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Dressed in black, Justin Davis sat alone in a far corner of the bitter- cold high school yard. Another bad day. Wet fog stuck to the hills like a shivering disease. After his father was murdered and Justin rejected the world, old friends used to come out and urge him to come in. But he wasn’t ready. They stopped coming. Better for everyone. Plato was right. This world is a dark cave full of shadows. Why cry over shadows? Plato’s only mistake was to imagine a sunny world outside the cave. Obviously, Plato never saw Tucker County, West Virginia. Justin chewed a sandwich without tasting it. Then he broke his own rule and glanced at the noisy cafeteria where everybody else ate.

Justin cursed his life, and cursed it again as a pickle slice fell out of his sandwich. Then Sherri Bunton herself—former girlfriend Sherri—walked up and asked to speak to him. What did she want? He knew she despised him.

Sherri sighed, gathering her courage. For what? With a shake of those golden curls, she cast him a plaintive glance that only angered him, as most things did. She must really need something. He looked at the mask of her face. Okay, girl, tell me that Billy is about to demolish your darling Ben.

“I hate to bother you, Justin,” she began, “but I’m so scared. That new guy, Billy Skinner, is going to kill Ben, and no one but you is tough enough to stand up to Billy.”

Justin nodded, looked away, and tapped his foot to the beat of his shamefully outdated iPhone.

“Are you listening to me?” she demanded, as if she still had any rights with him.

He pushed his long, blond hair out of his eyes and shot her an angry glance. Sherri huffed, then took a deep breath and counted to five, as mandated by her therapist. So, she still did that.

Back in control, she forced a smile and tried again. “Justin, I know you hate me, though I don’t know why. I always wanted to be friends.”

The day they broke up, she had said, “Justin, you’re really cute and all that, but you’re just a dead end. You’re a loser. You know I was there for you when…the tragedy occurred. But you won’t let go of the past. I have to move on. I want to be somebody. Ben is going places and so am I. But you don’t even want a career. You are going nowhere.”

She actually said that then. And now…

“Justin, listen to me. I need your help. We’re all afraid of Billy. His father’s the county judge and always protects him…”

“Yes, I know that.” He refused to look at her.

“…and Billy’s bigger and tougher than the other guys, and he’s bullying Ben and putting his hands on me. Did you hear that? He says he’ll do worse if we tell anyone. No one can beat you in a fight.”

“Call 911,” Justin said, nodding to his music.

“Justin, listen to me! They say he raped a girl in Hardy County, and shot a boy in Parsons, and his dad got him off.”

“Well, he hasn’t shot Ben yet and he hasn’t raped you, so there’s nothing I can do. Is that all?”

Outraged, Sherri gasped. “Justin, don’t be a monster!”

He stood up to leave. Her face turned from red rage to white fear. She grabbed his arm. He yanked it away. She burst into tears.

“Look,” she cried, “I’m sorry for what happened. I’m sorry I hurt you. I really am. But you pushed me away, like you pushed everyone away. You know you did. You’re the only one that can stop Billy. Please!”

She was getting to him. He had to end it.

“All right,” he said. “Tell Billy I said to leave you and Ben and everyone else on earth alone.”

“I already told him you said that.”

“What?”

“I had to. But Billy just spit and called you names I won’t repeat. I told him how tough you are and he swore at me and almost hit me. He’s going to hurt us, Justin. Only you can stop him.”

Justin shook his head. “So, I fight him and his father throws me in jail. Sure, I’ll ruin my life for you. Any day. You can go now.”

Tears streamed down Sherri’s face.

“I don’t fight anymore,” Justin said.

“But you always fought for justice,” she sobbed.

“There is no justice in this world. Didn’t you notice? Look, I’ll give it to you straight: I don’t care what Billy does to Ben. And I don’t care what he does to you.”

Justin Davis turned up his music, hurled his unfinished lunch into a trash can, and walked away. After a minute, he turned around. Sherri was gone. Good.

Then Justin saw him, big Billy Skinner, shuffling toward the cafeteria with two friends. Billy always went in late and walked to the front of the line. Now, he spoke to his friends and they laughed. Billy seemed to have a plan. He and his buddies sauntered into the cafeteria.

A minute later, one of Billy’s fast-talking friends led cafeteria monitor Ms. Bloony out into the yard. Smiling and busily chatting, he pointed out something she had to see. Now there was no teacher inside to see what Billy would do. Justin sighed, shook his head, cursed himself for being so sentimental, and trudged into the cafeteria. People got out of his way. He leaned against a pillar, nodded to the beat of his music, and watched.
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Billy and his friend Jaws, who had a large, square jaw, pushed their way through the food line till they stood behind tall, thin Ben Stecker, Sherri’s current gentleman, who fearfully loaded up his tray. Still nodding to his music, Justin pushed his hair out of his eyes.

Billy smiled at Jaws, said, “Hey, don’t push me,” and lunged into Ben, who almost lost his tray.

Sweating and shaking, looking desperately for the strangely absent Ms. Bloony, Ben bowed his lanky frame and apologized, trying to placate his tormentor.

Sherri ran to Justin, grabbed his arm, and pleaded, “Can’t you do something?”

He pulled his arm away. “Call a teacher.”

“If I do that, Billy will kill me. Can’t you do something? I’ll do anything for you.”

Justin yawned, opened and closed his fists, stretched his fingers. “If Billy attacks, I’ll deal with it.”

Jaws noticed Justin glaring at him and his square jaw dropped. He whispered to Billy, pointed at Justin, and shook his head.

Billy scowled at him and said, for everyone in the hushed hall to hear, “You mean little Justin Davis? That little girl with the long hair?”

Jaws did not reply to this apparently rhetorical question. Justin was short for his age, and his hair did go below his shoulders. By now, Ben was exiting the food line with a full tray, hoping to escape to a far table. That was not to be. Billy pretended to trip and smashed into Ben.

Ben’s tray went crashing down, with Ben close behind. His thin, chalky, cologned face splashed into his bean soup. He moaned, turned his head, and plunged his styled hair into the spaghetti. Feigning a stumble over Ben’s prostrate body, Billy kicked him viciously in the gut with a steel-toe boot.

Ben writhed on the floor. Girls screamed. Boys kept a distance. Some ran to find Ms. Bloony. Sherri rushed to Ben and wiped food off his dazed, terrified face. Billy glared at her and she flinched.

Justin wrapped up his old iPhone and placed it in his coat pocket. He had seen enough. He ambled over to Billy.

Billy clenched his fists. “Don’t mess with me. I’ll destroy you.”

The cafeteria fell dead silent. Breathless students watched at a safe distance. Justin stared at Billy and said, “I want you to apologize to Ben, and then I want you to pick up this food. Now.”

Looking down at Justin, two years his junior and half his size, Billy cursed him and shoved him hard in the chest, knocking him back several feet. Excellent. Billy struck first.

Justin strolled back up to Billy and said, “I told you—apologize to Ben and pick up the food, you ignorant sociopath.”

Billy swung his big fist. Justin let the punch graze his cheek. Perfect. Facial contact. Now it was all self-defense.

As Billy finished his swing, Justin said, “It’s over, caveman.”

With extraordinary speed, he grabbed Billy’s shirt with both hands and with a sweep of his leg, took the bully high off his feet and smashed him onto the floor, making sure his head didn’t hit the ground. Justin didn’t want a mess. Billy gasped for air. Justin flew onto his chest and with both fists beat the bully senseless.

By then teachers and staff swarmed over Justin, pulling him off Billy and wrenching him to his feet. He felt a painful grip on both arms and heard teachers rebuking him. His captors forced him along, lifting him off his feet. Justin recalled that today was his fifteenth birthday. This must be his party.

As they dragged him to the principal’s office, students shouted all around.

“Stop Davis before he kills someone!”

“It’s not Justin’s fault. Billy started it!”

The voices stopped. He was pushed into a chair in front of Mrs. Patent, the principal’s secretary.

“Justin Davis? Again?” She rolled her heavily mascaraed eyes and tapped her long green nails. “I thought you didn’t fight anymore. Anyway, you’ll have to wait. Principal Olsen is with someone.”

Justin heard their voices through the door. Dr. Olsen was talking to a man with a loud voice. Still racing with adrenalin, Justin caught his breath and waited. And waited. He had never waited this long. Was this meant to humble him? It would not work.

He looked around the familiar office. Wow, an elegant new touch—plastic flowers in a Double Bubble gum carton. And the old elegance of plastic cartoon rabbits, ducks, and chickens plastered on the walls and main door. And a flyer with vital news—the winner of the Elkins, West Virginia beauty pageant gets a free local train pass for the summer. Why was he trapped in this world?

His stomach churned. He heard a sound from the hall and turned to a half-open door. Sherri was frantically trying to get his attention.

“I’m going to the bathroom,” Justin said, and left the office before Mrs. Patent could look up. Outside, Sherri was holding Ben and cooing away his pain.

“We have to talk, Justin,” she said. “Thanks so much for saving Ben and me. I really mean it. That idiot Billy is going to think twice before he bothers anyone in this school.”

“Whatever,” Justin replied.

