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transient [tran-see-uhnt] - noun - A person that is transient, especially a temporary guest, boarder, laborer, or the like. - adjective - Not lasting, enduring or permanent; transitory.
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- Prologue -

 


 


Somewhere in Utah, June, 2008.
 

 


 

 “Ahhh, shit.”

 Utah state trooper Alan Burke was annoyed when he saw in the glare of his high beams a red sedan go barreling across both lanes of U.S. 6, into a divide in the guardrail and then catapulting off the shoulder and down what had to be a hundred-foot drop into a snow-filled canyon.

 Burke raced his cruiser ahead, pinpointing the exact site of liftoff for what looked to him to be either a Honda or a Toyota. Even great drivers often struggled when it came to traversing the inclines and divides of northern Utah early in the morning. A good-sized elk up here could send one of those sedans halfway back to Japan. Burke had seen it happen plenty of times.

 Ten minutes. Ten lousy minutes he’d been on patrol, and already some numbnut, probably loaded or laced, couldn’t handle his carriage. Burke had been so intent on pulling up onto that same shoulder to drink his coffee for a few minutes that he hadn’t even seen the car approaching.

 Strange, because out here at this hour, there was no way to miss another car unless there was a blizzard going on, and often there was, but certainly not on this morning. Had he even seen headlights? It didn’t seem like it, but if the drunk-ass couldn’t stay on the road he might not have had the sense to turn his lights on either.

 There were ski resorts and vacation houses all through these stretches that got year-round use, which to Burke meant an endless supply of rich pricks that boozed it up all hours of the day. But this was no rich prick. The son or daughter of one perhaps. Burke characterized everyone by the car they drove. He couldn’t help it. To him, one of the tenets of good police work was establishing an on-the-spot profile. You had to start with some hunches and go from there, and often that meant, at the very least, a little prejudging.

 In this case, it was probably just a kid headed back to Orem or Provo, maybe cool enough to get into one of the parties out here in the cliffs but not cool enough to stay the entire night. College kid perhaps, or snowboard punk. Toyotas and Hondas were tough calls because anybody from a high school senior to a great grandmother could be in there.

 The cruiser came to a stop on the shoulder overlooking the vast, white-capped valley. Ten minutes on the clock. He’d gotten about two sips into his coffee. He took a third, set the cup back into its holder on the dashboard and stepped out of the cruiser, huffing and puffing in the chilly early morning air.

 He stepped to the rear of the car and lifted the trunk, then bent over and began untying his shoes. Amid a series of pained grunts, he began to pull on a black snowsuit — no telling from up here how deep the snow would be down there — and he replaced his uniform shoes with a pair of thick-soled black boots. Before zipping the suit all the way up, Burke leaned his head down toward the radio on his chest and pressed the talk button with his thumb.

 “County, 38, we’ve got a 10-20 out here. Westbound, U.S. 6, past mile marker 178. One vehicle off the side of the road. Repeat, one vehicle is down in the ravine. Will try to advise as to number of occupants when I can. Over.”

 A female voice chirped something back to him as he let go of the radio and zipped the snowsuit. Burke slammed the trunk and began to envision his path down the side of the highway and into the pass. He’d made plenty of rescue attempts in 18 years on the force, some successful and some not, but it never got any easier to predict the ever-changing terrain to the left and right of Utah’s mountain roads. He stepped through the break in the guardrail, reached deep into the snowsuit, pulled his high-powered flashlight from his belt and leaned out over the edge of the cliff.

 He clicked it on, and while it wasn’t strong enough to fully illuminate the crashed car below, it cast enough light to show Burke a faint metallic reflection. He clicked the light off, worked it back inside the snowsuit and squinted down into the canyon. As his eyes adjusted to the timid dawn light which was boosted greatly by the snow pack below, he began to see the tiny rectangular shape of the car just off to the right of the point of takeoff at the guardrail. At a quick guess, it looked to be at least 50 feet down.

 If he was going to get tied up in an accident this soon into his shift, Burke was going to get a look at things for himself, alone, pretend he was the detective he wished he was. He took a leap off the ledge immediately adjacent to the roadside onto another one about six feet below, having no idea what the footing would be like when he landed.

 It was solid, and from there, he was able to slip and slide his way down toward the car. Within two minutes, he could see the back half of the sedan in detail through the morning gloom. Its smashed front end was almost completely buried in snow, as was much of the driver’s side, obscuring the trooper’s view into the front seat. Still, it appeared the interior light was glowing inside.

 Burke stopped on a boulder at the edge of the giant rock shelf on which the car rested, still probably 75 feet above the river bed at the bottom and about 20 feet to the left of the car. He unzipped his snowsuit and again leaned down to his radio, pulling it up to meet his face as he breathed in long, steady gasps of exhaustion.

 “County, 38. Approaching the vehicle. Almost straight down about 50 feet from the road. We’ll need some help getting back up out of here, or at least I probably will. And maybe the chopper and the Stokes basket. Stand-by for occupant count. Over.”

 “Copy that, 38,” the female radio voice chirped back at him. “Standing by.”

 Burke stepped to the edge of the boulder and slowly let his left leg sink into the snow. It came up to his knee and stopped firmly, so he lowered his right leg down to stabilize himself. In a slow-motion, stomping pace, he made his way through the snow to the side of the car, now certain that if it had been running on its way down, it wasn’t running anymore.

 The driver’s side door was the closest to him as Burke leaned onto the car, which he now saw by its exposed back end was a faded red Toyota Celica, mid ’90s. It had Louisiana tags and a Hartford Whalers license plate frame on it. Hardly a local. Burke balanced himself against the car and began digging away at the snow gathered around the frame of the door.

 He reached for the handle and lifted, but the snow still packed into the door’s hinges made it impossible to simply swing it open. He spun around and faced the door so he could grab it and pull it with both hands. With a heave that made him fall over backward into the snow, he dragged the door all the way open until it dug in and stayed open, at once revealing a beam of blue light escaping the car.

 Still on his back, he grabbed the radio.

 “County. Inside the car now … what the —”

 Burke stopped speaking and let the radio fall back against his chest. He wrestled his flashlight out again and clicked it on as if to make positively sure he was seeing what he was seeing — or wasn’t seeing. He shined the beam into the driver’s seat, the passenger seat and the back seat, and then steered it up to the splintered and partially caved-in windshield.

 The car was empty.

 The keys were in the ignition, and because Burke himself had watched it go careening off the side of the highway just minutes before, its emptiness was utterly impossible.

 “Still waiting on that occupant count, 38. Everything 10-4?” his radio squawked at him suddenly, making his heart leap. “Need to dispatch EMS, over.”

 Burke ignored the call for the moment, mainly because the current occupant count was zero. He didn’t need the flashlight to see there was no one inside, thanks to the large, glowing GPS unit wedged between the windshield and the dashboard. It apparently had fallen off its mount on impact but had remarkably survived the crash and was still turned on. Its screen lit up the entire accident scene in soft blue that matched the brightening horizon. On the screen was the word REPROGRAMMING and a little progress bar beneath, slowly crawling from left to right.

 Although the car was at a sharp downward angle, and although it seemed like the perfect way to start an avalanche the rest of the way into the canyon, Burke climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled the GPS onto his lap. Whatever REPROGRAMMING meant, it was 86 percent done and counting. He wanted to see what would happen when it reached 100.

 He also wanted to see his way back out of the canyon before the emergency crews and his backup officers arrived, because he wanted to take this marvelous GPS for himself if it actually still worked.

 “Trooper 38, you out there? Any survivors?” the radio barked at him.

 “No,” he grunted into the radio, gazing at the GPS and rubbing his forehead, wondering how much something this fancy cost and thinking he would give it a much nicer home than a mid-90s Celica windshield. Ninety-two percent done. What would happen at 100? Where was the driver?

 “No survivors?”

 “No,” Burke said. Ninety-four percent.

 “How many bodies then?”

 “None,” the trooper said, hitting the button on the radio and speaking but still not flinching.

 Ninety-eight percent.

 “None? What do you mean? Talk to me trooper! We’ve got units on the way right now and EMS is waiting! Is there a wreck or not? How many occupants in the vehicle?”

 One-hundred percent. Then, a blank screen. Then, “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome,” rolled through the air in a much more soothing female tone than the one squawking out of the radio, and it came with a corresponding blast of light. Trooper Burke smiled into the bright blue screen. The thing still worked, alright. Now, if he could get out of here, it would be his.

 Burke’s solitary life on the lonely highways striping across the Utah mountains had brought him the kind of boredom that made this sort of petty theft a thrill. He yanked the power cord out of the cigarette lighter, grabbed the suctioned mount off the floorboard and snapped it onto the backside of the GPS, sloppily winding the cord around it.

 He climbed gingerly out of the car and unzipped the snowsuit again, thankful for always keeping the quilted nylon suit in his trunk. He carefully slid the GPS into the long inner pocket that ran down the suit’s left side. He tucked the cords in as best as he could, knowing if he could get back out of here without breaking his neck, the day would take on a whole new glow, literally.

 After crunching rhythmically up and down and back across the snow bank, trying to use his previous footprints as a guide, Burke began scaling the cliff back to the highway. By the time he made it back to the ledge he’d leapt to from the roadside, thinking this was where he would break his neck, there was Trooper Evans, smiling down at him.

 “Never one to communicate, are you?” his former partner said, reaching his right hand down to help pull Burke back up to the shoulder on the side of the road. “Way to leave us hanging.”

 Burke grunted in feigned laughter, taking great care to make sure he didn’t lean his left arm too firmly against his side as he kicked a leg up onto the ledge and pulled himself up with Evans’ help. He trudged back to his cruiser, unzipping the snowsuit one last time and popping his trunk. There were now five more cruisers lining the side of the highway behind his, lights ablaze, and an unneeded ambulance was pulling up behind them.

 “Well, what the hell is going on down there? What happened? How many inside?” Evans asked as he walked up behind Burke standing and undressing at his trunk.

 “Go see for yourself,” Burke said. “I barely touched a thing down there, other than the door handle.”

 Burke was completely unable to fathom how there was nothing, no one, not even a speck of blood inside the car down there, and not a footprint outside of it either. He was anxious for the same shock and bewilderment to befall his fellow officers. As he slid the snowsuit off, the GPS was still hot to the touch in the inside pocket.

 It didn’t occur to him until much later that the car down in the ravine matched the description of the one he’d heard about, the one that caused the big pileup over in Orem back in May.

 The one that had allegedly just vanished as it did.
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 “It breaks your heart. It is designed to break your heart. The game begins in spring, when everything else begins again, and it blossoms in the summer, filling the afternoons and evenings, and then as soon as the chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.” — A. Bartlett Giamatti
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 Somehow, things really would be different, if only for this year.

 Somewhere right this second, there was a large, loud woman standing at a dead still on an airport people-mover. Only this time Jeff Delaney wasn’t the sucker stuck behind her, and that was all the difference in the world right now. At least it was supposed to be. But Jeff’s mental picture of her was real enough to put him right there behind her, and not in a paint-peeling wooden seat in the 12th row of a Savannah, Georgia, baseball stadium.

 The man who once thought himself made for airplane travel was already screaming at her — inside his own head of course — to read the sign right in front of her, if she could read, and to please consider the name of the object she was standing on, which was struggling to serve its purpose at the moment. It’s a people-mover, for Christ’s sake, and it sure is tough to move people when a piece of livestock is parked right in the middle of it, rendering the entire operation to little more than a horizontal elevator ride that was even slower and therefore more annoying than just walking.

 She’d be the same woman, certainly, who would be crashing down beside him at the Southwest gate 20 minutes later while cackling madly into her cell phone. Naturally, she would try to board the plane two zones early with too many bags, at least one of which would be too big for the overhead compartment, before cramming herself into the window seat — the one he’d requested and obviously not gotten — and needing two seat belts instead of one before drinking three screwdrivers instead of one. Except she’d call them vawdka-n-awnge juices, because that’s what annoying people do when given the chance. Like great hitters, they just deliver and deliver.

 Riley’s voice — again, inside his head, since those were mostly the only voices available to him these days — came like it always did, just in time, begging him to take a breath and relax. Jeff found himself fretting and fidgeting so much in his stadium seat while playing out this contrived scenario, he was actually drawing attention to himself from the gum-smacking kid four seats down to his left, and now that kid’s mother, too. Both were peering out at him over a program scorecard the kid was undoubtedly butchering.

 That’s how it was now. Like any addict, if Jeff couldn’t get his fix by living out stressful situations in person, he would daydream about them instead.

 He was well past the eager, resume-building part of his life, a time filled with wishful thinking about only working in the majors. Now he sarcastically looked back to his presumptuous post-college days, when he believed someday soon he’d be Boston’s lead advance scout and would never set foot in a Class-A stadium like this one again. But it wasn’t about working for the team you loved, he’d figured out. It wasn’t about loving the team for which you worked either, sadly. He was working for the Mets, for God’s sake, the team that had broken his heart before any girl had.

 Now he spent his baseball nights thinking about anything other than baseball. Tonight, that meant thinking about anything other than Felix Ascondo, the Savannah right fielder he was being paid to watch and provide some account of to New York after that stuffy, thundery spring night. Jeff was completely disinterested. Not just with baseball, either.

 There was a time, hell five years ago in fact, when the mere chance to identify himself to a player or a fan as a major league scout made him squirm with delight. Now, there was the most certain divorce, the general boredom of thirtydom and the feeling of dread that accompanied the realization that his life’s work up to this point had added up to unhappiness and a shitty paycheck.

 Jeff was at a point where he begged for distraction. Tonight, he prayed that Ascondo — allegedly developing quickly as a hard-hitting, fast-moving switch-hitter — would show him something that would get him out of there early, and maybe into something more dangerous and fun, but more likely into his hotel room drunk and alone. Again.

 At the moment, Ascondo was showing him little more than a fan of sunflower seed shells streaming from the Dominican’s lips as he stood otherwise motionless in the outfield, a few thin clouds of the moths of summer performing their nightly ballet in the buzzing lights above him.

 Usually in Jeff’s experience, early season minor league crowds buzzed much less than the lights as they spent the night in and out of conversation about life and the game, giving each an equal share all night long. The minor leagues sometimes worked in reverse from the big leagues. At the beginning of the season, there was still school, taxes and other bullshit for most people to worry about. It really took the boredom of summer sometimes to make the games interesting to fans.

 To Jeff, baseball was now uninteresting from early April to late August. Only in the offseason did the game seem remotely appealing to him. This was no typical early-season crowd, unfortunately. Tonight was some kids night at the park, which meant Jeff got bumped back from his usual stoop 10 rows behind home plate — he spent his working life either there or in the 10th row down the first base side — and forced him to listen to more shrieks than a cave full of bats every time someone hit the ball.

 The kiddies were out in force, ingesting sugar in seemingly lethal doses as moms doled out cash from purses like bookies. Needless to say, they were talking up a storm, reminding Jeff of how much kid-talking always got done on the airplanes on which he was trying to sleep over the years.

 And then Riley’s voice was back again, his former voice of reason and now just his former wife. He could only bring himself to dial her number when he’d stared down a couple rounds of Bushmills these days. But even those bad decisions and awkward conversations had become less and less frequent with the maturation of Jeff’s relationship with Irish whiskey.

 His estranged wife’s voice had never ceased to be the one inside Jeff’s head, until a new female voice began to dominate his thoughts that spring and summer. It was Riley that had been saying from their earliest days together that Jeff’s cynical view of people was dangerously close to too much, and that he needed to beef up his tolerance to pretty much everything. God, that had been forever ago.

 And now, of course, he thought about that goddamn GPS, still sitting on top of the beer fridge in the garage at home, still in the box. He’d wanted to bring it to Georgia to help christen his official foray into car-only travel this baseball season, but had sped out of New Orleans way later than he’d hoped that morning after drinking way more than he’d hoped the night before. He had left the expensive — and ill-intended somehow, maybe? Maybe — gift from his almost-ex-wife right there in the garage.

 Ascondo, he noticed casually, was standing on the top step of the Sand Gnats dugout now, waiting to scoot out to the on-deck circle and, Jeff hoped, do something that’s easy to scout, like hit a first-pitch home run. Not likely.

 The GPS had come into Jeff’s life at a time when he’d started to scrutinize everything attached to Riley, and for that reason it didn’t shock him that it ended up being the last gift exchanged between the two before the split. It was so fitting, Jeff had found he rather liked the GPS now, or at least the idea of it, and had come to be almost giddy about using the thing, even if only to spite her in some ridiculous, Jeff sort of way.

 For about 10 minutes last Christmas, he believed that thing he’d unwrapped, which had arrived with a tipsy Riley at about 3 that morning, was a symbol of some new, happier life for both of them. Not long after, he’d found the sarcasm he just knew was programmed somewhere into that magical direction-finding thing. Riley, putting her LSU education to work, had decided this piece of gadgetry was some sort of solution to Jeff’s hatred for plane travel and his constant, unrelenting stress.

 He’d been scouting baseball talent in some manner and for various teams for 15 years — after his own playing career fizzled in a blink his sophomore year at UConn — and he had hated airports and the people inside them for almost just as long. The GPS, he imagined Riley thinking gleefully to herself, would rejuvenate his career, a big reset button he could plug into his cigarette lighter. Always the perfect little solution to Jeff’s nonstop problems.

 The GPS symbolized the new leaf she was turning over for him. It was so simple to her. Those two-hour flights from Houston to Phoenix? Why not turn them into 16-hour drives instead? It was comical then, and as Ascondo waved pathetically at a high-arcing slider for strike three, it seemed more so now. He almost shrieked in delightful impersonation of the fictional airport lady he’d dreamed up.

 Jeff shuffled up the stadium steps and through the sparsely-populated concourse toward the exit gate — it was only the bottom of the fourth inning, but it was clear Ascondo was pure shit and couldn’t hit a breaking ball if he ran one over with his car — and he wore a smile that was becoming more and more common for him, the kind worn by death row inmates who have long since realized every minute leading up to the last one will be a lot easier than the last one.

 So find some way to enjoy them.
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 “In four, hundred, feet, turn right … In three, hundred, feet, turn right … Arriving at destination, on left.”

 Jeff was still smiling two days later as he drove through the crowded streets of the French Quarter, where he almost never went anymore unless his brother or one of his few remaining friends made it to town on a weekend he was actually in town.

 He loved the city, had called it home for six years now and did so in a defining love-it-or-leave-it time for New Orleans. Far from a native, Jeff always felt when Katrina came blowing through in 2005 that, in some way, he became almost as important a resident as the ones he always listened to — either playing improv jazz or just drunkenly gabbing — in the Frenchmen Street bars he loved.

 The storm forced every survivor that still had a front door to walk into to either find some way to stick it out or to cut and run forever. Jeff was one of those lucky ones whose life hadn’t been ripped in half by the storm, and he vowed to stick it out even if it meant three different addresses in the same part of town in less than three years, and it did.

 Sticking it out also meant, as it turned out, scouting for the Houston Astros those first three seasons, then catching on with the fledgling Washington Nationals, with whom he spent two difficult years as a minor league advisor and regional scout right after the hurricane. Last season, he’d pulled off the trick a third time by catching on with the New York Mets, and all of it was made possible by his stubborn allegiance to the city of New Orleans and his connections to its Triple-A club, the Zephyrs, which had affiliations with those three clubs during those years. If what he’d heard at spring training was true, he’d face the challenge again next season when the Zephyrs were apparently set to align with the Florida Marlins. Yuk.

 As was the case for millions of others along the Gulf Coast, the autumn of 2005 became a major milepost in Jeff’s life. Not because of any physical devastation, however, but because everything around him was changing and he wasn’t, at least not for the better. Instead of the annual January Dominican trip he’d twice dragged Riley on — kicking and screaming on the first one and then talking vacation home possibilities after the second — Jeff and his wife spent all but one of the post-Katrina months doing anything and everything they could to volunteer in the hardest-hit parts of their town. They lived mostly off her award-winning columns in the Times-Picayune.

 Strangely, in the days before the storm made landfall the paper had granted her a month off on the simple promise she would be back in early October to spend the next year, or longer, trying to explain to the rest of the world what was happening. Perhaps the Pic was already sensing most of the substance of her work thereafter would be extracted from the desolate streets in which she and Jeff ended up toiling almost every day until spring. And for those months it was, at least the months after the couple’s September escape from their devastated hometown.

 Strange, Jeff always thought, that a Times-Picayune journalist would be leaving New Orleans in the days before Katrina with no plans to return for a month, but who was he to judge? He was going with her, as the Zephyrs had evacuated to Oklahoma City on Aug. 26, three days before the storm made landfall. When they got back, Jeff and Riley also managed to make time to move from their pre-marriage apartment into a house. Another odd Katrina irony, Jeff now thought.

 As the storm approached, Riley’s parents had hatched their own cut-and-run plan, offering to their daughter the house on Carondelet Street they’d moved into after getting married in 1972, with an understanding they didn’t care to return except for visits to her. About the same time, Jeff and his wife got the hell out of Dodge too. They cashed in some of Jeff’s vault of frequent-flier miles and headed west to Arizona.

 Jeff’s tenet of, “I’m not flying anywhere I’m not being paid to go,” of course, had to finally give way. That had been Jeff’s line for years, and his distaste for flying eventually led to this whole driving-everywhere idea that Riley had sprung on him. The couple’s pre-Katrina flight to Phoenix — where Riley spent the month evaluating her life and crying over what she called her lost hometown and Jeff spent the month evaluating the many different flavors and intensities of whiskey — was the first and only pleasure flight the couple ever made other than the two Dominican trips, and it fell well short of its billing.

 In the months after their return, it was double-duty — hauling, dragging, sorting and sweating, and late-night writing for Riley. Both of them burned the candle at both ends right into Jeff’s next baseball season. But the couple rejoiced in the fact it had managed to live all but that first month of its post-hurricane life in the Carondelet Street house, the one which Riley’s parents fled when they “finally got out of that poor, heartbroken old town.”

 “In two, hundred, feet, turn right.”

 Jeff was amazed when the GPS woman had methodically chirped out exact directions to that familiar Carondelet Street address. He steered street by street from his crappy new, yet very old, place on Esplanade Avenue on the northeast end of the Quarter to the place where he’d spent the last two and a half years of his life and his marriage — mostly happy, he thought.

 His old address was one he thought he’d earned for the long term, one that would be tied to him for a long time. While it might have been mostly Riley’s paycheck that had allowed them to make the choices they made while they lived there together — including him switching teams like an aging free agent — Jeff felt he’d paid his dues when he was covered in mud and sweat that post-Katrina winter. It was a time when he often had to leave that scene of despair and fly to Florida during spring training, sometimes doing both jobs on the same day.

 Anyway, it was the address that immediately came to him as he started tinkering with the GPS that morning. At first, he just sat on the couch and stared at it with skeptical interest from across the room. But soon, he had pushed his coffee mug aside and was fumbling it around in his hands and frowning at it like a Rubik’s Cube before finally figuring out how to snap the windshield mount into place and connect the power cable to its source.

 Jeff had come stumbling into his apartment in the middle of the night after hauling some serious ass from Georgia. He’d skipped the middle innings in Savannah, and the late innings, and the hotel room and just spent the night driving back. Why?

 “Well, to stew over my life here at home, of course,” he had said aloud to the empty room, still smiling. “To type my ex-wife’s address — my former address — into a GPS and take a spin by the old house.”

 Retrieving the GPS off the fridge in the garage was one of the first things Jeff had done when he arrived home barely awake enough to steer the car up to the curb. A hundred miles earlier, he’d had a mind to stop at the store to buy a bottle for when he got back into town. He went straight home to bed instead, but not before flicking on the garage light to see, in the hulking shadows of his mostly-unused-at-the-moment furniture, that little box on top of the fridge with the words “WARREN SAT-NAV SYSTEMS” written on the side.

 Even that level of technology had made Jeff want to sleep first, preferring to see the magic of satellite-guided travel in the morning. So he had descended the garage steps and fetched the box and, after a quick peek inside, had left it on the table which, along with the couch had made it out of what was now Riley’s house and into general use in his apartment. Then he’d made the short trip down the hall to his bed.

 There, his cat, Lefty — which he always wished was named after Lefty Grove or even Steve Carlton but in fact had been named by a forgettable former girlfriend for the cat’s propensity to lead every action since kittenhood with his caramel-colored left paw — watched in disinterested daze.

 Lefty had proven not long after his and Jeff’s arrival in New Orleans in the late winter of 2002 that he — like many other males new to the city of New Orleans — might not be able to handle what the streets had to offer on a nightly basis here, so the otherwise black cat spent his time dominating the apartment alone, with only the sounds of the city and a self-feeding, self-watering dish he likely often feared would run out to keep him company.

 “Arriving at destination, on left.”

 There was Riley’s clunky Jetta parked out front, her ‘Eracism’ bumper sticker fading almost as fast as the woman’s free time to devote to worthy causes, and to unworthy ones like Jeff. As he neared the house, Jeff gave the gas pedal an extra nudge and quickly pushed his own crappy Celica past the house, as always laden in Mrs. Peletier’s bougainvillea, bringing back enough memories to force Jeff to not even consider glancing over at it as he passed.

 “Off-route. Recalculating.”

 “No fucking kidding, off-route,” Jeff agreed to himself, as he fumbled to find the CANCEL button on the right side of the GPS, which he had wrestled into place at the center of his windshield that morning, thumbing up his driving view into a comical pattern of smudges.

 “Turn right, then, turn right, then, turn right and arrive at destination, on left.”

 Jeff began fighting with the buttons on the GPS to make the woman shut up, but ultimately he opted to yank the adaptor right out of the cigarette lighter. Riley’s little gift had served him well. He couldn’t wait to drive on streets he didn’t know as well as these, couldn’t wait to be forced to rely on that woman to find his way for him. Oh God, the irony in that, he thought, roaring back toward Esplanade without any consideration of how far away his next right or left was.

 Was that the elusive triple play of Riley-related funnies he’d thought of just today, the fact that she’d bought him something to help him find his way about two weeks before handing him his walking papers?

 That thought deserved a drink and perhaps a little more thought and a little additional drinking. It was Tuesday, he didn’t have to be in Albuquerque until Thursday night and this was just the way things were going for Jeff right now. He even remembered to yank the GPS off the windshield when he pulled up to his apartment, and he began loudly impersonating his new-found friend on his way in the door and up the steps.

 “Turn key, then, open door. Walk up, 20 stairs, then, turn left. Walk 20 paces, then, turn left. Unzip pants, then, take piss.

 “And when I leave for New Mexico, you’re going to do most of the driving for me,” he said minutes later as he set the GPS back on the table.

 Like he often did, Jeff sauntered east on foot about five hours later, away from the Quarter, after leaving Lefty to his own devices for the night. The other cat in his life, The Spotted Cat on Frenchmen, was his first and likely last stop for the evening, but that didn’t mean it was going to be a short night. It meant if the atmosphere was dead when he got there, he’d simply wait it out.
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 The thing about The Spotted Cat, and New Orleans in general, is that it really is the drinking man’s place. For one thing, if you wait your turn, you can almost always steal a seat at the bar, and usually the tourists aren’t likely to wait you out. Combine that with a typical balmy night and a wait staff that understands the needs of the drinker, and losing track of time really can become something of a pastime.

 Jeff added another layer of proof to that theory, doing the closest thing one can really do in New Orleans to close down a bar — he made sure he was the only one still there at 3:34 a.m. and called it a night. Much later that morning, Jeff and Lefty did their usual — a quick living room pow-wow during which he felt guilty for all the time he didn’t spend with his only real companion. But both of them were resigned to the fact Jeff just didn’t have the kind of life that gave him all of his nights at home, cooking and entertaining and hanging around with his cat.

 That was evident in the decor of the Esplanade upstairs apartment, which looked onto a classic New Orleans courtyard, complete with a stone fountain and wrought-iron patio chairs. Like most of the things in Jeff’s life, the old courtyard was a good thing left waiting to happen.

 He often gazed down from the apartment window and imagined himself having drinks with some mysterious New Orleans female in a perfectly swept, lush green courtyard, his cat of some 10 odd years curled up in its own chair. One look out that window now suggested no life whatsoever down there, just a square of windswept debris that in all likelihood still contained relics of Katrina’s wind and water onslaught.

 Jeff knew, as he looked down at Lefty rolling back and forth in front of him, that it was pointless to try to explain to an animal the whys and hows of anything, especially to a cat. They have a way of calling your bullshit, and to them it usually boils down to the same question: Are you staying or leaving? As usual, Jeff was leaving.

 Baseball was his business, whether he liked it anymore or not. And the midsummer days he often got to spend watching the Zephyrs in Metairie, practically in his backyard, were still weeks away. This time of year was the one that, at least for those committed to delivering the best talent to the major leagues, required focus and serious drive, both of which were in short supply for Jeff these days.

 As if in constant commitment to doing things the hard way, Jeff was sizing up his first-ever drive to Albuquerque from New Orleans. It was a little shy of 1,200 miles, but the way Jeff saw it, it was a drive littered with worthwhile places to stop and stretch your legs — Shreveport, Dallas and Amarillo chief among them.

 The plan, he supposed, was to leave home sometime early Wednesday afternoon and make some of those stops, and that was supposed to be part of the beauty of this whole driving idea, whether it was how Riley had intended it or not. You eat what you want, stop when you want and you don’t have to listen to some worn down flight attendant who’s long since lost the card that says all the bullshit like, “Even though the bag may not inflate fully, oxygen is flowing,” and, “Make sure you secure your own life vest before helping others.”

 “Bitch, if this thing goes down, I ain’t helping anyone except myself to the liquor cart,” Jeff used to tell himself ritually before every flight left the ground.

 Long drives were nothing, he thought, in comparison to being locked in a flying missile owned by an airline. Too often, those airlines packed their sardines in and wheeled them right out onto the runway before putting the captain from the flight deck on the speaker so he could announce in that garbled pilot-talk that comes out in painstaking increments, as though being read off a telegraph machine in the cockpit, the most aggravating thing you could hear while strapped into a winged city bus that is parked about 50 feet from real food, drink and toilets.

 “Ladies and gentlemen — from the flight deck — looks like we’re — going to be sitting here — for a little while — as we — get the official OK — from — Dallas-Fort Worth to go ahead and — take off here — and it looks like we’re — sixth — seventh in line — and we’ve got — mostly cloudy skies — over Dallas right now — temperature is — oh — about 51 degrees right now — so — be — patient — and we’ll get you on your way to — Dallas — Fort Worth — here — in just a few minutes.”

 Jeff learned to hate pilots, mainly because of that and also because they tended to hang around airports. In his final act of preparation for what he figured would be at least a 14-hour drive, Jeff pushed the GPS firmly into the underside of the Celica’s windshield, then sprayed some window cleaner into a paper towel and vigorously began to wipe off all the glass around the GPS unit.

 “Warren GPS technology. Welcome.”

 The woman’s voice made him rear back fast enough to thump the top of his head off the Celica’s rearview mirror. He knew instantly what it was, he just wasn’t prepared for how quickly it was speaking to him. “Dammit!” he shouted, wanting to smack the GPS right off the window, but deciding to keep his free hand on his stinging skull for a moment longer instead. He didn’t notice that he’d barely plugged the unit into the cigarette lighter when it spoke.

 Jeff slid into the driver’s seat and was soon zipping down Esplanade, knowing fully where he was going but still taking delight in letting some unseen satellite force guide him out of New Orleans and onto I-10 West.

 As promised, he let the woman lead him along while he relaxed, and found the very thought of that plan to be divine. Highway to highway, she never missed a beat, giving him fair warning to go ahead and merge onto 49 North and then to take a quick stroll onto LA 3132 West. He was probably about two hours into the bliss of his relaxing new world when his guide spoke to him, again startling him out of whatever else he might have been thinking.

 “In two, miles, exit right.”

 She was right. He still wasn’t used to the boredom of making long drives. He would have missed that exit, and it was a pretty big one, as many are when traveling the lonely highways of this gateway to the southwest. Funny, he thought, how GPS technology had effectively made being a pilot way less of a big deal to him, not that it was much of one to begin with. The things took the thinking right out of the equation.

 A minute later, Jeff did as the lady asked and got off the next exit. And she didn’t even want to stop at a bathroom, but as it turned out, he did. And while planes don’t have to stop along the way for gas too often, the Celica drank gas like Jeff drank liquor on his days off, and most of his nights — slow but steady.

 The exit, he knew, was the merge with I-20 West, which meant he was in greater Shreveport. He’d arrived in one of the places he fancied stopping, so not long after his merge, he steered onto another exit ramp — “Off-route. Recalculating,” the GPS warned from the dash — toward town. Shreveport, he’d always thought, was a great place to stop for drivers going from New Orleans to Texas and all parts west. You start in the toe of the state, drive toward the heel and then move up the leg. Jeff was one of those drivers now, and stepped out of the car and stretched his legs in a long, luxurious sort of way that suggested he’d already driven through a handful of states, not merely a handful of Louisiana parishes.

 Standing there in the parking lot of the Mega Gas and Convenience Plaza, Jeff thought about who it was he was even supposed to be watching the following night when he saw the Zephyrs for the first time this year, already 5-2, playing the Isotopes. Ainsley and Ricard, he remembered out of habit, already thinking neither would be worth the effort.

 That thought brought to reality the fact another season was under way. The love-hate (mostly hate) relationship with the road and baseball was back, whether he was on the ground or in the air.

 The Zephyrs were the lucky recipients of a 2008 schedule that began in Sacramento, then went to Round Rock and would shift to Albuquerque the following night before heading to Nashville on Monday. The New Orleans club didn’t play its home opener for better than a week, so here was Jeff on his way to New Mexico to watch two players that would likely be taking most of their hacks that summer right in his hometown.

 “Off-route. Recalculating. Off-route. Recalculating. Off-route. Recalculating.”

 Jeff felt a twinge of guilt upon opening his car door to hear the shrill voice of the GPS still chattering away to no one in particular. While he’d been out messing around at the Mega, the GPS had been repeatedly trying to tell him this was still not Interstate 20 toward Dallas, and basically that it would be best if he started moving his car and himself in that direction. It was the first impasse in this strange new relationship.

 Jeff needed to lay down some ground rules, to get an understanding going along the same lines as the one he had with Lefty, his poor old cat which he now imagined pacing back and forth from the bedroom to the kitchen in the apartment.

 He agreed it was time to get on toward Dallas, or maybe even Amarillo. But after that, the direction-finding lady was going to have to accept his terms and his lifestyle choices. In one of the Texas towns they’d steer into together over the next few hours, Jeff and GPS would be going their separate ways for the evening. After all, no player personnel man worth his salt goes to the ballpark without doing his research first, and in Jeff’s case, research involved liquor consumption, and that was something he didn’t generally do in the car.
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 Jeff was right about his season opener with the Zephyrs, and it was only the second inning. 

 Neither Blane Ainsley at first base nor Sammy Ricard at third gave Jeff any reason to think either could or should ever be called up to New York this season, or any reason to want to keep watching, really. Unless maybe they needed Ainsley to fly up to Shea Stadium to show the boys how to first back up on a sharp grounder and then tumble toward it, sending his body in two different directions and the ball screaming past him and down the line for a double while he swims around in the dirt. He hoped for the Mets’ sake there were no early-season injuries, but at this point didn’t give a rip one way or the other, and that factor was likely having an impact on his opinions.

 With a chilly breeze swirling around at Isotopes Park, Jeff spent most of his time shifting uncomfortably in his seat behind the plate, thinking about how the cool gusts must be blowing at him from the snow-blanketed mesas in the distance, straight out from home plate toward Santo Domingo Pueblo and on farther to the northeast toward Santa Fe. He thought himself pretty keen, sitting there grinning and naming local landmarks to himself, knowing the direction he was facing when seated behind home plate in Albuquerque’s minor league ballpark.

 He felt like a modern day Hemingway, able to talk the talk anywhere about any place. It was a lie, of course. Jeff knew what he knew only because after he rolled into Albuquerque in the middle of the afternoon Thursday, hung over from his late Wednesday night cram session near Lubbock on the two Zephyrs corner infielders, he spent a couple of hours sitting in his car, right there in the Elegante Hotel parking lot, retracing his trip, examining his surroundings and even seeing what time he would arrive in various other cities if he left right then.

 As he sat in the Celica, a red 1997 he’d owned since his second scouting stint in Connecticut and which still carried the amusing (he thought) Hartford Whalers license plate frame that was on it when he bought it, he turned the key over in the ignition and started the engine every 10 or so minutes to run the air conditioner as the mid-afternoon sun leaned in on him. Jeff charted every inch of his surroundings on the GPS, not really knowing why and also not really caring, which seemed to define him at the moment. He certainly knew what a GPS was before he’d been given one and he sure didn’t care anything about them, until now.

 The shapes and colors of everything on the screen fascinated him, not only in their exactness but in their compactness. Every little detail was spelled out on what was the most massive screen available in the world, according to Riley — 8 inches wide. He couldn’t help but think Riley really had found him not only a great gift — whether she meant to or not — but the most perfectly perfect goddamn gadget ever. He only wished the thing got a signal everywhere, and he would’ve taken the party inside to the room.

 It hadn’t occurred to him yet, sitting out there in the same T-shirt and shorts he’d put on that morning in Lubbock, that perhaps the journey could become more exciting than the destination with a toy like this. Like a 1980s teenager hovering all night over the Pac-Man machine at the local skating rink, Jeff pored over the GPS all afternoon.

 At one point, as the shade began to outgrow the patches of sun on the sandy hotel parking lot, Jeff briefly considered blowing the game off entirely and heading out for an early drink instead. He knew at once, before the evil side of him could start having its way with the good side, that if he did, he’d have to stay in New Mexico another day and be at Friday’s game. Not a chance. That would be no way to start the season, breezing out of the Savannah game in the fourth inning, then ducking the Zephyrs the first chance he got.

 He could make plenty of excuses fly with the Mets as to the status quo of South Atlantic League flounders in Georgia, but not with the Pacific Coast League’s brightest prospects, and he was here to see two of the latter. In truth, Jeff watched Ricard and Ainsley with a doubtful eye in large part because both were players classically stuck on the brink. Both had big seasons for the Zephyrs the previous year, both had promising September call-ups to the majors and both had spent most of the March Grapefruit League stint with the big club. Yet, both were having trouble finding a permanent seat in the Shea Stadium clubhouse, so both were now grinning and bearing it, like Jeff seemed to be doing all the time.

 So there he sat, caught in the terrible bind of being simultaneously cold and bored. Ricard fought off an inside, 1-2 pitch, spinning around stupidly in the box as he did, overreacting like every minor leaguer who thinks he’s too good to be fouling off Triple-A pitches. Jeff hated that, but the so-called top prospect in the Mets organization dug back in and conked a high slider into left field for a single. As usual with Ricard, Jeff couldn’t decide what to think.

 In one sense, Jeff was perfectly content to write off all but the easiest talent to scout. Despite his willingness to crunch all of the relevant baseball numbers on his laptop late at night with a tall Bushmills to his right, he could no longer muster the energy to analyze anyone’s tendencies in certain pitch counts or base-running habits in key situations. Let the stats speak for themselves, he figured, despite his years of learning to do exactly the opposite. Lately, he’d begun to wonder how obvious his lazy ways would become if his own current status quo persisted.

 Would the major league club, the New York Mets for God’s sake, somehow not realize they had great players going to waste in the minor leagues because one of their trusted scouts was unorganized, uninterested and mostly intoxicated these days? But at this point, if he tried to measure the difference between the effort he would put into driving his car all over the country this season and the effort he seemed ready to devote to the actual job, he would go mad right there in New Mexico. It wasn’t really even close, and that made it seem all the more pointless.

 Now Ricard charged back onto the apron near the third-base line and trapped a line drive with a perfect lunge, then stood, collected himself and heaved the ball across the diamond to first base in time to nail Isotopes speedster K.K. Ellton with a helpful call from the ump. Ricard was still developing, even while stuck at this level, and Jeff had spent enough time with him in Port St. Lucie in March to have seen plenty of evidence he was ready for something bigger.

 Just because Jeff no longer gave a shit didn’t mean he could stop doing his job altogether, he finally decided, so he started doing it.

 Baseball scouting is an imperfect science at every level, as he had often blabbed to Riley while watching a game on TV. It would always be incorrectly influenced by overbearing parents, crooked coaches, homer sportswriters, idiot Internet bloggers and yes, of course, the paid scouts and heads of player development themselves.

 Since Jeff, now 38, had mostly become a hybrid of the last two things on that list, he was paid to live in the grey area of pro baseball scouting. Different baseball organizations were nothing more than different companies and naturally did things a little differently everywhere in the world. With the Mets, Jeff was perhaps best described as the highest of the low. He was what many hard-working scouts might call a glorified scout, someone whose previous good work in the game compelled teams like the Mets to simply create jobs out of thin air just to have good people watching their young talent.

 But as important as he might have seemed, the long and short of it was this — Jeff wasn’t likely to be at Shea Stadium more than two or three times all season, and when he was there it would be for organizational meetings and nothing more. Those were the few times during the year people like Jeff actually had to prove they were doing something with all that time on the road.

 Jeff still had a damn good reputation in the game, albeit one he was currently beginning to test more and more. Staying in the same city for six years and landing three jobs with the only three major league clubs to drop their anchors there was actually quite an accomplishment. But Jeff had long since begun to ask himself what was next, if there was a next. He just couldn’t imagine staying in New Orleans just to be a Marlins scout, and there was no guarantee they’d want him to.

 Typical Ainsley. Great swing with the hit-and-run call on. Now he’d earn himself a favorable report as well, and on a night when Jeff intended to criticize him heavily. Ainsley had backed out of the box twice, drew some jeers from the Isotope rooters and then made solid contact on a fastball, sending it bouncing into right-center field and sending Zephyr left fielder Brandon Lyles to third with one out.

 The problem was, Jeff realized as he continued to try to find a warm spot for his butt on his hard plastic seat, there was never any telling what was next in baseball, and it didn’t always matter if you were a scout, a cotton candy salesman or a star center fielder. Jeff was 3-for-3 in New Orleans in terms of maintaining employment, but had been otherwise mired in a deeper and deeper slump in his life, epitomized by the divorce from Riley that would likely be finalized by midsummer. Truthfully, he didn’t think at this point he’d even want another baseball job, anywhere, but hadn’t exactly learned any new trades recently.

 Jeff sure as hell hadn’t forgotten the increasing cold, though his furious thinking had made him mostly ignore it for five innings now. The thinking had made for an unexpected decent night of scouting. He’d already lasted longer here than in Savannah, and the weather there was like midseason. Here in New Mexico, in the chill, he was actually doing his job.

 Jeff figured the least he could do was stay the full nine innings and file some real game reports on his two subjects. It was a good thing, too, as the fellows actually both played games the Mets should have known about. Ainsley homered in the seventh inning to complete a steady 2-for-4 day, and Ricard had three singles and a sacrifice bunt in the Zephyrs’ 6-4 win. Thanks to a great wireless signal in Isotopes Park, Jeff sent detailed accounts to Mets director of player personnel Sandy Morino before the final out was recorded.

 As Jeff walked out of the stadium after chatting with Ricard and well after the small crowd had gone — he hated throngs of people unless they had drinks in their hands, especially ones he had to walk behind — he found himself striding toward a car that appeared to be glowing from the inside, so much so that, even from this distance he could see it was drawing some of the moths away from the parking lot lights and onto his windows.

 Sort of like a man who gets home late at night, walks up his driveway and notices that his front door is already hanging open, Jeff had an uneasy feeling about what he would see in 50 or so feet when he gazed into the Celica, which at the moment was casting out a pinkish-purple beam not unlike a TV in an otherwise dark room.
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 Jeff awoke on the floor of his hotel room in Albuquerque in the late morning. He could remember walking out to his car from the stadium the night before, and vaguely what he saw, but not much else.

 An open bottle of Excedrin lying on its side next to him completed his morning junkie look. That and the almost completely empty fifth of Bushmills on the night stand, which suggested at some point he considered sleeping in the bed instead of on the floor. That might have eased the raging headache that shook his skull furiously at the moment. What was the aspirin for, he wondered.

 Perhaps the biggest problem with Jeff’s lifestyle, if all of his personal problems could have been itemized onto a list, was its unpredictability. Most guys his age, he often worried, had a plan that included tomorrow and even the next day and months and years beyond. Jeff couldn’t say for sure what he’d be doing by the end of the weekend, didn’t know how he might feel or what he might have decided by then, let alone beyond that.

 The greatest enabler of this was Jeff’s schedule. In his capacity, he pretty much made his own schedule from April to September, with the obvious understanding he would do his job, keep a constant line of communication open with the parent club and always see who needed to be seen.

 As he tried to stir to life, which in this case began with peeling himself off the floor and attempting to piece together a general summary of events. He tried to connect a few dots from the night before with one another. Like with many drunks, the minutes immediately following the regaining of consciousness were also spent doing a general examination for bruises or other bodily damage and a check of his personal belongings such as a wallet, keys and cell phone. But not long into his physical exam, Jeff’s body decided to conduct an extraction, which sidetracked him in the bathroom just long enough for the Elegante maid to come knocking — one last time — in hopes the tenant in room 112 would get in gear and get the hell out.

 “Sir, you are OK?” asked Maria Escobar from the other side of the hotel door minutes later, wearing a grin that suggested she’d just stumbled upon someone she thought to be in some sort of minor peril but who also wore it quite well. She peered into a vacant-looking face gazing back at her from behind the door. “It’s almost noon, sir, would you like to check out later or …”

 “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be out in no time flat, just uh, I think that pleasant Albuquerque breeze must have blown something unpleasant my way last night,” said Jeff who, even in this absurd state — Maria’s fit, 26-year old frame, deep brown eyes and titanium smile were completely obscured in his half-drunk, fully hung-over, post-vomiting stupor— was trying to be charming, something he’d done in the presence of women since his first day of kindergarten.

 He’d given up the habit of women for good, he thought, the day he made an honest woman out of the former — and soon to be again — Riley Peletier in the autumn of 2003. With his impending divorce now looming, however, he was entitled to come out of retirement, make one solid comeback attempt like any true veteran would. But at the moment, Jeff found himself mostly naked behind the hotel door, fighting the return of his body’s morning whiskey purgation process and not seeing well enough to realize a grand flirtation opportunity was right there on the other side of the door.

 “But you are OK, sir?” Maria grinned.

 Jeff was a complete mess, actually, trying and failing over and over again to collect himself. “I’m fine, just fine, my love. I’ll be out of your hair in five minutes, I promise.”

 As he bustled around the room collecting his things, he was uneasy about the fact he’d apparently blacked out the night before, the thing that marks the sign of someone truly off the charts. Do people fail to function when they’re blacked out or are they awake and thinking during all of it but ultimately pass out and then forget things they would still remember if they hadn’t passed out? Now he was into the sort of stressful thinking that reminded him, as always, of the life he was trying to leave behind.

 But there was no Rental Car Return lane to veer frantically into from here like there would have been last season, and every season before. No shuttle to take to the airport terminal, no ticket line, no counter, no bag check and no annoying people to either stand behind or talk to. Not on this trip and not on any hereafter, he thought, tossing all of his work-related items into one bag and his clothes and bathroom bag into his massive travel duffel. There won’t be any security lines to wade through with his shoes, wallet, phone, laptop, iPod and every other damn thing in a plastic tub moving slowly, but faster than him, through the X-ray machine. As much of a relief as all of that was, it didn’t help him remember the night before, and the night before was his greatest concern.

 He sliced and diced tidbits of information in his mind, zipped up his two bags and shuffled through the door. When he emerged into the wall of sun and heat outside, Jeff looked like a man in a bad movie. He froze at the sight of his car, parked perfectly straight as always, in the spot to the immediate left of room 112. The room key in Jeff’s mouth fell theatrically to the ground as he stood motionless, mouth agape, more dumbstruck than he ever could have become from merely drinking too much.

 The red 1997 Celica wasn’t really red anymore, even on normal days. The old car hadn’t had a wax in better than five years and was more like a cutesy dark pink now, but on this day that fading, oxidized paint was entirely masked by an incredibly uniform layer of dried mud, dirt, dust and general desert-borne debris, from the roof to, from the looks of it, the undersides of the wheel wells. The rear spoiler, even, had collected a mane of brush that stuck through the layer of fresh mud that apparently washed over the car in great amounts during some furious near-death experience Jeff still could not recollect. A drunk driving accident, undoubtedly.

 The only thing missing from this near-perfect Hollywood snapshot was a tumbleweed blowing down over the hood. That was Jeff’s first thought after a good solid minute of staring at his car, which he found standing out there in the parking lot like a tank that had returned from a mysterious battle he couldn’t remember. His second thought was that he’d better figure out what he’d done fast. Then, a glimpse of the night before shot through his head, but shed no more light on what brought him and his Celica to this point than a flash of lightning.

 “Off-route. Recalculating. Off-route. Recalculating. Off-route. Recalculating.”

 He’d heard that phrase, and that GPS voice so much, it seemed like it had been pounded into his head all night in his sleep — like those language-learning tapes — or perhaps more correctly, while he was blacked out. But there was so much more, and now he sat on the curb, somehow ignoring for a moment the car that had long since come to the attention of the hotel staff members, only they really didn’t know what to make of it. He held his pounding head, trying to recall something about the time that passed from the end of the game, which he found he remembered perfectly, to his painful late-morning awakening.

 That shrill GPS voice kept spiraling through his head, and with that same, now-familiar refrain. There sure wasn’t much evidence he’d done anything low-key, like come quietly back to the hotel last night after the game and perform a repeat of the previous afternoon, sitting in his car staring at a GPS screen, only this time enjoying his usual few too many drinks while did. The GPS woman was only supposed to talk to him if they were on a trip together, and he hadn’t been on any trips other than driving back to the hotel. Had he? And that would hardly explain the evidence of mayhem that was caked to his car, so thick that Jeff wondered how hard it would be to get his door open and then, whether or not the engine underneath the hood was even still in running condition.

 But he noticed, as he forced himself to his feet again and fought off a head rush and sudden urge to faint, that around the frame of his door was a perfect crack in the blanket of mud and brush which made his car look like it had been driven through a beaver dam.

 What was especially troubling was the fact that he couldn’t even see into the car, suggesting it sure must have been tough to see out of it when he was last behind the wheel. It looked like after the Toyota had come steering back into the Elegante parking lot at whatever hour it did, it did so very fresh from whatever it had driven through. The wet mud and debris must have actually slid down from the roof of the Celica and over both the front and back windshields and even the side windows, obscuring them in a uniform layer of pale brown, hardened earth crust. It reminded Jeff of melting snow sliding down a warm car when it comes to a stop, only this stuff wasn’t going to melt away that easily.

 He steadied himself in an upright position next to the car. Jeff pounded his left fist twice into the driver’s door, and with a puff of dust, a mini avalanche fell off the Celica, enough to expose the door’s handle and lock. With some effort, gently sliding his key in and out of its slot, he was able to work it into place and turn it.

 Flushed with sweat and increasingly weakened by the lack of anything other than the lingering booze in his body, Jeff now had a one-track mind. He was hell-bent on getting inside that car, mainly for its comfortable, familiar seat. With one hard, steadfast pull on the handle, the blanket of dirt and mud began to crumble and tear away around the door frame, making a sound that reminded Jeff of an axed tree as it first begins to break and succumb to gravity. The tearing, crumbling sound finally gave way to the creaking sound of the car door moving on its hinges, and it began to swing completely open. As it did, Jeff was sure he saw a brief flash of light inside the car, which quickly winked back out like a dying light bulb.

 The interior of the car, Jeff found, was a slight departure from the exterior in that it wasn’t trashed completely. But it was pretty bad. It looked like someone had taken a dry, clean paintbrush and dabbed it onto the outside of the car while the mud was still fresh and had simply given the interior a quick once-over. Every grain of that sand-colored muck and mud stood out on Jeff's black interior, completing his feeling of anguish about what to do next.

 Overcome with dizziness and now despair, Jeff collapsed into the Celica’s driver’s seat, which had a damp feeling to it. What now? Did he simply act natural, go extract $100 from an ATM and get change at a convenience store — all quarters — and spend the next two days at a self-serve car wash in Albuquerque? And what then? Act like it was nothing and just head home?

 Sometimes, life had a way of ignoring tough questions and replacing them with even tougher ones.

 As Jeff sat in the darkened car’s interior, afraid to turn the key in the ignition for fear that it would be the final straw for his sanity if it didn’t start, the flash of light came again, and he wasn’t surprised to see it was the GPS, still mounted to the windshield (Jeff was already in the habit of taking the unit off its mount, putting it in its case and then under his seat after every use, and was shocked he wouldn’t have remembered last time ...). It just stirred to life all by itself, leaving him sitting there, stunned, for the second time in the last 20 minutes, as he listened to the monotone drone of the woman’s voice.

 “War … War … War … War …” was all that came out of the speaker, over and over again.
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 A scene played in Jeff’s mind that he knew later was a memory.

 The ominous, computerized voice of the GPS and the frightening word it repeated had lulled the panic-stricken man into a terrified trance, causing his brain to press PLAY on a reel of mental footage that he recognized the second it came to him, despite the fact it seemed to depict some other time and some other place he’d never been. No longer able to judge whether he was awake and hallucinating, asleep and dreaming or somewhere in between, Jeff would come to know it was his own eyes that had recorded into his brain this otherworldly scene.

 It was like a dream in that it was obviously a mere glimpse of a much longer scene, one that had now been heavily edited and one to which he knew not the beginning or the end. It was unlike a dream in its appalling detail — the volume of the cries of despair and the mixed aromas of gasoline, sweat and human anguish made it not only tangible but unforgettable.

 Men, women and even children were being herded, driven by hundreds of trenchcoat-clad figures on horseback. The horsemen pushed the masses of unarmed, scrambling, tripping and screaming figures with relentless strides. There were no arguments, no words being exchanged between any of them, only sounds of hopelessness coming from the horde, as each person tried to keep from becoming one of those at the back of the pack, closest to the charging, rearing horses. But those who scrambled too quickly seemed to be the first to get tangled in the struggle and fall, which appeared to prove fatal in this chase.

 The skies above were pink-blue in desert dawn, but were obscured in bands of thick, black smoke that trailed off toward some unknown blaze in the distance. The scene would have been fit for a Civil War era painting or maybe even a scene from the Crusades, if not for the backdrop.

 The team of horses was nothing more than the front line in this one-sided rampage. Rolling steadily across the expanse of dark brown scrub in huge zig-zagging lines behind them, like giant desert insects, was a fleet of black Range Rovers with their headlights on moving at about a 5-mile-per-hour clip over every cactus, bush and human being in its path.

 In this flash of terror it was unclear who the victims were, or the aggressors. It was uncertain where the people — all on foot and most clinging to whatever clothes or belongings they could carry at a frantic retreat across the desert — were being driven from or to, or why. The only certainty was the fury. It was being unloaded with such force, the stampede created its own dust storm which chased the mob and came washing over the victims laid to waste in its path.

 The brigade moved at a ferocious stroll that was always just faster than its prey. While the attack might have been aimed at driving its victims off the land they were occupying, its participants appeared just as bent on eliminating them altogether.

 “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome.”

 Jeff snapped back to reality with his eyes locked on the GPS screen. It seemed to have reset itself. It blinked off of whatever he’d been staring at the last several minutes. In that blink, Jeff realized he was completely rigid, his back numb and stiff from being pressed so firmly against the Celica’s driver’s seat and his knuckles white from gripping the steering wheel as though he’d been in a hopeless skid on a snowy mountain road. And now the unit was showing him the screen it always did when he first plugged it into the lighter. But like a radio station that steadily fades out on a long drive while another one butts its way in, the sleek 8-inch screen seemed to be getting interference, flashing back and forth from the home screen to some oddly-colored map.

 The bright pink-and-orange shapes appeared to depict land masses and bodies of water in some strange place, and every time the GPS blinked away from the home screen, Jeff couldn’t help but be reminded of the box of fluorescent crayons he played with as a kid in New Haven. He had no immediate thoughts about what any of it meant, because at the moment things were happening faster and more peculiarly than he could handle. And his physical state, he now realized, needed more immediate attention.

 It was the first real episode of his developing insanity, he thought. Jeff now realized he’d been sitting in his car — the one that looked like it had been dragged off the bottom of a lake and then towed to the Elegante and abandoned — for close to an hour now. Millions of things might have been going on in his own hallucinatory world, but in the world of Albuquerque, New Mexico, United States of America, he was nothing more than a man drawing an increasing amount of attention as he continued to occupy the Celica, a hotel parking spot and an Elegante room key.

 With that realization, Jeff crawled out, made it to his feet again, gave the car door a serious heave and watched — that dangerous smile suddenly spreading over his face again — as about five pounds of dried earth slid off the sides of his car. No need to make this experience last any longer, he thought, finding his legs and striding toward the hotel lobby, where he intended to plunk down the room key with authority, thank the good people for one hell of a night and head to that car wash he thought he’d been thinking about earlier, before he’d sat down in his car and seen that miniature horror film in his brain — or was it on that screen on the windshield?

 Without one more little snag, all that might have happened. But as Jeff neared the revolving lobby door, which at this particular hotel Jeff found amusingly out of place, a buzz in his right front pocket gave him another jolt of fright.

 That was mainly because when it did vibrate, it reminded Jeff that it had been
vibrating since he first woke up and stuck his face in the hotel toilet. Remarkably, he’d managed to stay distracted from it for this long. He fumbled the phone out of his jeans pocket, flipped it open and saw his next shock of the still young day: 26 missed calls. Then, after he pressed the red cancel button on the phone, he got another one. Today wasn’t Friday morning at all. It was Saturday, according to his phone.

 “What in the hell happened to Friday?” he shouted at the parking lot, more terrified now than ever before that he was, in fact, losing it.

 Twenty-one of the 26 missed calls, he saw as he plopped down on the curb, still outside the hotel lobby, were from Riley’s cell phone. About six months ago, Jeff would have run through traffic just to get one call back from his soon-to-be ex-wife. Now, he’d done something worth 21 responses from her, and had no idea what it was.

 How fitting, he thought. One of the better illustrations of the current relationship between Jeff and Riley was how tough it was for him to listen to her voice on a message, let alone speak to her on the phone or in person. His drunk dialing had almost ceased in the last two months, at least as much as Jeff could recollect, and with that, so had Riley’s willingness to respond.

 Now, she’d finally lost her patience. He’d apparently made the call, or even calls, in his drunken stupor last night that drove her past her breaking point with the man with whom she’d long since parted ways. Or was it two nights ago? If it was really Saturday, how did he manage to stay in his room an extra night, and what the hell did he do for that entire extra 24 hours that was now lost? What did he do that caused that dream sequence he saw, or remembered, inside the car?

 Well, it was definitely Saturday. Jeff spun around and peered down at the Albuquerque Journal box next to the door now revolving nonstop with unattended kids going in an endless loop. As he stepped down and squinted at the box’s front window, he saw that it was, in fact, April 12, 2008, and that the Isotopes had plowed over the Zephyrs in the Friday game in the series, 10-2.

 Maybe Ricard and Ainsley really were shit, he considered briefly, then considered stepping into the path of the revolving door and trapping those kids inside for a few minutes until their absentee parents came to find them, undoubtedly on their way to the airport.

 One thing at a time. First, it was time for the grizzled veteran of road travel to try to explain to the front desk, or perhaps have explained to him, just how it became Saturday without him knowing it or without him being booted from his room. And, for that matter, whether or not a mudslide had come through the part of town he apparently was in the night before.

 “Ah, Mister Jeff, you are ready to check out now?” a man behind the desk with RAMON on his nametag asked him, immediately putting Jeff on the defensive as he approached the counter. First-name recognition from hotel clerk to random guest left little doubt as to whether his legend was growing among the Elegante staff, and the girl who first poked her head around the office door and then jumped up to come to the counter and size him up while suddenly acting busy clinched that feeling.

 “Uhh, yes. But I think I need to pay for last night’s —”


 “You are already paid up, Mr. Delaney,” Ramon interjected politely, glancing at his computer screen. “You would like a receipt?”


 “I would, but. Did I ... when did …”


 “I think maybe you have a rough night on Thursday night, and then I think you have another one Friday,” Ramon said, smiling. “You call yesterday morning, early, right after I get in around seven in the morning, during breakfast. You say, no room service and no disturb. But you did say you need one more night, how did you say, to figure out which way you would drive back to Louisiana. Then, when I look out and see your car... I mean, you had an accident or something that night?”

 “Oh nothing like that, Ramon, I assure you. Just doing a little desert romping with some old college buddies,” Jeff lied, even though technically that could have been true since he really had no idea how all that earth had come to plaster itself to the car.

 “Oh geez, you gotta be careful out there, lots of ways to get yourself hurt or worse,” Ramon said, carefully folding Jeff’s receipt in half and handing it over the counter. “So anyway, why don’t you go over to that big car wash, down University Boulevard toward the college? Get your car cleaned up, then you start feeling better.”

 Ramon had no idea, of course, that the trashed car was only heading to the car wash long enough to make it drivable again, and that was by no means a path toward happiness at this point. Soon, he would either become further enlightened or further confused when, for the first time since mid-winter, he soberly dialed Riley’s number. But that would still have to wait. At the moment, the Celica wouldn’t even make it to the car wash without some attention. Getting his wits about him, sort of, Jeff walked back out through the now cleared revolving door and headed for the trunk of his car.

 There, he planned to tear through the crust and find within his rarely-used ice scraper, still with an orange price tag stuck to its business end.

 Fresh beads of sweat washed over Jeff as he pounded the top of the car’s trunk with flailing fists in attempt to loosen the crust’s grip on his car’s rear container. Now dripping onto the sun-baked Celica, he used the well-traveled bottle opener on his keychain to core out the key slot. He wriggled the key through the mostly dried sand and grime and made it turn while simultaneously flexing his left arm against the underside of the spoiler, which was still mohawked wildly with long stems of dried grass and other debris.

 A fresh couple of pounds of the dirt and sand slid into his cluttered trunk as it tore open, sending a cloud of dust into Jeff’s face. For no real reason at all, Jeff broke out laughing. He’d mostly lived in fear of denting, dinging or scratching every rental car he’d ever driven because he always declined the insurance. Now, as a whole new Jeff began to take shape, he wished somehow this was a rental, and not because he cared whatsoever about the Celica. It was more because he wished, just once, he could steer a car that looked even remotely like this one into the return hub at an airport.

 The scene in his head was wonderfully amusing, and the smile it brought to his face remained there as he got a sudden burst of energy and began vigorously scraping away the crud on his front and back windows, then the sides and even the mirrors.

 He stood there for a moment, taking pride in his success, when the phone he’d stuffed back into his pocket without having played a single message began buzzing again. This time, with a happy grin, he fished it out and flipped it open.
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 “Hey Riley!”

 “Jeff? Where are you? Did you call the police?”

 Jeff was shocked at the sound of the first genuine concern he’d heard in Riley’s voice in months. While the couple’s January split was the last thing in the world Jeff wanted, he had known for quite some time it was coming. Since that time, things had gone in opposite directions, Riley creating more and more distance between them as she began to learn what life was like without him, and Jeff trying to cling to every shred of their relationship as it frayed beyond fixing.

