend itself against the Supreme 

Court, the United Nations, and the Firearms, Tobacco, and Alcohol people?

The answer was sprinkled with legalistic jargon, but its gist was for the group 

to forget about everything else until it had established itself legally as a religion.  

Once that was accomplished, the group could raise all the money it wanted, tax 

free, and could essentially violate any law it wished and cry religious freedom 

when challenged.

As for controlling agents from the ATF, rattlesnakes in their mailboxes was 

recommended.  This also seemed to be the Recumbent Prophet's remedy of choice 

for any individual who dared question any god-fearing group.  The decision 

seemed to be based on economics and convenience, according to the Recumbent 

Prophet, as the Jackal had been captured, agents from the Red Brigade, Iran, and 

Iraq were too unpredictable--and expensive--, and the Scientologists were already 

too busy flailing blankets at their own fires. 

The Prophet could even handle the love lorn.  One young lady of thirteen 

wished to know how to win her boyfriend "for ever and ever."

"Simple," the Recumbent Prophet spoke through his son, "tell the boyfriend that 

you are taking birth control measures, become pregnant, and deliver a child at 

public cost.  Live solely on the public dole, being sure to cash in your food stamps 

with the nearest drug dealer, and then send the money to the Neo-Druids, Box _ _ 

_, Sligo, Colorado.  Then, with the boyfriend as your husband, or even without 
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him, emigrate to England, establish residence near Stratford-on-Avon, and claim 

ownership of Stonehenge by dint of a previous incarnation.  Then, re-contact the 

Prince."  At least that was the answer after it had filtered through Charlie's 

understanding.

"Whew," Fenton again leaned close to Charlie, squeezing Dog, "for an instant 

there I was afraid he was going to send her to Trinity Church in Stratford and have 

her disinter the Bard's bones to fuel some savant's incantations."  After picturing 

the desecration, Fenton reconsidered.  "But then, perhaps the greatest spear shaker 

of them all would have approved.  It would be theater."

Those three answers were the highlights of the show.  Most of the others dealt 

with turning over one's estate to the Neo-Druids upon the death of the letter 

writers.  The answer had become so routine Prince Lovernios busied himself 

shuffling papers and worrying about other matters while he answered.  It seemed 

attorneys were available in all the larger cities of the country who were eager to 

draw up the necessary papers, the lawyers already being converts themselves, or 

having been converted on the spot--a la Saul to St. Paul--by the prospect of twelve 

percent of any monies they could discover.  

Dog was more relieved at the break up of the show than were the others in 

attendance.  He raced out the flap at the first stirring and found himself a nice, fresh 

tent stake.  

As soon as all had filed out the exit, the Prince left his microphone, came 

down the aisle, and embraced Fenton.

"Brother Fenton, you are most welcome.  Your news of the other day was 

most cheering, not that I suspected otherwise.  It's just that--well, you know how 

science is these days.  They are so convinced that only their methods are valid.  I 

often feel pity for them.  They are missing a much larger world."

"It's a good thing they don't find that world," Charlie spoke over Fenton's 

shoulder.  "Without your property tax breaks, the discovery could bankrupt them."
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Fenton, ever the diplomat, turned and gentled Charlie by tapping two fingers 

on his chest.  "Let me handle this one."  When he turned back to the Prince he 

handed him the stone he had borrowed.  "Some material has been lost from the 

back, but it will still display well in the reliquary."

The Prince took it and turned as if to show his father, but the old man had 

already been gurneyed behind the curtains.

"But," Fenton said as the Prince turned back to them, "I also have this."  From 

his other pocket he produced the string of fake stones.

The Prince reached up to tweak the nose of the fox cap hanging to the middle of 

his forehead.  He was otherwise composed.  "Yes," he uttered and didn't attempt to 

reach for them.  "They are familiar.  Quite familiar.  They are that on which I base 

my faith.  If you will give them to me--for they are mine by design and 

manufacture--I will place them in the reliquary beside the others.  They, you see, 

are the proof of my own calling.  Not just my father but I, as well, have been 

chosen.  We are both sons of the spirit.  I but a later incarnation."

Fenton turned to look at Charlie.  The expression on the Prince's face upon 

seeing the fakes fell far short of their expectations.

"Now let me get this straight," Charlie pushed up beside Fenton.  "Are you 

confessing that you made those phony stones?"

The Prince nodded that he had.

"And you're sayin' that you intended to get this land here by fraudulent means?"

The Prince raised a beatific palm at the word fraudulent.  "At the time I made 

them I thought that was my purpose, but my Gods were working through me."

Charlie grunted.  "More of his mysterious ways, I take it?"

"I was not the enlightened instrument they had hoped for," the Prince 

confessed his own shortcomings.  "Had I been able to understand, perhaps I would 

have recovered the original necklace itself without the necessity of the fakes."

"I don't understand."  
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"Unable to understand--to receive the messages directly as my father now 

does--the Gods opted to mold my hands, to cause them to create these once 

worthless artifacts."  He took the necklace from Fenton and cradled it in his two 

hands.  "So," he raised his eyes, now sparkling with an insane radiance, "I caused 

these to be buried."

"You had the boys bury them.  Why?"

The Prince found a pocket under his fur and deposited the fake necklace.  "As 

I said.  I was an imperfect vessel.  Why anyone would choose those three to carry 

out any mission is a riddle.  But the Gods were directing me.  And remember, the 

birth of your own Christ was announced to shepherds by angels--to lowly 

shepherds, not to those with money or power."

"At least the Christian god picked men for his earthly message.  Not boys."

"What can I say."  The Prince remained calm.  "It was done.  I met the Tidleys 

and Mr. Wentworth and at the time they seemed admirably suited to the task.  And 

they carried it out perfectly.  Right down to the point of placing three rocks around 

the buried necklace."

"When," Fenton continued his interview, "did this burial occur?  I saw no 

signs of digging or disturbed soil."

"Something more than a year ago," the Prince laid a reverential palm in 

Charlie's direction.  "The Sheriff here had disappeared and I met the boys at the 

Psychic Fair across the street from the cafe and grocery."

"You came here to scout us out for a scam?" Charlie leaned over Fenton's 

shoulder.

"Not at first.  I was in Sligo selecting sites for my father's mission.  Sligo had 

been on all the news programs," he explained.  "It seemed the perfect place to 

bring my father's old time religion.  The residents and the unhappy souls at the 

Psychic Fair were in need of it.  I was attracted to the land--strangely attracted--and 
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concocted this plan to get it while I was there.  Then I waited.  The longer the wait 

the better."

"The fake necklace and the hooey about Druids an all.  Why pick that?"

"Even then," he smiled, "the miracle was beginning.  What I thought was 

greed was my right.  Right by prior religious claim.  I was responding to the will of 

the Gods without knowing it.  Don't you see.  That is why I treasure these fakes.  

Without knowing it, I was creating a replica--an exact replica--of what the spirit of 

my father had lost here all those years ago."

"This doesn't explain anything," Charlie fumed, frustrated.  "If the boys buried the 

stones and placed rocks around them, why didn't your phony archaeologist--and he 

was phony, you'll have to admit that--find the boys' stones instead of those others?"

"Yes," the Prince pressed his palms together at his chest, "he was an actor.  

And a second rate one at that.  But you see, he followed my directions.  He went to 

the stones.  No one noticed them because they had been there so long.  They 

looked natural."

Charlie remembered that he had questioned their location the day of the 

digging, but the stones had not really seemed all that out of place.

"Had you been there," he spoke to Fenton, "you would have witnessed an 

Epiphany.  My awakening.  For you see, the stones my workers handed to me were 

not the ones I had buried.  They were genuine.  Suddenly, with all the people 

watching me, I realized my own divinity.  I was not a common thief, a petty 

criminal.  I was the instrument of a greater power."

Charlie and Fenton only stared.  Dumb.

"You can't understand, gentlemen, what a relief this was too me.  For years 

my head had been filled with wicked thoughts.  They tormented me constantly.  Do 

this, the voices told me.  Do that, they urged.  And always it was a command to do 

something I knew was wrong.  Even while my father was preaching, I harbored 

those thoughts."
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It was obvious the Prince had been moved at the digging, for he was now 

transfixed by its remembrance.

"This doesn't explain how the rocks got moved," Charlie wondered.

The answer seemed obvious to the Prince.  "The Gods moved them.  How else?"

Charlie didn't know.  "But weren't you afraid," he asked, "that after the real 

ones were found that the fake ones would also be found?  Wouldn't that have 

proved embarrassing?"

"For just a moment I was worried," he confessed.

"Could you have been the one letting the brake fluid out of the boys' 

pickups?"

The Prince breathed heavily before answering.  "Only at first did I fear their 

discovery.  That was when I realized, or thought I realized, what a mistake I had 

made in selecting the boys.  The brake problem was an attempt to guarantee their 

silence.  I felt sure they would know who was doing it.  I confess it was a juvenile 

attempt at intimidation, but I picked it up from a television program."

"So then you quit pestering them?"

"After the first episode I instructed my helpers back off.  But then I realized 

just how important the fake stones were.  They proved that I was being directed, 

unwittingly and perhaps unwillingly.  But I, like my father, am one with the Gods.  

Later, after realizing this, I decided to keep harassing the boys, hoping they would 

go to you and urge you to dig up the stones.  Don't you see," he stared into the 

confounded faces of Charlie and Fenton.  "I need these stones.  They are as divine, 

as sacred, as the original."

Again Charlie and Fenton stood speechless.  The only motion in the tent was 

the gentle rustling of the flap as Dog re-entered.

"But the boys were freed from my scare tactics through the intervention of 

God.  The rainmaker appeared.  He brought rain.  And the water washed the fakes 
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from the earth for the ranger to find.  Surely," he questioned the faces before him, 

"you do not believe this is all just coincidence?"

"It is getting a little deep for coincidence," Charlie had to admit.  "There's a 

hand here all right.  I just don't know whose."

"You have no need to fear me, Sheriff.  I have perpetrated my last hoax.  

Performed my last trick.  I will be going on one of the television shows shortly to 

confess to the world what I have just confessed to you."

"What about that hooey with your father?  You call that honest?"

"You don't believe in channeling, Sheriff?  You are somewhat behind the 

changing paradigm," he scolded softly, lowering his eyes at Charlie's shame.

"Oh, I believe in channeling all right.  Or spiritualism as it used to be called.  

My belief in it is all that keeps me from committing suicide.  I'm afraid that if I die, 

I'll spend eternity babbling inanities out of the mouth of some trance-drunk 

medium."

He clenched his fists so tightly that Fenton tugged at his sleeve to lessen his 

anger.  "I believe we have done all we can here, Charlie.  Prithee, let's depart 

before we are forced to fall onto our own swords to save face."

Charlie acquiesced but halted at the tent flap.  "You used to have a girl around 

here, Prince.  Janice Ivano.  Is she still around?"

The Prince spread his fingers across his breast to show he was without 

complicity.  "She has left us and returned to a previous calling."  He didn't 

elaborate.  And he didn't seem concerned.

"Did you see the rings that yahoo has on his fingers?" Charlie asked when 

they were out of hearing.  "No wonder he doesn't miss Janice.  He can buy all the 

girls he wants.  Or better yet, he can call them vestal virgins and do lord knows 

what with them."

Fenton wasn't interested in Charlie's personal rantings.  "Look at them," he 

laid a hand across the horizon, indicating the Prince's followers.  "Look at them 
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work.  The perfect insectivized believers.  Here are Eric Hoffer's True Believers.  If 

only he were still alive."

"You mean idiots?"

"If you wish," Fenton agreed.  "They are deluded, yes.  They are uneducated.  

They are too ignorant to recognize a fraud even when shown the truth.  They'd eat 

a cactus if the Prince told them it was a tomato."

"And the biggest phony of them all is the Prince."

"Maybe you're correct, Charlie.  Just maybe.  But I don't think so.  I don't 

think the Prince is a phony at all.  At least not any more."

"Oh, come on!"

"I'm serious, Charlie.  That man really believes he has been chosen."

16
•••

Pickles Flambeau

If there is a weakness to a religious cult that has been legalized, materialized, 

institutionalized,  belatedly bowdlerized, incorporated, and finally authenticated, 

Charlie had to find it and destroy the cult or pull up stakes and seek a new 

homeland.  He was literally reaching for straws--or a single straw--when he found 

it.  
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He was leaning in his open doorway watching the roadway and the prairie 

beyond when it struck him.  He had just placed a strand of straw between his lips  

when a car with out-of-state plates roared past without so much as giving his 

previously hallowed domicile a glance.

Outlanders, he figured.

The next car, followed by two others trailing twin cyclones of dust, also 

roared past without so much as a by-your-leave.  Maybe they hadn't seen him.  

Maybe his haystack covered trailer had become invisible.  He spat the straw out 

and re-entered his trailer, slamming the door behind him.  It was frustrating, then 

disappointing.  For weeks he had been unable to sleep at home because of the 

onslaught of tourists.  Now he couldn't attract a camera if he mooned passersby 

from the porch.

With no other options left, he decided to take this anonymity as a positive 

spin-off of the cult.  Ever since the Prince's appearance on Oprah, his eyes 

artesianing with tears as he confessed his transgressions while simultaneously 

revealing that he was the helpless, pitiable play toy of the Gods, his stock in the 

occult world had soared.

Charlie hadn't actually seen the episode.  But no matter.  He had heard enough 

versions from others to piece together the probable truth.  The Prince had rung the 

emoting audience dry.  Handkerchiefs, shirt sleeves, head scarves, dashikis, and 

even Oprah's microphone were drenched in tears.  The poor Prince, and--as Oprah 

was quick to inform her viewers--the poor unmarried Prince.  The questions from 

the emotionally limp audience were not the usual accusatory, histrionic, didactic 

fare.  They weren't even self-serving.  Each wished to know how she could serve 

the Prince's New World Neo-Druidic Resurgence Church and Harvest-time 

Tabernacle.
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Accepting his new invisibility as a gift, Charlie brushed the memories from 

his mind and straightened the sheet on the couch--he thought it was a sheet--and 

lay down for a nap.  It had been a while since he slept so soundly.

Towards evening the phone on the Formica-topped sink counter began its 

relentless litany of complaints.  It was as persistent as a baby bird wanting fed and 

would have cawed on if Charlie hadn't picked it up and cradled it in his hand.

"Well, you're coming, aren't you?"  It was Inez' voice.

"Comin' where?  What are you talkin' about?"

"Now look, don't get me going.  I've been far too busy for such nonsense.  I've 

already got the place cards set out.  You and Fenton are at the counter right below 

the television.  Even Drinker says he's coming, though he wants a seat next to the 

wall by the video tapes."

"Is this that little green man thing?"

"You don't think I'd stay open to pick up what little nighttime trade there is out 

here do you?  Of course it's the special on the aliens.  They're going to dissect them 

right on the television.  Now I expect you here before eight.  That's when it begins.  

We've brought in another television set--it's already atop the ice box--so we can fill 

the entire room.  I'll be serving a late dinner.  Nothing special, but I expect you 

here.  Pronto!"

