
CHAPTER 1 - WAR GODS

“Don’t cap him …he’s mine!” rang out from 
behind the burning tank. 

Three almost robotic looking soldiers 
shrank down and obeyed. The alpha, who 
had issued the command, stood and slowly 
walked toward the wounded enemy. In the 
battle-torn street, smoke was billowing from 
everywhere and the rifle fire from the fifty-
cal still rang in his ears. He sauntered out 
into the blood and ash like a cowboy at high 
noon. The wounded figure - his nemesis - 
lay there trying to move. But it was no use. 
He was doomed and about to be sent into 
the great unknown.

The undaunted warrior, in the sleeveless, 
army-issue shirt, stained and ripped by 
battle, stood over his prey. He cocked his 
still smoking rifle and took aim. In one 
squeeze he delivered a head shot …then 



another. A double tap …and the enemy was 
vanquished. But suddenly, there were more 
bogies running through the burning 
doorway ahead. 

“Come on you guys. There they are!” yelled 
the hero. And the other three appeared 
almost immediately behind the leader. They 
rushed into the building, firing wildly at 
anything and everything; guns blazing, 
sounds blaring, explosions concussing. The 
alpha ran ahead of them all, into the 
danger. He followed the enemy back into 
the streets, climbed over the backs of 
busses and jumped through broken 
windows with almost ninja-like reflexes, 
literally afraid of nothing in his path. 

An enemy soldier with a pistol appeared 
from inside a closet, in one of the blown-out 
buildings. But before he could even take 
aim, he was cut down with one shot. The 
commander continued feverishly into the 



dark belly of battle. He capped a soldier on 
his right …then on his left. They were all 
around him now, but he was mowing them 
down with uncanny precision. He was in a 
zone of sorts. 

“Jackson! Beezer! Check left …check left!” 
he yelled, as he cut a swath of flashing fire 
through more oncoming combatants. They 
were everywhere and relentless and 
seemed to be unstoppable. They were 
getting closer now. And his ammo was 
running low. How could he re-load in this 
madness. Then he saw it …an open 
manhole. If he could maneuver far enough 
forward, he could escape for a moment and 
live to fight another ten minutes. 

“J …what are you doing, man?!” a voice 
called to him. 

“I’m heading below …if I can get there. If 
you guys can make it down we will rally in 



the drains!” he yelled above the incessant 
noise. 

He beat one incoming soldier off with his 
arm …then, once he had him on the 
ground, capped him in one head-shot. That 
gave him just enough running room to 
quickly cover the distance to the manhole. 
He twisted in a complete three-hundred, 
sixty degree swath of riffle fire …mowing 
down whatever was coming. As the shots 
rang out, he took his precious remaining 
seconds and used them wisely …jumping 
feet first into the unknown circumference. It 
was risky, but it wasn’t sure death. 

Suddenly the world was dark and without 
gravity. “Thud! Splash!” He landed abruptly 
in roughly six inches of water. Then, 
tumbled under some random wreckage. 

“Dude …there are serious obstacles down 
here!” he yelled. “I’ve never been in the 



drains!”

Suddenly, one of the others appeared next 
to him, “Josh! Behind you, bro!”

At that very second, automated drones 
came racing through the tunnel; buzzing 
low and heading right for them; flashing 
lights blazing; guns cracking through the 
echo …”spat …spat …spat, spat.” 

“Damnit, man …I don’t know how to destroy 
these things,” said the alpha, loading his 
rifle and aiming toward them. Without 
hesitation he started fearlessly firing at the 
drones. “Come on bitches. Get a big dose 
of Joshy …” he whispered under his breath. 
He blew one out of the formation …two to 
go. With ice water in his veins, he 
destroyed the one on the far right. One to 
go. But it was close …too close. He fired at 
it but it was buzzing faster now, and it was 
tracking him. He could hear the “beep …



beep …beep” of radar lock. He ran left …
then right. Serpentine wasn’t working. It 
was tracking every small movement. 

Finally, he turned and opened up his 
automatic rifle on the oncoming machine. 
As the lights of the drone flashed in his 
eyes, he unloaded his entire arsenal. He 
saw the kill shot on its way to him. But he 
kept firing …right till the end. 

“Damnit! This level is crazy, man!” Josh 
Pierce threw the controller onto the coffee 
table. “Beezer …that drone level moves too 
fast. You have to use the jump feature to 
get under them. Total curve ball.”

Just then, the teenager blanched 
backwards, “Oh God! Geez! I’m out. Wow 
…I didn’t get any of the drones, man. They 
had me from the jump. I can’t believe you 
got two of em. Dude, that’s totally baller.” 
Then, Beezer (short for Beasley …Beasley 



Bernstein), a skinny, pimply-faced teenager 
with scruffy, course black hair and 
protruding Adam’s Apple, flipped his 
controller onto the table as well. “The 
tumble and roll feature glitched out in beta. 
Took ‘em thirteen months to suss it out. 
Gameco lost an estimated fifty-four point 
eight million dollars waiting on that one 
feature alone to get worked out. Reynolds 
told them to get it done by Christmas or he 
would bankrupt the company and start over. 
Legend has it eleven guys wrote code for 
thirty hours straight …no breaks. One guy 
got so focussed he pissed himself in the 
chair. But they got it done and sold twice 
their projections by Christmas Eve. He 
bonussed all eleven guys one million each. 
Mister MR is a beast.”

Jackson Pettit, the slightly pudgy third 
wheel was silently listening, observing the 
other two. Josh Pierce was the coolest of 
the three, which wasn’t hard to achieve. He 



was the Brad Pitt of the gamer geeks. Tall 
and frail, with wispy blonde hair and 
prominent features, he was stoic, skinny 
and pretty much invisible in the physical 
world, yet fierce inside a virtual world. 
Uncoordinated and awkward on baseball 
diamonds and football fields, Josh had 
never been the hero athlete. He couldn’t 
carry a tune and had no natural charisma 
on an acting stage. And for most of his high 
school years, Josh - the solid C student - 
had felt like an outsider and a failure. But 
behind a joy stick he was transformed into 
something of a god. Among those who 
spent their lives on headsets and behind 
VR glasses, Josh Pierce was feared and 
respected. He wished his parents 
(particularly his father) understood that 
respect. 

As he listened to uber-geek, Beezer, cough 
up more useless trivia, he interrupted, 
“Dude, where do you get all this inside info? 



How do you know a guy peed himself?”

Beezer was elated at the chance to share 
further knowledge, “My mom’s friend 
Connie has a cousin, Ingrid, who used to 
work at Gameco and told me that story. But 
you can pretty much find it all out if you 
know the right chat rooms to go into. I’m in 
like six right now. I’m getting serious inside 
info on the VR roll out of War God for next 
year. It’s in beta but info is leaking out. You 
go in to these little virtual pods. Gameco is 
buying space in several major cities to put 
in actual pod parks. The controllers are real 
riffle chassis. They temp control the pods 
and send in weather features. So if you’re 
running through rain, they actually have a 
mister IN the pod! Bro …it’s going to be 
some sick shit.”

Josh just stared, “Damn, man. That is 
awesome.” Gaming was Josh’s world …and 
this was the next step. VR (virtual reality) 



was the new frontier and he wanted to be 
on the cutting edge of it. Instead, he was 
hanging out on yet another friend’s couch, 
in a small suburb of Nashville, gaming his 
summer-after-graduation away, trying to 
find a way to tell his parents that he hadn’t 
actually gotten into any colleges. He didn’t 
have a job. He didn’t have a girlfriend. He 
didn’t have a clue where his life was going. 
At 18, he was completely stalled and 
without direction. The only time life made 
sense was when he was on the headset, 
shooting at avatars, dodging obstacles and 
leveling up. 

Jackson, bored with the trivia, said what he 
always said about this time of day, “Hey you 
guys …anybody hungry? I’ll drive. Burger 
Hut?”

The other two shot knowing glances toward 
each other. Jackson clearly had an eating 
disorder …but he was right …it WAS time 



to eat. 

“Yeah, man. I’m in,” Josh replied. “Although 
…” Josh fumbled through his pockets. “I …
I’m a little short on cash.” 

Beezer stepped in as he did so often, “I’m 
always up for Burger Hut. I’ll buy today. It’s 
owned by Jews …so, you know, my dad is 
cool with it when I give them money,” 
quipped the ever over-sharing Beezer. 

The three turned off the screen, which was 
an almost sacred practice, and headed for 
the door. Beezer was already buried in his 
smart phone before they reached the car. 

“Lemons have a property in them that 
stunts the growth of some cancer cells.”

“So if I get cancer, lemonade it is,” 
squawked Jackson. 



“Mount Rushmore was built without a single 
death,” continued Beezer, staring into the 
abyss of his phone. “That’s hard to believe,” 
he whispered under his breath. 

“You guys ever been to Rushmore?” asked 
Jackson.

As they entered the small, high schooler 
car, Beezer and Josh both mumbled out 
dead pan answers. All of which meant “no,”

Jackson, usually quiet, lit up. He finally 
knew something about something none of 
them knew. So he went on, “four big ass 
white guy faces firmly chiseled on a huge 
mountain in Sioux territory. Those dudes 
are a message from America, ‘don’t eff with 
us.’” 

The three boys laughed. Josh said, under 
his breath, “yeah …America sucks.”



Jackson went on, “Seriously dude …it’s a 
freaking masterpiece though. I can’t believe 
somebody actually did it. They’re trying to 
do a bigger one of Crazy Horse like twenty 
miles from it …” before Jackson could get 
any further, Beezer beat him to it …

“The Crazy Horse mountain is sixty five 
hundred, thirty two feet tall. The twenty-
seventh largest mountain in South Dakota. 
Chief Standing Bear commissioned sculptor 
Korczak Ziolkowski - I have no idea how to 
pronounce that - to sculpt it in nineteen 
seventy eight …” 

Josh, annoyed, grunted, “Beez! Seriously, 
man. We get it. Big mountain. Picture of a 
chief. Whatever. I can’t take it anymore! 
Let’s just get to the mall. I’m starving.”

Jackson tried to lighten the mood, “When 
we were out there …I guess I was like 
thirteen or so …there was a guy who’d just 



been bitten by a rattlesnake, being life 
flighted to a hospital. I was scared out of my 
pants.”

The car was quiet for a few seconds. Then, 
Beezer, unable to control his device OCD, 
very stealthily typed on it while the other 
two stared out the window. Finally, he struck 
…

“You can actually re-direct a rattlesnake’s 
striking position by jumping up and down 
somewhere away from where he is coiled.” 

The trivia fatigued Jackson and Josh both 
burst out, with rolled eyes, “DUDE!”

“Okay …okay!” Beezer relented. “But you 
can’t just drop a rattlesnake story on me 
like that and not expect me to go full Beezer 
on it!”

As the small, brown Camry pulled into the 



food-court parking lot, the three boys 
laughed out loud at Beezer’s comment in a 
way only teenage boys can. Burger Hut 
was in the distance. The sun was shining. 
And for Josh Pierce, this was as good as he 
could allow himself to feel. 

At the moment, this was as far as he could 
dream.

CHAPTER 2 - NOWHERE MAN …

Cranes. There were simply cranes 
everywhere. Nashville had, at one time, 
been a sleepy little music town, full of portly 
songwriters, hot-shot guitar players, bleach-
blonde country divas, buttoned-down 
bankers and Christian entertainment 
executives. It operated with a symmetrical 
choreography that kept everyone in their 
“zone.” Art got made. Business got done. 



Church got attended. And things moved 
along steadily, without too much drama. 

Now, Nashville was America’s “it” city. And it 
was growing like a monster, devouring 
every inch of real estate in its path. Glass 
and steel high-rises were the new norm. 
High-tech hipster millennial moguls, with 
Civil War beards, clean-line haircuts, skinny 
jeans and ironic T-shirts were everywhere 
…in full force. 

Zack stared out the window of one of the 
newest high-rises, into the downtown traffic. 
He wasn’t paying attention …and he didn’t 
care to. 

A young, Asian-looking 20-something, in a 
white t-shirt and blue cardigan sweater 
(vintage. Again, ironic. And no matter how 
“hip,” was totally ridiculous for July in 
Tennessee) was speaking. The fifteen other 
people in the room were half-listening and 



half-pounding buttons on smart phones. 
The room looked like a PSA for diversity: 
equal parts male and female; different 
shades of skin; different personal styles of 
dress. The only “diversity” missing was 
diversity of thought …and diversity of age. 

Zack was about to turn 50, and the only 
man in the room wearing a suit and tie. He 
felt like a dinosaur. Most of these kids (he 
thought of them as kids) were not much 
older than his son. And yet they were re-
shaping the world (or at least different parts 
of it) right before his eyes. They were all 
incredibly smart and lightening quick with 
their devices. Zack genuinely liked them …
well …most of them. Many of them looked 
up to him as a father figure or “uncle” type. 
And that played for a while. But you can 
only explain Mr Microphone and why it was 
revolutionary for its time, so many times. 
And then story-by-story, life-issue by life-
issue, you realize you’ve moved into 



middle-age, whether you want to accept it 
or not. 

Zack was the oldest human in the room. 
And he knew that he would always be that. 
There was no going back to the glory days, 
when he and his peers ruled the landscape. 
There wouldn’t be anyone older than him 
ever showing up again to give instructions. 
There would be no “sage” advice from any 
aging colleague. They were all gone, now. 
He was the closest thing to a sage this 
fresh-faced advertising agency was going 
to get. And that scared the hell out of him. 

He was also keenly aware of everything 
that exited his mouth. He was from a 
different time, with a different comedic 
ethos. He’d stopped making jokes a few 
years ago when someone in gender 
transition took offense at an off-handed and 
non-related reference to the “Pat” character, 
from Saturday Night Live, back in the 90’s. 



This person had threatened to sue the 
company. Zack was sent to sensitivity 
training for a solid week and was forced to 
publicly apologize. Zack was a middle-aged 
white man. And he felt that anything he said 
was bait for a grievance. So he stayed as 
quiet as possible and tried to blend in. This 
was suicide for someone in his profession. 

The young, blue cardigan-clad man was 
going on and on about new and exciting 
integrated advertising techniques … 

“We’re all about setting up strategic 
partnerships with athletes and music artists 
who have big social media footprints. A 
tweet from a running back with a million 
followers can be worth as much as a huge 
media buy. So as we get into the fall, we 
should be getting close to NFL players and 
finding products they feel comfortable 
endorsing. Some of the new apps we’re 
developing can integrate them with the 



products in real time. I-Ndorse is my current 
fav. So, let’s say Marcus Mariota endorses 
a certain kind of razor, we can have the 
newest products from that parent company 
stream on his “I-Ndorse” feed. He can scroll 
at his leisure and decide if there’s a new 
product or line he’d like to try and talk 
about.

So, if a new shave gel is in the works, he 
can order it with a touch. The app already 
has his agent’s address and it automatically 
overnight’s the product to him. He can 
literally try it and tweet about it the next day 
if he wants. And the most exciting part 
about it is we’re about to launch it to 
consumers as well. So there’s a pay 
structure for the average consumer who 
wants to endorse a certain product line. 
They can attach their own social media 
footprint to a product and actually get paid 
to endorse it.” 



The youngsters “ooh’d” and “ahh’d” over 
the state-of-the-art technology. All Zack saw 
was another app taking more jobs away 
from actual human beings. In fact, he 
wasn’t sure why all these kids were needed 
at this agency anymore, anyway. Everything 
was done on one phone …with the touch of 
a button. He looked around and thought to 
himself, “if you’re not inventing the apps, 
you’re very close to extinction.” Zack felt 
closer to extinction than he ever had. 

And as the young, full-haired guru went on 
through the ad app roundup, Zack’s 
thoughts drifted to other things. He peered 
down at his phone just as a new text 
popped in. The text read, “Here she is. Sure 
u wanna do this?” 

Zack smiled. He studied the picture. 
Cocked his head in different ways to see 
different angles of the gorgeous, beauty. 
When he felt the heat of a glare from the 



young business consultant, he closed the 
picture and pretended to be listening. When 
did he start becoming afraid of people half 
his age? He felt a pathetic sense of 
humiliation. So, he gathered his dignity and 
re-opened the picture. This time, when he 
felt the stare, he simply looked up and 
smiled at the young man in a “I’m-too-old-
to-take-any-crap-from-you” sort of way. The 
message seemed to get received. If Zack 
had learned anything from the younger 
generation it was that there were hardly any 
alpha males left. Everyone was nice and 
accommodating. There would be no conflict 
or confrontation. 

Zack took another long look out into the 
Nashville skyline. He hesitated and got a 
slightly concerned look on his face. He felt 
the familiar wave of nausea, then he looked 
down again and smiled. 

The big screen in the conference room was 



on mute. But everyone snickered when the 
Big Bob’s Action Ford commercial came on. 
Big Bob was a throwback to the days of 
obese, shady, used car salesmen. He wore 
cowboy boots with jeans, a red shirt, with a 
bolo tie, brown herringbone suit jacket with 
light patches on the elbows and he topped 
it off with his signature Stetson cowboy hat, 
with the giant ostrich feather on the front. 
Big Bob was red-faced and so overweight 
he looked like he was about to explode 
most of the time. He yelled at the camera 
and touted the best deals in town. He was a 
total stereotype and local joke of sorts. 

When he appeared on the screen, one of 
the newbies spoke up, “oh, I love this guy! 
We should totally handle HIS account!” 

The whole place erupted in laughter. The 
young man in charge turned up the volume 
so they could all watch. 



“Come on down and see Big Bob! We got 
prices so low you’ll feel like it’s raining 
CASH!” Then Bob threw a stack of dollar 
bills in the air. That was his go-to move. As 
the camera pushed in close on Bob’s 
bloated face, the kids in the room plunged 
into ironic applause. This was pure camp. 

Zack smiled at Bob. What those kids didn’t 
know was that Robert Simpson (AKA Big 
Bob) had been Sterling Pierce’s first client, 
years earlier. Bob had lost his wife to 
cancer in 2005. He had a son in rehab and 
another one studying to be a doctor. He’d 
gotten injured playing football in high school 
and as a result, had two knees that barely 
worked. This kept him on a plethora of 
medications and in a constant battle with 
his weight. Hence …BIG Bob. Everyone 
else in that room saw a cartoon. Zack saw 
a man just trying to keep his business 
afloat. And throwing cash in the air seemed 
to be the gimmick that worked for him. So 



he did it on every commercial. Zack knew 
something about advertising the others 
were still learning: even a gimmick is great 
advertising if you REMEMBER it. If 
remembering things was the gold standard 
of ad marketing, then Big Bob was the kind 
of genius these youngsters only dreamed of 
being.   

The young man in charge spoke up half 
snickering, “Well, I can tell you that Sterling 
advertising will NOT be doing those kinds of 
ads …ever!” Laughter filled the room. He 
went on, “We’ll talk about integrated 
branding inside sixty-second Instagram 
episodes after lunch. The new world of 
micro-series production is really amazing. 
Also, there’s a whole new thing we’re 
wanting to get into where we partner with 
content creators and run constant ads 
inside story lines. Like partnering with an 
author or film maker to actually produce 
stories that feature certain products. Cars, 



apps, even video games can all be 
advertised inside stories created specifically 
around those products. Seriously guys, the 
new world of advertising is merging with the 
old world of content creation. Think of 
yourselves as little Spielbergs.” The hyper-
self-focussed youngsters loved that notion. 
For people who’d been given trophies for 
just showing up their entire lives, this was 
music to their ears. They all already thought 
of themselves as little Spielbergs anyway. 

“Okay, lunch!” the young guru announced. “I 
think they ordered in sushi and Frothy 
Monkey coffee, so I’ll see you guys in the 
commons,” he concluded. And suddenly, 
Zack found himself in the midst of a lunch 
stampede. He just sat quietly while the 20 
and 30-somethings rushed for the uber-hip 
glass doors. And he kept staring down at 
that picture with a content little smile on his 
face. 



Finally, after the conference room was 
empty, Zack slowly got up and breezed out 
into the fashion-forward, industrial hall. He 
watched the up-and-comers talking about 
their accounts and making lightening fast 
connections between what they’d just heard 
and seen and how they could apply those 
things to their own clients. Zack just 
sauntered through them like a man on a 
stroll. He seemed to not care about any of 
what was happening around him. He was 
just listening.

“We found a great Air B&B in Cabo,” said 
one guy behind him. 

“There was just no wifi on the plane so I 
was completely cut off from the world for 
like three hours,” complained a young girl to 
his left. 

Zack had always been on the cutting edge 
of his profession. But for the first time in his 



adult life, he felt like a man on the outside 
looking in. It was moving too fast. It wasn’t 
just the technology or the operation of it. 
The very fabric of how humans interacted 
was being re-stitched right in front of him. 
And he didn’t want to lean into it anymore. 
That was a dangerous place to be for a 
man who had made his living taking the 
pulse of the masses. As Zack was 
contemplating these things, a voice called 
to him …

“Zack …hey bro …can you step in for a 
sec?”  

It was Astin Jessup, freshly minted boy 
billionaire from Seattle, and new owner of 
Sterling Advertising. Astin had made a 
fortune by selling a social media platform. 
Now he was buying up ad agencies all over 
the planet and re-tooling them for some 
new, integrated product launch that would 
put him in every on-the-grid household in 



the free world. His play was to literally take 
over the media universe. He had been in-
and-out of the office for most of the three 
months, since buying the company. And 
today …he was in.

He and Zack were moving in different 
directions and they had grown to dislike 
each other in the most interesting of ways. 
Astin loathed Zack’s commitment to 
anything other than the next deal, the next 
sale and the next technology piece. He felt 
that Zack had been taking advantage of his 
long tenure with the company to pursue 
personal goals that had nothing to do with 
Sterling advertising. Zack saw Astin as 
mere child playing with expensive toys.   

Zack stopped and stared for a second. 
Charlie Franks and Jesse Lisbon were in 
the room with Astin. All were late 20’s, early 
30’s. They were Astin’s VPs and they were 
ruthless when it came to personnel. Zack 



took a deep breath, “Sure, Astin. On my 
way.”

As Zack entered the large, corner office, 
complete with actual zebra skin rug and 
pictures of Astin with the likes of Marc 
Cuban, Ryan Seacrest, Oprah, Elon Musk 
and Paul McCartney on his walls, he felt as 
though sharks were circling him. Charlie 
closed the door behind him and Jesse 
pulled the blinds. This wasn’t good.

Zack took a seat. Then all the youngsters 
followed suit.  

When everyone was comfortable, Astin 
jumped in, “Zack, you did an excellent job 
with this company through the years. You 
guys had great clients, everyone was happy 
with their service and you guys made 
money. I mean it’s why I bought you.” 
Those words, and everything being 
couched in past tense, hung in the air. 



Zack fidgeted with his pant cuff and sort of 
half smiled. Then he raised his eyes, “Is this 
the part where you tell me with my skill set 
I’m sure to land on my feet?”

The room went silent. The three young, boy 
wonders darted knowing glances toward 
one another. 

Astin went on, “Hey man. Let’s not make 
this difficult. We’re just going in a different 
direction and we need operators who are 
next-step, next-level thinkers …I mean …”

Zack got his back up, butted in and raised 
his voice slightly, “When I started this 
company with Larry Sterling, you were nine 
years old. When I let him buy me out, so I 
could take care of my dying mother, you still 
weren’t old enough to buy a beer …”

Astin cut him off, “Zack, we simply have too 



many straight, white men around here. 
That’s fine, if they’re moving air. But if not 
…well …we need dynamic diversity.” 

Zack looked around the room at the three, 
straight, white men staring back at him, and 
wondered if the irony was lost on them. 
“You bought a company in Africa last 
month, didn’t you, Astin?”

The young billionaire nodded yes. 

“Did you have many black people in that 
board room?” asked Zack. 

“Of course we did. It’s AFRICA after all. 
Their nation. Their continent. What’s your 
point?” Snipped the youngster. 

“I’m just curious. Did you tell any of them 
that there were too many straight, black 
men in the company? Are they diverse 
enough?” retorted Zack. 



This angered Astin. He half-seethed, “See! 
This is the kind of veiled racism we don’t 
need around here. It’s toxic to the company, 
Zack.”

Zack came back at him, “I don’t understand 
what is racist about that question. Either 
diversity is the key ingredient 
EVERYWHERE around the world or it’s just 
an excuse for you to get rid of me. I guess I 
just don’t know how the new math works.”

Astin answered without answering, “You’re 
living in the past, Zack. I am the future.” 

“I’m just not sure the future is always going 
where it should go, Astin,” Zack butted in. 
He knew it was over, now. He might as well 
be honest. He continued, “Your app that 
allows consumers to cut their own 
commercials with whatever music they want 
- WITHOUT paying licensing fees - is 



probably some Frankenstein of copyright 
law infringement for content creators. I 
know a lot of songwriters, Astin. You can’t 
just have their work. These are issues you 
refuse to deal with. This is going to bite you 
eventually.”

Astin stood and walked to the big, corner 
window in an overly dramatic way. Then he 
rebutted, “The world can’t continue to stand 
still when we know it can move faster. 
Those naive little songwriters will have to 
learn to adapt. Or they will just get trampled 
by the beast, on their way into history. If it’s 
not me it’ll be someone else. Because it 
CAN be done. And these days, if it CAN be 
done, it WILL be done. It’s not my job to 
figure out their crazy, backward laws. My 
firm creates innovation that brings a 
dynamics to the market it has literally never 
seen. We created eighty-one millionaires 
last year. The world has changed, Zack. It 
can’t go back again. You can’t go back 



again.”

Zack knew he was beaten. This was what it 
was and there was no way out. 

For a split second, he remembered back to 
being the young buck in charge. The place 
was originally called Sterling Pierce. The 
name alone popped like the color red. It 
was what they call “crispy” rolling off your 
tongue. Larry and Zack had been the new 
hotness in advertising a couple of decades 
earlier. Then, when Zack’s mother came 
down with Alzheimer’s and needed to move 
in with him, a one-point-two-million-dollar 
buy-out sounded amazingly generous and 
felt like just the right move for someone 
needing to throttle back at work and tend to 
his family. But after taxes and home 
renovations (to customize the house for his 
mom), unexpected medical bills and a 
couple of well-needed vacations after his 
mother finally passed, Zack had all but 



gone through the money. The crash of ’08 
destroyed whatever was left of his nest egg. 
He’d managed to pay off his house and get 
his job back at the agency. But no more 
than that. 

Larry Sterling waited for the right price and 
soared into golden parachute retirement. 
Zack ended up back on the treadmill, 
competing with people leaner and hungrier. 
He’d known for some time that this (or 
some version of this) was probably how it 
would end for him. But most of the time you 
don’t see the day coming, when it’s the day. 
Zack knew today was the day. 

He calmed, cleared his throat, and spoke 
almost in whisper, “How much and how 
long?”

Astin said, “we’ll keep you on till the end of 
the month plus give you three months 
severance. In fact, take the rest of the 



month off if you want and we’ll pay you for 
that as well. Consider it four months.” 

Zack just stared at the floor. Four months. 
After 23 years, he got a four-month 
severance package. He tried to remain 
calm, “What about the Pruitt Financial 
account? We’re right in the middle of it.”

Astin pointed through the glass to a fiery, 
young, 20-something, tossing her raven 
hair to one side, sipping a coffee and 
pouring over a computer screen. “Aubry’s 
on it. She’ll close em and knock it out of the 
park. Don’t worry about a thing. Besides, 
we can always find you anywhere in the 
world,” he said, dangling his smart phone 
for all to see. 

Zack stood and surrendered, “Okay boys …
I’ll clean out my desk.”

Astin continued, “Zack, go ahead and print 



out a severance contract. You can just plug 
in those numbers we discussed. We’ll sign 
it right here.”

This was insult to injury. He was making 
Zack print HIS OWN severance contract. 
This was a clear alpha move and Zack was 
surprised by it. Most of the young men of 
the new generation weren’t this predatory 
or Machiavellian. It kind of took his breath 
for a moment. But he swallowed his pride 
and said through a strained smile, “Okay, 
Astin. I’ll be right back.” He stood and 
slowly walked back to his office like a dog 
that had just been whipped. He pulled up 
his computer screen and found a file. He 
did some quick typing; names, dates, etc. 
He studied it with a cold, emotionless face. 
Then he printed it. 

The process took about six minutes, total. 
This was how long it took to end a life-long 
career. 



Zack came back in the room and put the 
paper in front of Astin. Then explained, “this 
just says that I get the severance you 
promised - I plugged in your numbers - and 
it off-loads all my accounts to other Sterling 
operators. Clean and simple. Standard 
stuff.” 

Astin didn’t even look down while signing it. 
He just smiled at Zack and signed next to 
the yellow tabs. Then said, “Thanks for 
making this easy, Zack. You’re a real pro.”

Zack spoke up, “there are a couple of 
witness spots I forgot we have to get 
signed. Jesse? Charlie? Would you guys be 
so kind?”

Both young millionaires were poised to 
sign, when Astin decided to pour more salt 
in the wound, “Hey, if you’re nervous Zack, 
let’s get it notarized for good measure.” He 



pushed a button on his desk, “Darci, could 
you come in here please?”

Darci, a no-nonsense 30-something, in a 
pencil skirt and librarian glasses breezed in. 
Her perfume made the room feel softer and 
strangely like home. Women have a way of 
doing that. And her presence lightened the 
mood. 

“Darci, Zack is leaving us and we just need 
to get his severance agreement notarized 
for everyone’s safety and comfort.” 

Darci rushed into business mode, “Okay, let 
me look it over …”

Astin, staring at Zack the whole time, 
interrupted her, “No need to comb through 
it. Zack printed it off. We trust guys from his 
generation,” he said with an evil smile. This 
was a parting shot at Zack’s age. And he 
realized he wasn’t only being fired, he was 



being humiliated in the process. 

Darci looked over her glasses at the 
billionaire, then up at Zack. Then she 
released her notary stamp from its case 
and did as her boss instructed. 

Everyone signed on the lines provided, and 
it was done. Three minutes is all it took. 
Zack folded the contract and put it in his 
jacket pocket. He said to her, “I’ll scan it 
right now and email it to you before I leave, 
Darci.” 

Darci, however, took no chances and 
quipped back, “Sorry Zack, I have to keep 
this one with me. I’ll print you a copy and 
attach it to your check. We can cut it right 
now I’m assuming?” She directed her 
question toward Astin. 

Astin nodded and glanced at his computer. 
“I’ll shoot you the info,” he said with a 



knowing stare. Then he typed a few things 
and hit send. “You have what you need, 
Darci. Zack you can pick up everything in 
about ten minutes down at HR.”

Zack straightened himself and tried to 
maintain some dignity. “Okay, guys. Well. I 
guess this is goodbye.” 

As he exited, Jesse spoke up, “How have 
you been feeling, Mr Pierce?” 

This was a kind gesture and the other two 
looked at him like he was showing 
weakness. The “Mr Pierce” made Zack feel 
that much older. 

“Um …I’m …uh …I’m doing okay. I’ll be 
fine,” Zack stammered, “thanks for asking, 
Jesse.” This was a weird question to ask a 
man you’d just sent to the professional 
gallows. 



Jesse followed up, “Oh that’s good to hear. 
Glad it wasn’t serious. And hey …I love that 
jacket. My dad has one just like it.”

The boy probably didn’t know the meaning 
of the phrase “backhanded compliment.” 
Zack let it go. He simply answered, “No …
nothing serious. And thank you, Jesse. I’ve 
always liked you.” 

He flashed darts at the other two, as if to 
say, “not you guys.” They all smiled at Zack 
with deceptively boyish features. They 
looked so innocent and fresh-faced. And yet 
they were ruthless in their execution of a 
career. No remorse. No emotion. None of 
them had wives or kids. They didn’t yet 
understand the roots of a life and what it 
means to have those roots ripped up. They 
were just playing a game with billions of 
dollars. This was the new world. And in a 
way, Zack was happy to be free of it. 



He took a look around, then exited the big, 
corner office for the last time. 

CHAPTER 3 - FINE PRINT 

Zack fumbled with pictures and staplers 
and pens. He threw things he wanted to 
keep in one box and things he wanted to 
forget in another. To his surprise, the things 
he wanted to forget became a fuller box 
than the keepsakes. In fact, all he wanted 
to keep came down to a couple of pictures 
from his desk and a pen he loved. He 
realized he didn’t need a box for 
keepsakes. So he left it all in the box, on 
the desk, and sauntered out of the office 
with the two pictures in his hand and the 
pen in his shirt pocket. 

His mind should’ve been spinning and 
racing but he was remarkably calm. He’d 



wanted to get out of town and clear his 
head anyway. He had unfinished business. 
These young punks at the firm may have 
given him a gift. 

After giving his office a quick nod, he closed 
the door and walked away. He’d only been 
in this space for a few months. His old office 
on Music Row was the one with all the 
memories. That’s the one where he and his 
work mates would knock off early on 
Fridays and go to a close bar to hang with 
all the songwriters and publishers doing the 
same. That’s the office where he and 
Malory (his wife) had stayed up late on a 
Saturday night to get the decor just right. 
That was the office he was sitting in when 
9/11 happened. This new space was hipper 
and more fashion forward. But it was also 
cold and without soul. He wouldn’t miss it. 

He passed all the glass and steel as he 
walked the stained concrete floors, down to 



the business affairs office, to pick up his 
final check. He waved at some of the kids. 
By now, the word had gotten out. And their 
faces were telling the tale. They waved 
dutifully but didn’t want to show too much 
emotion either way. The sides had been 
picked by Astin: you were either with Zack 
or with the company. These kids were 
making a lot of money. Zack knew they 
couldn’t show too much empathy for him. 
They all feared being next. 

One girl couldn’t hold back, and ran up to 
him to give him a hug. She actually teared 
up a little. Zack reassured her, “It’s okay 
Heather. I’m going to be fine. You take care 
of yourself, okay?”

She pressed in, “I’m just going to miss you, 
Mr Pierce. I’m so sorry.” 

Zack was moved by her courage. Clearly, 
she was the bravest person in the firm. And 



it reminded him of what he loved and 
admired so much about women. They 
allowed their hearts to lead, even if it meant 
walking into danger. He pulled her away 
and touched her face in a fatherly way. 

“Heather …you’re a good kid. Thank you for 
reminding me there are still good people,” 
he whispered. Then he glanced back at 
Astin’s office, as a reminder of what he 
would not miss. 

After letting the young lady go, he walked 
out the door and over to the elevator. He 
stepped in and pressed 3 on the panel. 

“Ding” the 3rd floor opened up to him and 
he saw the envelope, already sitting on the 
receptionist’s desk, through the glass doors. 
He walked in and announced himself to the 
well dressed lady engrossed in her 
computer screen. He didn’t know her. He 
never came down here. But she smiled and 



handed him his envelope. It contained his 
severance contract and a check. He hadn’t 
seen an actual check in years. His funds 
were always deposited directly. He wanted 
to see what Sterling Advertising checks 
looked like, now days. 

He was expecting the amount to be 
somewhere around forty thousand dollars. 
But his heart raced when he read 
$5,276.98. He quickly ducked back inside 
the glass doors. 

“Excuse me, what is this?” he asked. 

The stylish, front-desk talking head retorted, 
“That’s your severance check, Mr Pierce.”

It bothered him that she knew his name. 

He pressed, “My severance package is for 
four months based on my current salary. 
This is a little over ten percent of ONE 



MONTH. What is going on?”

The talking head came right back, “Mr 
Pierce, you’ll have to take it up with Mr 
Jessup. This is the amount we were told to 
prepare.” 

Zack’s blood ran hot. He had an idea of 
what this was about but he needed to get to 
the bottom of it. He bolted out of the glass 
doors and hit the elevator. 

As the doors opened on the main floor, he 
raced through those glass doors and 
headed straight for Astin Jessup’s office. 

He barged in without knocking, “Astin, 
what’s going on here? This is not four 
months severance. It’s more like half a 
month.”

Astin was in the middle of a Skype call. But 
he clearly wanted to do this, “Let me call 



you back in ten minutes,” he said into the 
uber hip screen. The 60 inch screen he’d 
been talking to instantly disappeared 
automatically into a wall. 

Astin started, “Zack, your personal time and 
personal travel was all deducted from your 
final amount. This is all in black and white in 
your re-hire contract. You don’t get to just 
charge everything in your life to the 
company like you did when you ran it. It 
doesn’t work that way.”

Zack pleaded his case, “Astin, I was taking 
time off because I was SICK, man. 
Seriously? You’re docking me for that? And 
you said we could work out the travel thing. 
You gave me your word.”

Astin said coldly, “This is how we’re working 
it out. This company isn’t responsible for 
flying you and your wife to Nassau to try 
and fix your marriage. Sorry, Zack. This was 



all in the contract. You should really read 
those things before you sign them.” 

Zack came back, “I was supposed to meet 
with one of our biggest clients while I was 
down there. That’s why we chose Nassau. I 
had planned on working while I was there. I 
didn’t know you were going to swoop in at 
the last minute, pick them up in a private jet 
and fly them to the NCAA finals!” Zack was 
now hoping for mercy. “Astin. Man, this just 
isn’t enough for me to do what I need …well 
…I mean …all the things I need to do. It 
doesn’t buy me enough time. I’ve got a son 
going into college. I’ve got marriage …or …
divorce stuff to work out. Seriously, just pay 
me what you owe me. You just spent more 
than this on new ergonomically engineered 
office chairs.”

Astin hardened. And suddenly Zack got a 
glimpse of the personality type that could 
become a billionaire so young. He looked at 



Zack with cold, steely eyes and no human 
empathy whatsoever. He simply said, 
“That’s what I owe you. Read your damn 
contract next time. Bye, Zack.”

And with that, Astin pushed a button under 
his desk and the huge screen popped back 
out of the wall. Simultaneously, two security 
guards appeared out of nowhere to usher 
Zack out of the building. 

Zack was now walking out of the office 
again. But this time it was between two 
security guards and in more shame than he 
had experienced the first time. People were 
stopping what they were doing and running 
to their windows to watch the spectacle. 
This was a message to all employees: Do 
not mess with the boss. Astin runs the 
show. And no one is safe …not even the 
guy who started the company. 

All of Zack’s adult life he’d been a model 



citizen. He’d worked hard. He’d paid his 
taxes. He went to church. He didn’t do 
anything illegal. He played by the rules. And 
this was his reward for services rendered. 

As Zack looked at the faces gawking, he 
knew this was how he was going to be 
remembered. You don’t get ushered out of 
your former company’s office, by armed 
guard, and it not get around in the 
community. This was more than just job 
loss. This was humiliation. 

Zack tried to walk out with as much dignity 
as he could muster. But this was a low 
point. He’d closed out his career by begging 
someone twenty years his junior for a few 
extra dollars. It was a pathetic end. 

But maybe …it was actually a new 
beginning.  



CHAPTER 4 - UNCOOL …

“A 72-year-old man in Russia had 
seventeen orgasms in two hours, and died 
the next day,” Beezer blurted. 

Jackson and Josh just stared at him, from 
across the food court table, in disbelief. 
Josh stopped chewing his Hawaiian burger 
and shook his head, “dude, that is one 
piece of trivia I did not need to know. Dear 
God, man. What are you surfing right now?”

“I’m on some site called ‘Impossible Trivia’ 
and you can’t believe some of this stuff. 
One woman didn’t clip her toenails for 
fourteen solid years. She had to live in a 
bed for the final three. When they finally cut 
them (forcibly), seventeen different kinds of 
parasites were discovered living on the 
nails. They had been syphoning off her 
nutrients for years. After her first meal, the 



blast of nutrition getting into her 
bloodstream was such a shock to her 
system that she died of a massive heart 
attack. Of course all of this was figured out 
after the fact, during the autopsy,” Beezer 
said, in that “of course we all know this” 
tone. 

Jackson retorted through his stuffed mouth, 
“not sure I’m buying that one, Beez. That 
seems like a stretch.”

Then Beezer held up the phone and gave a 
knowing smile, “um …”

They all said in unison …

“If it’s on the internet, it has to be true!”

The three boys laughed at themselves. 
They shared the kind of rough and tumble 
camaraderie teenage boys only get once in 
their lives. They could level cruel jokes at 



each other without fear of anyone actually 
taking it seriously. They knew it was all 
meant in love. Although they would throw 
up if that word was actually ever used. 
Young, teenage boys show their affection 
by punching and laughing at the guy in 
pain. And they expect nothing less from 
their peers. It’s a strange little trait of the 
young male species. And Beezer, Jackson 
and Josh were in full bloom as near 
neanderthals. Soon enough they would 
have to shave the remaining rough edges 
off their raw maleness, and become decent, 
well behaved citizens. But for the moment, 
they were scruffy haired, pheromone 
poisoned, pimply faced primates, filled with 
nothing but bad information and ambivalent 
intentions. 

“Dude! …there she is, bruh. Four o’clock,” 
Beezer barked under his breath, toward 
Josh. 



“Dude, you know I can never figure out that 
clock thing! Is it to my left or right or …” 
whined Josh. 

“Um …kinda behind you RIGHT …NOW,” 
Beezer yelled in a whisper, “to …your 
….right,” he said, holding his head down 
and smiling weakly. 

Josh whirled around just in time to see her 
…Ella Jacobson. Then he whirled back like 
he was avoiding a prison guard, frozen in 
his seat. She was everybody’s high school 
crush. Captain of the cheerleading team. 
Student body president. Dean’s list. 
President of the Young Americans in 
Business Association (YABA). She was 
what they call, “the total package.” Smart, 
talented, funny …and …oh yeah …the 
perfect physical female specimen. She had 
long, chestnut hair, deep green, see-into-
your-soul eyes, lips plump and pink and a 
body that was …well …impossible to 



ignore. She possessed the kind of curves 
that make young men unable to stand still 
and pay attention. Her scent made Josh 
want to just run for no reason, then hit 
something. The way she casually tossed 
those silky locks over her shoulder made 
him want to go conquer a city then lay the 
spoils at her perfectly pedicured feet. 

When Ella was around any male, they were 
completely off their game. Josh was no 
different. He had wanted to ask her out for 
two solid years in high school, but he never 
got up his nerve. He ended up going to the 
prom with Alexis Bryant, one of his 
computer geek friends. Ella, of course, went 
with the star quarterback, Wilson 
Rutherford. And they were both elected 
prom King and Queen. Of course they 
were. 

Ella had always been nice to Josh. She was 
nice to everyone. It’s not hard to be nice 



when everything in your life is going 
perfectly as planned. She was the 
benevolent princess, constantly reaching 
out to touch her subjects and show them 
that she was no different than them. Of 
course, those rules stopped applying when 
it came to the intimacy of dating. Not 
everyone is seen as equal in that regard. 
Josh was one of those awkward, unkept 
boys who should absolutely be shown 
kindness. But he was definitely not a 
candidate for dating. This was all unspoken, 
of course, but Ella and her posse of friends 
was sure everyone knew this. Didn’t they? 

The word had gotten out that just after 
graduation, Ella and Wilson had broken up. 
She was a free woman as far as everyone 
knew. Now, here she was at the food court 
with her two ever-present friends. They all 
had red trays of food and they were in the 
perimeter, where maybe a conversation 
could be had, maybe a laugh could be 



gotten, maybe a spark could be struck. 
Who knows? High school was over. This 
was a brave new world of possibility and 
Josh determined he would embrace it. 

“How close behind me is she, Beez?” he 
whispered. 

Beezer just smiled a weird smile and 
perked up, “Um …h …hi, Ella. How have 
you been? Oh ….we …we used to be in 
chem lab together at 2:30 every day,” he 
blurted. 

“Oh …yeah …Beasley. Right? Mrs Barnes’ 
class. How have you been?” Ella’s voice 
lilted through the noisy food court like angel 
breath. 

“Everybody called me Beezer. Oh, you 
know. Hanging out a lot. Playing a lot of 
War God with my bros. Getting ready for 
MTSU in the fall. Probably going to be 



working at one of my dad’s car washes 
starting next week. Just …kinda …” 
Beezer’s voice trailed off, realizing she 
wasn’t actually listening anymore. One of 
the girls standing next to her had shown her 
something on her phone and they were 
both laughing.

Ella, being a public figure in high school, 
instinctively knew that Beezer was finished 
talking and that she should respond. So she 
turned her gorgeous eyes back to him and 
flashed a very sincere smile, “Wow, that’s 
wonderful. I’m so glad everything is working 
out so well for you. I’m sure you’re going to 
have an amazing summer with all that.” 

Beezer wasn’t sure how to respond. Did 
she actually hear what he’d just said? 
Playing video games and working at a car 
wash wasn’t the stuff of amazing summers. 

Josh had been sitting there planning his 



move. This was the girl of everyone’s 
dreams and he knew he would probably 
never get this close to her again. So he 
decided to stand up and look her in the eye. 
In his mind, he had already written the 
words and set the stage. He would stand up 
and say, “Hi Ella, I’m Josh Pierce. You don’t 
really know me but I think you should. I 
think we should hang out and get to know 
each other. I’ll teach you how to play War 
God and you teach me how to be the most 
beautiful person I’ve ever seen.” 

Somehow, in his virgin, 18-year-old brain, 
Josh thought this was a good idea. His 
heart was pounding. His face was turning 
red. He was steadying himself. He could 
actually hear the blood racing through his 
veins as Ella and her friends were looking 
for the polite exit, with small talk. She was 
right behind him. NOW was the time. Josh 
took a deep breath and pushed back from 
the table. He lunged upward and turned 



around …RIGHT into Ella’s tray of lomein 
noodles, dumping the food court cuisine all 
over her designer shirt. As he was saying, 
awkwardly, “Hi Ella …” she was blurting out 
a surprised scream. Hot food was tumbling 
off her clothes. There was most of a soda in 
her hair. Everything she had been carrying 
was on the floor. She just glared at Josh. 
He stared back, not knowing how to rectify 
the situation. 

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry!” he half yelled. 
Then, in a very ill advised move, he started 
trying to clean off her shirt. “Let me help. I’m 
really sorry,” he kept saying …while literally 
brushing off her breasts. In his innocence, 
he didn’t realize what he was doing. But the 
scene became a comedy of errors right 
there in the middle of the Cool Springs 
Galleria food court. People were laughing 
and pointing. Ella was completely 
humiliated. 



After about 3 seconds of Josh’s hands on 
her breasts, Ella grabbed them and threw 
them off her, then folding her arms in a 
protective move she yelled, “Oh my God! 
What are you doing?!?!” Suddenly, the 
image of this perfect person was crumbling 
right before Josh’s eyes. 

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I was just trying to …” 
Josh fumbled with his words. He realized 
he was causing a scene and there was a lot 
to clean up. He lunged downward to try and 
pick up the mess around her feet. But he 
jolted too fast and as he did, his head 
plowed right into her left thigh. She 
screamed again in pain. 

“Oh my God! Get away from me!” she 
yelled, involuntarily.  

Josh was on his hands and knees, and he 
felt the eyes of the entire food court on him. 
He looked around and and saw familiar 



snickers and jeers. Guys were putting their 
heads down and shaking them in disbelief. 
Moms were looking at him with “bless his 
heart” mercy smiles. Little kids were 
laughing uncontrollably. Josh was used to 
this. He seemed to always find ways to 
embarrass himself. His uncoordinated body 
bumped into people a lot. He dropped 
things and missed garbage cans and 
almost always had some residue food 
product on his chin. Now, he’d dragged the 
goddess of Brentwood High school into his 
chaos, in a spectacular way. He hung his 
head in shame. Just then, a couple of 
custodians showed up with towels, trash 
cans and mops. They mercifully asked all 
the kids to step aside so they could clean 
up the mess. This gave all parties a good 
excuse to leave the scene quickly and 
recover any semblance of dignity they once 
had. 

Ella and her two girlfriends bolted to 



another section of the food court as quickly 
as they could, the two handmaids cleaning 
and comforting her. Josh stood in his 
embarrassment for a second longer, then 
yelled toward Ella, “I’m really sorry, Ella. 
Can I make this up to you somehow?!?!” 

At that moment, Beezer and Jackson 
grabbed him by the arms and pulled him in 
the opposite direction of the flustered girls. 
Josh was dumbstruck at what had just 
happened and he had no idea how to act. 
He just kept staring at her, as he was 
walking backwards, arm-in-arm with his two 
best friends, and wondering how he’d made 
such a mess of everything. None of it had 
gone the way it had in his head. As the two 
boys were dragging him outside, back to 
the car, Beezer tried to lighten the mood by 
reading his phone: “Hey! Looks Mr MR will 
be in Vegas Thursday, rolling out the new 
WG pod betas. The E-Sports Convention 
and Tournament is at Mandalay Bay.”



