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Prologue


 


 


“I CAN see heaven,” Lou said. He was holding Joe, cradling him in his arms as they lay on the nighttime beach. They combated the crisp breeze with warm sweaters and a tight embrace. The sound of the water beating the rocks and the shore soothed them. 


“You can see past the clouds?” Joe asked, playing along.


They had spent the month traveling the coast of New England—the Gay Grand Tour. They had rested at B&Bs that had been recommended along the way. Their golden retriever, Spooner, had been left with Joe’s mother. They missed him terribly but needed the time alone. 


Things had been strained lately. They needed to focus on each other again. Joe’s position as a book editor—mostly tomes on mythology and folklore—had taken up a lot of time. And Lou’s mother was a bit of a menace.


“Absolutely, I can see it,” Lou replied. “Just up there. It’s not so far.” He pointed to a vacant patch in the sky. “It’s just past that star you can see shining through that cloud clearing.”


Joe laughed comfortably. “You’re a silly man, Lou,” he said, snuggling into Lou’s chest, smelling his cologne.


“What would you do if I died?” Lou asked. His voice took on a slightly more serious tone.


The question took Joe aback. He raised his head from Lou’s chest and looked him in the eye. “What kind of question…? We’re too young to be talking like that.”


“We’re not too young. I just turned thirty. People die every day.”


“Well, not us,” Joe replied bluntly. Granted, they hadn’t been taking terribly good care of themselves lately—lots of take-out and an expired gym membership—but talking about dying just seemed odd. Like an insurance commercial. “We’re together forever. I’d go crazy without you. Absolute bonkers.”


“You’ve got more courage than that. You would survive.”


Joe didn’t say anything, but he knew Lou was wrong. He couldn’t think of a world without him. Not anymore. Not after all he’d been through, all the disappointments and searching.


“Would you wait for me?” Joe asked quietly, his head resting again on Lou’s strong chest.


“Where?”


“In heaven. Beyond the clouds and the stars. Would you wait for me?”


“It wouldn’t be heaven without you. Of course I’d wait. I’ll always wait for you, Joseph. Waiting for you, the anticipation, it’s what drives me. You’re my life-force.”


Joe sighed, tears in his eyes. “Smooth talker. You always know just what clichés to use.”


“Go to sleep, baby,” Lou whispered. “I’ll be here in the morning.”




A Beautiful Place 
to Get Lost


 


 


VARIOUS echoes. That was all he heard until he opened his eyes. 


With a last snap of his synapses like lightning charging back to heaven, Joe found himself in another place altogether. The stale argument of biology versus spirituality became moot. In the end, none of it mattered. One wonders why there needed to be a right or wrong answer at all. Joe realized then that love had only ever been about content, not form.


It was a repositioning, a new form of situating himself. He was lying on his back in a summer field of barley now. How he had gotten there, he had no idea. Maybe the sky had dropped him. However it happened, he was lucid. Everything still felt real. Still felt… tangible. Stalks surrounded him. In the afterlife, most people wake up in fields of gold. This has been so since death began because it’s what most humans know of peace, beauty, and ease. He knew the feel of the barley as it scratched his skin; he smelled the fragrance of summer as it blew past him, over him; he tasted the sweet humidity; and he hummed with the lulling sound of honey bees making love to nearby wildflowers. There was a perceptible heaviness to the smell of the breeze, though. Like a frost was soon to set in. A few of the stalks were dead and fallen.


There was no discomfort in the barley’s touch. It was a pleasant itch, like a tickle. In fact, there was a tickling sensation to everything, an almost untamable giddiness. He heard a giggle issue forth from his own being as he lay on the golden blanket, stretching his arms and legs out to their full extent.


He could remember nothing of before, our hero. The last vestiges of imagery had become sepia, like a dream, clouded around the edges. His memory was receding like the tide. This accounted for his lack of frantic anxiety, for his complete acceptance of an otherwise absurd situation. Only he existed in the barley, free of caustic worries. The few dead barley stalks were interesting but not worrisome.


Memory? What was memory? Me-mo-ree. A strange word. A distant concept. Laughable. Lacking in description. For all he understood, the whole ball of existence was set above and around him and had always been barley and gorgeous sky.


There was only one thing he was certain of, and that was simply because the thought had attached itself to him so fiercely, like a stubborn root digging deep into the soil. His name was Joe. 


Joe. Was that it? Three letters? J-O-E. Three tiny symbols of some ancient script signifying an existence. There was more, right? There had to be more. There must be strength and vitality and vigor wrapped up in those letters somehow, for he was of the barley now, of the very same fortitude and determination. He felt it inside.