"Might as well," Charlie yawned.  "Too late to get up to Kimball or Pine 

Bluffs for a little serious socializing."

"Good.  See you in about an hour."  She hung up.

****

Judging by the cars when he turned on to Main Street, the affair was in full 

swing.  He was surprised to see both Drinker's Jeepster and his new pickup parked 

at the end of the street.  As he neared the cafe, he realized Inez had neglected to tell 
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him that there would be a live television feed from in front of the grocery.  He 

discovered the crew and its vehicle when he attempted to turn into his own parking 

spot and found the TV station's Ford Ranger filling it.  Not to be inconvenienced, 

Charlie left his Jeep in the street, blocking the Ford.

The crew ran up to him, begging to ask some preliminary questions before he 

went in.  He obliged and, in spite of what he often said about television reporters, 

was "as nice as pie."  That was the surprised summation of Charlie by one of the 

crew members.  When Charlie left the interview and ambled into the cafe, he was 

greeted by the hoots and cheers of most of the inhabitants within a twenty-five mile 

radius.

Among those beaming at him was the owner of the Sligo Grocery and Cafe.  

He had been trying to get out of a bad investment for four years but could not find 

a buyer.  Area folks were panicked that he would cut his losses and leave, turning 

their community into another ghost town of disappearing houses and re-appearing 

foundations.  The owner was smiling because this night promised to be bigger than 

any single week since the Charlie Waggles' Memorial Rodeo and Parade the 

Saturday before Fathers' Day.  The parade and rodeo were in honor of Old Charlie, 

though no one attending bothered to remember.  The living Charlie was reason 

enough to celebrate.  Two television sets had also been placed in the grocery 

quonset to accommodate the overflow from the cafe.

"You realize," Charlie winked at the owner who stood behind the grocery 

checkout counter, "that if the town fathers would let you stop selling that three-two 

beer and allow you to stock some real hooch, you wouldn't need to depend on 

nights like this.  You could run the grocery and cafe as a public service and live off 

the booze."
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The owner was hearing nothing he hadn't said a million times himself, but the 

senior ladies in town--the Abroghast sisters, Miss Teller, Mrs. Scheilli, Carla 

Beatty, and Phyllis and Marsha at the library--always voted to the contrary.  It 

didn't help the owner to know that the good ladies were just as right in their own 

way.  Sligo was one of only two towns in Colorado to remain dry, a condition 

Charlie had long ago learned to live with, and take as a personal affront to his 

needs.

"Come on, Charlie," someone yelled.  "It's about time for the festivities to 

begin."  Fenton, who may have been the caller, caught Charlie's eye from the 

counter and indicated the vacant stool next to him.  Drinker, sitting to the back, 

raised his hat to acknowledge Charlie.  He raised it only slightly, however, so as 

not to let his pony tail fall free.  The oil patch roughnecks surrounding him might 

have been less than liberal.

"What good words did you give the television people?" Inez asked as she 

brushed past, too busy to wait for an answer.

"I was my usual pie-wouldn't-melt-in-my-mouth self," he yelled in a  rising 

voice at her receding form.

"Of course it wouldn't," she hollered back while delivering set-ups to a table 

of men who had brought their own bottles.  "You'd never give it a chance."

Everyone in the room was talking at once, and yet all eyes and ears were on 

Charlie, and he noticed.  Even the good ladies of the community were in 

attendance.  They were seated around the television atop the ice box at the back 

near the restroom and were sipping the soft drinks Inez had provided.  No brown 

bags in the shapes of whiskey bottles adorned their table.  "I feel like one of those 

kings in a Mardi Gras parade," he confided to Fenton as he lowered onto his stool.

"You no doubt are referring to the fool?"
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He wouldn't have answered even if there had been time.  The television screen 

above him had gone first silent, then blank, and was now showing a heroic picture 

of Charlie.  It was the same crossed arms pose as seen on the billboard down on 

Colorado l4, which was a copy of the covers of Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News 

and World Report.  It was slightly different from the covers on Esquire and 

Atlantic Monthly.   He was still waiting for a call from G.Q. though Inez, after 

looking at his Big Mac work clothes, told him not to hold his breath. 

Scrolling across the still picture just below his chin was a warning to parents: 

The following live program might prove too intense for small or impressionable 

children.  Parents should exercise their discretion.

When this picture dissolved into a series of commercials to finally be replaced 

by the host himself, the viewers in the two quonsets fell silent.  Jerry Rivers set the 

stage for the evening's broadcast.  First they would recount the happenings, 

interview first hand witnesses, and then--finally--dissect the two creatures.  At no 

time did Rivers divulge how he and his crew had acquired the bodies.

The first scenes were those that had already appeared on most screens 

nationally.  One segment replayed the Eckmans' Dodge van split in half with the 

calf wedged between the bench portion and backrest of the rear seat.  The parents 

pronounced the event an absolute miracle in that they were not killed outright.  

"Had I been driving a split second slower," the father told the camera, "Or had we 

left the motel a split second later," the mother added.  

Jerry Rivers intervened to stress that too many chance events came together 

that morning for it to be called mere coincidence.  He pronounced the word as if 

everyone in his vast audience knew how scientists mis-applied it.

Though his sister attempted to stop him, the Eckman boy--in a now dated and 

often repeated video--held his leaking plastic jug up to the camera and complained.  
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"This was going to be my show and tell," he pouted as he watched the dribble.  

"Here," a hand extended into view and offered the boy a yellow ear tag from the 

animal.  "Take this to show and tell."  Before the boy could respond, an anonymous 

hand reached in and took the tag.  "We may need this," the voice advised.

Speculation followed as to the calf's origin.  "Where did it come from?"

"From above, you idiots," Charlie yelled at the television but was hushed by people 

in both quonsets.

To answer this question, the flying saucer expert who had appeared on local 

channels the day of the collision was produced.  He had conveniently been in 

Denver that day attending a Star Trek convention.  For tonight's broadcast he was 

dressed in a civilian suit and had removed his Spockian ears.

"As all who are even passingly interested in this phenomenon know, that area 

of Colorado has been the target of cattle mutilators for years.  Some of you," he 

nodded to the camera, "remember the series of mutilations and the abduction of 

one Banner Tidley in the Sligo area."

"Where were you honyocks when I brought that flying saucer to earth?" 

Charlie yelled again at the screen.  He had a right to ask since the picture they 

opened the program with had been taken the very morning he was alluding to.  

"I've seen horse apples with more brains."

The flying saucer expert ignored Charlie's outburst and explained that the calf 

had been abducted and was about to be mutilated for inter-species breeding 

experiments when the craft it was aboard developed mechanical problems.  "That 

is why the calf was jettisoned," he explained.

"This brings us to the next item in this string of coincidences," Jerry Rivers' 

face filled the screen.  "The crash of a craft at Point of Rocks followed by 

subsequent attempts to clean it up and to deny its very happening.  But first, I'd like 
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to introduce to you the man in question--though I am confident you all know him 

by reputation--Weld County Sheriff Charlie Waggles."

The quonsets swelled with cheering and hooting until Charlie yelled for them 

to shut up.  He wanted to hear what he had to say.

The interview was conducted by Melinda Carmen, a diminutive reporter out 

of Denver who had survived other encounters with Charlie.  "We have had several 

reports," she told Charlie, "that on the morning in question you had been almost 

impossible to contact and that when you were reached, you were not as attentive to 

your duties as you might have been."

"That's easy to explain," Charlie explained easily.  "You see, the night before 

I'd had a touch of the beaver."

"A touch of the bea-ver?"  Miss Carmen was not sure she should venture on to 

such ground.

"That's what I said.  An old saying of my grand daddy, a wagon train era 

saying actually.  It means I'd had a might too much to drink."

The reporter was visibly relieved to have escaped what could have been an 

indelicate subject and was about to proceed when Charlie continued.

"Of course I do remember touching a beaver that night, though I don't think 

my trap was in any condition to bag it."

The quonsets swelled with laughter and Charlie had to acknowledge many a 

raised glass by saluting with his own.

Fortunately for Miss Carmen the camera was not on her face when he 

answered.  "Critics contend," she journeyed into her task, "that you have said you 

do not believe in flying saucers.  Is that correct, Sheriff?  That you refuse even to 

have an open mind on the subject?"
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"An open mind?" he considered the prospect.  "Lord no, honey.  I try to keep 

it closed.  Open your mind now-a-days and it's a wonder what trash people'll throw 

in.  No, ma'am.  It's shut like a--"  His hand showed what he meant because the 

word he had in mind wasn't suitable for family television.

"And you're proud of this closed mind?"

"As a government mule."

He was playing into their hands but didn't mind.  "I don't know that this 

question has ever been asked of you, Sheriff," Miss Carmen grew more bold, and 

more sarcastic, "but did you do well in school."

"I was a cracker jack," he had to admit.  "You just ask my teacher Buela 

Teller.  I was a whiz at punctuation.  I knew periods, and question marks, 

exclamation marks, colons, and semicolons.  My only problem was that I didn't 

know what to put between them."

Through out the quonsets heads nodded in sympathy with Charlie.

"Perhaps," Miss Carmen turned to the camera as if the interview were over--or 

that she had Charlie well in hand,--"the ability to comprehend the unknown is a 

right or left brain activity which some people lack."  Her darting eyes indicated she 

wasn't speaking of herself.

"I'll have to agree with you there, missy.  Left and right can be a problem."  

The camera panned back to record Charlie.  "Manys a times I've had to twist a 

man's left arm to get him into his right mind."

Melinda Carmen took a deep breath and held it before continuing.  "You do at 

least admit that you were directed the morning in question to check on a reported 

flying saucer crash at Point of Rocks?"  He nodded that he had been.  "What did 

you find out there?"
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"Nothing but a little trash."  Charlie sighed and looked over his shoulder to 

the cafe as if he were getting bored.

"And the nature of that trash?"

"Just trash.  Picnic trash I'd call it.  Quite a lot of it though."

"What would you say if I told you we have eye witnesses to the crash scene 

who say the area was filled with silvery material and a gondola containing tiny 

bodies?"

"They saw bodies?"  Charlie was interested because the two men he saw 

never crossed the fence.

"Not those intrepid individuals who recovered a piece of the craft," Miss 

Carmen said.  "The bodies were seen later by a small boy who has consented to an 

interview for this evening's show."

"What you're saying is that a small boy hung around while the two grown men 

took off?" Charlie suggested.  "I've seen dogs with more backbone, though they do 

put me in mind of one dog."  When the reporter seemed interested, he explained.  

"Ever time it got scared it'd fall over and pee on itself."

Apparently, the reporter had filled her required minutes because she asked 

Charlie no more questions.

"What you going to have, Charlie," Inez ducked in under the television just as 

his face was replaced by a commercial.

"Whatever."

"I'll have the ten-bean soup, please," Fenton asked.

"You'll get the hundreds-of-beans chili and like it," she informed him curtly 

and disappeared.

Without actually turning his face toward Fenton, Charlie laughed.  "Now you 

know why most of the fellas around here call her Mom."
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The next few segments of the broadcast were so familiar to the audience in 

the joined quonset huts that most talked over the narration.  Inez took the 

opportunity to serve most of the guests, and since it was a private party the owner 

allowed those who desired to buy and consume the three-point-two beer.  Kids and 

women liked such beer, but Charlie went out to his pickup and returned with a fifth 

of Four Roses which--extended by Inez' set-ups--he shared.

All the diners and drinkers missed by not watching the television was two 

men holding up a sheet of foil they claimed came from a flying saucer and a small 

boy who swore he saw Charlie eating a little green man.  

"Proof that the little men were found," Jerry Rivers lowered his voice 

conspiratorially, "was discovered in the bed of Sheriff Waggles' Jeep pickup."  

Following his words was the old shot of the rabbit kindling boxes in the back of his 

truck.

"Tell 'em, Bode," Charlie yelled across the room to Bode.  "What are those 

boxes?"

"I've told those reporters a hundred times," he called back.  "Those are the 

birthing boxes I made for the rabbitry in Timnath.  You delivered them.  You ought 

to know."

Ignoring their conversation, Jerry Rivers confided to the viewers that most of 

the bodies had been ferreted away to Area 5l in the Utah desert or to Hanger l7 at 

Wright Patterson Air Base.  "But from a source we must protect, we have been able 

to obtain two of those bodies for you tonight.  And, sparing no expense, we have 

hired for this evening two of the foremost pathologists in the world.  And tonight, 

before your very eyes, these men will dissect the creatures--live."
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The scene switched to show two men disguised behind surgical masks, caps, 

and opaque eye shields.  They leaned against a metal table on which rested a cloth-

covered jar and two metal dissecting trays.

"In keeping with their wishes," Jerry Rivers explained, "we will not identify the 

two scientists."

"You don't think they're really scientists, do you Fenton?" Charlie asked.

"Of course they are.  Look at those lab coats.  You don't think a person could 

just pick one of those up at a medical supply store, do you?"

Chastened, Charlie admitted "I guess you're right.  Stupid of me to even ask."  

The Four Roses was making him more convivial.

The moment America had been waiting for finally arrived.  The TV camera 

moved slowly in on the covered jar, Jerry Rivers' voice rattled excitedly, a hand 

reached for the cloth.  And a break for a commercial.

It was well timed for it gave Inez the opportunity to make her second deliveries, re-

freshen the set-ups, and hawk chips and sandwiches.  The owner continued to push 

three-two beer in cans and salted peanuts in the shells.

When the television screens winked back live, the rooms hushed.  Before the 

eyes of over a hundred million viewers floated two tiny bodies, their pupil less eyes 

looking like pearl buttons on a pickle.  Not glistening eyes but dead eyes.  Blind 

eyes that looked as if they had never seen.  Hellish eyes.  Other worldly.  Foreign.

"Thank goodness they're dead," Charlie announced.  "Otherwise they'd be on 

food stamps."

"We have examined the bodies from outside the jar," one of the disguised 

scientists began.  "While they do have eyes, we have been unable to discover any 

other organs on the head such as ears or a mouth."
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"Similarly the other added, "the creatures appear to have no rectums.  

Additionally, our x-rays could discover no soft tissue organs inside the bodies, but 

a rudimentary skeleton was evident."

"This is not to say these creatures did not take nourishment," his partner 

stepped forward.  "Perhaps they are similar to some of earth's amphibians.  Frogs 

for instance.  A frog does not need to drink.  It can maintain bodily fluids and blood 

volume simply by sitting in water and absorbing it through its skin."

"Or," continued the other, "these creatures may be amoebic like.  They could 

surround their food and ingest it.  Or, they could simply stuff the food through the 

walls of their body.  Perhaps eating was no more difficult than holding the desired 

item in the hand."

"Sounds like a couple of blind dates I've had," a woman's voice observed.

"And now," Jerry Rivers moved between the cameras and the scientists, "it is 

time to remove the bodies and prepare them for the autopsy.  As you can see," he 

spoke to the audience as the camera pulled back, "we have mounted cameras from 

above for your viewing pleasure.  And now, gentlemen," he stepped aside, "if you 

please."

