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      To Kamuran who takes care of his people and travels without fear

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        In spring of youth it was my lot

        To haunt of the wide world a spot

        The which I could not love the less –

        So lovely was the loneliness

        Of a wild lake, with black rock bound,

        And the tall pines that towered around.

         

        But when the Night had thrown her pall

        Upon that spot, as upon all,

        And the mystic wind went by

        Murmuring in melody –

        Then – ah! then I would awake

        To the terror of the lone lake.

         

        Yet that terror was not fright,

        But a tremulous delight –

        A feeling not the jewelled mine

        Could teach or bribe me to define –

        Nor Love – although the Love were thine.

         

        Death was in that poisonous wave,

        And in its gulf a fitting grave

        For him who thence could solace bring

        To his lone imagining –

        Whose solitary soul could make

        An Eden of that dim lake.

        
          Edgar Allan Poe, The Lake
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      Born of an ancient river and dammed by man, fighting for survival, Lake Blundstone lies sprawling, stretching, endlessly reshaping its borders in north-central Nebraska. The state’s name is derived from the Otoe Native American Ñí Brásge, or flat water, given to the Platte River system that feeds Blundstone. The lake earned a reputation as a sailor’s paradise, thanks to winds that almost never cease. But when cooler pressure fronts roll down off the Rocky Mountains onto the long runway of the Great Plains and collide with opposing warmer fronts, paradise is no more. Stalks of grain are crippled, windmills become helicopters, barns are shorn of their siding. On a lake with over one hundred and thirty miles of shoreline, thunderstorms can turn treacherous in minutes, unleashing tornadoes that haul skyscrapers of water into the sky.

      The Mercer family have been vacationing at Lake Blundstone every June – peak season for the storms – since 1979, this being their fifth trip. Which is to say, the Mercer family have been very fortunate.

      Until today.

      *

      Raymond Mercer, still proud of turning eight three weeks ago, begins the morning with a cheese Danish and tumbler of Tang while his parents sip their coffee around the picnic table at the center of Mercer Base Camp up on Admiral’s Point, the sand bluff overlooking the small bay on one side, the real lake on the other. The camper, the Ford Bronco towing it, and the fourteen-foot catamaran’s trailer hitched behind that, together form a semi-circle around the family fire pit and lawn chairs, giving Raymond an unspoken but very real sense of security in what has become their humble vacation home.

      Raymond’s twelve-year-old sister Colette, who goes by Colt, is across the plateau, brushing her teeth and washing her sun-streaked blonde hair under the old well with its orange iron pump handle. Their big brother Leonard, fifteen and always looking for an excuse to practice driving, has buzzed off on the small Honda mini bike Dad salvaged from a yard sale for seventy-five dollars and restored in his workshop. Sometimes Leonard lets Raymond ride on the back as they jounce along the bumpy dirt trails through the tall weeds, nicknaming this one Turtle Lane, that one Bullsnake Row, the native animals basking up an appetite before seeking shade during the hot midday. Raymond is still tired from the fireworks celebration they shared on the point last night, so he doesn’t mind that Leonard left without him.

      By eleven, everyone is down on the beach, the lawn chairs set up, water toys spread around, Warren’s transistor radio pulling in oldies from towns unknown. Always the protective mother, Francine applies sunscreen to Raymond’s nose and shoulders before they all head out on the sailboat, the Aqua Cat’s yellow pontoons cutting through the cove’s calm green with its suspended flakes of brown algae and out into the deepening blue. Warren drops anchor and lets the kids swim under the trampoline deck, hauling Raymond up between the pontoons only to launch him out once more like a cannonball.

      By afternoon the Mercers are spread out, playing or lounging in their own private reserves within the larger resort. Francine is inside the camper preparing turkey, apple and Swiss sandwiches while Warren fusses with some new project he’s cooked up this year – augmenting the ceramic grill, mounting a new sun shower system to the camper shell. Leonard is out fishing from his inner tube, Colt is reading her book back in her tent and Raymond is playing with his toy soldiers on the crumbling slopes of the sand cliffs, throwing clods at infantrymen.

      Tiring of his war games, he carries his bucket down the beach in search of toads. Night is the best time, when the heat drops and the insects come out, but sometimes the day brings a surprise. He ventures as far as he is allowed but finds no toads.

      A little girl in a yellow swimsuit appears, walking with her own plastic bucket. She has blonde hair like Colette’s and she’s younger than he is, six or seven at most. She is alone but for the dog at her side, a bulldog mix of some sort, muscular under a cinnamon coat. The dog pulls a little steel cart with two knobby rubber wheels like the ones on Raymond’s dirt bike back home. He watches the dog keeping step with her, gradually understanding it is not a cart but a custom, dog version of a wheelchair. The animal’s head is wide, with powerful jaws and a white spot on his muzzle. He looks happy, lips pulled back, tongue hanging to one side, jowls catching the breeze. The tail wags in odd half-swings that make Raymond’s heart ache.

      Now and then the girl plucks something from the beach. She holds her find before the dog’s muzzle and his ears perk up, he sniffs with little interest, and she drops it before moving on.

      Bored or thirsty, the dog trundles away, the braces of his two-wheeler clanking across the thick beach and down to the water, where he laps up some of the lake. He wades in until his chest meets the surface and his wheels are submerged to the axle. He drinks, then retreats, front legs U-turning him back to dry land, where the smooth cinnamon turns into a coat of spikes that shrug off a glittering mist. The dog stares across the lake for a moment, ears tucked low over the thick round of the skull. He sniffs, guarded, waiting for something.

      A few steps later the girl halts in surprise, reaching cautiously, taking the new find in her small hand. She studies it closely, then looks up, noticing Raymond for the first time. She smiles and waves to him.

      Raymond waves in return and the dog makes a practiced pivot with the vehicle, the uncoordinated hind legs prodding at the small dunes. The powerful chest and front legs compensate with a sudden stampede, hauling the buggy, its tires fanning little roosters of sand until the dog is close to galloping. When he reaches her side the dog is panting, stumbling, offering his services once more.

      The girl lowers the new thing and the dog sniffs it once, then barks at it, backing away, tail curling. A succession of barks comes deep from his chest, warning her.

      The girl pats the dog’s shoulders and smoothes his pointed ears, then looks to Raymond. They are closer now, but not close enough to talk. The sunlight is white around her small shape, her tiny dark shoulders and wet blonde hair. She holds up her find for him to see, but all he makes out is a speck of green or blue between her fingers, like a rough or blocky gem.

      Raymond doesn’t know what to do, what she expects.

      She tilts her head, as if just now noticing something about him that puzzles her more than the gem. The dog looks to Raymond and barks again, cheeks loose, the tongue a little gray surfboard bobbing between coral spikes.

