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            PREFACE – THE GREAT ADVENTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles stood in his tiny one-bedroom apartment and looked out his window across Main Street. When he turned his head to the left and right, he could easily see both ends of town. Across the street, he could see Lantz Drugs and Venables Market. Charles lived above the Suds Central 24-Hour Laundromat and Cyber Café. The rent was all he could afford.

      Charles loved this town, and the people were his people. He didn’t understand it the first time he heard someone in a movie say, ‘Your people are where you come from’. The people in the city you grew up in, good or bad, were one’s people. It didn’t make a difference whether one was talking about the mayor or the server at a local taco stand. They were his people, and he loved each and every one of them except for whoever was doing laundry, which woke him early. Sunrise was still an hour away, but he could hear a customer washing their laundry. He turned to look at the dishes on the counter. Most were from the thrift shop. The rest were made of paper or takeout boxes from the Jade Palace, the restaurant his girlfriend worked. It was hard to believe he had a girlfriend at all; he’d spent so much time alone in his life.

      “I wish that Yuxin was going. Sucks she has to work. Damn that, Mr. Chen, why would he not let her off?” he mused, looking at the two backpacks on his small sofa. He’d packed an extra one in case she could make it.

      “Maybe she’ll be able to get a few days off. I will wait ‘til seven and text her before I go.”

      Charles frequently talked to himself, cussed himself, and generally held conversations with himself. He didn’t wonder whether he was sane or not. He just knew that was how he was. His inner monologue was on the outside. At first it had been difficult to explain to Yuxin how he was. But she took it in her stride, as she did with everything else. “Well, the dishes will smell by the time I get back. I better clean up a bit, just in case Yuxin decides to come by while I’m gone.”

      Charles limped over to the sink. There was nothing wrong with him, well, nothing more wrong than usual. He’d been born with one good leg and one that wasn’t quite as good. The kids at school did pick on him at first. But since his personality was so pleasant, they quickly befriended him and picked on someone other than the kid with the great smile. As he grew up, he compared kids in his small town to the children in Lord of the Flies. “There was nothing to do and little supervision. It was a wonder any kid made it out of there alive.”

      He took the top off the trash can, carried it over to the sink and sorted the junk on the counter. He was very careful to not have anything fall to the floor to make more of a mess for himself. Some of the food boxes had soaked in the water in the sink.

      “I need a cat.”

      He thought about just dropping the food and having the cat clean it up, “or maybe a lion would be best for the big pieces. If I ever get rich, I’ll own a lion.”

      He cleaned a few dishes and put some old ones away. The bin was starting to overflow, so Charles lifted his good leg and placed a pizza box between his hiking boots. The cardboard trash compacted the bin bag, so he could get the rest of the garbage in. He planned to tie it shut later so it wouldn’t smell while he was away.

      His record player was his prized possession; a real one that played vinyl records he’d had since he was a kid. He had a large record collection which he’d gradually assembled as people moved to online music and threw their vinyl away or sold it in yard sales. Charles’ doctors always asked him to walk, so going to yard sales was something he had done with his mom before she had passed. Charles had never known his father. His town was like that. A statistic made up by high school students claimed that 85% of the kids in the city were raised by a single parent. Charles knew this was inaccurate, but he also knew many single parents.

      When he was done cleaning, he whistled to himself. “You know, you are not bad for a crappy apartment that smells of laundry detergent. Not bad at all.”

      As he lived above a cyber-café, WIFI was free. It was a perk that came with the apartment, and when he had planned his trip, he’d gone online to this camping sites and typed, ‘What are the tools that someone on a long hike in the woods would need?’ He smiled and pulled out his notebook and the printout he had received from an online AI.

      
        	Backpack: to carry all other necessary gear

        	Tent: for overnight shelter

        	Sleeping bag: for warmth and comfort during sleep

        	Portable stove: to cook and boil water

        	Food and water: enough supplies to last the entire journey

        	Water filtration system: to purify water from streams or lakes

        	Maps and compass: for navigation

        	Headlamp or flashlight: to navigate in the dark

        	Multi-tool or knife: to cut rope, open containers and other tasks

        	First-aid kit: for emergencies

        	Warm clothing: for protection against the elements

        	Sunscreen and hat: for protection against the sun

        	Insect repellent: to keep bugs away

        	Trash bags: to carry out all litter and waste

        	Emergency whistle: to attract attention in case of an emergency.