One of the masked scientists placed both hands around the Atomic Egg jar 

and held it steady while the other--his fingers protected by rubber gloves--

cautiously unscrewed the lid.  When the lid was free, he inverted it and set it well 

aside.  With the bodies now accessible, the scientists picked up pairs of tongs from 

a silver tray on the dissecting table.

First one, and then the other, fished into the yellowish brine and delicately 

lifted a figure from the jar, shaking it over the mouth to free it of the solution.  As 

soon as the legs were clear, the creatures were transferred to the dissecting trays 
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and laid out as carefully as a grandmother preparing a cookie sheet of gingerbread 

men.

When both bodies, each in its own tray, were ready, the scientists stepped 

back and allowed the audience an unobstructed view from both the floor and 

ceiling cameras.  The audience in the Sligo quonset huts watched in silence.  No 

chair moved.  No ice tingled against the side of a glass.  No mucus was sniffed 

nervously back into a nostril.  The only sound was Charlie biting into a crisp 

pickle.

"They're growing, ain't they?" an unseen voice in the grocery section of the 

quonsets asked.

"I believe they are," came another voice, this one swelling in amazement.  

"Look at them.  They're puffing up like balloons."

Everyone in the quonsets except those with front row seats rose and clustered 

nearer to the television sets.

"Look at them eyes, will ya?  Those suckers are coming to life."

The eyes, dull and lifeless earlier, had warmed to a glow and flickered.  Some 

in the audience thought the apparent flames were a reflection of the stage lights, 

that the eyes were not actually on fire.  But when the scientists tossed their tongs 

into the trays and ran from the studio, it was obvious to all of America that the eyes 

had become little jets of fire, actual flames.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Jerry Rivers held his ground although his voice 

betrayed concern, "the bodies seem to be growing larger.  Enriched by nothing but 

air.  And the eyes are actually burning.  Gentlemen.  Gentlemen," he urged the 

unseen scientists to return.  "Can't we extinguish this fire?"
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A stage hand ran in from the side and poured water from a pitcher onto the 

eyes of the two aliens.  Immediately the flames jetted higher and burned with such 

a heat that  the eyes vanished and the heads melted into a jellylike tar.

No sooner had the fire in the first dissecting tray appeared to be out than it 

ignited again.   This time, however, the flames came from the body.  As the flesh of 

the creature swelled and jellied, it flowed from the body like lava.  This revealed 

the inner skeleton, indeed rudimentary but with at least a backbone, hips, and a few 

ribs.

"There they go," Rivers' voice pierced the confusion in the quonsets.  "There 

they go.  You are witnessing television history.  This will go down with the wreck 

of the Hindenburg."

The skeleton burst into blue and yellow flames, consumed the flesh around it, 

and threatened to scorch the cameras mounted above with its blowtorch blast.  In 

less than half a minute the green creature was reduced to a couple of tablespoons of 

black ooze in the bottom of the pan.

A shot of the second creature disclosed an identical fate.

Fenton leaned forward on the counter to confront Charlie.  "You had those fire 

bombs in your refrigerator?"

"For crim-a-netly's sake," Charlie responded while still watching the 

television and shielding his mouth with the back of his hand.  "What if I had 

opened that jar?"

"You would have had better sense than that, Charlie," Fenton patted his back.  

"At the very least you would have taken it outside first."

"Glad you have confidence in me.  But actually I think I'd a buried it out back 

without bothering to open it."
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From the front of the quonset, near where Drinker had taken in the show, 

came the expected question.  "You ate one of those things, Charlie?"

"Twern't nuttin," he turned toward the voice.  "Wasn't nearly as hot as one of 

the mira sol jalapenos Vince serves at the Farmers' Inn in LaSalle."  Then turning 

to Fenton again in confidence, he asked "What in heck were those things?  And 

who the dickens put them in my ice box?"

Fenton shrugged.  "I'm a visitor here, myself.  How should I know?"

Above them on the screen Jerry Rivers was attempting to fill the remainder of 

his two-hour slot.  It would prove a painful fill for viewers who would be forced to 

view and re-view from a variety of angles what Rivers now termed a "suicide."  

The show had proved as boring as a World Cup Soccer match--a lot of macho 

running around and histrionics, but nothing really happened. 

The scientists' explanations of what might have happened seemed scarcely 

probable.  One of them conjectured that the creatures came from a planet with an 

entirely different atmosphere and that earth's atmosphere was hostile to them.

"Odd they didn't burst into flames when I collected them," Charlie felt cheered 

enough to josh with the milling audience.  "Funny they didn't burn down those 

little coffins I made for them."

Those in hearing only huffed at his humor and filed out of the quonsets.

"Well," Fenton ventured when nearly everyone had left but Inez and the 

owner, "all in all I'd say it's another day I won't forget."   As he spoke he and 

Charlie stepped from the grocery quonset and turned to watch the owner lock the 

door.

 Drinker drove past in his new pickup, waved, flipped a U at the end of the 

block and drove back by.  His smile could have been at the silliness of the program, 

or it could have been at the consternation still on Charlie's face.
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"It's not just this night that I'm not going to forget," Charlie groused.  "It's this 

whole danged affair.  How did the pickles become little green men, and how did 

they get into my ice box, and who broke in and stole 'em, and above all--why?  

Why?"  And then after a pause he confided to Fenton, "I'd like to know where that 

real necklace came from, too."

Fenton kicked at the gravel in the street.  "Shakespeare was my period," he 

said by way of excuse for the umpteenth time.  "And as the Bard said, 'Murder will 

out.'  Not just murder, Charlie.  Mystery will out as well.  Just have patience, 

Charlie.  Truth will always prove an easy--albeit reluctant--delivery, and when it's 

over you'll even forget the labor pains."

"But I'm not in a patient mood.  Whatever this saucer thing was seems to have 

petered out, but this Druid thing hasn't.  First thing tomorrow I'm gonna take a run 

up to Scottsbluff and see if I can find Janice Ivano.  Maybe she knows something 

about the cult I ought to know.  And that necklace, it can't be real.  It's got to be as 

phony as the second one.  Could be she knows something."

"You might want to put that off until later in the day, Charlie?"

"Later?  Why?"

"You wouldn't want to miss the greatest rain producing extravaganza since  

the Civil War would you?"

"That little weasel again?"

"That little weasel," Fenton lifted his face until it was bathed completely by 

the night light of the grocery, "has acquired more bang for the buck for tomorrow's 

show than the geniuses at the two hundredth anniversary of this nation could have 

bought with the interest on the national debt."
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"I'll bring my water wings," Charlie promised half-heartedly and dragged his 

feet toward his pickup.  It looked as if it had been moved.  Probably shoved back 

by the television crew.

17
•••

Umbrellas like Flowers

The rainmaking ceremonies attracted a much larger crowd than anticipated 

largely because of the disappointing Fourth of July Fireworks show in Denver.  

Before the professional big league baseball Colorado Rockies came to town and 

moved into Coors Stadium, the triple-A Denver Bears had staged elaborate shows 

at Mile-High Stadium on the fourth.  Now, even though the city could brag that it 

was in The Bigs, its citizens felt the smalls when it came to pyrotechnics.

The newspapers and television stations touted the Big Doins on the Plains 

largely because their readers and viewers could afford little else--the mountains of 

the state having already been sold to eastern millionaires who themselves were 

feeling the squeeze from billionaires farther to the east.

Charlie knew he himself would never feel comfortable in the mountains again once 

he read that an Easterner had paid five and a half million dollars for a house at the 

foot of a ski run in Vail only to 'doze it down so he could put up something he 

preferred.  Most Coloradans had ceased to consider the mountains as a part of 

Colorado anyway.  They referred to it as the Kondo Kingdom of TimeShare.
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He wasn't thinking of the mountains, however, as he dodged traffic while 

heading into Sligo for a quick breakfast.  Kids, like dogs, hung out of most of the 

windows of passing cars and the pickups were so loaded it looked like they were 

heading to a Gypsy encampment.  The space in the back of the trucks that was not 

taken up by the accidental progeny was occupied by wash tubs or coolers filled 

with ice and soft drinks.

Dog sat beside Charlie and casually watched the vehicles as they passed.  He 

was feeling droopy because he had gotten little sleep during the night.  First he had 

found it difficult to sleep in the Jeep with all the noise from the cafe.   And second, 

he had later wearied himself routing foxes from around the trailer.

When Charlie arrived at the cafe, he learned the source of most of the 

provisions in the beds of the passing pickups.  The owner had moved his store onto 

the sidewalk out front and was hawking the drinks and ice.  Inez raised her voice to 

extol the virtues of her already packed lunches, reminding the tourists that little 

would be available at the site unless she and the owner took a truck of eats and 

drinks out there themselves.

"If you're going to be wanting anything," Inez scolded Charlie impatiently as 

soon as he dropped out of this Jeep, "you're going to have to make it yourself.  I'm 

busy."

"And I suppose you're going to charge me double because for once it'll taste 

like food."

She held the sack lunches up for the passers to see but still had time to talk.  

"Don't go to bothering me.  I've had enough problems for today already.  Now that 

the price of coffee has gone up and the supply of water has gone down, I can't 

decide whether to make the coffee weaker or stronger."
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"I wouldn't worry about it if I were you. I haven't noticed people stumbling 

over themselves to get seconds as it is, so just go on using the same ol' sock as  

always."

She was making change for a man driving a car sardined with kids.  "I've 

already scrambled you some eggs in a bowl," she said when she turned.  "The 

grill's on and a dozen or so rashers of bacon--half cooked--are pushed to the back.  

The tortillas are in a wrap in the right-hand corner of the cold case near the grill.  

You'll manage."  She was already back to pushing the sandwiches she had made 

after the television special.  With the money the stores had made in the last two 

days, she and the owner were no doubt thinking about celebrating by coming in an 

hour later the next morning. 

When he entered the cafe, Fenton was already there, standing and pouring 

coffee into a cup meant for Charlie.  "I figured I'd catch you here this morning.  If I 

waited until you were out on the prairie, I might not be able to find you for the 

cars.  Many more people than I had expected must have stayed awake and watched 

the news.  Today's fireworks was the lead story, after the autopsy, of course."

"Where's Drink?  He already head out in his pickup?  I noticed the Jeepster 

outside.  You must be driving it."

"Drinker left left after the TV show last night.  He said he didn't want to be 

around when the 'caca collided with the windmill.'  His words.  I guess he was 

talking about the rainmaking show today.  You know how he hates crowds.  And 

he'd only have to step out on the east deck to see them.  It's just to the east of the 

ark.  It's going to be all along those ridges just back of Weld 95.  Going to stretch 

nearly three miles.  Almost from your porch on the south  to Weld l22 on the north.  

You're welcome to watch from the Ark with me if you'd like."
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"No thanks.  I want to get in close to the rainmaker if I can.  See what he's up 

to.  But what's this about Drinker?  Isn't the museum going to auction off his 

painting pretty quick?"

"The unveiling is set for tomorrow, but he's not going to be there.  That 

shyness of his, you know.  I think he affects it, but it's all part of the artist's 

persona.  That's why they avoid crowds and limit themselves to a few friends.  

Otherwise they'd always have to be performing."

Charlie went back to the grill and bent to make sure the flame was hot 

enough.  It was a pretty blue.  He next dumped the already scrambled eggs over the 

sweet spot on the grill and worried them with the tip of his spatula.  "Have you 

seen that Bonnie Beth girl, the one that's in the painting?"

"No, but I talked to her mother on the phone earlier this morning.  She's still 

trying to catch Drinker so they can have dinner in Denver.  She and her daughter 

plan to be at the auction.  I told her he was already gone and that he was a little 

diffident about such meetings anyway."

"You goin' to have any of this?" Charlie pointed to the bubbling eggs.

"No.  I settled for sweet rolls."

"Good.  If I counted right there's only just enough for me."  He flipped the pile 

on the grill and chopped it with the side of the spatula.  While he recovered the 

tortillas from the cold case, he asked Fenton "Why did you come in today, anyway.  

The ark getting lonely?"

Fenton pushed his coffee cup until it exactly filled the moist ring it had 

already made.  "No.  Before he left Drinker told me to keep an eye on you.  He said 

he thought some of your problems might be getting a little deep for even your hip 

waders."
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Charlie finished rolling the eggs and bacon into a half dozen burritos.  "Maybe 

you hadn't noticed," he looked into the cold case for the salsa, "but I don't think 

that was water flowing out of the television last night.  But I can handle that.   It's 

the necklace, or the two necklaces I should say, that still have me stumped."

"Both, of course are hoaxes," Fenton scolded Charlie's doubt, showing more 

concern than Charlie expected.  "I don't care what the science says about the 

necklace because the whole thing defies logic.  And I don't care what the 

organizations I work for think.  If the Druids are hoaxing us, I want them exposed.  

After all, we game players don't like their kind of competition."

"You talking about that giant chess game you and Drinker want to play with 

real people?  What's the matter, too jealous to share your marks?"

"It's not the jealousy. It's the violation of the rules of the game."  

"Your game has rules?"

"To the extend that we don't take the pawns for their life savings or their free 

will.  We play for funzies."

Still listening, Charlie stood and carried his plate and flatware to the sink.  "I'd 

like to help you with the Druid thing," he said, "but the pump rod of my mind is 

bringin' up dry.  After the fireworks I'm going to make a run up to Scottsbluff to see 

if I can track down Janice Ivano.  If that doesn't pan out, that'll be about it for me."

"It's not time to fall on your sword, Charlie.  You may have a Falstaffian girth 

and presence out here on the plains, but don't pull a Brutus.  You're no quitter.  

Let's see the Harry Hotspur in you."

"Does that mean you're going to keep Dog at the Ark for a few days?  I don't 

want to take him to Scottsbluff."
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"Of course."  Fenton almost fell over himself getting out of the buildings 

ahead of Charlie and opening the doors for him.  "I'll play the fool in a lightning 

storm anytime you howl."

Charlie had little idea what Fenton was babbling about.  He scooped Dog out 

of his truck and gave him away.  "I'll be back later," he promised.  Just before 

Charlie started his engine, Fenton called to him.

"Before you leave, Charlie, I want you to remember what my mother used to 

say:  'A little foolishness now and then is relished by e'en the best of men.'"  His 

smile was hopeful as Charlie started to back out.

"You're talkin' in riddles again, Fenton," Charlie said, wondering whose 

foolishness he was talking about, "but I haven't the time to figure 'em out.  I gotta 

get movin'."

"Oh, no you don't," a voice called.  "You stop right there, Charlie."  Charlie 

goosed his neck around until he found the postmistress Gloria.  She was 

approaching from behind Inez and the owner who were still hawking their wares.  

"I've stockpiled your mail for the last time.  You're going to take it and I mean 

now." 

Charlie raised his eyes to the headliner in his pickup to avoid her glare as she 

approached.  "If there was ever anything but circulars and mash notes from women 

I've never heard of," he tried to explain, "I might drop in your place of business on 

occasion."  Indulging her, he extended his left arm and took the rubber band-

wrapped bundle from her.  "I'll savor each word," he promised as he tossed the 

packet onto the seat beside him.