Sherri looked down, looked up, looked sideways, everywhere but in his eyes. “Just one more little favor.” She held up her thumb and index finger to show how tiny the favor was. “Please don’t tell Dr. Olsen or anyone that I asked you to fight Billy. You know I’m trying to get into a good college and I can’t have it on my record. You don’t care about a career, so it won’t matter to you.”

Justin glared at her. “That’s right. I’m going nowhere, so it makes no difference for me, right?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Of course not,” he said with weary sarcasm. The Bunton family, Sherri strongly included, had always been social climbers, though there was precious little social terrain to climb in Tucker County. But they were ambitious, and had always envied the Davis family, whom they now considered beneath them. Bitterly brooding over this, Justin realized after a moment that Sherri was waving a manicured hand in his face to get his attention. Etching empathy onto her eyes and lips, she said, “I’m so, so sorry, Justin, but you won’t tell anyone, will you?”

“No. Bye-bye. I’m busy.”

Seeing that Dr. Olsen was still sequestered with his heavy-talking guest, Justin took a few steps down the hall and poked his head into the nurse’s office.

Nurse Ruby scowled at him and barked, “What do you want?”

He scowled back and said, “How is that fine young man doing?”

“You mean the boy you almost killed?”

“Way to go, drama queen,” Justin muttered.

“What did you say, boy?”

“I said life is a drama keen. I am paraphrasing Shakespeare; you know, that other Bill.”

“Very cute,” Nurse Ruby said. “So much wasted intelligence.”

“At least I’ve got it to waste,” he muttered.

“What did you say?”

“I said Skinner is okay, right?”

“He’ll be all right, but no thanks to you.”

“Of course it’s thanks to me. Fighting is an art, nurse. You do medical arts and I do martial arts.”

Nurse Ruby snorted with contempt. She was a total cave-dweller. What did she know about fighting? Or anything else? She was here less than a year. She didn’t even know that he used to be normal, till his father was murdered. Did she think he liked being angry and depressed all the time? Fool.

“Do you even care about justice?” he said in a parting shot.

Another Ruby snort.

He muttered, “Cave-dweller.”

“What did you say?”

“I said brave feller, that Billy Skinner. Later, nurse. And have a great day.”

Returning to the principal’s office, he found Mrs. Patent lost in her computer screen and Dr. Olsen still talking to that man, whoever he was.

Justin fidgeted in his chair. His mind raced back to the night of the murder. Damn! When would that image stop haunting him? It forced its way into his mind. He saw his father in his favorite chair, reading a book, when the killer burst into the room and pointed his gun at Justin’s father. Justin gasped and shook.

“Are you all right?” Mrs. Patent said.

He looked up, hiding his trembling hands. “Of course I’m all right,” he said. “I just got attacked in the cafeteria, that’s all.”

Mrs. Patent gave him a motherly glance. “I thought you vegans were peaceful. Are there many fighting vegans? Don’t be offended; I’m just asking.”

He looked away till she returned to her work. Then he wiped the sweat from his forehead and reminded himself that this world was unreal, a shadow in a cave. But philosophy did not remove the searing pain in his heart.

The other man walked out of the principal’s office. He was tall and slim with thin wire glasses perched on a narrow nose. He gave Justin an unsmiling nod and left. What was that all about?

Finally summoned, Justin sat before Principal Olsen, who always said basically the same thing. The game was to guess exactly what Olsen would say.

“Justin, every test we give you shows you are a genius. You are the brightest student in this school. And the most violent. We all know about your skill in fighting.”

Hundred percent so far. Nothing new.

“We know what you and your family have been through, but life must go on. That’s what your father would have wanted. Make something of yourself! You could be a leader. All the kids would follow you, like before. Now they just fear you. You could do so much in this world. But you gave up on life.”

No surprises there. But it hurt nonetheless. I know what I’ve become, Justin thought, but I can’t change. Okay, Dr. Olsen, now do the embarrassing mother line.

“All I can say,” Dr. Olsen continued, “is that you are so lucky to have such a great mom. She’s a very fine lady. I know the life she was used to and what she’s going through now. I know how hard it is for all of you. But it will all work out someday. Anyway, you’ve heard it all before.”

“Correct, sir.”

“And about this fight today—you’ll say it was just self-defense. That’s your usual plea.”

“Yes, sir.” Justin’s stomach churned. “I have a right to defend myself. Billy struck first. In fact, he struck me twice. As we both know, according to Education Code 18A-5-1c, I have a right to attend a school free from bullying. And I have a further state right to use reasonable and proportionate force to protect myself. So I suppose you’ll refer me to the psychologist.”

Dr. Olsen looked down, twiddled his thumbs, and said, “That’s exactly what I was going to do, though it seems that you and the school psychologist have read all the same books. I was going to do that, but we have a little problem this time.”

“What problem?” Justin asked. This was not in the script.

Dr. Olsen shook his head. “The school superintendent, Dr. Green, is visiting today. I was just speaking to him.”

“Oh. Well, so what?”

“The ‘so what’ is this—he happened to be near the cafeteria when you pounded Billy to a pulp and he saw what you did, or the result of it. Then, as I was speaking to him, Dr. Green got a call from Judge Skinner…”

“You mean Billy’s father.”

“Exactly. Superintendent Green feels that since you were a martial-arts champion, you were not in any real danger from Billy and thus did not act in self-defense, and thus did not use reasonable and proportionate force. So he suspended you from this school.”

“What? He can’t just do that.”

“Oh yes, he can. And he did. You are to empty your locker and be off school property within half an hour, or the superintendent will have the police escort you off. Dr. Green knows what you’ve been through. He showed sympathy but did not change his decision because…”

“Because he’s afraid of the judge.”

“Justin, he is seriously considering expelling you as a threat to this school. God only knows what will become of you. I wish I could do more, but I can’t.”

“This is crazy…” Justin clenched his fists. “He can’t do this to me.”

“Justin, you’re not going to fight your way out of this one. Write a humble apology to Dr. Green and ask for another chance. I know him and I think he’ll let you back in. But you must humble yourself and apologize.”

“Yeah, sure.” Justin gritted his teeth. “As far as I care, Green can go and—”

“Don’t say it, Justin. C’mon, let me help you.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I don’t want to be here. Not in this school, not in this county, not on this planet. I don’t want any of it. It was nice of you to try. Thanks for everything. Say hello to Mrs. Olsen.”

Justin stomped out of the office. As he passed Mrs. Patent, she said, “Will we ever see the real Justin Davis again?”

She struck too close to home.

“What are you talking about?” he shouted. “This is who I am now.”

“No. Not really.”

“Mrs. Patent, no offense, but you’re a secretary, not a psychiatrist, okay?”

Justin didn’t wait for an answer. He stomped out, emptied his hall locker, and slammed it so hard that teachers ran out of their classrooms. He then stormed down the hall, kicking walls and cursing the world, as frightened students flew out of his path.

He marched up the mountain highway toward his humiliating home in Davis town. If only a car would hit him and end his misery.
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He tramped along, kicking stones, hardly seeing the monotonous forest’s trees on both sides. It was six miles to Thomas, two and a half more to Davis. A billboard boasted of coming county events—the Spring Bird Walk; the Woodcock Round-up. He shook his head and rolled his eyes. They could have filmed Groundhog Day here. No actors, just film the town every day.

He hadn’t always scorned Tucker County. As a child, he reveled in his life as a small-town celebrity in a town founded by and named after his family. A botanical garden, and even a college forty miles down in Elkins bore the family name. The Davis family lived in a great ancestral home, the finest in the county. Justin went with his dad to the golf-and-racquet club in Canaan Valley. Beyond Tucker County, at the university in Morgantown, Tark Davis was an academic celebrity, and Justin basked in family pride.

With all these blessings, Justin might easily have become an insufferably arrogant child. He did not, however, and for that the credit went to his parents. His mother, Star Davis, had grown up as a destitute orphan. Rather than make her a bitter or greedy adult, her past inspired in her a deep empathy for the less fortunate, and she taught this to her son.

Justin’s father, Tark Davis, though wealthy and erudite, believed that his good fortune obliged him to serve others, and he too taught these lessons to his sons. Thus, when Justin decided at an early age to study martial arts, Tark made him promise to use his skill only to protect the innocent, never out of pride. Justin Davis greatly admired his parents, and he embraced their values.

Indeed, from childhood, Justin idolized his father. He walked and talked like Tark Davis. Everywhere they went together, people smiled and said that Justin was a perfect copy of his dad. And they told his father that Justin was a handsome, brilliant child. Father and son enjoyed the same sports, admired the same natural beauty, and laughed at the same jokes.

All of Tucker County called Justin the prince, a title he relished from early childhood. His little brother, Joey, almost from infancy, adored Justin. Crawling, toddling, or walking, Joey followed Justin, as much as Justin followed his father. Thus, from Tark, to Justin, to Joey, the Davis men were a very tight team.

Tark often took his older son on trips, which always had some beneficent purpose. Star Davis had not been a healthy child, and did not like to travel much. She was happy to stay at home on the family estate to engage her passion of writing, and look after Joey. When Star’s career prospered, Tark built her a media room on their estate where she did frequent online interviews. Justin liked to sit and listen. He was fascinated by his mother’s ability to tell delightful and meaningful stories.