        	Fanny Pack: for alcohol wipes, and to carry something special for Yuxin if she came along.

      

      He laughed out loud as he reviewed the list. He had added the fanny pack himself, as well as the special gift for Yuxin. “I couldn’t have planned this better myself. Apart from a gun or a machete, in case I went into the jungle, the list had just about everything. Technically, the knife or multi-tool will offer some protection.”

      He looked down at his backpack, and the shining stainless steel leg brace beside it. “Should I wear the dam thing?” he asked aloud. He didn’t expect a response and he didn’t get one. Charles hated the thing, but since he might be going alone, he worried.

      “No, dammit, you are going on this trip to prove something to yourself, so suck it up, buttercup, and put it away. If your leg gets sore, maybe Yuxin can rub it. If she can’t join me… just move slower.”

      With that decided, he pulled out his phone and sent Yuxin a message.

      “My <3, were you able to take time off? I understand if not. Just getting ready to catch the bus.”

      The less than and number three stood for heart, or my heart, which Charles thought was very cute, as her name was Mandarin Chinese. ‘Yu’ meant ‘jade’ or ‘precious stone’, and ‘Xin’ meant ‘heart’.

      “You are my precious heart. Yuxin, and I am yours.” The first time he had told her that, she’d punched him on the arm and said, “I’m not ready to fall in love.”

      It took them a year before she was ready, and then things started looking up for Charles. Maybe it was the fact that he was finally being serious about someone. He was going to make something of himself. While taking Yuxin out of this city wasn’t a necessity, he felt they were destined for extraordinary things. Having someone who cared about him the way his mom had cared, made the all-night video poker sessions a thing of the past, replaced by online studies.

      Leaning against the counter, he waited for a response. He centered himself in case it took a little while for Yuxin to respond. There was something different about texting Yuxin than girls he had dated in the past. He felt it the first time he had texted her. He had made it his rule to never text her when he was in a hurry to respond. he only texted her when he had time to think about a proper response. He almost had a panic attack the first time she took more than a few seconds to respond. ‘Does she like me? I’ve never gone out with an Asian girl. Will she be mad that I suggested Thai food? Does she think I look fat in that shirt?’

      Her response was nothing special. Nothing special to anyone but Charles; it sent his heart to the moon and back. ‘Yes, Charles, that sounds wonderful.’

      How could five little words mean that much to him? Charles didn’t know and chalked it all up to love. Remembering this, he saw her start to type. He imagined her saying yes, and making love under the stars, or having a rougher, more brutal session on some boulders that surrounded the lake he was going to try and hike it too. When they were in bed together, on the couch, or against a door, they didn’t make love. They had sex, and she preferred to think and call the two acts different things.

      It wasn’t something he understood the reason for. Still, he did like that Yuxin was more creative than any woman he had ever been to bed with. He thought of her bent over the boulder, her long black hair down her sweaty naked back He imagined leaning forward to grab her hair and twist it around his hands to pull back as he drove forward… His mental image crumbled as he saw the text.

      “I am sorry, my love. I cannot go.”

      The text took a lot out of him. His quick fantasy was gone and had become something to think about during a lonely night on the trip. He re-centered himself, took a calming breath, and responded.

      “My <3, I hate the idea that we must miss out on this trip together. You have to work and know that it is no one’s fault. If Mr. Chen could have done without you, I’m sure he would have let you off. Please know that I love you so much and already miss you. I wish I could be there beside you. If I said I would be missing you every step of the way, would you hate me for being corny?”

      “I could never hate you.” Her response came so fast, he had the feeling she’ d guessed his question.

      “I LOVE YOU, CHARLES! I don’t mean to yell in text, but sometimes your skull is so thick I have no other way to get through to you. Be careful.”

      Charles took a deep breath and felt himself getting anxious. He wanted her to come along, but, in some ways, he needed her not to go. He needed to throw off all the useless old parts of himself on this trip and focus on the things that would take them into the future together. He would become an adult and start his new job. In a month’s time, he would make enough money to rent a larger place, or a small house. One day in the future, he would kneel at her feet and beg her to marry him.