Jackson replied, trying to shake Josh back 
into the moment, “Wow! Reynolds in the 
house! Any way we could all get out there 
with …” then he pulled the cash from his 
pocket, “seven dollars and twentyyyy …four 
cents?” 

But the news didn’t jolt Josh back into 
reality. He just kept staring blankly. Finally, 
he asked his friends in an earnestness 
rarely heard in a teenage boy’s voice, 
“guys, what I am I doing wrong? Why can’t I 
make anything work right around girls?” 

Jackson and Beezer flashed knowing looks 
toward each other. Beezer jumped in, “dude 
…you’ve just got to be cool around women. 
Don’t try so hard. Act like you don’t need 
em. Act like you already have a girlfriend or 
something. You gotta be like, ‘I might hang 
with you …or I might not. I don’t need to 
either way.’ That’s the kind of thing they 



respond to, man. You’re always too eager, 
getting in their face and shit. Just be cool, 
man.” 

Josh let those words sink in, even though 
neither of the three boys had ever had 
serious girlfriends, and all of their 
knowledge of the opposite sex combined, 
could fit in that one piece of advice Beezer 
had heard someone say on You Tube. 

“Cool? Yeah …I wish I understood how to 
be that, bro. I’m just not,” Josh admitted. 

“Well let me tell you what is cool. 
Conquering the drains with those hidden 
drone killer functions I just read about in the 
Vegas piece,” Beezer said, breathlessly.

“Seriously?!?!” Josh was now back with 
them. This was his comfort zone and he 
needed it right now. “Well let’s go knock 
those bitches out!”



The thought of conquering a new level of 
the game gave Josh a wave of confidence, 
after the absolute destruction of self esteem 
he’d just caused in himself. He threw his 
shoulders back and breathed again. Girls 
and actual human relationships were not 
his thing. But he knew he could recover and 
breathe again by blowing things up and 
knocking off kills …inside a computer.  

“So …how were they?” Jackson shot the 
question toward Josh, slyly. He glanced at 
Beezer and grinned. 

Josh answered back, ignorantly, “how were 
what?”

“You just felt up Ella Jacobson, bro. How 
did they feel?” he giggled. 

Suddenly, Josh got what Jackson was 
talking about and his face dropped into a 



smile. He replied in a half laugh, “all I felt 
were noodles.” 

Beezer chimed in, “nicely done, Joshua. 
You held the breasts of the most beautiful 
girl in our high school in your hands, and all 
you felt were noodles. Perfect!”

The three boys laughed uncontrollably as 
they rolled out of the mall parking lot.             

CHAPTER 5 - TIME PASSAGES …

Buttery light dripped into the room and 
drenched everything in shadow gold. Glare 
and darkness mingled on the light green 
walls to produce bursts of color bubbles 
bouncing off the glass of the floor-to-chair-
rail pictures hung in rows. This time of day 
always made Zack feel a little melancholy. It 
was historically when Mallory would get 



agitated and aggravated and snap at him 
for not picking up his socks or not cleaning 
a coffee cup or not helping with homework. 
Now, Zack was sitting in his home office, 
staring out the french doors, as the sun 
slowly made its way toward the west. And 
strangely, he was missing those days. He 
just stared. 

The faces in frames on his walls stared 
back at him in silence; Zack in younger 
clothes with smaller waist lines, arm-in-arm 
with people at cocktail parties and company 
banquets. The head of Tyson Foods and 
Gillette and Proctor and Gamble were all up 
there on his wall. If people only knew the 
company he had kept; the earth moving 
conversations he’d had about Super Bowl 
commercials and new product lines and the 
power he’d commanded over the airwaves, 
they would’ve, at one time, been highly 
impressed. Now, those Super Bowls had all 
been played and won. Those lines had 



been rolled out and many of them were now 
obsolete. And the “air” he once commanded 
was now bite sized ones and zeros being 
consumed on smart phones. A life of selling 
goods and services to the American public 
was now reduced to pictures on a wall, in a 
modest house, in a modest suburb. 

Zack had stopped by the doctor on the way 
home from his inauspicious firing. He’d 
been given some new medication and the 
number of a specialist on the coast. He just 
stared at all of it on his desk, as the quiet 
sun fell a little bit lower through the rustling, 
summer trees. 

Zack stood and walked to the french doors. 
The trampoline was still there. But it didn’t 
get used much anymore. He smiled a little, 
remembering that summer when he and his 
(then) 7-year-old son had jumped on it in 
the rain storm. Mallory stood at the doors, 
yelling at them to come in. But they just 



kept jumping, drenched and laughing 
uncontrollably. That was a good day. He 
couldn’t believe that little 7-year-old was 
now 18.  

There’s not enough time. They say life is 
short. But that’s deceptive because it 
passes a day at time. And while you’re 
worrying about the hour or minute you’re in, 
it’s slipping away from you. It’s a fire that is 
burning out while it’s raging. We only pay 
attention to the raging part - never the 
burning out part - until it’s too late. 

Now, Zack was feeling that fire dim. And as 
the sun dipped a little more, he turned and 
walked back into the office. 

He sat down in his big office chair and 
turned to some business. He pulled up the 
picture on his phone that he had received at 
the office. He tapped it a couple of times. 
Those taps dialed a number. Zack put the 



phone up to his ear. 

“Big Bob’s Ford,” the feminine voice said, 
on the other end. 

Zack spoke up, “Is Bob there? Tell him it’s 
Zack. He’ll know.”

“Please hold just a minute, sir,” the voice 
said, dutifully. 

After a minute or so, a booming voice came 
crashing though the silence, “Z …hey 
partner! How’s my favorite ad guy?”

“All good, bro. How’s things in your world?” 
Zack jumped in.

“All good here. Did you get the pic? Ain’t 
she a bute?” Bob cut to the chase. 

“Yeah man. I did. Gorgeous. Things are a 
go on this end if you’re still good to do this,” 



Zack explained. 

“I’m totally cool with the details if you are, 
partner. Wanna come pick her up 
tomorrow? It’ll have to be tomorrow,” Bob 
pressed. 

“Man …I’m good to go,” Zack said, excited. 
Then, slightly under his breath he said, “In 
more ways that you can imagine.” 

“Ok, partner. I’ll be here by 8. Just come 
see me. This is a sweet deal for me, Zack. 
You’re really helping me out, here. I 
appreciate it,” Bob said. 

“My pleasure, Bob. It’s actually really good 
for me too. I’m excited about it. See you 
tomorrow.” Zack pressed ‘end’ and the 
phone call was over. 

As Zack ended that call, a text came in: “u 
home?”



He went into text mode: “yep. Early. I have 
Chinese if u want it”

Reply: “K. J will drop me later”

Zack pressed for details: “time?”

Reply: “not sure. Later …”

This was the new relationship Zack had 
with his 18-year-old son: short texts and 
inaudible grunts. The universe of their 
exchanges had gotten reduced to money, 
food and transportation. The little boy who 
used to love being read to and tickled and 
chased in the back yard, had grown into a 
troubled middle-schooler (on a couple of 
ADD medications), to a disaffected high-
schooler, uninterested in anything and 
everything, to a rudderless young man 
about to enter college. 



Zack felt like a failure as a father. He hadn’t 
taught his son enough. He couldn’t navigate 
the new, technological world, himself. And 
he was having a hard time getting through 
to his boy and teaching him anything 
meaningful about life. He was fairly certain 
the lessons would fall on deaf ears anyway. 
18-year-old boys don’t care all that much 
what their fathers have to say about 
anything. Because something magical 
happens to a person when they turn 18. 
They become smarter than any other 
human being on planet earth. Zack was 
living this phenomenon in real time. 

He put the phone down and opened his 
laptop. He jumped on Facebook for a 
moment and did the obligatory search all 
over again. It had become a ritual of sorts. 
Still …he couldn’t find the name. He could 
never find the name. He wasn’t sure if he 
would even recognize the face anymore, 
anyway. He scrolled through cat videos, 



urgent prayer requests, inspirational 
memes and political rants. And he realized 
no one he knew actually talked to each 
other anymore. They all talked at each 
other from behind a box or a screen. And 
he wondered if this virtual world hadn’t 
been the real one all along. Maybe humans 
had been lying to each other through 
manners and politeness and social graces 
for centuries. And now they were all 
showing who they really were …inside the 
virtual world.  

If this was the real world, he didn’t want any 
part of it. Zack clicked out of Face Book and 
turned his attention back to his phone. He 
stared at a written number, on a piece of 
paper, next to his computer. He opened his 
phone and dialed the 3-1-0 prefix that 
would connect him to Los Angeles. As that 
connection was being made he glared at 
the prescriptions stacked on his desk. Then 
he rubbed the deep scar on his right hand 



that traveled from the bottom of his index 
finger to the base of his palm. As he was 
getting lost in too many thoughts, a very 
professional female voice answered, 
“Doctor Lancas …” but before she could 
even finish the phrase, Zack hit ‘end.’ He 
wasn’t ready. He’d call again later. 

He got out of his chair and went to the office 
closet. In the very back of the closet was a 
box. Zack pulled out the box and started 
taking out objects. One of the objects was a 
record album: Al Stewart. He freed the vinyl 
disc from its cardboard cover, dusted it off 
and opened his turntable, sitting in the 
corner of the room. He placed the obsolete 
round wafer of wax on the table and it 
began to rotate. As cracks and hisses 
bounced through the needle, Zack 
rummaged back through the box and found 
a yearbook. He stared at it while the electric 
piano riff wafted through the speakers. 



The music washed over him and carried 
him back in time. An unexpected wave of 
emotion caught him off guard and tears 
welled up in his eyes as the plaintive chorus 
rang out. Zack slumped back in his chair, 
weak and heavy. He fumbled through the 
yearbook and found the picture. He traced it 
with his fingers as Time Passages played 
softly in his memory. We live different lives 
at different times. The boy who used to 
listen to that song and wonder what it 
actually meant, was now a man who 
wouldn’t recognize his younger self if they 
bumped into each other on the street. What 
would he tell that boy if he could go back in 
time? 

For almost six minutes he was in a different 
place; a place he, at one time, thought he’d 
never leave; a place he, at one time, 
thought he wanted to forget forever. Now, 
he wanted to find it again and hold it as 
tightly as he could. But it was like grasping 



at clouds. 

He got up and put the player on repeat. So, 
the needle would automatically raise and go 
back to the first song, once it was done. As 
Time Passages played over and over again, 
Zack fumbled with the computer, landing on 
a site called “Class Mate.” He scanned the 
“Ks” from high schools in Missouri. 

Finally …his eyes raised and he perked up. 
There it was: the name and number he’d 
been searching for, for years. He got a 
piece of paper out and wrote down the 
number. As Al Stewart finished the final 
strains, for the eighth time, Zack got up and 
turned off the record player. He wiped his 
eyes, collected himself and looked around 
the room again, like a man who’d just 
woken from a nap. Now, the shadows had 
enveloped the entire space and the sun 
was almost completely down. 



Zack took a deep breath. He straightened 
his shirt, shook his head a bit and ran his 
fingers through his thinning hair. Then he 
noticed a ball cap hiding in the bottom of 
the box. He grabbed it from out of the box 
and placed it on his head. it needed some 
adjustment, but after that …it felt great on 
his head again, even after all the years. He 
reached for a couple of other items that 
made him smile. 

As he went over and turned on lights, he 
began organizing his thoughts and re-
organizing his room. He sifted through the 
remainder of the box. There were old 
trophies and pictures of people he’d all but 
forgotten, tangled in ribbons and medals 
from his marching band days and an old 
term paper from high school. THE COMING 
ELECTRONIC AGE was typed very 
officially at the top. Zack half smiled and 
half grimaced. Everybody had known this 
new world was on its way. But no one 



could’ve known what it was going to mean. 

He glanced up at the books on his shelves: 
The New Media Revolution, Tweet Your 
Way To Success, The Information Age, A 
New Connection, At The Touch Of A Button 
…all prophecies of the world in which he 
was now living. 

He’d embraced the future and the “new” his 
entire life. But now all he seemed to long for 
was the past. When things are at their most 
complicated, we long for simplicity. And 
simple was what Zack needed the most, 
now. 

He tossed the paper, the medals and the 
pictures back in the box. Those things could 
stay in the past. He would only need three 
things from it for the foreseeable future: the 
hat, the yearbook …and a piece of plastic. 

As he heard the front door open and a 



distinct energy move into the house, he 
collected himself even more.   

Zack looked at the clock and realized …he 
had some packing to do.  

CHAPTER 5 - TIME PASSAGES …

Buttery light dripped into the room and 
drenched everything in shadow gold. Glare 
and darkness mingled on the light green 
walls to produce bursts of color bubbles 
bouncing off the glass of the floor-to-chair-
rail pictures hung in rows. This time of day 
always made Zack feel a little melancholy. It 
was historically when Mallory would get 
agitated and aggravated and snap at him 
for not picking up his socks or not cleaning 
a coffee cup or not helping with homework. 
Now, Zack was sitting in his home office, 
staring out the french doors, as the sun 



slowly made its way toward the west. And 
strangely, he was missing those days. He 
just stared. 

The faces in frames on his walls stared 
back at him in silence; Zack in younger 
clothes with smaller waist lines, arm-in-arm 
with people at cocktail parties and company 
banquets. The head of Tyson Foods and 
Gillette and Proctor and Gamble were all up 
there on his wall. If people only knew the 
company he had kept; the earth moving 
conversations he’d had about Super Bowl 
commercials and new product lines and the 
power he’d commanded over the airwaves, 
they would’ve, at one time, been highly 
impressed. Now, those Super Bowls had all 
been played and won. Those lines had 
been rolled out and many of them were now 
obsolete. And the “air” he once commanded 
was now bite sized ones and zeros being 
consumed on smart phones. A life of selling 
goods and services to the American public 



was now reduced to pictures on a wall, in a 
modest house, in a modest suburb. 

Zack had stopped by the doctor on the way 
home from his inauspicious firing. He’d 
been given some new medication and the 
number of a specialist on the coast. He just 
stared at all of it on his desk, as the quiet 
sun fell a little bit lower through the rustling, 
summer trees. 

Zack stood and walked to the french doors. 
The trampoline was still there. But it didn’t 
get used much anymore. He smiled a little, 
remembering that summer when he and his 
(then) 7-year-old son had jumped on it in 
the rain storm. Mallory stood at the doors, 
yelling at them to come in. But they just 
kept jumping, drenched and laughing 
uncontrollably. That was a good day. He 
couldn’t believe that little 7-year-old was 
now 18.  



There’s not enough time. They say life is 
short. But that’s deceptive because it 
passes a day at time. And while you’re 
worrying about the hour or minute you’re in, 
it’s slipping away from you. It’s a fire that is 
burning out while it’s raging. We only pay 
attention to the raging part - never the 
burning out part - until it’s too late. 

Now, Zack was feeling that fire dim. And as 
the sun dipped a little more, he turned and 
walked back into the office. 

He sat down in his big office chair and 
turned to some business. He pulled up the 
picture on his phone that he had received at 
the office. He tapped it a couple of times. 
Those taps dialed a number. Zack put the 
phone up to his ear. 

“Big Bob’s Ford,” the feminine voice said, 
on the other end. 



Zack spoke up, “Is Bob there? Tell him it’s 
Zack. He’ll know.”

“Please hold just a minute, sir,” the voice 
said, dutifully. 

After a minute or so, a booming voice came 
crashing though the silence, “Z …hey 
partner! How’s my favorite ad guy?”

“All good, bro. How’s things in your world?” 
Zack jumped in.

“All good here. Did you get the pic? Ain’t 
she a bute?” Bob cut to the chase. 

“Yeah man. I did. Gorgeous. Things are a 
go on this end if you’re still good to do this,” 
Zack explained. 

“I’m totally cool with the details if you are, 
partner. Wanna come pick her up 
tomorrow? It’ll have to be tomorrow,” Bob 



pressed. 

“Man …I’m good to go,” Zack said, excited. 
Then, slightly under his breath he said, “In 
more ways that you can imagine.” 

“Ok, partner. I’ll be here by 8. Just come 
see me. This is a sweet deal for me, Zack. 
You’re really helping me out, here. I 
appreciate it,” Bob said. 

“My pleasure, Bob. It’s actually really good 
for me too. I’m excited about it. See you 
tomorrow.” Zack pressed ‘end’ and the 
phone call was over. 

As Zack ended that call, a text came in: “u 
home?”

He went into text mode: “yep. Early. I have 
Chinese if u want it”

Reply: “K. J will drop me later”



Zack pressed for details: “time?”

Reply: “not sure. Later …”

This was the new relationship Zack had 
with his 18-year-old son: short texts and 
inaudible grunts. The universe of their 
exchanges had gotten reduced to money, 
food and transportation. The little boy who 
used to love being read to and tickled and 
chased in the back yard, had grown into a 
troubled middle-schooler (on a couple of 
ADD medications), to a disaffected high-
schooler, uninterested in anything and 
everything, to a rudderless young man 
about to enter college. 

Zack felt like a failure as a father. He hadn’t 
taught his son enough. He couldn’t navigate 
the new, technological world, himself. And 
he was having a hard time getting through 
to his boy and teaching him anything 



meaningful about life. He was fairly certain 
the lessons would fall on deaf ears anyway. 
18-year-old boys don’t care all that much 
what their fathers have to say about 
anything. Because something magical 
happens to a person when they turn 18. 
They become smarter than any other 
human being on planet earth. Zack was 
living this phenomenon in real time. 

He put the phone down and opened his 
laptop. He jumped on Facebook for a 
moment and did the obligatory search all 
over again. It had become a ritual of sorts. 
Still …he couldn’t find the name. He could 
never find the name. He wasn’t sure if he 
would even recognize the face anymore, 
anyway. He scrolled through cat videos, 
urgent prayer requests, inspirational 
memes and political rants. And he realized 
no one he knew actually talked to each 
other anymore. They all talked at each 
other from behind a box or a screen. And 



he wondered if this virtual world hadn’t 
been the real one all along. Maybe humans 
had been lying to each other through 
manners and politeness and social graces 
for centuries. And now they were all 
showing who they really were …inside the 
virtual world.  

If this was the real world, he didn’t want any 
part of it. Zack clicked out of Face Book and 
turned his attention back to his phone. He 
stared at a written number, on a piece of 
paper, next to his computer. He opened his 
phone and dialed the 3-1-0 prefix that 
would connect him to Los Angeles. As that 
connection was being made he glared at 
the prescriptions stacked on his desk. Then 
he rubbed the deep scar on his right hand 
that traveled from the bottom of his index 
finger to the base of his palm. As he was 
getting lost in too many thoughts, a very 
professional female voice answered, 
“Doctor Lancas …” but before she could 



even finish the phrase, Zack hit ‘end.’ He 
wasn’t ready. He’d call again later. 

He got out of his chair and went to the office 
closet. In the very back of the closet was a 
box. Zack pulled out the box and started 
taking out objects. One of the objects was a 
record album: Al Stewart. He freed the vinyl 
disc from its cardboard cover, dusted it off 
and opened his turntable, sitting in the 
corner of the room. He placed the obsolete 
round wafer of wax on the table and it 
began to rotate. As cracks and hisses 
bounced through the needle, Zack 
rummaged back through the box and found 
a yearbook. He stared at it while the electric 
piano riff wafted through the speakers. 

The music washed over him and carried 
him back in time. An unexpected wave of 
emotion caught him off guard and tears 
welled up in his eyes as the plaintive chorus 
rang out. Zack slumped back in his chair, 



weak and heavy. He fumbled through the 
yearbook and found the picture. He traced it 
with his fingers as Time Passages played 
softly in his memory. We live different lives 
at different times. The boy who used to 
listen to that song and wonder what it 
actually meant, was now a man who 
wouldn’t recognize his younger self if they 
bumped into each other on the street. What 
would he tell that boy if he could go back in 
time? 

For almost six minutes he was in a different 
place; a place he, at one time, thought he’d 
never leave; a place he, at one time, 
thought he wanted to forget forever. Now, 
he wanted to find it again and hold it as 
tightly as he could. But it was like grasping 
at clouds. 

He got up and put the player on repeat. So, 
the needle would automatically raise and go 
back to the first song, once it was done. As 



Time Passages played over and over again, 
Zack fumbled with the computer, landing on 
a site called “Class Mate.” He scanned the 
“Ks” from high schools in Missouri. 

Finally …his eyes raised and he perked up. 
There it was: the name and number he’d 
been searching for, for years. He got a 
piece of paper out and wrote down the 
number. As Al Stewart finished the final 
strains, for the eighth time, Zack got up and 
turned off the record player. He wiped his 
eyes, collected himself and looked around 
the room again, like a man who’d just 
woken from a nap. Now, the shadows had 
enveloped the entire space and the sun 
was almost completely down. 

Zack took a deep breath. He straightened 
his shirt, shook his head a bit and ran his 
fingers through his thinning hair. Then he 
noticed a ball cap hiding in the bottom of 
the box. He grabbed it from out of the box 



and placed it on his head. it needed some 
adjustment, but after that …it felt great on 
his head again, even after all the years. He 
reached for a couple of other items that 
made him smile. 

As he went over and turned on lights, he 
began organizing his thoughts and re-
organizing his room. He sifted through the 
remainder of the box. There were old 
trophies and pictures of people he’d all but 
forgotten, tangled in ribbons and medals 
from his marching band days and an old 
term paper from high school. THE COMING 
ELECTRONIC AGE was typed very 
officially at the top. Zack half smiled and 
half grimaced. Everybody had known this 
new world was on its way. But no one 
could’ve known what it was going to mean. 

He glanced up at the books on his shelves: 
The New Media Revolution, Tweet Your 
Way To Success, The Information Age, A 



New Connection, At The Touch Of A Button 
…all prophecies of the world in which he 
was now living. 

He’d embraced the future and the “new” his 
entire life. But now all he seemed to long for 
was the past. When things are at their most 
complicated, we long for simplicity. And 
simple was what Zack needed the most, 
now. 

He tossed the paper, the medals and the 
pictures back in the box. Those things could 
stay in the past. He would only need three 
things from it for the foreseeable future: the 
hat, the yearbook …and a piece of plastic. 

As he heard the front door open and a 
distinct energy move into the house, he 
collected himself even more.   

Zack looked at the clock and realized …he 
had some packing to do.  



CHAPTER 7 - THE MOST BADASS CAR 
EVER MADE …

“Dad? Hey …can we talk for a sec?” 
echoed a contrite voice, from around the 
corner. 

Zack perked up from pilfering through his 
closet and throwing clothes in a bag, “sure, 
bud. What’s up?”

Josh walked over with a flyer in his hand. 
He was tempering his usual disaffected 
demeanor to try and garner some grace 
from his father. 

“Um, if I drive to the coast with you. Well …
could we stop here?” Josh handed Zack the 
flyer that had come for him in the mail. It 
was an advertisement for the E-Sports 



Convention and Tournament, in Las Vegas. 
This is what Beezer was talking about at 
the mall, earlier. The dates happened to line 
up with the days they might be passing 
through. 

“It’s only four days from now. We could 
totally make it in time. They’re supposed to 
be rolling out that new War God pod thing. I 
could help you drive.” Josh pressed. “Win/
win.” Then he mustered his best smile. 

“Hmmm …Vegas, huh?” Zack pondered. 
“Well, I wasn’t totally sure I was going 
through Vegas …but …I suppose …”

Before he could even get the rest of the 
words out of his mouth, Josh threw his 
hands up and yelled in a whisper, “yes!” 
Then he ran out of the room. As he was 
entering back into his gamer zone he yelled 
back, “Thanks dad. I’ll pack tonight!”



Zack smiled to himself. This was a start. But 
now he had to spend a day in Vegas he 
hadn’t planned. Still, it was worth it. Maybe 
he and his son could connect. Maybe. 

Zack finished throwing clothes in the bag 
and zipped it up. He wasn’t taking anything 
he didn’t need. This was utilitarian and light 
…just the way he liked it. T-shirts, jeans and 
just enough clean underwear. Nothing 
more. 

He went to the master bath to brush his 
teeth for the night. As he looked in the 
mirror, he saw his face was gaunt and 
ashen. And he was in a bit of a sweat. He 
splashed water on it and tried to refresh. 
But the stress of the last few months was 
catching up to him. He stared in the mirror. 
He was not the man he once was. The 
years had thrown him too many curve balls. 
This was who he was, now. There would be 
no grand re-inventions or new paths toward 



exciting new horizons. THIS is what he was. 
THIS was the man he’d become. And he 
needed to make some peace with that man. 

As he crawled in bed, he slipped off his 
wedding band and lay it next to the picture 
of him and Mallory. It was the first time he’d 
allowed himself to take off the ring and face 
the fact that she wasn’t coming back. As he 
lay there staring at her picture, he drifted 
into a dream …

Christmas lights. Always Christmas lights. 
Red and blue and green on a tree that 
fades in and out of the distance. He can 
see it but it’s not close enough to touch. 
And there’s a small child in the room, 
running around and playing. It’s all in 
shades of blue and brown. He can’t make 
out faces but he knows them and he’s 
happier than he’s ever been. Inexplicable 
love washes over him. He just wants to be 
here and nowhere else. There’s a woman 



who loves him deeply circling and fussing 
over food and smiling. She’s wearing a 
knee-length poodle skirt from the 1950s, 
red gingham with green diamonds. Her 
lipstick is thick and pasty …like Lucille 
Ball’s. Her hair is perfectly coifed yet loose 
and whimsical. And even though he doesn’t 
know her, he loves her more than he can 
utter. So much it’s painful. And the child is 
laughing. There’s so much love in this 
room. He almost can’t take it all in. 

Suddenly his mother appears and scolds 
him for something. Then a dark, faceless 
figure appears. He can’t see it but he knows 
who it is. It’s Ray. 

The child starts running out of the safe, 
Christmas tree room into a street. Just as 
he is about to get hit by a car …Zack 
screams, “NO!”

Zack woke with a start. He hated these new 



nightmares he’d been having. Almost every 
night, he watched the same child run into 
the road and almost get hit by a car. What 
was this about? He reached up and wiped 
more sweat off his brow. Then he looked 
around to discover he had sweated through 
the sheets. This was starting to become a 
nightly occurrence.    

He walked back into the bathroom and 
washed his face again. As he re-entered 
the room and climbed back into the other 
side of the bed, he saw the clock said 5:46 
AM. He wasn’t sure he’d get back to sleep 
before time to go collect his new found 
beauty. He lay there in the morning 
moonlight for a second, thinking about the 
past 24 hours and how eventful they had 
been. After about fifteen minutes he 
decided to take a shower and get ready for 
the day. 

After a quick shower it was 6:28 AM. He 



dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans and 
walked past his son’s room to see if he was 
still playing video games (it was always a 
possibility - at any hour). Josh was passed 
out with the controller still in his hand. He’d 
obviously fallen asleep playing. 

“Hey bud …if you’re leaving with me for 
Vegas, it’s time!” Zack half yelled. 

Josh woke with a tiny jolt. He tried to focus, 
“Oh man. We’re leaving right now?” 

“You said you were going to pack last night. 
Throw some clothes in a bag and take 
quick a shower. We leave in ten minutes!” 
Zack barked.

Josh jumped up and ran to the shower in 
the hallway. He actually HAD packed the 
night before, which was a minor miracle. He 
didn’t care much about hanging with his 
father for a week. But he was stoked about 



going to Vegas for the first time and seeing 
the War God roll out. So he was moving 
quickly at a speed only a teenage boy can 
move.  

Zack made his way downstairs to his office. 
He sat in the big chair and looked at the 
pictures again. He was frozen in thought for 
several minutes. Then, he heard Josh 
rustling upstairs and it snapped him back to 
reality. He took out his phone and created a 
group text: Tony Blanchard, Gavin Butler, 
Brad Simmons. These were Zack’s three 
best friends. They were supposed to play 
golf today. Tee time was at 8 AM. Zack 
typed: 

“Hey guys. Not gonna make the links today. 
Something came up. I’m gonna be 
unavailable for a while.” SENT

Then Zack thought for a minute longer …



“Love you guys.” SENT

After that, Zack sent another text. It was 
response to a text that had been waiting for 
an answer since the night before:

“I need $.”

Zack stared at it. It brought up so much 
resentment and anger. He answered quick 
and short:

“I put money in your account yesterday. 2k 
is all I can do. Me and J are going out of 
town for a few days. Just letting you know.” 

Zack wanted to say so much more. He 
stared at the text for a long time. The he 
added, “bye.” SENT

After that was sent, he turned off his phone, 
opened the top drawer to his desk, and 
placed it there. He shut the drawer and 



breathed deeply. He looked up at the clock. 
It was 7:48 AM. Bob would be ready for him 
by 8. So, Zack got up, grabbed his old 
Bears ball cap and tried to put it on. He had 
to adjust it a little and loosen it. Apparently, 
his head was bigger than it had been in 
high school. But once adjusted, It still felt 
good on his head after all those years. He 
picked up his bag and headed for the 
garage. He threw his bag in the trunk of the 
car and walked back in to make a cup of 
coffee, collect some odds and ends …and 
his disaffected son. As he entered the 
kitchen, there he was …wet-haired Josh, 
with bag in tow. 

“I’m ready,” said the skinny kid. 

Zack looked at him, took a deep breath and 
said, “give me a minute and we’ll go.”

Josh raced past his father into the garage, 
threw his bag in the trunk and crawled in 



the passenger side of the car. He instantly 
started texting and posting and checking 
things on his phone. 

Zack walked back through the house, 
gazing at the pictures on the walls. This 
would be his first road trip in over two 
decades as a single man (for all practical 
purposes). The happy family shots of he 
and Mallory holding a young Joshy made 
him smile. But then he got that sinking 
feeling again. He walked back into his office 
once more, and reached for a small 
backpack out of the closet. In it he stuffed 
some paper work, an envelope full of cash 
(Zack liked to carry cash on road trips. He 
knew so much about identity theft, he was 
paranoid about using credit cards at gas 
stations, hotels and restaurants) and the 
small piece of plastic he’d recovered from 
his old keepsakes box. He unzipped one of 
the side pockets and pulled out a phone 
charger and a laptop charger. He tossed 



them over next to the turntable. He wouldn’t 
need them on this journey. 

Zack took a deep breath, stared at the top 
drawer of his desk for a second, and turned 
to go. He turned all the lights out (that’s 
what dads do) as he exited the kitchen into 
the garage. He opened the backseat and 
tossed in the tiny backpack, then climbed in 
the driver’s side. Josh was already in full-
blown screen mania. His father climbing in 
didn’t register at all. It was as if he wasn’t 
there. 

Zack hit the garage door button, fired up the 
6-year-old Camry and backed out of the 
garage bay. As he made his way from 
Brentwood to Nolensville Road, toward Big 
Bob’s Action Ford, he checked the sky. It 
looked like rain; overcast and dreary. 

Zack turned onto Nolensville road and 
entered the jungle of the used car and 



pawn shop district. Discount furniture 
shops, Mexican food trucks and those big, 
wavy things that look like Gumby doing a 
dance, peppered each side of the street. 
Finally, he pulled into the shop with the 
huge, 30-foot Stetson sign. It was a little 
after eight and the used car wheelers and 
dealers were already crawling around the 
campus like ants. Zack pulled around back. 
He knew the place pretty well. 

After parking the Camry, he grabbed his 
small backpack and told Josh, “Just stay 
here. I’ll be right back.” 

Josh answered with a grunt. He didn’t really 
care. He just wanted to get to Vegas. As he 
was texting and posting and reading news 
feeds, he looked up to see his father behind 
a glass wall with some huge man, wearing 
cowboy hat. The man and his father were 
discussing something pretty seriously. Josh 
was sure it was just deal points or 



something. He’d seen his dad do this his 
whole life. None of it ever made a difference 
to him. It was no doubt boring and tedious. 
Josh didn’t want to live like his father had. 
He wasn’t sure what he wanted out of life. 
But it wasn’t deals and paper work. Just as 
he thought that thought, the two men 
actually started signing paper work. Josh 
just shook his head. 

Then, both men shook hands and hugged. 
It was as if his dad had known this guy for a 
long time. Josh only knew him as the weird 
guy who throws money in the air on TV. 
Josh was used to his dad knowing minor 
celebrities. But this seemed different. They 
seemed to be close friends. And Big Bob 
kept patting his dad on the shoulder, talking 
to him and shaking his head. Finally, the 
two men gave each other one last hug. And 
Bob handed his father some keys. Then 
Zack motioned for Josh to come in.  



Josh jumped out of the Camry and as he 
was running into the glassed in office, Zack 
yelled out to him, “Bring the bags!”. So Josh 
turned around, popped the trunk and 
grabbed both bags. Then he walked them 
into the office. Zack introduced him, “Josh 
this is Robert. Robert, this is my son Josh. 
He’s gonna be my wing man on this drive.”

Bob studied Josh. Then answered, “Nice to 
meet you, son. You ever driven a true 
American classic?”

Josh answered awkwardly, “Um …no …sir. 
I pretty much just drive dad’s Camry. Or I 
get an Uber or something.” 

Bob and Zack laughed. Josh didn’t know 
what was so funny. 

Big Bob countered, “Well, the car ya’ll are 
driving to California is a true legend. And a 
beauty at that.”



Zack looked down in a stare, like he was 
lost in a memory. He said in a hushed 
voice, “Yessir …”

Bob led the way to the back of the lot. Zack 
and Josh grabbed their bags and followed. 
The three rounded a corner of Mini Vans 
and F-150s. And there she was …a candy 
apple red, 1967 Mustang convertible. The 
sight of her kind of gave Josh a tittle tingle 
in his stomach. It was the close to the same 
sensation he got from seeing Ella for the 
first time. He’d never gotten it from a car 
before. 

Bob walked them around the gorgeous 
beast and dished all the details of mileage 
and tire wear, etc. Josh spoke up, “So …
who are we taking this to? And what do we 
do with the Camry?”

Zack quickly answered, “I’ve got all the info 



we need for delivery. Right here,” patting his 
backpack.  

Then Bob spoke up, “Ya’ll just leave the 
Camry here. It’ll be safe. Okay boys …safe 
travels.” And just like that …Bob walked 
away. 

Zack and Josh opened the trunk and threw 
their bags in. As they walked back to the 
front of the red beast, Zack caressed and 
took his time getting to the driver’s seat. 

“So, we really have to drive three thousand 
miles in the mid-life-crisis mobile?” Josh 
asked, petulantly. 

“Hey! Watch it, kid,” retorted Zack.  “The 
1967, Ford Mustang convertible is the most 
badass car ever made and don’t ever forget 
it. This one has a three hundred and twenty 
horsepower, three ninety cid Holley V8 
engine. Candy apple red, which is one of 



the original colors. New top and tires and 
bucket seats. They made thirty eight 
thousand, seven hundred and fifty one of 
these …the year I was born. This, my boy, 
is as good as it gets when it comes to cars 
that make you feel like a super hero.”

Josh was unimpressed and only heard 
about half of what his father had just said. 
He looked around the car and the weight of 
what was actually about to happen fell on 
him. He asked an obvious question, “So …
how are we getting back once we drop this 
thing off?”

Zack smiled at him and said, “We’ll figure it 
out.” Then he flashed a glance toward the 
road ahead and said, “Don’t ever question 
an adventure, Josh. Just roll with it.”

With that, the two climbed in the car and 
buckled up. Josh looked at the console and 
saw something unusual. It looked like a 



universal charging port for his smart phone. 
He tried to shove the phone in it but it 
wouldn’t work. He fumbled awkwardly with 
this strange new device. Zack watched and 
snickered under his breath. 

“That’s not what that’s for,” chuckled Zack. 
“That was obviously an add-on to this car. 
But this is what it’s for.” 

He pulled the piece of plastic he’d been 
carrying around with him, out of the 
backpack pocket. On the cover of this 
strange little wafer of plastic was a piece of 
tape that read “Awesome Mix Tape.” Then 
Zack slid the plastic piece into the slot. And 
hiss was heard through the car. 

Before the first song started, Josh realized 
what was happening and said, “Ahh …a 
CASSETTE player. I’ve heard of these. I 
get it. Ok …well …I’m going to listen to my 
own music. Thanks.”



The snarky youngster put his headphones 
in and tuned out everything else happening. 
Zack just turned off the device, popped out 
his cassette, and re-adjusted his Bears ball 
cap. Then he put on his signature Wayfarer 
sunglasses. As he prepared to lower the 
top, a raindrop hit the windshield. Then 
another. Then fifty. Then a hundred. 

Zack cursed under his breath, “ah dammit.” 
Then he looked over at his son. Even 
though Josh wanted to be anywhere else 
but here, Zack smiled anyway. He turned 
the key and revved the cid Holley engine. 
He put it in drive and eased out onto 
Nolensville Road. As he passed Big Bob, 
they waved at each other in a sort of a 
knowing salute. 

Zack listened to the Mustang chomp at the 
bit through the surface streets, until he 
finally got her out on sixty five north, toward 



Paducah. Once he hit the open road he 
wanted to let her roar. But the rain was 
heavy and the roads were slick. He’d have 
to wait for clearer skies. 

But just being behind the wheel of that car 
was beautiful. 

CHAPTER 8 - FLYING BISCUITS …

TEXT: “So, where R U guys?” 

RETURN: “Going to St Louis I think?”

TEXT: “How is he?”

RETURN: “I dunno. Quiet. Staring.”

TEXT: “B careful.”

RETURN: “K.”



TEXT: “I love U.”

RETURN: “U 2.”

The text thread with his mother was one of 
seven or eight Josh had going at once. He 
hadn’t spoken with his father since they left 
Nashville, hours earlier. He’d found the 
cigarette lighter and had been able to keep 
his phone charged. So he’d been pretty 
much non-stop texting and posting since 
the trip began. He had his earbuds in so he 
could listen to his own playlist. He was self 
contained and didn’t particularly care to 
interact with the man next to him. 

This was the taxi to Vegas. Nothing more. 
And he hadn’t so much as asked where 
they were stopping or what the route would 
be. Zack, for his part, was transfixed on the 
road. And he would occasionally feel the 
dashboard and the leather seats with his 



hand, as if he was making sure they were 
still there. 

Mile after boring mile stretched out in front 
of the Mustang. The rain hadn’t let up since 
Nashville. Just about the time they would 
get through one weather pattern, another 
one would show up. Summer storms could 
be brutal and relentless in this part of the 
country. And the down side to a convertible 
top was starting to present itself. Nothing 
was leaking and the top was handling the 
weather fine. But in enough rain, rag tops 
make you feel a bit exposed and even the 
tightest fitting top will finally give way to a 
small leak somewhere. Zack was hoping 
the weather would break soon. He wanted 
to get some fresh air on his face. Little 
beads of clammy sweat were forming on his 
forehead. But it didn’t look like the rain 
would be letting up in the near future. 

In approaching each new town and small 



city, traffic would back up and bottle neck. 
There was road construction almost the 
entire way. And it was apparent that the 
American interstate needed a face lift and 
an expansion. The population of motorists 
on this well-travelled route had 
exponentially grown over the years, since 
Zack had been a regular resident of 65 to 
24 to 57 to 64 to 70. There were so many 
people. Where were they all going? What 
were they looking for? 

Zack always thought about things like this 
on drives. Those thoughts were what had 
landed him in the advertising profession in 
the first place. He had a keen sense of how 
to appeal to basic human motivations. This 
is a good quality to have if you’re a writer or 
a minister or a politician or a leader. Zack 
used that ability to sell things to the buying 
public. And now, at almost 50, he wondered 
if he’d made the right decisions or used his 
talents wisely. 



Ahead of him was a white Kia. He though 
back to handling the national Kia campaign 
and how amazing it was to see one of his 
ads being run during the NFL playoffs. He’d 
actually written the copy for the ad. It was 
exhilarating hearing his words float out of 
the screen. Even if they were only, “one-
point-eight percent financing available.” 

And yet with his innate ability to 
communicate things to large groups of 
people, he couldn’t seem to communicate 
with his own son. Ever since Josh had been 
in middle school they’d had a strained 
relationship when it came to 
communicating. Josh and his mother 
seemed to speak the same language. But 
even in his high-tech world of advertising he 
had lost something in translation with his 
son. 

Josh had immersed himself in the virtual 



world, early in his life. He took to the 
devices and keyboards with great ease. He 
was awkward around people - especially 
girls. And he felt more comfortable and safe 
behind a screen. No one could hurt him 
there. No one could laugh at him there. If 
they did he could simply turn them off. For a 
young man unsure of himself and his place 
in the world, this was a necessity for 
emotional survival. He was funny and smart 
and quick-witted behind his screen. He was 
none of those things around flesh-and-
blood humans. And the girls he looked at on 
the internet, at night, when everyone was 
asleep …well, they didn’t reject him. They 
didn’t give him funny looks or blow him off. 
They were his for as long as he wanted 
them. And he didn’t spill noodles on them. 

The internet and gaming required nothing of 
him, yet offered everything to him. His 
choices were all that mattered. His likes 
and dislikes were the only thing in question. 



There was no responsibility required and 
there were no consequences involved in 
whatever decision he made. Josh knew 
subconsciously that the virtual world was 
where he belonged. The real world was too 
unkind and too full of variables he could not 
control. 

His father was always trying to talk to him 
about heavy things - especially lately. And 
that wasn’t working for him. Something had 
happened since the separation and since 
the doctor visits had started. He was 
serious and kind of depressing to be 
around. And Josh felt like his father was 
trying to drag him into his own problems. 
But Josh didn’t have a problem with his 
mother. This wasn’t his issue. It was his 
dad’s. Josh just wanted to find a way out of 
that house, to somewhere with a lighter 
atmosphere. Right now he was lost in 
Snapchat animal avatars and four different 
text threads. He was taking pictures of the 



rain-soaked freeway and posting them to 
Instagram and Twitter. 

Zack just kept staring. 

As miles passed, the grey, cloud-covered 
sunshine faded. Paducah Kentucky was in 
the rearview mirror. Next would be 
Metropolis. Then Vienna. Then Marion. 
Then Johnson City. Then Ina. Zack was 
hoping to make a certain spot for a late 
lunch.  

It was taking longer today than it should’ve. 
The rain and the traffic were forcing the 
Mustang to a crawl for most of the way. And 
it was making Josh stir crazy. 

Finally, he broke the two-hour-long silence, 
“Dad, I’m gonna jump into the back seat 
and lay down. That okay?”

Zack was so exhilarated by actually hearing 



his son’s voice, he agreed and nodded 
without thinking twice. Josh took his 
earbuds out and wrapped his gear with 
military precision. Then, with cat-like agility, 
he dove into the backseat. He used his 
father’s backpack as a pillow and found a 
way to get relatively comfortable even with 
bent knees. 

Zack checked his son’s progress in the 
rearview mirror and smiled. It reminded him 
of the days when Josh the malcontent was 
little Joshy the sweetheart. Little Joshy 
always loved taking road trips with his dad. 
And he would sleep in the backseat, 
surrounded by his stuffed animals, 
underneath a Star Wars blanket. Now, he 
was almost a man. Those road trips had 
become less and less frequent as he’d 
gotten older. In fact, Zack realized that he 
and Josh hadn’t been on this particular 
stretch of road since Josh was around six. 
That was when Zack drove out to bring his 



ailing mother back to Nashville. It seemed 
like last week. But it had been twelve years. 
The time had flown too fast. 

Zack had started out as an attentive father. 
He wasn’t going to make the same 
mistakes his father had made. He’d vowed 
to himself to be different. And until Josh was 
a pre-teen, he’d done a pretty good job. But 
caring for his mother, then burying her, then 
clawing his way back into a job, then trying 
to salvage a career, then trying to salvage a 
marriage had taken a toll on him. And he 
knew his son had been the victim of these 
issues every bit as much as he had been. 
He hadn’t taught him enough. He’d 
withdrawn after his mother’s death and 
become too absent. He’d definitely been 
too absent as a husband. And now he was 
reaping the bitter harvest of those flaws. So 
was his son. 

He had been hoping to have a decent 



conversation with Josh at some point on the 
trip. But now he was passing Mount 
Vernon. And there seemed to be no magic 
in this classic car or this “adventure.” 

The rain continued to pelt the red beauty as 
they drove west. Occasionally, Zack would 
hear a ghost ping and think a text or email 
was coming in. He would involuntarily reach 
over for his phone. But then he would 
remember that he’d left that ball and chain 
in a drawer, in Brentwood. And he would 
breathe a little easier. No one could get to 
him here. His thoughts were his own. He 
didn’t have to “share” or “post” any of this. It 
was his own world. 

Zack wondered if any of this was really 
happening, if he wasn’t posting about it. 
Could he have a solitary experience and it 
mean anything, anymore? The world had 
decided that everything must have a 
witnesses in order to be real. But those 



witnesses were staring at something on a 
device. Was that real? Or were we all 
becoming slaves to our own avatars; the 
worker bees behind the virtual lives? Was 
life on the screen real? Or was this real? He 
took in the trees and the landscape. He 
breathed deeply. His son certainly didn’t 
care about any of it. This was his alone. 

What should’ve taken three hours, had 
taken five. It was now almost three in the 
afternoon. But they were on 64 West and 
almost at Damiansville. 

“Hey buddy, you getting hungry?” Zack 
yelled toward the backseat. 

Some unknown grunt came back in an 
answer. Zack took this as a yes. He 
punched the red Mustang a little and zipped 
into the left lane, to get ahead of the line of 
semis and RVs. As he pressed for a little 
more speed the clouds seemed to respond 



and move out of the way of the summer 
sun. Maybe he would get a shot at dropping 
the top on this thing before the day was 
over. 

The red Mustang glided over the interstate 
like a chariot. And as each small town city 
limit sign passed into the distance, Zack 
pushed the beauty a little harder. Until 
finally, he looked down to see that he was 
doing 90. Just as he eased off the gas, he 
saw the obscure exit he was looking for and 
raced off the freeway. Just fifty miles or so 
outside the city of O’Fallon, was a small, 
out-of-the-way mom-and-pop diner called 
Diane’s. Diane’s had been there as long as 
Zack had been alive, but you had to know 
how to get there. 

Off the interstate, five miles down to the 
flashing red light, over the railroad tracks, 
into the small town of Okawville, Diane’s 
was perched on a slight rise on the left. It 



was the only restaurant in town. And they 
were famous for their “flying” biscuits. The 
biscuits were the draw to this place. Before 
the days of complimentary chips and salsa, 
Diane’s had become locally famous for 
bringing out baskets of complimentary 
biscuits, while you were waiting on your 
meal. And those biscuits were amazing. 
Legend has it that on a particularly busy 
Saturday night, in the 70s, so many people 
were asking for refills of biscuits that the 
owner’s husband, Carl (Diane herself was 
the owner), just started throwing biscuits to 
people. The novelty stuck and people would 
come from far and wide to get biscuits 
thrown at them. A major news organization 
even did a piece on them in the late 80s. 

Now, the flying biscuits weren’t as popular 
as they had once been. Someone had 
fallen from a chair, trying to catch one, and 
broken his arm. The lawsuit that followed 
kept the staff at Diane’s from chucking 



biscuits for a while. Finally, they came up 
with a waver you had to sign at the door, 
that relinquished their liability in the event of 
a flying biscuit injury. It sort of took the fun 
out of it. But then, that’s what lawyers are 
good at: taking the fun out of things. 

The red Mustang eased into the gravel 
parking lot and came to a halt. Zack pulled 
the keys and craned his head to the 
backseat, “We’re here Joshy. Let’s get 
some food.”

Josh didn’t even realize they had gotten off 
the beaten path. And as he exited the 
chariot, he looked around in fascination. 
“What is this place?” he asked, almost 
annoyed it wasn’t a Subway or McDonalds. 

“This is a place where they literally hurl food 
at you,” Zack chuckled. 

Josh entered the small cinder block building 



as if he was entering a third world hospital. 
He wasn’t entertained by the local color and 
small town vibe. He didn’t like little dumps 
like this. His father was the exact opposite. 
And it was a point of annoyance for him. 
His dad was always trying to introduce him 
to things he thought would “expand his 
boundaries.” Here they were again at one 
of these horrible places. 

The no-nonsense waitress, tucking her 
falling locks behind her ears and huffing 
and puffing around the tables, yelled back 
at the two non-local figures standing in the 
doorway, “ya’ll just sit wherever you want.”

The two took a seat at a booth under a 
window. They grabbed the tiny menus 
sitting behind salt and pepper shakers and 
began to look at the options. Zack got that 
familiar wave of nausea that had been 
keeping him from eating much. Josh was 
starving and found the burger option rather 



quickly. 