At times, Tark would take his boys up in his plane and fly over the town, the high school, or Canaan Valley. If safety permitted, Tark let Justin steer the plane for a few minutes. If they had time, they sailed off through the blue to Morgantown. There they walked along the wide Monongahela River, walked on the lovely campus, visited Tark’s office, and always made their final stop at Justin’s favorite ice cream parlor. On their approach back to Davis, Tark would fly over Blackwater Falls, before landing on the private runway at his large country estate. The family had their routine. The men flew and Star wrote articles and books.

Weather permitting, the family held picnics on a favorite shaded meadow on the Davis land. Star would read from her latest writing, and the family listened eagerly. His mother was Justin’s favorite writer. “And it’s not because you’re my mother,” he always said.

Justin passed his childhood perfectly content with his life. He excelled at school, dominated regional martial arts as well as the youth social scene, and admired his parents above everyone he knew, or saw or read or heard about.

Around the age of thirteen, Justin made his first independent intellectual foray. He developed an increasing interest in movies and books about superheroes and higher worlds. Such interest, by itself, was normal. Much of humanity enjoyed such stories, and so did Justin from early childhood. But he now insisted, in talks with his parents, that he was developing a special theory to explain why so many people relished such stories.

Knowing that Justin consistently achieved genius scores on standard intelligence tests, and seeing his firm interest in this topic, his parents tried to understand exactly what he meant. Out of love and real respect for their son, his parents listened as he tried to articulate his new theory.

With parental help, Justin’s theory took shape as follows. People all over the world were powerfully drawn to stories of superheroes and higher worlds. Justin believed that the standard psychological explanations for these phenomena were not the whole truth. In his view, people were fascinated by higher powers and worlds because they actually existed within the universe. People intuitively, though unconsciously, understand this. Therefore, it was easy and natural for so many people to suspend their disbelief when watching such movies, or reading such books.

Obviously, Justin acknowledged, Hollywood’s versions of superheroes and higher worlds were fiction, but only in the details, only on the surface. The basic premise was true. Superheroes and higher worlds really existed, and Justin wanted to find them.

Star Davis, an avid reader of Plato in her youth, contributed an idea to Justin’s theory. In his Meno, Plato presents the notion of anamnesis, the idea that we know certain things because we remember them from a past life. “I don’t know if reincarnation takes place,” Star said, “but at least Justin is in good company here. I mean, with Plato.”

“I think we understand my theory now,” Justin said.

“Fascinating,” Tark added.

“I want to explore this further,” Justin said, “but I don’t know how. Maybe I should meditate.”

“You could try that,” Star said. “And you might also read more books on the subject. It would seem that if you’re right, other souls over the centuries must have come to similar conclusions. Some of them probably wrote about it. We can look online together.” Star Davis smiled. “I used to dream of being a librarian.”

Justin effortlessly transmitted his interest in these topics to Joey, who demanded that Justin inform him of any new discovery in this area. Justin was happy to see that his entire family encouraged him in his new interest.

Soon after this, two new developments stressed the tight unity of the Davis family. The first was that Tark Davis grew in fame and popularity. His innovative programs to improve education in West Virginia gained national attention. Soon, Tark was crisscrossing the country, though not in his small plane. Around the nation, he became a most sought-after speaker at all sorts of academic and government seminars, conventions, think tanks, and more. The national press soon discovered him. A brilliant scholar and educator who served the poor, looked like a movie star, and spoke with heaps of country charm, could not fail to become a star commentator on endless national news shows. Both major political parties talked to him about running for office on their ticket.

Everyone seemed highly pleased with Tark Davis, except his own family, who complained about his frequent absence. During his short visits home, Tark asked Justin about his research in metaphysics.

Justin angrily said, “You don’t have time to hear about it. You’re always gone. You want to help everyone, but you have no time for your family.”

Startled by these words, his father promised Justin that he would spend more time at home. “I have unavoidable commitments for the next few months,” Tark said, “but after that, I promise things will be different. It will be like it was before. I promise you.”

It had been a little over a year before Justin’s suspension from Tucker County High School that Tark Davis had made this sincere promise to his son. Soon after that, a second new development stressed Davis family solidarity. Romance struck Justin in the form of his first girlfriend, lovely Sherri Bunton. His mother warned him that the Bunton family was very ambitious, and that Sherri possessed a generous portion of that proclivity. Tark also expressed concern. But all such parental caution was in vain. Sherri was, by wide consensus, a top-tier beauty at Tucker County High School, and her family was growing prosperous by county standards, though not on the scale of the Davis family.

Family gatherings now took on a new configuration. Tark was usually absent, and Sherri was always present. Already feeling the absence of his father, Joey now complained to Justin. “You act so weird around Sherri. Why can’t you be normal?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Justin replied.

“I mean you don’t talk to me; you only talk to her.”

Justin said he would be more careful.

The time that Tark had requested of his family, time to honor previous commitments, now passed. But just when his family expected him to return home to what had been their happy life, he revealed to his wife and elder son another, more serious problem.

The Davis family had previously suffered financial reverses in the Great Recession. Justin was too young at the time to hear about it, and Joey was not yet born. Since that time, Tark and Star had been rebuilding the family fortune, slowly but surely. But very recently, indeed in the last month, an apparently coordinated series of financial attacks on the family’s investments and holdings again put them in financial difficulties.

“This is serious,” Tark explained to his worried wife and son. “I swear to you, I had every intention to stay at home and only fly into Morgantown a few times a week for classes. But I have no choice now but to keep traveling. Of course, some of the programs I can do online, but many of them, especially those that pay well, I can’t. At this point, I have to accept every paid appearance I can get. You can’t imagine how disappointed I am. You cannot have wanted me to stay home more than I wanted it. I have no desire to be a famous talking head on television, or to appear at endless banquets and conventions. But these engagements pay well, and for my family’s sake, for your sake, I have to push myself hard. I should have spent more time with you. You mean more to me than anything. I hate what’s happening. But I owe it to you.”

“Tark,” his wife said, “we don’t need to be rich. It doesn’t matter to me. Really.”

“That’s right, Dad,” Justin added. “It will be embarrassing here in Davis, but we can move to Morgantown, where we don’t have an image to keep up. I like Morgantown.”

“I appreciate both of you so much,” Tark said. “I just need a little time to get us back in a safe position, and then whatever it takes, I will stay with you, I promise. Morgantown may be a good idea. I’ve been gone too much. Justin, you and Joey are growing so quickly, and I want to be there for you. I don’t want to just feed and clothe you and tell you how much I love you, and then fly off again. Perhaps Wordsworth was right when he said, ‘The Child is father of the Man.’ Maybe I have to learn from you. We’ll really talk about these things. I haven’t been here for you. But I’ll make it up to you. I give you my word.”

These words both disappointed and pleased Justin. He didn’t like the delay, but his father would keep his promise. Justin now looked forward to an intimate metaphysical discussion with both parents, since Star also gladly participated. Indeed, her interest in these topics preceded that of her husband or son. She had often escaped to other worlds, through books, in her unhappy childhood.

Justin increasingly saw what he wanted in life—basically, to become a great man in the world, for the best of reasons. He would serve humanity in some way or other (to be determined), and exalt his family even beyond their present status.

In his childhood games, Justin had fought bravely to protect the innocent, rescue fair maidens, and bring justice to Earth. In early adolescence, his dreams began to take more serious shape. He would go to one of the best colleges, and one day become, at the very least, a US senator, if not something higher. Like his father, he would fight for justice, for the innocent and the needy.

All these noble dreams ended in his fourteenth year, on a cold, dark, moonless night.

On that cold, moonless night, Justin went with his mother and Joey to see a movie down in Elkins. Tark Davis stayed home to work on a legal case. At the movie, Joey didn’t feel well, and so the family returned early. Star and Joey went upstairs, and Justin stayed in the great room with his father. His father smiled at him and returned to his legal papers. Justin took a book off the shelf and read. Occasionally, he looked out through the large picture window that faced the street. Soon after, Justin heard a burly engine that broke the still air. He looked out and saw a large SUV parking across the street, opposite the Davis estate. Justin had seen that car several times during the last week, always at night, always parked opposite the Davis mansion. He assumed the large vehicle belonged to a friend of the Wyndhams, who lived across the street.

After several minutes, Justin heard heavy footfalls coming up the steps, making the old wooden porch groan. Who could it be at this hour? Justin stood and looked out the window, but the visitor was already at the door.

A large masked man pushed his way past the unlocked door and without a word, shot Justin’s father at point-blank range. The killer then turned his gun on Justin. But the boy, a martial arts champion gifted with lightning speed, had instinctively grabbed an iron poker from the fireplace. With a furious cry he smashed the killer’s gloved gun hand. The killer screamed, grabbed his gun with the other hand, and ran. As Star came screaming down the stairs and rushed to her husband, Justin pursued the killer, racing down the steps and dealing two ferocious blows to his upper back. The killer shrieked like an animal, fell into the waiting car with its masked driver and running motor, and the black SUV fled into the night.