 There was no cheating, no lying that Jeff knew about, certainly not on his end and he doubted on hers either. Instead, there was Riley’s steady metamorphosis into something that was beyond Jeff, coupled with his own self-indulged downward spiral. The demise of the marriage was nothing more than her learning to treat Jeff in the same no-nonsense way she treated everyone else who played a mere bit part in her rise to personal greatness. Jeff had come to understand in the last three months that the unique treatment he’d gotten from her in the years of their marriage, the thing that cemented him into the relationship and kept him going when his work and travel had left him unraveled, carried an inevitable expiration date.

 In the beginning, Riley had a way of switching off the city reporter in her and becoming someone who shared everything with him and never ceased to want to know more about him. Whether her interest was genuine or feigned, Riley could spout more knowledge about minor league baseball prospects than most professional managers, and that had always counted to Jeff.

 But the underlying fears she had about Jeff in the long term had been seemingly realized less than five years into the marriage. His cynicism had taken the turn she always hoped it wouldn’t.

 She saw his sarcasm about people become bitterness, and the second she sensed any of that bitterness being directed at her, the bond was broken. In a sense, Jeff was like every man who’s ever been dumped in that the stinger she’d left in him drove him to prove to her he could change, yet Jeff didn’t have any more illusions about them reuniting even if he did.

 In his experience, people didn’t change anyway, at least not just because someone had identified their problems for them. Regardless, Jeff was becoming a different man, and even he couldn’t dispute it. The tone of Riley’s voice on the phone made Jeff wonder if she sensed that too.

 The last time they’d spent together as an official couple was the previous New Year’s Eve, out on the town together with a band of Riley’s people from the Times-Picayune. And even that night ended with a long, pained sigh from Riley and the condescending declaration that Jeff was too young to be so mad. Now Jeff felt he was creeping ever closer to the other sort of mad, the one that would land him in a rubber room if he maintained his current pace. So be it.

 “Police? Look Riley, believe me when I say I’m not playing dumb here. I don’t know what happened, other than I left the game last night ... Thursday night…” Jeff now knew this was going to be the toughest explanation of his life, and did he really need to explain this to his ex-wife? He had no idea what he was going to tell her, mainly because he had no idea what he’d told her in the first place. Police? What the hell was she talking about? Think, think.

 “Jeff, forget all that. I don’t even know where you are. Let’s start there, and then maybe you can tell me what all that madness was you left on my voicemail yesterday at the crack of dawn.”

 “Riley, I’m so sorry about all this. I had no right to call you like that, and I know you’re sick of hearing that it’s the last time, but I swear to you, if you just …”

 “Where the hell are you, Jeff? Is this some kind of joke? Are you drunk?”

 The change really must be happening, Jeff suddenly thought, because the drunk question barely even registered on him. Normally, he would have blown his top at that question. Instead, he breathed deeply and spoke as calmly as possible.

 “I’m in New Mexico. I had the Zephyrs and Isotopes on Thursday night, and …”

 “What are you still doing there on Saturday, Jeff? Do you remember what you told me on your message? You don’t do you? You were hammered, as usual, and you called me, as usual. Only this time, it wasn’t the usual Jeff stuff. That stuff I can handle. Now, it’s something way different. You mean to tell me everything you talked about, that horrible thing you saw, was in New Mexico? Where are the police?”

 Although he wouldn’t dare say so out loud, Riley had broken into one of her familiar routines, firing off questions she apparently didn’t want answers to, because she didn’t wait for answers. Instead, she replaced the last question with another one. The normally engaging reporter was suddenly cross-examining, and he’d already lost track of what the questions were and which ones, if any, he could answer.

 “The police? I don’t know, I mean, I don’t need the police. There’s no danger, no one’s hurt. Look, Riley, please forgive me just this one last time and tell me what exactly the message…”

 “No danger? Jeff, I saw the picture! You sent me the picture, do you not remember any of this? How can you tell me nothing’s wrong now? I’ve been calling you almost on the hour since yesterday. You said you’d seen something terrible, had gotten lost on the road somehow, or something, and that you saw some terrible thing, people being hurt and killed. You never said where you were or exactly what happened, but Jeff, that picture! You obviously dealt with this the way you deal with everything. Erin Go Bragh! Bottom’s up! But you involved me in this now, Jeffrey, and now I want to know what it is. The whole thing. Please tell me you didn’t make all this up. But that picture ... there’s just no way, Jeff.”

 No matter how much of a turn their marriage had taken in the last year, Jeff and Riley had always maintained a level of respect for each other that kept them almost completely clear of petty insults. But now, Jeff could sense drops of venom forming on Riley’s tongue, and he wished more than anything else he’d been in control and not dialed that number. Now he was being asked to explain something for which he had positively no explanation.

 “Riley, look. I think, I know, I didn’t make this up. I might be a louse who drinks too much and makes idiotic, ill-timed calls to his estranged wife. But I would never make up something just for your attention. I’ll be honest with you, OK? I have no clue what I saw, where it was or what the hell I was doing there. Actually, I’m not even sure I was lost because I didn’t know where I was headed in the first place. I guess the answer to all this is that I’ve totally lost it. What I mean is, I never meant to …”

 “Just look at the picture!” Riley hung up before another word could be said. 

 Jeff immediately accessed the stored photos on his phone, and as usual, he started scrolling through them in the wrong direction, oldest to newest. 

 That meant an impromptu slide show of photos depicting the demise of a relationship. Most were typical phone photos, ones people take at places and events not quite important enough as to warrant bringing along an actual camera. Mostly, they were shots of Riley standing or sitting in various places around New Orleans, and of course none of them showed the two of them together. Typical, he thought. Here was one of her sitting, alone, if you didn’t know any better from this photo, in Jacques-Imo’s. The last time he’d been there, if memory served, he was the one flying solo, and he’d tested that “Be Nice or Leave” sign after a few too many. Maybe he was crazy, or maybe he’d just become too much of a drunk to remember he wasn’t crazy.

 There was even an image from the Zephyrs’ 2007 home opener, when Riley and other esteemed writers from the city were honored after the sixth inning for their “words of comfort and kindness during a time of peril in our city.” Her post-Katrina work had been so good, she’d graduated to some other class of citizen in town, yet she still chose to live the simple life of driving a crappy car and living in a house that cost her nothing. Jeff knew she’d earned her new status just as well as he knew he hadn’t.

 She wore a black dress that night that gave men of Jeff’s ilk misconceptions about where a night like that might end up — but it was nowhere on that particular night. No matter how many times he’d undressed her in his mind that night, he didn’t undress her in their bedroom because he’d passed out on the living room sofa.

 As he thumbed repeatedly on the button to make the pictures pass by as quickly as possible, he couldn’t help but think she looked less and less happy in each one. Just as that thought began to really bother him, he zipped right past one that made his heart skip a beat.

 Now sitting on the hood of his mud-mobile, ice scraper lying next to him, Jeff let out an audible whimper as the frame blinked quickly past him. It went past in strobe-light effect, one still flash in a series of stuttering, hallucinogenic frames which made Jeff drop the phone onto the hood of the car and look away at once. It was a glimpse of Jeff’s life caught on camera, something he could keep forever if he wished, but something he already wished he’d never seen, let alone photographed. He looked nervously around the Elegante parking lot, as if it to brace himself before looking back down at the phone. He didn’t know if he could bring himself to focus on it and absorb all of its details.

 But he did, mainly because he already knew there was no way in hell of avoiding it. He inhaled deeply, grabbed the phone off the car and put the instantly recognizable image directly in his face. Eyes locked on the tiny phone screen, Jeff couldn’t help but think of Riley, and of Riley seeing the same thing he was seeing, and how he’d screwed this whole thing up in so many ways.

 Just a day or so ago, as all this started to happen to him, whatever it was that had started to happen, it was only him that it was happening to, and that was bad enough. But not now. No, not anymore. Because after he’d seen what he saw, he really had dealt with it the way Riley thought he did.

 He’d gotten plowed because he didn’t know any other medicine for coping with it. Out of some instinct, some reflex he was trying to overcome, he’d dialed her number. He’d included her in it and now he not only could hear her voice in his head for the first time in days, he could sense those wheels of hers turning from a thousand miles away.

 Jeff sat perfectly still, eyes fixed on the phone. Thoughts crashed back and forth in his mind including, for the first time, the notion that he really had been there, somewhere. He had a picture to prove it and perhaps to haunt him for the rest of his life. For several minutes he kept his eyes locked on the image, allowing their lenses to burn the pixilated photograph onto his brain.

 The little girl in the fuzzy, dark image did not appear to notice Jeff when he apparently had the wherewithal to pull out his phone and capture an image of the carnage that must have unfolded right in front of him early that morning. Had anyone noticed him out there in the desert, and if not, why or how hadn’t they? Had he been just sitting in the car at that point, or had he actually somehow been catapulted out of it and onto his own two feet in some other place? Had he been hiding?

 The very bottom of the image was masked by some sort of dark brown desert scrub, suggesting maybe he had been trying to lie low. That would certainly have been his reaction to the scene if it passed before him again, and Jeff supposed he didn’t have any reason to think it wouldn’t.

 It wasn’t so much that the girl didn’t see him, he seemed to remember, it was that she had already seen so much else she seemed completely numb to whatever was next. Her eyes had never fixed upon anything, and in the skewed phone photo, they were hidden beneath her dropped head. There was nothing in the hazy background behind her other than a scatter of hazy debris and towers of black smoke against a brightening sky. The blur of her face that he could see looked empty as the wind blew her black hair back. If he could have seen her completely, he would have seen eyes that looked like they had already cried out all the tears they had.

 In the foreground was something very easy to recognize and very clear. At the girl’s feet and stretching across most of the bottom half of the frame above the line of desert floor in the photo were a person’s — a woman’s — legs. The left one was resting against what Jeff assumed was her now orphan daughter, and the right one was broken grotesquely upward at the shin.

 Jeff still hadn’t left the Elegante parking lot, or even started his car.
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 “Hello Jeff, Sandy. Hope you are having a splendid day. I got your emails and my, my, what fine things you have to say about our favorite two child prodigies in their jaunt to the American Southwest. Sounds like you all had a great time. I’m sure you saw SportsCenter or maybe even watched some of the delightful Mets game when you got back to your hotel. And so as it happens, dear friend, we will be forced to introduce Mr. Ainsley to the cheerful last-place fans right away. Do call me, kind sir.”

 Sandy Morino was the man with the job Jeff used to dream about but now wouldn’t take if it were forced on him. The Mets’ director of player personnel was a great guy, one of the few left in that category in Jeff‘s opinion. Sandy generally exuded the kind of people skills that made it clear the separation between himself and Jeff in terms of being qualified for that kind of job.

 The personnel boss spent his days collecting information from the scouts and the other teams and trying to keep it all neatly hammered into the maze of the entire organization, and trying to somehow make it translate into wins instead of losses and make it all seem logical to the ownership. He spent all of his nights watching baseball. The man, in his always delicate tone, was demanding a call back from Jeff immediately, undoubtedly to discuss Ainsley’s extremely subtle defensive ability at first base and its potential effect on a last-place team.

 After awaking to a series of inexplicable things Saturday and then having a rare semi-sober chat with Riley, Jeff decided it was time to flee New Mexico at once, before he checked himself into a hospital and spent the rest of his days there. While the entire state might not have been to blame for all that had gone on the last several days, Jeff was quite sure if he stayed, he’d be treated to even more horrors and would be tempted to treat them with the same medicine, which was likely not helping at all.

 So he listened to Ramon, the hotel clerk who seemed unfailingly concerned for his comfort and well-being — mainly because Ramon didn’t have any stake in any of this and hadn’t known Jeff quite long enough to judge him as succinctly as those who did know him. After sliding off his mud-masked hood and feeling an unexpected rush of relief upon remembering he had at least cleaned off his windows already, Jeff heaved the driver’s door open again, climbed into the car and, without hesitation, turned the key and listened to the Toyota engine cough a little — very likely expelling some dirt and grime out of the tailpipe — and then roar to life.

 “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome.”

 “Ah, Jesus Christ!” Jeff moaned, half frightened by the voice coming from the windshield and half sick of it already. He flailed his arms weakly up at the GPS until his right thumb found the power button on the side and pressed extra hard. To his surprise, it very simply and politely said farewell — “Warren. We know where you’re goin’.” — and blinked off. A sigh of relief escaped Jeff and he backed the car out of its spot, rammed it into drive and steered through the parking lot, undoubtedly allowing the Elegante and its staff to collectively breathe its own sigh of relief.

 As the car got moving an awful grinding sound came from beneath him, the sound of the abrasion caused by the slow breakup of all the mud and grime in the wheel wells, on the axles and throughout the undercarriage of the car. One last little gift for poor old Ramon, he thought, as he looked in his rearview mirror and saw a massive dirt trail following him out of the hotel lot. The thing that passed him by without his noticing — as Jeff rolled out onto University Drive and began searching for an ATM — was the now fading mud trail on the other side of the hotel’s parking lot entrance, the one he’d created on his way back into the Elegante at the first peek of dawn 36 hours before.

 Less than a mile down the road, Jeff veered into a gas station with an ATM INSIDE sign ablaze in the window. He was thinking to himself how Riley was probably stewing away in her bedroom office right now, the room that just a few months ago was their bedroom but which was now empty except for her desk. She was probably scouring away at what little information she’d gotten from Jeff about what had happened.

 She probably hoped he was going to have some moment of clarity thanks to her, and leave whatever it was completely behind him, and maybe even give up the bottle. Not because she still wanted to be in his life, of course, but because she always wanted to be the happy thought in everyone’s head and the reason everything always seemed to have a way of working out in her world.

 Maybe Riley the reporter would go on the hunt for more, though. After all, that would be one hell of an interesting story to have anyone tell you, whether you cared about them or not, or whether you were a writer or not. Maybe that photograph was headed for the front page of tomorrow’s Times-Pic.

 Whatever, Jeff thought. As it happened, he was steadily feeling better and it had nothing to do with Riley. As the absurd-looking Toyota chugged through the convenience store parking lot and into a spot right out front, Jeff began to feel more and more annoyed about Riley’s undying need to be involved, yet uninvolved. He was glad to feel this annoyance, though, because it was a feeling he’d been waiting for, hoping for. If he could just control himself, all the time, he had a mind to start embracing the separation she’d asked for and gotten.

 He’d been at fault, but this last little grilling from Riley had exposed a side in her that made the distance between them feel right for the first time. Still, she probably figured that he was going to get his shit together out of some absentee love for her, and to that end, she was wrong. At least he hoped.

 Jeff sat in the car thinking, not noticing how much of a conversation piece his car had become in greater Albuquerque. He was starting to embrace having no motivation for anything in the long term. He’d spent some long days and nights both before and after the marriage went to hell knowing there was a huge vacancy in his life, something most people had that made them give a shit about their lives, something that he didn’t have, at least not anymore. He still held out hope, however, that there would be something and that maybe him getting past Riley was what he needed to help him find that something.

 As he now worked his way through the store’s center aisle, cluttered with falling bags of pretzels and the two kids who were making them fall, to get to the ATM at the back, he had an unexpected feeling of survival about him, a swelling in his chest. It was like the feeling a person gets right after losing control of the car in a rainstorm, skidding off the side of the road and screeching to a stop inches from the guardrail. He had no idea where he’d gone, how he’d gotten there or if he’d ever be going back. He could only remember that short glimpse — the screams, the rearing, grunting horses and the SUV convoy raking through everything in its path.

 He slid his hand into his back pocket as he walked past the brats, pulling out his wallet, and a sudden flash of the little girl in the picture came to him. He didn’t get the same feeling of annoyance when he thought of her that he did with all other humans age 15 and under. Her helplessness made her much different than most of the kids in his day-to-day path. Somewhere deep in his mind was the knowledge that he could have created that kind of connection with Riley, that he should have when he had the chance. It was always too late, it seemed.

 The little girl made Jeff wish that whatever else there was to that scene in the desert, before and after what he saw or remembered, that he had done something. That he didn’t just hide on the sideline. That he had been somebody over there that he could not seem to be over here. But how could he have? If there was any place to hide from that attack, he would have been wrestling with dozens of the other people for it and would have been found anyway. How did no one see him out there? Was he really there?

 If Jeff would have looked over his right shoulder at the moment he was asking himself that question, he would have gotten reassurance that he was there. A New Mexico state trooper was giving the mud-crusted Celica a good, long stare over the frames of his sunglasses as he sauntered across the parking lot from Pump No. 14 to the store entrance. Nothing against the law about having a dirty car, of course, but the Celica in its current state was quite an attention-getter. Jeff remained oblivious at the back of the store.

 He typed in his pin number, and he thought about how ATMs in convenience stores always took forever. And only the ones inside convenience stores. And bars. Why? Since this one apparently did not want to disappoint in that regard, Jeff impatiently opened up his wallet to see what, if any, money he might already have. He’d never gotten to that part of the personal inspection that morning at the Elegante. Had that maid been flirting with him? That seemed a like a month ago right now.

 There was no money in the wallet, naturally, not even a dollar. But there was, in the place of money, a folded-up piece of white paper. The ATM droned on and on, seeming to call out to other ATMs in the area for help as to what to do next, how to make the bills inside the machine come rolling out. Jeff set his wallet on the stupid thing so he could unfold the sheet of paper, which he immediately thought he recognized in another brief fit of deja vu.

 As the 10 Andrew Jacksons he’d requested finally crept out one by one into the steel tray underneath the ATM, and as the New Mexico state trooper pondered the many different kinds of cookies this particular store — called Endless Sun — had to offer in the adjacent aisle, Jeff said the words he saw scrawled on the paper, out loud, almost triumphantly, and without realizing he was doing it.

 “Únete a la revolución!”
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 A convenience store hot dog never tasted so good, Jeff thought to himself as he watched, for the first of what would prove to be three times, the Celica being pushed through the Gold Wash treatment at Scrubbles, right down the road from the University of New Mexico. The crew of blue-T-shirted men looming at the other end of the giant car wash’s tunnel — each one’s hands draped in matching blue towels, waiting to embrace another dripping car as it rolled out — could not help but notice Jeff’s car from a good distance as it passed through.

 Jeff stood watching from inside, following the car’s first cycle through the many different phases — pre-rinse, undercarriage soak, cleansing coat, Scrub-down, rinse, blow-dry and quik-wax — Jeff began laughing out loud at what he saw, nearly choking on the SunDog he’d chosen as his first meal of the day.

 It wasn’t an act of insanity, being stricken with laughter at the sight of one’s own car in this particular state, he didn’t think. It was just that the machinery at Scrubbles seemed so utterly unprepared for this. Did no one ever really go romping through the desert out here, like he’d tried to suggest to Ramon in the hotel lobby? Or maybe they designated cars for that sort of thing that were only used for that sort of thing, and then they likely used self-serve car washes or washed them in their front yards like real men.

 The blanket of crud on Jeff’s car stood almost completely firm through the first Gold Wash. By the time the quik-wax started squirting out onto the still dirt-caked car, he was right on the other side of the glass, almost in tears from his fits of laughter, following along and even pointing a couple of times in anticipation as arms swung in along the sides of the Celica and sprayed multi-colored goos and creams in complete vain, despite what looked like a beach worth of sand and dirt showering down into the water trap beneath.

 As the car approached the end of the indoor spectators’ area and the men and their towels at the end of the tunnel, Jeff was practically howling, bringing about a serious stare from the receptionist and gapes from much of the Saturday afternoon horde inside the car wash lobby. The reaction from the guys at the end of the tunnel was a sudden, simultaneous about-face from the car. They’d apparently gotten a cease-and-desist order from the control room not to waste any of their pristine blue towels on Jeff’s car until it had gotten another one or two blasts of the Gold Wash.

 Jeff didn’t give a shit about the growing attention he and the Celica were getting with every second that passed, gleefully paying for the first wash and going ahead and ordering a second. He even walked out the front door to where the other car owners waited on the sidewalk like expectant fathers, just to catch a glimpse of their faces when his little sweetheart was thrust off the track a second time, probably still caked in mud but freshly quik-waxed a couple of times nonetheless.

 He plopped himself down on a bench and watched one of the boys hop into the car so he could wheel it back around for its second Gold treatment. He momentarily embraced reality once again, but only because he knew he had to. He pulled out his phone to play the remaining 14 messages from the 26 calls he’d managed to miss during his little escapade.

 The first one had been the one he’d already played from Sandy, and he’d simply gotten sidetracked and never went back to hear the rest until now, as he watched one good-looking car after another get the wipe-down from the Scrubbles towel boys. The wind in this town could have been saving them a fortune on towels, he would have thought. Just roll the cars out and let them sit there a minute. But at Scrubbles, it seemed, the blue T-shirt and towel combo was just too good, because it was blustery enough to force Jeff to crank his phone volume to its limit just to hear it.

 He heard Riley’s voice, in increasingly louder and louder levels of impatience, on the first 12 messages and knew enough to keep hitting delete each time. Right now, she was probably screaming about him to herself, or maybe even to an unlucky one of the former couple’s mutual friends. Now they were mostly just Riley’s friends again.

 It was already clear to him — as he waded through the messages, still shocked at the sheer number of responses he’d provoked from her — that without the booze there likely would have been no call to Riley. Or would there have been? Blacking out didn’t necessarily affect how profoundly wonderful or terrible something might have been during said blackout. Just because he’d managed to erase almost every detail of the other night (day?) didn’t mean everything he’d forgotten was easily forgotten.

 In fact, he was already pretty sure the scene, or memory, in his mind, or in his car, or whatever, wasn’t finished with him yet. He was pretty sure more and more of that scene would come back to him over time. He guessed that pretty much clinched the fact it was a memory and not just some fantasy. He might have called Riley because it was so profoundly terrible he had to tell the one person he knew might possibly believe what he was saying.

 Message No. 13 was Sandy again, telling Jeff he needed to get over to Port St. Lucie, the Mets’ year-round training complex and home of both the organization’s High-A Florida State League club and its rookie Gulf Coast League team, by Monday morning. There were a couple of fast decisions to be made, according to Sandy, and one decision at the top meant at least one decision at every level on the way down. Ainsley would be on his way up immediately, but a trade was likely going to be the long-term fix for the problem.

 And no, Jeff suddenly realized in answer to Sandy’s yet unanswered first message, he had not seen SportsCenter — he didn’t remember watching any TV recently — and had spent most of his time staring at the 8-inch screen on his car windshield, which just now was hidden safely in the trunk. He suddenly imagined the GPS kicking to life in there, getting confused in the car wash tunnel and having a complete meltdown — “off-route! off-route! off-route!” — and it didn’t seem like an impossibility at all, despite it being completely disconnected. Undoubtedly, ESPN had given its usual overdose coverage to the Mets’ cataclysmic start to the season, which now apparently included the loss of their $88 million first baseman for the rest of the year.

 Sandy was in New York, and was surely pacing between his office and the adjacent room that housed the Mets’ big board, the road map connecting every player at every position in the entire organization from Venezuela to Kingsport, Tenn., to Shea Stadium itself, and basically every other professional at every position who was now or could in the future become available via free agency or trade.

 Sandy’s latest message, left just a few hours earlier that Saturday, said there were players currently under Jeff’s jurisdiction that might be involved in trade talks. Even if not, it meant he would be expected to provide Sandy some serious counsel as to the worth of said players to the organization and where Jeff thought their collective careers might be heading.

 “Shit,” was Jeff's one-word summation of all of it, and that caused a very proper-looking father on the bench to his left — whose kids were somersaulting over the back of the bench and causing general, typical havoc — to spin around and stare at Jeff, as though the little hellions behind him still possibly thought swearing was a big deal. Jeff grinned at the man as though he had complimented Jeff’s car, and he went on thinking about which one or ones of his minor league minions might be thrown into the Mets’ trade grinder.

 Jeff hadn’t seen the highlights from the Mets-Dodgers game from Thursday night, obviously, but the Associated Press capsule from the game in the Albuquerque Journal in the car wash lobby said some players in the Dodger dugout heard a distinct pop as the Mets’ star first baseman tore his hamstring. He did so while foolishly trying to dive headlong into first base to beat a throw from third on a simple grounder. Those were just the sorts of things that happened to big-dollar teams with big-dollar players that were having a rotten start to the season. Now the ripple effect would travel throughout the organization, and Jeff would travel throughout the United States trying to follow it.

 As his car neared the finish line at Scrubbles for the second time, Jeff noticed a couple of the car wash crew members had been enlisted to stand inside the tunnel so they could disable certain parts of the Gold Wash that seemed pointless for this particular car, which quite frankly seemed like a gyp in Jeff’s eyes, especially at $34.95 a pop. He’d actually considered roughing it and going over to the self-serve bays with the cash he’d grabbed from the Endless (literally) ATM, but couldn’t bear the thought of cramming a hundred dollars into a high-pressure hose, one quarter at a time, for the rest of the already late day.

 He also had the issue of being completely broken down mentally and physically — his right knee was killing him — and being more than a thousand miles from home. Yet, for some reason he felt like pushing Scrubbles to its car-care limit this afternoon, and had gotten his chance.

 With his car still clearly streaked with caked-on dirt and some of the spoiler still having reeds and twigs pulled out wildly from its cracks by the car wash brushes, a discussion ensued out front among the blue crew. One of the towel men turned to walk over and ask Jeff if he was satisfied, and Jeff was already walking toward the man, brandishing that dangerous smile again. “Send her through one more time, boys!” he broadcast loudly, suddenly thinking how far away from the shackles of the airport security line he felt.

 One more and done, he thought. Once he paid for this third Gold treatment, Ramon would be right. He would be feeling better, and would be leaning hard on the gas pedal toward home.

 Maybe then he would allow himself to think about the latest thing on his growing list of concerns. Maybe somewhere out there in one of those long Texas stretches, Jeff would devote a few minutes of thought to what in the hell the revolution was. Or revolucion, more correctly. It could be a Latino punk band, for all he knew.

 It was an unknown that could very well remain unknown. Jeff’s first glimpse into that weird, harsh world might also have been his only one, and that was probably a good thing, maybe good enough to make him appreciate living in this world and not that one. One little snapshot of that place — that scene of revolution if that’s what it really was — was enough to tell Jeff that maybe it was best if he treated it like a dream and eventually forgot all of it, forever.

 He had no idea what life at home would be like upon his return, but he was anxious to get back there again, if only for a few hours. On one hand, something suggested to Jeff that everything had changed out here in New Mexico. Whether the memory of it would be real or dream-like in its future impression on him, something certainly changed. Yet, when he steered back down Esplanade toward everyday life, he didn’t expect anything to actually feel or look any different.

 He climbed into a surprisingly clean-feeling Celica amid a seriously taxed-looking and huffing towel crew. As he did, Jeff played the 14th and final message on his phone before speeding off like some asshole in a Mercedes. He realized at once he was still lucky, somehow, that Riley was who she was, even as painstaking and tedious as it could be to deal with. Even in her final days of dealing with Jeff-related problems, she still delivered like those great hitters always did.

 “Jeff, it’s me, one last time. I’m going by your place to feed Lefty. Remember him? Maybe I should give him a steak and a beer. He deserves it. Please drive safely, Jeff.”
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 Jeff drove out of Albuquerque following signs for 25 South toward El Paso, and he left the town in its swirling dust forever, he hoped. He did so without ever taking the Warren Global Positioning System back out of the trunk of the Celica after his afternoon at the car wash, and didn’t think about it. Instead of the woman’s voice which had mesmerized him for the last week, Jeff had his much more familiar one back now, and it took him a good 50 miles to even realize it.

 That brief, final message from Riley was the only one he played in its entirety, but that combined with the earlier exhausting conversation made it clear the estranged wife still thought about Jeff, whether she cared or not. He’d overlooked the GPS in the trunk for a number of reasons, the biggest likely being his current mental and physical anguish. But it was also because of Riley.

 He was still clinging to some hope that when he got back to New Orleans, the full explanation he felt he still owed her could be delivered in person. He thought that was important. He didn’t actually believe that it would lead anywhere else — he wouldn’t let himself believe that — but he still thought it was vital that he tenderize Riley’s reporter armor in hope that maybe out of stubborn, habitual concern for him, she would let him explain ... explain ...

 “Explain what? What am I trying to explain?” Jeff shouted to his empty car as he drove, now at a steady 80 miles per hour toward, oddly, Truth or Consequences, New Mexico. “What is so important about all this if I can’t even put it into words? What happened? Where was I? What did I do?”

 A constant backdrop of desert nothingness surrounded the Celica as it passed under the glowing dusk sky, and one by one the miles rattled off toward El Paso and I-10 East, where the drive would really get long. Jeff reminded himself (in Riley’s voice) almost hourly that driving was a relaxing thing, a great time to think.

 It was after 8:30 p.m. now, and as he mentally replayed the end of his conversation with her — “Just look at the picture!” — for about the hundredth time, he had to keep reminding himself that in some way, this had all really happened to him. Didn’t it? As he neared the exit for Truth or Consequences, Jeff’s fuel light blinked on. Although a large part of him was already sizing up the possibilities of a Saturday night in El Paso — just another few paces further down the trail at this point — Jeff abandoned his thoughts of pleasure in lieu of more stressful ones. Whether or not he owed Riley an explanation, he couldn’t stop thinking he owed himself one. But that was the trouble. He couldn’t find an explanation for what it was or how it had happened, let alone what it meant.

 He wondered suddenly where Roswell was from here. That place with the alien landing strip and all the alleged government cover-ups? Maybe something really was at play out there in the desert wind. Bullshit, he answered to himself not long after. There was something weird that had happened out there, for sure, but even in his semi-crazed state, he couldn’t convince himself to start worrying about some sort of alien abduction in Roswell. But where was it from here, just the same? He’d been within miles of it on his way to Albuquerque, and now it seemed he had to be close again. He didn’t remember seeing exactly where it was...

 “Where’s the GPS?” Jeff yelped, half-panicked, but he immediately remembered leaving it in the trunk at the car wash. Nonetheless, the mere realization of disconnection sent Jeff zooming down the first exit ramp he could find. The first gas station he saw was the Endless Sun on Culberson Street. He jumped out of the Celica, yanking the trunk-pop lever, spun around behind the car and lifted the trunk to the sounds of ever-lingering sand and dirt delicately falling within.

 There, in a heap next to his old Juggs radar gun — “the only gun I ever carry these days,” he used to joke — was the WARREN case. Seeing it brought a sigh of strange relief from Jeff. He reached in and grabbed the case. It was hot to the touch after spending the day in the New Mexico heat, Jeff assumed. He unzipped it, slid his hand inside and quickly yanked it back out upon touching the GPS, which was blazing hot. Instead of throwing it back in the trunk or simply dropping it onto the pavement at the Endless Sun — his first inclination — Jeff carried the GPS, still in its case, around to the driver’s side door and tossed it onto the passenger seat.

 Despite the lingering throb in the first two fingers on his left hand, he was going to force himself to act natural no matter what happened next. Maybe he would just ignore all the inexplicable things that seemed to be coming his way in regular waves now. Jeff walked over to the gas pump, pulled the nozzle loose and plunged the hose into the Celica’s gas tank. He flipped up the lever on the pump and pressed 87. As the gas flowed, Jeff walked back to the driver’s seat, sat down inside with his legs hanging out and grabbed the GPS again. He robotically slid out the unit — now just slightly warm in his hand — and snapped it into place.

 “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome.”

 The sound of the voice jarred his brain back to the scene he wanted to forget, and what connection if any it really had to him and the world he’d been living in the last 38 years. Despite their recurrence, he was trying to convince himself he would never be back there again. It was a brutal world from what little he’d seen — and photographed — and as he headed inside to pay for his gas and hopefully hit the head around back, he was aware again of a faint feeling of valor accompanying his thoughts of that scene and that place and that horrible, cruel stampede. Had he done something?

 There might be a way back, sure. It had happened once. But was there a reason to go back if there was a way? Of course there wasn’t, other than to find certain death. And what about getting back home a second time when he had no idea how he did it the first time? It had cost him an entire Saturday, $100 cash and countless years off his aging car’s life to do it — however he did it — the first time. And it had actually cost him Friday too. His apparent drinking binge afterward hadn’t helped.

 Minutes later, Jeff stood in the dim, open stall inside the Endless Sun men’s room, pants unzipped, pondering what connections there could be between this and other worlds. His thoughts — and his stream — came to a halt. He was subconsciously scanning the scrawled and markered words on each wall surrounding the toilet when, right below someone’s sadly incorrect ‘Yankees suck’ sentiment, he saw something familiar.

 He was almost relieved when he saw it. The little phrase gave him an instant answer to one of his overriding questions, while stirring to life a million more. They were questions that rode all the way home to New Orleans with him that night. He walked out feeling immediate vindication for all of his frantic thinking about whether it was all real or not. He was shaking under his jacket from his most recent surprise.

 Performing in the same methodical, unthinking way he had adopted recently, Jeff had pulled out his phone and snapped a second photo for his budding Albuquerque trip scrapbook while standing there with his pants unzipped in the bathroom. The image captured the rarely-photographed inside of a men’s room stall where, very clearly, one could make out Jeff’s unwitting new battle cry, carved into the aluminum siding of the john in careless, haggard lettering: ‘Únete a la revolución.’

 He slid back into the car. Despite his immediate excitement, Jeff worried he wouldn’t be able to stay awake for the remainder of the miles between here and New Orleans. He also worried that if he ever was to return to the other world, it likely wouldn’t come as a matter of his own choosing. He understood, or thought he understood, that the other place was real, and that he and his car had romped through its soil and sand together. He understood that when he had climbed into his car last Thursday night at Isotopes Park, he’d been dragged off into some other realm, taking his direction from an unseen guide. And now he knew that other people knew too.

 He reviewed his latest photo from the Endless Sun’s men’s room, and something else occurred to Jeff. He revved the Celica and turned on the headlights, shifted the car from park to drive, and then put it back in park again and sat pondering the GPS for another moment, like he’d been doing for days on end, it seemed. “There was an address, or something, wasn’t there?” Jeff asked himself, fumbling for his wallet and fishing the flyer back out. He unfolded it, and along the bottom of the page at the right, as though it were a flyer for an underground rave, was what Jeff thought to possibly be an obscure address, or meeting place, written in tiny block letters that were really nothing more than a list of names to him. It said, “Viejo Calle Francisco - Madero Ote.”

 Jeff sat still, mulling over the foreign words for a minute before trying to dismiss them. But he kept thinking maybe they were the passwords or code for some new journey or place. Address? Why was he so certain about that? They were just words. Despite his prowess in bringing Dominican baseball talent stateside over the years, he still relied helplessly on Spanish translators like most Americans in such dealings. He had no real clue what the words were.

 His attention was trained on the GPS. He scrolled to the ADDRESSES therein and when he saw HOME — the first one he’d ever programmed into the thing last week — he hit SELECT with a smile suggesting a brief calm and ease despite his recent trauma. He steered onto I-10 East for the long haul home. He tried to concentrate on the road, on how fast he could get home and how much time he would have before leaving for Florida. Not much, he knew.

 The GPS address list didn’t contain any information regarding Calle Francisco or Madero Ote, not specifically at least, but its trip history did contain an oddity that would have thrown Jeff even further off kilter had he noticed it. It was an address for a trip taken late Thursday night and into Friday morning, and although Jeff himself never entered the jumbled, coded address or intended to make the trip, it was there, recorded into the history of the device. The listing on the GPS was much more obscure than the one on the flyer. Right above the address to Isotopes Park — 1601 Avenida Cesar Chavez SE — was one far less precise.

 The destination was called NE1230GTSW12040RMR3408. Jeff had already been there. He just didn’t remember it fully yet, would not have known what to call it and would never be able to find it again on his own or recognize it if he did. He didn’t know how he had gotten there, or why, and wouldn’t have any concept of where it was in relation to New Mexico, Texas or Louisiana. Whether or not he might be able to return there on his own free will or not, Jeff didn’t know, but the first visit had happened above and beyond his control.

 Jeff had a remarkably incident-free ride across all three states through the night. It was Sunday morning when he did drive down Esplanade finally, and it was Sunday night when Lefty’s cold nose on the back of his neck stirred him awake in his bed. Much of the physical anguish he’d felt had gone — except for the continued sharp pain in his once surgically-repaired right knee — but Jeff found his thoughts were as cloudy as ever about what happened to him since he’d last seen his feline companion.
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 It was a good thing the old cat was bucking for some attention that Sunday night because, to his shock, Jeff woke with just enough time to collect himself and leave for Florida. As he stared wearily down at his beloved Lefty, he began longing again for the midsummer days of Zephyrs homestands.

 He had a mind to work on this, his last lingering relationship. He would kill for even 10 more minutes of laze with his cat and his suddenly luxurious bed. Like a graveyard-shift factory worker, Jeff prepared for his night of work while the city outside kicked into its usual evening gear. The zydeco was likely just starting to flutter down Bourbon, sending its endless echo across the French Quarter. The town always picked up a little extra steam in the spring months following Mardi Gras.

 Jeff had no idea what he would be doing next after his visit to the never exciting Extended Spring Training facility in Port St. Lucie, no idea where the Mets’ disastrous start to the season would take him. He only knew that the frantic, drunken excursion from which he’d just returned made him long for a boring life at home. He still sensed, vaguely, that swell of pride and sense of belonging he’d associated with the entire experience, but after his day of intense slumber, Jeff’s overriding feeling when he thought of his trip to Albuquerque was one of darkness and despair.

 It really was a world away, he thought, as Lefty glided back and forth on the bed, purring loudly while giving each of his sleek black sides a turn to run down Jeff’s outstretched fingers. He knew there weren’t any roadmaps to get back to where he’d been. If he could just explain his experience to the right people, recount the whole story, it could land him at the Pulitzer Prize banquet. Maybe Riley could be his guest. God, that would be worth it, he thought, as he stuffed his clothes from New Mexico into the overflowing closet hamper and began the search for clean ones.

 The thing Jeff was subconsciously, foolishly trying not to connect to this new world was the GPS. For one thing, it just wasn’t logical. For another, he couldn’t simply dive into the thing and walk off, though it would have seemed like that’s just what he was about to do to any bystander outside his room at the Elegante Hotel last Thursday afternoon. Just the same, he knew in the back of his mind that somehow that thing had hypnotized him, and then … and then everything went nuts.

 Jeff scanned the walk-in closet for his next set of clothes — perhaps a few grades nicer would be in order for this trip since he would be hanging with upper management. That notion carried him away from one final bit of evidence of his time away from the world of America, 2008.

 It was a forgotten shred of paper. Unlike the flyer he’d apparently had time to fold up and slide into his wallet, this artifact he had stuffed hurriedly into his back left pocket, the one pocket that had been totally ignored on every pair of pants Jeff had ever worn. A week later, that little piece of paper would disintegrate into thousands of meaningless fragments when the jeans he’d been wearing that night — along with the other tattered and mud-covered clothes he hadn’t thought about since he first awoke on what had proven to be a stunner of a Saturday — got a much needed wash.

 Just after 8 p.m., with Lefty standing aloofly in the living room shadows — cats can’t tell you to piss off but they can think it and let you know they’re thinking it — Jeff dragged himself and his big duffel back out the same door he’d just come through about 12 hours before, and popped the still dust-lined Celica trunk open. The plan tonight was simple. Normality was the focus. He’d reached levels of unrest the last few days to make even Jeff realize he couldn’t take much more.

 It was a savagely beautiful evening in New Orleans, of course, offering Jeff even more reason to wish he was staying. Remarkable, he thought, how great something can seem when it’s not available. This was precisely the time of year that had made Jeff an unhappy prisoner to his profession. The minute he began to resent baseball for all the free time it had cost him over the years, it was effectively over.

 That’s when every minute on the road began to tick more slowly and every line at the airport got longer. Every time he got home to his wife, he seemed to be leaving again even sooner. Maybe if he had just divorced baseball right then ...

 But now, in the aftermath of the unexpected and inexplicable events of the last few days, Jeff felt that he had something to look forward to when he got through the rest of this stretch that awaited. Perhaps more correctly, he looked forward to finding something to look forward to in the future. That was enough to start things off. He scaled the apartment steps one final time to grab his work bag, and he suddenly thought of two things simultaneously. The first thing was that he hadn’t exactly been cramming for the quiz that was waiting in St. Lucie, was not up to date on what his players were doing. The other thing was that the GPS was still on the table from when he tumbled into the apartment half asleep that morning.

 He walked over and picked it up with some care, sort of like someone picks up a pet snake, and found it was still every bit as warm inside its case as it had been in the New Mexico desert. Strange, sure, Jeff thought, but nothing really in comparison to the version of strange he now knew.

 So the GPS had cast a spell on him out there, and it might have somehow opened a door to some other world. So it was still apparently processing information and wondering where Jeff was, even though it had been sitting dormant and disconnected on the table for 12 hours. Big deal. Not taking the GPS to Florida never crossed his mind in those moments. Where it might end up taking him, however, did.

 But worrying about such things was not part of the deal anymore. Couldn’t be. Jeff knew, as he now gazed across the apartment and spied what looked like a note on the refrigerator, that he’d never forget what he had seen, whether he ever ended up in that world again or not. He could erase that picture off the phone right now and still see the girl’s face every day for the rest of his life.

 The real question was, did any of this have any bearing on the rest of his life? Was there something life-changing to be gleaned from the experience? Could he just suddenly stop his endless fretting about the minute details of daily life out of some fear, some possibility, that he might get taken out of his world of misery and thrown into another, much more brutal one? Was there some purpose to what had happened? Was it not purely a random, unfathomable, yet meaningless event?

 He smiled at the possibilities though not exactly sure why. He seemed destined to wear the experience like a badge, so maybe that was the purpose to it. As terrible as it was, Jeff’s glimpse of suffering in some unknown place seemed like a motivation, and he had no idea why other than the fact he’d lived to tell about it. “But there’s no one to tell it to,” he said to Lefty as Jeff approached the kitchen fridge — his apartment had one table, one couch, one chair and two refrigerators. Jeff knew from across the room what it was he’d seen stuck to the antiquated, mint green refrigerator, and who it was from. Lefty hadn’t written it, for God’s sake, and intruders usually didn’t leave notes.

 “Can we please just talk about this?” were the words Riley had scribbled down when she, not for the first time, had accounted for the cat’s well-being while Jeff was gone.

 Of course we can talk about it, he thought. But Riley will be disappointed to know that the who, what, when, where and most certainly the why portion of the conversation will still be a little vague. Actually, though, that little note had granted Jeff a wish he’d carried with him since the minute she’d hung up on him in Albuquerque. Now he would be forced to come up with an explanation for everything.

 With that, he bustled back down the stairs, back out onto Esplanade Avenue and hopped into his increasingly familiar captain’s chair in the Celica. Without hesitation or thought of consequence, he snapped the GPS onto the windshield and plugged it in.

 “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome.”

 The drive ahead was 750 miles, straight across the northern face of the Gulf and through the Florida Panhandle. Despite the pitch-black night, it was another one of Jeff’s favorite driving courses. The Gulf Coast had fascinated him since childhood, largely leading him for the first time to New Orleans. His drive on I-10 East meant a stroll past the great Gulf towns of Gulfport, Biloxi, Mobile and Pensacola.

 Out in the brown, swollen waters in the distance to his right were the haunting night lights of the flaming oil rigs, a reminder to Jeff as his thoughts wandered that he was unmistakably on the Gulf Coast and not steering into some mysterious place. Just the same, he’d already promised himself he would stay out of his own brown sea, the Bushmills, on this trip. No need to fuel any new fires.

 He figured driving at night and doing it almost exclusively on major highways would make it about a 10-hour stroll each way. Most of the trip was I-10 East, from home all the way to the friendly mile marker of Lake City, Fla., then 75 South down to the greater Wildwood metropolis and onto Florida’s Turnpike, straight toward the Atlantic Ocean and the glorious Tradition Field Complex in St. Lucie.

 Jeff noticed the GPS a good deal less this time around. It seemed to have nothing in the offing outside of chirping out the very few changes in direction on this particular jaunt. She protested when he stopped for gas, as usual, and was much busier at the beginning and end of the trip than the long miles in between. Mostly, she seemed bored. The GPS had become a constant companion already, and Jeff hoped it would become a more predictable one.

 The satellite picture offered its usual zoom-in, zoom-out picture in its normal colors. The Gulf looked bluer on his screen than it ever had to the naked eye, Jeff thought, and even the most Katrina-beaten towns and villages along the coast appeared as simple white dots in masses of cheery emerald green.

 Blue was actually the color of Katrina, not that anyone who had endured even one gust of the hurricane would have chosen that color to identify the storm themselves. It seemed a pretty obvious reminder of the water, after all. Fly into a more well-to-do city like Phoenix and it’s a marvel how all those little blue rectangles down below turn out to be swimming pools as the descent into Sky Harbor International Airport deepens. On the descent into Louis Armstrong International, on the other hand, and those aren’t swimming pools down there, though they have contained plenty of water.

 When the federal government had done whatever it had done after Katrina, one of the enduring colors thereafter, which still made Jeff cringe at each sighting, was the blue of cheap plastic tarp covering the most serious physical wounds from the storm. It was everywhere then, and shockingly still everywhere to this day.

 All these hundreds and hundreds of days after the final drops of floodwater relented, there were still seemingly thousands of square miles of that awful blue tarp everywhere, almost as much of it as there were FEMA trailers stacked in random fields. Mostly, the blue tarp still served as roofing and siding on storm-beaten houses, and anyone in the city or anywhere else on the Gulf Coast certainly had seen their fill of it long ago. If it glowed in the dark, it would have lit Jeff’s way into Florida.

 Jeff and Riley, in one of their greatest post-storm endeavors as a couple, co-managed the Katrina Blues in the 9-and-under Crescent City Youth Baseball League the spring after the storm, a league as pieced together then as the Treme neighborhood to which the team belonged.

 It was a strange moment in Jeff’s life, mainly because it was a truly happy one, and the only one in which he felt a true passion about children.

 Such a strange departure was Jeff’s unexpected love for his little band of ballplayers, it proved one of the major sticking points for Riley in the downfall of the marriage. She herself never championed having kids by any certain age, but Riley certainly held out hope that Jeff would warm to the idea of parenthood at some point, and that it would just sort of happen like it did to every couple. As she screamed and ranted and high-fived and danced outrageously through that one and only season as a baseball co-manager, Riley spent a lot of time thinking Jeff would become the perfect father.

 It never happened.

 The Blues, who surged to the championship game that season before losing to a team sponsored by the New Orleans Saints, wore specially-designed uniforms thanks to Riley’s mom. Each of the plain black team hats and T-shirt jerseys was adorned with a fleur de lis logo that had been snipped out of real 9th Ward roof tarping and hand-stitched into place by Marie Peletier herself. Thanks to Jeff, the Blues had taken enough batting practice with the Zephyrs that year to make Double-A players jealous.

 Instead of worrying about other worlds and little kids whose lives he could likely never touch, Jeff spent a large chunk of his Florida Panhandle stretch reminiscing with a faint grin about that team photo, the kids with their runner-up trophies and their ear-to-ear grins. Every dime collected that season when the hat got passed went to post-storm efforts, or technically into the effort to save the homes and livelihoods of every kid on that team. The end-of-the-season bash was held in the Delaney living room, and Jeff could still hear the bustle of all those kids running rampant in their home and still loved every shred of memory he had of it. Those little voices seemed like ghosts now, but he smiled anyway.

 Jeff roared on through the night, through Mississippi and Alabama in no time at all. The rare companionship of pleasant thoughts made the time fly, and with only the glow of the mostly silent GPS and the Celica dashboard in his face, he hammered through the Panhandle as well, stopping only for gas and a couple of chicken burritos from the Endless Sun outside of Tallahassee at dawn Monday morning.

 At the same time Jeff was striding back toward the car sitting at the gas pump, Lefty was hundreds of miles to the west, crouched stealthily in front of the open closet door in Jeff’s bedroom looking over Esplanade Avenue. The strange scent emanating from the tangle of clothes in the hamper was intoxicating to the cat. He’d been pacing back and forth to and from the closet all night. He had inched closer and closer each time, not daring to get too close to whatever was emitting that dangerous, alluring aroma.

 Now, just a few inches from the hamper, Lefty craned his neck as far as it would stretch, trying to make a connection between his brain and the messages coming from his tireless nose. As he did, a whisker lightly brushed against one of the legs of Jeff’s muddy jeans poking out from the lid of hamper. Lefty reared back, hissed will all his might, and fled down the hall with his tail dragging on the floor.

 Inside the back left pocket of those jeans, unknown to Jeff and his cat, was a slip of paper Jeff would never see. On it was a name and a date, scrawled in black ink. It had been passed to Jeff in the broadening sun the previous Friday morning.

 “Paulo Fonseca. May 7.”



 



- 12 -
 

 


 

 “Ascondo? Really? Man, I don’t think he’s ready at all.”

 It was already steamy and sticky in Port St. Lucie. Jeff’s craving for more sleep had lingered as he drove out of New Orleans the night before was yanking furiously at his eyelids now, as he sat across from Sandy Morino a little after 7:30 Monday morning. 

 While he battled to follow Sandy’s easy-going, yet somehow manic pace and do so with two open eyes, Jeff was dying to dive into that California king back at the Vistana Beach Club on Jensen Beach, with the Atlantic Ocean outside providing the lullaby free of charge.

 Jeff wondered, as the man pacing in front of him searched aloud for a bottom line he could draw underneath the Mets’ fiasco of a start, if Sandy ever even thought about sleep. He must have slept, surely, but to a true baseball man like Morino, sleep was little more than a daily interruption in life’s long walk. To Sandy, it was a few hours here and there when his body forced him to shut down and recharge, to save and store the day’s masses of information for future use. 

 On this morning in Florida, it was hard for Jeff to imagine his baseball superior having been jump-started awake in his own hotel bed by the shrill sound of a 5 a.m. wake-up call. Instead, he found it much easier to picture Sandy already sitting up in his bed when that call came. In that scene, the room was only as bright as the early sun sneaking through the window, the laptop whirring in front of him and the TV flashing across the room. ESPN would already be providing Sandy his normal morning rations of badly played-out highlight calls — “and that’s a sacks-packed jack” — and even worse music as their backdrop.

 But that dawn serenade was the soundtrack to Sandy Morino’s life, and today probably hadn’t started any differently. When the phone chimed its triple-ring at 5, Sandy likely never even peeled his eyes away from his laptop — which had become just a large, glowing growth on his chest in the last decade or so. Instead, he probably picked up the receiver on the night stand and dropped it right back in its cradle without even a hint of a balk in his delivery.

 The information flow never stopped in baseball and that was part of its design. A professional baseball organization was a beehive, a massive unit made possible by hundreds of individuals all seemingly doing an equal part. Even with perfect player health through an entire six-month regular season, sheer progress and unavoidable human aging meant there would always be steady flux from rookie ball to the majors.

 The unexpected, naturally, was what made it baseball. The torn hamstrings and the constant undertow of human error on the field — and the slacking off by people away from the field like Jeff, who no longer worked as hard as the other bees — were what caused impromptu trips to the lonely extended spring training camps of major league clubs that have long since departed for their summer homes. It was baseball’s unpredictability and its imperfect people that made Sandy great at his job. He not only expected the ups and downs of the individual workers in the hive, he relied on them. Making the workers keep working and finding newer, better ones was his most basic job description.

 Sandy embodied what Jeff could have become in the baseball business. In fact, with Jeff’s interest waning almost daily, Sandy represented something that had passed Jeff by, even at 38 and even though Sandy was only 41. Sandy likely saw the Mets’ big board in his sleep, if he did sleep, and he could be stirred awake in the middle of the night and tell you, in order, the Mets’ opening day lineup for the last 30 years. If he’d worked for the Reds it would be true for them too.

 To further accentuate their differences, Sandy spent a large portion of his days on his cell phone, meticulously fine-tuning the Mets’ personnel from the Major leagues to the Venezuelan League, all while trudging steadily on his office treadmill. He swigged coffee like a cop, and even on this humid morning, Sandy was pounding away on a paper cup full. He was the kind of coffee man who was willing to drink anything served out of a coffee pot, any color and any thickness.

 “Well, I didn’t hear anything from you out of Savannah after the Augusta series, so I figured that’s what you thought,” Sandy said, swirling his cup and frowning down at it like he’d spotted a foreign object, mulling over the Sand Gnats’ right fielder to whom Jeff had given the cold shoulder after four innings. “He struggled with the knee all spring, for sure, and he’s still too much of a free swinger, but Jeff my boy, I’m hearing all kinds of chirps about him since we left camp. Lots of those little birdies think he’s outgrowing the Sally in a hurry.”

 Even when it came to the development of 21-year old Felix Ascondo down in the South Atlantic League, there were a few things Sandy knew that Jeff did not. They were simple things he knew and things Jeff should have known too, but clearly did not. Sandy’s greatest flaw was trust, and he trusted Jeff, so as troubling as his scout’s seeming indifference was, Sandy was trying to cut him some slack. He gazed inquisitively at Jeff, who this morning looked thin, tired and hollow sitting there in a busted-down chair in the Mets’ spring training clubhouse.

 Both the High-A St. Lucie Mets and the short-season Gulf Coast League Mets had nicely cushioned, air-conditioned offices and clubhouses at Tradition Field, but Sandy loved the humid, blue collar feel of the dim Extended Spring clubhouse, and always seemed to prefer to do his business in its murky confines when in Florida. SportsCenter was blaring through the surround-sound in the adjacent players lounge, where the guys unlucky enough to still be in camp while the season roared to life across the country were collecting themselves for another day of wishing they were at least in the minors. That was a bad thing to be rooting for this early in the spring.

 One thing Sandy knew that Jeff didn’t was that Ascondo — who had been drafted at the age of 17 into the Houston system out of the Dominican by none other than Jeff Delaney himself — had proceeded to dismantle the Augusta GreenJackets for pretty much all but the four innings Jeff had bothered to watch in that Thursday-to-Sunday series.

 While Ascondo still probably wasn’t the player Jeff had initially purported him to be when he had pushed for the Mets to unload a pitching prospect and acquire him from the Astros the previous spring, Sandy found it odd that Jeff wasn’t pushing for Ascondo now. Jeff was just sitting there, shrugging his shoulders at the mention of a touted prospect he’d brought to the club, yet not providing a shred of detail as to why.

 Ascondo had made himself tough to ignore. The fleet-footed outfielder had gone 10-for-18 in the four-game set with Augusta. In that stretch, he had displayed almost everything the Mets were hoping to see. He stole six bases and swung at almost no bad pitches, and he’d managed to catch the eye of scouts from Baltimore and Texas in doing so. Unlike Jeff, those guys had gotten word back to their personnel directors about the rise of Ascondo — and about his dissatisfaction with the Mets.

 Apparently, the Orioles and Rangers had scouts that were into baseball, in it for the full nine innings of it, unlike the Mets’ scout, who was currently fighting off sleep and having trouble remembering what day it was, and who also hadn’t done a lick of baseball-related work for almost four days now. Other teams’ scouts weren’t just out there watching one or two guys a night, either. They were watching everyone, thinking about where or how they might all fit into their own team’s beehive.

 The one important thing Sandy didn’t know, however, and the thing that would have made this morning much different if he had known it was that the man sinking deeper and deeper into the chair across from his desk was wrong. Jeff’s frazzled look was troubling, as was his recent refusal to communicate, but it didn’t give Sandy reason to think Jeff was cashing out on him. He still thought Jeff knew better than the other guys, despite what he was hearing from every other direction.

 Sandy’s unwavering trust was always veiled beneath his questioning but kind eyes, and in the case of Jeff, it was almost a fatherly trust. Sandy had admired Jeff’s insights and instincts long before he’d urged the Mets to hire him to monitor the corner infielders and outfielders throughout the southern and southwestern United States as a roving scout. Sandy wasn’t there last Thursday night in Albuquerque, didn’t know about Jeff’s otherworldly end to the week and therefore mistakenly assumed Jeff really was seeing something in Ascondo’s fine print that wasn’t working.

 “Outgrow it? The guy gets hypnotized by the breaking ball he can’t hit, almost invites it while he stares at the fastball he might hit if he ever swung at one,” Jeff suddenly blurted out, aware at once he might be trying to sell damaged merchandise back to the shopkeeper at this point. After all, he was trying to play down one of his own guys just to defend the fact he’d pretty much blown off Savannah entirely.

 Usually Jeff really scored points when he talked player progress with Sandy, who would start to nod and smile at the things he agreed with, and Jeff was just good at pushing the right buttons. He would start speaking the language Sandy wanted to hear, and Sandy would start hanging on his every word, sometimes chuckling to himself while poking his nose in and out of whatever coffee cup he was attached to at the moment.

 Right now, Sandy didn’t have that look. Nothing like it. Now he had the look of a teenager whose plus-sized prom date has just arrived and has asked if her dress makes her look fat. Jeff thought he could just hit the switch and turn on his baseball authority, only this time nothing happened.

 “Let’s say it like this, Jeff, dear sir. I want you to have a nice long look at Ascondo. Tonight. One more time. Just to be sure.”

 For the first time since Jeff sat down in the chair across from his boss, Sandy had his complete attention. Jeff smartly ran through a few different versions of what he was going to say next before he said it. Sandy said he wanted Jeff to see Ascondo again. Tonight? Then, stupidly, he blurted his most recent thought.

 “Tonight?”

 “Yep. Tonight, but don’t worry. You’re in the right place for all the action. You don’t have to go to Savannah this time. I’m flying back to New York at 3 so I can watch our slow, 162-game death in person. A couple of your guys are in the mix right now, like I keep telling you. Ascondo is right in the middle of it. It’s pretty simple. You’re my corner man, Jeff, and I want you to put your brain around this one and be honest about it. If he really is shit then he’s gonna be a steal on the market for us at a time when we need some nice bait in the water. If he’s as good as what I’m hearing on the other end of my phone the last 10 days, he’s either gonna spend the season right here in the FSL or maybe even up in Binghamton. This injury on Thursday night was pretty much the ‘K’ in oh, fuck, Jeff my boy. And I just so happen to know that Texas would love a Felix Ascondo-Tanner Grace package to arrive in Arlington next week in return for Tyler Mack, and I don’t have to tell you that would be a hell of a nice little trick under the circumstances.”

 Sandy was spelling it out, not that Jeff needed him to. In the back of his mind for basically the last 48 hours, even through the haunting image of a little girl and her dead mother and all the off-route, recalculating madness he’d seen and heard in New Mexico, he knew the Mets’ crisis affected him directly. In fact, it drove a stake right into any hope he had of a low key start to the season. His understanding of the development of a hitter and base-runner kept him employed, even at a time when he mostly tuned out as much of the work detail as possible.

 “The bottom line is we had to call up Ascondo,” Sandy droned on, apparently thinking Jeff would feel insulted the transaction of moving the right fielder from Low-A Savannah to High-A St. Lucie had happened above and beyond his authority. He didn’t. “That asshole Martinez left here for Bingo today, so we’re gonna see if he can prop his fat ass up at first base and actually hit the ball in the Eastern League this time around. And that means we’re also going to see if Gibbie can live up to his hype with your beloved Zephyrs, so you’ll get to enjoy that. And Ainsley’s back at the top, for now. But it all starts with your buddy Felix, “El Gobernador.” If we go the trade route with him, so be it. Everyone will come right back down a peg — Martinez’ll be back here in a week, pissed off and hitting the shit out of the ball like usual. If Felix manages to stick around, he becomes even more valuable to us and we can still dump him before the deadline if we want to. I just need to know were we stand. You know the deal, Jeff — movin’ up or movin’ out.”

 So they had called up Ascondo. Pretty bold, Jeff thought, immediately hating the scouts from the Rangers and Orioles on general principle for messing up his developing new routine. In truth, Jeff should have called and thanked them. Because of them, he would be given no choice but to concentrate on the most immediate concern of baseball again.

 He thought back to the last moments of what he once considered peace and order, to the events he could actually remember from the previous Thursday night in Albuquerque. He had been in a rehabilitative state of mind that night, though he still hadn’t enjoyed the game, and he had apparently emailed some good stuff to Sandy before walking out of the stadium. Ainsley undoubtedly would flop with the Mets now that it counted, but Jeff felt like he was dead-on in his account of both Ainsley and Ricard. Dead-on. Ironic that when things were still normal a few nights before that, it was Ascondo that he’d managed to screw up.

 “Anyway, I guess once we solve the Felix issue, we can send you on up the list, dear friend, up the long highway again,” Sandy said, now spinning his empty Styrofoam cup and watching little brown dots of coffee dot the old desktop. “If anything, this is like being forced to look at all the clothes in the closet again, maybe get rid of some, and this time do it without any of that sentimental bullshit that follows us out of spring training about this player or that player. We still want to see more of the Cintron kid out in Utah, so he’ll be a new buddy for you. If he becomes a new one for us, you know it’s probably going to mean your pal Riley will be heading out…”

 Sandy went on, but Jeff stopped right there. It might have been juvenile, but Jeff had already pleaded with Sandy a couple of times over the winter for obvious personal reasons to get in the habit of calling Riley — the oft-injured Mets outfielder-turned-occasional-relief pitcher Teddie Riley, that was — by his first name, or any other name but his last name.

 Too late. Instead of the loud-mouthed, 6-foot-5 Cajun out of Tulane who was undoubtedly sitting one wall away in the extended clubhouse talking about tattoos, strippers or tattooed strippers, Jeff thought about a much more demure Cajun out of LSU, the one who pasted a one-lined note (“Can we please just talk about this?”) to his indoor refrigerator over the weekend. As usual, he couldn’t wait to see her, whether for the pleasure or the pain of it, and there would likely be some of both. Where would they meet? Not his place or hers, Jeff thought. But where ...

 “... and I think it’s safe to say he’s already spent whatever bonus he ever earned on all that fucking ankle tape and Jacuzzi water,” Sandy continued, stopping to chuckle at his own joke but never realizing he’d used the ‘R’ word. “So if you feel good about Cintron when you get around to him, we’re going to move on that too I think. So, is everything cool with you? You know I’m not a guidance counselor but you’re looking a little rough even by your own rough standards.”

 “Me? Yeah, I feel great,” Jeff said without flinching. “I just haven’t really slept the last few days. A little under the weather, I guess.”

 “Well, pop some greenies or something, man, because I need you. ... Jeff ... Jeff, I’m kidding. Man, you really do need some sleep. And you can get some out there in Waveland on the beach, believe me, I know,” said Sandy, unwittingly delivering the most surprising statement of the whole little sit-down. A sleep reference. “But first, you gotta get moving. Lakeland at Lucie at 7 p.m. sharp. I need the full skinny, all of it. I want to know what he eats for lunch today. He should be landing at Lucie County International at 11 a.m., so don’t keep our boy waiting.”

 “What?” Jeff reared back in his seat, momentarily wide awake again. “I've gotta pick him up at the airport?”

 “Is that what I just told you? Yes. Please. The driver isn’t here today, so yes, please go pick up our dear friend Felix and make sure he’s brought his fucking bat and his fucking fast-man shoes with him,” Sandy said, and abruptly popped open his buzzing cell phone, waved Jeff out of the room and smiled before saying in an absurd voice, “James! What’s goin’ on in Or-e-gon? How many times did that bastard strike out last night?”
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 Jeff started calling Felix Ascondo “El Gobernador,” the governor, after spending a night out on the town with him four years previous in some of the seediest Santo Domingo dives he could have ever dreamed existed. Ascondo was a man of the streets, had been a child of the streets, and he interacted with every soul out there that night, even the guys most people tried their hardest to keep their eyes away from.