      She sets the object in the sand, smiles at him once more, then turns and heads back up the beach, the bulldog in his buggy keeping pace at her side.

      Only after the two of them disappear around the next bend in the cliff does Raymond understand she left it for him.

       

      ‘What time is it, Dad?’ Raymond likes to ask, having lost his sense of time and sometimes the ability to recall which day of the week it is.

      ‘What do you care?’ Warren always responds. ‘You got somewhere you need to be?’

      The hours melt. The days blur. Warren likes to brag that after three days at Blundstone he is so detached from the real world he forgets his phone number at the office. It is a place and a mindset that distracts even prepared people from the encroaching storm. Including a little boy lost in the construction of a sand castle.

      The sky darkens by the slightest of shades. At the far south end of the lake, inside the pretty stacks of white cumulus, gray thunderheads gather like a hidden fighter squadron. The tame breeze Raymond has come to take for granted picks up so gradually, he thinks nothing of his mother’s straw hat tumbling down the beach. Every sand castle needs a moat, and he has been careful to dig one out near the water line. The first few flecks of rain are no more noticeable than a splash of lake.

      Fleas bite at Raymond’s eyes until he realizes they’re actually sand kicked up by the wind. Covering his face, he crawls into the shallows to rinse off, only to be greeted by waves pouncing up to his chest, knocking him on his back. He is on the verge of tears, betrayed by this beach and the water that has only ever been his friend, and then his mother is shouting, running toward him, and he is too shocked to cry. She yanks him up so fast he thinks he is being punished.

      The two of them scramble up the powdery cliff, through a cutaway path. The howling wind is almost indistinguishable from his mother’s panicked breathing. On the bluff, a point of knee-high weeds and yellow flowers, one of Raymond’s green Incredible Hulk flip-flops is shucked off and the weather is like something from another planet.

      The camper door is slamming itself against the fiberglass sidewall. The picnic table is upside down. The lawn chairs and an entire row of clothing that had been strung out to dry are twirling across the field. Leonard’s little motorcycle is lying on its side, leaking gas. Across the field, a Park Ranger’s truck speeds along, horn honking, its brown door badge running with dirty water as if melting. Everywhere the rain is cutting at them sideways, mixing with clouds of sand grit that stings Raymond’s bare back.

      Raymond’s mother shoves him inside the camper, drawing the fiberglass shades down over the window screens. She orders him to stay put, then leaps out once more, latching the door, running toward the boat ramp. Raymond remembers that the boat was beached around the corner, on the other side of the point, and his father is probably scrambling to secure it now. Where are Colt and Leonard? He doesn’t know, but they are bigger, stronger, and Mom and Dad will make sure they are okay.

      The camper has a refrigerator, stove, bathroom, kitchen galley, room for five. It must weigh a couple thousand pounds and sits on leveling jacks, but is now rocking as if the lake has already crept up over the cliff, hellbent on taking Raymond away.

      He hops over seat cushions and counters, moving from window to window, trying to see his family. ‘Mommy,’ he whines, the fear in his own voice adding another layer to the dread coiling inside him. The fiberglass shields leave only shapes and shadows, sealing him inside a bubble of deep gray light. He imagines himself locked inside for days, weeks, a boy cut off from the world, coasting hundreds of miles away, flying or floating until they find him in another state, Ohio perhaps, or Texas, and he will be a hero, the brave kid who survived despite it all. He is old enough to entertain such visions of heroism, and young enough to shudder at the real possibility of being stranded.

      He remembers the window beside his bunk, the raised bed at the rear end of the camper. He scurries up and tucks himself cross-legged into the pile of his sleeping bag, hunched over, peering out. The perch affords him his first aerial view of the lake, which sprawls outward from the beach some forty feet below.

      The water that was just an hour ago a large, safe, slightly rippled lagoon now looks like a raging sea. The waves come in a tumbling broken puzzle of white-capped chop, ridges and angles of charcoal-colored water tall as his father and wide as a school bus. Though the camper is still warm from the morning heat, Raymond pulls on his hooded sweatshirt and stuffs his hands in the front pockets. For a long while he cannot move, cannot avert his eyes. He is mesmerized by the raging lake, the low dark sky, the whirling devils of sand racing by.

      There is no sign of his parents or siblings, but maybe they have all taken shelter down in one of the tents. Or they are just a few feet away, hiding in the Bronco. Or maybe they got lost, wound up…

      Drowned. 

      He stifles a panicked sob and looks away. The lake is too scary, too ugly. What else does he have up here in his bunk? There is a strange book Leonard gave him for Christmas last year, a comic with panels and illustrations of freaks and freak accidents. Ripley’s Believe or Not!, a sort of greatest hits anthology of the early comics. Raymond digs into it now, focusing on the man who lived with the railroad spike through his skull, worms able to regenerate their own heads, the baseball pitcher who was struck by lightning during the game and finished it, maniacal Nazis, Sasquatch sightings, creepy mummies, abnormal pets, and even the ads for toys and novelties he has seen a hundred times – it’s all deeply fascinating in this moment. Anything but the storm.

      The reading, the warmth of the bunk, the dark afternoon sky, the hissing wind and rumbling waves… eventually the combination lulls him to sleep.

      He dreams of nothing.

       

      Raymond wakes untold minutes or hours later, not feeling rested or afraid, only irritable that he is still the only one in the camper. If any of his family returned, they decided not to wake him. The view through the window is as gloomy as before, but the rain seems to have softened and the wind, while still gusting, is no longer strong enough to rock the camper. He dares himself to go out and look for them, but he does not trust his sense of the storm. The waves continue rumbling from center lake to beach rim in a constant, staggered formation, a cauldron of raw natural energy expending itself in all directions.

      And then he sees them, down there in the water, and it is enough to make him disbelieve his own eyes. First there is Leonard, and not far away the blonde hair and bright green one-piece swimsuit that belong to Colt. They are diving through the waves, moving away from the beach. Raymond shouts, ‘Hey!’ as if to warn them, but of course there is no way they can hear him from inside.

      Dad is chest-deep and hurling himself parallel to a pair of waves that threaten to overtake him. Only at the last moment does his father curl against the swell, arms churning as if to claim someone from drowning as the wave bears him up and shoves him toward the beach. Ten feet he rides it, twenty, more… his father is laughing, braying like a fool, and finally Raymond understands.

      They are not panicking. They are not trying to save anyone. They are playing like big kids in the deep end of the pool. Raymond has been in here for hours, worrying, and they are out there having fun?

      Raymond has never heard the term ‘body surfing’ but he grasps the concept now. One after another they take turns wading out, dodging rollers, pointing and waving each other on before replicating the move his dad made. They look like seals, all noses and bellies, until the waves break down and leave them tumbling in the sand, and one by one they leap up to do it again.