“Hey …ya’ll want biscuits?!” yelled an older 
man from behind the kitchen half-wall. 

Zack smiled and waved for him to throw a 
couple over. The salty, old kitchen veteran 
grabbed a couple of biscuits from the 
warmer and tossed one to Zack. He caught 
it like a first rate center fielder. Josh was 
nervous. This wasn’t his type of thing. The 
biscuit was tossed right to Josh’s nose. 
Obviously the old man had done this a few 
thousand times. His aim and trajectory were 
dead on. The throw couldn’t have been 
more perfect. Josh put up his hands to 
make the catch. But the bread slipped right 
through his outstretched hands, onto his 
face. It crumbled and disintegrated all over 
him. 

“Don’t worry parter. Nuther one on the way,” 
yelled the old salt. 



And with laser precision, he tossed the next 
round of baked bread to the youngster. And 
again, Josh missed the catch. He was 
starting to blush and get flustered. He knew 
that no matter how many biscuits got 
thrown at him, he would probably miss 
every one of them. 

“Somebody ain’t going to the majors,” 
yelled the old man, in a snicker. The 
customers all laughed. Now, this was 
turning into a show.

Zack looked concerned. He didn’t want his 
awkward son to be made fun of. But he also 
wanted him to finally succeed at something 
that scared him. Zack wanted to reach out 
and catch the next biscuit for Josh. But he 
knew that Josh needed to catch the biscuit.  

Josh half pleaded with his father, “Dad, this 
is stupid. I don’t want bread thrown at me. 



Can we just …not …”

But before he could get another word out, 
the old bread chucker loaded another one.  

“Here’s ye one more shot at it, sport,” the 
biscuit thrower bellowed. 

Just as the bread was flung, Josh caught, 
out of the corner of his eye, a teenage girl 
watching and staring. He had to catch this 
one. He couldn’t miss three in a row. Not in 
front of her. He focussed. He watched the 
bread falling into his sphere. As he raised 
his hands one last time, he accidentally hit 
his water glass and spilled it all over him. 
He looked away long enough for the bread 
to burst all over his face once more. Except 
this time he was not only covered in bread 
crumbs …he was also covered in water. 
The combination of the two substances 
caused a mess on his face and shoulders. 
It was a comedy of errors for the 



customers, who howled in laughter at the 
teenager’s expense. But it was a nightmare 
for him. His deficiency in motor skill was on 
display for all to see. 

Josh tried to recover by wiping his face with 
a napkin. But when he peered from the 
napkin, he could see the young girl 
snickering at his clumsiness. This drove him 
into a rage. His embarrassment manifested 
itself in anger. He threw the napkin down 
and stood up. 

“Can you just bring me a burger? I’m going 
to the car!” and he stormed out of the tiny 
building. 

Zack watched, heart-broken as his son ran 
from his own humiliation. Josh had never 
been athletic or coordinated. The only time 
he could will his faculties into symmetry 
was when he was on a gaming controller. In 
the real world …well …he couldn’t catch a 



biscuit. Zack ordered a burger to go for his 
son. He sat waiting on the food when the 
cold sweat returned. He dabbed his face 
with a napkin and tried to breathe. He’d 
been through so much stress in the past 36 
hours he found himself coming down from 
it. So he took in the quaint pictures on the 
walls and the smell of home cooking. He let 
the place wash over him. This was a million 
miles from Astin Jessup and gourmet 
truffles. And it was better. 

When the sack of food was brought to him, 
he paid in cash and walked back out to the 
Mustang. There was still a drizzle coming 
down. Josh was holed up in the car texting 
and scrolling news feeds. Zack climbed in 
the driver’s seat and handed his son the 
sack. 

“Cheeseburger with fries. There’s a drink 
there as well.” Zack paused for a second, 
then tried to comfort Josh, “Buddy I’m sorry 



about all that …” before he could go any 
further, Josh butted in …

“I hate places like this. I don’t know why you 
always try to take me to these dumps. Who 
throws food at the freaking customers!?!?!” 
Josh half-yelled. 

Zack could see his son was injured by the 
event. But there was nothing he could do 
now. Josh opened his burger and started 
eating. And went back to not talking to his 
father. 

Zack fired up the red Mustang, pulled 
across the street for some cheap gasoline, 
then headed back out to the open road.  

CHAPTER 9 - ARCHES AND ROCKS …

The day was waning on. 



Josh had discovered the back seat was far 
more conducive to his plan of ignoring his 
father all the way to Vegas than was the 
passenger seat. So he claimed it as his 
spot for the duration. He could almost lie 
down and text without the occasional one-
dimensional, boring interruption. The 
mundane questions; the comments that 
lead to nowhere; the false laughs at his 
jokes, all of these things made his dad 
almost impossible to talk to. He seemed to 
remember him being the “cool dad” at one 
time. But now they had nothing in common 
and didn’t really speak the same language. 
Furthermore, his father seemed 
preoccupied most of the time and only half 
listening. The back seat would be just fine. 
Besides, the front seats didn’t recline 
anyway. Apparently, the reclining feature 
had escaped the brilliant minds of the 
1960’s, when they were building the “most 
badass car ever made.” 



Zack was getting frustrated with the 
weather. He’d been wanting to drop the top 
since they left Nashville. But just about the 
time he’d get a ray of sunshine, some rain 
cloud would put just enough of a damper on 
the situation that dropping the top was 
impossible. You never drop a top during 
rain or when it’s too hot. The temperature 
and cloud cover was perfect. But the rain 
kept coming. So Zack just pressed on 
toward Saint Louis and left everything as it 
was.

The traffic was getting more dense. 
Obviously this meant they were getting 
closer and closer to the gateway to the 
west. But because of the slow-go all the 
way from Nashville, the sun was starting to 
dip. They’d left at 9:30 AM. But after gas 
stops, the traffic crawl and the unfortunate 
biscuit incident, Saint Louis was showing up 
much later than it normally would have. And 



the traffic leading into the city stretched like 
a snake on the interstate, surging and 
contracting for miles on end. 

As the shadows of darkness rose to 
envelop the daylight, the famed arch 
appeared on the horizon. The Saint Louis 
arch was a national landmark and icon of 
the civilized world. It was an engineering 
feat unmatched in the western hemisphere. 
Zack, being from Kansas, had seen it 
probably a thousand times or more. He’d 
actually gone up in it as a child and 
surveyed the city from its small square 
windows. But now, on this particular trip, it 
looked more regal and wondrous than he’d 
remembered. 

He yelled back toward Josh, “Hey Joshy! 
Remember coming here when you were 
six? When we were moving grandma to our 
house?!?!”



There was no reply from the back seat. 

Josh was reading a wiki page on the details 
of the arch. Rather than look at the real 
thing right in front of him, he was getting 
facts and figures on it through a tiny screen. 
He was studying and swiping through 
picture after picture of the arch. All the 
while, he was actually passing it on the 
interstate. 

“You wanna stop and see it?” yelled Zack. 
Again, there was no answer. 

* 630 feet tall.

* Tallest monument in the United States. 

* There were 147 design entries before 
Finish/American Earo Searinen’s design 
was chosen. 

* It’s base is as wide as it is tall. 



* It’s the tallest habitual structure in 
Missouri. 

* Construction began on February 12, 1963 
and ended on October 28, 1965. 

Josh was reading about the arch while Zack 
was staring at the arch. This was a clear 
and stark difference in generations. 

Just about the time they were passing the 
arch, traffic came to a standstill. It was 
abrupt. Zack had to practically stand on the 
brakes to get the car to stop fast enough. 
This wasn’t just slow traffic. Something had 
actually stopped all traffic on this part of the 
interstate. Zack craned his neck to see 
what was happening. He glanced at other 
drivers who were shrugging their shoulders 
and throwing their hands up in disgust. 

After a number of minutes, some drivers 



turned off their engines. This part of the 
“gateway” appeared to be closed for 
business. Josh sat in the backseat and 
feverishly pounded the screen of his phone. 
In a matter of seconds he was watching a 
video that showed a police officer shooting 
a young black man at point blank range. 
Then he swiped to another video of a news 
anchor delivering a not-guilty verdict. 
Finally, he swiped to a video that had just 
been posted of protesters laying down in 
the interstate. 

“This is all a protest over a cop verdict,” 
Josh half yelled from the backseat. 

“What?” asked Zack. 

“This cop, Desmond Johns, shot an 
unarmed black kid last year at a routine 
traffic stop. He just got off yesterday. I 
remember seeing it on the news. They’re 
protesting in the streets.” Josh was 



indignant. 

Zack shot back, “Well …there were some 
questions about the whole incident that 
bothered me. I’m not sure I would’ve 
convicted him.”

Josh jumped into anger, “See? Why do you 
always do that!? Why are you taking up for 
the white guy? The video was clear. Dude 
walked up with his gun out, and shot the 
guy three times for no reason. At some 
point, dad, you’re going to finally have to 
face the facts of racism in the police force, 
in this country.”

Zack took a breath, “Okay …look. I’m not 
taking up for anything except context. You 
guys today watch a two minute video and 
make snap judgements based on that 
segment alone. The guy’s car fit the 
description of a car that had just been 
involved in an armed robbery, where a 



convenient store clerk had been shot. It too 
was on video. The cop kept asking the guy 
to put his hands on the steering wheel and 
he wouldn’t. We have no idea what 
happened before the video started. We 
have absolutely NO context for it. I’ve been 
selling people products seen out-of-context 
for twenty-five years, Josh. I know how one 
piece of video can look like one thing …but 
be another.”

“I don’t see how that relates to this, dad …” 
Josh retorted. 

Zack dug in, “You know we did that whole 
‘Milk is good for a body’ campaign. I spent 
weeks with reps from the Dairy Association. 
They gave me graphs and charts that 
showed all the good things calcium does for 
your health. Is there calcium in milk? Well 
…yes. But it’s also in other stuff. A LOT of 
other stuff. Years later I met a doctor who 
told me chapter and verse how lactose was 



responsible for all kinds of allergies and 
illnesses. Our ad campaign simply talked 
about the protein and calcium in milk, which 
it has. But so does beef and eggs and 
sesame seeds and a dozen other things. 
Milk, as it turns out, may actually be bad for 
humans. I don’t know if it is or not. My point 
is we only showed one tiny piece of the 
bigger puzzle in our ad, in order to get a 
certain response. We didn’t lie. But we 
didn’t volunteer information from the other 
side, either. It wasn’t in our interest or in our 
client’s interest. All I’m saying is context is 
the most important thing. That’s all.”  

Josh was brooding and had stopped 
listening. He was texting Beezer:

“He’s doing the whole white guy is innocent 
thing right now”

Beezer: “my dad does that shit all the time. 
Only with Jews. Drives me nuts.” 



Zack was waiting on an answer from the 
back seat. He thought he was possibly 
going to have a meaningful conversation 
with his son …for once. But Josh basically 
shut down and dove deeper into his phone. 
This was the M.O. This is what he always 
did. And like all the times before, Zack let it 
go. He couldn’t force his son to engage, 
even on a subject as highly charged as 
racism. 

The traffic simply wasn’t moving. It was at a 
complete standstill. People were getting out 
of their cars and actually mingling. Zack got 
out and stretched his legs. The light drizzle 
of rain actually felt good to him. He walked 
up to a woman doing quasi yoga moves. “I 
guess a protest has us stopped?” he asked, 
as if they were already in a conversation. 

“People are laying down in the road. 
They’ve stretched all the way across 64,” 



she responded. 

Zack re-adjusted his hat and strained to 
look up through the line of cars to see it. 
Josh, at the same time, was watching the 
whole thing play out live on his phone. 
Protesters were laying in a line across the 
actual interstate. The police were trying to 
remove them forcibly. And it wasn’t a pretty 
sight. An ambulance was blaring its siren 
and honking. Clearly, a medical emergency 
was happening in the back of it. Finally, a 
couple of cops pulled two people, kicking 
and screaming, far enough to the side that 
the ambulance could get through. The car 
behind the ambulance sped into the gap as 
well. And almost ran over a protester’s foot. 
That made the person jump up and lunge 
for safety. 

When other cars saw the opening develop 
and widen, they gunned their engines to get 
through. And more protesters jumped up 



toward safety. The whole scene was 
becoming extremely dangerous and 
heated. And the protesters started throwing 
things at the cars ignoring their statement. 
Zack saw the long line of cars start to move 
and he jumped back in the Mustang. 

“Looks like we might have a clearing,” he 
half yelled. 

By that time Josh was already done with 
watching the protest and on to watching a 
you tube gamer play some first person 
shooter game. Zack put the beast in gear 
and edged closer to the protest. Angry sign 
wavers were yelling at cars that chose to 
continue on. But every car continued on. 
The two instincts were simply at odds: one 
side wanted the other to stop and pay 
attention. The other side was in motion 
toward something; work, home, a loved 
one, a deadline, an emergency, a 
destination or (in Zack’s case) some 



unfinished business. And no cause or 
protest was going to stop people in motion 
toward their own interests. It was an 
impasse. And in the instance of an 
impasse, the stronger motion always wins. 
In the case of I-64 West, cars were the 
stronger motion. So as each automobile 
passed through the protest gaps, it made 
them wider. In a matter of minutes, the 
attempt to stop the motion of one of 
America’s busiest interstates was thwarted 
by people simply needing to get to the next 
place. 

By the time the red Mustang passed 
through the angry crowd, they were actually 
disbursing. Zack was a little nervous 
running their gauntlet. He knew the color 
red always attracted attention and he was a 
little afraid of someone throwing something 
at the classic car. As he inched through the 
crowd, his fears played out in real time. Two 
teenage boys from the crowd of mostly 



black protesters targeted the car with a 
rock. Zack saw it hurling and swerved and 
gunned the engine a little to et away from it. 
But it nailed the left middle tail light. Josh 
was startled by the thud, “what the f 
…?!?!?!” He jumped into alertness and 
craned his head backwards. 

“Holy crap, dad! They’re about to throw 
more. Gun it!”

Zack checked the rear view and saw arms 
cocking, about to launch. He saw an 
opening to the right of a semi truck and 
gunned the red machine into the gap. The 
rocks meant for them pelted the huge truck 
body, doing no damage whatsoever. Josh’s 
adrenaline was pumping. And he suddenly 
felt the power of his father’s foot and brain, 
as he kicked the car into another speed and 
maneuvered the traffic like a Nascar hero. 
Josh peered up at his father, who was calm, 
focussed and barely acting like anything 



was happening. Josh had never seen his 
father like this before. And it gave him a 
strange sense of pride. This man clearly 
knew how to handle a car and a dangerous 
situation. The primal sense of father-as-
protector washed over Josh and he smiled 
a little, watching his dad weave in and out 
of Kia’s and Fords and Chevys and BMW’s. 

Finally, the red target was out of range of 
the protesting rock throwers and Zack 
backed the speed back down to an 
acceptable level. Josh broke the tension, “I 
don’t imagine it would help if I told them I’m 
on their side?” 

Zack smiled and then broke into a laugh. 
Josh found himself chuckling as well. The 
laughing escalated up into hysterical cry-
laughing. The stress of the moment was 
being released and neither one could catch 
his breath. Zack found an off ramp with 
some gas stations, where he could check 



his tail lights, fill up and collect himself. As 
the gorgeous classic wheeled off the 
interstate, Zack and Josh’s laughter finally 
began to subside. As they came to a 
complete stop at the top of the ramp, Josh 
murmured a half compliment, “not bad on 
the wheel there, pops.” 

Zack looked in the rear view mirror and 
smiled at his son. Maybe this was their 
breakthrough moment. Maybe now they 
were going to have a real conversation. 
Just as Zack was about to answer, he saw 
Josh re-focus on his phone. “I gotta post 
about this,” was the next phrase that 
followed. Zack’s face fell. He knew that no 
conversation would ever be able to 
compete with the screen.   

Chapter 10 - The Wichita Lineman …



After filling the tank, checking the busted 
tail light, and fully stocking the Mustang with 
gas station food, Zack pointed the red 
beauty back onto the interstate. They were 
now on 70, heading west toward Kansas 
City. Zack knew the backroads could get 
them to Clearwater. But rain was still falling, 
so he opted to go through Kansas City and 
Wichita. 

By now it was fully dark and he didn’t 
expect to get to Clearwater until the wee 
hours. But that was okay with him. The 
landscape getting more barren was 
somehow good for his soul. It felt like home. 
And home was where he needed to go right 
now. Some unfinished business was taking 
him back to that place he swore he never 
wanted to see again. He’d cursed those 
cornfields when he left, all those years ago. 
The town he was born in held too many 
painful memories to ever revisit. 



As an adult, he’d always insisted his 
parents come to where he was for 
Christmases and Thanksgivings. He had 
only been back to Clearwater three times 
since leaving; once to bury his father, once 
to move his mother to Nashville, and the 
last time was to close escrow on the sale of 
his childhood home. He had only stayed in 
town for an hour and thirty seven minutes 
…he was counting. 

But now, after all these years, there was 
one more thing he needed from this little 
piece of the heartland. And he was 
focussed on getting it. 

Kansas City was relatively quiet at one in 
the morning. He glided through the 
downtown interchanges without any rocks 
being thrown at the red princess. By now, 
Josh was sleeping in the backseat. The day 
had been harrowing for a kid like him. Josh 
wasn’t used to real world drama that wasn’t 



attached to a screen. Zack saw him 
knocked out cold in the backseat and 
smiled. He remembered him as a little boy, 
sleeping and dreaming of new toys and 
new backyard adventures. The thing sons 
don’t know about fathers is that the father 
always sees the son as a three-year-old; 
that wide-eyed little boy who believes in 
monsters and super heroes. Fathers always 
hope they can keep that little boy around as 
long as possible. Because they themselves 
find hope in those innocent eyes. They 
rediscover everything they lost in the 
promise of a three-year-old boy. They can 
build castles again and slay dragons and 
defeat the enemy without casualties. Zack 
saw his son - the fully formed young adult - 
but he also saw the little boy crying out for 
help. He was trying to help him now, 
whether Josh knew it or not. 

Josh had placed his phone on the 
passenger seat to charge. As the red 



Mustang rolled into Wichita, Zack picked it 
up and typed a few key words into it. As 
much as he needed a break from it, he did 
love the absolute immediacy of modern 
technology. And just like that, his ritual was 
complete. The familiar strains quietly rang 
out of the small phone speaker. And 
although it was painfully on the nose, Glenn 
Campbell crooned those famous words 
Zack always loved hearing when he drove 
through Wichita: “I am a lineman for the 
county …”

Zack’s father, Ray, had actually been a 
lineman for the county. They lived in 
Clearwater - not Wichita, per se - but 
Wichita Lineman was Ray’s favorite song. 
He always insisted that that song had been 
written about him. Even though there was 
no mention of alcoholism or spousal abuse 
in it, and it had no verses that talked about 
slapping children around or verbally 
abusing friends and co-workers, Ray felt a 



connection to it. Nowhere in the iconic 
melody did the listener ever get the idea of 
a man so full of anger and hatred he would 
throw things at the television if he didn’t like 
the news or put his fist through a wall if 
dinner was late, but surely Jimmy Webb 
had been thinking of a man like Ray Pierce 
when he penned it. The Wichita Lineman 
never said anything about having a dozen 
mistresses in a town of twenty three 
hundred people. Still, Ray believed that 
Glenn was singing about him when he sang 
those words, “if it snows that stretch down 
south won’t ever stand the strain.” 

“Now that shit is true, Zack. I’ve really got a 
stretch just like that. I know what that man 
is talking about!” Ray would preach, over 
dinner, already half in the tank. Zack 
wondered if his father ever understood what 
the song was really about. It wasn’t about a 
lineman. It was about an ordinary man who 
loved his woman so much he could feel her 



and hear her everywhere, even in 
something as mundane and lifeless as 
telephone lines. And although he was a 
prisoner to his way of making a living, his 
real life was her …only her …for all time. It 
was existential. But his father only heard 
the utilitarian trappings of a job. And 
somehow, that gave him meaning. 

About the time Zack would get into the 
Wichita orbit, he would play the song as a 
tribute of sorts. It reminded him of his 
father. It reminded him of being a child and 
the promise that had been out there. Now, 
as a full grown man, he understood that his 
father had probably been afflicted with 
PTSD from his time in Vietnam. He 
understood more clearly the nights when 
the screaming from the next room would 
wake him up. He was more forgiving of the 
days when his father would sit in a recliner 
all day, drink beer, and stare into nothing for 
hours at a time. And now, as he drove 



through the desolation of Wichita, at four in 
the morning, he played the plaintive tune 
once more as a salute to his dead father 
and a reminder of why he needed to leave 
this place. Maybe death quieted the voices. 
Maybe it thwarted the demons. Maybe it 
truly was peace. He hoped it was …for his 
father’s sake. 

Zack peered again into the back seat. Josh 
was clearly out for the duration. The ghostly 
figure of a lone classic car rolled through 
the 3 am mist and interchanges of interstate 
35, onto highway 81 south. This would take 
Zack to W 103rd Street. At that point his 
heart would start racing like it always did 
when he would get close to the epicenter of 
his beginning. 

The small clusters of houses and 
occasional convenience stores, all blacked 
out and asleep for the night, looked eerie in 
this misty early morning, still awaiting the 



sun. Zack saw the familiar right turn coming 
up. He breathed deep and slowed down to 
make it. Just past some new construction 
and an out-of-place, freshly-built micro 
brewery, the street sign appeared. After all 
these years it was still leaning to the right. 
Some things never change in a small town. 
Proctor road was one of those things. 

As Zack made the turn, Glenn Campbell’s 
file shuffled to another song, “If These Old 
Walls Could Speak.” Zack couldn’t deal with 
that one. Not right now. So he tapped the 
phone screen without looking down. But 
instead of ending the music, somehow the 
song shuffled to Amy Grant’s version of the 
heart breaking ballad. The piano riff wafted 
from the tiny speaker phone and Zack could 
not stop listening. Soon, the spiritual music 
icon’s sleepy voice seeped into the 
atmosphere, “If these old walls …if these 
old walls could speak,” hit Zack between 
the eyes, just as he pulled the red Mustang 



up to the opposite side of 2028 Proctor road 
…the house he grew up in. 

Zack sat and listened to Amy tell the story 
of a couple in love living week to week, 
rooms full of laughter and dinner bells. He 
wished those were the memories he had of 
that small house, across the road, perched 
under sagging power lines and a blown out 
street light. He wished his recollections 
were those of hugs and supportive words 
and laughing around a dinner table. He 
wished he didn’t know exactly where he 
and his sister Carol had hidden when their 
father was on a whiskey-fueled rampage. 
He wished he didn’t know what room he 
was sitting in when he heard his mother yell 
toward the next room, “I wish I’d never met 
you!” He wished he didn’t have pictures in 
his mind of getting dressed up for Sunday 
school in perfect clothes, but yelling and 
screaming in the car, all the way to church. 
He wished Jimmy Webb and Amy Grant’s 



beautiful landscape had been the one in 
which he was raised. But he couldn’t find 
those pictures in his memory. 

As light began gently sweeping its way into 
the purple and grey hues of night, the song 
mercifully faded into that oblivion all songs 
fade into; somewhere into the next car or 
the next set of headphones or the next 
playlist. Zack had dealt with enough 
emotional memory lane tonight. He shut 
down the phone and placed it back where it 
was charging, in the passenger seat. He 
turned off the engine and adjust himself, 
with his head laying over on the driver’s 
side window. He pulled his Bears hat down 
over his eyes and tried to relax until 
sunrise. The people who had purchased 
this house (if they were the same people) 
were elderly and up with the chickens, if he 
remembered right. He would get his 
opportunity soon enough. 



As absolute quietness embraced the car, 
Zack saw it again …the Christmas tree. 
There she was, in the poodle skirt and the 
drink in her hand. He was flooded with 
warmth and love; love so deep it made him 
ache. He just wanted to climb into her arms 
and live …and die …there. He didn’t want 
to leave this place. If there was a heaven 
this would be where he would want to stay 
for eternity - in the embrace of total and 
unending love. It was heartbreaking and 
heart mending all at the same time. 

The the little boy ran through the scene. 
Zack laughed while trying to catch him. But 
he couldn’t catch him. He was just too fast. 
Suddenly there they were on that busy 
street again. And the feelings of love had 
vanished. Now he was bothered and in a 
panic. Where was the child? He couldn’t 
find him. He tried to yell for him but nothing 
would come out of his mouth. It was like he 
was being held down and muzzled. He 



couldn’t move his arms or legs. The child 
was in the street. A car was coming. Zack 
couldn’t move. He couldn’t yell. The child 
was going to get hit by the car. It was going 
to fast. Zack began crying and screaming 
…but no one could hear him. 

Just as the child was about to get struck …
Zack woke with a start. His whole body felt 
like it was being pricked with pins. He had 
tears on his cheek. Clearly he’d been 
crying. He wiped the tears and looked 
around. He didn’t know where he was for 
about fifteen seconds. Then he took a 
cleansing breath and checked the rear view 
mirror. There was Josh. Yes, he was in a 
Mustang. And yes, there was the tiny, 
cracker box house across the street. Okay. 
The sun was up and trying to break through 
the Kansas cloud cover. The giant oak in 
the front yard swayed back and forth with 
every intermittent breeze. Zack couldn’t tell 
what time of day it was. How long had he 



been out? Then he looked down at Josh’s 
phone. He pressed the “home” button to get 
a screen. 7:42 Am. Zack had slept for about 
three hours.

His neck was stiff and he needed a 
restroom in the worst way. But he needed 
one thing from behind that little house, 
more. So, he stretched and straightened 
and grabbed a piece of gum from the glove 
box. He looked in the mirror and tried to 
make himself presentable. He opened the 
door and closed it quietly, so as not to wake 
the still sleeping Josh. He snuck around the 
car to the trunk and opened it as stealthily 
as possible. He would need something he 
had stashed in the trunk while Josh wasn’t 
looking.

He grabbed up the spade and tape 
measure and looked around. The spade 
was small enough to fit into a pocket of his 
cargo shorts. He didn’t want to startle the 



older people. He peered down both sides of 
Proctor street then galloped across. In one 
fluid motion he jumped the three steps 
leading up to the small front door, the way 
he had done since he was in middle school.

He took a deep breath and knocked three 
times on the door, confidently. Soon, it 
opened. A tiny, brown woman with large set 
eyes peered from behind it. 

“Mrs Gonzalez? I’m Mr Pierce. Do you 
remember me from the house closing?” 
Zack smiled. 

The woman didn’t smile back. She just 
stared and tried to place this man’s face. 
Zack realized he’d lost a lot of weight since 
he’d seen her last. 

“Oh …I’m more …I mean less …I mean I’m 
…” Zack used his hands to do a shrinking 
motion. “I’m more pequeno …smaller?” 



Her large eyes lit up. Then she looked him 
up and down, “Ohhh si, senior Pierce. Si, 
yes.”

Zack took his hat off and bowed his head a 
little, “Mrs Gonzalez, I need to tell you 
something …and …well …ask you 
something.” As Zack began explaining 
something to the woman behind the door, 
Josh was wiping his eyes from across the 
street. All he could see was his father 
speaking very intently on that tiny front 
porch. Where were they? This place looked 
vaguely familiar but he couldn’t quite place 
it. 

He reached up to the front seat and 
grabbed his phone. He did a quick map 
check. They were in Clearwater Kansas, on 
Proctor road. Josh deduced that this was 
his grandmother’s old house. He’d been 
here when he was six. He remembered it 



being much bigger than this though. He 
supposed that when you’re six everything 
looks bigger than it does when you’re 
eighteen. 

Just as Josh’s eyes focussed clearly on his 
father and the small porch, Zack 
disappeared into the tiny house and the 
front door closed behind him. Why were 
they here? What was his father doing in 
there? The mystery sent little chills down 
Josh’s neck and spine. 

He was in Clearwater Kansas, in the 
backseat of a Mustang convertible, at 8 
O’clock in the morning. And he had no idea 
why.   

CHAPTER 11 - THE WHEEL AND THE 
TREE …



Zack walked into the tiny living room where 
he had at one time played with toys and 
watched Sesame Street. Later, in that same 
living room, he’d watched The Brady Bunch 
and Gilligan’s Island and Gomer Pyle. Then 
he’d watched Good Times, The Carol 
Burnet show, The Dukes of Hazard, The A 
Team …and The Cosby Show. In that tiny 
living room, on a Magnavox, 13-inch black 
and white, he watched a president get shot 
and a royal wedding.

In this impossibly small space, Zack Pierce 
had fallen in love with Honeycomb cereal 
commercials and the Koolaide monster and 
spelling O.S.C.A.R …M.A.Y.E.R. This was 
the room where Zack had become 
obsessed with advertising.  

This was also the living room where he’d 
stood up to his father and broken a lamp in 
the process. In this room he had laughed 
hysterically, cried uncontrollably and talked 



on the phone with high school friends. He’d 
read books and fallen asleep on the couch. 
He and his sister Carol had unwrapped 
Christmas presents and danced around this 
room in delight, over barbies and plastic 
pistols. This was the room where she sat 
and waited for her first prom date, Jared 
Brice, while he slept reclined in the big, 
overstuffed chair, recovering from Mono. 

This was the room where his father cheered 
on the Chiefs every week and declared to 
all within ear shot that Len Dawson was the 
best quarterback in history. In this tiny, ten 
by fifteen foot room, Zack had learned 
about the world and felt the pain and joy of 
it. He’d grown from baby, to toddler, to 
teenager, to man …all in this very room. 
Now, this room was the gentle landing pad 
of an elderly couple in their final years. 
They couldn’t know how many times Zack 
had stared out of these front windows, 
longing to be somewhere else. They 



couldn’t know the words that had been 
hurled into the air in this room; the stories 
that had been told and the lies that had 
been agreed upon. They could’t know the 
dreams that had been born, only to grow 
into compromises. They could not know the 
mysteries this room held in it. He felt the 
ghosts in the walls watching him. They 
knew the secrets. All of them. 

At 8 am, Mr Gonzalez was watching Wheel 
Of Fortune on his sixty inch screen, that 
was clearly too big for the room. “What 
channel airs Wheel at 8 in the morning?” 
Zack wondered to himself. Then, he noticed 
the elaborate electronics setup over in the 
corner: modems and routers and iPhones 
charging. The Gonzalez family was plugged 
in to the world, right here …in Clearwater 
Kansas. 

Mrs Gonzalez saw Zack’s furrowed brows 
and questioning look. She said, in a thick 



accent, “D.V.R.” Zack shook his head 
knowingly. Mr Gonzalez looked up briefly at 
Zack and gave a half wave. But he never 
inquired about the visitor. If the Mrs knew 
what was going on, that was good enough 
for him. He just kept staring at the spinning 
wheel and illuminated letters. 

Zack took in the surroundings and the new 
decor of the small box he’d been raised in. 
It hardly seemed possible that four people 
could live in a house this small. But it didn’t 
seem small when he was growing up in it. It 
seemed normal. Anything you become 
accustomed to seems normal. Zack had 
become accustomed to a lot in this house. 

He pointed through the small galley kitchen, 
toward the back door, and nodded his head 
toward Mrs Gonzalez as if to ask, “can I go 
out there?” 

She understood and immediately shook her 



head, “oh si, si.”

Zack walked through the cramped kitchen 
space, out the back door and onto the back 
porch. It had been somewhat updated since 
his last visit. But it was still in a bit of 
disrepair. Sometimes time just drags a 
place down, no matter how many updates it 
gets. He looked around at the summer 
morning in the backyard of his youth; bees 
buzzing, tree frogs screaming, and all 
manner of insects whirling through the 
greenery of the grass that needed mowing. 
He scanned the landscape and found the 
huge maple tree sitting at the back corner 
of the yard. There it was. Skipping off the 
porch, he headed for the tree, looking 
around as he walked. 

As he approached the tree, he touched the 
bark and ran his fingers over it. This was 
where he hung out with friends, conspired 
to date girls, told truths, offered dares, 



created memories …and made pacts. At 
one time a tire hung from a rope, tied to the 
top branch of the tree. He would sit on that 
tire for hours and think about the world and 
his place in it; back and forth in the Kansas 
sun, hoping one day the tire would simply 
take flight. But it never did. Now, the tire 
wasn’t there anymore and all the children 
who used it were grown and gone who 
knows where. But the tree was still there …
keeping their secrets. 

Zack walked to the back of the tree and 
pulled the measuring tape from his pocket. 
He darted his eyes left and right then knelt 
down to measure. “One foot for roots …one 
for safekeeping,” he mumbled. He hoped 
he was remembering this right. Then, after 
measuring exactly two feet from the base of 
the tree, he marked his spot with a found 
twig, while he removed the small spade 
from his cargo pocket. Looking around once 
more, he plunged the spade into the soil, 



removed the first clump of grass and 
peered beneath the surface. This might 
take a while. There had been tornadoes 
and snowstorms and heat waves and floods 
and probably a hundred thousand mowings. 
It might not even be here. But he was 
determined to find it, if it was. 

After several minutes of digging and 
brushing away soil, Zack took a break. 
Maybe it was lost in the dirt forever. Then 
he realized the roots were probably much 
bigger now. So he started digging closer to 
the tree and he saw the big root running 
south. Somehow he’d made a mental note 
of that: “a big root running straight south.” 
After six full spade loads of soil he hit 
something solid on the seventh try. 
Feverishly brushing black dirt away from 
the surface of the object, he saw it. He took 
a cleansing breath and sat down, leaning 
back against the tree and wiping the little 
bead of sweat from his forehead. Then, he 



collected himself and reached over to dig it 
out. 

It was smaller than he remembered and 
was caked with rich soil. But it was there. 
He brushed the small object off until it was 
clean enough to read: “Old Timer.” The 
name was still on the handle. There was 
some corrosion and a little rust, but it was 
actually there: a single blade, seven inch, 
Old Timer pocket knife. Zack stared at this 
object in his hand. This one small piece of 
wood and steel was a key to his past and a 
portal to finishing something he should’ve 
finished years earlier. He opened the 
classic knife only to see some dry blood still 
on the blade after all this time. Zack stared 
at it and his smile disappeared. He ran his 
fingers over the blood. He’d never thought it 
would actually come to this. But the 
reckoning was here. It was time. 

He collected himself, folded the blade, and 



clinched it tightly in his fist. He quickly 
brushed the dirt back into the holes he’d 
dug, raised up, slid the knife into his pocket, 
and chucked the spade over the back 
fence, into the overgrowth of the vacant lot 
next door. He wouldn’t need that tool 
anymore. He had the thing he’d come for. 
He brushed his legs off again and bolted for 
the kitchen door. 

As he paced through the backyard, he took 
one last look at the ground he know he 
would never see again. There would be no 
more reason to ever come back to this 
place. And now, with the object in his 
pocket, he could release this strange mix of 
emotions. He could finally, really say 
goodbye …forever.      

Zack burst back through the back door, and 
found Mrs Gonzalez sitting at the petite 
kitchen table, sipping tea. His energy woke 
up the air and she rose to her feet. Wiping 



sweat, he thanked her one last time, as he 
quickly walked back through the tiny home. 
She caught up to him and grabbed his 
hand. In a thick, spanish accent she 
whispered, “I will pray for you, Mr Pierce. 
God bless your journey.”  

Zack looked down into her big, brown eyes, 
smiled weakly, and replied, “Thank you 
ma’am. I’ll take it.” Then he let go of her 
hand and scampered through the living 
room, for the front door. “YOU. CAN’T. 
KEEP. A. GOOD. MAN. DOWN!” was slowly 
being yelled at Pat Sajak, to the sounds of 
applause and music, as the front door shut 
behind him. He breathed deeply and 
adjusted his cap. Then he jogged back 
across the street, to the waiting red 
machine. 

He could feel the Kansas sun already 
starting to beat down. 



As he lunged back in the driver’s side door, 
he noticed Josh had migrated to the front 
seat again. “I’ve seriously gotta pee, dad,” 
the teenager yawned. 

Turning the ignition and peeling away from 
the tiny home, Zack smiled and responded, 
“Yeah …me too. We can do it right down 
here,” whipping the car into blind turns and 
gravel trails. 

He was maneuvering the classic car 
through backroads and byways with the 
kind of precision you only gain from having 
gone down those roads thousands of times. 

“Why are we here, anyway?” Josh asked, 
almost bothered. 

“Ah, we were close so I thought I’d check 
up on the Gonzalezes and make sure the 
house was still working for them. You know 
…see the old place once more,” Zack tried 



to sell the story to his son. 

Josh looked around in bewilderment. “Why 
do you care after all these years? It’s their 
house. Right?” the teenager reasoned. “Do 
you still have some sort of liability for 
houses twelve years after you sell them or 
something?” Josh went off into the weeds. 

“No, I just …I dunno. I wanted to see how 
they were doing. Ya know? They were old 
as dirt twelve years ago. I can’t believe 
they’re both still alive to be honest. I 
thought maybe …I don’t know. Look …
maybe I’m just getting sentimental in my old 
age. I just wanted to see the house. And …” 
Zack flashed a sly smile, “I wanted to come 
here.” 

The Mustang made one last turn into what 
looked like a field. There was no official 
road here, just a well-worn path clearly 
made by many cars and truck over the 



years. Josh asked, concerned, “Should we 
be driving this person’s car into places like 
this?”

“We won’t be here long. And trust me …he 
wouldn’t mind if he knew,” Zack quipped 
back. “You hot, kid?” Zack asked. 

“Yeah …I could use some air conditioning 
about now,” Josh replied, wiping a bead of 
sweat from his brow.  

“This will be better. Trust me,” Zack said 
with a grin, raising his eyebrows up and 
down. He parked next to a tree line, then 
turned off the engine. “Follow me, Joshy,” 
Zack admonished, with a spark in his voice 
the youngster hadn’t heard on this trip. 

Josh still didn’t know what was happening. 
His father had some newfound energy and 
good humor. Who was this guy? Zack took 
off his glasses and hat and threw them in 



the back seat. Then he took off running for 
the tree line. “Come on Joshy! I’ll race ya!” 
he yelled back behind him. 

Josh was paralyzed. What was happening? 
What was this place? And why was his 
father running like a school boy? He 
jumped out of the car and stared in every 
direction. What was going on? Then he saw 
his father taking off his shirt and yelling 
stupid “woo hoo” noises. His dad had never 
been a “woo hoo” kind of guy. 

“Dad, where are you going?!” Josh yelled. 
All he heard in return was the buzzing of a 
lone bee. Suddenly, he saw Zack disappear 
into the tree line. He didn’t want to stand in 
this field by himself and get eaten by 
mosquitoes and ticks. He hated the 
outdoors and this little pit stop was 
annoying him. But he had to find out what 
was driving his father into this euphoric 
state. 



He pondered for another minute, stopping 
and starting his chase. Finally, he took a 
breath and yelled, “wait up, dad!” And he 
raced toward the pines. 

CHAPTER 12 - FRESH WATER …

Running up to the trees, there seemed to 
be no entrance. 

But once Josh got closer, he realized there 
was a corridor (of sorts) of beaten down 
grass and pruned branches, that led 
somewhere. He couldn’t see his father but 
he kept hearing the occasional “woo hoo!” 
in the distance. What was driving this man 
to “woo hoo?!?!” In fact, who even “woo 
hoo’d” anymore? Was he being ironic? Josh 
was extra careful and almost tiptoed onto 
the trail. In the virtual world he was fearless 



and, some might even say, reckless. But in 
the “real” world his list of fears was long 
and, in some cases, irrational.   

The canopy of trees made the trail about 
ten degrees cooler than the day actually 
was. By this time it was almost 10 in the 
morning and Josh stared into what looked 
like a green abyss. Trees, wild bushes, 
vines and weeds were all in full, summer 
bloom and leaching into the well worn path. 
Josh was afraid to walk further but he 
wanted to find his father. He’d never been 
much of an outdoorsy kid. He didn’t fully 
immerse in scouting the way some of his 
friends did. He liked hot and cold running 
water and clean sheets. But most of all, 
Josh had a paralyzing fear of snakes. 
Jackson and Beezer had been telling him 
those rattlesnake stories that day back in 
Nashville, because they knew he had 
always feared running up on one. This kind 
of place was the perfect spot for him to 



come face-to-face with that fear. And in all 
this vegetation, a snake could be coiled 
right next to him without him even knowing 
it. 

Then he reasoned: his father had run 
through this corridor alone and he was still 
“woo hoo”ing, which meant he had not been 
bitten by anything …yet. So Josh 
determined that he could probably get at 
least as far as his father had gotten without 
incident. Obviously he knew the variables of 
snakes being able to crawl into different 
places in a matter of seconds, but the path 
was well worn. That meant a lot of people 
walked through this place regularly. Surely if 
there were some crazy, out-of-control snake 
problem they would put up a sign or put up 
some sort of “enter at your own risk” 
notification. Wouldn’t they? He felt his heart 
race. He looked around. Then he bolted …
as fast as his nimble, teenage legs would 
carry him. He dodged twigs and sagging 



limbs, in full sprint. He wiped leaves and 
bugs away from his face as he galloped 
down the trail. About a hundred yards in, 
the trail rounded to the right, then it began 
to climb. He hadn’t noticed from the road, 
that this was sort of a mountain. All he had 
seen were trees. Josh was panicking a 
little, now. He was deep into this trail and 
still no Zack. 

Finally, the trail narrowed and bent back to 
the left. Then …a clearing. Almost as if 
someone had placed a door there, Josh 
saw a clear exit from the trail to someplace 
bright. He deduced from the change in light 
that the clearing had no tree cover. The trail 
went on past the clearing, further into the 
forrest. But he had to check this place first 
and see if he could find his “woo hoo”ing 
father. 

As he stepped into the light, he heard it …
rushing water. The sun was bright to the 



east and temporarily blinded him. But once 
his eyes adjusted, he realized it wasn’t just 
the sun. It was the reflection of the sun off 
of water. Down a small grade and to his left 
was a branch of the Minnascah River. It 
rushed over rocks and tree roots and 
lapped at banks until it pooled up into an 
area that looked like a resort swimming 
oasis. But there was the sound of a 
thunderous falls somewhere in the 
distance. Josh couldn’t see where it was 
coming from until he stepped further down 
the trail and onto another small rise. There 
…he spotted his father. 

Zack was just in the distance, standing 
arrow straight, completely naked; his arms 
raised to the sky, in what appeared to be 
some sort of worshipful pose. Josh went 
silent. He couldn’t ever remember seeing 
his father naked. And the sight of it was 
stark to him. He hadn’t realized how much 
weight Zack had lost until he saw the slight 



figure cast against the morning sun. And 
what was he doing here, next to this 
rushing river, naked before God? And why 
had he been “woo hoo”ing? Josh inched 
closer to the naked man, standing just 
twenty or thirty yards away. And that’s when 
he saw the full picture. 

Zack was standing on a solitary rock, jutting 
out from beneath the water. That water was 
spilling over the rock and into a great fall. 
As Josh drew closer he could see the falls 
spilling beneath his father’s feet and 
cascading hundreds of feet down, into what 
had to be certain death. Was this some sort 
of ritual his father was performing? Was 
standing on this cliff, completely naked, with 
outstretched hands, part of some strange 
cult he’d never known about? Was this why 
his father had been so pensive and quiet? 
Or was it worse? As Josh watched Zack 
surrender to the falls and fall forward, he 
understood: This was a suicide! 



“No, dad!” Josh screamed as he ran toward 
his falling father. But it was too late. Josh 
became little Joshy for a brief moment. He 
felt an inexplicable pain in his soul, as he 
saw his father succumb to the furious white 
falls. He ran closer to see where the body 
might’ve landed. Would they even be able 
to fish him out? No one could survive that 
fall. As he got closer and closer he stepped 
on something …one of Zack’s shoes. Then 
he stepped on the other one. Then he saw 
Zack’s clothes piled neatly next to them. 
Obviously Zack had planned this from the 
beginning. He had come here to complete 
suicide …in front of his son, no less. This 
was one of those horrible stories of a father 
hoarding all sorts of secrets until he finally 
sent himself into an epic water grave. Josh 
couldn’t breathe. He carefully inched down 
the bank to get a closer look at the natural 
hewn instrument of his father’s death. 
“Dad!” he screamed, hoping he would hear 



an answer. “Daaaad!” He almost sounded 
like a small child lost in the grocery store, 
screaming for his parent. He nervously 
peered over the side of the falls, fully 
expecting to see his mangled father floating 
face down and lifeless. But he noticed 
something he hadn’t noticed from further 
away. Just to the side of the bone and scull 
crushing boulders and tree roots, creating a 
white-water nightmare, there was a calm, 
clear pool. It was so blue you could almost 
see to the bottom. It wasn’t visible from the 
banks. In order to see it clearly, you almost 
had to be standing directly on that rock his 
father had been perched on, seconds 
earlier. 

“Come on down, Josh! The water is 
perfect!” yelled Zack, from the bottom of the 
death falls. 

Josh was both relieved and indignant. And 
his body was still shaking from the initial 



thought of his father’s watery death. “Dad, 
I’m not jumping off this falls! Are you 
crazy?!?!” he yelled down to the water-
treading figure. 

Zack shook his head as if to say, “I 
understand,” then motioned for Josh to walk 
down the bank, along a trail he hadn’t seen, 
to get to the landing pool. Josh raced down 
the trail that wound around and down and 
through more trees. He had to jump off a 
couple of enormous rocks to get to the 
bottom bank. But once he was there, he 
realized this place was clearly used 
regularly. There were actual picnic tables 
and green, city garbage cans peppering the 
bottom land, beneath the great falls. Josh 
stood on the banks and watched his father 
frolic and splash and play in the water. He 
looked like a child, without a care in the 
world. 

“Jump in, Joshy!” Zack yelled out to the 



bank. “It feels great today!” 

Josh was again paralyzed by this. He 
wasn’t the kind of kid who just peeled off his 
clothes and dove into strange water. “Dad, I 
don’t really want to swim …naked …today. 
I’m just …”

Zack cut him off, “Okay, well just keep your 
underwear on. It’ll be fun. You can put dry 
ones on before we head out. Seriously, the 
water feels great, buddy.”

Josh wanted to get back to the car and get 
on the road. He wasn’t a big swimmer 
anyway. “Nah, dad …I think I’m gonna 
pass,” he mumbled. 

Zack realized his son wasn’t going to join 
him, so he swam to the bank and pulled 
himself up, out of the water. “Okay, bud. No 
worries,” Zack replied, in an understanding 
tone. “I just thought it might be nice for you 



to cool off a little before move on.” 

Josh was still a bit confused by all of it and 
more than a little disturbed to be talking 
causally with his naked father. “I’m gonna 
…head …you know …on back up …” 
Josh’s words trailed off as he turned and 
retraced his steps back up the trail. 

Zack gazed back at the falls. He breathed 
deep and turned his face up to the sun; 
eyes closed and beads glistening off his 
thinning hair. It had been decades since he 
had felt the morning sun bake the water of 
Crystal Falls off his skin. And he 
remembered that not everything that had 
happened in Clearwater was bad. There 
was beauty here. He just hadn’t been able 
to fully appreciate it, embroiled in drama 
and pain. Now, decades removed, he drank 
in the sun and breezes and the great, 
cascading falls. He thought about how long 
this water feature had been here and how 



long it would be here after he was gone. 
And the eternalness of it warmed him even 
more, somehow. We think when we 
discover a piece of the earth, it was never 
there before. We imagine it only beginning 
when we begin. But Zack thought about all 
the thousands, maybe even millions, of 
people who had probably jumped off those 
falls throughout the centuries. 

He imagined young, Native American boys 
daring each other to jump for the first time. 
Maybe this was a rite of passage for them 
just as it had been for the boys of his 
generation. Maybe they had seen their 
friends die in this leap, just as Walter 
Braddock had seen his friend die, all those 
years ago. These falls had surely been the 
focal point of many, many dramas and 
human story lines through the centuries. 
And Zack felt a connection to all of them. 
His own story had diverged in this very 
place. And now it was time to reconcile it 



all. 

Zack took one last look at Crystal Falls, 
smiled, and began back up the trail to 
reclaim his clothes and take his disaffected 
son to breakfast. As he started up, he felt a 
wave of weakness engulf him and he 
collapsed. He was light headed and a bit 
disoriented. Clearly the lack of sleep and all 
night driving had taken its toll. He brushed 
off his naked body, took a cleansing breath 
and re-collected himself. This time he was 
sure footed. He started up again. 