 Jeff looked and felt ridiculous as he, the teenaged Ascondo and a roving band of followers strolled in and out of every boozer in what most would have called the worst part of town, and amid an assortment of blatant illegalities from cock fights to cocaine sniffed right off the bar.

 While Jeff was spending that time trying to sell the explosive hitter and base stealer on the Astros system, he was also spending it hoping that if he did make Ascondo a Houston draft pick that year, the teenager would somehow make an even trade — the chance of big money in America in exchange for the street cred in the Dominican. Like with most things, it was a little less cut-and-dried than that when it did happen. A good deal of Ascondo’s brashness had made the flight with him to America and never went back until Ascondo himself did.

 After two full seasons in the Houston system and then the trade to the Mets early in the 2007 campaign, it seemed Ascondo was on the brink of yet another career move. Whether he realized it yet or not, he was now caught up in Sandy Morino’s endless movin’-up-or-movin’-out loop. It wasn’t such a bad thing, as it was the same mentality that had been applied successfully to two of Jeff’s other proteges, Ainsley and Ricard, and it had actually worked with them, making them better players and more lucrative to other clubs. It meant that Ascondo had been identified as someone who would either climb the ladder quickly and land himself a real contract or who would become someone else’s project. Jeff was the man in charge of riding that fine line, it seemed.

 On one of Ascondo’s better weekends as a pro, he’d hit two home runs the previous season on a Saturday fireworks night in the same Florida town of Port St. Lucie, then playing for the Low-A Gulf Coast League Mets on a rehab assignment. That was two days before he was called back up to Savannah to finish out the season, and he’d bought an obnoxiously-priced, and colored, pair of alligator slip-ons to commemorate the first of what he hoped would be many big nights in American baseball to come.

 At about 12:15 on Monday afternoon, one of those gator shoes kicked the door of Suite 39 at the Vistana Beach Club, twice with great force. After being stranded at the St. Lucie County International Airport for almost an hour, Ascondo had rented the most expensive car the Prized Rentals desk would offer him. He then sped down the highway toward the beach in his red Hummer while thumbing through all the Mets-related numbers in his cell phone until he found Sandy’s.

 The perplexed player director assumed upon hearing Ascondo’s uproar there was some sort of flight delay or mix-up at the airport, but still hadn’t considered what had actually happened. He simply said Jeff was staying out at the Vistana and must be running late, and then he hung up on the outfielder and went back to his other line, where the lead northeast scout was expressing little faith in the impending second arrival in as many seasons of Romero Martinez to Binghamton.

 Ascondo headed right to the source of the problem. After a feigned friendly conversation with the girl at the Vistana office, the Dominican walked a quick pace to the suite that had Jeff’s pinkish Celica parked out front. The man inside had practically crawled on hands and knees up and into the suite’s bed. It had called to him almost non-stop for three hours before he was able to return to it following his meeting with Sandy, and he found it still neatly made and untouched. The effects of New Mexico lingered still, and sleep came quickly.

 For the first time this season, Jeff had decided when he left New Orleans the previous night that he would test the New York Mets’ ‘reasonable accommodations’ clause. These accommodations had looked extremely reasonable, and he had no idea how hopelessly into the bed’s grasp he would fall that mid-morning. While Sandy was watching Teddie Riley take his swings and curse about low pitches in the cage at Tradition Field, and while Felix Ascondo zoomed into Port St. Lucie spitting tobacco and curses about Jeff, the man in Suite 39 slept like he did as a boy on snowy school days in Connecticut.

 His body had scarcely moved since he pushed open the bedroom windows and plowed under the covers, but in his head, there was complete anarchy that he could not control or turn off. The dream that raged in his brain had brought back more details about his mysterious night in New Mexico than any cell phone photograph could, and it knotted a tight, steady frown into Jeff’s sleeping face. But the rest of his body seemed in refusal to react, and this wasn’t just the chase dream where the brain says go but the legs are cemented in place.

 This was the first of many dreams Jeff would have that spring and summer which reflected a brain that didn’t want to stop processing information, even when the body below would not, or could not, join the act. Even as he tried in his waking hours to find the thing that would make him feel normal again, the same fretting brain that had ruined his marriage was starting to run wild in his sleep, when he could not make it stop.

 As that summer pressed on, however, Jeff gradually learned to expect the images and memories that came to him during his slumber — and in his car. He began to carry them through his daily life and came to embrace them until he’d finally just accepted his parallel worlds equally, at least for a time.

 The mostly fictional, completely distorted scenes he’d been watching his entire sleeping life were changing gradually, like Jeff himself, into something different and more defined. His dreams became more real, painted in finer details, with background noises, breezes in his face and sweat rolling down his body.

 They took him back there to that place, creating a mental struggle about Jeff’s time in New Mexico. On one hand, the images started to seem as much a real memory at times as a dream. Slowly, the dreams were becoming a replay of reality, at least real by some other definition in some other place. At the same time, they effectively clouded Jeff’s thoughts enough to make him question everything that happened out there and whether or not any of it — the glowing car, the blackout, the little girl, the Range Rovers, Ramon, the car wash — had ever really happened.

 But he already had proof that something had happened. The Celica still lined with desert dust was unmistakably real, and so was the photograph of the girl, and the flyer he’d stuffed into his wallet. No dream could deliver those things from his slumber or his alcohol blackouts into the real world, and that was that. In the moments before Ascondo’s right foot reconnected Jeff to his more traditional reality, the motionless man on the bed had been seeing his other world in the clearest picture since the first time he’d truly seen it, when he’d been there. Now he was seeing a part of it he hadn’t seen during his episode in the car the previous Saturday.

 He was running at a frantic scramble, shoes filled with sand and right knee screaming at him from below. The terrain caused a clumsy, flailing stride that would stagger even the most agile of runners in its loose, scattering grains. In front of Jeff, another man about his age was kicking up the same spray of desert, though at a much more experienced pace. Behind him were the sounds of shouting men and gunshots being fired — he prayed into the air and not at his back.

 “Get over, get over!” the man shouted from ahead as he scaled what looked to be the remains of a wooden-plank fence and half-ran, half-slid down a steep incline and out of view. Jeff followed without the slightest pause. He flung himself over a broken plank and leapt feet-first down the hill, sliding all the way down a mix of sand and stone and onto his butt at the bottom of a long, flat valley that showed what appeared to be the only flashes of green foliage for miles around.

 About 100 yards in front of him was what appeared to be the back end of his red Toyota behind a stand of stunted-looking Apache pines. Still acting on pure instinct, Jeff broke into a dead sprint over much more solid earth toward the piece of red automobile he spied in the distance, racing past the man who had led him out of the peril he likely would not have escaped alone. As he passed by, the man wearing a tattered flannel shirt and jeans nearly whitened by the desert sun grabbed at his sleeve, spinning him almost to the ground.

 “Take this and get the hell out of here! May 7th, May 7th! Don’t forget! We need you man! Unete a la revolucion!”

 When two solid bangs came in quick succession, Jeff was still about two paces from his car, having snatched a tiny sliver of paper out of the man’s hand. He crammed it into his back left pocket with his left hand as he simultaneously dug in his front pockets for his keys with his right. He didn’t dare look back over his shoulder for fear he would see everything he was running from immediately behind him.

 He could even feel the cool splash of what were likely his last drops of saliva glancing off his cheek as he gasped at the sound of the first clap behind him. When the second followed just a step later, he was resigned to the fact that it was going to knock him dead right in front of his potential escape hatch.

 But instead of leaving him there forever, that second bang yanked Jeff immediately out of his desperate dash to the car and straight up in bed in a large, swanky room, curtains dancing lazily in the breeze behind him.

 His head still rocked in the fury of his long sprint to freedom. Completely disoriented, and without a clue of where he was or what was happening, Jeff shouted out of some instinct, “Hang on!” The true traveling man, whether in this world or some other, rarely wanted to be bothered, and for Jeff, this sentiment had become a reflex at the sound of knocking doors. Even without the aid of his normal travel companion, Mr. Bushmills, Jeff found himself lost between the world he was running from — the sweat covering his chest and the spit on the side of his face, apparently, had made the jump with him — and the one in which he’d just awakened.

 “Hotel staff!” a distant voice shouted from the other side of the big wooden door that was still little more than a blur as Jeff squinted through the bedroom entrance and across what appeared to be a cavernous living room. The crashing waves Jeff heard in the distance behind him as he struggled to catch his breath and send his pounding heart back into his chest brought his brain back to Florida. Florida. What was he doing in Florida?

 “Room service!”

 Boom! Boom! Boom!

 On the other side of the big wooden door, Ascondo was giving the soles of the gators a workout now, so much so that plenty of other hotel guests had already heeded the sounds of the outfielder’s pounding heel, and many had opened their doors and peered out before Jeff opened his. What they saw was a muscular Dominican man wearing a lavender suit with matching shoes and giant mirrored sunglasses, smiling while scaring the daylights out of whoever was behind door No. 39. What they didn’t know was he had planned to take a baseball bat out of the car next to add to the effect.

 Who in the hell is that? Jeff was still half in a dream, still bracing himself for death, and still seeing himself just inches away from the Celica after the two deafening shots rang out from behind him. He was still trying to plunge fully into the waking world, where someone was hammering away at the door. Room service? It occurred to him — before another barrage from Ascondo — this wasn’t booze he was shaking off, it was genuine, unrelenting exhaustion.

 “Mister Jeff Delaney! We need to come in and search your room! Have had reports of drug activity at this room! Open up!”

 Jeff, still feeling an ache in his knee that made him remember at once the awful struggle of running in the loose sand of the desert floor, walked stiffly to the door and stared out the peephole at his most recent screw-up, standing outside his door in a purple suit.
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 The roller-coaster rhythms of reggaeton would never, in Jeff’s opinion, be a good backdrop for anything other than a drunken night out. As he tried to get a feel for weaving through Florida beach traffic behind the wheel of Felix Ascondo’s massive rented Hummer that afternoon, the trumpets and big bass beats cascading through the truck and out its windows only added an extra layer of confusion onto the man who quite literally had been dragged out of his hotel room just 20 minutes before, still half-asleep and still haunted by visions of that other place.

 The extraction was done in the way Ascondo did everything — with fair, yet uncompromising force. His unfailing kindness and sense of humor were often masked in the gruff, unpolished ways of the Dominican streets from which he had extracted himself. The smile Ascondo had worn outside the door to Jeff’s spacious suite was, in truth, a lot like the one its occupant had been wearing the last couple of weeks, as the line between Jeff’s realities and fantasies seemed to thicken at times and then disappear completely like the horn section now blaring at him as he steered the flamboyant outfielder toward the Tradition Field complex in Port St. Lucie.

 Sometimes your smile is your greatest armor.

 It had been an unconscious understanding of that which prompted Jeff to simply swing the door open that afternoon as soon as he recognized through the peephole the man who was perfectly content to knock that hotel door right off its hinges if he needed to. The reality was — as he had first looked at the clock in the living room to see it was 12:31 p.m. on what he then remembered to be Monday afternoon in Port St. Lucie — he had been pinned down, surrounded.

 Ascondo’s arrival, for all he knew, might have saved him from whatever or whoever was compelled to shoot at him on his way out of that place in his dream. So instead of trying to hide behind the door that was being kicked into splinters, Jeff accepted that there was no way to avoid taking his own beating. The man who had scouted Ascondo and who had hammered down shot after shot of Patron with him that memorable night in Santo Domingo a few years back bent his lips into his new smile before he opened up his Vistana Beach Club door to reveal, apparently, a much more comical version of himself than he realized.

 When the two men locked eyes for the first time since spring training — Ascondo, of course, already knew he’d been blown off by Jeff just a week earlier in Savannah — even the man with a stare as hard as a coffin nail couldn’t keep his own smile from unfurling itself again and ruining what he hoped to be quite a tirade, at least to start things off.

 “Why you trying to mess me up, Jeffy? Don’t you know — Jeffy? Jeffy? Man, what is going on witchu, dude?” Ascondo reared back, grinning fully now and looking down his mirrored shades at the pasty, sweating man in the doorway. “You been on a bender, bro? I mean, I didn’t think you messed with dat stuff, chico. But you look like you been huffing that cocaine like a vacuum!”

 In Ascondo’s simultaneous rage and amusement, he exaggerated certain words to make them sound more like coca-EEN and vac-YOOM. The smile which accompanied the pronunciations added even more punch as Ascondo, without invitation, stepped right into the room and right into Jeff’s bewildered face.

 As he waited out the initial attack without even speaking, Jeff suddenly remembered idolizing the man who had drawn a crowd wherever they went that night in Santo Domingo. People wanted to know where the kid was going next, when he was going to get drafted and whether or not they could give him a ride to the next night spot. He held the attention of everyone in the city. Now he held Jeff’s for the first time since the scout helped negotiate his trade from the Astros to the Mets the year before.

 “I thought this was our deal, bro, but this is no part of the deal. You fucking leave me sitting in Georgia all year while I beat those bitches up and down for nothing? Dat what you gonna try to do? You think nobody else see who the fuck I am? They all talking to me now, bro, they telling me get outta the Sally League, you too good already. But you know what mess the deal up? You know what mess me up when you leave me sitting in that fucking airport? I like you, dude. You always were real to me, until now. Nobody else come to Dominican and hang like you, Jeffy, and that counted. Why you wanna fuck me now?”

 Ascondo had begun to pace around the massive suite’s living room, and while he became more and more animated, the man born to play baseball took imaginary swings of the bat in the air, seemingly without even realizing it. Since the age of 4, he’d taken thousands of swings each and every day — in the beginning with a tape-ball and a broomstick against the back of his mother’s house and now, as Jeff well knew, like a tireless worker ant in the batting cage of whichever clubhouse he called home.

 One of the things Jeff had always remembered about Ascondo was that at 15, about the same time his stroke on the baseball started taking that extra jump and his legs started carrying him from first to third in a flash of fury, he had witnessed the murder of his older brother behind a seafood market. Carlos Ascondo had once been a pitching prospect in the final days of the Montreal Expos’ existence, but had never been able to separate himself from the streets the way Felix had.

 The younger brother had excelled in school despite his own ties to the barrio. While he learned to speak fluent English in hopes of someday being interviewed by Tim McCarver after a World Series game in America, his brother began doing favors for a local drug operation.

 In keeping with the way things usually worked in places like Santo Domingo, the man now riding shotgun while Jeff chauffeured him around in Florida was climbing the major league ladder in accordance with his dreams while his brother rested in a grave outside his barrio in the Dominican, buried by a couple of shotgun blasts. Ascondo had vowed revenge that night after sprinting home through the streets, but the fact was he didn’t possess the kind of muscle it took to carry it out, and he had come to America still trying to come to terms with that. 

 The barrios were rarely a source of good luck, and in the case of Carlos, they brought the result of death at a young age. Carlos had made a delivery at a dance club less than a mile from the sitting room where he was born, had been robbed at gunpoint by a rival crew on his way out the door and was killed the following night by his own crew for what it had cost them. Carlos was walking his kid brother home from baseball practice that night, and the two had stopped at the market for sodas when a car pulled up behind them. Two men grabbed Carlos from behind and dragged him to the back alley as the market owners knowingly scrambled for cover.

 Within seconds, it was over. Still wielding the wooden bat their mother had given the brothers the year before as a joint birthday gift — Carlos was three years older, but they had September birthdays two days apart — Felix scrambled around the corner in time to see his brother’s legs kicked out from behind him by one man as he was shot in the chest twice at close range by the other. The gunman had taunted the stunned, motionless Felix to take a swing at him with his bat. Felix hadn’t, of course, but he had tried to treat every pitcher ever since as that gunman. With every swing of the bat that first winter he discovered Ascondo playing in the Dominican, Jeff could feel the kid’s rage, could feel him gritting his teeth and knew for certain that’s what could make him a star.

 As Jeff now neared Tradition Field, where Ascondo would join the St. Lucie Mets whether Jeff thought he was ready for it or not, it occurred to him that Ascondo, whose number of friends in the world easily numbered in the thousands, thought of him as one of those friends. And at the moment, a pretty bad one.

 True, maybe Ascondo was skewing the line between business and friendship, but the man had a point when it came to the lack of respect Jeff was showing him. It was just that of all the players in Jeff’s rotation at the moment, Ascondo would have seemed the least likely to be a fast leaper out of spring training. There was still that glimpse of stardom that Jeff had spied at winter ball, but Ascondo had been slowed at a critical time by injuries. His recent, sudden surge, though unseen and unnoticed by Jeff, was proof that baseball kept on going whether you were there to see it or not. Lately, Jeff hadn’t been there to see it.

 Now, despite the chance he was on the verge of being traded again, the kid was acting completely in control of his own destiny in a way that made Jeff awestruck. He peered over at the lavender-encased man with a script tattoo across the side of his neck — “Los 19-8-02” — Ascondo’s way of never letting his brother’s death separate itself from him.

 Beyond his unbelievable inner strength, one of the outfielder’s strongest qualities — and one of the most annoying to Jeff — was his memory of useless names and information. The man who struggled to remember to lay off breaking pitches managed to always remember random things about other people’s lives.

 “Whatchu gonna do, Jeffy?” he asked, turning to the man behind the wheel, who was still wearing the T-shirt, shorts and flip-flops in which he had answered the door that afternoon. “You gonna keep fucking around, dude, until you get canned by the Mets? That what you wanna do? Then whatchu gonna tell Riley? You gonna just become a drifter over there in New Orleans? Man, I thought I could trust you, bro, but that night I see you in the stands in Savannah, you barely even watching the game. What I’m supposed to think, thatchu gonna be able to help me get into the big leagues now? Now I know, dude, now I know what the other ones think bout me and I know you probably gonna end up forcing me to go somewhere else.”

 Jeff was getting the hang of driving now, not just the Hummer either, but driving the Hummer in the Ascondo way, lane-changing and rubber-necking while the controlled confusion of the reggaeton raged on. Jeff was annoyed by the fact another human being who wasn’t Riley — of course Ascondo remembered her name — could have him so easily pegged without really knowing any of the details of his current, collapsing life.

 “I don’t know, Felix. I mean, you’re right, I guess — ”

 “See, that’s what I mean, bro,” Ascondo interrupted. “Since when you become a guesser, dude? You remember when I strike out three times that game in winter ball — all sliders — like they could just throw me that shit any time and I go for it. Remember? Remember my manager down there, he don’t give a shit. He let me strike out and strike out, over and over again until I get released and they forget all about me. It was you that tole me nobody don’t never get nothing by guessing, and you right about that. Now you the one guessing and you getting lost like me on a slider. I don’t go for the slider no more, bro. Not me.”

 “Well life isn’t always as simple as that, Felix, you’ve got to — ”

 “Bullshit, dude. It is that simple. It’s like baseball, black and white, like you tell me that day and I never forget it. Simple don’t always mean easy, like you say, but it do mean black and white. You got to cancel out all those other colors and make a decision. How you not remember this now when it seems like your life is headed for shit? Whatchu been doing with yourself? You still got that unlucky black cat, Lefty? And what’s going on with Riley, bro? You still married or what?”

 There was no way Jeff was going to rake the coals directly onto himself by talking about Riley, and the fact Ascondo was being such a sage to him now after being flatly abandoned in Savannah last week and left at the airport just an hour earlier was too staggering to comprehend.

 “What? Yeah, of course. I mean, you know, we have our problems that we’re working on but it’s all fine,” Jeff lied. “Man, I just want you to be able to look at everything we’ve been through together. I wouldn’t all of a sudden just walk out on you — ”

 “Fourth inning, dude! You kidding me? Fourth inning you walk out on me! I strike out, you walk out! You lucky I didn’t blow the whistle on your ass that night! Too bad for you all those guys trying to do a better job than you did do a better job than you that night. Now they all interested, they all wanna see what I can do for them. But playing for the Mets is what’s supposed to be for me, what me and my brother used to dream about, and I ain’t gonna take no for an answer. What’s your answer Jeffy? You think you gonna walk out on me tonight before I start ripping shit out of the Florida League? You do it again, and we’ll both be out of New York.”

 It wasn’t until he wheeled the Hummer up to the Tradition Field player entrance that Jeff even considered the fact that because he was driving Ascondo’s car, he now had no way back to the hotel. He sure as hell wouldn’t be walking into the Mets’ spring complex dressed as he was now.

 “Enjoy my ride, and watch your speed cuz I don’t get no insurance on these things,” Ascondo said casually as he hopped out of the truck and walked around to the back to grab his bags, leaving a frowning Jeff still sitting behind the wheel. Apparently, the Dominican was still several paces ahead of the bumbling scout. He knew when he kicked that hotel door he would be leaving Jeff his car.

 “You look like shit,” he called from the back of the truck, bending over now and peering into his bat bag curiously. “Try to wear something nice tonight and park my car in the player lot when you get here. This way, you can no fucking leave me standing out in right field while you go off drinking. You be right here ready to see what everyone else seeing. Have fun, dude.”

 For some reason, it was then that it occurred to Jeff he hadn’t had a drink for days now.
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 “Pinch hitting for St. Lucie right fielder Mike Lacey, Nuuummmmber thirty-nine, Feeeeeeelix Assscaaaaaando.”

 Well, they’d gotten the introduction right, Jeff thought to himself as he peered down to his left from his first base line seat toward the St. Lucie Mets on-deck circle, where El Gobernador was looking hopefully up at his bat one last time before making his first-ever stroll to the plate in High-A baseball. As a former college coach used to say to Jeff’s lackluster UConn squads in the dugout while one of their own strode to the plate, the man certainly looked good in the uniform, but the rest was up to question.

 It had already been an evening of unexpected events, which had become the norm of late when Jeff did his baseball travels. As fate had it, Ascondo’s debut waited until the bottom of the sixth inning Monday night, and might not have happened at all if St. Lucie manager Lindsey Reno had his say. Reno had seen the highlights of that torn hamstring in the Mets-Dodgers game the previous week and thought it to be a godsend. He knew it was a chance to get the switch-hitting Lacey off his bench and into the action finally, while simultaneously getting hothead Romero Martinez out of his hair for the time being.

 Despite what the Sandy Morinos and other big heads in Mets player personnel thought about how the hierarchy was stacked when it came to the organization’s outfielders, Reno and Lacey had developed a chemistry with one another in spring training and the veteran minor league skipper was delighted to at least be starting the season with him in St. Lucie. The arrival of Felix Ascondo with his goddamn Grimace costume and yackety-yack music was a reminder of everything the 67-year-old Reno had begun to detest about baseball. The one-time Oklahoma ranch hand could no more communicate with Ascondo, he figured, than go clothes shopping with him, and he most certainly didn’t care to fit him into his lineup. Hadn’t planned on it either.

 Jeff sat up straight to analyze Felix’s swing. He wasn’t just heeding the earlier warnings of the outfielder, either. This thing had actually become exciting since he’d arrived at the stadium, early for once.

 He quickly stole a glance up to the press box. There, in the back, stood none other than Sandy Morino, who just so happened to miss his afternoon flight to LaGuardia that Monday, forcing him to stay in town for the night and attend a certain game in the Florida State League, where he would just so happen to see a certain player for himself. For the first time all night that Jeff had seen, Sandy was giving his full attention to the game on the field and not the one flashing to his left on the flatscreen TV, the one on which ESPN was showing the Mets down 4-1 to the Braves in the fifth inning.

 Reno was a field boss and Morino was a suit in the organization, so there was no question who held the clout in the current pissing contest between the two, and by the sixth inning, things finally gave way. That was because in the bottom of the fifth inning, not long after the 0-for-1 Lacey became the 0-for-2 Lacey after bouncing into a double play, a call came down to the St. Lucie dugout from upstairs, a voice calmly asking on the other end, “Why is our friend Felix still in the dugout?” He wasn’t for much longer.

 Ascondo was the buzz word throughout the Mets organization, at least for that April night, and Sandy had the outfielder in his plans for certain. Movin’ up or movin’ out. It seemed almost cruel to Jeff now, as Ascondo — looking positively dapper in the white St. Lucie No. 39 jersey — dug in from the right side against Lakeland’s galoot of a left-hander, Simon Alexander. For all of the scouting, coaching, film-studying, critiquing, training and retooling of swings that went on in baseball, so much of it always came down to things like this, little one-night auditions when all the big guns could be in town at once. Even Ascondo’s lunatic agent had made it in time for the game, and paced the floor behind Sandy in the press box, never separating his cell phone from his face the entire night up to this point.

 Everything the boy from Santo Domingo had ever done in baseball — swing after swing after swing, day after day after day — had been about playing for the Mets. It was a dream like anyone else’s, really, in that it was his and his only, illustrated in a very particular way. The dream for Felix Ascondo always took place in Shea Stadium and he was always playing for the home team. Now the dream rested on a single game, it seemed, and it wasn’t even clear whether Ascondo’s brief appearance — be it good or bad — would keep him with New York or finalize his trade elsewhere.

 Right before everything had started to fall apart for Jeff, he felt like he had helped put Felix’s dream on its proper course by getting him into the organization. Now he wondered if he was helping to dismantle it.

 Ascondo smartly — cockily, if that was even possible in this case — took the first pitch from Alexander high and outside, backing out of the box almost before the ball struck the catcher’s mitt with a hard, dull thud. He then did his rhythmic routine of head ticks, wristband tugs and the sign of the cross on his chest before once touching the tattoo on the side of his neck with his right index and middle fingers, kissing them and then standing back in, swinging the bat three times and glaring fiercely at the Australian, who stood motionless, spitting.

 How ordinary that first trip of the season to Savannah suddenly seemed to Jeff, as he watched Ascondo, quite frankly still amazed that the Dominican had managed to become so much a part of his life again, and so suddenly. If he had just waited out that game in Savannah, watched the kid do his thing for the full nine innings, would any of this other nonsense have even happened? After the game, he would have calmly steered his man past the other scouts and on to the local drinkery, and who knows?

 If he had just done his job that night, Jeff would have been making every bit the amount of noise to his people in New York about Ascondo’s brilliant start as the Orioles and Rangers guys were to theirs, wouldn’t he? Well? Perhaps not, Jeff admitted to himself, but he was still unable to shake the thought that if he’d just sat there and filed a report at the end of that one game, talked to Felix and the Savannah manager for just a couple of minutes, then maybe ... maybe Sandy wouldn’t be here watching Ascondo and Jeff like a hawk, and maybe the outfielder would be making his FSL debut under much quieter circumstances and with a more certain future.

 Now it appeared Jeff would just be another spectator at the game. With Sandy — coffee cup in right hand now — looming above him in the press box, Jeff’s account of things no longer mattered, he figured. But he was an onlooker savvy enough to see that the manager, Reno, had managed to deliver Ascondo into the game with his own middle finger salute to Morino and the Mets, hoping the suits and agents would be on their way back to New York after they did whatever they were set to do.

 Knowing he could not blow off the wishes of the bosses to take a first-hand look at the outfielder, especially after Sandy’s personal phone call to the dugout, Reno waited until he saw who got up first in the Flying Tigers’ bullpen during the top of the sixth inning. When he saw the 6-foot-6 Aussie loosening, he didn’t hesitate to throw Ascondo into the fray with two outs and men on first and second in the bottom of the sixth.

 Alexander was basically a two-trick pony — he threw a straight fastball and a hard-riding slider — and was the front-end of the Lakeland relief crew. Reno, despite the fact his own club was trailing 3-2 and was set to take on the main cog in of an impressive Tigers bullpen, figured he owed it to the flashy Dominican to present him an immediate challenge. Reno had certainly seen plenty of Ascondo in spring training and found it tough to believe he’d suddenly just given up swinging at high sliders.

 With a ball and no strikes, Ascondo leaned over and flailed the bat at a humming, low fastball off the plate, fouling it high over Jeff’s head and well out of the stadium. It was now 1-1 thanks to a pitch the outfielder should have left alone, but it was a swing of the bat that showed Ascondo’s recent propensity for attacking fastballs instead of breaking pitches. He stepped out, feigning interest in the direction of the foul ball, which had long since left the grounds, before spinning to look back into the sparsely populated main stand behind home plate and adjust his helmet.

 Alexander stepped off the mound and dug at his cleats for a moment while Ascondo swayed his shoulders to start the pre-pitch ritual again. He twitched, tugged, crossed, touched, kissed, swung and glared. After first shaking off what was likely the fastball Ascondo was hoping for, Alexander nodded with confidence at the second sign from home plate and, looking casually back over his shoulder once more at St. Lucie’s Jonathan Gintner leading innocently off the bag at second, he heaved a slider that dragged itself across the plate in a blur, but broke just off the outside corner.

 Ascondo whirled his brown maple bat in motion but then pulled it back with all his might after fully seeing the pitch, knowing already he’d bitten too hard on the very first slider he’d been thrown in High-A. The home plate umpire didn’t mind his attempted check swing, but the appeal to the ump on the first base side — Jeff’s side — went the other way. One ball, two strikes.

 Not wanting to root Ascondo through his at-bat while he was technically still supposed to be critiquing it with his most scrutinizing eye, Jeff instead found himself suddenly thinking about Riley and the fact he still had to come up with an explanation about New Mexico. So much seemed to keep happening so fast, it was shocking to think he was just leaving the desert 48 hours before. Where had Riley been? He thought his continued silence on the matter might have pried another phone call out of her, but not just yet.

 He promised himself that when he got home, hopefully tomorrow, he’d call her and try to set something up, though he still had no idea what that would be. If he would have ever gotten that courtyard in order ...

 Ascondo managed another foul ball, this one much more of a glancing, survival stab at another borderline fastball on the outside of the plate. While Ascondo didn’t look particularly comfortable with it, he’d gotten a frustrated reaction from Alexander, who seemed to think he had the fresh rookie call-up nailed on his usual out-pitch. It was still 1-2 with two outs and runners on first and second.

 Alexander circled the mound, waiting for the home plate ump to fish out a new ball and toss it to him. When he got the new one, he took his time rubbing it down with both hands before scaling the mound again and looking in for the sign. Now, even the half-interested fans could feel the tension as it pulsed on the field and as it oozed from the press box, where now Sandy looked to be frantically trying to give whoever was on the other end of his cell phone the slip so he could watch.

 Ascondo stood his ground in the batter’s box waiting for the Aussie to pick a pitch and deliver, almost approaching that uncomfortable second when it’s best to back out of the box and hit the reset button. If there really was a musical undertone to baseball, the crescendo was begging for its release right then, violins holding on, waiting for the big cymbal splash and the massive, unified note that spelled the climax.

 Alexander gave the nod, went into his wind-up and let fly with a slider that he aimed dead at Ascondo’s fists. The middle reliever was thinking he’d struck his own big note just then, fully intending to start his strut toward the dugout straight out of his follow-through, just as soon as the swing-happy Dominican waved the bat overtop of the slider as it fell out of his reach for strike three. But this time, Ascondo had seen the slider coming right out of the wind-up. He lowered his hands and turned away from the pitch, making it appear even further inside than it was. Two balls, two strikes.

 Tick, tug, cross, touch, kiss, swing, glare.

 The violins could wait no longer, and Alexander had run out of patience. With sweat now beading down the back of his neck at a steady drip, drip, drip in the Florida thickness, the lefty scowled at Ascondo for just a few seconds this time, shook off the slider twice to keep Gintner honest behind him, then nodded at the fastball. For a split second in the middle of his wind-up, the Aussie was fixated on erasing that glare off the face of the St. Lucie newcomer, and tried to lean extra hard into the 2-2 payoff pitch, and that’s when he let it steer just a little left, and right over the plate.

 As Felix Ascondo, Simon Alexander, Sandy Morino and Jeff Delaney each simultaneously inhaled, the clap of the bat rang out like a gunshot, not a crash cymbal. Ascondo tomahawked the ball down the left field line, sending it hissing past an indifferent Lindsey Reno in the coach’s box and a third base umpire frantically motioning fair ball. Ascondo blazed out of the box. The crowd’s delighted roar defied its tiny numbers when he zoomed around first base in even, pumping strides, as though the Latin music he said was always playing in his brain was actually blaring through the public address system in time with his feet.

 Jeff found himself standing in front of his seat as Ascondo tore over second base in a blink without missing a step, the Lakeland left fielder just then picking the ball out of the back left field corner of Tradition Field. Ascondo galloped into third base standing, then leapt straight up into the air once and back onto the bag and clapped his hands together. The triple made it a 4-3 game and left Ascondo and everyone else in the park buzzing with an unexpected jolt of electricity.

 It sent Alexander cursing and kicking into the Flying Tigers’ dugout — his night already over — sent Ascondo’s crazy agent and Sandy out the press box door chattering like squirrels into their phones and sent Jeff home from Florida that same night, wondering what he was needed for in the first place. Jeff even caught the tail end of an animated play-by-play call from the visiting Lakeland radio booth well behind him. “Wow!” was all he heard of it.
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 That scene played over and over in Jeff’s head as he drove somewhere out in the Florida Panhandle and somewhere between Monday night and Tuesday morning. As it did, he started to nod off behind the wheel of the Celica.

 Jeff had skirted everyone but Ascondo after the game on his way through the stadium and the St. Lucie clubhouse, and in the postgame bustle had barely managed to clap him on the back and say, “Great job, Felix,” and flip him his keys. That crowded clubhouse, where Ascondo would finally smile his great smile at the reporters and his teammates instead of just at a drunk scout, was the last room Jeff would ever share with the Dominican.

 Jeff filed out of the stadium and into the parking lot without making eye contact with anyone else, called information to find a cab back to the hotel and quietly skipped town. Replays of that majestic stroke Ascondo had put on the ball in what ended as a 7-6 St. Lucie win flashed repeatedly in his mind as the late-night miles from the Atlantic coast to the Gulf coast rolled past. And while his eyelids weighed more and more, starting to pull on Jeff’s entire head as the Celica sped on in the night, the screen on Jeff’s windshield started doing something peculiar.

 The Warren GPS, which hadn’t been given to any odd behavior since that frightening aftershock, or whatever it was that had played out in New Mexico the previous Saturday afternoon, made its presence felt again. Since Albuquerque, nothing but the facts had come out of that speaker, nothing but the raw data and gently spinning maps and mileage counts on the screen.

 The thing was soothing, especially at night. It knew the perfect moment to blink into its nighttime color schemes when dusk had passed. The bright greens and blues became seas of black with just the red lines of the road and the bright white blips of the towns and cities. Just as it should be. It was like putting on mood music when that thing turned its lights down.

 He was sorry he’d missed that transition this time around, but Jeff was enjoying its cool darkness now that it was here. He cruised along at about 80 miles per hour past the Gainesville exits on Florida’s Turnpike near his merge for I-75. With the cabin of the Celica almost completely darkened, Jeff’s brain had flipped away from its baseball files and turned back to Riley.

 He was trying not to do anymore rooting, any more wishing, hoping or senseless planning when it came to his soon-to-be ex-wife. On many a drunken night the last half-year or so, Jeff had declared himself fit to cope with losing her, but with every painful wake-up was the return of the feeling he’d blown the big one, that Riley was his only reliable source of happiness and sanity.

 Even now, he sensed the next time he saw her, or maybe the time after that, could be the last. Why? Well, he didn’t know why, other than the fact that some time had to be the last time, and neither of them would likely stay in New Orleans forever. She had more reason to stay than he did, of course, but she also had a growing list of reasons to go.

 Regardless, Jeff felt that it mattered how he projected himself the next time they were together. She was ready for the full-time disconnect with him but she also seemed to realize he was showing signs of going off the deep end. He certainly didn’t want that to be the reason she stuck around in his life.

 Even if he had to dress things up a bit — a lot, even — he needed to bow out of the this thing more gracefully than leaving hallucinatory messages on her cell phone in the middle of the night. That thought, of course, brought him back to the critical issue. It reared the ugly head of the one thing that would likely doom whatever meeting there was. How in the hell would he explain it all? She wanted answers and he had none.

 “Oh no," Jeff had said suddenly in a low, panicked voice. “Jesus, not again!” He leaned forward and tapped the GPS screen with his right hand, stomach tightened in fear. The screen was awash in those pink and orange and green LSD colors again. As the car swerved dangerously onto the highway shoulder, Jeff kept tapping the screen, hoping it was nothing more than a bad satellite signal, or something. The colors seemed to deepen and expand as though inside a lava lamp.

 The screen began to scramble, alternating between the big splashes of oozing colors and brief glimpses of a map of a remote-looking expanse of road. Instead of the image of the constant criss-cross of side highways, frontage roads and intersecting state highways that knot together Florida’s Panhandle and most other reaches of the United States, the in-and-out picture on the screen now seemed to be one lonely, branchless road through a long stretch of sand-colored nothingness. Each time it flashed into view, there was the little you-are-here cursor on the road, as though somehow the Warren GPS satellite technology was picking up Jeff”s simultaneous travels through some other place.

 Jeff spun the wheel hard to the left when he saw the gold reflectors of the highway guardrail, in just enough time to avoid dying in one of the more pointless ways possible. His heart now pounded as the Celica regained its footing without fishtailing, and Jeff steadily steered the car back onto the highway’s right lane. As he peeked back at the screen again, he saw the orange and purple rorschach images had returned and this time didn’t seem to be allowing the other, more interesting map to come popping through.

 But there was something else new. Now, the screen showed the little DESTINATION header on the bottom right corner of the screen, in the same place it normally would appear during a trip to indicate the number of miles remaining. Underneath it, however, wasn’t a mere mileage count but a long sequence of numbers and letters, indicating a ticking clock of sorts, beginning, Jeff assumed, with days and ending in seconds — 14d7h30m18s. Moving steadily again to the I-75 exit toward I-10 and the Alabama state line, Jeff read the time aloud, down to the ever-changing seconds.

 “Fourteen days, seven hours, 30 minutes and 14, 13, 12 seconds…”

 Not long after, the screen went completely blank for about 10 seconds, then blinked onto the Warren farewell screen — “Warren, we know where you’re goin’” — and then western Florida popped up again as though all was normal and nothing had even happened.

 Jeff sat in a stupor for about 30 miles after that, half of him wondering if that ticking clock was going to be the end of the world, or an alien invasion, or the Celica exploding to smithereens with him driving to some damn baseball game. The other half was waiting for something to happen right then, some other craziness to come out of the machine Riley had handpicked and delivered just in time for his new life on the road.

 It occurred to Jeff after the first hour or so of normal, uninterrupted GPS behavior that if he could not force himself to just be honest with Riley about everything — “Can we please just talk about this?” — then he truly had become a worthless, pathetic soul. The unexplained happened every day in some manner or another, so why should he not be honest about it? What was there to lie about? What did he have to lose? Not his marriage, not anymore, so why not just blurt it all out?

 When Ascondo finally got the call from that dickhead Reno in the sixth inning, he’d undoubtedly had plenty of time to daydream the at-bat hundreds of different ways, from ninth-inning grand slam to sixth-inning strikeout. Of all the things he knew when he dug in at home plate, the one thing he did not know was what result his at-bat would produce. No one but Ascondo and Jeff knew of or cared about his dream of playing in New York. Maybe striking out would have been the right thing to do, but he had no way of knowing. He just let it fly. Without thought of consequence, Ascondo went up there and delivered.

 As Jeff drove on through the night, he tried to imagine Ascondo being introduced at Shea as Felix himself had dreamed it a million times.

 Then Jeff tried to imagine his parallel dream, his own Shea Stadium moment. But he couldn’t because there wasn’t one. He felt as though Ascondo had served as some sort of inspiration, and Jeff felt truly inspired to be inspired. About what he had no idea.

 He plowed onto I-10 lost in thought, the Celica windows rolled down in attempt to keep himself awake and refreshed. What in the world had that counter on the screen been? That question lingered for hundreds of miles more, as Jeff inched his way across the land monitored ever so closely by the GPS and the woman’s relentless reminders about exits and his proximity to them. It was nearly eight hours later, after Jeff had re-entered the state of Louisiana and had begun to think again about what would happen with Ascondo, that she, the GPS, talked out of turn.

 “In, 14, days, begin training.”

 Then nothing else until Jeff was beckoned to take Exit 236-A to Esplanade Avenue. As he steered onto the ramp and back down into the arms of the Crescent City, Jeff’s face was again crumpled into a confused frown. He had not yet gotten over the shock of the GPS’s most recent strange behavior and was now rifling through his brain trying to organize every shred of memory of that night in New Mexico. Again.

 There had to be one thing he could tie to another, something that could explain what had happened, what was still happening. He had to sit down and lay out the evidence, be honest with himself and determine what was real and what wasn’t. But wouldn’t there have to be a third list for the stuff in between fact and fiction, like a third pile of laundry oddities that has to be washed separately? Of course there would. There would be a big stack of stuff in between the real and the fantasy that Jeff simply could not rule on himself. The arbiter he immediately thought of, the only one he would have considered asking to make a ruling on the pile of unknowns, unfortunately, was likely a little too familiar with the person involved in the incident to make an unbiased decision.

 One way or another, he had to talk to Riley and he planned to. Instead of outright honesty, though, it would be vague, his explanation. It would be nothing more than a description, as best as he could muster, of what he had seen play out in his car that day, and also in his frantic dream in Florida which he’d long since realized would not simply vanish from his memory like most dreams did.

 In fact, that dream had felt like a half-hour drama that might just pick up and continue in a week or so. Maybe sooner. But it was also like picking up a half-hour drama in midseason and trying to figure out who was who, what had happened before that and whether or not what happened next would make any sense. None of it made sense to Jeff now, as for the first time in his life he thought ahead to that night’s sleep with a feeling of trepidation.

 In a time when in most places in America spring was still arriving with its comfortable breezes and peeking green buds, the summer heat was already on full blast in New Orleans. The orange glow of the Esplanade street lamps already had that foggy, damp tint that never left town for long. The red Celica slowed to a squeaking stop — it was feeling a lot worse physically than the man riding inside, only the man inside hadn’t thought about that yet — and its lights blinked out immediately. As tired as he was, Jeff was feeling the discomfort of a man who feared the things that might haunt his slumber, things he could not control or make go away.

 “Warren — we know where you're goin’” sounded more like a warning now than a comforting thought as he pulled the ever-hot GPS off the windshield and extracted the rest of his travel gear from the car.

 Lefty was certainly happy to see him. He was sitting halfway down the steps when Jeff wrestled himself through the door. But the cat didn’t follow him into the bedroom and dive headlong onto the bed to inspect all of the smells of the outside world like he usually did. Instead, he took a quick detour at the bedroom doorway, veering off into the bathroom to his left, looking back and meowing uneasily as Jeff clumsily threw his bags onto the mattress with a bounce and then did the same with his body.

 With painstaking, incremental movements, the cat wormed its way into the bedroom minutes later, walking along the room’s far outer edge, away from the closet, while Jeff reclined, staring straight up at the ceiling. The man on the bed was thinking he didn’t care to travel anywhere for a couple of days, or maybe weeks. He didn’t want to think about baseball. If he could just wait out the return of the Zephyrs, he might be able to make that happen ...

 Lefty was suddenly in his face, making his heart jump as the cat leapt silently, unexpectedly onto the bed and began cramming its big black head into Jeff’s chest and purring. Soon, the man fell asleep between his unpacked bags, still wearing his clothes and with his feet still touching the floor while the cat — usually good for at least 22 hours of shuteye a day — spent the night like it had the last 24 hours, gazing suspiciously down at the clothes hamper, which still emitted that dangerous aroma.

 Jeff slept through what little was left of the night, through the morning, into the early afternoon and through any terror that might have been lurking within. The new day brought an unexpected sense of hope for him, at least until he plunked the Tuesday Times-Picayune onto the table. At the same moment, he waited for his cell phone to reveal who might have left him a message at 7:58 that morning.

 “Felix Ascondo — movin’ out,” was all Sandy’s voice said on Jeff’s phone. It knocked him right off his feet and into his chair, perhaps more numb than stunned. There wasn’t much more detail in the Associated Press transactions in that morning’s paper, but it was there: “New York Mets trade RHP Tanner Grace and OF Felix Ascondo to Texas for IF Tyler Mack and future considerations.”
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 Old, bad habits usually don’t just vanish into thin air.

 They attach themselves to things over time, like parasites, so they can just hang on for the ride like bums in boxcars. They camouflage themselves against their hosts and just become an inseparable part of them, shadowing them everywhere they go in life.

 Since Jeff was in no position to drink any toasts in honor of Felix Ascondo — or maybe toasts denouncing the Mets for trading him — Monday night in St. Lucie, he decided to drink one toast, and then another, and then another to the outfielder on Tuesday afternoon, alone in his living room. He couldn’t decide if Ascondo’s trade to Texas marked success or failure for Jeff in the eyes of the Mets organization, but rightly feared it was the latter, and that was worth a few toasts as well.

 The non-stop afternoon sun poured into the room from the city outside, and Jeff had spontaneously broken the seal on a bottle of Bushmills 21-year old. He’d been sent the bottle by the same college roommate that first turned him on to Irish whiskey and explained to Jeff its important history to both their families in some drawn-out drunken story. It was an unexpected Christmas gift a few years back not long after Glenn McHale had tracked him down online. They didn’t see much of one another, but not because Glenn hadn’t tried.

 The longer something sat on a shelf, allegedly, the more it was worth. That certainly held true for the many premium strains of alcohol. But Jeff figured whiskey in the bottle was whiskey failing to serve its purpose. It had been a few good days away from the juice, sure, but there was no way he was going cold turkey from here. Not yet.

 Draining that first glass of the 21 was like a black tar heroin junkie laying off the needle for a few days and then shooting a bag of China White. Jeff happily began parading around the room for no real reason other than his blood had begun to flow with that extra drive that meant he was feeling the booze already. As if to embody the notion he had no real identity of his own anymore, Jeff found himself copying Ascondo’s rendition of shadow ball, taking imaginary swings in the air. His swings weren’t worth a thing, sadly, but Jeff didn’t care at the moment. The rush of alcohol made him feel alive again.

 His cat stood at a safe distance in the hallway as Jeff had quickly poured that second glass, this one another toast to Felix with a few swigs thrown in for old Glenn, one of many who had unsuccessfully tried to remain friends with Jeff in the long term. As his mind began to shift gears rapidly with the thoughts of a drunk in the very beginning stages of a long night, he promptly decided he was going to spend the remaining hours of daylight out in the courtyard. All he needed was the broom and the big roll of trash bags. And the bottle, and the glass. And the radio, and the cat. Perfect.

 Although the day was moving along quickly, Jeff made remarkable progress as the 21-year old booze soaked steadily into his bloodstream and his brain. The impromptu renovation project he was embarking on took him back immediately to that long winter in the wake of Katrina, sweeping and hauling all those remains of people’s lives into giant piles at the end of every street, piles which the government still hadn’t bothered to help the city get moved in many places.

 At times that afternoon and evening, Jeff felt like an archaeologist, examining big chunks of the nearly six-inch thick layer of debris on the courtyard floor. He’d grabbed a rusty spade off the back porch of the adjacent, long-vacant house that overlooked the courtyard across the alley, and had begun to shovel big squares of the stuff into trash bags.

 The whiskey had put a stumble into Jeff’s step by the time the sun disappeared behind the houses, but nonetheless the courtyard’s stone floor was slowly being revealed like the bottom of a cake pan as its contents are consumed. For a while, Jeff broke open each square of crust to see what might be found within. It was easy for him to identify the tier of debris that Katrina had contributed to the layers of crust. It was the wide, compact layer that in his limited searching revealed an almost completely bleached and brittled dollar bill, the leg bone of a dog or nutria and a guitar pick.

 Even as the shadows of night began to blanket the courtyard, Jeff pressed on. He intended to finish the task at hand and haul every bag of debris to the dumpster in the alley across the street before he was done.

 In the morning, he planned on finishing the job with the broom which had seen no action that day. It really would look nice once the stones had a chance to breath again and reveal the character of the ornate fountain in the center. He even planned to buy a new table and chairs, just like the ones he’d pictured all those days he gazed out here from the window. The cat he’d hoped to have as a companion was the one gazing down from the window on that day. Like the broom, Jeff had decided Lefty wouldn’t have much purpose or much pleasure until he had at least dug the courtyard out of its years of neglect.

 By 10:30, Jeff was out of the shower and peering drunkenly down at the darkened courtyard, thinking how great gas lanterns would look down there and, of course, how great Riley would look down there. He figured if he played his cards right, he could have her there in a matter of days, and now knew this had to be the meeting place. Riley had only set foot in Jeff’s post-marriage home to feed the cat and deliver notes, and he planned to change that at once, if only once.

 The drunken stupor he now approached was one of the hopeful ones, not one of the defeatist ones that had become more common for him. He hoped there would be no blackout at the end of this one, but wasn’t promising himself anything. In a rare moment of true drunken wisdom, Jeff ambled over to the table, snatched his phone off of it and thumbed the power button until it shut off. He hoped that would prevent any drunk dialing, but he carried the phone into the kitchen and put it in his silverware drawer as further precaution. This was no time to call Riley and he was thankful he’d realized it.

 Instead, he spent his last waking hour on the business end of one last glass — the last glass available as it were — of the 21-year old whiskey. His 10-year old cat was on the couch next to him, wishing it could trade places with Jeff’s laptop. The man beneath the computer had fished out his ‘Muck the Fets’ T-shirt which he’d had since he was 16. He put it on to signify how he felt about his current employer and its trading of Felix Ascondo. He hoped the Dominican got the chance to avenge his broken dream someday.

 Among the thousands of thoughts and ideas that washed in and out of his brain that day, one that came back to him a second time as he’d showered a day’s worth of New Orleans heat and grime off his body was that he wanted to find out more about the good folks at Warren, the GPS manufacturer. Jeff quickly learned that Warren had a typically underwhelming Web page and one which oddly hadn’t been updated for some time. The home page still carried a banner at the top which said “2007 Christmas Navigation Sale,” and was disappointingly nondescript. Under the header that read NEW FOR 2008, Jeff found just one line of text that read, “New models in stock soon.”

 He went back to his search page and clicked on a link to a site called techjunkies.com, and found it was some sort of message board for discussing all things gadgetry. His search for Warren Sat-Nav GPS had steered him into a thread about the company’s products. Like any annoying message board about anything, there were long lines of drivel about this or that which could be applied to any product, any hotel or any restaurant. Some loved their 8-inch screens and some hated them. Some said it was the best GPS ever and some wouldn’t be giving Warren any more of their money. Typical. Masses of misspelled words and incomplete sentences. He scrolled further, reading posts completely at random.

 “We used our bran new Warron GPS last spring, and it was the perfect guide for a vacation through Napa Valley! If only that nice women inside the speeker would of told me about Pino Gregio, our trip would of been perfect,” Ann from Nebraska, clearly an academic, had felt compelled to tell techjunkies.com.

 Another one: “This was my third GPS, as I am a regional sales representative in greater Chicago. I found the Warren model slow and dysfunctional! Numerous times, it failed to store valuable previous client trips I’d made, forcing me to constantly reprogram all the addresses. It also put a damper on a first date when it took me to a restaurant in Downers Grove that was no longer there! I think I’ll fly from now on!” — Ed from Chicago.

 “Nice having you, Eddie. Now piss off to the airport with the rest of the puppets,” Jeff said in a triumphant-sounding voice, deciding once again the fascination of the Internet had managed to elude him.

 In one final sweep up to the top of the first page, Jeff happened upon something odd. At the top were the most recent postings, all of which referred to a sudden, unannounced halt in customer service with the Warren Web site and corresponding contact phone numbers. No answer on the phone, apparently, and no returned emails regarding anything from repairs to refunds to next year’s line. Had the company gone under just like that? There was a growing list of complaints on the matter, including a few posted in the last couple of weeks.

 “I am still waiting to here from those ideits about where I send my busted GPS, which stopped working after dropping it on the ground only once! ... Anyone know a contact with Warren? Their websight page seems to be stuck in concreat!!!! Can someone out there help?? I wanted to buy my daughter a GPS like mine for her graduation, but I can’t find any up to date products or anything else about Warren thats up to date!!! Help!!!”

 People loved exclamation points, and Jeff loved them because they were a perfect annoyance test for people. Some people were the run-of-the-mill exclamation point addicts, the ones who likely read too many of the strange Mark Trail newspaper comics as kids and simply thought periods and exclamation marks were interchangeable — “The grizzly bear can mark up to eight miles of terrain in one day! The desert camel can store gallons of water in each hump! Rabbits live in complex communities called warrens!”

 More annoying were the people who thought two exclamation points were best (OMG!!), and of course, there was no limit to either of them — how many exclamation points one might be compelled to use or how annoying people might be compelled to be.

 With the news about the Warren company apparently being missing in action, Jeff decided to wade through all of the nonsense and read everything in the two-page thread, newest to oldest. Not long after he began to skim instead of read most of the crap and misspelled complaining on page one and then into page two, Jeff’s eyes met a familiar sight. It was a one-sentence post, a small set of words that gave Jeff a jolt of butterflies in his stomach and reminded him that the place he kept trying to write off as fantasy was actually quite real, at least in some way. The one-liner was the fifth reply on page two, and it sent Jeff at once off to bed with an uneasy feeling for the second straight night.

 He’d now seen the very same sentence printed neatly on a flyer from that place, had photographed it scrawled next to a gas station toilet in New Mexico, had heard a man in a frantic desert dream call it out to him and now, now he was reading it on a message board, an Internet trailer park if ever there was one. Fittingly, it carried its usual exclamation point behind it.

 “Unete a la Revolucion!”
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 By the sound of her voice, Riley must have thought Jeff would be serving peanut butter and jelly Thursday night. The planning stage of the encounter that he might have already been guilty of reading too much into had begun with her voice sounding skeptical about Jeff’s very ability to provide food and shelter for himself and a guest without some help from her.

 As was often the case between the two these days, there was no chance for any mysterious invitations or grand introductions to the event. Jeff had left a somewhat awkward message on Riley’s cell phone early Wednesday afternoon about her finally seeing his Esplanade Avenue crib for all it was worth, sheepishly avoiding any mention of New Mexico. She had responded much later with her own awkward message on his phone. Jeff had been at Orleans Garden Center with a well-earned hangover that afternoon, spending what little money he had on the final trimmings for the courtyard.

 Later that night, and despite being armed with a feeling of suspicion about what might transpire with Riley, Jeff found he still had the drive to make whatever happened the next night happen in an acceptable location. With Lefty’s nose inspecting every square inch of the courtyard like a carpet scrubber, Jeff bathed in his own sweat as he pieced together his new backyard haven.

 By its completion, the courtyard featured a very swanky dark wooden table with matching long-backed chairs, a freshly-scoured and gently-trickling fountain with underwater lighting, blooming hibiscus trees and four working gas lamps hanging smartly from authentic looking iron posts he’d driven into the ground to form four distinct corners around the table and fountain.

 As he worked, the radio propped on a folding metal chair and powered by a 25-foot orange extension cord running into the garage chirped out WIST’s broadcast of the Zephyrs’ final road game of the long stretch, the third of three at Nashville. The following night, they would see home soil for the first time all season. And for the first time since he lived in New Orleans, Jeff didn’t care to be there for the home opener, and at this point didn’t care if the Mets knew it.

 “And now it’s one-and-two on the man from, well, near Kalamazoo,” Zephyrs’ play-by-play man Tim Grubbs said to the thick evening air. “A few miles closer, and that would have sounded great, as Jones looks in for the sign…”

 Sammy Ricard, undoubtedly feeling the sting of watching teammate Blane Ainsley get the call to New York, had apparently been taking out his frustrations on Pacific Coast League pitching, including blasting a three-run homer against the Sounds as Jeff stood in admiration of the magnificent outdoor addition to his home. He’d hit a homer as well. It was like a giant new room. After herding Lefty into the side door of the garage and up the steel steps to the apartment around 9 o’clock, Jeff swiped his cell phone off the table as he passed through the living room. Pouring in sweat, he played the single message he found waiting.

 “Hey Jeff, glad to hear you’re still alive and kicking. Hey, uh, I think I heard you right. You said you wanted to get together tomorrow night. At your place? OK, well, I’ve got something to do from like 7 o’clock ’til maybe 8:30. So, do I need to bring anything? I don’t know, anyway, call me if I do and, umm, I’m glad everything sounds a little calmer. Anyway, if I don’t hear back from you, I’ll see you at your place.”

 My place, Jeff repeated to himself. My turf.

 Perhaps tomorrow night should be a booze-free event as well, he considered momentarily, heading for the shower for a little further thought on the matter. That certainly would free up tonight. As it happened, Jeff and his cat returned to the back porch that night, having nothing better to do but put the town to sleep without having to stumble home afterward. Lefty busied himself stalking the giant New Orleans cockroaches and slinking lizards while Jeff busied himself with alcohol, this time the much tamer-tasting standard Bushmills to which he’d become all too accustomed.

 He tried to sort out exactly what he was going to say to Riley about New Mexico and his seemingly impossible experience. All he’d come up with so far was that he was lost in the desert, saw what he’d taken a picture of and gotten the hell out of there, never to return. He didn’t know what to say when asked how he got there, where exactly there was and how he’d gotten back. He couldn’t decide whether to painfully detail his dream, the revolucion and whatever he thought it was, or its apparent mass appeal in multiple worlds. He knew one thing for sure, and that was that he had no intention of bringing the GPS into any of it. Jeff had no answers to the many other questions that would surely follow.

 He stared straight up into the steamy night, and he tried to imagine what she was going to look like sitting out there. Riley definitely had a way of changing the atmosphere in a room without saying a word, and Jeff knew this new outdoor creation — still just a few hours old — would be forever branded by the following night and her impending arrival. She would leave a tattoo on this place. Her wonderful scent alone would stay for days.

 But like Felix Ascondo’s fateful Florida State League at-bat, Jeff had no way of knowing whether it would be good or bad in the end. If it was bad, he hoped he would be man enough to not let an estranged woman ruin what could become a miniature paradise, a place where stress didn’t stew, but rather flew up into the humid, faint breeze. Jeff didn’t have another coherent thought after that. He steadily nodded in his chair, until finally he thrust his glass, clinking with melting ice cubes and tinted by the remaining drops of whiskey, onto the table, thinking to himself he would rest for a minute and then take himself and his cat into the house ...

 But when he awoke with a start it was 4:38 a.m., according to his cell phone. It didn’t occur to him at that moment that Lefty was gone, but by the time he made it to the top step of the garage it did. The cat had gotten inspired by his vast new square of space and had gotten carried away.

 The scent coming from the closet had been playing with Lefty’s brain since before he ever set foot in the courtyard, and after a few hours out there and the incapacitation of his owner, the cat had searched for and promptly located a way out. He scooted his husky frame under a small gap between the ground and the fencing that separated the courtyard from the rear alley, an opening which was almost completely masked by the shrub in front of it.

 By the time Jeff stumbled back into the courtyard, hoping he would find Lefty asleep in the chair next to the one he’d been sleeping in, his veteran companion was more than 10 blocks away, engaging in his second-ever cat fight, this time against a far more formidable and accomplished opponent than the first. The first bout had been an easy one against an undersized stray outside of Hartford about nine years ago. A much meaner encounter had awaited a much older Lefty this time, and as Jeff had always suspected, this one didn’t go so well.

 But something had ticked in the cat that had never ticked before, some intoxication that began with the arrival of those strange-smelling clothes and had persisted for days now. It had given the animal a sudden jolt of unbridled courage and curiosity. It would have driven the cat mad had he remained stuck in that tiny apartment, and it just so happened the courtyard he’d stared longingly at all those afternoons while his owner was on the road had suddenly become available to him. With that sudden freedom, Lefty — undoubtedly taking years of cues from its owner — had taken it too far. An outside force called to him and he answered, just like that.

 Rapt with a feeling of overwhelming panic for the safety of his pet out in the real world and acutely aware of how alone he suddenly felt, Jeff stood for five full minutes in the soft glow of the gas lamps still burning in the courtyard, imagining over and over the cat emerging from different sets of shadows. Had there been anyone to see him standing out there, having long since searched the courtyard and found Lefty’s escape hatch in the fencing, they would have seen the reflection of tears on the man’s face as, once again, the world spun away during one of his alcoholic stupors.

 Jeff drunkenly trudged around the neighborhood streets, hoping that he would hear Lefty’s unmistakable voice call out to him from some alley, and that the whole incident would end right there. But he gave up some time after dawn, when the New Orleans sanitation crews were out scraping away another layer of tourist sludge from the greater French Quarter. He made the agonizing walk back to his apartment and immediately locked eyes on the self-feeding, self-watering dish at the mouth of the hallway.

 At the same time, Lefty, now bearing a serious gash on the back of his neck and walking with a limp thanks to another on his right front leg, was in a desperate search for a scent he recognized. He looked left and right, as lights and strange noises angled in on him constantly, and he wished he could find the same portal that had brought him into this world, so he could get back out.
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 There were many others like him, people who had somehow found their way here, answered the call whether they realized that’s what they were doing or not.

 Like him, they usually stood out from those that were already hardened to this world. Even in this dawn-hazed desert scene that looked like anything other than real life, he was shocked at what he was seeing in front of him, at what was now very clear as he trudged closer and closer to it. His mind immediately wanted to change his direction, to send a message down to his legs to stop and spin around and (Get out of here, man!). Would there be just more desert behind him when he turned, even more SUVs circling, more dark figures on horseback leading similar missions off in the distance, or was this just some big, flat white screen like at the old West Hartford drive-in movies? 

 He bounded clumsily toward the black metal object in the sand, knowing this was no remote control world he was seeing. He wasn’t able to manipulate the action in this movie. If there could be a dream inside this one, a dream that could help explain this dream, it would be the one where Jeff had connected with a fastball and sent it screaming into right field only to find his feet were cemented to the ground. 

 Only in this one, he was trying to slam on the brakes, trying furiously to just turn around and run in the opposite direction, no matter what was behind him. Why was he running into the face of certain death? Even as he heard shouts from behind him, telling him for sure this was a three-dimensional scene, he took the final three steps before lunging to the desert floor and grabbing the unattended machine gun out of the sand.

 As though he’d been trained for this very moment already, Jeff stood up and steadied the gun in his arms, cradling the butt end against his shoulder.

 He inhaled and yanked the trigger, and shots sprayed across his view, each bullet looking for something to latch onto and rip to pieces. The first half dozen of them had zoomed off into the distance, but the next several dotted their way across first the rear door and then diagonally up and across the driver’s side window of the black Range Rover about 30 yards in front of him and heading into the already warming, lengthening horizon. He could hear muffled screams from inside for a split second before the vehicle steered violently to its right and spun to a stop.

 Now moving forward again, he spied another truck behind the first and sent a hail of bullets that direction. Most had bitten into the desert floor before even nearing their target, but as Jeff steadied himself for a moment again, just 20 or so yards from the truck now turned and driving directly toward him, he erupted another stream of shots, and this one ran from the grill up the hood and straight into the cabin.

 The desert was alive again, as a massive umbrella of SUVs and gunmen on horses made U-turns and swung back in direction of the unexpected attack. Finally Jeff spun around, but only because someone had grabbed his arm. He reared back, ready to continue his shooting spree on whatever he saw and whoever had grabbed him. Instead of one man, he saw about 20 men in shreds of clothing, armed to the teeth with second-rate looking machine guns very much unlike the scorching hot one he was holding. None of their guns were raised, so Jeff lowered his, and was immediately hustled down a winding path and into a series of sun-bleached canyons and passes.