Joe (as he remembered his own name with some glee) lay staring at the sky. It was different than what he thought a sky should look like. Not a single solitary shade, but multi-layered, like a cake. Like sweet eats streaked and decorated with purples and pinks and oranges.


He lounged and gazed upward, feeling no need to move. There was no urgent call to stand and appropriate a functional demeanor. He felt only the impulse to melt or sink into earth or sky. 


He was not alone where he lay but could sense curious rodents and lisping reptiles passing around him. Yet he felt no fear or repugnance at the thought of them. They were of the barley as well. Everything was one.


A wisp of some sweet redolence wafted over him as he relaxed hidden in the tall, thin stalks of golden grass. It was familiar, like an echo.


The sound of something wading through the barley raised Joe’s curiosity. He rose to his knees, peering over the tips of the stalks as they swayed lazily. 


He saw a figure. Another someone moving steadily through the grain waves. The barley flowed around the form as it slowly approached. 


Soon, it became clear to Joe that this new form was that of a young man. He possessed a slender face, a strong nose and brow, a cleft chin, and dark black hair that blew with the wind at his bare shoulders. He looked tired. His face was pale, and dark circles marred his worried eyes. Farther behind the Stranger (and even more curious), almost like an afterthought demanding to be seen, was a golden retriever that leaped high enough into the air to see above the gorgeous field, ears flopping and tongue hanging loosely. 


Joe got to his feet and waited for the young man with a rush of excitement, though it was a mystery as to why. He ran his hand over the top of the barley that flourished hip-high around him, the tips tickling his tender flesh. 


“You’re here,” the young Stranger said, looking quite breathless. A hint of expectation lay in his expression. It was as if he wanted to tell Joe something urgent. The muscles in his jaw flexed and striated. It was a lovely jaw, one that might have been carved from stone.


“I’m here,” Joe repeated. “But where’s here?” Joe’s eyes were wide, keenly observant. His peculiar feeling of intimacy with this mysterious man grew as the Stranger spoke. Joe felt a closeness, a need for this individual. Potent desire had now supplanted his previous complacency. His very breath quickened in this new presence and matched that of the Stranger’s own.


“Here’s where you’re supposed to be.” The man smiled with a shrug. His tired eyes were misty and full of emotion.


“That’s a stupid thing to say.” Joe grinned. “But it’s nice. It’s really nice here.” He looked around at the flowing field of gold and the ecstatic canine in the distance, if only to keep from staring so obviously at every tiny detail of the Stranger’s face. What lovely eyes!


“Well, it’s been waiting a while for you.” The Stranger couldn’t seem to take his sad eyes from Joe.


“I know you,” Joe said, drawing closer through the barley. He recognized that the Stranger was naked, but then, he realized, he was too. He hadn’t noticed this fact before but felt no disgrace in it now. “Who are you?” he queried softly.


“You’re right,” the man smiled with slight mischief. “You know me. You know me very well, Joseph.” He stared at Joe, swallowing a lump in his throat. Again, that look of urgency, of some tale to be told.


Without thinking, Joe put his hand to the Stranger’s chest. He felt as if it were an altogether natural thing to do. He felt the warmth of skin, but there was no rhythm beneath it. There was no beat or cadence in the toned chest. Joe gasped as a sudden maverick echo shocked him like a jolt of electricity. The chill of grief and loss rippled through him, and the image of a towering structure appeared in his mind, a lighthouse from a distant memory. It lasted only for a moment, passing quickly, but it made him draw his hand away. The Stranger grabbed it gently. A soft breeze sprinkled over them, birds in the cake-like sky, butterflies in the field just above the flaxen waves. 


The Stranger smiled again. Nostalgia. His eyes brilliant blue hints of past joys. Memory. 


“I know you… who are you?” Joe choked out, all at once very moved. 


“I have to go now, Joe,” the Stranger said as he let go of Joe’s hand. “I just had to see for myself if it was true. And it is: you’re really here.” With teary-eyed reluctance, he turned and began walking away. He appeared not to see the dog that bounded ahead of him.


“Please!” Joe shouted. In that moment, he felt the odd sensation of something being torn from him, something deeply cherished. “Where am I? Can I come with you?” He began trampling through the barley toward the Stranger. More of the stalks looked haggard and frostbitten.


The Stranger turned with a smile, a tear traveling slowly down his face. “You will. But it takes time. You’ve got to remember it all first.” 


Joe felt that want, that painful need to be with this young man.


“I will be there when it all comes back, Joe. But it has to come back slowly, like these waves of gold.”


