
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


My Valley

by Matt Stone

Copyright © 2024 Matt Stone 

All rights reserved.

ISBN- 9798325854927

To my children, find your balance, I love you. 
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My cell started buzzing away in my pocket. Not just a single buzz, mind you, but the uneven pulsating buzzing of lots of different notifications coming all at once. The class was in the middle of silent reading, but the teacher was buried in his own book, so I took a chance and pulled my phone out to sneak a peek at it under my desk. 

The first thing was a text from Dad saying that he would be home late, again, and to eat without him. Like, it would take much less energy for him to just tell me the days that he will be home on time. And it’s not like today is an important day or anything... Whatever. I looked up at the teacher, but the dude was still literarily occupied, so I went back to my phone for more. 

It was all shit. Shit from Twitter, Email shit, shit from Facebook. It was like they had gotten together and decided to all unload their shitty laundry on me at the same time. 

“Buy this!” 

“Make sure you manscape!” 

“You’re not cool unless you have this...”  

New corrupt politician, new celeb getting a divorce, new TV show, new royal baby, friends living their “best lives” ...  

This constant barrage of wanton consumerism and useless social-page drivel was finally taking its toll on me. 

I suddenly felt dirty. 

“Ugh!” I said very aloud and very echoey in the all-but silent English room. I dropped my phone in my lap and quickly grabbed the book from my desk. I didn’t dare look up. 

But then I heard the teacher ask, “Is there anything that you wish to share?” 

Something inside told me to dare. As my eyes rose to meet his, my phone vibrated again, and a strange thought came to me. 

I didn’t like it anymore. None of it. Or maybe I never really had. There was just too much pressure on a person. Too much bombardment of “Buy! Buy! Buy!” and too much focus on issues that only exist to deter from the actual problems. Most of the kids in class were too shallow to understand much of anything. They simply chose to play the game, or face being eaten. Never did they show signs of the comprehension that changing the system also prevents consumption. 

And from what I can tell about adults thus far, the energies of their teenage frames of mind are not destroyed as time passes, they only change petty form. If I was to get a jump on ridding myself of such burdens, I would need to do something drastic. 

Years ago, I had read a book about a boy who ran off to the woods when he had grown tired of his large-family life. He taught himself how to survive, lived in a hollowed-out tree, and he even had a hunting falcon! It all came flooding back to me, and as my eyes finally locked with the teacher’s I found myself asking, “Does a person have to actually walk across the stage tonight in order to get their diploma?” 

“Well, no.” He replied and continued. “But your friends and family will want you there to share the moment with them, not to mention your teachers. You have given us all quite the run for our money over the past four years, one way or another, and some of us are going to need closure.” He laughed at his own joke. 

“Yeah, your humor doth knoweth not of boundaries.” 

I could feel it now. I was completely done... 

I looked at the clock on the wall to see that there was only ten minutes left of class. Damn. 

Wait, strike that. There were only ten minutes left of High School in its entirety! I needed to work quickly. 

“Sir,” I spoke up again, though this time changing my tone a bit to sound more sincere. “There are only ten minutes of class left, may I please run to the library before the bell? I just wish to look something up real fast. You’ll get your closure (eventually,) I promise.” 

He smiled but didn’t say anything, only waved his hand in a “skedaddle” manner as he went back to his book. I stuck my phone back into my pocket as I got up from the desk and quickly gathered my stuff into my backpack. I wasn’t giving him a chance to rethink letting me go, and I gave a little salute to him as I passed by his desk and went out into the hallway. 

I barely heard the old door shut behind me, because I was halfway down the hall before it could even begin to do so. I had to find that book by the time that the librarian closed up shop for the year. 

The library wasn’t far from my English class, but it also wasn’t connected to the rest of the school, so it was a bit further than anything else. Even so, I was on a mission, and I got there in no time. 

The doors were closed, but hopefully only against the afternoon heat. I tried the handle and found to my relief that the big wooden door opened easily.

It was quite brisk in there, as the opening provided a huge outpouring of cold air. I quickly closed the door again behind me and offered a sheepish nod to the librarian as he looked up at my intrusion. 

I headed straight into the shelves and didn’t look back at him due to fear of being questioned. Heading directly to the Young Adult Fiction section, though on arrival realized that I didn’t remember the author’s name... 

I pulled out my phone and instinctively hit the Siri button, like I do every time I have a question. 