 “You gotta move man! That was crazy! You just gave away a prime ambush site, man, that was nuts!” the young man who kept pushing him from behind huffed at him. The man was moving at an incredible pace considering the amount of heat already swirling in the air. Jeff turned and stared at him for second, further drawing the man’s ire.

 The entire group scurried single-file down into the cool stone hallways beneath the rage of the desert. The man behind Jeff looked out of place here, as Jeff most certainly did, but only because he looked so modern and everyday American. Peeking from beneath the man’s faded desert camouflage shirt was one of those quasi-retro, impossibly American T-shirts — those high-priced ones that were designed to look shitty and were always adorned with played-out slogans like, “Heads, I get tail. Tails, I get head” on them. And in comparison to most of the others running frantically, yet somehow without sliding and breaking an ankle down the canyon pass, the guy had clearly seen a barber and a razor very recently. On his feet were leather hiking boots that still looked brand new.

 It was this man who had taken the role of making sure the new, unexpected visitor kept pace and didn’t get himself and the rest of them killed. Jeff was only about 20 paces into this 10-minute scramble when the man — or boy, as he didn’t look to be more than 21 — had wrestled the gun away from him. “You’re not gonna shoot me, or get me shot, and strand me in this hell hole,” he said as he took the rifle and immediately shoved Jeff along. The man’s words and gritted teeth suggested he expected some sort of struggle, but Jeff simply let go of the gun as though he’d forgotten he was carrying it.

 About the same time the ground mercifully began to even out and the path began to widen, the gunshots and angry shouts from above and behind them began to ring out. No one stopped when they’d reached the bottom of the incline, which was largely shaded by a mass of Apache pines and firs. In fact, most of them — it was clear there were at least 25 of them now, and maybe four or five that looked as green, unprepared and modern-day American as Jeff himself — broke into a dead, desperate sprint in and through the trees, never looking back.

 They seemed to know precisely where they were headed as they began scattering into the stand of trees in different directions like roaches. With his knee sending pain shooting up his leg from below, Jeff tried to fix his eyes on one of the men and follow him. But as soon as he’d selected one of the more ragged-looking ones, wearing just cut off camo pants on his dark brown body, another man came and found him, jumping out of the brush and into his path.

 “Keep running and listen!” the man yelled as he pulled Jeff off to his right and up a slight incline in the trees and brush. “We’re about a half mile from camp, and after that crazy shit, you don’t wanna be there right now. Crazy shit, man, that was crazy shit! I know you never been here before, but I need you back. Keep running man, or you’re gonna die right here! When I say break right, you steer off into this jungle with me. When you catch glimpse of your car, you get in and get out, you hear me? Use your GPS, select HOME and get out! I’m gonna talk to my main man about you — he’ll love that gun — and tell him we need you back, man. Wait for the word, man, it will be coming. This revolution could get done with people like you. Go now! Break right!”

 Even in Jeff’s half hour or so of total time spent in this place, it was evident these guys knew this terrain in much the same way as a fishing boat captain knows the otherwise blank-looking blue ocean.

 Jeff could only hear the sounds of the others now as they trampled through the thickening brush, which was steadily becoming more of a jungle. He wondered, since they were being chased by what appeared were hundreds of well-equipped men with modern guns, how the so-called camp would be any sort of safe haven to them, unless it had a jet plane waiting to fly them out of there when they arrived. But all he’d been told to do was get the hell out, and that’s all he could concentrate on now. He didn’t want to die here any more than the guy who had been behind him before dashing off past him and vanishing into the unexpected green coolness of the valley.

 Nearly gagging for his breath now, Jeff did everything in his power to concentrate on the ground below him. Any misstep would likely be a fatal one, and now he was confused as to whether the breaking brush nearby was caused by friends or enemies. He nearly ran up the back of the man in front of him — armed with a machine gun and a handgun but also flanked by a dangling compass and what appeared, despite its absurdity, to be an old sailor’s collapsible spyglass sticking out of his small backpack — when the man suddenly stopped dead in his tracks.

 Jeff fell to his knees uncontrollably, flush in sweat and physical anguish, and peering up at the man, who was scribbling something onto a scrawl of paper from his backpack. The guy was barely sweating, breathing in measured, deep rhythm. Then, the sharp, distinct sound of a breaking branch and the accompanying grunt of an exhausted man immediately off to their right sent both of the men scrambling again.

 This time, the man seemed just as concerned for his own life as he was getting Jeff out of there. As they crested another slope, Jeff was staggered by a sudden, blinding wave of morning sunlight, losing his footing briefly and allowing the man in front of him to gain an extra 15 feet on him into another piece of open desert of loose sand grains. Pumping his legs, Jeff felt like he was trying to run the length of a child’s swimming pool. Ahead, he saw the man making his way toward what appeared to be a cliff, and his heart sank again, death a sudden reality.

 When the man got to the edge, he turned and sent a painstaking look in Jeff’s direction. Jeff wondered, as he bounded toward the waiting man, if that look was aimed at him, or past him. He could sense himself being chased now, and was emitting a worried whimper as he kicked sand in every direction. As he approached the edge, the man shouted at him, “Get over! Get over!” and leapt over the edge.

 Jeff scaled the broken fence in front of him in one daring leap, then slid rapidly down an incline, only keeping himself upright enough to keep the avalanche of sand and stone moving in a uniform direction down the slope. Like a kid at the end of a playground slide, he landed butt-first with a jolt.

 He awoke on his New Orleans patio with a shout.
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 Either Riley sensed the same importance about the evening that Jeff had or perhaps she’d come from something or someone more important than him Thursday night. Because when she slinked into the Esplanade Avenue apartment — where Jeff had even managed to light some candles after he’d finished dinner to create some atmosphere in his otherwise nondescript living room — she did so wearing a stunning blue dress.

 Not that Jeff needed anything to send him off course. He awoke late Thursday morning with a panicked shout, falling out of the same patio chair in which he’d passed out for the second time in the last 10 hours. The second time he awoke, the sun was already beating onto the courtyard and that, along with the alcohol, another crazy dream and the despair of the previous night had helped to stir his brain into mash.

 The thought of his missing cat was a constant invasion to his otherwise blurred thoughts, along with the question of how he would explain the disappearance of Lefty to the woman who had kept the creature alive on more than one occasion. And that would be just the introduction. Then, the real questions would have to be answered, the ones which brought the estranged wife to the front door in the first place.

 The images of his most recent dream could have been a blessing, as unsettling as those images were. Jeff knew there was a connection between the intensely detailed sleep scenes and what happened to him one week before, whether they were precise memories of it or not. There was enough content within them to help make sense of some of what happened, or at least enough to explain what was going on in this place he’d visited, and the place that was now visiting him on an increasingly regular basis while he slept. The where, the who and the why of the thing were still spinning around in the unknown.

 Bent on keeping the promise of not drinking in Riley’s presence, Jeff went through his daily detox by doing everything in his power to prepare for her presence, mostly taking silly-looking things out of immediate view in the apartment, which made it look all the more empty and reaffirmed his decision to do business in candlelight.

 Over and over through the afternoon and early evening, Jeff found himself peering out the window onto the courtyard, hoping he would see Lefty out there bathing in the sun. He even called out to the cat dozens of times as he paraded around out there, sweeping and straightening. But nothing. The picture in his brain of the old cat wandering hopelessly through the streets served as a constant backdrop to the day, and if Jeff had a crystal ball that could have shown him the cat that sticky April afternoon, he would have seen that his mental image was practically dead on.

 Those thoughts were his companion until the doorbell rang around 9 o’clock. The woman outside couldn’t possibly know the truth about the cat, though like his now infamous trip to New Mexico, it certainly wouldn’t pass by without some sort of explanation from Jeff.

 “Our young Lefty has become quite the adventurer lately,” Jeff blurted out almost as soon as they’d sat down to dinner in the lamp-lit New Orleans night. “The big oaf managed to squeeze under the fence a couple of times, but he usually comes right back in a couple of hours,” Jeff said with a fake smile that he knew looked fake, which was countered by Riley’s theatric mid-drink pause, her wine glass up to her lips and her eyes trained suspiciously on the man across the table.

 “You lost Lefty? I assumed he was up there asleep. Really Jeff? I mean after all this time, he’s going to become one of those outside cats that only shows up for the food? He won’t live like that, not in this town, and don’t you think there are enough strays in town already?”

 No mention of New Mexico yet. But it had to be coming. Riley had dropped her fork next to the tuna steak that Jeff had proudly plunked down in front of her five minutes before. The mood had already been cast. Hurricane Riley was set to unleash.

 But shockingly, it still didn’t happen. Instead, Riley gave a sigh and a shake of the head as she again raised her glass and heartily drew on the cabernet within. As promised, Jeff was drinking Hawaiian Punch like a fifth grader. But he had the sudden, familiar urge to match the burn Riley often brought to his gut these days with a burn in the back of his throat. Not tonight, he thought, not tonight.

 “I hope you haven’t lost him for good,” she went on somewhat blankly, seeming to have her mind stuck elsewhere, instead of in the middle of Jeff’s business, the reason he assumed she’d come. “I would hate to call you in a couple months and find out ... I just hope he’s OK. This is great, Jeff, I have to hand it to you. This is like at the Redfish.”

 She grabbed her fork again, and shoveled in a bite to help her mask her awkward pause. He could have played along, naturally, and simply treated her feeble attempt at a compliment as just that. But when it came to the words of Riley, Jeff simply had no armor. So he was just frowning at the table. A couple of months? It suddenly occurred to him that perhaps Riley had brought divorce papers for him to sign. When their eyes met again, Riley wore an expression of exhausted confusion, not concern. As beautiful as she was, she looked completely worn out, and he was undoubtedly the source.

 “So what happened out there, Jeff? Why did I get a terrifying photo sent to me last week?”

 The first two questions had been fired and Jeff had no better answer to them right now than he did when he sent her the photograph. But instead of just sitting there and shrugging away, like a kid in class who thinks all he has to do is squirm in his chair and stare at the ceiling and wait for someone else to get called on, Jeff threw his mind into gear. He quickly collected everything he had seen, whether he’d seen it in a dream, in a trance, a blackout or in death-defying reality, and started explaining it in the most matter-of-fact way he could manage.

 He tried to condense a week’s worth of panicked confusion and delusion into some nice, neat encyclopedia entry. The most surprising part of the near 10-minute speech was not Riley’s complete silence and unwavering, incredulous stare throughout, but the perfectly eloquent manner in which Jeff suddenly had pieced everything together.

 At once, he described the revolucion, the cruelty of its opposition, and the sights, sounds and smells of it as he had witnessed it and lived it and even fired gunshots in it. Though he certainly never said where any of this was, he did manage to recount fine details, even uttered the name Paulo, which he didn’t realize he remembered until it came flying out of his mouth.

 Even as Riley’s empty stare dug into him, a stare that in the recent past had made Jeff feel like the boy crying wolf, he kept going, and as it turned out, kept remembering. Though she sat there without responding to any of it, never once interrupting but instead just looking on motionless for 10 minutes, Jeff found he was making himself feel more enlightened about the last week. He was making more sense to himself about it somehow, even though none of it had made a bit of sense until now. At the end of it, feeling a stir of success in his butterfly-filled belly despite Riley’s dubious expression, he shouted, triumphantly, “Unete a la revolucion!”

 He stood for a moment afterward, admiring the sound of his voice as its echo cascaded through the back alley and bounced back at him. Eventually, as silence enveloped the courtyard, he sat back down. As soon as he did, Riley began asking questions, breaking what seemed an hour’s worth of building tension.

 “Let me get this straight, Jeff. Wherever you think you were or whatever you think you were doing, after all of your nights of medicating yourself to come up with an explanation for what you saw, you think it was some good thing? You had a week to think this over, and what you’ve concluded is that this was some moment of victory for someone? For you? That little girl in the picture, would she think it was worth shouting about?”

 “Well actually yes, Riley. I mean, she’s part of the oppressed …”

 “Oppressed? How on earth do you know that, Jeff? You get lost, you see all this and now, in a week, you’ve got this big story about revolutions in the desert and fighting for what’s right? Where, Jeff? In the real world, the drunken world or just in a fantasy?”

 “That’s just it Riley. This is not a fantasy. My car was there. I was there. And I don’t know where, but I know it was real. I woke up with a piece of paper in my wallet, and I mean …”

 “You wanna know what’s real, Jeff? What’s really real? This is what’s real.” Riley grabbed her purse and wrestled her cell phone out. She flipped it open, touched a few buttons and then held it out.

 “You have, four, saved messages. First, saved message. Friday, 6:40, a.m.” Her speaker phone blurted out more concrete evidence of Jeff’s plummet out of reality. “Riley, Riley, um, it’s late but I needed to hear your voice. I just sent you something. It’s something shocking and it’s really bad, on your phone ... it was really bad. I mean, I was driving and got lost and all at once it was like I couldn’t see the road around me. The car went into a spin, I think, and, and when the dust cleared, somehow, I was in this completely different place. I ran for help, or because I was too scared to stay in the car, and I heard all this traffic, or something, off in the distance. I went looking and I saw this, I mean, all these people, all these people being run down and trampled and tortured. God, Riley, what happened? It seemed like there was nothing I could do, but then these other people were there that helped. God, it was like a war, a really one-sided war. I think I did something crazy, Riley. I mean, I did do something crazy, I tried to help, but ... I just don’t understand.”

 More silence followed. Minutes and minutes of it, uninterrupted. Two increasingly estranged adults each likely thought of hundreds of things they wanted to say next, but neither did for what seemed like an hour. Unable to bear the weight of it any longer, and frustrated nearly to tears at this point by every aspect of his life and how much of it he no longer understood, Jeff mustered his calmest voice, and spoke to the woman from whom he’d never kept a secret. She was now sitting hunched over with her elbows on the table and her face staring at the ground below her.

 “It, it was just some insane out-of-body experience, Riley. It was some glimpse of something I just can’t put into words. I know that I can’t put it into any kind of context in reality, but it wouldn’t still be haunting me like this if it hadn’t really happened. In fact, I —”

 “Jeff.”


 “No, no, let me explain. I understand reality, Riley, and even in my drunkest stupor —”


 “Jeff.”


 “Look Riley, can’t we just start at the beginning —”


 “Jeff! I’m going to Darfur. You know, Africa. Next week. That’s my reality.”
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 “Baseball is something like a war.” — Ty Cobb
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 The transient army still had fresh men coming through every couple of weeks. Often, they were men who had been there before. Even though he needed quantity more than quality, Paulo Fonseca prayed Jeff Delaney would be one of them sometime soon.

 May 7 was the big day, the day he hoped a slew of them would answer the call, but Paulo wished he could have guys like Delaney right now, April 30. After two years in the war, however, Fonseca knew there was no point looking a week into the future when you might not make it through today. That’s why he kept the transients as much in the dark as possible when it came to times and dates when they came across.

 The Americanos and the other outsiders that came here mostly wanted something to care about, and Fonseca knew how to put that desire to use. They didn’t know it, but the transients were expendable and that’s what made them so valuable. They came and went in a bizarre, unpredictable cycle, but the transients were what made the biggest uprising of all seem possible to Paulo. Without them, there would not be enough bodies to spend on it, and the only bodies there would be would be desert- and mountain-tested thoroughbreds, men far too valuable to throw away on a potential suicide mission.

 The transient army — if he could manage to find the final pieces of it and keep them alive and committed to the cause — could help the revolucion push the perros right back over the border and keep chasing them, picking up new membership along the way.

 There was simply no way of knowing the number, how many more new men would come, which would actually stick around, which would die and which, if any, he could really trust. He only knew that some would undoubtedly come, some would undoubtedly die, and a few others would run off, find their way back across and never dream of returning. Delaney had found his way back home, at least he assumed, even with the Freemen Brigade gunmen shooting at him from above the pass. But Fonseca had certainly helped him escape. Delaney had gone berserk out there — just minutes after his arrival no less — and showered the back of the FB’s convoy with bullets.

 For all the wild shit he’d seen in the desert since people, himself included, had begun crashing into it from another time and place, he’d never seen a debut like Delaney’s. Like he had done when Simmons came over the first time — that had been better than a year ago now, and much farther to the north — Paulo had snatched him by the arm, too, and made sure he had gotten out of there immediately. That was critical in his success with Simmons and, he hoped, with Delaney.

 If Paulo wanted them to come back, he had to let them get out of there after that first encounter. He had to let them get back home and let it fester for a while. The revolucion was a bizarre lure, attracting men from everywhere, even some who had better things to do.

 A handheld GPS unit helped Fonseca find them when they arrived, though he didn’t quite understand how it was they actually arrived. Next week would be the ultimate test, and he knew from experience that transients came crashing through in all sorts of ways, some of them fatally. In his experience, many of them who did make safe arrival lost their minds within a week. Paulo hid out in the desert for more than a month after he first crossed over before ever making contact with his first fellow human.

 The state-of-the-art Warren GPS he’d faithfully carried in his backpack for the last 16 months was the most modern piece of equipment the revolucion had ever known, and he even had its original charger. Not long after he’d found it, the GPS had simply started indicating the new transients’ arrivals with blinking red blips on his screen, and an accompanying female voice: “There is, a new, arrival, at this, destination.” For safety’s sake, he always kept the speaker on mute.

 They were always confused and scared when he found the new ones sitting out there, often still in their cars, gripping the steering wheel as though bracing for some further impact. Ones that were farther away and took longer to find were sometimes the good ones, because if they had the guts and the instinct to leave their cars, they might have the instincts to survive. Then again, some that left their cars were ones who shouldn’t.

 Paulo had watched just as many of them tear off screaming into the deep canyons or across the desert to meet any number of fates as he had convinced to stand and fight his fight. In truth, it was amazing any of them stayed even for a minute, let alone came back a second time or came on permanently. For some reason, though, some of them did come back, usually enough to keep a unit of at least 20 to 30 men in his division and three others just like it running missions against the FB at all times. And that was a minute percentage of the total military resistance against the Freemen occupation.

 May 7 would give the revolucion a chance to reel in a few handfuls of newcomers at the same time and in the same place. At least Paulo hoped. It wasn’t like he’d picked that date. The GPS had begun chirping out warnings on the handheld months ago, and Paulo had grown to understand that similar signals were being sent to potential newcomers through their own GPS units on the other side.

 In addition to giving the revolucion a constant trickle of new fighters, the accidental soldiers unwittingly served a dual purpose to the cause, especially those who ran off screaming and never came back. Since the start of the war, the few thousand who had gone off to meet their deaths left not only their cars behind — though it certainly wasn’t uncommon to find them lying upside down and smashed at the base of a canyon or gutted and torched by the FB in the desert — but also their GPS units.

 To that end, as rugged and poor as the revolucion and its soldiers mostly were, this special division and a few others like it across the country carried out most of its deeds with satellite-guided accuracy and with an array of different cars and trucks when needed.

 This process also meant there was a steady flow of modern vehicles being sent across the desert to the revolucion’s main camps for future transport missions and deliveries. The popularity of SUVs and pick-up trucks in the other world meant desert-worthy automobiles could regularly be found and sent on to other parts of the country, while the other handful stayed right there with the transients, and they had long since formed a secret fleet hidden in canyon passes well to the south. Paulo marked their locations into the history of his GPS, along with other vital revolucion and Freemen Brigade geography.

 In the case of transient David Hawkins, Paulo had learned something vital about the whole process of transient travel. Hawkins was stuck here now and forever, or at least that’s what Paulo believed. It was a belief that had become the prevailing logic of everyone who had made the leap and stayed, in fact. But there was no exact proof it was true. It was more a case of something which hadn’t been proven untrue yet.

 Hawkins’ car had been discovered and destroyed by Freemen Brigade scouts who came upon it and a few other vehicles in a canyon meadow the very same night the kid had arrived. The confused, frightened Hawkins had insisted on going out on watch duty with the others instead of staying in the camp alone, and the FB troops nearby had pounced quickly.

 The prevailing belief among Paulo and the transient army was that whenever one of their cars or GPS units was lost or stolen out here, or if the GPS ever malfunctioned or died, their ability to ever travel back home ceased. The connection between a man’s car and himself was symbiotic for transients. More particularly, each GPS was seemingly assigned by some unseen DNA or fingerprint to one man and one man only, or at least that’s what the men had experienced. Hawkins, though a rare case, was not the first to meet his fate.

 The look of anguish on his face that night as he stared at the vacant ground where his car had been said it all. The fact that Hawkins sneaked out of camp a few nights later, trying unsuccessfully to steal numerous other cars at the camp and find his way back out, proved the theory true in Paulo’s eyes. Hawkins would never make it back home and he didn’t want to be where he was. But he, like so many before and after him, had found his way over that first time and it changed the course of his life forever.

 Paulo and the other transient leaders could have simply seized all of the new vehicles away from their owners the minute they arrived as a matter of principle, of course, forever handcuffing the transients to their new world. But that was short-sighted.

 Fonseca believed the men could be every bit as worthy to the fight as their cars, if not more. If they realized they were stuck here like Hawkins now was, they could never be fully trusted. He wanted committed men, not slaves. While some came and went, there were plenty more who came, stayed and became permanent residents in the war, people who simply shoved off from the old world and never chose to return. Paulo was one of them.

 But there never seemed to be quite enough of those, and Fonseca had witnessed plenty of them lose their lives recently. Without the high fatality rate for transient soldiers and the inconsistency in their arrival, he would be running with leagues of men by now. There was a reason the number in each division rarely if ever exceeded 30 men despite the constant flow of newcomers. Simmons, although a rare example, was almost the perfect soldier. He traveled back and forth too much but he always returned because he’d become committed. He was a believer in doing what was right at any cost.

 Many of the daily movements in Paulo’s world were about finding wayward transient cars and abandoned and damaged war vehicles before the Freemen and their horses and black Range Rovers found them the way they had found Hawkins’ car that night. As much machinery and GPS technology as Fonseca and his foot soldiers had successfully recovered to date, Paulo himself was the only revolucion soldier to have nabbed a handheld, battery-driven GPS unit fit for the battlefield, and it had fueled the revolucion fight perhaps more than any other man or any other machine ever since.

 It had been carefully pried out of the dying fingers of one of the good ol’ boys, the men the Freemen now hailed as ‘The First Ten.’ They were the ones who had first brought their unfair fight to Paulo’s country. In the defining moment of his first tour with the transients, Fonseca and another man had stumbled upon five of what at that point was merely a hundred-man band of roving weekend terrorists. The men were drunk on tequila and sitting around a desert fire that night.

 It was easy back then. The Freemen were so green to the desert, Paulo and his companion had slit two of the men’s throats before they had even stopped laughing. Two of the remaining three were still so busy fumbling in their pants and at their sides for a firearm that they quickly found themselves rolling around in the sand with bullets in their heads — one of them had rolled right into the campfire — before either of them had squeezed off even a single round.

 It was a message, the first of many, that an entire nation would not simply sit back and allow itself to be run over by a bunch of stockbrokers and weekend warriors. Paulo had yanked the remarkable-looking GPS gadget out of the grasp of the last living man of the group, the only one that seemed not to be reaching for his gun, but instead trying to get the hell out of there by simply running away. He didn’t make it more than 10 paces from the glow of the dying coals, where one of his college buddies now roasted and choked out his last breaths.

 Despite its uncanny, almost magical abilities, the GPS exposed Fonseca’s greatest flaw as a leader, or more correctly had created it. He was so driven by the war, Paulo routinely cast aside any thoughts or questions that didn’t directly pertain to the cause. Because of that, he tended to treat the GPS like something that had fallen right out of the sky, sent plummeting down by Ares himself to help Paulo fight his daily battles. He used it at times more than he used his own brain, often gazing into it late at night, fascinated by its power and endless possibilities.

 It was that fascination that seemed to keep Paulo from asking himself one very interesting, seemingly obvious question: Given where the GPS had come from, weren’t those little red blips on the screen, the ones that took him to potential new revolucion soldiers, actually guiding him to potential new Freemen Brigade soldiers? Paulo was stealing FB recruits right from under its nose, and he didn’t even realize he was doing it.
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 Paulo’s division was running with just 26 men. If Delaney became the 27th, he would likely play an immediate role in the sabotage scheme of which Fonseca was currently in charge. If things worked out, and no one else got killed between now and then, Delaney might become the man he’d always wished Josh Simmons would have become.

 Paulo understood that if the transients had something to live for on the other side, it was impossible to convince them they had something to die for on this side. Simmons had too much to live for on the other side, and now spent his life running back and forth between two very different worlds.

 While 14 of the 26 men had answered the call from different parts of their own country, the remaining 12 were from elsewhere — eight of them were Americanos who had mostly shown promise to Fonseca upon their arrival, including Simmons. One was Hawkins, however, who showed no promise. The other four were from different parts of Europe. Like most Americanos Fonseca had known in his life, especially when he attended college in California and before he himself answered the call of the revolucion, each man came here with his own set of circumstances and problems.

 Simmons drove a beautiful new Lexus sedan which stuck out like a sore thumb in the desert and the mountain passes. Fonseca always told him the thing was so easy to spot with its glowing silver paint it would get them all killed. But Simmons was otherwise the smartest among them, educated on the West Coast of America like Paulo himself had been in a previous life.

 Like many of the other transients over the last two years of the conflict, Simmons refused to erase his old world, never wanting to give up the life he was simultaneously leading back home. Yet, something about the rage of this place or the many wrongs of the war in it had lured him back a second time, and now hundreds of times more. Unlike any others who had ever made the leap into the revolucion, Simmons faithfully traveled back and forth so much that Fonseca couldn’t imagine when he slept, if at all.

 Simmons had learned to do it in more daring, yet much smoother ways than the one that sent Delaney and his Celica crashing both in and out that first time. When he was here, Simmons was constantly on Fonseca’s case to keep track of his car. Simmons could never get stuck over here, and vowed to take his own life if he did. As long as he was alive, he was the fiercest warrior in Fonseca’s crew, and although it had become something of a chore in recent months to deal with his car and his constant comings and goings, soon Simmons would be gone for good, and Paulo already knew how much he would miss him.

 It was the woman, of course, and the two children, and his fledgling career back home (when you were part of the revolucion you were never allowed to say what you did on the other side, no matter which side you happened to be on at the time) that would never allow Simmons to become anything more than a true transient. Beyond Simmons, when Fonseca rolled through his current roster of fighters in his mind, he thought with growing confidence about the handful of them that seemed here for the long haul, guys he knew had nothing to lose because they had nothing and no one waiting for them at home except maybe trouble.

 He wondered if Delaney would ever be one of those, one that could become a permanent Simmons. So much had gotten done those two months back in the winter, when Simmons suddenly had been able to be around for all but a couple of days. With him, Fonseca’s army had struck some vital blows toward driving the Freemen back onto their heels for the very first time. Without that momentum, there was no telling where the revolucion would be now.

 During those months, Simmons helped to lead the missions through the desert and in and out of new and more advantageous camp locations. With him, they had a better understanding of the terrain, as he had an amazing sense of direction and could memorize dozens of miles at a time, always finding his way back, even without a GPS. He ran like a jackrabbit, leading their frequent, often desperate retreats with deer-like, flowing strides.

 The question that could never be answered about Simmons in Fonseca’s eyes was why? Why did Simmons — who’d spent every night of those two months in the desert gazing at the photographs in his wallet — keep coming back here? When things got too hot, many of the transients were either killed or managed to find their way back home, never to return. Not Simmons. He faithfully came and went daily, hourly at times, and he survived. It never seemed to faze him like it did so many of the others.

 Sometimes he was only over here for a half a day or night, sometimes just a few minutes for an update on the army’s travel plans. Sometimes he didn’t show up for days or weeks. But he always knew for sure when he would be coming back.

 When he was back, there was no question that they needed him, and often some very important business was put on hold until his next arrival. Maybe it was because he had some of that same weekend warrior mentality of the Freemen — that he simply got off on the idea of firing machine guns at live targets out here in the wastelands where no one was going to call the police or arrest him for murder. Fonseca chose to think it was because Simmons believed in the cause.

 It usually didn’t take much more than a day here to figure out the basis of the conflict. The Freemen had started off as little more than a fraternity party gone bad. They were guys with great jobs and plenty of money who had started all this trouble because of their love of guns, their hatred for the people who’d spent decades spilling over their border and their desire to get a big whiff of anarchy.

 Like all forms of intoxication, they found quickly they wanted more and more. After they’d arrived, they started recruiting others who they knew shared their ideals. They sneaked them over the ever-loosening border by night, setting up makeshift camps in the middle of the desert before setting out at dawn to chase the glowing lights of nearby villages. As their numbers had grown, so had their number of camps, their number of guns and their thirst for blood.

 The groundwork had been laid just that simply, and had spun completely beyond control or reason. The country to which they were laying waste had been staggered by decades of cartel warfare before they invaded, and that made it a perfect stage at a perfect time. It was a nation with no government, no military and no hope.

 Dodging FB bullets had become an hourly task for Paulo, and he understood it would almost certainly be the way he died. Delaney, who he thought about frequently since first meeting him, didn’t likely know the first thing about real survival. Yet, he’d seen a demon unleashed in the man that day, a demon which must have been lying in wait for ages. If he could just get Delaney and a couple others like him trained and with the program, anything was possible. Maybe he could convince them to believe in something, this thing, at least long enough to start some real momentum moving north.

 The Freemen had bigger guns, but in desert reality, Fonseca knew they were nothing but a bunch of drunken yahoos who knew nothing about it. Paulo thought of the transients who stayed with him as men looking for that worthwhile cause, many of whom hadn’t wanted to end their lives in their own country’s wars. The transients had a completely different look about them than the natives, and Paulo truly knew the difference because he was one of them. He too had come from north of the border.

 His family had been a part of the wave of families to come to America looking for something better, and they were part of the reason the Freemen, so many years later, began running their first missions out of the towns and villages just north of the border. Paulo was directly linked to what the Freemen hated most, and for that reason, life in the desert was an easy choice for him, and the reason he himself never considered going back.

 The Freemen had advanced more than 400 miles across the former border — the original border line really had no legitimacy anymore — in the blink of an eye, and had grown a hundred times their original number. But with their massive nightly desert orgies and drug-hazed bonfires, they were as vulnerable as ever. Even with the FB’s increasing number of surprise attacks and looting missions, one big day for the revolucion could still change everything.

 That big day was coming in June and was to be carried out like all important revolucion missions, in the dark. Like the brutal genesis of the war itself, Fonseca and the others had devised a simple plan of attack, and the revolucion bosses had tentatively gotten on board. As the FB’s numbers soared, so did its massive desert soirees, and that’s precisely where the revolucion planned to execute its surprise strike.

 They were out there almost every night at Destinoso, a former cattle ranch the FB had discovered and taken over early in its offensive into the guts of the country. It was where the first stock of horses had been claimed, and where the absurd accompanying idea that they were some modern day cowboy crusaders had been given a big dose of fuel. While their numbers were masked by their steady dispersal across all of the northern and central parts of the country, nothing happened anywhere without some say-so from the leaders, who called themselves The Gauchos. The ranch was still the principal way station for the FB in the north, the place where most of the supplies came first before being doled out to their infantrymen across the country.

 After The First Ten had established their initial foothold — what had started as little more than a drunken dare among friends had succeeded — they immediately began networking to get more bodies, more supplies and to establish a more permanent residence in the desert. The challenge, at first, was to take a small village by force at dawn, killing everyone they could chase down or find, shooting dozens of them in or under their beds.

 Once they’d gotten in and out, they fled, hiding out for weeks in caves they’d discovered years before while on a hunting vacation. Now the vacation didn’t end, and the Freemen had established a completely autonomous and completely lawless society. Even the original members were surprised by how easy it had been, not only to simply overtake the impoverished little towns one at a time, but at how many new members couldn’t wait to get their share.

 The border traffic which once moved almost solely to the north had been turned back by the FB, the momentum now going in the opposite direction. Now, the legions of eager Freemen-to-be up north were placed on waiting lists before they could come through, and now it was the Freemen who occupied almost every lookout tower and former checkpoint along the border.

 Fonseca dreamed of watching the vagabonds running back across that border soaked in their own blood and covered in disfiguring burns. If they struck the FB right between the eyes, crippled their infrastructure with a few well-placed sucker punches, their thousands of outlying divisions would become mere splinters. They would be as easily snuffed out and spotted as carcasses to coyotes. The FB’s entire blueprint had been based on getting their victims on the chase, and the revolucion’s aim was to reverse that chase.

 The offensive against the ranch could be a perfect, indefensible attack. It would be simple in its design, but would be an unbelievable challenge to execute. The four transient armies would converge on one of the mass parties outside the ranch. Snipers would be charged with taking out the dozen or so guards — who normally had their fair share of the whiskey and pot that were always in great supply there — and the rudimentary surveillance cameras on the corners of the main house.

 On many a revolucion scouting mission the last six months, those guards were found to be dozing, or drinking, in vehicles along the fringe of the giant ring of cars and trucks at the ranch. The mayhem of swaying, shouting people and blaring music within seemed to make them further oblivious to outside noise or commotion and therefore made them easier to kill. A couple of times they weren’t there at all or had abandoned their posts. Despite the undying temptation, not a single bullet had ever been sent in their direction during one of these recon missions. Not yet.

 If the arrival and the positioning of the revolucion gunmen in the rocks and cliffs around the ranch went unchecked even for five minutes — and it very likely would — the blood of the FB guards would be gushing into the desert below them while the party raged on in the distance. After that, a team of a dozen saboteurs would skirt the gigantic ring of vehicles that always encased the horde of people.

 The parties were more and more brash every night, mirroring the growing cockiness of the men staging them. The masses now also regularly included women — though the FB seemed to be a men-only club, its membership had apparently long since grown weary of the nightly sausage parties. So, just like the truckloads of lumber, liquor, petroleum, drinking water and ammunition that now came to them in regular waves from the north, there were busloads of women brought across who were promptly returned across the border the following day and abandoned.

 When the transient “hose men” got to the outer wall of SUVs and throngs of dancing, drunken people, they would slash the tires on all the Range Rovers and other transport vehicles, sliding behind one and then another until they’d reached the starting place of the guy to their left. They would then pry open the fuel doors and run a siphon hose out of each gas tank, allowing the fuel from one truck to spray directly onto the one next to it and all over the ground below them.

 If they were able to send back the all-clear signal to the hundred or so armed revolucion transients above the ranch in the cliffs, the stage would be set for Paulo and the others to watch. Just for fun, knowing at that point there would be no easy escape for the FB and their nightly whores, the division leaders themselves planned to fire flares down into the crowd to try to jump-start the mass chaos, and hopefully ignite the biggest bonfire those rats had ever seen.

 But the flares really were just part of the show, because even if they merely took out a few people and did not ignite the inferno, there was a much surer way to make that fire burn. As those pink streams of smoke went cascading from four different directions down into the crowd, snipers facing the rear of the giant ranch house would take aim at what Paulo called the “big green START button” — the giant propane, kerosene and gasoline tanks left unguarded behind the ranch’s great house, and within a spark’s distance of where the circle of trucks usually stretched.

 If even a single bullet rammed into one of those gas tanks, the very face of the Freemen Brigade would peel off like a slug’s skin caked in salt.
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 The Freemen Brigade was the name the 10 college friends had, jokingly at the time, bestowed upon themselves long before they’d made any real trouble.

 Back then, it was mostly about trying to copy the things they’d seen on all the survival and hunting shows on TV, which in recent years had taken on much more sinister ideals as environmental and gun laws dissipated. Their little group, and everything that came of it, was formed out of a shared desire to get away from their desks and out of their cubicles and let it all hang out away from wives and kids and bosses.

 Each year, they tried to do it bigger and bigger. They shot mule deer and bears in Arizona and Mexico, and had even gunned down African Cape buffaloes on an unlicensed safari together. But in each of the men was a taste for something bloodier and meaner, and they all knew it was out there for the grabbing.

 The first mission carried out by the Freemen really was nothing more than a dare. The men all agreed politically, and they’d seen the efforts of their weak and fragmenting government to stop the daily border crossings fail time and again. They detested outsiders, even though their own families had come into the same country as outsiders centuries before, but that was a fact ignored by every American racist. It was an age when uprising was not only possible, but already starting in many parts of their own country.

 In their drunken arguments about where the nation had gone wrong, and what they themselves — 10 guys who had about six total years of military service among them — would be willing or able to do to make it a better place, they had come up with this idea, which seemingly had nothing at all to do with betterment. They would become the invaders, even if just for one wild weekend. It was nothing more than a test of wills among hunting buddies, a game of chicken. But like many such arguments, there were those among them who insisted on persisting in the challenge of it.

 “I really would do it if you guys would, but I’ll bet you wouldn’t,” had been the common refrain, the sort of statement that kept all of them talking about it for weeks.

 One day, Simon Charles, then a successful online stock trader, sent a text message to his nine friends: “I’m taking down a fucking village this weekend. Anyone got the balls to take it with me?” The idea quickly became a plan, hatched by men who each thought themselves the strongest of the group and who each felt the burning need to prove it whenever possible to the others. If that first dare hadn’t gone so smoothly — if one of them had even so much as been shot in the leg — it would have also been the last. There would have been no war.

 They all would have scurried, terrified, right back across the border and back into the shelter of fluorescent lights and martini lunches. The biggest dare after that would likely have been to even bring it up in conversation. But the village they’d spied down upon from the cliffs those nights in the desert was actually even poorer and more defenseless than they had thought.

 They had all kissed their wives and children goodbye on a Thursday morning — they agreed it would take at least four days to drive down, do the thing and then hide out for a couple days before coming back across — as they had done on the dawn of dozens of other hunting trips. What none of them realized was they would never see their families again. By Sunday, they would be planning their next attack, plotting it out on Charles’ GPS unit and trying to convince their other friends back home to come across and join them.

 They spilled the blood of more than a hundred men, women and children in a matter of an hour that Saturday morning, probably wishing at first they’d never fired the first shot but being quickly overcome by a feeling of no-turning-back-now with each one that followed. The men didn’t say a single word to each other in the immediate minutes that followed. They spun their tires in the sand in the blazing mid-morning sun, got out of there and ran back to their caves to hide as planned. Each of them knew as they did, and for the agreed two days of hiding afterward, that they could only go one direction from there, and it sure as hell wasn’t back home to the office.

 They never buried a single one of the bodies they’d created that day, never even really stopped to see if they were all dead or not. They just kept blasting, reloading and laughing demonically as they went. Charles led the barrage, at once taking the reins of the other nine men who all previously thought themselves worthy to be the leader of the group and whatever it was set to do. Five minutes into the killing, it was Charles who was screaming in delight, pushing the others to keep on moving, to keep on shooting.

 “The clock only winds one way, gentlemen!” he kept shouting that day, and it became the man’s euphoric mantra as he became more and more unglued from reality and stuck more and more tightly to his idea of taking over an entire country one pitiful village at a time.

 If each of the men could have been interviewed just before they romped down into the town in two crammed SUVs, they likely would have described the overwhelming feeling of power and dominance they hoped to get from just the looks of the shocked villagers as they drove in on the sand streets. They would not necessarily have predicted bloodshed, despite their repeated claims to one another to do just that when they’d gotten out. At most, they might have admitted to having some sort of Clint Eastwood Western fantasy of laying waste to a whole town and simply riding back out unharmed.

 But they were heavily armed, and the action had started almost immediately. A man standing in front of a rundown general store had rushed out when he saw the gunmen standing in the street. The Freemen could not speak a lick of Spanish, so although the shopkeeper was merely pleading with them to please not shoot their guns in the street, when he grabbed the arm of the man closest to him — Simon Charles — the other nine began firing at his beckoning.

 If they were interviewed immediately after the hour-long carnage in the town, the Freemen might not have remembered going back to their SUVs dozens of times to either move onto another street or to pop open a new box of shells. They might not have remembered the smiles on the faces of their friends, as door after door was kicked in and gunshots were sent flying in every direction.

 It might have been true that people killed people and not guns, as the bumper stickers suggested. But on this day, had the triggers not been so close to the people looking to squeeze them and the shells not so readily available to them, the 10 men might not have found much more than a bar fight in that village. In reality, the guns themselves had provided a good deal of whatever bravery they might have lacked.

 More than a hundred dead towns and villages and even cities later, the same men who had taken to hammering a large posted sign into the main street in each town in the middle of the night to warn of the coming carnage — “Simon says, you’re next!” — had all the courage they needed.
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 “Jeff. Sandy here. We miss you, dear friend. Can we please communicate at once? Thank you. Good day.”

 Jeff had sat at Zephyr Field a mere two times in the last two weeks and had done absolutely no communicating with the Mets during that time. Even on those two nights, his attendance at the ballpark was much more a matter of being seen than actually seeing. Sandy’s message — his first attempt at contacting his scout since Felix Ascondo had been traded — carried with it the ever-polite tone Morino always used when he was trying to exercise patience.

 While the Mets player personnel director surely understood Jeff was feeling sour over the way the trade with Texas had gone down, he wasn’t likely going to be sending his scout any flowers over the transaction. There were many more irons in the fire. The Mets were still in last place and fading. Atlanta and Philadelphia were fighting it out for first place in the National League East while Florida and Washington struggled to keep pace and New York was being helplessly marooned at the bottom, already nine games adrift of the Braves and 10 behind the Phillies.

 For the first time in his life, Jeff could identify with the Mets.

 He was finding it increasingly harder, now that he was totally alone, to not just drink himself right out of this world forever. He knew the booze had played a role in everything — Riley had left for Africa with a bad taste in her mouth about him, Lefty was gone and Ascondo had been traded. Each of them, it seemed, had no more time to waste with Jeff when they went, and he realized he hadn’t given any of them the time of day when he still could have.

 It was only the Bushmills that had gotten his undivided attention, and that had only further divided his attention.

 Jeff thought about them all constantly, now that they were all out of his life. Each of them, he knew, had every reason to erase Jeff from their own minds now and simply get on with their lives. Yet still, he wondered if Riley or Felix had thought much about him. If they did, they likely thought about how much he had changed and how unraveled he had gotten. 

 Despite all the things Jeff had learned to live with regarding Riley, he still couldn’t get past those sighs of hers, and still heard them whenever he thought of her. They spoke louder than words about how far she’d come with him and how disappointing of a ride it had been. She’d let one last big one go right before she’d kissed him on the cheek that last night and walked down the stairs. He wouldn’t have expected to hear much from her in Africa even if they were still happily married, and as things were now, he didn’t expect to hear from her at all. He wondered if, or more likely when, he would be hearing from her attorney regarding the divorce. Hiring an attorney for himself hadn’t crossed his mind.

 Jeff thought constantly about the revolucion and what, if anything, it had all meant. He had dreamed about it in frightening detail almost every night for the last couple of weeks, despite a waking feeling that he should just forget about it for his own wavering sanity.

 Until this morning, April 30, the name Sandy Morino hadn’t crossed his mind much lately, not more than a couple of times. When it had, it was quickly dismissed. But he dialed Sandy’s number after playing the message from him because even if drinking himself to death was all that was left to do, he would at least need more money than he had right now to do it. And the apartment he was developing a strange affection for would no longer have his name on the lease if he didn’t come up with May’s rent, so he needed his job even though he didn’t want it.

 The Celica, fresh from a visit to the Lube-Right on Rampart Street and a diagnosis that it needed a lot more than just an oil change, was coming to a stop in front of the apartment. Before he walked in, and as his phone started sending out its rings toward New York and Sandy’s office, Jeff cast a few pathetic, now habitual glances up and down the sidewalk for any signs of Lefty. The cat had apparently moved on, evidenced by the giant green dish still mostly full of food sitting next to the front step.

 “Jeff, Jeff Delaney? Is that really you? Tell me Jeff, what have you been up to?”

 “Hey Sandy, how’s it going? What’s happening in the Big Apple this morning?”

 “Oh, you first, Jeff, you first! Please do tell me what you’ve been up to in the Big Easy. Sounds like it’s been really, really easy lately.”

 “Man, I know you don’t want to hear any excuses.”

 “Oh, sure I do! I’d love to hear something from you every once in a while, so excuses will do just fine for now! Your Zephyrs have really been on a roll, haven’t they? Funny, isn’t it? I’m told you even made it to a couple of games in person! Were those fireworks nights, or what? I hear they have an exciting new guy, let me see, what was his name? Oh, it’s Mack. Tyler Mack. Very promising I’m told. I hear the New York Mets might want to call him up, but I can’t be sure.”

 “Sandy, I know you could replace me in a heartbeat, and you should if I don’t get my shit together. But please understand, as a friend, I’ve been through some weird shit the last few weeks —”

 “Do tell! Me too, Jeff! Me too! I’m the proud player director for a last place baseball team, and it’s been a fascinating ride so far. Isn’t it funny how when one thing starts to go to hell, often many other things will follow right along? For example, Jeff, as this baseball team has become the laughing stock of the entire sports world — did you see that Sports Illustrated story, by the way? — lots of other things have followed. You know that if they fire a team’s manager, like the Mets are about to do, they often fire the whole front office too? That would include you and me, my friend. Maybe we could get jobs together! Do they need any oyster shuckers at any of those killer seafood joints in New Orleans?”

 “Man, I don’t want to add to your troubles any more than I already have. What can I do?”

 “Your job, friend. Please just do your job so I can do mine. Please. This thing is a goddamn unmitigated disaster, and it’s my fault more than yours. But I sure don’t need any help making it worse. This team is a disgrace. For everyone’s sake, just let me know what’s happening with young Tyler, so we can start putting IDs on who we even still want around this time next year. I can’t keep sticking my neck out for you, Jeff, because my head’s going to get chopped off one of these days. I don’t want to replace you. I want you to help me replace these idiots who wear our beloved Mets uniforms every night and get booed off the field. But if you leave me no choice, well then…”

 “Got it. I’ll be in Tyler’s face all weekend, I promise. Look man, I know you don’t want to hear it, but Riley’s gone to Africa, and my damn cat even left me, and well, this Felix thing kind of messed me up a little bit. But I’m back.”

 “You’d better be. And forget about Felix, because you’re going to have to stroke your pal Ainsley’s ego when he comes back down to Triple-A. And I can assure you, if Mack keeps on keeping on, Ainsley’s coming back on a one-way ticket. The only thing he has in common with the New York Mets right now is that he is brutally bad. Awful. We need to start movin’ up and movin’ out with the whole lot of them. We also need you, dear Jeff, to get your ass back on the road next week, so please don’t just hang out all week watching Mr. Mack. There are plenty more fish to fry, Jeff the chef, and the oil’s just getting warm. You remember the kid Cintron we talked about out in Utah? We think we want him, and God knows, now we need him. And then there’s another new one we need to look at, maybe even sooner. The kid in the Texas League, left fielder, ripping it up. Ellis Denson. Gotta see something concrete on him by the end of next week. I just heard he was on the table for the trade with St. Louis that never happened. They might not want him, but I have a feeling we do.”

 On Jeff’s table was a yet unopened fifth of Bushmills. He’d been spinning it around and around without opening it ever since he walked up the stairs and sat down next to it. There was an increasing number of those bottles, empty ones, filling the recycling bin next to the kitchen fridge, and Jeff was pondering whether or not he would try to add this one to the pile by tomorrow morning.

 Jeff was on the movin’ up or movin’ out train himself, more than even Sandy knew. He’d watched enough of the addiction and rehab shows on TV to know polishing off a fifth of brown liquor a night was venturing into Ty Cobb territory, but still didn’t care.

 “I hear you, Sandy. I’ll be out there early next week, I promise.”

 “Don’t promise, Jeff. Just do.”
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 The brown whiskey had vanished out of the sloped neck, the top of the liquid now resting in the squared body of the Bushmills bottle on the kitchen table as Jeff tooled around indifferently on the Web site of the Corpus Christi Hooks. He was sitting in the courtyard on a typically steamy, late-spring Wednesday night in New Orleans.

 It was evident in just a cursory glance that Ellis Denson would catch the eye of any scout. He was hitting with uncanny power for Double-A. But whether or not he was hitting the ball right this second actually counted, didn’t it? It used to. When Jeff cared. Yet, the more he looked, the more he began to stir up a familiar question, and that was what purpose he was serving the Mets, or what purpose any scout for any team really served.

 Did they really need him to drive all the way to the Texas Gulf Coast just to see what this online stat sheet could see for him? Did he need to see the tree falling in the forest just to prove it actually made a sound? Of course he did, actually, he reminded himself, taking a long pull off his glass with one hand while scrolling the Web pages with his other.

 No one usually got the chance to hit very many home runs in High-A or even Double-A ball, whether it was the Texas, the Florida State, the Carolina or the California league. When they did hit them, even a small handful of them, players quickly moved on, even this early in the season. And if Jeff did his job, this was essentially it, scouting the really good, really exciting ones. He worked well with the fast movers when he worked, and in the scouting business, his was a job most would have felt lucky to have.

 When the guys Jeff usually scouted had even a couple of big weeks in the minors, chances were the experiment would move on to the next level rapidly. Yet somehow, there were always guys like Denson stuck out there somewhere they didn’t want to be, and somehow, Jeff and hundreds of other people across the country were pulling regular paychecks to make sure the stats, the raw and simple facts of the matter, weren’t somehow untrue.

 Back when he had his shit together, Jeff often made his nationwide baseball visits by way of a 747, but now it was just him and the Toyota. As he imagined his impending cross-country trip the following week — mostly trying to decide whether or not he wanted to go all the way to Utah first and then backtrack to Texas, or vice versa — the voice of the man at the Lube-Right popped into his head (“Man, this old girl needs an overhaul soon. You’ve got some electrical problems here, man …”) and then quickly vanished.

 An hour later, Jeff was strolling back into the courtyard from the garage, the bottle inside the apartment now at its half-empty, half-full stage. Since the advent of his new backyard escape, Jeff often amusedly measured his increasing intoxication by leaving the bottle inside and making himself climb the garage steps each time he wanted a refill. At the same time he was taking his party back outside, Riley was waking in the glare of the blinding Sudan sun streaming through the window of her Khartoum hotel suite. In the distance, the uneasy-sounding cries of birds she’d never heard before filled the background.

 Her estranged husband, naturally, was doing exactly what she imagined he would be doing, once she calculated the eight-hour time difference in her brain. But she had awakened with pleasant thoughts of him nonetheless, interspersed with the continued shock that she was in Africa, one of five writers the New York Times had selected to take on the most dangerous assignment any of them had ever known. With the fearlessness that defined the woman, Riley had accepted the offer and had flown to London, then Cairo and finally Khartoum before giving herself any chance to second guess the decision.

 Ever since her departure now two weeks in the past, Riley too had replayed that scene in the courtyard hundreds of times. Much like Jeff’s incomplete conclusions that night after he’d spent a full week of thinking through what had happened to him out in the desert, Riley knew there was plenty of evidence of something, but yet no concrete answer as to what any of it was.

 It had confused her far more than she’d let on that night, in large part because so much of Jeff’s story seemed, at least in some way, too real for even him to concoct. Jeff always had a somewhat holier-than-thou way of delivering statements which he felt were true, and he had delivered his strange explanation about New Mexico — but it really wasn’t New Mexico, she supposed — in a way that seemed too impassioned and far too detailed to be a lie. In so many ways, his story was so unbelievable that she had trouble selling herself on the notion that he would even try to put such a thing past her unless it was true.

 Jeff knew her. Was there any way he’d gone so far off the deep end that he thought she would buy all this stuff about driving his car into some other plane of existence if it wasn’t true? Was there any way he could have made up that photograph, the one she herself had spent long hours pondering and trying to discount?

 Like she’d done dozens of times on her sleepless, seemingly endless journey across the Atlantic Ocean, Riley picked up the phone she’d left sitting on the night stand in her tiny room. She powered it on and scrolled to the image that was now just as detailed in her mind and her dreams as it was on the tiny phone screen. There she was, some lost little girl left alone in the desert, awaiting whatever terror might be next.

 She couldn’t help but liken it to the bleak desert fields and body-strewn plateaus that she knew awaited her to the west of Sudanese capital city. The picture, real or not, would very likely be a common thread between the world Jeff had somehow seen and the one she was about to see every day for the next year.

 Jeff now moved his baseball research further west, finding the web site for the Orem Owlz, his other assignment on next week’s grueling trek. It was more of the same stuff — an identical Web site to the previous one other than the different team logo and colors and different player names and faces filling it. Like the games he now painstakingly watched, and the players he scouted, they were all the same. Likewise, Jeff figured both of his stops would be nearly identical when he and the Celica made them.

 Just like Ellis Denson in Corpus Christi, Francisco “Willy” Cintron was destroying pitching in the Pioneer League. And like Denson, and most other minor leaguers for that matter, Cintron was probably sitting in a dugout somewhere right now hoping some scout would send back enough evidence to a major league club to get him the hell out of there.

 Jeff no longer thought of himself as a savior for players like that, a guy who rolled into town and noticed all the important fine details and helped his organization sift through the bullshitters and sign the stars. His history with Felix Ascondo alone was all the proof he needed that he was no one’s guardian angel in baseball, or in any other facet of life. Though Jeff never gave it a thought that night, as the clear empty glass of the whiskey bottle upstairs began to overtake the remaining brown fluid inside, Ascondo was one of those guys stuck in a dugout hoping to be rescued by an astute scout that night.

 Felix didn’t hate Jeff for what happened, though he would have been well within his rights to pin at least some of his current situation on the drunk scout he thought was his friend. Instead, he simply soldiered on in the only way he knew. Ascondo made his Double-A debut that night in the Texas League, striking out in his first two at-bats before hammering consecutive doubles for the Frisco RoughRiders, playing on the road at Midland. He knew his dream of playing for the Mets had likely died that unforgettable night in Florida when he’d been told about the trade, but Ascondo was already steadfast in pursuing a new version of his dream, albeit in a much different place. As he gazed out across the Texas flatland in the distance beyond the outfield wall, he figured he must be further from New York now than he was the day he was born in Santo Domingo, and that still hurt.

 Ascondo tried to remember that life was never supposed to be easy, that the overall goal of bettering his family’s situation back home didn’t care what uniform he wore. If nothing else, the trade to the Rangers had vaulted him straight to Double-A, quite a leap from the South Atlantic League, and in a mere matter of weeks.

 Felix still had a singular focus and an outlet for all of his pain and disappointment — pitchers. Just as much as he thought about the status quo of his own life as he peered out into the lonely Texas night, however, he thought about ol’ Jeffy and the demons that always seemed to be chasing him, even as he shuffled out of the clubhouse that night in St. Lucie.

 The bottle neared emptiness and Jeff’s brain neared the topping-off point of impairment. A light scratching sound he did not notice began on the other side of the apartment, at the front door. There, a thinning, scraggly black cat was trying to figure out a way into the door that bore not only a familiar human scent but also his own. The large gash on the back of the cat’s neck had not healed much during his weeks on the street, and the animal was nearing desperation in its attempt to reconnect with the old life that it could not fully remember in its brain, but could still recognize with its nose.

 The cat emitted a long, pained yowl as it stared hopefully up at the door, sensing the person it knew to occupy this place was still behind that door somewhere. The cat had emptied the green food dish next to the door in a matter of minutes upon picking up its scent from the rear alley, but even after some dedicated clawing at the door, there was no response.

 After a few minutes, the cat moved with a limp back down the alley — still on the hunt for a way back to its former life — and back into the streets it had felt so compelled to explore just a few weeks earlier.

 The walk turned into a hobbled run when the cat heard a sudden crash from somewhere behind him. Jeff had drunkenly tossed the empty bottle into the recycling bin, where it shattered into pieces against the collection of others. He sucked down the night’s final fingers of whiskey in the same amount of time it took him to walk back down the garage stairs one last time and out into the courtyard. When he got there, he stumbled back into his chair.

 He passed out and dreamed of the desert.
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 “We was all just a buncha dumb kids when dat wah came callin’ on us, you know dat’s right. Came callin’ on us like dat hurricane did, whetha we was ready fo’ it o’ not. Changed all us fo-eva, it did. We wadn’t kids fo’ long, dats da right truth. Took da youth right out some of us, took da life right out some of us.”

 Jeff’s first inclination when he sat down at Zephyr Field and heard a weathered-looking old man in front of him start talking — the man had a purple heart medal pinned to a plain white t-shirt — was to get up and go sit somewhere else. But tonight, he would have heard mostly the same thing everywhere else in the stadium.

 He had arrived in plenty of time for Friday night’s Las Vegas-New Orleans game. Even in the face of his almost constant half-drunk hangover during his waking hours, Jeff was early enough to watch batting practice and even introduce himself to the hulking Tyler Mack after the Zephyrs’ latest addition pounded dozens of baseballs out of the stadium from the batting cage that cloaked home plate.

 But when he turned around 20 minutes later to find an empty seat — or row, he hoped — to watch the action, Jeff found the stadium was already full beyond his normal comfort level. He jogged his alcohol-ridden brain to try to figure out why all these people had picked this particularly stormy-looking night to cram into the park for the game. As he scanned across the main grandstand, the answer became clear. All those silver-haired men and women were here because it was Veterans’ Appreciation Night. Wonderful, he thought.

 He saw all sorts of military and war memorabilia attached to the unexpected crowd. Some people wore those POW-MIA shirts, some wore their old medals pinned to their everyday clothes and plenty more much younger people, he now saw, were wearing their active duty military dress.

 It reminded Jeff that he had been dreaming more and more about that machine gun lying in the sand, about how it felt and sounded as the bullets sprayed out of it after he grabbed it, how it rocked his entire body. Having never been a hunter or a gun enthusiast, the bullets in his recollections sounded like hailstones pelting the roof of a car when they rammed into those SUVs. Jeff considered, as he walked off the field and into the crowded, bustling stands, the reason why he felt so compelled to do something so insane in that desert in his dreams. He tried to measure what it was that sent him running, gun raised, right at them.

 Fighting in a war was something he’d never been put in a position to even consider doing in his 38 years, but somehow these recurring dreams that now played and replayed the same scenes over and over again carried with them real life emotions.

 He had vehemently opposed the war in Iraq since its beginning, and though he’d watched hundreds of times with great admiration all the fatigue-clad soldiers walking through the airport terminals, he’d never been a part of any such conflict in his life and never wanted to be. In fact, he often thought how lucky he was to have been born way too late to experience Vietnam and way too early to experience Iraq. But the dreams that were now a regular visitor in his life gave him the pressing sense of answering such a call, something that was worth shooting for, fighting for. Maybe even dying for.

 And yet, as he gazed at the long string of ancient-looking men filling the seats in front of him after he’d picked his own seat 10 rows up from first base — their heads swiveling back and forth in conversation — the stories of war, heroism and camaraderie in the face of certain death they were telling were real, and undeniably appealing. Conversely, his own thoughts of a war in some other world, where he had begun to believe he really had taken up arms and fired live rounds toward an unknown enemy in the distance, seemed far less real now, but maybe just as appealing in their own strange way.

 “I’ll never forget that day. My life really did change forever that day,” a very polished-looking gentleman wearing a beige suit he had to be roasting in said, immediately drawing the attention of each of the other men to his left and right, and from Jeff. “I was an 18-year old kid, standin’ on a street corner over there in Algiers, thinking about joinin’ a jazz band and whistlin’ at every piece of tail that walked by. Just standin’ out there actin’ a fool. When that man, that white boy in the uniform, came up to me, he looked mad, mad to see another man just standin’ out there with nothin’ to do. The Japs and the Germans were already runnin’ the world over by then, takin’ all they could get, and there I was doin’ nothin but wastin’ time. ‘Don’t you want to want somethin’? Don’t you need to need somethin?’ he was askin’ me. And I just stood there, bitin’ on my bottom lip, you know how I do.”

 The other men broke out laughing, giving the man in the middle a chance to take a breath, shift in his seat, and dig deeper into his memory.

 “Fore I know what I’m doin’, I’m signin’ my name on that dotted line, you know. It wasn’t but two days went by I was down there in the bayou trainin’ for somethin’ I didn’t know nuthin’ about. Never fired a rifle in all my days and never wanted to. An’ they couldn’t tell you what it was gonna be like when we all got over there in Europe. How do you explain somethin’ like that to an 18-year-old kid? Just like the Grand Canyon or somethin’, you just got to go see it, put your own eyes on it, live through it, to know what it’s about. 

 “But once you marched through those streets, human ashes blowin’ in the breeze and dead soldiers and people layin’ all over, you knew then you was never gonna be the same. But you knew you was doin’ somethin’ that meant somethin’. Even if it didn’t mean nothin’ to you at the time, you knew you was doin’ somethin’ that needed doin’. Didn’t take long to change me, no. I got over there and learned real fast that man Hitler was fittin’ to take over. You know, maybe I’m a fool but I believe we really did stop that from happenin’. It didn’t take me more than five minutes over there to see how serious they were. That’s what got me in it all the way, you know, what got me through, kep’ me from freezin’ to death at night and starvin’ to death durin’ the day.”

 The men flanking him all stared off into the distance, probably all seeing their own pictures of their days of hell during the war. While every picture was undoubtedly something different, they were all the same.

 “Y’all remember ol’ Matty Martinot from Treme, I know you all do,” he went on. “Good man, he was. Never saw Nawlins again, never made that plane ride back home like all us did. Left his life in the ocean out there somewhere. When he was flyin’ them damn suicide missions over Italy, them boys got treated like they was worth less than the other boys because they was black. But by God, they defended them harbors better than anybody and they knew it.

 “On the ground it was the same, tough on us, runnin’ with the 761st Tank. But me an’ Ol’ Wally Baxter — Ol’ Wally who died in that shack over on Magnolia Street not long after we got back — we was committed to it. Never asked why, never asked what was in it for us. We knew more about fightin’ for our freedom than most of those boys did — we was fightin’ for it at home too. Me an’ Wally, when we moved on up the road into that forest in Austria toward the end, we was terrified what he was gonna see. Gunskirchen — even the name sounded cold and dead — was waitin’ at the end of that road. We could already smell the dead. Then we started seein’ all those skeletons half-buried next to the road. If you didn’t know what you was fightin’ for before that, or against, you sure knew when you saw that place.”

 Jeff was in a trance, trying to see in his own mind what the man was seeing while he spoke. He tried to remember his own life at 18 or 20, and was quickly reminded that it was a typical, meaningless carbon copy of every other American kid’s coming of age at the time. He was just another one who’d tip-toed through high school, went straight off to college and then onto supposed adulthood.

 Amazing, Jeff thought, how kids from his generation mostly learned to avoid responsibility even further after high school by going to college, thinking that living in a dorm room was somehow a measure of survival. In truth, he thought, he’d never done anything daring in his entire life. At least not until ...

 “Only saw one living thing once we got inside the fences of that camp. There wasn’t even any birds chirpin’ out there, like they knew better than to stay there and went off to someplace better. We was some of the first Americans to walk in there, and God almighty knows most of us wished we could have run right the hell back outta there. The stench in the air, you knew everything was dead. Even the mud in there was full of human remains. The SS had left some of the mass graves still open when they ran off, bodies just stacked down in there, and inside them barracks and that schoolhouse was just a big tangle of arms, legs and heads.

