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 “It is only by imitating the vices of others that I have earned my mis-
fortunes.” 
 ― Marquis de Sade 
 
 
 “There is nowhere to go but everywhere, so just keep on rolling un-
der the stars.”  
 —Jack Kerouac 
 
“Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road,     
 Healthy, free, the world before me,  
The long brown path before me leading wherever I    
  choose.”  
 —Walt Whitman 
  



 
 

  

 
OPENING WARNING—DON‘T SKIP 
 
 (I mean it: if you read nothing else—and you would be 
well advised to do just that—read this here.) 
 
 You don‘t know about me without you have read a 
book—or three—by the name of Wendell and Tyler, with 
different, equally annoying, subtitles. Those books were 
made by Mr. James Kincaid, or so he says, but he lies a 
lot. That is nothing. I never seen anybody but lied, one time 
or another, without it was Wendell or maybe some of the 
people what we met, he and I, on our trip—and Wendell’s 
mom. But none of that matters. 
 The only reason I am here is that I appear, as does 
Wendell, in the early part of this book, as if you knew who 
the hell we were and might as well just go shoot yourself 
if you don’t. Of course you are welcome to read those 
three books about us—don’t pretend that you have, as 
sales figures still haven’t reached double digits—and find 
out. If you really can’t afford them, Wendell’s mom will 
send them to you, along with some personal advice, all for 
free. And the advice will be worth absorbing. 
 But none of that is why I am here—responding to a 
plea from my friend Polly, who is not really a doofus, even 
if she did latch onto Bert for this adventure and trails be-
hind her some beliefs that are—well, you’ll see. And Bert 
is OK, better than that in some departments (looks). He 
does suffer from a self-esteem that plunges way beneath 
the Mariana Trench, but that’s an amiable weakness, I ex-
pect, were it not also the consequence of a disease or 
something.  



 Polly asked me—here is the meaty part—if I would ex-
plain what Wendell and I did last summer, as it sets up the 
stuff which that ass Kincaid took down and then sets out 
for you as his own, plagiarizing prick. 
 What we did, me and Wendell—though it was Wendell 
and his mom who instigated it—was cruise all summer 
long in this luxury van coast to coast across the country, 
taking the southern route, I guess you could say, so we 
could stare bigotry and hardship straight in the face, aban-
doning our coddled illusions. We ended up learning a lot, 
real and true, making some fine friends, causing little harm 
(I hope), doing less good, and getting home safe. And in 
the process, me and Wendell, we ... Well, you don’t need 
to know about that. I’ve said too much as it is, so just go 
ahead and read on about Polly and Bert. Or don’t. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

IT BEGINS 
 

 “Hey, Wendell!” 
 “Hi, Bert!” 
 “Hi!” 
 “Did you want something, Bert? I notice you’re standing in front 
of me. Not that I’m in a hurry or anything.” 
 “Sorry. I’m always doing stuff like that. You’re probably busy.” 
 “Nope.” 
 “Anyhow, you know that trip you and Tyler took, Wendell?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Of course you do. Anyhow, Wendell—you don’t mind me ask-
ing?” 
 “Bert, you can ask me anything. I’m yours.” 
 “Yeah. What I wanted to ask was whether you knew Polly Ran-
dolph.”  
 “That real pretty girl with the ...” 
 “Yeah, that’s her.” 
 “Uh-huh. I know who she is. Do you want me to get Tyler to set 
you up for a date?” 
 “Would she? But no, not that exactly. Besides, Polly’d never go 
on a date with me. You know that.” 
 Maybe Wendell did know that, but he wouldn’t be the one to say 
so. He also wouldn’t be the one to tell Bert he would never get any-
where until he could find a way to raise his confidence level. Left 
holding the bag, there wasn’t a lot Wendell could say—so he did: “I 
see what you mean—only I don’t.” 
 “You got this period free, Wendell? I’ll buy you a soda. If you 
don’t mind spending a little time, you know.” 
 “I’m free, but I only do heavy stuff, Bert. Buy me a snort.” 
 “C’mon, Wendell, everybody knows you’re ...” 
 “Everybody knows what?—that I’m what?” 
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 “Tell you the truth, I don’t think anybody knows anything about 
you, not since last summer.” 
 “OK—since our road trip. So, what’s that have to do with Polly? 
Anyhow, yeah, I would love a coke. But are you OK, Bert? Your face 
is twitching.” 
 “It is? Oh, no. Sorry. It’s these exercises I do to keep from ... I 
didn’t mean to display them.” 

 
 
 So, they headed off to the snack bar, these two mismatched boys. 
But how mismatched? Well, if I’m not sure, how can I tell you so 
you’d understand? I can say this much: their differences were nothing 
if not fundamental. That’ll be of some help, as you’d never know it 
from looking at a snapshot Uncanny, almost, that they looked so 
much alike. Not just because they were young, no deformities, white, 
dressed as they should be. What I mean to say is that it’s not often 
you would find two kids—not identical—sharing so much in good 
looks. Picture them. You can do it, I’m sure. Just go to it. You’re 
better at that sort of thing than I and have more interest in teen boys. 
 As for sexual feeling between them—to burrow down to the 
level where your curiosity lives—I think such tingling is always there 
between two beings of that age and quality. I know that’s an annoying 
thing to say, but I accept it as part of my duty to irritate. They were 
what they were. Leave it at that. Fill in the blanks as we stroll along. 
 In any case, right now Bert had his mind set on other matters, 
while Wendell was allowing himself to be dragged along. Bert in-
tended to ask for help with Polly (whom you’ll meet). As you yourself 
were about to remark, Bert wanted more than that from Wendell, 
much of which he hadn’t let himself recognize You’ll see it before he 
does. As for Wendell, he was probably just being his usual agreeable 
self. That your analysis? Maybe you’re right. But you’re the one say-
ing that something about him acted like a magnet on others, you in-
cluded. Not all others, some, you say, being unthreatened by his—
whatever it was. 
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 Bert started right in.  
 “Don’t be scared, Wendell, but I’ve always wanted to be like 
you. Really, for a long time, but for sure since you and Tyler took off 
together. That sure was something. Of course, it’s just a dream for 
me, but still ...” 
 Wendell, maybe to his credit, wasn’t scared. He did sort of wish 
he wasn’t there across from this bedazzled one, staring at an undrunk 
coke, but it wasn’t in him to get up and leave. 
 “You want to be like me? Why would you want that? You mean 
because my mom has all that money and no good sense?” 
 “I don’t care about that. I don’t mean money, which my ass par-
ents have, too, or your looks either. Or you mom, who I’m sure is 
superior. Don’t be mad. I’m not trying to seduce you.” 
 “OK.” 
 “It’s the way you have of—like Ms. McConnell says in English 
class—navigating the world. I admire that. You know what I mean?” 
 Wendell had no idea, of course, hoped Bert was talking about 
the details of last summer’s trip but also knew he wasn’t, that it was 
something more. Wendell had become much better at the personal 
since his trip, less wary, but still had this instinct to sidestep, at least 
short-circuit, talk that threatened to go very far inside. Besides, there 
seemed no possible destination for Bert’s particular inquiry that 
wasn’t, at a minimum, embarrassing. 
 “OK, Bert. I follow you. No need to explain. How can I help?” 
 “That’s just what I mean.” 

 
 
 Wendell, like I say, had grown in confidence over the past year, 
his tie to Tyler had given him a strength he had never known. His 
confidence still had the tendency to sink, but Tyler was a corrective 
to all that: “Goddamn it, Wendell, stop that shit! You may think it’s 
sexy, and it may be, but it’s even more annoying.”  
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 Still, it was as if their love bolstered only a small part of the boy, 
his heart. When he was away from Tyler, Wendell became nearly 
what he had been before—uncertain, kind, defenseless. Maybe it was 
this that Bert recognized, as if looking in a mirror. 
 But it was an odd reflecting, a funhouse mirror. Wendell was not 
afflicted, as was Bert, with a most severe case of social anxiety dis-
order, meaning that he suffered terribly in social situations but also in 
anticipating such situations, to the point where he would often go to 
great lengths to avoid them. You can google if you want to know 
more, but I think you get it. Wendell’s shyness was more like mod-
esty, almost self-assurance; Bert drifted in a nightmare that was en-
veloping him—not inevitably the same, but always there or about to 
descend. He had learned, through his doc, a few devices, maneuvers 
more like, that lessened the problems, at least their deepest severity. 
But still, there he was. 
 You can maybe guess, then, how courageous was his determina-
tion to launch this venture. 

 
 
 “That’s what you mean, Bert? When you said that—what you 
mean, you know. I’m sorry, but I don’t have any idea. . . Tell me what 
it is you mean—wait, don’t. Let’s move on. What do you want help 
with? That’s what we should do. Progress!” 
 “I agree, Wendell. You’re always ...” 
 Just then, thank all the gods, who should appear but Tyler, un-
smiling (as always) but clearly drawn to Wendell, edging close next 
to him, as if her body were a flesh-seeking missile. 
 “What the fuck you doing with a coke, Wendell? Plumping your 
fat ass again when I’m not looking? Hi, Bert.” 
 Wendell reacted as if he had been months in a lifeboat and had 
just spotted shore. Bert initiated a move, maybe to hug someone, but 
managed only to upset his coke—not too badly, not on anyone’s lap. 
 “Hi, Tyler. I didn’t know you knew my name. Sorry.” 
 “Well, I do. Don’t worry about the slop.” 
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 “Yeah.” 
 “Wendell giving you advice on how to win over the hot babes?” 
 “I was about to ask him about that, Tyler. How did you know? 
You and Wendell are like magic.” 
 Even Tyler was benumbed by that, just squirmed and stared at 
Bert. 
 Thirty seconds went by with nothing happening—which doesn’t 
sound like a long time until you’ve been trapped inside it, like a target 
in a shooting gallery, mesmerized but nervous as hell. 
 Tyler, of course, was first to recover. 
 “So, Bert, what the hell did you really want? And why choose 
Wendell? Tips on how to dress for less, how to sing off key, how to 
—” 
 Wendell, knowing what was coming, cut in—“play basketball.” 
 Tyler looked at him with what she hoped was contempt.  
 Bert, catching none of this, “I was going to ask Wendell what 
his secret was for ...” 
 Even Bert could see that this was loading Tyler’s rifle, so he be-
gan again, blundering into the truth. “I wanted to know more about 
your great trip, so I could, you know, even ...” 
 Wendell knew not to wait for Tyler. “Even what, Bert?” 
 Bert looked alarmingly blank for a minute and then, “Well, you 
know, I thought I might even ask—well ...” 
 Tyler was not to be forestalled. “Ask what? Of who—whom?” 
 “Well, ask somebody if she or he wouldn’t like to do something 
like that this summer, the one coming up—like your trip.” 
 “You wanted to ask Wendell?” Tyler seemed genuinely mysti-
fied. 
 “Wendell? No, not that that wouldn’t be great.” 
 Silence.  
 “Did you want to borrow our maps and stuff?” Wendell finally 
asked, just to have something to say. 
 “That’d be great, Wendell—but I think I pretty much know 
where you went—up north a little bit, at first, then back down and 
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east, wavering around, then south and more east, like that, a southern 
route. I have a pretty good idea of where you went—heard about it, 
you know.” 
 “So, Bert baby, what did you want to worm out of us? Intimate 
secrets, gas mileage data, spiritual uplift?” 
 “Well, Tyler—and Wendell—I was wondering how you two 
teamed up—at starting, I mean.” 
 Silence. 
 “I guess that’s pretty personal.” 
 “No, it isn’t. I mean, that’s OK, but why do you want to know 
that?” Tyler asked. “I mean, I don’t think we know ourselves. It just 
happened. I know that’s feeble, but it’s so.” 
 “Like it was foreordained! By the gods of lust!” Wendell said. 
 “Shut up, Wendell!” 
 Silence for a minute, then, from both Wendell and Tyler: 
 “Well, Bert?” 
 “Could you tell me how I might get Polly—you know her, I’m 
sure—to go along with me on a trip similar to the one you guys took? 
Not identical but a trip like yours, you know. I realize it’s—well, im-
probable.” 
 Silence. Wonder of wonders, Bert jumped back in to clarify. 
 “I thought I could get my parents to rent a camper—like you had, 
you know—and fund a trip—they’re rich—like you took. I think they 
would, you know, and if I could get Polly to go along, you see, then 
it’d be ...” 
 “Wild?” said Tyler. 
 “Heaven!” said Wendell. 
 “Yeah,” said Bert. 
 Silence again—then Tyler, almost quietly, as if urging, “Bert, 
how about backing up a little, think about the trip first and not so 
much the companion. You see what I mean? It could be anybody at 
all, Polly maybe and, you know, maybe not, maybe another? One 
thing at a time. First, maybe permission—the camper, the money.” 
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 Bert didn’t seem to respond at all, so Tyler went on, much more 
gently than you’d suppose. “Cast your net widely? Could be anybody. 
I sort of think Polly’s tied up this summer. I believe I heard that. Even 
if not, it’s the whole summer, and maybe ...” 
 “She wouldn’t want to be with me?” 
 Even Tyler wasn’t prepared to let that grenade go off. “Hell, 
Bert, I was thinking that she was—oh, you know—just not the person 
who would do that. Perhaps. Not that I know, of course. It’s just only 
a special sort of person would find all that right down her alley. In a 
general sense. Has nothing to do with you. Polly has those parents, 
you know. Even she’s not free of—you know—all that Christian 
stuff.” 
 Maybe Bert noticed that Tyler said nothing about how sure she 
was Polly would love to go were she able to run away from parental 
influence for the whole summer. Fact is, Tyler figured the reason 
Polly’d not go was only in part her evangelical corruption. She prob-
ably also regarded Bert as somewhere below zero on her counter. But 
Tyler could be wrong here.  
 I think it’s time to say again that Bert was not ugly—was what 
you’d maybe call a pretty-boy—and had nothing criminal in his back-
ground or makeup. But, like we said, he had that genuine disorder, 
which meant he possessed none of those things likely to win the re-
gard of a peer: decisiveness, aplomb, ready wit, ease, indifference to 
public opinion. But, then, we could be wrong. I know you yourself 
have been prone to making judgments that are rash and premature, so 
just hang on. 
 Anyhow, Bert was either so unready with other names or so set 
on Polly that Tyler’s evasion did not escape him. And his face showed 
it so plainly he left her no choice, short of just walking away, so she 
switched fields. 
 “Let me talk to Polly, see about proceeding, Bert. Hell, she might 
be ... What do I know? Let me give it a go—as fucking Wendell says.” 
 “God, would you do that?” 
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 He seemed as if he’d like to grab Tyler, somehow show his ap-
preciation, possibly by way of leaning over and touching her some-
where. Luckily, Wendell noticed and interfered. 
 “Just sit down, Bert—that’s a good boy.” 
 Both Tyler and Bert looked at Wendell as if he’d been taken over 
by an impersonator, but it worked—Bert quieted himself and they 
parted, Wendell and Bert to some class or other, Tyler to seek out 
Polly. 

 
 
 “Hey, Polly.” 
 “Hey, Tyler. You on your way to Sociology?” 
 “Yeah, but why don’t we cut and talk instead.” 
 “Well, OK, Tyler. Whatever you say.” 
 “Whatever I say? Whooie, Polly. You’re growing wings. You 
want a soda?” 
 “No, and neither do you.” 
 “OK, smart-ass, so let’s just go sit down, smoke some weed.” 
 “Sure, Tyler. You got me pegged.” 
 Anyhow, they did—sit down. 
 “So, Polly. You know Bert—right?” 
 “Bert? There are so many people named Bert, Tyler. Famous 
ones, too.” 
 “Really, Polly—I can’t think of any, none Biblical—though 
maybe you can fill me in. Bert the Ephesian? I know bunches of Pol-
lys.” 
 “Albert Einstein—Bert to his friends. Bert Humphrey, Presiden-
tial wannabe, Barbara Stanwyck, of course. And what Pollys do you 
know? I think I’m unique in that line.” 
 “It’s on the tip of my tongue—tip of my fingers here, on the 
phone—oh yeah, Polly Umrigar.” 
 “She was President of Chile, right? 1430-1494.” 
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 “Close, Polly, but it’s from the world of sports—the world of 
cricket, which they play with balls and bats, only it’s not baseball. 
From India.” 
 “He?” 
 “Of course, which fulfills your fantasies.” 
 “Oh, hilarious, Tyler—so what about Bert, whom I do know, of 
course, if only faintly, faint being just the shade I want.” 
 “Don’t say that, Polly. At least not yet. Exercise some of that 
charity you got bundles of. Let me shoot you straight here. You recall 
that summer trip Wendell and I endured. I know you do, so don’t 
pretend you don’t.” 
 Tyler paused anyhow, so Polly could nod. But she started up 
quickly, did Tyler, not wanting Polly to catch on too fast—catch on 
and refuse, show offense, throw the napkin holder at her. 
 “Well, Bert is considering asking his parents to rent a fancy 
camper thing like Wendell and I lolled in, so he can spend the summer 
doing what we did, only a different route, I think, and of course not 
by himself.” 
 “Not by himself.” 
 “Aha, you’re starting to see.” 
 “Should I wallop him—or you?” 
 “Nah.” 
 “Should I agree?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Well, then, as you were about to say, charity, which I still have 
remnants of, demands that I agree.” 
 “Fucking A!” 
 “Tyler!” 
 “Oh, screw it, Polly. You’re devoted to shedding all that prude 
shit, right?” 
 “Not if it involves—oh, you’re right, Tyler.” 
 “Then say it.” 
 “Fucking A! I’m in.” 
 “That a girl!” 
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 Of course, a few obstacles remained. Parental ones. First, 
though, Bert had actually to confront Polly, partly because Tyler re-
fused to take on any more and also because they had to connect and 
seal it, especially when Polly’s agreement was so unexpected and 
open. Assuming she had meant to agree and would stick to her guns, 
there were plans to form and execute—a camper to wheedle. 

 
 
 “Hey there, Polly. Excuse me, if you would.” 
 She was several yards in front of him in the hallway, considered 
pretending not to hear but figured this was as good a place as any. 
 “Yes, Bert?” 
 It wasn’t an encouraging tone, maybe, but Bert now had no es-
cape. 
 “Tyler told Wendell, who told me, that you said you’d being 
willing to go on this summer trip with me, this coming summer—in 
a van, really nice van. Did you say that? Maybe not.” 
 “Well, Bert, back up a bit. How do you know it’s a nice van?” 
 “Well, I don’t know exactly what it is yet. That’s true.” 
 “How many bedrooms?” 
 “Oh, that’ll be no problem, Polly. I wasn’t suggesting—you 
know.” 
 “That’s fine. No need to go further—I mean, let’s drop it.” 
 Polly, always quick to see how she had hurt someone, even when 
she hadn’t, thought here she ought to add something, maybe even 
joke. 
 “Well, Bert, it’s not that you’re not sexy, you know, it’s just that 
I ...” Where on God’s green earth had she meant to go with that? 
 Miraculously, Bert was the one with the life preserver. “You 
have your own part of the sexy spectrum, a really big part, too, you 
know, and it’s not clear yet where I land.” 
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 Polly had no idea what that meant but was so happy to exit, she 
spilled out. “Oh, Bert, you’ll land dead center. Anyhow, I do know a 
little about the trip, have a general idea, that is.” 
 She seemed to be throwing out that “general idea” in hopes Bert 
would fill in details. If so, she was wrong. Bert didn’t change expres-
sion, leaving Polly no choice. “Well, assuming my parents—you 
know, Bert.” 
 “Yeah. I got to get my parents to, you know, agree and get us the 
camper.” 
 “That’ll be easy.” 
 “And I have to get my parents to believe the whole trip is in 
service of Christian something—glory or maybe just service.” 
 “Do you think they’ll see that, Polly, whatever it is?” 
 “No.”  
 Bert managed almost a sentence. “Well, Polly, maybe if we team 
up?”  
 “OK, Bert. I guess we could go that far.” 
 Bert had no idea what that meant, but, then, neither did Polly. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

NAVIGATING THE PARENTS 
 
 Bert’s parents were first up, naturally enough, since they not 
only held the keys to permission but to this as-yet-immaterial, fancy, 
big-enough-for-two camper.  
 Bert had told Polly it’d be easy to sell his mom and dad. Truth 
was, they had always tried so hard to make his way smooth, recog-
nizing—well, what he was and all the problems visited on him by his 
disorder. They thought they were too enlightened to blame them-
selves, but blame themselves they did and, therefore, not only in-
dulged his every want but tried hard to anticipate them. 
   Still, he’d also never asked for much of anything—certainly not 
a camper.  
 “Mom, Dad, this is Polly. You haven’t met her. I don’t know her 
real well myself, but she’s fine. No need to take my word for it, either, 
as here she is!” 
 Bert stopped, looking over at Polly, waiting for her to continue. 
She might have been smiling at Bert—hard to tell.  
 She seemed to know that Bert was counting on her to sell this 
wild plan to people she had never met. Even more improbably, she 
took on the job. “Hello, Bert is a friend of mine from school, as you 
guessed. We’ve been talking lately, Bert and I, about maybe setting 
off on an educational and spiritual cross-country trip this summer. 
You may know about Wendell and Tyler and their wonderful tour last 
summer. In any case, we warmed to the idea and knew the first step 
would be to win the approval of parents—if we could. Not to hide 
anything, I should say that we’d have to ask you up front about rent-
ing for us a camper or van. That may seem premature, but we didn’t 
want to conceal anything—and we’d be happy to answer your ques-
tions. I assume you have many.” 
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 Polly stopped there and smiled at the family assembled before 
her. Had permission depended only on that smile, they could have set 
off next morning.  
 Sam and Patricia seemed amused—so far as they seemed any-
thing. At least they didn’t explode or stomp out of the room.  
 “Do you have a driver’s license? Are you sure you want to do 
this? What sort of camper? Are you two close friends? A camper? Do 
you have a route planned? Is this a real idea or a ...” 
 Then it dawned on them—not a rosy dawn. “Oh, yes like Tyler 
and that Wendell kid. Yeah, we talked about them—not about you 
copying their plan, of course, much less our funding it. That what you 
had in mind—duplicating their trip, Polly?” 
 Before she could answer—or Bert could (unlikely), both parents 
spoke as one. 
 “No!” 
 Bert started shaking, not a lot, but enough so Polly, as if by in-
stinct, reached over and held his arm. Also and right away, as if she 
had anticipated the parents’ refusal, she continued. “Yes, we know 
this is sudden—and you need some time to talk it over. Maybe we 
should plan to meet again tomorrow?” 
 Perhaps this was a little better, so once more into the breach. 
“And of course we plan to make our own contributions, monetary—
not large, but all we have. You see, we’ve thought about it, me and 
Bert. This isn’t just a sudden impulse.” 
 She looked over at Bert here, not fondly, hoping to enlist his 
help, knowing it was unlikely, but maybe ...” 
 Perhaps it was the warmth and pressure of her hand on his arm; 
but, wonder of wonders, he seemed to have a little savvy hidden deep 
and here came some of it.  
  “You know how you worry about sheltering me, just as if I 
couldn’t face life on my own, like I was a—you know—a rare pot or 
something that must not be breathed upon. You talk about that all the 
time, how I should open up. And you know I have no confidence or 
anything. This trip—and Polly—will change all that.” 
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 Could have been more eloquent, but it seemed to hit some but-
ton. Both parents looked a little startled, no longer smug in their re-
fusal. Once they thought more about it, Bert had ventured they’d see 
it was just the sort of thing. Right? Seems as if both kids were think-
ing along the same line. Polly looked over at Bert, made eye contact. 
He wondered if he had ever felt happier. 
 Sam and Patricia were also looking at one another, their hostile 
bemusement now transformed into something different—but what, 
exactly—or approximately? They locked that stare for a minute, and 
then they looked up at the kids, almost helpless, as if waiting for them 
to decide.  
 Polly saw all that, sensed what might be victory in the offing. 
She wasn’t the sort to gloat and, to be fair, she did see some of the 
dilemma confronting Bert’s parents. They sure did want Bert to gain 
more independence, more experiences he could build on and have 
behind him when he was out on his own. They talked about it con-
stantly, worried about it, and here was a solution? A disastrous folly 
in the making? Something ruinous for their boy?  
 They both looked at Polly, somehow pushing their trust onto her, 
if not the decision. 
 Polly looked more closely at the old people, who seemed unset-
tled. She had every teen’s instincts when it came to reading parents 
and sensed she’d better keep talking, even if she had nothing to say. 
 “I know this is pretty sudden. Bert and I understand that. It was 
at one time sudden for me—and Bert, too. But for you, that’s differ-
ent. I can understand that. You want what’s best for Bert. Take your 
time deciding, that’s all I meant—not that you need my permission. 
We’re sure you’ll see it’s the right thing to do, what you’d do your-
self, you know, were you in position to do just that.” 
 Polly stopped, wondering what she’d just said could mean—or 
accomplish? But Sam and Patricia seemed to relax a little. Maybe 
they were relenting, Polly thought, but she’d never get a chance to 
figure that out, as Bert chose that moment to add his views. 
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 “Polly’s right. What’s the point in fiddling around? We need to 
know what’s up ahead, so we can plan and all. I think you know down 
deep that it’s time for you to release me from that cocoon. You know 
there’s some things money can’t touch, like a growing heart.” 
 Both parents looked at their offspring as if he were an alien in-
truder. Hard to tell if Bert helped things along by adding, “Unless you 
figure more time’d make it more likely you’d agree.” 
 They stared without saying a word. 
 Finally, from Sam and Patricia at once, it seemed: 
 “What are your parents’ views, Polly?” 
 “Well, to tell you the truth—” Polly began. 
 “They’re all for it! Yes,” Bert said, smiling. 
 Polly looked at him as if he were center stage in an old-fashioned 
freak show, the Endlessly-Talking-Man, then said, quietly, “Bert, that 
may be a trifle premature, though I know it’s your fine confidence 
speaking. You mean well, but your parents need time. I know you 
agree.” 
 Bert smiled so warmly it may have touched even Sam and Patri-
cia.  
 Finally, from Patricia: “You go talk to your parents, Polly. Any-
how, see what they say, since if they nix it, there’s no point in shop-
ping for a van, much less getting you credit cards and that sort of—
thing.” 

 
 
 “I think they’re sold, Polly.” 
 “You think, Bert? Well, you’d know best. Let’s hope, but now 
we need to go after my parents.”  
 “Oh. They’re more enlightened than mine. Just tell them how 
educational it’ll be, broadening and all.” 
 “Bert—oh my, I wish it were that simple. But—let me tell you a 
little about my parents. Maybe you’ll have a plan—and maybe it’ll 
make you reconsider this whole idea.” 
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 She paused a long minute, forcing Bert finally to say, “It can’t 
be all that bad, Polly.” 
 “Not bad, exactly, Bert. Well, I’ll just tell you. They go to the 
Bell Church of the Illuminated, have for as long as I can remember—
forever. What does that tell you?” 
 “The pretty church up on that little hill, over by ...” 
 “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Bert.” 
 “I guess that’s just what it is, Polly. Right?” 
 “Good one. It’s deeply evangelical. You know what that 
means?” 
 “Sort of.” 
 “Multiply what you know times ten, Bert. Let’s just say it 
doesn’t leave you very much room in which to—wiggle.” 
 “Or breathe.” 
 “Yeah. I wrote a critical paper on it, one I hid from my parents.” 
 “Didn’t want to hurt their feelings, right Polly?” 
 “Didn’t want them hurting me, Bert.” 
 “God! Really?” 
 “I don’t know. Didn’t want them lecturing me—even worse. All 
about the primacy of the Bible, being born again, converting the 
whole damned world, and that sort of thing. Doesn’t leave any room 
at all.” 
 “So, you threw it all away.” 
 “Well, I’m throwing. You gotta tell me, Bert, when I slip back.” 
 “Sure.” 
 “But you won’t, you sinner you!” 

 
 
 “Mom and Dad, this is Bert Fairfax. Bert—parents.” 
 “Hello, Bert Fairfax.” 
 “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Randolph.” Bert’s smile was not calculated 
but it was like a release of warmth, a breeze. 
 Nobody said anything, so Bert went on. “I know Polly from 
school, you see. Not like we’re close buddies, just in the same class—
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that sort of thing. I’ll shut up now—just wanted you to know who I 
am.”  
 Polly stood there mute, at just the wrong time. Finally, “You tell 
em, Bert. You seem to be on a roll.” 
 “Well, we both have, me and Polly—met recently with my own 
parents, who responded pretty positively [long pause] after we laid it 
all out for the—you know. Polly probably imagines I know the right 
words, which you’ll see is—well, no.” 
 Of course nobody said anything, so Bert had to go on. “You may 
know about the trip Wendell and Tyler took last summer. What we 
have planned would be similar—different route but the same extent. 
We’re hoping you are all for that.”  
 “Bert, you maybe could be more blunt—but that’s OK. Mom 
and Dad, we wanted to embark on a spiritual adventure.” 
 It was hard to tell which parent spoke, muffled as they both were, 
“Spiritual?” 
 Then silence all round. Finally, Malcolm spoke. “Let me see if I 
have this straight. Don’t hesitate to correct me. You’re asking about 
a summer trip, all summer, in a camper van that Bill’s parents—” 
 “It’s ‘Bert,’ Dad—at least get that right.” 
 “Sorry, Bert. And do not correct your parents, Polly. Anyhow, 
tell me if this is right: you want to imitate what Tyler did last sum-
mer—Tyler and Wendell. We do know about that, as you say.” 
 All were silent for a moment, the parents looking at one another 
without broadcasting anything. Polly said nothing and, of course Bert 
followed suit. 
 “Well, let us consider this some. Are you sure this is what you 
want?” 
 Neither kid spoke, so Lu (Polly’s mom) tried again. “We didn’t 
know you were close friends. Is that what you are? Not meaning to 
pry, of course.” 
 Bert knew he didn’t want to hear Polly’s response but also knew 
he couldn’t answer himself, so he braced himself for Polly’s knockout 
blow. 
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 “We’re friends. From school. Known each other for some time.” 
 No offensive, anti-Evangelical language, no sneers. Just a calm 
voice and almost a smile. 
 Malcolm and Lu exchanged glances, seemed softened—maybe. 
Bert had no idea, only hope. Polly seemed better equipped. 

 
 
 “So, Bert, I’m amazed but I think they’ve agreed—even without 
any pleading or arguing on our side. That’s what did it. They are all 
set for debate on everything from bedtime to turnips, don’t know what 
to do when you just lay it all out there. That’s how I learned to say 
things flat out, unsupported.” 
 “Really?” 
 “Yep. ‘I need $47.50 for pot money, another $60 for sex protec-
tion, $75 for porn, $50 for The Church of Satan.’” 
 “Yeah, sure. But I do see. But something like this? They said 
yes?” 
 She just looked at him, allowed the question to hang there. 
 He figured she knew somehow that her parents were sold, and 
he also knew enough not to press the issue, was beginning to figure 
out that to be with Polly the best idea was to trust to silence. Good. 
That came natural to him. 
 “Aren’t you going to say anything, Bert?” 
 “Nope.” 
 “I’ll be damned. I pledge to get you talking a blue streak soon. 
But it’ll be easy going. Nothing to worry about.” 
 Bert didn’t even nod. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
EXCITING FINAL PREPARATIONS 

 
 “I know you expected me to babble on, Polly.” 
 “Well, yeah. Not really babble, Bert. I wouldn’t put it that way.”  
 “I see. I don’t know what it is about me, but I get in some situa-
tions and it’s like another person steps in and starts yammering. I’m 
usually quiet as a clam. I’m really sorry.” 
 “Oh, but don’t you go trying to make me feel guilty, young Ber-
tram.” 
 “Not my intent. Just self-protection, if that’s clear.” 
 “It is.”  
 “So, Polly—as for a post-mortem: that went well.” 
 “Somehow it did. You imagine I have my parents and their creed 
all figured out. What happened there, though, was blind luck—but 
we’ll take it. Anyhow, here’s how I see it. We need to see Wendell 
and Tyler, talk with them. Assume we’re set with parents and the 
damned camper, but we gotta find out what it is we’re set for once we 
take off. So let’s spend a little time with them. They won’t mind.” 
 Bert was silent, so Polly went on. “You see Wendell, Bert; I see 
Tyler.” 
 “OK.” 

 
 
 And they did. Met briefly—Tyler and Polly, Wendell and Bert—
to find ways to make sure the trip was—well, what? Planned out? 
More predictable? Why in hell would they want to do that? My own 
view is that what I just said wasn’t at all what they thought they were 
doing with these information meeting. And in any case, that’s not 
what they got. Tyler told Polly to let whatever the fuck might happen, 
happen—without trying to get ready. Wendell told Bert pretty much 
the same thing, with a lighter touch: “Don’t prepare, don’t even try to 
do that. Don’t anticipate, and don’t think you’ll learn from experi-
ence. Just go ahead and do it. Get in and take off.” 
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 Things weren’t much different when they met as a foursome. 
Polly and Bert arranged the big meeting because ... It seemed some-
how to make things parallel, even if it also made no sense. Anyhow, 
they decided to move on to a big group, including the parents. 

 
 
 It was a strange collection, maybe, the four kids and the seven 
adults: a set of the big ones each for Polly, Bert, and Tyler—and the 
chief player, Wendell’s mom. 
 She started right in on her eager program of persuasion by re-
calling past victories. 
 “Well, it all seems like yesterday. I do remember telling Wendell 
this would be a voyage into both external and internal landscapes, 
unpredictable and shifting landscapes. You remember that, sweet-
heart. Isn’t that what happened?” 
 “OK, Mom.” 
 “And to you, Tyler?” 
 “I guess it did, if I understand you. It sure as hell was a voyage.” 
 “I’m sorry, Tyler. And to you all. Wendell keeps telling me I 
have a kind of wacky, self-enclosed way of explaining myself. Of 
course he’s used to it.” 
 “I am used to it, Mom, but—go ahead and voyage on.” 
 “I will do that, honey. I thought it would be a great way to put 
these two kids into uncharted territory, see how they would react, 
bend and flex, to a life of constant surprises, no routines at all, no way 
to arm themselves against whatever might come up. I figured—well, 
I knew—it would certainly not be all sunshine and soft mattresses, 
that they’d have to find fluidity and genuine tolerance inside them-
selves—or develop such agencies as the miles rolled along. I knew in 
my deepest heart that it would not be a luxury sit-back-and-relax ex-
perience. It’d be rough and sometimes violent, and they’d both have 
to move fast and grow some new capabilities.” 
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 The parents (Polly’s and Bert’s) seemed somehow to absorb this, 
even to understand—at least to relax a little. But there was a long 
silence that ensued, broken finally by Wendell. 
 “This is where I burst into song with Tyler’s parents. Won them 
over right then and there. ‘Hold that thought,’ I said, ‘while I do that 
old favorite, ‘The Lost Chord.’ After that, nothing was in doubt any 
longer.” 
 Bert saw that it was now up to him. It probably wasn’t, but that’s 
how he read things and he thought he might faint right then. “I never 
was much of a singer—nothing like Wendell.” 
 He then sent a glance in the direction of his parents but saw that 
they were almost as embarrassed as he. 
 Instead of singing, though, he somehow found words inside he 
had no idea were there. “You know I’m not complaining about any-
thing. Not at all. You’ve been great—are great—but I think it’s time 
you trusted me some, let me go. You can see what it’s done for Wen-
dell.” 
 Silence. Finally Wendell, risking absurdity, “I understand, 
Bert.” 
 “Yeah, right. So, I think it’s time I had a chance. Please.” 
 Bert stopped there, stared at the ground.  
 Instead of melting, his parents looked across the room at Mal-
colm and Lu. “What are your views?” 
 It was Lu who spoke. “I think it’s a wild idea, irresponsible. But 
...” 
 More silence, until Wendell’s mom finally stood and looked all 
round, taking her time. “So it appears we’re all agreed. Right. I think 
you two will have just as powerful an experience as did Wendell and 
dearest Tyler. You’ll learn to roll with punches, grow wholly new 
powers within, welcome the unexpected, and—just maybe—love one 
another. You’ll end up back where you started, in one sense, but at a 
newly defined home, one larger and more accommodating.” 
 Nobody objected and everyone was smiling—maybe even Ty-
ler.  
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 “So, Polly, does that mean we get a camper and just take off?” 
 “Damned if I know, Bert. Yeah, I guess it does. I think you’re 
right. Wendell’s mother is like some goofy spiritual steamroller, 
mashes out all sensible resistance.” 
 “OK, then.” 
 “OK. Should we double-check the parents, Bert? Give them time 
to take it all in?” 
 “Take it all back, you mean. I’d say NO! Or, I mean, I don’t 
think so. If we act as if it’s all set, then our parents might think that it 
was, you know, impolite to hit reverse. Sorry, Polly. That’s probably 
all wrong.” 
 Polly looked as if the sofa had just spoken—and wisely. Wise or 
not and totally un-Bert-like as it was, it seemed to make sense.  
 “OK, Bert. I agree with you, start to finish.” 
 “OK? You really—?” 
 “Just as you said, Sage. If we just barge ahead as if it’s all set, it 
will be.” 
 “Right. It’s all set.” 