“Siri, my mighty provider of knowledge, I need the name of a book about a boy running off into the woods to live.” 

I hurriedly muted my phone as she began to answer me, again fearing the book-keep’s wrath. A picture of the cover popped up, and the author’s name was along the bottom. 

I went down the stacks and found the appropriate section, and finally located the smaller book deeply tucked between two exceptionally large ones. 

I almost missed it! Pulling it out, I saw the boy on the cover holding out his arm for his falcon to land upon. This was it! I leafed through it briefly and saw all of his sketches for different traps and snares, on building, and on fully utilizing what the land had to offer. 

I was interrupted from my skimming by the final bell of my childhood schooling. The old building had actual metal bells still, and one of them was installed right outside of the library. For good purpose, I guess. I myself am prone to getting quite lost in my readings. But, at this particular instance of clanging, I panicked. What if I couldn’t check out the book anymore? I didn’t know when I would be able to buy it, and I needed it now... 

I do not condone stealing, and I love the library and all that it stands for, so I am not proud of my then sticking the book into my bag and walking out, right under the spine-cracker’s nose. 

I even managed a nervous “thank you,” that would further cement my trustworthiness. Nothing to see here sir. I bid you a good day. 

I walked again through the wooden door and into the summer heat, but this time I waited for the door to close behind me. With a last gust of the cold negative air of deception, I vowed that I would begin a life that fully embraced the forces of positivity. 

I would also return the book when I am done, or buy them a new one, and possibly even one day have my own published story shelved beside it. 

That final bell signaled an end to the past, and a new beginning for me. 
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I went home, and yup, no dad. He had forgotten my graduation. Same egotistical jerk, different day. 

I had passed the football field as I walked. I saw the stage and decorations, and the rows of chairs, and the people pulling sound wires, but I knew that my going to the ceremony with no one in the stands would hurt much more than my not going at all. 

I didn’t even eat when I walked in, which is what I normally do. Instead, I chose to head to the garage right away to look for my old boy scout camping pack. It was one with a frame, and plenty of pockets with enough room for almost anything that I may need. 

After some Tetris with old clothes boxes and fishing gear, I saw a bright orange glint behind a weathered file cabinet. That could only be my backpack. Mom used to joke that I would never get lost with that color, that they could see me from the moon if need be. 

I yanked it free from its cabinet containment and a cloud of dust followed, as did a round of sneezing. I crawled back out through the maze of dad’s old sporting equipment, bleary eyed and light-headed. But I was still thankful that I was able to find it relatively quickly. I took the pack out in the backyard and shook out the rest of the clinging dust layers. 

As I was shaking, I thought about the neighbors and how they must feel having these large puffs of dust gliding over their fence into their yard. 

I stopped, and then resigned to using the shop-vac to get the rest of the bag clean. Much better to make a little noise pollution, than something that might cause someone to have a bad allergy attack. 

With my fresh luggage in tow, I proceeded to go about the house gathering all the things that I thought I would need. Only my rumbling stomach gave me pause, and I was forced to stop my rummaging to go and eat. 

The leftover pizza was still in the fridge, and I grabbed two connected slices and took a cold mouthful as I headed back upstairs to my room. Homey gots no time for plates. 

By eleven o’clock I was done packing, and dad was still a no-show. No call, no text, no skywriters, nothing. 

That was that, then. 

I would wake up early tomorrow morning and I would head off to find my own adventure. If new horizons would not step up, then I would step up to where the new horizons themselves frolicked. 

Carpe Carpe, my dude. I shall seize seizing.  

I could always text dad once I was on the road, or once I got settled... I don’t know when. My best friend Devin on the other hand... I would have to let him know sooner rather than later. He’s already gonna be pissed that I skipped out on graduation. 

Wait till he finds out that I’m also skipping town, general living practices, technological attachment, and society as well.

I undressed and crawled into my pillowtop bed. The mattress enveloped me in its plushy cradling goodness, and my last thought of the night was of my mother, and of her telling me to always follow my heart. 

“Ok, momma. Ok.” I whispered as I faded off to sleep. 

*
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I awoke from a bad dream and was out of the house within a span of fifteen minutes. I hadn’t felt excitement such as this in many moons, and I could barely control it. It was still dark, and I didn’t want to turn on any lights, so I dressed by the luminescence of the Rugrats plugin that was still used to illuminate the hallway. 