 “We came up on this little girl, sittin’ on the edge of one them giant holes in the ground. Couldn’t have been more than, I don’t know, seven? So malnourished and sick, that little girl’s skeleton looked like it was tryin’ to fight its way right out of her and run off too. I’ll never forget her, how could I you know? She never said a word, never even tried to. When a couple of them boys helped stand her up, she just fell right back down. It was like life had just given up on her. Her heart hadn’t stop beatin’, her brain still worked, but the rest of her was just dead, just couldn’t go on livin’ no more. Didn’t want to see what was next. She died before we ever got her out the gates.”

 Fighting his own emotions, Jeff tried to act natural while still hanging on the man’s every word. He tried staring indifferently out onto the field, then at the scoreboard. Finally, he just hunched over in his seat, put his head in his hands and listened.

 “Few weeks later, it was done and so was I, just like that. Walked out of hell still livin’. Me and ol’ Wally, but not Matty Martinot, no, not ol’ Matty. He’d bought it right there at the end. Just didn’t seem fair, but none of it was fair, you know? Me and some of the boys went over to Mallorca in Spain for a weekend before we came back home, and dammit, you never saw such a beautiful place in your life. That’s my only good memory of the whole thing, but was it ever worth it. After all we done seen over there, all the bodies, all the hurt, all the pain, it just didn’t seem like we’d ever get outta there.

 “But when the sun hit my face on that beach, it was like I come out of a coma or somthin’ like that, you know? I knew I was never gonna be able to shake those thoughts from my head — that little girl and then ol’ Matty goin’ missin’ after he got shot down on his last mission. I stood out there on that beach in Spain and I ’membered what ol’ Wally said to me that day at Gunskirchen. He said to me, ‘Ervin, I ain’t seen the sun since we got here. You think God just unplugged that sun to try to hide this place from the rest of the world?’ I told him we’d all see that sun again, and we did. But ol’ Matty never did.”

 All Jeff could think of was the little girl he’d seen, the one he took the picture of when he first walked out into that desert. The one for whom he’d grabbed that gun and blasted away without hesitation. The one for whom he felt he still wanted to fight.

 “Now all these young men and women out here, these kids out here today, they gettin’ called. Don’t even matter what color you are no more, how old you are. They all gettin’ the same call, like we did. They ain’t no draft now, and no Hitler out there no more, that’s the truth, no more Gunskirchen or Dachau. But there’s plenty of bad people don’t like us one bit.”

 The man was beginning to struggle to get the words out, choking up on them as they came and trying not to let his emotions spill over. Seemingly refusing to cry now over the horrors that occupied his late teens and early 20s, the man’s mouth continued to open and close for another moment, but the words had ceased. The men around him didn’t bother to notice.

 “Granddad, you tellin’ all them old war stories again? Give these men a break!”

 “Hey, hey! Daz my great grandson! Just look at that man right-cheh now!”

 All the attention, Jeff’s included, suddenly steered left to a kid in desert fatigues who looked to be in his late teens standing on the steps in the aisle. It pulled the men right out of that time and those places and pains of long ago — Jeff could see it as it happened — and back into the moment of now. They came back to life at once, gushing with smiles and standing up to greet the kid who at once broke into a giant grin himself. Jeff sat in silence, watching the men trip over one another as they pulled themselves up to properly greet the kid still standing at the end of the row of stadium seats.

 “Oh, don’t get up y’all. Come on now!” the kid said, embarrassed at the wave of attention flooding his way. But the men wrestled out of their seats to clap the kid on the shoulder and try to reach an arm around him, nearly sending the whole lot of them tumbling down the steps. Jeff tried not to miss a single word of the conversation, and he caught a glimpse of Zephyrs outfielder Brandon Lyles, who had been swinging a weighted bat on the other side of the foul ball screen at the backstop — the game now just minutes from starting — but who was now standing motionless. His bat was resting on his shoulder, a faint smile on his lips as he watched the same thing Jeff watched.

 The kid the old men were fawning over — a couple of them using canes to hold themselves upright as they did — was immaculately dressed. The nameplate stitched across his clean, starched, tucked and ironed camouflage shirt said ARSENEAUX. The American flag patch on the shoulder was practically glowing in the hazy, setting sun. The kid’s cocoa-brown skin seemed a wonderful complement to his flawless, sand-colored uniform.

 There was only one imperfection, one that was immediately apparent to Jeff but one which the old men acted as though they simply did not notice as they all gathered around him on the steps. Although the kid’s military dress was near perfect, his uniform shirt was missing its right sleeve. In fact, the shirt had clearly been altered to help accommodate this abnormality. The right sleeve was not necessary in this case because the kid wearing the shirt no longer had a right arm to put in it.

 Minutes later, as the national anthem droned out of the stadium’s public address system, uniformed soldiers standing on the field presenting the flag and almost everyone in the stadium saluting it, Jeff stopped fighting back the tears and simply let them roll down his cheeks for the duration of the song. While it might have been an improper thought at this moment, Jeff wished for the very first time that he could make that GPS in his car take him back to that place, the place where his own calling might be answered.
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 The silver Lexus came skidding across a large, sandy clearing roughly a half-mile from camp early Sunday morning. Josh Simmons had always thought himself a damn good driver, and even now, when the very concept of driving a car had long since changed forever, he smiled to himself in the wake of a silky smooth, perfectly-timed arrival before checking the GPS on his windshield one last time and powering it off.

 The engine still purring, he gently nudged the gas pedal and pushed the car out of the growing sunlight and into the overhang of some large firs at the end of the clearing. A flock of Monarch butterflies exploded from the trees and into the sky as he did, as if to send word of Simmons’ arrival.

 Using the extreme caution he developed during his many travels here, Simmons turned off the engine and sat in the car a moment longer. Ignoring the butterflies in the air and, to some extent, in his stomach, he studied the line of trees off to his left, which opened out into the flat desert plain. In this part of the country, that plain stretched for some 45 miles into the distance before running headlong into a series of canyons and plateaus. No movement out there. To his right, he now felt certain, would be a rough path up and through the scrub and eventually into the transient camp he’d helped to set up back in late March.

 He flipped open the backpack on the passenger seat, slid out the Glock 9mm from the outer pocket and made sure it was loaded. The Freemen hadn’t found this campsite yet, at least he didn’t think, but it certainly didn’t mean they wouldn’t find it today. The bastards spent their whole lives on the hunt, and there was no telling when some of their scouts might come crashing through the brush. Simmons had come to live for those opportunities to kill or be killed. It was the only addiction he’d ever suffered.

 He opened the door, stepped out and pushed the gun into the waistband of his camouflage pants, and then stripped off his t-shirt and threw it into the car. Still looking and listening in every direction, he gently pushed the door closed with a click and walked around to the passenger side, his hiking boots crunching lightly in the earth below. He swung that door open carefully, slung the big pack onto his shoulder and then leaned into the door until it clicked shut.

 The father of two had lived his double life long enough now to know there was no point locking the doors. If anyone other than a fellow transient found the Lexus sitting out here today — a rare day off for Simmons this time of year back home — the car would be lost to him forever and Simmons lost to his other life forever. The beautiful sedan would be gone, either torched in an FB ambush or simply stolen and stripped of all of its working parts. The loud beep of the alarm being armed would only draw attention to himself and the car anyway.

 Fonseca would be waiting for him at the camp. Today, the entire division would pack up the base that had served them well for more than a month now, loading all of their supplies into pickup trucks in preparation for the big move north along the eastern edge of the mountains. It would take all day, even without any interruptions from the FB, and Simmons wished as he began looking for the path to the camp that he would find some new men waiting with the usuals when he got there. They needed more numbers.

 Late Sunday night, the transients would head toward one of the former revolucion strongholds on the eastern plain, in the outskirts and ruins of Viejo Victoria. At the end of that long trek, the transients would replenish their supplies, catch their breath and revisit some of the old camps out in the remote desert looking for vehicles and other useful relics.

 The revolucion jefe had reported to Paulo that the FB had already gotten mostly everything it could get from that region and moved on, a giant pack of coyotes following the scent of blood to the south. But some stragglers would definitely still be around to keep the FB’s stake in the ground in the area. The revolucion soldiers passing through there still saw plenty of action as they tried to erase the remaining FB presence and keep pushing north to reclaim the border and isolate the FB intruders in the south. The war was nothing more than a relentless shoving match.

 Despite the guilt associated with his constant travel back and forth, Simmons was glad he wouldn’t be taking that ride with the boys into the wastelands outside Victoria, now undoubtedly littered with sun-dried skeletons and renegade Freemen maniacs.

 Like everything else in the war, the move north out of the Xicotencatl ruins late Sunday night alone would be fraught with peril, as would the next critical leg of the journey. When they arrived in Old Victoria, if they arrived, Fonseca, his men and whichever newcomers might successfully come into the mix in the next couple of days wouldn’t be around long. On Monday night, their convoy would be starting a two-day journey west to join what had been billed as a critical training camp Wednesday in the old city.

 It was there, inside Estadio Revolucion — Simmons always thought the name of the tattered baseball stadium was just too much of a coincidence, but that really was its name — that Paulo and the other transient leaders would set the sabotage plan in motion. The stadium was planted squarely in the old downtown sector of the largest remaining revolucion stronghold in the north. There, all four of the transient divisions would converge. Each man would be trained for his specific role in the mission, from the snipers to the hose men to the simple gunmen who would be charged with mowing down every FB man and visiting whore that managed to make it out of the ring of fire at the ranch.

 For safety’s sake, the men from each of the divisions would split up again and go their separate ways to more remote locations after what the revolucion hoped would be two to three days of intense training and planning. As for the many newcomers Paulo expected to arrive at that day, each would be assigned to one of the four transient divisions at the stadium and then sent on to continue their training out in the desert. After that, it would be a matter of picking the perfect night and attacking.

 Simmons wondered if that lunatic Delaney would be riding back with Fonseca’s crew to Victoria, where Paulo had hoped to return and seal up some of those old camps while his transient division waited for the official word to move on the hidden canyon of Destinoso. Simmons planned to return on Thursday, his next off day at home, to oversee the training in the big city and assume his own role as one of the lead snipers.

 It was thrilling — despite the constantly fragile state of the revolucion — to imagine all those men coming together from across the country to begin the actual legwork toward the big hit at the Destinoso ranch. And even though Delaney was totally insane, Simmons had to agree with Fonseca that he was just the kind of guy that could help them, if he didn’t get them killed in the process.

 As he walked up one final incline on the tangled jungle trail, the shirtless Simmons spied the transients already hard at work, rushing to pack things up and put them into the beds of the trucks without speaking to one another. Fonseca was standing off to the left of the campsite clearing, gazing into his handheld GPS and not seeming to sense Simmons’ tall frame walking out of the jungle brush.

 But like he often did just when Simmons thought Paulo had gotten completely hypnotized by the GPS, Fonseca snapped out of it in his cool, calculating manner. This time, without even looking up from the miniature screen in his hands, he simply raised his right arm and pointed in the direction of Simmons, then a wry smile stretched across his face. Like he always did — not that anyone in the camp that morning didn’t recognize Simmons’ muscle-laced body on sight — Josh silently flashed the sign of the revolucion; he clenched his right hand into a fist, pulled it to his face and kissed it, then unfurled it into a peace sign.

 Peace by force.
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 “Lemme hold that piece you got on the windshield, son. Lemme take a quick peek at dat joint.”

 The man who crept up behind Jeff while he sat in the driver’s seat of the Celica with the window rolled down late Sunday night was able to do so because the man behind the wheel was in a drunken stupor, and had been every night for three weeks running now.

 Jeff had been smart enough to realize — even before he left for the 6 p.m. first pitch at Zephyr Field earlier that night — he’d better take a cab to the game and then another one back home from Jacques-imo’s after hitting the town with Nifty Carlson following the game. The bench coach for the Las Vegas 51s would be facing quite a hangover for his flight back to Nevada at dawn. But when Jeff got home to the Esplanade Avenue apartment hours after the game ended, he was dumb enough — drunk enough — to start thinking about the desert, the revolucion and, well, was there any way back? 

 He asked himself over and over, as though an answer would just suddenly tumble out of his brain, finally making sense of the whole thing. Given the steady, unexpected development of details in his mind over such a short period of time about his experience, he figured maybe something really would just come to him.

 It did. At least sort of. Amazing how some — albeit very few — great ideas and answers really do come to a person who happens to be completely gonged on booze at the time. But any intelligent thoughts that were staggering through Jeff’s brain in recent weeks were coming to a man that was either drunk or hung over all the time, so their mere delivery to his thoughts was only half the battle.

 Jeff thought — as he stood swaying back and forth in front of his toilet that night, missing his target as much as he was hitting it — about the GPS abruptly displaying some sort of timer on his way home from Florida. It had said something about beginning training. There was definitely a clock of some sort, and maybe it had a meaning in terms of getting back. Regardless, it was a lingering oddity, something that seemed to reach out to Jeff and keep him thinking about it all, like the words written in the men’s room stall and on the techie message board. If the clock did have some meaning, it was tough to figure out now.

 Nonetheless, Jeff had crashed down on the couch for a minute, sifting his brain and trying to recall what day that was, what time of day it had been and most important, how much time was left on the clock? It was counting down, wasn’t it? Yes, of course. If he could just remember the details, maybe he could figure out when the clock would have hit zero, and maybe, maybe...

 “No way, not happening,” he’d said aloud, lifting himself back off the couch and beginning a drunken scavenger hunt around the tiny apartment. Instead of his usual trip to the rear courtyard of late, this time Jeff decided take it street-side, still awash in thoughts and possibilities.

 The harder he’d tried to make something new click, the more he understood he had never come upon any new memories or ideas by trying. The images of the desert seemed to find him instead. As he tried to figure out what had happened and how it had happened, he tried to utilize the steady stream of clues and reminders that had already come his way.

 The GPS he’d grabbed off the table had quite frankly become a little boring lately, Jeff thought, at least since that last long trip home from Florida. That was the night the clock popped up on the screen and everything went weird for a few minutes. There was none of that when he was here at home. Though he still took great delight in cranking up the GPS everywhere he went, it wasn’t doing anything unorthodox lately.

 Maybe it only happened on long trips. Maybe there was some amount of time or mileage that had to pass before the thing started acting crazy. Maybe this other world could only be entered from that one specific place in New Mexico. Maybe all of this was nothing more than a new source of stress for the old traveling man, because maybe whatever it was, it was something that was never coming back to him, and maybe it was someplace to which he could never return. Maybe the very thought of ‘maybe’ would haunt him for the rest of his life. Maybe.

 “C’mon man, I ain’t gonna do nothin’, I just wanna see it, man. I never seen nothin’ like that,” the man now leaning right in on the Celica’s driver’s side door said to Jeff, who felt helplessly pinned inside his own car. He had been dumb, alright, coming out here and sitting in the car this late at night with the GPS blinking away and asking for trouble, a worm wiggling on a hook. Jeff really was asking for it, and here it was.

 Earlier, there had been the usual Bushmills shots for dessert inside the ever-popular Jacques-imo’s — everyone got one there, not just Jeff. Then they steered briefly on to the Samuel Smiths but naturally, they eventually swerved back to ‘the Old Bushman,’ as Nifty had referred to it all night. And now this.

 Jeff had stumbled back down the apartment stairs with Lefty’s now half-full (half-empty) bag of cat food. He’d dumped a heavy load of it down into the green ceramic dish next to the step, set the bag back inside the door and walked out to the car. Wrestling the bag of food, a drink and the Warren GPS down the steps had been a chore, but he had managed it and then spent 20 or so minutes in the car watching the device flashing at him from above the dashboard.

 The unseen man who eased up behind the car with the blinking windshield was not certain there was someone inside. Jeff was slumped down in the driver’s seat in the early stages of passing out when it happened. The potential thief ultimately proved to be something of a lucky soul by his own drunken clumsiness, because if someone in that car had been waiting to rob him, it would have been easy. The man’s shuffling feet had made the dozing Jeff stir back to life.

 Before the booze got the best of him, Jeff had stared at the screen without blinking an eye, trying to find some new wrinkle in its soothing pixilation, something that would have once terrified him but now fascinated him. He was rooting for it. He wondered whether or not the answer might simply leap out and drag him away while he was on the road out west on Tuesday. And then he had just trailed off.

 “Oh, hey there,” Jeff said, startled, turning his face up to the man and feeling his flood of fear quickly being replaced with a strange, simmering confidence. “Um, no, you can’t hold this thing here, friend. Not for a minute. That’s something I’ve got to have…”

 “Well, nobody said I was gonna take it, did they? I just said can I hold it for a minute?”

 A memory started playing in Jeff’s mind, and nothing about the desert this time, but about Jeff’s first visit to New Orleans as a kid. He remembered the feeling of wanting to be as streetwise as the guys who played all the tricks on the tourists, which is exactly what they had wanted him to want. He always kicked himself for falling for that first scam out there on Canal Street — “How much will you give me if I can tell you where you got your shoes at?” — but Jeff was glad it had happened right away, because he promised himself ever after he would never be suckered again. Tonight included.

 “Well, I guess my answer is just no, no you can’t hold it then, friend. I don’t hand my valuables away on the street. Or did you think I was a college kid who got drunk at Mardi Gras a couple months ago and decided to stay on for a few ghost tours?” Instead of the GPS acting up, it was now Jeff who was talking crazy, wondering amusedly if this guy was going to pull a gun out of his pants to shut his smart mouth.

 “Listen man, I was just askin’ you real nice like, but if you want, we can talk like some real men.”

 As the man beside the car backed up two steps, glanced around at the empty street and then stepped forward to the car door again, Jeff suddenly, subconsciously, slid his right hand into the storage bin on the middle console of the Celica, which as always, was not snapped closed. That was usually because the CDs he kept crammed in there were easier to reach that way. But not this time. Jeff had made some impromptu, just-in-case sort of preparations (just in case what, he wasn’t sure) the last couple of days, and had forgotten about many of them already, thanks to The Old Bushman.

 “You wanna talk like a man?” Jeff asked, trying to sound truly inquisitive. “Hmm, OK. Well, go ahead, friend. Act like you’re a man. You first. Go ahead. Start talking. Act like a goddamn man, friend.”

 The man flashed a smile back at Jeff, who didn’t seem to realize his own teeth were bared into his favorite, anything-goes grin. He then caught a flash of it in the rearview mirror.

 “We’ll see who’s the man after I cut that grin off your face,” the man seethed back at Jeff. “And we’ll see what else I’m gonna take besides that little TV on the windshield.”

 The man pulled a gnarled, wooden-handled knife out of the waistband of his jeans. Jeff barely sat up in the driver’s seat. He never stopped smiling, but the man standing beside the car ready to slice him to ribbons stopped smiling as soon as Jeff started talking again.

 “Oh, that?” Jeff now pointed casually to the windshield with his right hand, the one holding the Ruger .38 Blackhawk revolver he now remembered buying on Saturday morning and stashing right there in the car. He never imagined using the thing for real, let alone two days later. “That? That’s a GPS, friend, not a fucking TV, you idiot. If that was a TV, believe me friend, it would show you some shit you wouldn’t be ready to see. And since we’re here in the street, talking out who’s who and what’s what, let me give you some important information. You take even one step closer to me, my car or my little TV on the windshield, you’ll need a global positioning system — that’s what it’s called — to tell you where you’re going.”

 Long after the man had run off into the New Orleans night, Jeff sat in the car waiting, hoping, daring anyone else to come try him. Lucky for Jeff, the gun was still in his lap when he awoke to the 5 a.m. sun on Esplanade Avenue Monday morning. The Celica doors were still unlocked, the window still rolled down and the GPS still flashing on the windshield.

 The green food dish, Jeff noticed as he dragged himself and his pounding head into the apartment and up the steps, was completely empty.
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 “Warren. We know where you’re goin’.”

 Jeff drove down Esplanade on Tuesday morning, the car packed by a physically awake but mentally absent man who — instead of dreaming of his war in the desert as he slept all day Monday, and then all night into the sunshine of early Tuesday — dreamed on and off about the almost certain death of his beloved cat in the streets of New Orleans. He’d been feeding strays the last couple of weeks and he knew it, and he dreamed of all the cats that weren’t quite Lefty stepping past the front door and taking a few bites.

 While the well-being of others in his life had simply been left behind for the time being in Jeff’s mostly woozy waking hours, his missing-at-best and likely starving and injured cat was becoming a regular visitor in his otherwise occupied thoughts, and his dream-filled slumber. They were brief, but stabbing images, unlike the revolucion movies that reeled past him in endless-loop projection on some nights and vanished completely on others. He thought about the desert almost constantly now, and he had become fully aware of how much it was changing him.

 He knew he’d had some of those feverish waking dreams in recent weeks too, the ones in which imaginary conversations with fictional people that began while Jeff was sleeping often continued playing in his mind even while he stared at the cracks on his bedroom ceiling, perfectly awake. They were long, confused conversations with men he couldn’t remember exactly, but knew he’d met once because he could remember their collective voices and their mood, mannerism and movement.

 Jeff had bought two guns to represent his most outward change. The Ruger he had picked out at a pawn shop on Rampart Street, and then, later that same day, Saturday, he went into an outdoors megastore over the lake bridge and bought himself a deer rifle with a big scope. He paraded around the apartment with both of them for the rest of the night, posing in every reflection he could find. The guns weren’t loaded but Jeff was staggeringly loaded at the time. He kept on drinking until it was getting light Sunday morning, and he’d passed out and forgotten the details of it until now, as he and the GPS aimed the Celica down the Gulf shore toward Corpus Christi.

 To top it off, hadn’t he also been drunkenly doing push-ups and sit-ups those last few days before getting wrecked with his buddy Nifty and spending 36 hours completely passed out? It seemed he had, and Jeff flexed his sore biceps as proof.

 “What the hell for?” he asked the empty car with a shrug, now speeding out onto 1-10 west to begin the eight-hour steer around the Gulf. He suddenly saw a flash of memory of his late father trying to show two rail-thin boys how easy push-ups were on the living room floor. Then, his eyes were drawn back to the GPS, tracking innocently away for the moment and lighting a simple-looking path down to Corpus Christi. He looked at the screen and thought of the countdown clock. Had he missed it? Was it over? What had happened?

 “Think about baseball, idiot,” he said, interrupting himself.

 Jeff had vowed sometime after Riley’s departure for Africa, the Ascondo trade and Lefty’s disappearance that there would be no more drinking on road trips, not even beer. There would be work. It was the least he could do, he’d told himself during an attempted moment of clarity, which guys like Jeff always seemed to have when blasted off their rails. It was a typical drunk’s compromise, a way of still being drunk most of the time, just not all of it.

 “I knew I would hate this idea,” he said, unable to shake the pestering suggestion in his mind to just stop and find something at a package store along the way, check into a hotel and at least get a little burn in the back of his throat before he trudged off to Whataburger Field that night.

 “Whatatimeforadrink,” he said.

 He’d bought bullets as well, Jeff remembered, pulling his brain back out of the bottle. Plenty of bullets, or shells. It was more official to call them shells. Or slugs. The clerk at the Outdoor Megamart scoffed at Jeff when he’d asked him — while Jeff was being outfitted with his very first hunting rifle, but not a hunting license or any other pertinent hunting gear — what kind of slugs he used in his Blackhawk. Jeff didn’t know enough to even make up a lie, so he didn’t. The guy snickered at him, even as Jeff was spending on ammunition the money that would have covered the electric bill. And for weapons he would likely never need except to cause himself more trouble.

 As he now peered through the windshield and into Louisiana skies that carried the promise of late-afternoon storms, Jeff wondered if he would be graced with his first rainout of the still young season. Not tonight, he hoped. He wanted fair skies, and he hoped Ellis Denson and the Hooks had brought their best stuff. Just because he was going to work didn’t mean he wanted it to be difficult work.

 Getting on the road by 4 tomorrow morning (no drinking tonight), he thought as he drove, would give him a slim chance, if he hauled some serious, serious ass, to be in Orem, Utah, some 1,500 miles across the American Southwest (without a hangover), and into one of likely hundreds of choice stadium seats (without having a drink first) in time to file a report on the new kid, Willy Cintron. He figured with a quick nap after tonight’s game (and not a single drink), plus a good four or so hours sleep after tomorrow night’s game, and he would be eastbound on a major highway by Friday morning, and home some time within the parameters of the weekend.

 And then what?

 Go back to being drunk and depressed, Jeff supposed, something he knew was true but something he figured would either just work itself out or, or ... “Or maybe something else will happen,” he said, looking away from the road and back to the GPS. And for the first time ever, it did something when he acknowledged it, coincidence or not.

 For all the times Jeff had spoken to the machine on the windshield, it never seemed to respond. It always just did what it did, blinking and spinning, zooming in and back out, and then suddenly something strange would happen when it saw fit and when Jeff least expected it. This time, Jeff was looking right at the thing, expectantly, when the Warren woman spoke.

 “In, 36, hours, begin training.” Then the little counter, the one Jeff had thought about hundreds of times the last few weeks, appeared on the 8-inch screen. In his own defeatist mind, Jeff had always seen the clock in his thoughts as reading 0d0h0m0s. Time’s up. This one, which immediately started to elapse when it popped up along the right side of the screen under DESTINATION, began at 1d12h0m0s and counted down.

 “Yes!” Jeff shouted with sudden, unexpected glee. “Finally! Unete a la revolucion, godammit!” He took both hands off the wheel and triumphantly balled them into fists, flexing his arms and gritting his teeth with that deranged smile that he again glimpsed in the rearview mirror. He was exhilarated. But that was just 10 or so seconds in the life of a man who was always looking for the other side of the coin. 

 Very quickly, the smile was gone. Part of him wanted to scoff, and part of him wanted to scream. Was the thing really talking to him? Was it really giving instructions meant for him? This was his trip, after all, she was interrupting. But hadn’t the GPS been acting weird since pretty much the day he started using it? Of course. It was the thing that had taken him across and there was no denying it. It was his only way to get back. But what did this training, or this ticking clock, have to do with anything he’d seen that first time, or anything he’d been dreaming about ever since? Wouldn’t he trash the car and himself this time if he did go back? The first time had been rough enough.

 For the first time, Jeff thought of the GPS as something other than a machine. Not a person, necessarily, but not not a person either. A persona, perhaps. He was suddenly overcome with the somebody-else-is-in-the-room feeling, and it made his back and his jaw tighten in fear. While he tried to keep the car moving inside the painted lines of the highway, he collected his courage and gazed dubiously at the GPS screen in front of him. He spoke to it with sarcasm. He didn’t know it, but he regressed from 75 miles per hour to about 58 in just the time he spoke.

 “I can’t really train tomorrow, I don’t think. You see, I’m a baseball scout. Well, sometimes I am, and I just don’t think I can do any training right now, or, I guess, in 36 hours,” Jeff said with a nervous grin, all the while feeling his throat clench with anticipation. He imagined a horror movie scene where the wires of the GPS suddenly burst out of their jacks and start snaking their way toward him, wrapping around his neck while he tries to keep the car on the road. All the while, the speaker would be bleating out at him, “Insubordination, insubordination, insubordination…”

 But there was none of that. There was no answer at all. The little talking contraption was here to give him information, not to answer his questions or reconfigure its schedule to suit him. After about two minutes of Jeff veering the Celica to the far left and far right borders of the right lane as he stared at the screen for some further response, speeding up and down erratically as he went, the clock simply blinked off and the GPS resumed its normal programming. Typical.

 Jeff zoomed across the Texas border, and it was becoming more and more evident the dark, thickening clouds in the distance would be exploding through the horizon soon. He could even see a section of sky over the water that had that odd, textured look of heavy rain sheeting to the earth. The GPS continued to disappoint, just doing the usual business again. Jeff even scrolled through the various option menus when he’d stopped for gas near Wharton. He rifled through all of the GPS’s bells and whistles on the main menu screen, all of which he’d done before, and found nothing of any great interest. Nothing about training either.

 The clue Jeff continued to miss was the strange, coded address that had been burned into the unit’s memory when he’d crossed over during his trip to New Mexico. But that only would have confused him further. When he steered back onto I-77 South, he drove into torrents of late spring rain which, in these parts, had trouble finding a place to go when they landed, so the water tended to just slosh around in deadly ponds on the tops of the roads. Jeff was slowed to a crawl for the next 30 minutes.

 The Celica was herded in with dozens of other cars performing a ritual, rolling dance, windshield wipers bashing away in unison at the buckets of rain beating them. Everyone but Jeff was blinking their emergency flashers to help light the way. His flashers, he’d just discovered, no longer flashed, even on the dashboard. Apparently, neither did his turn signals. He was never so grateful for functioning headlights in his entire driving life, but began fearing what would happen if they, too, simply blinked out on him.

 Even with the angry weather and Sandy Morino’s far-reaching baseball eye to worry with in Corpus Christi — not to mention the almost constant itch to steer the car into a liquor store parking lot and relieve some stress — Jeff thought about the ticking clock, and the most recent GPS announcement.

 What time was 36 hours from now? Or no, it was more like 33 hours now, he supposed. And what was the time difference in Utah, where he vowed to be tomorrow night? What time zone were the GPS demons in? He couldn’t do the little bit of math required to figure any of that out at the moment, especially with the asshole riding his brakes dangerously in front of him. He drove nervously the rest of the way into Corpus Christi, wondering about the countdown and forgetting to turn off his windshield wipers until they screeched dryly at a stop light in town, the rain already a memory racing off into the distance.

 The storms had gone and the sun immediately elbowed its way through the layer of steam above the Texas Gulf Coast. By Tuesday night, a throng of fans filed into the Hooks’ ballpark with umbrellas they wouldn’t even need.

 Jeff sat through actual moments of mild enjoyment that night at the game. Denson was the real thing, a tall skinny guy with uncanny plate presence. Every at bat, he was digging pitchers into deep holes by waiting for his own pitch and swinging a ferocious bat at the ones he liked. It was an easy night, as it happened, as Denson was simply his kind of player. Perfect. Jeff even called Sandy at the end of the game just to make sure the boss knew his scout was doing his job for a change.

 Afterward, he felt like a person stuck in rehab with nothing to do. A sober Jeff spent an hour or so filing a scouting report from his laptop at the Villa Del Sol Hotel and doing as much of tomorrow’s work on Cintron as possible. He would give the fine hotel just one hour of his slumber, then leave the key in the room and roar off into the night at breakneck speed. He would face an unbelievable race against the clock to have even a shot at seeing a few innings of Wednesday night’s game in Utah.

 Jeff didn’t know what would happen when the clock reached zero — he pictured that little GPS counter, which he presumed was now ticking quietly to itself, zipped up in its little sleeping bag on the other hotel bed — and at this moment, he didn’t care. In truth, by the time he went to sleep, he’d convinced himself he didn’t believe the messages were even intended for him. Who would want him? What did they need a 38-year-old drunk for?

 Jeff closed his eyes and thought of the men in the desert, the first time he’d spun around and seen them all standing behind him with their guns at their sides, ready to flee the scene. He’d done something crazy out there, and their astonished looks said so. And they wanted him, and maybe that’s why the clock seemed to be ticking on his haunted GPS. But why? For what? More insane behavior?

 He slept for nearly one hour, until 11:48 p.m. Though Jeff didn’t dream at all, he could sense the presence of the GPS on the other bed. He could feel it still thinking, processing inside its case. He’d fallen uneasily asleep imagining himself creeping over to the Warren case in the dark room, unzipping it and being blinded by the rays of light as the GPS inside ran on its own power.
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 “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button…”

 Jeff’s face was flushed with sweat as he swerved back into the right lane, the Celica’s left-hand turn signal clicking inside the car but still not actually blinking on the inside or the outside. And now, even as he flailed his left arm stupidly out the window to try to make his intentions to change lanes known, he was flatly ignored by all of the drivers in the left lane — and seemingly every motorist in the entire Beehive State, which seemed a fitting nickname as he and the other workers buzzed aimlessly from light to light.

 They were creeping along on West University Parkway in Orem. They were somewhere in the reaches of Home of the Owlz Stadium and the Pioneer League game between the Orem Owlz and the visiting Casper Ghosts. Because he could find KALL-AM and the Owlz broadcast on the car radio but could not for the life of him find Home of the Fucking Owlz Stadium, Jeff already had begun his night of scouting while still in the car. Thanks to the radio, he knew that Willy Cintron had bounced out to short in his first at bat after looking at two strikes and then swinging at a ball.

 What a fair city, Orem, Jeff thought ruefully, simultaneously reaching for the third time in 10 minutes into the car’s middle console, where he knew the Ruger would be waiting, ready to spring into action. He didn’t dare pull it out, at least not right now. But it just felt great to hold, and he’d developed a habit of sliding his hand in there while he drove. It sure beat one of those squishy stress balls Riley had routinely given him as a Christmas stocking stuffer.

 He’d been on the road all night, then all day, and now Wednesday’s sun was headed west too. Though he’d battled fits of oncoming sleep through much of his high-speed blast from southeast Texas across the desert plains and into the mountains of Utah, Jeff now carried a panicky, wide-awake feeling as he drove. Since spending the previous Sunday night passed out in the dangerously wide-open Toyota in front of the apartment, he had strange feelings about things he thought he heard around him that night.

 He knew he’d left the GPS turned on as he passed out, and he remembered clinging to the Blackhawk pistol. He thought he remembered the woman’s voice emanating from the speaker periodically through the night, enough to make him stir but not enough for him to remember now what she had been saying. Those were the kinds of thoughts that kept him awake as he drove toward Utah.

 Now looping around the same part of Orem for the second time, Jeff was reaching his boiling point with the GPS on his windshield. He remembered the techie message board he’d seen, and suddenly imagined how his own post would read on the “Warren GPS Rant” — “I’ve had a lot of fun with this little devil on my windshield!! Man, who knew it could do all that stuff??? It took me to Florida, Texas and, oh boy, that trip to New Mexico!!!!!! But if you need it to find you a baseball stadium in a little town in Utah, if say, your job depended on it?? Forget it!!!!! I was forced to follow the stadium lights!!”

 “Off-route. Recalculating ... In 200, feet, turn, left.”

 Jeff laughed and threw his left hand in the air, stunned at the sudden failure of the object that now looked so awkward in the car. He’d begun alternating between using the windshield mount and one that attached the unit to the dash. For now, it was suctioned to the middle of the windshield and he wanted to smack it off and see what the bitch said then. She’d told him two wrong turns now, and continued to tell him to make turns without the usual, repeated, tedious advance warnings to do so.

 “I, can’t, turn, left, because Mr. Green BMW won’t let me get over! Are you kidding?” He was reaching a level of rage that rivaled even his reactions to the most blatant, deliberately overbooked flights he’d ever refused to give up his seats on.

 “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button.”

 Just as he breezed by the street down which he could actually see the stadium lights glowing, at 7:27 p.m. Utah time on Wednesday evening, the GPS he’d spent so many hours gazing curiously into said it again. This time Jeff wanted it to stop saying that, at least for now. After waiting and waiting for something, some supernatural sign from the GPS, he would have chosen any minute other than right now to receive it, so naturally it came now.

 He needed to get inside that stadium, and after 1,500 miles over better than 19 hours of driving without even so much as blinking, roaring through a handful of gas stations to do it, there was no way in hell he was going to miss this game. Jeff spun the volume down on the radio so he could hear perfectly whatever was next from the GPS — either some direction to the stadium or this other madness.

 Each time the GPS repeated the phrase, “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button,” Jeff glanced up to see the 8-inch screen showing all zeroes under DESTINATION. 0d0h0m0s, and it was flashing. Time’s up. Did it really want him to press the select button right now? In traffic? This close to doing his business in Utah and getting the hell out? No way.

 Jeff had already decided he was unwilling to throw in the towel on Sandy and the pitiful Mets just yet. It was a decision he’d actually argued with himself about on and off for the first hour of his drive out of New Orleans on Tuesday, when he wasn’t thinking about the ticking clock. But he’d spent an appreciable amount of time before he ever left town hoping that something would happen out there, that some intervening force would sweep in and grab him. Not likely, he’d thought at the time, and so he had tried to prepare himself to watch at least a couple of games and log some hard miles in doing so.

 “Off-route. Recalculating.” Of course.

 The green BMW swam along to his left like a remora, unrelenting. Driving with one hand while clinging to the gun hidden in the middle console with the other, he stared over at the man as both of them crawled up to a yellow light turning red. The asshole had hogged the lane long enough to roll right up to a main intersection — “In, 200, feet, turn, left” — and kept Jeff handcuffed to the middle lane, turn signal on but still not working, man completely oblivious to his left. He would now have to haul ass past the man when the light changed — Celica versus BMW — to get in the far left lane and try to make the next turn. But he wasn’t missing another inning even if he had to ignore the GPS, and even if he did follow the glow of the stadium lights like some kid reporter looking for a high school football game.

 “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button.”

 “What training? Hey BMW man, do you know what training?” Jeff shouted, scowling to his left, then glancing up at the red light and back to his left again. “Maybe it’s for you, you jackass.”

 He looked to his right and immediately locked eyes with a frowning, round-faced man, sitting in a black SUV in the right lane. Jeff quickly turned his attention to the new guy, weighing whether or not to continue his trash-talking tirade in this jerk-off’s direction until the light turned green. What was he looking at?

 “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button.”

 “What the hell are you looking at, bro?” Jeff, now panting in exhausted distress, let go of the gun with his right hand so he could raise both arms up defiantly while glaring at his new target.

 The light was still red.

 After several seconds without a reaction, Jeff realized his words had gone completely unheard, as is often the case in road-rage altercations. The man in the SUV wasn’t staring at him, he now realized. The man was staring, frowning, at the GPS on the windshield, it appeared. Well, now he was, in fact, staring at Jeff and now he was saying something and reaching down. Not good, not good, Jeff thought, as he frantically tried to decide whether or not he should just floor it through the light that was still red, right into crossing traffic in what had to be Orem’s busiest intersection, or if he should pull out his gun and control the situation more lawlessly.

 “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button.”

 The man was unbuckling his seatbelt, opening his door and climbing out of what Jeff now realized was a Range Rover. Still wearing the same frown he was when Jeff first peered over at him, the man slid calmly out of the truck and reached into his jacket pocket for something. Jeff’s right hand was back on the Ruger. Terrified at the thought of how it would look to just open fire on a total stranger in traffic, and how it would change his life forever, he kept his right hand hidden, trembling in the middle console, the Blackhawk daring him to drag it out and do some damage.

 The man, holding some sort of cell phone as it turned out, now leaned fearlessly down and jiggled the Celica’s passenger side door handle and Jeff — thinking for a split second to himself thank God that door stopped opening from the outside three months after he bought this thing — pulled the car ahead about five feet with a sudden jerk that left the man stumbling. Jeff inched further and further into the crosswalk of the intersection, the light still red and cars still steadily rolling past in the other direction. He was ready to just plow on through if there was any break in traffic whatsoever. He glanced over to see he’d finally gotten the attention of the BMW man, who was suddenly looking on with a nervous gape.

 “To, begin, training, please press, the select, button.”

 At the same time Jeff saw the man’s face reappear in his passenger side mirror, still calmly frowning, he did two things at once. He leaned up and hit SELECT on the GPS screen and he floored the Celica’s gas pedal.

 The light was still red.

 The only thing Jeff could remember in the seconds that followed was the feeling of being stuck in the GAME OVER screen in an old Atari game, when all the tanks, robots, asteroids, or cars, just passed through one another seamlessly. The Celica, for a split second, just seemed to glide right through all the other cars.

 Then it disappeared.
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 “I’d walk through hell in a gasoline suit to play baseball.” — Pete Rose
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 “Alto! Alto! Alto!” a voice shouted from behind him, and Jeff slammed on his brakes at the sight of a rear bumper directly in front of him. A man with a machine gun strapped across his back, and not the man from the Range Rover, was trudging up behind him. There were men, gunmen, soldiers of some sort, up the street, many of them using their guns to wave a long line of cars ahead to whatever awaited.

 Jeff’s entire body was drenched in sweat, his T-shirt a cold, clammy mess clinging to his thumping chest. He was gasping for breath. There was a tense bustle all around him. This wasn’t Utah anymore. The GPS had slowly begun to recover from whatever had happened, showing some dry-looking, khaki-colored place on its screen much like the place that now surrounded him. The GPS was still ACQUIRING SATELLITES, so it wasn’t sure where it was, either.

 With his window still rolled down, he immediately felt a much heavier heat in the air. It was staggering, in fact, and his throat was cracked in a nervous drought. He panted for air, and would have killed for a bottle of water. As he looked around the Celica, it was pretty obvious a nice cool drink would have made the journey across with him just fine, because everything else in the car had.

 In front of him and adding to the stifling heat were at least a hundred cars, SUVs and pickup trucks filling the two-lane, one-way road. Behind him there were more pulling up, steadily building a traffic jam as far back as he could see. Looming in front of an expanse of desert mountains on the horizon was what looked to be the top of a grandstand to a baseball park, or football stadium perhaps. Jeff thought of Sandy, and then Felix. His mind had taken all baseball thoughts and flushed them for the time being until he caught a glimpse of that stadium, if that’s what it was. This definitely wasn’t the Orem Owlz game. Incredible, Jeff thought as the heat made his head thud slowly in unison with his heartbeat, that his cross-country haul in attempt to regain his footing with the Mets had led him to the desert again.

 The little devil on his shoulder had been reminding him for weeks the desert was out there, somewhere, and that it was waiting for him. The angel, if there ever had been one, must have hopped off his shoulder that night in New Orleans and scooted under the fence with Lefty. Despite weeks of drunken stupors, and dreams so real he’d begun to believe they were real, there suddenly were no fuzzy outlines to what Jeff saw in every direction. He was back, and his initial, sober reaction to the new world around him fell just shy of terror.

 “Who are you sir? What is your name?” a gunman who scrambled up to the car asked as Jeff looked with wonder at the nervous energy which seemed to propel the many guards along ahead of him. His hand was on his own gun in the middle console, much more visible than he immediately realized. The anxiety was palpable as the soldiers tried to usher the cars through as quickly as possible, all the while clinging to their guns and looking over their shoulders. “Sir, what is your name at once?”

 “Delaney, sir,” Jeff replied, having not called anyone sir with any seriousness since, well, ever. “Jeff Delaney, sir. Where am I?” The man pulled a piece of paper from his shirt pocket without answering, scrolling down what appeared was a list much shorter than the line of cars ahead. “Do you have my table? Hello?”

 “Keep it moving, funny man. We’ll see how much you’re joking by tomorrow. Tell the man at the gate your name, he tell you where to go, and your name better still be Delaney by the time you get up there, chico. Hey Garza!” the man now shouted at the soldier 30 yards ahead. “Delaney coming through right here in the red ... uh, Celica. He’s packing, too! Check your list, bro! He’s one of Fonseca’s brats!”

 Jeff drove on immediately, not wanting to hear anything else about what would be happening to him. He closed the middle console with the Ruger in it. Fonseca! That sealed it. He was back. Somehow, that GPS had carried him across again, and this time, the reality of the place was not dulled by alcohol. “Why’d you do it, you idiot?” Jeff yelled at himself, scared at the sudden reality of it. “Why’d you do it?”

 He almost immediately reminded himself why he’d done it, why he’d finally pressed SELECT on the Warren and put the Celica pedal to the floor. First and foremost, he’d done it because that guy, that lunatic in the Range Rover next to him in traffic, had recognized him. Or no, he had recognized the GPS, or wanted it, or knew Jeff knew something about it. Something.

 Anyway, Jeff got the hell out of there for his own safety. But it was also because he wanted to get out. At least for now. Part of him had finally lunged forward and said hell with it, and the rest of him had let it happen.

 The mere thought of it had Jeff smiling that crazed smile again. Again, he caught himself doing it in the rearview mirror and quickly stopped. He breathed in deeply, pressing and releasing the brake pedal as the cars crawled along. He gazed out at the electric orange-and-blue dusk on the lengthening sky. He slowly began to catch his breath, though sweat continued to pump out of his head.

 It was bumper-to-bumper in a zig-zagging line, and now Jeff looked to the GPS to see it showing a more detailed map. Utah had vanished. The new satellites had been acquired and the new picture looked fully developed now. Now, the terrain had a burnt orange-and-brown color, matching the dry plains in the foreground and treacherous looking peaks in the distance.

 “Approaching, destination in, point, five miles.”

 Jeff nearly screamed at the sudden sound of the GPS, jerking the steering wheel as he shuddered, and drawing immediate attention from the guards. A rickety beige pickup truck rolled up in the lane to his right (Jeff must have finally elbowed his way into the left lane when he leapt into this place). The truck had an appearance that assured Jeff he wasn’t wading through the late arriving crowd for the Owlz-Ghosts game in Utah, and that was the last thought about his old world that Jeff had for the next several hours. 

 The truck had four men sitting in the bed, all armed with machine guns and wearing unshaven faces blackened with soot and ash from a fire they were now likely trying to forget about. All four carried grim expressions, yet all looked completely satisfied somehow. They looked happy to be sitting down, happy to be alive. Jeff tried to imagine himself sitting with them, and found that he couldn’t. They were middle-aged men draped in rags of clothing browned in dirt, dried blood and dust, riding in the back of a truck on an uncertain mission by the looks of it. Yet as Jeff stared at them, he could almost detect a hint of a smile on their lips. Maybe not.

 As soon as he had come crashing through (without a scratch this time), Jeff almost immediately realized there was no way of turning the car around. He’d arrived doing about 30 miles per hour and, as it turned out, that was about 30 miles per hour too fast for this road. Behind Jeff was a thickening line of cars, trucks and even what appeared to be some sort of tank back there. To his left, he was blocked in by a cement median at least six feet tall being patrolled by the guards who seemed equal in their measures of paranoia and ammunition. To the right, another clogged lane of traffic, the four men in the truck.

 Jeff continued to inch around a slow bend in the road. The line of cars eventually steered right into the face of the world he’d been dreaming about. When he’d first come screeching up to the back bumper of a worn-looking Toyota truck minutes earlier, Jeff had briefly considered wheeling the car around wildly, risking being gunned down in order to flee the other direction after he saw the armed soldiers directing traffic. That feeling was replaced again by the reminder that he was getting exactly what he’d been asking for, so why run away even if he could?

 The giant grapefruit-colored sun was setting in the west, and Jeff flipped down the visor on the Celica as he made the bend. The initial shock had worn off now, giving way to the sheer reality that he had no real idea where he was, where he was going or what would happen next. He also began to wonder, as he tried to take stock of all the other vehicles around him, if any of the other drivers on this road had any less of an idea what was going on than him.

 His eyes were glazed over in the final blasts of the afternoon glare, reminding him of how tired he really was. When would he sleep? He could see the profile of the tall building the cars were being ushered toward, and it was definitely a baseball stadium. Again, he tried to catch a glimpse of anyone in the rough-looking crowd that looked even remotely similar to him. No one that he could see immediately, but there was a pretty ordinary car — looked like a Subaru station wagon — two cars back in his lane. Then one about five cars back on the right that looked to be a Mercedes or a Lexus, something way too nice for this turf.

 As he inched closer to the stadium, passing gun-toting guards who all sent him haunting nods, the sun finally fell behind the cement façade of the main grandstand. As his eyes adjusted, Jeff could gradually make out the words chiseled into the building’s concrete face, and they gave him goosebumps as they became legible: Estadio Revolucion. There was ivy growing over the letters, and pretty much all over the stadium. Jeff could now see the place did, in fact, have a standard stadium parking lot, complete with booths likely built for baseball traffic and not wars. That’s where everyone was being herded.

 He couldn’t ignore how antsy the soldiers seemed to be, how often they seemed to be bracing themselves for some sneak attack or some giant explosion, and then the real reason came crashing through from seemingly nowhere. A thud came from behind, causing Jeff first to rear back and look over his shoulder, then stick his head completely out the driver’s side window with a grimace on his face. The sound of metallic impact caused the guards to scramble up the sides of the cement median.

 They looked like rodeo cowboys trying to save their hindquarters from a charging bull as a chain reaction of bumper-to-bumper impacts dominoed their way up the line of cars. A new recruit must have made a less successful arrival.

 Jeff yanked his head back inside the car just in time to brace himself properly for the Chevy Bronco behind him to slam solidly into the Celica. The sudden jolt — and then the conk! of his own car’s front bumper knocking into the Four-Runner in front of him — left Jeff dazed enough to not even realize his engine died on impact. Everything stood still for a moment. Jeff collected himself, then grabbed at his keychain and tried to start the car. It didn’t respond. All the lights on the dashboard flashed, but the engine didn’t fire.

 Suddenly petrified by the image of being dragged out of his unresponsive car and gunned down by the soldiers was enough to make Jeff start frantically cranking the Celica until, after at least a minute of failed attempts, it hummed back to life as though nothing was wrong. In front of him, a man who looked to be in his early 20s was gazing back at him from his rearview mirror with a frown, and unbuckling his seat belt. This time, there was no escape hatch being offered. If the guy in the Four-Runner wanted to fight him for being the 19th car in a 20-car pileup, he could certainly take it up with the Federalies pacing the roadside.

 “Get back in your car! Right now! Hawkins, get back in your car!” The man in front of him in the Four-Runner never even touched a toe to the ground before the soldiers closest to him had spun from watching the accident scene unfolding to aiming their guns squarely at the Four-Runner’s driver. How did they know his name with so many cars and drivers out here?

 And then everyone including Jeff whirled back the other way again as a man, this one perhaps 30, shirtless, and sporting a collection of tribal tattoos picked right off the posters on the tattoo parlor wall was suddenly scrambling up the shoulder toward them. About 20 yards behind him was the man’s SUV, a red Yukon with the door hanging open and a smashed front end. About five yards behind him and gaining were five soldiers with their guns trained on the man.

 But instead of opening fire, as Jeff was now bracing himself for, the soldiers simply tried to catch the man and stand in his way. They tried to grab him, but the man flailed his arms into the air and suddenly lunged to his left, grabbing for the top of the median wall and pulling himself up. The man scaled the wall, and as Jeff remained clenched for the sound of gunshots, he instead heard the same guard who’d asked him for his name shout, “Let him go! Let him go! No shoot him! No waste the bullets!”

 The shirtless man paused for a moment at the top of the median and looked back, seemingly shocked himself not to be shot and killed by now, then scaled the top of the wall and slid down the other side. His panicked footfalls were quickly washed out by the sounds of horns and shouting from behind. The guards again dispersed down the road in attempt to regain order.

 “Where the hell’s he going?” Jeff shouted aloud, leaning out of his car window and not at all realizing he was speaking out loud. The same guard who’d talked to him and who’d spared the man’s life seconds before turned and looked at Jeff with a grin.

 “My friend, there are worse things than bullets that will kill you out there.”
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A handful of Orem residents, including a Utah Valley State graduate student, a family of five and the Orem Police Department, is uncertain about the cause of a nine-car accident Wednesday evening.


Officers and emergency medical personnel were dispatched to the intersection of West University Boulevard and Sandhill Road shortly after 7 p.m., where a multiple-car accident, possibly a hit-and-run, was reported.


Although they had no trouble spotting the crash, authorities still cannot determine what, or who, caused the pileup. The incident produced no major injuries, but closed the intersection for more than an hour.


When they arrived, police officers found motorists arguing with one another as to who was at fault and what had happened. The only consistency in witness reports was that one car — described as a faded red Toyota Celica — was no longer at the scene of the accident.

 “The guy just roared right into oncoming traffic,” said Stacy Melido, who was uninjured despite her disabled car being removed from the scene on the back end of a tow truck. “We were all coming across University, and this guy just decides to drive right into all of us. Nuts. Totally nuts.”


The question still on the minds of police is where that car went and how the driver was able to flee the scene unnoticed.


Another witness said he was next to the Celica waiting out a red light on the eastbound side of University Boulevard when the driver “suddenly just floored it right into all of us,” causing the wreck.

 “There are some angry drivers out there, and he was definitely one of them,” said the witness, who chose to remain anonymous. “He was yelling at other drivers, even me I think, and this other guy pulled up next to him on the other side, and the guy started yelling at him too. Then he just floored it.”


Although numerous witnesses gave similar accounts of the accident and the driver in the red car who allegedly caused it, no one was able to identify where that driver went in the aftermath or obtain a license plate identification.

 “He was there, and then he was gone,” Anthony Davis, a UVS grad student, said of the mystery driver. “That’s all I can say.”


Orem police chief Omar Ellevante said his department is still investigating the crash, which forced six vehicles to be towed from the scene.
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 “Guns are beautiful creatures, aren’t they?”

 Jeff recognized Paulo Fonseca immediately. The man now stood over him, petting Jeff’s Ruger .38 Blackhawk with his right hand. It was sweltering inside the tiny office beneath the spacious old baseball stadium. So many thoughts were at play inside Jeff’s jumbled head, he could not summarize everything that had happened and felt too tired to try.

 He remembered the events of the previous day in only a clouded confusion, and in fact he could not recollect for certain what day it was now, or what had happened last night after he parked his car in the lot of the antique stadium and was ushered quickly through its main gate. He only knew that his body had shut down not long after that, and that he had been awakened with a start and without a hangover, only adding to the strangeness of the young day. He had been on a dusty mattress next to at least a dozen other men on mattresses camped out in one of the stadium’s outdoor hallways. Even the first rays of dawn had felt like mid-afternoon.

 The man he’d seen in his head for weeks was now examining Jeff’s belongings, which were spread out on the table, looking like the beginning of a police interrogation. Most notably, they included the Ruger, the Winchester deer rifle, his laptop and an empty Bushmills bottle. The last item on the list was the first one that caught his attention when he walked into the room. If Jeff’s reaction to the bottle was some sort of test by Paulo, Jeff had failed, because his tired eyes lit up as soon as they met that dangerously familiar site. Empty bottles, like this one, seemed much more common than full ones in Jeff’s world.

 The fact that this one was empty irritated Jeff, in part because empty ones, certainly this empty one sitting out on the table like evidence, likely meant more bad things than good, more unfun than fun. The full ones were full of fun and possibilities. Jeff felt ashamed for the longing look he knew was on his face when he saw it. But shame was a one-way street to annoyance to Jeff. And the fact was, shame or no shame, he would have forked over the guns and the computer right then for a chance to turn even that empty bottle upside-down, stick his tongue into the neck and pray for a few drops to roll down onto it. Instead, he sat in the dim room and listened. And listened.

 On the wall to his left was something that kept pulling his attention away from the yet unmentioned whiskey bottle, and the incessantly rambling Fonseca. It was a large relief map of Mexico, like the ones yanked down from blackboards every day in schools across planet earth, though Jeff wasn’t convinced this was planet earth. The map was littered with thousands of tiny colored pins, depicting the both the history and the status quo of the revolucion to this point, what had happened in what place, who occupied which piece of land and how hard one side shoved the other.

 Jeff learned that the invasion of the Freemen Brigade — those were the terrorists on the horses and in the black Range Rovers — had largely been made possible by the cartel wars. The rival drug factions in the nation had effectively taken millions of lives in the last half century, crumbled entire cities, disbanded the military, crippled an already failing economy and littered the countryside with bodies. The Freemen liked to believe it was their own sheer might and determination, Paulo said, which had allowed them to dissolve the border and take such a quick foothold in the north. But they had merely added to the death toll, and continued to do so with only the revolucion army left to slow their procession south.

 To Jeff’s right, the revolucion flag — a solid orange banner with a large, raised brown fist in the middle and a white dove perched on its knuckles — covered the entire wall. Along the bottom were the words “Paz por la fuerza.”

 Despite the words which were foreign to Jeff, it seemed the sudden surge of well-to-do white trash from the north, and perhaps the steady arrival of people like him, had mostly made English as important here as Spanish. Good thing for Jeff. The only Spanish he encountered was in writing thus far, or when one native spoke to another. But everyone seemed perfectly willing to treat him like an American in America so far.

 Yet, there was Mexico on the wall to his left, and presumably right outside the office door, too. This sure as hell wasn’t good ol’ Zephyr Field or Home of the Owlz Stadium or Whataburger Field he was sitting beneath.

 He looked to his left and studied the map for a long moment. Still not particularly listening to Paulo, who hadn’t stopped talking, Jeff assumed the orange pins concentrated in the middle of the country, which sporadically fanned out to the south, represented the revolucion on this map. There were also green and red pins dispersed at random through the same regions, but far fewer. Then, there was a sea of black pins that formed a nearly solid mass in the north-central region and fanned out in almost every direction, which had to be the Freemen. If it was an accurate depiction of the state of things, the map probably wasn’t the best recruiting tool to have hanging on the wall.

 But despite its sobering layout of pins, the map seemed a necessary prop for Fonseca’s discourse because it seemed to give him immediate points of reference in the grand timeline. Jeff looked at it when Paulo looked at it, only Jeff wasn’t listening as much as he was just hearing. Fonseca not only spoke English, but did so impeccably well, with just a slight accent, another in the line of peculiarities about the man he noticed really did have a sailor’s spyglass tied to his belt like Jeff had dreamed about.

 Paulo spoke in exhausting detail about the finer points of the war, a war Jeff was apparently expected to join. So far, he wasn’t hearing much that inspired him to do so. Intermittently, the man would squint at the map, stop talking and reach into his pocket for what at first looked to be a cell phone or an MP3 player, but was apparently a portable handheld GPS (We know where you’re goin’).

 Paulo paced the room all morning, detailing the history of the conflict, the meaning and the cause of it all, while the man sitting at the table was mostly splitting his thoughts between finding the nearest full bottle of whiskey and finding a way back out of here. Or both, if possible. Though his body felt more energized this morning than it had in months, he wanted more sleep in a real bed. Jeff’s addiction kept him awake for the moment, asking him to please trade in his glimpse of sobriety for the comfortable, dizzying effects of booze. He tried to keep his eyes off the empty bottle.

 Jeff heard piles of details about the troops of the revolucion, how and when and where they traveled and how and when and where they’d scored victories or had their own blood spilled. How all the vehicles that were either found in the desert or which came over with transients and were abandoned by their terrified owners (and the ones left behind when men were killed in battle) were moved on up the road of the revolucion.

 He talked about the constant thievery between the warring sides of vehicles, gasoline, guns, alcohol … Whatever else was on that list got washed over in another mental wave of whiskey for Jeff. When Paulo mentioned the alcohol, both men shot immediate glances to the bottle on the table and then back to each other, but neither mentioned it. The mere confirmation that this new world contained alcohol gave Jeff dangerous new hope and a whole new pang for liquor.

 As Paulo spoke (and as Jeff wondered if this unexpected seminar was standard procedure for all the newcomers or if he was getting this classroom session because he was special in some way), he showed the same kind of calm passion Sandy Morino exhibited while talking baseball in his own office. God, Jeff thought, how would he ever explain his latest no-show to Sandy without getting fired once and for all? And what had become of the poor bastards trying to get home last night in Utah, the ones he drove his car right through? Had they all crashed? When did he get to go back? Did he get to?

 “Guns have been the cornerstone of every major change in modern world history,” Fonseca went on, now leaning over the table and speaking directly into Jeff‘s face. “Bullets carry reform from point A to Point B, you know? And so will you, Hermano.”

 Jeff doubted that seriously, but didn’t say so. Instead, he just kept sitting there trying to look interested but uncommitted, something he was good at. Paulo fixated himself on Jeff’s gleaming new firearms, and the guns’ owner began to consider the weight of Fonseca’s words. Whether or not Jeff could or would make a change in this place, it sounded like a quick and not necessarily painless way to die. He wondered if Paulo had any inkling of just how different the two of them were. Like he often did, Jeff suddenly blurted out the thoughts in his head, breaking his long silence.

 “What makes you think I can just show up here, come flying in here on some magic carpet, and, well, know my ass from a hole in the ground? What makes you think I would? I mean, am I under arrest, have I been drafted or something, or am I free to try to find my way back out of here? Christ, I’ve never even shot a gun in my life —”

 “Oh no?” Paulo cut back in. He turned to his left and walked to a metal locker in the corner of the flag side of the room. He swung the door open. The man wearing the same faded jeans and flannel he was that day out in the desert pulled out an M16 which had a dull glow of newness.

 “’Member this, bro?” Paulo asked, suddenly sounding a lot more like the guy who he’d been hearing in his sleep and with whom he’d gone scrambling through the desert and jungle. Jeff did remember it. Immediately, he imagined the way the bullets drew dotted lines up the doors and the windshields of the SUVs as he unleashed them across the desert that morning. He didn’t answer.

 “Look, Delaney. This ain’t the Marines. No straight lines to march in, no forms to fill out and no uniforms to starch. The guys out here, even the ones like you coming from somewhere across the way, they do it because they want to. There are plenty of addictions, Delaney (another glance toward the bottle), but none that compare to the rush of fighting for survival. You think you came here by accident? It’s no accident, bro. You didn’t just come. You came back. I didn’t invite you here and, no, you’re not under arrest. But that don’t mean you’re not here for a reason.”

 “What’s the reason then, if I might ask?” Jeff said, showing the first signs of true emotion since he’d sat down. “Why did all this happen, how the hell did I get here and what am I supposed to do now?”

 “Guess who knows the answer to all those questions, Delaney?”

 “It’s Jeff —”

 “Guess who can tell you why and how and for what? You. What were you doing out there that morning?” Paulo now raised the M16, winked an eye shut and aimed it toward the map on the wall. “Why’d you grab this thing out of the sand, man? Why did you come back here with guns of your own?” He opened his eye and turned to Jeff, gun still raised. “Most people that come over here from the old world either run off screaming or they walk straight into a bullet. Some eventually get it, and they join the fight. But none of them just pick up machine guns and start killing. Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”

 Jeff again didn’t answer. He just stared at the man in front of him, waiting for him to continue. “Maybe you think I was just born into this whole thing, that maybe I didn’t get here the same way you did,” Paulo said, setting the M16 on the table with the other guns and extending his right hand across the table to Jeff. “Well I did, bro. Paulo Fonseca, Los Angeles, California.”

 As Jeff sheepishly shook the now smiling man’s hand without smiling himself, a tall, muscular and very tan man in jeans, T-shirt and backward baseball cap opened the door. He looked first at Fonseca, then immediately shifted his eyes down to Jeff.

 “Oh shit,” the man said. “Jesus, it’s you.” Then he tore his eyes away to Fonseca again. “Man, I need to talk to you before I go out and start.” He looked nervously back to Jeff, then to the guns splayed out on the table, then back to Paulo. He quietly walked out and pulled the door closed. Jeff remembered that man immediately as well. He was the first one Jeff had locked eyes on when he had spun around that morning in the desert and saw the men with the guns all staring at him. He saw that man first because that man had looked the most like a regular modern American man by far. He looked like someone on a reality show.

 The guy was much younger than Jeff, probably had a brain more suited to this kind of life-or-death environment and most certainly had a physique more suited to it. But the man had given Jeff the first feeling since being here that there really were people like him over here, and that they actually had chosen to do this, whatever this was.

 Jeff had largely credited all the empty whiskey bottles in his recycling bin, and apparently even in his car (he still wondered where exactly inside his car that empty bottle had been found, and in which drunken stupor he had actually disposed of it in said car), for the new, brazen ways he’d been acting in recent weeks. But already, he was starting to think there was more to it than just that. He’d been drinking too much for years, but he’d only been having these strange feelings and crazed dreams since he’d been to this place.