 
 
 But not quite. There was the small matter of the van, plus stock-
ing up supplies—can’t have enough bandaids and antacids. Plus, they 
needed to map out the route for the first day or two, time stuff, plot 
and plan—decide ever so many things. 
 Or just get in and go. 

 
 
 They pretty much chose the latter, figuring it’d be easy to con-
coct a supply list, scan their maps, and discuss destinations, though 
they were determined not to imitate anything from Wendell and Ty-
ler—or not much. 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 23 

 Of course there was the matter of the van and getting Sam and 
Patricia to rent it. Polly figured she and Bert—that is, she—should 
have several possibilities located, ranging from the deadly practical 
to the doable to the nice luxurious line, presenting the last first and 
being willing to—well, not so much compromise, maybe, as accept 
whatever Sam and Patricia would fund.  
 So—Polly just climbed on the Internet to check out dealer pos-
sibilities, narrowing them down quickly to one, Slap Happy Campers, 
located pretty close, just over in Downey. Their site said they had a 
wide range of sizes—well, three sizes: large, standard, and com-
pact—with no choices at all in features. Made it simple. Say you pick 
large, for instance, they got (probably) dozens of them—all abso-
lutely the same. No way to go wrong.  
 Even simpler was to think of what she and Bert might like—and 
probably what they would have to settle for, in any case. The compact 
model said it had room for three, at a maximum, which probably 
meant “barely room for one” and which they’d end up with. Should 
they dare to hope for standard—sleeps five and “our most popular 
model,” hoping against hope? What would be the point? 
 Turns out Polly needn’t have worried, as the very next day, 
Tuesday in the last week of school, Bert accosted her in the hallway, 
that is, looked her way. 
 “Hi, Bert. What’s up? Just say my name. Try to feel easy, when 
you can. I’m familiar territory—or soon will be.” 
 “Right.” 
 “So, whatdya want?” 
 “We got our camper, and my mom and dad said to invite you 
over tomorrow night—I think they’re calling your parents to include 
them, probably thought they should do that and I should invite you, 
you know.” 
 “They went ahead and got it? Damn.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Have you seen it, Bert?” 
 “No, they just texted me, my dad did, said it was there.” 
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 “What kind?” 
 “They didn’t tell me, just said it was adequate to our needs.” 
 “Probably a tent that folds up onto a trailer.” 
 “Yeah. No, I bet it’s some big thing. You don’t know my par-
ents, Polly. They’re real stupid.” 
 Polly looked at him in a way he couldn’t read, then— 
 “What time should we convene?” 
 “I’ll check, Polly.” 
 “OK, Bert.” 

 
 
 So, again the six of them met at Sam and Patricia’s, rumbled 
through a dinner that offered pretty good food but too much of it, and 
then went out for a tour of the camper, which turned out to be a mo-
torhome, the one Polly had scouted out on the web—-the large vari-
ety, suitable for seven. 
 Even this elephantine model wasn’t suitable for six tourists ea-
ger to examine all the details at once, so the adults went first (for some 
reason) and left Polly and Bert to visit with one another. 
 “Holy Jesus, Bert, this must be three-hundred feet long. Think 
we can keep it on the road, just one side of the road?” 
 “Yeah. Who knows? It’s more like thirty-five feet, I think they 
said—oh, you were kidding—not kidding, just being colorful.” 
 “That’s me, Bert, colors just a-squirt-in’ out o’ me, your very 
own Polly. Sorry. Didn’t mean to be sarcastic. And no need to apol-
ogize. I was just stunned by the size of this.” 
 Bert stared at her, almost making the unflappable Polly flap. 
 The first person off the new van, Malcolm, approached the two 
smiling. “What a time you’ll have, you two. Why, there’s room 
enough here for your whole class.” 
 “That’s be more of a party than we could handle,” Polly recov-
ered before her father could respond. “But I see what you’re saying, 
Father: we have room to meditate—read and that sort of thing.” 
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 “Polly, are you being sarcastic? Maybe quit while you’re 
ahead?” 
 Bert, for some reason, thought this was just the time to insert 
something—and he was right about inserting, wrong about the some-
thing. 
 “Does it have two separate beds?” 
 Malcolm spun on him, then caught himself. “Oh yes, it has a 
very large bed and two pull-outs. The pullouts look very comforta-
ble.” 
 Just then the other three emerged, armed with a very helpful 
pamphlet, from which they were able to learn that the generator 
was—well, let me quote directly: 
 

The 4KW generator is designed to provide power to the rooftop 
air conditioner, all of the 120-volt outlets, the microwave oven 
and the refrigerator. It will also recharge the auxiliary battery. 
You’ll find this an especially useful feature if you are not 
camping in an RV park with power hookups.  

 
 Turning quickly from the printed matter, Polly and Bert did, in 
fact, see all the comforts of home—and more—spread out before 
them. Seems they’d have no trouble cooking (assuming either could 
cook—they could not), refrigerating things, locating the toilet (just 
one but discreetly placed and not crampy), taking a shower (room for 
but one), and finding a place to sleep—even at some distance from 
one another, though there was that double bed and who knew ... 
 They got through the oohing and ahhing and were about to sep-
arate when Lu brought it up: 
 “When are you leaving, and which way are you going?” 
 Even Polly was dumbstruck, finally came forth with a lie. “We 
have several plans, possibilities, but need to—you know—finalize.” 
 Bert knew to keep his mouth shut, not to poke fun at Polly for 
that “you know” slip, to count on her to let him in on what it was they 
might be doing and when. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FRIDAY, JUNE 3—ON THE ROAD 
 
 Turns out it was pretty easy, the complex preparation. The kids 
just waited until Friday, loaded up their home-on-wheels, and sailed 
off into the blue—into whatever was to the north and east, anyhow, 
toward the wild undiscovered lands of Ontario, Azusa, Redlands, 
and—Big Bear? 
 “I know Big Bear isn’t exactly new territory, Bert, but do you 
mind? I mean, we’ve both been there, right? Worse, I think it’s where 
Wendell and Tyler started out. I’m sure it is. Not starting off fresh—
but at least we’re starting off.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “Does that mean you’re OK with it, Bert?” 
 “It means, Polly, that you seem to have things well in hand and 
don’t truly care deeply about my opinion anyhow, and I’m not going 
to reveal how that affects me—or does not. I have some pride, you 
know.” 
 Polly looked over with one of those undecipherable looks—
which all of her looks seemed to be. Actually, she was also smiling—
as if that made any sense. 
 “Anyhow, Polly, do you want to find a roadside vegetarian ha-
ven?” 
 “You a vegetarian, Bert?” 
 “Gotcha!” 
 “You did! That’ll be the last time, too.” 
 “I’m sure that’s so.” 
 “Oh, Bert, don’t say that. I don’t mean to make things worse by 
kidding you. Anyhow, I’ll try ridicule sometimes, you boy you. 
Maybe that’ll—what do they say?—stiffen your pecker.” 
 Bert was feeling unusually confident, reached over and 
punched/fondled Polly’s neck and decided to try again to joke. “I see 
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up at the next exit, there’s your very favorite, Polly, none other than 
Chick-Fil-A, right-wing fine chicken dinners—get it?” 
 “Bert, if you up that flow of the funnies, I’ll be so limp and in-
the-way we won’t make it to Utah by September.” 
 “Oh no, Polly, I wouldn’t want that, being responsible for de-
fects in our tour.” 
 “And don’t try to be a pity-magnet either, young Blubert.” 
 “So, what would you have me be, Polly?” 
 “Just your own sweet self.” 
 Bert decided it would be a good time to shut up—he was so far 
ahead. 
 They stopped at Popeye’s Chicken, not because their food was 
any good but because the CEO, John M. Cranoe III, was a big donor 
to Democratic candidates in Florida.  
 “Pouring money down a hole,” Polly said, looking over at Bert. 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Yeah what?” 
 “He’s from Florida, the owner, and you know, Polly, a demo-
cratic donor in Florida is like a—” 
 “Like a what, Bert?” 
 “Like a KKK member in Santa Monica.” 
 “Good one, Bert, and much better than mine, which was a pro-
choicer at the Elks Club. Which isn’t fair to all the Elks, I expect. And 
there are lots of strong, progressive people in Florida, too.” 
 “Gee, I wouldn’t ever have realized that, Polly. Wowie!” 
 So new was this sarcasm from Bert and so welcome, Polly was 
happy to extend the game. 
 “Oh, Mr. I-Knew-It-All-Along-Superior-Fella.” 
 “Exactly.” 
 “You don’t even care if you squash my feelings, crush my wob-
bly ego.” 
 “Oh shush, Polly. I’m just sayin.” 
 Polly looked over, saw the unusual smile, slight but there, and 
decided not to push her luck. 
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 They opened the greasy bags and glommed it all down right 
there in the parking lot, talking about places they might go, you’d 
suppose. But you’d be wrong. And it wasn’t politics neither, nor phi-
losophy. Not even sex. Nope, ’twas clothes. 
 “Bert, who chooses your outfits, your ensemble? I was just 
struck.” 
 “With awe? My parents do.” 
 “They don’t garner your views first?” 
 “No. Who chooses yours, Polly?” 
 “Why, Bert, are you getting personal—getting down and dirty?” 
 “If you want.” 
 “That’s pretty good, Bert. Don’t try to top that, now. It’s our 
summit. We should get our breath. Enjoy the view.” 
 “OK.” 
 Polly realized she’d said something unintentionally smutty and 
wondered if she had intended just that. In any case, she wasn’t going 
to amend anything. What the hell—go ahead and enjoy the view! 

 
 
 Soon they were back on the Interstate, moving from due east to 
northeast, starting to gain altitude.  
 “Yes, as I was saying, we know that Wendell and Tyler did this 
Big Bear Lake stop, but let’s do it, too, Bert, as a kind of homage to 
our trailblazers. We can go into uncharted country later on—imme-
diately after, I promise. So, Bert old salt, just you look in your piles 
of material there and see what Big Bear holds in store for proper 
teens.” 
 “You come to the right quarter for that, Miss Polly. First off, 
though, let me offer some truths—the elevation is 6572 feet, which 
makes it quite a climb from where we started, out there in the Pacific 
Ocean, where the elevation is lower.” 
 “That’s the elevation, huh? Quite a climb. I was just wondering, 
fella, just how they figure the elevation of a rolly place like Big Bear. 
Tell me, science guy.” 
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 “Average.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “Want me to explain, Polly?” 
 “No.” 
 “Thank you. You see, they take the highest point, measured for 
convenience in feet, and the lowest point, reckoned similarly, and 
then, you know what? They add them together and divide by two, 
That’s what they do.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “Unless it’s a matter of mean elevation we’re talking about, 
Polly, in which case—it’s different.” 
 “I see, Bert. That clarifies the whole matter and adds to my grow-
ing store of unwanted knowledge. Moving right along ...” 
 “I can look up how they get mean elevation, since I have only a 
rough idea, which is not at all what you deserve.” 
 “Here’s a good place to pull over, Bert, so you can drive, as you 
do so well, and I can find things to do in these guide books, which I 
do passably.” 
 So they did—both—and before long Polly announced. “OK. To 
attractions. You want the whole list or just educational ones aimed at 
those like—us?” 
 “Whatever you think, Polly.” 
 “Well, we will not be at a loss for things to do. For instance, 
there are plenty of fancy tours to the high country or just plain old 
jeep things that’ll take us up there. All we’ll have to do is sit. We’d 
be good at that.” 
 “OK.” 
 “What I meant, Bert, is that we won’t have to use our camper—
or should I call it a van, since ‘camper’ seems too modest a term for 
our equipment?” 
 Silence. 
 “I take that for assent, as Ms. Cole-Thompson says back at 
school. So, here is a partial list: Summit Bike Park (which I take it is 
high up and has vehicles to rent), horseback riding, something billed 
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as ‘the jeep experience’ (which sounds daring), a zoo, kayaking, pad-
dle-boating (which I believe is something altogether different), nar-
rated cruises, fishing charter, a history museum, a bowling barn 
(where they likely have cows you can milk, as well as lanes and 
balls—or at least seats—loaded with straw), golf, and an alpine slide. 
There is also a guided tour of something, just what I don’t know but 
will research carefully if you want.” 
 Bert was so quiet you’d think he had stopped listening, but he 
was fiercely attentive. He didn’t mind leaving it all to Polly, but he 
also knew he couldn’t.  
 “Let’s get parked, Bert, and I’ll just bring our list along to dinner 
then, OK? OK or not, that’s what we’ll do.” She laughed as she said 
it, poked him in the ribs—but couldn’t hide her own anxious look. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
BIG BEAR LAKE 

 
 Bert’s collection of guides and maps, notes and scratches, in-
cluding some borrowed from Wendell, took them to a convenient rv 
park right on the main drag. It was an easy walk from there to the 
restaurant, chosen by Bert—well, “chosen” after Polly had politely 
vetoed The Mountain Bar and Grill, tipped off by Tyler.  
 “They have fucking karaoke, Polly, and Wendell just went and 
did it, holy shit. I know Bert’s more sensible, but still ...”   
  “I don’t think it’s that he’s sensible.”  
 “Yeah, then avoid The Mountain Bar and Grill. If nothing else, 
pretend to be sick—or just be sick, since you will be if you go there.” 
 Bert’s second on the list was Whiskey Dave’s, featuring “down 
home eats but not like Mama ever made.” To top off that, they found 
after they arrived there that Dave’s also offered—ta ta!—full-blown 
karaoke! They might still have fled, Polly-driven, but by the time that 
feature was revealed they were inside and under the control of a host-
ess. 
 No need to worry about singing now, though, as they first had to 
sit, order, and see if they could converse. They’d better be able to 
manage the latter, or it’d be a very long and simmering summer—and 
not one Tennessee Williams would want to dramatize. 
 “What looks especially good, Bert? I’m at a loss.” 
 “I’ll have whatever you’re having, Polly.” 
 Polly didn’t want to be abrupt, but she was. “Just why on earth 
would you want to do that, Bert?” 
 “Well, I don’t know—I just wanted to be cooperative. It seemed 
to me the thing, you know—right back there when you asked.” 
 “I’ll tell you what, Bert. Let’s reverse things. Jesus, You order 
first, and I’ll follow suit. I pledge to do so, even if you go for the sow 
buttocks.” 
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 “Really? I’m flattered.” What he really was was intrigued by 
Polly saying “buttocks,” though he didn’t know how to follow that 
lead. 
 Just then the waiter, doubling as barkeep, arrived and said, en-
couragingly, “Yeah?” 
 Bert chirped right up, “This’ll be on one check—me.” 
 The waiter stared right at—through—him. 
 Bert reacted as he knew he would. “Sorry. We’ll both have the 
same thing—ribs, mashed potatoes and gravy, corn on the cob. Salad 
with—er—Italian dressing—no, wait—bleu cheese.” 
 Polly was stricken dumb, as was the waiter, who left fast.  
 “Sorry!” Bert said, looking at Polly with something like sympa-
thy. 
 “Don’t be sorry, Bert. You did just as I asked—and that sounds 
like a meal that would, you know—” 
 “Suit the damned Green Bay Packers before a game.” 
 “Good one, Bert. I always wanted to be a football player, wear 
some of those—you know.” 
 “Jock straps.” 
 Hard to tell which of the two was more embarrassed. Polly had 
meant shoulder pads, but there they were, sunk to below-waist level. 
 “OK, Bert. You’re right. Jock straps. You know Maddie, that 
pretty girl in our class who ...” 
 “Yeah. She’s funny.” 
 “Right—that’s what I was going to say. She wore one of those 
jock straps—Lord knows where she got it—to class one day, outside 
her slacks.” 
 “Wow. Like Tommy Smith, wore his sister’s bra outside his 
shirt—she was so pissed.” 
 Polly wondered if things had risen to the point where she could 
risk joshing him. Oh, what the hell. “Ribs-mashed potatoes-corn! 
That’s the last order you’ll place until we’re safe back here in Au-
gust.” 
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 “OK. But it’s September when we return. September 4, when 
school starts and we can be a few days late, right?” 
 “In for a penny, I guess. Thanksgiving’s fine by me. April Fool’s 
Day—very fitting. Anyhow, Bert, I wanted to pick your brain on how 
much you know about the trip Wendell and Tyler took. Maybe even 
some details. You talked some to Wendell.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “And I talked some to Tyler.” 
 “We’re even.” 
 “Right. So there’s that.”  
 “I’d bet my right nut I got less than you!” 
 “Bert!” 
 “What?” 
 “Don’t be indecent.” 
 “What did I say? Oh. I said, ‘nut’—sorry.” 
 “Just shut up about it—no encores.” 
 “Oh, but I am sorry, Polly. I don’t have a foul mouth—not usu-
ally.” 
 “Bert?” 
 “Huh.” 
 “Bottle it.” 
 “OK.” 
 “No, Bert, don’t bottle it. Let it flow. I just got this left-over 
stuff—shit—from my youth, you know, that piss-ass church and my 
parents.” 
 “Oh ‘shit-piss-ass!’ We could make that into a song, Polly, a 
hymn.” 
 “Later. For now, tell me what Wendell told you.” 
 “Well, he was real nice, you know. Of course you do. He sat 
down with me a couple of times, one time with these books and 
maps—it was the second time we were together.” 
 “Bert, I know you are smitten with Wendell, but I don’t want to 
know who did what to whom—though I’m sure there was plenty of 
that and I am interested. But for now just what he told you about the 
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trip—generally or in detail, but not too many details, unless you’d 
like to. And I’m just kidding about the sex talk.” 
 “Sex talk? He told me we should ignore what they did and go 
where we wanted and when. Just wander, I guess. He seemed to think 
no plans at all were best. He also said—never mind.” 
 “Tell me, please.” 
 “He said not to do any alpine sliding and that I should do pro-
longed karaokeing, as that would melt your heart.” 
 Polly stared at him, seemed about to say something but didn’t. 
Bert seemed happy to leave things as they were.  
 In a minute, he asked Polly what Tyler had advised—that’s how 
he put it, wished he hadn’t. 
 “Advised? You know her, right? She wouldn’t advise a small 
child to get down from a tottering ledge overhanging the Grand Can-
yon, which, by the way, she did not suggest we visit.” 
 “I see.” 
 “But a lot more than that. She said we should keep a kind of 
journal, sharing the writing of it equally, free and easy.” 
 “Sharing?” 
 “You go and then I go. Like that, Bert.” 
 “So we have a log, where we alternate, like you say, highlighting 
important things, notable things, striking conversations, unexpected 
insights, critiques of—stuff.” 
 “That’s very good, Bert” 
 “Thank you.” 
  “I didn’t mean it as a compliment.” She smiled, reached over 
and grabbed his hair by some locks, pretended to yank them. 
 He almost smiled back. “You go first, Polly Wolly Doodle.” 
 “You call me that once again and I’ll leave you right here with 
the Yuppies.” 
 
 “OK.” 
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 This is me, Polly, picking up right here, like we said, after dinner 
(which was better than it sounds) and a stroll back to the trailer. It’s 
our first night together, so I know I’d better think about bed- and bath-
time rituals—clothing coming off and on, bathing. Otherwise—well, 
I’ll leave it to you to imagine—only please don’t. And you certainly 
must not ever think I was the least bit embarrassed by any of this. 
Embarrassed? After all, it’s just skin and cloth, right? (Like I could 
sound more like my mother—“It’s all God’s work. Just don’t ever 
expose anything you were meant to keep hidden and don’t be self-
conscious.”) 
 “Bert, we got lots of room here, as vans, go, but still we’re 
cramped as—hell, so let’s decide some things, things related to times 
like these.” 
 “Fridays?” 
 Jesus. A joke? Fear? Wendell told me Bert was “a smart guy, 
you know, I think he is—just quiet.”  
 “I meant how we’d manage bedtime and such things as what we 
wear, how we change clothes, how to use the shower.” 
 “OK. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, Polly.” 
 That actually seemed nice—sensitive. I wasn’t a big fan of deli-
cacy, or so I thought. I had pledged myself a few years back, when I 
made the break with all that church stuff, to be forthright and un-
stuffy. Sure. 
 “Great. So, to start, when one person is dressing—that is, me—
the other person has to exit the van until he or she hears three taps on 
the window.” 
 “What if the van is moving, Polly? Just kidding. OK. I got it and 
agree. That sounds good, about showing each other privacy and all.” 
 “Great. We’re getting somewhere, Bert. You think of anything 
else?” 
 “No, that sounds about right. Maybe I should say I brought along 
pajamas. I don’t usually wear pajamas—don’t remember ever wear-
ing them, but ...” 
 “But what? You go—?” 
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 “Naked? Oh. No, just—” 
 “What. You wear your mom’s nightdress?” 
 “No, my—you know.” 
 “Unmentionables.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “I’m sorry, Bert. Not like I feel easy about this—or anything. 
We’ll each be our prudish selves and somehow get into bed and out, 
clothes on and off fast as we can.” 
 I thought a minute about all that, then went over to where Bert 
was sitting, and smiled—I think it was a smile, and then I patted his 
arm, tenderly. Just as he was smiling back, melting, I pinched him, 
easy but right in the tender spot beneath his biceps, which seemed 
pretty big. 
 I guess I was considering giving him a kiss, a friendly kiss, you 
know, nothing more than that. But I stopped, not being sure what it 
was I would do when it came to it. 
 Instead of necking—which any normal kids would do—I de-
cided it was high time for a lecture. 
 “Bert, I hope you can learn to trust me and, in time, be easier. 
I’m nothing to worry about. Hell, even I know that. Tyler said it took 
almost the whole summer before Wendell stopped apologizing—try-
ing to be kind and thoughtful. You seem to admire Wendell, Bert.” 
 I don’t know why I stopped there, but Bert said nothing, just 
looked like he was following me. He didn’t even nod that I could tell.  
 “So, Bert, take to heart what Tyler was saying. You don’t want 
me always apologizing or embarking on some campaign to roughen 
you up, either. I’m a good deal less tough than Tyler, less capable, 
too.” 
 I have no idea why I said that, but he was smiling. 
 “That’s what I mean, Bert. Like right now. If you find me stupid 
as hell and incomprehensible, just say so. Do let me have it.” 
 “I got this—never mind. Anyhow, screw you, Polly. I’ll grin if I 
like.” 
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  Victory at the first shot. Please don’t retract, apologize—please, 
Bert. 
 Of course he did, but for one brief shining moment ... Maybe we 
could build on that. It was for sure worth a try.  
 I almost told her about the damned Disorder. Glad I didn’t. 

 
 
 Polly didn’t say anything about going back out to a bar or play-
ing board games, so I decided to take on the role of leader and suggest 
we go to bed. 
 “OK, Bert. We’re growing youth—need our rest.” 
 “Do you want to plan tomorrow? There’s lots to do here.” 
 “Hell no, boss man. You said we needed to get to bed, so to bed 
it is. The future will take care of itself. Take no thought of the mor-
row—what ye shall eat or drink or—something else.” 
 “Right. You use the bathroom first.” 
 “Shouldn’t we jammie up first? Just a suggestion. Really. Maybe 
if we establish a routine, we won’t be self-conscious.” 
 “Oh. OK.” 
 Oh damn. Wendell had told me about his own shyness about his 
body and all, laughed about it, as if he were alone in that. I didn’t let 
on, but I also had had that problem since I first hit gym class in sev-
enth grade. Jesus. 
 I figured I could let Polly set the pace here, follow her lead with-
out really, you know, spying or anything. I also assumed that neither 
of us needed to leave the camper, despite what I’d said before. I mean, 
how stupid would that be!  
 So I got out my jammies without rushing, facing the wall all the 
time, and tried to guess what was going on behind me. Whatever it 
was, it was silent, not even producing rustling. No help for it, so I just 
took off my shirt and then shoes and socks and put my pajama tops 
on. So far, so good.  
 It occurred to me then that I’d better hurry, just in case Polly 
finished first and spun around, as she might naturally do. 
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 So, I quickly unzipped and got out of my pants, didn’t even trip. 
 Then I heard this noise. Was she spying? 
 For some reason, all of a sudden that didn’t embarrass me, 
seemed funny. I mean, what in hell would she want to see? 
 By then, I had turned around, still in my underpants and holding 
the pajama bottoms at my side, not even thinking to shield myself. 
 She just looked at me funny, and then went into the bathroom. 
 Score one for me—probably not, but I really wasn’t trying to 
score, not then. So I waited my turn in the bathroom and then got busy 
flossing and brushing and peeing—which was the sum total of getting 
ready. By the time I got out, Polly was all done and settled, so it was 
easy enough to maneuver into the smallish side seats/beds, Polly hav-
ing taken to the giant one, as I hoped she would. 
 “Good night, Polly.” 
 “Oh, good night, Bert. And—“ 
 I waited, but I never did hear what. 

 
 
Saturday, June 4 
 Well, that could hardly have been worse—only yes it could. Bert 
actually rose to the bait and showed his tough side, tough being al-
most the right word. I know that being docile will simply produce 
fear Maybe there’s a balance—only of course there isn’t an easy for-
mula—or a steady one. Each day—each minute—is different.  
 We performed our morning toilets without too much bumping 
and not a word of apology from the boy here, who was routinely 
brushing against me or, once, somehow getting his finger caught be-
hind my ear. I won’t try to describe it—you had to have been there, 
only I guess I’m glad you weren’t. 
 We’d shopped before leaving home. I didn’t mention that excit-
ing detail because I am pledged to leave out all but essential parts—
fingers caught in ears and other things you’d be lost without.  
 We had an easy time with breakfast, Bert cooking and producing 
omelets that weren’t bad. I considered telling him, but didn’t want 
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him to think he had gained any ground with his last night rudeness. 
Just kidding. I complimented him in ways I thought were mild enough 
not to produce suspicion. He nodded. 
 Finally, he turned to issues of note: “What you want to do today, 
Polly? I’m fine with anything at all.” 
 “Well, Lathbert, here’s our list, in case you forgot it from be-
fore.” 
  swimming 
  water-skiing (lessons, too, for those who need fine-tuning) 
  kayaking 
  pontooning—whatever that is 
  biking—specials on rentals with on-line coupons 
  horseback riding 
  zip-line things—you know, where you zip through and 
    into trees 
  the noted Big Bear jeep experience 
  Bingo—an evening activity and very restful 
  the Alpine zoo 
  ranger campfires 
  The Bowling Barn—which sounds like a cow house but is  
  really bowling alleys 
  The Gold Rush Mining Adventure 
  alpine slides 
  hiking into the back country.” 
 
   Bert at this point dropped his phone, assuring me while crawling 
under the table that I shouldn’t worry, he was listening.  
 I wasn’t worried, but I did find myself staring at Bert’s bum, not 
six inches away from my right hand as he burrowed. I hate it when 
someone says she couldn’t help herself, but for some reason I found 
myself caressing his tail. Oh no! Here I am a good Christian girl, 
usedtabe, and ... 
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 One good thing: he’d be sure to ignore my assault, pretend noth-
ing had happened—only of course I couldn’t—or didn’t. He didn’t. 
Got up and pretended to examine his rear. 
 “It was sort of an accident,” I said, not meeting his eyes. 
 I knew what was coming—only it didn’t. “OK,” he said, sat and 
went back to his list. “No big deal.” 
 “Bert,” I said before I could catch myself, “I’m truly sorry and 
it was no accident—and that’s enough of that. So, as to our list? Prob-
lem is, I have so many items and we only got this one day, right?” 
 “One day is fine by me, Polly. Big Bear Lake territory is where 
Wendell and Tyler were, and we want to get to new ground real 
soon.” 
 “Fine. What about we begin by eliminating the zoo, as those 
places are vile, and ...” 
 “Wait, Polly. I think I know what you were going to say, but ...” 
 “But what?” 
 “That was really rude of me, ordering us around about getting 
on to new territory. My parents, mentioned here for the last time, tell 
me I should be more assertive, but what do they know? I mean, you’re 
not my parents. You know what I mean.” 
 I felt a little like laughing, but only a little. Anyhow, I didn’t. 
Just went on. “This is not a real zoo, Bert, but a rehab center for 
wounded and sick animals, from bears and lion things and on down 
to possums and beavers. They put them in cages to protect them while 
they get well, charge an entrance fee to pay for their care.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “Want to go there?” 
 “Well—sure.” 
 “OK, Bert. I hear you. Maybe we could drop off a contribution, 
but it really sounds depressing. Sick and wounded animals. You and 
me got enough to be depressed about.” 
 I meant it as a joke, but he looked at me oddly, said nothing. 
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 I didn’t want to be apologizing every three minutes, so I tried to 
pick up fast. “What would you choose, Bert? Your choice. I blew 
mine.” 
 Surprise. He did choose. 
 “OK. We do a long hike with views of the lake, maybe—pack a 
lunch—and then come back and change into our sports gear and go 
bowling this evening.” 
 “Aren’t you going to ask me if that’s OK by me?” 
 “No.” 
 “OK—Screw you, then.” 
 “You just watch your mouth, Polly.” 
 Bowling? I found myself wondering if Bert was a champeen 
bowler. Like as not. Hope so. Certainly he’d be better than me—I 
hope. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

ATHLETIC VENTURES 
 

Sunday, June 5 
 I woke to the sound of sizzling something, seemed like only an 
inch away. I know that might seem all cozy, but just try it. Like being 
roused by a clumsy horse thrashing next to you in a double bed. Plus, 
it was still dark, almost. 
 “Christ, Bert, it’s the middle of the night.” 
 “Forgot to tell you, Polly. Our hike’s not what you’d call a short 
one, but it’ll be well worth it.” 
 “You been on it before? You an experienced mountaineer? I 
know you’re an expert on snakes, rattler-handling.” 
 “You just wait and see. Too many preliminaries can dull the—
er—pristine rush of the always changing something. To set your mind 
at ease, though, this hike does not require crampons. It mentions that 
you might want them, depending on the time of year.” 
 “Wow, Bert. That’s more sentences than you’ve managed thus 
far. Good—but don’t overdo it. Just joshing you. What time of year 
does it mean?” 
 “It doesn’t say.” 
 “What are crampons?” 
 “I don’t know. I think they are foot things. You attach them if 
you want cramps.” 
 “I see. My own inferior guess is that they’re something essential 
in deep snow. Sounds like they’d just be in the way down here and in 
summer’s full heat, Bert. Do they happen to give this here particular 
hike a name, give us anticipatory details?” 
 “Yes, they provide full satisfaction. ‘Sugarloaf Mountain Trail 
is an 11.6 mile heavily wooded out and back trail, located near Big 
Bear City, California, that features a river and is rated as quite diffi-
cult. The trail is primarily used for hiking and is accessible year 
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round, with proper equipment. Dogs are also able to use this trail but 
must be kept on leash.’” 
 “Good to know about the dogs, Bert. 11.6 miles sounds awful 
fucking long, sorry, but it’s flat, right? I mean ‘Mountain trail’ might 
almost suggest some up and down, mostly up.” 
 “It’s a mere 3228 feet up, you see, and not extremely rocky, 
though that may well be my over-rosy view. It just says, ‘rocky.’ But 
the reviews written by those who’ve done it are very positive about 
the hike, often.” 
 “What do the negative ones say?” 
 “Some disgruntled cowards complain about uncertain footing, 
exhaustion brought on by—you know, the sharp rocks everywhere, 
the absence of views, even at the top, and the bugs.” 
 “This hike was the best in the area, right Bert, or are you testing 
our mettle?” 
 “It’s the top of the list here, so eat some bacon and we’ll set out 
as soon as it’s light. There’s toast, too—a little burned, but I scraped 
it.” 
 “Jesus, Bert!” I kept myself from apologizing about using the 
deity’s name in vain—as if I cared. What I didn’t want to do was 
overuse this liberating cussing, didn’t want to overdo it. 
 He looked at me oddly. I don’t think it was because of the “Je-
sus!” 

 
 
 I was a little surprised when Polly just went along with this lu-
natic plan. I was pretty sure she’d raise objections. I wasn’t too sure 
I could do so many miles myself, now that I thought about it—over 
eleven and half of them uphill, way uphill. But we were in for it now. 
Of course, we could turn back, admit defeat. I didn’t mention that, 
though—seemed like a weak way to begin. 
 So off we went, Polly in the lead. One thing you gotta give this 
hike: it was well marked. I had worried some about getting lost, 
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though I kept that to myself. And it turned out there was no need to 
worry—about that. 
 It was pretty at first, though you couldn’t see much except the 
trees, and the ground was so uneven you had to keep your eyes down 
there pointed at the rocks. In an hour or so, things settled down to a 
bone-jarring, painful drudge, so tedious I figured I’d better start talk-
ing or we’d have to throw rocks at each other to relieve the nightmare 
of the same thing leading to more of the same thing. 
 “Hey, Polly! You doing OK? Sorry this is so steep.” 
 “Not your fault at all, Bert. Nice of you to apologize, even more 
to take on responsibility, but how could you have known, take it all 
round? I mean, why would anyone believe them when they say this 
hike is all rocky, viewless, steep, monotonous, and crowded?” 
 “I know. Crowded?” 
 “Yeah. There’s one too many of us. I’m getting good at this 
zippy delayed sarcasm, wouldn’t you say?” 
 Silence. 