At the top of the hill he grabbed up the 
cargo pants, socks, shoes and t-shirt and 
instead of putting them back on there, he 
decided to air dry a little more and dress at 
the car. Scampering back down the trail, 
toward the tree-line opening, he suddenly 
froze. He was face-to-face with the most 
frightening thing in the world for a naked 
man. How had he not thought this through? 



This time of year, these woods and this 
area would be crawling with them. Zack 
wasn’t sure what to do. The danger was 
right in front of him and he couldn’t move to 
the left or the right without contact. 

Zack took a deep breath and covered his 
private area with his clothes. He decided to 
meet this threat head on, no matter the 
consequences. He smiled sheepishly and 
said, “good morning, ladies.” 

The threat? Two teenage girls were racing 
down the trail to get to the falls. They had 
seen Zack completely naked and were 
already giggling as they approached him. 
He was mortified and didn’t want to engage. 
But he didn’t want them to think he was 
some sort of pervert or sexual predator. He 
also had some “male pride” to recover. As 
they passed him, he blurted out, “be really 
careful! The water’s VERY cold. It’s like 
really, really cold!” 



The two young doe’s giggled even more. 
One of them yelled back, “Clearly!” And 
then they both broke into full on, 
uncontrollable howling. 

Zack snickered to himself, shaking his 
head, remembering how nothing on earth 
can destroy a man more than a confident 
teenage girl, with a biting sense of humor. 
He raced on through the tree canopy and 
exited the corridor, seeing a new, yellow 
Jeep parked next to the red Mustang. 
Obviously, it was the girls’ vehicle. Zack 
saw Josh standing next to both cars. 

“Hey, did you talk to those girls?” asked 
Zack.

Josh’s eyes were fixed on his phone. “What 
girls?” he asked. 

“Dude, do you see that Jeep next to you? 



There were two girls in it. You’re telling me 
you didn’t see them or talk to them?” Zack 
asked, indignantly. 

Josh looked up and saw the Jeep. Then he 
looked right back down, “Oh yeah. I saw 
them …I think. Girls?” 

Zack didn’t understand the new generation. 
They could tune out human energy right in 
front of them. As he walked to the trunk and 
grabbed another t-shirt out of his back 
pack, he dried the remaining water off his 
body with the old one. This move would 
have sent his ex wife into a tailspin of “oh-
my-God-that-shirt-is-nasty-it’s-been-on-the-
ground-you’re-just-caking-nastiness-on-
yourself” dialogue. But Zack was now dry 
and putting his clothes on. He felt the kind 
of refreshing you can only feel after 
swimming in clear, fresh water. 

Zack jumped in the driver’s seat and 



admonished his phone-addicted son to 
climb aboard. Josh slowly fell into the 
passenger seat and closed the door, all the 
while never breaking his gaze from the 
screen. 

“You hungry, kid?” Zack asked. 

Josh mumbled something that sounded like 
a yes. 

Zack fired up the cid Holly V8, and it roared 
to life. The sky looked fairly clear. Maybe 
they would get some top-down time in, 
today. Zack pulled away from the tree line 
and back out onto the gravel road. After 
several hundred yards of crackling under 
the tires, he made a left and found blacktop. 

At 10:41, the red beast rolled back into the 
Clearwater city limits. Zack saw a sign that 
got his attention. “Hey, how about that 
place? he asked Josh. 



Josh looked up for a brief moment. Then he 
said, “as long as they don’t throw any food 
at me, it’s fine.” 

Zack snickered, then broke into a full laugh. 
Josh found himself laughing along. This 
was the first good, father/son chuckle the 
two had had in a long time. 

Zack adjusted his hat and answered, in a 
laugh, “Ok …fair enough.”

CHAPTER 13 - SOUTH …

Everything about The 20th Century Cafe 
was ironic. A hodgepodge of different eras, 
from the 1920s to the 1990s were 
represented and displayed on the walls of 
the ex gas station. People try to turn old 
gas stations into new things all the time and 



it almost never works. But this place was 
pretty cool. They had clearly leaned into the 
fact that it had been an old Phillips 66 
station, and used the mid-century modern 
structure as the template for the throwback 
feel. 

Zack vaguely remembered the place in its 
original glory. He had hazy recollections of 
standing up in the front bench seat, in his 
father’s old green, Ford LTD. Those cars 
were boats in the 70s. He recalled no one 
ever even thinking about wearing a seat 
belt. They didn’t even know where they 
were. He also recalled his father never 
having to get out to pump the gas. Those 
were the days when men in uniforms (and, 
yes, hats) came out to provide “full service” 
on your car. They would check the oil, 
check the tire pressure, and clean the 
windshields while the gas was being 
guzzled. Zack remembered those metal 
change-maker things they wore on their 



belts. He always loved those things. They 
looked official. For a brief moment, when he 
was about four or five, he had dreamed of 
being a gas station attendant and wearing 
that change maker. It looked like a cool job. 

But the world turned and people all learned 
how to pump their own gas and check their 
own tire pressure and clean their own 
windshields. It was never that hard, really. 
They probably could’ve done it all along. 
But we tend to want experts and 
professionals usher us into new 
technologies. Mass automobile travel was 
really just coming of age when Zack was 
born. The American interstate wasn’t 
actually fully completed until 1972. And the 
car was still somewhat of a luxury item. 
That’s why they made them look so 
beautiful. They were essentially works of 
art. Somewhere along the way, however, 
travel efficiency and gas mileage and leg 
room and sliding doors and car seat access 



had taken over the conversation about car 
travel in America. The compact car won the 
efficiency debate. The SUV and Minivan 
won the utility debate. And so, beautiful, 
elegant, sleek and sexy were re-defined. 

As Zack pulled the classic, red beauty-from-
another-time into the throwback parking lot, 
it seemed to fit. He put the gear shift in park 
and turned off the engine. He and Josh 
exited the Mustang and walked in to the 
cafe. What he expected to be just a cheesy 
scrapbook of thrown together themes was 
actually kind of wonderful. There were 
carefully chosen pieces from all decades of 
there 20th century, working together in a 
surprisingly coherent way. A TV from the 
50s, with a loop running on it of Elvis 
singing Hound Dog, was suspended in one 
corner. A classic radio from probably the 
1930s or 40s was against one wall, with a 
really hip drawing of a family sitting around 
it, sketched on that wall. 



Every booth in the restaurant had its own 
era theme. Zack chose one of the 1980s 
booths. It was white formica with bright blue 
booth seats. Underneath was gray carpet 
with blue triangles and dots in the middle. 
All the waiters and waitresses wore clothes 
that represented all the different decades as 
well. So there were flower children and 
yuppies and grunge heads as well as 
flappers and zoot suiters. This was a 
serious commitment to the theme. And 
Zack loved the fact that these youngsters 
were actually trying something unique and 
selling out completely to it. This didn’t seem 
like the Clearwater he’d been raised in. 
People here were hip to things. They got 
information at the same rate of speed the 
rest of the world did. This tiny corner of 
Kansas was proof that the world had gotten 
small …very small. No longer did the coasts 
have a monopoly on “cool.” There was cool 
everywhere. Because people everywhere 



were plugged in and communicating with 
each other. This cafe would’ve been right at 
home in midtown Manhattan or on 
Hollywood boulevard. 

Zack scanned the room and saw one 
waitress in a poodle skirt and bobby socks. 
The skirt reminded him of his recurrent 
dream. He smiled weakly and opened his 
menu. 

“Man, I’m starving,” Josh said, as he 
checked out the cuisine. This was the first 
time Zack had heard Josh declare anything 
to him without being prompted, for some 
time. Maybe they were making some 
headway. 

Suddenly, a Valley girl came walking over. 
She had Madonna hair (circa 1984) with 
giant hoop earrings and parachute pants. 
Her shirt was very busy with shoulder pads 
in it. She was popping bubble gum and 



rolling her eyes when she asked, blankly, 
“so …what are you guys gonna have?”

Josh spoke up first, “Um …I’ll have the …
Reagan burger with Freedom Fries and a 
Vanilla Ice shake.” He had no idea who 
Vanilla Ice was. 

Zack smiled at all the references to the 20th 
century and gathered his order, “Ok …I’ll 
have the eggs ala Kennedy with a side of 
Billie Holendaise sauce.” 

“That’s like …totally awesome,” the waitress 
mumbled in a popped bubble. She grabbed 
their menus and scampered off. As she 
whisked away, Zack noticed in the back 
corner of the room, a full-fledged phone 
booth. This wasn’t just a little kiosk where a 
phone was mounted. This was the kind 
Super Man used to change in. Zack 
grabbed a soul train dancer, with a pick in 
his hair and platform shoes. “Hey man …



does that phone actually work?” he asked. 

“Yeah, man! Everything in this joint works. 
We ain’t no jive turkeys up in here!” the kid 
quipped. Then he did a James Brown spin 
and danced away. 

“Wow. Jive turkey. That’s a deep reference. 
He had to do some digging to find that one. 
These kids aren’t playing around with their 
20th century pop history.” Zack paused and 
stared at the phone. “Hey, Josh. I’ve got to 
hit the bathroom for a second,” he said, 
almost under his breath. Josh was 
engrossed in his phone, texting Beezer and 
Jackson about the last 24 hours, posting 
pictures of this place on Instagram, and 
generally disinterested in whatever his 
father had to say. He didn’t even answer 
Zack. He just kept pounding that phone. 

Zack got up and headed toward the phone 
booth. When he got there, a married couple 



was taking a selfie next to it, as if it were 
some relic from antiquity. As The Outfield’s 
“I Just Wanna Use Your Love” echoed 
through the rafters, Zack walked in and 
closed the door behind him. At that moment 
the couple just stopped and stared. What 
was he doing in there? Why was he closing 
the door? Was this man mentally 
challenged in some way? They walked 
away, still checking on him periodically. 

Zack saw that the phone was actually a pay 
phone. So he grabbed some quarters and a 
piece of paper out of his pocket, then 
picked up the receiver. He knew how to 
handle one of these things like a pro. 
Although he wasn’t sure how to place a 
long distance call anymore. Long distance 
wasn’t even a thing, now. So he put one 
quarter in and dialed the number. 
Miraculously, the call was going through 
without incident. Apparently, phone lines 
were all open now. It was probably 



connected to a satellite that was on the 
same service as the rest of the restaurant. 
Either way, Zack heard the line click and 
then he heard a voice he hadn’t heard in 
almost thirty-two years. 

Jennifer Krause Taylor was still working at 
Jones and Taylor real estate, even though 
she didn’t have to. She just still loved 
getting out of the house and being around 
people. At 50-years old, she had raised her 
children. She was happily married. And now 
she just wanted to live out the rest of her 
life taking fabulous vacations, volunteering 
at the church, cheering on the Cowboys, 
and answering the phone at her husband 
Joe’s real estate company. There were no 
serious speed bumps in her life. She was at 
peace with God and man. But a random 
phone call, from a Kansas number, was 
about to change all that. 

“Jones and Taylor Realty. This is Jennifer. 



How can I make this a great day for you?” 
she answered. 

Her voice was as perky as Zack had 
remembered it. She still sounded young. 
Zack’s imagination saw her as she was all 
those years ago. He didn’t see wrinkles and 
laugh lines and a soft sagging chin. In his 
mind’s eye, she was still fresh faced and 
innocent. Although he knew for a fact that 
wasn’t true. 

Zack was still and frozen for a moment. He 
couldn’t get the words out. He’d found her 
work number through a computer wiz at 
work. It was probably illegal but the kid was 
so excited to show him how easy it was to 
find someone, he probably didn’t even 
realize what he was doing. Zack knew she 
probably wouldn’t answer a strange number 
on her personal phone. But a work phone 
had to be answered. So he opted for that. 
He was just unprepared for the fact that she 



was the one who would be answering it. He 
felt adrenaline pumping though his veins; 
something he hadn’t felt in a long time. 

After she repeated her prepared greeting, 
Zack knew if he didn’t say something she 
would hang up. So he jumped in, 
“Jennifer?” he creaked. 

“Yes, this is Jennifer. Who’s speaking, 
please?” she volleyed back. 

“Hi …uh …Jennifer …uh …this …this is 
Zack. Zack Pierce,” he said, awkwardly.

Jennifer got light headed and slumped 
down in her chair. She rubbed her brow and 
began twisting her hair like a school girl. 
“Zack?” she whispered, almost in a cry. “Is it 
really you?” 

“Yeah, Jen. It’s me,” he whispered back. 



At the table, Josh was wolfing down the last 
of his Freedom Fries while staring at the 
screen …

Beezer text: “Where r u guys”?”

Reply: “Coldwater Kansas”

Beezer: “Hmmm. Comanchie County?”

Reply: “no idea”

Beezer: “interesting. Median age there: 45. 
Median income: $38,800. And 2.1% more 
females than males”

Josh just stared at the phone. How in the 
world did Beezer come up with this stuff?

Reply: “you found all that out just now?”

Beezer: “I have a gift”



Reply: Josh sent a gif of someone acting 
like their throwing up. 

Beezer: gif of Mike Tyson laughing 
hysterically. 

Reply: gif of someone pointing to 
themselves in an “I’m # 1” shirt 

The gifs back and forth continued. Josh 
was giggling and pounding the phone with 
his thumbs. Suddenly, he felt his father slide 
into the booth. 

“Your eggs are probably cold,” Josh said in 
a monotone, preoccupied voice.

Zack took his fork and picked at them. He 
tried to take a bite, but the nausea wouldn’t 
let him. Food always seemed like a good 
idea until he was actually looking at it. He’d 
found himself sickened by it over the past 
few weeks. 



“I’m not actually all that hungry,” he replied 
back to the zombie teenager. 

“How much weight are you planning to lose 
anyway?” Josh volleyed back. This 
surprised Zack. Usually their exchanges 
died with Zack’s reply. And he was stunned 
to know Josh had even being paying 
enough attention to notice his weight. "You 
looked really skinny standing on that rock," 
came another inexplicable revelation from 
the disaffected teen. 

“Ah …I just haven’t been hungry. Some 
people eat their emotions. I guess I starve 
mine,” Zack pontificated. “Hey, you 
finished? We gotta head out,” he quipped, 
with some odd new found energy. 

Josh was still staring at the phone half 
paying attention. “Oh goodie. Where we off 
to now?” the smartass replied. 



Zack breathed in. He took a last look 
around the 20th Century Cafe’. Then, in a 
serious sounding exhale, he said one word 
…

“Paradise.”       

CHAPTER 14 - PARADISE …

Zack checked the oil on the red classic, 
while the gas was being pumped into the 
tank. 

He wished Josh would have involuntarily 
jumped out to help. But the youngster 
stayed true to form and sat in the 
passenger seat, pounding and swiping the 
small screen that had become his entire 
world. 



After the tank was full, the oil was checked 
and the windshield was clean, Zack walked 
into the market to get a water and some 
directions. Mallory had always complained 
about his inability to simply ask for 
directions. The advent of GPS had all but 
eliminated that section of the ongoing “he 
said/she said” argument. 

Now, ironically, he actually missed asking 
for directions. The small connection of 
placing that much trust in a total stranger 
was something Zack felt like the world 
needed more of. So, he decided to re-
engage and let someone earning minimum 
wage direct the next leg of his journey. 
While he was inside, Josh was talking to his 
mother …

Mallory text: “Where r u guys?” ur dad won’t 
txt me back”

Josh: “bout to head to tx i think. and i 



haven’t seen his phone. he might not have 
it”

Mallory: “r u kidding me? that’s soooo 
dangerous!”

Josh: “it’s ok. I have mine. you can always 
find us”

Mallory: “when will u b back home? I miss 
u!”

Josh: “no idea. this trip is so weird. did u 
know dad likes to swim naked?”

Mallory: “wha?????”

Josh: “long story. tell ya later”

Just then, Zack jumped behind the wheel …

Josh: “gotta go. he’s back. we’re off i guess. 
I’ll keep u posted.”



“You ready to drop the top on this beauty?” 
asked Zack. 

Josh looked up and acknowledged his 
father for a brief moment. “Yeah, sure.”

Zack unlocked the left and right top clamps, 
pressed the button, and the black vinyl 
began to recline. Just as Zack was about to 
feel the sun on his face, he felt a drop …
then another …then another. “Damnit!” he 
blurted, looking at Josh and shaking his 
head in disappointment. Then, as quickly as 
the top had reclined, it reversed and fell 
with a thud on the windshield frame. Zack 
nimbly locked the clamps down and rolled 
the windows up. The original 67s hadn’t 
come with power windows. But this one had 
had the conversion. It felt a little out of 
place, but Zack was glad he didn’t have to 
ask his “can’t-be-bothered-to-do-anything” 
son to roll up a crank window by hand. 



Soon, the few drops of rain had become a 
downpour. Quickly moving weather patterns 
were just one of those little perks of the mid 
west. Zack sighed and got the windshield 
wipers going. 

“Okay, kid. Let’s roll,” he said in a huff. 

The red beast roared out of the gas station, 
in Clearwater Kansas, toward 35 south. The 
day’s journey would take them through 
Oklahoma and into the lone star state. It 
wouldn’t take long …only about five hours. 
But when you’re driving a small convertible 
in the rain, five hours can feel like ten. Josh 
barely noticed what was happening. His life 
was inside the cyber world and he was 
perfectly content to surf that world while his 
father was squinting through the deluge to 
keep the car between the lines. For miles 
on end, the two didn’t speak. Zack was 
getting so used to it, he would occasionally 



forget Josh was even there.  

Somewhere around Norman Oklahoma the 
weather broke and gave way to flashes of 
intermittent sunlight. But there were still 
those annoying bursts of rain that drive 
convertible enthusiasts nuts. Just when 
Zack thought there might be enough clear 
sky to stop and drop, another cloud would 
show up to cry over the whole thing. So, as 
he was seeing the first “Don’t Mess With 
Texas” sign, he decided to just keep the top 
up until …well …whatever was about to 
happen …was over. Zack thought about 
turning on the radio a few times or even 
firing up the cassette player. But the rain 
was too loud and he knew it would be a 
struggle to hear anything over the sizzling 
and hissing of water hitting metal and vinyl 
and glass. So, he kept the thoughts in his 
head company. He didn’t know if he would 
even recognize her, now. He didn’t know if 
she would recognize him. He wasn’t even 



sure if he should be doing this. But of all the 
times in his life he’d tried to make this 
particular trip and backed out, he knew he 
couldn’t this time. If it was ever going to 
happen, it would have to be now.  

The red beauty sailed past Ardmore, down 
through Gainsville. Finally, in Denton, Zack 
knew he needed directions again. And it 
probably wouldn’t hurt to top off the tank as 
well. So, around 4 o’clock, Zack pulled into 
Earl’s Gas and Bait shop. He parked, got 
out and stretched his legs, taking his time. 
In a way, he was delaying this as long as he 
could. He adjusted his hat and bowed 
backwards, trying to straighten his back. 
Just then, he got light headed and started 
to fall over. He had to catch himself on the 
trunk before completely collapsing. 
Thankfully, Josh didn’t see it. Zack looked 
around, took a cleansing breath, and found 
his feet. 



“Josh, you wanna get out for a minute? 
Maybe get a Gatoraide or something?” he 
barked back inside of the car. 

There was no answer. But the passenger 
side door slowly opened and Josh ambled 
out. Now knowing his son was behind him, 
Zack entered the Bait shop and struck up a 
conversation with the man behind the 
counter, Earl himself. Earl Kindrick was 
heavy, sweaty and serious. He wore a 
“These Colors Don’t Run” ball cap. 
Underneath the crunched bill, his beard 
was scraggly and gray. His Dallas Cowboys 
Super Bowl Champs 1994 t-shirt was 
almost completely faded and the sleeves 
had been cut off. His bare arms showed an 
eagle tattoo on the left shoulder and an 
unfortunate barbed wire tattoo on the right 
bicep. He had kind eyes but a menacing 
demeanor. Earl looked like the kind of man 
who would shoot you …then pray for you. 
He was puffing on a cigarette, staring at 



Zack over his reader glasses. As Zack was 
getting directions and information and 
generally talking about everything from the 
weather to the Rangers, Josh was walking 
through the store that looked like a 
throwback to a different time. 

While Earl and Zack were droning on and 
on about who knows what, Josh was taking 
selfies with Emmit Smith bobble-head dolls 
and ceramic boots with stuffed snakes 
wrapped around them. This place was 
something out of a movie and Josh was 
snickering his way through it. He shot 
Beezer a snapchat pic with him in a coon 
skin cap. The caption: Josh Pierce, Indian 
fighter. Josh glanced up at the counter to 
find Earl intently listening to his father 
babble on an on about something. Earl’s 
brow was furrowed as if he were concerned 
and he shot a gaze toward Josh as if he 
knew something about him. 



Josh watched his father write something 
down on a small piece of paper, then shake 
Earl’s hand. Earl said, “good luck, partner. 
Ya’ll take care, now,” as he blew smoke out 
of the side of his mouth. Zack handed Earl 
a twenty dollar bill and walked out. As Josh 
was walking out, Earl crowed, “Ya’ll be 
safe.” Josh nodded back, having no idea 
how to respond. 

Once Josh and Zack were back in the car, 
Zack read the words he’d written down out 
loud: “Okay …we’ve got to get on 380 west 
toward Decatur …” then his voice mumbled 
and trailed off as he was looking for road 
signs and maneuvering the car. Josh put 
the information in his phone before Zack 
could make the next turn. Suddenly, Josh 
blurted out, “Decatur Texas: population six 
thousand, forty two. We could go to the 
Wise County Historical Society Museum or 
visit the NRS event center, or take a scenic 
drive through the LBJ National Grasslands. 



There’s a new micro brewery that was just 
opened by two brothers, like three miles 
from here. Up on the left, in about two 
miles, we’re going to see a new car wash.” 

As Josh was going on and on, Zack was 
mumbling to himself and studying the 
landscape. Passing through Decatur, Josh 
was reading off all the things a phone could 
tell you about a small town in Texas. At the 
city limit sign, Josh continued, “There’s 
Wilmoth’s Feed Store on the right. It was 
established innnn ….looks like …1997. 
That’s where they sell feed. Feed is another 
word for food. Only feed is food for animals. 
If you called it a food store, it would be a 
grocery store for humans. You gotta be real 
intelligent to work at the feed store. 
Probably need a college degree for ..” 

Zack stared straight ahead, listening to his 
arrogant son demean everything about this 
small town. As they passed Wilmoth’s, Josh 



saw a tall black man, around six foot eight, 
walking out of the store with a bag of mulch. 
It silenced him. Behind the tall man was a 
smaller black man, walking with a very jerky 
gait. He was squatty and giggling. 
Something was clearly wrong with him. The 
taller man was holding the smaller one’s 
hand and guiding him; bag of mulch over 
his shoulder. Once they were on the front 
porch of the feed store, the tall man sat the 
smaller one down in a chair and made sure 
he was secure. Then he opened the mulch 
bag and started pouring it into the flower 
beds of the store front. The smaller man in 
the chair waved at Josh and giggled loudly 
in a child-like way. His mouth was gaping 
open and he appeared to be acting like a 2-
year-old. The taller man looked back at 
what the smaller one was giggling at and 
shot a wave toward the red Mustang. Josh’s 
eyes caught the eyes of the tall man and he 
suddenly noticed the tall man probably 
wasn’t a man at all. He was very young …



probably even Josh’s age. Zack slowed the 
car and waved at the two men. 

Zack sighed and began talking, “Jamal 
Wilmoth had a full ride to Kentucky on a 
basketball scholarship. His father, Marcus 
Wilmoth, died of a massive heart attack last 
year. His brother Justin has something 
called Angelman Syndrome or something 
like that. It’s a severe, rare disability that is 
very hard to handle. So, Jamal gave up his 
scholarship to stay home, run the store, and 
help his mother take care of Justin. You’re 
looking at a man who might’ve been the 
next LaBron James. But he chose to take 
care of his family instead.”  

The words fell hard on Josh and he wasn’t 
sure how to respond. 

“Does your phone tell you that? Any data on 
what Jamal could have been? You got any 
wiki pages in there on lost potential? How 



‘bout busted dreams? Anything in that metal 
box about sleepless nights and getting dealt 
a shitty hand and not knowing how to 
manage the mess you’re in? You got any 
pithy pull quotes on human tragedy?” Zack 
paused, as the feed store faded into the 
rear view. “Let me tell you something, kid. 
Just because you have information …
doesn’t mean you have knowledge. Flesh 
and blood is bigger than that screen you 
worship. One day you’re going to find that 
out.”

Josh was stunned silent. Then he creaked 
out, “How did you know …”

Before he could get anymore words out, 
Zack replied, “You can learn a lot by 
actually talking to people like big Earl back 
there, instead of just using him and his 
store as ironic internet fodder. Don’t ever 
forget that people you think are jokes, are 
actually human beings, Josh. And they 



might know a thing or two that you don’t …
no matter what they look like.” 

Those words stung Josh …like the truth 
always does. He sat and sulked and tried to 
forget the picture of Justin waving at him. 
He tried to forget that there was a 
basketball star in Decatur Texas, mulching 
his dead father’s planter boxes. He didn’t 
want to know this. In his world, negative 
things could go away with a swipe or a 
touch. He hated the real things he couldn’t 
fix. He stared out the window as the red 
beauty glided toward some other small 
hole-in-the-wall-of-the-country. 

As Josh was sulking and finally staring at 
something besides his phone, Zack had 
found the road. He took a deep breath and 
made the turn at US Highway 287. Then, he 
was on Texas road 3259 …toward 
Paradise. And before he knew it, he was on 
Bluebonnet road. The big white house was 



right there, just where she said it would be. 
It was a Texas picture: wrap around porch, 
pillars and posts, red, tin roof and yellow 
flowers in the beds. The huge American flag 
in the front yard was unambiguously 
flapping in the western wind. Josh slowed 
the red classic down and stared before he 
entered the driveway. 

“So, what’s this all about?” Josh asked. 

“I have some business I need to attend to. 
Just stay out here and do what you always 
do,” Zack quipped. 

He rolled the red Mustang into the driveway 
and turned it off, staring at the front door for 
a second. Then he looked in the rear view 
mirror to check himself. He adjusted his hat 
and wiped his face with his hands, as if it 
would make a difference. Then, he 
breathed out and bolted out of the car. “I’ll 
be back soon,” he barked back at Josh. 



Zack very deliberately stepped up the grand 
steps onto the classic front porch. He 
approached the door and found the 
doorbell. He paused …then rang it, 
reluctantly. 

The door knob turned slowly, and then the 
door creaked open. A beautiful, yet aging 
face peered from behind the opening. 
Distinctive blue eyes found his gaze. His 
heart skipped and a shot of adrenaline 
electrified him for a brief moment. He 
furrowed his brow and squinted, trying to 
find a smile. The door opened wider and 
she dropped her head. No words passed 
between them, but he knew everything she 
meant. 

Zack put his hands in his pockets, like a 
schoolboy. He smiled weakly and took a 
breath …



Then he walked into the house.     

CHAPTER 15 - JENNIFER …

The well appointed living room smelled like 
wood, cherry/vanilla candles and leather. 

There was some other faint, familiar scent 
Zack couldn’t quite place, but it took him 
back to a melancholy memory. It was sweet 
and warm and yet it made him feel 
nauseous. His adrenaline was mixing with 
his lack of food intake and he almost 
collapsed as he entered the room. He 
caught himself on the corner of the couch 
before his knees buckled. 

“Zack!” My God, are you okay?! You look 
weak,” Jennifer half shouted. 

“No, no. I’m good. I’ve just been up for …



like …I dunno …36 hours or something. 
And I haven’t really eaten anything. Do you 
have a banana or something?” he asked, 
plopping down on the stylish, cranberry 
colored sofa. 

Jennifer went into mother mode and put an 
extra pillow behind Zack’s head as he sat. 
Then she rushed into the kitchen and, in 
fluid motion, grabbed a banana as well as a 
power bar and a bottle of water. She glided 
back through the open floor plan, into the 
rustic den and handed Zack the items, 
while instinctively touching his forehead in 
that comforting way only women posses. 
Zack remembered how her hands felt on 
his face. And it felt like home. 

Zack looked around the room as he peeled 
and ate the banana. The large, stone 
fireplace was housing only candles this time 
of year. Above it was a family portrait: 
Jennifer, some unknown man in a beard, 



and three children. The oldest girl had 
familiar eyes. Zack smiled in a soft grimace. 
“Your house is beautiful, Jen. You obviously 
have great taste,” he said, trying to make 
small talk. “Where’s your husband?”

As she was walking back to the kitchen to 
attend to something, she shot the reply, 
“He’s in San Antonio for a conference. He’ll 
be back in a couple of days. Your timing 
was perfect. Why haven’t you just looked 
me up on Facebook?” 

Zack dipped his head a little, “I’m not really 
on Facebook anymore. Mallory - that’s my 
wi …well …soon-to-be ex wife, kinda found 
an old boyfriend on Facebook. It left a bad 
taste in my mouth. So, I’m sort of purging a 
lot of technology for a bit, you might say.”  

Jennifer re-entered the room and Zack 
finally got a real look at her. She was still 
lovely and feminine. Her well-kept blonde 



hair, with frosted tips (that concealed any 
graying locks) cascaded over her tanned 
shoulders. Her nails were freshly manicured 
and painted some cool new color of deep 
purple. Even at 50, her legs were still toned 
and athletic and looked perfect beneath the 
whimsical, blue sundress. Zack looked 
down and remembered her small, perfectly 
formed toes, also freshly painted with the 
same purple color as her fingers. She had 
gotten a little heavier in the middle and she 
looked softer than he remembered. But 
judging by her clothes, house, expensive, 
European perfume and general state of well 
being, Zack could see that she was healthy 
and had been well cared for. Clearly, she’d 
had a successful life. And this was a 
comfort to him. 

Zack nibbled on the banana and sipped the 
water. He wiped sweat beads off his head 
and tried to muster a smile. Jennifer looked 
down at him and tried to do the same. 



Finally, when Zack had leveled out a bit, 
Zennifer asked in a semi-formal way, “would 
you like some coffee? I’m making myself a 
cup.” 

Zack nodded, “oh, sure.” And just like that, 
the small-talk-about-coffee-conversation 
began. Jennifer popped up and whisked 
back through the open room, past the large, 
separating bar, into the kitchen area to 
begin the sacred ritual of coffee creation. 

“You okay with a Columbian blend? We get 
it from this new market in Dallas. It’s a really 
rich roast,” she half-yelled back over her 
shoulder. Coffee trivia is the perfect 
conversation placeholder for people who 
don’t want to address elephants in rooms. 
This room had several elephants in it and 
Jennifer was trying to ignore them as long 
as she could. “It’s these two young brothers 
who actually go to Guatemala and harvest 
the beans themselves. They bring them 



back once a month and process all of it 
without pesticides or preservatives. I think 
it’s the best coffee I’ve ever had.” 

“Wow. That sounds good. I love all these 
young kids who do interesting businesses. 
Some of them are fun to work with,” Zack 
snickered under his breath, “some are not” 
he whispered. As Jennifer entered the room 
with the coffee, Zack went on, “I would 
usually be taking notes right now to turn all 
of this into some dramatic, movie-trailer-
looking ad.”  

Jennifer handed him a cup and chimed 
back in, “So, you are in advertising?”

“Well, I was in advertising,” Zack said, with 
a far away look. He took the coffee and 
blew on it instinctively. Then he sipped. 
“Mmmm. That is good. Thank you,” he said. 
The two were making perfect small talk. 



“So have you ever used your music in any 
commercials I would’ve known or heard?” 
she asked, as she plopped and settled into 
the overstuffed chair right across from Zack. 
She slid off her sandals and curled her legs 
underneath her, getting comfortable. 

Zack smiled weakly and dropped his eyes, 
“Well …I started out writing some local 
jingles. Nashville …I went to Nashville. And 
then I found myself in the business side of 
it. I dunno …I just sort of had less and less 
time to write the music. It was easier to 
license things that already existed. I 
probably wrote more copy than anything 
else. I’ll bet you’ve heard some of my words 
…” Zack looked toward the ceiling like he 
was trying to find a memory, “the sky is not 
the limit for Western airlines? You probably 
heard that one till you wanted to shoot the 
TV.”

Jennifer shook her head yes, “seriously? 



You wrote that commercial? Uh …yeah …
everybody on earth got sick of that one. But 
what a great thing to do,” she tried to be 
supportive. 

“When you’re in the Western skies …there 
is no limit, was my line. But then it got 
changed to ‘the sky is not the limit’ by a guy 
in the finance department who walked into 
the conference room by mistake and was 
talking on his cell phone. He said, as he 
was walking in, ‘this guy has got the limit.’ 
Apparently, he was talking about a friend of 
his who had bagged his deer limit. But the 
head of the company heard the line wrong 
and though he said, ‘the sky is not the limit.’ 
And he loved it.  Anyway, it worked …I 
suppose …” Zack’s voice trailed off. 

Jennifer smiled. “What a crazy story,” she 
replied. “What else would I know?”  

“Hmmmm,” Zack thought for a second, 



“Safety Insurance? We keep you safe in the 
storm, was one …”

Before he could go any further, Jennifer 
perked up and squealed, “Oh my God! I 
had that insurance! I loved that commercial! 
The whole dad trying to get back to his kids, 
driving through the thunder storm, barely 
able to see, then the little girl jumping in his 
arms and hugging him? Oh my lord! It had 
me in tears every time. They were just the 
perfect little family. I totally bought the 
insurance based on that commercial.”

“Well, it might interest you to know that the 
little girl was already the biggest diva in the 
world by age 6. She demanded juice boxes 
be brought to her by a runner and she 
refused to make eye contact with anyone in 
the crew. She’s on some TV show now and 
she’s been in and out of rehab like three 
times. But she sure could act.” Zack went 
on, “The dad was actually gay and hated 



kissing the mom, who was a chain smoker 
and going through a horrible divorce in real 
life. He would use mouthwash between 
takes and she would be on the phone 
yelling at her lawyer, ‘The baby sitter, 
Bernard! I caught him with the damn baby 
sitter!’ over and over. It was a horrible 
shoot. But they somehow sold the happy 
family act to the world,” Zack looked down 
in shame, “and everybody made a lot of 
money.”

Jennifer sat stunned. “You are kidding me! 
That’s crazy!”  

Zack stared into the coffee, “yeah …nothing 
you see on a screen is ever what you think 
it is. Even ‘reality’ shows are probably more 
staged than anything scripted. You work in 
that business long enough and you kinda 
stop believing anything is real.” 

Jennifer tried to relate, “well, I did buy that 



car insurance. And I hate to tell you this, 
Zack, but they were horrible. They denied a 
really big claim and sorta left us hanging. 
They made a liar out of you, buddy,” she 
tried to be funny, “they didn’t keep us safe 
in the storm.” 

Zack furrowed his brow and felt a wave of 
sadness. Then he looked Jennifer directly in 
the eye and said slowly, “I know, Jen. I 
know. I didn’t keep you safe in the storm.” 
Suddenly, a wave of emotion overtook him. 
He stammered and teared up, “I …I …I’m 
just so sorry, Jen. I’m just so, so sorry …”

Jennifer stopped him mid sentence, half 
giggling, “Zack. Hey, it’s okay. Really. We 
worked it all out. They actually finally paid 
about 60 percent. Nobody got hurt. The car 
was replaced and we’re fine. Please don’t 
beat yourself up …”

Then Zack interrupted her, wiping a tear, 



“No, Jen. I mean I’m sorry. I’m sorry for 
everything. I’m sorry it all happened like it 
did. I disappeared. And I can never say I’m 
sorry enough. All of it played out the way it 
did because I couldn’t control my temper 
and my anger and my mouth …” Zack was 
now holding forth and crying real tears, 
“and it’s probably why Mallory left me and 
it’s probably why I lost my company and lost 
my job and it’s probably why I’m losing my 
son. It’s definitely why I lost you. And I …I 
…lost …” Zack looked up at the family 
portrait. 

Jennifer was reaching over and touching 
his hand, crying tears of her own. She 
mercifully jumped in, “Zack. Is this why you 
came here? Because I want you to know 
you have nothing to be sorry for. Nothing. I 
hurt you deeply. I know that. I made my own 
mistakes. And I made my own choices. And 
I lived with them. And sometimes what we 
think is a mistake …is …well …the greatest 



thing in the world.” Jennifer glanced up at 
the portrait. 

Zack wiped his tears and collected himself. 
He glanced up at the picture and 
stammered, “So, you kept …um …it?”

Jennifer jumped in, “her. Yes. I did. And 
she’s amazing, Zack. She really is. She was 
the worst thing that had happened to me in 
my life …until she became the best thing.” 
Jennifer welled up with a different kind of 
tears; happy ones. 

Zack had questions, “So …what did you tell 
her about …her bio …I mean …” he trailed 
off, unable to finish. 

Jennifer replied very matter-of-factly, “I’ve 
always told her her bio dad was killed in a 
car wreck. I pinned it on Chris Kenard. 
Remember him? The kid from the home, 
without parents? He was killed on 



graduation night.”

Zack shook his head, “wow …that was 
horrible. He was a good guy. So, has she 
ever tried to verify or …”

Jennifer cut him off, “She got a little curious 
around her junior year and kinda went on a 
quest. But I swear Zack, that kid had 
nobody. It’s like he was dropped to earth 
from outer space or something. There’s just 
no info on him. She finally made peace with 
all of it. Besides, her daddy is Joe Taylor. 
And he’s a great one.”

Zack glanced back up at the portrait and 
continued, “so, where did you go? I actually 
tried to find you after my sophomore year of 
college. But you just disappeared …”

Jennifer was in full explanation mode, “I 
went to Houston and moved in with my 
aunt. I got a job waiting tables. I didn’t want 



to be found, to be honest. I just wanted to 
start over. Then, one day I waited on my 
Joe. He ordered buttermilk pie and coffee. I 
was like 7 months …out to here …and he 
didn’t care. He fell in love with me, swollen 
feet and ankles and all.” 

The two laughed. Zack breathed. 

“He legally adopted her the month she was 
born. They’re pretty tight. She’s still a 
daddy’s girl,” Jennifer said, with a far away 
smile. 

Suddenly, the doorbell rang and Zack 
shook, startled. 

Jennifer flashed a concerned smile, “Um …
you want to meet her? She’s right outside 
the door. She said she might pop over later. 
I didn’t expect her this soon. I thought you 
…we …might be done. I’m sorry if …” 



Zack got a spike of adrenaline like he’d 
never felt. He stood up and straightened 
himself, realizing he really had no choice. 
“No, no. It’s totally fine. I would love to meet 
her,” he said, trying to make Jennifer 
comfortable. 

Jennifer jumped up and raced to the door. 
Then she paused and glanced back toward 
Zack as if to apologize. 

The door flew open and a blonde beauty, 
around 30 years old, breezed into the room, 
whirling energy in all directions. She 
hugged her mother then made a b-line for 
the kitchen, not completely noticing Zack. 
She grabbed a juice box out of the fridge 
and handed it to the tiny blonde beauty 
trailing her. 

Jennifer spoke up, “Jaylen, this is my old 
friend Zack Pierce from high school.”



Zack stared at her. Then he caught himself 
and tried to be casual, “Hi. Jaylen? Is that 
right?”

He glanced toward Jennifer and dropped 
his eyes, “Jaylen. Of course,” he whispered, 
under his breath. 

“Hello Mr Pierce. How are you? This is my 
daughter, Stella …can you say hello to Mr 
Pierce, Stel?” Jaylen answered. 

Zack stared at the little girl in disbelief. His 
heart was pounding and his blood was 
racing. He was trying to process it all but he 
wasn’t succeeding. 

Jaylen and Zack looked each other in the 
eyes for a brief moment. Suddenly, their 
heads tilted slightly the same direction, at 
the same time. She continued talking, “so, 
is that your red Mustang out there? It’s 
really cool. Mom, didn’t you used to have a 



thing for Mustangs?”

Jennifer and Zack shot knowing glances 
toward each other and she smiled 
sheepishly, “I still love Mustangs. Wow, 
Zack. Red Mustang. Is it new? I didn’t see it 
when you pulled in …”

Zack cut her off mid sentence, “It’s a ’67. I 
like the classic ones. They don’t make em 
like that anyone.”

Jennifer stared at Zack while Jaylen and 
the child were walking about and getting 
settled. She said to him under her breath, 
“67 Mustang. The most badass car ever 
made.” 

That comment brought another tear to his 
eye. And he he reached for her instinctively. 
He bear hugged her then grabbed her 
shoulders and backed away. She gazed up 
at him and whispered, “I’m fine, Zack. We’re 



fine. Just fine. It’s been a great life.” She 
winked at him and squeezed his hand, then 
said, “take care of yourself, Zack.” Then she 
reached up and whispered in his ear, “be 
free.” 

Jennifer’s breath in his ear sent chills down 
his spine. And with those chills came a 
newfound feeling of closure he hadn’t had 
for decades. He looked back toward Jaylen 
and Stella and said, “Well, I’ve got to head 
out. I just wanted to stop and say hi. It was 
really nice meeting you two.”

Jaylen and Stella, now in full blown find-
Paw Patrol-on-TV mode, replied back, 
“Nice to meet you too Mr Pierce. Drive your 
Mustang safe!”

Jennifer walked Zack to the door. As he 
was about to leave, she grabbed a small 
paper from a shelf near the entry way. She 
handed it to Zack and dropped her head, “I 



found this the other night looking through 
old pictures. You might not want it at all. 
You might want to rip it up. But when I 
found out you were coming, I thought I’d 
offer it to you at least.”

Zack looked down to see his younger self in 
a cap and gown, along with a younger 
Jennifer and a third young man. He stared 
at it intently. Then he said with a creaking 
voice, “did you ever see him again?” 

Jennifer’s eyes welled up, “no, Zack. You? I 
don’t even know where he is.” 

Zack replied, “I heard he was on the west 
coast somewhere. That’s the last I heard.” 

Jennifer broke the tension, “Zack …I’m 
sorry. I’m really sorry. But I think our kids fix 
it. Ya know? They fix what we break, 
somehow.” Then she caught a glimpse of 
Josh in the passenger seat of the Mustang, 



“Is that your son out there? My God, why 
didn’t bring him in?!?!”

Zack stopped her, “No. Trust me. It’s okay. 
He’s pretty socially awkward and he would 
literally sit in your living room and stare at 
his phone anyway. It’s okay, Jen. Thank you 
for seeing me. Thank you for everything. 
Thank you. I love ya …ya know?” he said in 
a “buddy” sort of way. 

“Yeah …I love you too, Zack. Goodbye,” 
she replied, knowing this would be the last 
time she ever saw Zack Pierce. 

As he headed back toward the red 
machine, Jennifer closed the door. Jaylen 
asked her mother, “So, high school friend, 
huh? Did he know my bio?”

Jennifer stared out the window as the red 
beast fired up and backed out of her 
driveway. She answered in a gaze, “Yes, he 



did, baby. He knew him well. They were 
kinda inseparable.” 

Jaylen, clearly over the drama of it all, 
replied, “wow …maybe I shoulda talked to 
him more. He seems nice,” while she was 
fiddling with the here and now of a TV 
remote. 

Jennifer watched the Mustang roll away 
and simply said, “he is.” 

Zack pulled out of Paradise Texas and back 
onto the state highway. He needed to get to 
20 west. The Texas sun was just about to 
sink and the weather was perfect. Zack was 
breathing deeper than he had in years. He 
was processing emotions and trying to et a 
handle on it all. Now was definitely the time 
for some fresh air. 

He pulled the red dragon to the side of the 
road and put it in park. He took a cleansing 



breath and popped the top clamps. 

“So, we’re finally gonna do this, huh?” said 
his screen addicted son, sitting to his right. 

The top went back and landed with a thud. 
The air was hot on his face, but the setting 
sun was a glimpse of things to come. Zack 
stared down at the cassette player. 

He began, “Okay, kid. Rule number one: if 
you drop the top on a convertible, you gotta 
play the right music. The right convertible 
music is different for everybody. But for my 
money the best convertible music ever 
made was made by bands with big hair and 
guitar heroes in the 1980s. The songs were 
about chicks or getting laid or having fun or 
sometimes nothing at all. It just made you 
feel good. It made you feel free. And it 
made you want to drive faster. So I’m firing 
this baby up …whether you like it or not.”



Zack hit play on the cassette player and the 
hiss was instantaneous. It gave Zack that 
little thrill he used to get, knowing his 
favorite tunes were about to come to life. 
Just then, the distinctive “dah dah, dah dah, 
dah. dah dah …dah …” roared out of the 
speakers. Zack looked over at Josh and 
Josh dropped his eyes. 

“Really? ‘Dad rock’?” he asked, 
sarcastically. 

Zack smiled and raised his eyebrows up 
and down, enthusiastically embarrassing 
his son, “Absolutely. ‘Dad rock’ all the way,” 
he said, gleefully. 

Def Leopard’s “Photograph” wafted into the 
Texas air as Zack rolled back onto the 
highway. The top was back. The sun was 
setting. Joe Eliot was screaming from the 
speakers. And for a moment, Zack was in 
the best place he could imagine. 



As the band broke it down and dove into 
the guitar solo, Zack punched the gas pedal 
and gunned the gorgeous beast toward the 
western skyline. And for the first time in 
years, he felt alive again.                     

CHAPTER 16 - ABILENE …

The red Mustang sailed through the Texas 
night, chasing the western sun. 

Once on interstate 20 west, the red beauty 
was flanked by Lexus’ and BMW’s and Ford 
F-150’s. Modern designs, sleeker features 
and more aerodynamic bodies whooshed 
past the legend with ease and a nimbleness 
possessed by the newer auto breed. 

On the interstate, Zack could feel the 
difference in how the aging icon handled 



compared to fresher, more fleshed out road 
carriages. Still, everyone who passed the 
beauty stared at it and either flashed a 
knowing smile or a nod or even went as far 
as giving a thumbs up or a salute to the 
hipster from another time. 

Zack knew they didn’t want to trade places 
with him. Especially those driving Teslas or 
Range Rovers. He knew it had nothing to 
do with the actual car. 

What he felt from the passing drivers, was a 
longing of some kind. It was the same 
longing he had; the longing for something 
simpler; something not just excellent but 
classic; something that represented hope 
and freedom. That was what the Mustang 
was for him. He knew that 1967 wasn’t a 
great year for everyone to be alive. He 
knew the realities of the year, in which this 
princess had rolled off the factory line, were 
tumultuous and violent; uneasy and unfair. 



But the people who made this thing - this 
perfect chariot - got something right that 
year. And it was something truly great. It 
was a solid place to land in a world of 
uncertainties. Zack was living all those 
uncertainties in real time. But the car, the 
music, and the Texas sky all conspired to 
take his mind off all those things for a 
moment. 

Josh was enduring the whole thing. With 
the top down he couldn’t see his screen 
well enough. He couldn’t really hear his 
earbuds either. And his father’s insistence 
on playing some mix tape from 1985 was 
gnawing on his nerves. His dad would even 
rewind the cassette from time to time. It 
was such an awkward way to get back to 
the top of a tune. Waiting on this antiquated 
technology made Josh uneasy. It all 
seemed so unnecessary. If his father had 
only brought his phone they could’ve put 



that entire playlist together in about a 
minute. And it would’ve been digital - 
MUCH better quality. So much of this trip 
was a complete mystery to him. 

As the night fell darker, Abilene loomed in 
the distance. Zack was exhausted. He 
decided this was where they needed to 
finally get a hotel room and sleep. With 
darkness in full expanse, Josh could see 
the screen better. He kept his phone turned 
away from Zack, so he couldn’t see the 
texts with Mallory. 

Mallory Text: Where are u guys now?

Josh: Almost in Abilene?

Mallory: R u tired?

Josh: yup. I haven’t been in a bed in almost 
2 days. 



Mallory: make him stop and get u a room!

As the Mustang rolled into the Abilene city 
limits, Josh sent a final text …

Josh: hey I’m gonna say goodnight. I think 
I’ve got dirt in my phone case or something.

Mallory: Goodnight sweetie. I mean it! Make 
him get u a room!

Josh: nite …

Zack pulled into an Allsups convenient store 
parking lot to get gas and survey the 
situation. He turned off the cassette player 
and came to a stop under the fluorescent 
lights of one of the many gas pumps. This 
Allsups was also a truck stop and semi’s 
were rolling past the small roadster, in 
every direction. Zack turned off the ignition 
and sat silent for a minute. The constant 
wind created a noise wall that you get used 



to. But once you stop, you almost have to 
re-acclimate to regular decibel levels. Zack 
looked over at Josh, who had removed his 
phone cover and was doing some sort of 
maintenance on the screen.