Justin ran back to the house where his mother wailed, “He’s gone! Your father is gone!” Joey cried uncontrollably. Justin could not breathe or see anything in front of him. Neighbors began pouring into the Davis house. Soon, state police arrived from Parsons. Star Davis held her husband in her arms as if he were still alive.

As the ambulance took his father, as police investigated, as paramedics cared for his mother and brother, and as the whole town gathered outside his house, Justin sat alone, unmoving on a chair, watching the big front door swing blindly in the frigid wind. Over and over, his shocked mind vowed deadly vengeance against the killers.

The murder stunned Tucker County and most of the state. It shattered Justin’s mother. Joey was traumatized and couldn’t speak.

All of Tucker County seemed present at the funeral. A large contingent came from West Virginia University, including the president. The governor came with a contingent from the state capital in Charleston. Officials came from Washington, and around the country. Visitors filled the area hotels.

Most prominent of the mourners was Senator Hunter Clay of Virginia, a leading national politician who seemed headed for a run at the presidency. About Tark’s age, tall and imposing, the senator came with his lovely wife, Barbara. At an appropriate moment, they offered consoling words to Star Davis, who hid her grief behind a black veil. Senator Clay explained that he met Tark in Washington and was very impressed by him. He came to offer comfort to the family and to honor the memory of the departed. The pastor asked the senator to speak, but he declined, saying that he wanted to hear from family and close friends.

National, regional, and local news teams were there, remaining at a respectful distance. County and state police were out in force. Star Davis was too grief-stricken to mind Joey, and that task fell to Justin. He held Joey’s hand, but released it to shake hands with Senator and Barbara Clay when they approached him.

“If I can help in any way,” the senator said, “don’t hesitate to call me. Here’s my personal card.”

Justin took the card, thanked the senator, made a polite bow to his wife, and watched as the senator walked with his wife toward their reserved seats. Joey watched them go with a mixture of grief, confusion, and awe.

The funeral went on and on. Many people wanted to speak. Justin knew his father was widely admired, and he had always liked to hear his father praised. But he could not pay close attention now. His own feelings and thoughts overwhelmed him. He was asked if he wanted to speak. He did not. The funeral ended. Close friends accompanied the grieving family back to their home in Davis, where food was spread on tables. Justin tried to be polite. He thanked those who offered condolences, but he could say nothing beyond that.

After the funeral, Justin sank into dark despair. He stopped cutting his hair. He dressed in black. He went deep into the woods where no one could see his anguish. And anguish flared into rage. Revenge possessed his mind. Hour after hour, relentlessly, he practiced deadly arts with daggers and guns. He steeled and strengthened body and mind into a calm killing machine.

His mother urged Justin to be noble and work for the good of others like his father, to make something of himself. “You can’t give in to anger and hopelessness,” she said. “You could do so much for this world.”

“I don’t care about the world.”

The town and county rose up in support of the Davis family, but the family’s troubles were only beginning. Within weeks of his father’s funeral, a new crisis struck the grieving Davises. Star confided to her elder son that the family finances were in grave danger. “I feel terrible to burden you with this news,” she told him, “but I fear you would not forgive me if I did not tell you. You must remember that your father spoke of an apparently coordinated series of attacks on our family investments.”

“Yes, I remember,” Justin said.

“Justin, those attacks have resumed. We are being attacked legally on many fronts. Our lawyers assure us that everything your father did was perfectly legal. But, we are being attacked with title challenges, lawsuits that attach our property, all our assets.”

“Who is attacking us?”

“That’s the problem. The aggressors are corporations registered in Delaware, which protects the anonymity of corporate directors. One corporation owns another, and the first is owned by a third, and all the corporate officers are anonymous. These corporations have armies of sophisticated lawyers.”

Star explained to her son that the loss of one asset, like a falling domino, precipitated the loss of another. In a matter of several weeks, a cascade of financial blows hopelessly tied up, or definitively wiped out, the Davis fortune, leaving the grieving family destitute.

“What about our lawyers?” Justin asked.

“They tried their best, but the enemy has unlimited resources. I can’t pay our lawyers anymore. They are good people. They’ve donated time to us. But they too are exhausted. They have to earn money for their own families. Justin, we are bankrupt.”

“What will we do?” Justin asked.

“We have to sell our house, and our land. We’ll have to live in the trailer for now.”

“I would rather die,” Justin said.

“How can you say that, after all I’ve been through? Don’t you know how I feel when you say that?”

“I’m sorry.” He looked away.

His mother looked at him with deep pain in her eyes. And soon after, proud Justin Davis watched in horror as vulgar men barged into his ancestral home and carried away fine old furniture and costly appliances. The house itself went next. Poverty drove the noble family into their last remaining asset—a ramshackle trailer his parents once provided to indigent families.

The family’s disgrace, coming as it did when Justin was still grieving for his father, was more than he could bear. His many friends rallied to his side. But as the family status plummeted, the slightest hint of pity or condescension in their looks or voices, real or imagined, hardened Justin’s bitter resolve to reject the world. The Prince of Davis would fall on his own sword. He would never be dethroned. At an age when he craved peer respect, Justin burned with shame.

Now, he was suspended from school. How would this affect his mother’s health? She did not deserve this. Justin now brooded over topics he could not mention to his mother. He knew that whoever had caused the bankruptcy of the Davis family must have also killed Tark Davis.

“I swear to God,” Justin said, “that someday I will find you and I will destroy you. I swear to God I will, and no one will stop me.”

His mother kept trying to encourage him. She offered to read to him Plato’s cave myth.

“You always liked that,” she said.

“Not anymore. I don’t believe in those things.”

“I beg you,” she said, “try to find good in this world. Why don’t we go to the bookstore in Elkins? You always liked to go there.”

“I told you, I’m not interested.”

“Justin, your life is not over. When I was your age, I didn’t even have one parent, but I kept trying to find meaning in life and now I have two beautiful sons. And I thank God every day that I had the best husband for many years. I miss him as much as you, but he wants us to go on with life.”

Suddenly a loud truck horn startled Justin, who had been lost in these thoughts as he walked up the highway toward Davis. The truck swerved to miss him on the narrow highway, and the driver shouted in anger.

Justin kept walking, numbed by his grief. He walked through the town of Thomas, along the Blackwater River. Two miles later he saw Davis ahead. And who was Justin Davis now? The prince of Davis was just a teenager with emotional problems, someone to avoid. Justin was the image of his father, and he felt that a big part of him also died in that room that night.

Reaching Davis town, he walked past Henry Street, and looked toward the Davis Cemetery a mile away, where his father was buried. He would always stop there on his way to and from the Blackwater Falls where he did his serious thinking. But today, he felt too ashamed to face his father. He had promised his father to use his martial power only to protect the innocent. But today, Justin knocked Billy the bully out cold. He didn’t have to do it, but he wanted to. Had he failed his father? Was he more lost than ever?

He dreaded going home. His mother might be there, and how would he face her? He walked a few blocks to the little city park where volunteers festooned a bandstand for weekend festivities. Tucker County would honor its best student scholars and athletes. In the past, Justin always won many awards. This year, he would not attend.

He walked back down to the main street, and passed the Tucker County Convention and Visitors Bureau located in a tiny, one-story building. He stopped and read the new flyer on the door. “Pitiful,” he said as he read the words:

Welcome to Davis, the top of the Mountain State! This unhurried high-mountain paradise, the highest incorporated town in the state, offers family adventures unequalled in the region!

Paradise? Unequalled adventures? He couldn’t breathe here. Cheery talk of paradise infuriated him. He almost punched the Visitors Bureau bulletin board.

He looked back toward the high part of town, up to lofty Blackwater Avenue, and stared at the Victorian mansion that floated above the other houses. For generations, the Davis family lived there. His father grew up there.

Since childhood, Justin gazed through its windows at the city below, at the Blackwater River that ribboned round the town’s southern edge, at the wooded hills beyond the water, rippling in waves to the horizon. That grand old mansion pained him as much as the blighted trailer they now so absurdly called home. Sherri Bunton’s father bought the house. Sometimes he saw them through the windows, looking down at the city, looking down at him. He kept walking.

Life would always fail him and he would always fail life. He walked to the cold, grassy riverbank and watched the Blackwater run. Even the moody river held him in contempt and he returned the favor. He could not bear this world. And there was no better world.

He kept walking, eyes down, seeing no one, and letting no one see his face. He reached the family trailer and kicked away a beer can that a drunk dropped in their so-called yard, which in fact was a miserable weed patch.

Justin entered the trailer and threw himself on the trashy sofa. His eyes moistened. He looked at a little bookshelf in the corner. Star Davis lost almost everything the Davis family owned, but somehow, she kept her little library. Her children and her books were her only consolation. Her dream was to write more books. Justin dreaded her return. She might know he was suspended.

He looked at a good-looking young man and a pretty young lady who smiled from a picture in a silver frame that sat on a corner table. It was his mother and father on their wedding day. They seemed pleased with all the world. Justin knew their story well. He tried not to think of it. The charm of their story would only heighten the pain of his loss. He looked again at the picture. He felt as if the attractive young couple in the picture were forcing him to listen, as they themselves told the story of their meeting.
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Justin’s mother, Star Davis, endured a very unhappy childhood as an orphan, with no memory of her parents. She had always suspected that they abandoned her, and no one ever denied it when she asked. People said they couldn’t say, but they did say it, by their nervous silence.