I tiptoed down the stairs, being careful to only walk on the outer edges of the steps so that I could minimize any alerting squeaks. I closed the front door gently behind me and turned to see dad’s car parked askew in the driveway. 

Must have been a good night... I hope it was worth it. 

I gave the house, well really my dad, the good ol’ finger behind me as I started my journey to find a new way of life. 

Fuck you, you complete asshole. 
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I stopped by the little creek that runs along the side of town. You could smell the green river before you got to it. The odor was a mixture of mosses and algae, cattails, oak, and fish, all naturally coming together to form its own unique and pleasing creek aroma. 

As I left the houses behind me, now blocked by the foliage of the eucalyptus’ that towered overhead, I climbed down into the bottoms and found a good sitting rock. 

It hung out over the water a bit, and here I set my backpack. I myself slumped onto the cold granite and crossed my legs. If I was really going to do this, I had better make sure that my pack was in full working order. 

All of the stuff that I had crammed into the biggest pouch came out first. One by one the bag revealed my now only worldly possessions. 

Aside from my sleeping bag that was tied to the pack’s frame, clothing took up the most room. An extra pair of pants (lined,) underwear, socks, a few t-shirts, and a hoodie. All of that got placed beside me. I also had a small 6x6 tarp that folded up fairly well, some random snacks that I had pilfered from the pantry, a small hatchet, a few large zip-secure freezer bags, a first aid kit, a survival knife (filled with fishing hooks and line,) a camping shovel, a magnesium stick for starting fires, and a rather large ball of twine. 

I also had the solar phone charger that Devin gave me for my 15th birthday, two charging cables, and my phone in its hefty case. I didn’t know if I would have reception, but I couldn’t bring myself to just give up the cell cold turkey... 

The second to last thing in the pouch was an old compact army hammock that rolled into the size of a grapefruit. It was a pretty awesome find on a random surplus store visit one day, and it was easily tied between whatever you could find that had enough space. 

The last thing was the book... I pulled it out gently and set it atop my clothes pile. 

In these pages, the boy who ran off had learned to make his own fires with flint and steel. I had originally figured that I would just use the magnesium stick, which was even better than flint and steel, but it took the boy some time to learn how to do this, and he had some pretty cold nights before he could do it regularly. 

Yes, I was going off to prove to myself... well prove to myself something, but that was no reason to be stupid about it. I would have to venture in again among the humans to stop at the Tienda that was a couple of blocks from the creek. There, I could grab a few lighters to take with me. 

My actual wallet had been left behind, but I had some money on my cashapp (which I got a debit card for,) and some change, and about eight dollars in bills, all stashed in a smaller pocket of the pack. I realized then that I also forgot to bring any food other than the handful of snacks that I grabbed. Three breakfast-bars, peanut butter cups, and two small bags of Cheez-Its, wasn’t going to last me very long if I couldn’t catch or trap something right away.  

Sighing at my having to go back into society one last time, I carefully packed my bag again. 

If you didn’t put everything in just the right order, it didn’t fit, and it took me three tries before I remembered the right way it all went. I slung the pack over my shoulders, adjusted my hat, and took off my sunglasses so that I could clean them on my shirt hem. 

I looked around at the creek; the frogs were starting their morning croaks as the gnats and flies began to mill about. The sun had reached over the trees and was now reflecting off of the slow current’s surface. Not another human to be heard, nor in sight. There was only mother nature awakening with the dawn. 

Yes, I indeed was going away. 

I climbed back up through the eucalyptus trees and boulders on my way to the store. It had been there for years, even when my dad was in high school (where it’s been whispered that he was able to use his fake, photoshopped in art-class ID, to buy smokes at a pre-legal age.) 

It wasn’t much from the outside. One would think it to be just another hole-in-the-wall convenience store with sodas and beer, cigarettes, snacks, and a few household goods, but it was much more. 

The secret of La Tienda was that they also served hot foods from a little kitchen to one side. Hamburgers with piping hot french-fries, authentic tacos and burritos, large platter breakfasts, and handmade deli sandwiches, all prepared by the expert hands of Bonnie. 

Bonnie was shorter in stature, but could easily quell an overzealous teen, or overindulgent biker, with the same squint of her eyes above her bifocals, that pierced right through a person. 

She smoked back there too, though who knows how she got away with that, legally. The wafting cigarette pungency could be smelled throughout. But the food was made with love, and was absolutely delicious, so I was definitely a regular.  