“Josh, you hungry bud?” asked Zack. There 
was no answer. Josh was either ignoring 
him or wasn’t hearing him. Zack re-
phrased, “Hey kid, want a burger or 
something?” Still, no answer from the pre-
occupied teenager. 

Zack had had enough. This was downright 
rude and unacceptable. When was his son 
going to realize that the people in front of 
you are more important than the people 
inside the box? Zack reached over and 
grabbed the phone from Josh. A look of 
horror flashed across Josh’s face and he 
jerked the most important thing in his life 
back from his father out of sheer instinct. 
But his reaction was too strong and he 



lurched backwards, sending the phone 
sailing out of the open air car …onto the 
concrete, shattering the unprotected 
screen. Josh freaked out and jumped out of 
the car in a flash. Just as he was landing, 
however, an unsuspecting semi rolled over 
the phone, catching it under the wheels on 
a rise in the asphalt. The rise created the 
perfect fulcrum from which to mangle, pop, 
crush and destroy the device. It garbled and 
crackled and pulverized under wheel after 
wheel of the semi. Josh saw his life flash 
before his eyes. 

“Oh God! Noooo!” he yelled toward the 
semi driver. But the driver was already two 
minutes into his favorite pod cast. He 
couldn’t see Josh jumping up and down and 
yelling at the top of his lungs. So he 
continued to roll over the 4” by 6” world 
Josh had come to know. 

“The sim card. I can salvage the sim card!” 



Josh said to himself, breathlessly. But he 
didn’t see the tiny card get lodged into one 
of the grooves of one of the eighteen 
wheels. Soon, the semi was out on the 
main drag and onto the interstate …headed 
east. Josh was hyperventilating. He couldn’t 
catch his breath. What had just happened? 
He was running his hands through his hair 
and pacing like a mental patient. 

‘No, no, no, no, no. What have you done? 
What have you done?” he kept chanting, 
under his breath. Zack had followed Josh 
out of the car and tried to stop the semi 
along with him. He knelt down and 
salvaged the mangled pieces of the phone 
and tried to settle Josh down. “Okay buddy. 
It’s okay. We can get a new …” he was cut 
off immediately …

“Stop trying to act like this is nothing! My 
world is in that phone! I was talking to like 
six different people! I was hitting new levels 



in this sick new game. I was actually snap 
chatting a really cool girl! You don’t get it, 
dad! You JUST. DON’T. GET. IT!” he 
screamed, losing control. 

Zack remained calm, “Joshy, it’s just a 
phone, buddy. You can get phones 
everywhere. Settle down, okay?” 

Josh was seething and he started boiling 
over, “I can’t stand you! You always talk 
about my stuff like it’s nothing. Your stuff is 
important but MY stuff is all ‘fixable’ or 
‘replaceable!’ Well I’m SICK of it! I’m sick of 
YOU!” Josh lunged at his father with that 
final word and pushed him. He was 
spinning out of control. 

Zack set his feet, “Joshua, calm down. Do 
not do this, son,” he tried to handle Josh. 

“Son?! Seriously? You gonna talk to me like 
I’m a kid, now?!? Fuck you!” yelled Josh, as 



he slammed his hands into his father again, 
almost pushing him down. 

Zack breathed in and raised his voice, 
“Joshua Carson Pierce, that’s enough. Stop 
this right now! I’m not gonna tell you again. 
This behavior is over-the-top and 
unacceptable …”

Before Zack could say another word, Josh 
balled up his fist and took a swing at Zack. 
This was out of control. 

“Boy, you better watch yourself. This is not 
a good idea, Josh. Now, stop it!” Zack 
admonished, louder. 

“Oh yeah?! Well guess what? I don’t care 
what you say anymore! You’re always 
pissed at me and I never do anything right 
for you! You never teach me anything but 
you want me to know stuff. You don’t tell me 
anything that’s going on but then I have to 



deal with whatever! I’m sick of this stupid 
trip and catching biscuits and getting rocks 
thrown at me and you jumping off cliffs and 
playing your stupid mix tape. I hate it here! 
And I. Hate. You!” Josh screamed at the top 
of his lungs. On those words, his feet left 
the ground and he mounted a full on 
assault toward his father’s face, fists 
cocked and ready to flail.  

Zack stood perfectly still and watched the 
boy fly into him, then, at just the right 
moment, he unleashed a devastating left 
jab that struck like a rattlesnake, smack into 
Josh’s nose and mouth area. Blood flashed 
out of the boy’s face and his knees buckled. 
He fell in a slump at Zack’s feet, holding his 
face and moaning. Zack adjusted his ball 
cap and looked around in disappointment. 
Then he knelt down, pulled a hanky from 
his pocket, and dropped it on Josh’s face. 

Zack breathed in and in a calm voice, said, 



“Rule number two: don’t ever pick a fight 
with a full grown man …unless you ARE 
one.” 

Zack stood and straightened himself. As he 
walked away, leaving his son lying in his 
own embarrassment, he barked back over 
his shoulder, “get up.” 

He walked over to a liquor store, that was 
adjacent to the convenient store. Two 
young gang-looking guys with tattoos all 
over their bodies were standing outside the 
store, sipping on something in a brown 
paper bag, pointing and laughing at what 
they just saw. Zack stopped on his way 
inside the store, and stared at them with the 
dead eyes of a man with nothing to lose. 
They both quieted immediately and even 
stood a little straighter. Zack walked into the 
store, found what he was looking for, paid in 
cash, and headed back toward the 
Mustang, eyes straight ahead, not 



acknowledging his son, who was still trying 
to collect himself. 

Zack fired up the car, put it in drive and 
rolled up to his son, still wincing and 
swaying. With his eyes firmly fixed straight 
ahead, he said mechanically, “get in.” 

The boy opened the door and slid in the 
passenger seat, holding the pieces of his 
destroyed phone and the pieces of his 
wrecked ego. He craned his neck toward 
the back seat to see a bottle peeking out of 
a brown bag. His father looked like a robot. 
What was happening? What had he 
unleashed? He was confused and horrified. 
And now he had no one to talk to except 
this monster next to him. 

Zack kept his eyes straight until he saw the 
first “vacancy sign.” Then he pulled into the 
motel parking lot without hesitation. He 
wasn’t asking for opinions anymore. He 



wasn’t interested in mulling anything over. 
He was focussed and decisive. This 
frightened Josh. He’d never really seen his 
father this way. Zack put the car in park and 
turned off the engine. As he jumped out, he 
barked, “stay here.”

Josh watched his father walk into the night 
clerk’s office and get a room. As he was 
watching that transaction, he heard an older 
man and a younger girl making another 
transaction two cars away. This was gross. 
It was one of ‘those” motels. But somehow 
Zack didn’t care. He returned quickly with a 
key and a bucket. All in about three 
minutes, Zack found the door - room 229 - 
one flight up. He handed the key to Josh 
and told him to go ahead and go up to the 
room. Josh was not asking any questions or 
making any waves. He did as he was told. 

He walked in the musky smelling room and 
felt the cold air hit him in the face. He sat 



down at the small table just inside the door, 
which he left ajar. Soon, his father walked in 
behind him with that bucket and the bottle 
from the car. The bucket was heaping with 
ice. Zack found a wash rag and fashioned a 
makeshift ice pack, handed it to Josh and 
said, “put that on your nose and mouth. 
Keep it there as long as you can.”

Then, Zack breathed and walked around 
the room. As he searched for glasses, he 
began talking, “Champagne is for 
celebrations. Beer is for ballgames and 
barbecues. Red wine is for dinner and 
dates. White wine is for women only. Don’t 
drink that crap. Tequila is for when you want 
to regret a whole day of your life. By the 
way …that’s stupid. Don’t get drunk. It’s 
what amateurs do.”

Zack pulled the bottle from the bag and 
lightly slammed it on the table in front of 
Josh. 



“But when two men are about to talk about 
some serious shit, they drink bourbon. And 
they drink it straight.” 

He looked down at Josh in a half smile and 
said, “So I guess we’ll call this rule number 
three: learn how to drink right.”

Zack released the plastic wrapping and 
opened the cap. He went on, “Jack Daniel’s 
will do just fine. Two rocks - two fingers. 
That’s the way Sinatra drank it. That’s the 
way a man drinks it.”

He dropped two ice cubes in Josh’s glass, 
then two in his own. Then he poured a 
small amount in each glass - the equivalent 
of two fingers high. He sat down in front of 
Josh and slid the glass over to him. Then, 
he looked him squarely in the eyes, raised 
his glass and said, “Now …we got no more 
distractions. We got nowhere to be. What is 



it you really want to talk about?”

CHAPTER 17 - WEST …

Josh took a sip of the whiskey and instantly 
coughed. It burned going down but almost 
immediately settled him and took some of 
the edge off of his nose and mouth pain. 
His head felt a little light and the room went 
a bit wobly at first. He stared at his father 
across the table. Then, he got up his nerve 
…

“Why did mom leave?” he asked blankly. 

Zack’s eyes never moved from his son’s. 
Without hesitation, he answered, “I don’t 
know.” 

Josh wasn’t buying it. He rolled his eyes 
and jumped back in, “Come on, dad. You 



said I could ask you anything. Why did my 
mother move out of our house?”

Zack dropped his gaze, took a sip, and 
began, “Josh …I honestly don’t know. We 
had been having problems for years I 
guess. I thought we were working them out. 
But when your grandmother died and you 
were suddenly grown up and independent, 
there wasn’t much to keep us interested in 
each other I suppose. I do know that she 
found an old boyfriend on Facebook. I don’t 
know if it ever went any further than them 
just messaging each other. All I know is she 
stopped liking me. She stopped laughing at 
my jokes. She stopped caring how my day 
was. She basically stopped talking to me, 
other than to yell at me about something. It 
was like my very existence just bothered 
her. I suppose she finally got tired of being 
in the same house as me.” Zack took 
another sip and went on, “I suppose my 
anger and outbursts bugged her. I’m sure 



my having to be right all the time didn’t 
help.”

Josh chimed in, “Huh …ya think?”

Zack leered at Josh …then he snickered. 
Josh laughed nervously at his father’s 
acknowledgement. That made Zack snicker 
louder …which made Josh laugh louder. 
Within seconds, the two of them were 
giggling like little boys. They were releasing 
something pent up and letting off steam 
through laughter. They both laughed to the 
point of tears. 

As Zack and Josh wiped the tears off their 
cheeks, Zack said through his intermittent 
laughter, “Okay …my turn.” In a half giggle, 
he stunned Josh with a question, “Are you 
gay?”

Josh instantly stopped laughing and glared 
at his father in disbelief. 



“I mean, I don’t care if you are. It’s none of 
my business who you …or what …you …or 
whatever. I’m just curious. We’ve never 
talked about stuff like that and I don’t …”

Before he could finish, Josh stopped him, 
“Dad. Um, no …I’m not gay. Why would you 
even ask that?”

“I don’t know. You guys are all so nice these 
days. Nobody really feels straight to me 
anymore …I’m just being honest. It all feels 
so fluid and subjective …I just …”

Josh jumped in, “So because we’re not all 
alpha male misogynists and we respect 
women, we’re all gay? See? Just when I 
think we’re going to have a decent 
conversation …”

Zack interrupted again, “Josh that’s not 
what I meant. Look, I’m just saying that the 



world has changed. It’s nothing like it was 
when I was your age. A lot of those 
changes are really good ones. And people 
have changed a lot and I don’t always know 
what’s going on. Look, I don’t care if you 
are …which apparently you’re not …but 
either way …I’m just trying to get to know 
my own son. That’s all. I don’t feel like we 
know each other, anymore.”

Josh took it under advisement and calmed 
down. He settled and replied, “No. I’m not 
gay. But I have friends who are. And it’s no 
big deal to my generation. We don’t really 
care. We all hang out and accept each 
other. We’re the most tolerant and 
accepting generation in history.”

Zack rebutted, “Well …except for guys like 
me, right?” 

Josh ignored the comment and went on, 
“Okay …my turn again. How’d you learn to 



throw a punch like that?”

Zack’s eyes went cold and he got a far 
away stare, “Well …papa Ray was …he 
was just …” he trailed off, then in a trance-
like manner, said under his breath, “no kid 
of mine is ever gonna be anybody’s bitch. 
Shake it off, boy. It didn’t hurt that bad. 
Keep those fists up. Watch that blind side. 
Let’s see that jab.” He paused, took another 
sip of whiskey, then went on in a whisper, 
“You better fight back or I’ll kill you right 
here in this garage …” Zack stopped 
himself. Then he collected his thoughts and 
directed them toward his son, “I’m sorry for 
hitting you Josh. I swore I would never do 
that to my son. I swore I would never be 
what my father was. And here I am, helping 
you put ice on your mouth just like he used 
to do for me. I’m teaching you to drink, just 
like he did me. I’m looking at you, hoping to 
God you don’t become me …probably just 
like he did. I’m sorry, boy. I would’ve never 



hurt you …” he trailed off, tearing up. 

Josh had never known his father had been 
physically abused. Now, he was all but 
admitting it. Josh’s eyes fell. His heart 
suddenly went out to his father. He had 
never seen him as someone’s little boy; as 
someone afraid and helpless. He reached 
across the table with his glass and lifted it 
to toast, “To surviving our fathers,” he said 
with a wink and a smile. Zack laughed a 
little and clinked glasses with Josh. 

Zack spoke up, “Okay …my turn again. 
How much porn do you watch?” 

Josh rolled his eyes again, “Gees, dad! 
What’s with all this sex stuff? I dunno …I …
just …”

Zack helped him out, “Look, dudes watch 
porn. I get it. It’s easy and it requires 
nothing of you. All I want to say about that 



is this: learn to love the real thing over the 
substitute. That’s all. The screen version of 
anything is just a cheap copy. And it’s 
usually not as good. That’s all I’m telling 
you. Work at a real relationship. Porn is a 
spectator’s sport. And if you get too lost in 
it, that’s all you’ll ever be. Okay …nuff said.” 

Josh spoke up, “Okay …my turn again. 
Have you ever cheated on mom?” 

Zack froze. He stared at Josh and poured 
another drink for himself. Then he 
answered, “Once …” Josh’s face fell “Once 
…I had the chance to.” Josh lit back up. 
“Heather Mack was over for a July 4th party 
and she had WAY too much to drink. She 
pulled me to the dark side of the house and 
kissed me just as the fireworks were going 
off.”

Josh’s eyes lit up, “Mrs Mack?! Mack 
attack? Mrs rack?!?” Zack snickered at 



Josh’s sophomoric line, “Wow …dad she 
was like every kid in the neighborhood’s milf 
crush. How was it? Was it completely 
awesome?”

Zack smiled at his hormone driven son, “No 
…no it wasn’t. Rudy …um …Mr Mack …
had just left her. She was still reeling from it 
and she was completely lost. It felt 
desperate and awkward and honestly, sad.” 
Zack took a sip and said in a lower voice, 
“And I felt like I was a million miles away 
from everything I loved. I pushed her away 
gently, asked her if she was okay, then I got 
her an uber home.”

Josh felt the gravity of his father’s words, 
then he asked, “Dad, who was the woman 
in Paradise, Texas?” 

“She was an old girlfriend from high 
school,” Zack answered.



“Why did we …you ….go see her?” Josh 
prodded. 

“Well …I needed to tell her some things. 
Needed to apologize for some things. Just 
thought it was a good time to do it,” Zack 
tried to play it down. 

Josh got up his nerve and asked, “Are you 
that woman’s father who showed up later?” 

Zack felt a rush of adrenaline and his face 
flushed. How would Josh even know to 
think something like that? He cleared his 
throat and asked, “How? Why …would …
you think …”

Before he could finish, Josh chimed in, “I 
google earthed the house. I was so bored 
out there. Then I got her name and looked 
her up on Facebook. Her first daughter is 
way older than her other kids. I dunno …I 
just started reading her profile and putting 



things together.”

Zack set his gaze on Josh’s eyes and in a 
slow, steady voice, said, “No. I am not her 
father. Joe Taylor is her father. I am YOUR 
father.” 

The words hung heavy in the air. Josh 
darted his eyes around, nervously. The 
answer wasn’t completely satisfying to him. 
But he accepted it and nodded accordingly. 
His eyes were drooping. It had been a long 
trip. In a rare moment of responsibility, he 
said, “Dad, I think I’m gonna crash. I’m 
totally wiped.” And with that, he leapt up 
from the table and onto one of the beds, in 
one fluid motion. He buried his face in a 
pillow and before two minutes had passed, 
he was out cold. The combination of 
whiskey and exhaustion had sent him 
directly to sleep. 

Zack stared at the boy. He smiled at his 



once little guy, now throwing punches and 
asking tough questions. He walked over to 
the sleeping teenager and put his hand on 
his head. He stroked his hair the way he 
used to when he was little. Then he 
reached down and popped off Josh’s 
shoes. The boy instinctively pulled his legs 
onto the bed and settled in deeper. 

“Night, kiddo,” Zack whispered. Then he 
walked back to the table and sat down. He 
pulled a legal pad and a pen from his 
backpack. As he watched the boy sleep, he 
began to write.

The tree was blinking like it always did. The 
festive music coming from the screen 
indicated a Christmas special was playing. 
Again, Zack sat in his chair and again the 
woman in the poodle skirt tended to him. 
His love for her was so immense he could 
barely keep from crying. She kept saying 
over and over again, “Be free, Zack. Be 



free.” But where was the toddler? He 
couldn’t find the toddler. Suddenly, he 
started crying. Where was the toddler? He 
got up from his chair and looked out the 
window. Oh God! The toddler was laying in 
the street with blood on his face. Zack 
barked, “get up. I said get up! Don’t do this. 
I told you to get up! Drink this!” Just then, 
the boy raised up long enough for a red car 
to crash into him …

“NO!” Zack yelled, waking with a start. His 
entire body was shaking and he had a tear 
running down his cheek. He had fallen 
asleep in the chair. His pen and paper were 
in the floor and his neck was stiff. He looked 
at the clock radio …6:43 AM and the 
familiar nausea was rising. Zack lurched up 
and ran to the bathroom. In seconds he 
was vomiting violently. The wrenching woke 
up Josh and he stumbled up and around 
the corner to see his father puking up his 
guts. 



“You okay, dad? he asked, voice creaking. 

Zack finished his work and stood. He went 
to the sink to wash his face and rinse out 
his mouth. Then, he tried to collect himself. 
“I didn’t really eat yesterday. Then I drank 
whiskey. Probably not the best thing to do 
when you’re that tired.” Zack stretched, took 
a cleansing breath and tried to collect 
himself. “You wanna get breakfast?” he 
asked the teenager. 

Josh nodded and said, “Hey, let me grab a 
shower first. I feel sticky.” 

As Josh showered and preened, Zack 
picked up the legal pad and continued 
writing. He paused occasionally to listen to 
his son sing horribly in the shower. It made 
him smile. As Josh was finishing up, Zack 
put the legal pad away. The two laced up 
their belongings and headed down to the 



red Mustang, in the early morning sun. 
Zack fired it up, pulled out of the parking lot 
and they found a diner. They got out, went 
in and resumed the same ritual they’d been 
practicing since the tip began. 

They sat across from each other in yet 
another booth. Josh was nursing his nose 
and mouth. “Man I need some Advil or 
something. You really laid into me,” he said. 

Zack was picking at another plate of eggs 
and not really eating. He just stared. Finally, 
he said, “Don’t …lunge.”

Josh perked up, “what?” he asked. 

“Don’t …lunge. If you ever get in a fight 
again. Don’t lunge. That just telegraphs to 
the other guy what you’re doing. Set your 
feet. Plant yourself. Watch his movements 
…especially his hips and shoulders. That 
always tells you where the punch is coming 



from. Let him take the wild swing. You 
narrow your focus. And don’t lunge.” Zack 
explained. 

“Well …what do I do once I see my 
opening?” the boy asked. 

Zack stared off in the distance and then 
found his son’s gaze. In a mater-of-fact 
way, he answered, “Then …you beat the 
shit out of him.”   

Josh took in the words and wolfed down the 
last bite of his pancake. He asked, “Hey, 
can I get a new phone today?”

Zack answered right back, “Do me one 
favor. Let’s not get your phone replaced till 
we hit Vegas. They have all the coolest stuff 
there. Give me new Mexico and Arizona? 
It’ll only take about a day.” 

Josh was visibly crestfallen. But then he 



asked, “Okay …but you have to let me 
drive. Deal?”

Zack smiled. “Deal,” he answered. 

They paid in cash and walked out to the red 
beauty. Josh hopped behind the wheel for 
the first time. He fired up the classic and 
looked over at his dad. A sly smile escaped 
his lips. Zack smiled back. 

“Okay. Where to?” Josh asked. 

Zack replied in one word, “West.”   

CHAPTER 18 - WHEELS …

“They’re at a strip club in Texas!” she 
screamed into the phone. 

“No, I’m not kidding! See, this is the kind of 



thing he would do. He’s all about 
‘experiential education’ or some bullshit like 
that. He has always wanted Josh to ‘get out 
there’ and ‘get off the screen’ and all that 
stuff. And now he has lost his mind and 
taken my UNDER AGED son into some 
skanky strip joint, in some gross part of 
Texas!” She went on, “no …no …they 
actually located them. Josh hasn’t texted 
me all day and Zack hasn’t texted me at all 
- which - whatever - so Todd had his friend 
Jonah at the police department tracking 
them. And they found them AT. A. STRIP. 
CLUB! I am so furious I could bite nails right 
now. Don’t think this won’t be discussed at 
the hearing. That man is seriously losing it, 
Sarah. He’s been acting weird all summer, 
anyway. Honest to God I wouldn’t be 
surprised if he’s got some kind of dementia. 
He has been going to the doctor a lot and 
he won’t tell anybody anything. He’s 
probably got a brain tumor or something 
making him do stuff like this. I just …ugh! 



I’m gonna have to cool down and call you 
back,” Mallory barked into the screen. Then 
she huffed and touched the red button and 
threw the phone on the bed. She paced 
around like a lion, biting her nails and 
breathing hard. This was truly the last straw.

“Woah, dad. They are much bigger than I 
imagined. Seeing them in person is WAY 
different than seeing them on a screen. It’s 
honestly kind of breathtaking,” Josh said, 
with his eyes wide. 

“I know, buddy. It’s been a while for me. But 
I’m still amazed every time I see em. It truly 
never gets old. Such a thing of beauty,” 
Zack replied. 

Mallory text: If you ever get this I’m telling 
you now that THIS IS NOT OK! I am 
furious! I cannot stress it enough. THIS is 
beyond anything you’ve ever done. I just 
can’t get my head around what you are 



doing to our son! 

Zack’s phone lay lifeless in his top desk 
drawer, back in Brentwood. He had ninety-
four unread texts and they continued to pile 
up. Mallory, with her new found information, 
was bombing him with venom and anger. 
She had no idea where he actually was, but 
she took out her frustration the only way 
she could. Not getting a response from 
Zack was one thing. But not getting 
responses from her son was downright 
scary. They had an ongoing thread. There’s 
no way he would ever just stop 
communicating with her. She was scared 
out of her mind, with absolutely no idea 
where he was. And now she was in full 
mama bear mode. 

Mallory hit the re-send button on her phone 
again. The familiar voice picked up on the 
first ring and said, “Hey. Okay, we’re here. 
We’re going inside to find them.” 



Officer Jonah Childress was an old friend of 
Todd Marks. Todd Marks was Mallory’s old 
boyfriend from high school. And she was, at 
the moment, wondering if he wasn’t who 
she should have married in the first place. 
He was now divorced from his wife of 
twenty-three years. His kids were all out of 
the house and he was trying to figure out 
where his life should go next. He had loved 
Mallory in high school …or so he thought. 
Now, here she was, after all these years.  

Todd was a very successful real estate 
developer. Mallory had always hated the 
advertising business. She felt like her 
husband was a bottom feeder, trying to 
make money off of people who actually built 
things or designed things or created things. 
Todd was a builder. She liked that. She 
knew if Zack had ever met Todd, he would 
just be trying to sell him on the idea of 
doing some sort of “creative branding” or 



some other stupid phrase that essentially 
meant the same thing: give me your 
advertising business. 

Todd was living right there in the greater 
Nashville area. And after twenty eight 
years, he and Mallory had found each other 
again. She was going through a painful and 
bitter divorce. He was helping her through 
it. At the moment, she couldn’t find her son. 
And her enigmatic, recently aloof, soon-to-
be ex husband was the last person she 
knew he had been with. The last time they 
had texted was the night before. And he 
was somewhere between Paradise and 
Abilene Texas. But he wasn’t even actually 
sure. This was her best guess. So Todd 
contacted Jonah, a Texas state trooper.   

Todd and Jonah were old friends, and he 
had asked Jonah to do some recon on why 
her son wasn’t texting her back. It hadn’t 
been long enough to file a missing persons 



report, but Mallory was losing it and Todd 
wanted to help if he could. Jonah, through 
his connections, had tracked the two 
missing fugitives to a place called High 
Tails. It wasn’t easy to tell a mother that her 
18-year-old son had gotten into a strip club 
…with his father …but the evidence was 
pretty iron clad. That’s where they were. 

Jonah and his partner Ahmad, walked 
through the front door of High Tails. The 
heavy perfume and loud, thumping rap 
music hit them in the face immediately. The 
dim lights, ornate furnishings and scantily 
clad young women, gave the place a seedy 
feel. Whatever dark impulses lurked inside 
the human condition, were all on display 
and warmly welcomed in this den of iniquity. 
Jonah and Ahmed were no strangers to this 
place. They had to drive by at least twice a 
week and sometimes come in. There was 
always a disturbance or a threat emanating 
from this location. Tonight, they were only 



looking for two white males who had either 
lost their phones or didn’t have them on. 
This was a courtesy for a friend …not a law 
enforcement matter. 

Candy Crush was on stage, doing her 
show-stopping pole slide from the top …all 
the way to the ground; one leg wrapped 
around the brass cylinder, the other waving 
her red stiletto toward the audience. Jonah 
spotted a 50-something white male, 
wearing a ball cap, sitting next to a smaller, 
apparently younger white male. They were 
on the front row, directly under the main 
stage. The older male had just thrown a $5 
dollar bill toward the amazing pole 
spectacle, when Jonah walked up to him 
and tapped him on the shoulder. 

A very thin, almost gaunt man turned 
around and saw Jonah standing above him. 
“Can I help you, officer?” asked the man. 



“Are you Zack Pierce?” asked Jonah. “And 
is this your son, Josh?” Jonah pointed to 
the smaller companion. 

Just then, a woman with short, cropped, 
dirty blonde hair turned around and glared 
up at Jonah. She was waify thin and looked 
boyish. Jonah was taken aback. “Oh, I’m 
sorry …ma’am? I didn’t …I mean …you are 
obviously not …never mind,” he said, 
sheepishly. Clearly, these were not the 
people he was looking for. But they HAD to 
be in here. Tracking systems just don’t 
miss. 

Jonah and Ahmed covered every inch of 
the club, but there simply wasn’t another 
twosome that fit the description given. 
There definitely was not anyone under age 
in the club. 

“Let’s go back to the car and see if they can 
pin point the exact location,” Jonah 



suggested to Ahmed. The two left the club 
and walked back through the gravel parking 
lot, to their patrol cruiser. Jonah grabbed his 
receiver and spoke, “Foxtrot 11, is there any 
chance you can give me a more precise 
location of the ping?” 

A voice came back, “It looks like the parking 
lot, maybe? Probably not inside the club.” 

As Jonah and Ahmed sat watching, Billy 
Furmer walked out of High Tails $220 
dollars poorer than he went in. He climbed 
up into his semi, took inventory of his 
depleted cash, then fired up the beast. He 
knew he had to be in Shreveport by 
morning. This was a pit stop his boss didn’t 
need to know about. Neither did his wife. 
Billy revved up the diesel and began 
maneuvering it out of the parking lot. 

“Childress, the ping is on the move! Say 
again …it is on the move!” the voice blared 



out of the tiny speaker. Jonah and Ahmed 
surveyed the expansive parking lot. Then 
they saw the big, blue rig lumbering out. 
Jonah and Ahmed instinctively slammed 
their doors and Jonah fired up the cruiser. 
He put his top lights on to stop the semi. 

Billy felt the adrenaline rush through his 
body. He could not afford another ticket. But 
they had him right here. He didn’t have 
enough lead time to outrun them. So, he 
surrendered immediately. He knew this 
probably meant his job. But he would try to 
go out with as much class as he could 
muster. He brought the giant textiles hauler 
to a stop, just before leaving the High Tails 
parking lot. He sat perfectly still and kept 
his hands on the wheel. 

Jonah approached the driver’s side door. 
He shined a flashlight up into the cab and 
yelled, “we’re looking for a cell phone. Did 
you happen to find one?”



Billy breathed a sigh of relief. This wasn’t 
about him …he didn’t think. He yelled back 
out the window, “No sir. I only have my 
phone. There are no other phones in this 
truck!” 

While Billy sat frozen, the two officers 
shined their high-powered flashlights all up 
and down the truck, under the chassis and 
over all the wheels. Finally, Ahmed yelled, 
“Hey J, check this out!” 

Lodged inside one of the grooves of one of 
the eighteen wheels, was something. 
Ahmed tried to pick it out with his fingers, 
but it was lodged so perfectly he had to 
take out a pen and try to pry it. Finally, it 
popped out and into his palm. It was 
scarred up and in bad shape. But 
apparently, still trackable. 

“Where did you come in from? Where was 



your last stop!?” Jonah yelled back up to 
the cab of the truck. 

“Abilene was the last place I stopped last 
night. I pulled in here this morning and 
crashed in the sleeper. I was just about to 
go fuel up again. Is there a problem, 
officer?” Billy yelled, trying to sound as 
innocent as possible. 

“We just need to know where you might’ve 
picked this up,” Jonah barked, holding up a 
mangled sim card.

Billy had no idea what it was. He replied 
back, “I’ve driven four hundred miles since 
Abilene. I coulda picked it up anywhere. 
Sorry. I’ve got no idea.” 

And with that, the fugitive investigation 
came to a complete stop. 

Jonah sat in the cruiser, mapping an area 



from Abilene to all points north, south, east 
and west. He held his smart phone up to his 
ear and spoke to Todd, “Dude, if they don’t 
have a device on them, or a GPS, or any 
way to track the car, the search area is just 
to big. Plus …we don’t even KNOW what 
kinda car they’re in. She said a brown 
Camry but she can’t confirm. Todd, I don’t 
know what to tell you. They could be 
anywhere from here to Arizona or from here 
to the gulf or Kansas or Colorado or God 
knows where. We have no idea the 
direction they were headed. Until the kid 
has been missing twenty four hours, we 
can’t really put out an APB. Plus he’s not a 
minor so Amber Alert doesn’t apply. I mean, 
he might’ve just lost his damn phone. Look, 
just tell the mom that at least her son isn’t in 
a strip club. He’ll probably get his phone 
charged or get it replaced or whatever in 
the next day or so and call her back. Until 
then, there’s not a lot we can do here.” 



Todd shook his head at Mallory. Then he 
hung up and said, “Okay …they’re NOT in a 
strip club. And it looks lie they never were. 
That’s the good news.” The in a more 
somber tone, “the BAD news is, there’s 
almost nothing we can do until Josh has 
been missing twenty-four hours. And since 
you don’t know where they’re going, we 
have no idea which direction to look. We’re 
gonna have to do more waiting.”

Mallory sighed with slight relief follows by 
extreme worry. Then she said, under her 
breath, “where are you and what are you 
doing with my son, Zack?”    

CHAPTER 19 - THE BEST DAYS OF 
YOUR LIFE …

Zack and Josh had headed north, up 
through Lubbock, then west. 



After leaving Texas, they had spent the day 
driving through New Mexico and into 
Arizona, admiring the mesas and mountain 
ranges along the way and discussing how 
big they were. 

Despite wishing he’d had the camera 
feature, Josh had forgotten all about not 
having a phone. The spectacular, other-
worldly rock formations had captured his 
attention and held it. This was like being in 
a different world and Josh felt incredibly 
small against this landscape. They call New 
Mexico The Land of Enchantment. Josh 
thought it was an understatement. Along 
the way, he had even grown to like some of 
the 80’s rock coming from that weird 
cassette contraption. They rolled through 
Albuquerque to Van Halen’s Panama. And 
as they were crossing the Arizona border, 
Autograph’s Turn Up The Radio was 
cranking almost full blast. 



Josh had driven all day, while Zack stared 
and smiled for no reason and even dozed, 
off and on. They had talked about 
everything from hunting rifles to who the 
best pitcher was in pro baseball. It was 
mostly small talk, but Zack was at least 
talking to his son using his voice box and 
not by pounding his thumbs on a screen. 

Josh, who was geared toward emojis and 
gifs was using full sentences and making 
coherent points. Now, as they pulled into 
Winslow, Josh saw the needle on “E”. As 
late night darkness fully engulfed the 
western skyline, Josh pulled into a gas 
station. He had no idea how far they were 
from Vegas …or from anywhere, for that 
matter. The fluorescent lights hit his face 
and Zack woke with a start. Josh killed the 
engine and looked over at his father. 

“What now?” he asked. 



Zack stretched and looked around, “Well, I 
think we need a hotel or something. Don’t 
you think?” he replied. 

Josh kept feeling for a phone that was not 
there. His instinct was to look up and book 
a hotel by touching buttons. It would’ve 
been easy. It would’ve taken seconds. And 
he felt an anger creeping up on him, 
because he wasn’t exactly sure how to 
navigate the world without his device. Zack 
jumped out of the passenger side seat and 
half limped into the store to plop down 
some cash for gas. While he was there, 
Josh went about pumping the gas himself. 
This was a welcome change for Zack, who 
had been doing the lion’s share of car 
maintenance since they left Nashville. 

Zack came back to the car with a couple of 
waters and some chips. He tossed the 
chips to Josh and opened his water, looking 



around like a man trying to figure out his 
next move. He adjusted his ball cap and 
took a deep breath. Just then, a 40-
something woman in a Ford pickup pulled 
up next to the Mustang, got out and started 
pumping her gas. 

“A girl? In a flatbed Ford? In Winslow 
Arizona? Seriously? A little on the nose, 
don’t you think?” Zack said to her, in a 
snicker. 

“I know, right? It’s like the worst town on 
earth to be a woman in a flatbed truck. 
Every dude thinks you’re slowing down to 
take a look at them. Drives me crazy,” she 
shot back, without missing a beat.

Josh was watching and listening to this 
volley but he had no idea what they were 
talking about. This was like some other 
language. 



“Well, I mean technically, they should be 
standing on a corner. If they’re not on a 
corner I just can’t see how it counts,” Zack 
retorted. 

Josh was at a loss. What on earth were 
they talking about?

She giggled and replied, “That’s a really 
good point. I can officially stop slowing 
down for anyone not standing on a corner. 
Thank you for that!”

Zack and the woman shared a hearty 
laugh. Josh’s deadpan eyes just kept 
darting back and forth between the two of 
them. 

“Hey, is there a decent hotel close to here? 
We’re pretty beat,” Zack asked. 

“Ooooh guys. That’s gonna be a tough 
one,” she said, grimacing. “There’s a big 



time bowling tournament in town. 
Everything from one side of town to the 
other is sold out. I know personally because 
I work for the Winslow Visitor’s Bureau. You 
literally cannot get better information than 
me,” she exclaimed. 

Zack caught himself faltering and propped 
himself up on the edge of the car. He 
played it off as if he’d stepped on 
something. 

The flatbed girl went on, “The only thing I 
know is available is a really nice KOA just 
outside of town. If you had a tent or 
something you could camp. Otherwise 
you’ll either have to go all the way past 
Flagstaff or back east probably a hundred 
miles or further.” She flashed an “I’m-sorry” 
smile, then added, “People really love to 
bowl around here.” 

Zack and Josh looked at each other. They 



were both completely exhausted and really 
needed to stop driving for a while. Zack 
scratched his head through the cap, then 
asked, “Is there like a Walmart around 
here?” 

She smiled and replied, “Everybody’s got a 
Walmart. Didn’t you know that?”

Zack flashed a sly smile toward Josh and 
walked around the car. “Let me take it for a 
minute,” he said, jumping into the driver’s 
side seat. Josh complied and ran around to 
get in the passenger side. As the Mustang 
and the Flatbed were both pulling out of the 
gas station, the woman rolled down her 
window and yelled, “Just drive to the end of 
this road. You can’t miss it!” 

Zack replied back, “Thank you. Oh and …
take it easy!”

She giggled, rolled her eyes and sped off 



into the Arizona air.  

“What on earth was that?” Josh asked, 
indignantly. 

Zack chuckled, “That …was old people 
humor. Don’t worry about it. Google Take It 
Easy one day and the whole thing will make 
sense to you.”

Josh, again, went for a ghost phone to try 
and Google all of this. But by the time he 
realized and remembered that there was 
NO phone, they were already at the 
Walmart, parked and walking in; Zack 
carrying his backpack.  

“What are we doing here, dad?” Josh 
asked. 

“You’ll see,” came the reply. 

Soon, they were in the sporting goods 



section …looking at sleeping bags. Josh 
still wasn’t getting what was about to 
happen even as Zack picked out two bags, 
then drug Josh over to the bedding section 
and grabbed two pillows. 

“We’re not going to actually camp are we?” 
Josh nervously asked. 

“What’s wrong with camping? Besides, we 
might end up having to sleep in the car 
anyway. I don’t think I can make it to 
Flagstaff and I definitely don’t want to drive 
back to Gallup. Besides …it might be fun. 
What do I always tell you? Never question 
an adventure. Just roll with it.”

As the checker rang up the sleeping bags, 
pillows and miscellaneous nuts and fruit 
Zack had thrown in the mix, she watched 
intently as Zack pulled a huge wad of cash 
out of the backpack. Zack had a thing about 
using credit cards on the road. You never 



know if someone was going to steal your 
identity. So he carried lots of cash for 
everything. On this night, he got sloppy and 
flashed that cash in front of Norma Brock. 
She was warm and engaging and she 
made Zack and Josh feel right at home 
there in the Winslow Wal Mart. 

“Forty two, seventy nine, sir,” Norma said. 

As Zack was paying, he asked, “Can you 
tell me where the KOA is around here?” 

Norma’s face lit up, “Oh yes! I know it well. 
Get on 40 to state road 99. Just past 
Sagebrush drive, you will start seeing the 
signs. Going camping there?” she asked, 
innocently. 

Zack looked up from his cash, “Yep. 
Headed there now. Thanks!”

Zack kept a hundred dollars in his pants, 



next to the picture and the knife. The other 
two thousand or so he slid in the top flap of 
his backpack. Norma watched intently. As 
Zack and Josh carried their beds-for-the-
night into the darkness, Norma grabbed her 
phone from underneath the checkout stand. 

She very nimbly typed, “2 white guys 
headed your way. Prolly 2 k in the 
backpack. No RV. Think they’re gonna open 
air.”

Just then, she saw the red Mustang racing 
out of the parking lot. She smiled again and 
typed, “In a red Mustang. U can’t miss 
them. Luv u. Nite.”  Then she simply slid the 
phone back under the register and smiled 
at the next customer walking up. 

The Arizona darkness was heavy and dry 
as the red beast slowed to turn into the 
KOA. Carl Brock had worked at the guard 
shack for more than ten years. He was 



middle-aged frumpy, with kind eyes and a 
thick mustache. His hair was some mixture 
of brown and gray, thinning and coarse. He 
wore jeans and sneakers, but his brown 
uniform shirt made him look official. Carl 
was easy to forget immediately after 
meeting him. He had used that quality to his 
advantage many times. 

“Just the two of you tonight?” he asked the 
driver of the red Mustang. 

“Yep, we just need a clear piece of ground 
to roll some sleeping bags out on,” Zack 
replied. 

“Hey, we can go one better if you’d like. The 
supply building has some pretty 
comfortable military cots in it. That’ll get you 
up off the ground at least. You’re welcome 
to em. And I think I’ve got the perfect spot 
for ya. Follow me,” Carl said, in a jovial way. 



He ambled from the guard shack about fifty 
yards down to the supply storage building, 
perched up on a small rise just before 
entering the grounds. Zack rolled slowly 
behind him, shining the headlamps on the 
supply building to help him see. Carl 
fumbled with what looked like a hundred 
keys on an industrial key ring, before 
finding the one that opened the storage 
facility. He disappeared into the dark, 
doorway and flicked on a light. Zack and 
Josh watched his silhouette struggle and 
move and shift. Finally, he emerged with 
two folded cots. He smiled into the 
headlights and motioned with his head for 
them to follow him further. Carl walked 
down a dirt path, lined with trees, into a 
beautiful little clearing on the right. There 
was a clear parking slip next to it. Zack 
pulled into it and shut down the Mustang. 

“This is a really safe spot. Fire pit is right 
there. Wood’s already stacked and ready. 



We don’t usually get critters out here, so 
you can rest easy. We’ve got electrical wire 
on the perimeter of the grounds. Three 
years ago a Coyote ate a baby out here. So 
we’ve been pretty obsessed with safety 
ever since,” Carl said matter-of-factly. Josh 
looked at Zack in horror. “This spot right 
here is closest to the guard shack. Nothing 
ever ventures down this far. Too many 
lights. Too much noise. Plus I’ve shot about 
four Bobcats and half a dozen rattlesnakes 
out here. They get the message eventually. 
I‘m sure you’ll be fine,” he said, while 
setting up the cots. He handed them a pack 
of matches and a small bottle of lighter fluid 
he had tucked in his back pocket. Zack took 
them and began working on getting a fire 
started. 

Josh got the bags and pillows out of the 
trunk and placed one on each cot. As his 
father was getting a fire started in the pit, he 
looked around in the darkness. Not knowing 



what was out there terrified him. 

Zack got the fire started, looked up at Josh 
and smiled. Josh still couldn’t find his smile. 

After Carl got them all set up, saw that the 
fire was safe and in tact, he bid goodnight 
and slouched away. Zack and Josh rolled 
out their bags on the cots, fluffed their case-
less pillows, took off their shoes and both 
slid in the bags. They were both so 
exhausted by sitting upright, just stretching 
out on something horizontal was welcome 
and relaxing. They both stared into the fire 
as they settled. 

Josh looked over at his father’s face, fire 
shadows dancing on it, and broke the 
silence, “Dad? Are these really the best 
days of my life? People keep saying that to 
me. But if these are the best days of my life, 
I’m horrified at what the rest of my life is 
going to be.” 



Zack snickered and cleared his throat. 
Then, he answered, “Well …the best days 
of your life don’t all come at once. You get a 
good day here and a bad day there. 
Sometimes you have three months of 
complete crap …then something great 
happens on a Thursday that you weren’t 
expecting. And that Thursday is worth all 
three months of crap you had to go through. 
And if everyday was good, you wouldn’t 
recognize great days when they happened.” 

Josh let those words sink in. Then he 
continued, “Dad …what was the best day of 
your life?”

Zack stared into the fire, “Hmmm. Well, I 
gotta tell ya. Today has been pretty damn 
good. But …” he found a memory, “The day 
I closed on selling my half of Sterling Pierce 
to Larry, I had a check for over a million 
dollars in my hand. I walked around a mall 



for like an hour, just knowing that I was a 
millionaire and nobody knew it. I had a 
check for over a million in my pocket. And 
everyone just walked by me, having no 
idea. It was kind of perverse. But it was 
cool.” Zack went on, “It was Christmas time 
and Mallory had the house decorated to the 
teeth. It smelled like cinnamon and hot 
chocolate and you just wanted to hug 
somebody when you walked in. You were 
about three and running around in your 
Buzz Lightyear pajamas. God, you loved 
those things. We could barely get them off 
of you.” 

Josh smiled the way children do when they 
hear their parents talking about them as 
small children. The realization that they 
were taking care of you as a baby reminds 
you that they were there first and looking 
after you. And they loved you before you 
even knew them. 



Zack continued, “I came home, after 
depositing the check. I walked in the door 
and my wife greeted me with a drink and a 
smile. It was like something from the 1950s. 
She never did stuff like that. But even your 
mom was impressed with what I had just 
accomplished. I loosened my tie and sat in 
my favorite chair. A Christmas special was 
on TV. The fire was cozy. Then you jumped 
up in my lap and brought me your favorite 
book, Goodnight Moon. I sat there and read 
to you until you fell asleep in my arms. I 
was a millionaire …for a day, at least. My 
wife loved me. My son was safe. And I 
knew that all our problems were over …at 
least for a moment. I felt like a hunter who 
had just come home from the kill. And I 
knew that everything in my life had led to 
that moment.” Zack’s words trailed off as he 
sighed. “That …was the best day of my 
life.”

“What happened to all the money, dad? 



We’re not rich,” Josh inquired. 

Zack took a big sigh, “Well bud, one point 
two million bucks sounds like a lot. But after 
taxes and paying off the house and 
renovations and car repairs and moving 
grandma and just …life …well …it’s not as 
much as you think. We lost the rest of it in 
the crash of ’08. At least we were able to 
keep the house. But you know what? I 
would trade all of the bad stuff that 
happened after, for that ONE day …all over 
again. That one day was worth all the bad 
days that followed it.” Zack looked over at 
Josh and smiled, “Some people never get a 
day like that. So don’t worry about the best 
days of your life. Think about the day you’re 
in. You never know when it’s going to be 
your best one.”

Josh’s eyes were waning. He smiled and 
said, “Hey dad, wake me up if a coyote tries 
to eat me. Okay?” Then he drifted off to 



sleep. Zack watched his son sleeping and 
remembered him small. As the fire light 
dimmed and the shadows danced over 
Joshy’s face, Zack slipped into his own 
slumber. 

The fire was almost out and both Zack and 
Josh were dead to the world. The backpack 
that was carrying all of Zack’s important 
information, was perched in the backseat of 
the Mustang. In his haste to climb into the 
sleeping bag, he had forgotten to put it next 
to him. A pudgy hand stealthily unzipped 
the top flap of the bag and reached inside. 
Then a huge roll of cash was there for the 
taking. Carl took the cash, kept the $20 
dollar bill showing and put the rest in his 
jeans pocket. Then he replaced the stack 
underneath that $20 with play money he’d 
gotten out of a board game. He slid the 
worthless stack back into the flap. By the 
time they knew the money was gone, they 
would be too far away to know how or 



where it happened. Then, he peered further 
into the flap and got greedy. He saw a 
wallet beneath the cash. He pulled it out 
and sifted through the debit and ID cards. 
He knew that a credit card might not get 
flagged as easily as the others, so he 
removed the lone Visa credit card. He then 
put the wallet back. 

Everything appeared to be completely in 
tact. No one would suspect a thing for 
miles. As the sun pierced the tip of the 
eastern skyline, Carl slipped away quietly to 
leave the KOA in the hands of the day guy, 
Derrick. 

Carl disappeared into the remaining 
darkness while Josh and Zack slept silently. 

CHAPTER 20 - CANYONS …



Soon, the sun began to tease Zack’s eye 
lids with shadow light. 

He was murmuring something under his 
breath. “No …no …NO!” he jerked awake. 
He looked around, wiped a tear form his 
eye, and took a cleansing breath. Suddenly, 
the familiar nausea gripped him and he 
jumped from the bag to run toward the 
woods. Josh heard him wrenching and 
vomiting and it woke him up. 

“Dad? Dad, you okay?” the sleepy Josh 
croaked out. 

Zack rounded a corner, looking gaunt and 
frail. His skin was ashen and ghostly but he 
donned a smile when he saw Josh. It 
looked completely out of place on him. As 
he ran his fingers through his hair and 
perched the ball cap just right, he said, 
“There’s a bathroom just over there. You 
can brush your teeth and wash your face a 



little. Come on Joshy. Let’s get on the road.”

Josh stretched and yawned and stared up 
at the huge sky. He tried to will himself up 
but he was so tired. As he lay there trying to 
collect himself, listening to his father put 
things away and roll his bag, he 
remembered what day it was. A shock of 
electricity raced through his body as he 
lurched out of bed and began policing up 
his belongings. “Today is Vegas day, dad. 
Remember?” he asked, almost breathless. 

Zack shrugged and nodded in deference. 
Then, he looked out at the huge expanse in 
front of them and said, “Fair enough. BUT 
…I want to show you something first …” 

The red princess rolled through Flagstaff 
and then headed north. Josh could read the 
signs. It was clear where his father was 
taking him. Of all the travel Josh had done 
in his life, with his mother and father, they 



had actually never taken him here. It was 
so simple and obvious, it was almost too 
easy to overlook. The ubiquity of it always 
seemed to keep them from going. It was 
always more exotic to go to snorkeling in 
Aruba or zip-lining in Costa Rica or skiing in 
Vail. This was tourist stuff. And yet, he’d 
never been. He was certain there was no 
way it could live up to the hype. Anyway, 
he’d seen it a thousand times on TV and in 
movies and on his phone. How different 
could it be in person?