She grew up in a crowded, foul-air facility on the wrong side of Chicago, encircled by menacing streets. She hungered for books and good food and true friends and peace and safety, and got precious little of any of them. Ever in poor health, she was still made to scrub and fold and lift and cook and carry. She was a sort of a sickly, latter-day Cinderella. And Cinderella was her favorite childhood story. But neither the fairy godmother, nor the ball, nor the prince ever appeared.

Then one day in early adolescence, as she rummaged in the attic, the only peaceful place she knew, Star discovered a new favorite book—Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte—the tale of an oppressed orphan girl who intelligently and courageously fights her way to a life of love and plenty.

Star saw the light. She would no longer passively wait for a fairy godmother. She fiercely resolved to study, to learn, and above all to write. She would escape to a fine college, hone her skills, make contacts, and burst upon the world. And she would help others escape their sorrows, and never forget to give back. In short, she would build a great life!

Her dream began to come true. She earned a full scholarship to a most respectable Midwest school, Northwestern University, where she exulted in the kind, learned culture, the magnificent old buildings, and lovely lakefront. The only drawback was that she still resided in the Chicago area, with its metro population of nearly nine million. Still, she was far more peaceful and energetic on campus, though the physical and mental strain of her childhood still at times left her prone to bouts of exhaustion. She dreamed of living in a bucolic cottage by a clear stream, placed pastoral pictures on her walls, and pushed on.

Her studies excelled; her writing flourished. She kept her vow and did not forget those who still suffered. Active in social justice issues, she won a grant to attend a national conference on public service law, hosted by the prestigious law school of the University of Virginia.

As she eagerly attended sessions, furiously taking notes, she found one lecture particularly brilliant, given by the handsome student president of the law school, Tark Davis. She felt an inexplicable bond with Tark, but his lecture, and her discreet inquiries, showed her that sadly he was her opposite. He was heir to a family fortune. She had no family. He was bold and charismatic. She was painfully shy. Indeed, her courage extended only to the keyboard of the computer the university kindly gave her.

She dreamed of speaking with him, but he was always surrounded by friends and admirers, a significant portion of whom were brilliant young ladies as charming as himself. He would never notice her.

Yet in this bleak calculation, Star overlooked an important fact that she had not fully grasped. She herself had grown into a very intelligent and beautiful young lady. Her beauty was not the result of painstaking grooming and dressing. It was natural, unstudied, and unadorned, but it was beauty indeed; modest and intelligent beauty that emanated from a virtuous soul. Apart from that, her figure, though not of the hourglass variety, did her no disservice.

She had been invited to speak at a small subsection of the conference and went to the room in great anxiety. Eight people attended, more than she expected. Even more surprising, one of the eight was Tark Davis. Intrigued by the abstract of her talk, and by her appearance, he had been discreetly watching her as much as she watched him.

He invited her to lunch after her talk, which he praised without a trace of merely polite or, worse, scheming flattery. He really just liked it. And he really just liked her.

Lunch was like a reunion of old friends. They laughed together at the same absurdities, and dreamed the same dreams of a better world. They both passionately cared about social justice. They were both convinced that a better world required a reawakening of basic virtues. They both wanted to dedicate their lives to such causes. And they both could hardly believe they had not always known each other.

For the rest of the conference, they conversed at every spare moment. Star’s departure after a few days hardly lessened their communication. Tark came from a wealthy family and was only too happy to pay for daily long-distance phone calls to Star’s dormitory room. The rest can be imagined. He graduated law school; she received her bachelor’s degree at Northwestern. And they happily married.

Tark Davis was an only child, born late in the lives of his parents, who owned a good deal of Tucker County, West Virginia. He had first studied at nearby West Virginia University, keeping an old family tradition, and then studied law at Virginia. Earning numerous honors, he then received generous offers from universities and law firms around the country.

But Tark Davis chose to return to West Virginia for three important reasons: first, he wanted to stay near his aging parents, whose health was rapidly declining; second, his beloved wife, anxious to finally live with real family, happily helped care for her aging in-laws; and third, Tark yearned to bring his skill and training in public service back to his home state, one of America’s richest in natural beauty, but one of its neediest in education and income. And so, he accepted an offer from the West Virginia University law school to lead their public service law program, one of the best in the country.

As a suffering inner-city child, Star dreamed of green valleys with flowing rivers and waterfalls. She found it all in Tucker County. Finally, she could live in the tranquil countryside as her doctors had always urged her.

Justin’s elderly grandparents both passed away when he was still a child, and Justin then felt even more his father’s regular absence from home.

Having escaped a dark childhood, Star never forgot her dream to write books, stories, and essays—both fiction and non-fiction—with an inspiring message. She spent joyful hours at her desk. Her well-crafted words flowed into journals and magazines. She outlined her first novel. Then she entered her first pregnancy, endured complications that affected her still-recovering health, and writing was suspended, but never forgotten.

Begetting two sons, and carefully raising them, put a strain on Star. Because of her own difficult childhood, she always worried about her children, that they not suffer as she did. This worry took its toll and she did not recover full strength as she hoped. Her husband urged her to relax more. Her children needed her. She tried, but with limited success.

Her children were the joy of her life, but caring for them took all her energy, and writing became a cherished hope for the future.

However, as her children grew, her strength increased, and she was busily and happily outlining her first novel when she lost her husband, her financial independence, and her health. The misery of her childhood revisited her in a terrible new way with the murder of her husband, and the family’s steep descent into poverty.

Before the tragedy, Justin’s mother led charity drives and graciously presided over the county social scene. Now in desperation, she took whatever jobs she could find in a town of 655, in a county with less than seven thousand people. Sometimes this meant cleaning other people’s houses. Wherever she went to clean, Justin avoided that part of town. He could not bear to see it. The day his mother cleaned Sherri’s house was the day he and Sherri broke up.

Justin begged his mother to move the family to Pittsburgh, less than a hundred miles away. No one knew them there, and they would find better jobs. But they could not afford to move, and Star was too weak anyway.

They considered a move to smaller and closer Morgantown, but life there was far more expensive than Davis, and jobs were not plentiful. The university did help the devastated family, and campus friends gave private gifts. But all the money was swallowed up in debts and lawsuits. Star Davis could neither request nor expect more money from her friends in Morgantown. The family was trapped in Davis.

Justin then begged his mother to let him drop out of school and work to support the family, but she wouldn’t hear of it, and anyway, it was legally impossible. The minimum dropout age in West Virginia was seventeen. He must finish school.

Still, he struggled to help. He took out garbage and shoveled snow for families that once felt honored to speak to him. Then word got out that Justin was angry and dangerous, and no one wanted him in their home or shop. He was a bad influence. His fall was complete.

For her children, Star Davis labored beyond her strength, desperately trying to shield them from unavoidable miseries. Terrible stress again left her mentally and physically exhausted. She was again plagued with nervous exhaustion, sometimes severe, and this ruled out a regular job with normal hours.

Watching his mother and brother suffer with no way to help them, Justin grew increasingly depressed. Seeing this, Star Davis tried to keep alive in her family the vision that originally brought Tark and her together—the vision of helping the world. For now, writing was out of the question. She had no time, no energy, and almost no hope.

There were no relatives to help, no way to escape to a place where they could suffer their shame anonymously. They were trapped in Davis and must suffer there.

Justin sank into dark despair. Yet his mother, having survived so many troubles in the past, kept telling him, “Our fortunes will change; they will improve. I know they will. We must be patient.”

Hearing these words, his heart held on to a faint hope that one day he would save his family from their troubles, that a glorious destiny awaited him. This dim hope kept him in school, though his dispirited performance there boded ill.

But high school suspension was not part of the plan. He dreaded the effect on his mother and feared for her life. What if expulsion followed suspension? He would take it as destiny, flee to Pittsburgh, and send money to his family. He hung on to life for his mother and Joey.
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A school bus broke the silence and rumbled to a stop. Eight-year-old Joey Davis ran into the house and embraced Justin. Whatever crazy thing he might be or do out in the crazy world, Justin could never let Joey down. He was almost a father to his kid brother.

Joey was not strong. After the shock of his father’s death, he suffered from childhood depression and could not eat or sleep enough to maintain his health. Star did her best but there were few professional options in Davis, and none she could afford outside Davis. And so Joey suffered what Star and Justin believed to be a treatable debilitation, a fact that haunted them both.

Joey now burst into the house with this news: “My friend Bobby said you saved his brother Ben and beat up that cave-dweller bully.”

Justin shrugged. Despite Joey’s urging, he wouldn’t talk about it. He didn’t want Joey to become violent like him.

“Then tell me the cave story!” Joey said.

“Again? Not now, Joey.”

“Please!”

Justin sighed, took Plato’s Republic from the little bookshelf, opened it to the cave myth, and abridged it as follows in the dramatic voice Joey loved:

“Behold! Human beings living in an underground cave. Here they have been from childhood, with their legs and necks chained so they can only see in front of them.

