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Dedication

For my mother

 

I’m glad I shall never be young without wild country to be young in. Of what avail are forty freedoms without a blank spot on the map?

—ALDO LEOPOLD
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Clay Lancaster rolled the window down and drank in the wind and the rolling red desert, the clouds impossibly tall in Arizona’s turquoise sky. He read the billboards aloud to his brother Mike at the wheel of the pickup.

PRAIRIE DOG VILLAGE!

GENUINE INDIAN MOCCASINS!

LIVE TWO-HEADED CALF!

Clay had never seen so many billboards in his life as lined Route 66. Dozens, even hundreds, advertised the same few roadside attractions. You started seeing the signs hundreds of miles away and you came to think of them as companions on this thin strip through the big emptiness.

Ahead, a long-promised trading post appeared on the red horizon, with a dozen tepees circling a cluster of gift shops disguised as a fort.

“Chief Yellowhorse Village coming up, Mike. Hey, that last sign said something about rattlers. Slow down.”

“Slow down—that’s a good one,” his brother Mike said with a smile, coming a bit out of the daze he’d been in ever since they left Seattle. “Clay, we could’ve raced a tortoise into Arizona and lost.”

“C’mon, Mike, your Studebaker has character.” To Clay everything about their trip was perfect, even the way the truck backfired going down the hills. They were on the loose at last and four days into the Big Wander.

“These places are all phony as wooden nickels,” Mike scoffed. “The Indians in the desert didn’t live in tepees.”

“There it is again—BABY RATTLERS—hey, Mike, let’s take a look at ’em! I bet it’s time to check the oil again anyway.”

It was always time to check the oil. They’d left a plume of blue smoke behind them all the way down through Washington State and Oregon and practically the whole length of California. The truck was new, bought especially for this summer out of Mike’s savings for seventy-five dollars. Well, not exactly new, Clay thought, but new for them. Its original red showed in places, but mostly you’d have to say it looked rusty, which came close to matching the color of the desert and seemed a lucky thing at the moment. Another lucky thing about the truck was its age, Clay thought, it being a ’48 model, same as me, and that makes us both fourteen.

They walked onto the wooden porch of the trading post and Clay’s eyes looked past the cigar store Indian to the footlocker with BABY RATTLERS spelled out large. As Clay knelt and cautiously began to lift the lid, a pair of little boys came streaming out of a station wagon and bounded onto the porch, their parents trying in vain to call them back. Twins, Clay figured. They froze big-eyed as Clay peered through the opening into the box. “These rattlers are a little different from the ones back home,” he reported to Mike. “Maybe they’re desert rattlers.”

A little smile came to Clay’s face as he looked from his brother to the buzz-headed twins, crowding as close as they dared, deliciously terrified and hair-triggered to run. Their older sister was stepping onto the porch, curious to find out what was going on.

“Careful,” Mike warned.

Clay’s right hand started into the box. The blond girl and her little brothers gasped.

“Clay!” Mike shouted.

“I think I can get one behind the head,” Clay said calmly, and his arm disappeared inside the box. The twins took two steps back and eyed their escape routes. Even Mike backed up a little.

Clay reached inside, carefully, carefully. Suddenly it wasn’t so easy for anyone to tell what had happened, with all the rattling and commotion and Clay’s elbow flying back. But the sudden look of terror on his face said it all—he’d been bitten!

Now, Clay thought, crying out in pain and throwing the lid open, springing in one motion on the twins with two of the rattlers in his right hand. The boys screamed and fell back against their sister and their parents who were backpedaling nearly as fast, until they all spied the baby rattles in Clay’s hand—a pink one and a blue one.

“Hey,” one of the twins exclaimed, “those are rattles, not rattlers!”

By now everyone was laughing with relief. The twins took the rattles from Clay’s hand, wanting to hold the “snakes” too and shake them menacingly. Clay was much more aware of their sister, who looked to be about his age. She was watching him, and she was smiling. Her glistening hair, curling into a flip at her shoulders, shone about as bright as the sun.

“Are you fellas on your own?” their father inquired. Clay had never met a Texan before, but he recognized the accent from the movies.