The small bell above the door sounded as I went in, and I was careful not to knock over anything with my pack as I made my way back to Bonnie’s kitchen. 

The other great part was that the food was cheap. A full burrito only costs three dollars. Bonnie was there even this early, scraping away at her cook-top, cleaning the hot grease from whatever meal she had just prepared. She looked up at me, and a smile broke across her lips that still held the burning cigarette. She laughed, and ash fell from the end onto the large griddle, which she expertly wiped away with the corner of her apron. 

“Good morning! What are you up to this early?” Bonnie’s greeting, laced with her Spanish accent, echoed through the otherwise empty store.  

“Good morning, Bonnie! I am, um... taking off for a bit, and thought that one of your burritos might just be the best last civilized meals a person could ever have.”

She looked at me quizzically and eyed my backpack but moved directly to grab a large tortilla and its fillings from the fridge. She started tossing foodstuffs onto the stove, and soon the smell of crisping asada overpowered that of cigarette. I watched, as I always did, in fascination as she nimbly pulled the steaming tortilla with just her fingers from the griddle, and expertly flipped it to cook the other side. Years of doing so had calloused her hands against any threat of burns. 

She was a master plying her craft. 

I left the artist to her work so that I could attend to my other needs, and I headed up to the front of the store. I wanted the most durable of lighters and had heard that the solid color ones (not transparent) were the best, as even if they got wet, they dried out and still worked fine. I grabbed three orange ones, figuring that if I dropped them where I was going, they would at least stand out well and be easily found again. Plus, they matched my pack. 

Stylin’!  

I took them back to Bonnie’s kitchen, where she was just adding napkins to the plastic bag on the counter. This was a bit different, because a single burrito normally just comes in a small paper bag, if none at all. 

I set the lighters on the counter and eyed her hesitantly, but then she looked up at me and smiled. 

It wasn’t a mouth-smile. It was one of those totally genuine eye-smiles; complete with twinkles provided by the flickering of the fluorescents. It was a mother’s smile, a smile like that of which I hadn’t seen in many years.

“I know a man on a mission when I see one,” she started, “and it has always given me great joy to be able to fuel such personal goals. Quests need full bellies, and open hearts.” She winked at me and went on. “May I ask, out of my own curiosity of course, where you are headed good Sir? Its ok if you do not want to tell me, but it will bug me so, and I may want to bring you one or two of the new pies that I plan to start baking here next week...” 

She trailed off in attempts to further coerce my destination from me. 

It wasn’t until that moment really that I decided that I didn’t want people to know where I was. If I was truly going to test myself against mother nature, I had to do it Han style; Solo. But, I should probably let someone know where I was going, and it might as well be the kind motherly person with her promises of pies... 

“Ok Bonnie, I think that for safety purposes I should probably let at least one person know what I am up to. You shall be my adventure pal and confidant... my golden girl.” We laughed. 

Bonnie almost always had a portable tv running in her kitchen. It sat off in the corner, silent now as Bonnie’s shows didn’t start until 9:30 am. One of her favorites though, was the 80’s sitcom about the four older women living together, which was one of my mom’s shows too. I knew it well. 

“Miss Bonnie, I am off to take on Mother Nature. I’m gonna go have my own “man-vs-wild”. Me myself and I against the great wilderness!”

“Ah, I see.” She said with another smile. “And what about college? Any plans for more school in the future?” 

“I really don’t know...,” I told her honestly with a shrug of my pack, “but at this point in my life, I am living for today. For now, I need to do this.” 

“I have long learned not to try to change a person’s set mind, so I will not waste either of our time with that, but I will ask if you have all that you think you will need?” 

I paused in thought for a moment before replying, “I think so... I have fire, and knowhow, and I have a book. That should keep me going for a bit while I figure out all of the rest.” I gave her a wink of my own, at that. 

But then I suddenly remembered my limited funds, and I looked at the overstuffed grocery bag sitting on the counter in front of me. There was no way that I was going to be able to pay for all of this and the lighters. I started to say something to that effect, but Bonnie interrupted me as she saw the panic set in. 

“Don’t worry about money this time. We can call it, “buy 100 meals, and get 101 for free.” You are a good customer; this one is on me.” She came around the counter and handed me the bag before reaching up and folding me into her arms. 

It was awkward due to my stuff, but the gesture did its job. I could feel Bonnie’s kindness seep in. Assuring me. Comforting me. Giving me “permission” to run off and find my way. She let go and stepped back around the counter. I pulled out a few bills to cover the cost of the lighters and stashed those into the money’s previous place. 