      “I love you, Yuxin. Thank you for loving me.”

      Looking at his watch, he knew he had better go. He looked at her backpack, a wave of sadness rolling through him. Then quickly he picked it up, and he tucked it in the closet in his bedroom.

      “No need to make her feel like shit for not going if she comes by.”

      Then without thinking, he wrote her a love letter and left it on her pillow. They didn’t live together, but he knew her. He knew his love, Yuxin. She would come over while he was away and lay under the covers with her head on his pillow to smell his scent.

      “Your smell makes me feel at peace,” she would say when they hugged, and he would hear her breathe him in.

      Looking around his apartment and reviewing the mental check list, he couldn’t think of anything he might have forgotten.

      ‘Bus to the train, train to the car, and car to the trail… then off to the great outdoors to become a man!’
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            TRAIN RIDE BLUES

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles made it to the bus stop in plenty of time. He had always been the type to show up fifteen minutes before a bus, an hour before a train, and two hours before a plane. Charles had never taken a plane; he knew in his head that was what he would plan to do.

      He had taken a train as part of a school trip and found its motion soothing. He loved the fact that there’d been a bar car - all the high school seniors tried their hand at not getting carded.

      Charles knew this because Mr. Mathias, Charles’ computer teacher, confided in him. They were on the way to visit the Modern Science Museum a few towns over. As none of the students had ridden on a train before, Mr. Mathias came up with the money and a solid reason to take the train, rather than the bus.

      “I told the train conductor that I had a lot of students with me, and some looked a lot older than their age and that he should warn the bartender,” Mr. Mathias told Charles.

      All of the seniors, including Charles, tried their hand at the bar car, but he did it mostly to be part of the group.

      At the train station, Charles sat and waited to board. It didn’t take long until he heard the call for the train, and everyone moved out to the tracks. Charles stood waiting for the doors to open and looked at his fellow passengers. There was the young professional sitting on a bench, his briefcase serving as a desk for his laptop on which he was typing feverishly. Remembering that he was around others, Charles switched his monologue to his internal voice, ‘Bet he has a deadline at a news outlet and has to have the story done by the time he gets off the train.’

      Charles watched a family with two small children, lugging suitcases and backpacks. The children looked at the tracks in amazement, but the ever-watchful helicopter parents nudged them back.

      Next on his walk down the station, he spotted an elderly couple, the woman leaning on her partner’s arm for support. They were glaring at a young man taking up more than his fair share of a bench.

      A young college student caught Charles’ eye. She who knew the effect her beauty had on men. Charles didn’t hate her for this, but he hated the look he saw on her face as he limped forward, his leg giving out. That look changed from curiosity about a handsome man to pity. He looked away and had no desire to talk or even flirt with her. That pity on her face hurt.

      The train’s whistle blew as Charles passed another solo traveler. He was engrossed in a paperback. ‘Bad Humans’ was all that Charles could make out of the title, and he didn’t ask because the man was wearing headphones that seemed to be of the type that cut out all noise.

      As the train doors opened and the conductor yelled, “All aboard,” Charles helped a mother struggling to lift a baby stroller over the gap between the station platform and the door.

      Walking down the aisle, using the seats to stabilize himself, he avoided the gaze of the college girl. Charles knew that he was a very handsome man and that his manner of speaking was professional and well beyond his years, as some would say. He owed that to his mother’s fascination with old movies.

      “Mom, I didn’t know there was such a thing as a movie in color until I spent the night at John Tony’s house,” he used to joke with her, and she would laugh.

      “Charlie, I may not be able to afford much, but I’m going to make sure you watch the classics.”

      Some of these were not your typical classics, but to his mom, they were what a young boy needed to see, and there was a surprising amount of horror and detective movies in the mix.

      ‘It’s a wonder I don’t talk like Peter Falk, aka Detective Columbo.’

      Charles passed by the padded seats with their head and armrests, wanting to visit the bar car. He was twenty-one and he was looking forward to the experience of having a drink on the train, even though it was too early to drink. He passed a lot of the same people he’d seen boarding once he changed directions. He assumed the bar car to be at the front of the train, but it was all the way at the back.