“And you’ll be waiting?” Joe knew he sounded desperate. But his desperation did not feel baseless. 


“As long as it takes. You know I will,” the Stranger said as he lifted his hand to wave. “Have courage. Great courage.”


The horizon very quickly changed to a deep violet and seemed to draw itself around the young man like wrapping paper. His lovely form became a silhouette and then vanished altogether into the darkening air as if he had not been there at all. The golden retriever disappeared as well, with a reverberating call for play. The Stranger’s leaving brought the dusk.


Joe stood bewildered and shaken. A dim light shone on the stalks about him from the sky’s devastating moonlight. He felt he would cry, like a child ripped from the comfort of loving arms. He questioned what to do, looking about at the darkened field that now began to glitter with tiny bugs. It seemed colder now. That frost was settling in.


He perceived a penetrating restlessness in his core, a surge of ambition to get underway so that he might be with the Stranger once again. After all, he had said he would be waiting. This was no time to wallow in the tragedy of things lost. This was a time to begin a search for answers. Joe could not remain in the field. He had to walk on. And though there was no trail or path that he might follow, he placed one foot in front of the other and began. 


His journey was now underway.


As he made his way through the violet night, his grief faded and was assuaged by the serenity he had first known lying in the tall grass. The tips of barley again brushed and tickled his hands, groin, and thighs as he walked. Every step he took gave him hope, though he was more aware than ever of the dead stalks.


Off on the horizon and high above him, indeed all around him, he saw thousands of glittering lights of all colors blinking and winking their way across the sky. Some left exuberant streaks to show their passage in the night; others were almost imperceptible. It was a hypnotizing show, and it delighted him. 


Once he had decided to start walking, tokens of past experiences came more easily to him. Remembrances in little droplets, like dew forming on a leaf. He remembered now his dislike for ketchup but his love of hamburgers; his favorite color, green; and his favorite time of day, dusk. All of these tiny personal accents collecting now like little dewdrops finding their ways to the center of the leaf. And as he peered into the night, his earliest memories came back to him. 


 


 


HIS very first memory was that of standing in front of his mother’s full-length bedroom mirror in his diaper. The mirror had a crack in the lower right corner that probably needed to be fixed, but she liked it there. It added character and strength, she had said once. A Dusty Springfield song played on the clock radio on the nightstand beside his mother Veronica’s bed. The smell of lasagna wafted in from the small kitchen; it was almost dinnertime. 


The image in the mirror returned his awakening gaze. He was coming to a new understanding about himself. Something—some indefinable thing—was different about him. It was something his fresh, new mind could not yet comprehend.


From there, memories were whispered to him pleasantly and with ticklish fervor by the grains. Not always linear, a stream of consciousness swam through him, brushing past the banks of his mind. Even the mundane occurrences of toddlerhood were nothing less than amazing experiences at the time: his first trip to the zoo; playing on a Slip ’n’ Slide on the lawn (how the grass irritated his legs, but he didn’t really seem to care); a boy named Peter who would become Joe’s first great friend; and the amazement at a fuzzy bee and the sting of its betrayal. All of these memories glided around him like spirits in the night air, as if memory was an entity in and of itself.


There was one thought, though, one floating vision on the current that Joe remembered with particular enchantment. He was walking hand in hand with his mother down the busy street of their small hometown. Traffic was never much of a problem there except for the one weekend in the year when a chautauqua of the arts came to town. Handmade loveliness and foods that were not available for much of the year could be purchased for far more than they were worth. As Joe walked, smiling up at the beautiful Veronica who peered down at him with love, he made a game of trying not to step on the myriad of cracks on the concrete walkway. 


Soon they stopped walking long enough for Veronica to look at a few odd trinkets and arts and crafts at an outdoor boutique. Joe looked around him in search of anything that would render itself up to his excitable mind. Right next to him stood another little boy whose mother, a very thin-looking thing (Joe thought she looked a bit mean, like a witch), also regarded the trinkets and doodads. Joe watched the boy intently and felt an immediate draw to the blue of his friendly, playful eyes. He held a vanilla-and-chocolate- swirl ice cream cone (which happened to be Joe’s favorite as well) that dripped in messy streams down his hand and forearm and onto the summertime sidewalk. Ants were already marching to the sticky substance.


It seemed to Joe that this messy little blue-eyed boy wanted to say something—either grunt or make some other attempt at communication. Nothing came, though. Neither of them said anything. They just stared at one another until the mean-looking woman looked down at the blue-eyed boy to let him know it was time to go. Joe raised his hand to wave goodbye. (At that age, the world is a small place, and it’s completely believable that everyone can see everyone else again just around the next corner.) 