“Far behind them a fire blazes, and they see only their own shadows, or each other’s shadows, which the fire throws on the cave wall in front of them. To these prisoners, life is nothing but the shadows of the images. With their necks chained, they can’t even turn to see themselves or each other.

“And when any prisoner is freed, he leaves the cave and outside, his eye turns to a greater reality. But he must grow accustomed to the sun’s light, to the sight of the upper world.

“And when his eyes see that greater world, he remembers his old home in the cave, pities his fellow prisoners, and says, ‘Better to endure anything than to think and live as they do.’

“This is the upward journey of the soul.”

Joey applauded. But the truth here was that having thrilled his brother for years with stories of other worlds, and life outside the cave, Justin no longer believed in such things. After the murder, terms like cave-dweller became mere rhetorical weapons used to ridicule and dismiss antagonists. There was no other world, nothing beyond the dark cave of this world.

Joey said, “You got kicked out of school.”

“What are you talking about?”

“C’mon! Everybody knows.”

“It’s no big deal,” Justin said. “I can go back if I write a stupid letter to the stupid superintendent. But I’m tired of Davis. I may just leave.”

Joey turned white, grabbed Justin’s arm as if to physically restrain him, and begged, “Don’t leave.”

“Okay. I’m not leaving. I was just saying that. Now get ready for soccer practice. Steve’s mom is picking you up.”

Despite his depression, Joey tried to follow his brother by playing sports. Coaches allowed him on the team, though he rarely played in games. Today, however, Joey had no interest in sports.

“I want to stay for your birthday,” he told Justin. “Can we have a party? Please…”

“I don’t want a party. You think I would invite anyone to this dump? Besides, I already had my party at school. Now get ready.”

“We’re not trailer trash, are we?”

“What did you say, Joey?”

“One of the kids said I was trailer trash. Teach me to fight so I can make him eat his words.”

“Forget it. Just get ready.”

“Have a party with just me and mom.”

“Joey, enough. Please.”

Joey soon left and minutes later, Justin heard his mother’s old car limp and wheeze into the dirt driveway. She walked in with a cake box in one arm and a wrapped gift in the other.

“I got some things for your birthday,” she said with a smile.

Justin knew the indignities and physical hardship she endured at work to buy these things, not to speak of the humiliation dealt to her by those who had always envied her education and wealth. It was these people who hired her to clean their houses or watch their children, for no other purpose than to demean a lady who had once stood so far above them. This above all disturbed him greatly. He could not tolerate that she did it for him, though he knew it was an act of love. And the very idea of celebrating at a time like this aggravated him beyond his endurance.

“I told you,” he said. “No party.”

“Right. No party. It’s just us. When Joey comes back, the three of us will—”

“Will do nothing. Don’t you ever listen to what I say?” he shouted. He hated himself as he spoke, but he couldn’t stop.

“Look.” His voice rose with agitation. “I don’t want a cake and I don’t want a gift. I know you mean well, but I don’t want to be here on this planet. I’m messed up. I’m just a freak out of a psychology book.”

“Justin, that’s not at all true, and don’t shout at me,” his mother said.

“It is true,” he shouted. “And take back the cake and the gift.”

His mother placed both items on the table, went to her room, slammed the door, and began to cry. This was bad. She never cried.

A sound startled him. He turned. Oh God! Joey stood there staring in disbelief. Justin never shouted at his mother in front of Joey.

“What are you doing here?” Justin asked, sick with guilt.

Joey spoke in a suffering voice. “Coach is sick. There’s no practice.”

“What did you hear just now?”

“Everything.” He ran to his room and slammed the door. Justin knocked, but Joey told him to go away.

Justin said, “All right. Don’t talk to me. Maybe I will go away and you’ll never see me again.”

The lock turned and the door cracked open. “Don’t go…”

Justin entered the room.

Joey cried out in fear, “Are you leaving?” Seeing Joey’s little body tremble, and the tears gliding down his freckled cheeks, Justin rushed to him, picked him up in his arms, and held him tight, saying, “No, I’m not leaving. I’m going to the falls. Look, I love you, and I’m never going to leave you. But I need a little time to think. I’ll be back late. Just do your homework or something. Don’t wait up.”

Justin placed him gently down, but seeing that Joey still breathed heavily, Justin said, “Joey, I said I’m coming back. Okay?”

Joey nodded. “Okay.”

Justin had long ago made clear to his family that when he went to the falls, he needed to be alone. He walked past his mother’s door, intending to leave, but her phone rang and he stopped to listen. She said, “Hello…Oh, hello, Dr. Olsen. How are you? What? Justin suspended? But why?”

Justin ran out the door. He ran for miles till he reached Blackwater Falls. His heart ached. He hurled stones into the seething waters, tried with the usual futility to think of a plan to save the Davis family, remembered his father and wept bitterly.

Justin went home by starlight. He wore daggers on his belt, daring the bears and wildcats lurking in the dense, dark woods. He reached the trailer and waited outside in the cold till the lights went off. He was in no mood to explain anything to anyone.

In the small, shabby space his mother called a living room, he found the untasted cake with fifteen unlit candles, set on his mother’s best platter. A neatly wrapped gift with fine ribbon and bow lay neglected and expectant. No gift could help him, but he took it in his hands.

Obviously, a book. Probably a self-help book, full of the same canned wisdom found in greeting cards and newspaper astrology. Still, it came from the only people in the world who truly loved him.

He slid off the ribbon and removed the wrapping paper without tearing it. It was a book. A strange book. The First Avatāra.

I don’t need this, he thought. I already saw the Avatar movie. And this book doesn’t even spell the word right. They put an a at the end: Avatāra.

His mother had tried many times to take him to the bookstore in Elkins, or to let her read to him from the books he used to like. And now this. How could she think that books like this could still interest him? He looked down at it.

On the cover a handsome young prince with large eyes and rain-cloud-blue skin walked through a tall forest. This, Justin presumed, was the First Avatāra. Sages in saffron robes watched and admired him. Among them, a fair young female sage caught his eye with her soft but stern features.

The Avatāra’s world was crafted of bright, clear colors, and peopled by beautiful men and women. Justin gave a soft, cynical laugh. It was like the heroic, elegant world he dreamed of as a child, the world he rejected as a cruel fiction the night of the tragedy. Once he had yearned to be a hero, a true prince in a magical world. Now that vision angered him by its cruel impossibility. He shut the book and replaced it on the table.

But it could not stay there. It was a gift from his family. He picked it up again and read the cover flaps. The handsome, striding prince on the cover was indeed the Avatāra. His name was Kṛṣṇa. Perhaps it was the late hour, or the dim light, but when Justin stared at Kṛṣṇa, Kṛṣṇa stared back. Justin wondered if he had gone mad in his depression. He looked again. So did Kṛṣṇa. He put down the book and breathed deeply.

He looked around the room, wretched but familiar with its bending walls and collapsing furniture. The spell broke. A mere storybook could not spook Justin Davis. And it was a birthday gift from his mother, for God’s sake. He forced a whispered laugh.

To complete his conquest of irrational fear, he looked back at the book. Kṛṣṇa looked back at him, this time seeming to invite him to enter through the book’s cover into an uncanny, luminous world.

As he often did, Justin summoned courage with irreverence. “Well, Mr. Avatāra, since I’m not going to your world, let me be the first to welcome you to Davis, West Virginia.”

A voice spoke in reply, not the voice of Kṛṣṇa, but of Joey, who came in pajamas, rubbing his eyes.

“Who are you talking to?” he asked.

“Nobody. I was just…talking to myself.”

“Sounded like you were talking to someone.”

“Joey, go back to sleep.”

“What’s that? Is that what Mom got you?”

“Yes.”

“I want to see it. She wouldn’t let me see it till you did.”

Justin shook his head. “Go back to bed; I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.”

Joey shook his head and took the book in his hands.

“I like the picture,” he said, eyeing Kṛṣṇa. “It looks like he’s really there. Were you talking to the picture?”

“Are you crazy, Joey?”

“But he’s looking at us. Tell me about the book.”

“I haven’t read it.”

“Read it to me.”

“All right, for one minute, and then you’re going to bed.”

Justin read:

Long ago, in time beyond memory, dark Asura forces attacked Bhū-loka and threatened to enslave its inhabitants. At the darkest hour, Kṛṣṇa, the First Avatāra, descended to the planet of Bhū-loka and fought the Asuras. Centuries passed, then millennia, till history decayed into legend, legend into myth. Now, sadly, that world has forgotten how the First Avatāra fought to save it. This book will remind the people of Bhū-loka how Kṛṣṇa fought to save them. By reading this book, the people of Bhū-loka will take courage and strive with the Avatāra’s help to save their planet. For once again their world is gravely threatened.

“Did that really happen?” Joey asked. “Did Kṛṣṇa fight to save Bhū-loka? Is Bhū-loka a real planet?”

Justin rolled his eyes. “I don’t want to pop your bubble, Joey, but this particular literary genre is called fable, mythology, an imaginary story. There is no Bhū-loka.”

“But the book said it’s not a myth. What if Kṛṣṇa really fought for that world and they all forgot? Anyway, why did Mom get you this book? We never talk about warriors anymore.”

“I have no idea. We’ll have to ask her.”