He didn't look at the packet again until well down the road when it slid across the 

seat to him as he turned onto Weld 95 and drove toward Drinker's Ark.  As he 

paralleled the bluffs to the east, he was nearly blinded by the thousands of cars.  
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Fenton had said the line of fireworks was three miles long, but it looked closer to 

six, if the length of the cars was any indication.  The gate into the ark was closed, 

but Charlie got out and opened it.  He didn't head up the hill to the Ark, but skirted 

it and the bulk of the hill by angling to the north.   By taking this route, he was able 

to head directly for the center of the line rather than go to either end of it and make 

the three mile journey in.

The epicenter of the display was a hot air balloon tethered to the front 

bumpers of three cars, one of them the pellet-peppered Cadillac belonging to the 

rainmaker, Jewell Dyrenforth.  Because someone was toying with the gas toggle 

that fueled the flame, the balloon rose and settled like an ornamental diver in a 

kid's aquarium.  

"You can't stop me this time, Waggles," the little rainmaker puffed proudly as 

Charlie inched his Jeep closer to the balloon.  "I've got all the permits," he patted 

his breast pockets.

"You mean to tell me they're licensing idiocy now?  'Bout time they got 

around to taxing our  most plentiful natural resource."  

The little man fumed so that Charlie made no attempt to open his door.  He 

was afraid Dyrenforth might explode and ruin the show and that would have been a 

waste for he was resplendent in his new uniform.  Parts of it, judging by the 

insignias and the silver light colonel maple leaves on his epaulets, were taken from 

the Army Corps of Engineers.  From that first day Charlie had seen Dyrenforth 

standing on the door frame of his Cadillac, the little man had reminded him of 

someone.  When he stepped stiffly into the hot air balloon and began his tethered 

ascent, Charlie realized who--the wizard in the Wizard of Oz movie.  Once in the 

basket, though, it was obvious Dyrenforth was more in control than was the Wizard 
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in the final scenes from that movie because he ascended slowly to one hundred feet 

and steadied there.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he saluted the masses with raised arms.  "Members 

of the press."  Through the science of his lapel microphone and wireless slave 

units, his words blasted from speakers up and down the range of bluffs.  "All 

science has known since the invention of the firecracker that large pyrotechnical 

displays produce rain.  As proof, just think of the number of times your Fourth of 

July picnics have suffered rain."

Had Charlie been able to see the entire six miles of people instead of just 

those near him, he would have become seasick from the wave of bobbing chins at  

Dyrenforth's words.

"After today's demonstration even the most skeptical of scoffers will be 

shamed to silence."

A queasiness--not unlike that he felt every time he slipped into the back pew 

for a church service--furrowed the lines on each side of Charlie's mouth.   

"The display today is patterned after a successful rainmaking program near 

Midland, Texas, in l892.  For your entertainment and to catch Nature's ear, I and 

my staff of hundreds have gathered over twenty thousand pounds of iron borings 

and sixteen thousand pounds of sulfuric acid.  With this we will generate fifty 

thousand feet of hydrogen gas.  Twenty-five thousand pounds of potassium 

chlorate will provide us with twelve thousand feet of oxygen gas.  Fifty retorts and 

furnaces are standing ready, awaiting only my command."

Shielding his eyes from the bright sky, Charlie was reminded of just how 

pervasive was the desire to command great audiences.  It was near universal.  

Fenton and Drinker were simply dull normal.  Seemingly everyone wished to act 
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on larger stages.  To paint vaster canvasses.  To cast larger and darker shadows.  

His problem had always been how to disappear, not to be seen.

Dyrenforth's voice, from above and from all sides, recaptured Charlie's 

attention.  "Besides sending these gases aloft, we will create the necessary 

convection currents.  For this I have assembled sixty-eight explosive balloons 

ranging from ten to twelve feet in diameter.  These will be used to detonate charges 

at various levels.  Over a hundred cloth-covered kites will shortly be launched.  

From these we will detonate thousands of pounds of rack-a-rock powder and other 

high explosives.  The finale?   Well," he paused for effect and the prairie became 

surprisingly silent.  "It will be a moment to tell your grandchildren."

Charlie folded his arms challengingly across his chest, becoming a duplicate 

of the much defaced billboard out on Colorado l4.  "I have a feeling that once this 

little display is over," Charlie grunted to anyone near enough to hear, "our Colonel 

Dyrenforth will get a new moniker.  He'll be know as Colonel Dry-hence-forth."

A few heads turned toward his voice but turned dryly away at his words.  

Though he wanted to add to the derision, he didn't.  It was painfully obvious--even 

to him--that the well of his popularity was at least one bucket overdrawn.

The silent treatment lasted until Col. Dyrenforth blew his whistle.

First to explode were the countless ground batteries along the base of the 

bluffs.  As quickly as these cannons were re-loaded, they roared angrily with heavy 

charges of dynamite and rack-a-rock powder.  Spaced between this line of batteries 

were smudge pots.  These billowed clouds of mysterious smoke that spiraled 

heavenward on the currents created by the cannons.

Two additional blasts from the colonel's whistle lofted a line of one hundred 

giant cloth kites from the bluffs above the cars.  Each kite was anchored to the 

ground with tremendous weights and was wenched aloft on thin cables.  In 
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addition to the cables, each kite carried a wire pulley system.  With this, the men 

below were able to send lighted dynamite sticks to greater heights than those 

reached by the concussion batteries at the base of the bluffs.

In theory, these higher blasts drew the convection currents created by the 

cannons even higher.  Whether it worked or not, the sight of a miles' long line of 

multi-colored kites booming the heavens was impressive.  To show that it was 

working in principal, at least, the clouds of fumes, which issued from the smudge 

pots below, combined with the smoke from the exploding dynamite and continued 

to climb higher.

In less than twenty minutes the kites, ragged from the explosions they 

themselves had borne aloft, began to droop and were slowly reeled in.  This, 

plus three blasts from Col. Dyrenforth's whistle from on high, signaled the third 

phase.  This was the launching of the sixty-eight balloons of ten to twelve feet in 

diameter.  Each carried a package beneath it, probably weighing what a calf might, 

Charlie calculated.  When these balloons reached heights greater than those of the 

kites, the nature of these parcels was revealed in sixty-eight loud, simultaneous 

bursts of light followed by their seconds' delayed peals of rolling thunder.

These new blasts, their heated gases climbing, sucked Dyrenforth's especially 

concocted cloud even higher.

But the ceremony was not yet over.  With one hand on the gas toggle of his 

hot air balloon, Col. Dyrenforth let his tethered balloon  ease to the ground 

between the three anchoring cars.  As soon as the basket touched, men surrounded 

it and held it down while the colonel disembarked.  Then something was loaded 

aboard, the tethers cut, and the flame toggle locked open.  As it rose rapidly, 

Charlie saw two identical balloons rise from each end of the bluffs.
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Their ascension was dramatic as they rose through the pall of smoke and into 

the sunlight above.  When they were well above all the previous explosions, they 

burst into light and shook the earth like angered gods.  

In the awed silence that followed, the pall of smoke chimneyed into the heat and 

vacuum of the higher explosions and mushroomed toward the stratosphere.

In the resultant eerie silence of perhaps half a million eyes, Charlie backed his 

Jeep as quietly away as possible until he was able to turn and bounce pell-mell for 

the gate beyond the Ark.  He didn't know how effective the display would be, but 

he saw its effect upon the spectators.

Umbrellas, one after another--like prairie flowers following a spring rain--

popped into life.

18
•••

Big Tipper

When the Prince cattily announced that his former protege Janice Ivano had 

left the cult and returned to a previous calling, Charlie knew exactly what he 

meant.  Had the Prince known that Charlie and Janice were acquaintances of some 

familiarity, he might not have been so careless with his speech.

Charlie's Scottsbluff dalliances over the years had been many, though usually 

of limited duration.  They might have endured, but that was not the way 

Genevieve's business thrived.  In the world of brief assignations, variety and 

freshness are all.  The girls seldom stayed longer than three months, and six 

months marked a girl who thought she had prospects, dim or not, of a career less 

characterized by bathrobes and douche bags than by aprons and diapers. 
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Genevieve had once described Charlie as a man whose sexual energies were spent 

exclusively in brothels.  He took it, as she had intended it, as a compliment.

Janice had almost certainly headed first to Genevieve's, but she might already 

be en route to a new home.  Before latching onto her insubstantial Elmer Gentry, 

the Prince, she had already been in Scottsbluff longer than any other girl in 

Charlie's memory, a puzzle in itself.  More than once he had waved good-bye to a 

car load of such girls packed into Genevieve's Cadillac.  This car was instantly 

recognized by lawmen in several states because it listed to the port as it cruised the 

highways.  Genevieve was no quick minnow of a country madam.  Her three-

hundred pound bulk would test the suspension on a gravel truck.

The circle of commerce Genevieve traveled wasn't Mafia or gangster run, she 

insisted.  Just an association of like interests.  And the trip wasn't totally boring for 

the girls either.  All through Wyoming, South Dakota, and Montana, Genevieve 

regaled them with her adventures as a slim young ingenue in the trade.  Her tongue 

only stopped, and then only briefly, when the Caddy pulled to curbs in 

unexpectedly small towns to pick up or drop off  girls.  Whatever the route, it was 

always kept vague.   When she finally returned to Scottsbluff, the vehicle was filled 

with fresh pulchritude and the line of curious young men continued until just 

before the next Cadillac Odyssey.

Once, when Charlie was asked to take a vacation--commanded was the word--

Genevieve had provided him with a list of addresses and telephone numbers from 

the eastern border of Colorado to the Pacific Ocean.  "It's not an organization," she 

insisted.  "It's just a convenience we provide.  Kind of a Trip-Tik for the 

romantically adventurous."  At several of his stops across Utah and Nevada, it had 

been like Old Home Week as former Scottsbluff girls answered the strange doors.  
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Apparently there were several intersecting circles of job opportunities similar to 

the one Genevieve drove.

They connected, Charlie figured, much as the Olympic rings are joined.

As with all communities, Genevieve's calling was not unknown to Scottsbluff 

authorities.  But rather than shut it down, they chose to ignore it with a high profile 

of police presence.  When an officer decided he was wearying of touring the city 

streets, he would park on the street near Genevieve's house, for it was in a 

residential neighborhood, a neighborhood on the final slope of the slide into 

commercial  storage yards and warehouses.

Also clinging to existence on this street was a combination bar and Mexican 

restaurant.  Its presence, a half block toward the main drag from Genevieve's, 

offered nighttime visitors to the district an umbrella of comforting shadows against 

the towering lights in the commercial storage yards.   Charlie always parked in 

front of the restaurant for two reasons.  First, it seemed more appropriate for a 

vehicle carrying Weld County Sheriff's Department logos to been seen in front of a 

legal establishment rather than the other, and second, because Genevieve already 

had enough police cars in front of her house scaring away potential customers.

The food in the restaurant wasn't bad either.

Inside, Charlie had a beer and a bowl before going to the pay phone near the 

toilet in the back to call Genevieve.  He didn't remember the number.  No one had 

to remember the number.   It was written clearly to the right of the phone.

"Janice has been back about a week," Genevieve's words relieved Charlie.  

"Hasn't been all that busy, though.  Why don't you come on down.  I'll call her 

over."

"In a while.  I'll wait until the patrol car leaves from in front of your house."
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"Oh, I been looking out the curtain at him for half an hour.  That's just Jerome.  

He's no bother.  At least I think it's Jerome.  Whoever's in the car isn't smoking and 

Jerome doesn't.  Jerry's the smoke stack.  Either way it makes no difference."

"Well, anyway, I'll be down shortly.  Don't call Janice until I get there."

He hung up the receiver and went back to the bar where he finished his beer and 

bowl to the beat of a Mexican polka.  The pool balls clicked behind him, but he 

didn't turn to see if he recognized any faces as they dipped from the darkness above 

and into the smoky light illuminating the table.  An old, fatigued working man 

entered quietly and sat at the end of the bar nearest the door.  He must have been a 

regular because he and the bartender completed their transaction without saying a 

word.

When the jukebox fell silent, the bartender approached Charlie with a leather 

cup containing dice, but they didn't have time to roll each other to see who would 

feed the machine next.  As soon as the bartender set the cup in front of Charlie, 

they heard the sound of coins dropping down the chute.  Buttons depressed and the 

machine re-awoke with a song on its neon lips.  It sounded like the song that had 

just been playing or one very similar.  No one complained.  Only in college bars 

was music a subject of high philosophy.  Bar music is meant to be talked over, 

Charlie figured.  It's elevator music to which patrons aren't forced to stand.

The number of beans in the Tex-Mex chili the restaurant served, however, was 

another matter.  A fighting matter.  Charlie had once been obliged to protect the 

cook from a drunk who complained his bowl had been watered down.  In this bar 

beans mattered.  Not the music.  So long as it was Mexican.  Preferably polka.  

And no white girls who sung in Spanish were tolerated, either.

When it seemed long enough, and after he had checked and re-checked the 

packaged treats behind the bar without sparking a taste, Charlie left his stool and 
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moseyed to the rest room in the rear.  He did make use of it, though that was just a 

feint.  His ultimate destination had always been the back door that opened onto the 

dirt alley.   It was a real alley, not a utility easement, and ran the length of the 

block.  

Once outside he stood under the hooded, bare-bulbed restaurant light and 

smelled the cooking odors drifting down from the stove vent.   Greasy, yes, but 

grease was good.  When he was certain no one was watching, he began his casual 

stroll down the alley toward Genevieve's house.  After only two steps on his 

sojourn a rat-sized, yellow fyce stuck its head from its back yard prison and tried to 

fray the cuffs on Charlie's Big Mac's.

Awakened by the fyce's warning of an intruder, its neighbor--a larger but sluggish 

dog--came to its fence and woofed rhythmically.  Its ejaculations puffed like steam 

from an engine.   Its tail pistoned to the beat.  Woof, woof, woof.

"Hey, there fellas," Charlie tried unsuccessfully to befriend them by offering 

the back of his hand for a smell.  The dogs so enjoyed the welcome break from 

their perpetual naps that they remained unappeasable.

On the other side of the alley two little monsters that would have made better 

bookends than dogs began their incessant yammer.  Charlie would have relished 

dipping them into molten zinc to make the conversion, and told them so.  The fifth 

member of the quintet--a blood hound judging by the deep timbre of its voice--

chorused in from the neighboring yard.

Thus accompanied, Charlie sauntered down the alley toward Genevieve's 

yellow back porch light.  Hers wasn't the only light on, though.  The masters of 

most of the barking dogs had already turned theirs on and pushed open their screen 

doors to investigate.  As he continued his walk, back porch lights mushroomed to 

life ahead of him to brighten his way.  Should he have dropped a dime, he would 
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have had no trouble finding it in the carnival midway that was now the once quiet 

alley.

Genevieve pushed her screen door open as he came up the steps.  "The front 

walk isn't good enough for you, I take it."  Her eyes glared from wells of flesh.  

"For an instant there I thought the Russians had finally invaded.  Good lord," she 

looked back down the path he had taken, "brighter than Main Street."