      Going through the doors between carriages still impressed Charles. He’d loved doing that on his first trip while the train was moving. Charles figured that every move he made needed to be deliberate and that even though the train wasn’t moving, it would make sense to stay practiced.

      Perhaps it was a little early for adult beverages, but he was curious to see who was back there.

      To his surprise, they were serving breakfast. Charles had only his field rations to look forward to, which consisted of powdered food, eggs, potatoes, etc. He reveled in the smell of the bacon and egg sandwich a steward was delicately handing to another passenger.

      The man took the sandwich and made his way to a small table. A guitar stood leaning against a seat next to the table. The man had a rugged and weathered appearance, suggesting life on the road filled with wonderful experiences and adventures.

      “Want something, sugar?” the steward asked.

      ‘I love it in the south,’ Charles thought, remembering that a lot of people serving food in the south called people sugar, and if any of them said, ‘Bless your heart’, it wasn’t a compliment.

      Smiling, he glanced at the menu and said, “Small coffee and two bacon and egg sandwiches. And can you only heat one of them? I’m going for a hike and want to heat the other one later.”

      “Of course,” she answered while she poured his coffee.

      “Seat taken?” Charles asked the man with the guitar, adding, “I’m Charles.”

      “Not at all. I love company on my travels. Have you been traveling for long? I noticed your gait is not very steady.”

      “No, just got on, headed up to Night’s Edge Mountain for the weekend, and gait, if that means my walk, I’ve had that since birth.”

      “Sorry, meant no offense. I’m Jack, but my friends call me River, and before you ask, it’s because of the wrinkles between my eyes. They became very pronounced at an early age. I assume that was because of how much I squinted when I read, and the name, well, it just stuck.”

      “River, nice to meet you. I assume you play. Going to be a long trip, and love to hear it.”

      “I would as well,” the steward added, as she handed Charles a plate with a hot sandwich along with another wrapped in aluminum foil.

      “Darlin’, under the foil is plastic wrap. Take that off, and then wrap it in the foil and lay it beside the fire, and it should last for a day or two. I don’t think this meat ever expires,” she laughed, her body jiggling at her joke.

      River watched the jiggle intently, smiled and finished off his coffee, motioning the steward to bring more as he opened his guitar case. The case was worn and looked like it had been made of some type of synthetic material. Charles saw a different story on the inside. It was lined with a soft red, cushioning material that was doing one job, to protect the guitar. The polish on the guitar gleamed and caught bits of sunlight as River tuned it by hand. Charles had no musical ability but immediately thought, ‘Get lessons, form a band, and get rich. That is what I will do.’ He shook his head, ‘Keep it real, Charles. This is your become an adult trip. Just enjoy the moments.’

      The steward, on her way back to their table, blushed as River started his song. River, having seen her nametag while watching her jiggle, began to play a blues-filled tune.

      
        
        
        “She’s got hips like a locomotive, curves that drive men insane,

        Clara serves up breakfast with a smile; ain’t no one gonna complain.

        She’s got a twinkle in her eye, a laugh that warms the soul.

        She’s the plump and lovely train steward, making everyone feel whole.”

      

      

      

      Charles was flabbergasted, he could not believe that River had just called this woman plump, but when he looked up at her eyes, they were wet, not with tears but with joy, and the smile on her face was so wide, so beautiful, it was contagious.

      River continued to the next verse.

      
        
        
        “Well, now she comes on board with that smile so bright,

        And those beautiful blue eyes just light up the night.

        She takes your order with grace and with style,

        And before you know it, you’re smilin’ all the while.

        Her voice is so melodious, like a bird on the wing,

        And she’ll keep you entertained with her stories and her singing.

        She warms the heart with her kindness and her wit,

        And you leave that train feeling you’ve been blessed a bit.

      

      

      

      The song continued as the train started to move, no more than Clara was used to, as she danced slowly to the music that River played. Other passengers entered the breakfast car, but none dared to interrupt the song that soared to its glorious conclusion.