The little stranger took in the greeting, and then, having no real idea what to do with it, stuck out his tongue—not necessarily a spiteful gesture; it was just the only thing that occurred to him to do. At least, that was how Joe chose to interpret it.


“Louis!” the mean old woman said as she jerked the little one away. 


Joe only stared after the two as they walked off. He’d see him again. Joe knew it even then. It was a small world, after all. 




Fruit Tree


 


 


JOE was not aware of how long he had been walking. The exact measurements of time and distance had escaped his care as memory was rested upon memory. He was still in fields of halcyon grass and fireflies. Above him twinkled an infinite number of perfect, tiny lights. For anything other than this simple knowledge, he cared not. Even when, on a whim, he looked behind him to survey the distance he had traveled, there was no trail to be seen. No tracks of his passage were there to give any hint of the yards or footsteps taken. The stalks of barley had sewn up the trail between then and now as quickly as he had passed through, coming together again as if they were thin soldiers filing into ranks. He delighted in this observation and walked backward a little, watching the tall grass merge anew in the wake of his passing. 


As Joe journeyed on and reveled in the beauty around him, he heard the unmistakable sound of musical notes. They were very faint at first, a whispered melody. His initial reaction was to look to the grain, as if it were enchanted with tune. Why not? But then, as he continued walking, the music grew clearer. Closer. A single-stringed instrument. Joe did not search for the source, though his curiosity was piqued. He did not feel rushed. He would eventually get to the origin of the music, he was certain. So he simply let it guide him as he danced in dreamy circles with the fireflies. The somber, lilting, plaintive chords washed around his naked self and through the air. He merely followed its ebb and flow. 


       In a very short time, it seemed, though he could not know for certain how long  his carefree promenade had been, Joe arrived at the melody’s source. He stood in front of it, though he could not see any physical manifestation thereof. The sky was still too dim for Joe to make out anything more than silhouetted forms. 


Then, in a flash, it was as if the night sky was peeled away to reveal a new dayspring with a sky of azure blue. Just like that, with no warning at all, it was peeled right off like an orange skin. And there in front of him (surely it had been there the whole time, only hidden by some trick) was a massive tree that took up so much space and shot so high in sculptural elegance that even the aureate grass around it seemed to recline in awe at the sheer height. The roots stretched out in gnarls and great gray hills. Its limbs were thick and strong, and they reached out, grabbing at the sky with their foliage, large leaves the size of human heads. Various fruits sprouted from it. Perfect fruits. Apples, mangos, pineapples, oranges, strawberries, kiwi, and not a rot in one of them. They all shone as if recently polished, full of juicy life and richness and ready to burst.


Joe walked under the shade of the tree, where it was considerably cooler. The branches hung quite low, so he pushed them gently aside. Only an occasional glint of sunlight filtered through the canopy. Joe marveled at what he saw as he gazed upward into the underside of the brachia. It was a home, a place of life and for living. A tree house of such marvelous design that he grinned in boyish excitement. One with level upon level, not crudely constructed with scrap wood and nails, but solid, strong, and meticulously carved and conceived.


The music floated from one of the lower tiers, cascading down the circular steps around the tree’s curvaceous form like a warm waterfall. Joe could see the notes if he squinted hard enough. He approached the sturdy staircase and began to climb, wading through the falling music and holding onto the simple wooden rail as he went. Each step felt cool and smooth on his bare feet. Fireflies that had escaped with him from the nightlift into the shade of the tree trailed after him as he ascended into the branches.


The music grew louder but no less melancholy as Joe slowly climbed the winding stairs past floors of constructed comfort. Finally, he came to the tier from which the music emanated. At the opposite end of the tier, situated in a wickerwork rocking chair, was a man. He had his back turned to Joe as he played a guitar and looked out into the foliage. One shoeless foot was positioned on a rope that was tied between two posts on opposite sides of the deck, and the other was tapping the floor to the chords issuing forth from the instrument. His jeans were ragged and worn, frayed at the bottom. And he wore a white T-shirt over which hung longish, black, scraggly hair. 


The guitar player was at once still. No music. No foot tapping. Yet it wasn’t as if Joe had startled the musician. The guitarist had simply sensed Joe’s arrival. He took his other foot off the rope and put the guitar on the floor to his side. 


“So here you are,” he said in a gruff but youthful voice. He still looked out into the leafy arms of the tree. “And in all yer nekkid glory too.” 


Finally, he rose from the chair and, over his shoulder, gave Joe a sideways glance with a teasing half-smile.