“I think that I will be headed up the hiking trail that veers south from the lake,” I informed her. “I will follow the little creek through that valley until I am well out of civilization’s clutches, and I will, just... you know... live there.” 

Bonnie’s eyebrow raised a bit at this, and gave just the slightest, almost indiscernible twitch. Something I had said had given her pause, and she started talking again with a look of fondness about her. 

“I know exactly to where you are referring. My husband took me there on one of our very first dates. I grew up somewhere else and did not move here until after we were married. My husband though, this was his hometown. He went to these schools, and spent his summers up at the lake, and always told me that this was the best place to raise a family.” 

“That valley in particular, he said, epitomized this land in its beauty. A perfect example of the raw nature that surrounds our little town...” 

She trailed off again in memory, but her words still echoed true. 

It was now like the valley was calling me to it. 

All signs pointing there. 

All roads leading to it. 

Bonnie’s husband had solidified my wanderings into a specific journey. 

I bid the good Miss a final goodbye, and I walked out the door to face my new reality. The little bell jingled a fare-thee-well behind me. 
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I stopped for a moment to take in the town. There was a bit of a brick wall in front of Bonnie’s, and it was often the perch of other journeyers. This time it was empty, so I took off my pack and sat down. 

Cars were slowly passing by. Lucky people already walking their short commutes to their in-town work. Someone’s fence-hopping pup with tags a-jingling walked up and sniffed at my pants, but was off again before I could reach down and pet it. 

Life was so constantly abuzz... 

My peaceful people peering was suddenly interrupted by the piercing honk of a truck horn. 

Not the quainter beep-beep of a small single cab truck, but the tugboat-like “toot-toot” blaring of a package delivery truck. A delivery truck that happened to be driven by my good friend, who upon seeing me not only spoiled my bliss with the horn but yanked the truck’s big steering wheel to come to a screeching halt across two vacant parking places. 

Apparently not caring that the truck was so awkwardly parked, Devin jumped from the cab to see what I was doing. 

He was a few years older than me and had gotten his delivery job right out of high school. After a year or so, he lucked out and the single driver that serviced our town for this company retired. Devin was in the right place at the right time, and he could now be seen driving the big brown truck throughout the town every day of the work week. At this moment, his matching brown short shorts were striding directly at me, and his face was breaking into a Cheshire smile. 

Even though he was shorter, Devin was much stronger than I. He was a champion wrestler in high school until he hurt his knee. This allowed him to pick me up from my seat in a gripping bear-hug and swing me around a bit. 

He had my arms pinned at my side. I couldn’t even hug him back, so I laid my head on his shoulder as the rest of my body resigned to being tossed about like a dog with a rope-toy. We were both laughing when he finally set me down. 

“What are you doing?! You going camping or sumpin’?”  

“Or sumpin.” I replied, and then saw an opportunity. 

“Heeey old buddy old pal,” I smirked, “are you still delivering to the lower part of the lake?” 

“Yeah, I was just about to head out that way now. Why, is that where you are going? What’s up there?” 

“Yup, I’m going to be on a walkabout for a bit.” 

I knew he would understand this, as years ago we had watched Crocodile Dundee, and then proceeded to be obsessed with everything Australian for six months after that. 

“No foolin’?! You’re really doing it huh? Where are you planning on staying?” Devin asked me in a rapid-fire succession. 

“I... I Don’t quite know yet,” still trying to preserve some bit of my anonymity. 

“Would you mind giving me a lift up that way? I know you are not supposed to have passengers, but it would save me most of the day walking... Please?” 

Never one to miss an opportunity to break a few rules, Devin directly said yes. That is, if I didn’t touch anything and didn’t mind riding in the back with the boxes. 

We both turned our heads to either side as we got in, searching for any who might wish to report Devin for the misconduct, but all were paying us no attention. 

I clambered over the passenger seat and went right back through the little sliding door that prevents the drivers from being pummeled by any wayward packages as they drove. 

I hunkered down as I felt the truck roar to life. It smelled like cardboard and tape, and then Devin’s Grateful Dead was turned up on the sound system. 

After no time, I felt the box-truck’s sway as we made our way along the deep turns that led up to the lake. I had just found a good place to wedge myself so that I wasn’t sliding along around every curve, when Devin turned the music down and yelled back to me. The roar of the engine all but drowned him out.