 
 
 “Sorry, Bert. You OK?” 
 Silence, then, in a bullhorn voice, right at my ear. “Hey Polly   
—” 
 “What the fuck, Bert! Maybe you should slide back into your  ... 
Never mind. What?” 
 “Ha, ha, sweet Polly just said fuck. Wait’ll I tell all the kids back 
at school. You’ll all of a sudden be popular—and what a change 
that’ll be, right?” 
 I grabbed his shoulder, spun him round, kissed him hard. 
 “OK, Polly. Just keeping swearing away. See if I care. And 
thanks.” 
 “Don’t embarrass yourself, Bert—embarrass me. What was it 
you had in mind when you shouted so? My action was not a reward, 
you know.” 
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 “Oh, yeah. What I was wondering before was, do you think peo-
ple go on hikes just to get them over with?” 
 “That’s an interesting idea, Bert. Damn. Maybe so. They look 
forward to telling others. ‘Hey, I hiked Mt. Tedious last Tuesday.’ 
It’s just to put it behind them, have it over with, like you say—and 
award them bragging rights.” 
 “Yeah. Like—I don’t know, lots of things.” 
 “You were going to say, ‘sex,’ Bert, but delicacy tied your 
tongue. Thank you. But that’s interesting, too. You have sex just so 
you can be done with it, tell the other boys you had sex with Greta.” 
 “Greta who?” 
 “There’s more than one Greta? You’ve had sex with all thirteen, 
the entire Greta roll call of Santa Monica High?” 
 “I’ve never had sex with Greta anybody.” 
 “Well, just wait until we get back. They’ll be lining up for you.” 
 “I’ve never had sex with anybody, Polly. You know that.” 
 “Holy hell, Bert. I was kidding. And you get all confessional. 
Anyhow, how would I know that about you? Besides, it’s only a mat-
ter of time until your list will be as long as—” 
 “OK.” 
 Silence for a bit, so I started a new line. 
 “Tell me, is Bert short for something?” 
 “I looked it up once—googled ‘famous Berts,’ you know—also, 
‘What is Bert short for?’ I know that’s not what you mean, but there’s 
been surprisingly few really important Berts—no Presidents, not even 
very many dictators, criminals of note. There was a medieval King of 
Kent, Ethelbert.” 
 “I see.” 
 “That’s not what you meant, right?” 
 “I forget what I meant. Anyhow, aren’t you going to ask me what 
Polly’s short for?” 
 “I ain’t interested.” 
 “Cut me right off at the pass, Bert! What’s happening to you? 
Now let’s be quiet and enjoy the scenery.” 
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 “There isn’t any, Polly.” 
 “All the more reason for silence. Gotcha!” 
 Which we maintained for—hell, I don’t know, many steps and 
many minutes or hours—until Bert called out. 
 “Jesus, Polly. There’s a snake.” 
 Sure enough, straight up ahead, between two jagged rocks and 
on the only path within sight, things sloping down fast on either side, 
was this snake, very big in the visible parts, which didn’t amount to 
all of it. 
 “Shit, Polly, it’s a rattlesnake, too, see?” 
 “I do. That’s sweet. I mean, to see a rattlesnake, not to learn that 
it’s blocking our path.” 
 “What should we do, Polly, do you think?” 
 “I haven’t had your experience with the outdoors, Bert. You re-
ally do know more—from books, anyhow. You tell me.” 
 “It’s all from books, but I did read that there is no use yelling at 
it and that it’s cruel to throw rocks. She knows we’re here and isn’t 
making way, so my opinion is that it has a nest on one side or the 
other.” 
 “Well, yes. That’s my guess, too, so I think we first should try 
pleading with it and then, by Nelly, gracefully cede the path if our 
best begging don’t work.” 
 “Let me first try advancing on it, just a couple of steps.” 
 He did just that—slowly and cautiously—and the snake did not 
move, just coiled tighter, it seemed. 
 “OK, Bert. Stop. That’s plenty. Snake wins and we turn around 
and go back. Whatdya say, buddy?” 
 “Yeah. And here we weren’t that very far from the top. That’s 
just my guess, though, and you can’t see much, certainly not the top. 
That part of the hike description—‘limited views’—was accurate.” 
 “It was, and thanks to them, but we can add our complaints to 
the site, all the same, Bert. After we are in our van and snake-free, 
right, mate?” 
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 And so we turned round, short of the top by somewhere between 
fifty yards and three miles, just in time to change out of the hiking 
stuff and find a place to eat—which we did, and it was close by the 
Bowling Barn, which was our fun spot of choice for the evening.  
 As there was nothing about the meal or the conversation that 
cries out for attention, I will move right quick to the next remarkable 
thing that happened, like the talented narrator I am. And maybe I’ll 
drop that tone, though it’s fun—so unlike me. Maybe I’ll try it on and 
off, be “unreliable” in my narrating, as they tell us about in English 
classes. 
 The Bowling Barn wasn’t kidding—I am proud of that line—as 
it was very spacious and ugly, with huge high ceilings, maybe actu-
ally once a barn. I wasn’t about to ask, though, figuring Bert had read 
about it and would tell me—or point to cow piles on the floor. 
 The shoe rental kid—about our age—made a big show of spray-
ing Bert’s shoes—twice—and didn’t seem to mind when he asked if 
he could trade his in for ones less floppy. She wasn’t so picky about 
mine—just shoved a faded blue set my way without so much as a 
how-dee-do. Finally, though, we got all shod, picked out our balls, 
me going for a light multi-colored disgrace and Bert a solid black 
heavy one—too heavy, as it turns out. 
 “You bowled a lot, Polly?” 
 “Oh sure, Bert. People of my station are required to bowl—all 
the country club things, you know—bowling, ballet, bridge, brahma 
bulling. Why, I was rolling those big pluggy balls down avenues at 
age six—even before.” 
 “Pluggy? Avenues? You mean lanes? And I like your sassy way 
of talking, Polly-Wolly.” 
 “Thanks, buddy, trying out—you know—different voices. Did 
you say ‘lanes?’ Well, that’s a low-class term for them, I expect. You 
go first, Bert. I’ll try to copy what you do. Not that I’ll be able, but 
maybe you’ll help me, kind of give me lessons.” 
 This was getting awful, so I shut up. Bert grabbed his lunker of 
a ball, stepped up and took a big back-swing—too big—lost control 
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of the thing, which wafted backwards and banged over to the side and 
into the next lane, not into the lane itself but back into the area where 
were the seats, seats occupied, it turned out, by a guy and his younger-
than-us kid. 
 Soon as I saw the ball take flight, I started on over to our right, 
first yelling warnings and then, like lightning, fishing the ball out 
from under the feet of the kid. 
 All that was bad enough, but what was worse came out of the 
kid’s mouth. “What’s wrong with you, you stupid slut? Girls have no 
fucking business trying to bowl. Idiot bitch!” 
 I was just standing there, but Bert put himself between me and 
the kid. The father grabbed Bert, not roughly, by the arm, just asked 
him what he was yelling at “Terry” about. 
 I then told him, a slightly toned-down version. He spun on his 
kid. “Did you really say that? I didn’t hear.” 
 The kid seemed to realize there was no use denying, so tried to 
brazen it out. “You can bet your ass I did.” 
 The words were tough—if stupid—but his voice was quaking 
and he looked like he might cry. 
 I thought the dad was going to start in pounding the kid right 
there, but he controlled himself a little, happy with, “You just wait til 
...” 
 I had learned long ago not to interfere between friends and 
dads—just made things worse. True, this kid was no friend, but right 
then I felt sorry as hell for him. He was just a little shit repeating what 
he’d heard—probably from this very dad—a thug if ever there was 
one. 
 Well, we each gotta take the hand God deals us, for sure—but 
maybe not. I somehow put myself between the kid and his dad, whis-
pered to the big guy, “It’s my fault, not his,” and stepped back. I 
couldn’t really tell if the papa was pissed or rapturous, but he finally 
said, “That’s mighty nice of you.” 
 Then I went and put my arm over this kid’s shoulder—he tried 
to back away, probably thinking his pa had ceded beating-up rights 
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to me. I just urged the kid over to our lane, the seats, and started talk-
ing. He looked so scared, but Bert joined us and smiled at the kid, 
which seemed to help. So I started in. 
 “Terry, that’s your name, right?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Don’t be scared, OK? Nobody’s going to hurt you.” 
 “My dad is. Anyhow, I’m real sorry.” 
 “Your dad isn’t—I guarantee it—and don’t be sorry any more. 
Just let me show you something. See my arm here. Put your arm on 
top of it. OK. There. Now what do you see?” 
 “Two arms,” the kid said. 
 “Right,” I said. 
 “Do you see a girl elbow and a boy elbow?” 
 The kid sat there for a minute, then leaned into me. “OK. You’re 
right.” 
 I figured we’d all team up, go out for beers, but that was it. The 
kid returned to the adjoining lane, the dad nodded, and we went about 
our business, pretending to have fun. I won’t tell you our scores, since 
you aren’t interested, and neither am I, to tell the truth. Besides I, who 
am a bowling veteran, had to struggle to beat Bert—and by a mere 
six pins.  
 Sure hope we don’t have any more such heart-warming adven-
tures—not unless poor Bert is centrally involved. Maybe I can find 
something and shove him forward. I’ll try. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DEATH VALLEY AND BEYOND 
 

Monday, June 6 
 I guess we’re alternating turns with this Journal, directing its 
course, but I’m proceeding. Polly, that is. I hope Bert’s not adding up 
words or something—be just like him. Worrying all the time. Getting 
super-anxious as he counts down to when he has to write, though he 
seems to do that pretty well. There’s such a thing as me fussing about 
Bert to the point where it stops helping—blah, blah, blah. And there’s 
such a thing as writing pure crap, as I just have. Anyhow—don’t give 
up on us (on me)—things are about to become thrilling. 
 We’d gone about ten miles before I asked, waiting all that time 
for Bert to open up and tell me where the hell we were going—and 
why. Actually, just where would have done. He said nothing, though, 
just stolidly kept on driving. Finally, I could bear it no longer, just 
flat out asked him. 
 “Well, Polly, I thought of two different places. First, north.”  
 “OK.” 
 “Aren’t you curious?” 
 “Deeply—we going to San Francisco, right, view stuff, meet 
people, eat swans?” 
 Turns out we were going inland, where there truly was little or 
nothing—or so I thought. 
 Three hours and twenty-three minutes later—yes, I time 
things—we pulled up at this building, “The Amargosa Opera 
House/Museum/Hotel/Cafe,” where, I assumed, we were going to at-
tend something/tour/eat/buy souvenirs/rob the place. I asked.  
 “You know, Polly, they do have shows on weekends—not Sun-
days, of course, but we could get a room, you know, wait a few days. 
I wasn’t too sure what you might like.” 
 “Fine, Bert—I saw a sign, told us we were, by God, in Death 
Valley, which I had heard of but never seen, buddy. Remarkable it is, 
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kind of thrilling, kind of pure nothing. I’m not being sarcastic. I’ll just 
do that for variety, now and then, you know, just so you won’t get too 
fed up.” 
 “I’d never get fed up with you—buddy.” 
 The pause before buddy spoke of—what, I wonder? In any case, 
I was as frozen as Bert at his most locked, wanting to say just the right 
thing and saying nothing.  
 “Well, there’s a self-guided tour of the Opera House we might 
...” 
 “What, Bert? We could do that, or why don’t you just google it, 
Wikipedia it, you know, and tell me what you discover.” 
 I don’t know if I was making matters worse, but Bert just 
shrugged, as if he was (maybe not?) annoyed and went silently to 
work. In maybe ten minutes, he emerged—and bloomed:   
 “Here you go. Martha Beckett found this place only because her 
car had a flat tire, which she regarded as an omen to which she must 
attend. Anyhow, the theater was a part of this Borax company town, 
then defunct and decaying. Ms. Beckett rented what had been a rec-
reational thing, painted murals and created the hall, changed the name 
to the Amargosa Opera House and began giving ballet performances, 
though apparently without an audience. At least that’s what journal-
ists from The National Geographic came to find out about back in 
1970. Their words and then a follow-up profile in ‘Life Magazine’ 
led to a broad international interest in Becket and her theater. Beckett 
started up performing before visitors from around the world, includ-
ing such notables as Ray Bradbury and Red Skeleton. In later years, 
Beckett dropped the dancing for a weekly gig she called The Sitting 
Down Show, the finale of that not coming until 2012. These various 
performances were a source of income for both the Opera House 
(now owned by Marta's non-profit organization) and the entire town.” 
 “Wow, Bert, what a story.” 
 “What a woman! I could see you doing something like that, 
Polly, really!” 
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 I didn’t know how to answer, really couldn’t imagine myself be-
ing anything like Martha Beckett. Still, I couldn’t just sit mute, so I 
did the next worse thing, said, “Thanks.” And that shut him down—
shut us both down. 
 So, we took off from there, Bert driving, having glommed lunch 
at the first place—maybe 700 miles (nah!)—we ran into after 
Amargosa. I had snuck a peek at the map, saw how close we then 
were to Las Vegas and figured that was it. That was Bert’s plan all 
along. Fine by me. Replenish our stock of spending money. 
 But No! We got over the state line and to the 95, where I just 
knew we’d turn straight south and then right on into the gambling 
center of the country and unlimited fun—Sin City, it is called (I read), 
which made it sound oafish, but still just the place for us. But no, as 
I say, north he headed. I figured it was a mistake, so I mentioned it. 
 “Las Vegas? I been there, Polly, but if you wanta, we sure can.” 
 “No, no. You navigate. I drive, unless it’s me navigating, you 
see, in which case you do the driving. For now, you win; I suffer. 
That’s the deal. No, Bert, I love your fresh ideas. So, banal Las Vegas 
is out. We headed to the border, going to cross over into new worlds 
of Canadian delights, spread Yankee charm?” 
 “No.” 
 “Well, sorr-ee! Didn’t mean to overstep my bounds, boss man—
male man—pecker man.” 
 I can’t believe I said that—but why not? He looked over at me 
with that look again, started to say something—I think—but didn’t. 
 “Don’t hold back, Bert. Go ahead! OK, then—let me guess. You 
were about to ask me what it was like to be a female, feeling primed 
by my incautious comment on gender.” 
 Again, he didn’t bite. 
 “C’mon, Nert, you can say.” 
 “Damn it, Polly, you want to set me up again. That give you 
pleasure?” 
 “Oh, dear Bert. I thought I was just kidding. I was just kidding. 
The last thing I want—well, I’ve said it before. Believe me, Bert. 
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Please, I’ll stop being so goofy, sarcastic and all. Shine your light, 
Bert, do!” 
 “Actually, I’m a dim bulb, as you were not going to say, and I 
shouldn’t have said it either. You know, I would be real interested if 
you talked about that—you know, gender stuff.” 
 Something about the way he said it. I don’t know. But I said 
what I maybe shouldn’t have. “You’re very kind, Bert.” 
 He smiled but turned away from the subject—“I threw in that 
Borax plant tour because I knew you wanted stuff for a school report.” 
 (I left that part out—the Harmony Borax Works located near 
Stove Pipe Wells—forgot about it the minute it was over, actually 
while it was going on. I’ll just mention two things: the works are no 
longer working, and it is possible to walk through the ground, not a 
great distance, without knowing or learning what the hell borax is, or 
was. You don’t believe me, head up to Stove Pipe Wells and see for 
yourself. Only don’t. Sorry about the tone—only I’m not. It’s fun.) 
 “So, Bert, where is it we’re headed?” 
 “Tonopah, of course.” 
 “Of course. An Indian reservation?” 
 “God, Polly. That’s sad—I don’t think so, hope not, but it does 
have, Tonopah does—here, let me look.” 
 So, after he’d pulled over, handed me the wheel, he started read-
ing, all too obviously from one of those “Ten Things Not to Miss in 
Patheticville” google sites. Trouble was he read aloud: Black Rock 
Lava Flow (what?), Lunar Crater Volcanic Field, some kind of tur-
quoise mine tour (with gift shop), endless hikes, two big old casinos, 
and—you get the picture. 
 “Old Tonopah Cemetery, Bert. Oh, please, please. I don’t want 
to have come all this way and be forced to tell Mommy and Paps I’d 
somehow missed that, making them wonder yet again what they’d 
done wrong in raising me. Here’s a Cemetery, filled with dedications 
that are ever so Christian. Please, please. I know I’m just a woman, 
even though white (so far as I know), but even so I need some histor-
ical thrills, will suffer without.” 
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 Here’s the thing. We did go. Just to prove it, I offer you their 
sign, faithfully reproduced by—you better believe it—me, Polly: 
 

First Tonopah Cemetery. 1901-1911. Buried here are many of 
Tonopah’s First Residents including all 14 victims of the To-
nopah-Belmont Mine Fire of February 23, 1911, as well as the 
victims of the 1902 “Tonopah Plague” (Cemetery Fenced 1979 
by Central Nevada Historical Society). 

 
 Apart from the sign, there wasn’t much there to arrest on-the-go 
sorts like us. That didn’t mean Bert wouldn’t find something, of 
course, so we drove into town and located Whitney’s Bookstore. Be-
fore we could get out, though, Bert read off a glowing review he had 
found online: 
 

  Definitely worth a 30 minute stop. 
This is a great little bookstore and definitely is worth spending 
some time in. They have a terrific collection of serious geology 
(mining  and mineral) pamphlets for anyone who is interested 
in the rocks and geology of the state. 

 
 “Well, Bert, you interested in the rocks and geology of the 
state—that’d be Nevada?” 
 “Of course. You’re a bigot, Polly.” 
 “A bigot?” 
 “You have a protected mind, have decided you know all you 
need to know about geology and the rocks comprising it when the 
truth is that you know—.” 
 “More than you.” 
 He smiled, but pulled right into one of the parking slots for Whit-
ney’s, which turned out to be—you guessed it—one hell of a fine 
book store, very cheap, too. I’m a long-term sucker for those places, 
ended up with about four (six) books, all of the “someday I’ll get 
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interested in that, when I’ve exhausted my bottomless fascination 
with astrology” sort. Looked like Bert bought even more.  
 
Tuesday, June 7; Wednesday, June 8; Thursday, June 9 
Truckee, CA and the Cannibals 
  
 And God was with the lad; and he grew, and dwelt in the  
 wilderness, and became an archer. 
 
 That quote really belongs with our doings from last night, by 
which I mean the evening of June 7. It tells you, the quote does, all 
you need to know. In any event all that your gal Polly is about to tell. 
 
Tuesday, June 8 
 Bert here. That was fun, last night, and I—well I hate to say it—
am finding it easier to talk around Polly—maybe it’s to Polly. But I 
am worried about saying even that, for fear I might jinx it. But it’s 
just that kind of fear I need to shed—with Polly’s help. I guess I came 
full circle there, but seems like I said something. 
 Today we settled together on plans: a long hike, first stopping 
off for some high-protein, high-altitude snacks. I had the canteens 
filled and lunch packed from the night before, so it only remained to 
choose the right path, which I’d also picked out (of course). I had 
learned—and quickly—that Polly would be sure to go along with ab-
solutely anything, which was in keeping with her nature, I guess. An-
yhow, I was feeling a sweet wave of confidence— 
 “I know you are easy about letting me choose stuff like this, 
Polly, having an intuitive trust in my judgment, a sense that I, as man, 
know best, a natural female deference, a kind of—how shall I put 
this?” 
 “Put it in your—eh—ass, Ethelbert, just get to it. And I cannot 
believe I said that. I think I’m trying out new styles, but that’s awful. 
I am so sorry.” 
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 “Perfectly acceptable, Foul-Mouth. And—since you insist on me 
being in charge, here it is—as it says in my trail book:  
  

You are probably familiar with the Truckee’s iconic Castle 
Peak, the  towering mountain that greets you as you drive in 
from Highway 80 West, but what about what lies just beyond 
it? While most people opt for the popular hiking trail to Castle 
Peak’s summit, the backside of this peak holds spectacular ter-
rain including the cliffs that sit high above recently protected 
Frog and Warren Lake. Now, you won’t get to Warren Lake 
without breaking a sweat, but it’s well worth the effort as a 
hard day hike or moderate overnight backpacking trip. 

 
 “You better not sweat, Bert, or I’ll throw you over.”  
 “You’re the sweater, Polly. I thought it odd at first, the way you 
acted like a spray bottle, but no longer.” 
 “You have me mixed up with someone else, one of your best 
guys. My gender don’t sweat. And I liked you better when you were 
semi-mute, Bert. Like that’s true. Keep it coming!” 
 I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just drove over to what 
they called the backside trailhead, found a place to park, and we took 
off. 
 And now we’re back! Nothing on that hike happened except 
misery. And we both vowed, silently but firmly, that we’d had enough 
of these up-and-downs that seemed to do little more than exhaust both 
the time and us. Not like we’re real nature lovers or body builders.  
 You’d think two such fit young people as us would still be ready 
for evening adventures, plenty of vim left. Ha! We didn’t get back 
until almost 8:00, and damned near fell asleep over our take-out food. 
An hour or two later, I did fall asleep thinking of—guess! 
 
Wednesday, June 9 
 We were up pretty early, probably because we’d had a full 
night’s sleep by midnight, just about.   
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 “Polly?” 
 “I’m about a millimeter away, Bubble Bert.” 
 I didn’t say anything. 
 “What?” She screamed straight into my ear. Hurt. But she 
looked so pretty today. She always did, but today ... I couldn’t quite 
bring myself to mention it. Instead— 
 “Today maybe something relaxing? Let others do the work. 
That’s what people in our station in life do. After all, we’ve worked 
hard for what we have and it’s time for the pay-off. We’ve been 
wrong trying to make our own fun.” 
 “Right. A whorehouse?” 
 “Polly!” 
 “Sorry. I didn’t say that. I did a school report on how the first 
feminists in England took on the issue of the terrible treatment of 
prostitutes near military bases, made common cause with these 
women. The British government offered free medical attention to the 
cretin soldiers and nothing at all to the women, who were routinely 
abused. You can imagine.” 
 “I didn’t know that, Polly.” 
 Silence. I couldn’t tell if we were observing a moment for those 
women, but in a bit she started in anyhow. “I went ahead and booked 
us on a day-long trip—I don’t know why I didn’t ask, was worried 
you’d ... Anyhow, they pick us up here at the parking place where 
we’re at.” 
 “OK, Polly.” 
 “I know you’re anxious to hear more about it.” 
 I realized I should say something, but I did manage to smile, so 
she went on. 
 “It’s called ‘Wild West Day Trip from Lake Tahoe with Train 
Ride.’ They’ll pick us up here, like I said previous. All we are re-
quired to do is wear comfortable walking shoes, bring sunscreen 
(which I got packed), and equip ourselves with water bottles.” 
 “OK.” 
 “And then, I have a numbered list, Walbert.” 
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 “OK.” 
 “Just so it won’t be a shock to your unprepared system, there are 
six things featured. I will list them. Oh—not counting being picked 
up right here, as I may have said—not sure. I did report that they will 
be here in just over forty minutes, which gives us time to locate our 
best walking shoes, ignoring fashion and going straight out for com-
fort.” 
 “And our favorite water bottles, one each.”  
 “Bert?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “You’re really funny.” 
 “Oh. Right.” 
 “I wasn’t being sarcastic. Well, the six things are, in order: 
 

 1. Virginia and Truckee Railroad ride—one hour, six 
miles. Sounds  like we won’t have to worry about sound barrier 
problems. Sorry. 
 2. Comstock Lode—a silver mine. We’re there for three 
hours, so we probably do some mining. 
 3. Virginia City Visitors Center. A ten minute stop, but 
enough time to pick up some brochures, buy a memento or two 
for the folks back home. 
 4. The Delta Saloon. Of course you know all about that 
from history class. 

5. The Way It Was Museum. I think they have great art 
there, though way out of our price range. 
6. St. Mary in the Mountains Catholic Church. They have 
stained glass, it seems.” 

 
 I was busy taking notes, for some reason, causing such a long 
pause, I forced her finally to say something. “Any questions?” 
 “Polly, this is the finest list ever. I have some notes on all six, 
preliminary, you know, with some questions.” 
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 “Bert, you say one more word that is mocking me and my labors 
and I’ll slit your throat.” 
 So, there we were, ready for the tour bus, which arrived only a 
few minutes late. Turns out it was pretty much full, twenty or so oth-
ers, mostly families. Turns out also there weren’t but two seats left, 
not together. Fine by Polly, I am sure. She’d had enough of my sly 
wit to last the whole summer.  
 Anyhow, I ended up next to this kid, who looked to be about ten. 
I asked him. 
 “Fuck you! Ten! I’m thirteen. Ten! You look like you was about 
eight! Fuck you! Ten!” 
 “Sorry. I see now. You have a full beard and excessive nose 
hair.” 
 He laughed and elbowed me in the ribs—not lightly. 
 He examined me critically, letting the silence sink in, then asked, 
not softly, “Why in God’s name are you on this trip? You got on with 
that girl up there, right?” 
 “Well, I saw it advertised on-line, you know, read the blurb. It 
looked fun. You don’t think so?” 
 “You fucking nuts? A silver mine and a saloon. You could do 
the trip in your own head without boring yourself shitless and taking 
up actual time with your body. Might as well just stay home and do 
something fun.” 
 “I take it your wife forced you?” 
 He did laugh. “Parents. So, about that hot babe? Oh fuck, is she 
your sister or something—only not likely, as she’s pretty and—.” 
 He stopped, didn’t seem embarrassed at all. 
 “No, that’s Polly. And she’s not my sister, and she’s not, since 
you’re just about to ask, my girlfriend, just someone with me on this 
cross-country trip we’re taking—all across the USA, occupying the 
whole summer floating along, which is why we’re kind of lazying 
from place to place, doing stuff like this. We’re in a camper.” 
 “Wow. Just the two of you and a camper, huh?” 
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 I expected this young foul-mouth—who was no more thirteen 
than our goldfish—would now erupt, but he didn’t, just looked at me 
as if I were a notable figure, worth emulating. 
 Anyhow, there we were with seven hours of thrills before us and 
no way to flee. When I wrote that sentence I was proud of it. Now I 
see I should leave the composition of nuggets to Polly. 
 I imagine you could predict pretty much—exactly—how our 
package tour unfolded, except maybe The Delta Saloon. You thought 
it was the site of famous shoot-em-ups, maybe Billy the Kid or Wild 
Bill Hickok, but you were wrong. Its claim to fame is a “Suicide Ta-
ble,” where people who lost the ranch did themselves in—repeatedly. 
 The kid attached to me had to ask, of course: “There any evi-
dence at all for these suicides or is it just more rumor shit?” 
 The guide, about the same age as Polly and me, looked at the 
kid, didn’t smile. “It’s just more rumor shit.” 
 He hastened to apologize, but I don’t think anybody minded. 
 And that was that for the day. We went back and read Moby-
Dick, up to where Ishmael and Queequeg are in bed together. 
 

Upon waking next morning about daylight, I found Queequeg’s 
arm  thrown over me in the most loving and affectionate man-
ner. You had almost thought I had been his wife. 

 
 I figured nothing I could say would be safe, so I said it anyhow. 
“That’s really gutsy, really lovely.” 
 Oh boy—here it’d come—but no. “You’re right, Bert.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
SPRING CREEK SHIVERS AND BEYOND 

 
Thursday and Friday, June 9 and 10 
 It’s still me, Bert. Narrating, I mean. You probably figured that 
out from tell-tale markers, such as tone. Anyhow, here I am.  
 “Where to, Bert?” 
 “I think Silver Creek, NV, but away from all the crowds.” 
 “That’s east, right, Muscles?” 
 “Unless you want to go back down to the famous Lake Tahoe, 
where there’s ever so much more fun to be had, including casinos 
and—well, the lake and water activities. I would enumerate, but I 
don’t want to insult your intelligence or invade your many memories 
of stuff such as—ah—boating.” 
 She was silent. 
 “Which is it to be, Polly?” 
 “Your call, Muscle man. Don’t be self-conscious, Bert. But you 
do have a fine build.  
 I wanted to respond, since it was such a nice thing to say, but I 
could just smile, try to. Then I said, “East.” 
 “East, yes. You know that reminds me of this great passage from 
Lolita, you know it? I mean the book, not the passage, and anyhow, I 
can find it online, if I needed to, which I don’t. I gave a report, mem-
orized the passage, since I thought it’d impress the teacher.” 
 “Did it?” 
 “No. Got a B.” 
 “Far above your usual level, Lambert. So, you gonna recite it?” 
 “You want?” 
 “Yes. Nabokov isn’t quite up to your level, but go ahead.” 
 I did.  

 And so we rolled East, I more devastated than braced with 
the satisfaction of my passion, and she glowing with health, her 
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bi-iliac garland still as brief as a lad’s, though she had added 
two inches to her stature and eight pounds to her weight. We 
had been everywhere. We had really seen nothing. And I catch 
myself thinking today that our long journey had only defiled 
with a sinuous trail of slime the lovely, trustful, dreamy, enor-
mous country that by then, in retrospect, was no more to us 
than a collection of dog-eared maps, ruined tour books, old 
tires, and her sobs in the night—every night, every night—the 
moment I feigned sleep. 

 
 She didn’t say anything, so I didn’t either. But I couldn’t resist 
running it in my head—maps, tour books, tires, sobs—every night, 
every night. 

 
 
 Polly again. Like you didn’t know. You caught on to our artful 
indicators, one we borrowed from the finest authorities. 
 The only eventful thing on our trip across scenic Nevada wasn’t. 
There’s a sentence for the ages. You have my permission to copy it 
down, use it later, pass it off as of your own devising.  
 Anyhow, what it was was we picked up two hitchhikers, both 
male (like a female would do that, hitching, no matter how dumb she 
was). What happened next was high drama. They shuffled in, thanked 
us, sat mute, got out. Whee. The dialogue preceding our throwing out 
the welcome mat was the only notable thing. 
 Me: “Should we stop for them, Bert?” 
 Bert: “God, no.” 
 Me: “OK.” 
 Enough excitement for one day. The truth is, though, that we 
headed off that night to a Cowboy Poetry Gathering in nearby Elko. 
Bert had found mention of it in his endless piles of guides, another 
“Mustn’t Miss-er,” so of course ... 
 When we got back—don’t worry, I’ll describe in rich detail and 
give you the choicest poems later—I looked up this phrase that was 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 63 

stuck in my head, “came to scoff but stayed to pray.” Turns out it was 
from some eighteenth-century poet. Not worth repeating, naturally, 
but, since I looked it up, I’m going to make you read it, too. No skip-
ping past: 
 
  At church, with meek and unaffected grace, 
  His looks adorn'd the venerable place; 
  Truth from his lips prevail'd with double sway, 
  And fools, who came to scoff, remained to pray. 
 
 Don’t that just make your eyeballs roll? I won’t insult you by 
naming the author and piece, as if you were some unschooled wretch 
who just happened onto this demanding piece of Literature before you 
now. (Ollie Goldsmith.) 
 I was just kidding about reproducing the poems and forcing them 
on you. But you knew that. The actual event was neither laughable 
nor impressive, so I’d just skip past if it were not for a spirited con-
versation Bert initiated just before we went to sleep: 
 “You want to know what I thought, Polly?” 
 I wondered if silence would work as the answer most likely to 
keep him going. Maybe not, so, “I do, Berty.” 
 “I thought it was all way too heartfelt.” 
 Holy hell. My new persona wanted to issue forth with sarcasm—
maybe “Your comment is astute and unexpected, as if a wee cocker 
spaniel barked out Hamlet’s soliloquy.” Instead, “You did, Bert?” 
 “Yeah, like all you needed to be a poet was to feel deeply and 
then just let it all spill out.” 
 “Right, Bert. I hadn’t thought of it it that way, but you’re right.” 
 “As if you or me could sing opera, brilliantly, if we’d only just 
... Should I quit while I’m ahead” 
 “No, no—not that you’re not ahead. I didn’t mean that,” 
 “OK. Nighty-night, Polly.” 
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 “It’s only ten o’clock, Bert. I’ll not tell if you stay up til—oh—
maybe eleven-thirty. Mommy isn’t here to check the clock, repri-
mand, tuck you in, kiss you all over.” 

 
 
 I wasn’t going to bite dead-center at that—knew better, but I fig-
ured I had to find a way to protest somehow, say something, even 
something faked. “Why do you say that, Polly? We going to have a 
whole summer of you glorying in your superiority and demonstrating 
what a weak doofus I am. I knew that before. So did you.” 
 “Oh, Bert, I was just teasing. Really I was.” 
 “Well, then, kiss me—you know, comfort me. Roll me around 
and pat me, the way you do.” 
 “I don’t go in for incest any more, Diddleberty son, not since the 
therapist said it was harmful—to me.” 
 “So, let me pick up Moby-Dick and by heaven read from it.” 
 She didn’t say anything, but I did just that, read for quite a while 
and still didn’t get them the hell out to sea, which I figured was going 
to happen at some point, unless the movie was all lies and the whale 
was a land creature—maybe a big dog. 
 They go to chapel—whee!—though we do learn in the next 
chapter that Queequeg had left the place early. No reason is offered, 
but we can easily guess. Anyhow, Melville gives us the whole ser-
mon, looks like. I was about to ask Polly if we should just skip it, 
move on to the action, but I just kept going, plowing right along. 
Turned out not so bad. I liked this part: 
 

 Woe to him who seeks to pour oil upon the waters when 
God has brewed them into a gale! Woe to him who seeks to 
please rather than to appall! Woe to him whose good name is 
more to him than goodness! Woe to him who, in this world, 
courts not dishonor! 
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 I was about to try to make a joke, you know, something hilarious 
about whether Polly thought I was sufficiently appalling. Glad I 
didn’t, though. 
 It was quiet a minute. Then Polly said, “Thanks, Bert. I love to 
hear you read.” Then we went to sleep.  
  