“We sure are,” he answered proudly. “My name’s Clay and this is my big brother Mike and we’re on the loose.”

Both parents looked a little confused. “You’re on the loose,” the mother repeated, sounding a little concerned.

Mike was standing back and seemed to be enjoying this. Clay thought he’d better explain. “We’ve been talking about a big trip for a long time, just the two of us, for the summer after Mike graduated. He’s starting college in the fall—at the California Institute of Technology.”

The man whistled and raised his eyebrows. “Good school.”

“Where’re y’all from?” the girl he liked asked cheerfully. Her hair was blonder than blond. To his amazement, she was speaking to him.

“Seattle,” Clay answered, enchanted with her accent and hair and everything about her. She was shining that warm, sweet smile on him.

She must be wearing perfume, he thought, and as they started to talk he could feel its delicate scent wafting through his nostrils and overcoming his brain, making him dizzy. Tropical flowers, that’s what it is. Like they have in Hawaii.

A miracle was happening. He was usually so shy with girls….

Her name was Marilyn, which awed him, because the only Marilyn he’d ever heard of was a blonde too, and her name was Marilyn Monroe. As they talked, he started remembering Marilyn Monroe in one of the most memorable scenes of one of his favorite movies, River of No Return. He could see her now, struggling to keep her feet on that lurching makeshift raft out in the middle of the rapids. He’d often pictured himself rescuing a girl in just such a situation and earning her eternal gratitude.
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By a great stroke of luck, her father wanted to treat him and Mike to milk shakes at the soda fountain, and in a heartbeat Clay was sitting next to Marilyn at the counter. “We’re going to see everything, go everywhere, do everything,” he declared. “At the ends of the roads we’re going to take off with our backpacks.” He hoped Mike was hearing this—he needed to be reminded—but Mike was a few feet away at one of the tables and busy talking to Marilyn’s father.

Marilyn had the bluest eyes. She looked interested in what he was saying. What did she think of him?

“We call our trip the Big Wander,” he told her. “I can’t believe we’re finally on the road after thinking about it for so long. What makes it even better, we have this uncle we haven’t seen for a couple of years…. Nobody know’s what’s happened to him, and we’re out to find him. Did you ever hear of Clay Jenkins, the rodeo star?”

“I guess not,” Marilyn said apologetically.

“He was All-Around Cowboy in 1956. That means he was the world’s best. Here, I’ve got a few pictures in my shirt pocket.” He showed her his favorite first, Uncle Clay under a black cowboy hat with that trademark smile all over his face, standing by a fancy pickup that had his name and a bucking Brahma bull painted on the side. Then he showed her the one with Uncle Clay in all his sequins and bangles standing in front of bright lights that spelled out MADISON SQUARE GARDEN.

“That’s the biggest belt buckle I ever saw.”

“That’s for All-Around Cowboy,” Clay said proudly. “He did it all—he rode bareback broncs and saddle broncs, bulldogged steers, even rode the bulls. He hit all the big-time rodeos, like Pendleton, Cheyenne, the Calgary Stampede…. Wait, there’s one more.”

Clay took another photograph from his pocket and held it out. Uncle Clay’s face didn’t show very well under his black Stetson, and his chipped tooth and three-day beard made him look a little like an outlaw. He wore jeans, a long-sleeved plaid shirt, and a silk neckerchief, and he was leading a burro.

“He doesn’t look the same.”

“Well, it’s our most recent, from two years ago. He’s older—it was taken after he left the rodeo. The last we knew, he was trying to make a living as a uranium miner.”

“‘The Lonesome Trail,’” she read from the border at the bottom of the picture. “Where is he now?”

“That’s just it,” Clay said. “We don’t really know, and that’s what’s going to make it interesting. All we know is where he was when that picture was taken—near Grants, New Mexico, at the Bluewater uranium mill. And he was leaving there. He could be anywhere from Tucumcari to Mexican Hat.” They were just names off the map, but they sure sounded good when he said them.

“Mexican Hat. Why do they call it that?”

“Because people wear sombreros a lot there, I’m pretty sure.”

Clay noticed Mike’s smirk, but Mike kept on talking to Marilyn’s parents, telling how they’d saved up for the trip and assuring them that their mother was all in favor of it.