"I like a certain style to my entries," Charlie ignored her scolding and tried to 

look past her beefy neck.   His mind and eyes were elsewhere.  After he inched 

around Genevieve's bulk and entered the living room, he encountered a boy of 

nineteen or twenty.  The kid got one glance at Charlie's star, vest, and revolver and 

started sliding toward the front door.  His posture was that of a man who expected 

to be kicked in the tail.

"Now take it easy, honey.  Take it easy."  Moving quickly for her size, 

Genevieve grabbed his upper arm with a fat red hand and redirected him to the 

couch.  "You have nothing to worry from this man, Gerald.  He's out of his 

jurisdiction," she pointed to the meaningless star, "but you can trust me when I tell 

you he is not out of his element."

Charlie wasn't interested in the kid and only acknowledged his existence with 

a wave of his hat as he sat in the large easy chair opposite the couch and near the 

front window.   Genevieve fell with a grunt into the easy chair on the other side of 

the window from Charlie.  Even when it was empty it was obvious that it was her 

chair.

"I'll call," she said and pulled the entire phone from the lamp table between 

them and dropped it into her spacious lap.  "I have to put a fire under this boy's 

date as well."  Whatever she said was surprisingly low and soft for neither the boy 

nor Charlie heard.  "Janice is out getting ice cream for her and the girls.  They'll 
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send her over as soon as she gets back," she told Charlie.  "Tatwilla's on her way," 

she assured the boy after replacing the phone with a ringing thump.

An awkward silence followed, awkward only for the boy in the middle of the 

couch.  Charlie and Genevieve managed to exchange small talk, about wheat and 

weather and homesick girls.  But the boy, who had all the looks of a future 

pharmacist, could only sit and fidget.  The room, decorated more for the forties 

than the present, lacked a television set--the machine that handled both ends of a 

conversation.  The magazines on the end table to the boy's right apparently didn't 

interest him.  

But mercifully for him the front door opened without a knock and a slim 

black girl with straightened, raven hair entered.  She backed the door shut with her 

rear because her hands were busy gathering a terry cloth bathrobe about her throat 

and waist.

"Oh, hi, Charlie," she smiled, but her duty was to the couch.  Moving toward 

it, she stopped and threw open her bathrobe with both hands.  "Will this serve?" 

she asked for an appraisal of her body.

It was just as well the boy did not open his mouth, for his limited vocabulary 

could never have matched the thesaurus of his face.

Genevieve labored to escape from the grasp of her chair and went into the room 

just off the living room.  She returned with a shallow spun aluminum pan 

containing a half inch of water and a hand towel.  "Take this and go in there and 

wash it off.  And put this on it before you go to playing with any of my girls."  She 

poked a packaged condom into his shirt pocket.  "Don't ask me to spit on it for 

you," she said to the boy but winked at Charlie as she turned.

The black girl was already in the doorway of the small room where the 

assignation was to occur.
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"What's the matter, Tatwilla," Charlie leaned to his left to get a better look 

down the hall.  "Don't your Uncle Charlie get a peek, too?"

She flashed her bathrobe open and closed before sticking out her tongue and 

disappearing into the tiny bedroom to the right.  When the boy finished washing, he 

tiptoed across the hall and into the room with Tatwilla.

"'Member the days when you and I were a hot item, Genevieve?"

She huffed at the notion.  "I didn't think oral history went back that far, 

Charlie.  Are you remembering something real or is your Alzheimers playing tricks 

on you again?"

"Wasn't all that long ago."

"Says you.  Seems I've grown two or three other selves since then."

"Well," Charlie looked at her bulk.  "You were a quicker little minnow back in 

those days.  Fast and shiny.  I had to fight my way to you as I recall."

"That's a likely story."  The old times weighed heavily on her and she wished 

to be free of the burdensome memory.

"Don't you remember that night I got to town and there was this other fella 

here a wantin' you.  We had to go out back mano a mano."

"That's not quite as I recall it, Charlie.  Seems to me you went out first and 

when he came out you had a two-by-four in one of your manos."

"And lucky for him, I might add.  If we'd gotten into a real fight, I might have 

hurt him.  This way I just clipped him up side the head and the affair was over 

with.  A kindness as it were."

"A kindness as it were," she chuckled at his justification.

The door, unannounced, opened again.  It was Janice, wearing a bathrobe 

similar to Tatwilla's.  "Hi, Charlie," she showed her teeth happily and opened her 

robe for his viewing pleasure.
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Charlie sized her up before sighing.  "Thanks, Janice, but this isn't a social 

call.  At least I hadn't planned it that way."  Some weaknesses of the flesh Charlie 

considered a virtue, and at the moment he wasn't sure how far to push his rock of 

resistance up the hill before letting it overwhelm him and take him on a bouncing 

good ride into the abyss.

"Okay."  She sat on the couch and folded herself forward onto her knees, 

emphasizing her smallness and vulnerability.

Genevieve started to leave, but Charlie told her to "keep it parked."  Then to 

Janice he asked, "Were you pretty much on the inside with the Prince and his dad 

and all?"

Her forearms rested on her thighs and her closed fists pulsed between her 

knees.  "When I left here with him, he just led the band for his father, but I knew 

something else was going on.  He talked to the keyboard player, Keith, in secret all 

the time.  I knew it was something special because ordinarily they'd talk about 

anything in front of me."

"You think it was about this Druid thing?  That it was a fake?"

"I don't think, I know.  At least I do now.  Once it happened--I mean with the 

real necklace being dug up instead of the fake one--he wouldn't stop talking about 

how he had been divinely inspired.  He thinks it's important that he started out 

trying to be a crook, but that the gods were really working through him all the 

time."

"Is that when you decided to leave?"

"About then.  I don't know if it was him having all those foxes killed or if it 

was the other girls or what."

"I take it he has his pick of girls?"
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She smiled sideways with that belated knowing.  "Let's just say that to a guitar 

player I was good entertainment.  To a Prince, though--   Well, you know.  He had a 

lot to pick from and I guess I knew him when, if you get my meaning?"  Hers was 

the lament of a professional's first wife.

Genevieve knew the story by heart.  "We've all been there, honey.  One day 

butter wouldn't melt in your mouth.  The next day they're abusing you because it 

won't turn to gold."

"It's just as well," she smiled a thanks to Genevieve.  "But I didn't like the 

dead foxes they wore either.  They stank.  And besides, he wanted to kill the two 

baby foxes I had to make slippers out of."

"Oh!"  Genevieve shuttered.  "And you stayed around that man?  I thought I'd 

taught you better sense."

"I took them back and pushed them into the den we caught them at.  We didn't 

get the parents, so I hope they returned and took the babies back.  The Prince liked 

foxes," she explained, "because they were important to the Druid religion and, 

besides, his dad's name means fox and his name means son of fox in some 

language."

Charlie was interested but wanted to clear up a matter.  "You are definitely 

certain he believes the necklace is genuine?"

"No doubt about it," she smiled weakly.  "I was there when that man who 

checked them out called on the Prince's cell phone.  When he learned that the 

necklace was old, and probably real, he fell down.  I thought he was going to have 

a fit like his daddy.   But he didn't.  He just cried for about five minutes and then sat 

up.  He kept saying over and over 'I can't believe it.  I can't believe it.'  Ever since 

he's loved telling that story about making the fake necklace.  He tells that story 
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every broadcast.  He says it shows how we are putty in the hands of the gods.  How 

we think we are actors in our own plays, but that we are really being directed."

"And you?"  Only his toying with his hat on the lamp table showed that 

Charlie was concerned about this answer.

Janice thought only a second about this.  "I never felt anything.  To me it was 

all just people doing people things.  I mean dumb things," she looked up.  "I mean 

he had his explanation for what happened, but it just didn't make sense to me.  

Even if it is real, it doesn't make sense.  I don't care about it.  I didn't follow the 

Prince for the religion thing.  I could get that in any church."

Genevieve asked the important question.  "You mean you liked the Prince?"

"No," Janice said quietly.  "I liked the guitar player."

"Tell me," Charlie leaned slightly forward in his big chair, "to what extent is 

the Prince's father involved in this?"

Janice finally quit leaning on her elbows and relaxed back into the couch.  "I 

really liked Reverend Dunglas," she remembered.  "He was a good man.  I thought 

he was a little silly at times, but he was--  He was just a good man."

"Did he help make the fake necklace?"

"Of course not."  Janice almost couldn't believe the question had been asked.

Charlie raised his palms to show he had to ask the question.  Then he put them 

down as the boy and Tatwilla walked from the bedroom and out the front door.  

"Then," after the door closed, "you are saying he had nothing to do with the 

necklace."

"He had nothing to do with anything."

"Anything?"  Charlie wasn't sure.
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"I mean he isn't even really conscious.  Not since he fell down while 

preaching in Sligo.  Sometimes his eyes are open.  Sometimes he can stand.  But I 

don't think he's really in there.  If he is, he can't tell anyone."

"Now hold on.  Hold on," Charlie exposed his open palms to her again.  

"You're telling me the Reverend Daniel Dunglas is a vegetable?  If that's the case, 

what is he whispering to the Prince every time he gets an answer from his spiritual 

guide?"

"He's not whispering anything.  The Prince makes all that up.  The old man 

hasn't said a word.  He can't even feed himself.  That was my job after the Prince 

lost interest in me--feeding the old man through a turkey baster."

"A baster?"

"Gruel through a turkey baster."

"I'd rather be dead."  Charlie felt for the minister.  "He seemed like a genuine 

fellow.  I mean I didn't believe the hogwash he was spilling, but I believed he 

believed it.  I don't ask much more of people.  Depending on what they believe, of 

course."

"And there's nothing in most of those coffins," Janice added.  "It's all show.  

At first he was just interested in power and fame.  Now I think those are second 

and third to money."

"Nuff money you can buy the others," Genevieve reasoned.

Charlie agreed with her.  "Fenton and I already figured out about the coffins.  

But how was he going to get away with the resurrections?"

"They aren't going to try.  What they plan to do is guarantee Heaven for all of 

them and then burn them in a big bonfire.  The Prince, Leroy that is, was 

negotiating with CNN about doing it live."
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Charlie sat for a while in his big chair, disconsolate.  "It's not you, Janice," he 

put his big hands to his face and rubbed vigorously, "but you ain't been much help.  

Not that you could be."

"What?"  She seemed hurt.

"I mean I needed something to prove this guy a phony.  What you say about 

his dad is good, but I can't get the land back with that.  It's just your word or my 

word against his--and he has the Congress on his side."

Janice saw what he meant.  "Maybe you could burn them out," she brightened.

"Too KKK for my blood," he admitted, but then conceded, "I already thought 

about that, but what with the drought there isn't enough grass to carry a fire."

"He's not a bad person," Janice said.  "I mean the Prince.  But he's not a good 

one anymore either.  He's silly, though.  Isn't there some kind of law against that so 

you could put him in jail?"

"If there was such a law," Charlie reasoned, "I'd never have to wait in line at a 

McDonald's."

The silence grew in the room as each considered his own problem.

"You know," Genevieve broke the moment, "if I was running a restaurant I'd come 

by and fill your coffee cups about now.  But I ain't running no restaurant."

Charlie looked over at her but couldn't read the message on her face.

"What I'm selling, Charlie, is not coffee.  But it is a pick-me-up.  It'll make all 

concerned feel better.  Myself being the exception."

"Are you suggesting?" Charlie inclined his head to the shyly smiling girl on 

the couch.

"It would be a kindness as it were."  The serenity in Genevieve's face was near 

beatific.
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"A kindness?" Charlie questioned, and then saw the sagacity in her 

suggestion.

"I believe you know where the basin is, Sir Charles," Genevieve said, picking 

up a magazine by which to pass the time.  "The water pitcher is next to it.  And you 

know the house rules about my girls."

Janice looked up from the couch.  "Mother knows best."

As often happened when Charlie entered a new restaurant where his 

reputation was known, he was offered a meal on the house.  Charlie never refused 

it or denied his hunger.  That might be taken as an insult. He had long ago learned 

that any gnawing concerns about such ethics could be appeased by leaving a large 

tip.

19
•••

A Kindness

The following morning the air was as clear as Charlie's conscience.

Tourists atop Scottsbluff--that geographic feature that not only mesmerized but 

jeopardized sojourners on the old Oregon Trail--could actually see the advertised 

landmarks to the east.  A rarity.  Chimney Rock, a full one hundred and fifty feet 

shorter than its majesty of the fur trapping era, still thrust its incongruous needle 

into the quilted  morning sky.  Beyond it, the distance foreshortened by the merest 

of haze, was Court House Rock.  It lorded over the vast plain, securing its authority 

with the threat of Jail House Rock at its side.  
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Locals, and nationals for that matter, seldom saw Court House Rock, however.   

It paled into insignificance beside that other attraction in nearby Bridgeport, 

Nebraska--the largest graveyard of tractors in America.  Or so advertised.  Its hills 

of John Deere green, Case yellow, old Ford gray and new Ford blue, White white, 

International Farmall red, and McCormic-Deering gray were a lodestone to parts 

hunters from across America.  To them, this too was history.

Charlie, on the other hand, was oblivious to the view, for another lodestone of 

a more digestible composition was drawing him.  With growing urgency, he fought 

the traffic in Scottsbluff's sister city of Gering--named for perhaps the first 

merchant to set up shop along the trail--trying desperately to get to the bakery 

before all the cheese Danish were sold.

When he entered, panting with anticipation, the counter people wrung their 

hands in remorse.  They didn't have his usual half dozen--usual for the times he 

overnighted in Scottsbluff.  All they could come up with were five.  Scolded by the 

regular customers who stepped aside to allow Charlie to stare aghast at the nearly 

empty tray in the display case, the management admitted its shortsightedness and 

offered as an atonement a free dozen chocolate and walnut cookies in addition to 

the five Danish.

Chomping contentedly on the Danish and cookies, and sipping a hot jumbo 

coffee, Charlie headed back into Colorado, leaving the pavement south of Kimball 

so as to appear on duty the instant anyone saw him on one of the back gravel roads.  

Nebraska, and for that matter Wyoming, were refuges for Charlie.  He was treated 

with the deference of a monarch in those states.  In his home territory another 

political system prevailed.  

While still in Nebraska, he sighted clouds to the west and north.  They were 

towering.  Thunderheads.  Cumulonimbus of unusual size.  The kind that spawn 
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tornadoes or drop moisture like waterfalls.  They billowed to sixty, no seventy, no 

eighty thousand feet.  The updrafts in them would have made the elevators in the 

World Trade Center seem like snails scaling Gibraltar.

The thunderheads were so awesome, so inspiring, that Charlie coasted to the side 

of the gravel road and allowed his Jeep to idle.  Surely this had nothing to do with 

the rain-making ceremony of the day before.  It had to be a coincidence.  This 

storm was forming to the north anyway, not to the east where Dyrenforth had been 

aiming.   Still, Charlie was confounded by the fact that it was still morning.  Such 

clouds--even in violent, rainy seasons--seldom formed until the afternoon.  They 

require a baking sun and a powerful up welling of heat and moisture.  

Regardless of whether it was morning or afternoon, Charlie could tell by the 

gray-black curtains hanging below the squall line that this was not a dry storm.  