Friday, June 10 
 West Wendover seemed to offer so very much in the way of 
soul-stirring attractions we might just go ahead and stay there—oh, 
as much as half a day. You’re thinking I should have sprung that gem 
on Polly—it’s so well put and all, so rounded. But I’m not altogether 
an idiot So, here’s what I plotted out for us: late morning dip into the 
Welcome Center and then hit the casino to restock our poor finances, 
afternoon guided tour promising a wild journey into the Bonneville 
Salt Flats, and evening at The Peppermill Concert Hall, to which I 
had purchased tickets online. 
 I showed this to Polly, figuring she’d raise hell—though actually 
I sort of knew she wouldn’t. Funny thing—she was a sarcasm ma-
chine at some times, but she never objected to any plan, maybe fig-
ured one thing was much like another. I don’t think it was that. She 
wasn’t cynical. I know I mentioned all that earlier, but it hit me re-
peatedly. It was almost like she was trying not to be a sweetsie all the 
time, didn’t want to be soft—or predictable—or something. 
 So, here we were, after a fine if basic—corn flakes—breakfast, 
on our way to the Welcome Center, Polly driving so I could read. I 
found guest comments on this very place and read one of them out, 
just to prepare us: 
 

Fantastic presentation inside with the HISTORY of the area—
we spent thirty minutes browsing around while chatting with 
this helpful person. Not to be missed. 
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 Polly did react to that. “Holy fuck, Bert! Sorry about the fuck, 
only I’m not. Why’d you yell out ‘history’? Looking to crack my ear-
drum?” 
 “Because it’s in bold face, you see, which indicates emphasis, as 
we learned back there in speech class in the third grade.” 
 She didn’t laugh. Just stared—then grinned and rubbed my arm, 
leaning way over. I was hoping she wouldn’t stop rubbing, and she 
didn’t for a while. 
 The welcome place was what we knew it would be, trying to 
make the salt flats interesting, which maybe they are, if you know 
how to experience them. The casino was no surprise, though we did 
remark on the fact that they didn’t question our IDs, didn’t ask for 
them.  
 We considered the tables—roulette or black-jack or some other 
things—but neither of us knew the rules and were too chicken to ask. 
The slot machines, row upon row, promised to take our money with-
out asking questions, so we went there. 
 “Why do you suppose people do this, Bert? Feeding quarters into 
these, knowing they will lose? I guess somebody could come in and 
risk a single coin in the slot on the off-chance, but my guess is that 
doesn’t happen. People are in it for the long haul, I think. How 
come?” 
 Before I could respond and explain everything fully, a woman 
sitting next to us said, “It’s a disease, honey. You notice how much 
fun everyone’s having?” 
 I saw what she meant; Polly had caught on much quicker. 
 “They’re like robots, can’t help themselves. Eventually, the ca-
sino will stop extending credit and they’ll maybe go slit their throats. 
Might as well.” 
 And here I thought we were just having fun, whiling away the 
minutes. At least I didn’t ask her if she herself had reached the throat-
slitting point yet. Odd thing was she was smiling as she said all this, 
feeding money in and then barely glancing at the screen. 
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 Anyhow, we finally found some cheap video poker slots way 
back in a dark corner, only a nickel. Wasn’t like we won, but these 
cheapie machines drained money much more slowly and gave us the 
illusion we were making choices. 
 We escaped before we caught the disease, having chalked up yet 
one more lesson learned.  
 I didn’t think I could say it, but I did. “I hope, Polly, this sum-
mer’s not going to be a set of shut-downs, doors closing, sunlight dis-
appearings.” 
 She looked at me and moved her face closer. She wasn’t flirting, 
just trying to see—inside me, I guess, “We can keep that from hap-
pening, Bert, you and I.”. 

 
 
 Over lunch, carried to our own place from a nearby restaurant, 
Bert laid out our afternoon plans, a guided tour of the salt flats. I knew 
I should be—what’s that word?—stolid, but couldn’t quite keep it in. 
“A guided tour of the salt flats? Fine for us, but imagine having a job 
being that guide: ‘And here, on your left, you see what’s also on your 
right, fore and aft, nothing whatever.’ Even as a summer job, you’d 
want to get drunk every night.” 
 “Well, Polly, you have a point. On the other hand, we get to have 
our own dune buggies and can pretend we’re in one of those races, 
where the winner makes so much money he is set for life.” 
 “He?” 
 “They’re all men, every one. Women are occupied doing—well, 
things more consequential than speeding over salt.” 
 He looked at me smiling, as if he expected congratulations for 
that bit of flatulent condescension. At least he was talking. 
 I forced him to go back to his sheet, which had on it a review of 
the very experience awaiting us: 

 
We took the salt flats tour with our guide, Alfonzo. He was 
very  informative and gave us quite the history lesson of the 
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area. We got to go out to the salt flats and take lots of pictures 
of the flats and all. Imagine our surprise to see water out there 
on them, but it was OK—Alonzo had boots for us to put on so 
we could walk out into the ... 

 
 “Nuff said. Let’s get ourselves ticketed. Hope they still have 
room and that Alfonzo can cram us in. As for boots, I think we can 
count on them, or just offer to wade. The thing is, getting a place.” 
 They did have room, though our guide wasn’t Alfonzo after all, 
but some college kid who seemed wildly enthused about it all.  
 “Hi, my name’s Rog, rhymes with ‘Frog,’ only it don’t.” 
  I should have kept mum, but—“Tell me, Frog, are there hidden 
mysteries here, stories of famous cannibals, say? We just came here 
from a Donner party reenactment, including live cannibals and 
corpses—were hoping you had something like that. We were told you 
did. They even mentioned you by name, very highest recommenda-
tion.” 
 “Well, that’s kind of them.” 
 He wasn’t kidding—made me feel terrible. Here, I thought I was 
issuing an invitation to high-order irony and ended up being a twit. 
 Nobody said anything—there were about a dozen or so of us 
trapped on this tour. Finally, Rog (actually rhymed with “Dodge”) 
took up again: 
 “I don’t think there are cannibals here, though maybe you are 
thinking of Idaho, where they had a lot of that. But you knew that, 
Idaho and cannibals being synchronized or something like that. Any-
how—” 
 And out onto the flats we went and fiddled around sliding here 
and there and not finding water, much less much of anything else—
anything at all. A tour that would have satisfied Robbe-Grillet or 
Beckett. That’s impressive, though I cannot claim it as my own. Twas 
Bert’s.  
 I was all prepared, though, not to succumb to absurdity, however 
literary, but to rescue the day by way of a terrific evening, as I say, at 
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the Peppermill Concert Hall and Cabaret. For once, though, Bert 
seemed skeptical, asked for details. Wish he were more predictable. 
But I don’t want that at all. Anyhow— 
 “Well, Bert, the reviews are all concerned with headliners, peo-
ple like Kenny Rogers and—let’s see, The Four Tops.” 
 “OK. Who’s playing tonight?” 
 “Gladys King.” That’s what it says 
 “Who? Gladys Knight, you mean? But she must be three-hun-
dred years old. I don’t know how I know her.” 
 “You know all the celebrated oldies, Bert. But this is not one of 
them. It really is Gladys King.”  
 “OK. And the place? This a saloon?” 
 “Are you mad? A saloon! As if it were that simple. I don’t know 
how to condense it so it would fit your idea of what should be a fitting 
PG-place. There are one-hundred-twenty-seven reviews on-line, not 
of Gladys or the music but the place itself. And I have read them all.” 
 “Give me an idea of the range of opinions.” 
 “Well, they all agree that there’s not a bad seat in the house.” 
 “All written by the same employee?” 
 “Oh no, they have controls on things like that. They’re wise to 
all those criminals trying to draw people to the Peppermill by stealth, 
using all sorts of dark tactics: plagiarized reviews, artful plants, glows 
penned by the same employee, like you say.” 
 “Controls? Do they?” 
 “No, I don’t think so. Until I know otherwise, I always assume 
honesty. Call me gullible, if you like. Wanta go?” 
 “Absolutely. This is your No. 1 pick, right?” 
 “No, but they’re a fierce competitor, gaining every day. But still 
behind in the ratings.” 
 “OK—here we go.” 
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 I know we’re sharing this, more or less, and I promise to take 
my turn in a bit, but I’d really appreciate it, Polly, if you’d ... 

 
 
 “OK, Bert.” 
 So off we went, we did, though I am saying nothing about it, nor 
about the rest of the evening, apart from trying to get served at the 
Meltdown Cabaret and failing—again. Before I get to that, though, I 
will say I lost all faith—not in Bert, of course, but in the reviews he 
was using to direct our steps. This time I did it myself, googling and 
reading and taking notes, thereby getting some direct quotes on this 
very same Meltdown Cabaret:  
 

 Kick back, put your feet up, and enjoy your favorite cock-
tail with  very unique Meltdown improvements and listen to 
music that is live. If you have a yearning for good music, 
dance, and drink, the Meltdown has you covered—from head 
to below the waist. Grab your partner and swing him/her before 
returning to the slots. You won’t be sorry—not ever.  

 
 Damned if I was going to let myself be swung, sorry or not, but 
figured we could at least drink beyond our capacity, forget the salt 
flats. As for that “below the waist” remark, I was truly offended. (Ac-
tually, intrigued, were I to be honest, which I ain’t going to be.)  
 And we ran into a bartender so young we might have expected 
easy times getting drinks, had he not been so clean-cut and Mormon-
looking.  
 “Kids, I’ve seen better fake ids on pet pigs.” 
 “What that mean? We look like pigs?” I really was insulted—
for Bert. Call me an idiot—please. 
 “That I’d get in trouble if I served you here, though I can invite 
you to a hot party later on.” 
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 I knew Bert would worry so about that, so I moved fast and 
blocked it. “Sorry, we’re booked for a hotter party back at the trailer 
park.” 
 He smiled—nice kid. Good looking. Not sorry we missed his 
party, though. It either would have been as mild as he, or wild and 
unleashed, way beyond our capacities—Bert’s, anyhow. I think—
though maybe I was using Bert as an excuse for my own timidity. 
Instead, we spent the wee hours, I did, listening to Bert recite what 
was to come in our in-depth tour of Idaho. 
 “You been to Idaho, Polly?” 
 “Been to Idaho? How can you ask? Who hasn’t? Are you daft?” 
 “You mean you haven’t.” 
 I just stared at him. Wish I could say I stared him into submis-
sion, but he just grinned. 
 “I thought not. So let me lay out for you, tantalizingly, my plan 
for the next week or so—possibly the rest of the summer and be-
yond— in wild and strange (yet alluring) Idaho.” 
 “Before you do that, blabby boss man, tell me—your turn—just 
what lies ahead, what new triumphs we can anticipate.” 
 “Triumphs, but also trials.” 
 “Oh, yes, trials turning into triumphs, thanks to the generalized 
male strength you can always call on when your own is inadequate.  
 “Ah, you mean, males only. Understandable, but I got that cov-
ered. I’ll tell them I’m your keeper, show them your papers” 
 Before I could decide if I was amused, he came out with his list. 
I was about to ask him what had happened to unleash his usually-
stalled tongue. Don’t know why I didn’t. 
 “Polly, this just skims the surface but gives you something to 
chew on. Remember, this list takes us, steadily but not monotonously, 
south to north, and sets us up, then, after we’ve exhausted Idaho, for 
Montana, which you figured out.” 
 He paused for no good reason, grinning expectantly, but he 
picked up again when I nodded encouragingly 
 “So, here’s the outline of our explorations, south to north. 
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  1. Pocatello—The Museum of Clean 
  2. Blackfoot—The Potato Museum 
  3. Boise—Freak Alley 
  4. Idaho City—Almost a Ghost Town—Not Quite 
  5. Melba—Celebration Park Petroglyphs 
  6. Shoshone—Black Magic Canyon 
  7. Salmon—Sacajawea Interpretive Center 
  8. Grangeville—Gravity Hill 
  9. A Surprise and Mystery Stop 
  10. Arco—Submarine in the Desert 
  11. Cottonwood—Dog Bark Park Inn 
  12. Wallace—Oasis Bordello Museum 
  13. Coeur d’Alene—Native People” 
 
 He stopped and looked a little anxious. It wasn’t that he now 
appeared, you know, inviting—no more than usual—just worried, de-
fenseless. There didn’t seem to be the slightest reason for him to sag, 
apart from me, so I figured it was time for a little boost, a declaration 
of something. 
 “Well, Bert, I appreciate all your work—and, I will even add, 
the results of your toil. How long do you figure this’ll take, this sweet 
slam bang through the top thirteen wonders of the state? I can’t figure 
out if it’s a jammed-packed day or a busy month. That’s how ignorant 
I am.” 
 “Ah! That’s what worried me, too. It does seem like a long list, 
you’re right. You want to shred it, go on to Montana, Polly?” 
 “Don’t lose confidence, Bert. That’s the worst thing, worse than 
losing your sexual vim. Stick to your list, do.” 
 “OK. I figure this’ll take—five or six days, as much as a week, 
though we will do it faster, me and you, so, say, five days—or two.” 
 “Good. That’s perfect, accords with my reckoning.” 
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CHAPTER NINE 

IDAHO INSIDE OUT 
 

Saturday, June 11—Sunday, June 12 
 Still me here with you, your mainstay and solid rock, reliable 
Polly. I love that “solid rock” image. I have this ancient granulated 
aunt, mentioned here for the last time, who’s an evangelical through 
and through (of course) and knows these old hymns. I find them now 
idiotic, though I’ve never been shy about joining in—loudly. Where 
was I? Oh, yes—solid rocks: 
 
  On Christ the solid rock I stand 
  All other grounds are sinking sands 
 
 That’s the chorus. There’s also a great verse. I asked Bert if he 
knew it. Should have known better than that, as it gave him a chance 
to be all witty: 
 “Never heard of it, Holy Polly. But you made it plural— 
“grounds” and “sands”—which would suggest, more than one Christ-
competitor, rival divinities, which, I would argue, is worse than non-
sense. Why, even I know that’s nothing more than ...” 
 That was blather that didn’t deserve attention, so I proceeded, 
with some assurance. “I’ll say the words, poetry in motion, so you 
can join in all the way through the verse and not just blare out the 
chorus:” 
 
  When He shall come with trumpet sound 
  O may I then in Him be found 
  Dressed in His righteousness alone 
  Faultless to stand before the— 
 
 I stopped right there, wondering if Bert were attending. “Can 
you guess the word that fits there, Bert?” 
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 “Phone? Moan? Cone? Bone?” 
 “Choose your favorite. Though ‘phone’ is best.” 
 “Polly, trust me. I’m really not being smart-assed here, but that 
seems a little racy, especially for the righteous.” 
 “I noticed that, too, Bert—like being dressed in righteousness 
alone would give us much in the way of a covering. Especially in your 
case, where one could hardly find righteousness enough to cover your 
... They might even see your undies, shy-boy.” 
 “Huh? Oh yeah. You got that from Tyler, but it’s about Wendell. 
He’s the one who regards his inner wear as a sanctuary no eyes doth 
dare invade.” 
 “How you know that?” 
 “I told you before. Gym class, mostly. You see, Wendell always 
...” 
 “I don’t give a hoot—would rather not hear.” 
 “Right. I should have said that I’m different from Wendell, easy 
and free, as are you, with your careless ways about bra straps, not to 
mention ...” 
 “Bert!” 
 “Yes?” 
 “Please.” 
 “OK.” 
 (I admit I was glad to escape that particular wormy subject. You 
can guess why. If not, I ain’t telling you.) 

 
 
 We did shut up, both of us, and that was it for the whole blessed 
evening, apart from me reading more of Moby-Dick, of course, a sec-
tion which I ain’t about to reproduce here, as you can read it yourself, 
even have it read to you for free on some site called libravox, I think, 
where they welcome one and all as listeners and even as readers, with 
predictably mixed results. Some readers are—honesty forces me to 
say— a bit hard to follow and some are really fine, though I can’t 
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imagine doing it myself—and I see I am getting to be an unchecked 
babbler, following Bert’s recent example. 
 Then we had us a truly healthy and refreshing sleep —at least I 
did—and a nutritious but quick breakfast, not wanting to waste even 
a minute in getting into everything that was so enticingly right there 
on our list. 
 Bert did manage somehow, probably with the help of prayer, to 
steer us safely to Pocatello and The Museum of Clean. I looked it up, 
this museum, and discovered it was the inspiration of one Don Aslett, 
and of course you know about him so I needn’t say more. And I 
won’t. Just as a reminder, however, here it is, out loud, the credo of 
the Museum, probably penned by Aslett himself: 
 

The word “clean” ranks second only to the word “faith” as a 
universal  problem preventer and life improver. Clean will solve 
most of our personal problems, hence most of the world’s prob-
lems. 

 
 “Do you want to skip this place, Polly? I thought it was some 
tongue-in-cheek play on how empty of interest your ordinary U. S. 
Citizen thinks Idaho is, you know, as in ‘empty of interest’ or ‘all 
cleaned out.’” 
 “Now we’re here, Bert, I say we go right on in. You could cer-
tainly use a mind-scrubbing, all those defiling thoughts! I’m sure 
that’s what they offer here, just too polite to say so. They use it met-
aphorically, you see, like we learned about back there in the third 
grade—metaphor, that is, not clean.” 

 
 
 You all should visit this Museum, even if your mind is spotless, 
and see how literal-minded they are, showing us not true-to-life 
cleaning displays: rags, soaps, something like 90,000 vacuum clean-
ers, at least that many, according to Polly, who didn’t quite hide her 
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impatience with me reading the little placards on each display. I tend 
to do that at museums, figure there’ll be a test, I guess. 
 So, from there—where we must have whiled away a good 
twenty minutes—we beat it over to Blackfoot, which sounds like an 
interesting place and may be, if you avoid The Potato Museum, which 
is just what it says it is. And here’s what they claim for it, edited for 
clarity: 
  

The Idaho Potato Museum is a unique museum which show-
cases Idaho’s Famous Potatoes, which maybe you’ve heerd on. 
Housed in the old Oregon Short Line Railroad Depot, here 
you’ll discover the wide world of potatoes and more. The rich 
graphics showcasing the history of the potato will lead you 
through the tedious evolution of the potato industry, from the 
original potato planted in Idaho, to the largest potato crisp 
made by the Pringle’s Company—located, the assholes, in 
Jackson, TN. You’ll be amazed at how bored you will be. You 
think celebrated “views” are boring, vistas so fine they build 
parking areas for them, even statues to political notables. They 
all come in way down the list when The Idaho Potato Museum 
is in the running for slit-your-wrists tedium. 
 

 This outlay held our interest for thirteen minutes—I timed it.  
 But, you know what, it struck us both at the same time that— 
 “Polly, you know it’s like we were rushing to—” 
 “See as many dumb-ass places as we can in the shortest possible 
time.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “So, let’s not do that, Biddlebert.” 
 “Right.” 
 So, we drove a few miles, found ourselves going through a pretty 
wooded area, not one listed anywhere as a spot to see and without 
even marked vistas or parking areas. That made parking a challenge 
but we found a wide grassy place and just pulled into it, piled out of 
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the van, and started walking, free as the birds, happy and alone to-
gether, or so we thought. 
 After about maybe half an hour Polly spoke. 
 “Bert, I don’t want to spoil this by putting a label on it, what 
we’re doing, but we should do more of it.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Needn’t be so eloquent as all that. A simple agreement would 
be—Oh Jesus!” 
 The last part was a scream, so I spun around and saw, first thing, 
Polly sprawled out on the grass, right beneath a tree. Then I saw be-
hind her this man, sort of hovering. He had his back to me, but it 
wouldn’t have mattered anyhow. I ran at him as hard as I could, just 
a few steps, though, and smashed him as hard as humanly possible.  
 He went tumbling down, a few feet up the path—I’m not too 
tough—and spun around on the ground. I was sure he’d now attack, 
this huge thug, so I braced myself for an onslaught. 
 Only it didn’t come—nor, when I looked closer, was he what 
anybody would call huge or thuggish. It was just a kid, our age and 
maybe a little younger. 
 His size made it easier to approach him, as did his sudden whim-
pering—more like full-blown weeping. I switched plans fast, from 
feeble defense to all-out attack to nothing at all. 
 “Who the hell are you, and why did you attack Polly?” 
 Just more blubbering. 
 “Well? You better tell me.” I was no longer quite so angry—
more like plain old curious.  
 “I’m so very sorry.” 
 “You’d better be. What do you think you’re doing anyhow?” 
 “If you want to beat me up, that’d be OK.” 
 Talk about taking the starch out of you—not that I had any left 
anyhow, what with all the crying. So, instead of beating him up, I 
went over to Polly. 
 “I’m fine, Bert. Really. Was just startled—not hurt at all. Who 
the hell is that kid?” 
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 That sent me back to the wretched boy, a pretty small boy, now 
that I looked. But he had attacked Polly, and I wasn’t about to ask 
him his troubles. Only, of course, that’s just what I did. 
 It all came pouring out. “I don’t know. I used to just hide in 
there—” he waved vaguely toward the trees. “After a while, I started 
to—I don’t know—enjoy myself, and that scared me, so I stopped 
hiding, would just stand there and say, ‘Hi’ to people walking by. 
You know?” 
 I don’t know why, but I said I did. 
 “Yeah. And sometimes they’d say, ‘Hi’ back, you know? Not 
always.” 
 “Right. So why didn’t you just say, ‘Hi’ to us? We’d have an-
swered you. I would have, and so would have Polly. My name’s 
Bert.” 
 “Hi, Bert.” 
 “Hi,—what’s your name?” 
 “Thomas—Tom—Tommy.” 
 “Hi, Tom.” 
 “Hi, Bert.” 
 By this time, Polly had joined us. I sort of expected she’d make 
fun of this stuff—it was so pathetic and sad and scary—but she didn’t. 
What she did do was introduce herself, say “Hi,” and then reach down 
and help Tommy up. Then she moved close to him, not in a threaten-
ing way but almost as if she might hug him. She didn’t do that, just 
asked him if he was mad at people coming into his forest or some-
thing like that. 
 He looked at her as if she’d just asked him to the Senior Prom—
though, as I say, he was too young and that’s a dumb way to put it, 
anyhow—but then said, “No.” 
 She tried again. “Are your parents nice to you?” 
 “Yeah. And school is fine. I see what you mean, Polly. I think 
there’s just something real wrong with me—inside me.” 
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 “Listen to me now. There’s nothing even a little wrong with you, 
Tom. Lots and lots of kids feel like you and find ways to—ah—ex-
press it. But this is making you feel real bad, so you know what?” 
 “What?” 
 “Talk to your parents about it. They love you and will listen. It’s 
no big deal, and they’ll know just what to do. The thing to do is stop 
worrying. Will you do that?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “And talk to your parents?” 
 “OK.” 
 “You want us to go along while you talk to them?” 
 “No, that’s OK.” 
 “OK, Tom. Nice to get to know you. If I lived around here, you 
and me—you know what?” 
 “What?” 
 “Well, I’m too shy to say. We sure as hell wouldn’t be 
strangers.” 
 He beamed again. 
 Instead of all riding off into the goddamned sunset together, we 
parted right there. We all hugged, but it could have been worse. 
 When we were safely away from Tom, I couldn’t keep from ask-
ing Polly. “Do you really think he’s OK?” 
 “Are you crazy, Bert? Hiding in the woods and leaping out at 
strangers? OK? He’s a certified loon.” 
 “Oh. I was just wondering.” 
 “Nah, dear Bert, how do I know. We can sure hope it’s not catch-
able.” 
 “We can.” 

 
 
 That adventure behind us, we drove on cross-state to Boise, 
home of Freak Alley. We both enjoyed it a lot, reminded us of the 
spirit and energy of Venice Beach. Here’s the neat description.  
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Freak Alley is a “notable venue” for murals, graffiti and public 
art located in an alley in downtown Boise. It is said to be the 
largest outdoor gallery in the Northwest and has been a Boise 
institution since 2002. It began with a painting of a single alley 
doorway and now extends from the alley itself to a gravel park-
ing lot. 

 
 When I read it out to Polly, punctuation included, she remarked 
that they were right to use the apologetic quotes around “notable 
venue.” 
 Anyhow, we found ourselves caught up in it, especially the sa-
tirical/political art. Still, it wasn’t large, so we spent only a bit there 
before going up to Idaho City, which bills itself as “Almost a Ghost 
Town.” 
 But let me have the city officials speak in their own voices: 
 

Idaho City was the largest city in the Northwest 150 years ago. 
It had over 7,000 inhabitants and, at the time, was bigger even 
than Portland, Oregon. This was largely due to the flood of 
miners seeking gold. When mining declined many years later, 
the population of Idaho City dwindled down to approximately 
104 people, giving the town the reputation as a ghost town. To-
day, Idaho City has grown to roughly 485 inhabitants, and 
while it’s no longer technically a ghost town, it still has great 
charm and history! I mean, who needs ghost towns? Right? Un-
less you are a bonafide ghost! 

 
 Imagine apologizing for no longer being a ghost town (not “tech-
nically”), as if it had found itself reluctantly climbing back from noth-
ing. But the truth is that we ended up spending the rest of the day 
there. I guess it is easy to see why only a select few would put down 
roots, but I challenge you to walk its street and not fall in love. I men-
tioned that sentiment to Polly, and she didn’t answer. Smiled, though. 
I interpret that as enthusiastic agreement. 
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 Polly here—and not a moment too soon. Bert is right about this 
place, though the most thrilling part of it was a hike—yes, yet an-
other: get back on the bike, you know. We also enjoyed the jail, the 
museum, and the fun-packed prison, which seems to have been re-
served for drunks and Indians, often the same, I guess, though they 
did have the decency to offer a half-assed apology for the treatment 
of “the natives,” as if things were much better these days. Still, you 
so seldom see any mention of native people, as if the erasure had been 
complete—forget em, don’t bother to look round the corner, nothing 
there.  
 The hike was full of twists and turns every few hundred feet that 
disallow tedium. You stop paying close attention and you find your-
self head-on against a tree or plunging into a ravine. In fact, I penned 
these matter-of-fact sentences in hopes you’d fall asleep and not no-
tice that I was the very one who stopped paying attention to what was 
up ahead of my right foot, slipped on a soft bit of dirt, and started 
down over this cliff and out into empty space. 
 I clutched madly for a branch or rock and found only Bert’s dear 
hand. Somehow he had noticed—he always did—and had moved 
close, ready for just such a stupidity, though of course he said not a 
word. That was just like him, damn it, officious and silent (less silent 
than at first, yes he was) and so fine. 
 “Oh, Jesus! Thank you, Bert.” 
 “My pleasure, Polly. Only it really is.”  
 “I know.” 
 Why did I say that—and what in hell could I mean? 
 Anyhow, this seductive trail caused us to tarry so long that, by 
the time we got back, we had to race up north to our next stop, Melba 
(the town name, not the toast) and the renowned Petroglyphs. Though 
less than an hour’s drive, it seemed as if the whole summer had gone 
by before we got there. We hadn’t checked—Bert!—on where the 
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petroglyphs were exactly and ended up right in the piss-ant town, 
which the mayor sold this way: 

 
We would like to extend a warm warm welcome to all those 
thinking of purchasing a new home or just relocating out of the 
hectic life of the “asphalt jungles.” Although small, our com-
munity offers virtually all the major amenities that retirees or a 
growing family needs, such as community celebrations, great 
schools, a grocery store, several church denominations, QRU 
facilities, and alocal fire district. 

 
 “Tell me, Bert, do we want to escape the asphalt jungles? Have 
we always harbored that deep need? Never mind, I know the answer, 
and what I really want to know is what a QRU facility is.” 
 “I looked it up and could only find Queen’s Rugby Union.” 
 “That’s it, then. Just your thing.” 
 Turns out the Petroglyphs were but a short ways out from the 
rip-roaring downtown, at Celebration Park, where we went and saw 
them, every one. 
 Best thing was we still were able then to arrive with daylight 
remaining at Shoshone and to find a canyon with some name—I 
wasn’t paying attention—again. Anyhow, I wasn’t too prone to gaz-
ing into them now, you understand, so we headed off to Salmon and 
the Sacajawea Interpretive Center. 
 Bert was driving so I could study about the Center and Saca-
jawea. Turns out the place was a radial center for Idaho feminists, 
which fact I hid from Bert so he wouldn’t be afraid and run away, van 
attached. Sacajawea, it turns out, was the brains behind Lewis and 
Clark, guiding those lousy bastards from St. Louis for thousands of 
miles up to the Pacific Northwest, getting food for them and acting as 
interpreter. She was really something, truly remarkable, eventually 
betrayed—as are all women, Native women even more wretchedly. 
 Found a place to moor, read some more Moby-Dick and tried an 
ancient Incan game called “I see something you don’t see,” which 
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threatened to degenerate into the deeply personal, whereupon Bert, of 
course, objected and we “hit the sack,” as my granny says.  
 Seems as if actual bedtimes are somehow getting much less, I 
don’t know, automatic and easy. I’m not too sure what I mean, and I 
have even less idea why I embarked on this topic—whatever it is. So, 
if you’re interested, just bottle it. As for me, I’m through with that 
subject—I hope. 
 
Monday, June 12 
 So, here we were in the second day of our grand tour of Idaho 
highlights, having learned that you don’t need this much time to cover 
all it has to offer. But maybe I’m just not an Idaho kind of gal.  
 Next stop was Grangeville, to the east, home to a fascination 
called “Gravity Hill.”  
 “Hey, Bert!” 
 “I’m right here—always. You can count on me.” 
 “That’s a comfort. Tell me now; don’t spare me. Is this a hill 
where you can defy gravity? I’m talking about leap up into the sky 
and not come down, just keep rising? Let your hopes and your body, 
no matter how weighty, ascend?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Fuck you! I’m sorry for that, Bert. Worst of all, I’m trying to 
teach myself to say just that, be less prissy—and it sounds awful. For-
give me—dear. And do forget I said all that. Just tell me true about 
Gravity Hill. Read what it says. I hate surprises.” 
 “Really? Hate surprises? You said last night in your sleep, not 
loudly, of course, not what you’d call an unfeminine yell, but, oh you 
know ...” 
 “Bert, you idiot!” 
 “OK—what you said was, ’I’m so happy I came on this adven-
ture. My life was sooo incomplete before, but now, oh boy! So many 
happy happy surprises, the biggest of which is that my companion, of 
whom I was frankly uncertain, has proved to be so ...’” 
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 “Sure, Bert. You know what I say to that? Again—fuck you! Just 
read.” 
 “I can do that.”  
 

In an eerie sensation, defying all known laws of physics, here, 
you  can put your car in neutral and it will roll uphill, picking 
up speed as it  goes. This mind-blowing illusion is also found 
in Post Falls, as well as a few select other spots in the country. 

 
 “What other spots? I want to do them all, need to see which of 
these is most mind-blowing.” 
 “God, Polly! No need to yell.” 
 “There’s every need. Besides, you did—yelled out here and also 
mind-blowing illusion, undie boy.” 
 “You have some fetish, there, Polly? I’m just kidding. Really.” 
 That was enough of that, so we just went to the hill and did as 
instructed. It didn’t seem to me as if we were going uphill, but I went 
along with Bert’s apparent excitement, just showing what a compliant 
female I am.  
 I did wonder, silently, if we were going to find a single thing in 
this state worth stopping for. I hadn’t quite given up hope, but ... 
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CHAPTER TEN 

AND ... 
 

 “What’s next, Bert?” 
 “Well, I can tell you this—er—wait a second—well, maybe—
OK. It’s close by—sort of.” 
 “Yeah, I kind of figured that, knowing what an efficient, no-
space-wasted guide you are. But what is it?” 
 “Just a minute, Polly Morphous. Just give me some time, and I’ll 
explain.” 
 But he didn’t—just guided me step-by-tedious step, landing us 
into some spot seemed to hold only a few ragged tents pitched un-
comfortably close to one another. 
 “OK, Bert. You win, mystery man of endless bad surprises. Tell 
me, what is this?” 
 “Survivalists, I am told.” 
 “Do they welcome visitors?” 
 “Sure.” 
 No, they sure didn’t seem to, appeared all in a bunch and with 
guns, even the kids, of whom there were dozens.  
 Bert rolled down his window, actually leaned out and smiled. 
“Hi, there, folks. We read about you all. Can we visit a while? We’ll 
do as you say.” 
 Guess who was embarrassed by that? Embarrassed and scared as 
hell. Anyhow, none of them made a sound, but they did raise their 
weapons and pointed them towards us, right on cue, though I spotted 
no signal. Maybe it was drilled into them: shoot all intruders. 
 “Bert, for Christ’s sake!” 
 Thank all the gods, he was already backing up, not without of-
fering them a friendly wave. I guess you’d say they seemed unrespon-
sive, but they didn’t shoot. 
 A bit down the road and out of range (I sure as hell hoped), Bert 
pulled our van over and asked if I wouldn’t like to drive. I figured I 
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was the more likely of us to spot danger and to duck our rolling home 
out of the way. 
 I knew he made that offer only so he could read—aloud. I was 
getting used to that, of course—hearing his voice, comforting. That 
wasn’t the word for it, but Bert-in-books seemed the lesser of two 
evils, a phrase both my myna-bird parents loved. Not that anything 
about this boy was evil—even by my parents’ closed-in ideas. 
 Sure enough: “You’ve heard of preppers, right, Polly? If you’ve 
watched shows like ‘Doomsday Preppers’ you know about their 
apocalyptic beliefs: that a disaster could strike at any time, over-
whelming first responders and the safety net; that this crisis would 
disrupt supply chains, causing scarcity and panic and utter social 
breakdown; that authorities would be sure to invoke emergency pow-
ers and impose police curfews. The result would be both anarchic and 
tyrannical, the worst of all worlds. Here’s a short sample of their im-
peccable logic. I know I am convinced.” 
 “Bert. How did you become so loquacious? Never mind. It’s 
OK—better than OK.” 
 “OK. Here goes.” 
 

 In fact, you may know that many perfectly reputable or-
ganizations—including the US Federal Government and the 
Red Cross—strongly recommend Americans maintain extra 
food and emergency supplies. The Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA) advises keeping a two-week supply 
of food, as well as water, batteries, medical masks, first-aid 
supplies and a battery- or hand-powered radio, among other 
things. In mainstream society, however, interest in prepping 
usually invites ridicule about such things as bunkers and tin-
foil hats. Preppers have spent years as the objects of our deri-
sion. Until now. Today, we’re all preppers—or rather, wish we 
had been.  
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 “What are you reading from, Bert? Some site you aligned with—
paid dues? Or maybe you unite with them in wishing your friend and 
family had not joined with the deriders, after all those hours you spent 
educating them.” 
 “Right, us preppers have always known we were right, which 
will give us plenty of laughs when you deriders go up in smoke. That 
may seem a bit like gloating, but after all we’ve suffered ...” 
 “Smoke, you say? Fire, is it? Makes me think of that Frost poem:
  

Some say the world will end in fire, 
Some say in ice. 
From what I’ve tasted of desire 
I hold with those who favor fire. 
But if it had to perish twice, 
I think I know enough of hate 
To say that for destruction ice 
Is also great 
And would suffice. 