The guitarist turned to face Joe completely. An unlit cigarette hung loosely from his bottom lip. Joe once again felt a strange surge of acquaintance, but this wasn’t the same way he had felt in the barley with the naked Stranger. This was more of a fleeting familiarity than an intense recognition. Still, he felt an undeniable connection to this new figure.


Joe took him in. He was a scruffy-looking man, but handsome, with a bristling shadow of dark facial hair across his jaw. His eyes were small and dark and hid kindness behind their seemingly indifferent, unexcitable glance. 


“Are you a singer?” Joe asked, feeling a bit anxious. It was all he could think to say.


“And a songwriter. Yeah, I wanted to be,” the guitarist said. “I tried to be, but it never really worked in my favor.” He looked Joe up and down with some sort of suspicion coupled with an odd expression of pride.


“You’re very good. What I heard was beautiful. You should give it another go,” Joe said. He was still just getting acclimated to his own voice, its pitches and intonations. He couldn’t tell if it masked his kindled anxiety.


The guitarist smiled and played with the cigarette in his mouth. “Maybe I will,” he said in his swarthy drawl. “You’re Joe.” He extended his hand. It was a big hand. Hardy, but with long, dexterous fingers. It secured a tight grip around Joe’s own. “It’s nice to meet you, Joe. I’m called Baker. It is I, my nekkid friend, who will be yer guide.” 


Joe looked at him awkwardly. “Guide?” he asked. He scratched an itch on his thigh.


“Shee-it.” Baker grinned. “You expectin’ to get around this place alone? But then, I guess you ain’t really seen too much of it. Trust me, though, ain’t no way, son! It’s too big here. I’ve got a lot to show you, and you got lots to see, which means we got a lot to do.” He leaned down and picked up the guitar, pulling the strap over his head so that the instrument rested diagonally across his back. “We should get goin’,” he said. “Do you want somethin’ to wear? Otherwise, son, you’re gonna be floppin’ all over the place.”


“Uh… maybe something light,” Joe said, feeling just the tiniest bit self-conscious. “But where are we going?”


“Let’s get you some threads,” Baker said as he walked to the stairs. 


Joe followed, perplexed. They climbed higher into the tree, past levels of varying size and delectable scents. They were joined by the odd squirrel or chirping bird as they made their mount. The wood creaked and moaned around them in a strange song. Breezes played with the leaves and branches.


“Are we going all the way up?” Joe asked, looking as far as he could upward.


“No, but close,” Baker answered. “I live at the top. I can see out over everything. Well, everything that’s known to me, anyway. But we’re goin’ to the place just below mine. To my favorite guest flat.” The shade from the tree was comforting, relaxing.


“You have guests here?” Joe asked as he looked around at the thick, gnarled limbs and brachia. He knew the field of barley was just below them and that it stretched out for acres, but Joe could see none of it due to the prominent foliage that encircled them.


“All the time,” Baker said. “You just missed one. He wasn’t wearin’ any clothes either. There’s a lot of that around here. Mostly by new souls, like you. But some older ones too like to skip around singin’ and a-dancin’ the day out. Kinda funny.” 


Finally, they stopped at a large, open level. “Here we are,” Baker said. 


Joe looked backward and downward at the myriad of stairs they had just traveled. The steps wound like smooth, brown, polished piano keys around the body of the tree. 


“You should be able to find somethin’ to wear here. There’s the wardrobe,” Baker said, pointing to a very large, simple wardrobe carved from the tree. No designs of twirling vines or whatnot over-stressed its elegance, and yet it was crafted with great care and built to last.


Joe walked to the wardrobe and opened the large doors. Baker sat down on an old rocking chair in the corner. The guitar was once again on his lap, and he began to strum it idly.


As Joe looked through the items of tried-and-true clothing— mostly jeans, jackets, and T-shirts—he asked the question that had been itching for an answer since he had awoken in the barley. It came out very matter-of-factly now. Easy as water from a faucet. “I’m dead, right? I’ve died? That’s why I can’t remember everything. That’s why everything here is so… crisp. So new… like unused words being spoken for the first time.”


“Dead?” Baker rolled the question over his tongue as he slid a finger along a guitar string. “That’s a weird concept, death. Truth is, Joe, and it’s a cliché, but we never die. We just exist differently, that’s all. We’re always around. We live in a last moment of life before we move on to another. It’s the Eternal Second.”


Joe picked out a pair of baggy jeans with holes in the knees and along the thighs, much like the ones Baker was wearing, and slid them on over his bare flesh. He was trying to understand what he had just been told. “So, this is heaven? I got in?” He pushed his hair back from his eyes.