“Where’d you wanna be dropped off? I got a couple of stops coming up along the creek here, are you getting off before them, or after?” 

“I’m thinking just below the dam. The valley,” I told him. He shouted an “ok” and turned the music back up. 

We went on for a bit before he had to make his first stop out here. I peeked out of my hiding as Devin pulled onto a long gravel driveway that was lined with forty-foot-tall olive trees. Their canopies were so wide that they covered the drive completely, circling the distant house in a leafy picture frame. 

The tires crunched under the rocks as we slowly crept forward. Devin lowered the music as we approached the house and yelled back at me again. 

“Stay in the truck for this one,” he called back to me. “Sometimes deliveries can be a bit dicey, and this here house is the diciest.” 

I wondered what he meant as we pulled to a stop outside of the home. Devin already had their package up in front with him, which he grabbed and turned to go deliver, but not before looking back to me very solemnly. 

“Keep this door open,” as he gestured to the driver’s side. I nodded, and he was off. 

I watched as he crept up the walkway to their porch, then set the package down on the stoop. He seemed a bit hesitant at first before he pushed the buzzer, and I couldn’t quite tell, but I thought that his hand was shaking as he reached up. He rang the bell.

From where I was, I couldn’t hear the ring, but I certainly heard the response that it brought. As soon as the bell sounded, a great eruption of chaos ensued. 

Dogs were suddenly everywhere. They seemed to appear out of thin air: from behind bushes, emerging from outbuildings, and I swear that I saw a husky drop down from a tree. 

Each of them barking up a storm at the sound of the ringing. Retrievers, Collies, Huskies, Corgis, and one huge slobbering St Bernard all aimed their alertness straight at my friend and descended upon him like a hoard of fast-zombies.  

Devin knew what was up though, and with the training of ten-thousand fleet-footed delivery workers, he made it back to the truck in one piece. Though he did have to hop a hedge, and he almost didn’t get the door closed in time, but he now sat back in the driver’s seat, a bit winded. 

“What the hell dude!? Have you ever gotten bit?” I asked, as the maniacal pack leapt up to look at us in the truck, barking and yipping their displeasure. 

Devin smiled at me and reached for a paper bag that sat by his chair. “No,” he smiled, “But that’s only because I have a secret weapon.” He pulled the bag from his lap and rolled down his window a little. One of the Huskies jumped up and stuck its nose in, only a few inches from Devin’s face. Oh man, he was going to get himself hurt this time for sure. 

“SIT!” Devin yelled so abruptly that I jumped a bit, and then found that I myself had also heeded his command as the cold metal again met my rear. 

The canine chaos stopped instantly, only to be replaced by the high-pitched whining of about thirty dogs straining to obey. Devin rolled the window down the rest of the way, and with one well-seasoned swing of his arm, he spread oodles of small bone-shaped treats in an umbrellaing arc across the lawn. The dogs again burst into a frenzy as Devin brought the truck back to life, and with both of us laughing hysterically, we left the ensuing mosh-pit of pooch in our wake. 

*
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We hit a few more stops, ones much more relaxed and uneventful, before we came to my destination. The beginning of the trail was at a short 180 degree turn along the highway, and the only parking spots were in a dirt space that was supposed to be flat, but instead was horribly pitted by seasonal rainfall. 

The truck lurched back and forth as Devin sped into the turnout. A huge plume of dust kicked up as he had to break hard to avoid smashing the vehicle into a large granite boulder. The dust poured in through the open windows as we came to a jolting halt.  

“Cool, hope this works bro. Say, how far are you going up? You gonna camp at Falcon’s Nest? You can get phone reception up there, ya know.” 

The Falcon’s Nest was the highest point on the hiking trail. There, one was looking down at the world around you at almost 360 degrees. To the west it overlooked the lake, where the boats and jet skis look smaller than ants, and the people were barely visible from so high up. The view to the east was that of the town, with the creek’s green ribbon lazily meandering along its side. Even further, the land opened up to the great valley that made up a majority of California’s central being. 

I would definitely go up there during my time here, but the Falcon’s Nest would make a horrible camping spot due to the wind that rips through there constantly. There was like, no protection from the elements, whatsoever. 

“Naw,” I told him, “I’m just going to head to that old homestead first. I will probably stay there tonight, and then go looking for a more permanent place in the morning. That old home still has the rock foundation, so at least I can stay out of the wind.” 