Before any time at all, their milk shakes were dry and they were standing outside shaking hands and saying good-bye. Clay noticed someone in the station wagon, a boy a year or so younger than Mike. “My brother,” Marilyn explained. “He’s not in a very good mood. I think he’s just tired of our trip and being jammed in with all of us.”

Awkwardly, Clay reached to shake Marilyn’s hand. It wasn’t anywhere to be found, but finally she produced it, which was a relief.

“Good luck finding your uncle,” Marilyn was saying.

“You too,” he replied, and flushed as he realized it hadn’t come out right.

She chuckled, and then her family all turned for the station wagon.

“Did you get her address?” Mike asked under his breath.

Clay felt his face flushing red and his throat going tight. It was all he could do to wave as the station wagon pulled out. “What was I supposed to—”

Mike was shaking his head. “I’d swear your last name was Pigeon.”

“It’s not like I’ll ever see her again….”

“You never know, Clay, you never know. You could have written her at least.”

I could have, Clay thought. Why didn’t I think of that?

“You were too wound up to think,” his brother said. “I saw you. You’ve never kissed a girl, have you?”

“’Course I have.”

“Yeah, right. That’s why your face is bright red. You’re the worst liar I ever saw. All good things in all good time, Clay Pigeon. Look, you’re tall, you’ve got that dark hair, and you’re handsome—the girls are going to be knocking down your door.”

“Sure, Mike.”

“You check the oil while I make a call, okay?”

It was time for Mike to disappear into a phone booth again and talk, talk, talk with his girlfriend, Sheila. Every day, and sometimes twice, Mike would slide into a phone booth and then afterward drive in a trance for a hundred miles. Clay had a bad feeling. He didn’t even want to think about it. The Big Wander was supposed to be better than all the old days put together when they were hiking in the Cascades, swimming rivers, busting salmon and steelies, messin’ around. But Mike’s heart wasn’t really in it.

The oil was down a quart—no surprise. At least we’re on the way, Clay thought. Fifteen hundred miles from home and out in the middle of Arizona. Maybe Mike will snap out of it. The only trouble was, he’d been this way all spring, like he’d even forgotten he had a brother and the Big Wander was coming up. In the days just before the trip it was a matter of holding your breath and ducking out every time Mike seemed to be getting worked up to making a speech or something. If it hadn’t been for the blowup with Sheila, Mike might’ve called the whole trip off.

Back on the road, Mike didn’t speak for a long time, except to mutter, “In search of the ‘Real West’ …” Clay didn’t want to ask him what he was getting at. As the shadows grew long and they drove through the Painted Desert, Clay could see the Real West out there, glowing and magical, beyond the billboards. Mike was missing it, but there was no budging him when he was in a funk like this.

Eventually it was starting to get dark, and KOMA was beginning to come in. KOMA would make his brother feel better. They’d never heard such a great radio station. It played all the great songs and it seemed to reach about everywhere, as if most of the country was in the neighborhood. The deejays would announce dances from Tyler, Texas, clear up to Aberdeen, South Dakota, and from Columbia, Missouri, all across to Needles, California.

“Ricky Dare here, riding your way on the big signal coming at you from Ok-la-homa City, Ok-la-homa, playing the songs you want to hear when you want to hear ’em, and that’s right now. From John in Cody, Wyoming, for Betty Ann in Casper, here’s Gene Pitney and ‘Only Love Can Break a Heart’….”

Unfortunately for Mike, the signal faded just as the song began. Mike was in the mood for sad songs, sad love songs. Clay glanced at his brother, who was reaching for the dial and trying to get that song back. Mike was hurting, it wasn’t hard to tell.

It wasn’t as easy to talk to Mike as it used to be. For the last year it seemed like all his brother thought about was his girlfriend Sheila. There hadn’t been time for him and Mike to do things anymore.

Now that Mike and Sheila had broken up, you couldn’t just ask what had caused the big blowup. Clay felt bad for him but really was thankful it had happened and Mike had wanted to get out of town. Otherwise all those old plans for the big road trip would have been just a pipe dream. The phone call from Uncle Clay had helped too, but the call wouldn’t have been enough.