      Mom is a little ways down the beach, closer to the point, waist-deep between swells. She steels herself, then points her hands and dives into a monster, vanishing for a five count, then pops up again, hair flying, and Raymond can almost hear her laughter from up here. He’s not used to seeing his mother throw herself into dangerous situations, and it is disturbing.

      They left him out, as if they have discovered a magic they want only for themselves. They didn’t think to invite him down, or decided he was too small. He knows he is pouting, acting like a baby, but still. He stays, watching them splash and dive and ride their way back in. Over and over, a seemingly endless cycle.

      Off to the right, within shouting distance of his own family, another has decided to enter the fray. Raymond recognizes them vaguely, a mother and father and their teen son, the parents heftier than his own, the son taller than Leonard but skinny, frail looking, all ribs and boney chest. They have been camped a few hundred feet down the point and seem poorer than his own family, who are not wealthy by Raymond’s own knowledge of such things (his father is always reminding them how hard he works to afford things like the used Aqua Cat, the rebuilt mini bike and the camper that Uncle Gaspar found for them at a wholesale auction). But this other family doesn’t have any such recreational vehicles, used or not. They don’t even have a propane grill.

      What they have is one humongous, ugly green canvas tent, a sagging beast that took them most of a day (and a lot of cussing and yelling at each other) to set up. A few ratty lawn chairs, and a rusted-out white Chevy truck that looked like something out of an after-school special reminding kids of the dangers of hitchhiking. Raymond had seen very little of the family, except for a few passing glances on his way to the outhouses half a mile down the dirt road. The wife in her wide flappy orange-flowered swimsuit with a tutu or ballerina thing around the waist, her ankles thick as the roll of toilet paper she carried in one hand. She’s wearing the same kind of beach outfit down there now, knee-deep in the surf, petrified.

      The dad has a beer-wagon belly, thick arms, moss-like hair on his back, and he too is a mass of white flesh everywhere but for his face, which is lobster-red. He’s not so much surfing as trying to batter the waves into submission, it seems. He might be laughing but it looks like he is yelling, roaring each time he flops into the center of another roller.

      Though the sky seems a shade lighter now, silvery gray with cracks of sun, the water itself has darkened beyond gray-blue, as if the lake is not ready to give up the storm just yet. The strangest thing is how much darker it is in the shallows, where the water should be lighter brown. Way out past the bay the blue seems held back by a border, some kind of barrier unaffected by the rolling waves.

      Raymond’s unsettled gaze is drawn back to the teen son from the other family, who has hacked his way farther out than any of them. He bobs vertically for a moment, cupping his mouth to the lake, and Raymond wonders if he is drinking it. But then the boy glazes over, suddenly tired, and the word ‘drowning’ floats through Raymond’s mind once more.

      Another crooked wave rises up behind the boy, and he springs to life. His skinny white arms wind around and around as his legs chop into the wave. Somehow the narrow length of him turns into a ski and he shoots forward, spine arched, riding the gray edge faster and faster, until the last possible moment. Just when it seems the wave is about to throw him against the cliff wall, his body jack-knifes and crumbles into a pile of limbs, slapping him to the beach.

      Raymond tenses, convinced the boy just broke his neck.

      But the kid unfolds and rises again, excited and shouting. His mother looks frightened as the boy stomps along the beach, bends over, takes two fistfuls of wet sand and begins slinging it at the surf before charging back in.

      The mother slips and falls as if pulled under by the current, some kind of undertow – though Raymond has never felt such a thing here. Several waves ride over the spot she was standing in and she does not come up once they have passed. If she doesn’t know how to swim, she’s in big trouble.

      Somehow Raymond knows they all are.

      The father tromps back out, spitting water and hitching up his cut-off jeans, which are now laden with dark sand that runs off in syrupy streams, and he seems to be coughing or choking. He staggers, legs cutting into the almost black shelves, slapping around like a man who has lost his hat or gone blind.

      The head-banging teen son points to where his mother vanished, jabbing with his finger, and Raymond is almost certain the boy is laughing.

      At last the mother pops up out of the water, on her feet and closer to shore, swept back to her original knee-deep position. She stands tiredly, shoulders slumped and head down. She doesn’t move as the waves slop against her hips and up to her chest where – Raymond can see this clearly and is shocked by her lack of awareness, then ashamed to notice it at all – one of her breasts has flopped out.

      Her husband, who seems only curious as he trudges over to her, leans in close as if trying to recognize her, and then slaps her across the side of the head so hard the woman reels sideways, stumbling in a circle to right herself. She does not look up or cry out or run away. Her shoulders slump once more, and Raymond is glad that her hair obscures her face. He doesn’t want to see her expression, or the blood that must be leaking from her nose.

      With no further exchange or provocation, the husband socks her again, this time with what appears to be a closed fist.

      Raymond looks away, a sick thrill and equally repulsive hot shame making his entire body quiver with a new kind of fear. His own family are staring at this other development in dumbstruck confusion.

      The teen son hops and surges toward his father, and Raymond assumes the kid is about to grab the big man, shove him away from the poor woman. But the son does not defend his mother or attack his father.

      Lashing out like a boxer, the boy punches his mother in the stomach.

      The husband seems unaware of the violence his son just perpetrated, or that his son is there at all. He reaches for his wife’s neck as she folds over, catches her, raises her upright once more. He slaps her twice and then his meaty fingers are sinking into her windpipe. He is soon strangling her with both hands, and behind them, leaping around like a joker in some deranged king’s court, the son screams at the sky.

      Raymond is hiccuping his way through tears and unshackled terror by the time his own father collides with the fat man, shoving the son down in the process. Leonard is not far behind, and even Colt looks ready to fight, to defend this poor woman.

      The dark water churns, and their limbs splash and claw through the shrinking waves. The lake is so dark now, he can’t see their arms and legs beneath the black surface. The lake appears to be cutting them in sections, swallowing them.

      The top of someone’s head bobs up, only to be submerged again.

      Raymond’s dad slams a forearm down on the other dad’s collarbone, again at the base of his neck. The murderous hands release the wife, who falls face first into the lake and does not attempt to get up.

      The teen son leaps onto Warren’s back, but Leonard is there, yanking the kid by the legs, dragging him away from the mess before the kid can get a good grip.

      Colt screams at all of them. Raymond’s mom screams at Colt, telling her, he imagines, to get away, get back.

      Chaos reigns. Bodies swarm and crash. Another rogue wave moving almost sideways douses the two men, and just when Raymond is prepared for all of them to clash in a frenzy, the melee ends.

      All three of them, the mother, father and teen son, are rolling in the water. They look like drowning victims Raymond has seen on TV. His dad drags the huge man up to the beach. Leonard follows suit with the teen son. Colette and Mom work to pull the mother by the legs into the shallows.