 Now he wished he could muster some of that fearlessness he’d started to feel recently. He felt like he was going to need it, even if it was just enough to get him out of here and back home. But he also sensed a feeling of belonging here, a feeling that started long before his return. They already called him Delaney here, even though he hated that, and they already knew him on sight.

 “Did you want me to come back?” Jeff asked. “I mean, I can see you would probably want anyone and everyone to come back, but did you specifically want me to show back up for some reason? I mean, it’s nice to think that if I’m stuck here I’ll have friends to —”

 “We’re not your friends. We are your brothers. La Hermandad. If you can understand that, you’ll be much better for it. And you don’t have to stay, Delaney. It’s not prison. It’s not some abduction or anything. It’s not like anyone’s going to keep secret how we do things around here, either, so unless you’re an idiot, you’ll learn fast that you can make your magic carpet go all sorts of places. Including home.”

 This was the strangest job interview in history, Jeff thought. What was he supposed to do now, say yes or no? Was he supposed to sign on the dotted line, commit to some sort of training for this big attack on the men in the SUVs like Paulo was describing? And if he did go back home, would he now have to live in fear of every Range Rover and every man on a horse?

 “And yes, I did want you back, Delaney. Everyone thinks you’re crazy for obvious reasons, but if you were crazy for real, why’d you not try to shoot all of us dead when you turned around that day? I wanted you back because I thought you might come back here and live to tell about it. I need people with balls enough to believe we can win this fight.”

 Jeff looked pensively up at the map again, at that blob of black pins that looked like the contents of an anthill swarming south. Then he stared at the flag to his right with the bird on it, the fist and the words. And that brought Jeff back to the ever-growing list of questions he had.

 “What year is it? I mean, what time and place is this? You mean to tell me I went through all this crazy shit just to get to Mexico? That’s it?”

 “There is no more Mexico, Hermano,” Paulo said. “This is hell.”
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 Jeff could not steady his shaking hands.

 Withdrawal was not only making his brain miserable, it was making his body unmanageable. He stared down the face of a cliff through the scope of an antiquated Springfield sniper rifle, and all he could see was a brown blur and an occasional flash of green. Each time he tried to steady his arms, the hands at the end of them would betray him and begin shaking, skewing and smudging everything down the sheer rock face and on the sparse desert floor beyond.

 It was scorching hot in the hills, which cast their shadow onto the vast, cramped and rundown old city behind him. Jeff could feel the clammy chill coming off his skin that had become constant since his arrival, and the T-shirt he’d foolishly taken off and wrapped around his head was now heavy with sweat. He’d passed the point of overheating better than an hour ago and now, as he tried with all his might to be perfectly still, he couldn’t.

 Forty-five minutes had passed in the cliffs, and he still hadn’t squeezed off a shot that was even close to its target. He’d barely gotten more than a glimpse of it. Jeff had begged the guy who had walked into the office earlier that morning — Simmons was his name — to let him take a few shots without being watched. If he could just make his hands stop shaking, he knew he could parlay his uncanny success at shooting the M16 that morning a few weeks ago into shooting the Springfield. But so far since Simmons had guided him out of town and into the cliffs for training, Jeff had fired about 20 shots and none of them had come close to where he thought he was aiming. Now, he’d pretty much given up. The only thing he could do right was load the thing.

 Unlike the machine gun, which in his recollections didn’t feel much different than a chainsaw in his hands as it fired, the Springfield fired with an almighty jolt. In his current condition, it would have been enough to knock him off his feet had he been forced to stand. Though his brain had been trained to crave alcohol, Jeff’s body was craving only water on this afternoon. He was actually hoping Simmons would come back now, as the canteen Jeff had been given was long since empty. He had a feeling Simmons was barely sipping out of his, whatever he was doing down there on the backside of the steep up-and-down mountain peak on the edge of the desert.

 Jeff was supposed to be aiming at a Saguaro cactus jutting from an outcropping at the base of the valley. For now, the cactus was perfectly safe, its arms absurdly upturned like a suspect in the distance. Simmons had agreed to leave him for a few minutes and go back down the path after telling him for what seemed like the thousandth time, “Don’t worry about how far away it is, just aim and shoot.” Simmons told him he’d be listening for progress.

 Jeff just couldn’t stop shaking. The irony of it was that, despite knowing how dangerous a drink would be out here, especially the way he was feeling, he knew that one swig of whiskey would have instantly solved his shaking problems.

 He lowered the rifle and sat up, hoping to hear the steps of Simmons coming back up the path and thinking for a second that he did. He didn’t, just the wind. He looked around and had one of those sobering moments when people are reminded that their immediate surroundings are completely different from their usual surroundings, that a major change has occurred, and that it’s real.

 He wanted to get over the initial shock of what he had done and where he was. The reality of it was sinking in, but slowly. He wanted to be able to fathom the fact that he had come back and chosen not to ignore the badgering GPS. Yesterday at this time, he was speeding toward Utah half-asleep, and today, he was in some sort of military training in a time that apparently hadn’t happened on earth yet. Paulo had failed to answer the question of what year it was, had acted like he hadn’t heard it. Was this the future? Did people here even know what year it was? Were any of these guys keeping track?

 Where the hell was Simmons? Jeff hadn’t fired the gun in well over 20 minutes now. Surely Simmons had taken notice of this fact, hadn’t he? As he began to consider just hoofing it back down the trail to find the man who still acted quite frightened of Jeff, he suddenly recalled the map on the wall at the stadium, and that every one of those thousands of little pins stood for troops or battles or trouble of some sort. He hadn’t thought to ask Paulo which pin on the map was them, which one marked the general area in which he was now sitting. How close were they to that sea of black?

 With that on his mind, Jeff began to wonder in a much less irritated and much more panicked way about where Simmons had gone. Had Jeff been abandoned up here as some sort of initiation? He picked up the rifle again and immediately wondered if it would ever feel light in his hands. He doubted it would.

 Still in a sitting position, still shaking but not as bad as before, Jeff lifted the gun and gazed through the scope, trying to forget about his hands, breathe evenly and concentrate solely on seeing things in detail. He steered the gun back down toward the giant cactus momentarily, but then pulled up and began scanning the desert plain that stretched out beyond the city. He began singing The Who in his head as he contemplated just how many miles and miles he could see for up here.

 It was working. His hands had almost completely stopped shaking for the moment. He was seeing in remarkable detail now, surprised such an outdated gun had such a clear scope. He aimed back down at the cactus again, and knew he was getting his first true look at it since he’d been dragged up here. He steadied the gun and rested his finger on the trigger. But as he was about to try to blast the massive, bristled organ pipe cactus to smithereens like he’d already pictured himself doing hundreds of times, he stopped.

 It must have been a half hour since he’d fired a shot now, and since he’d last seen Simmons. Where was he? If they really needed men in this army, it probably wasn’t good business to abandon them on their first day was it? Jeff realized now that he didn’t know when you were allowed to fire shots at actual people out here, when you weren’t, and most importantly, who to fire them at if you did. How would anyone out here know not to shoot him?

 Jeff pulled the gun up again and scanned the empty desert. As he did, he recalled Paulo saying the deserts here had history imprinted on their sand grains and soaked into the earth beneath. He said that for one reason or another, men had been compelled to travel these expanses of endless sand since the beginning of time. For all that history, there didn’t seem to be anything at all going on in this desert on this afternoon.

 Jeff held that thought until the scope of the Springfield rifle — the gun he’d adopted that day when he unwittingly became a member of the sniper division in the revolucion’s transient army — went scanning past a dark figure sitting perfectly still atop a black horse in the open desert. The man’s arms were raised and he appeared to be looking through binoculars, facing the edge of the old city.

 For a few seconds, as Jeff held his breath, everything stood perfectly still, including the gun in his hands. The figure in the distance now appeared in chilling detail. It made Jeff realize suddenly how detailed he might look right now to someone out there in the distance spying on him through the scope of a gun. His heart sank. His hands started shaking in uncontrollable jolts. He dropped the gun, hopped to his feet and scurried down the path with his head ducked, no idea where Simmons was or what he was doing.

 It was Simmons who found Jeff, however, about 60 yards down the incline toward the city. Jeff trudged clumsily past him as Simmons clutched a high, sword-shaped shard of rock on a ridge about 10 yards off the path. Josh was studying the desert in the distance with his free hand across his brow, but seemingly looking much farther to the right of where Jeff had been spying minutes before.

 “Delaney, what are you doing? Get over here!” Simmons hissed at him as he passed.

 “There’s a guy out there on a horse —”

 “Shut the fuck up man!” Simmons interrupted in an exaggerated whisper, shooting a nervous glance away from Jeff and back out toward the open desert below. “Where’s the rifle?”

 “Man, I told you, there’s a guy out there, a guy on a horse out in the desert —”

 “Where’s the fucking Springfield?” Simmons cut in again, his voice breaking into a squeal as he tried to make his frustration known as quietly as possible. After a frantic stare between the two men, both went scrambling back up the incline toward Jeff’s former training site. Simmons went chugging past him without saying a word. By the time Jeff made it, shaking and gasping, into the small clearing at the top, he saw Simmons standing with the sniper rifle raised, aimed out into the open desert.

 “Don’t say a word, Delaney,” Simmons said over his shoulder in a low voice. “Just get down and be quiet.” Jeff dropped immediately to the ground, unwrapping the shirt from his head and sliding it back on, remembering the pained expression Simmons had given Jeff’s chest moments before on the trail. He didn’t get much time to ponder the magnitude of his sunburn, but it already felt bad.

 “You know how to ride a horse, Delaney?” Simmons murmured, voice barely above the sound of the wind, and without taking his eye off the scope of the rifle.

 “Do I know how —”

 The Springfield let out a blast, the echoes of which Jeff hadn’t noticed when it was on his own shoulder, but which traveled from one side of the cliffs to the other before he could even consider what had happened. His mouth was still hanging open, his heart still thudding when Simmons coolly turned around and handed the rifle back to him before brushing past.

 “Let’s go. That horse won’t last through the afternoon if we don’t go get it now,” Simmons said as he went by, backward baseball cap making him look more like a pro skateboarder than a soldier.

 Although Jeff’s heart took a giant leap when Simmons fired the rifle, he found himself far more awake and alert now than he’d been since he arrived the previous night. Before again descending the path to catch Josh, he turned, raised the gun once more and scanned it across the desert. Almost at once, the scope locked on the black horse, which stood still, tail twitching, unmanned and facing the open desert. About 25 yards to the right was a lifeless heap on the desert floor.

 Simmons had put another body in the sand.
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 Riley learned quickly that the only way to get used to seeing human skeletons was to see dozens of them in succession, to keep on seeing them until they became just a part of the landscape. In Darfur, they were an undeniable part of the landscape. It never actually got easy, especially seeing all the tiny ones, or the ones with gaping holes in the skulls.

 She marveled at the way the people inside the camps spoke so openly about dying in a place where death was already everywhere around them, and she spent a good deal of her early days there wondering just how much torment it took to make a person so accepting of impending death.

 The first skeleton Jeff Delaney ever saw that wasn’t inside a glass case of some sort was the one he saw while hiding behind a giant cactus in the desert. He was breathing in gasps when he noticed first the skull and then the entire set of bones lying across an outcropping of rocks about 15 feet in front of him. He knelt at the base of a Saguaro that rose like a tower from beneath the cliffs and cast its shadow onto the fringe of scrub between the city and the open plain.

 Hair was still growing on the skull and quivered calmly in the breeze. It made Jeff consider, especially given his immediate circumstances, at what point a dead person becomes just a skeleton. The hair suggested this one was still a person not so long ago.

 The reason Jeff was breathing in frightened huffs was because he’d encountered his first-ever skeleton about 30 seconds after he’d been shot at with a live bullet for the first time. Lots of bullets, in fact. Jeff felt the power and ferocity of one of them that whizzed right past his head and ricocheted off the rocks behind him. As the black horse he was supposed to come out here and steal took flight toward the waterless cauldron of desert on the horizon over Jeff’s right shoulder, the black SUV Simmons had apparently spotted from the cliffs above came into view over his left. Jeff peeked around the huge base of the cactus, trying not to lean into its needles, squinting out toward the approaching truck. Josh was again shouldering the Springfield and was now lying behind a low rock pile diagonally to the left of Jeff’s giant cactus.

 As the SUV approached at about 30 miles per hour, Jeff had visions of being run down like the people he’d seen that first morning here. The three-day training camp had, at least for him, been trimmed down to a single afternoon of shooting at and missing a cactus. Now, live rounds were being sent at him, and for the moment, he was unarmed. Or was he?

 No, he was not unarmed actually. He could hear Paulo’s voice ringing in his ears now, telling him, sure, take whatever guns he could carry without either shooting himself or getting shot. With that in mind, Jeff now remembered the loaded Ruger — which he spent much of the day’s hike wishing he’d left behind — lodged in the rear waistband of the khakis he’d cut off at the knees, the gun’s safety still on. He now slid the gun back out and wondered if his constant handling of the thing the last couple of weeks would make it easier to shoot. Probably not.

 He looked over at Simmons, only to find the man scowling back at him and his gun, which Josh undoubtedly regarded as pointless in the hands of Jeff. Simmons was a sniper by trade, and apparently a damn good one. The look on the Josh’s face made Jeff consider sliding the Blackhawk right back into his pants. But then his eyes shifted back to the skeleton on the rocks.

 Somewhere farther off to the right out there was a brand new dead person waiting to slowly erode down to its framework, thanks to Josh’s aim and steady hand with the rifle. Jeff did not want to be the next man in the sand. Whether he looked silly to Josh or not, he kept his grip on the one thing that might get him through the day alive. He released the safety.

 The SUV was still aimed in their general direction when one of its occupants again opened fire toward the edge of the city. How many people died on their first days out here, Jeff wondered as he braced for a bullet to come plowing through the flesh of the cactus and into his. The skeleton in front of him continued to offer little comfort.

 The machine gun shots pinging off seemingly every rock and piece of earth around him suddenly steered off to the right and stopped when the Springfield in Josh’s hands erupted again. The SUV bearing down on the two men had been hit, but the man behind the wheel, wounded or not, still had his foot on the gas, much heavier now by the sounds of it, and the Range Rover was barreling toward the big Saguaro.

 “Get out of the way, Delaney! Move!” Simmons shouted, standing up.

 Jeff stumbled forward, leapt over the skeleton and ran in exaggerated lunges toward the rocks where Simmons again crouched. About the time he went sprawling past the man who looked unhappy to see him, the Range Rover plowed into the cactus, spun into the skeleton-draped rocks beyond, rolled over top of them and onto its roof. The top half of the ancient cactus fell slowly to the ground with a massive thud and a puff of dust. When it cleared, the only thing moving was the driver’s side front wheel of the Rover, still spinning to a stop.

 Without speaking a word to one another, Jeff and Josh both advanced on the vehicle, guns raised. As they approached, the passenger door swung open, and a husky man in a long black coat over a powder-blue dress shirt and jeans tumbled out, bleeding profusely from the head and chest and clinging to a pistol. The man fell to the ground and dropped the gun in the sand.

 His own gun raised, Jeff stole a glance to his right and saw Simmons in a sudden panic, looking down at the Springfield and fumbling it in his hands. Jeff looked back at the man from the SUV, wondering how many more men were inside. “Put the gun down, man!” Jeff started walking toward the man on the ground now, scared to death that these words were actually coming out of his own mouth. “Leave the gun in the sand! Do it!”

 If he’d stopped and thought for even a second, things would have surely happened differently, but he continued to advance on the man until the business end of the Ruger was about a foot away from his temple. Though the blue-shirted man had gotten to his knees and gotten the fingers of his left hand around the handle of his pistol by then, he’d stopped right there when Jeff’s gun was within killing distance.

 The gash on the man’s head sent blood fauceting onto the gun from above. Jeff stood still over the man, and as Simmons continued to wrestle with the apparently jammed-up Springfield rifle behind him in panicked breaths, Jeff tried to imagine what was supposed to happen next.

 Never in his entire life had he considered what he would do if he ever took the upper hand in a gunfight, if he ever really did have another man dead to rights. This guy was trying to kill him a couple of minutes ago, and now Jeff was the killer if he wanted to be. Why wouldn’t Simmons tell him what to do? Why wasn’t he just taking over? Jeff didn’t dare take his gun or his gaze off the man, who hadn’t spoken a single word during the entire exchange, but who now wore a visible, bloody grin on his face despite keeping his head down and his hand on the pistol in the sand.

 Nothing else moved inside the SUV, and suddenly Jeff was chilled by the lonely sound of the desert wind blowing around him. His hands started shaking again. He kept thinking Josh would suddenly unload the Springfield right into the guy, but it didn’t happen.

 “Back away from the gun, man. Hablas ingles? Get the fuck away from the gun, man!” Jeff shouted. His terror became a sudden bolt of anger, and he raised his left leg to the man’s right shoulder, Ruger still trained on the man’s head, and tried to shove the man forcibly away from his own pistol. The second Jeff’s foot made contact, the man fell away from him and pawed at his gun with his left hand, pulling the trigger with his thumb and creating such a blast of sand in Jeff’s face, the dagger of pain in his right leg arrived on a three-second delay. The man on the ground took a much heavier dose of the sand, which flew almost directly into his blood-drenched face, forcing him to fall straight back and away from the gun, and for a split-second, showing Jeff a face that looked like cherry cobbler.

 The bullet cut its path into the desert floor before ricocheting up and into the sky, and not before grazing the outside of Jeff’s right calf. It felt like he was being branded at a fraternity party, only the brand was still stuck to his skin. He let out a scream at the same second he heard Simmons finally breaking his silence from behind him. He didn’t hear what Simmons started yelling and never found reason to ask. 

 Instead of doing what seemed most natural at the time, giving in to the agony in his leg and collapsing to the ground to face whatever fate awaited, a few decades worth of unused endorphins rushed through Jeff’s body, enough to keep him standing and enough to race down his left arm and into his index finger. Within seconds, Jeff had littered the man’s body in bullets, until he was dry-firing and Josh was pulling the gun out of his hands. The dying man convulsed on the desert floor, still never uttering a word.

 Simmons put a hand on Jeff’s shoulder, turning him away from the squirming body. Not another peep came from inside the truck, or from anywhere else in the desert. Once again, there was only the hot breeze. Jeff walked about five paces and fell onto his side, writhing and moaning in pain. Though the bullet had merely grazed him, his entire leg had been blasted with sand when the gun went off, making the gash feel like it was on fire. It was about then that the sunburn on his shoulders also took flame.

 Jeff was content to slowly burn to a crisp right there in the desert until Josh emptied half of his canteen onto Jeff’s head, then the other half on the deep cut on his leg. Jeff reeled with another long moan, then clutched Josh’s arm and forced himself to his feet again.

 At a hot, slow pace, and with Simmons’ T-shirt now knotted into a tourniquet on Jeff’s leg, the two men began to retrace what Simmons had earlier described as “a quick three-mile stroll” between the hills and the city. Neither man spoke until they were well out of the clutches of the open desert.

 When Simmons did speak again finally, it wasn’t to Jeff but to a two-way cell phone.

 “Hey honcho, we just had some heat out here. Can you get some guys on the scrub out here below, uhh, hang on.” Simmons pulled a tattered map out of his backpack and took great care in unfolding it, setting his two-way on the ground before he did. It sure looked like Mexico to Jeff.

 The map was almost completely striped with what must have been thousands of hand-drawn roads, trails, paths and what appeared to be hideouts or camps, coded in the same colors as the map under the stadium. Covering almost every open inch of border space on all sides of the map were what appeared to be hundreds of notations written in penmanship befitting an architect. Mixed in at random all over the place were mythical-looking creatures drawn in frightening detail. There was a majestic green sea dragon haunting the Gulf of Mexico in the east, and a fire-orange bull charging through the southwest and aiming north. In the space north of the border, above a spaghetti-like criss-cross of drawn black lines, was a horrible-looking, obsidian-colored winged lion, which appeared to be bearing down on the entire nation beneath.

 “Hey, it’s right below ridge six over here at Independencia, down from where I took Delaney out earlier. At least two, probably three or four downers out here. One guy was on a horse and the others were in a Rover. They wrecked it. Thing’s pretty beat up, but I think they can roll it over and tow it. Horse is headed for the shit, lost cause. No other traffic out there from what I can see. But those assholes were right out here on the edge man, that’s some close shit. Delaney got his training. Out.”

 The radio answered in a jumble of Spanish, English and static which Jeff could not understand and which Josh seemed to ignore. Jeff felt like he should have had a million things to say, questions he should be asking as the two men continued walking — Jeff in an agonized limp — up onto an old, cracking highway and into the sprawl of a city which itself looked like a skeleton. Simmons, who sported the tan of a professional golfer, struggled to walk at a slow enough pace to stay next to the injured man to whom he’d been assigned. As Josh strode ahead again, Jeff studied the long, vertical tattoo that stretched from the base of his neck down to the small of his back. It appeared to mask an equally long, thin scar.

 It was a wooden baseball bat being constricted by a spiraling black snake. It looked like something right off of Simmons’ map. There were three words around it, two that ran in vertical, stacked letters to the left and right of the bat, and one long horizontal word beneath. They said, “Dolor par Sapientiae.” Spanish, or Latin, or something Jeff could not decipher. He studied the tattoo for a long moment, not wanting to think about baseball, or anything else about home. But it piqued his curiosity.

 “What year is it, Simmons?” Jeff asked finally, not wanting to ask what the tattoo meant, but breaking the silence nonetheless as the men plodded through a neighborhood that appeared completely uninhabited.

 “Doesn’t matter,” Simmons said calmly, immediately, and without turning around, as though a million people had asked him that question before. “It’s almost summer, and you’re still alive.”
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 Jeff’s sleep, this time camped out in a tent in center field in the stadium, was poisoned by sunburn-induced fever and withdrawal. His relentless nightmares were even more detailed than the dreams which had helped persuade him to come back to this place.

 He tossed and turned on the earth which seemed to lose its heat the second the sun set, but which only reminded him his own body was blazing in its skin. He heard the dying man’s gasps in the desert again and again as the bullets dug into his body. He heard the crack of the Springfield, felt the Blackhawk jerking back in his hands as he emptied its chamber in even, measured pops. The wind never stopped howling through the rocks.

 In one of the dreams, Jeff had somehow missed every shot and fallen helplessly to his knees as the bleeding, grinning man raised his own gun out of the sand. In another, the man got up despite being filled with bullets and chased Jeff screaming through the desert. In one, the man hunched over and bleeding looked like Jeff himself, and in another, he was shooting at a skeleton. He even dreamed of the Springfield backfiring on Simmons and killing him, a dream so real it took Jeff several minutes in the light of the early morning to convince himself it hadn’t really happened.

 Through the night, he saw a litany of his life’s mistakes suddenly interwoven through his new world. He saw flashes of Riley and even Lefty peeking through the scenes of bloodshed. Trying to sleep in the stadium could keep even the most normal, non-hallucinating, non-alcoholic, just-plain-tired tired man awake all night. Especially if he worried about every coyote howling in the distance, or every coyote scurrying right past the tent for that matter, and everything out there that sounded like a gunshot. You didn’t need much help to be scared out here in the dark.

 Jeff’s throbbing leg had been treated and bandaged the night before. He’d also bathed himself in aloe from head to toe and had even gobbled four aspirin before bedding down in his tent. Still, the fever rocked Jeff’s brain tirelessly all night, taking control of the images he saw in his brain.

 Through it all, the one overriding reality that carried him into the new day was that he had killed a man. He wasn’t able to convince himself otherwise when it came to that. His body ached, but did so as a reminder he’d actually done something other than drink in the last 24 hours. That reminder was quickly overrun by another, the reminder of how quickly he would suck down a glass of whiskey if he could. And with that, he began to wonder again how soon he could leave this place.

 The real pictures of the previous day began to develop, and with them Jeff remembered telling himself while leaning his sun-scorched back into a cactus and bracing himself for a bullet that if he lived through the day, he would find his way back out as soon as possible. He had lived, and knew he did not have the same drive as the others did to do it all again. To do it again today and tomorrow and to keep on doing it until his card finally got pulled seemed pointless.

 Rolling onto one side and then another inside the tent, trying to escape his smoldering skin, Jeff became fully awake, enough to remember not only what had and had not happened but enough to start wondering what would happen next. He grabbed at the tent’s zipper door to release the staggering heat from within. It was always so much earlier than it felt when you woke up in a hot tent in the morning. He stood painfully up and out into the morning air and stretched, and he couldn’t stop thinking about the corpse he’d created. Just a couple of miles away, undoubtedly still lying in the same position it was when he left it, was the lifeless corpse of a man he murdered, now waiting to become just another pile of bones in the desert.

 The sun blinded Jeff as he stepped out. Around him, dozens of tents littered not only the outfield, but the infield and all the foul territory beyond. Both bullpens had been cordoned off to house supplies, as had most of the offices and both clubhouses beneath the stadium, according to Paulo’s long discourse the previous morning.

 Apparently, there was no pressure in this war — at least on this side of it — to learn anything extra or unnecessary. So while Jeff was blasting away at a cactus the previous day, prior to killing his first Freemen fighter, all the other nuts who had jumped back and forth between worlds had apparently gone through their own training. That’s what Josh had told him the day before as they hiked up the incline.

 Jeff wondered if any of the other newcomers who’d spent the night sleeping on the baseball field had also shot and killed their first FB soldier as part of their training. He doubted it. He wondered how Simmons had described the events to the men that mattered, namely to Paulo. When it came to the Springfield, he couldn’t hit the ground from an airplane, it seemed. When it came to blowing away injured men at close range with a handgun, however, Jeff was well-trained already.

 “Delaney! Hobble over here!”

 Jeff spun around at the edge of the infield where second base would normally be, trying to locate the source of the voice as it now echoed through the large, shadowed grandstands. His gashed leg and his right knee both objected strongly from below.

 “Third base, Delaney, third base!”

 The voice sounded like Lou Costello in his famous routine for a moment as Jeff scanned the seats behind third base to see about 10 men sitting in the visitors dugout. They were mostly smiling, and as Jeff began limping their direction, he wondered if it was out of admiration or ridicule. He realized immediately his body was practically glowing with sunburn. The men came into full focus, and Jeff expected to hear them start laughing at him. Instead, they just smiled and gazed, as though the man limping into view was something new to them. He guessed he was.

 Fonseca was at the far left end of the bench like a manager, looking into the same flashing, handheld device in his left hand he always seemed to hold, and glancing up at the oncoming Jeff every so often as he did. “How’s the leg, bro?” he asked.

 Jeff didn’t answer. He continued to hobble all the way to the top step of the dugout, where he now saw eight men of different ages and apparent nationalities looking back at him besides Fonseca. He didn’t see Simmons, but he recognized another young guy, the one whose rear bumper he’d hit in traffic the other night. Jeff could tell the guy recognized him too, especially when Jeff involuntarily smirked at the man.

 “These are some of our guys, Delaney, some of your guys now too,” Fonseca said, finally pulling the mini GPS away from his face and shoving it into the pocket of his jeans. “I was just telling these guys how you got into the shit on your first day yesterday. Simmons might have gotten waxed out there, sounds like, which would have been a big blow, so you earned your place, chico.”

 Jeff studied the man at the end of the dugout for several silent seconds before responding. He had always been more of an interrupter than a listener, and he noticed himself intentionally using a cooler demeanor suddenly. “My place?” he said calmly. “Which place is mine?”

 A few of the men snickered, and even Paulo smiled, a most unmilitary response, Jeff thought. “Your place in paradise, friend. You earned your right to make a difference and be whoever you wanna be. You let yourself go out there yesterday because you had to. You had to survive and you did. You saved Simmons’ ass too.” Jeff stood and stared, hoping his incredulous feeling was being properly represented in his facial expression. He wasn’t sold on staying here for any of this craziness, and didn’t want to look like he was.

 “After today, you leg it out, you’ll start feeling different about things,” Paulo went on. “You got to —”

 “Leg what out?” Jeff interrupted, now feeling very much like the usual old Jeff, the one who dominated conversations and rarely waited for complete answers. “You mean this leg?” He lifted up his bandaged limb, nearly losing his balance the minute he did. “This one’s already out, at least for now. And to be honest, I wouldn’t mind joining it, if you know what I mean.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Mean? I mean I think I might want to get out of here, get back home, go back to what I consider real life. I mean this is quite a thrill, but I mean, I can’t just jump into this thing. It’s not my fight.”

 “You’re full of shit, Delaney,” a young Latino man on the right side of the dugout suddenly cut in. “Not your fight? You Americano? You human? If you are, it’s your fight. Screw him, Paulo, let him ride off. We don’t need another Simmons, no offense.”

 Paulo studied Jeff without flinching while Jeff wondered what any of what that man just said actually meant. Ride off? What was that supposed to mean? Paulo’s two-way radio broke the silence, chirping out something in part Spanish, part English. The English part Jeff could make out came at the very end, and said, “It’s a total loss, man, just so you know. Out.” Paulo appeared to speak in spite of what he’d just heard on the radio.

 “When I say leg it out, I mean you need to get that dark cloud off you, bro,” he said. “You know what I mean. Not the sunburn, or the leg, but the other thing. You can run off home and make your leg and your skin feel better, but I bet you won’t beat that other thing back home.”

 Jeff stood in silence.

 “That other thing? It don’t just work itself out,” Paulo continued. “That one you got to confront head on. My father used to say the only thing that goes away by ignoring it is your teeth. So today, you go off on your own. Confront the demon. All by yourself. Oh, and find dinner too.”

 Jeff paused as long as he could. “Dinner? Is that a joke?”

 “You go out there and start to think about the connection between you and your gun, the way it enables you to be free, to eat and drink and make your own rules, but only when you do what you have to. Then you think about the connection between you and that monkey on your back, how it keeps you from being free, from doing anything other than, well, that. So go do what you have to out there.”

 “Out where? Out there?” Jeff asked waving an arm over his shoulder and pointing toward the desert and mountains beyond the stadium and the city. Paulo nodded. “Can I drive my car out there? Where is it, by the way, my car?”

 “You drive out there and you’ll never drive back, I promise. You need to get out on foot, get into the scrub, up in the foothills. Take the Springfield. Learn how to shoot it. Embrace your surroundings. You’ll eat before you go and you’ll take plenty of water and you’ll keep your shirt on this time. You’ll bring back dinner — to prove you learned something about your gun — and you’ll leave the monkey in the desert when you come back. For good this time.”

 Looking at the cast of characters in front of him, Jeff again found himself unable to comprehend how it was the revolucion maintained a regiment of people who actually came here from somewhere else. And stayed.
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 Within an hour, Jeff knew he had done something stupid.

 An hour was a long period of time even by Jeff’s standards in which to realize he had done one of those things from which one could not simply turn back. The objects in his field of view, which seemed perfectly normal just minutes before, had taken on a singed, melting quality on their edges as he sat beneath a leaning Joshua tree where the steady incline toward the next set of mountains was evident.

 He had no idea where he was, but needed only to find a clearing in the endless scrub of yuccas and stunted fir trees to see where the city was in the distance below, and the two adjoining sets of ruins further into the horizon. With only a guarantee that he was heading into a “pretty safe” stretch of the foothills at the base of the mountain ranges which were the spine of the country, Jeff had limped off on his own that day, like he was told. He did so still mystified that anyone became compelled to abandon their daily realities and live on such short terms in this hornet’s nest. Yet, here he was, one of them, going solo into the countryside with a fresh wound on his leg and sunburn still gripping his back and shoulders.

 None of Jeff’s attempted follow-up questions to Paulo and the other men sitting in the dugout were answered that morning. He was outfitted with two full canteens affixed to a heavy-duty leather belt. In a slot on the back of the belt, Jeff had put the Blackhawk pistol, freshly reloaded. Strapped across his upper back was a Springfield rifle, thankfully not the same one that had jammed up on Simmons the day before. And in a low-slung backpack that was murder on his sunburn, he had shells, a flare gun, a massive hunting knife, a tube of aloe, a lighter, aspirin, a long thin blanket and a package of beef jerky.

 There were no rules here, not necessarily anyway, but there were apparently endless tests of survival like yesterday’s and today’s. This impromptu early afternoon hunting trip, like everything here, was an on-the-spot measurement of wherewithal. It wasn’t just knowing what to do, it was actually doing it, or dying.

 The little details of everything were starting to jump out in colorful pops in every direction now. The things he saw he also began to hear, and to feel, or at least it seemed that way. He started to sense the swaying branches of the firs, started to feel the vibrations emitted by the wings of the thousands of monarch butterflies stirring in their branches. When he saw them out of the corner of his eye, the trees looked like they were on fire.

 In his first two hours on the trail, Jeff had not spent any bullets, partly because he had been too terrified to give himself away to anything that might be hiding out here. Even if he wasn’t scared, he hadn’t seen anything alive except for ants, grasshoppers, butterflies, scorpions and a few circling vultures, none of which seemed to fit the billing of dinner.

 Though he’d seen no humans yet, he had seen two former ones, and they were the source of Jeff’s stupid act, the one he was now quite certain he would regret. Not live to regret either, just regret. Instead of leaving the two skeletons alone for fear of, at the very least, disease, Jeff stood in awe of them for several minutes. As he did, he noticed and snatched up a small cloth bag he found lying in the dust near the one closest to the clearing he’d entered.

 Jeff had found the sets of bones next to an old campfire when, for the first time, he had deviated from his straight-on course into the foothills. The discovery served as a sobering reminder of what awaited people who veered off the trail, or at least it should have. He’d scurried away in a sudden fit of terror after snapping up the small, faded purple bag with a drawstring top. Back on the trail, which really wasn’t much of trail but was the most direct line through the increasingly tall trees toward the mountains, Jeff had paused to see if he detected any movement around him.

 Then he crouched gingerly, untied the drawstring and pulled the bag open. Instead of gold coins or diamonds like he’d pictured when he first saw the bag, there were a few pesos and a large, bulbous square of aluminum foil about the size of his fist. Without hesitation, the man who knew he was supposed to be out here trying to magically cure his addiction to alcohol by shooting a gun unwrapped the foil to see if some sort of mind-altering chemical — one that he recognized — was waiting within. One was.

 The only other time Jeff had tried peyote, he and Riley had had quite a time. They’d laughed their asses off one minute, cried about their families and lost friends the next, and concocted plans for outrageous success that would soon be forgotten the next. It was done more as a dare than a desire to hallucinate. It reflected a time when Jeff and Riley challenged one another, back when the bond was still intact between them, not that doing mescaline in your 30s was necessarily a healthy challenge.

 He gazed with nervous excitement at the puffy cactus bulbs that filled the palm of his hand. They sort of looked like grotesquely bloated, greenish sand dollars. Jeff thought of that night, one of the few he and Riley actually spent together during their Katrina escape to Arizona, and did so in happy little cloudlets of lost time. He studied what he figured to be the same things Riley had amused herself all that night by calling “those weird little buttons.”

 Then, Jeff crammed two of them into his mouth and furiously chewed them, bitterness etched onto his face. He knew this was not the customary way the Native Americans ingested them, but didn’t care. No rules.

 At what had to be about 2:30 in the afternoon, those little cactus nodules were working their way into Jeff’s brain, setting off the same firework pigments his GPS displayed when everything started to go crazy. In a moment typical of a now-personality, the man who’d been deprived of alcohol for a few days had now opted for an even stronger dose of escapism. This time, he did want to hallucinate, at least he thought that he did for a brief second before he had gorged himself on the peyote.

 Now, he sat against the tree in one of those long stupors that take the skepticism (I don’t feel anything yet) out of the chemical takeover and allow the claws to completely dig in. He stared into a tangle of brush in front of him. It was a ball of chaos, like his life. It looked a lot like the mess he’d made of everything. It was all the disappointment he felt and made others feel, one mistake intertwining with the other.

 But instead of anguish, Jeff felt an unexpected affection for the confusion he felt about his surroundings, and about his fears of the unknown and about his mostly unhappy life. Someone had told him once there was nothing sexier than misery, and perhaps that was true. With that thought, he turned a massive smile into the slowly aging sunlight and felt his mind reach out to hug the staggering heat. (“Embrace your surroundings.”) He thought of Riley again, her accidental perfection, and tried to copy and paste her image into the horrible framework of African genocide. He couldn’t.

 Mostly, he just stared into the hot atmosphere above, and steadily, he saw possibilities begin to appear like skywriting. He’d done nothing with himself for all these years, other than constantly shrug off today to get to tomorrow, but there were definite possibilities in today. For the first time since he’d arrived, a feeling of infinity overcame him and he didn’t mind it. Trying to understand the hows and whys of this world, and in what way it related to his own world, was pointless. Maybe that’s what it took to stay here and survive and find happiness — stop questioning everything and just live.

 One of Jeff’s least favorite sayings was, “Everything happens for a reason.” Of course it goddamn did, he always thought when he heard someone say that. It was a silly saying people uttered in order to make the ups and downs of their own mundane lives have some gleam of purpose. But like an awful pop song or bad commercial, that little saying was wandering around in Jeff’s brain now as the hallucinogen swam deeper into his bloodstream. No longer in fear of being seen or heard in this expanse of nothingness, he began his usual discourse in response to it, out loud.

 “My wife left me. It’s because I’m a miserable drunk. That’s the reason! My skin is burning off of my body. It’s because I spent an afternoon in the desert not wearing a shirt. Everything — even sunburn — happens for a reason! That guy yesterday, he died because I shot him seven times. That’s the reason! Hell yes!”

 Despite his best efforts to stop it, however, his tripping mind kept challenging him to apply the little saying to all of this. To apply the simple little phrase to why he was here, alone, cut off from everyone and everything he’d ever known. Was there some profound reason he could come up with for the decisions he’d made? Probably not, and maybe that was okay. “No rules!” he shouted into the wind. Stop thinking and start doing, he thought, but he stayed cemented to the tree anyway.

 Jeff began to think harder and harder but seemed to make less and less sense of things. The sounds and sights and colors began to dominate everything, and random voices and conversations began streaming inanely into and out of his mind. Euphoria rammed away at his paranoia. One of the last concrete, normal thoughts Jeff later remembered having that day was that he needed to get to his feet, raise the gun and shoot something. Maybe lots of things.

 He limped about 250 yards farther up the incline and climbed slowly up the lower row of branches of a large fir tree. While it felt like his depth perception was skewed completely, it was remarkable how Jeff’s brain was still in control of his body. With his neck arched against his left shoulder, he strained to put his pulsating vision onto whatever was making sudden footfalls in the distance ahead. He looked down and realized he was already holding the loaded Springfield. He craned his neck back in the direction of the growing sound. Something was coming, and even the gibberish that played in his head and the color bombs blasting off in his periphery could not mask it.

 He raised the rifle and tried to look through the scope. Though his hands were remarkably steady as he did, the jumble between Jeff’s ears now pounded out New Orleans ragtime, and instead of the tiny clearing up ahead, he saw Uncle Lionel Batiste bouncing up and down on stage at The Spotted Cat, sweat rolling down his temples, waving his hanky in the air and stomping his feet with a Miller High Life on the floor next to him. Jeff was content with the image for now, and even felt his body start to groove to the sound of the music instead of trying to focus on the circle of green and brown in the scope of the rifle.

 But the music stopped suddenly when, over a fallen tree about 50 yards away, came first one, then two and then three whitetail deer. They stopped in the small clearing, ears flickering as they leaned over to chomp on the small tufts of grass on the ground below. Jeff pulled the trigger without thinking, and without fear of being heard. The gun’s blast seemed to trail slowly in and out of his ears like the images in front of him did to his eyes.

 In its aftermath was only the sound of the frantic deer tearing off into the darkening thickets of trees and brush. Then there was dead silence, interrupted only by the breeze, the hum of locusts and Josh Simmons’ voice in his head, urging him to hurry up, that horse won’t stay out there forever.

 He didn’t realize he’d hit one of the deer until about 10 minutes later, when he staggered into the clearing and saw a scarlet trail of blood on the ground. It wasn’t anything like one of those hunting shows on TV which Jeff always found to be as pointless as he found hunting itself. There was no big search or chase for this prey. The deer he’d shot, a doe, was dead and still, and only about 20 yards past the clearing. He was immediately washed over in pity for the animal, and in fact thought of Lefty when he saw the deer’s blank black eye looking up at him. He wondered if Lefty was still alive.

 That feeling was replaced by the notion that he should eat more of the peyote, get further zonked and see what happened then. Dinner, he thought, this was supposed to be dinner, and for the first time he got the sense maybe Paulo and his men actually needed this to be dinner. Maybe he would just spend the rest of the afternoon sitting out here, and then try to drag the dead deer all the way home tonight. Was that even possible, especially with a bum leg?

 He turned his back on the animal, sat down and pulled the cloth bag back out of the backpack. Jeff popped another of the green buttons into his mouth and worked it into his cheek with his tongue like a ballplayer. Again, he smiled, imagining the drugs slowly draining into him all day. He decided he would eat all of the peyote, trip his balls off, and if this world or his old world didn’t want or need him anymore after that, so be it.

 He sat in a daze for nearly another hour before being interrupted by the unmistakable sound of gunshots in the distance. He leapt to his feet with a dull thud of pain in his leg and began scrambling around, his field of vision and his body swaying madly back and forth as he did. Once he was sure he wasn’t the target, Jeff decided he wanted to move on up the incline, maybe find out who was shooting what, and maybe do some more shooting of his own.

 He wrestled the deer carcass onto his blanket, wrapped it up like a giant burrito and tied knots at both ends. He had no idea what else might come along to find it, but had crazed thoughts of being attacked by a pack of coyotes while he tried to drag the thing back home, and decided to just leave it right there for now. They could eat through the blanket if they really wanted it.

 As the light quickly faded under the umbrella of firs, Jeff staggered farther up the incline and into the dim forest. In the distance, he sensed a sharp drop-off, as the tree line and the ground seemed to disappear, and he hoped he wouldn’t simply trudge right over the side of a cliff. Every few minutes, he stopped and sat, the drug taking him under deeper and deeper as he did.

 There was a cliff ahead, as it turned out, but instead of falling off, Jeff perched himself on the rocks at its edge and peered over it as the sun set. He no longer trusted his brain, or his eyes, and he felt like reality was about to leave him completely. He thought he saw tire tracks in the sandy ravine below, but the dying light and the drugs made it tough to see for certain.

 The thing that made him certain, minutes later, was the unmistakable sight of approaching headlights down below and the sound of tires crunching into dry earth.
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 For the third consecutive day, Jeff awoke with his body aching. A persistent tapping sound had begun to stir him, then a feeling of shaking back and forth and finally, a gamy, bloody stench.

 When he forced his cemented eyes open, he reared back with a gasp. The first thing Jeff saw was Paulo Fonseca, banging on the driver’s side window and peering into the car in which Jeff was sitting. Jeff’s hands were clenching the steering wheel in front of him. It was sweltering inside the car — which he now noticed had a little Range Rover emblem on the steering wheel — and the smell of blood and death made Jeff gag.

 He swung open the apparently locked door and fell to the pavement next to Paulo, who was speechless but who had volumes of questions etched onto his face. Jeff vomited uncontrollably for what felt like 10 minutes before forcing himself up, looking at Paulo and wiping his chin. Another day had apparently come and gone, and as was too often the case, Jeff couldn’t exactly remember what had happened to get to this point.

 “Hey Paulo,” he said calmly.

 “Sweet Jesus, bro! What in the hell is going on?” Paulo lunged forward, climbed into the SUV and snatched a GPS off the windshield and began frantically pushing its buttons. “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus! What did you do, Delaney?”

 “Oh, right,” Jeff said, looking around for the first time and realizing he was in the stadium parking lot. He rubbed his eyes and breathed deeply. “Dinner, right? Yeah, it’s in the back, I think.”

 Jeff wasn’t intentionally smart-assing a completely bewildered Paulo, he just didn’t possess enough energy at the moment to do anything more than talk softly and move slowly. He could barely hold his arms up, and his knees buckled beneath him constantly. In his mind and behind his eyes were the aftershocks and splintery fireworks that were the remnants of what seemed an endless barrage of manic thoughts and actions. He didn’t remember anything he had done specifically, but his collaborative vision of the previous night was filled with tirades of shooting, screaming, sweating and even laughing. He remembered the animal sounds, the grunts and growls that came from him and from the shadows everywhere around him.

 Paulo looked at Jeff in confusion, almost torment, and then threw the GPS onto the driver’s seat and yanked the keys out of the ignition. He hurried to the back of the truck and pulled open the rear hatch. When he did, he emitted more of the same sorts of gasps he’d been uttering since he first walked into the parking lot with his gun raised to see how and why a black Freemen Brigade Rover was parked there.

 “Jesus God almighty, Delaney. Jesus Christ in heaven, what did you do?”

 Jeff’s T-shirt, he noticed as he looked down at himself, was crusted in dried, browning blood. Paulo stood in silence for a moment as he stared into the back of the truck, seemingly not knowing what words to use to describe what he was seeing. Jeff simply felt numb. He didn’t have the guilt or the depression that often followed such massive trips as the one he’d apparently been on for the last day or so. He didn’t know what time it was, and didn’t dare ask, but felt pretty sure he hadn’t skipped an entire day this time like he did the first time he’d GPSed his way into this place.

 “Jesus, Delaney. What is all this, I mean, what happened out there last night?”


 “I’m not completely sure, man. I guess I went hunting.”


 “What’s in the blanket?”


 Paulo didn’t wait for an answer. Instead he began pulling at the knots at the ends of the giant, bulging blanket, which was saturated in blood from one end to the other and which was filling the entire rear of the truck. Holding one hand over his mouth and cringing, Paulo pulled at the blanket with his other hand until the contents finally slid out and onto the parking lot pavement in a massive, squishing, disgusting heap. Paulo leapt out of their path as they tumbled out.

 Two other men now approached the SUV, looking every bit as frightened as Paulo. Jeff stood in silence, now wondering himself what else had been wrapped in the blanket, and began to inch slowly around the truck for a clear view. It was more than the deer which he dully remembered killing. Joining the deer were two coyotes and the body of a man, all jumbled together in a knot of limbs, torsos and heads.

 “See Paulo? Every time he shows up things go crazy,” one of the two onlookers said, squinting at the pile of bodies. “He’s nuts, man.” He turned to Jeff. “You’re nuts, man.”

 Jeff shrugged his shoulders. “I did what I had to. Everything happens for a reason.”
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 Instead of making the long drive south and east with Paulo and the others that day, Jeff was told maybe he should go back home for a few days. It seemed the unlikeliest thing that could happen at this point, but he wasn’t inclined to argue. Yet, he wasn’t nearly as excited as he expected to be about returning home now. In fact, he questioned Fonseca up and down about how long they’d be gone, where they would go next after Victoria and when he was expected back.

 “I don’t expect anything, Delaney,” he told Jeff in the same room under the stadium with the map and the flag. “Like I keep telling you, this is all up to you. No one’s gonna go across to make sure you do or don’t do anything. I want you here, need you here, but I need you here as sober and as level-headed as a guy like you can be.”

 The last time Jeff sat in this room, he longed for a drink, and had ignored better than half of what Paulo had explained to him about the war. Now he wished he could ask Paulo to tell him everything again because now he wanted to know. Too late, he figured.

 “So you want me to leave, then? Did I do something wrong?” Jeff’s questions made him sound pathetic, like he was being jilted out of something. He was confused, not knowing what he should be asking for or hoping for. The home he’d spent so much time pining for the last couple of days offered nothing but misery. And while they might not have matched the type of trouble that was out here, there were plenty of problems waiting for him at home.

 For one, he would undoubtedly get fired, or maybe already had been fired. His personal life had long since been drowned in whiskey, and that whiskey had long since become his only reason for waking up every morning. Everyone he cared about was long gone. Sandy Morino was likely disparaging Jeff now, ruing the day he’d hired him.

 “You don’t gotta leave,” Fonseca said. “I’m just saying I think it would be best. I don’t need you jumping from one addiction to another. Let it happen slowly. As crazy as things get out there in the desert, I know you can’t beat crazy with crazy. Even in your most intense moments, like when you and Simmons came up on that Rover, you’ve got to keep a level head. You need to understand that you don’t just have to take orders in this army. You have to want to. The reason all these guys are out here risking their hides is because they want to. I’ve been telling you that all along, and I’ll keep telling you that until you can see it for yourself.”

 The idea of getting out of there was naturally a comforting one in many ways to Jeff. He didn’t want to know what had happened with the collection of carcasses he’d brought back to camp, didn’t want to think about who he’d killed, how many he’d killed in all, and how in the hell he was able to make it back to the stadium in a Range Rover he should have probably been killed trying to steal. He feared how much more heat he might have brought on the revolucion army by doing it, and had no idea if he’d been followed back by the FB.

 For some reason, Paulo didn’t seem to be wondering about any of those things because he never once asked Jeff anything more about any of it. He’d just summed it all up by suggesting Jeff go home and cool out for a little while. This place was a real life video game, apparently, one you could just switch off if things got too tough. But you only got one life in this game.

 Maybe it was time for Jeff to stop questioning it all, something he faintly remembered telling himself on his hallucinatory hunting trip the day before. Maybe it was time to start listening to someone other than himself for the first time in his life, to stop talking and start doing. Don’t promise, just do, as Sandy always said to him.

 “You need to know how to leave again, anyway,” Fonseca went on. “You need to know how to use your GPS to go back and forth so you really can decide what to do next, and when to do it. As for all your questions, we’ll be outside Victoria for the next couple of weeks, probably, trying to stage the hit on Destinoso. If you’re gonna be with us for that, you want to get your ass back over here as soon as you can, and if I didn’t want you back, you wouldn’t know anything about any of that shit. Not everyone who’s ever come over here and stayed has been in on the shit that you’re in on.

 “Anyway, I’ll give you the coordinates to get back. Hell, I’ll even program them into your GPS so you won’t forget them. And then it’s all up to you.” Paulo walked over to the map, eyeing the sea of black pins swarming to the south. “Looks like tough odds, huh? Well, you should have seen it two months ago, Delaney. A year ago. You might think we’re the crazy ones, and maybe we are, but we’re starting to create our own bodies out there, and with help from the right people, we can start to pull some of these black pins back out and never put them back.

 “If you decide you don’t wanna be with us, then say bye-bye to the GPS. Throw it out the window, put it in a dumpster or bury the goddamn thing. Doesn’t matter. It’s not gonna show up on your doorstep or anything.”

 As if to make his point even firmer, Paulo did grab one of the black pins out of the map. He turned and flicked it into the air and onto the table in front of Jeff, who picked it up and turned it over and over in his hands. It seemed like every time he sat in this chair, he was being asked to make some sort of commitment.

 “So how do I get back home then?” he asked, realizing again that everything that came out of his mouth here was a question, but also knowing that there were plenty of answers he would need one way or the other. “And, I mean, what happens? Does time stand still over there when I’m over here, or does it just keep moving?”

 “Of course it keeps moving,” Paulo said. “You can’t stop the ticking clock no matter where you are. Like I keep telling you, this isn’t Mars.”

 “So then, I guess I’ve missed all kinds of shit on the other side, haven’t I?” Jeff asked, already knowing the answer to that one. He thought of his unpaid rent, unattended baseball games and God knew what else.

 “I don’t know, Delaney, you tell me,” Paulo said. “Have you missed it?”
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 “Why do you do it, Simmons?”

 Jeff couldn’t help himself. He was picking up the vibe that Simmons and most of the other guys here wanted nothing to do with him or his questions. But if there was any chance he was coming back here after today, he wanted to get a little perspective beyond what he was hearing from Paulo. So the questions continued.

 The sun blazed down on the stadium grass as the entire crew of transients who’d spent the last two days training now pulled tent stakes out of the ground, cleaned weapons, moved equipment and loaded trucks in the stadium parking lot. As always, they would leave town as quickly and quietly as possible after dark. Jeff stood next to Simmons in the outfield, helping him fold up the tents now lying flat in the grass.

 “Do what?” Simmons grunted without turning to face Jeff.

 “All this. I mean, you’ve got a wife at home for God’s sake, don’t you? I mean, you wear a wedding band. So why, and how, do you keep coming over here? What’s your job back home? When do you sleep? Do you have kids, friends, family over there, or —”

 “All that shit you just asked me, all that shit? You don’t need to know about any of it,” Simmons hissed. But then, for the first time since Jeff had met him, Josh unclenched his teeth and sagged his shoulders just a touch. He sighed and stared very deliberately off at the mountains in the distance before he spoke.

 “Look man. I’m sorry. I know you’re new here and I know how confusing this all is, believe me. And I know I haven’t exactly rolled out the red carpet for you. But the thing is, learning the answers to all the questions out here can be pretty tough, and a lot of the answers are ones you end up wishing you didn’t know once you know them. It’s an ignorance is bliss kind of place, you know? That’s just part of the deal.

 “We’re all here doing this thing together, but we’re all coming here from totally different directions, different places, different backgrounds, and knowing too much about each other is not always the best thing. So we have kind of a standing rule out here, a code, that nobody talks about home, about what we do or what we did at home, what we miss or don’t miss, why we’re here. You just sort of accept the way things are, accept that for one reason or another, we’re all here. If you don’t accept that, it won’t matter because you won’t be coming back.”

 Simmons stopped folding for a minute and looked directly at Jeff.

 “So yeah, I do have a wife and kids at home, and all you really need to know is, well, I guess I’m doing this for them, or at least I think I am. This whole thing that’s going on here, it’s sort of a glance at where our world, the one at home, is headed. When I saw this place the first time, I just couldn’t walk away from it without trying to help make things right, even if it meant putting absolutely everything on the line to do it. That’s what I’m doing. And I’m not planning on dying here either. And that’s it.”

 Now Jeff was glad he’d asked so many questions, and that apparently he’d finally asked the right questions to the right person. These were the first real answers he’d gotten here. Josh was human after all, and had just explained hundreds of things with just a few words. Jeff had started to think everyone over here was just another someone like him, someone with nothing left to lose in life and no other reason to go on living. He had thought these guys were all at the ends of their ropes like him, and probably lots of them were. But not all, and that gave Jeff renewed hope about the revolucion.

 Josh went on folding and stacking tents, throwing all the metal stakes into a pile which Jeff was supposed to be stuffing into a huge nylon bag. He had stopped what he was doing, but then caught himself and continued.

 “You never know what’s going to come flying at you from one minute to the next out here. You only know that any minute, every minute, you might get caught in an ambush or you might get run over by some nut like you whose GPS went berserk and sent them over here,” Simmons said. “You know the first night I was out here I almost got run over by some lunatic who crossed over right into our campsite? The shit happens. Bastard drove right overtop of our fire, hit a tree, jumped out and started shooting in every direction. Killed Rico, one of our best guys. So when I saw you that first day, and these last two days, I saw someone who I wasn’t sure would be able to handle this shit without going crazy. Forgive me.”

 Jeff had already said his farewell to Paulo, who instead of showing Jeff the way back home had enlisted Simmons to do so while Fonseca looked into some impending arrivals. Josh had agreed to the errand, saying he was just “popping in and popping out today,” wouldn’t be around all weekend and would be in Victoria for just a couple of hours Monday morning. Simmons had wandered out onto the field from the clubhouse entrance, and had quickly strode into center field and scolded two men for their careless tent folding. He shooed them off, took over the task himself and made Jeff join him. When two different men arrived, men Simmons seemed to know and like, he turned to Jeff and said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

 As complex and inexplicable as the travel between the two places seemed to be, it was quite simple to carry out, apparently, once you had figured out a few simple things. Josh didn’t go into any exhausting detail when it came to programming Jeff’s GPS to take him to the Victoria wastelands, but he spent a solid two minutes typing in the address.

 “When the time comes to leave for Ol’ Vic, just select this as your destination, and drive,” he said as he entered what looked to be a massive jumble of code, not really an address, into the GPS. As seemed to be his habit, Simmons had first pulled out his elaborately customized map before he started thumbing away at the GPS. “And as far as getting out of here right now, I assume your home address is listed as home on this thing, right?”

 “Yep. I think so,” Jeff answered.

 “Well, select home and go home is the way to get out of here,” Simmons said. “But here’s the catch. You need to program two home addresses in here, the one that actually takes you to your house when you’re driving around in the regular world, and then another one, a second one, that takes you out of here and someplace close to home, but one that won’t send you crashing into a bunch of buildings or people or your house itself. So you have to decide someplace close by where no one’s going to notice a car suddenly showing up out of nowhere that’s already moving, and where you’ve got some adjustment space to apply the brakes and steer. I’m lucky. I’ve got an abandoned construction site right behind my neighborhood that I always use, so after I cross back over I can just come steering right into my driveway like a normal dad and husband.

 “So anyway, for now, until you understand how the coordinates all work, think of some back road, but something with a name the GPS will recognize. Do you know anything like that?”

 Jeff was in no position for deep thinking at the moment. But lucky for him, he had one such place in mind already. “Yep, I do, actually,” he said, thinking of Stadium Drive, the U-shaped road that encircled Zephyr Field over in Metairie. He figured the place would be quiet this morning even if the Zephyrs were home this weekend, something he should have known off the top of his head but did not. If the Zephs were on the road, it would be totally deserted. Considering where he’d been and what he’d seen the last few days, driving to Esplanade Avenue from Metairie seemed pretty easy. Too easy, but he wasn’t complaining.

 “Well, whatever it is, put it in here and save it as Home 2, or whatever, and hang onto the steering wheel when you go,” Josh said. “Don’t keep your foot on the gas too hard and don’t slam on the brakes when you go through, and everything should be cool. The only other thing I’ll say is that if you decide to come to Victoria, make sure it’s after tomorrow and before the end of next week. Otherwise, it might be you versus the desert, or you versus the Freemen. Or both.

 “Oh, and one last thing. Thanks for the other day,” Simmons said, balling his hand into a fist, kissing it and flashing Jeff a peace sign. The gesture was one Jeff would have to work on if he was going to look as cool as Simmons did when he did it.

 With that, Simmons snapped Jeff’s GPS onto the windshield of the Celica, hopped out and walked across the stadium lot to a silver Lexus that glowed like a solar panel in the sun. Jeff spied what he thought to be a Texas plate on the back, and suddenly wondered how many of the transients took the license plates off their cars before coming over here, a way of perhaps trying to mask who they were or where they were coming from. He also wondered how many of them regularly traveled back and forth, and whether anyone jumped back and forth as often as Simmons seemed to. Had anyone noticed his Louisiana tags? Did they even care?

 He looked around briefly to see that the pickup trucks and the other vehicles that would be making the trip with the transients across the desert were steadily lining up along the front side of the parking lot. It appeared everyone else’s personal cars other than Simmons’ Lexus and his Celica were staying put. It gave Jeff one final twinge of jealousy over missing the big trip to Victoria, even though Simmons seemed relieved to be missing it.

 Jeff pulled himself into the car, head still haunted by the images of his peyote trip, and programmed Stadium Drive, Metairie, La., into the GPS, saved it as ‘Vacation Home’ and turned the key in the ignition. Slowly, stubbornly, the Celica chugged to life and he kicked it into reverse. He crept at a slow roll out of the lot as he followed the red EXITOSO signs.

 “In, five, hundred, feet, keep straight.”
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 The feeling of crossing over would have been about as easy to describe to someone as the feeling of being perfectly upside-down in the loop of a roller coaster. Although it lasted just a couple of seconds, there was a brief stillness as it happened. It was a feeling of weightlessness in which Jeff didn’t really feel or see anything. There was no sound at all, no bright flash of light until, seconds later, the tires reunited with the road and he was doing about 30 miles per hour, albeit on the wrong side of the road, on Stadium Drive next to Zephyr Field in Metairie.

 It was the most remarkable thing Jeff had ever experienced, and as he turned onto Airline Drive toward home, the entire city of New Orleans took on the same kind of newness to him that it had when he’d first driven into it as a teenager. His heart still racing, he looked around the interior of the car as he sat at a red light, confirming that everything had once again made the trip over. Although he’d taken his Blackhawk with him when he left, he’d left the deer rifle with Paulo on the other side, perhaps to give himself an excuse to go back.

 There was no way of fathoming the jump from one reality to another, so Jeff simply tried to enjoy the simple realism of the drive home without trying to dissect how weird it felt to have been standing in the parking lot of Estadio Revolucion one minute and looping around Zephyr Field the next. The GPS on the windshield was calmly flashing the familiar names of New Orleans streets and, in an effort to maintain his unexpected calm as he drove, Jeff turned the volume completely down on the Warren.

 The city was awash in the beauty of early summer and, although he had the sinking feeling of a teenager who’d stolen his parents’ car and gone joyriding for the weekend, he felt better armed than any other time in his adult life to confront whatever trouble awaited him. He sped up when he reached the elevated section of I-10 that looked out over the entire city (the skyline dominated by the Superdome to his left never looked so cool), trying to decide what to do first.

 A vibration began coming from the passenger-side floorboard of the Celica. When the car came to a stop at the bottom of the Esplanade Avenue exit ramp, Jeff reached to his right and began to follow the black spiral cord coming out of the cigarette lighter until he was able to pull his cell phone out from beneath the floormat.

 “SEVEN NEW VOICEMAILS” the screen said. Here we go again, Jeff thought, as he disconnected the phone from its charger, flipped it open and braced himself for what would undoubtedly be an unlucky seven messages. As he meandered the streets for the first time in what seemed like years, Jeff heard numerous voices in his phone, and he couldn’t help but think it was a pretty accurate chronological listing of who actually cared about him or needed him, who felt compelled to hear his voice these last few days:

 “Message, one, Wednesday, May 7th, 7:38 p.m. — ‘Hello Jeff, it’s Mrs. Avery. Just wondering about this month’s rent. It’s two days late, and I just don’t want you to have to pay more than a couple days in late charges. Don’t mean to pester you, and I know you’re probably busy with baseball. Mainly just wanted to remind you, OK? How ‘bout those Zephyrs, huh? See you soon.’”

 “Message, two, Thursday, May 8th, 9:21 a.m. — ‘Jeffrey, my boy, ‘tis the one and hopefully only Nifty Carlson reporting. I think I left my boxers in your bed last week … just kidding numbnuts. Hey, I was wondering if you managed to see that Cintron kid last week before the deluge arrived out there in Utah. Couldn’t remember which nights you were trying to head out there, or if you ever did. I know you’re not one to pass notes in class or anything, but Toronto wanted to take a crack at him too and, although I’m hardly a scout, I was just wondering what you thought of him and, but I don’t want to step on your toes. Oh, and there was one other thing I can’t remember now. Oh yeah, there’s a center fielder playing for Midland right now that you probably already know about, but damn was he something the other night, especially in the field. We went and watched the San Antonio game after we played a matinee at Round Rock. Anyway, can’t remember the bastard’s name — Simpson maybe — what the hell, anyway, call me when you get a minute and maybe I’ll think of it. Later.’”

 “Message, three, Thursday, May 8th, 10:55 a.m. — ‘This, message, is for … Jeff, Delaney … If you are not … Jeff, Delaney … please discontinue listening to this message. By, continuing to listen to this message, you confirm that you are … Jeff, Delaney …’
Message, deleted.”

 “Message, four, Thursday, May 8th, 12:19 p.m. — ‘Jaybird, hey it’s Johnboy. Remember me? Your goddamn brother? Jesus, dude, drop your cock and call me once in a while, pretend like you miss me or something. Anyway, miss the hell out of you man. Call me. I thought we were gonna set up a fishing trip down your way. I’ve got bags of vacation time I need to use this summer, and if another fall rolls around and I still haven’t reeled in at least one of those Louisiana redfish, it’s your fault brother. Hope everything’s cool. See ya.’”