I’d be mowing lawns this summer, Clay thought, and Mike would be pumping gas and hanging out with Sheila. We wouldn’t be together out in the middle of the desert heading for New Mexico and points beyond, that’s for sure.

Clay started to write a postcard.

“Who you writin’ to?” Mike was still trying to tune KOMA back in.

“President Kennedy.”

“Oh, yeah? No kiddin’? Just thought you’d stay in touch with the president?”

“Well, you know, I think he’s the greatest … and I always kind of wanted to write to him.” Clay was a little embarrassed now, but at least his brother was back poking fun again. “I figured out that we wouldn’t be doing this trip if it weren’t for him.”

“How’d you figure that?”

“Well, I think it’s because of President Kennedy that Mom got the idea about going to Guatemala for the summer, about helping other people—you know.”

“‘Ask not what your country can do for you …,’” Mike began, imitating the president’s voice and Boston accent to perfection, “‘ask what you can do … for your country.’ Is that what you mean?”

“Yeah, sort of. If she hadn’t come up with such a great idea for her own summer, she might not have been so easy on us about being gone so long—you know, if we were leaving her home by herself.”

“So we have the president to thank? Pretty farfetched, if you ask me.”

“And just think if we find Uncle Clay! Then she’ll really be proud.”

Mike tried the radio dial again. “That’s just a long shot, you know.”

“We’ll find him. I have this feeling.”

Mike hooted. “You didn’t even find out where he was when he called!”

“I know, I know…. I could hardly hear a thing. It was a bad connection. Really bad. I just couldn’t think.”

“Yeah, I know, you got so excited. Well, we know he was in Bluewater a couple of years ago, that’s a start. Clay, you have your own unique style, I’ll have to give you that.”

Mike had a big grin across his face. Clay was sure that the farther Mike got away from Seattle the better he would feel. This was beginning to be just like the old days. And the whole summer was stretching out in front of them.

Clay returned the grin, brandished his ballpoint, and went to work on his postcard:

Dear President Kennedy,

My brother Mike and I are big fans of yours. My mother wanted to join the Peace Corps, but she’s a teacher and couldn’t be gone for two years. But this summer she went to Guatemala with a church group called Amigos.

Mike and I, we’re out looking for our uncle. You may have heard of him—Clay Jenkins—used to be a famous rodeo cowboy. Keep up the good work.

Your friend,

Clay Lancaster

“I had to kind of squeeze it in,” Clay said as he finished up.

“You think he can read your chicken scratch?”

“Do you think it will get to him if I just address it to the White House in Washington, D.C.?”

“Sixteen hundred Pennsylvania Avenue. I don’t see why he wouldn’t get it, and he ought to like that eight-foot trout lashed to the horse. Probably don’t see many of those in Washington.”


3



Oklahoma City was coming in strong now. It was getting dark. Mike liked to drive at night because the radio came in so much better, especially KOMA. Ricky Dare was playing “Return to Sender” and Mike was singing along. Clay hoped his brother would start looking more on the bright side of breaking up, the way Elvis seemed to in the song. Elvis was torn up and everything, but he didn’t sound like he was going to die from it.

But wouldn’t you know, the very next song was “Sheila.” “Blue eyes and a ponytail” and all that. As soon as the song started, Mike was shot through the heart. Well, Sheila’s eyes really were as blue as you’ll ever see, and she did wear her hair in a ponytail. She did after the song came out, that is.

Clay knew not to try to talk to Mike during “Sheila,” and it got even worse when Ricky Dare followed with “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do” as if he were broadcasting Mike’s life story.

“I wish they’d play ‘The Loco-Motion,’” Clay suggested, hoping to derail his brother’s train of thought. “Or ‘The Twist.’ Hey, do you know why Chubby Checker named himself Chubby Checker?”

“‘Fraid not,” Mike mumbled. His eyes seemed so lost in the distance Clay wondered if he’d get them into a wreck.

“His hero’s Fats Domino.”

“So?”

“For somebody who’s planning to be a scientist…,” Clay teased. “Fats … Chubby; Domino … Checker. Get it?”