Baker laughed. “Heaven’s another interesting concept.” He looked at Joe’s pleading face with a thoughtful expression, then shook his head. “But, yes. If there were a heaven, this is it. You got in, kiddo. There are no gates here, though. No barriers at all… of any kind. Everybody gets in, Joe. No matter what your beliefs once were. No matter what you’ve been told before. And there ain’t no angels here. That’s why you need a guide in the beginning. It’s just so damn big. Bigger’n any place you’ve ever been. This place ends only where you want it to.”


“This is heaven,” Joe whispered to himself. He closed the wardrobe doors, lost in a moment of disbelief and excitement.


“Yep.” Baker smiled and stood. “This is your big heaven, my friend. Everything you want is here.” He pointed to the jeans. “Is that all you need? Just the jeans?”


“I think this will do,” Joe nodded. 


Baker pulled the guitar over his shoulder and gestured Joe to follow him back down the circular stairs of the tree. 


“Baker, why can’t I remember everything from before? Everything that happened in my life? I mean, I get a sense of familiarity from things, but it seems I should be learning from mistakes or something.”


“That’s why I’m your guide, Joe,” Baker said. “That’s why I’m here. To help you recall your past, or reclaim it, until you don’t need me. Until you can do it on your own. You gotta know it before you move on. You gotta recognize yourself. Understand the lessons. If you cain’t make no sense of it, well then, what use was it?”


“So, it’ll come back to me in time?”


“Time?” Baker smirked. “Yeah, it’ll come back if you want it to.”


“Why wouldn’t I want it to?” Joe asked in surprise as they rounded the trunk. 


“Well, kid, things happen. Bad things. Memories hurt just as bad here as they do where you came from.” He turned on the steps and faced Joe. “Be prepared, my friend. Some things you’re gonna see… well, they’re gonna hurt. Hurt like hell.”


 


 


AT THE base of the tree, the leaves hung low with their ample produce. They brushed the ground with playfulness when any light wind stirred them. Baker grabbed a perfect apple from a perfectly strong branch. Joe did the same. For Joe, the first bite into the apple was a new experience, exciting and with a sweet taste that was overwhelming. Better than candy or vanilla-and-chocolate-swirled ice cream.


They pushed their way through the massive foliage until they both finally stood on the other side of the tree, which was located on sloping ground. The roots jutted from the grassy dirt like tentacles, as if the tree could move. As if it were simply resting for a bit and would soon get up and stroll about the land with thunderous strides. 


The barley fields were behind them now, and Joe and his new guide stood on the top of the sloping mound and faced out onto a flat area of high grass through which ran a small creek. It seemed to reach on and on. There was a dense forest of much smaller trees in the distance into which the creek wound its way as it grew in width and depth. And yet, those were only the very first and simplest characteristics of what waited ahead of them, of the map that they were to follow. The entire landscape beside and surrounding the plains and the waterway drew an astonished gasp from Joe as his eyes widened. It was an orchestra of ridiculous impossibilities.


High above, suspended in the sky like great festival ornaments, were planets. Spheres set so near the ground it would seem their rounded edges could almost be reached but for the distance of the wild fields. The largest of these celestial satellites was a huge orange globe with three wide rings circling it. Great winged beasts flew in silhouetted flocks over the surfaces of these marvelous worlds.


And then, too, on the ground, in the opposite direction from the creek, strolled about ten massive animals. Giant dinosaurs that walked slowly and without concern. They followed an incongruously small figure, possibly a child, in a sort of uniformed march. 


Across the creek, on the side opposite Baker’s tree, there was a small camp of families. Their tents were solid and round, and Joe could discern nothing but sounds of joy coming from them. The people wore simple clothes and did simple things, and yet it seemed they did not want any more than what they had. It was enough. 


Beyond this, beyond the plains, there were hills and mountains that held things Joe could now only guess. This was a plain of peace and wonders. Who knew what else the mountains hid?


“We follow the water,” Baker explained. He took a bite from his apple, first remembering to remove the cigarette that still hung from his lip and placing it behind his ear. “You ready for this, chief?” he asked with his mouth full. There was a gleam of excitement in his otherwise apathetic eyes.


“Yeah,” Joe breathed out anxiously. Ready for what, he was not sure. So far this Baker fellow was not too forthcoming with details. He had not sufficiently prepared him for dinosaurs and planets.


They walked down the pitch and onto the level ground, passing through the grass, over which fluttered the occasional wide-winged butterfly or the shadow of a beautiful eagle. Soon they were traveling alongside the creek. The water made the sound of wind chimes as it hit the curves and rocks of the small brook. Joe glanced into the waters, watching the silver ripples and striations. Clear, clean water. It literally glimmered and sang. He could even see faces in the current made of light and water, all in mid-song, their mouths in the shapes of choral Os.