Water, massive volumes of water, was falling.  Such storms always produced two 

reactions from the scattered ranchers squatting on the prairie.  The first was to seek 

shelter, preferably one with a window from which to view the monster.  The 

second was to take to the roads the moment it roared past and to search for flowing 

water.

A watershed map of the country around Sligo reveals as many rivers as veins 

on a cottonwood leaf.  But those are map rivers.   The ranchers who have lived 

next to them for two generations don't even know they have names.  They aren't 

rivers.  They are just swales or ravines that sometimes collect water after a heavy 

damp.  What the ranchers and few farmers crave is running water.  Water that 

doesn't stand.  Water that has a romantic destiny with the South Platte.

To find this, they load their pickups--mommies in the front and kids and dogs 

in the back--and drive toward dips in the road that have long been known to them 

by such names as Two-mile Wash or Three-mile Wash or Ten-mile wash.  The 
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name signifies its distance from the post office in Sligo.  Upon reaching the 

destination, the father backs the pickup toward the wash and the entire family 

crowds into the truck bed to await the water.   If the ground is dry, they spread 

blankets next to the wash for a better view.

These impromptu picnics are rare sport for the children.  They take off their shoes 

if the wash is sandy and race up stream, vying to be the first to meet the water.  

Their dog companions, equally excited, nip at bare feet, pant legs, sand, or even 

cactus along the banks.  When the gray, debris swilling monster is encountered, the 

children scream in delight, turn on their heels, and race back to their parents for 

protection.  Their agony is most delicious when the moist monster licks at the balls 

of their feet.

Giving in finally to the inevitable, the children stumble or exhaustedly sit in 

the wash.  The water, winning the race, finds them unappetizing and splashes past 

to continue its search for the Gravitational Grail.

The parents give their children the moment, but eventually they leave the bed 

of the pickup truck or the blankets and reach into the waters to retrieve their 

waterlogged little tadpoles, all the while encouraging them to lose their 

cumbersome tails and to sprout legs, the better to help them scramble to dry land.  

The concern isn't just for the sake of the clothes or the muddy feet.  The parents 

know the water will rise.  That first liquid search the children found so delightful 

will soon increase in volume and urgency.  In a few short minutes nothing can 

withstand the frantic quest of the rapacious, roiling onslaught.

Knowing this, the father has already parked his pickup on the home side of the 

wash.  Only a fool would attempt to cross water flowing over a road bed once it 

had become more than three or four inches deep.
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Charlie knew about water.  Like most kids on the prairie he thought he had 

invented the race with the flash floods.  He also knew about these flows and what 

they could do to a simple graded, gravel road.  For this reason he stomped on the 

foot feed of his Jeep and hurried toward Sligo.  If he was caught by a flow across 

the road, he might have to wait for hours or take the long way around by using the 

paved roads which bridged the major washes.  Since that could mean missing the 

luncheon special, Charlie leaned farther over the steering wheel, thinking that 

made for less wind resistance.

When he finally turned onto the main street in Sligo, he found it strangely 

deserted even though it was not yet dinner time.  The only vehicle was Drinker's 

'52 Jeepster but it wasn't the artist who was sitting in it.  It was Fenton.

"Thought you might have been here earlier, but I waited for you anyway," he 

said when Charlie pulled up, blocking the Jeepster's exit from its parking space.  

"Park that barouche of yours and let me take you somewhere.  I have something 

I'm sure will tickle your mental palate."

"It's my other palate I'm concerned about."

"Now don't get too worried about missing lunch.  For what I have to show 

you, you'd gladly skip a meal.  Perhaps even two."

Charlie found the notion preposterous, but agreed to investigate whatever 

Fenton had to show if they could take his Jeep.  

"Head for Briggsdale," Fenton directed as soon as they were moving.  "It's a 

special surprise.  I think the fellows did it just for you.  Sort of a consolation prize 

considering all your recent embarrassments."

Charlie grumbled, remembering the kindnesses his friends had shown him in 

the past, but continued driving anyway.  When he topped the last hill before 

Briggsdale the scene reminded him of the day the calf had fallen from the sky and 
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the flying saucer had crashed at Point of Rocks.  The circus of cars and pedestrians 

made passage nearly impossible.

"Sometime early this morning," Fenton began to explain, "Point Ruffner was 

returning from a buying trip for his Pleistocene Park and caught that graffiti punk 

you've been after.  Surprised him.  Caught him atop a ladder he'd leaned against 

your billboard."

"About time.  I always figured Pointe had a little bird dog in him.  Now what's 

the big surprise you promised?"

"Keep driving."

Finally, after dodging people crossing the road with cameras, Charlie saw the 

cause of the excitement.  Pointe and his buddies had nailed the vandal high up on 

the billboard, about level with Charlie's painted belt buckle.

"Nailed him?" Charlie leaned his head out of the pickup's window for a better 

look.  "How Christian."

Ever the one for preciseness, Fenton corrected Charlie.  "No," he ducked to 

peer though the windshield, "they used staple guns.  They didn't touch him.  All 

they did was staple his excess clothing to the sign."

The boy was spread-eagle about twenty-five feet above the ground.  Since the 

clothing he wore was fashionably baggy, over-sized--not to say ridiculously 

ample--he looked like a muskrat hide nailed to a barn door to dry.

"If that don't beat all," Charlie marveled at the scene.  "Leif Ericsson 

discovered new worlds in boats carrying less canvas than that."

At least fifty people milled below the vandal, popping him occasionally with 

flashes from their cameras.  They were taking pictures of both him and his tag, 

something that looked like Crkow.  But that was only the best guess.

"Sir-kov?" Charlie furled his eyebrows and asked Fenton for help.
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"Supposition only," Fenton tapped his lips with a thoughtful finger, "but I 

suspect that the first letter isn't the C of the American alphabet,but the Ç of the 

Turkish alphabet.  The one with a tail on it.  It's pronounced like our J."

Charlie puzzled it out by substituting the soft G sound for the sibilant S.  "But 

that goes without saying," he smiled.

Apparently the graffiti artist had seen Charlie's Jeep with the Weld County 

Sheriff's office logo on it because he began yelling in Charlie's direction.  "What do 

you spect that fella up there is honkin' on about?" he asked Fenton.

"I went over there to listen earlier this morning," he shrugged, "but it was all 

Greek to me."

"Greek?"

"Okay.  Spanish.  Excuse me for honoring the Bard.  Both languages are still 

Greek to me."

Charlie listened some more and agreed with the call on the language.  "I 

probably should get him down, but he seems to be enjoying himself.  And why 

not?  A dog is proud of its mark.  So's a wolf.  Why not a--man?"

Fenton nodded approval of Charlie's wisdom.  "There is some precedent for 

leaving him up there.  A Proverb.  Well, actually one of Blake's Proverbs from 

Hell."

Charlie waited the expected moment and then asked "Which one is that?"

"Dip him in the river who loves water."

"Couldn't have come up with a better logic for leaving him up there a while 

myself.  We're not punishing him.  We're giving him what he craves.  Attention.  

It's a kindness as it were.  A true kindness.  And," he said after a moment, "if the 

public won't swallow that I can say I'm crucifying him for the sins of others, for his 
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brethren of the spray can, the men of the markers, the idiots who can't spell and 

whose scrawls prove it.  As I said, a kindness."

"That's you all over, Charlie.  That's you all over."

"Yeah, I know," he ignored the compliment.  "But I wish my other problems 

would clear up as easy."

"Problems?"  Fenton seemed more that mildly interested.

"You know.  Those honyocks camping out at the buttes.  And I've been raked 

over the coals about those little green men more than I care to remember.  It's 

enough to put most men off their feed."

Fenton had lost interest in the billboard and its neo-Christ and leaned back 

into the seat.  "I have a confession, Charlie."

"Since when did I start wearing a turned around collar."

"It's not that kind.  It's something Drink and I did.  Our little game wasn't 

aimed at you although you were a major figure on our game board."

"Here we go again.  The Game."

"The same."

"Am I to take it you have used me more as a pawn than as the king?"

"Let us just say that you were the conduit through which we were able to 

reach the world.  Drinker and I are proud of what we accomplished, don't get me 

wrong, but since you have been the one who has been hoisted on the petard, 

Drinker thought it best he be out of state before I made our confession."

"Seems a tiny bit out of character.  I thought he enjoyed gloating quietly."

"Thought so myself.  But he has earned the right to bask in the glow of his 

accomplishment.  Yet, strangely, he took flight."

"It's the little green men, ain't it?"
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The resultant smile was modest but no less pleased.  "I almost told you the 

night of the broadcast, I was so proud.  But Drinker caught my eye and I desisted."

Charlie remembered.  "I thought you were acting a little squirrelly."

The crowd of spectators continued to stream past the Jeep but Fenton ignored 

them.  "It was no big feat, Charlie.  Just a little calcium chloride.  Mold it around 

wires of elemental phosphorous that act as the skeleton.  Plug in a couple of balls 

of the phosphorous for eyes and--waala--you have little green men in a pickle jar.  

We were afraid it would be obvious even to the makers of the television show, but 

if they realized they had been taken they didn't reveal it."

Charlie just looked at him.

"There you go with that look again.  Any time someone exhibits a little high 

school knowledge you end up giving him the third degree."

"High school knowledge?" Charlie challenged.

"Not even that.  The fake godmen in Indian use the trick all the time.  They 

throw a little phosphorous on the ground, urinate on it to produce flames, and 

pronounce themselves divine."

"But the bodies also swelled," Charlie pointed out.

"That's the beauty of calcium chloride, Charlie.  It absorbs water directly from 

the atmosphere.  Must have been enough in the studio.  And if there hadn't been 

enough, that man with the water pitcher certainly provided a plenty.  Once the 

chloride attracts the water, it eventually gets to the phosphorous which combines 

violently with the oxygen in it to burst into flames.  A beautiful trick.  The fire 

consumes the evidence leaving almost nothing."

"But wait a minute.  Wait a minute," Charlie's mind was finally working.  "If 

water sets off the phosphorous, what kept it from burning when the bodies were 

floating in the brine in my ice box?  That's water isn't it?  Brine?"
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"Brine is salty water," Fenton agreed.  "But the solution in the jar was not 

brine.  It was an anhydrous solution," he explained.

That didn't help Charlie.

"It was a dry solvent, Charlie.  One without free or available oxygen.  

Kerosene is one for instance.  Dry cleaning fluid would be another."  Charlie's 

eyes forced the final solution from him.  "We used denatured lamp oil."

"There's a problem with your story.  You hadn't been in town long enough to 

steal the jar from my trailer.  In fact, I took you there before I took you to meet 

Drinker, so how could you have been in cahoots with him?"

Fenton was chagrined.  "Touche.  You are so correct.  I should have known 

better than to bask in the rumble of Drinker's thunder.  The caper was his.  He 

knew of and purloined the pickles the day I arrived.  Except for his generosity I 

would not have been in on the spectacle.  Once he learned of my joy at 

gamesmanship he took me aside and told me of his theft and his plans.  We had 

opportunity to plan our game, for--if you recall--you were pursuing your own 

interests that evening."

Charlie remembered the hangover.  "I'll concede the opportunity.  But, what 

I'd like to know is how you made those little chloride boys if they catch fire so 

easily."

"Trust me we didn't make them that night.  Drink was in no condition.  And 

when we did construct them it was well out on the prairie away from anything that 

might burn.  As you suspect, they had to be molded while enveloped in the 

solution.  The know how was really Drinker's," he confessed.  "I have to bow to his 

expertise in things chemical and artistic.  He's a surprising and--though I've been 

living at the Ark--a mysterious fellow.  But as with myself, the heart of his 

pranksterism is kindness."
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"Kindness?"  This explanation Charlie had to hear.

"But of course.  A kindness to the ignorant, to the rabble that glut our 

highways and byways.  It is for their benefit--and for our amusement, granted--that 

we create, stage our little plays.  The average person would lapse into melancholy 

madness if he perceived the world as Drinker and I do. We do it for their 

amusement.  It's grist for their emotional mills.  Look at it this way.  We salt the 

mine of their minds.  In your own words: It's a kindness as it were."

"If you expect me to argue that dissecting pickles was less entertaining than 

anything else on the tube that night, you've left me hangin'."

"No maybe about it," Fenton smiled at a face near his window that yelled a 

howdy to Charlie.  "Let me explain further.  Ignorance," he tried to shape the 

concept with his hands raised to the windshield before him, "is much like energy.  

It can neither be created nor destroyed.  It can, however, be converted for a time 

into other, more beneficial, matter but it takes energy to hold it there.  Eventually it 

will return to its old self--ignorance.  This is the entropy you've heard about.  This 

is why a civilization that rests or permits more immigration than it can handle 

declines."

"And you're trying to keep this ignorance at bay by turning pickles into little 

green men to be burned on TV?"

"You've got to start somewhere, Charlie.  The attacks on ignorance must be 

oblique, not head on.  You can't attack unreason with reason.  The reason will only 

be scoffed at.  Try to disprove a negative and you end up looking like the one who 

is a fool.  How are you going to disprove the Easter Bunny with logic?  You can't 

go out and capture one to show it doesn't exist.  No, Charlie, the answer is not to 

use reason.  The answer is to use William Blake again, the British poet."
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"Tiger, tiger burning bright--" Charlie tried to remember something long 

forgotten.

"That's the one," Fenton was surprised.  "In one of his poems he descends into 

Hell--which for him is reason--and there he learns the real eternal truths.  One of 

those truths, written on a wall with fire, is a line that tells how to cure people of 

foolishness.  It reads:  If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise."

"So let them run with their foolishness, you're sayin'?"

"Exactly.  But Drink and I--with our little scenarios--prefer to guarantee in 

which direction they will run.  It makes the trip so much the shorter."

Fenton was enjoying his monologue to the point that it had become dry and 

Charlie sought relief by glancing out his window.  "If all you say is true, then what 

effect are those clouds going to have on your fools.  If that isn't heavy rain heading 

this way I'm a fool."

"If you are asking if the rain dance of yesterday is responsible for those 

thunderheads, I'm afraid you've broached our real enemy in the quest to dispel 

ignorance.  Coincidence."

Charlie considered the clouds he had been watching for the last hour and a 

half.  "Coincidence, you say?"

"I'm afraid so," he sighed reluctantly.  "Coincidence is the always wound 

spring in the cuckoo clock we call our lives."

Charlie missed Fenton's metaphor, though in days to come it would be his pet 

answer to all unanswerable questions.  For the moment his mind and eyes were 

elsewhere.   What, he wondered, was the source for a column of smoke rising from 

the direction of Pawnee Buttes.
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Noticing the distraction, Fenton leaned forward in the cab to follow Charlie's 

gaze.  "The news appears to be getting better," he consoled.  "You are now 

down to just one problem and that problem seems to be on fire."

20
•••

Revelation

"Wiley," Charlie yelled out his window at a pot bellied, suspender supported 

man in the distance who was also watching the smoke.  When the man turned it 

was Wiley.  Even with several hundred people gathered around the billboard, the 

odds had been long in Charlie's favor.  "Drive Fenton back to the Quonset Cafe for 

me, would ya?  I got some traveling to do and don't want to be weighted down."