 “Message, five, Thursday, May 8th, 4:48 p.m. — ‘Hello Jeff, it’s Mrs. Avery again. I’m a little worried about you. I thought for sure we’d see you by now. It’s Thursday and we’re about to head out of here for the day. It’s three days now, and, well, we really need your rent as soon as you can get it to us, and we’ll have to talk about your late fee when you come by. If you come tonight and we’re not here, we’re heading into town for dinner, but we’ll be back after that. Thanks, Jeff.’”

 “Message, six, Friday, May 9th, 10:46 a.m. — ‘This, message, is for … Jeff, Delaney … If you are not … Jeff, Delaney …’
Message, deleted.”

 “Message, seven, Friday, May 9th, 11:19 a.m. — ‘Good morning, Jeff old friend, Sandy Morino here. Hope your day is gentle and easy. My, you must have done quite a little rain dance out there in Utah the other night. I do believe, according to the latest weather models, it’s most unfavorable out there and has been for days, especially for this pleasant time of the year. I wonder whether or not you were able to put your expert eyes on our friend Mr. Cintron before the entire stadium got washed away out there, and if not, how soon we will be able to learn about the ins and outs of his baseballing ability. As I’m certain you are aware, the New York Mets experiment is continuing with very poor results. Imagine, swept at the hands of the mighty Brewers. Last place by a mile now, as I’m sure you’re astutely aware. We’ll soon be out of jobs, I would guess, but in the meantime, we might buy ourselves a few more days if we were to acquire some talented young players. Do let me know about your progress in that regard. Good day, Jeff.’”

 The Celica came to a stop in front of Jeff’s apartment and abruptly stalled out before he could turn the key and kill the engine himself. Jeff began rifling through his very limited stores of knowledge on cars. It didn’t take long and did nothing to change the fact that the car had just quit on him, and the dashboard was on tilt, blinking every light — CHECK OIL, SERVICE ENGINE SOON, BRAKE FLUID, COOLANT LOW.

 He shook his head, stood out of the car and waited for the stiffness of a long drive to take hold of his body, but it didn’t because he’d been in the car for less than 30 total minutes, as he was about to confirm. The questions he’d been asking for the last several days about all of the details of his new world hadn’t stopped forming in his brain, only now he was the only one around to provide the answers. This one, however, was an easy one. What time was it? It had been mid-morning, probably 10:30 or so, back in the old stadium when he left. The Celica’s clock, like the rest of the car, had been on the blink for months now, so he popped his phone back open and saw that it was just before 1:30 in the afternoon in New Orleans. Given the time difference, as creepy a realization as it was, that really would be about right if he’d been in Mexico and somehow catapulted himself into Louisiana.

 Though he thankfully hadn’t managed to bring any gruesome souvenirs back with him, he had plenty of memories, and some raging sunburn and a gash in his right leg to keep the revolucion foremost in his exhausted brain. At the front step next to the empty green food dish (Lefty had deserved a better owner, he thought) Jeff sorted through a pile of Times-Picayunes and put them in chronological order — Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and finally Saturday. He flipped that one over to see the top right corner and the date, May 10, 2008. He swung the front door open and dumped the newspapers at the bottom of the stairs without opening them. A pink LATE NOTICE dangled from the doorknob and despite Jeff’s intention of yanking the embarrassing thing off, he forgot it immediately after dragging his travel bags up the stairs.

 Among the things he didn’t see by not fully opening Saturday morning’s paper was the little teaser box on the upper left-hand side of the front page. Below a SPORTS header were the words, “Ascondo torches Zephyrs, page C1.”
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 Jeff had been given a stay of execution through the sheer unpredictability of the spring weather in Utah, and yet in some way, after all of his worrying over what would happen with the Mets, the message from Sandy was disappointing. Of course he hated the idea of some ugly message from his boss telling him he was out of a job, but the message he heard had proven that while he was gone, somehow, his status quo had been maintained in the baseball world, his neck saved again, and he had become resigned to the fact it was finally going to be over this time.

 Even though time simultaneously moved in both of Jeff’s worlds, by an act of what seemed like cruel luck he hadn’t missed a thing while he was gone, except the rent. That meant he now had a decision to make, as opposed to coming home to find one already made for him.

 Without pausing to look out onto his courtyard and without noticing the pile of Bushmills skeletons in the recycling bin in the kitchen, Jeff headed straight into the bedroom and fell asleep. Just before he did, however, the final lingering threads of his old self stirred enough to make him promise himself he would check on the Orem Owlz and Willy Cintron, see what their schedule was for the next few days and then decide how important it was for him to prolong the charade of being a baseball scout.

 Within four hours, he was awake again. He dragged himself into the living room, fished his laptop out of his big travel bag and powered it on. With visions of Paulo, Simmons and bullets roaring through the desert in the back of his mind, he accessed the Owlz Web site, where the second headline was, “Without Willy: Cintron takes big leap to Texas League.”

 He clicked on the story to find that Cintron was being wooed from rookie ball all the way to Double-A San Antonio, a club that was apparently becoming the New York Mets of the Texas League this spring. They apparently thought Willy was the way, and so too did the Mets and the Blue Jays. Superb. Cintron had been called up yesterday, it said, and was joining the team for the rest of the weekend series at Midland.

 Where did Jeff finally draw the line? His immediate reaction was to plan a trip, another trip to Texas to see another hot baseball prospect, like he’d done his whole life, it seemed. It’s not like the prospects ever got any better than the ones before them. They didn’t run any faster or hit the ball any farther, and Jeff couldn’t understand why he hadn’t just quit this baseball bullshit years ago. More and more, he found himself ashamed of the whole thing, his entire career. Sure, baseball scouts were mostly good people in his experience, but what were they really doing that was so valuable?

 And while he was thinking about it, was there any point to making even one more miserable trip just to belabor a point he’d made countless times already? A sudden feeling of guilt washed over him because he thought of his father going to work every single weekday of his life, reporting to the same spot on the same assembly line at the same time to spend eight hours watching an infinite parade of bottles. He didn’t make them, didn’t sell them, didn’t box them and didn’t drink them. He just watched them, his job to make sure they kept on coming out, and to fix something if they stopped coming out.

 Jeff would have hated every minute of it, but somehow dear old dad had made the time pass through the people who passed it with him. He embraced the daily routine of stories, jokes and discussions with his fellow working stiffs, from the bottling line to the break room and back to the line again. He became one of those men who spent Monday through Friday counting down the minutes until the weekend, and then counting down the minutes on the weekends until he could jump right back onto the endless treadmill of service.

 Even through what proved to be a nasty divorce, Jeff’s father had never missed a day of work in his life until he was forced to retire in order to take on the job of dying of cancer. That was the pot of gold at the end of dad’s rainbow, and ever since his death, Jeff had promised himself he would never be someone’s slave in exchange for a gold-plated retirement watch.

 He had become a slave to himself instead. The whiskey had slowly reeled him in, dragging him away from the other things which once made him aspire to be happy in the traditional way — get married, and when that got old, have kids, and when that got old, root for grandkids.

 The downward turn in his life seemed to revolve immediately around his failure to accept the normal terms. At some point, he’d become convinced there was no happiness in any of that, at least not for him. It’s not that he hated kids, he just knew he was in no rush to create another human being with the same wiring as himself. Even when he thought about having kids with Riley, and even when they’d talked about it, Jeff had a way of seeing those imaginary kids as more hers than his. For whatever reason, those kids remained imaginary and Jeff remained miserable.

 At the moment, it seemed such a fine line between saying hell with it and driving off to another baseball game, and saying hell with it and never setting foot in another baseball stadium again for the rest of his life. Baseball was his job, his line of bottles to watch, and it was a hell of a lot easier than almost any other job he could think of. Yet, he knew it would never make him happy again, never leave him kicking back and smiling about life.

 As he sat on the couch and began to doze off again, a frail black cat scooted down the alley adjacent to Jeff’s apartment, moving toward Esplanade Avenue’s steady stream of cars and pedestrians. The green dish Lefty had grown accustomed to visiting in recent weeks had been empty for more than a week, and the cat was gradually losing its sense of connection to the smells around the apartment. Still, it had long since found the gap in the bottom of the fence and regularly went in and out of the courtyard through it.

 After a long, pained sniff of the rear bumper on the red car parked out front, the cat was whisked away, across Esplanade and into the Marigny by the smell of a more likely meal. Around the corner on Frenchmen, restaurants like Adolfo’s and Marigny Brasserie had become a lifeline for the cat now, and the shrimp and crawfish heads, oyster shells and fish guts in its dumpsters were the only things keeping it alive.

 Inside the apartment on Esplanade, Jeff stirred back awake, and with the unexpected, finger-snap decisions that now characterized him, he went down the hall and began rummaging through his closet for clean clothes. He was going to Texas to see Willy Cintron, once and for all. If he treated it as more of a challenge, a quest, than just another baseball errand, it seemed more worthy of his time. But the truth of the matter was different. The truth was that Jeff knew he didn’t want to deal with Sandy’s wrath just yet, and that the only thing waiting for him in New Orleans was another empty whiskey bottle. He also knew that right now, he couldn’t go back to the new world he’d discovered. Not yet.
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 “What’chu want, gato?”

 Felix Ascondo stood on the lamp-lit, crumbling Esplanade Avenue sidewalk, looking down at an animal worn thin by neglect and street ineptness. Ascondo huffed in annoyed breaths and wiped his brow and rubbed his neck incessantly as he stared down at the sidewalk in front of him.

 He’d spent the better part of the night trying to figure out one last move, one last way to make contact with Jeff or send him a message he might still get. And now, he was trying to make the decision to leave without having done so.

 Until five minutes ago, Felix had never committed a crime in his life more devious than his handful of speeding tickets since arriving in America. But he’d just broken into Jeff’s apartment with a New Orleans cab driver watching him from the curb. The cabbie was long since ready to go, and ready for Ascondo to fork over more cash for agreeing to run this little errand, which carried the smoky, squeaking Crescent Cab all the way from Zephyr Field in Metairie into the city. The meter was still running.

 Ascondo was trying to imagine some way other than Jeff’s unresponsive cell phone and empty apartment to reach the man who he feared had become permanently unreachable. Jeff’s phone went straight to voicemail, and because Ascondo had no idea what was happening to him or where he might be, he couldn’t think of what to say to Jeff when he did call. Thus, he’d left no message at all.

 Like he did before many of his other dealings with Jeff over the years, Felix played over in his mind what he would say to him the next time he spoke to him. It would be quite a tirade, as usual, and the thought reminded him of the day earlier in the spring when he stood in Florida kicking the door at that fancy hotel villa Jeff was passed out in, splitting the heel of one of his prized purple shoes in the process. So much had changed in the life of Ascondo since that day, it was tough to imagine it had all happened in such a short amount of time. In a much darker sense, he felt the same must be true for ol’ Jeffy.

 He stood still on the sidewalk, looking back and forth between Jeff’s front door and the side alley adjacent to the courtyard one last time, and at the now perfectly still and attentive cat staring back at him. The animal had been squealing, pleading and running its beaten body back and forth on his legs since the moment the cab had reached the curb. Even through the charcoal-colored suit pants he was wearing, Felix could feel the ribs of the animal as each one had clinked across his shins.

 “Beat it, gato! I can’t help you right now!” he’d snarled when he first approached Jeff’s front steps minutes before. The cat had reared back, but then persisted in the desperation of something which is so in need of help it no longer minds the consequences of begging for it. It came right back to his leg with a pained yowl, all the while peering up at him.

 “Hit that thing with one of your bats and let’s get outta here. I got fares,” the man behind him had hollered from his cab, which even from the New Orleans street reeked of stale cigarettes and lit cigarettes.

 “You getting paid, dude, shut up and let me think for a minute,” Felix said without ever looking back at the man behind the wheel. “I give you an extra hundred to shut up right now.”

 Dead silence followed, other than the cars on the street and the constant squealing and pleading from below. The cat’s purr was audible above the sounds of the city. Felix had pounded on the door for a solid minute to no avail. Then, without thought of repercussion, he’d flicked an expired credit card he’d pulled from the back of his wallet across the door seal, and much to his shock, he was in, creating an even stronger feeling than before that he was about to walk in on Jeff. He hadn’t locked the deadbolt in one of America’s most larceny-filled cities? Felix figured he had to be inside.

 But there had been no sign of life in the apartment upstairs, just dead, still air, leaving Felix feeling even crazier for coming all this way and then forcing his way inside. He had ignored the pink LATE NOTICE dangling from the doorknob, ignored the fact Jeff’s car was nowhere to be seen out front or through the garage windows. For some reason, he still thought he was going to scale those steps and find Jeff inside, either dead or dead drunk. But Jeff wasn’t there, and Felix had seen no evidence of where he might have gone and now didn’t know what else to do but leave.

 For weeks, ever since the trade, he had been trying to track Jeff down by phone, email and even word of mouth. Ascondo had gone on a tear over in Frisco. He batted .347 with four home runs and eight doubles in 20 games in Double-A. He was murdering the ball and doing so for an organization that noticed. The Rangers’ scouts loved him. After spending just three weeks in the Texas League, Ascondo was called up to Triple-A Oklahoma City to fill in for a couple of injured outfielders, just in time to make the trip to New Orleans for a weekend series. The magic went with him.

 On Friday night, Ascondo had entered the Oklahoma City-New Orleans game as a pinch hitter in the fourth inning with two outs. He singled to left, and stole second and third base before being stranded. He struck out in the sixth. In the eighth, he got a gift fastball out of the hand of New Orleans reliever Teddie Riley and smashed it over the left field fence for a three-run home run and an 8-5 RedHawks win amid dead silence at Zephyr Field.

 Earlier Saturday night, before breaking and entering Jeff’s apartment, Ascondo had gone 1-for-2 with a double in a 6-2 New Orleans win. Felix’s electricity lit up the ballpark, the way it did everywhere he went, but never once did Ascondo see or hear from Jeff. During the Zephyrs’ Friday afternoon BP session, Ascondo had showed up and asked around as to Jeff’s whereabouts but got no answers. No one could say for certain the last time they’d seen him, only that it had been a while.

 In a brief, pained phone conversation with Sandy Morino in New York, however, the Mets’ player personnel director said he had spoken to Jeff, less than a week ago, in fact, and that he very likely was home because his assignment out in Utah had been a total washout. So Sandy had looked up what he said was Jeff’s correct address, spelled it out to Felix and promptly hung up on the man he had traded away from the Mets just weeks before. So Felix had come to find Jeff again, knowing he would regret leaving town Sunday night without at least trying to speak to him.

 He’d spent little time in the dusty, hot apartment. He knew at once there was no way Jeff was still with Riley. This was far from the home Jeff used to describe when talking about his life in New Orleans. This place had nothing feminine in it. He peeked into the bedroom, then the bathroom in the same sort of mandatory way lifeguards clear out swimming pools a couple of times a day — just to make sure there were no bodies.

 He had paused at the end of the hallway on his way back into the living room and saw a pet’s self-replenishing dish, which was empty, and a few cat toys scattered near it. Almost as if it were taking a direct cue, the cat outside began clawing at the front door downstairs. In the kitchen, Felix’s jaw dropped for a few seconds when he saw the number of empty whiskey bottles overflowing from the recycling bin next to the refrigerator. He also noticed a note on the fridge, which read, “Can we please just talk about this?”

 So there was at least one feminine thing there, a note clearly written by a woman, Riley he figured, and its words didn’t suggest things were all that peachy even if they were still together. He rooted around in the kitchen drawers, thinking for the first time that the annoyed cabbie might well have dialed the police by now to report the burglary he was witnessing. He found the same notepad Riley had used to write her note, then grabbed a pen and wrote his own words to Jeff. “CALL ME NOW!! — FELIX” were the words he chose, knowing he was leaving behind a pretty simple paper trail if the police did show up. He replaced Riley’s note with his own.

 When he’d gone back down the stairs he noticed the large bag of cat food inside the door and grabbed it, but then dropped it again. He bent over to the other side of the landing and grabbed one of the newspapers in a large pile and pulled the rubber band off of it.

 How long had it really been?


Monday, May 5, 2008. He was here Monday, for Christ’s sake, Ascondo thought. He grabbed another one and ripped the rubber band off. Wednesday, May 7, 2008. Then another. As he unrolled it, Ascondo saw his own name emblazoned across the top left corner, and Saturday, May 10, 2008, in the top right corner. Today. Where was Jeff now? He got this morning’s paper, so he had been here, or someone had been. But Jeff hadn’t showed up at the ballpark in two days, had his phone turned off constantly and hadn’t paid his rent.

 Felix stepped outside and dumped the entire bag of cat food onto the top step, completely covering the green dish in a steady avalanche. At once, the skeletal black cat with the orange left paw came bounding down the sidewalk and buried its face in the pyramid of food.

 The cab driver was sitting hunched over, head on the steering wheel with the headlights turned off. He didn’t look up as Felix had come back out onto the sidewalk and walked once more around the corner and down the alley next to the apartment. He grasped the top of the fence — thankfully Jeff had never put barbed wire or broken beer bottles up there to ward off burglars — and pulled himself up to spy the courtyard. He already knew it was empty, had switched on the back light upstairs and looked out from inside, but he took one last look anyway. What looked like a well landscaped square of stone had apparently seen some unwanted guests recently, as there were piles of empty beer cans and fast food bags on the table. The chairs had been broken apart in an apparent attempt to use them as firewood.

 Ascondo had been met by the cat again as soon as he turned the corner back onto the Esplanade sidewalk and strode toward the cab. He went up the steps and grabbed the pink paper off the doorknob as he walked past and found a phone number for who must have been Jeff’s landlord printed at the top. He swung the cab’s rear door open, paused, then turned back toward the apartment. The cat was sitting perfectly still in the middle of the sidewalk and looking up at Felix. That’s when Ascondo stopped and pondered the animal for a long moment, breathing out a few heavy sighs as he did.

 “You’re not putting that thing in this cab, brother,” moaned the driver, now sitting upright again and squinting back at Felix.

 “I thought I paid you to stay shut up,” Felix said, still standing next to the open door and rubbing the back of his neck for another moment.

 As the cab squeaked its way all the way back to Metairie, its driver shaking his head and smoking as it went, Felix wore a faint smile on his face in the back seat. He dialed the number from the pink slip on the door. A sleepy-sounding woman who identified herself as Mrs. Avery answered the call, and instead of asking her of Jeff’s whereabouts, Ascondo told her he was supposed to check in on the apartment while Jeff was away on baseball business and that he’d found the front door hanging open when he arrived. He told her everything looked fine inside but that he feared someone had attempted to break in, and he asked if she could please track down Jeff, that he was leaving town and wouldn’t be able to.

 Before hanging up, Felix also gave Mrs. Avery his credit card number and told her to use it for Jeff’s May rent, and his June rent, and whatever late fees there were.

 “Keep your eyes on the road, chico,” Ascondo barked at the driver each time he saw the man’s frown appear in the rearview mirror as the cab passed under the city’s streetlamps.
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 No matter how far he drove, how hard he concentrated on the road, the radio, the GPS or the assignment which awaited him in Texas, Jeff could not shake the feeling of the monkey chasing after him, gaining on him.

 And as he now sat about 10 rows behind home plate inside Citibank Park in Midland, he could feel the monkey in the seat behind him. It had made the trip with him from home in the back seat, occasionally tapping him on the shoulder as he drove. Like the GPS on the windshield, it had been mostly quiet on the long drive west. But it still wanted attention, still wanted Jeff to bring back the familiar feeling that had been missing these last several, painful days.

 It was boredom which brought on the beast, and without alcohol, everything was boring. That was the bitch of it. That was how he’d gotten stuck in this endless loop. Jeff wanted Willy Cintron, who still hadn’t heard his name called since the Sunday afternoon game began, to be more exciting than the prospects of an afternoon drink. But that was unfair to Willy because even Jeff knew the hot prospect could never hit a ball far enough or run the bases fast enough to make that happen.

 Still, as slow as things got here, Jeff felt like he finally had the strength to keep up the fight, at least while he was on the road. It was at home that he knew he could not escape temptation, as Paulo had correctly pointed out already. The desert, too, called to Jeff, but in a different kind of way, and as deadly as it was there, it seemed a hell of a lot better of a way for him to go than passing out in a chair alone and choking on his own vomit.

 He couldn’t go back just yet, which was perhaps more dangerous than Paulo would have given credit. Ironic that the man who said Jeff’s home was a dead end was the one who’d sent him back here. All part of the test, Jeff figured. He mulled over the possibility that Cintron might not scale the dugout steps at all until the game ended, and that maybe he would be stuck here in Texas for Monday’s game as well, and that maybe that was a good thing right now.

 He had made it into Midland so late Saturday night there wouldn’t have been a bottle of whiskey to be had even if the temptation did have its way with him, so he’d fallen asleep out of sheer inactivity in his hotel room. He had awakened early Sunday morning and had spent two hours in the hotel breakfast room downstairs watching CNN and trying to rekindle his taste for coffee. Thank God for afternoon games on Sundays, he thought the entire time he sat there.

 Part of him still felt foolish for even making this trip. Maybe he should just put his foot down and call it quits with Sandy, the Mets and baseball altogether, once and for all, like he’d been thinking for ages.

 But if he did that, he knew he’d better be damn sure that he could survive on the other side, because that’s the only thing that would be left. Quitting on the Mets would surely be his swan song on this side of reality. Jeff had long since accepted that he had no other marketable skills to offer this world. Given the Mets’ now dire situation — last place in the NL East and disappearing quickly — he would undoubtedly be on Sandy Morino’s movin’ out list soon. Should have been long ago.

 With such stressful feelings came that instinctual urge for a drink, an urge which never really left completely, but which peaked sharply at certain times of the day, like now. But Jeff wanted to fight back now, so he tried to wield his latest experience as a weapon against it. When temptation ate away at his stomach, he tried to quell it with images of the desert, and now he had quite a stockpile of those. He pondered his place in it all, now that he knew he had one, and remembered that he wouldn’t have a place there as a drunk.

 They were onto him, and that was a good thing. So during the early innings in Midland, Jeff did his usual while waiting to see if Willy Cintron would get a sniff of the action. He thought about anything and everything but baseball. He wondered how the trek to Old Victoria was going and considered for the first time what might happen to him if the convoy was attacked by the Freemen as it crossed the desert and traversed the mountains. There were no phone lines between here and there, no way of knowing what might be happening, good or bad, only that time was churning away over there the same as it was over here.

 He wondered why there didn’t seem to be much of a calendar over there. Paulo had been quick to tell him May 7 was the big training day, yet no one over there seemed to give a rip what day and time it was unless it pertained to new arrivals like Jeff, or other matters of the revolucion’s link to this world. And even in those cases, it appeared Paulo relied almost entirely on his little GPS, or his two-way radio, to tell him what was going on. Paulo’s leadership seemed far more rooted in his actual combat experience than his wisdom.

 Simmons was the exception. Despite his feigned, robotic indifference when Jeff had asked him what day it was, it was clear from everything he’d heard and seen that Simmons kept one of the craziest schedules in human history, and there certainly could be no easy-going way of maintaining it.

 Those thoughts, and many more like them, had littered his head as Jeff had driven deep into Texas the night before. While he plunged farther and farther south and west, he had become increasingly aware of how close he was, technically at least, to the fighting. It made him even more confused about how it all worked, how that side was reality and this side was reality simultaneously, yet separately and at different times. He didn’t understand it, but felt sure that if he’d just kept on driving, had decided to skip the Sunday game in Midland and just keep rolling southwest across the U.S. border, he wouldn’t have found the revolucion army anywhere down there, and no Freemen Brigade. Just Mexico. 

 He’d spent the drive moving his eyes constantly back and forth from the road to the GPS on the windshield, wondering if something crazy would happen. Although he’d now successfully traveled back and forth twice, he’d never been able to predict the event and had begun to wonder just how much Paulo really understood all those beeps and announcements and prompts that chirped out of his electronic travel companion. And further, how it was that GPS units across the planet were regularly becoming portals for teleportation into a parallel existence somewhere in the haze of the future. And why.

 It didn’t appear the transients came over on any set schedule. New arrivals came crashing through all the time, apparently, often ones that never had time to register on Fonseca’s magical handheld GPS. As Jeff increasingly began to believe maybe he was cut out for the revolucion, he also began to believe Fonseca really did need him, and for more than just pulling triggers, he hoped.

 Jeff stirred back to reality again. It was already nearing triple-digit temperatures on the west Texas plain. Ever since he’d steered the Celica into the ballpark, Jeff found himself loving the heat more than ever. He looked at his bare arms to see that his burn was slowly becoming a deep tan. It had been a long afternoon already, but Jeff spent it as a willing, almost happy spectator, mainly because he was terrified that temptation would run him down later that night when all the action was done, the business was over and the scouting report was filed.

 With two outs in the top of the seventh inning of the relatively uneventful game, led 2-1 by visiting San Antonio, Cintron got his call as a pinch hitter. When he did, Jeff found himself pulled temporarily out of the well of daydreams that had tugged at him all afternoon and all of last night.

 There were brief moments when he forced himself to watch the game, but baseball always takes breaks, and he kept drifting away during the calm stills between innings, staring into the hardpan sizzling in the distance and later into a horizon faintly sketched with the pastels of early evening. The stadium lights had come on at some point to further define the lengthening swords of sunlight.

 “Now pinch hitting for San Antonio, number thirty-one, Francisco Cintron.”

 Even with Cintron finally standing in at the plate, Jeff’s mind wanted to wander back into the atmosphere. Like Felix Ascondo, Cintron had his own set of pre-pitch nuances which seemed to prolong the at-bat, and many other at-bats across the planet. Cintron quickly fell behind, one ball and two strikes. He then began swinging at everything, fouling off five straight, including a few that he probably should have hammered.

 By the time Cintron put the ball in play with a solid crack, Jeff’s attention had already steered away from the batter’s box again, down to the front row where a curvy blonde woman was trying to concentrate on the game while the two young girls flanking her on each side seemed bent on climbing all over their seats and each other.

 Jeff watched the woman instead of the baseball, but even she could not take his mind off the desert. Seeing her raised another of his dozens of questions about the revolucion that he hadn’t gotten around to asking in his time there. Where were the women? Were there women, other than the apparent whores brought there by the Freemen? Did they plan on reproducing at some point? Perhaps the revolucion world frowned upon all of the vices of the traditional world, including the wonderful distraction of women. But more likely, the women and children had fled south with the rest of the nation, Jeff figured, as the FB constantly pushed them. He thought of the little girl in the picture and wondered if he would ever see that part of the war.

 The deep burst of Cintron’s bat stopped his stream of thoughts. The sound made everyone in the stadium sit up and emit a simultaneous, “Ooh!” Jeff jerked his head up to see Cintron sprinting out of the box toward first base, watching the trajectory of a long line drive heading somewhere out toward the gap in left-center field.

 “Get it daddy!” screamed one of the girls in the front row, now jumping up and down and squealing. Then Jeff stood, scanning the sky above the outfield and trying to find the ball. The Midland center fielder was sprinting almost directly toward the outfield wall, constantly peeking over his shoulder as he went. How strange it was that suddenly everyone Jeff scouted did something important in his presence, as though he was being constantly challenged to notice the same things all the other scouts noticed. It wasn’t going out of the park, Jeff thought to himself, but Cintron might be able to leg this into a triple, maybe even more than that if he was fast enough.

 When Jeff caught sight of the descending baseball, his eyes shifted back to the center fielder’s relentless pursuit. He wondered if he was about to watch the guy plow right into the wall and kill himself. When the outfielder reached the warning track, and as the ball appeared destined to bounce at the base of the wall, the center fielder flung himself, glove outstretched, into the air.

 He did a brutal belly-flop directly onto the red dirt of the track. He slid to a stop on his stomach, inches from the center field wall, and he did so with his glove raised in the air and the white flash of the baseball visible in its webbing, even from the 10th row behind home plate.

 “Holy shit,” Jeff said aloud, thinking at once of the famous Willie Mays basket catch and thinking this one to be of equal standard. The small Midland crowd began shrieking with delight at the sight of the man and his triumphantly raised glove, still prone on the warning track. He stood up slowly and brushed himself off, the ball now in his throwing hand. He heaved it back to the infield and began trotting in from the farthest reach of the park toward the roars of approval coming from the tiny crowd.

 Already past second base and aimed toward third on the play, Willy Cintron had stopped dead in his tracks when he heard the roar of the home crowd. He’d spun and looked into the outfield with a stunned expression on his face, joining every other person in the stadium in doing so. When he had seen the ball in the raised glove, Cintron tossed his batting helmet in disgust, sending it spinning across the infield. He peeled off his batting gloves and headed for the visitors dugout.

 As the outfielder slowly came into view, trotting toward the apron of the infield, it was clear to Jeff he wasn’t the same center fielder who had started the game. Midland had made defensive changes heading into the top of the seventh, but the daydreaming man in the 10th row behind home plate hadn’t heard a word of them over the public address.

 The two girls and the fine-looking blonde were still on their feet, cheering wildly as the RockHounds jogged off the field, many of the players slowing their pace in order to congratulate the center fielder as he made his steady trek toward the home dugout. Jeff was stiff with unexpected excitement, the first baseball-related thrill he had since Ascondo’s triple for the St. Lucie Mets. Before that, it had been years.

 He thought of Nifty Carlson’s message from the other day, the one he of course hadn’t answered yet. Was it Simpson he’d said, the stud Midland center fielder, perhaps? Jeff wanted to get a glimpse of this magnificent outfielder, put a name to a face and ponder why he didn’t already know who this was. The outfielder crossed second base on a steady jaunt inward, exchanging baseball glove high-fives with a couple of teammates as he jogged.

 Jeff stopped breathing when the man trotted up and over the pitcher’s mound and looked up toward the seats behind home plate, his face coming into full view beneath the brim of his hat. The man smiled and winked toward the woman and the young girls in the front row, who again squealed their approval. When the man’s eyes shifted upward, however, the smile vanished and his lips separated slowly. His mouth fell open and his jog slowed to a walk, sending some of his teammates running clumsily right past him.

 The man locked eyes with Jeff long enough to make the woman in the front row, and the two little girls, spin around and look at Jeff too. The man tore his eyes away and hurried into the dugout with his head aimed directly at the ground.

 Jeff never sat back down. He walked to the end of his row, scaled the stadium steps and practically sprinted into the parking lot. He got into his car and drove all night back to New Orleans with both the GPS and his cell phone turned off.

 It was Josh Simmons.
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 “Some guys are admired for coming to play, as the saying goes. I prefer those who come to kill.” — Leo Durocher
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 David Hawkins thought about the impending return of Jeff Delaney to the transient army, and it made him even further pissed, even more determined to take his stand the first chance he got.

 Delaney’s presence would just push him further down the totem pole, further into obscurity. And what did it matter? There was no status worth fighting for here, no honor in this God forsaken place. He’d tried that route already and failed, failed big time. Riding alone on the bed of a pickup truck in the middle of the nighttime chill, the blackness drove into Hawkins. He couldn’t sleep and couldn’t see two feet in front of him, so he instinctively began to stew in hopeless anger about his potential end result in life.

 The journey had barely begun. Something had to change, but now he had something. It was still so new he had to keep reminding himself. He just had to wait. Before now, he’d always reached the same conclusion — if he could just end things on his own, he would be free from this place. But for some reason, despite all the bloodshed he’d witnessed on a daily basis in the fighting, Hawkins could not force himself to take his own life. He knew that now, and normally that would have just added to the hopelessness of it all, but now he’d seen a flash of hope, the first and only one he’d seen in better than a year.

 Countless nights he had sat up alone, volunteering for watch duty, hoping the will to end it would finally consume him. He would use the pistol he always kept strapped to his side, or maybe even the mostly unused rifle he’d been issued somehow, and get it over with before he gave himself the choice not to. But night after night he couldn’t do it, and in fact had never even brought himself to hold a loaded gun anywhere near his face.

 He couldn’t have explained it, and had no one to explain it to, but somewhere between a brain that wanted to do it — told him to do it — and the finger on the trigger, the message got interrupted. Suicide had seemed the only means of ending the cursed life he’d otherwise spend here. He’d refused in the first month to even believe any of it was real. And until a little over a week ago, he hadn’t spent a single second here doing anything but hoping to find some way back out, or hoping to die. It had been mostly the latter because on the same night he arrived he’d lost almost all hope of ever leaving.

 There was no honor or courage or fun about anything going on here, and he was as certain of that now as he was that first night. Even when he’d had what he thought was a moment of purpose, a moment when he believed in destiny and that being stuck here was, in fact, his destiny, it was a fleeting one.

 The part-time car thief, full-time video game, cocaine and pill junkie had momentarily believed that his uncanny memory, sense of direction and untapped marksman skill would create a new life for him here. But he was informed quickly, about as quickly as he’d been informed he was stuck over here forever, that he wasn’t going to serve any purpose here beyond dying as a foot soldier in a war no one would win. When it came to the big hit on Destinoso, Hawkins was a hose man — one of the expendable goons charged with siphoning the gas out of all the FB trucks. In other words, he would either be one of the first ones engulfed in flames or one of the first ones downed in a hail of FB bullets. In Hawkins’ mind, neither of those would have been bad at all if he didn’t know what he now thought he knew.

 He hated every minute of the war, hated the non-stop cat-and-mouse fighting and didn’t accept Paulo or any of the others as people with even a shred of sanity. They didn’t understand him and they didn’t trust him. They also didn’t like him. Funny, Fonseca didn’t trust Delaney one bit either, yet he fawned over him constantly.

 The desert had done nothing for Hawkins except kick his addictions, and that was little more than what he would have gotten out of a prison sentence, he figured. People like Delaney got this crazed look in their eyes when they came to this place, like they were high on the idea of killing without consequence, and that only confirmed they were well on their way to crazy before they ever left home. Hawkins wanted no part of fighting for his life every day, so much so he spent all these months praying for death instead.

 Though he’d ultimately accepted that he wasn’t ever going to develop the courage to do himself in, he had constantly hoped to get killed some other way — gunned down in an ambush or even run over at random by some new arrival in a full-size pickup. But it just didn’t happen. Hawkins had outlived all but the highest ranking guys in the entire transient division.

 Until now, the night of the ambush on the ranch was the night he had expected he would finally die. But now he had a plan to live instead. It was a desperate one, cowardly even, but he believed it would take just that kind of a crazy act to counterpunch the bullshit testosterone which fueled this world.

 For the last week or so, Hawkins had been contemplating. Out of nowhere, something had come to him while he was driving to the old stadium for training, a possible answer to it all. The only possible answer to it all. It was a guaranteed ending, a way to get out or get killed once and for all, and it would be done on his own terms, which was more than could be said for dying as one of Paulo’s unwilling pawns.

 So now, when the others figured Hawkins was pouting, he was actually plotting, biding his time. He rode farther and farther into the nothingness toward Old Victoria, knowing a chance to take his life back was looming out there somewhere in the distance.



 



- 46 -
 

 


 

 Hawkins’ path here had been quick and, he was told, permanent. He’d never gotten the chance the others out here did to just stroll on home after a couple of days, let it all sink in and then just start coming back on weekends like it was a beach house.

 If this was the final chapter in his pathetic life, he wanted it to be just as quick as his extraction from reality into hell. Even if the plan amounted to nothing more than “running off and eating a bullet” like Paulo always said Hawkins would, that was better than the day-to-day struggle of packing, moving, shooting, ducking, running, climbing mountains, trudging across deserts and generally starving to death.

 Hawkins believed that no one like him had ever run off before, and Paulo thought he was exactly like everyone else who had. Even with the damage Hawkins had done to his brain in the last 10 years, he thought no line of cocaine could rob him of his capacity to think under pressure, or at least he wanted to think that. In truth, he’d never faced any pressure in his entire life before coming here. Nothing, that is, beyond getting hopped up and stealing a car or two out of a parking garage and maybe a few from the malls and a couple more from the college.

 He could survive out there in the cliffs and on the desert plain, he truly believed that and always had. From the minute he arrived here, he’d been pondering escape possibilities, despite the assurance from others that for him, there could be no escape.

 It had begun with the most obvious plan of just running off so he could at least be alone. He couldn’t stand the transients and would rather have lived or died alone than with them. For a while, he thought that maybe he’d be able to make his way north and east, skirt the FB somehow and get back across the border to see what the world looked like up there in this time and version of it. He thought maybe he’d get back to Pennsylvania and see if anything was still the same, see who was alive and who wasn’t. But the longer he’d been here, the more he understood that would be impossible.

 He’d even tried to get back over as a stowaway. About three weeks into his misery in the revolucion, Hawkins had hidden himself behind the seats of Rico’s pickup truck while he was supposed to be standing watch. Earlier in the day, he’d overheard Rico telling Paulo he was heading back home that night to get some pain pills for his back. Hawkins thought it was as simple as just not being seen and going along for the ride.

 But for some reason, the GPS wouldn’t take Rico or Hawkins across that night, causing Rico to totally flip out. He yelled and screamed and opened and slammed the truck doors until he spied the unusually large mass beneath his blanket behind the seats. Rico was so pissed when he discovered it was Hawkins, he’d pulled his knife on the kid and chased him with it. For whatever reason, traveling back and forth with the GPS was a one-man show. There wouldn’t be any families or brothers or best friends or father-and-son tandems coming across together, so hitching back across was out.

 But now, Hawkins had a much more daring, much more sinister plan for escape. It was a way to get back to the real world and to never have to see this place again. And it was absolutely perfect. It was a plan that would not only get him out of here, but also prove that he had figured out something the other idiots had not. It was a very simple concept, and all it required was for him to murder someone, then take command of their vehicle and the GPS inside it. Take out whoever needs taking out and wave bye-bye. If anyone deserved a pass out, it was him.

 Through the entire ordeal, the thing he never got to tell anyone, the part that never got tried in any district court, was this: Hawkins would have begged for jail time if he’d known this was the alternative. He wasn’t cut out for jail either, perhaps, but he most certainly wasn’t fit for this life.

 The transient convoy crawled along into the night, and as it went, the familiar, painful home movies again began playing in the mind of Hawkins.
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 For the 12th time, at least in Lawrence County, Pennsylvania, that was, David Hawkins had promised himself that night, now much more than a year ago, that this would be the last car he’d ever steal. He’d made himself that same promise as he sat behind the wheel of each and every car he’d ever stolen before that.

 He’d crept up to the black Cadillac Escalade in a poorly lit liquor store parking lot in Newcastle. He was not even certain it was a car he wanted to steal or even if it was empty of all of its passengers. But it was left running and looked vacant. And when he spied the giant GPS glowing on the windshield, looked through the liquor store window and saw the scene starting to unfold within, he just couldn’t resist.

 He flung the truck’s door open, climbed inside and then promised himself he would only go far enough around the corner to yank the GPS off the windshield, fish around for some loose change, CDs, pot, coke, whatever he could grab, and abandon the thing right there and run the 10 or so blocks back home. He didn’t need to go down for grand theft auto after all he’d gotten away with already.

 But he did need money. Man, did he need money. And he was already inside. So maybe just this one last one. Petey would pay some serious loot for an Escalade with rims and a sound system and a GPS. The Escalade’s owner and passenger were robbing the liquor store at the moment and were a little preoccupied, making his path out a little more certain.

 What Hawkins didn’t know was that the little red button behind the liquor store’s counter had been pressed two minutes before, as he arrived on foot walking home from Bennie’s Tavern and spotted the SUV. The first-time robbers inside the store had spent a good deal of time trying to establish to the store clerk that they were serious, that the guns were real, and apparently the clerk had brandished his own, seriously-real gun.

 The shots which rang out the second Hawkins slammed the truck into drive and hit the gas made him grit his teeth, duck his head and put the pedal to the floor. There was no time to consider whether or not the shots were coming at him, but as he stole a terrified glance across the parking lot and steered the Escalade toward the alley, he caught a glimpse of one of the two robbers on the floor inside the store, apparently shot by the clerk.

 No one seemed to be looking at him from inside, so he kept the pedal slammed and squealed into the narrow alley in what suddenly seemed a Godzilla-sized SUV. As he did, he noticed the GPS on the windshield blinking on and off, malfunctioning in some way. 

 The big, colorful screen now was displaying the word REPROGRAMMING, with a little percentage bar running along the bottom. It was only at 12 percent, then 13, then 14. Hawkins wondered if he’d set off some sort of security device when he jumped in the car. But then the line zipped right across to 100 percent, the screen went blank for a second and then flashed back on in blinding blue light.

 “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome,” a woman’s voice cascaded through the truck.

 Hawkins reared back in the face of the sudden blast of light. The SUV slowed to a crawl for a few seconds as he pondered the big screen, which was processing information feverishly, spitting out long fronds of gibberish. He sat waiting, foolishly, to see what it would do next. Before it was done, he saw something in the rearview mirror that diverted his attention.

 It was the thing he’d spent every minute of his thieving life fretting about but never actually seeing until now. Flashes of red and blue burst to life behind him, several sets of them. They came from out on the street by the liquor store, and then more came from the front end of the alley.

 The GPS screen kept flashing, processing, and it lit up Hawkins’ own frightened face in the mirror. He wondered how soon he would be in handcuffs, whether he should just pull over and accept his fate or whether he should take the cops on a little chase he knew he would not win. He started moving again.

 “Arriving at destination, in, point, two, miles.”

 A panicked scream escaped the throat of Hawkins. The GPS was up and running, the speaker bleating out an apparent destination, but one that most certainly didn’t help Hawkins out of this mess. It was probably the address of one of the robbers, or a safehouse, and he sure as hell didn’t need to go there. There was a map on the GPS screen again, and it zoomed in on some bizarre, orange-and green blob with a single road splitting through it. Hawkins was moving faster and faster now toward the end of the alley. He was staring at the road now, forcing his eyes away from the screen and trying to decide which way, left or right, to turn, and again, whether or not to just pull over.

 “Arriving at destination on right, in, five, hundred, feet.”

 He looked back, saw a police car charging up the alley behind him and another one coming toward him from the left, driving the wrong direction up a one-way street and trying to head him off.

 “Arriving at destination, on right.”

 He steered the car wildly to the right, bounced up and over the curb as he did, and again floored the gas pedal. Hawkins never looked at planet earth the same way again, and didn’t have much choice.

 When he skidded to a halt a few seconds later and found himself sitting in the middle of the dark desert, he had no idea yet just how alone he would feel for the next year or more. Before the first sun rose in his new world, the Escalade and the portal between worlds on its windshield had been snatched by the FB and never seen again.

 It was explained to him that a man’s GPS was his DNA for life in both worlds. Without it, he could only live in one world or the other, regardless if it was the one he called home or not. Hawkins learned this after it was too late, after he’d been stranded on the wrong side. If he’d known, he would have fought the Freemen to the death that first night in order to save the SUV and the GPS.

 His life sentence had been explained to him by Paulo and the others after his lifeline had already been cut. They said that it didn’t matter which side you got stuck on, only that if you got stuck, you could never get unstuck. They told him that another man’s GPS was of no use other than for finding regular old directions.

 That was why people like Simmons fiercely defended their cars and went to such great lengths to stay close to them, to find ways to hide them or even pay people to watch them. The thought of being stuck now made Hawkins smile. “We’ll see about that,” the man on the back of the truck said aloud into the moonlit night, which cast just enough light to illuminate the desert floor and reveal the peaks of the massive mountains approaching in the distance. “We’ll just see.”

 Like always, he fell right back into replaying the final moments of his former life, over and over. He just couldn’t help it. Only now he did so with a hopeful feeling. Through his misery, he had found the one thing that could save him.

 He was hopeful there was a way for him to get back home on someone else’s ticket. If it was true, and if he was able to make it happen, it was something far better than suicide or being mauled in the desert.

 It was survival, and that actually meant something. Home would become a much different place for Hawkins if he ever got back. Fuck Newcastle, he was headed for Hollywood if he made it back to the other side. He had a story to tell now. He couldn’t wait to try it, to prove them all wrong, though Paulo and the rest would never even know for sure what had happened if his plan worked.

 A bump in the road big enough to make Hawkins bite his tongue brought the 21-year-old back into the present again. His first thought every time he snapped out of his daydreams was simple. Until he tried something daring he was trapped in the desert forever. Much like his failed previous life, he lived in a world that did not trust him, and its people did not believe there was anything other than rudimentary information being processed in his brain. They were wrong.

 Fonseca’s transient division crawled cautiously through the night, aiming toward the highway that would carry the convoy through the treacherous mountain passes. On the other side, the ruins south and west of Victoria and another scary day in the desert awaited. When the caravan reached its destination, Hawkins was calling it quits.

 He’d built up about enough good faith with Paulo at this point to pull some mundane desert detail when they arrived in the morning. He would get assigned manual labor for sure, or even night watch, and probably on his own. When he did, the kid from Pennsylvania who was expected to be nothing more than a hose man in the blaze at Destinoso would have a leg up on all the others about something.

 Hawkins had already plotted a way in and through the mountain passes to the west of Victoria in his journal. He would drop out of sight, then covet a victim. He had the luxury of not caring which side of the battle that victim came from. What mattered was that his victim had a GPS of some sort that was attached to a worthy vehicle. It was perfect — the life of stealing on the other side that got him trapped here would now help him escape.

 The first chance he got, Hawkins was planning to disappear forever.
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 “Ummm. Yeah, Felix is an old buddy of mine, Mrs. Avery, don’t worry.”

 As he said Felix’s name into his phone, Jeff stared at the same name written on his refrigerator — “CALL ME NOW!! — FELIX” —
and tried to sound as casual as possible.

 After what he’d seen out in Texas, Jeff had spent the entire drive home with Josh Simmons’ face — now hammered onto the body of a Midland RockHounds baseball player — haunting him. He’d argued with himself for hours about whether or not he would drink when he got home, or whether he might drink on the way home.

 The absence of whiskey on his tongue hadn’t become comfortable yet, but he was sober for the first time in years, and that made it more of an argument than it had been for a long time. Each day, it was becoming harder and harder to justify going back to the bottle, as much as his body ached for a drink.

 He’d dried out enough to realize that if he was going back to the desert, he’d better be damn sure he stayed sober. His leg was healing, his sunburn was peeling, and he was feeling a physical strength now, despite his crazed week in the desert, that had fallen dormant in his drunkenness.

 He sure as hell couldn’t go through another detox like the one he’d just endured out there, and in truth, sobriety would be the least of what he would need over there. He’d also need more than khakis and worn-out running shoes this time. He needed survival supplies. The time for going over there armed with nothing but stupid questions was done.

 Seeing Simmons trotting in from center field was like seeing a ghost, and Jeff had acted accordingly, running terrified all the way home. The scene in Texas had made it real, and not just that the other side was real, but that the travel between the two worlds was real, too, and that Jeff was far from alone in his discovery. All of his childish musings about whether or not it was all some sort of drunken hallucination were erased forever when the Midland center fielder stared directly at him. There was no doubting it now, no way of writing it off.

 It made Josh’s double life seem even more difficult to imagine. Jeff wondered whether Simmons thought he had somehow looked him up and came to find him at the stadium that afternoon, and whether Simmons would kick the shit out of him for it. It seemed highly possible.

 When he thought of the desert which he could now feel waiting for him, he had a simple, yet frightening concern. Would he make it back? What if the code Simmons had programmed into the GPS to get Jeff to Old Victoria was wrong, off by even one little letter or number or symbol?

 As he sped home that night, he felt relieved to be alone, the kind of relief only someone who feels he’s being chased can appreciate. He even pictured Simmons stomping out of the dugout and into the parking lot, hopping into his Lexus and coming after him.

 After he fled the stadium, Jeff had crammed the GPS and his phone under the passenger seat of the Celica and tried not to think about either of them, which made him think about both constantly. He’d crossed into Jefferson Parish late Sunday night, and it occurred to him that he was very likely on the verge of eviction. With that thought, he’d found a reason to confront the unseen demons swirling around him.

 With New Orleans slowly unfolding in the distance in front of him, Jeff fished his right hand beneath the back of the passenger seat and clutched his phone. The GPS, he noticed wearily, was unnaturally warm, even through its case, as his forearm brushed against it.

 He had been keeping his phone turned off almost all the time now, perhaps further evidence he was cutting all off his ties to the old world. He powered it on and braced himself for a flood of messages.

 There was only one, but it was the voice he most expected to hear: “Jeff, this is Mrs. Avery. I understand you’re out of town, but we need you to call us immediately. Even if it’s late. This guy, this Felix Ax-, Ex-, Ex-conda, or whatever his name is, has paid your rent, and your late fee. But I just wanted to make sure that’s OK with you, and that he’s not, I don’t know, someone you don’t want to associate with or don’t want paying your rent. He told me it looked like your place had been broken into or something, so I sent Ernest over there right away, and he said everything looked OK. Please call us, Jeff.”

 So, for the second consecutive night, Jeff’s landlord was wakened by the phone in the middle of the night, this time by her bewildered, delinquent tenant. Mrs. Avery sounded tired but expectant when she answered and repeated her concerns about Felix. Jeff stood in his kitchen, pacing, practically too dumbfounded to respond.

 “I knew Felix was going to be in town … and I knew that I wasn’t going to be in town … so I left a key for him … and anyway, yes, I suppose him covering the rent is fine for now, just this one time …” Jeff recited a skewed, impromptu explanation into the phone, trying to answer as many questions as possible before Mrs. Avery had a chance to start asking more. His own questions continued to swirl in his brain as he spoke.

 Was he sounding at all believable? What in the hell was Felix doing in New Orleans anyway? Why hadn’t he called? Well, he very likely had called, Jeff supposed, but he hadn’t left any messages if he did. How, and why on earth, had he known to call Mrs. Avery and pay the rent? Why would he?

 The only people who knew the answers were Mrs. Avery and Felix himself, and Jeff wasn’t about to ask either of them. Like Simmons, maybe Felix was looking for him because he, too, wanted to beat the shit out of Jeff. But paying his rent instead seemed an odd consolation.

 “Well, alright Jeff, I guess we’ll just let this whole thing slide off into the past,” the woman said kindly into the phone, her voice deepened by her interrupted sleep. “You just can’t be too careful, and well, it just struck me as odd when he called like that and started spelling out his credit card information. Here we were, beginning to worry if something had happened to you out on the road, and then this guy calls and pays June’s rent, and July’s —”

 “He paid July too?” Jeff interrupted.

 “That’s right. So anyway, it just so happens that when the phone woke me up last night, I still had Saturday’s paper on the nightstand next to me. Ernest had slept through the whole phone call, of course, and I couldn’t for the life of me get back to sleep after that. So after I woke him up and sent him off to check on your place I unfolded the paper, and imagine my surprise to discover that your friend Felix had single-handedly beaten our poor ol’ Zephyrs on Friday night. I saw on the news earlier tonight that he was at it again — 3-for-4, and Oklahoma City got two out of three from us. We need to get rid of that ol’ Teddie Riley. I just can’t bear another year of him. Anyway, have a good night Jeff, and come August, let’s not have anymore rent-related drama, OK?”

 “We won’t, I promise.” Jeff hung up the phone, snatched Felix’s note off the fridge, and laughed to himself in the heavy, stale air. Without sitting down, he collected his travel bags and dragged them into the bedroom.

 He then walked back into the kitchen, pulled a long black trash bag from beneath the sink and walked over to the overflowing recycling bin. With a great crash of glass, Jeff turned the bin upside-down into the mouth of the bag, and the remains of a couple of months of an alcoholic’s life vanished.

 He collected the other trash around the place and hauled it all downstairs and into the alley. Apparently, Felix had decided to feed every stray in New Orleans when he’d broken in, as a giant mound of cat food had been piled on the front step outside, and was now riddled with ants.

 He loved Felix, but was thankful he hadn’t been around when Ascondo had come to find him. He didn’t think at this point he could or would ever tell another soul on this side of reality about the other side of it, and that certainly included Felix. A part of him still wished he hadn’t told Riley. At the same time, he wished there was some way of saying goodbye to both of them, just in case.

 Jeff had missed another magic moment in the life of Ascondo over the weekend. Unreal. The guy was ripping up Triple-A? Some scout Jeff was. He imagined Sandy sitting at his desk and thinking the same thing while spying the Pacific Coast League box scores and seeing Ascondo’s name and corresponding numbers.

 If Jeff was going to keep his baseball charade alive for at least one more week, he would need to make a couple of productive stops at Zephyr Field over the next couple of nights, prolong the inevitable, and then see what happened from there.

 He would need an early start the next morning. He figured he’d spend what money he had on the things he needed to survive, and when he finally sat down on his couch in the early hours of Monday morning, he did so to begin making a list. He would head back to the Outdoor Megamart and stock up — hiking boots, a canteen, a good knife, sunscreen and whatever else he could afford. Although he still needed to pay his electric bill, and his cable, and car insurance, he simply had more pressing needs before the Mets paid him again, possibly for the final time.

 After he’d done a little business with the Zephyrs, Jeff was heading for the ruins outside of Old Victoria and didn’t know when or if he was coming back after that.
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 Hawkins ran so hard for so long, his temples had begun to hammer exhaustion into his skull and downward through his body. He tried to keep his legs pumping for just a few seconds more, but his vision began to cloud and his equilibrium steered him toward fainting.

 He crashed behind a stand of yuccas, and the sound of his pounding pulse inside his head made it impossible to hear anything else. It made him unable to tell if he was being followed, if there were footfalls heading his way or if there were voices shouting at him in the distance. If he hadn’t been spotted, his long, painful days with the transients in the desert were over, and it was surprising how quickly his opportunity had come.

 It was under the gray gloom of dawn that the revolucion convoy had paraded slowly into the skeletal outskirts of Old Victoria. After a rough camp had been made in silence, Paulo had approached Hawkins, who stood in a semi-doze, leaning against the truck he’d ridden on all night. The other men were already unrolling their packs for a respite before the sun tore them back off the desert floor and into another long day.

 “Wake up, bro,” Paulo had said, grinning with his little GPS flashing in his hand stupidly, helping people from miles around to spot them if they were watching. “You gotta take this watch. You can sleep when the guys wake up and get started.”

 Hawkins was suddenly wide awake, his hands reaching habitually down to his side to make sure his gun was there. “No problem, Paulo,” he said, almost breaking into a grin but fighting it back. “No problem. You gonna bed down too, or what?”

 “Hell yes. We just drove a thousand miles. I’m sure you slept like a baby on the back of that truck. It’s all you, bro.”

 As Paulo spoke, and as his GPS flashed errantly in his hand at his side, Hawkins couldn’t help but think what he’d mostly thought ever since he’d been sentenced to stay here forever. He thought how incompetent fools like Paulo always seemed to end up in power, and how it was so rare for the ones with actual intelligence, like himself, to ever get over on the ones in power.

 It was Paulo’s pompous, flippant behavior that had helped Hawkins find his path out finally. He’d always wondered how it was that Paulo’s GPS told him all that stuff — all those new people coming in and where this or that was happening — if he really had swiped it off the guy in the desert like he’d told people a thousand times in the last year. Why would it show friendly arrivals on an FB-programmed GPS?

 Hadn’t Paulo or anyone else thought about that yet? Hawkins had long since realized that everyone who had ever popped up on Paulo’s screen was, in fact, an FB recruit. The only thing that made them part of the revolucion was the fact the men which made up their division were being fetched by Paulo and the other division leaders with stolen merchandise.

 Although Hawkins would never have admitted it, it was actually a brilliant scheme, albeit completely accidental. In essence, the revolucion was fighting the FB with the FB’s own soldiers, and maybe that’s why Paulo treated so many of the transients like expendable baggage. Did Paulo know?

 How much did any of them really know?

 That question had been the outcome of a year spent with the transients. But suddenly, the answer didn’t matter. Hawkins had pulled rank, had erased himself from Paulo’s equation. But he wasn’t out of hell just yet. He still needed a car with a GPS and a living driver. As fast as things had happened, he feared this part of his adventure could be the longest and most difficult to survive.

 But he was armed with a great idea. When Hawkins had replayed all the bullshit stories he’d heard from the others and applied them to his own tragic story, he’d figured out a basic, vital concept about the Warren GPS, something more valuable than wondering what Paulo knew or didn’t know. Yet, it seemed so simple and so obvious that Hawkins wondered how many, if any, others in his same predicament had ever escaped this way before.

 Did everyone else know about this already and they just never told dolts like Hawkins because they needed soldiers for the war? Possible, but not likely, was always his answer. Not this bunch.

 Though he never said so, Paulo was stuck here too, or at least he thought he was. The way Fonseca presented it to everyone, he was here because he was committed to the revolucion. But in all this time, he never ever wanted to go home, even for a couple of hours. Never once in a year. He didn’t ever go back because he was dumb enough to believe that he was stuck here. He had no car of his own, was always riding with someone else or in one of the hundreds of revolucion transport vehicles, so he must have lost his.

 Paulo hadn’t figured out what Hawkins had, or he would have traveled back and forth at least once or twice. And Simmons, Mr. Big Shot, even with his non-stop jumping from one side to the other, wouldn’t be so goddamned protective of his own GPS if he had any clue.

 Since Hawkins had never had a voice here, and never had a listening ear, no one ever heard about how he’d gotten here. Now he was glad they didn’t know. He was glad they didn’t know that when a man so cursed as to own a Warren GPS died, the unit went through a brief reprogramming routine. If you happened to be sitting behind the wheel of that man’s vehicle when that happened — like he had been on the night when the robber in the liquor store had been shot — the wild world of Warren became yours. It attached itself to you. That was the way he’d gotten here, and that was the way he was getting back.

 He’d watched Fonseca prance over to his backpack sitting in the bed of a truck that morning, no doubt pleased he’d found his favorite sucker to watch camp. When he asked him to do it, Hawkins had to take a deep breath and compose himself. He couldn’t do anything to blow the only chance he might ever get. He couldn’t run off too quickly. So he stood watch for about two hours, and just before the first javelin of sunlight crashed into the campsite, he bailed.

 He slowly tip-toed across the backside of the clearing, his own backside facing the campsite and all the trucks. In his brain, footage from seventh grade had begun to play. He’d filled his pockets with gum and candy bars at the Dairy Mart up the street from home, and now walked stiffly for the door, his entire body bracing for the store clerk to shout, “Hey you!” from behind him. But just like all those times during his formative childhood years, Hawkins slid out unnoticed, creeping up the shallow hillside on the west side of the camp.

 He drew on all his years of living life through the thumb-pressed feats of various video game heroes. With them, he’d marched successfully past entire armies, slain countless dragons and other beasts and traveled through multiple planes of time and existence. On some of his more gooned-up nights as a teen, Hawkins had often pretended that guy on the screen — the one in all first-person games that he controlled but whose face was never fully revealed — was him. Now it was him.

 The hill steepened, and he began a stiff, nervous scurry, looking behind him in panicked glances until he was about 50 yards up the sharp incline toward the foothills. He paused, lurking behind an outcropping of rocks. He proceeded up the next incline at a light jog, trying to keep the jutting rocks between himself and the campsite. When he’d found a long, smooth plateau, he turned one last time and held his breath, scanning for any movement down below on the desert floor. He pulled the rifle off his back and peered through its scope. There was nothing.

 On the move again, he thought suddenly of the flashing lights in his rearview mirror and at once took off in a frantic sprint across the open ground and then up another incline, aiming toward the next scramble of trees and scrub.

 Head pounding, he focused on the mountains slowly coming into view on the brightening horizon, where he planned to lie in wait for the next couple of days. He could faintly see their peaks in the early morning light, and could sense their massive presence miles in the distance.

 He sprinted as long as he could, then slowed to a jog, thinking maybe he could get a mile or two or even three away from the camp if he pushed himself, but his constant fear of a misstep kept him unsteady. When he stopped and again began scanning his wake with the rifle scope, he thought every swaying branch and every sound meant they had come to find him, if for no other reason than they would have been pissed as hell that he’d left them unattended.

 As soon as he caught his breath, he got up and ran again. It was getting brighter by the minute, and Hawkins knew he’d better get further away than he was now if he was going to be safe.

 He ran, then stopped, then ran again until he’d reached the base of the mountain range, nearly five miles away from the camp outside of Victoria. By the time he stopped, the sun was scorching down from above. He climbed a short cliff to set up an afternoon refuge on a tiny, grassy plateau. He figured he could doze there in the partial shade, have a birds-eye view of the terrain below him and be virtually unseen in the tall grass.

 He’d succeeded in sneaking out of camp without being noticed by the transients, but soon Hawkins fell under the watch of a more sinister eye.
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 It was perfect. The handheld Warren GPS was light, well-worn but appeared to be in working condition. The only imperfect thing about the whole scene was that the GPS wasn’t inside a running car and it didn’t say REPROGRAMMING on its screen. He found it resting on a rock, and it didn’t have a charger with it, so perhaps it was only temporarily perfect.

 But Hawkins’ scheme was moving along at a blinding pace already, and now he’d found a device which rendered much of his planning over the last two weeks pretty pointless. This little gadget would take the mystery out of his journey, which was a good thing on escape missions.

 Hawkins couldn’t help but wonder if this was the same way smartass Paulo had come into ownership of his own little Warren handheld, had just found it lying in the middle of nowhere. He probably made that shit up about taking out the FB ranchers at their campfire. In any case, life never felt more like a video game to Hawkins than now. He was picking up bonuses and everything, charging toward the next level.

 He plopped down on the same rock on which he’d found the GPS completely unattended, and he wondered if this was something big enough, great enough, important enough to make him go back, to find his way back to the transient camp. Maybe it would have the same effect for him that it had for Paulo, and he could finally have his own share of the power. Maybe his GPS, too, would help them find the newcomers and travel from camp to camp.

 If he went back — it was late afternoon now and Paulo’s crew would have discovered Hawkins missing half a day ago now — he would now have his own FB legend to tell, or at least he could make one up like Paulo had.

 He knew the power this handheld device possessed, had seen it first-hand by watching Paulo watching his, completely consumed. It was clear to Hawkins since he first got trapped over here that without his GPS, Paulo would be just as clueless, just as powerless out here in the scrub as Hawkins himself had often been.

 But they would likely kill him if he returned, and even if they didn’t, the GPS would undoubtedly be snatched away from him forever, and he would forever regret not taking his chance to get out. He powered the GPS on for the second time, already cognizant that he should use the thing sparingly. But it had a full charge, and immediately unfolded the terrain around him. What sinister being, he wondered, had crafted a GPS that contained an entirely different world in its blueprint, and a means for getting there?

 Hawkins zoomed the map out as far as it would go, and when it fully developed, it revealed dozens of red dots, marks made into the history of the image. He didn’t know what they meant, but there were plenty of them and they were plenty close. For now, he would avoid them and keep moving up the side of the mountain.

 He didn’t know it, but he’d already found trouble out on his own — or more correctly it had found him — just as sure as Paulo, Simmons and the rest of them always promised he would. He was being watched and being tracked via satellite as well.

 But even the eyes that watched him from afar — as he sat on the rock and studied the GPS, pondering his impending freedom a moment longer — could not see inside the man’s head and did not know what he now knew. Hawkins knew something special, a way to get home, and now he’d found something he thought would help him get there even faster.