“So where’d you learn that? I thought you were born yesterday.”

“Day before yesterday.”

“You heard it first on KOMA and the Ricky Dare Show—here’s Gene Pitney with ‘The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance,’ from the new movie starring John Wayne and Jimmy Stewart.”

Mike was still talking, but Clay shushed him and hung on every word through the whole song. “New song, new movie!” he yelled when it was over.

“You sure are nuts for Westerns,” Mike commented, acknowledging Clay’s big moment. “Haven’t you heard that Westerns are going out of style?”

“Sure,” Clay scoffed. “Never happen and you know it. I wonder who the song’s talking about, who was the bravest of them all? John Wayne or Jimmy Stewart? Probably John Wayne, that’s what I think. I sure would like to see that movie.”

“Horse operas …”

“Big doings Saturday night at the fabulous Black Mountain Playhouse in Red River, New Mex-i-co. Music by the Roadhogs—don’t miss it! And don’t forget you heard it right here on KOMA, coming your way out of Ok-la-homa City, Ok-la-homa!”

“Red River,” Mike reflected. A sudden awareness came to his face and he said with a sly smile, “Maybe Marilyn will be there.”

Clay felt a pang of hurt and surprise. Why was Mike going to bug him about Marilyn again?

“I’m not kidding, Clay! Her folks told me they were going next to Red River, New Mexico, to stay for a couple of days before they go home. They said they always go there—it’s up in the mountains or something. So where’s Red River? Check the map, pick up your jaw, and put on your dancin’ shoes! Black Mountain Playhouse, Red River, New Mex-i-co.”

“Checking …” Clay fumbled with the map.

“Anywhere near Gallup or Grants? Maybe Uncle Clay will turn up at the Black Mountain Playhouse, in the band or something.”

“Found it. Red River’s north of Santa Fe.”

“Sounds good to me. Can we make it by tomorrow night?”

“I think we can do it … and still go over to Bluewater on the way, see if anybody there has any leads on Uncle Clay.”

“On the back of the map—read me the population of Red River.”

The best part was, Mike was coming out of his daze and thinking about what was ahead of him instead of what was behind. “Here it is. Five hundred fifty people.”

“See? If she’s not at the dance, you’ll bump into her on the street.”

He didn’t want to talk about it. He felt too good and too sick to speak. Maybe he really would see her again!

They pulled off Route 66 somewhere near the Arizona—New Mexico state line onto a dirt track and found a little clearing for the night a quarter mile back among the yucca and cactus. The tailgate of the pickup served as their kitchen table. “What’s for supper?” Mike asked enthusiastically.

“Chicken dinner,” Clay beamed, and produced a tall can with a label picturing its contents.

“A whole chicken. I see. What goes with it?”

“That’s it.”

“You’re kidding.”

“It’s precooked. You want to heat it up on a stick?”

“I’m hungry. Let’s just eat it.”

Clay was dismayed to find it looked so awful, with big globs of jellied fat adhering to it.

Mike pulled off a drumstick. “The bones have turned to rubber, like the whole thing’s been soaked in formaldehyde.” He ate the drumstick. “Well, I did ask you to take care of some food for the road. Clay, this is the best cold and greasy canned whole chicken I’ve had in my life.”

Afterward they lay in their bags on their backs and watched the stars a long time without speaking. Mike wasn’t going to say anything. Clay knew he must be missing Sheila really bad, going over the breakup and regretting. It was his job to keep his brother’s mind off his ex-girlfriend or girlfriend or whatever she was, and on the Big Wander. “Mike,” he asked tentatively, “do you think we’ll really put a man on the moon before this decade is out, like President Kennedy said?”

“Possible,” Mike murmured.

“Do you think we’ll find Uncle Clay?”

“Possible.”

“Do you think he still wears that big buckle, the one he won for being All-Around Cowboy?”

“Possible.”

“Do you think you’ll let me drive tomorrow?”

“Im-possible.”

Clay smiled to himself. He loved it when things were going like this, more like they used to be before Sheila. Just him and Mike, off on their own together. “Mike”—he nudged him in the ribs—“you know that singer Don Ho?”

“Yeah.”

“What if he named his son Westward?”