      Because the camper is set back from the cliff’s edge, Raymond’s view does not extend to the first ten or twenty feet of beach directly below, nor to the hill and cutaway path his mother led him up a few hours ago. The last thing he sees is his father bending over one of the bodies, as if preparing to attempt mouth-to-mouth, then Colt’s wet blonde hair running away, down toward the point. At last, all of the legs, shapes, people, his family and the other, are out of sight. Gone.

      Raymond sits, stunned, crying. For a long while he cannot move. His young imagination is flooded with horrible possibilities and outcomes, working to fill the void they have left in the wake of their violence.

      The winds taper off. The sun breaks through the clouds. The rain thins and slides away, leaving only a sunset mist. The churning lake becomes a pattern of smaller swells, the gray fading to a welcome deep blue.

      It’s over now.

      Raymond slides down from his bunk, legs weak, stomach sour, and pads his way to the camper door. His feet feel lopsided, and when he looks down he understands why. His right foot is still in his Incredible Hulk sandal, the left is bare. He pauses, hand on the doorknob, thinking about the frightening race up the cliff with his mother, the whirling sand on the point where he lost it. First he will find his sandal, then he will go look for them, feet protected from the sand burrs and sharp sticks.

      That’s what Leonard would do. Right?

      But he can’t bring himself to open the camper door. The knob won’t turn in his hands. The frosted window has turned deep gray, deeper than the lake when the storm was at its worst, and he knows that an unnatural night has fallen on the other side.

      He holds the doorknob, torn between two important needs. One is to find his family, make sure they are safe. The other is to stay inside, hidden from the bad people, the tricky storm, the descending darkness. He remains stuck for a long time, until time itself loses all meaning and his fears take full ownership of their host.

      Eventually, something else opens the door for Raymond Mercer, prying it from his stiff young hands with heart-stopping force.

      Nothing is ever the same after that.
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      Summer used to be Ray’s favorite time of year, but this one is beginning to make him wonder if he would be better off spending the remainder of his warm seasons much further north, in Canada or Alaska, a place one imagines the weather or a grizzly bear being the encompassing problem. Where everything is reduced to the moment, make fire or die, his blood or yours, pure survival.

      Existence down here in civilization is not so dire, at least not in his daily dealings, but it is more complicated. He can’t stop feeling depressed by the trivial outpouring of everyone’s status updates, even as he grows numb to the real tragedies playing out across the world. He takes solace in researching a new set of kitchen knives and ordering limited runs of denim from Japan, but his anxiety returns before the packages arrive on his doorstep. Two years shy of his fortieth birthday, Ray has a strong suspicion that he is merely killing time, consuming things, contributing nothing of value, presenting a forgery of the self for his lack of understanding of the man he has in the meantime become.

      These are bitter thoughts, he knows. Bar thoughts, the kind that make a man reach for another drink on another July afternoon, spreading his fuck-me-it’s-Tuesday mood across his usual corner booth in Pescado Rojo, where the air conditioning is strong, the beer cold and it’s just a little easier to keep the bad news chilling in the meat locker of the mind. The Rojo is one of several restaurants his father owns, and one the old tiger has not visited in more than a decade, the last time either of his parents visited Ray here in beautiful Boulder, Colorado, where weed is legal but glaucoma and Birkenstocks have not been cured. At the outdoor patio end of the cantina, sprinklers are misting patrons reluctant to return to the office, the bartender is squeezing his way through a mountain of limes, the psychedelic desert and doom sounds of Calexico permeate the afternoon.

      Not a bad place to work, or pretend to. This corner booth, unofficially recognized by the staff as his office, is a place to show up, and as such it may be the only thing holding him together.

      The first blow came in early May, when Ray lost his primary investor in the business venture that was to be his stand of independence – escape – from the family’s wealth. For going on six years now, Mercer Hospitality, the retail and travel arm of the larger corporation, has been paying Ray ninety thousand per year to consult with the managers and operations personnel at various restaurants, flower shops and a furniture franchise. Ray’s job description has something to do with recommending local and online marketing strategies where he sees potential to increase revenues, and what he has to show for his diligence in this free-range capacity over the past eighteen months is a series of coupon ads in the university daily and a ‘snarky’ culinary blog whose entries leave him feeling almost as fraudulent as his paycheck.

      The weird part is, no one seems to mind he has become a wastrel. Despite the quarterly updates being funneled back to his father via Gaspar Riko, Mercer’s Corp’s head of legal affairs and Warren’s consigliere since both men came home from Vietnam, Ray has not heard from his CEO-father in almost seven years. He clings to his last measure of pride, refusing to petition the family treasury for a seed investment even as he survives on its maintenance.

      The second knock was perhaps less troublesome in the long run, but no less insulting in the short. Ray hadn’t realized that he didn’t love Pam until she announced she had met someone in the Bay Area, was moving in with them in three weeks, this thing she and Ray had shared for the past two years was over, lifeless, they both knew it. He had known their relationship was not meant to last, but he still found it difficult not to take her warm, apologetic and terribly logical severance as a verdict on his value in the scheme of her life, and to females in general.

      ‘I’m so relieved,’ he’d told her during that final dinner. ‘It’s for the best, absolutely, you deserve the right one. We all do,’ and he meant that. After, he walked Pam to her car, hugged and cheek-kissed her goodbye, laughing at one of their old jokes and wishing her all the best. But inside he was twelve again, heart-stomped by Tracy Valdez, who had said only ‘you’re not very mature’ before roller-skating away to take Brian Leiderman’s hand at Wheels Rink before Ray could finish unlacing his skates.

      Well, adult Ray consoled himself, at least summer is here. Long days to spend indoors, cranking the air conditioning, binging on a TV series about people leading awful (but awfully exciting!) lives.

      Then the drop-dead heat of July came beating around, and with it Uncle Gaspar. The Mercer family lawyer broke their quarterly schedule and paid Ray an early visit, bushy gray eyebrows wiggling with mischief, bad thing #3 issuing from between his elderly-cherub lips.

       

      ‘Now there’s a man who looks like he could use a vacation,’ Gaspar announces, finding Ray in his booth and clapping his hands with a Scoutmaster’s glee. ‘Pack a bag. Meet at the old camping ground. You father will handle the rest. Food, supplies, equipment, gear, fireworks. You know how he loves to prepare for the eventualities. Your siblings are already on board. Just make the drive. Wednesday, ten days from next.’

      ‘Have you lost your mind? Has he?’

      ‘Bring Pam. How is Pam these days? She always wanted to meet the whole clan. This is your chance to —’

      ‘Pam’s gone.’