“Read more.” Joey squeezed his arm.

“Just a few more words and you are going to bed,” Justin said.

He read, “Learn from this eternal classic how you can awaken your real power and know your real self as you assist the Avatāra. We are confident that you will be delighted with your choice.”

“Let’s do it!” Joey said. “Let’s go to Bhū-loka. We’ll bring Mom.”

“Joey, no more fairy tales, please. Don’t you see they want to sell us something? It sounds like a car commercial. I can’t believe Mom got this for me. Watch, at the end of the book, they’ll try to sell me an Avatāra computer game where I save the world. Pathetic! And such hyperbole: Eternal classic. Not cool.”

“One more sentence,” Joey begged.

Justin read, “To fully participate in this unique adventure, you must learn the contents of this book from an authorized Teacher.”

“Don’t you see?” Justin said. “They want our money, so they’ll sell us a course with a so-called Teacher. This is all crazy. I’m going to bed.”

“But what if those people need our help? You could fix things, Justin.”

“The world can’t be fixed, Joey.”

“But who is that girl? She looks so smart.”

“I don’t know. That’s it.” Justin closed the book, picked up his brother, carried him to his room, and gently placed him in his bed. Then he grabbed his book, put it on the remnant of his nightstand, and lay brooding in bed. He could not get the cover out of his mind. The girl, too, was lifelike. Good artwork, he admitted.

Justin closed his eyes, but still saw Kṛṣṇa watching him. The girl sage turned and noticed him. Her beauty haunted him. It might be nice to live in a world like that. Anything to escape this miserable, boring earth.

With such thoughts in his mind, he grew drowsy and fell fast asleep. He slept until a hand touched his shoulder and woke him. He yawned and rubbed his eyes. Why did his mother wake him? Did she forget that he was suspended from school?

He opened his eyes. He was in the forest! Who had carried him out of the house? Who woke him? Where were Joey and his mother? Were they all right?

The forest was lush and tropical, with waving banana leaves and palm fronds, and big, bright flowers of every hue. He must have been drugged, kidnapped, and flown to Latin America! How else could he be here? His father’s killers had done this. But how did they do it without waking him? He must find a weapon to defend himself, a stick, a rock, anything!






CHAPTER 6 [image: ]


Justin jumped to his feet and hit his head on a low-hanging mango. He cried out and rubbed his head. There are no mango trees in West Virginia! Where was he?

He rubbed his eyes, trying to wake up. But assiduous eye-rubbing and head-shaking did not return him to Davis, West Virginia. Confused, he reached into a little pond to his side and ladled water into his eyes. That did not bring him back to Davis, but it did show him his own reflection in the water. He saw a handsome face, all that he could wish for in personal beauty. It just wasn’t exactly the face of Justin Davis. The skin was slightly darker. The hair was darker. The eyes were large and bright. He looked down at his body and saw he was dressed in red silk with a gold crest. A sword and assorted knives hung from a jeweled belt.

He stood in an emerald-green meadow, canopied by a deep-blue sky. Balmy breezes made palm fronds wave and wildflowers caper.

“My poor dear prince,” came a lady’s amused voice. He turned to face a remarkably lovely young lady who smiled affectionately at him. “You were sleeping so long,” she continued. “I had to wake you. I’m sorry that mean mango attacked you.” She laughed gaily.

“Yes, it did,” he said, frantically trying to understand where he was and how he got here. This was definitely not West Virginia. Clearly, this lovely girl thought she knew him well. He considered what to do with rapid and rational calculations. He must conceal his confusion till he knew more about this place, and how to get back home to West Virginia.

“Anyway,” the girl said, smiling, “wherever you went in your dreams, welcome back to Bhū-loka!”

Bhū-loka? This was impossible. Bhū-loka was a name in a storybook. He must wake up and get back to his family. But the girl spoke as if that life in Davis was a dream.

“Welcome back?” he asked. “Where was I?”

The girl was amused by what she clearly considered to be his feigned confusion. “You were dreaming of another place, dear prince. My poor Prince Jaya!”

“Prince Jaya…”

“Yes, you, Prince Jaya. And I am your beloved princess Su Varṇa. Do you always joke? Or did the mango really scramble your head?”

“Excellent question,” he replied, with a sudden, pleasing sensation that he knew this girl. Of course, Su Varṇa. He remembered her. He knew her. But how was that possible? It was all like a dream, yet Justin felt as if waking from a dream, as if he really were Prince Jaya. For now, he would play the part, lest he go mad.

“Well, well,” he said, matching Su Varṇa’s playful tone, “so this is Bhū-loka, the land of the Avatāra.”

“Now that is a hotly debated topic,” she said, “whether there really is an Avatāra or not; and if there is, whether he really is coming to our planet.”

“That’s right,” Prince Jaya said, for he must act as Prince Jaya for now, as he continued to remember this world. “Some deny the Avatāra. Others accept him as real. What do you think, Su Varṇa?”

“I don’t know. Do you?” she asked in a light but challenging tone.

“No, I don’t know.” He was hardly going to tell her that he read about the Avatāra in a book in West Virginia. He intuited that he could not mix the two worlds.

Justin, or Prince Jaya, feared that despite his high status in this world, and its genteel civility, one wrong word might arouse suspicion and possibly endanger himself. He must not convince these people he was mad, or an alien who possessed the real prince’s body. The result could be deadly. For now, he must play his part here.

Hollywood had prepared him for this situation. He’d seen so many movies where a hero from another dimension suddenly awakes on earth, usually in Manhattan, and stupidly keeps telling everyone, “I’m not from here,” though no one believes it, and they are about to lock up the hero in a psychiatric facility. No, he must play it smart. He must convince everyone around him that he was Prince Jaya. He could not imagine the consequences if he failed in his performance.

And despite the familiarity of this fabulous world, he was desperate to find a way home to West Virginia. His mother and brother must have already discovered his absence. What would the shock do to them? Both were still weak and sickly from the loss of a husband and father. If Justin did not find a way back to them, his mother and brother might not survive the shock. The very thought made his heart tremble. But how?

He must understand his relationship to this world, how he got here, and how to escape. Was he an alien here? If so, why did he increasingly remember this world, its people, and his place in it, as if he were awaking from a dream? Indeed, this world precisely matched the higher world he envisioned and longed for in his childhood. A terrifying question entered his mind—was Davis, West Virginia a dream? His family? The earth itself?

But this was too shocking an idea. He would not consider it. His mind clung to the reality of his mother and brother and the world he shared with them. His quick mind came to a determined resolution: For now, he had no choice but to survive in this world. But he must somehow find a way to return to his family. Every moment he was away was causing them cruel suffering.

In the meantime, the beauty of this world, of Su Varṇa, threatened to overwhelm him. A fear shook his heart. What if he could not resist this world? What if it erased his memory of his real home? If this was ultimately a dream, it promised to be a dangerously seductive, long-lasting dream. A part of Justin was thrilled with his life here as a prince, the beloved and betrothed of Su Varṇa. That part of him feared waking too soon, if it was a dream. But could it be a trap, and he might never wake again? If so, it was a deadly trap indeed. In Bhū-loka, he felt as if a screen were lifted from his senses and for the first time he truly saw, tasted, heard, smelled, and touched. For the first time, he saw flawless feminine beauty.

Su Varṇa enchanted him. He knew her. He loved her as she loved him. He had never felt such strong attachment to a girl. He prayed it was not a dream, and that he could bring her back to West Virginia, as bizarre as that juxtaposition of images now seemed.

Prince Jaya, as he increasingly thought of himself, now recollected that he would inherit a minor kingdom. But Princess Su Varṇa promised that her elderly, sonless father would add to that his larger, richer throne. In return, Prince Jaya must be strictly faithful to her. That was an absolute, perpetual condition. No problem there. Jaya was truly attached to her.

These thoughts unfurled in his mind like a riveting movie, till Su Varṇa broke his reverie. “What are you thinking of, Jaya?”

“Of you, of course. And forgive me,” he said.

“Forgive you for what?”

“For my silly questions. Forgive me and my heart is yours.”

“But your heart is already mine. You tell me that every day. Oh Prince, it’s a lovely day and you must help me to enjoy it.”

She smiled and ran away from him. He gladly ran after her as she led him through a green meadow ablaze with wildflowers. She stopped and fell laughing on the soft earth beneath the shade of an ancient tree. He fell at her side and moved close to her.

He reached for her hand. She pulled it away, laughed, and said, “Wait till we are married. It won’t be long now.”

“It would be even sooner if we didn’t have to make this silly trip,” he said, for he now knew everything about his situation in Bhū-loka.

“Oh yes,” Su Varṇa agreed. “If only I could embrace you now. Oh, why do we have to wait for our marriage?”

“Yes, why?” Jaya echoed.

“Why?” said a young man walking up to them. “Because you are both respectable, civilized royalty, sworn to uphold Dharma, the sacred Law.”

“Oh Lokeśa,” Su Varṇa said, “who asked you? You are supposed to be our dear friend.”

“I certainly am,” Lokeśa said, laughing at his cousin’s fiancée.

Jaya knew Lokeśa as his first cousin and best friend, his most intimate confidant. Lokeśa was not as handsome as Jaya, but he was an attractive young man.