But then Joe noticed something else: himself. He caught his own reflection in the stream and froze on the spot, dropping the half-eaten apple to the ground. He ran his hands over the body he saw in the water, over the chest and abdomen. 


“This is me?” he whispered in shock. 


It was not the body he had expected to see but rather the body he had always wanted. That is to say, the memory of his former body came rushing over him. A few droplets of self-knowledge were allowed. He remembered the struggles with his old body. The hours of discipline and starvation that had never paid off. He remembered with some hostility the pursuit of the Ideal. But this body was much better, much more in line with what he had longed and fought for. The baggy jeans hung low, showing off a sculpted physique. Well-toned, but not too muscular. A perfect V was formed by his hip muscles leading down to his groin. His abs were painfully well-defined. His chest was strong and shoulders broad. 


“This is me?” he said more loudly, as the creek held his image like a mirror even as it flowed onward. He pushed back a strand of brown hair from his brow.


“Yep.” Baker came to his side. “That’s you, chief. You musta hit the weights a lot, huh? Stayed away from the pizza?”


“I guess.” Joe grinned at himself, still stunned. 


“Would you like to be alone with yourself?” Baker jabbed playfully. “Come on. There’s more creek. You can walk along it. Besides, this is that guy’s heaven, as you put it.” Baker gestured across the water at a beautiful young man lying at the creek’s edge, enveloped in his own reflection. He was nude, with golden locks of hair that played at his pale shoulders. His eyes were lost in admiration toward the waters. The youth sighed with intoxication and vanity, completely unaware of Joe or Baker. He would try and touch the water to grasp the reflection, but just as his fingers skimmed the placid stream he would jerk his hand away, not wanting the ripples to detract from his view of his mirrored self.


“Who is that?” Joe asked, entirely charmed by the youth. 


“He’s been there forever. Even before I got here. The kid’s not interested in finishin’ any kinda journey. His guide finally gave up on him.” Baker chuckled. “She left in a huff.”


Joe was still unsure of the identity of the young man. 


“Search your memory for mythology. Who do you think it is?” Baker said. “You’ve got an education.”


Joe looked at Baker with his first semblance of doubt since he had arrived. A dubious grin broke across his face. “No way,” he whispered.


“Hey, every myth comes from some sort of truth. Here that fella can stare at himself as long as he wants without worrying about starving to death. Poor Echo’s love remains unrequited.” 


Joe smiled in skepticism and looked quickly down at his own reflection to ascertain that it was still there. That he hadn’t changed suddenly. The pull of the pool was addicting.


“Come on,” Baker urged again. “Let’s not steal this dude’s thunder.”


“Really? That’s really him?” Joe asked as he pulled himself from the fixed position and continued to walk. 


Baker simply nodded, finishing off his apple and throwing the core into the creek. It splashed like a windchime struck. “Wait ’til you see Medusa,” Baker joked.


Joe continued to glance at his own reflection as they journeyed along the stream. When, as it happened, he lingered too long in awe and fell behind Baker, he felt the touch of gentle eyes upon him. It was Baker waiting up ahead, cigarette back in mouth. Joe ran to meet up with him once again. 


“Sorry,” he said with an embarrassed half-grin. 


As the sojourn progressed, however, Joe became more respectful of Baker’s position and did his best to stay at his guide’s side. 


The creek chimed louder as it grew wider and deeper. Joe saw small fish and tadpoles swimming parallel to them. He heard frogs making their dives into the brook. He stared in wonder at other things: monkeys hanging from trees, two lovers having a picnic as they and everything around them floated in the air, a naked woman riding a giant seashell down the flowing creek. (“Lazy bitch,” Baker mumbled.)


Distance is a way for the mind to allow the body some breathing space. One does not come upon something, a destination, simply by heading in that direction. For anything of truth, the entire being must be in acceptance, and such was the way with Joe. Though the forest up ahead looked accessible within a day, it was not reached within that timeframe. The entrance seemed to gaze watchfully at Joe and Baker as they made their way, waiting for the journeyman to make himself ready for the things that lay past the trees that would require greater fortitude.


The travelers soon realized they would not reach the forest by nightfall. They would need to wait another day at least. With that realization, they quite suddenly came upon what looked to be a trio of dashing knights, each of them relaxed and seated near the water under a few kind trees. One was a bit older, with a long, thick, white moustache, and the other two looked every bit the part of twins. Their hair was black and swept back from their faces. They stood up immediately as Joe and Baker approached. The armor they wore seemed to cause no discomfort. 