The mesas were once again peppering the 
landscape. Rock formations and great 
crevices were prominent and prevalent as 
they got closer to the iconic landmark. 
Soon, they rolled up to a guard station. 
“Eight dollars for all vehicles entering the 
park,” Susan, the park service guard, said. 

Josh fumbled in his pants and pulled out a 
twenty, “Hey dad …this one’s on me,” he 



blurted, reaching over his father to pay 
Susan. Zack just stared in disbelief. His son 
had literally never offered to pay for 
anything in his life. Zack didn’t even know 
he had cash on him. Either way, this was an 
interesting development. 

The red Mustang rolled through the Grand 
Canyon state park, slowly. Zack wanted to 
savor the moment. He hadn’t been to the 
canyon in over twenty years. The last time 
he was there it was him and Mallory …and 
two clients. One of them was a European 
venture capitalist who hated everything and 
had a low tolerance for chit chat. He didn’t 
want to be there in the first place and his 
exact quote about the mammoth creation of 
the almighty was, “It’s a big hole in the 
ground. So what?”

The Euro-trash’s lack of comprehension of 
just what he was witnessing was staggering 
to Zack. He wanted to see this wonder 



again …with someone who might 
appreciate it this time. He hoped Josh was 
that person. After parking the red beauty in 
a designated parking slip, the two got out, 
stretched their legs and ambled toward the 
“big hole in the ground.” 

Walking up on the incredible sight took 
Zack’s breath away. He stumbled and his 
knees buckled a little. Josh grabbed him, 
“You okay, dad?” he asked. 

“Yeah, I’m just always really taken aback by 
this thing. I never get used to it. I’ve seen it 
six times. But every time, I still get weak-
knee’d,” he explained away his frailty. 

Zack sat down on a rock formation and 
stared into the canyon. Josh walked up and 
sat down beside him. The two were still and 
reverent. Then Zack spoke, “You know, 
your grandmother used to take me and your 
aunt Carolyn to church every Sunday. We 



sat in that little building week after week 
and tried to find God with all we had. Who 
knew we were looking in the wrong place?”

“Dad?” Josh replied. “Do you believe in 
God? Like, for real believe? Not just 
theoretically or in a metaphorical sense or 
something? Do you really believe?”

Zack sighed and stared. Then he answered, 
“Yeah Joshy, I think I do. I can’t explain how 
exactly I believe. I certainly don’t believe in 
God the way your grandmother did. But I 
believe there’s something out there guiding 
us and creating moments for us and giving 
us little roadsigns and showing us how it’s 
all gonna be okay somehow.”

“I don’t know if I believe or not,” Josh 
answered, almost embarrassed. “It doesn’t 
make sense to me scientifically,” he 
continued. 



“Well, Joshy …I think maybe you can’t get 
hung up too much on the details. A little 
wonder and mystery doesn’t hurt anyone. 
The details cause things like the Inquisition 
and the Crusades and people flying planes 
into buildings. Looking at something like 
this always reminds me of how little we 
know about everything. I don’t know how 
you stand in front of this and not feel 
something bigger than yourself.” Zack 
paused, then went on, “How many rules do 
we have so far, Joshy? What …like three 
rules?” 

Josh smiled at his father’s making of the 
rules that fateful night in Abilene. Then, he 
replied, “Yeah, dad. We got three rules. And 
one of them was actually pretty painful.” 

They both laughed and Zack threw his arm 
over Josh’s shoulder.

“I’ll tell ya what. I’m not saying we need a 



fourth rule,” Zack pontificated, “But if we 
were to have a rule number four …” he 
paused, “I would say rule number four 
would be: always be humble in the 
presence of God.” 

Josh stared and shook his head yes, “Even 
if I’m not sure if I believe?” he asked. 

“Especially if you’re not sure. Humility is 
never a bad thing, son. Even if you don’t 
know if you believe in something bigger and 
higher and greater, approaching it with 
humility is better than not respecting it at 
all,” Zack explained. “I don’t have all the 
answers but I’ll tell you one thing …if I were 
God …” Zack paused, breathed and stared 
into the infinite wonder, “This is EXACTLY 
where I would hang out.”

Zack pulled Josh closer into him. Josh, who 
was normally stoic and sarcastic, couldn’t 
help but feel the powerful energy. And in a 



weird way, he began to develop a newfound 
emotion for his father that replaced some of 
the contempt. The two sat and stared and 
allowed themselves to be humble in the 
presence of something truly amazing. 

Zack stood up, took one last look at the 
marvel, dusted off his pants and walked 
back to the red Mustang. Josh breathed in 
the Arizona air, took in as much beauty as 
his two eyes could process, then followed 
his father back to the car. 

Zack caught himself stumbling just before 
he reached the door. His knees and legs 
were getting weaker and it was harder and 
harder to hide. He paused and caught his 
breath while Josh walked up to the 
passenger door. 

“You okay, dad?” Josh asked. 

“Yeah Josh. I’m fine. Let’s get to Vegas,” he 



replied, trying to get Josh’s mind off how 
weak he looked. 

The two jumped in the red machine and 
rolled out of Grand Canyon State Park. The 
roads were two-lane state roads leading to 
Hoover Dam. There wouldn’t be interstate 
for a while. And Zack wanted to see Hoover 
Dam again. He also wanted his son to see 
it. 

The red Mustang was winding and cruising 
and gliding through the landscape. The sun 
was somewhere past the high point of the 
day and shadows fell over the car as it 
passed other tourists on the two-lane 
stretch. Finally, there was open road in front 
of them. Zack opened up the Cid Holly and 
they felt like they were flying.  

The maintenance truck, a mile ahead of 
them, was full of tools and buckets and 
shovels and rakes. Maintaining a National 



Park requires certain things. And Lester 
Gomez kept everything he needed on his 
truck …all the time. The hard-toothed rake 
was riding looser than normal. He just 
hadn’t noticed. His wife was texting him 
dinner options, when he lost focus for just a 
few seconds. It was long enough to not see 
the rabbit run into the road. By the time 
Lester looked up, he was just about to hit 
the fluffy marsupial. With lightening 
reflexes, he swerved just in time to miss the 
cotton-tailed visitor. And just as he 
straightened the truck back out, the loose 
rake fell out, onto the road. Lester went 
right back to reading wife texts and never 
saw the rake fall out. 

Zack was laying down rubber on this two-
lane stretch. He knew they had to get to 
Vegas by the evening. But he also loved 
driving this baby fast. As he topped a rise, 
he rolled over something he might’ve 
avoided if he’d been driving slower. 



Somehow, a rake was laying on the right 
side of the road and he caught it directly 
under his right front tire. He tried to swerve, 
but it punctured the tire immediately and he 
had to skid and turn and maneuver, just to 
keep the car steady. He brought the injured 
classic to a stop on the shoulder of the 
road. And he and Josh breathed hard. 

“What was that, dad?” a frightened Josh 
asked. 

“I think it was a rake or something,” replied 
the breathless driver. “Okay. I’m pretty sure 
we have a spare in the trunk. Let’s do this,” 
Zack barked. 

They opened the trunk and found the spare. 
Zack placed the jack in the right spot and 
lifted the car. Josh rolled the new tire into 
place and helped his father dismount the 
old one. Zack worked on tightening the 
lugs, while Josh rolled the punctured tire to 



the trunk. He felt the car ease back down to 
ground level …then everything stopped. 
Josh was just about to slam the trunk down 
when he saw his father standing like a 
mannequin. It didn’t look right. He looked 
closer to see his father leaning on the hood, 
completely still, staring straight ahead. Zack 
caught Josh’s eyes and tried to scream at 
him with a stare. Then, he slowly shook his 
head, “no.” 

Josh didn’t understand what was going on 
…then he heard it. The sound was instantly 
recognizable and sent chills down his spine. 
Movies and TV always dramatized it and 
heightened the audio. But hearing those 
rattles in real life, was the most terrifying 
thing he’d ever experienced. He very slowly 
eased around the right side of the car to 
see an enormous rattlesnake coiled and 
poised for striking, right next to his father’s 
left foot. Josh’s blood ran cold and he got 
light-headed. He thought he might faint. 



This was his worst fear and he didn’t know 
what to do. He knew his father couldn’t 
move; couldn’t breathe, really. And he knew 
if he did nothing, the snake would likely 
strike …especially if his father had another 
one of those knee-buckling episodes he 
was prone to as of late. 

Suddenly, the words of Beezer rang in his 
head. He prayed they were true. It didn’t 
sound right. Surely this wouldn’t work. But 
he saw Zack looking faint and he saw his 
hands slipping. If Zack moved, he would 
die. Josh’s hands were clammy and his 
heart was racing. He knew he had to try 
something. He walked up behind the snake 
and took a deep breath. Then he did what 
Beezer had said you could do …he jumped 
up and down. “Hey you stupid snake! Come 
get me!” he yelled. 

Zack’s eyes got wide, as if to beg his son 
not to do this. But, miraculously the snake 



re-coiled toward Josh. Josh backed up as 
the snake slithered toward him. He was 
standing at the rear of the car and the 
snake coiled just in front of the passenger 
door …striking distance. He kept jumping 
and yelling, “You don’t scare me you long 
…long …freak. You got nothing. I’m a war 
god, baby! A war god!!!” Josh yelled, trying 
to mask the fact that he was about to pee 
down his own leg. 

The snake was threatened. It coiled and 
reared up, ready to strike. Josh didn’t know 
they raised up like that. It freaked him out 
and he almost fainted. The rattler was now 
raised to about Josh’s thigh. This wasn’t 
good. He knew where the bite could hit and 
it meant something horrible. Josh was still a 
virgin and now he was about to be bitten in 
the crotch. Just as he was about to buckle 
and faint, he felt the car move. 

Zack jumped on the hood and in one, fluid 



motion, landed in the passenger seat. He 
kicked the car door open just as the 
rattlesnake struck. It struck the metal of the 
67 with a hard thud, instead of the family 
jewels of Josh Pierce. The sound alone 
reinforced just how powerful the bite 
would’ve been. After striking the door, the 
snake was dazed and disoriented and it 
had a broken fang. It slithered and rolled 
and tried to recover. In one herculean, 
adrenaline drenched movement, Zack 
reached out, grabbed Josh by the shirt and 
threw him into the backseat of the car …
with one arm. Then he slammed the door 
shut. The two gasped for breath and tried to 
recover from the adrenaline rush they’d 
both received. They peered over the car 
door as the snake slid away into the sage 
brush. Zack was holding Josh so tightly he 
was almost hurting him. Josh gently 
loosened Zack’s grip. He knew his father 
was in some sort of shock. 



“Hey dad …I’m okay. I’m okay. You okay?” 
he asked. 

Zack caught his breath and tried to stop his 
hands from shaking. “I’m trying to be …I 
just …my God …you okay, son?” he asked 
again. 

Josh breathed and settled. Then, he tried to 
break the tension, “Hey dad? Can I make 
up rule number five …if there IS a rule 
number five?”

Zack snapped out of his terror and looked 
his son, “Yeah, buddy. What would that one 
be?”

Josh breathed in and said, “Rule number 
five: don’t ever get cute with a rattlesnake.”  

Zack looked at Josh, still fighting for breath. 
Then, his eyes softened and he smiled …
then he laughed nervously. Josh started 



laughing along. They sat in the Mustang 
and tried to forget how close they had just 
come to death. The laughter was a release. 

Zack sat up and said through his laughter, 
“Rule number five might just be my 
favorite.”       

CHAPTER 21 - LUCK BE A LADY …

Mallory was a nervous wreck … 

Her apartment was barely unpacked, she 
was starting a new life, and now, she 
couldn’t find her son and soon-to-be ex-
husband. They were lost somewhere out on 
the open road. A million thoughts rushed 
through her head, constantly. Did they get 
murdered? Did they accidentally drive off a 
cliff, somewhere? Did Zack have a heart 
attack behind the wheel and cause a 



seven-car pile-up? 

The good news was that she had lived with 
someone in the media business for over 
twenty years. So she knew if there was a 
seven-car pile-up somewhere, it would be 
national news almost as soon as it was 
local news. She knew that with social 
media, it should be easier than ever to find 
her son. In today’s world it is almost 
impossible to simply disappear. There are 
cameras everywhere and redundancy 
systems on top of redundancy systems in 
place all over America, that locate faces 
and names. Mallory knew this more than 
anyone.

Todd had been staying with Mallory most of 
the days …and most of the nights. And they 
were bonding over the sudden 
disappearance of her son and …ex. There’s 
nothing more gratifying than being able to 
completely destroy the memory and 



reputation of your ex-partner WHILE they 
are in the middle of doing something you 
have always accused them of …even if the 
wrong thing is only perceived and not 
actually truth. 

Mallory had always had a problem with 
Zack’s impulsive nature. She hated the fact 
that his mouth got him into trouble almost 
all the time. His stubbornness and bull-
headed ideas often ended in some kind of 
disaster. This was undoubtedly one of those 
times when he was probably putting his son 
in harm’s way for some crazy idea that was 
completely unnecessary. Now, it wasn’t just 
about him …or her. It was about their son. 
And she was seething in rage. THIS kind of 
thing was the very reason she had left him. 

“I can’t believe I lived with this shit for over 
twenty years! Always doing something 
completely destructive and ill-advised. 
Always shooting his mouth off at the wrong 



time …to the wrong people. Trying to act 
like a badass when all he was was an ad 
agent. Sometimes I think I shoulda left 
before Joshy was born. I swear. But then I 
wouldn’t have my baby …” Mallory’s words 
trailed off into frightened tears and she 
buried her head in Todd’s chest. He put his 
arm around her in a comforting way and 
patted her back. She was obviously just 
scared to death about losing her son. And 
she was taking it out on the only thing 
handy. Todd knew, from his own recent 
divorce, that this was how it worked. 

They paced in the small, apartment galley 
kitchen, trying to work the next step. Todd 
was calm and collected. He offered, “Okay 
…you are not legally divorced yet. Right?” 

Mallory replied through her tears, “No. The 
final hearing was supposed to be next 
week.”



“So, do you have any bank accounts our 
credit cards that are still in both your 
names?” he asked. 

Mallory perked up and sniffed, “Actually, we 
do have one account that we still share. It’s 
a debit card account. We don’t really use it. 
But we do share it.” 

Todd reasoned, “Okay …I think you go 
down to the bank and at least have them 
put a halt on that account. If anyone tries to 
use that card, it will send out an alert. 
Maybe he’ll use it, or try to use it, and then 
we can maybe get a location.” He paused 
and looked into Mallory’s eyes, “Mal …it’s 
worth a shot.”

“Dude, he told me he was going to the 
convention in Vegas. He swore he would be 
in the WG tourney,” Beezer reasoned with 
Jackson. “The last text I got from him was 
telling me how he was going to school 



Mister MR if he got the chance. No way he 
would drop off the grid like this. Seriously, 
no way.” 

“But bro …I mean …what if he’s …you 
know …dead or something?” Jackson 
replied. 

The two sat at the food court, in the Cool 
Springs Galleria mall, and discussed what 
might’ve happened to their friend. Beezer 
fell right into his comfort zone, pounding his 
screen and finding the information, “Traffic 
accident is the highest statistic …by far. 
Kidnapping is way down on the list. Murder 
is lower …but there’s a disturbing asterisk 
about the percentage of bodies never 
found. None of this makes me feel any 
better about our boy.” 

Jackson defiantly held a positive thought, 
“I’m watching every second of the WG 
tournament and I’m gonna believe Josh will 



be in it. It starts in about four hours. I’m just 
gonna believe till then, dude. We got no 
other choice.”

Zack and Josh sat on the trunk of the 
Mustang, overlooking the Hoover Dam. 
They were still shaken up about the 
rattlesnake. Zack broke the silence first, 
“Well …I could go for a stogie about now. 
You?” 

“Um …you mean a cigar? I’ve never had 
one,” the teenager replied. 

Zack walked to the passenger side door to 
open the glove box and get the two cigars 
he’d been saving. As he walked up, he 
noticed something Josh had apparently not 
noticed when he jumped over the door to 
get out. Just below the window line of the 
door were two streaks of venom running 
down the side of the door. They had dried in 
the wind, driving out of the park. At the top 



of the streak on the right was something 
lodged in the door. Zack felt it …it was a 
broken fang. 

Zack jumped back and fell to the ground. 
He was scared senseless all over again. 
Then he examined his finger. Did any 
poison get in? His adrenaline was pumping 
again and it made nausea rise. He ran over 
to some bushes and vomited behind them. 
Josh jumped up to see what had frightened 
his father. Then, he too, fell back in horror. 
The sight of the dried venom spilling down 
the red door, was ghastly. And it reminded 
him of just how close he had come to 
death. 

Zack limped back to the car. He grabbed an 
unfinished water bottle from the backseat 
and splashed it on his face. Then he drank 
down the rest. “You still want a cigar?” Josh 
asked, sarcastically. 



“Hell yeah I want one,” he retorted. “It’s not 
everyday you get to smoke a stogie with 
your son on top of the Hoover Dam.”

So he showed Josh how to cut and prep the 
cylinder. Then he lit it. “Don’t inhale. Just 
swirl it in your mouth,” he admonished. 

Josh coughed and struggled. He didn’t 
really like it, but for some reason his father 
needed to do it. So he pressed on, finally 
getting a puff just right. Once he found his 
groove, it actually wasn’t bad. 

As they were puffing and blowing smoke 
and staring at the Dam, Zack asked, “Joshy 
…why do you love gaming so much? What 
do you get out of it?”

Josh took a puff and paused. Then he said, 
“Dad, I’m a C student. I’m an average white 
guy, with no talent for anything. I can’t sing 
or play an instrument like you. I sucked in 



every school play I was ever in. I don’t have 
any natural charisma or charm. Clearly, I’m 
not an athlete. I can’t even catch a biscuit.” 
They both snickered. “But when I’m in a 
game, I own it. I’m a total badass and 
everybody knows it. I get respect in the 
cyber world. I get validation. And I’m good 
at it. And it feels good to be good at 
something.”

Zack hung his head and let the words 
settle. He knew this about his son, but he 
never wanted to admit it. He always told 
himself that Josh would come around and 
find himself in something else. Clearly, Josh 
had more insight into his own personhood 
than Zack did. And it gave him a feeling of 
pride that his son knew himself so well. But 
it also broke his heart that his son was 
awkward and inept at almost everything 
else in life. He worried. He needed him to 
find his footing. He needed to know he 
wasn’t unleashing another type B man child 



into the world. 

Zack looked down, put out his cigar, and 
simply said, “I suppose I understand that.” 
He paused and took in the Dam once more. 
Then he took a breath and said, “Okay then 
…let’s get you down there to Vegas!”

Josh was less excited than he had been. 
He was watching his father’s right hand 
shake almost uncontrollably. His face 
looked like death and every time he moved 
from one place to another, he had to catch 
himself. He knew his father was not well. 
And the masking of it was now impossible. 

“Dad?” Josh said slowly. “Maybe we should 
skip Vegas and just go straight to LA,” he 
admonished, watching Zack steady himself. 

“No way, Joshy. You’re not missing this. I’m 
fine. I’ve just been through a hell of a lot the 
past few days. The snake thing really shook 



me up. But we’re going to get down there to 
Sin City and do some serious sinning!” he 
tried to lighten the mood. 

“Seriously, dad. I can skip it. I’m thinking 
maybe you should get to that specialist. 
Whatya say?” Josh was frightened. 

“Listen to me you little punk,” Zack tried to 
feign outrage, “I’m taking you to the geek 
Super Bowl whether you like it or not. Dig?” 

“You know you don’t have to da …” 

Before Josh could get the rest out of his 
mouth, Zack cut him off, “Rule number six!” 
Zack paused and stared into Josh’s eyes, 
“Always. Keep. Your. Word.” The two stared 
at each other. Zack went on, “I promised 
you I would bring you here. You literally just 
fought a rattlesnake for me …and I’m 
gonna watch you press knobs like a true 
champion!” 



They both laughed. 

“By the way …how in the name of Peter, 
Paul and Mary did you know how to re-
direct a rattlesnake?” Zack asked. 

“Beezer,” was the only word needed. 

“Beezer! Hahaha,” Zack laughed. “Of 
course. Good ol Beezer. All that useless 
crap finally came in handy.”

The two jumped into the red classic, still 
laughing. Zack fired it up and raced it down 
around the Dam, through winding roads, 
until the Vegas lights began to twinkle in the 
emerging darkness. Zack looked over at 
Josh and raised his eyebrows up and down, 
in a smile. He gave the ubiquitous, “Vegas 
baby!” Then he punched the cassette 
player. 



As the red icon soared into the city built on 
losers, a familiar guitar riff sailed out of the 
speakers. The Tubes’ “She’s a Beauty” 
blared into the desert air as Zack and Josh 
crested the rise and dove headlong into the 
Vegas orbit. Neon was everywhere. 
Blinking “high limit” and “loosest slots in 
Nevada” signs lit up the arid sky. Josh was 
wide-eyed. He’d never been to the gamble 
in the desert and it was like being on 
another planet to him. Soon, they were on 
the Strip. 

Trucks, with half naked women plastered on 
the sides of them, meandered up one side 
of the Strip and down the other. Rented 
Ferraris and Maseratis sat bottlenecked 
with the pickups and Volkswagens. 
Everything Josh had ever seen about this 
place was completely true. The girls wore 
less. The men flashed money. And the 
buildings were as gaudy and spectacular as 
he’d imagined. 



Zack pulled into the portico of Mandalay 
Bay. A valet instantly appeared to take 
anything or help with anything or park 
anything. Josh realized pretty quickly that 
tips were the language of Vegas. Zack got 
out, grabbed his backpack out of the trunk, 
and pitched the keys to the valet. “Keep it 
close. We’re only here for tonight,” he 
quipped. 

“Yessir,” came the quick reply. 

Josh and Zack walked through the merry-
go-round door, into the lobby and freezing 
air hit them in the face, immediately. 
Something smelled really good. Everything 
seemed happy and upbeat to Josh, in this 
lobby. Little did he know it felt just like that 
in every lobby, in Vegas. As soon as he 
walked in, Josh spotted the E-Sports table 
and registration desk. “Dad, I’m going to go 
ahead and get started. That cool?” he 



asked, sounding like he did when he was 
little, waiting to see Santa. 

“You go ahead. I’ll check us in,” Zack 
replied, weakly. 

Zack was moving slow. His mind was foggy 
and he was trying all he could to hold it 
together. He stepped up to the desk and 
mustered a smile. “I know this is a serious 
long shot, but is there any chance you have 
a room for tonight? I do not have a 
reservation. I’m throwing myself on the 
mercy of the court, here,” he joked. 

Sally, the sharp-dressed clerk, with her hair 
tied back and bowed, smiled at the ashen 
traveler. “Well, we have had a few last 
minute cancellations. You might just be in 
luck …which is a good thing when you’re in 
Vegas,” she quipped. Zack liked Sally 
immediately. Anyone with a wit that quick 
had to be good people. “Ahhh …yessir. We 



have one room available. Two queen beds, 
non-smoking. Will that work?” she asked, 
adorably. 

Zack was exhausted to his bones. The 
thought of lying in a clean bed, with high 
thread-count sheets, made him feel 
instantly better. “Yes …it will be fantastic,” 
he sighed. 

“Okay, sir,” Sally typed and looked and 
typed some more, “One night. Two queen 
beds. Non-smoking. That will be a room 
charge of six hundred and seventy-two 
dollars plus tax is …seven hundred, two 
dollars and eighty-one cents,” she said, 
without even missing a beat. 

Zack stared at her. He couldn’t believe what 
he was hearing. “Um …that’s just ONE 
night. Right? I mean …” before he could 
finish, she chimed in …



“Sir, there’s a convention in the hotel this 
week. I’m really sorry but that’s the best 
rate I can get ya. You might try going on a 
reservation app and booking over your 
phone. Sometimes that’s cheaper …” 
before she could finish, Zack butted in …

“No, that’s okay. Let’s do it. I’m beat,” he 
surrendered. 

“All I need is a major credit card to hold the 
room and to keep on file for incidentals,” 
she robotically said. 

Zack reached in the backpack and pulled 
out his wallet. He went for the credit card, 
but it wasn’t in its usual place. He smiled at 
Sally and fumbled through the wallet some 
more. It wasn’t there. Had he dropped it 
somewhere? Had it fallen out during the 
snake ordeal? Zack’s brain wasn’t tracking 
well. He couldn’t get his thoughts together. 



“Uh …how about a debit card? Can we do 
that?” he asked, in a slight panic.

“Absolutely,” said Sally. 

He fumbled in the wallet and found the joint 
debit card he and Mallory still had together. 
He wasn’t sure there was enough in there 
to cover this enormously expensive room. 
But if she hadn’t touched any of the money, 
maybe. Sally ran the card. Her smile 
dropped. 

“I’m sorry sir, this one isn’t working. Do you 
have another one?” she asked. 

That was all he had in the way of cards. 
“Can I pay in cash?” he said, his voice 
cracking weakly. 

“No sir, we require a major credit or debit 
card,” Sally said by rote. “I’m really sorry …” 
her words trailed off as Zack walked away 



confused and reeling. What was 
happening? Why weren’t his cards 
working? Just then, Josh rushed up to him 
…

“Dad, they’re registering for the War God 
tournament right now! AND …Mister MR is 
actually here!” he said, breathlessly. 

“Wait …the band Mr Mister? They’re here?” 
Zack said, confused.

“There’s a band called Mister Mr?” Josh 
asked. 

“Well, there WAS a band …years ago …
they’re playing for this thing?” Zack wasn’t 
putting it together. 

“No dad, Mister - m.i.s.t.e.r MR - MR stands 
for Mark Reynolds. Everybody calls him 
Mister Mr,” Josh explained. 



“I wonder if they do that because of the 
band,” Zack retorted. “It’s actually the 
opposite. It’s Mr m.i.s.t.e.r. Get it?” Zack 
replied. 

“Whatever, dad. I have to sign up right now 
to get in the WG cue. I’m headed to the 
ballroom. Find me there, okay?” he said, 
excited. 

Zack watched him run off into the hotel and 
disappear in a sea of people. He smiled at 
his son’s happiness …but he wasn’t 
tracking well. What was happening with his 
credit cards? What would they do for the 
night? He actually needed his phone right 
about now …and a place to sit and regroup. 
He walked through the hotel and stumbled 
into Rhythm and Riffs, a bar/sushi 
restaurant/cover band club. He took a seat, 
breathed in, and listened to the band play 
hits from the 70s and 80s. He ordered a 
water and hydrated. Then, upon the first 



refill, he began splashing the water on his 
face a bit. The band finished Don’t Stop 
Believing to golf applause, and took a 
fifteen minute break. 

Zack, freshly splashed with ice water, was 
tracking again. He was pulling it together …
and a smile crept across his face. 

He walked over to the lead singer of the 
cover band and said, “Hey dude …can I ask 
you something?”                   

CHAPTER 22 - BROKENFANG 67 …

Josh had an hour to kill before the 
tournament started. 

He meandered around the conference area, 
gazing at scantily clad girls hawking 
brighter, faster, more graphic, more exciting 



video games. This was paradise for an 
introverted, socially awkward game addict. 
Josh had forgotten his father was even in 
the same zip code. He had fallen back into 
his old obsession. And this place was 
feeding every aspect of it. 

He sauntered from booth to booth, watching 
the newest graphics and latest 
breakthroughs and he was transfixed. 
Finally, he came to the War God booth …
the Holy Grail. He marveled at the 
presentation and display they had conjured. 
Theirs was clearly a head and shoulders 
above the competition. 

Three huge video screens were running 
real time videos of high profile gamers 
playing their game. Then there was a VR 
display, where anyone could put on the 
glasses and do a test run through the latest 
upgrade …that was about to be released. 
Just thinking about it made Josh’s 



adrenaline spike. This was his element; 
where he felt the most at home.

He was hyper-focussed on watching one of 
the famous gamers, on one of the large 
screens, when he felt a body crash into him 
…

“Woah there cowboy …watch where you’re 
going,” the young, bubbly, feminine voice 
demanded. 

“Oh …I’m …really …” Josh looked down to 
see a pair of warm, brown eyes sparkling 
up at him, halting him instantly. He could 
barely get the “sorry” out. Jessica was 
eighteen-ish, with dark, flowing hair. Her 
face was angelic and perfectly formed, 
except for a spectacularly crooked little 
mouth …that was always ready to crack 
wise. 

“You a ‘War God’?” she asked, in a 



sarcastic tone.

“Well, I’m …I’m …yeah …I like the game,” 
Josh couldn’t get his thoughts together. Her 
energy and scent; the way she held her 
hands on her hips, and her tiny feet 
wrapped in those strappy sandals …all of it 
…clouded his mind and threw him off to the 
point of not being able to carry on a 
conversation. “I wouldn’t really say I’m a …”

“Come on, anyone who bumps into a girl 
with that kind of stud force, has to be a 
serious War God,” she said, in a giggle.

Josh had never been flirted with before. He 
was smiling but he wasn’t sure what she 
was talking about. He just kept smiling. He 
was also glad she wasn’t carrying a tray of 
noodles. “Again, I’m really sorry about that 
…I think I’m just tired or something,” he 
explained. 



“Why? You been binge playing, preparing 
for your shot at the title?” she asked, 
knowingly. 

“Oh …nah …I’ve been driving across the 
country this week …taking a car to a buyer 
in LA …or …I’m helping …” his voice trailed 
off. 

“Wow …now THAT is interesting. Not many 
nerds in here doing anything that cool. I’m 
Jessica,” she stuck out her hand. 

Josh extended his and they shook, “Josh …
Josh Pierce. You play?” he asked. 

“Oh yeah …I’m great at War God. Seriously 
…I’ll kick your ass,” she crowed. 

Josh smiled and shook his head yes, “Right 
on …I like it. You’ve got yourself a match, 
little lady,” he said, with some weird 
confidence and charm he didn’t know he 



possessed. 

“Okay, Josh …Mr world traveler …I’ll see 
you around, okay?” Jessica smiled and 
walked off. Then she looked back and 
flashed an impossible grin. What had just 
happened to him? So far, Vegas was 
everything he had ever wanted out of a 
place. He had forty minutes until he was 
supposed to take his spot. So he knew he 
needed a bathroom break. He searched 
and searched and bumped into people and 
looked for signs, but he couldn’t find a 
bathroom. Finally, an event guard told him 
he would have to go back into the casino to 
get to the bathroom. The cardinal rule of 
Vegas: make everyone pass a gaming 
table, every chance you get. 

Josh walked out into the busy casino and 
saw the signs. As he got closer to the men’s 
room, he heard something vaguely familiar 
…



“I wish that I had Jessie’s Girl …” was 
coming from the cover band area. But the 
voice …he knew that voice. Suddenly, his 
blood ran cold and his eyes locked with the 
man singing lead. 

“I wish that I had Joshy’s Girl …” was the 
next phrase. 

“Dad?” Josh asked under his breath. 

“Why can’t I find a woman like that …” then, 
his father dove into the guitar solo. He had 
a Stratacaster strapped around his neck 
and shoulders and he was making it talk. 
Josh stood speechless as his father played 
the Jessie’s Girl solo note for note, then 
came back in with the lead vocal, “I wish 
that I had Joshy’s Girl …” the band pulsed 
behind him and smiled at each other as 
Zack completely inhabited his inner rock 
star. “I want Joshy’s girl …”



Josh was motionless as Zack smiled at him 
from the stage. Finally the band hit those 
last few figures together and Zack pounded 
the last chord …the band cascaded into a 
“trash can “ ending, where Zack could pace 
the stage once more, jump up and fall on 
the final stinger. The sparse crowd went 
wild and leapt up in applause. 

“Zack Pierce everybody!” yelled the front 
man, running up to reclaim his mic. “Give 
him a hand!” the applause raised. Zack 
grabbed the front man’s hand and pulled 
him into a full-on hug. Josh saw the front 
man saying something very sincere to 
Zack, but the noise was so loud he couldn’t 
make it out. Zack was shaking his head, 
sheepishly and accepting whatever the guy 
was saying. As Zack exited the stage, the 
front man gave him one more parting shot, 
“One more time for Zack!” the applause 
continued. “Okay …get outta here now. I 



got kids to feed,” the front man quipped. 
Laughter settled the clapping and the cover 
band rolled into Walk This Way. Everybody 
was already up, so they broke into dancing. 

Josh hurried to the bathroom and took care 
of business. On his way out, a young, latin 
girl in a tight, yellow dress that hugged 
every part of her body, cut low and cut high, 
leaving very little to the imagination, walked 
up to him. Her hair was uber-stylish and her 
jewelry made her jingle a bit when she 
walked. She had a beautiful face and it was 
caked with makeup. “You want a date, 
cutie,” she asked Josh. This was the most 
forward any woman had ever been to him. 
He blushed and froze, unable to speak. 
What kind of vibe was he putting out there? 
Women were literally throwing themselves 
at him in this place. 

“Um …I gotta go do a thing right now …
buuuuut …yeah …I’m …” before he could 



finish the sentence, his dad walked up. 

“No sweetie. He’s good. Thanks though. 
Have a good night, okay?” Zack said to the 
beauty. 

The girl put her hand up and pivoted on her 
stylish, red heels. Then she walked away, 
swinging her hips and arms almost 
defiantly. Her muscular legs and full bottom 
were hypnotic as she got smaller in the 
distance. Josh stared. He’d never seen 
anything or anyone like her before. 

“Dad, what are you doing? That girl was 
totally into me,” he whined. 

“Joshy, that girl is totally into pretty much 
anyone with the means,” Zack tried to be 
delicate. 

“What?” Josh asked, in confusion. 



“Buddy …she’s working,” Zack tried to 
soften the blow. 

Josh still didn’t understand, “Well I’m pretty 
sure after she gets off work we were going 
to totally hang out …I mean before you 
showed up,” Josh said, ignorantly. 

“Josh …” Zack sighed, “She’s. W-O-R-K-I-
N-G. Ya know? Working girl?” Zack tried to 
not have to actually say it. 

Josh’s eyes fell. He furrowed his brow …
then he understood. “Wait …she’s a …” he 
couldn’t even finish the sentence. 

“Yeah, buddy. Sorry,” Zack tried to comfort 
him. 

Josh was completely transfixed. He’d never 
met a prostitute before. His eyes were wide 
and his thoughts were scattered. He 
couldn’t focus. Then he saw her in the 



distance, flirting with another man in his 
sixties. She was shooting that guy the same 
looks she’d been shooting Josh. It made his 
stomach turn and he suddenly had a bad 
taste in his mouth. 

“Josh? Hey pal, don’t you have to get to 
your station or table or …” Zack reminded 
him. 

Josh broke from his daze, “Oh …yeah …
let’s go!” he admonished Zack. 

Zack was moving slow. He was clammy 
and his face was starting to look gaunt. But 
he tried to maintain Josh’s speed to the 
ballroom. 

“I didn’t know you could solo on the guitar,” 
Josh barked back behind him. “Joshy’s girl. 
I remember you singing that to me when I 
was little. How’d you get them to let you up 
there?” Josh asked. 



“I told them the rattlesnake story. We’ll get 
some mileage out of that one,” Zack replied 
breathlessly. 

They entered the grand ballroom that was 
set up for gamers as far as the eye could 
see. Josh was jumping up on his tiptoes to 
see where he was supposed to start. 

“I’m over there, dad. Follow me!” he 
shouted, as his father limped behind him, 
carrying the backpack. 

Josh found his gaming station and took his 
seat. “Wish me luck!” he gushed toward his 
father. Then he put his headset on in an 
almost sacred manner. 

“Gamers, you are to create a new call sign 
for this tournament only. Please do that now 
on your keypads!” a voice boomed 
throughout the building. Josh began typing, 



looked back at his father and flashed a half 
smile. 

“Ready players …go!” the voice shouted. 

Young men, boys, girls, and even kids sat in 
rows, with headsets on. Zack didn’t know 
what was happening. It was all being done 
on screens and tabulated in a cloud 
somewhere. Every so often a name would 
appear on a huge, digital tote board at the 
opening of the ballroom. Zack tried to make 
sense of it: “DONMENOW 70 - winner!” 
“GRAYASSASIN - winner!” 
“BROKENFANG67 - winner!” 

One by one, people were getting up from 
their stations and laying down their 
headsets. Josh was grimacing and 
focussed. He was using body english to will 
himself and his avatar. “Come on …get 
some …get some …nope …right behind 
you. Damnit! Oh …whoa …yes!” he half 



screamed. Then, he would do it again …
and again. “BROKENFANG67 - winner!” 
kept popping up on the tote board. 
BROKENFANG67 was beating everyone 
handily. More and more disappointed anti-
socials got up from the row and walked to 
watch the board. Finally, Josh was the last 
man sitting. He was in a full sweat and 
breathing hard. 

“BROKENFANG67, you are the winner of 
this round. Please come to the pod area. 
Report to the pod area, BROKENFANG67,” 
the voice rang out. 

Josh jumped up from his cubicle and raced 
past his father. “Hey, are you broken fang 
67?” Zack hurled the words at Josh. 

“Yeah! Gotta go” he answered, whipping 
past Zack. 

Zack wiped sweat beads and tried to keep 



his vision clear. He had to lean on 
something. Weakness was overtaking him. 
But he found his way to the pod area. The 
pods were state-of-the-art VR stations, with 
climate controls and life-like, 5-point audio. 
Josh had only heard about these things. 
He’d never actually been in one. But each 
winner from each “open call” was pitted 
against the others, IN the pods. Only two at 
a time could play, so it was all head-to-
head. 

The first two players were locked in. And 
their games were shown on the giant 
screens flying above the pods. CATLUVR1 
and ZINGZANG duked it out …until 
ZINGZANG smoked him in the burning 
building. CASHMAN battled INYOFACE all 
the way to the bridge …but was then 
cornered and destroyed because he hadn’t 
picked up enough health. On and on it 
went. The top twenty got narrowed down. 
Josh was pitted against a thirteen-year-old 



his first round. And the kid almost got him. 
But a quick little maneuver at the well, sent 
the kid to cyber paradise. In his second 
round, Josh played a middle-aged man 
from Canada who was pretty aggressive. 
Josh was able to wait him out at the 
dumpster fire and camouflage himself long 
enough to use the man’s own 
aggressiveness against him. 

They were down to the top four. The 
winners of the next round would face off in 
the finale. CYBERBULLY and ACTIV8 took 
their positions. Josh stood outside the pods 
and bit his nails, watching their match. 
CYBERBULLY was nimble and smart, but 
ACTIV8 had figured out the drains. Josh 
watched him scurry and roll and get past 
the drones. This was the one thing Josh 
couldn’t seem to conquer. Short bursts 
seemed to be the key. He made a mental 
note. 



ACITV8 emerged from his pod, the victor. 
Josh and SHOOTRSKILL walked into their 
pods. The game started and Josh was out 
to a lead. But this guy was good. He boxed 
Josh in at the DMZ and almost had him 
cornered, but Josh had picked up a sniper 
weapon stealthily and turned it on him at 
just the right time. SHOOTERSILL went 
down. 

Josh emerged from the pod in the top two. 
The crowd of several thousand was now 
applauding for Josh. They were dropping 
everything and becoming invested in this 
match. Phones were in the air, live 
streaming it. People were tweeting the 
results and posting photos on Instagram. 
BROKENFANG67 was becoming an 
internet star …and he didn’t even know it. 

“Gamers …the final two are about to enter 
the pods. Whoever comes out of this match 
victorious will be crowned Ultimate War 



God!” the voice crowed. The crowd of 
gamers went wild. This game was all it was 
advertised to be. Josh reached out his hand 
to ACTIV8, a college-aged kid with dark 
skin and acne. But he snubbed Josh and 
climbed in the pod. Josh stared at the 
crowd, embarrassed. Then, he gave them 
an awkward wave and crooked smile and 
turned to get into his pod. Zack stared at his 
son from the crowd as they roared in 
support for him. It made his heart swell with 
pride and though he was starting to hurt 
everywhere, he couldn’t wipe the sweat-
beaded smile off his face. 

The game commenced. ACTIV8 was good. 
He was slippery and quick to do all the right 
things. But Josh noticed that he got sloppy 
in his follow-through. Josh would use this to 
his advantage. “Wait on it …wait on it …
Ohhh! Boom! Sorry, pal. I might just be that 
good,” Josh crowed into the pod, that acted 
as a huge transmitter to the other pod as 



well as the crowd. They laughed at his 
commentary. 

Beezer and Jackson were watching online 
and on the edge of their seat. “Where did 
he get the name Broken Fang 67? So 
weird,” Beezer quipped. “Yes! He just 
captured the stolen artwork. That’s worth a 
thousand health. He’s on a roll!” 

Josh lured his adversary into the drains. In 
flew the drones. Josh rolled and hurled 
quick bursts from his newly acquired short 
rifle. He’d learned that was the one to use 
against the drones. ACTIV8 was trying to 
fend them off with a 90 P. It wasn’t working. 
ACTIV8 got so focussed on fending off the 
drones, he forgot to watch his back. Zack 
picked off a drone, rolled and then captured 
a marker ACTIV8 released. Suddenly, 
ACTIV8 was surrounded. Josh breathed 
and said, “wrong guy, bro,” and smoked him 
where he stood. The crowd erupted in 



cheers and applause. Zack looked around 
and was stupefied by what was happening 
to his son. He broke out into involuntary 
applause as well. He even fought back a 
tear as Josh emerged from the pod to 
thunderous cheers. 

The boy stood on the stage, disheveled 
hair, sweaty face and cut lip. He looked like 
he’d been in real battle. His eyes were 
steady and still and his game face was still 
in tact. He breathed hard as he took in the 
noisy worship. 

“And your ultimate War God is …
BROKENFANG67!” a girl in a bikini walked 
up and raised Josh’s hand above his head. 
He stared at her in disbelief. Josh scanned 
the crowd to try and find his father. But his 
eyes found those brown beauties instead. 
Jessica was gazing at him with a sly smile 
and a come-hither stare. He winked and 
shot a bad boy smirk back down at her …



and it gave her a chill.

“Okay you geeks and cyber mavens! You 
think this kid has what it takes to be the 
ultimate War God?!?!” a somewhat familiar 
voice bellowed through the room. The 
crowd hushed. Josh looked around and 
suddenly he was dumbstruck. 

“Let’s see if he really has the stuff he says 
he has,” the voice continued.  

A fit, forty-something man pranced out onto 
the stage. He was in a tight, black t-shirt 
and jeans and he was carrying a cordless 
microphone. Josh was more nervous than 
he’d ever been. He was face-to-face with 
his Hero …Mark Reynolds. Mister Mr was 
standing in front of him, barking out a 
challenge. 

“If you want to be the ULTIMATE War God, 
Mr broken fang 67, you gotta do better than 



just figuring out the drains. You gotta do 
better than just being clever with your 
weapons. If you wanna call yourself the 
ULTIMATE War God …you gotta beat …
ME!” 

The crowd erupted into a frenzy. Josh stood 
toe-to-toe with the man who had designed 
his favorite world. And now, he was 
moments away from crashing into him.        

CHAPTER 23 - MISTER MR …

Josh’s adrenaline was spiking. 

This was an otherworldly turn of events. He 
had just wanted to come to Vegas and see 
the show. Now, here he was, eye-to-eye 
with the man who directed so much of his 
time and captured so much of his attention. 



Mark Reynolds was type-A to a tee. He was 
physically imposing; not tall but he stood 
with his shoulders back and his chest out. 
His jet black hair was slicked back and 
starting to gray on the sides. When he 
started building games, in the 90’s, he was 
still a skinny kid, not unlike Josh. But after 
making millions, he was flushed with 
trainers and chefs and fitness gurus. His 
commitment to health and fitness was 
legendary. And his toned body and high 
energy was intimidating when standing next 
to it. Josh could see how this would give 
him an edge in any room he was in. 

“Now, mister Broken Fang 67, you have 
conquered the versions of the game 
everyone has seen and played.” The crowd 
went wild. “But I want to see if you can think 
on your feet. I wasn’t to see if you can 
handle something you’re not expecting. 
Can you adjust? Can you improvise? Can 
you make a judgment call in the moment, 



without having practiced that obstacle over 
and over again?” the mogul crowed. 

The room of several thousand was in a 
frenzy. They knew they were about to see a 
roll-out of some kind. Reynolds was 
notorious for this. He loved to drop new 
things, without warning. And he loved to do 
it in unconventional ways. Clearly, he was 
about to sacrifice the ultimate War God 
winner up to the gods of commerce, in 
exchange for a captive, global audience. 

Josh looked down at Jessica. She had a 
weak, “I’m sorry” smile on her face. He 
suddenly felt like a lamb being led to the 
slaughter. “Relax, mister Broken Fang. You 
still get the bragging rights to the 
tournament win. But I’m challenging you to 
put it all on the line, right here and right 
now, to go head-to-head with me …on War 
God six-point-one!” Reynolds yelled. 



The gamers lost their minds. Six-point-one 
wasn’t supposed to be out for another year. 
But Mister Mr had a beta version of it right 
here and he was challenging the War God 
champion to try it …in real time.

“As you know, there’s no prize money 
awarded for this particular tournament,” 
Reynolds explained. “But I’ll tell ya what …
you beat me right here, right now, on this 
system no one has ever even played …and 
I’ll personally give you ten thousand 
dollars.” The crowd went into 
pandemonium. 

Jackson and Beezer were watching it 
stream on YouTube. They jumped around 
the room, high-fiving each other.

“What do ya say, mister Broken Fang? You 
up for the challenge?” Reynolds got in his 
face. 



Josh stared at Mark Reynolds for a second. 
Then he nodded and said into the mic, 
“You’re on Mister Mr!” crowd roaring. 

“Okay …I’ve had my engineers load the 
new version. My friends …you’re about to 
watch the first victim of War God six …point 
…one!” Reynolds yelled. 

Reynolds handed the cordless mic to an 
assistant and climbed into his pod. Josh 
breathed heavy and climbed into his. The 
doors shut behind them. Josh put on the 
VR headset and took his position. 
Suddenly, the red light came on …the game 
was starting. Immediately, water drenched 
Josh coming from somewhere in the pod. 
He was disoriented for a second, but his 
virtual world was a rainforest …in a 
downpour. His clothes were getting soaked. 
Suddenly, a shot came from behind him. He 
dropped and rolled. The conveyor-belt floor 
adjusted to his movements. “It’s like the real 



thing, huh, kid?” blurted Reynolds over the 
speaker. 

“Not gonna lie, I wasn’t expecting to go 
swimming today,” Josh retorted. 

Josh ran through the jungle, knowing his 
adversary was on his heels. He was 
figuring out the trigger functions in real time. 
Some of the buttons were different on the 
new version. He ran through rain, into a 
clearing where the weather dried and it was 
suddenly extremely hot. The pod heated up 
to a hundred degrees in a matter of 
seconds. Josh knelt and tried to figure his 
next move. But rockets were being 
launched against him. He took off running 
as fast as he could, running left and right to 
evade. He found a jump feature and 
jumped off a cliff …into a busy street in a 
congested urban area, and landed with a 
thud. He was still running away, just trying 
to stay alive. 



“You just gonna let me chase you like this 
kid?” Reynolds taunted. 

Those words flipped a switch in Josh and 
he turned right in the middle of the street. 
He stood there unafraid and unshaken. 
Reynolds was about to waste him with one 
shot, but Josh suddenly unleashed short 
bursts from the rifle he had picked up in the 
tall grass, that Reynolds hadn’t seen. Josh 
was running straight for him, firing 
mercilessly. “Sorry, pal …I only play 
defense for so long,” Josh quipped, as he 
picked up health in the street corner 
market. 

“How did you know about that, kid?” 
Reynolds asked. 

“You always put health within fifteen 
seconds of any new page. I took a shot that 
you would make this as authentic as 



possible. The rain tipped me off to that. So 
the market was a no brainer, really,” Josh 
shot back, matter-of-factly. 

Reynolds was impressed, “Damn, kid. 
You’re good. But …” Just then bogies 
emerged from the right and left of Josh’s 
position. Allies! Of course! Gameco had 
been talking about a feature of recruiting 
bot allies, all based in an algorithm to react 
to the tendencies the player had exhibited 
so far in the game. Suddenly, Josh’s go-to 
moves were all figured out and he was 
getting shut down at every turn. He hid 
behind the dumpster fire and thought about 
his next move. What would he normally do? 
He would normally be aggressive and come 
out blazing. This time, he knew he had to 
do the opposite. The bots would not 
respond the same way. So he held his 
position and waited for them to come to 
him. He backed into the dumpster and …
pop, pop, pop …he capped three of them. 