Devin nodded at this as if he was agreeing with my logic, and then seemed to come to a decision of some sort. 

“Well, we have certainly watched enough of those survival shows together for both of us to have picked up a thing or two. Are you a hundred percent sure about this?” 

“I am.” I guaranteed him. (Even though I really wasn’t...)  

“Ok then,” and he went around to the back of the truck, “I have a couple of things for you then. I was supposed to go shooting after work. Nothing heavy, just was gonna blast some cans of creamed-corn and stuff with the guys from work, but I think that you may have more use for these than I do.”

I started to tell Devin that I wasn’t comfortable bringing a gun with me, especially because the valley was a preserve of sorts, but I stopped when I saw what he was holding. 

In one hand he had an old Red-Ryder BB-gun that looked like it came right out of that Christmas movie. In the other, was a long thin piece of wood with a string hanging from the top end. The wood was lacquered to a shine, and had been flattened in the middle, and it took me a second to recognize that it was a bow. Oooooo, Like Green Arrow! 

“These should be quiet enough for your purposes, both so that you do not scare any game away with your poor aim, and they also shouldn’t bring you any unwanted human attention.” 

Devin handed over my new tools and then turned back to the truck searching for more. There was a rattling as he reached back and handed me a full quiver of arrows, probably about 20 or so, and then he didn’t turn around again until he had produced a small milk carton looking thing that I knew was full of BB’s. 

Devin shook the carton as he handed it to me. “There’s at least half a box there. That gives you five-hundred shots. I would use the gun for small birds, doves and such, as long as you hit them in the head. But I don’t think it has enough power to kill anything much bigger than that.” 

“The bow here will be your best bet, depending on how well of a shot you are. Use it to get yourself rabbits or squirrels. And I’m sure that the turkeys will be around at some point in the near future. 

It’s been five years since the last fire. Most everything will have moved back in by now. And if you’re not careful with your arrows you will lose or break them, but you can make yourself some more using small saplings dried out by a fire. I can also bring you more BB’s if you need them.” 

After his instructions Devin got a bit quiet and started pushing the dirt around with his foot. It was fairly obvious that he wasn’t sure if I wanted him to come visit or not, but was having a bit of trouble asking me. I quickly reassured him, as I suddenly realized just how alone I was going to be. 

“Bro, I am going off to find something and I don’t even know what it is. Into the unknown! ‘Course I will need someone to tell my dad where I am if the mountain lions get me... Though I think you should probably give me a couple of months. That will allow me some time to settle in and find an equilibrium out here. I hope that makes sense. You think you could make it up my way in two months, just to check in on me? I mean, if it doesn’t conflict with your horribly busy social life, that is. Let’s say my birthday! That’s right around the right time frame.” I smiled at him, and he returned the gesture. 

“Yeah, I think I can manage to be pulled away from chasing boys long enough for a weekend or so, for you... What else should I bring?” 

I thought about this as I attempted to attach my new arsenal to my pack. “I don’t know,” I said when I had finally found the right place for each, “I’m probably going to be a bit hungry. Maybe a burger and fries from Dane’s. Ooooo!, and a pineapple milkshake please?” 

There was a little burger joint that sat in the middle of town. It was shaped like a giant Donkey Kong barrel, and it was painted a bright red that matched the town’s one blinking stoplight that overhung the nearby corner. 

This little-known eatery served the best burgers and fries within miles of our tiny city. And the milkshakes were so thick that you were barely able to drink them with a straw. Not even the fancy steakhouse in town could compete with Danes for these items, and that was saying something. I went on. 

“Yeah, I guess just the little bit of food please, I don’t want to spoil whatever I got going on out here by bringing too much of the outside, in.” 

“Sure, that makes sense, bud! You want to make it yourself so that you can come back and brag about it.” He punched me in the arm. I laughed his comment off. 

He was wrong. 

Quite wrong. 

I wasn’t doing this for anybody else. I was doing this as a solely selfish act for myself, something that I rarely got to do. It had nothing to do with anything other than me wanting to test my own limits. It wasn’t for bragging rights, it wasn’t for my dead mother, it wasn’t for school, and it certainly wasn’t for my drunk-ass Dad. 

This was for me, and me alone, period. 

I moved passed Devin’s oblivion (not that there was any way that he could know my reasoning, as I hadn’t told him.) “It’s the middle of June now, how about we meet right here on August 30th, in the morning, what do you say?” 