 
 I saw Bert was mouthing the words as I spoke them, was too 
polite and kind (and dear) to add an echo to my proud recital. I should 
have shut up, but was so very moved. 
 “Bert, dear, why didn’t you join in? I saw you mouthing along. 
That one of your favorite poems?” 
 “No.” 
 “Really? Why not?” 
 “I think it’s like ‘Stopping Near a Woods,’ all set up to catch 
ordinary readers and laugh at them, full of sneers and cheap tricks.” 
 I was so taken aback (phrase chosen to impress and to reflect my 
response) I didn’t correct the title he had wrong. “So Frost is a smug 
prick throwing out lures for common folk and laughing up his sleeve. 
‘Laughing up your sleeve’ means ...” 
 “I know what it means, Polly, damn it. I know some things.” 
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 I was so thrilled by this display of verve, even an almost-forceful 
“damn it.” I waited for the apology that was sure to come, hoping it 
would not. 
 And it didn’t. Just goes to show you. Things were maybe not 
looking up, exactly, but our periscope was no longer fixed on the bot-
tom. I tried not to expect too much, start pressing him—but how won-
derful! And maybe I could expand just a little? I looked over and he 
seemed so relaxed. Maybe it was the wrong time, but it seemed right, 
so I went ahead. 
 “Bert, are you becoming more voluble? Or is it my imagination 
or—what?” 
 “I almost don’t want to say, Polly.” 
 “OK.” 
 “But I will.” 
 But he didn’t. I kept my mouth shut, figuring maybe something 
would come. Sure enough, after a while— 
 “I have what’s called Social Anxiety Disorder, Polly—some-
times real bad.” 
 “I see.” 
 “You know about it?” 
 “Sorry, Bert, I don’t.” 
 “It’s pretty much the same as being a nerd—only, that’s not fair. 
Calling it that is just a dodge. What it is is being really shy, most of 
the time, getting sweaty palms even, feeling panic at things like get-
ting through the halls at school. It comes and goes—well, it never 
really goes.” 
 “I see.” 
 “But when someone who has this—let’s say, me—gets used to, 
you know, somebody or what they call an environment, it gets better. 
It’s so much better with you, Polly, it’s almost as if ...” 
 “You don’t need to say it, Bert. I see.” 
 “Thanks, Polly.” 
 I didn’t say anything. Should have but didn’t know what to say. 
Finally, I managed, “I am so glad, Bert. Tell me—you know.” 
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 “Just act like nothing special is going on, Polly.” 
 “OK. Where to now, navigator man?”  
 “Arco, of course.” 
 “I knew that much, but which of the thrills of Arco are we going 
to allow to snake along our teen torsos, up under our clothes, finding 
their way at last to ...” 
 He glanced over at me. Didn’t seem embarrassed, more like in-
terested or something, so I vowed (again) to put a stop to that kind of 
talk.  
 Unprompted, he then offered me a summary—not much con-
densed, I am sure—of what he had gleaned about Arco, which is that 
it had a submarine there in the desert—but, he added with some dis-
play of feeling, it was not the only such vivid sea-vehicle trapped on 
land, as the jealous yokels in South Dakota had felt the need to display 
not one but two such wonders. (I’m hoping Bert will think one is 
enough to venture up and onto, even for insatiable youth.) 
 Bert, of course, didn’t stop there: 
 “It’s known as a or perhaps IS the devilfish, because it’s number, 
as we will see, is 666. Do you need me to explain that number to you, 
Polly? Happy to.” 
 I maintained a steely silence. 

 
 
 A reminder that this is still me, the line above indicating only a 
lapse in time or distance, in this case both, though not much.  
 So to this spot we drove. Turns out that there was, in addition to 
the fin, a museum there, a small one but nonetheless closed “For Re-
furbishing,” they said, without giving a date for reopening—luckily. 
 The fin was worth the energy it took to look at it. Since we were 
at leisure, we spent a full forty-five more seconds there, and then took 
off for—wait for it—none other than Cottonwood, famous for the 
Dogbark Inn and a sculpture garden just like one outside of Paris, or 
so said Bert. 
 He read to me a description penned by a traveller: 
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This strange and noble undertaking is not only the largest (and 
only) beagle-shaped B&B in the world, it is absolutely a truly 
unique spot to catch a night’s rest of sorts—what with all the 
barking—after exploring the amazing works of art to be found 
around every corner and enjoy all the wonders of rural Idaho. 

 
 Before I could say anything, Bert let fly. “This person—proba-
bly a woman—seems to be getting a kick out of her easy cynicism. 
Ignore that and prepare yourself for true art—like that found in Rome 
or is it Florence.” 
 I let that pass and did all I could to prepare myself for the Dog-
bark, which turned out to be some kind of motel or something shaped 
like—I guess it was a dog—with a monster hydrant (get it? Ha!Ha!) 
out back. The garden, too, was well worth a day or two of appreciat-
ing, were you up to it, which Bert may have been, but not me.  
 We were not destined to make a quick getaway. A guy ap-
proached, dressed all in mottled brown—turned out to be an imitation 
spaniel costume, though that explanation came later. He was all 
smiles—including one on his shirt.  
 “Ho there! Barky, Barky you sprightly younguns. Welcome to 
the Dogbark Gardens. I see you are taking the tour unguided, so you 
saved some big bucks, only owe me $50 per wag, ha ha!” 
 “Really?” I asked, stupidly. 
 “Nah,” he said, suddenly sane. “Even the rooms don’t cost that 
much.” 
 That left me speechless. Luckily, Bert spoke up. “This is a real 
nice place—and what a great idea to do that dog theme—barking and 
all.” 
 The guy looked over at Bert, seemed to lose all his lunatic cover 
in a second and laughed kind of sadly. “What a kind thing to say, 
young man. It was my dad’s idea, thought it would draw the tourist 
trade, you know. And he might have been right, were there any tour-
ists coming this way.” 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 91 

 “I’m sorry,” Bert said. 
 “You’re a very kind young man,” he said—“and woman,” he 
added shortly. 
 We stood silent for a moment and then the guy, who was truly 
the kind one, said, “I mustn’t hold you up. Hope you’re off to fun 
times. Enjoy yourself now.” 
  As we were rolling along, neither of us seemed to want to sum-
marize all that, so we convinced ourselves we were hungry, got some 
lunch—you might call it—and then took off for our next scheduled 
stop.  
 “Where we off to, Herbie?” 
 “I won’t hide it from you, Polly, it’s Wallace, which is a little 
out of our way but worth it, since no trip to Idaho would be complete 
without several minutes at The Oasis Bordello Museum.” 
 “I was hoping we wouldn’t miss that, Bertil. I’ve heard lots 
about it in school. At last!” 
 “We get to don costumes and get photographed—send them 
back home— complete with funny inscriptions.” 
 Would he never stop? 
 “Oops!” 
 I thought about ignoring him but there was something in the tim-
bre of his yell, so I asked what was wrong—foolishly. 
 “Here’s a vital spot we missed—Ketchum.” 
 I really did misunderstand what he’d said and blurted out the 
details of my misunderstanding and gave him this opportunity: 
“That’s in Pittsburgh, not really close. They even have a museum de-
voted to that prick Heinz and his ketchup.” 
 That set me up to take matters into my own hands, reading from 
Ketchum’s website, which I launched into after agreeing that he was 
not talking about some french-fry topping. 
   

After the development of Sun Valley by the Union Pacific 
Railroad in 1936,  Ketchum became popular with celebrities, 
including Gary Cooper and  Ernest Hemingway. Hemingway 
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loved the surrounding area; he fished, hunted, and in the late 
1950s even bought a home overlooking the Wood River in 
nearby Warm Springs. It was there he committed suicide; he 
and his granddaughter, model and actress Margot Hemingway, 
are buried in the Ketchum Cemetery. The local elementary 
school is named in his honor. Every Labor Day weekend, 
Ketchum hosts the Wagon Days festival, a themed carnival fea-
turing Old West wagon trains, narrow ore wagons, a parade, 
and simulated  street gunfights. 

  
 “I see,” he said. 
 “Too bad it isn’t Labor Day.” 
 “We could always come back.” 
 Idiotic, but something in the way he said it, or maybe the jokey 
reference to coming back, made me tear up.  
 I think he noticed, kind boy that he sure is, and tried to let me 
off the hook. “They say his gravestone is shaped like a penis. And 
since we know that much, maybe we can avoid the trip—though we 
can do it in under two days, if the rush hour isn’t too bad.” 
 I still couldn’t trust myself to speak. What was it about the idea 
of “coming back” made me so sad, worse than sad? How embarrass-
ing. I’d make him pay for this—not that it was his fault in any way, 
and not that that made any difference. Anyhow, more silence from 
me, which prompted poor Bert: 
 “What do you say we skip the bordello museum and call it a day? 
Just find a hookup near Coeur d’Alene, thereabouts.” 
 That was so well-meant it made me feel much worse, something 
about quitting, endings, never being able to return—anywhere. 
“Quit? Never. I see by your notes right there it is near Wallace. I al-
ways so wanted to see Wallace.” 
 He looked at me as if to check my tone and all, then, “OK, take 
a left next intersection—about a mile up there.” 
 “Next left—got it.” But I couldn’t let it rest there, just couldn’t. 
“Oh, Bert, I am so very sorry.” 
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 “Oh, no, Polly. You got nothing—have nothing—to apologize 
for. I never knew there were good times like this.” 
 “Oh, Bert.” 
 “Don’t get mad now, Polly. I never knew anybody like you. I 
know we’ve not been on the road all that long, but I can tell that much, 
feel it so. And it’s not just because you’re so—you know—hot. 
You’re so pretty, Polly.” 
 “Bert, I ...” 
 “I know I shouldn’t have said that. And don’t worry. I won’t say 
it again, anything like that. And anyhow that’s not what I meant—not 
even close. It’s not really about how you look, though, as I say ...” 
 “Bert, I know you won’t—you know ... Anyhow, you’re the one 
who is hot. I keep ... That’s not what I meant to say, either. I wanted 
to say something, but I don’t know what.” 
 “I know.” 
 “It was all that about endings. I can’t say what that did to me—
don’t know.” 
 He didn’t say anything. I didn’t either. We sat there, mutually 
befuddled. We had to escape, and it was my job to find the route.  
 “Well, that’s enough of that, horse face. Let’s find the bordello. 
Here, you drive and I’ll guide, prepare us by finding inaccurate pro-
motional data to read aloud with emphases in all the wrong spots.” 
 We switched places and I found info on the bordello museum, 
easy to do, as it was lying open on his desk, fussily neat, thank Jesus. 
I found the hilarity he was about to read to me and figured what the 
hell. As I sank into the reading, I also formed the resolve to de-soften 
myself and get us back to my being in charge, at least in charge of my 
own wobbles and able to stop drooling all over this lummox, who was 
truly droolable if you looked—shut up. 
 Should be easy enough just to read. 
 “Here we go, Cuthbert: 

 
This one-of-a-kind brothel-turned-museum is offbeat, quirky, 
and  truly historic in all the right ways. Perhaps not for the 
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young’uns, this little gem explores Idaho’s oldest “profession” 
tastefully and with touch of humor. Lots of feathered boas, but 
you’ll also find yourself carried back to the time when Madame 
Ginger ran the place in the 1800s. Genuine history. 

 
 “Historic in all the right ways? Genuine history?” 
 “Yeah, Berty, that means it’s useful, amusing, and inaccurate.” 
 “Good. How far to Wallace?” 
 “Whoa there! One thing at a time, hustle boy. Just keep going 
straight, stick to the road as much as you can.” 
 The museum seemed sort of moving, a testament to my porous 
current state of being but also to the guide, one Molly (yeah, rhymes 
with me). Bert, of course, was super-respectful from the start, but I 
had been all ready to giggle and scoff. Molly changed all that, telling 
us stories about the people who had worked there, not just “whores” 
but women doing what they could to scrape by, dealing somehow 
with often-brutal men so they could find a way to maintain their com-
plex and hard-gritty lives. 
 “You know the first feminists worked with women who col-
lected around military camps in England in order to make enough 
money barely to survive. Middle-class women made common cause 
with the prostitute outcast, seeing their kinship and foregoing easy 
judgments. They saw clearly that prostitution was overwhelmingly a 
financial, not a moral, issue. Their compassion lost elevation, merged 
into friendship. I know that may sound sentimental, but there’s evi-
dence everywhere that such was the case.  
  The only real difference between the two groups in and around 
the military camps was in the terrible risks the prostitutes undertook, 
the ease with which these men could get away with all degrees of 
violence, murder not excluded. You can imagine how much protec-
tion the law gave these women back then in England—or here. It’s 
really no different now.” 
 I was hoping Bert would ask questions. And he did. 
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 “Are things not any better for sex workers now, Molly? Different 
but no better? I don’t pretend to know.” 
 Before I could cover his blunder, Molly turned on us, not with a 
weapon but with a beaming countenance—directed at Bert. 
 “What a sensitive remark. And it’s not an easy question to deal 
with. In some ways, there are more protections, but mostly they are 
charged with the same gender bias—you know, medical requirements 
directed almost exclusively toward women in order to protect men. 
Things are probably less brutal overall than they were in 1850 or here 
at the Oasis in particular. I suspect many visitors come here to laugh 
at the displays—to laugh at women. I don’t think it’s an exaggeration 
to say that all women in our country were and are treated as sex work-
ers, by and large. I know that’s not true of you, young man. I hope 
it’s not.” 
 I looked at Bert, who seemed confused, so I cut in, like a fool: 
“He’s not that way.” 
 The young woman, Molly that is, actually reached out and 
grabbed me by the shoulder.  
 “I can tell you two are not at all like the usual run who come here 
to snicker, knowing before they arrive everything there is to know. I 
can see you are willing to encounter a world that is so different and 
yet so alarmingly close to our own. Thank you.” 
 Bert smiled, and I tried to match his glow. I never felt so flattered 
and so determined to do better, maybe be better. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

STILL IDAHO BUT NOT FOR LONG 
(Montana Coming Soon) 

 
Tuesday, June 13 
 Bert here. That sure was one hell of a day. I am tempted to say 
more about it, but it almost seems as if that might spoil everything, 
talking about an experience that needs to settle and stay unsaid—if 
that makes any sense. Seems as if, once set loose, my tongue goes on 
by itself. 
 Anyhow, the day ended with a few more pages of Moby-Dick, a 
video of craters of the moon, and then a sleep—very long into the 
morning, which was OK, since the appointment I’d made with some 
native people at Coeur d’Alene had specified only “sometime in the 
afternoon.” I sure didn’t want to push, as they seemed reluctant to 
meet at all. I’d sent them a donation for a kids’ school there, not 
meaning to bribe them, but to help in what seemed like a desperate 
situation, kids not only without computers but very close to lacking 
pencils and notebooks. 
 I told Polly about it and you know what she said?  
 “Jesus, Bert, you going to tackle all the problems caused by our 
genocidal wars? I did a report and—oh, heavens. Once you start 
thinking about the native people, their schools, the little kids with no 
real future except what is scripted for them by us—alcoholism and 
diabetes—it’s crushing. I’ll give them some money, too, but let’s not 
force them to visit with us.” 
 “I see what you’re saying, Polly, and you’re right—but I really 
don’t know how to get out of it. He said he’d bring a poet along, tell 
us about a corn festival or something like that.” 
 “Oh, Bert! Let’s let them escape as soon as—you know.” 
 What happened wasn’t so bad, I guess. They were embarrass-
ingly polite, seemed nervous. They brought us some fry-bread and 
made jokes about Indians offering white man peace and some genuine 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 97 

Indian food, though humble, just like at Plymouth Rock. Seemed 
pretty barbed to me, but they also seemed so kind. As for poetry, the 
taller one gave us a sheet, didn’t offer to read it, so I did. It sounds 
goofy for me to have done that, but it seemed the right thing to do at 
the time and they appeared to love it. Here’s one of the poems, by the 
great writer Sherman Alexie: 
 
  Buffalo Bill opens a pawn shop on the reservation 
  right across the border from the liquor store 
  and he stays open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week 
 
  and the Indians come running in with jewelry 
  television sets, a VCR,  
  a full-length beaded buckskin outfit 
  
  all catalogued and filed in a storage room.  
  The Indians pawn their hands, 
  saving the thumbs for last, they pawn 
 
  their skeletons, falling endlessly from the skin 
  and when the last Indian has pawned everything 
  but his heart, Buffalo Bill takes that for twenty bucks 
 
  closes up the pawn shop, paints a new sign over the old 
  calls his venture THE MUSEUM OF NATIVE   
   AMERICAN CULTURES 
  charges the Indians five bucks a head to enter. 
  
 “Buffalo Bill, that’s us! Pawns his hands, his heart. Vicious 
white folk. That’s us.” 
 They were so kind, laughed and said that we were good people, 
trying to help, that all white people weren’t the same and that to think 
in those terms was racist. 
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 But I knew better than that, and Polly sure as hell did. All white 
people are the same. 
 That was enough of that and more than enough of Idaho. We 
talked about it that night and decided we’d get out of this state tomor-
row and that we’d consult no more oddities sites in future. We didn’t 
want to make this a tour designed only to confirm our privilege and 
racial superiority. Hell, we could do that back home and maybe that’s 
what we’d really been doing—sneering (in effect) at places like Watts 
and East L. A., confirming by way of laughter our elevation—and 
vicious stupidity. 

 
 
 It was my turn to make a list of Can’t Misses in Montana, not 
oddities, as we said, but legitimate spots that would appeal to students 
of the land like me—even Bert—possibly. 
 The thing was that there were about four-hundred such online 
sites, once I looked hard, most of them offering the same damned 
things: hikes, fly fishing, museums, bicycling, tourist centers (where 
you could ask questions and even get answers), kayaking, animal pet-
ting (cuddlers and big animals, too, such as bears and goats), various 
curiosities, and excellent restaurants. Took me forever to cull through 
these multitudes—and who knew where Bert might be driving all that 
time, unaided by my counsel or, for all I knew, anything other than 
his natural and defective directional instincts?  
 Finally, I just picked some spots, sort of at random. 
 “Bert, listen to me now, and drop all that distracting stuff on your 
phone, especially as you drive 40 miles over the speed limit. I got us 
a list, not an oddity among them, apart from the world-famous muse-
ums of comedy—children with missing limbs, that sort of thing.” 
 He paid no attention—which was good—so I let fly with the list, 
prefacing it with the warning that the order wasn’t exactly linear in 
map terms, involved a little doubling back, but not too much. Of 
course I wasn’t sure about that map stuff, but it seemed right to let fly 
with confidence. 
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 1. Glacier National Park—where we could spend weeks  
 2. Missoula—lots there 
 3. Mann Gulch, north of Helena and site of—well, I’ll tell you  
  later   
 4. Bozeman—hot springs, clothing optional 
 5. Kingston—a Calamity Jane something 
 6. Whitehall—Lewis and Clark Caverns 
 7. Anaconda—a theater of some sort—can’t read my writing 
 8. Phillipsburg—vaudeville at an opera house 
 9. Big Sky—rafting 
 10. Harden—Little Big Horn stuff 
 11. Yellowstone National Park—and a slide south into  
  Wyoming 
 
 I knew Bert wouldn’t object, but he did. 
 “Sounds good. I mean, sounds like a lot. The summer could 
grind to an end and we never got out of these western nightmares.” 
 I was shocked. Imagine him saying that—and he wasn’t laugh-
ing—or smiling! (I could see him in the rear-view mirror.) I would 
have stepped around right there and slapped him into happiness, if I 
hadn’t been too worried about us crashing. But I really needed to say 
something that would cause readjustments in his attitude. I mean, 
what was this? How could we continue with only one of us upbeat 
and glowing? So, I did nothing whatever. 
 To pass the time on the way to Glacier National Park, which one 
can picture vividly without taking the trouble to visit, I read a bit from 
Moby-Dick, the most memorable being from a short chapter called 
“The Prophet.” 

  
 “Have ye shipped in her? he repeated. 
 “You mean the ship Pequod, I suppose,” said I, trying to 
gain a little more time for an uninterrupted look at him.  



James R. Kincaid 
 

 100 
 

 “Aye, the Pequod—that ship there," he said, drawing back 
his whole arm and then rapidly shoving it straight out from him, 
with the fixed bayonet of his pointed finger darted full at the 
object. 
 “Yes,” said I, “we have just signed the articles.” 
 “Anything down there about your souls?” 

 
 “Wait a minute, Bert, and I’ll check something.” 
 I did. “The madman there is named Elijah, who was in the Bible 
as a prophet to old King Ahab, who reigned—but that’s enough of 
my less than useless indoctrination.” 
 He looked over at me. “I understand. You ever want to talk about 
it, let me know—I mean, just say.” 
 “Thanks, Bert. I will.”  
 Kind Bert. After that, he got us straight—I guess—to Glacier 
Park. What can I say about this Wonder of the West? Well, let me be 
concise and accurate: it revealed to us that some parks live up to their 
names, yes, and offer ever so much scenery. Of course we were very 
inspired but kept ourselves from exclaiming. And that is an experi-
ment in a tone I know I should abandon. 
 From there we made it to Missoula in no time, where we were 
all set for our narrowed-down list:  
 
  1. The smoke-jumper center 
  2. The University of Montana 
 
 I guided Bert to Number One. 
 “Why are we here, Polly? I mean, not that we shouldn’t be.” 
 “Trust me, Bert. You’ll see—not immediately but in good time.” 
 “When I am on my death bed?” 
 That struck me as really funny, and by the time I was through 
with unseemly guffawing, we were on a tour. 
 Our guide, seemed like he might be a college kid, a little more, 
was very kind but seemed surprised we were there. 
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 “Not to shit you, there ain’t really much to see, kids. There’s the 
chutes, over there’s the small planes, and that’s the parking lot where 
we park when we are called here.” 
 “Why are you here, then? There a fire?” 
 He looked at me oddly, perhaps kindly. “Just for training, you 
see. We need to know how best to fight all fires of various sorts, how 
to use the tools, and how to land without breaking something, equip-
ment or us. The horrible fires are in the worst mountains, most inac-
cessible. Like Mann Gulch, which is why you’re here, right?” 
 I didn’t want him to spoil my plan, so I just said, “Oh, no—
thanks, but no.” 
 That was idiotic but it served to shut him up—Bert, too. So, we 
paced around a little under his tutelage, asked a few well-prompted 
questions, replied, “You don’t say!” on cue, and then headed off to 
the university, the major one in the state, we assumed—Bert assumed 
and I knew. (Mann Gulch will be with us later.) 
 “OK, Bert, here’s an idea: pretend we’re looking to come here 
to school, you know, scouting it out, like Tyler and Wendell did. 
We’ll find a local kid and have the best time ever, get them to talk to 
us about what it’s like here.” 
 He produced one of those looks of his again, like he wished for 
better from me or something—you know, judgmental— but didn’t 
say anything. 
 In a little bit, there we were, on the grounds of the University—
walked up this pretty zig-zag trail to the main buildings, we figured, 
and found what looked like a student—a really pretty girl, white, too, 
as was everybody in the state, I imagine, me included, so why am I 
sneering? 
 “Hi!” Bert said—then stopped, maybe stunned by her beauty or 
just lapsing into his SAD state. 
 She stopped when he did and turned on this smile, sort of rocked 
me, too, though I wasn’t speechless. 
 “Sorry. Can we bother you with a question or two? We’re think-
ing about coming here next year—applying, I mean.” 
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 “Sure. I’m not busy. So, what would you like to know?” 
 “Well, is it hard to get into?” 
 Her smile disappeared. “Where are you from?” 
 Bert chirped up, “Well, tell the truth, we’re from Los Angeles—
Santa Monica, really—Los Angeles.” 
 “And you’re looking to apply here? Bullshit! You know they are 
struggling to stay afloat here at U Montana, have so little money—
and you come sashaying in from L. A. to mock us—probably go to a 
private school—or will.” 
 There’s no way we could defend ourselves. We expected her to 
turn on her heel, probably because that’s what we would have done, 
having delivered such a knock-out line. But she didn’t, looked at us 
again, seemed to consider.  
 “Why are you in Montana anyhow? You hikers? There’s not 
much to do here for tourists except climb up and down over and over, 
find vistas to nowhere. I guess maybe get lost—just to vary things.” 
 We explained the whole shebang—our cross-country adven-
ture—told her way too many details, but she did seem interested, lost 
her scowl. 
 Bert finally said something wonderful. “We didn’t mean to make 
fun of the school—or you. It’s beautiful here and we don’t know 
shit—sorry—about it. It was my terrible idea to pretend we were pro-
spective students, not Polly’s—that’s Polly right here—and I apolo-
gize. Who are we to look down our noses at this wonderful place? 
Anyhow, I am so sorry. We just wanted conversation. If you want to 
punch someone, hit me, not Polly. She may be lots of things but she’s 
no snob.” 
 The girl became easier as he went on—and on—finally regained 
her smile and, at the end, grabbed Bert and kissed him, not a peck. I 
was wondering if maybe she’d kiss me, didn’t know how I’d react—
until she did it, by Jesus, and I reacted by liking it. 
 “I see. You are lucky kids. Do you really have questions or are 
you just looking around aimlessly?”  
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 “Aimless,” I said. “We go from place to place, spreading our 
glow—Bert’s.” 
 “You’re not out to save souls, are you?” 
 Bert, alas, answered before I could make up my mind what to 
say: “Hell, no. We know what that’s like—even in L. A. Sorry. I 
didn’t mean that ‘even in L. A.’ Not like we’re any better—or 
worse—than here in Missoula. We have plenty of that where we are, 
especially south a little ways where there are evangelicals by the hun-
dreds—millions—and cathedrals that’d make you vomit.” 
 Amazingly, she didn’t then run away, though she did leave after 
a bit more chat, told us she had to go plead her case for more financial 
aid—directed us to the cafeteria. Before she left, she kissed Bert again 
and then looked over at me—quizzically, I guess—smiling but sort 
of uncertain. I must have worn a yearning come-hither mask, as she 
kissed me again, hugged me close.  
 We found the cafeteria for a quick bite before setting off for Hel-
ena. 
 Soon’s we got close, I directed Bert north a ways to our real des-
tination, Mann Gulch. I hadn’t done a lot of research on how to get 
there, so was shocked when it became apparent we’d have to hire a 
guide, which we did see how to do. I then realized that the smoke-
jumper-disaster tour would be a very long adventure, starting well 
before dawn on a four-wheel drive thing, followed by a tough hike 
and then back around on another jeep-thing. Whew. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

MANN GULCH REVISITED AND FORWARD 
 

 So, that night I read to Bert quite a bit from a Norman Maclean 
book called Young Men and Fire, about a tragedy in August 1949, 
where fourteen smoke-jumper kids were killed, right there in Mann 
Gulch. First, though, an overview I copied from the net: 

 
 Mann Gulch is a beautiful 2-mile long V-shaped valley 
that slopes steeply upward from the Missouri River about 20 
miles due north of Helena. The men parachuted into the upper 
wooded part of the gulch around 4 pm on August 5, 1949 and 
prepared to fight a fire located in trees near the bottom of the 
gulch. After a bit the leader (Wagner Dodge) didn’t like some-
thing he saw and had them switch over to the other (grassy) 
side. By late afternoon the crew had made their way down to-
ward the river, unaware that the fire had jumped to their side. 
The flames were hidden behind a bend in the gulch, and by the 
time they rounded that bend it was too late. Fanned by strong 
winds and fueled dry grass, the wall of flames raced uphill in 
the “blowup” faster than men could run. All but three perished. 
One survivor, the foreman (Wag Dodge), set an “escape fire” 
then laid down on the burned grass as the wall of flames 
burned around him. Two others (Bob Sallee, Walter Rumsey) 
made it over the ridge and found safety on a rocky area as the 
flames eventually burned around them. The only non-smoke-
jumper lost in the fire was Jim Harrison, a guard at Meriwether 
Campground, who had come over to help fight the blaze. 
 

 As soon as we got settled in that afternoon, pretty early in the 
day but way too late to start on our trek up the gulch, I forced Bert to 
listen to me read parts from Young Men and Fire.  
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 It’s the oddest damned book, telling very slowly the story of 
these doomed smoke-jumpers, then telling it again, and again and yet 
again. Oddly, it never gets boring, once you see that Maclean, even 
as an old man, keeps coming back to Mann Gulch and coming back 
to his narrative, not so much to try to light on the accurate version as 
to try to find a way of telling that is not absurdist, that doesn’t take 
these young kids and dump them into hell—and that’s that.  
 Maclean is an old-fashioned guy, and he wants this story to yield 
itself to the demands of classical tragedy, where things are cata-
strophic but still matter, where there is catharsis and, at the end, some 
“glimpse of restored order.” Fear and pity. Put more simply, as he 
does, he must find a way to enfold us in a story which yields a clean 
form: these men, hardly more than boys, must not have died in vain. 
The story must mean!  
 (I should maybe add here that I’m plagiarizing this lame ass Kin-
caid, using some of the words from a review he wrote. He seems to 
have spent his life writing reviews of other people’s stuff. How pa-
thetic!) 
 Maclean lays bare the process he is undergoing, the ways in 
which he must abandon protective distance and force himself into that 
tragic run up the too-steep, too-long gulch toward a safety he will 
never reach. 
 

 If a storyteller thinks enough of storytelling to regard it as 
a calling,  unlike a historian he cannot turn from the sufferings 
of his characters. A storyteller, unlike a historian, must follow 
compassion wherever it leads him. He must be able to accom-
pany his characters, even into smoke and fire, and bear witness 
to what they thought and felt even when they themselves no 
longer knew. This story of the Mann Gulch  fire will not end 
until he feels able to walk the final distance to the crosses with 
those who for the time being are blotted out by smoke. They 
were young and did not leave much behind them and need 
someone to remember them. 
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 But simply bearing witness is only the first step. Maclean is now 
with them inside the smoke and heat, but then, even when it is impos-
sible, he must find the tragic theme, escape not the fire but the loss of 
meaningful shape. 
 

 Although young men died like squirrels in Mann Gulch, 
the Mann Gulch fire should not end there, smoke drifting away 
and leaving terror without consolation of explanation, and con-
troversy without lasting settlement. Probably most catastrophes 
end this way without an ending, the dead not even knowing 
how they died but “still alertly erect in fear and wonder,” those 
who loved them forever questioning“this unnecessary death,” 
and the rest of us tiring of this inconsolable catastrophe and 
turning to the next one. This is a catastrophe that we hope will 
not end where it began; it might go on and become a story. 
 

Though Maclean is present throughout the story, he exists largely 
without anything but this single interest in fires, Mann Gulch, and 
the tragic heroes. Only at the very end, does he seem to consider his 
full life and, surprise, his wife. 

 
 I, an old man, have written this fire report. Among other 
things, it was important to me, as an exercise for old age, to en-
large my knowledge and spirit so I could accompany young 
men whose lives I might have lived on their way to death. I 
have climbed where they climbed, and in my time I have 
fought fire and inquired into its nature. In addition, I have lived 
to get a better understanding of myself and those close to me, 
many of them now dead. Perhaps it is not odd, at the end of this 
tragedy, where nothing much was left  of the elite who came 
from the  sky, but courage struggling for oxygen, that I have 
often found myself thinking of my wife on her brave and lonely 
way to death. 
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 “Jesus, Polly. Is the whole book that fine? It’s like poetry.” 
 “You’re right—about these passages, Bert.” 
 “You know what, Polly?” 
 “I do.” 
 “Ha, ha! I wonder if we want to do this smokejumper disaster 
trip.” 
 “A little late for that, Bert. We scheduled and can’t let the poor 
bastards driving us up into the mountains and showing us where to 
plant our feet down—and that’s a fine sentence. The predicate is ‘let 
down,’ separated from one another though they be. Artful, very. Go 
back and spend ten minutes with it and it’ll be clear. We gotta go.” 
 
Wednesday, June 14 
 And we did go. Whew—I can’t imagine those smoke-jumpers 
trying to run up that hill—those many hills, criss-crossing with the 
fire roaring behind them, gaining so fast. The hills are now brown and 
featureless—apart from the one truly memorable thing, the crosses—
“With the Brave Young Dead,” as that NYTBR said.  
 
Thursday, June 15 
 A memorable day. Me (Bert) driving, as Polly guided us unerr-
ingly straight to Bozeman, in search of some kind of hot springs, she 
said. 
 “Turns out there’s not just one thing here, Bert, but many, each 
a separate one carrying with it all sorts of alluring options. Added to 
that, some of the springs change their rules when the sun goes down.” 
 “Age limits, you mean? Beer drinking rampant and thus not suit-
able for children such as you and me, even with our fine IDs, which 
haven’t worked yet but will here.” 
 “Return to your old, monosyllabic ways, Wilbert! And I’ll leave 
all that after-dark stuff for you to experience alone—keeps the after-
noon open for us as a couple, such as will remain (of the afternoon, I 
mean) because of you snoring away our summer.”  
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 “Yeah. Look and see what else is around here, Polly. There’s got 
to be something.” 
 “Nope, not a thing.” 
 “We could extend our naps, be really in shape for tonight.” 
 “In that case, we’ll hike to the second state university, located 
near a giant M—up some hill over beyond something and providing 
excellent views of something else. Here’s more than you need to 
know, straight from the Tourist Bureau.”  
 

This 250-foot white-rock letter was built piece by piece by stu-
dents of Montana State University in 1915 and has since served 
as a pride point for the University and a symbol for the city. 

 
 “A must for every visitor, Polly, showing respect to all M’s eve-
rywhere, not just the one here.”  
 “Right. It does say, though, that this here path—there are two of 
them, one zig-zaggy and one straight up—will be a strain for the av-
erage hiker. That’s the way they put it.” 
 “That ain’t us, though, Polly, and don’t say we’re below average. 
I’m on to your wit.” 
 “Bert, you’d know this: in those states which have a U of State-
Name and State-Name State U, is the second always a wannabe ver-
sion of the first, forever striving to catch up and failing?” 
 “Not always so.” 
 “OK.” 
 So we did what they told us as to the hiking, and it was a strain, 
and it was pretty. But there wasn’t anything to do once you got there 
except come back down, so we did, then drove into town and discov-
ered that, since it was Thursday, we could enjoy “Music on Main,” 
live from eager and willing talent. One guy whose talent we appreci-
ated was singing to a banjo some very strange songs. He hadn’t at-
tracted much of a crowd—just us—so in the pause between offerings 
we asked just what they were, these songs. He said they were 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 109 

forgotten Montana folk tunes from them days of the early pioneers. 
We hung around a little bit, just so we wouldn’t seem rude. 
 Then we headed off to the Hot Springs, bathing suits in hand. I 
assumed they had changing facilities, as I knew Polly wasn’t about to 
shed clothes in public. Me, I’d flash my body anywhere, anytime—
ha! 
 Right—and just as we emerged from our respective lockers and 
reconvened, this voice said, “Hi, guys!” 
 We looked over—about two feet away was this woman, saggy-
breasted. I mention that, rude as it sounds, because you couldn’t miss 
it—or them. Much worse, close behind her was her similarly una-
dorned husband, we discovered soon (their marital status), and then 
two kids, white kids top to bottom, a little younger than me and Polly, 
judging by—you know. I wish I could say I hadn’t looked, but it 
seemed natural—natural to a pervert like me.  
 The adults seemed to melt away and we were left to do what we 
would with these blond and friendly kids.  
 I couldn’t help it. “Do we have to take our clothes off? I mean, 
is that what we should do?” 
 The boy looked at me, kind of laughed. “I’m Jed and this is 
Mina, and no you can keep them on, if you’re cowards and want to 
insult us.” 
 Mina shoved him: “Pay no attention to him, please. He thinks 
he’s funny. Just like he thinks he has a big dick. So please don’t you 
undress and disillusion him. Actually, whatever seems to you com-
fortable.” 
 Polly seemed amused and easy. “This rude boy is Bert, and I’m 
Polly. Bert can’t speak right now because he’s mesmerized. It’s a typ-
ical boy thing, spending hours hoping for a glimpse of another boy. 
They have no interest in us at all.” 
 Mina smiled at Polly, linked arms with her and led her away. 
 “Wanta shoot some hoops, Bert? I’m really sorry for being a 
smart ass. Mina says I do that sort of thing to cover my embarrass-
ment. She’s probably right. Not that I’d say that to her.” 
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 “You don’t like being naked, Jed?” 
 “No, I really don’t. I guess. I mean it’s not awful—kinda is. I do 
it to show how cool I am, but that’s all a lie. I’m a phony—a total 
fake.” 
 He looked like he might all of a sudden cry. Seemed like a very 
nice kid—maybe too few defenses and dropping the few he had right 
there as we spoke. Anyhow, I had to do something—something that 
didn’t involve hugging. Talk about being phobic. 
 “C’mon, Jed. You’re not alone. We’re all fakes—boys, anyhow. 
We’re all lost, feeling around in the dark with no idea what the world 
is, no idea what we are.” 
 Then he did start to cry. Maybe my stupid talk about feeling 
around. I don’t think so, though. Anyhow, I didn’t know what the hell 
to do, so I hugged him, real tight, too, which seemed to make him cry 
a lot harder, which damned near made me cry—did. 
 We talked a while, me and Jed, not about anything very much, 
kind of like we were retreating, probably having got too close to the 
bone—two real lonely kids realizing they deserved to be lonely. 
That’s too dramatic—and inaccurate—but not all that inaccurate. 
 We didn’t say anything about keeping in touch—swam for a 
while, just as if that were required, show how like everybody else we 
were. 