      ‘That’s, well, quite unfortunate. Can she be salvaged? Your father is still hoping for a male heir. From the next generation, of course.’

      ‘Can she be… forget it, Gaspar. Pam’s out. I’m out.’

      The lawyer grins and wags a finger.

      ‘Tell Warren and Francine I’m busy. Better yet, that I refuse.’

      ‘Mm. No.’ Gaspar glances at his watch.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘You cannot refuse.’

      ‘He talks to his board of directors more often than he bothers with me. Leonard is MIA and Colt sends a card at Christmas. I’m supposed to jump at the chance to spend a week pretending I still have a family? Roasting marshmallows at some redneck paradise in Nebraska? Does he really believe that’s going to happen? They won’t miss me, Gaspar. And that’s a fact.’

      Gaspar leans back, scratching his formidable belly, as a bus boy delivers his usual ice water hold-the-ice. He swirls the glass but does not drink from it.

      ‘It is a funny thing, you know. People in Colorado, they want a beach vacation, they fly down to Cancún, Puerto Vallarta, all the way the hell out to Hawaii, and for what? Paying thousands just to sit on a beach, swim in the ocean, soak up the sun. But Blundstone, this is only six hours away. The water is clean, far safer than the ocean. And the sand is like something stolen from Thailand. As with that South East Asian delight, anything goes at Blundstone. Or so it was, back in the day. Before the secret got out. In the seventies, those first few years when I stumbled upon it and convinced your father to give it a go, there were maybe one or two park rangers for the whole lake. Forty miles of beach on each side, a thousand places to camp and start fires and race your boat, roll a dune buggy, spend the entire day in the nude. Lawless. People did it too, they did everything out at that lake. We knew a family, they caravanned out onto one of the sand points with about two dozen campers and tents, maybe seventy people in all. Put on a bacchanalia of a wedding that lasted four days and nights. Dance floor, hallucinogenics by the trash bag, couples swinging from tent to tent like owl monkeys, and when it was over more than a few of them claimed to have seen God. Can you imagine such a thing being allowed these days? Of people even trying? Well, the times they are a-changed. But family tradition lives on, yes?’

      ‘Good closing argument, counselor. I’m not going.’

      After a long, uncomfortable silence, Gaspar removes his tinted spectacles, revealing moist eyes ringed red with grief.

      ‘He didn’t want any of you to know until you were together, out there, but… Your father’s heart is failing. Inoperable. Valves are too weak. He waited too long, and now even Labor Day will be a stretch, the cardiologist tells me.’

      A dizzying heat pulses up through Ray’s neck, pressing behind his eyeballs.

      ‘His last wish,’ the lawyer says, hushed as a priest. ‘To spend one more glorious afternoon with his family, on the soft sands of Lake Blundstone. It was his, you know. It was always his. He called it the Big Lake. With that gleam in his eyes.’

      Ray blinks.

      ‘My read on this? The trip is what’s keeping him going. He’s swimming to the shore, and once he reaches it, there will be nothing left.’ Gaspar smiles forlornly. ‘The Big Lake. You see?’

      Ray nods, bested as well as ashamed.

      ‘Good. Because everything is at stake now, Raymond.’ Gaspar rises from the booth. ‘Everything your father built, including his family. It’s a fortune and a life, and who knows how we all walk away.’

      Ray watches Gaspar do just that, exiting through the darkened cantina, out into the white glare of sidewalk. Ten days is not enough time to prepare. A hundred would not be. He will not be able to do it alone. He is afraid of what his family have become, what his father will make of his youngest child. Ray does not want to wake up the little boy, the one who was abandoned, locked inside of a suffocating camper all night while a terrible storm took his real family – the one he loved and thought he knew – away.

      But that was thirty years ago. He is an adult now, and all hope has not been lost. It’s a Tuesday, almost four o’clock, and he is in his father’s restaurant. Salvation may be a stretch, but there is one thing in the bar that never fails to soothe his nerves, a narcotic more potent than any drink.

      Her name is Megan.
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      Megan has been a server at Pescado Rojo for about fifteen months, and from the first time she waited on him, taking his usual order of lobster mole enchiladas and a sweaty bottle of Negra Modelo, Ray has sensed, in his slumbering ardor, that she is so much more than a waitress. She is the secret longing he has refused to admit to anyone. A workplace what-if he allows himself to indulge only when she is serving in the sections that do not include his booth. The strangely satisfying trade-off to admiring her only from afar being that, in her immediate presence, he can blame co-worker etiquette for his fear of rejection even as he suffers like a monk.

      The clock sweeps over 4:00 p.m. Her shift begins.

      Her tanned bare ankles and the smooth calves above a pair of bright yellow flats are the first thing he sees, and the jolt causes him to quickly look down.

      ‘Hey, Ray.’ Megan swings a hip on her way to clock in at the wait station terminal, pausing as she ties the strings of her red apron behind her waist. ‘Whatcha workin’ on today?’

      He counts to three or five, until he senses his blush has begun to fade, then looks up from his laptop as if too concerned with marketing budgets to have registered her presence until now. So many thoughts are swirling through his head that for a moment he cannot respond. His father’s heart. Pam’s goodbye. The investor who walked off the deal. Loss, loss, loss, and now the trip. None of those things matter during the uncomfortably long seconds he peers into her dark brown eyes, noticing as is his custom and secret pleasure the coal crescents under them, her inner brightness and friendly smile contrasted with the deeper shade suggesting a misstep or two with Eros. Some episode of heartbreak that stained her with traces of wisdom. Something of the tired scullery maid in her today. He is aware of the thread of chauvinism threading through such an observation, and he is aware that, even though it is she who serves him, he would gladly spend the rest of his life doing whatever she asked.

      Clearing her throat, Megan affixes two ballpoint pens to the pouch at her hip. ‘Ray? You a little lost there, buddy? You look like someone just told you your dog died.’

      This remark is close enough to reality, he can’t hold back a dark laugh. Out of bravery or desperation, he finds himself breaking whatever it is the monks agree to.

      ‘Actually, someone sort of did. But that’s not – listen, do you want to sit down for a minute?’

      ‘Yeah, of course. What’s wrong?’ She slides into the booth, bouncing her gaze from table to table, in case any are waiting for her to wait on them.

      ‘This might take a few minutes,’ Ray says. ‘If Rafael gives you any grief, tell him I borrowed you.’

      She flashes a nervous smile. ‘All right.’

      ‘Can I get you something to drink?’

      ‘Isn’t that my line?’

      ‘Not today.’

      ‘Oh. Sure. Iced tea?’

      Ray is up to fetch the pitcher kept at the station near the hall to the kitchen. He scoops ice, pinches two tall glasses, carries everything back to the table. He pours, first for her and then for himself.