Wiley might have answered, but Charlie didn't hear it.  He was already 

shifting the transmission out of park.  "But I might relish the ride," Fenton 

protested.

"Could be gun play."

"I've seen My Darling Clementine a dozen times.  You know I'd relish the 

smell of spent powder."

"I'm no Hank Fonda.  My pattern's as big as a barn door when I let loose and I 

don't hanker to have innocent people standing by.  Now get on over there and 

pester Wiley for a while.  The Boys ought to be around for your amusement as 

well."  
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Fenton knew further protests would be fruitless because Charlie leaned across 

and opened the passenger door.  

"When this is over I'll swing by the Ark and pick up Dog," he yelled at 

Fenton's back just as he breasted the barbed wire fence and greeted Wiley.

"Hey," Wiley hailed Charlie as the Jeep crept into the milling gawkers and 

snail-paced traffic.  "Did you see the broadcast?"

Charlie sort of heard but shook off the nonsense.  "Television," he thought.  

"Will we never been weaned of it."

Though it was only a hundred yards, it took Charlie five minutes to reach the 

intersection with Highway l4.  Part of the  problem with the traffic was the steady 

stream of vehicles from the east.  The cars were hastily piled with suitcases, tents, 

folding tables, and the usual accouterments of impoverished campers.  Trying to 

keep the traffic flowing and failing was the same trooper Charlie found directing 

traffic the morning the calf had fallen from the sky.  With his memory jogged, 

Charlie swept under his seat with his broom-sized hand but found nothing.  After 

stuffing his arm behind the seat and fishing around, he grunted with success and 

withdrew the cap to the Thermos bottle he had borrowed from the patrolman that 

day.

"Good to my word," he yelled and held the cap aloft.  It proved to be his pass 

into the flow of traffic as the patrolman held up his hand to stem the surge from the 

east and motioned Charlie through the resultant hole.  

The patrolman accepted the cup, cocked his head to one side and blew through his 

parted lips.  "Swuuuus."  It was one lawman's way of saying to another "What a 

day."

"I hear you," Charlie nodded.  "Got any idea where all this traffic is coming 

from?
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"That Druid encampment between the Buttes.  They're all high tailing it."

"The Prince too?

"Couldn't say," the patrolman said absently.  He was waving more traffic 

around Charlie's Jeep, trying to get the caravan moving west and out of his 

jurisdiction.

Charlie couldn't wait.  He headed east, planning to take the first turn to the 

north that led to Keota.  Then he would take l05.  That would probably be the 

quickest route to the Buttes.  The line of cars inching along in the opposite 

direction was nearly a mile long and Charlie was about to reach its end when he 

slammed on the breaks.  One of the last vehicles was an old pickup truck, its cab 

torn off, and the remainder splotched in camouflage yellows, browns, and blacks.  

Sitting on benches in what had been the bed of the truck were members of the 

Colorado Militia.  At least one of them was the guard who had permitted him and 

Fenton onto the compound the day Fenton was given a piece of the true necklace.

"Whow," he held a hand out as he backed up to them.  The group seemed 

quite docile.  In fact they appeared to welcome the change of scenery.  "You guys 

from the Druid compound?"

"What used to be the Druid compound," the driver said.  "It ain't no more."

"What happened?"

"Don't know," he said.  The men in the back, boys actually, nodded in 

agreement.  The weapons between their knees, muzzles aloft, swayed as well.  "All 

I know is that the Prince and his dad had been in their tent watching television 

when all hell broke loose.  Moe, up back," he indicated one of the militiamen over 

his right shoulder, "said the Prince came out like there was a skunk in the tent and 

started ordering him and the Prince's personal guard to set fire to the coffins.  That's 
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the smoke over there."  He turned to see if it was still visible.  It was, even against 

the angry sky farther to the north.

"What," Charlie asked, "happened to the Prince?"

This time Moe spoke for himself.  "He started hauling junk out of his tent and 

putting it in the trunk of that white limousine of his.  He was going to burn the tent, 

too, after he got what he wanted."

"But did he say why he was runnin'."

"No, just that they had to get out of there before you came and got them."

"Why are they suddenly afraid of me?"

Moe shrugged.  "Don't know.  They didn't let me inside the tent to watch 

television."

"Do you know where they were going?"

"Not really.  He kept yelling for somebody to find his chauffeur so that they 

could get to his plane."

"He has a plane,too?"

Moe nodded.  "Somewhere just above the Nebraska border."

It had to be Kimball, Charlie realized.  None of the farmers and ranchers who 

had their own private strips between the Buttes and there would have permitted the 

Prince to use them.  "Are they gone yet?"

"They weren't when we left," the driver responded.  "But I'm sure they're gone 

by now."

Moe nodded.  "They were carrying the Prince's father out of the tent to the 

limousine when I started back to the headquarters shack."

"How long ago was that?"

Moe thought.  "Half an hour at least?"
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Maybe there was time to cut them off, Charlie hoped as he left the militiamen 

and drove east.  What would the Prince do if he thought Charlie was after him?  

The Prince wouldn't know where he might be, so he might be afraid to take the 

obvious road, Colorado 71, which was pavement to Kimball.  That also would 

leave him open to the rare highway patrolman who cruised the strip.  That is if 

other law enforcement people were also after the Prince.  That left the back roads, 

a maze to anyone unfamiliar with them even though they were essentially a grid 

pattern of section lines.  But some of the roads didn't go through.  They stopped 

short and T-ed to the right or left--not the desired direction.  Others seemed to 

continue out of sight but ended in some ranchers bare front yard where the stranger 

was always welcomed by a pack of smiling dogs, smiling either at the break in 

routine or at the carnage to come.  Canines were sometimes hard to read.

Instead of going to the Buttes, Charlie decided to gamble.  With the rain 

coming, most of the roads on the prairie would be as slick as the floors in a Roman 

vomitorium.  The all-weather roads through the grasslands were few.  The obvious 

route, if he was to have any hope of cutting off the Prince before he reached 

Kimball, was Weld County Road 127.  His plan now well in mind, Charlie streaked 

down Colorado l4 toward New Raymer where he would make a hard left and head 

north.  

Only one person saw Charlie make that turn.  It was the mayor of that tiny 

town who was out jogging in order to build his strength for a coming marathon 

swim.  He was familiar with Charlie's Jeep, but surprised by the turn to the left 

instead of to the right.  Normally the Jeep turned right into the cafe that was set 

back from the highway.  On the times Charlie didn't park in front of the cafe, he 

circled in the parking lot, honking his horn.  It was his signal for the waitress to 
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leave her duties, go out the back door of the cafe and open the liquor store.  Most 

folks simply rang the buzzer on the front door of the tiny establishment for service.

Fortunately for Charlie, and perhaps fortunately for the Prince as well, the 

mammoth storm had stalled along the Colorado-Nebraska line, leaving the roads 

still dry and dusty.  Charlie hoped that the limousine, if it were racing ahead of him 

or on the roads to the west or east, would leave a huge cloud of dust.  It would 

contrast nicely with the black curtain hanging to the north.

Whether 127 was dry or not, Nebraska was surely being pummeled.  Charlie 

felt certain that the agricultural area on the rise was at this moment reverberating 

with the compressed gas concussion canons the farmers boomed at the sky in 

hopes of breaking up the hailstones before they fell.  Futile or not, no farmer would 

gladly see his crops shredded and destroyed by the stones without trying 

something.

Charlie felt somewhat guilty looking in his rearview mirror at the trailing 

cloud of dust.  Where he was, the hail would be almost welcome--so long as it was 

wet.  Surprisingly, a trickle of water just ahead of him crossed the road.  Something 

he hadn't seen in eight or nine months.  He splashed through it and for a moment 

recaptured that thrill of youth.  A mile farther down the road he was less pleased to 

see another flow across his path, a little deeper and a little faster this time.  He 

realized that it wasn't coming just from the short drainage to his left.  It was 

flowing down the bluffs from the Nebraska farm land to the north.  This was a 

much larger drainage capable of collecting water from many sections of land.

The third flow he encountered was so deep and wide that he slowed and eased 

through it, careful to keep to the center of the road.  The water washed the bottom 

edges of his wheels.  Halfway through he considered backing out and finding a 

route to the paved Kimball highway, but like Macbeth who was already so steeped 
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in blood to do otherwise, Charlie realized his chances ahead were no worse than 

retracing his route.

The next flow was even broader and deeper, but so probably was the one he 

had forded a mile back.  His immediate fear was that in attempting to clear it too 

rapidly he might stall his engine.  To avoid this he drove slowly and steadily.  This 

time he kept slightly to the right of center because he thought he could feel the 

current subtly drifting the pickup to the left.  

Near the middle of the passage, where the current was stronger and the water 

twisted into wavelets, the roadbed disappeared and his front tires fell into a trough 

and remained suspended over nothing but water.  Instantly, Charlie shifted into 

reverse and tried to pull the front wheels back onto the road.  He could feel them 

bump the edge, but each time they started to rise onto the level surface the rear 

wheels slipped and the truck bed turned sideways with the current.

By the time he had punched in four-wheel drive it was too late.  The pickup 

was floating.  The rear, lighter than the front, turned with the flow and drifted out 

over what would have been the barrow pit.  When the bumper struck the barbed-

wire fence, the truck's motion was stopped, but only for a moment.  Pushed by the 

increasing speed of the water, the front end pivoted and the vehicle slammed 

sideways into the fence, causing it to give.

As soon as the truck broke free of the entangling wire, Charlie considered his 

own death.  He would have to get out or die.  He had seen what was left of cars 

caught in flash floods before.  Often they weren't found for weeks, and just as often 

no attempt was made to salvage them.  On one occasion--south of the Pawnee 

River bridge over Colorado l4--all that was visible was the bumper of the car.  A 

highway crew dug the car out with a backhoe and that attempt wouldn't have been 

made except they were looking for the body of the driver.  It was never found.
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His Jeep was now a boat.  How long it would float, Charlie didn't know.  He 

raced the engine, hoping that the spinning wheels would act as paddles, but if they 

accomplished anything, it was not discernible.  One moment the Jeep was drifting 

tail first with the current and Charlie had to turn in his seat and look out the rear 

window to see where he was headed.  The next moment the Jeep turned and floated 

engine first.  It was the interval between that frightened Charlie the most.  When 

broadside to the current, the truck could easily roll.  Then there would be--  

Charlie wondered what it would be like to inhale that first breath of silt-filled 

water.  To inhale, knowing it would bring only the weight of death, knowing it 

would only lower his dying body to the deeper, cooler currents.  While the waters 

prepared his mind for dying, his eyes watched the dead grass and shriveled cactus 

on the dry earth just yards from where he floated.

He thought of trying to swim, knowing it would prove futile.  He feared 

opening the door even to make the effort because it would increase the flow of 

water about his feet.  This thought caused him to look first at the door handle and 

than at his window.  It was open.   Outside, nature seemed calm, indifferent--even 

happy.  But the flood, fed from the north, was growing.  The flow was now about 

fifty yards wide.  Fifty yards of water where five minutes before there had been 

only drought.  Its depth was difficult to tell, fifteen feet at the most probably.

Regretting his stupidity.  Quietly cursing his haste.  And moaning 

opportunities missed, Charlie took his hands from the wheel and resigned himself 

to the inevitable.  The sum total of his life would be a statistic.  It would be jotted 

down among Colorado's water-related deaths for the year.  And then forgotten.  

Those who knew him would die.  Sligo would die.  History--thanks to the self-

indulgent young--was already dead.  For them, history wasn't Now.
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He hoped they wouldn't find his body.  Being spared yet another funeral 

would be a comfort.

But nothing spurs hope like a little solid ground.  Just as his fingers slipped to 

his lap, the rear wheels of the truck--now facing down stream--struck something.  

Without thinking, Charlie threw the four wheels into reverse and felt the rear ones 

grab.  He didn't have time to look around to see what it was because the front of the 

Jeep was trying to turn sideways.  Using the front wheels as rudders, he directed 

the nose of the truck squarely into the current.

With the rear wheels pulling, and the current pushing, the Jeep began to inch 

onto whatever was behind.  Charlie could feel the wheels biting off sand but 

ultimately finding rock.  Each caving away of the soft found solid, and gradually 

the rear of the pickup lifted until its wheels seemed to be on dry land.  His hopes 

were nearly dashed, however, by what he saw before him.  The engine--as a result 

of the lifting--was now deeper into the water and Charlie would hear the fan blade 

slicing into it.  But he had no choice.  He had to keep backing.

When the front wheels found solid ground, he so abandoned the thought of 

death that he glanced to the seat beside him to see if a cheese Danish remained.  

What a foolish hope.  They had sacrificed their lives as his ballast long ago.  

Without them and the coffee, Charlie was sure the Jeep would not have found the 

purchase to reach dry land.  Fortunately he had held his own water.

Gluttony, after all, as Charlie had always said, was its own reward.

But where was he?  With the engine still running and afraid to proceed further, 

Charlie looked out his side and back windows.  He was on a slight hill, a knoll 

really, that rose three or four feet above the water.  Cautiously, he backed until he 

felt the crest of the rise and could see water beyond.  Looking out each window, he 

discovered--to his consternation--that he was on an island.
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But it hadn't been an island ten minutes before.  Getting out of the pickup, 

Charlie paced its circumference and found it no larger than the dining area at the 

Sligo Quonset Cafe.  And the water seemed to be rising.  To test his theory, he 

found two tiny sticks, year-old remnants of dead weeds, and stuck them into the 

ground at the high-water mark.  He hadn't waited more than thirty seconds before 

the current rose and lapped around them.

Floating past was a stick about four feet in length and Charlie grabbed it.  It 

was smoothed by years of such floods and the incessant sun.  A stroller on the 

beaches of the world's oceans would have scarcely noted it, but Charlie knew he 

could use it.  He stuck it in the ground a foot above the water.  This would be his 

new marker.

Not waiting to see if the level was still rising, he searched the island and 

found what he was looking for.  Rocks.  Wide, flat wafers of sand and limestone.  

As quickly as he could, he picked them up and loaded them into the bed of the 

Jeep.  His hope was that if the water continued to rise, the weight would be 

sufficient to hold the truck in place.  Otherwise, the lighter rear would be 

susceptible to floating.  Its buoyancy, combined with the flow, could drag the Jeep 

off the island if the water rose high enough.

He realized the area of his search for rocks was diminishing, but he didn't 

realize how much until he looked for his weathered stick.  It was still there, but he 

had to step into water with his right shoe to reach it and re-insert it into the earth.  

At its present rate the water would reach the Jeep in five minutes or less.

Not knowing what else to do, he climbed into the bed of the truck with the 

rocks.  He took the stick with him to measure the depth as the water rose about the 

wheels.  And it wasn't long before it was there.  At first only the tip of the stick 

showed moisture when he lowered it.  Then two inches.  Then five.  When the 
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water reached his running boards, he left the bed of the truck and climbed onto the 

roof of the cab.