“Good evening!” the older fellow bellowed forth. He looked very pleased to have company.


“I guess we’ve found our spot for the night,” Baker whispered over his shoulder at Joe. “How y’all doin’?” he said, turning his attention to the knights. “My name’s Baker. This is Joe.”


“A pleasure,” the older gentleman said, affecting a thick, British accent. “I’m Roderick. Roderick of the Plainsmen.” He bowed deeply, as did the twins.


“Cain’t say that I’m familiar,” Baker said. 


“You shouldn’t be, though, should you? I made it up,” he laughed. “No, I wasn’t much of anything in my last life, so in this life I’m an adventurer, and I think I’ve just decided on my name. These are my two sons.”


“Oy!” the two handsome young men yelled in unison.


“That’s Basil and John. They’ve just finished their Journeys, and now we’re off to do a little ad-ven-turing. Quite lucky they got here at the same time, you know. Isn’t that right, boys?”


“Oy, oy!”


“Sounds downright excitin’,” Baker complimented in his lazy way. 


“Where are you two gentlemen off to?” John the knight asked, looking at Joe with a curl of mischief on his lip. “It’s dangerous out there.”


“Funny you should mention the Journey, ’cause that’s what our friend Joe here is goin’ through himself,” Baker said, throwing an arm around Joe’s shoulders.


“Well, then,” Roderick exclaimed, “by all means, come. Sit with us! We’ll entertain you with tales of our derring-do!”


“Even if they ain’t happened yet?” Baker asked.


“Even so,” Roderick said as he gestured the new guests to the ground by the waters. “Better for it, I say. We can come up with the very tales of grandeur that will spell out our days to come. We’ll just leave some plot points out. Better to have a few surprises, you know.”


“Sir.” John the knight brushed away dirt and debris for Joe to take a seat next to him.


“Thank you,” Joe nodded with a shy smile.


“Quite handsome, aren’t you?” the knight flirted. 


“Ah, Sir John has found a worthy gentleman to fight for and woo,” the other twin spoke. 


“I shall win you a crown,” John the knight said as he looked rather dramatically into Joe’s eyes. Joe glanced over to Baker, who was grinning widely.


“It’s yer heaven,” Baker said with a shrug. 


“How did you come to this?” Joe asked, trying to find a way out of John’s glance. “You said you just arrived?”


“We did! We did!” John boomed. “But that is not such an impressive tale. We were great men, you see. Great men born to average circumstances, that is all.”


“We always knew we had the greatness in us,” said Basil. “So, we are here to capture it. Maybe take it with us from here on out.”


“They were never given the chance to let it out in their previous lives,” Roderick defended. “I could tell you of our past, of the deeds we never did. But that would be pointless. We have learned from our mistakes. We know now to take what we can. Squeeze every last drop from the river. It doesn’t matter what was done; it only matters what you do.”


“And you are the Plainsmen,” Joe said with a grin.


“Oy!” the three said in unison.


And so, through the darkening of the sky, Roderick and the Plainsmen told their tales. Horrific battles with seven-headed monster swans; rescuing beautiful ladies and handsome gentlemen from the slime-soaked caverns of some hideous netherworld; and fending off spells from the great sorceress Morgause. It was all extremely bloated but told with such caring and exuberance that Joe and Baker found it quite entertaining. 


“All in a day’s work,” Roderick explained, while all the time John the knight continued his love-struck stare at Joe beneath the moonlight.


Soon Joe found himself moved to sleep, though the tales were animated and boisterous. (“And she came for us with three—” “It was seven!” “Yes! That’s what I meant. Seven monstrous trolls!”) A strange feeling indeed, since he hadn’t really noticed the desire for any rest since he arrived in the barley. Nonetheless, he excused himself and curled up on the ground where he sat.


“Don’t you worry, my love,” said John the knight in his most heroic tone. “I’ll keep an eye out for snakes.” He winked again, mischievously. 


Joe, then, drifted off into sleep. A rest quilted together with the memories of the past….


 


 


HE SAW himself, a child ready to make his first pilgrimage into a world without the constant supervision of his mother. At the end of the hazy, humid summer he would be back in his own place, his own town and county, and attend its school: Kindergarten. The past few weeks he had spent with his grandparents in their over-stuffed house of things that masked deeper needs. He didn’t mind it too much but noticed his mother growing ever less robust and sure of herself the longer she stayed with her parents. Grandma was like a withered vampire, sucking out Veronica’s soul. Occasionally, Grandma seemed kind, but that would alter, as if she had remembered there were people around and to show heart was weakness.
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