      ‘Thanks.’ Megan takes a polite sip, then a series of longer swallows. ‘It’s hot out again.’

      ‘More?’

      She shakes her head. Waits. So…?

      ‘Right, so, I don’t have anyone else to talk to. And I know we barely know one another, even though you see me in here four or five times a week, but I feel like I can talk to you. Or maybe I just want to. Whether there was, ah, someone else or not.’

      Megan seems less perplexed by this mess of an opening than he had any right to hope for. She almost says something, then tucks her lips between her teeth.

      ‘You always seem grounded to me,’ he says. ‘Like whatever it is, it’s all under control. Like you know something the rest of us don’t. It’s comforting.’

      ‘I don’t know about grounded,’ Megan says.

      ‘No? Then what’s your secret?’

      She stares into her glass, offers a listless shrug.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I didn’t mean to cross whatever line exists, if there is – no, there must be some kind of line. We don’t have to do this right now.’

      She looks up, frowning. ‘No, it’s okay. It’s just throwing me off a bit. We always say hi and talk, but we never talk, you know?’

      Ray nods.

      ‘You’re always so polite to me,’ she says. ‘So formal. I was kind of starting to worry that I remind you of some… or I annoyed you?’

      ‘No. Megan. In fact it’s just the opp —’

      ‘Sometimes when you work with people for a while,’ she interrupts, ‘it’s so easy to start thinking you know them. Like, you have this relationship. Not relationship, but it’s this thing. Quiet, but there, and things are being spoken even when nothing is. But it’s also like, what if it’s all in your head? You know?’

      Ray can only manage a nod.

      ‘But now we’re talking, like normal people,’ she continues, ‘and I don’t mind telling you something about myself. The change just threw me off, that’s all. So. You want to know why I’m waiting tables at thirty-five, right? Why am I coasting?’

      ‘I never thought that. Okay, maybe I used to. But I know about coasting. It’s hard. Maybe harder than putting yourself into something that matters.’

      ‘Until you give it everything and the “it” on the other side decides it doesn’t want your everything. Then coasting becomes very appealing.’

      ‘I must be working my way up to that part,’ he jokes.

      ‘Yeah, well, I had a high-pressure corporate job a few years ago,’ she says. ‘And maybe one day I will again. There was a guy, but we were too young. We should have ended it about three years before we did. I tried to pretend he wasn’t worth feeling so bad about. But suppressing all that gave me panic attacks. I tried therapy, taking the meds, I read all these books. In the end, I just decided to give myself a break. Drive around the country. Care less about what other people want from me, do what sounds good for a few months. Eat more chocolate. Pathetic, right?’

      ‘Has it helped?’

      She considers, but not for long. ‘I certainly don’t regret the past few years.’

      ‘Then I think it’s amazing,’ he says. ‘That you did that for yourself. In fact, I envy you.’

      Megan squints at him. ‘You should never say that about someone you don’t know very well.’

      Ray nods. ‘Fair enough. But I still want your advice.’

      ‘People say that…’

      ‘And never take it,’ he finishes.

      Their eyes meet in accord. She sips more tea. And then Ray leans forward, elbows on the table, and tells her everything that’s gone wrong lately. About his father’s approaching end. This sudden trip. Pam, whom Megan has seen many times in the restaurant but not for a while. About the loss of his primary investor. The sense of doom following his every move.

      Does he sound needy, a lost cause begging for a life preserver? It’s possible, but it doesn’t feel this way. Raymond feels as if he is talking to an old friend and, he tells himself, this is all he was hoping for. A brief connection. Someone on the outside to look in and understand. To console, if not advise, and lacking all else to simply bear witness.

      Along the way, studying the tapering fullness of her lips and the shape of her shoulders beneath her lilac-blue peasant blouse, he hears a voice inside calling himself a liar. The voice knows what he is really hoping for is to bring her along, on the trip or maybe just into his dying vision of a life, the one he has been feeling slip away, an existence of coupledom and harmony, home and love and sex and hosting dinner parties and Sunday morning coffee breath, children. Is that too much to hope for?

      ‘It is a little strange,’ she tells him near the end. ‘But all families are a little strange, aren’t they?’

      ‘Mine’s more than a little.’

      ‘I think you should go,’ she says. ‘Just make it your trip too. Whatever that means.’

      ‘I wish it was happening six months from now,’ he says, voice nearly cracking. ‘If I was really lucky, that might be enough.’

      ‘For?’

      Ray exhales. Might as well go all in. ‘After six months, if I’d played my cards just right, you might be my girlfriend, and if I begged and pleaded, you might consider going with me. I wouldn’t have to sneak away from them by myself, with no excuse. I’d just say, Megan and I are going for a romantic walk on the beach. My father would be so proud. And I would… wow, listen to me. Now, that was pathetic.’

      Megan is quiet, blushing, and he’s sure he just scared her off for good.

      Then, eyes holding his, ‘Maybe we shouldn’t wait. Sometimes when you coast too long, you miss out on something that could have been…’ She stops herself, shakes off the idea with a laugh, looks away. ‘I was just thinking how hilarious it would be if we pretended I was your fiancée, or girlfriend, whatever. That would show them, right? This could be helpful for you, or terrible? But no, it’s not something I would want to do alone, either.’

      Ray is stunned, then elated, then scared. ‘Why would you do that?’

      ‘I miss being around families,’ she says. ‘Mine are no longer with me.’

      ‘Your mother and father?’

      ‘I had a brother too.’

      He is afraid to ask how, when. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Me too.’

      He does not know how to proceed. She smiles, letting him off the hook.

      ‘It was a long time ago. Look, I think you’re making this a bigger deal than it needs to be, but I’m just a waitress who hasn’t had a vacation in three years, so you probably shouldn’t take me too seriously.’

      ‘I would love to take you seriously,’ he says, his mouth turning dry. ‘But I really can’t ask you to do this.’

      ‘I think you already did, Ray.’

      ‘I thought you asked me.’

      Megan grins. ‘Hey, do you guys have a boat? I know how to water-ski.’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’

      *

      There are many reasons Ray cannot sleep the night before departure, and of course Megan is the chief among them. But she has also become a sort of psychological Calamine lotion, pretty and pink, soothing every burning irritation and itchy concern about the family reunion trip. So what if he hasn’t seen his siblings in eight years and the last go round ended with Colt in howling tears, Leonard in jail? Why fret over discovering just how much his parents have deteriorated; they lost interest in him before he graduated high school. Megan will be there.

      But it all seems too convenient. There must be an angle he can’t see…

      Stop. Accept a little good fortune. You’re due. 