      
        
        
        “And as the train pulls into the station,

        She bids her passengers farewell,

        With a smile that lights up the sky,

        And a heart that’s filled with love and care.

        She puts her guitar back in its case,

        With gentle hands and loving care,

        For she knows that soon she’ll play it again,

        For another journey that’s waiting there.

        And as she walks down the aisle,

        The passengers smile and say hello,

        For they know she’s the one with the heart of gold,

        And the beautiful blue eyes that glow.

        So, if you’re ever feeling down,

        And you’re riding on a train so blue,

        Just remember Clara with the heart of gold,

        And her smile that’ll warm your heart too.

      

      

      

      “Again!” Clara demanded, and River obeyed as she moved back to her counter to wait on other passengers, all of them impressed by River’s talent. When Clara was finally done with the orders, she brought River a cinnamon bun she had warmed for him and squeezed his shoulder gently while he put his guitar away.

      “Thanks, kid. I always enjoy playing for a new audience.”

      They talked the rest of the trip about everything and nothing, and Charles found himself telling him about how he planned to propose to Yuxin. Charles had never laughed so much in his life and felt that he’d made a real friend. They traded social media profiles, and Charles spent a few minutes scrolling through some of River’s songs on Video Square, a town square app on which people played to random strangers and got their reaction.

      “Keep in touch and let me know when the wedding is. If I’m on this side of the country, I’ll come…” the rest of what River was going to say was cut off as Clara called over with a wink, “And I will be his plus one.”

      Charles was none too sure of a lot about life and people, but he imagined that he had just witnessed the conception of something amazing. He thanked them both for such an enjoyable trip. He couldn’t believe how fast the time had passed. Stepping off the carriage a short time later, he was in a much better mood than when he’d first stepped on the train.

      “Most people aren’t evil. They really aren’t.”

      “What was that?” the college girl, who’d gotten off the train behind him, asked.

      “Oh, I’m sorry I forgot. I was talking out loud. I should have been using my internal monologue,” he answered as if that explained everything.

      “Is your condition a congenital limb? Your leg?” she asked, and as Charles’ mouth dropped, added while they walked together, “My brother was born with one leg shorter than the other. He’s doing well, but the kids sometimes pick on him. The doctors describe that as length discrepancy, but researching, I’ve also found people on the internet talking about the congenital limb.”

      It took Charles a second to digest all that she had said. He felt good about it. She wasn’t thinking of him with pity. She had been thinking of him with recognition in her eyes and curiosity. She wanted to know if his condition was similar to that of her brother’s.

      “It’s called congenital limb. Luckily, mine isn’t as bad as some I’ve seen. I just think of it as one leg being stronger than the other. One of the reasons I’m going up to Night’s Edge Mountain is to prove to myself that my lack of strength in this leg isn’t an excuse to give up on other things.”

      “That’s wonderful. Any advice for my brother?”

      Charles thought about it, and what could he say about bullies? Then it came to him, “I tried to not let anything get to me, and after a while, with everything rolling off my back like rainwater down a coat, they found it difficult to keep it going. I think if I had reacted and been embarrassed, they would have eaten me like hyenas.”

      They both laughed, and Charles was tempted to give her his number to give to her younger brother, but he figured that she might take it the wrong way. So, he simply said, “Having an older sister that understands and cares puts him in a much better place than I ever was. Just love him, and he will get through it.”

      “I’m Gina.”

      “Charles.” He reached out and shook her hand. It was kind of formal, but since he stopped thinking of her as evil, he realized how attractive she was. ‘She’s too hot; even fantasizing about it would get me in trouble with Yuxin.’

      “You okay? You looked far away for a second.”

      “Yes, all good. Just wondering if I’ve forgotten anything for the hike. I better get going. It was nice meeting you.”

      Gina watched him go as her friends came to her side. They were not giggling like schoolgirls, but she could picture the onslaught of questions once they were alone. ‘He was so handsome, I wish he’d have asked for my number…’ and then finally she blushed a little saying to her friends, “Guess where he is going hiking?”

      They answered as one, “Night’s Edge Mountain,” and laughed as they went to retrieve their backpacks from the luggage compartment.

    





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-devils-well_rev01.jpg