Bam! Bam! Two more down. With him 
behaving uncharacteristically, they simply 
walked into him like sitting ducks. This was 
now just target practice. Bam …bam …bam 
…he wasted them all. 

“Nicely played, kid,” Reynolds said. “You’re 
smart …but you haven’t been here before. I 
have …” Reynolds was standing in front of 
him, rifle aimed directly at his head. Josh 
saw the opening and rolled. He knocked 
Reynolds down, rolling under him. This was 
a seriously bold move. He rolled into the 
street and found the manhole. He picked up 
the manhole and used it as a shield, while 
Reynolds fired at him. In one quick move, 
he was in the drains. Water was licking his 
shoes and the air was clammy and warm …
just like being under a city drain would 
probably be. Josh knew the drones - or 
something - were probably on their way. 
Sure enough …



Newer, faster drones were buzzing all 
around him. Pop …pop …bam …bam …he 
was picking them off as quickly as they 
buzzed into him. His reflexes were quick 
and almost impossible to overcome. The 
crowd watching was cheering Broken Fang 
67 on. They knew this was a level hardly 
anyone could survive. But this kid was 
owning it. The pods were sound proof, but 
Josh heard faint cheering in the distance. 
He knew it must be deafening for him to 
even hear a portion of it. He had wasted all 
the drones and he was picking up weapons 
at the power station, when he saw him. 
Reynolds was once again, standing in front 
of him, weapon poised. But he looked 
different, somehow. Josh squinted his eyes. 
The avatar was not as vivid as it had been. 
Josh stared it down, “It’s me and you, my 
friend. And I hate to tell ya, but I usually 
come out on top in these scenarios,” Josh 
bragged. 



“Take the shot, kid. You’ve earned it,” a 
breathless Reynolds surrendered. 

Something felt wrong about this. This was 
too easy. He was just going to lay down and 
die? Josh was face-to-face with him. There 
was really no alternative. What else should 
he do? He was about to beat the great 
Mark Reynolds …at his own game …in 
front of millions of gamers around the world. 
Oh …and he was also going to take home 
ten thousand dollars. Josh raised his 
weapon, and he fired point blank, at 
Reynolds’ head. It was a perfect shot …but 
nothing happened. Josh checked his 
weapon and fired again. Still, the avatar 
didn’t go down. What was happening? 
Suddenly, Broken Fang 67 turned around 
…and the real avatar was behind him. Josh 
gasped. 

“Sorry kid, there was just no way for you to 
know,” Reynolds said, as he blew Broken 



Fang 67 away.  

Josh pulled off the VR headset. He was 
drenched and completely out of breath. He 
felt like he’d had a complete workout. He 
breathed deep and opened the pod, to 
screaming fans. Reynolds and Josh both 
emerged and met each other in the center 
of the stage. Mark grabbed the kid and 
gave him a conciliatory hug. Then he took 
the mic from his assistant. 

“So, I had a hunch Mr Broken Fang here, 
would get to the drains and beat the 
drones. I had a hunch he’d beat me at 
every turn. And that was really the only way 
to introduce the new feature of War God 
six-point-one …the ghosting feature. 
There’s no way he would’ve even dreamed 
of such a thing. None of you would have 
either. With the new ghosting feature, you 
can split yourself into two avatars. One is 
the one you’re actually playing. The other is 



a mirror image of you, but it’s acting in a 
defensive capacity, distracting opponents. It 
takes War God to a new, multi-dimensional 
level in gaming!” Reynolds screamed, as 
the room erupted in noise and applause. 

“Our friend Mr Broken Fang, is officially the 
first gamer to die at the hands of the 
ghosting feature. Give him a hand!” 
Reynolds exclaimed. He walked over to 
Josh and, while the room was in full-blown 
pandemonium, he whispered in his ear, 
“You’re a badass, kid. Better than anyone 
on my beta team.” 

“Unfortunately, you lost today. But I got a 
feeling you’ll be back with a vengeance, 
next year. One more time for Broken. Fang. 
Sixty. Seven!” Reynolds got the crowd 
hyped one more time and they roared. 
“Broken Fang! Broken Fang! Broken Fang!” 
they chanted. Josh felt something surge 
within him. This must be what it was like to 



be a rock star or a winning politician or a 
champion athlete. He raised his hands in a 
sign of victory, and the crowd went wild. 
They loved him. 

“Alright you future billionaires and world 
changers,” Reynolds continued, “Come to 
the booth and check out six-point-one. And 
keep …gaming!!!” he yelled once more into 
the mic. “Keep gaming” was his signature 
sign off. Josh had heard him say it a 
thousand times in videos. Now, he was 
standing right next to him on a new version 
roll-out. Beezer and Jackson were going to 
lost their minds. 

Josh, Mark and all the assistants walked 
down off the stage, to waiting fans. Josh 
was suddenly mobbed with kids who 
wanted him to sign their games. Reynolds 
was obviously getting pressed with people 
as well. Zack, weak as he was, had 
pressed through the crowd to find Josh. 



“Dad …over here,” Josh yelled at him. 

Zack and Josh found each other and Zack 
involuntarily embraced his awkward son. 
“You were amazing, kid! I had no idea. I 
really had no idea!” he said into his neck. 
Reynolds saw the two and motioned for 
them to be brought next to him. The mob 
was pressing in and the billionaire wizard 
wanted to get some privacy, so he 
whispered into an assistant’s ear, who said 
something into his sleeve, and suddenly the 
entire entourage was moving out of the 
main area, into a roped off section behind 
the stage. Zack and Josh were part of the 
caravan. They had no idea where they were 
going …they just followed. 

Once backstage, Reynolds came up to 
Josh and Zack and extended his hand, “You 
must be Mr Broken Fang senior,” he said to 
Zack.



Zack weakly grabbed his hand and tried to 
grip it firmly. But Reynolds could tell 
something was wrong. His eyes fell a little 
and he felt sorry for Zack as he replied, 
“Zack …Zack Pierce. Nice to meet you.”  

“Your son has quite a gift,” Reynolds shot 
back. 

“Well, he should be good at this stuff. He 
certainly spends enough time doing it. What 
is the rule of thumb? Something like ten 
thousand hours or something?” Zack 
retorted. “I’m sure he’s well beyond that,” 
Zack chuckled. 

Mark didn’t laugh. He just stared at Zack 
then moved his eyes to Josh …then back to 
Zack. “Good,” Reynolds said, abruptly.

Zack was taken aback. Even Josh was 
taken aback. 



“The new world is inside those machines. 
Technology and cyberspace is where we 
will all be living from here on out. The better 
you are at navigating that world, the more 
successful you’ll be. It’s why I tell kids to 
keep gaming.” 

The words hung in the air. Zack couldn’t 
believe what he was hearing. 

“But what about nature and human contact 
and human interaction and touch and …” 
before Zack could finish that sentence, 
Reynolds butted in …

“That’s all well and good. It’ll all still be 
there. But I’m telling you, the world is not 
going backwards, Mr Pierce. The skills your 
son possesses are the skills of the new 
order. The mind has overtaken the body for 
dominance. The military, the government, 
all business, all commerce, all relationships 
…the entire human experience …is 



happening in ones and zeros. God himself 
is probably going to be found inside a 
computer program. When we are ‘raptured’ 
we’re not going into the ‘clouds.’ We’re 
going into the ‘cloud.’ Eternal life is already 
here …and it is digital, my friend. If your 
digital footprint is strong enough and deep 
enough …you truly never die. Your 
consciousness can and will be 
downloaded,” Mark riffed. 

“Daddy, are you giving them the digital God 
speech,” said the sweet voice walking up. 

“Zack, Broken Fang …this is my daughter, 
Jessica,” Reynolds said, proudly. 

Josh felt that little chill run down his spine. 
She was Mister Mr’s daughter?

“You really are a War God, there, hot shot,” 
she directed at Josh. 



“You guys know each other,” asked Mark. 

“We met at the booth, earlier,” Jessica 
replied, never taking her eyes off of Josh. “I 
came over to see if anybody was hungry. 
I’m heading to the buffet. I wanted to see if 
there were any internet stars available to 
accompany me,” she said, in a coy manner. 

Josh was dumbstruck. He didn’t know how 
to respond. He stammered and looked 
down at his shoes. Then he replied, “Um … 
I think I’ve got some stuff to do with my dad. 
Check in and all. Maybe we can find each 
other like …” before he could finish, Zack 
jumped in …

‘Hey …hey …Josh …uh …Mr Broken Fang, 
sir …Um …can I talk to you for a sec?” 
Zack pulled Josh away. 

“Joshy, this little girl really IS into you. I 
think you should go have dinner with her. 



Like …I really think you should,” he 
admonished. 

“Dad, I’m trying to learn to play it cool. You 
know …not act too forward. I just need to 
be cool, okay?” Josh said, remembering the 
speech he got from Beezer. 

Zack breathed in and wiped sweat from his 
forehead. Then he said, “Okay, listen. 
What’ve we got? Six? Something like six 
rules? I would say rule number seven would 
be: when it comes to women, don’t be cool 
…be present.” 

Josh stared at him. “What does that mean 
exactly?” he asked. 

“Man, I dunno …just listen to her. Don’t try 
to be something you’re not. Don’t try to 
impress her. You’ve already done that by 
being excellent at something. She knows 
you’re cool. Now, make her feel cool. Make 



her feel like the only girl in the room. Don’t 
take your eyes off of her when she’s talking. 
Pay attention. And don’t …under any 
circumstances …ever let her feel unsafe. 
Make sure you sit on the outside of the 
booth …if there’s a booth. Let her sit down 
before you sit down. Open her door. Don’t 
be overpowering …just be there,” Zack 
said. 

Josh though about it. Then he shook his 
head, “Okay …okay …I’m going to go,” he 
determined. 

“So …we’ve had a change of plans. And it 
looks like Josh …um …Broken Fang …is 
available after all. I’ve got some things to 
attend to, so you kids go eat. I’ll catch up to 
you later?” Zack directed at Josh. 

Reynolds eyed Josh. He assessed the kid’s 
worthiness for his daughter. Then, he broke, 
“Okay kid. You’ve got permission to dine 



with the princess. You missed the ten 
grand, so this is all on me. Order up. Just 
sign it to the room, baby,” he directed 
toward Jessica. 

She grinned with delight and directed Josh 
to follow her. The two kids started to 
scamper off, but Zack grabbed Josh’s arm. 

“Hold on one sec, Jessica,” he asked. 

“Okay, just one more thing,” Zack 
whispered to Josh. “There’s probably going 
be a lot of details and stories and stuff you 
might have a hard time following,” he said 
to his excited son. “Just listen to all of it. 
Okay? All of it means something, 
eventually. Just be patient. It’s going 
somewhere. I promise. I mean …I’m pretty 
sure. Don’t interrupt. Just …just …listen. 
Okay? It’s all sxvery important,” Zack 
admonished. 



Josh breathlessly responded, “Yeah, okay 
dad. Got it.” And he ran off into the distance 
with the bubbly Jessica.

Reynolds addressed Zack as the kids 
disappeared, “I wasn’t kidding. Your son 
has a real affinity for this stuff. Here’s my 
private card. This isn’t the one I give out at 
parties. This has my private stuff on it. Give 
it to him. He can come visit us in Phoenix, 
anytime. Who knows? I might even have a 
spot for him one day at Gameco.” He 
reached out and shook Zack’s clammy 
hand once more, “Gotta go, Zack. Nice 
meeting you. Tell Broken Fang I said bye. 
Take care, now,” Reynolds said. Then he 
walked away. 

Zack stood there staring at the card. He 
knew it could mean a real life for his 
introverted son. 

He put the card in his pocket, collected 



himself, and limped into the crowd.             

CHAPTER 24 - ACES AND EIGHTS …

Josh and Jessica got their food and sat in 
the buffet booth, eating and talking. Josh 
was mostly listening. He was trying to be 
“present.” 

“Why haven’t I seen you on your on 
Youtube channel?” she asked. 

“I dunno …I guess I just never thought 
anybody would be interested in watching 
me play,” he replied. “Plus, my dad didn’t 
want me to do any of that till I was eighteen. 
I just turned eighteen two months ago …so 
…” he trailed off. 

“Well, I can tell you one thing …once 
people find out Broken Fang sixty seven 



has a channel, you’re gonna blow up. 
Seriously, nobody has ever even gotten 
close to beating my dad at his own game. 
You’re already trending …” she said, 
looking down at her phone. 

Josh was stunned. HE was trending. But he 
didn’t care, somehow. He was just lost in 
those brown eyes of hers. He sat there, 
slowly eating and watching her, while she 
swiped and pounded and fidgeted. “You 
don’t have to check that on my account,” he 
said. “When you look at your phone, it’s 
hard for me to see your eyes,” he said. Him 
wanting to see her eyes made a little chill 
race down her spine. She put the phone 
down and smiled up at him. 

“Fair enough …so …where you from?” she 
asked. 

Zack was fading. He needed to sit down 
and collect himself. He’d been stumbling 



through the casino with the backpack for 
what seemed like an hour. He was 
confused and disoriented. He turned and 
saw an empty Blackjack table. He sat down 
in the middle position and steadied himself. 
The dealer asked, “Are you playing, sir?” 

Zack knew he had a lot of cash in the 
backpack. So he decided to kill some time, 
while waiting on Josh to finish dinner. He 
also thought focussing on a game might 
help his head clear. So, he pulled the 
hundred-dollar bill from his pocket and laid 
it on the table. “Money plays,” he said. He 
was dealt an ace. The dealer showed a six. 
Then out came a queen. Blackjack. The 
dealer busted. Zack had made a hundred 
and fifty dollars on his first hand. He settled 
and focussed, still wiping sweat from his 
brow. “Let it ride,” he said, confidently. She 
dealt him a ten. Then dealt her own card 
face down. His second card was an eight. 
Her card was a ten. He tensed up, hoping 



her first card wasn’t another ten. She 
flipped it over to reveal a three. She took 
another card form the shue. Nine. Another 
bust. Zack had won five hundred dollars on 
two hands. 

He pulled three hundred back and bet two 
hundred. His first card was an eight. Her 
card …face down. His next card was a 
three. Her card came out …ace. This was a 
gamble, but he had to do it. He put two one-
hundred dollar chips next to his bet, 
doubling down. “Doubling against an ace,” 
the dealer barked back to the pit boss. 
“Good luck sir,” she quipped. His card came 
out …king of spades. 

“Yes!” he said, finally catching his breath. In 
three hands, he’d turned a hundred dollars 
into a thousand.

Josh and Jessica were getting on famously. 
He had never met a girl like her. She was 



rich but you would never know it. She didn’t 
act rich. He had to keep reminding himself 
that she was heir to a multi-billion-dollar 
empire. He couldn’t wrap his head around 
what that meant. So he didn’t try. He just 
stayed in the moment. After him telling her 
that he was from Nashville, that sparked all 
sorts of conversation about how she loved 
country music and how she met Garth 
Brooks one time, when he came to 
Phoenix. Her dad had box seats at the 
arena, of course. She talked about the 
volunteer work they did and the trips they 
had taken and their three family dogs. She 
seemed normal …until she brought up 
things like their jet. He didn’t know anybody 
who had a jet. 

Finally, after telling him her life story, over 
salad and soup, she focussed on him …

“So …how’d you get that cut on your lip,” 
she asked, provocatively. 



Josh paused, then he stared her directly in 
the eyes. “I got in a fight in a liquor store 
parking lot, in Abilene Texas,” he replied, 
slowly and cooly. 

That made Jessica’s stomach fill with 
butterflies. A real live badass was sitting 
across from her. She smiled, crinkled her 
nose and rolled her yes in a cute way, “Oh 
my god …that is soooo cool,” she said, in a 
nervous giggle. 

Zack was sitting behind a stack of chips. 
His luck had been absolutely incredible. He 
had built his stack to three thousand 
dollars. And he hadn’t had to touch the 
stash in the bag. He put a thousand dollar 
chip on his circle. His card came out …an 
eight of hearts. The dealer drew her card …
it was face down. Then his second card 
came out …another eight. Her card came 
out …face up this time …a five of clubs. 



Zack knew he had to split his eights, so he 
placed another thousand dollar marker and 
the dealer split them. His next card …
ANOTHER eight. He took his last remaining 
thousand dollar marker and split them 
again. Now he was sweating. The stress of 
this hand was getting to him. He was on the 
line for three thousand dollars. If he lost, he 
knew he couldn’t cover it with what he had 
in the bag. But the odds were in his favor 
with the dealer showing a five. 

With three eights in play, his next card 
came out to place with the first eight …a 
three. He HAD to double down on this. He 
reached in the backpack to get enough 
cash. But when he opened the folded cash, 
it was phony! What was going on?!?! The 
room was spinning and Zack was losing his 
ability to think straight. He knew his credit 
cards weren’t working. But this was a once-
in-a-lifetime opportunity. He asked the 
dealer, “Can I get a marker for a double on 



this hand?” She called over the pit boss, 
who surveyed the situation. He saw what 
was happening and agreed to stake Zack 
for a thousand dollar double. The card 
came out …nine of spades. He had twenty. 
It was a good hand but no guarantee. 

The next card was dealt to the second eight 
…two of hearts. Again, Zack needed to 
double down on this. He asked the pit boss 
for another marker. The pit boss stared at 
him over his glasses, watching him wobble 
and shake. Was this guy on meth? The pit 
boss reluctantly allowed a second marker. 
The card came out …seven of diamonds. 
He had seventeen. Another theoretical 
winning hand but not a guarantee. The 
dealer dealt a card to remaining eight …a 
three of spades. Zack HAD to double down 
on this as well. He nodded to the pit boss, 
hoping to get a third marker. The pit boss, 
looking down at a clipboard, then looking 
over at Zack nodded, “no.” “Sorry sir, we 



would have to have some form of collateral 
to stake another thousand,” the dealer said. 

Zack took a moment. He breathed in, trying 
to will himself better. His shirt was drenched 
and his hands were shaking. He reached in 
the backpack and pulled out an envelope. 
He handed it to the pit boss. The bald pitt 
boss glanced at the contents, then back at 
Zack. He raised his eyebrows and nodded, 
“ok.”

The last card came out …six of diamonds. 
Zack had seventeen again. All three hands 
were theoretical winners. But none of them 
were sure winners. It would all depend on 
what the dealer drew. The dealer flipped 
over her face down card. It was a ten of 
hearts. She had fifteen. She dealt another 
card …ace of spades. She now had 
sixteen. This last card would determine the 
fate of this hand and this run. Zack was 
slipping away …the card came out in slow 



motion. As it turned, he saw his future … 

A wave of nausea gripped him and he ran 
toward the bathroom to throw up.      

CHAPTER 25 - DRIVE …

“They’ve got them in a restaurant, in Vegas. 
Mandalay Bay,” Todd said, holding his hand 
over the phone receiver. “Cops are there. 
Hotel staff is on it,” he snapped. “And 
apparently, your son is becoming some sort 
of internet sensation?” he added.  

Zack was stumbling all over the room. He 
could barely see and he was falling and 
getting back up. People were getting out of 
his way, pointing to him and wondering 
what in the world was going on. He had 
thrown up fiercely in the bathroom and his 
eyes were still watering from the wrenching. 



He crawled to the entrance of the buffet and 
yelled for Josh. The hostess was horrified 
and ran toward him, “Sir! Oh my God. Are 
you okay?”

“I need Josh. Josh!” he cried, not even 
hearing her. 

Josh and Jessica came running up from the 
dining area. “Dad! What the …”

“We’ve got to leave right now, Josh. Right 
now. We can’t wait any longer,” Zack said in 
near convulsions. He looked behind him 
and saw the police talking to the pit boss. 

“Josh …let’s go, buddy. I’ve got to get to 
LA. Right now,” he reiterated, breathlessly. 

Josh gazed at Jessica urgently. She looked 
up at him with those deep brown eyes. “Put 
your phone number in …” before she could 
finish, Josh said …



“I don’t have a phone …right now …I mean 
…”

They stared at each other, not knowing 
what to do. Suddenly, a beverage napkin 
was floating between them, in the clammy 
fingers of Zack. They snapped out of the 
daze and remembered that you could write 
things down. Jessica took a pen from the 
hostess stand, wrote down her number and 
placed it Josh’s hand. “Bye Broken Fang. 
Call me in Phoenix if you’re ever there,” she 
said longingly.

Josh grabbed Zack and helped him 
straighten up. They were making their way 
to the entrance when Josh suddenly left his 
father standing there and ran back to 
Jessica. He cupped her face in his hands 
and gazed into her eyes, as if to ask if he 
could kiss her. She gazed back at him, her 
knees weak. In one passionate move, he 



dove into her mouth with his, kissing her 
tenderly and deliberately. He tasted her lips 
and savored her slightly flicking tongue. 
She swooned as he pulled his lips away 
slowly. “I may never see you again. So I 
had to do that. I hope that’s okay,” he said, 
humbly. 

She nodded yes and breathed deeply. “I 
hope I do see you again, one day.” Then 
she glanced at Zack and knew Josh had to 
get back to him.  Take care,” she said, softy. 

And with that, Josh raced back to his ailing 
father. He put Zack’s arm over his shoulder 
and half carried him to the front entrance. 
Someone yelled, “Look! It’s Broken Fang 
67!” and a sudden crowd gathered around 
Josh and Zack. Kids were surrounding 
them, trying to get a look at the legend. 
“Dude, you’re the man!” and “There he is” 
type phrases were heard from the pressing 
throng of gamers surrounding the father 



and son. “Excuse me guys, we gotta get 
through, here. It’s kind of an emergency!” 
yelled Josh. But the crowd was growing and 
getting harder to navigate. 

The pit boss was on the outside of the circle 
of star worshipers, jumping up and trying to 
find Zack in the crowd. He looked around 
and pressed through the humanity but he 
couldn’t locate him. The police were fanning 
out, searching as well. But the solid circle of 
rabid gamers was making it impossible to 
see anyone distinctive.  

On his way into the portico, Josh yelled at 
the valet to bring the red Mustang around. 
They had kept it up front. So it was 
mercifully close. People were parting as the 
boy carried his father toward the car. He 
opened the poison-stained door and placed 
Zack in the passenger seat. As he ran 
around to get in the driver’s seat, he yelled 
to the valet, “Which way to LA?” 



“Get on the strip and go 15 west. Stay there 
till you hit LA traffic!” the valet yelled back. 

Josh saluted the man, gunned the Cid Holly 
and got the red beauty out on the strip and 
into the desert night. He hit 15 west and 
breathed. But his father was balled up in 
the passenger seat shivering and 
convulsing. 

“I’ll stop and put the top up, dad,” Josh said. 

Zack barely stammered, “N ….n …no Josh. 
K …keep it d …d …down. Just k …k …
keep it d …down.”

The pit boss ran out into the portico, looking 
up and down the strip. They had gotten 
away. He breathed deeply and said, 
“damnit!” under his breath. He ran back 
inside and linked up with the police who 
were talking into their shoulder receivers 



and making pointing motions toward the 
steakhouse. 

“We lost our guy,” the pit boss said to his 
partner, who had raced up. 

“In here!” said the cop, pointing into the 
restaurant. 

The two cops walked into the steakhouse 
and saw a man and woman sitting at the 
table …just where the manager said they 
would be. They had finished their meal and 
were about to leave. As they stood up, one 
of the cops said, “We’re looking for a Zack 
Pierce. Is that you?”

Jerry Tanbule was a small-time criminal and 
gambler. And he thought this one trip would 
fly under the radar. All he wanted was to 
impress his escort for the evening. He 
stared down at the booklet, with the receipt 
in it, and began to get a little nervous. 



“No sir, officer. My name is Jerry. I’ve never 
heard of a Zack Pierce,” he rattled off. The 
other officer casually opened the receipt 
book and glanced down at the name on it. 

“That’s very interesting. You seem to have 
his credit card and you seem to have 
signed his name on this check,” he shot 
toward Jerry. “How would something like 
that happen?”

Jerry got suddenly fidgety and mouthy. 
“Okay look, I bought it from a guy in 
Winslow. A Carl something. I just needed to 
get straight. You know? I can explain. Hey, 
I’ll pay the guy back. I’m just …guys …it’s 
one meal …that’s all …” his voice trailed off, 
as they took him by the arm and led him 
into the casino. 

The bleach blonde he was with, stared 
deadpan into his eyes. “Really? Yeah …I’m 



not into this. Thanks for a lovely dinner …” 
she said, all business. Then, as the cops 
were questioning him in the corner, she 
walked away. 

Todd and Mallory were on pins and 
needles. They had been pacing and 
breathing and Todd had been trying to help 
Mallory maintain her sanity. The phone lit 
up, “Yeah!” Todd answered. “Okay …ooooo 
kaaaay …are you serious? Unbelievable! 
Don, he was on Youtube and people all 
over the world were watching him. How 
does this? Okay …okay …thanks,” Todd 
pressed “end.”

“Well, apparently, Zack’s credit card was 
flagged at a restaurant several hours after 
the front desk flagged the debit card. But 
nobody could track either of them because 
neither of them is carrying a damn phone. 
The guy at the restaurant had bought 
Zack’s credit card from some guy in 



Winslow. But the guy in Winslow says he’s 
lying and that there have been a string of 
robberies at the KOA where he works. He 
says the guy who bought the credit card - or 
SAYS he bought it - is probably the thief. 
But nobody can really prove what 
happened. All we know is they stayed at a 
KOA last night. They were at the E-Gaming 
tournament today. Josh won some kind of 
prize …then disappeared again. And the 
management is looking for Zack,” Todd 
explained. “Now, nobody can find them. 
They’ve vanished …AGAIN!” 

Josh was worried. Really worried. His dad 
was slipping in and out of coherence. As 
they reached Barstow, Josh pushed the 
button on the cassette player, hoping some 
music might help his father settle. The Cars’ 
“Drive” rang out of the speakers, as they 
passed through Barstow. As they were 
entering Victorville, Night Ranger’s “When 
You Close Your Eyes” was jamming into the 



night air. And as Josh entered the orbit of 
the maze that is LA traffic, Toto’s “Africa” 
was ushering them in. Zack faded in and 
realized where they were. He pushed the 
bottom and turned off the cassette mid- 
“need you all the way.” 

“J …j …osh. We have to g …g…g…et to 
Cedar Sinai h ….h…hosp …it …al,” he 
barely got out of his mouth. 

Josh suddenly found himself in a world of 
traffic and lanes and signs and he was truly 
confused and dumbfounded. Los Angeles is 
one of the hardest places on earth to drive. 
And he had no idea where he was going. 
He didn’t have a phone or a GPS unit to 
guide him. His father was in and out of 
coherence. As he pressed into the LA rat 
race, he exited one of the many streets and 
found a convenience store. He parked, 
jumped over the door and rushed in. The 
pudgy, hispanic 20-something behind the 



counter was playing something on his 
phone and paying no attention. 

“Can you tell me how to get to Cedar Sinai 
hospital? It’s an emergency,” Josh said, 
breathlessly. 

“Oh man …I don’t know,” the kid replied 
back, in a thick accent. “Ain’t that where 
rich people go if they get sick?” he asked 
rhetorically. 

Josh didn’t understand his attempt at small 
talk. “I don’t know. I just need to find it,” he 
retorted. 

“Oh …man … you know it should be on 
your phone. Alls you gotta do is type it in 
and …” before he could finish …

“Dude …I don’t have a phone. Okay? You 
got any idea at all?” he asked, focussed. 



“Oh, wow dude. That’s a bummer, man you 
should really get a phone. I could try to put 
it in mine …” his voice trailed off as he 
typed. 

Josh spotted paper maps in a rotating, 
metal shelf. He grabbed one out and 
stretched it over the ice cream cooler. He 
studied it and made mental notes. “Okay …
okay, good. We’re not that far,” he said 
under his breath. “How much for this?” he 
barked toward the store keep. 

The kid looked at it and said, “Oh man …I 
didn’t even know we still had those out. 
Nah, man …just take it. I was supposed to 
throw those out last …” before he could 
finish, Josh was racing out the door. 

Josh was looking down at the map and not 
paying attention, when he ran smack into 
two thug looking guys making their way into 
the store. “Oh …man …sorry guys. My 



bad,” he said, sheepishly. 

“Damn straight your bad, little man,” the big 
one challenged him. Josh tried to get past 
them but they kept blocking him and 
laughing. They were tattooed, wearing ball 
caps with straight bills and their shirts were 
sleeveless. They looked like trouble. Josh 
didn’t want any part of these guys, but they 
were giving him no choice. They kept 
blocking his every move. 

“Guys, I’m really sorry. And I don’t want any 
trouble. It was totally my fault. I wasn’t 
looking. I’m kind of in a hurry, though. Could 
I please get by?” he begged. 

The alpha started puffing his chest and 
flinching and lunging toward Josh. “Oh …
you in a hurry, huh? You gonna dis me then 
tell me you in a hurry?” 

Josh breathed in, planted his feet and 



looked the guy in the eyes, “Look bro. I feel 
ya. I’m not trying to disrespect you. But I’m 
about to walk past you and get in this car 
and take my father to the hospital. That’s 
happening. And it’s happening right now. 
I’m gonna ask you one more time to let me 
pass,” he was serious. 

The alpha snickered and continued to play 
the game, pumping his chest into Josh’s 
space. Josh stood still, collected himself 
and waited on the next lunge. The alpha 
lunged toward Josh, and Josh unleashed a 
mule-kick of a left jab to his nose and 
mouth area, making his knees buckle and 
dropping him to the ground, holding his 
face. The sidekick lunged for Josh, but just 
as quickly, Josh came across with a right 
hook and put number two on the ground, 
next to his boss. They both lay there 
moaning and writhing, not understanding 
what just hit them.  



As Josh jumped over them and raced 
toward the Mustang, he said under his 
breath, “Rule number two, bitches.” 

As he jumped back over the car door, Zack 
opened his eyes long enough to see what 
had just happened. Through his anguish, he 
smiled and shook his head “yes.” 

His boy was becoming a full grown man.       

CHAPTER 26 - SCARS …

The map was deceiving. 

In Los Angeles, something that looks like 
it’s only twenty miles away can take hours 
to get to. Josh knew he had to get to the 10, 
then jump onto highway 60. 

But as the sun began to threaten in the 



east, Josh found himself sitting still in 
traffic…at four in the morning. Where were 
all these people going? He’d never 
experienced anything like it. And it was 
pushing him to his stress limit. 

He kept the map close so he could 
reference it as he drove but the light was 
sketchy at best, in the convertible. So he 
hoped he was going the right direction. The 
truth was, he wasn’t totally sure. And it 
looked like he could literally drive for hours 
without ever knowing if he’d missed his exit. 

He’d been up almost twenty-four hours. 
He’d taunted a rattlesnake, won a gaming 
contest, fallen in love and fought two gang 
bangers - all in one turn of the world. Now, 
he was trying to save his father’s life, 
navigating Los Angeles traffic …with a 
paper map …and no light. As the dawn 
began to break behind him, he started 
seeing signs for Cedars Sinai. Thank God! 



He looked over at his father. Zack was 
mumbling something and rubbing the scar 
on his right hand. 

“Jay L …L …ancas …ter. Jay …g …ot to 
find …Jay L …L …ancaster,” Zack 
coughed. 

“Dr Jay Lancaster. Got it, dad. Okay, if I 
read that map right, we should be close. 
Hang in there, Okay?” Josh admonished. 
“We’re gonna get you all fixed up,” Josh 
tried to reassure Zack. 

Josh hit Valley Boulevard and saw the 
signs. He was breathing easier and 
confident. They were almost home. As 
sunlight kissed the skyline, he pulled into 
the grand portico of the prestigious hospital. 
His father was coughing and shaking. Josh 
put the car in park, jumped out and ran to 
the other side. With one adrenaline-fueled 
move, he lifted his father and carried him 



into the emergency room …while Zack 
hung onto him like a child. 

Josh was disheveled, his face was stark 
and unwashed. His hands were bleeding 
from hitting the thugs in the teeth and he 
was carrying a full grown man in his arms. 
“I need help here! Anybody? I need help!” 
he yelled into the waiting room. 

Instantly, white coats and surgical caps 
were everywhere, taking Zack from Josh 
and attending to him. Questions were being 
hurled right and left. Josh’s go-to response 
for most of them was, “I don’t know …I 
don’t know!”

A doctor ran up to Josh and grabbed his 
hands. “Buddy we need to look at those. 
Looks like you might have some deep cuts 
that need attention.” But he didn’t really 
understand. He hadn’t noticed his hands 
were bleeding so badly. He was stumbling 



around and staring at the people yelling 
“stat” around his father. What was going 
on? What was wrong? 

“Jay Lancaster. We need to find a doctor 
Jay Lancaster,” he barked at the ER team. 
But they didn’t really hear him. As they were 
wheeling Zack into the bowels of the 
hospital, a very focussed woman in scrubs 
and sneakers, walked up to Josh and put 
her hands up. “Okay, buddy. Let us take it 
from here. Let’s get you settled down and 
cleaned up, okay?” she said, with a kind 
smile. Josh was confused but her 
confidence and upbeat demeanor helped 
calm and reassure him. Nothing bad would 
happen. She seemed so at ease. Of course 
…nothing bad would happen.

She took Josh into a triage room and 
tended to his hands. He actually needed 
stitches in his right knuckle. He sat on the 
table  as they cleaned, numbed, and sewed 



up his hand. He felt like a prize fighter 
getting taped up. At one point, the doctor in 
charge looked at his mouth. She said, 
casually, “that’s a pretty good cut you’ve got 
on your lip. How’d that happen?”

Josh just stared back at her. “I ran into 
something,” he said. She seemed to accept 
the explanation. 

Once Josh’s wounds were cleaned and 
dressed, an orderly took him into a stylish 
waiting area and tried to make him feel 
comfortable. There were semi-comfortable 
chairs and the lighting was soft and cozy. It 
instantly made Josh sleepy, even though it 
was early morning and the hospital was 
buzzing with activity. Josh was throbbing 
with exhaustion. He hurt everywhere. But 
the pain pill they had given him was starting 
to kick in and make the room spin. He 
plopped down in a chair, and within 
seconds, was dead asleep. The orderly 



found a small blanket and placed it on him. 

The last twenty-four hours had been a 
lifetime. Now, he drifted off into dreams and 
oblivion. 

Jay Lancaster was a fit, quick-paced, 
successful surgeon in the greater Los 
Angeles area. His grey hair was thin on top 
and thicker on the sides. He was fifty-ish, 
with deep-set blue eyes and prominent 
cheek bones. His time in the Marine Corps 
had turned him into a no-nonsense, get-to-
the-point, type A personality. He galloped 
into Cedars Sinai at 9 AM to scrub for his 
first surgery of the day. Dr Lancaster was 
always two hours early. He was thorough 
and meticulous. He didn’t like surprises and 
he didn’t like to be rushed. So he always 
came in early to prepare …and prepare 
some more. 

As he walked past the information desk, 



Susan Bell (who manned the desk) stopped 
him. This was highly unusual. 

“Dr Lancaster, I have some notes from the 
ER night-shift doctor. Apparently a patient 
there was calling for you last night?” she 
said dutifully. Jay scanned the notes while 
gulping coffee. His eyebrows furrowed. It 
didn’t make any sense. 

“Why were they calling for me?” he asked. 

“I don’t really have any more information, 
doctor. These were the notes that were left. 
The patient’s son is apparently in the 
waiting area. Maybe he knows something,” 
she offered. 

Jay walked right to the waiting room, to get 
to the bottom of this clear 
misunderstanding. He saw a scruffy 
teenager balled up and sleeping on a chair, 
in the corner. He assumed that was the 



“son” in question. He walked up gingerly 
and sat down beside the sleeping boy. He 
cleared his throat and ruffled the notes, 
hoping to wake the teenager. It didn’t work. 
He smiled politely and tapped the boy on 
the shoulder. Josh shuttered and opened 
one eye. Then he worked on getting the 
second one open. He was confused and 
not sure where he was. But as the room 
came into focus, he got a clearer picture of 
the man in the white coat, in front of him. 

“I’m doctor Jay Lancaster. Can you tell me 
why your father needs to see me?” he got 
to the point. 

“Um …I don’t really know. He just said you 
were some kind of specialist and …that …
we needed to come out here and get a 
second opinion or maybe some 
experimental treatment? I honestly don’t 
know,” Josh croaked. 



Jay’s eyes darted around the room. He 
sipped his coffee and tried to think of what 
to say next. “Young man, I don’t treat what 
your father is dealing with. I don’t mean to 
be crass - I’m sure you’ve been through a 
lot - I just don’t have any idea why he would 
need me,” he offered. 

Josh sat up and rubbed his eyes, cleared 
his throat and tried to pull himself together. 
“Um …I don’t know. See, we drove this red 
Mustang out here to a buyer or something. 
Are you the buyer? Maybe that’s it. To be 
honest, I’ve kinda been confused all week,” 
Josh admitted. 

Jay’s eyes were set and worried. “Red 
Mustang?” he asked. He looked around the 
room, trying to figure it out. Then he 
scratched his right palm. Josh looked down 
and saw something familiar. 

“Wow, that’s so weird. My dad has a scar 



on his right palm exactly like yours,” Josh 
said. 

A millions pins shot through Jay Lancaster’s 
body. His heart raced and he had to catch 
his breath. “Son,” he said slowly, “what is 
your father’s name?”

The door opened slowly. 

Jay walked in and very nimbly sat at the 
foot of the bed, staring at the sleeping 
patient. His mind raced and he wasn’t sure 
what the day would hold, now. He stared at 
the tubes and wires and breathing 
apparatus and he knew what all of that 
meant. His face dropped and he shook his 
head slightly. Suddenly, Zack tried to open 
his eyes. His breathing was strained and 
his face was sunken in, but his eyes were 
clearer than they had been. Fluids and 
nutrition being sent directly into his 
bloodstream gave him more cognition. But 



he was still in and out at best. 

Jay saw Zack’s eyes open and broke the 
silence, “After all these years …”

“It’s okay, Jay. It’s okay,” Zack croaked out 
in a whisper. “She had the baby,” his voice 
cracking and dying. 

“Baby? Who had what baby?” Jay asked. 

“J …Jenni …fer,” he replied, labored. 

“She had it? My God. I thought she …she,” 
Jay was dumbfounded. 

“And Jay?” Zack croaked, “You …h …have 
…a …grand daughter,” he half whispered. 

“What? Oh my God, Zack. I’m so sorry. I 
never said I was sorry. I wanted to so many 
times …” Jay was crumbling. 



Zack smiled and raised his hand, as if to 
calm Jay, “It’s okay, Jay. I …It’s …Okay. 
Our kids fix it. They f …fix …everything …
we …b …break. I …it’s fixed. Th …they …
are all fine. Y …you’re …f …free,” he said, 
laboring for every word. 

Zack motioned for Jay and pointed toward a 
chair in the corner of the room. “P …pa …
pants,” he whispered. 

Jay went to the chair and grabbed the 
pants. He brought them back over and 
handed them to the frail Zack, who fumbled 
slowly through the right pocket and 
emerged with a picture and a knife. Jay 
stared down at both. Then he looked back 
up at Zack and smiled weakly. 

Zack picked up the knife and handed it to 
Jay. Jay took it and closed his fist around it. 
“Ah …ah …d …deal’s …ah …deal,” Zack 
said sporadically. 



“Yes,” Jay shook his head. He paused and 
stared at the knife. Then he looked back at 
Zack, “A deal is a deal, old friend. Do not 
worry. This time I will not let you down,” Jay 
whispered in his ear. 

Jay wiped a tear and stood up. He gathered 
himself like a good Marine and cleared his 
throat. “Zack,” he said softly, “I have a 
surgery in a bit. But I will be back. I 
promise. Get some rest,” he said in his 
rehearsed, doctor voice. 

Just as Jay was leaving, Josh came in the 
room. They shot knowing glances at each 
other as they passed. “After my surgery, 
let’s me and you talk,” Jay said to him 
quietly. Josh nodded. He had gotten 
something to eat at the cafeteria with his 
last twenty dollars. Now, he was fueled up 
and clear-headed again and wondering 
what in the hell was happening. This was 



the first time he’d seen his father since 
delivering him to the ER, hours earlier. 

He walked over slowly, examining 
everything hooked up to his dad. This didn’t 
look good. Zack was trying to keep his eyes 
open to see his son, but he was so weak 
and fragile. 

Josh leaned in to his father and asked, 
“Dad …what’s going on? Who is that man? 
Who does the Mustang belong to? Why did 
we come out here?” 

Zack motioned for Josh to come closer. He 
swallowed hard and his dry lips smacked. 
He gathered breath and tried to talk to his 
son, “How …m …many …ru …rules, J …
Joshy? S …sev …seven?” 

Josh began to tear up. His father was 
fighting for every word. “Yeah, dad. Seven 
rules. We got seven rules,” he whispered 



back in his ear. 

Zack mustered all he could and breathed in, 
“R …r …rule n …nu …number …eight. …” 

Zack mouthed one word but Josh couldn’t 
make it out. “What’s rule number eight, 
dad? What’s the rule, dad?” Josh asked, in 
tears. 

In one labored breath, he whispered, “F …f 
…for …forgive.” 

CHAPTER 27 - THE ANGEL FALL …

Jay and Josh sat in a quiet corner of the 
cafeteria. 

Jay was nursing a coffee and Josh a soft 
drink. “Doctor Lancaster. I am very 
confused. Nobody will tell me what’s wrong 



with my dad. And how do you fit into all this 
if you can’t help him? Josh asked. 

“Look, Josh …I told the doctors to let me 
tell you.” He paused. “I think it’s the least I 
can do,” he finished. 

Jay breathed in and looked up, as if trying 
to find a memory. Then he began, “Your dad 
and I were best friends. We met each other 
in fifth grade, at Roosevelt Elementary, in 
Clearwater. He didn’t have a brother. 
Neither did I. So we kinda decided we were 
gonna be brothers. We hit it off immediately 
and never stopped. My old man left when I 
was twelve. His beat him up every Saturday 
night. So we clung to each other.” Jay took 
another sip of coffee …then went on, “We 
did everything together. We had each 
other’s backs …always. When we were 
about fifteen, we saw this movie where 
these guys did this ritual to become blood 
brothers. They slit their wrists and tied them 



together and let the blood drain into each 
other’s open wounds for hours. So, one 
day, we decided to go out behind that big 
tree in his back yard, and do a blood 
brother ritual.”

Jay took out the pocket knife Zack had 
handed him, and continued, “We took this 
knife and we cut our palms. Then we put 
our hands together and held them there for 
what seemed like an hour. It was probably 
only about five minutes …but we thought it 
was enough time. Then we buried the knife 
under that tree and made a lifelong pact.”

Jay looked around and breathed in, “As we 
grew up, Zack kinda became the local stud. 
He had bands and he played guitar and we 
all looked up to him. I did most of all. He 
had this badass red Mustang. Man, we 
drove around the world in that thing. We 
would get it out on those long stretches of 
Kansas highway and just fly. By the time we 



were seniors, he was getting offers to go on 
tour and all kinds of stuff like that. We used 
to all hang out at this place called Crystal 
Falls, there in Clearwater. It was a huge, 
gorgeous waterfall. There was this legend 
that the Indians said if you could complete 
an Angel Fall, as they called it, then your 
last day of this life would be your best day 
and usher you into the best day of your next 
life …on the other side. You had to stand on 
Hero rock completely naked, raise your 
hands to the great spirit, close your eyes …
and surrender to the falls. It was all mumbo 
jumbo stuff kids like to pretend and of 
course none of us ever had the balls to do 
it. We jumped off plenty of times …fully 
clothed and eyes wide open. Those falls are 
tricky. We knew a guy who watched his 
friend die trying an Angel Fall. I think his 
name was Walter or something. Anyway, 
the night of graduation, your dad and his 
girlfriend Jennifer, got in a huge fight about 
what he was going to do next. He wanted to 



go on tour with this band. She was all upset 
about it. I was caught in the middle. I don’t 
know if you know this or not, but your dad 
can be really stubborn and hard to argue 
with.”

Josh chimed in, “Ya think?” 

They both laughed. 

Jay went on, “Anyway, Jennifer - that was 
his girlfriend - came to me for comfort and 
support and to yell and scream about him. I 
was pissed at him too for something. I don’t 
even remember what. Well, it got later and 
Jen and I drank a couple of beers and 
parked down by the falls. In the wee hours 
we sort of cuddled and then we kissed …
and one thing led …to …well …anyway …
Zack found out about it and he went 
ballistic. We all sort of stopped talking to 
each other after that. Then …later on …” 
Jay spoke slowly and deliberately, “she …



found out she …was …pregnant.” He 
paused and let the remembering sink in. 
His eyes welled up, “I tried to contact her 
and see what she needed, maybe try to do 
the right thing. I was eighteen …your age 
…I …I …didn’t know what to do. I had 
betrayed my best friend. I had put my other 
best friend in a helluva situation. But she 
told me it was all taken care of and not to 
worry.” Jay paused. He took a deep breath 
and went on, “A week after that 
conversation, I went off to basic training. I 
haven’t seen either one of them since 
graduation night.” Jay placed the picture he 
had taken from Zack on the table. It was of 
the three of them …graduation day.

“You have no idea how many times I’ve 
wanted to find him and apologize. Maybe 
re-set our friendship. But …life kinda has a 
way of steering you off course. And 
sometimes, if you don’t seize the moment 
…well …you just spend the next thirty-two 



years with regrets.” Jay paused and looked 
off in the direction of the hospital rooms. 
“But he …he …came all this way to make it 
right,” his voice trailed off as his eyes welled 
up.  

“What was the lifelong pact?” Josh asked. 

“What?” Jay replied. 

“The lifelong pact you made with dad. What 
was it?” he reiterated. 

Jay stared into Josh’s eyes and tried to 
muster a smile. He couldn’t find the words. 
Finally, he said, “Josh,” he cleared his 
throat, “our lifelong pact was that whichever 
one of us died first, the other one would 
take care of his children.” 

“Doctor …what is wrong with my father? 
And are you a specialist? Can you help 
him?” Josh pleaded. 



“Son, I’m an orthopedic surgeon.” He 
looked into Josh’s eyes and his stomach 
ached. After trying to find the words, he had 
to simply dive in, “Your father has stage-
four, pancreatic cancer. No …I cannot help 
him. Nobody can help him at this point. He 
should’ve been in a hospital this past week. 
How in the world did he make a cross-
country drive in his condition?”

Josh was dumbstruck. He just sat and 
stared for what seemed like minutes. “This 
Mustang. We were supposed to deliver a 
Mustang to a buyer. Are you the buyer? I 
have to find this buyer,” Josh pleaded. 

Jay calmed him, “No, Josh. I’m not the 
buyer. But I promise we’ll find them. Don’t 
worry about the car.”

Josh breathed in, looked around as if he’d 
just discovered something, and said, “Oh 



God. I’ve got to call my mother.” 

“Here …we can call her on my phone. 
What’s the number?” Jay asked. 

Josh had forgotten all about how 
convenient a smart phone was. He stared 
at Jay’s and it was like he was seeing one 
for the first time. His thoughts were jumbled 
up in webs of stress and confusion. “Um …I 
don’t know it. I …I’ve never had to actually 
dial a number. I just say ‘call mom.’ It’s in 
my phone …it’s in my phone,” Josh was 
losing it, “It’s in my damn phone!” he broke 
down and started sobbing. 

Jay very gently embraced the boy and tried 
to calm him. “It’s okay buddy. I’ve got you. 
We’ll figure this out together. I’ll find your 
mom. You just give me her name and we’ll 
figure it out, Okay?” Jay said in low, calming 
tones. 



Through his tears, Josh said, “Mallory 
Pierce. Brentwood Tennessee. It’s a six-
one-five area code. That’s all I actually 
know,” his voice trailing off.  

Jay sat Josh down on the sofa, in the 
waiting area and went to work in the next 
room, finding Mallory. It only took a couple 
of taps and there she was …she was 
actually listed. 

Jay sent a text: I’m Dr Lancaster, here with 
your son, Josh. Can u chat?

Mallory replied: “I’m in LA. On my way to u 
in an uber. Yes. Call me.  