      Around five he drifts into an approximation of sleep, fluttering between states. His dreams are illuminated by white sun, carpeted with blonde sand soft as flour, and jeweled with deep blue lapping wavelets stretching beyond any realistic horizon, a body of water that is impossible in Nebraska. The sand is scorching the bottoms of his feet, he has been walking the beach, burrs catching between his toes. He has been walking for hours and hours, possibly for days, and there is far too much sand. He walks miles of it, staring at the sand, and when he next looks up, the lake is gone.

      There is only sand. A barren wasteland of blinding hot sand in all directions.

      He is lost, alone, left for dead.

      The beach begins to fracture, the sand swirls around and around…

      Calypso music, digitized and abrasively loud, filters into his half-asleep dream and he opens his eyes, feeling as though he has not rested for weeks.

      He turns off his cell phone alarm. The screen clock tells him it’s 6:30 a.m. He is to pick up Megan in thirty minutes.

      After a quick cold shower and another brushing of the teeth, Ray collects his weekender bag from the den. He takes a final inventory, making sure he has everything to see him through the five-day camping trip:

      5 T-shirts. 2 shorts. 1 jeans. 3 pair socks. 5 underwear. Swim trunks. A pullover sweatshirt. His battered Paul Smith sneakers, a pair of leather flip-flops. Toiletry kit. Ibuprofen. Five thousand in cash. A baseball cap. The rest – food, first aid, tent, sleeping bags, every tool imaginable, beverages, GPS, enough gear to occupy a Middle Eastern capital – his father will supply, regardless of his health.

      Ready?

      No. He doubles back to the den and sets the duffle on his desk. Crouches before the bottom right drawer, unlocks it with a small key. Removes the steel safe box, sets the three dials to the proper code, pops it open. He unwraps the oil-softened, faded-orange Dark Horse Tavern T-shirt in which it is kept, inserts one of the two single-stack magazines, flicks the safety on, off, on again, and then rewraps the Colt M1911 .45 single-action his father gave him when he turned twelve, the sidearm Warren carried through Vietnam and Laos, and digs the bundle into the bottom of his duffle.

      Now he is ready to pick up Megan and ferry the two of them five hundred and eighty-three miles north-east, thirty years back in time, to sands Ray has not walked since he was a boy and they were a real family. Together, harboring no secrets.

      Safe.
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      It is a time machine of sorts – their means of transport – as well as another gift from his father. Warren gave Ray the two-tone maroon-over-creme 1978 Ford Bronco for graduating high school, but it had already been imprinted with so many memories throughout Ray’s childhood, his thirty-eight-year-old son still cannot bring himself to think of it as his own.

      Prior to handing the keys over to Ray, Warren had the original-matched paint job reapplied, had the 6.6-litre motor rebuilt, installed thirty-three-inch off-road tires, sealed the floor in new rubber, upholstered the interior in new saddle leather, wired in a CB radio, added a second fuel tank, giving them nearly seventy gallons capacity, and outfitted the rig with the full-size spare, a first-aid kit, flares, a toolbox, roof rack, jerry cans for more fuel and water. The glove box still holds Warren’s old nylon tape case containing Glen Campbell, Cat Stevens, Supertramp, Bread, The Beach Boys, Jan and Dean, and a dozen or so other artists from the old man’s heyday.

      Ray debated leaving the Bronco in the garage in favor of taking his newer and much more sensible Honda Pilot, not least because the Bronco – and Ray’s careful preservation of it – felt a bit too much like a desperate appeal for his father’s approval. But in the end, he could not deny the old man this acknowledgement to tradition. He had been embarrassed when he arrived to find Megan standing on the curb at the address she had given him, one bag and a small cooler filled with beer on the sidewalk, shorts and a fleece shirt, flip-flops, her hair pulled through the back of a purple Rockies cap. She seemed reluctant to open the passenger door, as if he’d rolled up in a van with a disco ball inside.

      ‘Everything okay?’ he’d asked, once she recovered and hopped in.

      ‘Thought I left the stove on inside my apartment,’ she said. ‘But I’m good. Cool truck, by the way. How come I’ve never seen it down at the restaurant?’

      ‘Gas,’ Ray said, shifting into drive. ‘The mileage is obscene.’

      ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘That makes sense.’

       

      ‘So, what’s our cover story?’ Megan asks as they pass through Sterling, about an hour from the Nebraska state line. The towns seem to be shrinking, the grain elevators rising. The terrain is prairie weeds, pink rocks, scraggly green brush, and long intervals of cottonwoods clustered near the lazy brown rivers. Occasionally the quartz and mica in the gray sun-starched highway twinkle in the heat.

      ‘Cover story?’ Ray turns down the radio. Even the high-powered classic rock stations out of Denver have become garbled with static. Soon they will be left to choose between sermons, demagoguery and crop reports.

      ‘Our history,’ she says, sitting up in the Bronco’s passenger seat. ‘How we met, our best dates, favorite restaurants, where you proposed, our song. You know, our story of us.’

      Proposed! ‘Oh. I guess I kind of forgot we were really going to play it that way.’

      ‘I have tons of ideas,’ she says, a child eager to begin Twenty Questions. ‘I’ve been mulling it over for the past three days.’

      Ray cuts his eyes at her, frowning.

      Megan reaches over the big plastic console and slaps his arm. ‘Don’t be so serious, or I might step out of character.’

      ‘No, no, we wouldn’t want that.’ It had not really occurred to him to take the whole girlfriend or fiancée thing so literally. ‘You’re doing me a big favor. I don’t care if they know the truth.’

      ‘You don’t want me to be your girlfriend?’

      Ray twitches, opens his mouth in protest.

      ‘I’m kidding,’ she says. ‘We’re just friends, right? I work for you, too, but —’

      ‘Yeah, about that.’

      ‘I know, I know. I am here of my own free will.’

      He looks at her. ‘I hope you really feel – I hope you know that.’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Good.’ Ray fidgets with the ventilation gates.

      ‘Okay, how about this,’ she says. ‘Let’s make up a story, because what else are we doing for the next – how far did you say this lake is?’

      ‘Another three hundred miles. At least.’

      ‘Right, five more hours of corn,’ Megan says. ‘It will pass the time. When we get there, you can play it however you want. Tell them you picked me up hitchhiking or we eloped, whatever, and I’ll follow your lead.’

      This relaxes him. And he is curious to hear her vision of it, this make-believe romance. It’s one way to learn more about her, and isn’t that what he wanted?

      ‘All right,’ he says, opening a bottle of water. ‘We met at a concert at Red Rocks. Wilco, two years ago.’

      ‘Wilco? Blech. Depressing.’

      Ray sighs. ‘Okay, you pick the band.’

      ‘My Morning Jacket?’ She leans back and rests her heels on the dash.

      ‘Nicely done.’

      She claps. ‘You saw me in the parking lot and decided to chat me up?’