 
 
 Bert was strangely silent, and for once I didn’t feel like asking 
him about it. Must be losing my edge. Without abuse, what would we 
do for conversation? Where would I be in this duet, how find myself? 
How would we negotiate the time? I did know then how much I relied 
on abusive sarcasm to keep from seeing things—seeing myself. 
 “You OK, Bert?” 
 “I’d tell you if I could, Polly. I really would. That kid, Jed, 
well—I don’t know.” 
 “That’s OK, buddy.” 
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 We rode along in silence—I’m not sure where to, though I was 
driving, taking us wherever the wind blew. 
 Finally, he spoke. “Jed was crying, Polly, all worried that he was 
a fake, through and through, not just pretending to feel that either. 
What really scared him was the sense that there was nothing he was 
hiding, no genuine self or anything. All he was was surface.” 
 I couldn’t think of anything to say. 
 “I know that’s awful, Polly. But it’s true of me, too, yes. Maybe 
it’s true of lots of kids—boys—but that’s no help. It’s like saying 
we’re all going to die. Makes it worse.” 
 “That stuff about having no deep self, not that death thing: it’s 
not just boys that are bothered by it, Bert,” I finally managed to say. 
“Girls don’t much think about it, I mean mention it. I guess boys don’t 
either. Anyhow, there’s probably not much difference. I did talk to 
Tyler about this whole thing, and she thinks girls are even more 
phony and evasive, have to play the role of being solid, letting boys 
wave in the breeze, since that’s the scripts we’re handed. She’s so 
smart.” 
 “Yeah, she is. Will it all change later, once we find—you know, 
later on? You think, Polly?” 
 “I asked my mom, Bert. She said the only thing that changed was 
that you just stop worrying about it, get used to it or something—
which is even worse. I guess you stop wondering if there’s anything 
out there in front or down deep—know there isn’t but stop looking—
hoping.” 
 Bert didn’t say anything, seemed to be awfully depressed. Me, 
too, I guess. There wasn’t anything I could think of to say, nothing 
that would cheer him up—cheer me up, more like it. If anything was 
worth being depressed about, this was sure it. For no reason whatever, 
none I could locate, what came to mind were Polonius’ words and my 
smart teacher last year saying it was surely among the most fatuous 
things Shakespeare wrote for old self-important, shallow Polonius. 
(Love that word ‘fatuous.’).  
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  This above all, to thine own self be true 
  And it must follow as the night the day 
  Thou canst not then be false to any man. 
 
 I blathered all this to Bert. “Thank you, Polly. I see now, though 
my own esteemed teacher, Dr. Dumbo, thought they were words to 
live by or some such. I can see both sides—there’s no self to be true 
to but also one can try, try not to be a deliberate villain,  don’t you 
think, try for something?”  
 I was ready to agree with anything—just to lift him out of the 
funk he was in. So I did so—and it didn’t. 
 I suggested we turn to Moby-Dick, somehow imagining it would 
give us relief, when it turns out all it did was make things worse—a 
short chapter on one Bulkington:  
 

Know ye now, Bulkington? Glimpses do ye seem to see of that 
mortally intolerable truth; that all deep, earnest thinking is but 
the intrepid effort of the soul to keep the open independence of 
her sea while the wildest winds of heaven and earth conspire to 
cast her on the treacherous, slavish shore? But as in landless-
ness alone resides the highest truth, shoreless, indefinite as 
God—so better is it to perish in that howling infinite,  than be 
ingloriously dashed upon the lee, even if that were safety! For 
worm-like, then, oh! who would craven crawl to land! Terrors 
of the terrible! is all this agony so vain? Take heart, take heart, 
O Bulkington! Bear thee grimly, demigod! Up from the spray 
of thy ocean-perishing—straight up, leaps thy apotheosis! 

 
 Wasn’t like I knew what Melville was really talking about, but I 
sensed it. I bet Bert did understand it, knew what a leaping apotheosis 
was, maybe possessed one. I hope not—it sounds frightening. 
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 Me driving and Bert doing his duty getting us faithfully almost 
to Kingston and the well-known Calamity Jane something. All at 
once he spouted out, “Shit, Polly—excuse me—I got this all wrong 
about what’s at Kingston, which is nothing at all, seems like, which I 
thought all along was going to be the damned Calamity Jane Museum, 
which turns out to be in Kingston, certainly, but New Mexico, not 
Montana.” 
 “Ah, Bert, that’s an error many may have made, perfectly under-
standable, especially since it was me who made it, not you. And don’t 
you deny it—just put your able mind to getting us to where we’d be 
sliding next, were we able to read maps and guide books.” 
 “What? OK, Polly. Well, according to our original plan, we wuz 
off to Whitehall, where there’s supposed to be a Lewis and Clark 
Canyon—no Caverns, which sounds like our kind of place.” 
 We went—and it may have been our kind of place, but I just 
wasn’t paying attention. I guess we descended and emerged. Any-
how, next thing I knew I was waiting for Bert to relocate us, which 
he did—to the ever-so-fascinating theater in Anaconda (which is the 
great name without the great thing, as Matthew Arnold said, but not 
about Anaconda). They were showing an old movie, “The Last Pic-
ture Show,” which I’d never seen (Bert neither) and turned out to be 
about as desolating as our earlier talk—vanished youth, vanished 
hopes. People trying hard to hide from themselves the fast-fading life 
in the town all about them, outside and inside themselves—and fail-
ing. Jesus!  
 I think Bert was as depressed as I, so it was with wild anticipa-
tion that we got tickets for the vaudeville at an old opera house in 
Phillipsburg. The show was probably cheesy and beneath third-rate, 
but we both laughed our asses off, truly loved it. 
 At least we didn’t examine why we so enjoyed it, nor did we 
manage to depress ourselves further with more Moby-Dick or Nor-
man Maclean, just came back and undressed privately (only a few 
peeks at Bert) and went to sleep—the deep sound sleep of the evasive. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
BYE, BYE MONTANA 

HELLO TO—WELL, THAT’S A SURPRISE 
 
Saturday, June 18 
 We figured another day would do it for Montana, in which state 
we had lingered longer than we should have—not that we had ex-
hausted its wonders but that we had overextended our limited teen 
interest levels. 
 This is your Polly still speaking—and if you didn’t know that 
from my distinctive prose, I will be deeply disappointed. All you 
gotta do is attend carefully to our asterisks.  
 Anyhow, we figured we had only a couple more things to do 
(MUST-DOS) before sliding into a very famous National Park lo-
cated (however) in a deservedly obscure state. You get ten points if 
you guess either one. 
 Not to hide the last of Montana from you, I’ll spill it—first there 
is a Grizzly Encounter, then Big Sky for white-water rafting, and then 
Harden (the town) for the full story on Little Big Horn. 
 The Grizzly Encounter was not what you’d expect, I hope. I fig-
ured it would be close-up and thrilling, maybe dangerous. Never mind 
that it was Bert who threw cold water on all that. “You crazy, Polly? 
Think what their insurance would be!” Insurance? Imagine the kind 
of flea-ridden fop who’d talk insurance when the subject was griz-
zlies! 
 But he was right about the Encounter (what a misleading claim!), 
the best part being the cubs, a couple of which we were allowed to 
play with. Even such a polished hard-nose like me couldn’t resist. 
And the rip-roaring adult bears seemed like they’d want to be friends 
if they didn’t have those invisible fences on their side and bossy 
guides on ours. Almost enough to make you doubt all those how-I-
alone-and-with-no-more-than-my-muscular-bare-hands-withstood-
savage-attacks yarns. 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 115 

 In the question period (ample time allowed), I knew Bert would 
embarrass us both, only he didn’t. 
 “Are bears in the wild really dangerous?” 
 “Good question, handsome!”  
 “Thanks.” 
 “No, it really is—and you really are.” 
 There seemed nowhere to hide. At least the guide—a very pretty 
one, I’ll admit—didn’t say anything about “your girlfriend.” 
 “Actually, considering the number of hikers and people living in 
the wild, there are next to no fatal attacks from bears—about 1 per 
year in the US by black bears, fewer by grizzlies, More people are 
killed by sheep.” 
 She waited for laughs. Sad to say, they came. 
 I was trying to hustle us out of there when she caught hold of—
here’s the thing—not Bert but me. “You two guys want to get a drink, 
a safe drink, alas—with me and Lars? Lars is my boyfriend, who also 
blabs on about bears and gets paid, too—though not much. Unlike 
me, he makes stuff up—and, also unlike me, he’s a big hit with the 
family set.” 
 What could we say—about the safe drinks, I mean? Rather, what 
could I say when Bert looked at me for an answer? What the hell. 
 The two (comedian and Lars) turned out to be terrific. Neither 
one asked embarrassing questions about our marital or sexual status, 
told us about their work as naturalists-in-training back at U Colorado 
in Boulder, said not to bother visiting the town—“Yuppie Hell”—but 
to hike the high country around the vicinity for sure. 
 OK by me. Wish we could have stayed longer with them, but 
Bert was, from five minutes in, making these exit whines, almost to 
the point of rudeness, so finally I had to cooperate, not without as-
saulting him as soon as we were free. 
 “Bert, they were great. Why’d you …?” 
 “I got uneasy.” 
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 There’s Mr. Go-With-The-Flow (as Grandma says) for you! No 
use being sarcastic here, though. I was so worried they’d hurt my 
Bert, dive him into some dark place. 

 
 
 Still me guiding you. The gap in the text and the line—Bert in-
serted them—indicate only a lapse in time. I think you’d know that 
without the line, but they do just what I said about time! If you like 
it, thank Bert. 
 Later—You all realize that white-water rafting is better when 
there’s a spill, especially in fast water, which is where spills often 
occur, especially in the rocks and gullies and gurgles. I’d be glad to 
offer even more great tips, insights from the inside, as it were, though 
I have learned from saddest experience how resistant you are—yes, 
you!—to authoritative knowledge, which is also why you would be 
among the first to capsize. I know you don’t like to hear that, but if 
the upending raft seat fits ... 
 Anyhow, it was not Bert caused us to topple, even I wouldn’t 
say that, but our guide, being careless as hell. Managed to get us ver-
tical, seemed like—it all happened so fast—and dumped a few people 
into the drink, including Bert and this little kid, Katie. The raft guide 
soon maneuvered things so they could get back in while still alive and 
entertain hopes of drying off someday. We were all wet, but they were 
wetter. Soon as things calmed down, the guides found a rugged beach 
kind of place, managed to get us all out and then distributed some 
sandwiches. Our poor little Katie was shivering bad, Bert trying to 
find blankets or something to warm her. I saw what he was doing and 
took Katie aside, where she could shed her soaking stuff and put on a 
dry inner layer of mine. Bert came over with us, kept his back to us, 
a shield, warding off all the pervs. 
 You’re wondering about her parents? So was I, but it’s a mys-
tery—either climbed aboard another raft or were off getting drunk. 
Who knows? 
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 Trouble was it then became impossible to get rid of that kid or 
her brother, who attached himself to Bert much like a starving barna-
cle. (That’s an original simile—and don’t say barnacles don’t starve.) 
I thought the kids were going to cry when we all had to part. I felt that 
way with Katie, too. They were awfully nice kids. 
 We made it to Harden in time for the final Custer’s Last-Stand 
tour, latched onto a group that seemed about as uninformed as were 
we. But that’s better than being in a crowd full of experts, drowning 
out the guide with their errors. Anyhow, this woman guide didn’t 
mince words on how truly vicious George Armstrong Custer was. I’d 
always thought he was a general. Just goes to show you, George ac-
tually being a lowly lieutenant colonel, which ain’t nuthin at all, in 
my opinion. Anyhow, our guide said Custer was following orders on 
this day, but still deserved what came to him and to the unit he was 
leading into what they thought was a cinch battle. After all, it was 
only Indians and the cavalry’s cause was just.  
 And what was the cause? Gold had been discovered hereabouts, 
and white people wanted it, never mind a treaty securing the land 
there for the Indians (Sioux and Cherokee). Ordered to relocate yet 
again so whitey could grab the gold, the perverse Indians refused, 
which is why Custer was sent in to persuade them by way of mass 
murder. But things turned out bad for the white boys, and several 
hundred of them, including George, died. 
 Bert it was asked the guide how the government had then retaken 
the area and got back the usual horror story about slaughter, broken 
treaties, and an increase in fury against native people. Wasn’t like 
they were seen as human before that time—from Thomas Jefferson 
on down—but this battle solidified the image of a monochromatic 
rampaging savage, deserving of nothing but hatred and fear—and 
making wiping them out a matter of self-defense, decent white people 
defending what was “theirs.” Within five years virtually all of the 
Sioux and Cheyenne, those surviving, would be confined to reserva-
tions. 
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 Bert read that ownership of the Black Hills, which had been a 
focal point of the 1876 conflict, was determined by The Manypenny 
Commission, according to which the Sioux were required to cede the 
land to the United States, if they wanted the government to continue 
supplying rations to the reservations. In other words, lose the land or 
starve—or both. 
 “Listen to this, Polly! Jesus!” 
 

 The Sioux never accepted the legitimacy of the transac-
tion. They lobbied Congress and subsequently litigated for 40 
years; the United States Supreme Court in the 1980 decision 
acknowledged that the United States had taken the Black Hills 
without just compensation. The Sioux refused the money sub-
sequently offered and continue to  this day to insist on their 
right to occupy the land. 

 
 
 Bert reporting now, restoring equilibrium and, yes, decency to 
our record—and if you tell Polly I said that I’ll—well, I’ll just unleash 
on you such fury. And you know how we quiet types are the most 
dangerous. 
 I decided to assert myself not just with you but with Po-po-po-
polly. “Whatcha think of this, Polly?” 
 “Of what?” 
 “I can tell you disapprove. Never mind.” 
 “Don’t try to be funny, Drubert!” 
 “I’ll just out with it. You know that New Mexico Reservation 
our class has been dealing with, writing letters and such?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Let’s go there and help out.” 
 “What makes you assume they’d want us?” 
 “Well—you see, I ...” 
 “You talked with them. I thought so—should have known. So, 
what it is is they’re expecting us, right? For how long?” 
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 “Four-five days, up to us.” 
 “OK.” 
 Gotta say this for Polly. She knew how to put herself under my 
guidance. She may have been a bit reluctant at first, but she had 
learned, slowly, that it was best to submit to male authority. Oh sure. 
 “The only thing we gotta reckon with, Polly, is that it’s quite a 
ways from here to there, way more than we can do in a day. And since 
you’re sure to ask, it’ll take two days, full days.” 
 “OK, Bert. This actually sounds great.” 
 “We’ll make the trip go faster by finishing Moby-Dick and other 
classics and maybe some singing, which I’ve never done but am prob-
ably good at.” 
 “OK. You know we’ll get there on a Tuesday, right?” 
 “They won’t mind.” 
 She looked at me odd, but kept driving. 
 
Sunday, June 19, Monday, June 20 
Roaring Down to The Rez 
 There is little to report about our dip south. We rolled along just 
at the speed limit—odd that we both drove that way—the non-driver 
keeping the driver awake by vibrant conversations, readings from 
Moby-Dick, or, surprise, singing. You know who initiated that activ-
ity? Polly! 
 And you know what she sang? Real oldies like “You’re Still the 
Same” (a weeper), “King of the Road,” “Sweet Home Alabama,” and 
“I Will Survive.” That last one we sang about five-six times during 
the trip—me joining in loudly, not well. I found a bunch of lists on 
my phone, “Sing-along Oldies,” that kind of stuff. I was way too em-
barrassed to play them, much less sing along, until Polly urged me to 
do so—persuasively. 
 “What the fuck, Bert, nobody cares, which is to say, I don’t care 
if you have no taste—or talent. Besides, I happen to know you have 
both.” 
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 So we did sing—a great deal—ranging along and through maybe 
fifty or so titles. Man, was it ever fun! 
 And our on-going and never-ending novel, of course—you can 
supply the context:  
 

 And let me in this place movingly admonish you, ye ship-
owners of Nantucket! Beware of enlisting in your vigilant fish-
eries any lad with lean brow and hollow eye; given to unsea-
sonable meditativeness; and who offers to ship with the Phae-
don instead of Bowditch in his head. Beware of such an one, I 
say: your whales must be seen before they can be killed; and 
this sunken-eyed young Platonist will tow you ten times round 
the world, and never make you one pint of sperm the richer ... 
  Roll on, thou deep and dark blue ocean, roll! 
   Ten thousand blubber-hunters sweep over thee in vain. 
There is no life in thee, now, except that rocking life imparted 
by a gently rolling ship; by her, borrowed from the sea; by the 
sea,  from the inscrutable tides of God. But while this sleep, 
this dream is on ye, move your foot or hand an inch; slip your 
hold at all; and your identity comes back in horror. Over Des-
cartian vortices you hover. And perhaps, at midday, in the fair-
est weather, with one half-throttled shriek you drop through 
that transparent air into the summer sea, no  more to rise for 
ever. 
 Heed it well, ye Pantheists! 

 
 So much for that. Sounds as if Melville is getting a dig in at those 
woozy Emersonians, maybe a private joke between him and his be-
loved Hawthorne? Both suggestions came from Polly—but I nodded. 
 Anyhow, after a productive day of nothing, we found a trailer 
hookup about nine miles from the entrance to the Reservation and got 
to bed pretty early—for us—on Monday night, knowing we’d have 
to be up with the god damned roosters Tuesday morning and get to 
the school. 
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Tuesday, June 21—Sunday, June 26 
The Reservation—And the Charter School 
 Polly here. The Reservation area is officially closed to non-resi-
dents, but we didn’t run into any opposition, just drove right on in. I 
think Natives are still not used to saying, “No” to white invaders. 
They haven’t learned the white-folk lesson that kindness is useless 
except as a disguise. At least Bert and I weren’t bringing blankets, 
small-pox blankets. 
 Finally found a kid and asked him where the school was. 
 “School? Is there a school here? It’s about three hundred miles 
due west and then circle forward, init, look for white skin,” he said, 
laughing. 
 “OK, smartass,” Bert said, pretending to be mad, “is it straight 
ahead or back behind us?” Something about the kid seemed to unlock 
Bert’s tongue. 
 “Neither,” said the kid, “but you’re close.” 
 I was hit with an especially bad idea: “If we bribe you with some 
white folks stuff, will you tell us?” 
 It hit me that we were re-creating the worst of invader tricks: we 
mean no harm—here’s some valuable blankets and booze—we can 
even joke— just trust us. Worst of all, the kid did. 
 “Follow me. I’m going there.” 
 “Want a ride?” Guess who said that. 
 “Bert!” I said, planning a ripping reprimand. 
 But the kid nodded, got right in when Bert opened the door, al-
most on my lap. Jesus! 
 Turned out the school was located close but hidden by about 
twenty turns. When we got there and parked, we were swarmed upon 
by dozens of these kids, all pleading for rides, as if stranger danger 
(white danger) didn’t exist. Probably it was indeed low on their list—
just below “having no food.” 
 Bert and our passenger got out right into the mob, soon as I found 
a place to park, one mostly free of kids. 
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 “We’re looking for Ms. White Eagle,” Bert shouted, not doing a 
good job of shaking off all the clingers. 
 Meanwhile, I had attracted some of my own—many. You’d 
think I would be uncomfortable to the point of ruthlessness, but I 
think these kids would melt the heart of the Princess of Darkness, 
which I am not—quite. 
 Anyhow, Ms. White Eagle put up with us for the four days, a 
time as fine as any I’ve spent. And if that’s true for me, I needn’t tell 
you about Bert.  
 We worked—that’s not at all the word for it—at the school dur-
ing the day and then came home for nightly get-togethers with the 
White Eagle family, their relations near and far, and what must have 
been the whole Reservation along with anybody who was happening 
by. They were feasts of kindness like I have never imagined.  
 I know this all sounds annoying and predictable—pampered co-
lonialist commenting on how generous and kind those natives are and 
oh, if we could only return to their simple if primitive ways and throw 
off the shackles of our modern, advanced world! But please, do hear 
me. And Bert is with me, too: this world that they opened unto us was 
not a way into a simpler past but a welcome into a complex system 
that we could not, of course, comprehend in just a week—or maybe 
not ever, we being what we are. But we could see some of its features. 
 It’s not that they do not have ownership and private property; 
it’s just that those concepts are fluid. Every home seems porous and 
every guest is welcome. In that sense, everything is shared, as if 
goods were just on loan, subject to being reclaimed by anyone walk-
ing by, especially by those in need. 
 I have never seen people who laughed so much. They made jokes 
about Bert’s skin color, said he needed more sun, poor pale boy. Me, 
they said I could use some of their fine lotion on my hair, maybe get 
rid of the whitey curls. They saw “race,” including their own, but it 
meant something so much more than we could see, and they turned 
the whole idea into a vehicle for inclusion.  
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 They often told Bert he was “a very handsome brave, won-
drously and equally fit for hunting or for love.” They told me I should 
lead the village dance at the next tribal powwow, take the top spot. I 
don’t know if they meant it, since I think these dances are sacred, but 
I cannot imagine them excluding anyone—even those who mean 
them harm, which so many have done—and do. 
 I know it’s a tiresome cliché, but they made the week pass in a 
second, acted as if they had nothing on their minds but tending to us. 
 Also, of course, they could not hide the horrible and pervasive 
effects of being the group of humans most wrecked by white domi-
nation. The adult males in the village, by and large, seemed to be job-
less and also hopeless, left with nothing to do but somehow keep 
themselves from despair. The nearest work was forty-five miles 
away, which meant it might just as well have been on Jupiter—even 
were they not subject in the city to discrimination in hiring. Women 
tried to keep things alive, harboring dwindling resources: the arid and 
rocky land they were given, forced onto, was barely fit for growing a 
little corn, some gourds.  
 Bert and I would go to school and find little odd jobs—catalogu-
ing books in their much-used library, doing what we could in the 
classroom, sometimes reading to the littler kids. 
 The last job was finest, I think. Bert can nominate his favorite in 
a minute. Anyhow, we’d read to these kids, who’d plop on the class-
room floor in front of us, hungry to hear the words from some pretty 
terrific books. (The library was not sumptuously supplied but not 
bad—we plan to send them a whole load of books once we’re away.) 
Anyhow, back to reading to these little kids collected on the floor in 
front of us, every day moving closer and closer until they were next 
to us, on our laps—in our hearts forever. 

 
 
 It’s me, Bert. I haven’t anything to add, really. I’ll just note that 
we also did playground duty, which meant being included in a whole 
variety of games that seemed never to have a winner. They were 
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rotating games, activities designed to go on forever. Nobody loses 
and the fun never ends. I read a book once about how untimed games 
like baseball reach toward a perpetual being, going on and on, reach-
ing beyond time. Nobody is shut out and nobody is ever hurt: keep 
the rally going and the game will never end. 
 Anyhow, while we were there, we were always greeted to-
gether—“Here’s Polly and Bert.” The kids all used that dual refer-
ence, too. “Hi, Polly and Bert.” One day on the playground, this little 
twerpy kid looked at me real hard: “Are you Polly, or are you Bert?” 
 I know Polly is as ready as I to close this summary. I wish there 
were some way to go back, maybe spend the rest of the summer 
there—though the school only runs through the end of June. But there 
has to be a way never to leave at all. 
 But we will leave, right, Polly? Before long we’ll push all this, 
all these gallant people, to the special comfortable spot in our minds 
reserved for those we feel sorry for, honor, and ignore. They’re such 
good people, wish we could do more—bye, bye. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

NEW MEXICO FOREVER 
 

June 27-28 
 We decided, Polly and me, to take an undeserved break from all 
this, go north out of the state altogether and eventually right into un-
threatening Colorado, with a few voyages there into laughs and gra-
tuitous soul feeding.  
 Laughs first. “Roswell, here we come, Bert, where we’ll put a 
comforting sign on you so nobody’ll mistake you for an alien.” 
 “You’re the more likely, pretty girl.” 
 “You callin me ‘pretty?’ Me? Pretty is so—never mind. I liked 
you better when you were tongue-tied and gulping.” 
 I shouldn’t have looked over to see how he took this. Wish I 
hadn’t. 
 Moving right along. “But I do have an idea. I pretend to be a 
person of color—use just a tad of make-up, not blackface. Whatdya 
think, Bert?” 
 “You mean pass yourself off as a creature from Planet Xerox? 
You sure you want to?” 
 “You disapprove, which gives me pause, but hear this: they 
know all about the white-skinned aliens, but ... You see, Bert?” 
 “You can be from the dark side of the moon, right?” 
 “You know what, Bert?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Not every joke is a good one or goes to good places. And, 
though you are too thoughtful so to remark, not all of my ideas are 
gems.” 
 “Maybe all but one. So we go onward, Polly. Do something both 
hilarious and, you know, politically sensitive. Blackface, of course, 
is sure to meet with the full approval of all the best judges.” 
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 “Right, Alberto. You ranging into vicious satire now? Anyhows, 
we got a ways to go before arriving, so you entertain us with more 
from the white whale—if he ever is going to make an appearance.” 
 Bert knew better than to apologize for the whale or go on about 
my terrible idea, so he just started in on Melville as I swooped the van 
over and up from the Rez on the way, eventually, to Santa Fe: 
  

 I, Ishmael, was one of that crew; my shouts had gone up 
with the rest; my oath had been welded with theirs; and 
stronger I shouted, and more did I hammer and clinch my oath, 
because of the dread in my soul. A wild, mystical, sympathet-
ical feeling was in me; Ahab's quenchless feud seemed mine. 
With greedy ears I learned the history of that murderous mon-
ster against whom I and all the others had taken our oaths of vi-
olence and revenge. 

 
 Polly seemed to catch fire herself, twisted so far in the seat to 
look at me that I feared for our lives—my life anyhow.  
 “Jesus Lord, Bert! Why does Ishmael—the whole crew—not 
only submit to Ahab but feel what he feels?” 
 “Well, Polly, I ...” 
 “Holy hell, I mean taking on the feud—they all do—as personal, 
‘because of the dread in my soul.’ What does he mean?” 
 I waited for another interruption before saying anything. I wasn’t 
sure I could talk about this, but this wasn’t class. This was Polly, and 
Polly was different.  
 “I don’t think it’s because they harbor some fear of Ahab or are 
induced, like into a trance. This is no revival meeting. I think what 
happens is that they find a bit of Ahab in themselves, in their souls, 
Ishmael says. I think the closest he gets to it comes in that word, 
“dread,” maybe a kind of nihilism or atheism, as he said before—
dread, you know.” 
 “Yeah, Bert, yeah. But what is it, that dread?” 
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 What a set-up line for somebody with no clear idea. I had 
charged a little ahead in the novel and found this, read it to Polly: 
 

 All that most maddens and torments; all that stirs up the 
lees of things; all truth with malice in it; all that cracks the sin-
ews and cakes the brain; all the subtle demonisms of life and 
thought; all evil, to crazy Ahab, were visibly personified, and 
made practically assailable in Moby Dick. He piled upon the 
whale’s white hump the sum of all the general rage and hate 
felt by his whole race from Adam down; and then, as if his 
chest had been a mortar, he burst his hot heart's shell upon it. 

 
 “Oh, damnation, Bert. What a passage. Read it again.” 
 I did. 
 “What do you think, Bert?” 
 Again, I opened my mouth, not sure anything would come out. I 
guess I shouldn’t have worried, since Polly was clearly about to 
burst—and did: 
 “I think Melville sets us up by calling Ahab ‘crazy,’ makes us 
feel distanced and safe, and then explodes it all. Ahab sees more 
deeply, feels more honestly what we all sense. Notice that—all, all, 
all. And then Melville turns that hatred, our hatred, directly onto the 
chief demon—God. Holy Shit, Polly. He says it quite directly. Look! 
The general rage and hate felt by Adam and everyone aflerwards. 
Everything we come to realize is a lie or a delusion, that prick God. 
It’s a little like that Conrad story we read—‘The horror, the horror.’ 
Ahab has looked upon the face of the Creator and will not submit.” 
 “Yeah, and he joins with all mankind, carries us with him, in 
righteous vengeance.” 
 “Oh, Jesus, Polly, why don’t they teach this? I don’t mean the 
book, but what it says.” 
 “Sure, Bert. Turn the kids loose with heroic Ahab. Parents would 
love that.” 
 “Fuck em.” 
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 “Bert! That’s vulgar.” 
 “You echoing your parents?” 
 “Oh, you’re right. Fuck em.” 
 “OK.” 
 Somehow it seemed the right time, seemed necessary, to turn 
away from the novel, though not from what Ahab sees. It’s not just 
that it’s written only on the face of the white whale, anyhow—the 
horror and dread. 
 And up ahead was the sheer absurdity of Roswell, where true 
believers had a view of the creator very different from Melville’s and 
dressed demons up as wee little space invaders. Of course I knew as 
little about Roswell and their creatures—maybe they weren’t 
sweetsie-cute—as I did about Ahab. But right then Ahab seemed ever 
so much closer, right there with us, inescapable. 
 It was getting late by then, so we pulled over in order to brush 
our teeth regular, shower off, and get our required sleeps in. Sufficient 
unto the morrow are the aliens thereof. (I admit I am proud of that, 
“I” being Bert, in case you were likely to forget and assume Polly was 
the only one here blessed with wit and truly superior prose.) 

 
 
 Bert’s developing an active-active taste for talking, which I think 
is glorious, of course, and for the poetic, so I am here to bring us back 
to solid ground, to solid and grounded prose, which is not the best 
way to approach Roswell, I guess. Roswell—how shall I put it?—is 
a musical city, one which sings to us, not softly, from every hill and 
valley—enticing us to hum along. Abandon Sense All Ye Who Enter 
Here. 
 In fact——“Bert, baby mine, there’s so many reasons not to go 
to Roswell, one being that it’s out of our way, our general way being 
north, to territory wild and uncharted.” 
 “So, instead we venture into and discover new lands, unspoiled 
by Tyler and Wendell, who did go to Roswell.” 
 “I’d forgot that. Thus, Roswell is doubly verboten.” 
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 “So, north it is.” 
 “You got it—but first up to Santa Fe and—you guess.” 
 “A rodeo.” 
 “Close. An opera.” 
 “OK.” 
 “Don’t you want to know which one?” 
 “Whatever’s on tonight, right, Bert?” 
 “Well, there’s a catch there. No tickets for tonight.” 
 “So, we’re out of luck—no, wait, tomorrow night, right?” 
 “And, to save you asking, it’s ‘The Marriage of Figaro.’” 
 “Great, You know it, Bert?” 
 “I’ll Google it.” 
 “OK, do it.” 
 “Nah, I do know it, sort of—by accident. Dr. Markels—you 
know him?—I think everybody does, but do you?” 
 “I do, Bert, and love him, says to call him ‘Julian,’ as I’m sure 
you know. He hates that Dr. stuff.” 
 “Yeah, well he played a performance of it, talked about how po-
litically subversive it was. I can tell all that to you, Polly, but, first, 
let me talk about the ending.” 
 “Ah, the comic ending. All problems are settled, all mistakes 
corrected, the right boys are with the right girls—happiness reigns, 
right, Bert?” 
 I expected him to stop lecturing—sure not like him—but son of 
a bitch if he didn’t keep going on the great confession/forgiveness at 
the end, when women seize control, direct the future of the kingdom 
and the outcome of the opera. The Countess, mistreated throughout, 
bestows forgiveness on the miserable prick Count, but only after he 
has been thoroughly shamed and has to kneel to her. Then that for-
giveness, mercy more like it, flows out over everyone. It extends be-
yond the stage to the audience, the whole world—absolute mercy. 
That’s what Bert said, anyhow. 
 I was impressed. Of course I said so, but guardedly, not wanting 
to add extra pressure. You never knew—I never knew. 
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 “So, we have an extra day there? I mean, Polly, if the opera’s 
tomorrow and it isn’t that far to the performance, we have tomorrow 
daytime and tonight, too. What’s to do?” 
 I was within an inch of saying—but caught myself, vowed to 
stare straight ahead and calm my evil lustful thoughts. 
 “Well, Bert, tonight maybe we stay here and entertain our-
selves—somehow, we’ll figure it out between us—and tomorrow we 
sleep in all we want and then we hit—not the shops but a couple of 
things very convenient: first, by gum, The Georgia O’Keefe Mu-
seum.” 
 “Really? I know who she is—didn’t know she was here.” 
 “Dead, you know.” 
 “I meant her things—paintings.” 
 “Yes, I thought so. May I now finish?” 
 “OK.” 
 “Her Museum and a don’t-miss place called ‘Meow Wolf,’ 
about which I will now read aloud, so’s you’ll know: 
 

 Meow Wolf is a bit tricky to describe. Mostly, it’s an arts 
and entertainment collective of more than 400 employees that 
formed in 2008, but many people use the very same name to 
describe the group's major interactive installation, the “House 
of Eternal Return.” This otherworldly, over-the-top, impossi-
ble-to-describe immersive art installation is located in a 
20,000-square-foot space that was once a bowling alley. Cre-
ated in 2016, the exhibit quickly became a major permanent at-
traction in the  city and offers a trippy escape into a world filled 
with scenes and settings worthy of sci-fi movies, with hidden 
doorways, portals to other worlds, mysterious hallways, strange 
music and fascinating artwork. If you do feel like following the 
mysterious story arc about the "family" who supposedly lived 
there (and disappeared), you can, but you don't have to in order 
to enjoy the exhibit.”   
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 “Do you want to follow the family story, Polly?” 
 “Let’s make that decision on the spot, Bert.”  
 “You know something, Polly?” 