She informed Jay that when Zack had been 
admitted, his name and insurance card had 
pinged the APB that was out for he and 
Josh, and she had been notified. She 
jumped on the first flight to LA and had 
been flying all night. She would be at 



Cedars Sinai in about an hour. 

As Jay was finishing up the call, he was 
handed a note. He stared at it and furrowed 
his brow. He finished the call and walked 
back into the waiting room. “Your mom is on 
her way,” Jay relayed the news to a dozing 
Josh. Then he lowered his head, “And you 
might want to go see your father one last 
time,” he said in a somber tone. 

“LAST time?” Josh asked. 

Jay just shook his head and a tear welled 
up. 

“Doctor Lancaster? Is there a nursery in this 
hospital?” He asked. 

Josh entered the room quietly and 
respectfully. He was carrying a book he’d 
found in the nursery. He just stared at his 
father, drawing short, shallow breaths. He 



knew he would not see his opened eyes 
anymore. And Josh was overcome with 
emotion. But he fought back tears and 
steadied himself. 

He sat at the foot of Zack’s bed and 
touched him on the leg. His father had 
completed the Angel Fall. And he was here 
to make sure the Native American legend 
came true. He opened the book and began 
…

“In the great, green room, there was a 
telephone …and a red balloon …and a 
picture of the cow jumping over the moon 
…”

A strange, slight smile washed over Zack’s 
face. Josh couldn’t know if Zack could really 
hear him or not. But he believed …

“And there were three little bears …sitting 
on chairs …and two little kittens …and a 



pair of mittens …” 

In another room, somewhere in another 
place, Zack is sitting in his favorite chair, 
young and strong. His three-year-old son is 
sitting on his lap, while he reads, “and a 
little toy house …and a young mouse …”

He snuggles the small boy and smells his 
hair. His warm little body squirms and 
shuffles and it is perfect imperfection. Zack 
is bathed in inexplicable love. He wants to 
stay here forever …

Mallory stepped into the room. Her perfume 
and energy filled the stale hospital air with a 
scent of hope. Josh turned and saw his 
mother. His eyes filled with urgency but he 
placed his finger over his mouth as he 
continued to read. She stood frozen, 
listening to her son read. She instinctively 
knew what he was doing and her eyes 
welled with tears. 



As Zack is basking in this love, his wife 
brings him a drink and he needs her with all 
his heart. She looks down at him with so 
much love emanating from her eyes, he 
knows he is her Hero and her rock. He is a 
man. A. Man. In. full.

Josh’s voice wafted through the room as he 
read his father the classic. 

“And a quiet old lady, whispering ‘hush,’ he 
said, softly. As he uttered the words 
“mittens” and “kittens” a sweet smile broke 
out on Mallory’s face. And for a moment, all 
the anger and disgust and yelling and harsh 
words, melted away. And she had nothing 
but love for her husband and son. 

Zack is floating now, in some inexplicable 
love. In this room, where he is enraptured in 
his best day, nothing is wrong. There is no 
pain, no stress, no confusion and no 



heartbreak. Everything from the past and 
future melts into one consciousness. It is all 
love and all spirit and all perfectly designed. 
And he knows that everything is not just 
fine …but sacred. He loves his father and 
Astin Jessup. He loves himself and 
everything around him. It’s beautiful and 
divine and all fear is gone.

“Goodnight moon …goodnight cow jumping 
over the moon …goodnight light …and the 
red balloon …”

As Josh got to the final words, “whispering 
…hush” Mallory mouthed the word “hush” 
with him …so did Zack. And it was his final 
one. 

The blip, blip, blip of his heart monitor went 
silent and became a steady, flat line. Jay 
stood outside the door and cried silently. 
Mallory came over and embraced Josh, as 
he put the book down. Then, she touched 



Zack on the face …

“Why didn’t you tell me, baby? Why didn’t 
you tell me?” she sobbed. 

Josh stood, his eyes red and leaking, and 
touched his father again on the leg. He 
stared down at the man - the Hero - who 
had made one last Herculean effort to reach 
him, on the last week of his life. He now 
knew what his father had been trying to do 
for him. It was now clear to him that the 
flying biscuits and parking-lot brawls and 
bourbon conversations were just an 
attempt. He now knew that Zack Pierce had 
been trying to tell him he loved him, in the 
only way he knew how. 

And Josh now knew that as his son, he had 
some unfinished business … 



CHAPTER 28 - ASHES …

Mallory was in full-blown management 
mode. 

She was always great in times of crisis. She 
could make things happen and move them 
along. In the two days since Zack’s death, 
she had already done the research on 
transporting a body across state lines. Zack 
had wanted to be cremated. And having it 
done back in Nashville was going to take 
several government documents, an autopsy 
and a lot more money than they had in the 
budget. If he was cremated in LA, they 
could simply fly his ashes home in a carry-
on bag. It was macabre …but it was the 
best choice. 

Josh and Mallory stood in the foyer of the 
crematorium silent and still. They had 
gotten a decent night’s sleep at Jay’s. His 
comfortable home, in Burbank, had a 



couple of extra rooms since his two 
daughters had moved out and gone to 
college. His wife Karen, was in the islands 
somewhere. So he had space for the newly 
widowed and newly orphaned. 

Now, here in the early morning, the two 
were taking care of the final detail. The 
director of the crematorium was from 
somewhere in the middle east and his 
accent was almost impossible to 
understand. He was very kind but a little 
melodramatic. His demeanor was a little too 
serious and he constantly furrowed his 
brows and shook his head, as if to say, “I 
know …I know.” His thick, gray mustache 
had remnants of coffee and danish on it and 
it made Josh and Mallory snicker every time 
he talked. He came to them, leaned in close 
and asked in an almost Vincent Price-type 
way, “Would either of you like any final 
moments with the body?”  



Josh tried to keep a straight face. Then he 
spoke up, “Yeah …I want to see him one 
last time.” 

Mallory stood silent, trying not to laugh. The 
collision of emotions was almost too much 
for her.  

Josh walked in the cold room; his father 
lying lifeless on a slab, covered in a sheet. 
He stared at him, walked over closer and 
said, “Don’t worry dad. I’ll make sure you 
get home. Trust me. I’ll get you home.” He 
touched him on the head, then he walked 
out. 

“This procedure will take about three hours. 
We know you’re in from out of town and the 
circumstances have been strained. So, 
we’ve moved some things around and will 
have the ashes prepared for you before 
noon. Feel free to have breakfast and come 
back around eleven,” the director said, 



coffee mustache moving vigorously.  

Mallory and Josh jumped in the rental car. 
Mallory didn’t like convertibles anymore, 
because they messed up her hair. So she 
rented a car for a few days. Once they were 
sealed in the garden-variety mid-sized 
sedan, they let their laughter go. It was the 
first time Josh had felt normal in a week. 
Mallory was driving and in control. Josh 
was in the passenger seat and feeling like a 
child again. Most of the time he was just 
answering questions or responding to a 
request. On his own, he wasn’t saying 
much. This great adventure he had been on 
was grinding to a halt. 

“Jay’s gonna meet us at Glow Light, about 
three miles from here. We need to get plane 
tickets for tomorrow or the next day if it’s 
even possible,” Mallory rapid fired. 

“What about the Mustang?” Josh asked. 



“Joshua, I keep telling you, Jay will take 
care of the Mustang and find this mystery 
buyer. We need to get home and get 
settled. And you’ve got to get a phone! 
What you’ve been through has been 
unbelievable. I can’t imagine how wounded 
and tired your little mind and heart must be 
right now, sweetie,” she said, mothering 
him. 

He hated being called “little.” And he didn’t 
want to be shoved back into a bedroom, 
constantly monitored, living his life inside a 
screen. 

Jay met the two at the stylish breakfast 
palace, Glow Light. It was completely LA; 
hip lighting, industrial-yet-comfortable 
furniture, bright and happy color schemes 
accenting the walls. The three sat and 
drank fresh squeezed, grove-to-table, 
raspberry-infused orange juice. It was a 



weird combo …but delicious. 

“Look, I keep telling you …all the 
information was in that backpack. He never 
said a word about the buyer. I don’t even 
know what part of town we were supposed 
to deliver it to,” Josh explained. 

“I called Big Bob’s Ford yesterday,” Jay 
jumped in, “And he wasn’t there and wasn’t 
expected to be there today. He’s got some 
meetings and stuff I guess. Anyway, they 
don’t have a record of even selling a ’67 
Mustang from that lot. When I asked about 
a possible personal transaction, they said 
they wouldn’t be able to give that 
information out without him. And he’s simply 
not available. Maybe this was just between 
Zack and him? Do you think Zack bought it 
and was trying to sell it? Kind of a middle-
man thing? You could probably make a tidy 
profit buying a car like that in Nashville and 
selling it out here,” Jay reasoned. 



“Our accounts were being monitored pretty 
close. I mean we were divvying things up 
and the lawyers were all in our business. An 
expenditure like that would’ve rung all kinds 
of bells,” Mallory said. “I promise I would’ve 
known about a classic Mustang. I just can’t 
imagine him buying it. I know what his 
income and outgo was, for the most part, 
and trust me …he didn’t have that much 
extra money lying around. I just can’t figure 
how he could’ve done it,” she reiterated. 

Josh sat quietly and ate his eggs. He 
listened and took it all in. Suddenly, 
Mallory’s phone dinged …

“Oh ..wow. These guys are fast. The ashes 
are ready,” she said, as if they were picking 
up dinner. 

“I’ll go with you guys,” Jay said. He paid the 
check and they headed out to collect Zack. 



The three stood in the waiting room of the 
crematorium as the director ceremoniously 
marched a cedar box out to them. He was 
wearing a tuxedo and walking in perfect 
rhythm to the Leanne Womack classic, I 
Hope You Dance. It was such a weird 
choice and such a strange presentation, 
that the three couldn’t look at each other. 
They knew if they made eye contact, they 
would break into hysterical laughter. Clearly, 
this man was serious about presenting 
ashes. 

When he finally arrived - from across the 
room - and handed Mallory the box, he 
bowed his head and said, “Misses …my 
condolences …and …I hope you dance.” 

Mallory was shaking and making noises. 
Josh thought she was sobbing. But when 
he peered at her, she was trying to hold in 
her laughter. Then the man came to Jay …



“Sir …my condolences …and …I hope you 
dance,” he offered. 

Jay cleared his throat, trying to keep a 
straight face. 

Josh was the last one in the line. He wasn’t 
sure he could hold it in. He knew what was 
coming. 

“Young man …oh, young man …my 
condolences,” he was really pouring it on, 
“and …I hope you dance,” he said, almost 
in a cry. 

Josh smiled and tried to keep it together. 
But all three of them were clearing their 
throats and coughing and trying to mask the 
hysterical oddness of the moment. Mallory 
said, “Thank you so much,” in the most 
sincere way she could muster. Then they 
had to get out of there as quickly as 



possible before they all broke into hyena-
type hysterics again. 

“Oh my God, that was funny!” Mallory burst 
out. Jay and Josh were giggling as well. It 
was nice to have some levity in all the 
heaviness. And Josh was kind of thankful 
for the campy old man at the crematorium. 
He knew his father would’ve cackled. The 
three laughed until they all cried. And when 
they were able to regain their composure, 
they were back to where they started …
fingering out next steps. 

“Why don’t you guys all come back to my 
place and we’ll game plan what’s next,” Jay, 
the Marine, offered. 

Josh and Mallory were clinging to anyone 
and anything. So they gladly accepted. 

“Okay …it looks like we could get flights out 
tomorrow around five,” Mallory said as she 



stared at her phone app. “The prices aren’t 
bad and …” before she could finish, Josh 
broke in …

“I’m not going back just yet,” he said coldly. 

Jay was making a smoothie in the kitchen 
and overheard Josh’s declaration. He felt 
the tension and walked in the room to help 
mitigate. 

“I’m taking my father back to Vegas and I’m 
gong to find out who that damn car belongs 
to,” Josh asserted. 

Mallory came right back at him, “No sir, you 
are done out here. You have no idea what 
I’ve been through this week. I’m not 
worrying about you anymore. I will not allow 
this …” 

“I’m not asking for your permission,” Josh 
said, looking her dead in the eyes. “I don’t 



need your permission. I’m taking my father 
back to Las Vegas. And I’m going to find out 
who this car belongs to,” he said, looking 
and sounding like a man. “And as far as 
what you’ve been through? I’m sure Todd 
will help comfort you through anymore 
stress,” Josh said, matter-of-factly. 

Mallory glared at her son. But she 
somehow knew she wasn’t dealing with a 
boy anymore. He was right …he didn’t need 
her permission. He was legally an adult. 
And he was acting like one. 

Josh walked in his room and began 
throwing his clothes and belongings in his 
bag. It only took him a minute or so to pack, 
then he had the bag over his shoulder and 
the cedar box under his arm. His mother 
was sitting on the couch with her arms 
folded, sulking. Her eyes were welling up. 
She was losing her son, now too. Josh 
walked over, sat down and put his arm 



around her. He kissed her on the head and 
rubbed her arm. He knew she missed her 
child. But he wasn’t a child anymore. 

“I know it’s weird for you. I just need to do 
this. I can’t even tell you why,” he said 
softly. “I’ll see you back at home. Okay?” he 
reassured her. 

“When?” she asked, almost desperately. 

He breathed in and out, “When I’m ready to 
be back,” he answered. 

Malloy knew she couldn’t stop him so she 
went to her fall-back position of mothering, 
“You don’t have a credit card in case you 
need a room or something. Look, you have 
your father’s wallet. Just use that debit card 
and sign his name. I unfroze it yesterday, so 
it should work …if you need it …and you 
have GOT to get a phone …please call me 
and let me know where you are, and …” 



she pilfered through her purse, “Um …
here’s some cash …” she handed Josh a 
hundred dollars. He knew enough about 
Vegas to know that probably wouldn’t get 
him a decent burger. But it would fill up the 
tank a couple of times. So he took the 
money and kissed his mother again. 

“Thank you, mom,” he said tenderly. “I’ll be 
fine.” 

“We need the ashes and YOU to be back in 
Nashville for the memorial service next 
month,” she scolded. “We’ve got a 
mausoleum for your father …the box ..the 
ashes …you know what I mean,” she said 
sadly. 

Josh nodded and said, “I’ll be there. And so 
will the box,” he reassured her. 

With that, Josh got up and walked out the 
door. Jay followed him to the Mustang. 



“Hey, here’s a grand,” Jay said, dropping a 
thousand dollars in Josh’s pocket. “It’ll get 
you there and back and maybe get you a 
steak or something,” Jay said under his 
breath. 

Josh was taken aback, “I can’t take this,” he 
tried to pull away. 

“Nope. Take it. I mean it. Look, just think of 
me a second dad. I wasn’t kidding when I 
said I wouldn’t let your pop down again. You 
can stay here anytime. You can call me for 
anything. You just consider me and Karen 
your west coast parents.” He paused and 
dropped his eyes, “I get it. I know you gotta 
go do what you gotta do. But you can come 
right back here tomorrow night and stay as 
long as you want …IF you want. Totally 
your call,” Jay offered. 

Josh looked down and then up at Jay 



again. He placed the cedar box on the hood 
of the Mustang and gave Jay a hug. What 
he was being offered was no small thing. 
And he recognized it. 

“Thank you, Jay,” he said sincerely. “You 
have no idea how much that means.” 

Josh climbed in the red beauty, fired up the 
Cid Holly engine, and rolled out of Jay’s 
driveway …headed back to Las Vegas.      

CHAPTER 29 - DESERT BIRDS …

Josh drove in silence. 

He had gotten through the LA traffic and 
was heading west. It was somewhere 
around two in the afternoon and the desert 
sun was baking him. But he didn’t care. He 
glanced over at the cedar box and knew 



that his father would want the top down. So 
he endured the oven-like heat. 

As he once again entered the Vegas 
sphere, memories ambushed him. This was 
the scene of the most pivotal night of his 
young life. But it was bittersweet. He 
thought about Jessica and how magical she 
was. 

He hadn’t had a chance to actually think 
about her in the last few days. But he 
smiled, thinking about the smell of her hair 
and how her body leaned into his in that 
immortal kiss. Suddenly, she was washing 
over him again and THAT memory was one 
he could focus on without visceral sadness 
drowning him. 

Josh’s eyes were fixed and stone cold. He 
knew what he needed to do. As he entered 
the Strip area, he turned onto Tropicana 
and drove to the place he’d asked his father 



about when they had first come to town, 
three days earlier. Josh had wanted to go 
up on one of those helicopter canyon tours. 
Zack said he’d never done it and wanted to 
do it as well. It was one of the many things 
they would never get to do together.

Josh parked and jumped over the door. The 
lone chopper sitting on the pad was red 
with black wings painted on the sides. 
“Desert Bird” was the name painted at the 
top, just under the rotors. Josh walked into 
the trailer, serving as an office. This 
operation was clearly just getting off the 
ground. 

“Do you take walk-ins?” Josh asked the 
young man sitting behind the counter, 
playing something on his smart phone. 

The man looked up …then back down, 
“Nope. Gotta reserve in advance,” he said, 
coldly. 



“Are you the pilot?” Josh persisted. 

The man looked up again, “Yeah …it’s just 
me. You gotta reserve in advance,” he 
reiterated. 

Josh looked at the pricing sign. $300 for a 
one-hour tour. 

“Would an extra hundred move me to the 
front of the line?” he asked, coolly, plopping 
four hundred dollars on the table.  

The young man raised his eyebrows, gazed 
at the cash, then looked at Josh in a pause. 
“Let’s go,” he said in a surrender. 

Josh was dumbstruck flying over Vegas. 
He’d never been in a helicopter before. This 
was the ultimate in freedom and adrenaline. 
No game he’d ever played compared to 
this. The vistas were spectacular. The sky 



was endless. The horizon was never-
ending. 

It took about thirty minutes to get into the 
Grand Canyon National Park. But once in, 
the hotshot pilot dove into the crevices and 
cracks of the national icon with the agility 
and daring of an acrobatic pilot. 

“I did three tours in Iraq!” the pilot yelled 
into the headset. “This is nothing,” he said, 
smiling at Josh. 

Soon, they were cutting through the desert 
air inside the canyon itself. Josh was 
transfixed, when the voice woke him, “Okay 
kid. This is the place. Make it quick. I don’t 
wanna lose my license!” the pilot ordered. 

Josh breathed deep and looked at the 
landscape in front of him. He reached 
beneath him and raised the cedar box, 
placing it on his legs. He pulled the plastic 



bag, with his father’s ashes in it, out of the 
box and pulled open the zip lock. He 
opened the door of the chopper and kissed 
the bag. Then he poured the contents into 
the desert air, sending his father into the 
canyon …and back to the almighty. 

“I told you I’d get you home, dad,” he said, 
under his breath. Josh watched as the 
ashes swirled beneath the chopper blades 
and evaporated into the canyon wind. 
“Enjoy hanging out with God,” he 
whispered. 

The hot shot pilot turned on a dime and 
pointed the bird back to Vegas, giving Josh 
a thrill or two in the process. 

Once on the ground, Josh thanked his 
escort and walked outside of the makeshift 
office. He knelt down and filled the bag with 
Vegas sand, until it was as full as it had 
been. He clasped the zip lock, folded it, and 



placed it back in the cedar box. This box 
was going to spend eternity in a concrete 
hole. No one would ever know the 
difference. But Josh would know that his 
father’s final resting place was someplace 
truly spiritual and sacred. He would know 
the Zack was exactly where he should be. It 
would be their secret …forever.

After getting the Mustang serviced and 
cleaned, and grabbing a cheeseburger from 
In and Out, Josh headed to Mandalay Bay, 
to finally get to the bottom of this mystery. 
He pulled the red beauty into that same 
portico. And valets swarmed the car, just as 
they had three days prior. Josh felt like a 
conquering Hero walking in this place. But 
all of the E-Gaming paraphernalia was 
gone and a new convention had taken its 
place. Josh took a deep breath and walked 
up to the front desk.

“Hello, I’m Josh Pierce. I think you guys 



have been holding some personal effects 
for me?” he asked John, the clerk. 

John immediately called for a manager, 
who spoke with Josh and then called for a 
pit boss off the floor. Josh waited under the 
Michael Jackson statue until he saw Tony 
approaching him. Tony was bald, muscular 
and very energetic. As he shook hands with 
Josh, his cologne overtook the scentscape. 
He had a thick New York accent, making 
him seem street-smart. But he was also 
very kind. Tony ushered Josh into a 
backroom, behind the check-in desk. 

Josh sat at a table, while Tony retrieved the 
items. He walked in the room with the 
backpack, some things in his other hand 
and an iPad. The sight of the backpack took 
Josh’s breath away for a tiny moment. That 
was the last item his father had carried. It 
was suddenly sacred to him. 



Tony gently and respectfully placed the bag 
on the table. “We didn’t go through anything 
inside. It’s exactly as he left it,” Tony said, 
somberly. 

Then, Tony opened the iPad. “We’ve 
watched the tape twenty times and had it 
analyzed. He wasn’t counting and he wasn’t 
working with anyone. He just got a great 
run of cards,” he explained. 

Josh wasn’t sure what Tony was talking 
about. Then Tony placed the iPad in front of 
him and pushed play on a video. It showed 
his father sitting at a blackjack table, 
shaking and fidgety. Then, he lurched up 
and ran to the bathroom. 

“She turned a jack of hearts,” Tony said. 
“It’s very plain to see,” he continued. “We 
honor our gaming here, at Mandalay Bay 
and your father won this fair and square.” 



Tony placed twelve, one thousand dollar 
chips in front of Josh. 

“We had no idea why he was leaving so 
suddenly. I think we’ve kinda pieced it 
together since. We tried to run after him and 
give him his winnings, as well as this,” he 
said, handing Josh an envelope. 

“He used it as collateral for his last marker.” 
Tony looked down and tried to be 
comforting, “I’m really sorry about your dad, 
kid. I tell ya one thing …he had balls.” 

Tony put his hand on Josh’s shoulder, and 
said, “Take all the time you need,” and 
walked out of the room. 

Josh sat staring at the stack of round 
wafers. Twelve thousand dollars. He didn’t 
know what to say or do. The he turned his 
attention to the envelope. He opened it and 
pulled out something written on yellow 



legal-pad paper, and an official document. 
He opened the legal pad and read …

Dear Joshy,
I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was sick. But I 
got the news
right after your mom left and I didn’t 
want to make things
worse for you or weird for her. I didn’t 
want her to stay 
just because she felt sorry for me. By 
the time I knew how bad it was ...
well ...I just wanted to enjoy our time left. 
And I didn’t want my 
last few days or weeks to be spent in 
some hospital room. 
I lived as long as I possibly could, Josh. 
I gave it everything
I had. Always know that. 

Joshy, the Ford Mustang convertible is 
the most badass car



ever made. It was my first ride and some 
of the best
memories of my life were made in it ...or 
someplace it took
me. It represents freedom. It can drive 
you toward something
...or away from something. Don’t spend 
your life driving
away. 

You asked me once if America was bad. 
Well, the great
thing about America is, you can make it 
whatever you want it
to be. And the great American interstate 
is a marvel. Use it
to drive toward something good; 
something real; something
beautiful. That’s why it’s there.

There’s nothing better than climbing 



behind the wheel,
dropping the top, firing up a stogie
...and hitting the open road. And if you’re 
driving that
gorgeous beast TO someone; someone 
who makes your heart beat
faster; someone who loves you, 
then ...well, the world is
just about perfect.

If you ever do find her, when you get 
there ...don’t ever let her go. And one 
day,
if you’re faced with the choice between 
being right and making love,
then for God’s sake ...be wrong. Be 
wrong every second, of
every day of your life. Just. Be. Wrong.

Josh, your mother and I BOTH love you 
more than words can



say. Love her back. She’s a good 
person. We all just get a
little lost sometimes. In our case, we 
both got lost. We stopped 
driving convertibles and jumping off 
cliffs and throwing our
fists in the air to songs on the radio and 
…well …we
stopped making love. We got more 
concerned with life, than
with living. 

Cut her as much slack as she needs. 
And she’ll need a lot.   

Finally, buddy, always know that when 
the top is down and
the sun is sinking in that western sky, 
and the song is right,
and you smell smoke in the wind …I’m 
right there with you. 
I’ll always be with you.



People die, but love never does. It goes 
on forever ...like
the lines on the highway. So, take that 
love into the world and 
maybe change whatever little bit of it 
you can along the way.

I’ve signed the car over to you. All you 
have to do is sign the title. 
I ask for ONE thing in the way of 
payment. Do something 
kind for someone. It doesn’t have to be 
big …
just a gesture to remind yourself that 
you live in 
a world full of humans …not just 
avatars. And humans sometimes need 
help. 

  
Once you do that, the road ...and the 



keys …belong to you.

Dad

Josh sat in stunned silence, tracing the 
letter with his finger and holding back tears. 
The mystery buyer had been HIM all along. 
There was no one in LA. It had all been a 
ruse to get him on the road with his father. 
And now, here he sat, the owner of the 
most badass car ever made. The title was 
his free and clear. 

Still …somehow it didn’t all add up. His 
father clearly hadn’t bought the car from Big 
Bob. Was it a gift? Was it a blackmail 
payment? 

Josh whispered to himself, “How’d you get 
the title to this thing, dad?”    



CHAPTER 30 - THREE SENTENCES …

The Ostrich boots were out of place. 

Among all the skinny jeans, vinyl shoes and 
“sustainable” casual wear, straight-up 
Ostrich cowboy boots, creased, red slacks 
with a matching jacket, a yellow shirt and a 
turquoise bolo tie, looked like a carnival 
show entering the room. The young 
professionals gazed in wonder, as if they 
were seeing a wild animal at the zoo. With 
every step those boots took, more texts and 
instant messenges got sent throughout the 
office space with the glass walls, and more 
curious 20-somethings peered out to get a 
look at the spectacle. 

“I’m here to see Astin Jessup,” the southern 
accent bellowed.  



The receptionist looked up into the eyes of 
the red-faced mountain of a man in front of 
her. He was physically imposing, holding a 
huge Stetson cowboy hat in his right hand, 
a rolled-up stack of papers in the other and 
filling the room with sharp, overpowering 
cologne. 

“I’m sorry sir, do you have an appointment 
with Mr Jessup? He’s the owner of …” 
before she finished, he cut her off …

“I don’t need an appointment. He’ll see me 
any time,” the mountain retorted. “This will 
explain everything,” he said, holding up the 
rolled-up papers. 

The receptionist was actually frightened. 
This huge man was from another time when 
big men were violent and intractable. His 
voice made her stomach shake. He wasn’t 
pleasant and he wasn’t leaving. His sheer 
force of will caused her to send him to 



Astin’s personal assistant, Darci. As he was 
walking back to the billionaire eagle’s nest, 
she sent Darci a text …

Receptionist: This man is SOOOO scary. I 
didn’t know what to do. 

Darci: Seriously? Astin is going to kill me …
AND you! LOL No worries - I’ll take care of 
it.

“Oh my God …you’re the guy who throws 
money in the air. I know you,” Darci said to 
the hulk, as he was walking up to her. She 
was trying a tactic of familiarity. If she could 
get him to soften and smile and interact 
with her, maybe she could kindly talk him 
into leaving and making an appointment. 
Then, it would be easy for Astin to literally 
never be available or never be in the 
country …even if he was. All she needed to 
do was a little jiu jitsu for a few minutes. 



The red-suited continent of a man wasn’t 
buying it. He remained stone-faced and 
reiterated his business, “I’m here to see 
Astin Jessup. And I ain’t leaving till I see 
him. I won’t be calling to make an 
appointment, cause he’ll never be 
available,” he said; words rolling off his 
tongue like molasses. “I know how all this 
works. I haven’t been available for years …
to certain people,” he winked. “I need ten 
minutes and it’ll all make sense. But he IS 
gonna see me. And this document says he 
will,” he said, ominously.

Darci got a chill down her spine. Was Astin 
in danger? What was going on here? She 
nodded and scampered into his office, 
interrupting his viewing session with his two 
cronies, Charlie and Jesse. They were re-
watching the E-Games wrap-up on Astin’s 
huge computer screen. 

“I think he called himself Broke Fang? 



Broken Fang? Something like that? He 
literally took Mister MR to the woodshed on 
his own platform. But that ghosting feature 
is seriously cool. I think it changes the 
whole complexion of gaming and makes it 
sort of multi-dimensional. It’s like playing 
chess on three different boards,” Charlie 
was explaining to Astin. 

Darci interrupted, “Astin …I have no idea 
what this is about but this guy kinda scares 
me. I think you might want to meet with him. 
But I’m gonna call Bruce to come float 
around here just in case. He says there’s a 
document or something, you need to see,” 
she rattled off, nervously. 

Astin was agitated. He didn’t like surprises. 
But he noticed the red suit and the Stetson 
through the glass. “Hey, isn’t that the guy 
who throws money in the air?” he chuckled. 

“Yeah …I think that’s him,” Darci answered. 



“Oh I gotta hear this,” Astin said, in a 
punkish way. 

Astin motioned for the man to come in. As 
he entered, Astin walked over to greet him. 
Both men shook and put hands on each 
other’s shoulders. Obviously, they both 
knew the drill: the first person to touch the 
other’s shoulder was the alpha. It’s a 
classic power move. In this case, they did it 
at the same time. 

“You’re Big Bob!” Astin said, gregariously. 
“We all watch your commercials around 
here and love em!” Astin said, deceptively. 

“Well, that’s what I’m here to discuss with 
you,” Bob retorted. “Doing some advertising 
with your company,” he continued. 

Astin took a breath and raised his 
eyebrows. He was about to have to deliver 



some bad news. 

“Well, unfortunately, Mr …I don’t know your 
last name …can I just call you Bob?” he 
asked. 

“Simpson. My name is Robert Simpson. 
You can call me Mr Simpson,” Bob retorted, 
smacking the boy down. 

Astin was now pissed. Nobody 
disrespected him in HIS office. Clearly this 
man had no idea who he was. His nice-face 
dropped and he got down to business. 

“Well …Bob …” he said, throwing it back in 
his face, “We don’t do local advertising 
here. This is multinational, global 
enterprise. We work in conjunction with 
major brands all over the planet. We 
interface with blockbuster, Hollywood films, 
popular video games, internationally known 
athletes and rock stars. We wouldn’t take 



your business, no matter how much money 
you paid us. We just don’t do it,” he 
explained, wrapping this up tightly. 

“Oh …I won’t be paying for it, son. You will,” 
Bob retorted.

Astin’s face went cold. He pressed the 
button under the desk and Bruce parked 
himself outside the door. “What do you 
mean, I will?” Astin inquired. 

Bob threw the rolled up documents on 
Astin’s desk. “Read that sentence right 
there,” he asked. 

Bob’s large finger pointed to a tiny sentence 
at the bottom of what looked like a contract 
of some kind. The type was so small on 
these contracts …it was almost impossible 
to see. 

“Look real close, kid,” Bob said, 



condescendingly. 

“Wait, this is Zack Pierce’s termination 
contract,” Astin said, scanning the 
document. “What does that have to do with 
…” and then he saw it. Two tiny sentences 
added to the Liabilities and Waivers clause: 

“Upon the execution of this contract, 
Sterling advertising assigns full partnership 
of the company to Robert Simpson (aka Big 
Bob), giving him top priority for any and all 
advertising he requires. Astin Jessup 
personally assumes full and complete 
financial responsibility for any and all 
monies spent, with no limit or spending 
cap.” 

Astin’s blood ran cold. This was some 
fraudulent move he hadn’t been told about. 
He was breathing hard, his nostrils flaring 
and his face was in full game mode.



“I don’t know what you and that asshole are 
trying to pull, but it will not work. There is no 
way on planet earth I’m giving you 
partnership in this company. This is 
completely ridiculous. It’s not gonna happen 
…EVER! I will sue you to the moon and 
back, BOB …” before he could go any 
further, Bob butted in, smiling …

“Oh …you gonna sue me? I was kinda 
hoping you’d say that,” he said with a sly 
grin. “You should read that little part down 
here under legal considerations:

“In the event Sterling Advertising or Astin 
Jessup or anyone affiliated with Sterling 
Advertising et al, file legal proceedings 
against Robert Simpson, Astin Jessup will 
compensate Robert Simpson the sum of no 
less than one million dollars and hereby 
agrees to pay all legal fees that may be 
incurred by Mr Simpson …plus the sum of 
one million dollars to a charity of Mr 



Simpson’s choice.” 

Astin was incredulous and seething. “Darci 
…get me Banderman in here …NOW!” he 
screamed into the touch screen. 

“Wait here, Mr Simpson. We’ll just see 
about this,” he rattled off, as he grabbed the 
documents and raced out the glass doors, 
toward the conference room. 

Jack Banderman, the legal guru of Sterling 
Advertising, rushed into the conference 
room. He was casual and calm, with 
tousled hair and an open collar laying 
loosely over his jacket lapel. “What’s up 
chief?” he quipped to Astin. 

“What in the hell is this?” Astin slammed the 
documents on the conference table. 

Jack picked them up and glanced. “Looks 
like a standard termination document. We 



use em all the time,” he retorted. 

“Look at the sentence here,” he pointed at 
the waivers and liabilities addition. 

Banderman read it calmly. Then he 
laughed. “The only person who can execute 
something like that would be you and you 
would never sign something like this,” he 
retorted. 

Astin dropped his head, “What if I did?” he 
asked, sheepishly. 

Banderman’s eyes perked up. “What if you 
DID?” he asked. “Um …please tell me you 
didn’t. But if you did, hypothetically, we 
would just say there were no witnesses and 
it wasn’t notarized …we could claim duress 
or something …”

“What if there were witnesses and it WAS 
notarized?” Astin asked slowly. 



“What the hell, Astin? Surely you didn’t sign 
this …” Banderman pleaded. He paced the 
room and collected his thoughts, “Okay …
well …we’d just have to sue the guy. It 
would cost you some money, but geez, you 
could basically bury him in legal fees. You 
could drag it out for years and bankrupt him 
in the process,” Jack said, confidently. 

Astin looked like a little boy, with his head 
down. “Look at this sentence,” he said, 
defeated. 

Banderman read the legal considerations 
clause and his eyes widened. “Bro …what 
did you do?” he asked, nervously. “Why are 
you signing stuff without me in the room, 
Astin!? You’ve got shareholders and a 
board to answer to. This is a standard 
termination contract for God’s sake and you 
let some two-bit hack bring down this 
company with THREE sentences, tucked in 



the verbiage?!?!?! What are you, three?!?!” 
Banderman was upset and rubbing his 
head. He was thinking of a way to void this 
contract. 

“Okay, okay …Look, Pierce obviously 
slipped this in at the last minute as some 
kind of ‘screw you’ to the company. This 
won’t hold up in court. We just need to get 
HIM in here and sue HIM. He doesn’t have 
any protections for that in this contract …
THAT I KNOW OF!” he yelled at Astin.

Astin shot a text to Charlie, “get Zack 
Pierce on the phone and get him in here 
ASAP!” 

“I’m gonna bury this guy. He was an 
asshole when he was here and he’s an 
asshole now and he will not get away with 
this!” Astin ranted.

Just then, Charlie Franks opened the door 



to the conference room. His face was 
ashen and his brows were furrowed. 

“Zack Pierce died in Los Angeles two days 
ago …” his voice trailed off, as he stepped 
back out of the room. 

Astin slowly walked back into his office and 
breathed deeply. The room was spinning 
and he couldn’t believe this turn of events. 

“Look …Mr Simpson …”

“Call me Bob, son. After all …we’re partners 
now,” Bob said, with a smile. 

“I’m hoping you can take a reasonable 
approach to this and understand that …” 
before Astin could finish, Bob interrupted 
again. 

“I don’t want yer company, son. I just want 
some good ads that’ll get my business back 



on track …and enough money to retire on,” 
he said in a wink. 

Astin dropped his head. He knew he’d been 
beaten. “I’m gonna connect you with 
Keenan. He’s our creative guy. He’ll talk to 
you about what kind of ads you want to run 
and when you want to …” Astin trailed off. 

“Well, I’m definitely thinking American Idol 
finale and Super Bowl,” Bob said.

Astin smiled weakly. Of course he was 
going to say that.

“Just out of curiosity,” Astin inquired, “What 
did he get for this?” 

Bob looked down and stroked the Stetson. 
He smiled, remembering Zack. “A car,” he 
said. 

Astin’s face went white. “One …car?” he 



asked indignantly. 

“One car,” Bob replied. “Let’s go find 
Keenan. I got some ideas,” Bob said, rising 
from the uber-hip, six-thousand-dollar office 
chair. 

As he openned the door to enter the 
hallway, he looked down at the contract, 
then back at Astin and said, “You know …
you should really read these things before 
you sign ‘em.”

Astin’s face fell and the two sauntered over 
to Keenan’s office. 

“Keenan, this is Mr Simpson. Give him 
anything he wants,” Astin said, sadly. 

Bob entered the office of the Asian-looking 
ad guru, and took a seat. Keenan had no 
idea what was going on. He was sitting 
across from the man he’d made fun of so 



many times. What was happening? 

“So …we’re going to do some ads with 
you?” Keenan said, reluctantly. 

“Yep,” Bob replied. 

Keenan pulled up an empty screen on his 
iPad, to take notes. 

“Okay …um …so what kind of things are 
you thinking?” he asked. 

Bob smiled big and his eyes got wide …

“How do you feel about monkeys and 
marching bands?”  

CHAPTER 31 - KYRIE …

Slot machines were going off around him. 



The bells and roulette wheels and clanging, 
from every imaginable angle, blared in 
Josh’s face. He hadn’t really noticed it the 
last time he was there. He was too busy. 
Now, as he stood in line at the money-
changing window, he had time to actually 
take in what Vegas was all about. 

He stepped up to the window and handed 
the teller the twelve medallions. She very 
matter-of-factly pulled twelve stacks of ten, 
one-hundred-dollar bills out of the drawer 
and counted them to him. He stared at the 
ease at which the money came out and 
how desensitized the tellers were to how 
much money they constantly handled. Josh 
was actually underaged and wouldn’t even 
be allowed to buy a drink here. But nobody 
seemed to care. He stood, watching his 
father’s perfect run of cards turning into 
cash, when he saw her …



Days earlier, she had been in a yellow, 
form-fitting dress. Today, the color was red. 
She sat in the bar of Rhythm and Riffs, next 
to a man in his mid-to-late fifties. He was 
balding on top of his head, and his side fills 
were all gray. He was wearing a sport jacket 
with a white golf shirt underneath. They 
were both laughing and talking and acting 
like nothing was going on. She occasionally 
darted her eyes around the room, making 
sure she wasn’t being watched. She took 
another drink of whatever it was he had 
bought her, and threw her head back in 
laughter at his obvious joke. 

The sight of it turned Josh’s stomach. He 
looked down at his stacks of cash and 
exited the line. The teller yelled to him as he 
was about to walk away, “I’d hide that in 
your backpack.” Josh nodded, unzipped the 
top and tucked the stacks inside his father’s 
backpack. Then, he walked through the 
casino, directly into the open air bar, 



straight up to the girl in the red dress. 

“I’ll give you a thousand dollars to not work 
tonight,” he blurted out.

She and her much older date were 
completely taken aback. She lurched 
backwards and looked Josh up and down. 
“Um …excuse me? Who are you? What are 
you talking about?”

“I’ll give you a thousand dollars to leave and 
go home tonight and not come back here,” 
he pressed. 

She softened and her eyes fell, “I don’t  …I 
don’t …know what you …” before she could 
finish, the man at her side butted in …

“Hey kid, are you even old enough to be in 
here? You need to move on and let the 
adults do whatever adults do …”



Josh turned to him stone-faced, and said, 
coldly, “I’m not talking to you.” Then he 
turned back to her, “Okay …two thousand,” 
he said. 

She gasped and buried her head in her 
hand. What was this boy doing?

“Okay …what is this? Some kind of scam to 
get the price up? Cause I’m not 
participating in this. We had an 
arrangement you little whore …” the man 
half yelled. 

Josh turned to him again, “I said, I’m. Not. 
Talking. To. You. I’m offering the lady a deal. 
You have suddenly become unnecessary in 
OUR conversation,” Josh said, with his 
eyes stone-cold. 

“See? THIS is what is wrong with you kids 
today. Absolutely no respect for people 
older than you. You all wanna save the 



world or the trees or some shit. You think 
you’re all so much better than …” before he 
could finish, Josh butted in …

“You’re trying to buy sex from someone half 
your age. By all means. Let’s have a 
conversation about how I should respect 
you,” Josh said directly to his face. 

The man slammed his drink down and 
walked off in a huff. “I’m outta here. Drinks 
are on you, punk,” he quipped as he 
stormed off. 

Josh turned back to the girl, “So do we 
have a deal? Two thousand to leave and 
not come back tonight?” 

Her eyes were darting around and she was 
trying not to get emotional. “So what if I go 
home tonight? I still have to live. I’ll just 
have to come back tomorrow. I have a 
three-year-old son. My husband left me six 



months ago. And Wendy’s doesn’t quite 
take care of our needs, ya know?” she 
explained. 

“What would take care of your needs? What 
would it take to get you out of this?” he 
asked. 

A tear welled up in her eye and she replied, 
“I dunno.” Then she broke a little, “I’ve …
I’ve …been thinking about taking my son to 
San Diego and moving back in with my 
mom. You know …I could maybe finish 
nursing school …”

“What’s your name by the way?” he asked, 
“And what would it take to make that 
happen?” 

In the middle of the bar, the girl started 
crying. “Tiffany. My name is Tiffany,” she 
replied. “I dunno …maybe ten thousand 
dollars? We could get the car fixed and get 



the rent paid up, pay off some bills and get 
out of here …maybe. It’s just a lot to think 
about …” Tiffany trailed off. 

“Okay …here’s two thousand to go home 
for the night. And here’s ten thousand to get 
out of here and back to San Diego,” he 
said, pulling out the stacks of cash.

Tiffany’s eyes widened and she looked 
around, putting his hands full of cash, 
down. It looked like an open proposition 
from a minor. “What are you doing? You 
can’t flash that kinda cash around here! You 
wanna get rolled and left for dead?” she 
scolded. 

Josh persisted, “Look …do we have a 
deal?”    

“Why me? There’s at least fifty girls working 
in this room right now. Why would you do 
this for me?” she asked, with tears welling 



up.

Josh thought and looked down. Then he 
looked her in the eyes and said, “Because 
you’re the one in front of me.” 

Tiffany grabbed a beverage napkin from the 
bar and wiped her tears. Then she hugged 
Josh. As she pulled away, he took the 
stacks and very stealthily dropped them in 
her oversized purse. “San Diego?” he said, 
in a question.

She smiled through her tears, nodded and 
answered, “San Diego.” She wiped her 
eyes, grabbed a twenty out of her purse 
and laid it on the bar. “I’ll get the drinks,” 
she said, in a half laugh. 

“I gotta go,” Josh said. 

“Walk me out?” Tiffany asked. “I gotta get 
an Uber home. I made a deal,” she said 



through her drying tears. 

She took Josh’s arm and escorted him 
through the casino. The two walked quietly 
and didn’t say a word. But he could feel her 
gratitude and …maybe even …her love. 
She took out her phone, pounded the 
screen with her manicured thumbs. And by 
the time they reached the front entrance, a 
blue hybrid was there to pick her up. Just 
before Tiffany got in the Uber. She turned to 
Josh and said, “When I’m telling my son 
about the man who changed our lives, what 
name do I give him?” 

Josh smiled at her and said, “Tell him it was 
a gift from Zack …Zack Pierce.” 

Tiffany climbed in the backseat of the Uber, 
blew Josh a tearful kiss, and rolled away. 
Just then, the red Mustang pulled up. Josh 
handed the valet a ten and jumped behind 
the wheel. As he was pulling onto the Strip, 



he saw a strip mall on his right. He wheeled 
around and pulled in. A “Smart Phone Sale” 
sign floated above one of the stores. Right 
next to it, “Sublime Tattoo Parlor” was 
flashing in neon. Josh sat in the parking lot 
and stared at the two signs. Then he got out 
and walked in …

The sun was starting to wane over the 
west. The red Mustang pulled into a gas 
station to fill up. Josh went inside, paid in 
cash, and came out to fill the beast. Just 
then, a panel truck pulled up next to him. It 
had animals painted on the side, and above 
them, the words: “Critter Gitter.” A pudgy, 
gray-haired man got out and started 
pumping his gas. Josh was curious …

“So, what’s in the truck?” Josh asked the 
old man. 

“Rattlesnake. I pulled him out of a pool 
house in Henderson,” the old man replied, 



with a Slim Pickens accent. “Wanna pet 
him?” he laughed. 

Josh laughed along with the good-natured 
man. He stretched his back, looked around 
the landscape and replied, “Nah …my dad 
used to say …don’t ever get cute with a 
rattlesnake.” 

The old man gigged and replied, “Smart 
man, right there.” 

“Hey, which way to Phoenix?” Josh asked. 

“Well, you put Phoenix in yer phone and a 
real nice British lady tells you where to go,” 
he quipped. 

Josh laughed and replied, “Fair enough. But 
let’s say someone didn’t have a phone. 
How would they do it?” he asked. 

The old man pointed to the traffic light, just 



on the other side of the overpass. “You go 
down there and if you take a left, you’ll drive 
all the way to California. If you take a right, 
it’ll take you east till you see Phoenix 
signs,” he answered. 

Josh nodded. “Thank you. Have a good 
day!” he saluted. 

The old man saluted back, cranked the 
engine and rolled away. The thought of 
what was in that truck made Josh shake his 
head. 

Josh pulled the Mustang to the side of the 
parking lot. He opened the trunk and 
arranged the items in a cardboard box: His 
father’s backpack, the bottle of bourbon, the 
letter and title to the car, the broken 
rattlesnake fang (he’d removed at Jay’s), 
the cedar box …and his father’s ball cap 
and sunglasses. As he was about to close 
the trunk, he stopped and looked back 



inside. He grabbed the ball cap and then 
closed the trunk. 

Josh sat behind the wheel; engine revving. 
He lit a cigar and blew smoke into the 
desert sky. Then, he punched the cassette 
player knob. The last song on his father’s 
“awesome mix tape” started with a swirly 
sound and a ghostly tenor singing out some 
weird word. It didn’t make sense at first. 
Then, sharp, punchy synthesizers started 
pulsing into the soundscape. 

“The wind blows hard against this 
mountainside …across the sea into my soul 
…”

This sounded vaguely familiar. He thought 
he’d heard it before. 

“It reaches in to where I cannot hide …
setting my feet up on the road …”



Josh very deliberately and sacredly placed 
his father’s Bears ball cap on his head and 
adjusted it to his own comfort. Just then, 
the guitars blasted through the dusk and 
sent chills down Josh’s spine. He stared at 
the traffic light and pondered. After the 
chopper flight, servicing the car, a burger 
and a few other items, Josh had four 
hundred dollars in his pocket. If he turned 
right - LA. If he turned left - Phoenix.

Joshua Carson Pierce - rattlesnake fighter, 
parking-lot brawler, problem solver, map 
reader, life saver, life changer,  internet star, 
ultimate War God, classic car owner …and 
lover of one woman - heard the huge 
chorus start, “Kyrie Eleison down the road 
that I must travel. Kyrie Eleison through the 
darkness of the night …”

He had no idea what those words meant. 
But he felt power surging through his body. 
He fixed his eyes, puffed the cigar and 



simply said, “East.” Then he gunned the Cid 
Holly toward the traffic light. When it turned 
green …Josh wheeled the beauty to the 
right. 

Out on the highway, he passed cars and 
maneuvered toward open road. Then he 
gunned the engine and headed toward 
something beautiful. He imagined his father, 
in another universe, somewhere; cigar in 
his lips, behind the wheel of a pristine 
Mustang, driving toward something …not 
away from something. Toward love. 
Definitely toward love. Josh’s heart raced 
and his adrenaline surged. He had learned 
how to live …and learned how to die. And 
for the first time in his life …He. Feared. 
Nothing. 

As the track broke down and modulated 
and the chorus lifted higher and higher, 
Josh tore the bandage off the inside of his 
left forearm, sat up in the seat, and gunned 



the beautiful beast. He lifted his left fist 
defiantly and yelled to the universe, 
“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” 

Tattooed on the inside of his forearm were 
two words: Eight Rules. 

A single tear rolled down his face, as Mr 
Mister sang him on. He pounded the 
steering wheel to the music and chased the 
gorgeous, endless black ribbon called the 
great American interstate, toward his 
beautifully uncertain future, driving the most 
badass car ever made …into his own, new, 
waiting adventure. 

THE END.  
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