      Ray grins. ‘No, you were two rows ahead of me. I was watching you do that swaying dance for half the show, wondering what your name was. Then those drunk girls from Aurora edged into your space and when you pushed back, a fight broke out. You were about to get tossed, but I smooth-talked the security guards.’

      Megan spreads her palms across the windshield, opening the imaginary stage curtains. ‘By the time they busted out Mahgeetah during the encore, I decided to pull your arms around my waist.’

      ‘Your hair smelled like rain.’

      ‘Aw.’

      ‘And cheap beer.’

      ‘Hey!’ Megan slaps his arm again.

      ‘I didn’t mind.’

      ‘You offered to walk me to my car, but we decided to wait for the parking lot to empty out. We were the last two people sitting in the amphitheater.’

      ‘I asked for your name and phone number,’ Ray says. ‘But you said no, let’s agree to meet here again next year and see if it was meant to be.’

      ‘And I said no way. I’m hungry, let’s go get late-night diner food.’

      ‘For which I was secretly relieved. The only thing open at that hour was a Denny’s.’

      ‘I had Moons Over My-Hammy,’ she says. ‘That actually sounds good. I want that now. Do they have a Denny’s out here?’

      ‘I can’t remember,’ Ray says. ‘But I do remember that I had at least two kinds of breakfast meat, three eggs, and four cups of coffee.’

      ‘Ugh, so full. What are we gonna do about my car? We left it at Red Rocks.’ She is speaking as if they are back there now, in the booth.

      ‘You shouldn’t drive this late. I’ll take you back in the morning.’

      ‘That’s sweet, but I don’t crash at strangers’ houses.’

      ‘I’m not a stranger. You can trust me. I’ll sleep on the couch.’

      ‘What if you can’t trust me?’ she says.

      ‘Then that will be too bad.’

      Megan laughs but does not look at him, just as he is not able to look at her. To look now would break the spell.

      She opens her own bottle of water. ‘We were inseparable for eight days and eight nights, though we had done nothing more than kiss and hold hands.’

      ‘We did everything. Went to the movies. Ate long brunches. Ducked into record stores. On the seventh night I cooked Indian food for you.’

      ‘I lost the bet,’ she says. ‘I didn’t believe you could cook like that, but it was delicious.’

      ‘I had the advantage. Working in my father’s restaurants. Wait, what did I win in the bet?’

      ‘Winner got a back rub.’

      ‘No guy wants a back rub,’ he says. ‘But all right.’

      ‘On the seventh night, we drank too much wine and confessed things to one another.’

      ‘Oooh,’ Ray says. ‘This is getting intense.’

      ‘We knew what was happening. We’d both been through enough bad relationships. This time we were going to be honest from the beginning, no matter how scary the truth turned out to be.’

      ‘I told you I had never been in love. I felt like such a freak, I was beginning to wonder if something was wrong with me.’

      ‘You’re the first guy I opened myself to in almost four years.’ Megan looks out the passenger window, and he can’t tell if she realizes she slipped into the present. Or maybe it wasn’t a slip. Either way, something has hit close to home. He’s got to find a way to lighten it up.

      ‘I never told anyone about my business plan, my dream,’ he says.

      ‘But you never could keep a secret from me?’

      ‘Sad but true.’

      She watches him expectantly. ‘I knew it was going to be brilliant and…’

      Ray is more nervous now than the last time he pitched an angel investor.

      ‘When I was a kid, there was this old barbershop in town, Stan & Ollie’s. A real old-school hole in the wall. My dad used to take me and we’d get our haircuts together. A whole cross-section of Boulder’s natives gathered there – real estate people, bartenders, mechanics, cops, the mayor. They had an old radio playing hits from the fifties, there was a beer cooler, and a huge jar of caramel lollipops for the kids. Sometimes my dad would sit with the owner, this old guy Fred, and they’d play checkers at the little table in the corner. Guys kept their own shaving mugs on the rack in back. It was like a club, with open membership. All men of goodwill were welcome at Stan & Ollie’s.

      ‘And that got me thinking, a few years ago,’ Ray continues. ‘What’s a haircut now? For men it’s an errand, a chore. Women have salons, day trips to the spa, a pedicure, massage. Guys lack the imagination, so it’s basically a strip mall chain where they mangle your hair, or a sports bar to watch a ballgame. But the wives don’t like that, the husband running off to go drinking with the boys, leering at waitresses, and you can’t take your kid to a bar.’

      ‘Some people do,’ Megan says.

      ‘And when you talk to couples now, with two working parents, what do you hear? There’s never enough time. Mom and Dad are going a hundred miles per hour, always tired. The kids are shuffled from school to sports to lessons to homework to bed. It never stops. And it’s all broken out, separate.

      ‘But what if there was a place where fathers could take their sons… sure, there would be barber chairs, hot towels, straight-edge shaves, all old school but with modern stylists. But so much more. Hi-Def TVs showing sports from around the world. No bar, but a soda fountain, a billiard table, checkers, chess, a fireplace, air hockey —’

      ‘Free wi-fi?’

      ‘No wi-fi. No internet. No video games, but maybe skee-ball or a mini basketball court with Nerf hoops and a real parquet floor. The idea here is human time, not tech time. Being present, holding a conversation, making new friends. And the best part is, while this is aimed at fathers and sons, moms are happy too.’

      ‘Because she gets a break from the kids,’ Megan says. ‘And from her husband. While the boys are out pretending to be men, she has time to do her yoga, go shopping, get the massage, take a nap.’

      Ray nods along. ‘And she can’t be mad, because what’s her husband doing? Spending quality time with his son, not throwing back beers at Hooters, but really being there with the kid. Everybody wins.’

      ‘I love it,’ Megan says. ‘It’s genuine. There’s nothing like that out there now. You can market this to special events, private parties. Oh! And you have to have a section for the moms and the sisters, little takeaways to say thanks for letting the boys be boys. A bucket of single roses, three bucks each. Scented candles, toy bracelets and candy necklaces, anything that says we were thinking of you.’

      Ray is beaming. She understands it, believes it. He always feared it was a little too male, too exclusive. It needed a woman’s touch, and now here’s precisely that.

      ‘I quit waiting tables,’ Megan says, ‘to help you finish the decor, the marketing campaign, balance your books. But only if you agreed to make me a manager.’

      ‘You contributed so much, I had to make you a partner,’ he says.

      ‘We stayed up all night painting murals on the walls. I finally got to use my art degree.’

      ‘The walls, yes. Ernie and Bert, Muhammad Ali, Frank Sinatra, Superman. The heroes.’

      ‘What about the name?’ she says. ‘It’s got to have the perfect name. Something that captures the goodwill and neighborhood vibe, a little old school but not too old-fashioned, because this is the new twist on that.’
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