Now he knew how helpless were the raccoons and snakes he had seen atop 

fence posts in similar floods.  Nothing he could do would help.  He felt as resigned 

to his fate as he had the moment he took his hands from the steering wheel.  But it 

only lasted an instant.  "No," he snapped and struck the water about him with the 

stick.  He was about to throw it into the flow when he stopped and held it out for a 

better look.  The stick and he were similar.  Aged.  Worn.  Tossed about by 

elements over which they had no control.

Gently, Charlie tucked the stick under his arm.  For the moment, at least, he 

had found a new friend.  And, if he survived, he would give it to that Seckler girl.  

After the operation she would need the stick to keep the boys at a respectable 

distance.

Then the pickup moved a fraction of an inch.  Or did it?  Hoping against hope, 

Charlie looked down.  Maybe the current had just buffeted the Jeep, not really 

moving it.  Maybe.

He would have worried until his death or rescue if the horn hadn't sounded.  

He knew it wasn't his Jeep horn.  The sound was richer and it came from a 

distance.  Raising his eyes from the water, Charlie saw a large white object drifting 

down the river towards him.  It was the Prince's limousine. The horn kept honking 

and Charlie wondered why.  When the limo neared enough for him to see the 

driver, he had his answer.  The man behind the wheel had nothing else to do.  

Poking from the sunroof near the rear of the long luxury vehicle were two 

heads, both wearing caps made from fox skins, the ball-less eyes and boneless 

noses flaccid and useless, except as  flapping ornaments.  The Recumbent Prophet, 

aka Lovern, aka Rev. Daniel Dunglas was nearest to Charlie.  The man--without 
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wonder or awe, without concern or recognition in his eyes--stared at Charlie.  The 

Prophet might have been a daydreaming child watching fence posts from the back 

seat of a car out for a Sunday drive.

Sharing the sunroof with him was his son.  He saw Charlie but defiantly 

turned his back on him.  Whether the Prince was snubbing him or not, Charlie 

couldn't tell.  All he was sure of was that when the Prince wasn't yelling for the 

driver to stop honking, he was talking frantically into the cellular phone he held to 

his right ear.

When the limo came abreast Charlie, it snagged something beneath the 

surface and turned sideways to the current.  "Get down," Charlie heard the Prince 

yell to his father.   The old man didn't move, so the son pushed him down.  The 

Prince's head was the next to disappear, followed by the zipping shut of the 

sunroof.

Still sideways to the current, the limo began a slow roll, like a barrel.  Those 

inside would have tumbled from wall to wall to wall.  For an instant the limo 

slipped from Charlie's sight but eventually bobbed back to the surface, upside 

down.  From then on until it was out of sight it floated like the big bathtub it was.

"Poor suckers," Charlie said, feeling a mild kinship.  He knew chances for 

their survival were few.

When the limo was no more than an imagined speck bobbing on a twenty to 

twenty-five mile an hour current, Charlie returned his attention to his own problem 

and found hope.  The water had dropped.  It was now even with his running 

boards, not above them.  But still, he was sitting on little more than a metal rock in 

the middle of a dangerous river.  He had to wait hours for hope of rescue.  He 

might have to wait a day for all the water to disappear, leaving him a path to higher 
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ground and access to the road.  If he were indeed fortunate, the receding waters 

would reveal a rock bottom and he could drive out.

Regardless of the wait, the prospect of any rescue was humiliating.  He of all 

people should have known better.

To while away the time he first tried to sleep by curling up on the hood of the 

Jeep.  That didn't work: it sloped too much.  Bored, he slid over the cab roof and 

stood in the pickup bed, looking for something with which to entertain himself.  He 

started to toss the rocks out but stopped when he realized the possibility of more 

rain.

Responding to a thumping noise from the horizon, he stood on the cab roof 

and waved to a helicopter.  It saw him and circled around and around, not to affect 

a rescue but to take pictures.  Probably live.  It was the Channel 4 helicopter from 

Denver out to cover the break in the drought and to do a follow-up on the previous 

day's rainmaking story.

When it left--the pilot, cameraman, and reporter waving and smiling--Charlie 

really began to feel isolated and frustrated.  Looking through the rear window into 

the cab for anything to read, he spotted the mail Gloria had forced into his hand as 

he left Sligo the day before.  The sliding rear window was already open, so he 

easily retrieved it and removed the rubber band from the packet.

"Why won't they allow the postmistress to throw this stuff away?" he tsked to 

himself.  For once he was happy to have the water flowing past his truck.  One by 

one he tossed the circulars in and watched them drift out of sight.  He was about to 

toss a particularly thick envelope into the drink when he saw that it wasn't junk 

mail.  The sender had actually paid the full fare.

Wondering who would spend over a dollar to send him anything, Charlie 

opened the envelope and discovered the illustrated catalog for the Denver Art 
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Museum auction held earlier that morning.  It was a quality product.  The pages 

were glossy stock to enhance the pictures.  Leafing through it, Charlie discovered 

several pictures he approved of, though he wouldn't actually hang them in his 

trailer even if they were given to him.

At the photo of Drinker's painting he stopped.  It was a class item.  And not 

just because he knew the artist and the subject.  It was instantly arresting.  The 

holographic clarity sucked the viewer's eyes directly to the flower hiding Bonnie 

Beth's protruding teeth.  From there the eyes moved in ever larger circles until the 

canvas was covered.  Then they were sucked back into the yellow vortex of the 

single sunflower and taken on another trip.

The girl was beautiful.  The flower was alive, the botanic sketch of it was 

stylized and haunting, like the colors in old seed catalogs.  The pot shards at the 

base of the sunflower added a touch of mystery and history.

Charlie held the catalog out at arm's length for a better view of those shards.  He 

hadn't had time for a good look at them that day at the ark.  His arms weren't long 

enough, but he was sure something was wrong about the shards.  Hoping for a 

more definitive view, he reached into his shirt pocket beneath his vest and pulled 

out his reading glasses.

When he lowered them into place his face whitened.  "That son of a--"  He 

wanted to let the word go but held it.  He was so frustrated, so enraged he stood in 

the bed of the pickup and shook his fist at the picture.  If he thought he could have 

made it, he would have dove into the current and swum for shore.  When he got his 

hands on Drinker only God would be accountable for the outcome.

The fragments at the base of the sunflower were not the shards of an Indian 

pot.  They were the fragments composing the Necklace of Power.  The two 
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thousand year old necklace that had delivered the Pawnee National Grasslands into 

the hands of the Prince.

It was impossible, but Charlie re-positioned his glasses and looked again.  

They were the very stones.  And the catalog picture was taken long before the 

artifacts were even dug up.  Drinker had painted them before they were discovered.  

That meant Drinker had produced the fabulous fakes himself.  It was just like 

Drinker.  Fenton was probably in on the hoax, too, somehow.  First it was the 

pickles to little green men caper.  Then it was the fake artifacts.

But was Fenton really in on the scam?  It didn't seem probable.  He had been 

called in to authenticate them after they were found.

There were just too many pieces to the puzzle for Charlie to arrange.  All he 

could do was steam.  For long minutes he sat scrutinizing the picture of the 

painting through his glasses.  One of the pieces of necklace in the painting even 

had that piece of jute cord through it, a knot on either side.  That cord was rendered 

in such detail that Charlie almost felt he could pluck it out of the painting and 

unravel it.  Here, Charlie realized, was the work of a man who made his living 

designing--essentially--uniforms for street gangs.  They were sold in franchise 

stores as sports uniforms, of course.  The painting Charlie was looking at was what 

Drinker had to produce to keep calling himself an artist.  Producing the fake 

necklace was how he kept himself entertained.  Why, Charlie wondered, couldn't 

he just garden like most folks.

As the force of his anger lessened, Charlie found himself admiring the 

cleverness and the audacity of the scam.  Drinker had scammed the scammers and 

that was why the Prince had folded his tent and headed for high ground.  Once the 

picture of Bonnie Beth had been unveiled at the auction the morning, many in the 

audience, no doubt, immediately recognized the pot shards as the Prince's magic 

                                                     Hitch �263



necklace.  Since it was a large, important auction, several reporters were probably 

present and the rest was obvious.  Exposing a hoax--especially one with such a 

delicious twist to it--was the media's greatest pleasure.  Certainly no time was 

wasted before the fraud was broadcast.  Probably one of the television stations had 

interrupted the Prince's favorite soap opera to herald the news.

Not being given to morning television--or evening for that matter--, Charlie 

would naturally be among the last to know.  The revelation was probably what 

Wiley had tried to yell to him back at the billboard.

The big question in Charlie's mind now was how had Drinker managed to do 

it?  How had he been able to fool one of the best archaeological dating labs in the 

world?  

Another question which thrust itself obliquely into Charlie's mind was why 

had he received the museum catalog yesterday?  It was weeks old.  Of course he 

didn't pick up his mail, but why had Gloria been so insistent yesterday of all days?  

The remainder of the pack of mail he had been feeding to the flowing waters was 

still in the bed of his pickup and he picked it up.

Bill.  He tossed it.  Bill.  He tossed it.  He knew his bank paid all his bills and 

that they were simply acknowledgements.  Circular.  He sailed that one.  Personal 

letter.  Except for the women wanting to marry him during that last affair, he 

seldom saw a personal letter.  But this one he had known would be in the pile.  

That's why Gloria had made a point of delivering it yesterday.  Drinker had asked 

her to.  Had insisted.  Had probably bribed her to see that it was.  Instead of a 

return address, the author had instead drawn a picture of the Ark.

"Hope you're siting down with a beer in your left hand or can quickly get to 

one," the letter began, and Charlie cursed his situation again.  He didn't even have a 

bottle of Four Roses under the seat.
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"By now you understand why I've chosen this moment for a little vacation.  I 

can hear you growling, but you've got to understand that my craving for 

manipulation on a large scale is akin to your thirst."  The point was so well put that 

Charlie licked his lips.  "I simply couldn't resist the opportunity to try the forgeries, 

and events fell in such a way that the revelation would be dramatic.

"I saw The Boys burying the artifacts from the deck of my Ark.  You 

remember the telescope?  In fact you were there when I was watching them.  It was 

during that period when you were hiding from the gray hairs after you brought 

down the flying saucer with a couple of shotguns."

Charlie did remember.  In fact, he remembered seeing The Boys walking 

across the prairie, two of them toting a hand barrow and one of them carrying a 

shovel, but he couldn't be bothered with their nonsense at the time.  He assumed 

they had been stealing Indian relics or dinosaur bones along with everyone else.

"To shorten the story I sneaked out and dug up the artifacts.  It was obvious 

the Boys were salting the prairie for some purpose and I couldn't resist the 

temptation to tamper.  Besides, the artifacts were so amateurish.  As coincidence 

would have it"--there was that word again, coincidence--"I recognized what the 

pieces of clay were meant to be because I had spent some time studying runes as 

possible sources for the logos I design.

"And, coincidentally, I happened to have some volcanic ash from Mt. Saint 

Helens--I hale from that area you remember.  The ancient charcoal I salted the clay 

with came from a prehistoric Indian fire pit.  (I derive a thrill from sketching with 

such ancient charcoals.)  The cord was real luck.  Not six months before, I had 

acquired an old Indian weaving found in a cave.  It was probably illegal but let's 

not go into that.
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"I'm not sure how it's going to end, the unveiling is not until next week, but 

I've sure been alive with anticipation lately.  Can't wait to see Fenton and gloat 

when it's over.  I kept him distracted with that piddling little green man thing he 

thought was so inspired.

"Cut me some slack, will ya, Chuck?" the letter ended.

Charlie lowered the typed sheet of paper and watched the waters hurry past on 

their way to swell the South Platte somewhere near Atwood.  He was realizing that 

his recent life, too, had been far from mundane when someone hailed him.

"Ahoy, the Charlie Waggles."

 

21
•••

Break in the Weather

It was Fenton and he was holding something aloft.  "Brought you a friend," he 

yelled over the rush of the water.  It was Dog.  The pup wiggled so friskily that 

Fenton had to put him down.  He ran up and down the bank but could find no 

avenue over to Charlie.  As a compromise, he picked the spot nearest Charlie, sat 

down, and shivered with anticipation.

Fenton smiled and waved his arm to make sure Charlie was listening.  "At 

least Dog has sense enough not to try to cross running water."

Charlie's answer was to turn his head and smirk at the prairie in the opposite 

direction.
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"I didn't have much trouble getting here with Drinker's Jeepster," he pointed 

to the vehicle over his shoulder.  "Television said where you were."

"I was on the tube?"

"If you think the networks could resist a picture of you standing helplessly on 

your Jeep in the middle of a flooded prairie, you don't know your reputation.  But I 

can't hang around. The choppers have given up looking for the Prince's limousine 

and I have to get back to the Ark to protect it.   They'll be dropping in around it any 

minute now.  Drink's going to be famous for fifteen minutes or so.   But don't 

worry," he yelled as he stepped into the Jeepster.  "I'll phone the boys or someone 

at the cafe and have them come out to wait until the water goes down.  If I know 

Inez, she'll send a sandwich or two along with them.  And don't worry.  You'll be 

able to eat it in peace.  You're not the media's darling for the moment.  Besides 

Drinker, there's Jewell, that little weather fellow.  A limo was picking him up at the 

cafe when I left.  It was hurrying him back East to the talk shows." 

His message delivered, Fenton bounced the Jeepster back over the prairie 

toward the road Charlie had recently traveled, leaving him and Dog to look at each 

other across the water.  Dog was the first to realize the best solution to the situation 

and curled into himself for a nap.  "Why not," Charlie thought and climbed over 

the roll bar and KC lights to the roof of the Jeep's cab.

It was too small and far from comfortable, but the metal was warm and 

soothing.  And, like a blue plate special dinner, Charlie had never refused a nap 

when it was available.  He had to draw his knees into his belly to keep his feet 

from dangling, but in minutes he was asleep, the water helping to lull him there.

In his dream the limousine rolled and rolled beneath the black waters, its sides 

and top alternately scraping the sandy bottom or the rocky edges of the swollen 
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drainage.  Faces terrified and faces placid pressed to the tinted windows like 

answers from a fortune-telling Eight Ball.  The mouths that opened were silent.  

Charlie could hear it thumping--whump, whump, whump--as it bounded down 

the draw.  On one of the vehicle's revolutions, the sun roof, forced open a crack, 

expelled a necklace.  It sank toward the sandy, turbid bottom as the limousine 

tumbled on.

In the new silence, the necklace settled and was covered by sand and rock. In 

rtime it would be covered by soil and plants.  Animals, perhaps foreign to this 

prairie, would browse or graze above it.  Perhaps it would be covered for a time by 

a shallow sea denizened by non-vertebral creatures, but eventually it would again 

be brought to the surface where intelligent eyes would find it and question its 

origin.

Against what silliness would it be juxtaposed?  What coincidence in time or 

location would give its discoverers clout far beyond the hardness of the simple clay 

artifact?

But this was a problem for a Charlie yet unborn.  The Charlie still asleep atop 

his Jeep pickup realized this and--in spite of the water still curling around his 

vehicle--smiled.

He should have know that his troubles would pass.  After all, every long dry 

ends with a good damp.

  The End

  (of this particular embarrassment)
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