“Sounds like a plan to me, brother! Did you get enough to eat from Bonnie? I have some extra snacks and stuff if you want them,” 

He was always like this with me. Probably because his mom is not in the picture either, and we have always had a bit more of a big-brother little-brother vibe than with our other friends. 

Devin’s mom wasn’t dead like mine. She had just run off with her old high school boyfriend after they had reunited on Facebook a few years after it came out, leaving Devin and his four other brothers and sisters in the care of their father. 

But mostly it was Devin who took care of his siblings, and so we both also had a “no father” type of situation in common. I am sure that that also had something to do with his brothering me, as well.  

“No thank you. I already have more than enough from Bonnie’s; I can barely even carry it. I think I am all set!” I lifted my backpack to put it on. Devin helped me with it a little, as the weights of the BB gun and bow now made it tilt a bit funky. It was fine for my hike once I got the waist strap tightened securely. I looked up at the valley that lay across the road ahead of us, and then looked back to Devin. 

“Ok my friend, this is where we part ways for now. Thank you for arming me most robustly, the fauna around here will not know what hit ‘em!” 

I stepped over and gave Devin a hug. He hugged me back as well as he could around my burden, and then whispered in my ear. “If you get into trouble, get up to the Nest and use your phone. I’ll come rescue you.” 

Devin hugged me tighter for a moment and then let go. He then spun me around to face my destiny, and even offered me a kick in the butt to start me upon my way. 

I hurried over to the one lane highway, and I listened for any cars approaching the blind curve before hurrying across. I stopped at the entrance of the hiking trail as I heard Devin’s truck come again to life, and I turned to wave at him as he headed up to the lake for more deliveries. 

He flipped me off as he passed. 

Probably would have mooned me too, if only he could have figured out how to get his butt out the window and drive at the same time. For now, I’d have to be content with The Bird. 

I turned back to the wild and beheld my future. 

I was finally here... With a deep breath, I took my first step into the unknown. 
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Chapter 5 
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Deep inhale.

The air was still a bit cold this early. The sun had not yet risen above the crest of the mountains that made the valley, and the noise of Devin’s truck had long since faded. 

All that was left was the “silence” of Mother Nature. 

Small finch-like birds chased each other from one manzanita bush to the next. Their trill callings were only barely audible over the rushing and babbling of the small creek that had created this great earthly rift. 

As I walked, somewhere above me, a peregrine called out as it looked for its breakfast. 

I raised my eyes to the sky, and searched for the colorful bird of prey through the branches of the live-oaks that I was passing under. 

I finally spotted it high above the western ridge, flying very appropriately over the Falcon’s Nest. 

I smiled to myself. Perhaps I will follow it back to its home and get one of the chicks, just like in the book. 

I had always been interested in birds of prey and falconry. A friend and I had even volunteered one summer at a raptor rescue place at the nearby University, a few years back. 

I ended up quitting because the job required us to kill a bunch of mice every day. 

It wasn’t like we had to sit there and bash tons of Stuart Littles’ over and over again, but we did have to stick about fifty of them into a glass box and suffocate them with Co2. 

Nothing against the center, of course. 

I understood that they couldn’t just throw live mice at rehabilitating birds and expect them to still be adept in their hunting prowess. They would end up losing more mice than got eaten. But, I myself just couldn’t be responsible for snuffing out so much life all at once. 

Every time I had to do it, it was like I could feel a great radiating wave of negative energy being spewed from me into the cosmos, and I really just couldn’t handle all that. 

I only lasted a few weeks after I realized all that the job entailed in the death respect, and I waited until they could replace me. But I refused to do the killing anymore, resorting only to tossing the suffocated things to the injured owls, hawks, vultures, and falcons. 

While a bit emotionally scarring overall, I still carried a great love for those winged beasts of nobility. 

The kid in the book taught his falcon how to hunt for him, and you know, how badass is that?! We will have to see...

I pushed down the rising “profile pic” thoughts of me and my winged bullet staring off into a sunset. I shook my head and told myself; no phones, no profile pics, no social media, no parents, no nothing. 

I walked on, and much like one Dewey Cox, I walked hard. 

The trail was well worn by day-hikers and University students studying the local plants and animals. The dirt path wandered around large granite boulders and aged oak trees. An occasional pine would pop seemingly out of nowhere and tower overhead, only then to quickly disappear as I passed, its large form being swallowed by the other foliage. 
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