 
 
 She just stared at me, after tricking me into ceasing hold of the 
narrative—which was what I deserved (both)—and then, holy Jesus, 
she smiled, the smile of the summer. Not really true, but it had been 
a while since the last, I guess—made me incautious. 
 “Polly, you mind if I bring something up?” 
 “Right—the sequence of activities, right? Museum and then 
‘Mean Wolf’ or the reverse. I think that’s a decision best left to the 
man of the camper, Melbert.” 
 “I meant what we might talk about.” 
 “On the way? You want an agenda, like Mr. Backus, the science 
guy with the degree from old Case Tech he keeps bringing up?” 
 “Ain’t he something? Announces it every day, and every day it’s 
the same. How is it teachers like that can go on year after year and 
nobody complains, you know, not officially or anything.” 
  “Why don’t we bring that up at Student Council next fall, Bert, 
and devote ourselves this summer to—well, teen things?” 
 “That’s what I wanted to introduce on our future agenda—I 
mean right now.” 
 “Go ahead.” She was looking at me funny, maybe guessed a little 
at what was on my mind. 
 Nothing for it but to charge straight ahead, though I didn’t quite 
manage that. “I don’t mean to be blunt, Polly.” 
 “Be blunt.” 
 “Well—what do you suppose everybody thinks we’re doing?” 
 I don’t know what made me do this, or how I did it. But once it 
was started, you know, I also didn’t know how to stop it. 
 “I doubt they think about it, Bubbles, having other things to oc-
cupy them, like their own dismal lives, inferior as they are.” 
 “Yeah, but if they did?” 
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 “I see where you’re headed with this, Bert. They’d think we just 
rush as fast as possible from one spot to another, no matter where, so 
we can pull into deserted spots and ...” 
 “What?” 
 “Why Berty, you forcing me to say it, like you don’t know, you 
stallion, you, raging indiscriminately all over the junior class—and 
many lower, down to the fifth grades, according to report. The word, 
and I blush to say it is—oh my—how can I?—OK, if you force me—
‘Berty and Polly sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.” 
 “OK.” 
 “You wanted to bring up kissing, Bert? I would maybe guess 
that was your conversational destination, but who could tell? And it’s 
time you dropped this tone, which is awful in itself and fools nobody. 
Besides, I think you’re admirable for bringing it up. Go on.” 
 “Well, not kissing. That’s not really what I wanted to bring up, 
you know—not kissing so much as—well, sex. Sex, or, you know ... 
I don’t mean sex, you know, not only that.” 
 “You don’t mean sex or kissing—you mean what? Waving from 
across the room? Texting in daring ways? There I go again. I know 
what you mean, Bert. You wanted to wonder out loud why we haven’t 
been having sex—and why we don’t, say, every evening—like to-
night.” 
 You ever have one of those times when you are wishing you 
could go back and erase the last five minutes? What I had wanted to 
initiate and figured that somehow I could do it was a warm and 
chummy discussion of sex—nothing too personal, just interesting. I 
wonder what in hell I could have meant by that? What was in my 
head? Seemed clear when I’d originally mulled it over, but now ... It 
hardly mattered, as I had painted myself into some corner in a room 
I sure as hell didn’t recognize. 
 I didn’t recognize myself either.  
 I then decided all of a sudden that it was best to shut up, change 
the subject entirely, pretend it hadn’t happened—but that was even 
more idiotic as the first impulse had been. So— 
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 “Polly, I was wondering if you ever thought about sex—what 
you thought about it.” 
 I knew she’d respond with something smart-assed. I almost 
wished she would. I deserved it. 
 But no—and she didn’t pretend to misunderstand. 
 “I don’t know a whole hell of a lot about sex, Bert, almost noth-
ing that is—nothing personally. I mean, I keep imagining I’m open 
and easy, having thrown off all my twisted church prudishness. I 
sometimes even imagine that I’ve had sex a lot, all the time, really, 
but all that’s a complete fantasy, Bert. I don’t understand myself at 
all, certainly not in reference to sex—or anything else.” 
 She paused, but I knew not to say anything. She didn’t seem em-
barrassed, was looking right at me, no blushes or anything. 
 “I find it so easy to pose as this easy, open, experienced girl that 
I sometimes confuse myself—crazy as that is.” 
 Now she did seem through, so I figured, what the hell. “I don’t 
think it’s crazy, Polly. Maybe I sort of knew that.” 
 “Yeah, I suppose you did.” 
 What? I couldn’t think of anything to say. 
 Out of the blue: “Did you know, Bert, Wendell and Tyler went 
the whole entire summer without having sex.” 
 “Did they? I mean did they not?” 
 “Yeah, so they say—and they don’t know why they did that, 
seemed as hazy as you and me. So, what were you wanting to say 
about sex, Bert?” 
 “I never have had sex.” 
 “That what you wanted to tell me?” 
 “I don’t know now what it was I wanted to say—or ask. I am so 
sorry, Polly.” 
 “You said a lot, Bert. I enjoyed our talk.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 Thing was, I think it was our best talk yet. Best I ever had, 
though it was probably stupid and went nowhere. Still, it was so fine. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

WHAT YOU WERE NOT EXPECTING 
 
 Well, somehow we got through that—whatever that was. I 
wasn’t lying, though, when I (stupidly) told Bert all that about how 
good I felt. There’s nothing like intimate talk that doesn’t lead to in-
timacy—like I’d know any other kind. But this was very different. 
You either understand that or you don’t. You’re going to get no fur-
ther assistance from me. 
 The key thing now was to navigate the rest of the evening with 
no more talk, not free and uncensored talk anyhow. I was thinking 
hard of activities that would occupy the time, get us to bed separately, 
and—let me get some sneaky peeks in at Bert, maybe a few discreet 
brushes. 
 I had thought some about whether Bert’s extreme shyness, his 
Disorder, made him even more alluring. I’m pretty sure that wasn’t 
true, though only “pretty sure.” There was something about him, apart 
from the fact that we’d been together so long—something. And that’s 
as clear as I managed on that central subject. Not that. I was any 
clearer on how to get through the evening. Needed some topics. Free 
will and predestination? That seemed apt—maybe for the thirteenth 
century. 
 Food, of course. “Bert, let’s stop this needless economizing and 
hit a fancy restaurant—price no object. I’ll even let you buy me a 
cocktail—a very small one—modest but potent.” 
 “OK, Polly. And, now you mention it, aren’t you surprised we 
haven’t been drinking?” 
 “I guess so. You been wanting to?” 
 “Maybe—but I haven’t thought about it, so, no, I guess not.” 
 “Well, then, Boy, let’s go indulge.” 
 There were a good many choices right there in the main Santa 
Fe Square, so we went into the first we came to, which turned out to 
be—surprise—a “Mexican Fiesta” place. 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 135 

 I had in mind sitting on Bert’s side of the booth, but the interfer-
ing waiter took us to a big two-seat table, where even footsie would 
be an awkward stretch. I got to find a way to calm myself—think of 
parents! 
 Soon as we’d ordered, though, I set to it again: “Bert, I know I 
asked before but it’s a subject every teen ought to address: do you 
ever sneak peeks at me—you know, when we’re dressing?” 
 He looked shocked. “No, Polly. That’d be so awful. Voyeurism. 
Making you into an object, like the feminists taught us. Just one step 
away from taking pictures of you and posting them.” 
 “Well, that’d be worse. Anyhow, I was just wondering.” 
 “Yeah, Polly, I know what you mean. Well, what items here on 
this quite extensive menu look good to you? Seems like everything is 
the same, just mixed up in different combinations.” 
 That worked to move my thoughts away from lust—sort of—
and onto our dinner, which did include margaritas (one big one each). 
My suspicion is that they made ours pretty much non-alcoholic, 
though, probably not putting full trust in our legitimacy for boozing—
though they hadn’t even asked. 
 “Bert, do we look eighteen?” 
 “I look early thirties, Poll-poll. You look twelve.” 
 “Jesus, Bert!” 
 “Well, I just calls ‘em as I sees ‘em, as Coach Zender says.” 
 “Does he?” 
 “I don’t know. My dad does, says that.” 
 “Oh.” 
 “Anyhow, Polly, you’re doing what I do, evading the subject.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “That you look twelve.” 
 “You thinking about Lolita again.” 
 I don’t know what in hell I meant by that. I suspect Bert didn’t 
either, and his smile seemed to mark the dead end of that conversa-
tion. I think I sensed, too, that all this highly charged talk was some-
how wrong—or premature—or just a bunch of words and images I 
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had stolen from novels and internet fantasies. Not mine at all. Was 
even lust standardized, borrowed from the whole alien world we 
thought we inhabited? 

 
 
 Polly suddenly seemed awfully sad, as if something had ended. 
I sort of felt the same way but was so far out of my depth I could 
imagine nothing better to do than reach over and grab her hand. I 
cannot imagine that I did that, but somehow I did. I suppose it was 
the wrong thing to do. Anyhow, it seemed to mark a finish of some 
kind.  
 So, we somehow made our way through far too much food and 
a mammoth dessert we could have much better done without. Then 
we went back to familiar territory, our camper, and played some crib-
bage before separating into our inches-apart sleeping chambers, 
which might as well have been in different villages. A couple of hours 
ago, I might have supposed that bedtime would have seen us wrapped 
together. But a couple of hours ago was not now. And anyhow, I 
wrote that just so I could add that last sentence—and even that I stole 
and don’t even know from where. 
 
June 29 
 Next morning, here we are, all sunshine and distant (I guess 
that’s the word), ready for Georgia O’Keefe and Meow Wolf, in ei-
ther order. 
 I decided to ask Polly and to try hard, at the same time, to be all 
sparkling about it. “As you’re wiping the syrup from your cheeks 
there, Polly, tell me which of our two activities fits better with day 
and which with night. There are other ways to think of them—of it—
of course, but ...” 
 “And I thought you were becoming smooth of tongue, Frabert. 
Somehow, I know what you mean and will issue directives when it’s 
time. And listen, Bert, I do not mean to make it harder for you. I don’t 
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know what I mean by, you know, playful mocking, but I’m not trying 
to hurt you.” 
 “OK. I know that, Polly. OK.” 
 “Like I was saying about our choice on sequence, decision time 
is now. We go to Georgia O’Keefe, who painted flowers, in the sun-
light, which makes perfect sense. We go to Meow Wolf, which is 
underground and shady, at night.” 

 
 
 Bert quit doing this journal or whatever it is, what you’re right 
now reading, after barely getting started, so I am left to pick it up—
else we would lapse into sad silence, which would mean returning to 
home, I guess, giving up. Of course it might also mean talking openly 
about personal issues that truly mattered: Bert’s difficulties, my wild 
hormonal ragings, what we might do about either problem. But some-
how ... 
 So, Georgia O’Keefe and the flowers.  
 I wonder if Bert wanted me writing about these images because 
they are so feminine—if that’s what they are. They sure are startling 
and aggressive, seems to me. We did lots of reading about the con-
troversies surrounding O’Keefe—and by “lots” I mean a paragraph 
or even two that explained patiently that the flowers are not to be 
confused.with naturalist images, that they are abstract forms. “I have 
no interest in flowers!” O’Keefe may have said—I can’t find the 
quote, but it’s close. Anyhow, she seems to me to be throwing vaginas 
in your face. More than that, I know, but wow, there’s no point in 
trying to calm her or the power of her art. I loved it. 
 “Bert, you think she’s painting vaginas?” 
 “Yeah, I do.” 
 So, that settles that—and I am now shutting up, so Bert can tell 
us about the evening’s adventures. I am sure he doesn’t want to, but 
so much for that! 
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 Polly has a real subtle way of making a point—in this case, that 
I didn’t go on long enough. Fair. 
 She didn’t mention all the friendly folk at the Museum, this one 
pretty lady especially. She was an adult—I mean a good deal older 
than us but not what you’d call old. Anyhow, she kind of attached 
herself, walking with us from painting to painting, even grabbing our 
arms and pressing against us. You’d think she might be explaining 
the paintings, but she just kept asking us what we thought, listening 
and damned near hugging both of us. 
 When we got to the end—it’s a smallish place—we found our-
selves bound together, as in some sort of trio. What to do now? No 
use asking me. She was right there, standing between us, her arm 
around Polly’s shoulder. Were we going to go off together, take her 
with us? Do some three-thing? Of course not that, but I felt so out of 
control—even more than usual. 
 Finally she spoke, detached herself and moved back a little. 
 “Thanks for entertaining a lonely old soul. You two are marvel-
ous people and don’t let anybody—like your asshole parents—tell 
you different. Have fun, dearies—and don’t play it safe.” 
 Then she was gone, sort of like disappeared. 
 “What was that, Polly?” 
 “One hell of a woman, I’d say. I wish she would stay with us.” 
 “Really?” 
 “I guess not, Bert. Seems like some things happen and then 
they’re done and that’s that. They have no future. Next stop?”  
 So, we changed clothes for some obscure reason and later that 
afternoon went off to Meow Wolf, as you know, since we mentioned 
it often enough. (We had intended it for our night-time activity but 
still had plenty of daylight time after Georgia, so ...)  
 You probably have been there yourself, and if not you should 
go. Not being sarcastic either. It’s just that immersive art experiences 
are swell but only if you’re the one being immersed. I mean, look at 
their website: they don’t try to tell you what’s going on, apart from 
some talk about Game of Thrones, which isn’t really part of it 
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anyhow—so forget that. (That reference to Game of Thrones caught 
my eye just because I guess some kids love it, though I don’t know 
any—and don’t know why I added this, so forgive me.) Just go there 
to Meow Wolf if you’re there in town—unless you have somebody 
like Polly who can encapsulate the whole thing for you as you sit 
there in your camper seat. 
 “How would you describe Meow Wolf, Polly?—I mean to those 
who are interested but uninformed, wavering on whether to just throw 
themselves into it or maybe give it a miss. Or you could just say what 
it is.” 
 “You want me to write up that part of the day, Bert?” 
 “Would you?” 
 “We went to Meow Point, which is an experience that belies de-
scription.” 
 “OK. Thanks, Polly. You can always be relied on.” 
 “I wasn’t intending to be nice, poop-face.” 
 “Ah, you can’t help yourself—and your deep impulses are show-
ing, flapping in the breeze.” 
 I couldn’t believe I said that, leaking not usually being my big-
gest problem, but I had and now was stuck with it—whatever “it” 
was. 
 We were sitting side by side on the couch-bed (now a couch). 
Right then, like always, there was a distance between us, as if some-
one had told us we’d better not ever get too close, like touch one an-
other. Anyhow, I was now so lost. Soon as I said that about her bra—
I hadn’t even looked—I figured she’d punch me, give me a wedgie, 
scream in my ear at least.  
 Instead, she looked at me so odd, for sure in a way I couldn’t 
read. It wasn’t mad, which I was kind of ready for. Looked sad, near 
as I could tell. 
 I said something else I couldn’t believe I was saying. “Polly, are 
you OK?” 
 “Oh Bert, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 
 “Are you sick, Polly? We need to find a hospital?” 
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 “No, Bert. It’s not that. I’m sorry I said anything. I’m fine.” 
 “What can I do to help, Polly?” 
 “Will you, Bert, will you?” 
 “Of course.” 
 “Anything, Bert. I mean I understand if you don’t feel ...” 
 “Anything, Polly. I hate you feeling bad.” 
 “OK, Bert.” 
 “Tell me. Anything.” 
 All of a sudden, she seemed to snap back into focus. That’s not 
what I mean, really. It was more like she found her old focus. 
 “OK. What’ll cure me is for you to stop wearing pants. Ever. 
Night and day, inside and out, in restaurants and at Meow Wolfs.” 
 “I will if you want.” Right then, I am sure I would have. I mean, 
what did I care? 
 That sad face came back again. “Oh, Bert, help me.” 
 “Tell me how, Polly.” 
 “I can’t.” 
 I have no idea where the impulse to say this came from or how I 
managed to let this loose, but I did. “OK, Polly. Take off your shorts. 
Then keep going.” 
 She laughed, swear to God she did. 
 I don’t know how to describe what I felt then. I was thinking less 
about myself then, more about Polly—dear Polly. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
AND YET MORE 

 
 Hours later, we’d re-settled on the couch, having eaten home-
made (sort of) pizza and settled in for some reading on the whiteness 
of the whale. 
 (I’d say more about the way I was feeling earlier and about 
Bert’s response, if I had anything to report and if I felt like it. But I 
don’t—and I don’t.) 
 “Read it to me, Polly.” 
 “You remember it, right? Here—just the ending: Pretty long     
—” 
 “Long is good, Polly.” 
 “Brace yourself.” 
 

 Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless 
voids and immensities of the universe, and thus stabs us from 
behind with the thought of annihilation, when beholding the 
white depths of the milky way? Or is it, that as in essence 
whiteness is not so much a color as the visible absence of 
color; and at the same time the concrete of all colors; is it for 
these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full of mean-
ing, in a wide landscape of snows—a colorless, all-color of 
atheism from which we shrink? And so when we consider that 
other theory of the natural philosophers, that all other earthly 
hues—every stately or lovely emblazoning—the sweet tinges 
of sunset skies and woods; yea, and the gilded velvets of but-
terflies, and the butterfly cheeks of young girls; all these are 
but subtile deceits, not actually inherent in substances, but only 
laid on from without; so that all deified Nature absolutely 
paints like the harlot, whose allurements cover nothing but the 
charnel-house within; and when we proceed further, and con-
sider that the mystical cosmetic which produces every one of 
her hues, the great principle of light, forever remains white or 
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colorless in itself, and if operating without medium upon mat-
ter, would touch all objects, even tulips and roses, with its own 
blank tinge—pondering all this, the palsied universe lies before 
us a leper; and like wilful travelers in Lapland, who refuse to 
wear colored and coloring glasses upon their eyes, so the 
wretched infidel gazes himself blind at the monumental white 
shroud that wraps all the prospect around him. And of all these 
things the Albino whale was the symbol. Wonder ye then at the 
fiery hunt? 

 
 “Oh boy, Polly. Just look at that. What a passage. ‘Colorless, all-
color of atheism.’ That’s something.” 
 “Yeah, Bert, it is. Even worse is ‘the charnel-house within.’ I 
just looked up ‘charnel-house.’” 
 “‘And of all these things the albino whale was the symbol.’ All 
these things! It’s incoherent, I guess. But so it is.” 
 “All!” 
 “Yeah—we need a booster, Polly. Give us one.” 
 “How about I lick your ear, Bert, sit on your lap. That give you 
a boost—huh, huh?” 
 “God, Polly. I never know when you’re serious.” 
 “I am now.” 
 “OK.” 
 “OK.” 
 
June 30 
 So I did just that (maybe). You’ll never know or even know 
whether that ear-licking dialogue is accurate or just wishful thinking 
from a girl too scared to launch a program that might lead to what she 
sure as hell wanted, and that was, as you very well know, to ... But 
this record is not meant to be pornographic, so I’ll shift to the morn-
ing—make that next evening, no morning it is, after all. You with 
me?—the next morning, the one after that day with Georgia O’Keefe 
and the great tour.  
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 (I’ll just add that we were well aware of the Wendell-Tyler re-
straint script as regards bodies and touching and so forth, though all 
that’s not really your business, now, is it?) 
 The highlight yesterday was when we took this tour of the mu-
seum and grounds and—oh wait—I reported that. I’m understandably 
distracted—you have figured out why—only you haven’t. And don’t 
try to detect what it is I’m hiding—if anything. Anyhow, I’ll now 
return to sanity, or something close. 
 “You drive, Engelbert baby, as that’s your forte. And I’ll direct, 
which I am very good at doing. Classic division of labor.” 
 “OK, Polly. I submit. You going to lay out the whole day‘s pro-
gram, big boss lady?” 
 “Well, not just yet. Eastward Ho! To Santa Rosa.” 
 “Which has?” 
 “Before we get to that, what do you mean by ‘big,’ Northbert? 
Am I putting on the pounds? That what you mean?” 
 “I’d never say if you were, but as it happens ...” 
 “What does that mean?” 
 “You figure it out, Polly. Anyhow, what’s in Santa Rosa?” 
 “Patience. You drive, and I’ll discover and then unveil to you, 
when I think you are ready to take it in.” 
 I was serious that I was ignorant about attractions, that I had to 
find one or two things, and soon did discover—not a hell of a lot. A 
Route 66 Auto Museum, which I didn’t mention for fear Bert would 
find it alluring. But there was a Blue Hole, looked nice, maybe. 
 “We’re going to The Blue Hole, not big enough for boating but 
deep as deep can be and well set up for swimming—nude swim-
ming.” 
 “That’d be nice. You know, I’ve never been nude—I mean 
swimming. I know you are easy about it, though ...” 
 “Oh be easy, Bert. I’ve seen you nude plenty of times and know 
that these Blue Hole people are in for a treat. You imagine that all 
these weeks in our limited quarters, in and out of bed and clothing, 
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would leave your secret parts still secret—just in the normal course 
of things?” 
 He blushed, actually did. Oh, my! Was silent. 
 Even I wasn’t that cruel. “Nah, Bert, I don’t peek.” 
 He looked over, smiled even. “Good.” 
 Wasn’t what I expected. “Do you?” I really wanted to know. 
 He didn’t answer, looked hurt. Damn. 
 “OK. I’m sorry. Just go there—wherever it is.” 
 And we did, and swam, fully swimsuited, and managed not to 
engage in what you are now thinking it is high times we engaged in. 
I was thinking that, too—more like trying not to think about it. Who 
knows? The simple (not simple) truth was that Bert was beautiful—
handsome I guess—though I should add “in some undeveloped, uni-
sex sort of way.” But why add that, since it’s not true. It’s just that I 
feel like I have to find negative terms somehow in this department, 
and you know why.  
 I did consider for a bit where this urge, this lust, might have 
come from. Maybe it was because he was so private, so remarkably 
shy, never allowing the sort of normal—you know, brush, pat, fondle 
that should come from being jammed in, even sleeping together. 
Sleeping together—oh, I wished. C’mon! Stop it! I wasn’t sure about 
that—sure about anything. Here’s what I tell myself: you’ve been 
cooped up with this body for almost a month, and naturally you are 
going to be—well, curious, you know, wondering. Normal and fine, 
won’t lead to anything at all. Just stop worrying. I’ll say that to myself 
every time this irrational tingle starts to grow—about every three 
minutes. 
 Just focus on these ingenious evasions. Maybe they’ll work. Of 
course they do not work. Which I know in advance. Which is maybe 
why I employ them. 
 “Bert, there ain’t a thing in Tucumcari, not for us and not for 
nobody, which was what was in my mind, as you know, Tucumcari 
was, at first, but a bad idea. Therefore, let’s go up to Las Vegas—and 
no, not there where you’re thinking, not to Nevada, just a reasonable 
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hop to the North, here in sunny New Mexico. And there in Las Ve-
gas—since I knew you were about to ask—is Victory Ranch, where 
we can pet the alpacas and ride them—maybe not ride them. It’s not 
clear.” 
 “No museums chronicling the olden days?” 
 “Not a one, though we are now not on old Route 66, which 
spawned more tedious memorials than Jesus.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Bert, do you wear boxers or briefs?” 
 “Polly! I wouldn’t ask you!” 
 “Like I’d wear either—well, kinda.” 
 I’d done it now. Bert was either embarrassed or angry. In any 
case, he said nothing, just stared straight ahead, so I settled in and 
played some music and we made it to the farm. 
 Lots of them, wooly alpacas, friendly maybe, though probably 
only because we had food, purchased from the farm, but worth it in 
that it did manage to keep the alpaca enterprise and the animals them-
selves flourishing. Me and Bert, too—feeding away. Happiness all 
round! Who wouldn’t want that? 
 We labored through that and did a little night driving north so 
we could get into Colorado, Trinidad eventually, quick as possible, 
for some reason. Trinidad, you know, had a trailer park, which was 
all we were asking of it. But, as you will very soon see for yourself, 
that destination, though pathetically close, was not to be ours for an-
other little bit. 
 
July 1 
 Bert here—and so is July, the very first day. We’re on our way 
up from Santa Fe and to the far north, all the way to the Dakotas, in 
fact, but not yet. (Put the whole idea of Trinidad on your backest 
burner for right now.) First to Raton, New Mexico, which as you may 
know is just about as far north as you can get in the state and still be 
in it. 
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 At Raton is a state park, Sugarite Canyon, which provided more 
in the way of an adventure than we’d counted on—though I‘m getting 
ahead of myself, writing this summary, you see, in the evening—rec-
reating it, but in such a way that you’ll imagine it is happening as I 
speak. (Maybe that’s a goal too lofty. I didn’t mention it to Polly, nor 
will I show her this paragraph.) Anyhow, we got there early enough 
we had time to visit the nearby Whittington Center run by the NRA 
and also super friendly. 
 Let me back up and slow down. We went first to the NRA place, 
like I say, where they gave us lots of brochures explaining how mis-
understood they were. I was ready to beat it out of there, but Polly 
saw it as her duty to try and enlighten the information desk guy, rock 
their boat, as my mom says. 
 “So, let me ask you—” 
 I knew we were in for it. 
 But turns out the kid at the info desk was on our side, was there 
simply holding down the only job he could get. 
 “I wanted to be a kayak instructor over at the park but turns out 
I wasn‘t too good at kayaking—couldn‘t even go in a straight line. 
Tipped over twice, once with a family in it—nobody drowned, so no 
big deal. Anyhow, the people running the outfit were super nice but 
suggested I might try a different venture, preferably non-aquatic. As 
you may have seen, there isn‘t a whole hell of a lot of elsewhere, 
much less with “Help Wanted, Really Big Salaries, No Experience or 
Ability Needed.” 
 “So here you are promoting our sacred right to shoot one an-
other.” 
 “Ain’t that a kick! Actually, I tell people, explain real patiently, 
that the Second Amendment has nothing to do with their assault rifles 
and other substitute penises—excuse me.” 
 “Perfectly fine. Bet you don’t need no substitutes yourself, big 
boy. That much is obvious, even from this angle.” Polly was batting 
her eyelids, though, making it obvious she was tugging on his rope. 
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 “Ha! Anyhow, the people who visit are mostly so wrapped up in 
the NRA mythos they don’t hear anything I say. Pathetic bunch, re-
ally. You could find it in your heart to pity them. If only they didn’t 
vote.” 
 “And shoot!” I said. 
 “Yeah. I pass out stats on the connection between homicides and 
access to guns—pamphlets I had printed up with NRA funds—on the 
sly. The visitors thank me and file ‘em away.” 
 “Maybe you do some good,” I tried. 
 “No chance. But it makes me feel better.” 
 We babbled on for a while, asked him about the canyon place 
close by where we were parked and other can’t-misses in the area. 
 “Well, there’s a theater here, you know. Wantta go with me to-
night? They’re doing a live show—music and dancing, too. An old 
show, Peter Pan, about a boy—you probably know. Anyhow, my 
name’s Tim.” 
 Polly looked at me as if it were my decision.  
 I somehow managed not to panic, found words coming to me, 
not great words, but words. “Sure. Let us take you to dinner, first, 
though, Tim. We‘re rolling in dough, we are, having trouble spending 
it fast enough. And we promise not to make you shoot anybody.” 
 The boy looked amused, which wasn’t what one would have ex-
pected—I would have expected. But he didn’t answer, just shrugged 
which I took as a yes, though it could have signaled any damned thing 
under the sun. 
 “So, you two go off and avoid the bears—there are some—and 
mountain lions—there aren’t any—and try not to sweat too much. See 
you at six, if that’s OK.” 
 It was, as was the canyon hike, which we cut short, probably 
taking to heart Tim’s warning about the sweats—not so much the 
bears. Truth is, I was always scared as hell about bears, had night-
mares about them, but never thought about them when I was in their 
territory, hiking and all. Jesus. That was like me, though, scared as 
hell, but never of things that might get me. 
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 Anyhow, funny thing about hikes—the time goes by and you 
don’t notice it, maybe because you’re so absorbed in not tripping, 
worried about the dumbest things and hardly aware of the trees and 
rocks and, in this case, one hell of a canyon. 
 We found ourselves stopped suddenly right at a rim—had to stop 
or fall over.  
 “Bert, what do you think?” 
 “About the canyon? It’s kind of frightening—you know, one 
more step and step no more.” 
 “Yeah. Then we’d both die virgins.” 
 I don’t know how this came to me, what I ended up saying, or 
got let out, though stuff like it was getting more common, I guess. 
“You want to have sex and then jump, Polly?” 
 She didn‘t laugh, just looked at me. So, I just went on. “You 
serious, Polly?” 
 “Serious? About what?” 
 “I don‘t know. Virgins. What were you talking about back 
there?” 
 “Beats me. Sex, I guess. I talk about it constantly.” 
 “That’s OK. It’s probably fun to talk about it.” 
 “I know this is a dumb question, Bert, but what do you suppose 
our parents would think about that, Bert, about sex and us?” 
 “They suppose we’re going at it all the time, Polly—or, wait, 
they probably don’t think about it at all. I hope not. That’d be sick.” 
 “Forget I said anything.” 
 “OK.” That was pretty rude, what I said, but I sure didn’t want 
to go on about parents—anybody’s parents—and sex, especially in-
volving—well, you get the idea. 
 She was quiet a minute, then, “You know Sharon?” 
 “Sharon Carter?” 
 “Yeah. Anyhow, you may know that she loves to pretend she 
knows all about sex.” 
 “No, I don’t. Does she? I mean, know all about it?” 
 “Maybe. My guess is she’s a virgin, read lots of books.” 



    Polly and Bert 
 

 149 

 “That sounds familiar, Polly.” 
 “You mean me.” 
 “No, me. I’d never say that about you, and you ... Anyhow, what 
about Sharon?” 
 “OK. She says everyone has a barrier about sex, a way of wor-
rying about it so much, making it a monumental thing, you know, 
never imagining it could be easy or spontaneous. As a consequence, 
what might be natural and easy is riddled with anxiety.” 
 “She says that? This sounds mean, but what she says might, you 
know, seem almost obvious.” 
 “Yeah, maybe so, but just you wait a minute, Herbert the Inter-
rupter, and don’t be so quick to dissociate yourself from dear Sha-
ron’s views. Makes me think you know more than you’re letting on, 
have spent time with old Sharon, and not just talking either.” 
 “Oh sure, Polly. Sweet Sharon and I sneak off to the cafeteria 
when it’s deserted, you know, go at it in the ...” 
 “In the what?” 
 “I was going to say lobster tanks, only. . .” 
 “Yeah, well, can I go back to Sharon and her views?” 
 “Do.” 
 “I guess there’s nothing more to add—or I can’t think of how to 
add what I know you are eager to learn.” 
 “Polly, I don’t think we’re going to get there by talking. Not that 
I have any idea what I mean by that.” 
 “Yeah, but whatever you mean, you’re right, Bert—and I’ll even 
try to keep myself from saying anything smart-assed about the desti-
nation we both have in mind, either.” 
 I looked over and—seemed almost as if she’d smiled. Couldn’t 
have been that. 

 
 
 Polly here and none too soon. Bert was about to lead me down a 
path where virtue ought never travel. Yeah, like he’d do that—lead 
anywhere, much less there. 



James R. Kincaid 
 

 150 
 

 So, we turned to physical activity sure to calm our racing pulses 
and put us out of bodily peril. Another vigorous hike! Who’d have 
thought that our primary activity in our camper to this point would be 
getting out of it and hiking ourselves all the way to exhaustion? 
 Actually, we didn’t so much hike this time as gently stroll, ex-
claiming at the views like middle-aged midwestern yokels. One thing 
for sure, Bert and I were getting used to one another—bad for lust, 
maybe (who knows?) but really nice for comfort. Before this trip, I 
would have rated comfort very low on my “Things to Strive For” list. 
Just goes to show you. Actually, I was hoping that after a month, Bert 
would start feeling easier, though maybe his disorder didn’t work that 
way. 
 “What do you think, Bert?” I told him all this I’ve been telling 
you—spilled it as I thought about it, though I stopped short of men-
tioning his disorder. I guess I hoped he would bring it up. 
 “That’s interesting. And you know, I am sure, that I’d love to 
find comfort myself. I think maybe we are led to despise comfort by 
lots of teachers and other tired elders, who have themselves chosen—
well, hardly the wild life of sky-diving and Russian-rouletting and 
maybe want us to make something real out of lives that have deserted 
them.” 
 “Unfair.” 
 “Actually, we’re not really talking about elders, Polly—sorry. I 
do think you and me are enemies of comfort—at least of doing the 
predictable, not taking chances. I mean, why’d you go on this trip 
with me, who am a wild and woolly sort and well known to be?” 
 “I do wonder about that.” 
 This time he did smile. He didn’t seem to relax, though, even his 
smiles coming forth as somehow tentative.  
 Without checking with one another, we donned dress-up 
clothes—why?—and did so without embarrassment or nervous gig-
gling—more important, without so much as a peek (from me—well, 
only one or two). 
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 Our new NRA friend, Tim, was waiting for us outside the res-
taurant, which we knew of by way of a text he’d sent, trusting him to 
know about all the best spots there in Raton—actually one spot, 
which was all we needed, a place called “The Ice House,” turned out 
and, according to Tim, easily up to our lofty Parisian standards, as 
regards BBQ. 
 “So, Tim, when you’re not promoting assault rifles for all, what 
do you do, if I may ask?” 
 I couldn’t believe Bert had said that—and just as we sat down, 
too. 
 I couldn‘t help it. “If I may ask, Bert? Where’d you get that ef-
fective if stilted phrase?” 
 Tim looked as if he was worried Bert would be hurt, irreparably 
damaged. He actually laid an arm round Bert’s shoulder, leaning side-
ways to do it and damned near upsetting the table. 
 It just then struck me that Tim was all along wanting to touch 
Bert, not that I minded—though of course I did. Of course? And why 
was I concerned about that—if I was? 
 So, back to our query—“Do tell us, Tim, when you’re not shoot-
ing living beings, what then?” 
 “Like you two, I’ll bet, college students all of us.” 
 I was so flattered, I forgot to correct his mistake, left it to Bert, 
who dutifully let fly with our actual stations in life. Damn! 
 “Really? High-school? You seem so mature—all-over ad-
vanced, I’d say—and I’m never wrong. Anyhow, tell me about your-
selves.” 
 I could see Bert was trying to speak, which would have been 
fine, except that he would launch something honest and embarrass-
ing. So I cut in: 
 “Where do you go to school, Tim? University of New Mexico, 
I’ll bet. And I’m never wrong—not about that. Right, Tim?” 
 “Good guess—but no, up the way, old University of Colorado—
you know, Boulder, where all the privileged shits hang out. You don’t 
go there yourselves, do you? Not that I would know if you did. I 



James R. Kincaid 
 

 152 
 

mean, it’s a big place, but you two would stand out anywhere, cer-
tainly there—as you know.” 
 What the hell was wrong with this guy? Bert had said before that 
we were a year away from college. Wasn’t he listening? And why 
was this college ace so inarticulate? Maybe he was trying to encour-
age Bert by setting the bar so low, damn near resting on the ground. 
 Someone had to correct him, gently, but alas it was Bert who 
seized the day. “That’s really flattering, but, like I said ...” 
 The waiter then appeared—“Yes?” 
 Tim chose an odd time to be silent, so I said, “What do you rec-
ommend?” 
 The waiter was looking at me, for some stupid reason and said 
nothing. C’mon, Tim. Help! 
 Finally, from the waiter: “You need more time? Fine.” But he 
didn’t move, just stood there looking at his watch. Then: “Ten, nine, 
eight ...”  
 Finally, Tim spoke. “Sorry, Polly and Bert. We still need to 
polish our routine, me and Lars here. This is Lars. Lars—Polly and 
Bert.” 
 “Hi, gang. You up at CU, too?” 
 I could take no more of this. “No. We’re high school kids. Santa 
Monica—out in Los Angeles. Tim has it in his head that we’re older. 
Our fault. We should have set all this straight earlier. Anyhow, it’s 
not Tim’s fault.” 
 Somehow that wasn’t the set-it-all-straight I had intended, but it 
shut everybody up, and we moved on to ordering BBQ and eating it 
and listening to Tim, with occasional support from Lars, tell us about 
fun times at CU, Boulder, and—try to contain your enthusiasm!—his 
fraternity life there. 
 Somehow we made it through the rest of the evening, Bert with 
his virginity untroubled by Tim or Lars—or me. 
 Tim was insistent that we visit Boulder—he would come up and 
show us around—any day in the week, the NRA being an understand-
ing employer. We agreed, said we had some things to settle in—
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Pueblo! Why did that name occur to us? At least it was a place in 
Colorado, and Tim seemed to accept it all without question. We said 
we’d text him with details. 
 I bet lots of people use that escape—“I’ll text you.” In days long 
gone, people probably used the promise to phone or telegraph in 
much the same way. Kind of sad, really—though in this case very 
useful. 
 I’ll let Bert talk later about the evening activities and leap for-
ward to our private wrap-up conversation later. 
 “Bert, does it bother you?” 
 “That somebody named Lars would exist outside of Sweden?” 
 “That somebody named Tim would be so hot after you.” 
 “No, why should it, Polly?” 
 “Oh.” 
 “I’m not homophobic, Polly, and besides I am used to it.” 
 “Used to it? You mean gay relations?” 
 “Shit, P-P-P-Polly, I’m not talking about relations, and you 
know it. I told you before I am untouched by hands or lips or other 
parts coming in contact with ...” 
 “Shut the fuck up, Bert. I didn’t mean that, and you know it. I 
meant minding having guys hot after you—or girls.” 
 “Nah. As I say, it’s just part of being me.” 
 “What an ass you are, Bert.” 
 He just smiled, didn’t even make fun of me. Sometimes—not 
often—he could be so cool. And what did I just say? And why would 
I think his pathological muteness was cool? 