Clay couldn’t see Mike’s face, but he knew there had to be a smile on it.

“Or Tally or Gung,” Mike suggested. “Maybe Heidi for a girl. Heidi Ho.”

“How about Land? I’d like that for a name. Land Lancaster.”

“Possible, but not Land Ho. Good night, Clay.”

“Good night, Mike. Thanks for everything.”

“I haven’t done anything. Well, maybe I let you talk me into this Big Wander of yours. That was some dinner you set out….”

Clay let his brother drift off, and then he balled up his jacket for a pillow and took in with deep satisfaction the faraway whistle from the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad, and the sage smell of the dry desert air. It was altogether different from the deep woods scent of western Washington. He always felt hemmed in by the woods; he preferred the sea. This desert was like a dry ocean, big and open, with a big sky and shapes enchanting in the far off. It was pleasant waiting for shooting stars and listening to the cicadas drill their shrill signal into the night, half expecting a sidewinder to slither across your bedroll. And it all lay in front of him, this summer and these landscapes from another world, rolling into it with his big brother and eating out of tin cans.
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“Fifty miles to Bluewater, New Mexico,” Clay announced as Mike fished the truck key out of his pocket. “Maybe Uncle Clay’s still around there somewhere.”

“Tell me again about when he called,” Mike said as he pulled back onto the highway. He turned off the radio, which was spitting static as always in the mornings. “Maybe you’ll come up with something better than ‘Restaurant Hay.’ Just try to remember.”

“I’ve been trying, believe me. The connection was terrible; at least I couldn’t hear a thing. He was surprised it was me—he thought it was you. He said I sounded a lot older.”

“Well, we haven’t heard from him in two years.”

“He asked about Mom, probably he asked to talk to Mom. I thought since I couldn’t hear him, the best thing to do was to tell him all I could, so I told him how she’d just left for Guatemala.”

“What else did you tell him?”

“Oh, you know, how she got all fired up about Amigos. I said she was going to be giving used eyeglasses to people with bad eyes, and all that stuff. I told him they didn’t have any telephones where she was going, so he couldn’t call her there. I told him she wouldn’t be back until the end of August.”

“But what about him? Nothing about what he’s been doing? Just that he was calling from some place called ‘Restaurant Hay’?”

“It only sounded like that. Mike, you wouldn’t believe how hard it was to hear. It sounded like he was calling from Timbuktu.”

“Come on now, you’ve looked over that map a hundred times. There isn’t any town named that. You’re going to have to try harder.”

“Really, Mike, that’s what it sounded like.”

“Are you more sure of the ‘restaurant’ part or the ‘hay’ part?”

“The ‘hay’ part.”

“He didn’t mention the name of the state….”

“Probably he did, but I didn’t hear it.”

“Did you ever ask him to repeat the name of the town or the state?”

Clay didn’t answer.

“I just can’t believe, after we hadn’t heard from him for so long …”

Clay’s stomach was in knots. Mike didn’t understand, he’d had this same conversation with himself a hundred times already. If only—“Wait, Mike. I remember something else. Something about horses.”

“Well, that’s better. What was it all about?”

“That’s all I can remember—something about horses.”

“Say, that’s a surprise. A guy who’s been in rodeo half his life mentioning something about horses. But then again, it gives us something to go on. Every time we see somebody with a horse, we can show him one of those pictures in your pocket.”

*   *   * The foreman at the Bluewater mill told them Uncle Clay had taken off to do some uranium prospecting. “Your uncle didn’t take to punching the clock and working for wages. He got himself that pack burro and started prospecting. Moved on pretty quick as I recall. He was heading for Moab, Utah. Lots of uranium discoveries up there.”

Clay asked, “You’re sure it was Moab?”

“He wasn’t around long, but you’re curious about what a man who’s enjoyed some fame will do when he’s out of the money. To tell you the truth, I don’t think he knew what to do with himself. He was starting all over in life.”

“On to Moab,” Clay said cheerfully as he got back into the truck. “See, Mike? We’re hot on his trail.”

“Via Red River, New Mexico. Don’t forget about that. What’s the name of that band they keep talking about—Polly and the Wogs?”
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