“What would we do without Lokeśa?” Jaya asked.

“Don’t tempt me with that question,” said Su Varṇa, who really did love Jaya’s cousin.

Despite their intimacy, Jaya and Lokeśa differed in many ways. Jaya was bold, Lokeśa cautious, even shy. Jaya eagerly sought to enjoy the world. Lokeśa was rather austere. Jaya adored Su Varṇa and counted the days till they could live together. Lokeśa preferred a single life of study and contemplation, unusual qualities for a prince. He even declared that he would never marry. Jaya laughed at this and Su Varṇa teased him. It was perhaps in their complementarity that an unbreakable bond was forged between the cousins. And for all of Jaya’s grumbling, he knew he could not avoid this trip.

“I hate to interrupt true love,” Lokeśa said, “but we must resume our journey.”

“Why do I have to go up the mountain?” Jaya moaned. “I want to stay here with Su Varṇa, and you, of course.”

“Exactly.” Su Varṇa flashed her quick and bewitching smile. “You and I both know the nearly lethal boredom you will suffer up there with some old teacher’s pious lessons, but you will gladly do it to win me, your fair princess.”

Jaya smiled. She was right. He knew he must make this trip. In Bhū-loka, both his father and hers insisted he follow ancient custom and learn from a Teacher before he married Su Varṇa. Both fathers, in their youth, followed ancient custom and lived the austere life of an ascetic student in the mountains.

“It builds character and strength,” Jaya’s father told him. “I always wanted that for you, but you avoided it for years. You only think of pleasure, not discipline and duty. You will be a king someday and you must prepare.”

Both fathers insisted that Jaya not accept any so-called Teacher, but that he follow their example and journey to the great mountains to learn from an exalted guide. Neither Su Varṇa nor Lokeśa could accompany Jaya up the mountain, but they both chose to accompany him to its foot.

Lokeśa urged his cousin to remember that a king’s first duty is to serve his people, and for that he must study ancient Law, Dharma, and ensure justice, not merely enjoy his opulence and power.

Jaya acknowledged the wisdom of Lokeśa’s words, but continued to complain.

“It’s a sacred duty,” Lokeśa said.

“But I have no interest. Of course I’ll be a kind, just king. I don’t need all this ritual. You know that this religious stuff bores me to death. Why do I have to leave Su Varṇa? Okay, I know, I know because the tradition is to go alone to the mountains. Don’t tell me again.”

Lokeśa warned, “Be cautious in the mountains. You know there is talk of an Asura invasion.”

Jaya laughed. “Bhū-loka does not look like an invaded world. There is peace and beauty everywhere.” He smiled at Su Varṇa.

“Yes,” Lokeśa agreed, “but it may not last. Asuras thrive on deceit. They may be here and we don’t know it. Be careful. We still don’t know if the Avatāra has really come, and even if he has, whether he can defeat the Asuras.”

That caught Su Varṇa’s attention. “Jaya,” she said, “let’s be serious now. I’m worried about you going alone in the mountains. There are dangerous animals. And what if you meet a powerful yogī who demands that you renounce the world as he did? What if he won’t let you come back to me?”

“Now that,” Jaya said, “is absurd. I would never renounce you. Believe me, I will be back as soon as possible and not one second later.”

“You promise on your royal honor?”

“Yes, with all my honor, and all my heart.”

“But why have we come so far?” Su Varṇa insisted. “There are teachers in our kingdoms.”

“Su Varṇa,” Lokeśa said, “you ask that question every day. I don’t think the answer will change.”

“Perhaps it won’t,” she snapped, “but I still don’t believe that Jaya must ascend the mountains to find a so-called Teacher. It’s all a little pompous for me. And you, Lokeśa, must tolerate my asking that question just once every day.”

Lokeśa smiled. “Dear Su Varṇa, I do not merely tolerate you. I admire you and love you as my sister. And I tell you daily that our local teachers cannot unleash all of Jaya’s powers. Only special Teachers can do that. That is why Jaya’s father sent him to the mountain to study with the illustrious Dhī-mān and his celebrated wife, Cāru-dhī. No Teachers in our region compare to them. It is an honor that they agreed to teach Jaya.”

Su Varṇa shook her head and turned to Jaya. “My love, learn the rituals and dogma, and we can all go home. Do it quickly.”

As they boarded their open royal carriage, they saw handsome men and women in fine robes walking about. Jewels shone on their bodies, virtue in their faces. The gleaming sun played on distant domes of silver and gold.

These fine people bowed their heads to Jaya as he passed.

“Look at how these good people bow their heads to me,” Jaya marveled.

“Yes, Lokeśa said, “but keep your own good head bowed to the sages. May we now proceed?”

They resumed their journey. Whenever they stopped to let the horses rest, Jaya got down from the carriage and tried out his weapons. To his delight, he found that he possessed amazing abilities in Bhū-loka. Eager to impress Su Varṇa, he pointed out an apple tree fifty yards away and shot an arrow dead center into an apple swaying in the wind. He threw daggers in rapid succession, with both hands, with pinpoint accuracy. Su Varṇa was a warrior’s daughter and Jaya’s prowess captivated her. He was not merely a normal warrior in a super world.

“What a fortunate birth I have in this world,” he said.

“There is no one like you,” Su Varṇa said, “but please don’t let it inflate your head. I will have to live with you.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me.” Jaya laughed, bursting with pride. And he said to himself, If only Tucker County could see me now! But this thought quickly led back to his dread of never returning. What if Tucker County never did see him again? But the demands on his attention were too great now to think about that.

In a quieter, more pensive moment, when Su Varṇa was resting, and the two cousins sat around a campfire, Prince Jaya again thought with dread about his mother and brother. He missed them all the more for his fear of never seeing them again. How would they go on? No matter how natural and familiar his Bhū-loka life felt to him, his life as Justin Davis was always more real in a way that Justin, operating now as Prince Jaya, could not fully understand. But to the extent that he had a most real worldly identity, it was Justin Davis of Davis, West Virginia. If he could not find a way to return to that life, he and his family might all be lost. The thought was too frightening to dwell on. For now, he must somehow accept the strange circumstance that in Bhū-loka, he had a different father and mother, and different siblings, who were also somehow real.

How many lives did he have? Was his love for his family in Davis a mere illusion? This thought made him shudder. He rejected the thought because it violated his deepest intuition. When they were alone, he asked Lokeśa, “We have many lives, don’t we?”

“Of course. Everyone in Bhū-loka knows that. We are not ignorant.”

“Yet in each life, we love the family of that life.”

“But that’s natural,” Lokeśa said, “since in each life, we owe a special debt to that family. They are the ones who care for us in that life. After all, we are all souls, and so the universe is but a single family. Therefore, it is easy and natural to love other souls that love and care for us, even if they see us as bodies, and do not see our true soul.”

This reply comforted Jaya. He was more determined than ever not to forget his earthly mother, brother, and late father. He formed a resolution that at the right time and moment, he would risk asking Lokeśa if he knew about Earth, and how Jaya might go there. But what if he returned to a different time, a different century or millennium? If Earth time and Bhū-loka time were not calibrated, his family’s might have already passed on Earth. These scenarios frightened him so much that Lokeśa asked him if he was feeling well.

“Of course,” he said, desperately trying to play his role. “I never felt better.” Yet despite these fears, the celestial beauty of Bhū-loka began to take over his mind. He found himself eagerly looking forward to the pleasures of Bhū-loka. He feared his power to resist total identification with this place was waning, and with it, he would lose his memory of Davis, West Virginia.

For now, he must be Prince Jaya, as the small group of friends continued their trek. And as he played the part, he became the part. After some time, they reached the path up the mountain.

“Lokeśa,” Su Varṇa said in her last protest, “it’s rather silly that you and I can’t go too.”

“Dear sister,” he replied, “to journey alone to the Teacher is ancient family tradition.”

“Yes,” Jaya added. “I know, yet another old rule.”

“Jaya, just do your duty,” Lokeśa said. “And we can all go home. As we agreed, Su Varṇa and I will wait for you in this neighboring kingdom. We have friends and allies there.”

The time had come. Inspecting his weapons and tightening his belt, the former Justin, and present Prince Jaya, bid an affectionate farewell to both Lokeśa, who embraced him, and to Su Varṇa, who embraced him with her eyes. And with many backward glances at Su Varṇa, he took to the ancient trail that rose through thickly forested hills to the great mountains.






CHAPTER 7 [image: ]


Eager to finish this duty and return to Su Varṇa, Jaya ran quickly up the mountain, confident that with his powerful body, he would soon reach the hermitage of the celebrated brāhmaṇa couple, Dhī-mān and Cāru-dhī. He spared little time to eat or rest. But the mountain path was longer and steeper than he expected. His meager provisions were soon exhausted, and even his powerful body grew weary as he trekked for many days and miles through lonely wilderness. This was aggravating indeed. Why didn’t sages build their hermitages in more convenient locations?

He must soon reach his Teachers. He would rest and eat in their ashram. He pushed his endurance to the limit. At last, he saw clear signs—a smooth, narrow trail leading to a wide riverside clearing—that he drew near the ashram.
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