 
 
 Bert here, as if you didn’t know. Well, for the first time (and 
doubtless the last) I was able to fool old Polly, even fool myself. Sure, 
I could recognize gay come-ons (not) and brush them aside (not).  
 Anyhow, after dinner we went to a live production at the local 
theater, spelled theatre, a very historic place where the finest ever had 
performed or spent the night or lectured. Actually, they didn’t say 
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that, which was one mark in their favor. Anyhow, it wouldn’t be be-
coming for me—big-time L.A. sophisticate—to ridicule their efforts. 
 The good thing was that they didn’t offer something tried and 
true—like, say, “Hamlet” or “Frozen.” Sorry to say that was also the 
bad thing. What they did was have these people in a cocktail lounge, 
getting to know one another by way of songs—very old songs tied 
together with lead-in lines such as. (I’m not making these up.) 
 

 Hello, there. I was just wondering, you know, if I told you 
you had a beautiful body would you hold it against me? I no-
tice you studying the menu. Hey, hey, good lookin! Whatcha 
gotcookin? Hows about cookin something up with me? 
 “I’m having a crisis of faith.” “Really? Don’t stop be-leev-
eev-in!” 
 “Are you lookin for someone to love?” “Not me—I love 
rock n roll—put another coin in the jukebox, baby.” 
 

Most of the catchiest lines were pulled from way back—way before 
Grandpa and Grandma. 
 

 “Is that your gal?” “Yes sir, that’s my baby! No sir, don’t 
mean maybe.” 
 “I see you’re hitching. Where to?” “California here I 
come! Oh, right back where I started from.” 
 “What’s the name of your girlfriend?” “If you knew Susie, 
like I know Susie—oh, oh, oh ...” 

 
 Just as I was writing that last bit—we were parked for our nightly 
stop, but I was still scribbling away—I felt this breath on my neck, 
then a hand playing with my hair, and then——a sharp pinch on the 
part of my butt still reachable. 
 “I think thirty examples will suffice, Bert. Besides, you’re mak-
ing them up as you go along—and will never stop, unless I distract 
you with something very nearly indecent.” 
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 That drew me away from songs, but to nothing indecent—lying 
Polly!—only to a few board games, a beer (one each)! And then to 
bed. Wild youth! 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
AND NOW COLORADO 

 
July 2-3 
 Bert still here. I thought of catchy phrases to say that—Bert’s in 
charge, no criminals at large; Bert’s a-speakin’, no valves are leakin’; 
leave it all to Bert; he’s on the alert. You can see why I settled for the 
modest version. 
 Polly took the wheel next morning, after complaining about the 
breakfast I had arranged and served: waffles and cinnamon rolls, with 
all the usual fixins—butter and heavy syrup. 
 “Love the calorie intake, Bert. How about some laced fruit 
punch, too, hot chocolate, ice cream?” 
 “Gotcha, slim one. I’m plumping you up so’s your ready for your 
upcoming stage appearances.” 
 “What?” 
 “I don‘t know.” 
 “Bert?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “I love it when you’re witty.” 
 “Sure you do. Turn to Melville instead. I go north, right?” 
 “For a bit.” 
 “OK. Tell me when to go.” 
 “Go West, young man—young lady. Only don’t—go North, and 
trust me to make any necessary corrections.” 
 “Get to it, Bert, you asshole. You seem to be on a roll—alas.” 
 “Right, but I know you’re concerned about that familiar-sound-
ing ‘Go West’ allusion. Is it from Melville? You are wondering. Well, 
no. This is: The Pequod meets up with another whaler and Ahab asks 
this other ship captain, who’s in a small boat a-visiting, if he’s seen 
Moby-Dick. ‘Hast seen the white whale?’ That’s how he puts it. He 
inquires that of the other captain, you see, just as you might ask about 
the weather or, where appropriate, a striking article of dress from a 
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passing camper who hails us in order to ask about road conditions and 
the like. That’s what whaling captains did—and are doing here in this 
passage.” 
 “Don’t summarize or comment, Bert, just read. You are good at 
that.” 
 “You got it.” 
 

 But as the strange captain, leaning over the pallid bul-
warks, was in the act of putting his trumpet to his mouth, it 
somehow fell  from his hand into the sea; and the wind now ris-
ing amain, he in vain strove to make himself heard without it. 
Meantime his ship was still increasing the distance between. 
While in various silent ways the seamen of the Pequod were 
evincing their observance of this ominous incident at the first 
mere mention of the White Whale’s name to another ship, 
Ahab for a moment paused; it almost seemed as though he 
would have lowered a boat to board the stranger, had not the 
threatening wind forbade. But taking advantage of his wind-
ward position, he again seized his trumpet, and knowing by her 
aspect that the stranger vessel was a Nantucketer and shortly 
bound home, he loudly hailed—“Ahoy there! This is the Pe-
quod, bound round the world! Tell them to address all future 
letters to the Pacific ocean! and this time three years, if I am 
not at home, tell them to address them to—”    
 At that moment the two wakes were fairly crossed, and  
instantly, then, in accordance with their singular ways, shoals 
of small  harmless fish, that for some days before had been 
placidly swimming by our side, darted away with what seemed 
shuddering fins, and arranged themselves fore and aft with the 
stranger’s flanks. Though in the course of his continual voyag-
ings Ahab must often before have noticed a similar sight, yet, 
to any monomaniac man, the veriest trifles capriciously carry 
meanings. 
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 “Swim away from me, do ye?” murmured Ahab, gazing 
over into the water. There seemed but little in the words, but 
the tone conveyed more of deep helpless sadness than the in-
sane old man had ever before evinced. But turning to the 
steersman, who thus far had been holding the ship in the wind 
to diminish her headway, he cried out in his old lion voice,—
“Up helm! Keep her off round the world!” 
 Round the world! There is much in that sound to inspire 
proud feelings; but whereto does all that circumnavigation con-
duct? Only through numberless perils to the very point whence 
we started, where those that we left behind secure, were all the 
time before us. 
 Were this world an endless plain, and by sailing eastward 
we could for ever reach new distances, and discover sights 
more sweet and strange than any Cyclades or Islands of King 
Solomon, then there were promise in the voyage. But in pursuit 
of those far mysteries we dream of, or in tormented chase of 
that demon phantom that, some time or other, swims before all 
human hearts; while chasing such over this round globe, they 
either lead us on in barren mazes or midway leave us whelmed. 

 
 “I won’t comment, Polly.” 
 She was silent still. Then: “Holy shit, Bert—‘swims before all 
human hearts.’ Thanks.”  
 I knew better than to say anything. 
 But Polly wasn’t done. “You think our trip is a pointless circum-
navigation, kind of, imagining we’re finding new things when, in 
truth, we’re just putting in time, getting closer to death?” 
 This time, I did speak. “Jesus, Polly! Let’s just continue on, let-
ting the fishes swim away from us—or not.” 
 So off we went north—well, mostly north, but first turning to the 
west for a little diversion. Not too far west. I directed Polly off to our 
left, she, of course, obeying without question, her usual compliant 
manner that I would soon get used to—right? 
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 “You want to know where we’re going, Polly?” All of a sudden 
and for no reason, I felt at sea—without a raft. 
 “I got you figured out, Bert. You’ve entered us in a yodeling 
contest—think I should warm up.” 
 I didn’t find a response coming, so I went ahead with my intro-
duction to The Colorado Prison Museum, which lay up ahead not all 
that far. 
 “Well, Polly, the website says that no visit to Canon City is com-
plete without doing time at what was once a woman’s prison, now a 
museum.” 
 “OK. Do we get to see actual cells, bunks and all?” 
 “They do have paranormal nights, but that’s reserved for Hal-
loween, you see. They also have wild horse shows, but not this 
week—or next.” 
 “Rotten luck.” 
 “But we are in time for the K-9 exhibit—or demonstration, I 
can’t tell which.”   
 “Uh-huh.” 
 “Skipping that, we can do the guided tour or skim through on 
our own.” 
 “Costs less on our own, right, Bert?” 
 “Right—so that’s for us.” 
 “Uh-huh.” 
 “You know what’s for us, Polly?” 
 “What?” 
 “Skip it. Prisons are horrible—and for women! And they make 
jokes. And maybe Wendell and Tyler were there. And—” 
 “Right. So throw them some insults as we pass by on our deter-
mined way to—where is it?” 
 “Royal Gorge.” 
 “Of course. The Gorge of choice for royalty.” 
 “Yes. Let me see here. They have trained eagles shows, you 
know, and all sorts of ways you can suspend yourselves over the 
depths—gondolas, zip-lines, and sky coasters.” 
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 “I say we skip the animal abuse and sacrifice ourselves to the 
fun. How about a sky coaster?” 
 “OK. What’s that?” 
 “Beats me. Sounds serene, though.” 
 Then I read about it. It didn’t sound serene.  
 “I think this is just what you had in mind, Polly. Here is what 
they say.” 
 

Sweep 50 mph through the Rocky Mountain air in a free fall, 
momentarily dangling 1,200 feet above the Arkansas River on 
this one-of-a-kind Attraction. This thrilling experience doesn’t 
have the title of the World’s Scariest Sky Coaster for nothing. 

 
 
 Naturally, we found it—I mean, who could miss the damned 
gorge—and got in line, not a real long one, right behind a young cou-
ple with younger kids. The adults seemed to be quarreling, so the 
kids, not so surprisingly, backed onto us—heterosexually attached. 
 “Hi, my name’s Jeffrey,” said my new mate, slipping his hand 
into mine. My guess is that Jeffrey was about 11 or 12, though Bert 
may have me tilting downward in estimating male maturity. 
 I told him my name and didn’t ask after his parents or his sister. 
That sister, I could see, had attached herself just as resolutely to Bert. 
She looked a lot like Jeffrey, seemed to me, maybe the same age. 
Twins? It did occur to me that their heterosexual leanings were a bit 
advanced—but I was thinking more centrally about their identical 
ages. I mean, who wouldn’t? 
 Before thinking, I asked—then immediately realized my tragic 
error. 
 “Twins? Are you crazy? Twins!” 
 It was on the tip of my tongue to apologize, saying something 
about how I should have seen how much older he was. I had to re-
member that not every male was as insensitive or thick-skinned as 
Bert and I didn’t want to wound this kid, who just said, “Nah.” 
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 But Bert? I began to wonder. Was he thick-skinned or was it just 
that I didn’t notice how sensitive he was? He was silent so much, 
maybe he was just licking wounds or something? Who could tell? 
 Anyhow, there we were, this boy and I, united—and even more 
than we supposed. The idiot teens—oh those irresponsible kids of to-
day!—running the show just assumed we were all one collected group 
and, before we could say, screw your grandpa, there we were lined 
up for the sky coaster, all six of us—the parents a little behind, still 
yacking away at one another. They were keeping their voices down, 
but it didn’t look like friendly chat to me.  
 Thing is when we got to the tip-top, we had to divide into threes. 
That’s what the cars held, by gum, and we had to sort it all out—and 
immediately, or risk—well, you don’t want to know. 
 Without time to think at all, I found myself allied with the two 
kids, off and running, more like plunging. Poor Bert: left with refer-
eeing the parents. But fuck him, as they say. Here was I with these 
crawly kids, Lolita and her brother.  
 There wasn’t time to talk, so of course they did.  
 The girl shoved her arm through mine, all affectionate. That 
wasn’t so bad; it was what she said: “You and Ben getting it on?” 
 “Jesus, kid. What would you know about that? Don’t answer.” 
 She didn’t—but the brother did. 
 “Me and Jen been reading up on incest.” 
 “Reading up?” What struck me as odd was not that they might 
be having sex or even talking about it but that they’d “read up on” it. 
A routine homework assignment? Anyhow, I figured anything I’d say 
would be bad, so I just stared at him. 
 “Want to join in?” 
 That was too much by far. “Listen, you pre-teen squirt, OK I’m 
shocked. You find that funny?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “That’s what you two were after, right?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Good for you. Now, I’m going to tell your parents.” 
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 They both grinned real wide. I did see the trap before falling into 
it. 
 “OK. You got me there, too.” 
 I hadn’t figured on being so long in the line, but there we were—
still waiting and, alas, talking. 
 It was the boy, the younger of the two I now figured, who picked 
up the ball I was hoping was lost for good: 
 “You know, people are having sex at younger and younger ages 
these days. You knew that, Polly?” 
 I couldn’t help it. “Yeah, I was reading up on that. Sex before 
eight or else it’s too late.”  
 Soon as I said it, I was shocked, even more so when the boy 
seemed to take me seriously. 
 “Really? Eight?” 
 “It’s a joke, kid, a real bad joke—used by pedophiles, about 
whom you know a lot.” 
 “We sure do. There’s these teachers at school, though they pre-
tend ...” 
 He’d run out of steam—I hoped. But then his sister, perhaps in 
response to some cue I didn’t detect, took over. 
 “We both had sex at eight—actually we did.” 
 “With one another?” Why was I doing this? 
 Again, they looked shocked. Even more surprisingly, they 
dropped their act and sort of cuddled up beside me, one on each side, 
and silent. 
 For some reason: “You kids happy?” 
 I don’t know what in hell prompted that, but again I was wishing 
I could swallow the words. 
 “No,” said the boy, the girl echoing him a second later. 
 What could I say? Shit on a waffle cone. But it was me who had 
brought it up, so I did think before I went on. These kids and their sad 
sex talk, trying to be funny, maybe. But it wasn’t that: trying to be 
outrageous so as not to ... Not to what? 
 Anyhow, there I was in the middle—in so many ways. 
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 “Want to talk about it? Please do if you like, but I should say it’s 
not like I know anything, kids. You can talk to me and I’ll keep my 
mouth shut—but it’s not as if I know a thing.” 
 It was like I’d opened a valve, a faucet. It really did come spilling 
out. They paused for one another, but both were saying a lot of the 
same things. Here’s some of it. 
 “We don’t really do sex stuff—not much. Not any. We look up 
things on the net, you know. There’s lots. Even stuff about animals 
and vegetables and things like didloes. But we just pretend—I’m sure 
you knew that.” 
 “Why?” 
 I figured that’d be the end of that, but it wasn’t. 
 “It’s better than what else there is.” 
 “School? Friends?” 
 “No.” 
 That made it pretty clear. And pretty awful. 

 
 
 For some reason, I ended up with the parents—not that they 
minded, if they even noticed. I did ask if they’d like to split up differ-
ently, be with their kids, but it was like they hadn’t heard me, so I 
figured what the hell—it was just a ride. But it wasn’t just a ride but 
a long stand-in-line before you could even think about the god-
damned event.  
 The parents had forgotten something or, anyhow, had retreated 
briefly, so we got shoved back a couple of places in the already-miles-
long line. They were silent a second, so I introduced myself. “Norman 
and Kathy,” turns out they were, locked in prison together. I kept my-
self from asking if they were the “Bateses,” though I almost let it es-
cape. 
 Though I was situated between them, they soon started in again, 
right above me—through me. 
 “There’s just no use in telling you anything. Like a stone wall. I 
don’t know why I bother. How many times do I have to say this? If 
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you were in the least bit interested, that’d be different. Maybe if you 
faked it, but you don’t care enough even to fake. What a ...” 
 I swear that variations on these same lines—sometimes verbatim 
repeats—kept on, showed no signs of stopping. 
 I don’t know what hit me, but finally: “I know how you can 
break this deadlock.” 
 “Huh?” 
 “If one of you, let’s just say Norman, shuts up and lets Kathy say 
whatever it is she wants.” 
 “Huh?” 
 I don’t know where the words came from, but there they were. 
“Norman, take a forty-five second vow of silence. And we’re starting 
right now ...” 
 He did shut up. Trouble was, so did Kathy. Same thing happened 
when I reversed the roles. 
 “OK, well, there seems to be no cause for disagreement, right?” 
 They both looked puzzled, at least were silent. 
 “How about telling each other you love him—or her?” 
 They both smiled a little, though they didn’t follow instructions. 
 “How about thinking of your kids? You ever once consider 
them?” 
 There followed lots of protests and denials—the sort you’d get 
from any set of parents, most especially defective ones. 
 “You know what they’re talking about—and to strangers? Do 
you listen to yourselves—or the other person?” 
 Both looked alarmed but shut the hell up.  
 Somehow I kept going. “I’m not going to tell on your kids, what 
they’re up to, but if you want them not to be swimming with no les-
sons or protection, maybe you should talk with them and stop bomb-
ing one another.” 
 I don’t know what I meant by that swimming stuff, but it proba-
bly didn’t matter. They looked annoyed as hell, and I’m sure I’d made 
things worse—though I don’t know how they could have been worse. 
 Poor kids. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
SALIDA AND NORTH 

 
 “OK, Bert. So you bullied us over here to Salida, when what I 
all along wanted to do, as if it mattered, was visit Colorado Springs, 
the most Christian spot in the whole country and my natural home-
land.” 
 “Is it? The most Christian spot, I mean.” 
 “How would I know? You think I trail that behind me—like 
them clouds of glory?” 
 “I look to you for guidance, Polly.” 
 “Bert, you think we did any good with those kids?” 
 “No. Maybe if we’d kidnapped em.” 
 “Yeah. Fuck! So we leave them to their own devices, research-
ing incest, doing school reports on what was it?” 
 “Didloes, they said.” 
 “Well, turning from that sadness, what’s in Salida, other than 
plenty more dysfunctional families?” 
 “You think they all are, Polly, all families?” 
 “A subject for another time, Bert—though it’s a good one. How 
about we turn our attention to what we do in town here, other than get 
lost. Wait, don’t tell me. There are ever so many nature-filled rides 
around here, great rafting trips, lion encounters—all within minutes 
of the metropolis.” 
 “Don’t be disappointed, since there is one thing, The Salida Re-
formed Baptist Opera and Ballet Company, doing Wagner’s Ring Cy-
cle, Full Expanded Version.” 
 “OK.” 
 “That was funny, Polly. I am a very funny fellow, if you’d only 
admit it, open up your heart and let the humor flow in.”  
 “Well, I guess you’re an acquired taste, Bert—and don’t you say 
anything indecent.” 



James R. Kincaid 
 

 166 
 

 I just hoped I wasn’t blushing, rushed right in to reading the par-
agraph I’d marked out as the only thing to do in town apart from—
right—get out into and onto the rafts and trails: 
 

Go to 228 F St Bridge, Salida, CO 81201, USA. Meet on the F 
Street bridge at the north end of town, over the river and near 
the Red Train caboose. For history tours, look for the man in a 
black cowboy hat. For ghost and murder tours, look for the 
man in a top hat and black vest. 

 
 “OK, I’ll bite, Bert—and again only metaphorically—which are 
we?” 
 “Well, Polly, they don’t seem to do on-line registering, so we 
can only hope for either hat.” 
 “I insist on both, Bert, and you’d better deliver, or I’ll just go 
and tell my parents and everyone at school that you wear little boy 
undies and change twice daily.” 
 “You’re obsessed.” 
 “Oh, yeah—you said several times. It’s Wendell has that pho-
bia—being spotted in his undies.” 
 “If you ever saw him in the locker room you’d see why the sub-
ject arises.” 
 “Arises, Bert?” 
 “You want to buy a photo?” 
 “Of you, Bert, not Wendell. And stop stalling. Where is 228 F 
Street?” 
 “F Street Bridge. And we’ve been walking steadily toward it 
ever since we parked.” 
 I had no idea if that was the case, but—wonder of wonders—we 
rounded a corner and there was a man in a black cowboy hat. We 
joined the crowd—two other families—and bought our tickets—
twenty-five percent off for the two tours, allowing one to see just how 
the guide changed smoothly from cowboy hat to top hat and vest, all 
black. 
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 My advice is that when—not if—you find yourself in Salida 
with no special plans—you’re there for a funeral, say—you skip these 
attractions and catch up on reading. Bert and I, on the other hand, 
dutifully plodded along on both these tours before heading back to 
the camper and our novel of choice. The one thing I can say about the 
tours was that the families kept their kids in tow and did not throw 
them onto us. I’ve had enough of kids for the whole summer—though 
I expect that’s not so, pedophile Bert being some sort of magnet. 
 Before we scrunched down—separately—to wade into Moby-
Dick, I did ask Bert why we were going into Colorado by way of these 
piddler towns rather than—you know—the metro areas. 
 “Wendell and Tyler did the good stuff, Polly. So, until we can 
get way north and into new territory, as regards kids-in-a-camper, we 
have to find our way amongst the cannibals and gold-panners.” 
 “Yes. I forgot. So what new mountain towns lie before us, Bert?” 
 “Eventually, we’ll get up to Wyoming, Polly, but for now ...” 
 “Yes, that much is clear. We just driving straight to Laramie, 
master?” 
 “I’ll reveal all tomorrow, when you are fresh and more capable 
of retention. For now, Melville.” 
 We traded off reading for a bit, through some chapters of the 
kind many people seem to find tedious, though not us, hooked as we 
were on all the details, and especially those in a chapter called, unin-
vitingly, “The Line,” the rope-thing that was attached to the harpoon 
and made possible attaching ... You follow me. Anyhow, as was his 
wont, Ishmael uses this seemingly trivial, tedious subject to reflect 
on—well, you’ll see”— 
 

 Perhaps a very little thought will now enable you to ac-
count for those repeated whaling disasters—some few of which 
are casually chronicled—of this man or that man being taken 
out of the boat by the line, and lost. For, when the line is 
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darting out, to be seated then in the boat, is like being seated in 
the midst of the manifold whizzings of a steam-engine in full 
play, when every flying beam, and shaft, and wheel, is grazing 
you. It is worse; for you cannot sit motionless in the heart of 
these perils, because the boat is rocking like a cradle, and you 
are pitched one way and the other, without the slightest warn-
ing; and only by a certain self-adjusting buoyancy and simulta-
neousness of volition and action, can you escape being made a 
Mazeppa of, and run away with where the all-seeing sun him-
self could never pierce you out. Again: as the profound calm 
which only apparently precedes and prophesies of the storm, is 
perhaps more awful than the storm itself; for, indeed, the calm 
is but the wrapper and envelope of the storm; and contains it in 
itself, as the seemingly harmless rifle holds  the fatal powder, 
and the ball, and the explosion; so the graceful repose of the 
line, as it silently serpentines about the oarsmen before being 
brought into actual play—this is a thing which carries more of 
true terror than any other aspect of this dangerous affair. But 
why say more? All men live enveloped in whale-lines. All are 
born with halters round their necks; but it is only when caught 
in the swift, sudden turn of death, that mortals realize the silent, 
subtle, ever-present perils of life. And if you be a philosopher, 
though seated in the whale-boat, you would not at heart feel 
one whit more of terror, than though seated before your even-
ing fire with a poker, and not a harpoon, by your side. 

 
 “There‘s a cheery bedtime reflection, Polly! Go to sleep with 
halters round our necks.” 
 “I know that makes me feel more united to the world, Bertie. 
We’re all in this together.” 
 “We‘re all headed out of it.” 
 “Much the same thing.” 
 That was it for the night, though I had made careful plans for 
tomorrow, the anniversary of our country’s independence, July 4, in 
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case you forgot, which would land us in—of course—the highlands 
(I assumed they were) of Leadville, a great name and, I was sure, an 
inviting center for all that is leaden in our past and present. And if 
you think I am record-setting unfunny, you’d be agreeing with our 
Bert, who said just that when I unleashed such jocularities on him. 
 “But didn’t Wendell and Tyler spend time there? Baby Doe Ta-
bor and such? The theater? The ...” 
 “Shit. OK. Let me see. Okay. Fairplay, CO, Umbert.” 
 “Which also has much to offer.” 
 “Including patriotism. I want patriotism, Bert. We’ve had so lit-
tle. Makes me forget to whom I should be pledging allegiance and 
which nation is under God—there’s only the one.” 
 
July 4 
 So Fairplay it was the very next morning. I read all about it on 
the way, found out that it was the inspiration for “South Park,” the 
show—well, here‘s what we said: 
 “Remember ‘South Park,’ Bert?” 
 “No. Oh, yeah, the one my parents made me watch, a joy from 
their youth—Cartman and all. Pretty funny. Whitebread mountain 
town.” 
 “Right. Same here.” 
 “So, do they have a celebration, Polly?” 
 “It doesn’t say, but I bet we can count on it—with lots of refer-
ences to local heroes and to the tv show as well.” 
 “OK, Polly. You like parades?” 
 “Not unless I’m in them.” 
 “Me, too. Want to skip it?” 
 “Are you mad? You know the first thing people will demand to 
know upon our return, Undulbert, is, ‘What 4th of July Parade did 
you encounter and worship at?’" 
 “OK.” 
 “That’s my line.” 
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 “Yeah, Monosyllabic Mama, that’s you. You’re getting like 
me.” 
 I ignored that, hoping he would go on, which he did—sort of. 
 “So—off to Fairplay, which I see was originally Fair Play, two 
words, then South Park, and then Fairplay, one word.” 
 “Was the original name because it was a Utopian community or 
something, Bert?” 
 “It don’t say. It was a mining town back then, so I doubt it. But 
don’t take my word for it—they’ll have a museum, I wager, that’ll 
tell us all that and more.” 
 I shut Burt up and drove us right to the spot, which was postcard 
pretty, if you like that sort of thing—which you should. Anyhow, it 
was late morning when we parked and got ourselves to the main part 
of town, only to be accosted at once by several official-looking offi-
cials. 
 “Oh Jesus Christ, kids, please help us. You just gotta.” 
 I mean, what could we say? I suppose we should have launched 
an inquiry but no. And it was me who acted the idiot part: “OK.” 
 “Oh Jesus Christ. Thank you. It isn’t anything you won’t be 
happy to have done. Trust me on that.” 
 Huh? But we just followed along with this fellow, who hurried 
us to what turned out to be a float, all decked out and with people on 
it—in costumes.  
 I don’t know which of us realized first what was in store for us, 
but it was Bert who protested. “We really don’t know the show that 
well, you see—‘South Park.’ I don’t think we’d be any good at this. 
I’m not much at—this.” 
 “All you need to do is stand there. Wave a little. It’s a short route. 
Oh please, please.” 
 Finally it was murky-clear: they wanted us to ride on the float, 
probably because the original dupes had just backed out. What wasn’t 
clear at first was that we had to be costumed, and in a hurry, the pa-
rade being already a bit late getting started. 
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 To cut to it, the missing characters were named Chef, a big fat 
guy, and one, I swear, named “Token Black.” Bert and I protested at 
once that we were being miscast badly, neither of us being—you 
know. 
 “Yeah, well, look around you, kids. See multitudes of colors on 
the people here? You’ll do just fine, perfect—and we won’t ask you 
to wear blackface at all, nothing demeaning.” 
 That turned out to be not quite true. Tthey padded me up as Chef 
and then skinnied Bert down to Token and then, get this, put masks 
on us. And before we could protest or ask if we were to sing 
“Mammy,” off we went, mounted there for all to see—and ridicule. 
 Seemed like the damned parade route was at least twenty-seven 
miles—nah!, probably twelve blocks or so—but it was packed with 
people, all pointing at us and laughing. But I guess they weren’t 
mocking: just nice people, not too smart, determined to have a good 
time, even with this ghastly display. 
 We’d been slipped several bags of goods at the last minute—
turned out to be some kind of wrapped up little candies we got to 
throw at the bystanders, targeting the little ones. 
 When we finally dismounted, there was a group of kids there, 
seemed to be just about our age. I figured we were in for it now, going 
to take some heat—fully deserved—for our Uncle Remus act. 
 But no. 
 “Hey, you guys want to beat it out of here, go smoke some grass 
and stuff?” 
 Stuff? We be long-standing, even addicted stuff-smokers. So 
sure. We had no plans and knew the evening activities—maybe even, 
oh boy, fireworks, wouldn’t start until dark. So, we made arrange-
ments to meet them—“go over to the Casa Bonita, turn right there, I 
think, then about two blocks, no three and—can’t miss it.” 
 “What dark and dangerous haunts are you luring me into, Bert?” 
 Bert, of course, had been mute throughout, but I thought I could 
get him talking—maybe. 
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 Sure enough. “You have nothing to fear with me at your side, 
right behind you, guarding your back—having your back, as they 
say.” 
 “Don’t be indecent.” 
 “You prickly about your back? That why you never wear those 
backless—things?” 
 “You noticed. Well, Umbert, I have many such things but only 
don them for christenings and proms. Anyhow, speaking of clothes, I 
guess we should change? Maybe not.” 
 “Casual cool is what will work best, Polly. If you like, I can go 
through your stuff, pick out something apt—or lend you some of my 
almost-best.” 

 
 
 Bert here, just to warn you that an editor is now, as he says, mak-
ing helpful corrections. This guy, Joseph A. Dane if you can believe 
it, is a man so kind and generous that you could almost—almost—
forgive his intrusions, even welcome them—were they not consist-
ently so very ... Anyhow, you’ve been warned. Kincaid intruded to 
say this about Dane’s well-meaning assistance: “He comes in wher-
ever the prose gets more lumpy than usual, things get cloudy, you 
wonder what the hell is going on—you know why.” 
 You might ask—since I brought all this up—why it is we are 
employing an editor at all (much less Dane), when what would sell 
this novel best would be these fresh young voices—new and salty and 
uncensored. (I am not giving Polly a chance to comment on that—the 
idea of me being “salty,” for instance.) Anyhow, we agree with your 
point about dumping other voices, me and Polly do—agree, and, 
what’s more, would be happy to go back and redo the prose, fire the 
editor, lay before you the sort of work you have every right to expect. 
 But good luck with that.  
 Just saying.  
 Polly thinks it’s a stupid mistake to let this cat out of the bag, but 
Polly’s more delicate than I, you see, more given to taking orders. 
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 OK if I return to the action part of the story? Of course by this 
point we have no readers left, none, the two we were paying having 
decided neither love nor money would be enough to ... 
 So, here’s where we were. We’d managed to find the party spot 
there in Fairplay, even with those beyond-lousy directions (go back 
and look), since what it was was more a block party than a stealthy 
soiree. (And yes, I am proud of that last phrase.) 
 As for smoking strong stuff or any such round-the-bend activity, 
we’d been better off at a church picnic. Still, it wasn’t all bad, this 
party, though Bert and I did become the center of attention, kind of a 
freak show distraction. I suppose these people were so set on being 
all neighborly every second or third day that they badly needed some 
novelty, Bert and I serving well as just that. 
 “So, you mean to tell me your parents equipped you with all this 
mobility and wealth and just set you loose on the countryside?” 
 What could we say to that? I was struck dumb, Polly not so 
much. “They use us to be loose and free and unconventional with. 
We‘re display monkeys, me and Bert, going around yapping to eve-
ryone we meet about our award-winning folks.” 
 They smiled politely—I guess it was—and turned more point-
edly toward me. 
 “Don’t it make you uneasy, all this pressure to do the right thing 
and not let down your parents?” 
 I thought then I was starting to see what they meant, where they 
were going wrong. 
 “In the month or so we‘ve been gone, to tell the truth we haven’t 
really thought about them, haven’t talked about them. And it’s my 
opinion that parents are overrated, that kids have plenty to do and 
think about without parents being one of those things.” 
 That opinion had just crawled into my head, and I’m not sure 
why I let fly with it—seemed a little dishonest to parade as a deep 
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thinker—but once it was out there, I couldn’t think of any way to call 
it back. 
 The people surrounding us—and passing on lots of food—were 
convinced by what I said or, more likely, didn’t give a shit, nodded 
and dissolved into the walls, leaving us with a few kids we recognized 
from before, some about our age, I think. Now for some hot times, 
right? 
 Nope—just more talk. 
 Finally, Polly said what was on our minds. “You mentioned 
smoking something hot.” 
 The one named Melody—I swear—laughed real hard. “The only 
thing that gets smoked around here is that god-awful pork something 
over there, the smelly one.” 
 Polly must have looked real disappointed—or maybe it was me. 
 “Nah,” went on Melody, “we do have some grass, superior 
grade. I guess we kind of forgot about it. Maybe that’s what happens 
when it’s legal and all.” 
 Maybe so—and maybe they were so used to it it didn’t do much 
for them? Anyhow, I sure as shit didn’t have their same immunities. 
Maybe Polly did, but you know how it is. After an hour of two, I kind 
of lost my awareness that Polly was around at all—didn’t even know 
if I was around, if you follow me, which I don’t know how could you, 
since I can’t. 
 Anyhow—-next thing I knew it was the following day, we were 
on the road, and Polly was driving along—what road and where it led 
I had no idea. Away from Fairplay, I guess. But— 
 “Hey, Polly.” 
 “Well, my stoner companion, you have a nice sleep?” 
 “I guess.” 
 “You guess? Here we’ve been on the road for months, are onto 
Labor Day just outside of—Boston, and ...” 
 Maybe it was the pause did it, though even I wasn’t fool enough 
to imagine I’d stoned away the whole summer. 
 “Sure. I just took a heading and we’re going—what direction?” 
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 “North, sunshine, but not to Alaska.” 
 “Not seeking gold, huh?” 
 “Not unless they got gold in Wyoming.” 
 “Something much better than gold,” I said, with what I hoped 
and trusted was a knowing chuckle. 
 Polly smiled. I thought at first it was a smile. Probably it wasn’t. 

 
 
 To be continued—at great length: hell, they have two more 
months and a good two-thirds of the country still to cover. Who 
knows what may happen—and why? You’re welcome to continue 
this on your own, if you’d like. Just start in on it and it’ll roll right 
along. Trust me. 
 Here ya go. Headed north to Wyoming or some such place. 
Doesn’t have to be Wyoming if you’d prefer some other locale. I 
mean, who’s in charge anyhow? You have absolute authority, proba-
bly for the first time in your life. Don’t think of that, though. Just get 
the hell going. Wyoming or Ohio or Alabama—it just doesn’t matter.  
 But don’t stop now. Go on to Volume Two! 
  