 He promised himself to rely mostly on his own game plan for getting out, not the GPS. He rose to his feet again for a moment and wiped the sweat from his brow. He wondered how far away the GPS’s former owner was at the moment, if he was still alive and how long the little unit had been sitting out here. How do you lose your GPS in the middle of the jungle? He couldn’t imagine. He took one last look at the screen.

 Should he be avoiding the little red dots or should he be targeting them? He needed to stop thinking like a victim, needed to stop fleeing and start chasing if he was going to survive this.

 Instead of turning off the GPS, like he knew he should, Hawkins collected his belongings and began making a painstaking, zig-zagging path up the steep mountain face. The Glock 9mm he’d faithfully carried in his right hand since the moment he fled camp was now tucked back into the waistband of his shorts, and he slowly trudged up the mountainside with the GPS in his hand instead, checking the screen almost constantly as he went.

 He figured he would creep as close as he could get to one of those red dots. There was no sense in slowing down now. All he needed was a chance, and he would never get one by avoiding contact with people. As Hawkins moved steadily upward, Simon Charles watched his every move from his darkened master bedroom at the Destinoso ranch. The blinds had been drawn and the door latched for three days.

 “Keep runnin’, little fishy, keep runnin’,” Charles said, oiling his rifle for the second time that day, then reaching forward in his giant office chair and clicking a computer mouse on his desk. He squinted up at a flatscreen monitor on the desk. When it flashed to life, another gigantic projection screen on the wall blinked on as well, illuminating the entire master bedroom with a GPS map image. The monitors showed the target was on the move, heading west and probably inching ever closer to where a revolucion ambush division was holed up.

 Charles was not given to patience, nothing close to it. He spent the rest of the day spinning in his chair in a daze, hoping that when darkness crept across the desert and up the mountain peaks, he would put the net down and scoop up the wriggling little fish.

 The afternoon heat hammered away at Hawkins. An hour into his climb, he was riddled with bouts of dizziness. There was nowhere to stop because there was no shelter from the sun if he did, and he was halfway up the face of the cliff so he could hardly sit down.

 So he kept climbing, trying to envision reaching the green-crested shelf that teased him in the distance. He drifted in and out of awareness, often losing his footing but always keeping his body aimed upright.

 He’d taken a dozen or so gulps of water from the first of his two canteens, and poured the rest into his T-shirt-sleeve bandana. As he climbed, he routinely switched the GPS on and off, agonizing over the idea that the bookmarked addresses were likely enemy camp locations. But then, everyone was the enemy now. Whatever or whoever the dots represented, he would know soon. First, he needed to get off the side of the mountain and collapse into hiding for a few hours. If the GPS marks were true, he would find something on the plateau above. He just had no idea what it would be.
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 Jeff scrolled down the menu and stopped on My Trips. He pressed SELECT and scanned a short list of addresses until he found the obvious one, the one he’d been thinking about. Though it was a perfectly fluid doorway to a different world, its physical appearance on the screen on Jeff’s GPS was something of utter nonsense: 340382-NNW40SW039754-9W49KWERF.

 Never before had the moments leading up to leaving for a trip been so stressful, even by Jeff’s standards. Though most of the items he was taking with him were new and had been laid out on the kitchen table since he’d bought them, Jeff scrawled out a checklist for himself to make sure nothing was left behind. He had idiot-proofed it as much as possible, making complete notations about things — “Wear your sneakers but pack your hiking boots” — and only checking off items after he had put them into the car.

 Instead of buying clothes, he decided to alter much of his existing wardrobe into desert gear. What money he had he spent on such things as a compass, a machete, a tent, a first-aid kit, a sleeping bag and nearly 200 bottles of water. He paced on the sidewalk next to the car for nearly five minutes in the heavy air, trying to think of anything else he could or should take, then marched back upstairs one last time.

 He sat on the couch and began rattling the keys on his laptop, keeping his baseball promise as best as he could, even if just this one last time. Jeff had soberly attended the first two games of the Fresno-New Orleans series, and had dissected the current strengths and weaknesses of the likes of Sammy Ricard, Blane Ainsley and Tyler Mack, a man who was already exuding the swagger of a major leaguer. Jeff had actually enjoyed himself, had watched every inning of the two games — both Zephyrs wins — and had even yucked it up with some of his favorite ballpark regulars.

 But he did so with a strange feeling of farewell, and even though he was in no way thinking he’d never be back at Zephyr Field again, Jeff enjoyed the games because he knew he was about to get away again. He emailed everything pertinent to Sandy and dialed his number.

 “My, my, an email followed by a phone call, Jeffrey! No sooner did my little email alert go dinging off, you were calling too! I nearly stumbled off my treadmill and spilled my coffee! Did you have something further to expound upon, or were you merely making sure I knew you were still scouting for the Mets?”

 “Pretty much the last part,” Jeff said. “Enjoy that stuff Sandy, won’t you?”

 “Oh, I intend to, Jeff. I expect you’ll be camping out for the week and watching your favorite New Orleans club, but we will need you to hop back on the trail soon. We do have the draft coming up, and while I would think most anyone would quit the game if they were told they’d been drafted by the Mets, it would still be nice to go in there armed with some sort of game plan. Perhaps you could help. Good day, Jeff — .”

 Should he call Felix? Riley maybe? Just to leave some final word or something? He squeezed his phone in his hands as he stood in the living room. God no, he thought. That would only give him something else to feel stupid about when he came back.

 He slid into the Celica, hoping for a smooth, quick start. He turned the key in the ignition and heard the Celica groan and then fall silent again. After a second, third and fourth attempt, the engine finally gave way and chugged to life. Of all the things Jeff had checked off his list, he wished buying a new car could have been one of them.

 Still sitting alongside the curb, he turned his phone off and his GPS on — “Warren, GPS Technology. Welcome.” — after mounting it on the dashboard so it would be right in his face this time.
He scrolled to the coded address, stared at it nervously for a moment, then carefully pressed cancel. 

 There was something else unchecked on the list. Where would be the safest place from which to launch his little mission? He wasn’t doing any daredevil shit this time. Zephyr Field was abandoned the last time around, but who knew about today? He should have scouted that out when he was at the ballpark last night, but had never thought about it.

 New Orleans proper offered precious few places without people, and places that guaranteed him enough free space to make the leap. He figured he would at least try the stadium road in Metairie, which required a drive across the city.

 Twenty-five tense minutes later, Jeff pulled up to find a swap meet littering its way across most of the Zephyr Field parking lot. Shaking his head, he steered onto Stadium Drive anyway, slowly looping around the throng of beaded stands, laughing people and smoking grills. There had to be 300 people milling around, and a handful of cars coming and going.

 Could he do this? Should he? Jeff certainly didn’t want to be the one to have to explain to the rest of the world what exactly was going on with this whole GPS phenomenon, to create some sort of national security crisis or something. He had no idea what happened in the aftermath of his last departure out in Utah, but he imagined it wasn’t good.

 He brought the car to the far end of Stadium Drive, then wheeled it around to the opposing curb. The people really were kind of off in the distance, and they certainly had no reason to be eyeballing him or his car. If he could just do it quickly, he could be gone.

 Jeff put his thumb on the GPS screen, pressed MENU and went back to My Trips. He found the jumble of code, looked back out the windshield again and saw a dilapidated Ford Taurus slowly heading his direction, but nothing else. He looked back at the screen and sent his thumb the message to act.

 “Calculating,” the GPS chirped in response. Then, after several seconds, “Arriving, at destination, in, point, two miles.” Jeff hit the gas, and after a coughing reaction from the Celica, the car began moving along steadily, faster and faster, until the speedometer wiggled between 35 and 40. The second he’d hit the gas, Jeff had tuned out the Taurus in the opposing lane, which he was now quickly approaching. If he didn’t see it, it wasn’t there.

 “Arriving at destination, in, five, hundred, feet.”

 As the world began to go dull, blank and weightless around him, Jeff looked to his left in time to catch a glimpse of the terrified Taurus driver passing by, who screeched to a stop as he watched the red Celica disintegrate.

 Jeff smiled at and waved at him.
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 The car came through the other side at about 30 miles per hour, and this time Jeff had remembered to steer a little to the right as it did. His last two entries had been too far left, and the last thing he needed was to crash. His new life would be over before it started if he did.

 The blinding light of the afternoon collided with Jeff’s eyes, and as he pressed on the brake pedal as lightly as possible, the tires began kicking up massive swirls of dust, blocking his entire view. The Celica bumped across all sorts of undulations as Jeff gripped the steering wheel. Though he envisioned a terrible accident, the car came to a harmless stop, leaving Jeff waiting for a full minute for the dust to settle. When it did, he was sitting on an almost completely barren plain.

 In the distance, through waves of heat billowing off the hardpan, he could see the reflection of vehicles in the sun. They had to be a mile away or more. Where the hell would he leave his car this time? No stadium lots to be found out here. Was there any chance he would be able to drive to wherever they were going? Not likely. Jeff at once understood the fear of losing one’s car out here.

 He slowly drove toward the glare in the distance, steering around large rocks and cacti and realizing there was at least some chance the people ahead were enemies who would kill him. As he approached, the area around the parked trucks was littered with scrap metal and old car parts. This was where machines came to die, Jeff thought, and wondered if his car would die out here, too, along with him, being left to slowly decompose into scraps in the desert.

 A camp full of men, many of whom he recognized from training, went about their business. No one jumped up to welcome him back when the Celica came to a stop behind a line of trucks. Jeff stepped out into the scorching sun.

 The men were surrounding the remains of an SUV which had been mostly burned up and stripped down by the looks of it. Standing off to the right of the group was Paulo, who had his back turned to the wreck and was talking loudly into his two-way. He acted as though he didn’t even notice as Jeff walked up to him. He kept his gaze in the distance and never stopped talking.

 “Hell no, just let him go,” he said. “We’re not going to start changing the rules now, man, no way. We’ve always said if they go, they go. He went, and we’re lucky we didn’t get ambushed after he left. I’m not burning any bodies out here trying to find him now. He was worthless, and now he’s gone.

 “What’s up Delaney?” Paulo suddenly turned, smiling, and grabbed Jeff’s hand. “You made it! Everything go OK?”

 Jeff did his best revolucion hand sign and smiled. Paulo laughed.

 “Yeah, everything is fine, but what about my car?” Jeff asked. “I mean, it’s in pretty rough shape as it is, and I don’t think it’s gonna make it out here for too long.”

 “Well, it’s here now, bro, and so are you, and that’s all we can ask for,” Paulo said, flipping the two-way up into the air and catching it, seeming to try to distract Jeff from the fact he wasn’t answering his question. “It’ll be safe here for now. We got guys to watch all the vehicles, but when we get the call, you know, the call, you’ll probably have to just drive it up there with us. Can’t leave it out here. It’s like a slow four-hour drive up there from here, but most of it‘s on paved roads. We’ve got gas for it, too, and Simmons will be there for sure, probably join us along the way, and he’s got his car with him all the time every time. You guys can scout some hiding places as soon as we get up there.”

 “When will that call be coming?” Jeff asked, knowing he’d get something less than a real answer.

 “Soon,” was the one he got. “Soon. There are lots of little movements going on out there right now, Delaney. Some by us, some by them. Each side is trying to figure out what the other one is doing, and why. That’s how it goes. A lot of the time, your plan is all about their plan. Half of war is about waiting for them to do their thing so we can do ours. That’s the fun of it, my friend.

 “Anyway, soon. Hell, we might go up there tonight for all we know. Not my call to make, but it’s gotta be soon. So here’s the thing. How ready are you to go up there and do it tonight, if you had to? Could you do it? Could you hit those tanks, or take a decent shot at one of those FB dogs running in your direction? Every minute counts, Delaney.”

 “Really? So what time is it, anyway?” Jeff answered smartly. “I should get started.”

 “No idea, bro,” Paulo said, turning away from Jeff and toward the wreck. “No clue. Afternoon o’clock.”

 Jeff slathered himself in SPF 50 lotion from the trunk of his car — which he pensively left in the custody of a man named Sydney later that day — and then joined the effort to strip clean the vehicular relics in the area of all their working parts and load them onto the trucks. Paulo said a crew of revolucion boys was on its way to trade trucks — they would take these once they were loaded and leave their own vehicles behind. It was a common practice, apparently. He hoped no one would swipe his car when that deal went down.

 The work was grueling, but no one complained and no one checked his watch. Though Jeff found that irritating — not knowing the time all the time — for the first time in his adult life he was in no position to start bitching, so he didn’t.

 The mass clean-up effort ultimately forced the men to split into groups and go their separate ways across the stretches of the plain, searching out the hundreds of human relics sticking out of the sand on the perimeters of Victoria. Only a few men stayed behind to guard the camp and neither Jeff nor Paulo was among them.

 Jeff spent the spent the day in the passenger seat of a beat-up Ford pickup truck with a pink naked-lady figurine dangling from the rearview mirror, and with Paulo behind the wheel. Although he spent much of the day trying not to worry about his car back at camp, Jeff actually enjoyed the work for the most part, acting like this was nothing more than a new job for him, until Paulo got a frantic call on his radio.

 Some men had strayed from their vehicle at a burned-out Freemen campsite on the edge of the plain and had been ambushed by FB scouts on horseback. There had been four revolucion men out there, and two definitely weren’t coming back. The other two were both wounded but had successfully gotten back to their truck and fled the scene, but with an FB Range Rover now hot on their trail. Apparently, they were all headed this direction, and at high speed.

 There were about 15 revolucion trucks out there in all, and all of them were fanned out in different directions from the camp. They too were likely moving quickly in this direction now. Paulo and Jeff, and two others in the back of the Ford, were directly in the path of all of them, the closest to camp.

 The thing that was easy about fighting out on the plain, Paulo had said earlier, was that you could see other vehicles coming from miles away. The tough thing about it, he said, was that you couldn’t tell exactly who they were until they were right on top of you, and sometimes even then you couldn’t tell.

 When the guys who’d been ambushed had escaped, they had actually gone a little too far west, according to Paulo’s GPS, and were steadily veering in this direction now. Lucky for them, as Jeff soon saw, Paulo was in the desert that day. He was armed and behind the wheel of a truck he said was no one’s in particular. It was one of thousands of cars out there he called “revolucion property.”

 With his GPS glowing in his hand and an M16 balanced on the middle console, Paulo looked strangely happy to hear there was more action out there than just stripping down cars for scrap metal. As soon as the distress call chirped out, he wheeled the truck wildly in the other direction, driving right into his own dust trail but not seeming to care as he pondered who might be where on his handheld.

 “I’m so glad you’re here, man, this is going to be great experience for you, Delaney!” Paulo shouted, as though they were going to lunch with the CEO of a big company. Jeff didn’t answer, but instead slid his Blackhawk out, switched off the safety and placed the gun on his lap. Paulo clawed at the little middle window on the back of the truck’s cab, sliding it open.

 “Hey, both you guys cram in here, we gotta scoot! Jump out and let these guys jump in, Delaney. Hurry! Those guys are in trouble!” Paulo slid to a stop. Jeff tumbled out of the truck, and the two large men piled in, knocking the machine gun to the floorboard as they climbed in.

 “Careful, bro!” Paulo yelled. “You gonna kill us before they do!”

 Jeff had what appeared to be about a foot of space left to try to squeeze himself back in, and then he would have to shut the door and still be able to breathe. This seemed crazier than the two guys just staying in the back of the truck, but Jeff wouldn’t have traded places with them, so he had to reclaim his seat, what little was left of it. A glance at the horizon showed the first traces of the chase heading their direction.

 “C’mon, Delaney!” Paulo shouted, and Jeff clumsily leapt onto the laps of the two men in the middle of the truck and wrestled himself into position. Now it felt like less than a foot.

 By the time Jeff had pulled hard enough on the door to make it snap shut, Paulo was already driving so fast across the plain even the dust couldn’t keep pace with him. In the passenger’s side rearview mirror, Jeff saw the grains of desert forming two massive cylinders in the air behind them. Now their truck could be seen from miles away too, Jeff thought, as the ghostly city disappeared into the horizon behind the dust.

 Fearing the door he was cramped up against would suddenly swing open under the pressure and send him flying to his death, Jeff leaned constantly into the shoulder of the man to his left, who didn’t seem to notice.

 “Get ready to blast, man,” Paulo said, as though Jeff having a loaded handgun on his lap wasn’t ready enough. “We’re gonna T-bone these motherfuckers!”

 Paulo wasn’t kidding. When he saw the chase coming in his direction — the revolucion truck still leading the pack — he steered immediately in its direction, the truck fishtailing wildly as he did. Jeff now clutched his gun, and Paulo leaned over the steering wheel and smiled in his direction.

 The two-way now perched on a clip on the dashboard suddenly spoke, a voice asking Paulo his position. Instead of answering, Paulo took the opportunity to voice a much greater concern to his men as the truck barreled in the direction of the oncoming chase.

 “The big hit needs to happen soon,” Paulo orated loudly into the radio. “There are too many of these rats still out here, way too close to us. They must know more about us than we thought. We need to get a move on, Hermanos, and soon.”

 Paulo dropped the two-way between his legs and onto the floorboard below. He punched the gas even harder and headed right at the approaching chase. The lead vehicle roared past them to Jeff’s immediate right, and the onrushing dust cloud obscured everything in every direction, temporarily masking even the sunlight. Paulo gave a hard right-hand pull on the steering wheel, which was met by a quick, yet massive jolt coming from the opposite direction, one so powerful it threw the four men sideways in the truck. The truck itself jerked off to the left as well and began to spin out, but Paulo had kept one hand on the wheel and was able to steer the truck out of its skid and to a violent halt.

 Before Jeff could collect himself, Paulo was spinning the truck back around and heading toward the point of contact. Jeff’s heart was pounding in anticipation of his next gunfight. He’d been here three hours and already he was in a fight for his life. Again. The front end of the truck was smashed, but only Jeff seemed to notice.

 “Keep your seatbelts on, Hermanos,” Paulo said to the three squirming men in a steady, almost conversational tone. The two men in the middle — one of whom was basically forced to sit in the other’s lap — had been lucky enough to be able to stretch the middle seatbelt around themselves and get it locked in place prior to the initial impact. “Get ready for another jolt.”

 When a break in the dust showed Paulo a black Range Rover sitting on its side in the distance, he hit the gas again. The Toyota’s steering was off after sideswiping the Rover, so he had to keep steering it back on course as he roared ever closer to the overturned SUV.

 “Jesus, man, are we gonna just plow right into them?” Jeff asked, putting his free left hand up on the dashboard like a nervous mom.

 “Yes,” Paulo said. “Take your arm off the dash or you’ll break it.”



 



- 53 -
 

 


 

 It went on that way for two weeks. Jeff and the transients successfully looped around the ancient city in a giant circle, a traveling smash-up derby that thankfully never involved Jeff’s Celica, and which introduced him to levels of fear and excitement he never dreamed possible. Paulo’s crew never once dared to plunge inward into the disease-ridden guts of Victoria, where the only life left was waiting to die, according to Paulo.

 While they went, Simon Charles kept an eye on them from the Destinoso ranch through the eyes of his thousands of scouts, who followed a standing order to butt heads with the revolucion’s men whenever and wherever they could. Charles spent those same afternoons in a stupor in his bedroom, listening to the nonstop radio jabber from across the country, his men doing his work. He hoped his view was about to improve now that he had one of the enemy on the hook. He would reel in the little one in hopes of finding a much bigger one.

 Charles, in fact, had a detailed scouting report on many of the revolucion’s leading men by the time the big attack on Destinoso was approaching, a scouting report deeper and more detailed than most Jeff Delaney had ever compiled. Through his nonstop surveillance, Charles had gotten plenty of rough details on all of the revolucion’s big players, and even on some of smaller ones like Paulo’s division and the other three transient outfits. But Charles still lacked a direct link to them and to their plans.

 He’d sensed a change in the overall tactics — Paulo’s band and the other three spy divisions seemed to be stuck mostly in the eastern parts of the country while most of the revolucion’s regular forces slugged it out with the Freemen in the north central regions. His gut instinct told him it was very likely more of a strategic positioning plan than any sort of attack ploy, but his paranoia told him something different.

 He knew his men were being spied on, too, and the movements of the revolucion, he thought, were focused on creating a stronger presence on the east coast as the FB drove south.

 In reality, the looming revolucion attack had been nothing more than a random idea, a chance to use expendable bodies in an attempt to take a surprise shot at the FB’s head honcho. The Freemen troops had successfully driven their wedge down the middle of the country, but Charles’ drive to conquer the unknown had been softened greatly in the last six months by his almost constant intoxication.

 He had reached a point at which the men around him were following his mystique much more than they were his actual knowledge or his blueprint for taking over. In fact, there was no plan anymore, only a knowledge that the fight he had picked was far beyond his control or his orders now.

 He spent more and more days in total seclusion, dreading the moment when he got the call that somewhere out there his boys were taking it on the chin, were being overrun by an opposition much greater in size and strength than they could handle. He’d won the dare with his old college pals, and now most of his afternoons were consumed with wishing it had never been made. The constant radio voice cascading across the room made the reality of the thing inescapable, and as much as the distorted, rambling voices haunted him, he refused to ever be out of touch with them. Charles even had a speaker on the window sill in his shower. He had to know what was happening.

 The only one of his friends still alive from the group that had initially invaded the desert together was now a rogue leader, still representing the Freemen Brigade with unrelenting rage but having cut off almost all contact with the home base at Destinoso. The last time he checked in, his crew had rambled all the way down to the southwest coast, something Charles had challenged him to do yet never dreamed to be possible. His men had proven him wrong, and with every drop of blood spilled, Charles knew there was a greater price to be paid in the end.

 The other high-ranking members of the Freemen had been given long leashes in recent months as well. Though he knew he could never withdraw now, Charles wanted his men to start making their own calls out there. In his afternoon solitude, he accepted that he would always be the man who’d started the war, but now he lived in fear of its outcome, and wanted less and less of a direct hand in the violence.

 But those were his days.

 At night, the much darker side of Charles took over. His afternoons of paranoia led to nightly cocaine binges and increasingly outrageous behavior. The parties he spent the day dreading never really got kicking until Charles himself emerged from the main house and began dancing wildly in the seas of drunken people.

 And as he swayed and darted among them, he found the worth in it all again. He was a modern-day conquistador, a landlocked pirate who could stagger unarmed through thousands of machine-gun wielding hooligans and never have to worry about even the slightest measure of dissent. He could snap his finger and have every one of them standing at attention and ready to kill for him.

 In fact, on the same night the transients rode to Victoria, that was exactly what Charles did. After partying in the crowd for better than an hour, a sweaty, inebriated Charles demanded the public address system be switched on at the house. Through giant speakers wheeled onto the front porch for such occasions, Charles wailed orders to a stunned crowd, many of them unarmed, drunk women. He ordered the women to be taken home by the bus drivers, and he sent all of the men at the ranch that night, no matter their rank, into the pitch-black desert on foot, telling them to find out something they didn’t already know about the revolucion.

 The following morning, men from all sorts of divisions began to arrive back at the ranch. Destinoso had become the principal stopover for all the FB men who were taking leaves from the fighting, or who were crossing that part of the desert and looking for a guaranteed good time.

 So there were always big crowds for the parties even though most of the boys and all the girls had to take their business elsewhere when the orgy ended.

 Many of the men had gotten lost out there that night, in part because many of them were too high or drunk to know where they were when they left, but also because many of them had never been in this part of the country before. The ranch rested in one of the most secluded canyons in the country, cloaked by a ring of treacherous peaks and passes. That meant dozens of vague distress calls had to be answered by Charles’ henchmen at the ranch well into the following day to get everyone accounted for and returned.

 When Charles woke to the sounds of trucks moving around outside late that morning, his first thought was that they were being invaded. He didn’t remember much of the previous night until he was told the troops at the ranch were coming back from their all-night missions, and that they had not found much of anything the FB didn’t already know in terms of the whereabouts or the intentions of the revolucion.

 Though he had grown to fear and regret the war, Charles never relented in his pursuit of power and respect, so the man who barely remembered issuing such an order in the first place issued it again the following night.
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 Hawkins was lying flat on his back in the rough grass of a clearing when he opened his eyes. It had taken him quite a while to become fully aware that he was awake, that he was alive and that he had even been sleeping.

 The sounds of birds and the insects had lulled him in and out of what seemed a very long slumber until slowly his brain began to process information again. When it did, Hawkins became aware of some very important things: 1. He was alone. 2. He didn’t know where he was. 3. He was stark naked. 4. He had fresh, cold water sitting next to him (his arm had been resting on it), but nothing else. 5. The back of his neck had been bitten by something and it felt inflamed and itchy.

 He stood slowly to his feet and touched his right hand to the back of his neck. A bolt of pain shot down his back and he reared. Whatever it was, it had gotten him good. He wanted to dump some of his cold water, wherever that had come from, down his neck, but he knew what it felt like to use your water for anything other than drinking out here. When it was all gone, your first thought was that you’d still have some left to drink if you hadn’t wasted it on something else. So he didn’t.

 He pulled himself up and began walking, not sure what had happened but promising himself not to be surprised by anything. Maybe this was the part where a bunch of directors would come running out of the brush, he thought, and they would tell him that he had unwittingly been the winner of a hidden-camera survival television show. Hawkins had wished that wish a million times since he got here. It would seem more fitting for it to come true now than ever, when he could accept the prize wearing nothing but the things he was born with.

 “This last year has been a real pain in the neck, Don!” he imagined himself telling the show host, rubbing his bitten neck with a delirious smile. Hawkins had started dreaming about the card game back at Vinnie’s in Newcastle in the seconds before he’d become fully awake.

 It was a blurry version of those times before the cards got permanently whisked off the table in lieu of blow and crushed pills. But Hawkins wasn’t even sure he had been sleeping, so he wasn’t sure if he had actually been dreaming or not. But he had been about to play a big hand, it seemed.

 His wits came back to him completely when he recognized the rock in the clearing. He remembered walking up on the GPS unit, which had now vanished along with his clothes, remembered using it to scale up the mountainside and look for camps. But then there was nothing, no recollection until waking up naked in the very same clearing.

 Scared and seemingly unarmed, Hawkins crept back in the direction from which he had originally come, waiting for something to leap out and kill him. He wondered if there was any chance he could find his way back to camp now, but also wondered if maybe Paulo’s men had come and found him, drugged him and played some sort of trick on him. Was he being watched? The idea of making it to camp carried with it the image of him walking into the clearing completely nude amid howls of laughter.

 He pictured the little GPS map the last time he had seen it. He remembered thinking if he was unable to scale the mountain directly in front of him, there were some other plateaus off to the west that looked reachable. With that, he steered off his original path and began scaling the wall of rock to his right, trying to pin his canteen in the pit of his left arm as he went. He made many futile attempts to forget the itching and burning that tingled the back of his neck.

 After surgically implanting a tracking device at the base of Hawkins’ skull, Charles’ men had stripped Hawkins of his clothes, rifle, handgun and other belongings and dragged him right back to the place he’d taken the bait earlier that day and left him — with a full canteen of fresh water — to awake in a confused panic, and hopefully begin a mad scramble back to the camp from which he came.

 All the while Charles had sat tensely in his room alone, watching with the grin of a jackal the movement of the idiot kid on his monitor. As long as the boy didn’t scratch that itch on the back of his neck too much, he could lead to the fall of the dogged little revolucion spy regiment that had been nipping at Charles’ heels all these years.

 In the meantime, he wanted to keep fishing, and the handheld GPS was his most reliable lure.
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 Charles sent the word. He’d already changed his mind about the man on the run. He wanted someone else, someone stronger and more important who wouldn’t run off screaming into the cliffs like this kid seemed to be doing. Hawkins was too unpredictable, and Charles already doubted if the boy’s current course would lead them to a camp. The boy might have been driven right out of his mind by being captured and released in such a rough manner.

 A stubborn repeater of failed ideas, Charles grabbed his two-way and spoke in a cartoonish, radio announcer’s voice as he began to move about the main bedroom at Destinoso, opening the curtains for the first time in weeks, rearing back and squinting into the sun.

 “Rebait the hook boys! Rebait the hook! That was a great catch, a real fighter on the hook but a real letdown once we got him in the boat. Keep him on the stringer! But now that we’ve got our favorite lure back, if we were to cast right back out, maybe a little closer to home this time, fellas? Boy, do you ever just throw your line out there and know you’re gonna catch one? We’re gonna catch one. Keep me posted, and I mean don’t waste my goddamn time with anything other than a result. Over and out.”

 Hawkins had taken the bait, alright, but Charles sensed he was a loner now, even if he wasn’t before. No way he was still running with the pack. The kid was out there alone that day. But Charles still sensed revolucion movement, and had actually been told about it by his scouts. Loner or not, this kid was too dumb to have made it this far and stayed alive completely on his own. Others couldn’t be far.

 Charles gazed at himself in the mirror as giant shafts of sunlight poured into the long-darkened room. He imagined one of the others finding the GPS out there, wondered how long it would take, who it would be.

 All they had to do was turn it on and, poof! On the hook. It would be quite a measure of how close they really were, how many were out there and what they were up to. In a war involving the lives of millions of people, Charles was content to play with just a few of them at a time now.

 It’s all he’d wanted to begin with, to feel what real power felt like. He just didn’t realize he’d had his fill until it was too late. He pondered his reflection for a long time, and was disgusted at the sight of himself. The beer-and-wing gut of his mid-20s had become more the size of a mini-keg or an oven roaster.

 His face was chalky and lined from the brutal life that had become an ugly, unwanted addiction. The whites of his eyes looked more of a dull yellow. With the radio chattering away constantly on the nightstand behind him, Charles dropped his head into his hands and began to sob almost theatrically. Eventually, he drifted to sleep still in his chair and dreamed mostly in nightmares thanks to the frantic chatter and static swirling around the room.

 At some point, he wrestled himself to a standing position and threw all of the curtains closed again. He pawed at a pill bottle on the desk, emptied five blue capsules into his hand and swallowed them in one gulp. He collapsed onto his giant oak bed and slept for two days.

 …

 When Charles awoke again, he sat straight up in bed with a gasp, his heart pounding in his chest. The room had erupted in sudden bright light, and the radio had begun calling out to him, or at least that’s what he had been dreaming. But then it came again, a lonely, distant and calm voice.

 He kicked his legs out from under the covers, fully awake and feeling alive and ornery. He’d been trying to revive himself and get out of bed for the better part of the day with no success, waging a war inside his body as he unleashed one drug against another in search of normalcy.

 “Captain, captain, are you out there, captain? Over,” the radio croaked again in its almost despondent tone. “Captain, captain, are you out there, captain? We are on the chase, my lord. Repeat. We are on the chase. In pursuit of the villain. Over.”

 Charles stood, hurried across the room and pressed his face against the stand-up mirror, his reflection made possible by the sudden illumination of the plasma monitor and the projection screen on the wall. Charles clenched his face in a crazed smile, accentuating his browning teeth and the cocaine residue caked to his nostrils in the reflection. On the screens, a massive satellite image had begun shifting to and fro.

 “Captain, captain, come in captain. Over.”

 Charles watched himself watching the giant screen in the mirror. The disappointing little red blip, Hawkins, was now joined by a promising new blue one, indicating someone new powering on the GPS. He looked to be sitting perfectly still along the ridge just southeast of Destinoso, close enough to be on his back porch. Charles tried to scare himself by sneering into the mirror and lapping his tongue at his own reflection. He began a forced giggle the way a bully does after shaking down the same kids at the bus stop day after day for an entire school year. Someone new was on the hook.

 “Fish on! Fish on!” Charles howled, grabbing his two-way, leaping up and down and spinning like an overweight ballerina across the room. “This is your captain speaking! What’s your 20? Repeat, what’s your 20? Over!”

 “Captain. Initiating our location onto the satellite directly. We are dispatching east on the main road. We’ll duck into Chopo Canyon and try to pick up his scent from the north. You’ll see us on your screen shortly, sir, the black dot as always. We’ll keep you posted, captain. Over.”

 “Copy that, soldier. How many are you, over?”

 “We are six at the moment, sir. Myself, Reynolds, James —”

 “I don’t need the goddamn roster, soldier, I don’t even know your name. Every one of you better goddamn well be able to handle yourselves out there, so it shouldn’t goddamn matter which ones of you are on the chase, should it? Don’t answer. Hit the pause button, soldier. I’ve been sitting too long and my legs are cramped. I’m going to get myself a lift over to the north clearing, climb the trail to the highway and expect to see you boys there and ready to pick me up in, say, a half hour. You copy that, soldier? I’m coming along. I didn’t buy a ticket to the game to watch it from the goddamn men’s room. Cut off all further radio contact with everyone until you see my smiling face hailing you from the breakdown lane. Over and out.”
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 Thinking about anything other than survival is a good start toward getting killed in war. Simmons had screamed that into the face of more than one person since joining the revolucion army. If you had something other than survival on your mind, he always said, you were in danger of not surviving.

 Yet Simmons violated his own golden rule after rejoining the transients on their way to the canyon that Paulo and the others called “the parking lot.” It was a deserted pass just below the backside of the Destinoso ranch to the southeast.

 The order had come in from the revolucion heads. The attack on Destinoso was to go forward almost immediately after Paulo had sent word to his superiors that they’d successfully cleared the Victoria region, and told them the amount of resistance they’d encountered from the FB.

 Within 24 hours of getting the nod for the big hit, all four transient divisions converged at dawn for one final dress rehearsal at the campsite outside Victoria. By the middle of the afternoon, Paulo’s canaries — men who were sent on test drives to the destination to see if they found trouble — were back, saying everything was clear. At once, the transients began their own treacherous, winding drive west into the mountains. Any drive at any time was a dangerous one here, but driving in daylight was even more so, no matter what the canaries said.

 Jeff had gotten quite handy with the sniper rifle since his return to the desert, and had even gotten skilled with his deer rifle. As he trained in the morning on the day of the trek to Destinoso, he felt great. Physically, he was as strong as ever, other than his chronic knee pain. In his post-alcoholism, he proved to have a remarkably steady hand and even better aim. The absence of booze in his body and the revolucion lifestyle made Jeff sleep heavily at night and wake with energy.

 He had wondered if or when Josh would rejoin the unit, especially now that he knew what Simmons did for a living on the other side. He wondered what, if anything, Josh the center fielder would have to say to him if he was able to remarkably just skip out on the RockHounds and join the attack. Simmons must have known all along there was a chance he would miss the big night, but must have thought the fight was worth his time even if he did miss it.

 Paulo said he was certain Simmons would make it, but had no idea when he would arrive. During the night as Jeff slept soundly in his new tent, Simmons had done his usual check-in, Paulo said, so he could try to estimate where the transients would be at what time. He was very likely home again in the same amount of time it would take to run to the store for milk. Like Jeff, Josh had managed to miss a good deal of the dangerous physical labor over the last several months that made the attack possible.

 When the idea of the attack on Destinoso was originally hatched, the first hurdle was determining whether there was any viable approach to the remote ranch other than its main entrance. That’s where the smaller pass below the ranch to the south, properly called Rio Vera Canyon but which Fonseca called the parking lot, came into the plan. There were two ways into the much larger Destinoso canyon, the main highway to the north and a small, windy mountain road that ran directly into the canyon at the southeast corner closest to the main house.

 More than a year ago, rock slides had completely blocked the smaller south road which also curled right past the Rio Vera canyon. The FB had simply abandoned the little-used road. The Freemen supply routes all ran to the north anyway, and it was better to leave the mountain road impassable to potential invaders. The Freemen didn’t consider that potential invaders might decide to unblock the road themselves. Thanks to the transients’ efforts, the road had been slowly cleared, and it was being regularly monitored by revolucion men during the buildup to the big night.

 If they could make it to the parking lot, Destinoso awaited less than a mile to the northwest. When they reached the flat, gravelly Rio Vera pass and secured the trucks for a quick escape, they would spread out through the cliffs surrounding the ranch and wait. From the larger, open highway to the north would come the masses of FB men and truckloads of women as soon as the sun had set.

 Simmons, in his usual manner, had managed to coolly slide between worlds at the perfect moment. When he’d come over the previous night, he found Paulo and a few of the men at the camp outside Victoria putting the finishing touches on packing up all evidence of their stay.

 Fonseca told Josh what he already knew. At dawn, when the other three transient divisions arrived, they would go over some final walkthroughs to make sure everyone knew his specific role. In the late afternoon, they would head en masse toward the ranch on the roads to the west, eventually connecting with the one that would carry them to Rio Vera Canyon.

 The following evening, Simmons — lucky as ever to have played the last in a series of three 11 a.m. games that morning as part of a kids’ week celebration — managed to estimate the transient journey correctly and came flanking up to their huge convoy in a short clearing a few miles out from its stopping point below Destinoso. The silver car stood out drastically from the trucks, but so did Jeff’s red Toyota, which was what made Simmons certain he was driving up to the right convoy.

 The parking lot would serve as the launching pad for the operation, but would undoubtedly be a hellish place about 10 minutes after the attack. Simmons had long known he needed a good parking place away from the action, and so would Delaney. Josh always did his homework, and had scouted the place numerous times with that very thought in mind.

 The thing that changed everything on the night of the attack was Simmons’ slump. Until his final night in the war, he had a perfect track record of never dragging any troubles from home — whether it was baseball or family — to this side. His time was almost up here.

 When Destinoso fell, Simmons was out for good, and perhaps knowing that also played a role in how his final hours played out in the war. But mostly, it was the slump, and along with it came some pretty serious throw-downs with his wife about when he’d finally be leaving the revolucion behind and getting on with real life.

 Since his quick rise as a college player at Long Beach State, Simmons had never had a real slump in his entire baseball life. There had been a major accident to live through and a broken back to overcome his sophomore year, but even his comeback from that had produced more peaks than valleys, and accidents weren’t slumps. After that, he never looked back, rocketing into the minor leagues despite being a late-round draft pick by San Diego. He hadn’t had another hitch until that Sunday a couple of weekends ago.

 Ever since he saw Delaney sitting in that stadium, Simmons had been haunted, swinging at bad pitches, looking at good ones and even misjudging some fly balls in the field. Josh rarely paid attention to his day-to-day stats but that was mainly because he never really had to. When he broke into the minors, Simmons played well enough to always know things were going as planned. But Delaney had put the hex on him somehow, and it seemed to be having a residual effect on everything in his life.

 The worst thing about slumps, he was learning, was that you couldn’t stop thinking about them. It was weighing on Simmons’ mind when he saw the red Celica rolling along in the middle of the convoy. Delaney had shot a nervous glance over at him when Josh first drove up alongside the long line of trucks.

 Within two hours, Simmons and Delaney were steering their cars into a flat clearing at the base of a steep mountainside. Armed guards like those outside the baseball stadium that night eyed them as they drove past. The trucks ahead of them backed slowly up against the edge of the clearing, facing the road back out in anticipation of a frantic escape. Then the silver Lexus zoomed up beside Jeff in his Celica.

 “Follow me,” Josh said when Jeff rolled down his window, and the Lexus skidded off to the far edge of the clearing, where a rough but wide trail wound upward into the cliffs. Jeff was terrified as they slowly crawled up the makeshift road which had no guardrails, little traction and a massive drop-off to the right. He kept imagining the front-right tire slipping off the edge of the road and his car sliding into the canyon below. After a five-minute climb, the road opened into another small clearing facing a massive, sheer mountain face. Josh reached his hand out the window and motioned Jeff forward.

 “If you pull up through that brush and go about 50 feet, you’ll see a great place to back your car into,” Josh said in a low voice. “Leave the keys in it and the GPS on the windshield. I’m going to park off to the right here. Meet me back here in five minutes.”

 Jeff pulled his car into the most obvious place he found, a perfect shelter cut into the rocks, and left it. When he returned on foot to the clearing, his guns and other gear assembled, Josh was ready with instructions for Jeff, who was still surprised nothing had been mentioned about the game in Midland.

 “No matter what Paulo tells you, get the hell out of here after this whole thing goes down,” Simmons said, rooting through his backpack as the men descended the spiraling path back down to the other transient troops. “Don’t hang around. I mean it. I’m in this for the whole thing, don’t get me wrong, but we need to haul ass as soon as we can tonight, first chance we get. Maybe you’ll come back and maybe you won’t. I mean, I know Paulo has already told all of you guys you’re supposed to reconvene in a month, and gave you a new date to be there and all that. Just get out of here alive, and who knows? Maybe we’ll go to a baseball game together someday on the other side. One way or the other, don’t get killed tonight. We do this thing, do our part, and then it’s farewell, and maybe I’ll see you on the other side.

 “I’m not gonna wait for you later, by the way,” Josh added, “so promise me you can get back here in the dark, then get out of here without driving off a cliff. Remember your path out of the canyon when you take your position, that’s the most important thing. And don’t panic, and don’t be afraid to get the hell out when you’ve done your part. Get back up here in one piece, then program the GPS for home. You should be able to make the jump either on the main clearing down there or out on the road. But the heat will be coming fast so don’t mess around.”

 Within 20 minutes, Jeff was climbing through the rocks alone, worried already that all of the meticulous planning for this night didn’t make it any easier to know what his precise position was supposed to be. He kept his Blackhawk in his hand and his sniper rifle on his back. Josh had disappeared off to the east, and more than a hundred others were also sneaking through the cliffs cloaking Destinoso.

 Jeff wondered if he would ever make it to that baseball game with Josh, and Josh wondered how such a goofy guy like Jeff could have caused his first-ever slump. Josh then had a recurring thought about his life after tonight and what it would be like, but this time it got interrupted. He’d spied his shooting perch about 20 yards away and had scaled a smooth rock shelf just below it. As he pulled himself up, he nearly smashed a handheld GPS unit with his knee. It was sitting out there completely at random, and he had to grab it to keep it from tumbling off the ledge.

 After sliding back off the shelf and scanning his surroundings for anything that looked like a trap (which was difficult to gauge as more than 100 of his fellow men were invading the cliffs at the same moment), Simmons acted on impulse. He climbed back onto the ledge and rolled onto his stomach. A hiker might have felt triumphant to come across such a breathtaking dusk view of such a beautiful valley, but Simmons didn’t notice. He set his rifle down to his left and turned his attention to the little handheld GPS.
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 Something was sticking out just a hair from behind the rocks in the distance, partially obscured by swaying branches in its wake. It was little more than a tiny dot in the distance, but it was something so shiny and metallic that just a touch of the setting sun sent out a blinding reflection of it. Simon Charles and the others studied it for a moment.

 “Well, gentlemen?” he said quietly.

 They were at once struggling to walk instead of run, seething and panting in anticipation as they moved toward it, their guns clicking in their hands. Only Charles, gently strolling along but not making a sound, kept his gun lowered as he approached the car backed underneath a long, flat rock shelf in the side of the mountain.

 After he’d been picked up on the roadside, Charles had demanded that his driver attempt to steer their Range Rover through the back end of Chopo Canyon, which was just off the main highway past the ranch to the east. The front end of that canyon connected, through a dry, rocky river bed that caused the Rover to get stuck twice, with the back end of the Rio Vera Canyon the transients were using that very moment to stage their attack.

 Despite having the luxury of GPS tracking to bring them to their prey, the terrain made it a difficult chase for Charles and his men. Somewhere in that tangle of peaks was an intruder, a potential assassin, and Charles had just stumbled upon his car, and knew immediately who he was. Because of Rio Vera’s U-shape, however, Charles had no idea of the heavy presence of revolucion troops fanning out at its other end. He only knew there was at least one new fish on the line, and that the GPS showed he was on the southeast rim above the ranch.

 Charles and his men had spotted Simmons’ car after climbing out of the river bed on foot and laboring up the other side of the peak with the spiraling path. Had the car not cast such a heavenly glow, it would have gone unnoticed.

 The hiding place looked like a garage cut into the side of the mountain. But the intruder who was so sly in finding this hiding place so near the Destinoso canyon must have been in a rush when he got here, because he hadn’t done much of a parking job. Charles grinned at his own reflection as he peered into the giant natural rock compartment and through the car’s windshield at the empty seats of the Lexus. The car was unlocked with the keys in it. The windshield GPS unit that was Simmons’ lifeline was perched in its cradle and still plugged in.

 That was that, Charles thought quietly, still grinning. Obviously, the new fishy was Simmons the sniper — this car alone had helped provide the FB some intelligence on Simmons, in addition to some accounts of his battlefield exploits — and he was likely perched somewhere down on the southeast ridge, looking down on Destinoso and studying the FB’s movements. That meant they would have to run along and find him, and at least try to interrupt whatever the revolucion rats were up to this evening.

 He pondered the car a moment longer. He never thought Simmons, something of a legend with FB for his many narrow escapes and long-distance kills, would be so easy to catch. Still, he would have loved to have caught the bastard red-handed, sitting in his car, the lure in his mouth. So be it.

 “OK, gentlemen. Looks like I’ve got myself a ride home,” he said. “You’ll find our man right down there on that ridge looking over the back of the main house. Go back down the way you came up, and go have your way with him. But do it quietly. Don’t be dickheads about it and get yourselves shot. It’s not like he’s going to be the only one in the cliffs. The clock only winds one way!”

 With that, Charles climbed into the Lexus, turned it on and began painstakingly steering the car down the spiraling trail. At the bottom, he slammed on the brakes when he saw in the dying light the long line of revolucion trucks. Then he shrieked and hit the gas. He had been seen by the enemy, surely.

 Charles was so unnerved he steered the Lexus to the left instead of the right when he got to the south road entrance, and began speeding inadvertently away from the ranch he now knew was set to be attacked, instead of toward it. He realized he hadn’t brought a two-way with him and was alone in his effort to get back to the house. As he envisioned the fall of the Freemen Brigade headquarters, Charles drove through the completely cleared-off section of the south road without even thinking about it.

 Meanwhile, Charles’ five-man crew silently traversed the canyon’s dusty southeast shoulder in search of Simmons. All they knew about the man perched somewhere on top of the plateau looking down on the ranch was the fear he evoked from Simon Charles. That was enough to keep their steps delicate and their eyes peeled. Charles had the instincts of a killer, and killers sensed other killers, like Simmons. Out here, a good killer was a survivor.

 But they had Simmons pinned down. Josh’s first-ever careless parking job was his undoing, or at least the start of it. Like Paulo had always teased him about, the Lexus shined like tinfoil in the sun, and it was such a big find for Charles and his crew, none of the men ever thought to look inside a similar rock compartment on the other side of the clearing, the one that contained Jeff’s Celica. When he and Josh had gone their separate ways to take their positions in the dying sunlight, somehow Jeff and his car stayed out of the eye of the FB.

 Josh and his car had not.
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 There was to be no radio contact, no contact of any sort, once the men were dispersed, and certainly none once they were in position. In total, there were several miles of terrain surrounding the ranch. They would wait for the party and then they would wait for the pink flares.

 It was understood that once the madness began, everyone would take their shots, play their roles and get the hell out of there, hightailing it for the trucks in the canyon below and roaring off on the south road. Once they were moving away from the ranch, the transients had been promised some real revolucion backup, and plenty of it. Apparently, the army loved the idea of someone doing some of the dirty work and letting them come in and clean it up.

 If they could get out alive, they would aim for the stronghold at Estadio Revolucion. According to the plan, the transients would get their cars back along the way. Because they did so much to outfit the revolucion with vehicles, it was agreed there would be a swap in the desert — this time the transients forking over the trucks in exchange for their own cars. They were even promised safe escort from there to the old stadium.

 The advantage of already having a car, like Jeff and Josh did on this mission, was being able to vanish whenever necessary, and Josh felt there would be no time to waste in the minutes immediately after the attack. Jeff felt lucky for the first time in a while.

 Beyond escaping and getting back to the stronghold, there wasn’t much of a plan for the next two weeks, according to Paulo. Some of the guys in the division planned to flee east to the beaches or south toward Central America, clinging to the coast as they went. But some said they would be GPSing back to the old world, at least for the time being. There was only one hard and fast date on the transient calendar after the attack. No matter where they went after the big hit, everyone who was coming back was supposed to be at Estadio Revolucion by July 1. Although Simmons was leaving for good after the attack, Jeff wasn’t sure the same was true for him. It was impossible to know how he’d feel afterward.

 He’d accepted his role in the war, and had no immediate reason to carry on Josh’s legacy of non-stop back-and-forth, but in his newfound sobriety, Jeff also found he was already homesick somehow. The world was crumbling around him when he left, and he’d already started to wish for some closure in the long term.

 What would it be like in a year, or 10, if he didn’t go back? Wasn’t it better to face your problems than run from them? The idea of disappearing forever felt a lot different now that he was on this side, and the ever-present knowledge that home was still over there, still available to him, suddenly made it seem desirable again. The pasture’s always greener, he supposed.

 Everyone who came over here, almost everyone at least, had to live with their own decisions to disconnect and disappear. He wondered how many people on the other side knew what was going on here, like Josh’s wife. She couldn’t be the only one. And how many people on the other side were coping with the unexplained disappearance of a friend or a family member? Even though he’d given them plenty of reasons to disconnect with him, Jeff realized that Riley and Felix, even Sandy, Mrs. Avery, his brother — everyone he knew — would join that crowd if he stayed here.

 He wondered what the percentages were when it came to the number of transients who either went back home and never returned, bounced back and forth like Simmons or decided to stay here forever and never go back home. He couldn’t decide where he would end up in those percentages, which would most likely put him somewhere in the Simmons category. Jeff had an addictive personality, and he understood that for him and perhaps many before him the revolucion wasn’t just an escape hatch. For him, it was a replacement for his real life addiction, and it was proving a damn good one. But just like booze, he knew it would be hard to live without when it wasn’t around.

 In some way, Josh had become a slave to his commitment. It couldn’t be fun for him at this point, even if it had been at the beginning. Now it had to be an unbelievable pain to live in both worlds, constantly worrying about what was happening in whichever world he wasn’t in at the time. And he wasn’t just living in both worlds, he was needed in both, relied upon in both.

 Perhaps the others who made the permanent leap were hoping to be needed and that was what made Josh different. And maybe that’s why Jeff would end up another one of them and not another Josh. With no job and no family on the other side, what was the point of going back? Sure, he would miss New Orleans, but it wasn’t exactly an alcohol rehab center, and his relationships all seemed irreconcilable. Simmons had every reason to want out.

 Jeff found a perfect perch in a fold of rocks along the south rim overlooking the elongating shadows of the eerily calm Destinoso ranch. After all the cram sessions with Paulo and his GPS and his many maps, he felt sure this was at least roughly where he was supposed to set up. The fading daylight had done nothing to quell the raging heat just yet, though Jeff knew he would likely be freezing in an hour. Freezing or dead. He took a long pull off his canteen before lying down and propping the business end of his rifle in the direction of the canyon floor.

 Because of the menacing FB presence around Victoria the last couple of weeks, Paulo had gotten his wish. The word to move on Destinoso had come swiftly after that, on Jeff’s second Friday night away. All the vehicles were in the parking lot canyon, the men were dispersing through the cliffs and Jeff replayed over and over in his head the path back down from here and up the spiraling trail to the Celica. According to plan, Paulo and the other transient leaders had sent the troops a dozen at a time scaling their way into position in a huge ring around the ranch. No shots had been fired and the ranch Jeff was seeing below was dead calm.

 Jeff rolled onto his back and looked at the sky above, and already it felt like it would be an eternity before those puffy pink comets shot across it, marking the start of the attack. He thought about all the baseball games, from rookie ball to the majors, that were simultaneously happening back home at that exact moment. When Jeff still loved baseball, he thought about that all the time, and it gave him a strange sense of peace. Right now, however, it fast-forwarded his thoughts to his impending, well-deserved termination by the Mets. When that happened, and it might have already, he would be out of the game forever, whether he liked it or not. That was part of the choice he had made.

 Now that he was sober, he might actually be able to deliver on his many promises to Sandy, but it had been a couple of weeks now, and all was likely lost on that end. Hell, even Sandy might have been fired by now.

 When Jeff first heard the squeaking and groaning of FB trucks swerving through the ranch’s main gate across the canyon, his first inclination was to put the gun against his shoulder and put his finger on the trigger. The trucks coming in the main gate multiplied, and the volume in the canyon rose. A line of traffic formed at the entrance, as every person and every vehicle was checked out by guards before being waved in. Within an hour, the lights had been cranked on and all the trucks were forming the giant circle that was integral to the revolucion plan. The music was turned on and was blasting echoes off the rocks in every direction as Jeff knelt stiffly against the quickly cooling rocks.

 The busloads of girls arrived, the party was growing and Jeff was wondering how long Paulo would wait to unleash on the bastards. Though it wasn’t even something he wanted to think about, baseball and his pre-drunk life at home kept leaping into Jeff’s brain while he was stuck lying in the cliffs. As always, there was no way of measuring time, and Jeff lost all concept of it after nightfall. The lights that helped the thousands of partiers form the ring of vehicles were dimmed and eventually extinguished as the bonfire in the middle of the ring grew to towering heights.

 Despite the bustle below, Jeff’s eyes were getting heavy. Even though falling asleep was undoubtedly the easiest way to guarantee death on this mission, he slowly, steadily, helplessly began to nod. He forced his head back up dozens of times, then shook it furiously in an attempt to somehow force himself out of his growing stupor.

 After several minutes, he rolled onto his stomach and took one long look at the growing crowd in the distance through the rifle scope, then set it back down, spun onto his back again and rested his head on his folded hands. Just like pulling to the side of the road on a long trip, he thought a five-minute nap would make him feel wide awake. No way he’d sleep through all that noise.
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 Jeff snored softly while frightening scenes of nonsense frolicked in his mind.

 He dreamed he was sitting in a window seat on a plane which was trying to land but couldn’t because the pilots could not steady the wings in a heavy wind, leaving the plane teetering dangerously back and forth, just a few feet from the surface of the runway. He clenched his teeth, bracing for the impact of the tires grabbing the runway. In the aisle seat, curled into a neat ball, was Lefty. Jeff couldn’t believe the cat was sleeping through something so tense. Or was it him that was sleeping through something?

 He jerked awake.

 Nothing had changed. The sky above was no darker, and a quick glance over his shoulder showed FB vehicles still crowding into the ranch’s main entrance. He wondered which of his own men, if any, could see him from their positions, and whether or not they would shoot him for falling asleep on his first big night with the revolucion and possibly the most critical night of the entire war to date.

 With the booze out of his system completely now, sleep had started to chase him down regularly in recent weeks, even in the middle of the day and whether he wanted it or not. When it did, he was defenseless against it.

 A horn on one of the FB trucks echoed across the Destinoso Canyon, making Jeff’s entire torso clench for a second, but almost as soon as he identified the sound, he nodded back off and dreamed. He was sitting again, but this time, it was in a ballpark. It was no park in particular, but instead a mix and mash of the thousands of parks he’d seen over years. In this one, however, the field was mostly darkened in thick night air. Only the pitcher’s mound and the plate were fully illuminated, as if on a stage.

 From his first base line seat, Jeff could see it was Felix Ascondo at the plate. He was going through his tugs and pulls and twitches, only in this image, the sequence seemed to go on forever, leaving some faceless darkened pitcher standing completely motionless on the mound. Instead of swinging his bat at the end of the routine, Felix spun around in place, stepped out of the box and began the routine again, like a wind-up toy.

 When he looked out to the mound, Jeff whimpered when he saw the man was not planning to throw a pitch to Ascondo at all, but instead was going to kill him. The pitcher held a raised rifle, trained on the man at the plate, who continued his non-stop pre-pitch routine, over and over.

 But now Ascondo’s baseball uniform had become a faded greenish-brown military uniform, and the bat he’d left on his shoulder during most of his ritual had been replaced by an M16, his batting helmet now a combat helmet. While the pitcher stood with his gun raised, Ascondo remained stuck in perpetual motion, tugging, twitching and spinning with his gun.

 The pitcher suddenly dropped his gun onto the mound and reached into the back pocket of his uniform pants. From it he pulled a pink, glowing ball of fire that showered the mound in sparks. He placed his foot on the rubber, stood up straight and looked in at home plate, the fireball sizzling and cracking in his hand.

 He shook off signs from an invisible catcher, seemingly hundreds of them, before finally giving a nod. Ascondo had now spun back into the box, but still hadn’t stopped his routine. The pitcher twirled into motion as now a thick puff of pink smoke trailed the ball in his right hand. He heaved it directly in Ascondo’s direction. The man at the plate didn’t see it coming.

 When Jeff awoke this time, sweat beads running from his temples down the sides of his head, he was staring straight up at the sky, thinking Paulo must have fired the first flare. Were there any gunshots? He rolled over and sat up in a panic, canvassing the ranch below. It had gotten completely dark while he slept, and the crowd below had grown considerably larger.

 He looked over both shoulders, wondering how close his nearest ally was perched and realized immediately it had gotten too dark to see anything in the cliffs. Now the scene in the canyon was being illuminated by a few sets of headlights on late-arriving SUVs and the raging bonfire below.

 Jeff wondered if Josh had made it safely to his post, then smiled to himself. Of course he had. The guy was uncanny, and Jeff felt lucky to have met him. He didn’t think Josh was the kind of guy who really needed any friends, but if the two of them made it to tomorrow in one piece, he hoped they would see each other again. Jeff’s smile became a frown very quickly when he picked up his rifle, steadied it on the rocks and began to study the ground down to his right, the corner of the canyon nearest to the main house and the corner by which Jeff and all the others would make their escape back to their vehicles.

 Something had moved down there in the area of ground in between total darkness and the glare of the headlights and flames. In the flickering light, Jeff could see there was someone standing down there just beyond the shadow of the main house. Jeff shifted his shoulders and again peered through the scope, squinting hard. After struggling at first to find it again, the figure came back into view.

 It was Josh, and there was a machete blade against his neck, the long blade flashing its reflection against the light of the fire, and a hand pulling him straight back by the hair. Lying in the faint yellow glow in front of the two men was what appeared to be Simmons’ sniper rifle.
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 Josh had forgotten his 9mm in the car, had realized it as soon as he split away from Jeff but thought he might have a chance to go back and get it before the rest of the transients finalized their perimeter around the ranch. He had failed to control his own situation for the first time, failed to concentrate solely on survival, and trouble came just as quickly as he always said it would. He didn’t get a chance to go back.

 He was lying flat on his stomach in a meditative state, on a smooth rock shelf still 20 yards below his position looking out over the ridge and down onto the giant ranch house below. He’d powered the GPS on for just a minute, but a minute became two minutes, and then three.

 The thing was like a little treasure chest sitting up there on the rocks, and knowing the power of such little gadgets better than most, Simmons had to open it up and see what was inside. He knew the history alone on such a device could be worth months of spying, assuming it belonged to the FB, and he was certain it did.

 By the third or fourth minute of what he thought was great, unexpected detective work in the minutes leading up to the attack on Destinoso, Simmons clawed for the power button, leapt to his feet and looked wildly around in the dying daylight, rifle raised in defense.

 He first dropped the GPS to the ground like it was poisoned, but then immediately grabbed it again and slid back off the ledge. He jammed the unit into a large crack in the mountain’s face and scanned his surroundings, trying to find a place to hide before he was either found or before he saw the pink flares and bullets started flying.

 He realized he’d likely made a fatal error. Turning the GPS on likely meant he’d given up his position, given up his fellow men and the mission. The FB would be on them, and it would be his fault. Take that back home with you, he thought.

 He never made it into his position, never got a look at his targets or saw any of the positions of nearby allies. Because of it, he knew he could get popped by one of his own men wandering around in the cliffs in the growing dusk. The faint sound of a car engine starting up somewhere behind him sent a terrified jolt through him. It was followed by the sound of a breaking branch close by, and with that, Josh had fled down into the canyon.

 He made it about 40 yards from his original position and stopped. He peered out, breathless, from behind a tall shard of rock. Within minutes, four FB men with machine guns entered the tiny clearing from which Simmons was supposed to unleash his most significant shots since joining the war.

 He not only had to throw them off his trail now, he had to find a way to send word to the others that they’d been discovered, and to come on with the attack. He needed to find one of his own guys now, even at the risk of being accidentally shot.

 Otherwise, Paulo would likely wait too long to start the show. But the men spent a long time pondering their next move when they didn’t find Josh perched in the clearing. In fact, they looked frightened not to find him there.

 The sun had long since disappeared behind the walls of the mountains, and the smell of burning wood began to climb into the cliffs. Josh maintained his new position behind the tall rock. The FB soldiers stood their ground, but argued in whispers that got loud enough for Josh to actually hear them about what they should do next.

 Though it was very likely still light enough for him to get clean shots off on all of them from here, he couldn’t because that would cause a storm of bullets from his own men, some of whom must have been nearby. He wondered if any of them were close enough to see the FB with their own eyes, and if they also knew they couldn’t afford to pull the trigger for fear of foiling their own plan.

 So Josh waited, and waited. He’d known since his first spying mission on the canyon that his position was on the leeward side, but didn’t realize just how much smoke would come from the early stages of the bonfire. Even before the last of the daylight had vanished, Josh’s view of the enemy was completely obscured, leaving him stranded.

 Simmons’ anguish was furthered by the thought that for all his travels back and forth, all of his close calls, he’d come this close to being done with his tour of duty with barely a scratch to show for it. He’d promised himself, and his wife at home, the attack on Destinoso would be his final act in the war. He’d told Fonseca long ago that he planned to jump back into his old world and never leave it again before the fires at the ranch even had a chance to peak.

 The pink flares couldn’t come fast enough for Josh. He knew Paulo would wait as long as he possibly could before attacking, but if he didn’t act soon, the FB would be doing the attacking. For the first time in what seemed like hours, Josh heard heavy footsteps nearby, no idea whether they belonged to a friend or an enemy. He fled, and was immediately tailed. Two FB men had spotted him as Simmons scurried downward into the valley and toward the ranch house, briefly running through a band of light from the fire and the headlights as he did.

 Josh was going to head straight for the canyon floor, run past the house and behind the ring of cars and trucks and flash the thumbs up toward the cliffs, hoping his men would recognize him and fire those flares. If he could catch up to the hose men at the trucks without being seen or shot — the stench of gasoline was already thick as he descended into the canyon, dangerously close now to the giant fuel tanks behind the house — he could flee with them and still take his shots at the FB, albeit from much closer and deadlier range.

 If his fellow transients didn’t recognize him when he ran out into the open, they would undoubtedly fill him with lead, but only if the FB men on his tail didn’t beat them to it. It was a chance he had to take, because just like that, he’d messed it all up. One split-second decision and he’d ruined them all.

 The only thing left to do was to try to save the mission by risking his own life. If he could just get down to the house unnoticed, then out to the trucks and find the hose men without getting shot …

 Simmons reached the back left corner of the main house, stopped to catch his breath and knelt to get his rifle ready when one of the FB men crept up behind him from the backside of the house and put a giant blade to his throat.
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 Simultaneously, two sets of headlights — one coming from the main road to the north and another from the old road to the southeast near the spot where Simmons and his captor now stood — began making their way into the canyon.

 From his perch, where he was cemented in terror and unsure if he could even raise his gun and shoot if the flares were ever fired, Jeff noticed both of them. They tugged his attention away from Josh. Two different sets of beams bounced up and down and angled left and right in the air as they approached and as the party raged on in an indifferent roar in front of the Destinoso main house. Something awful was in the works — Jeff was sure of it now — something above and beyond the revolucion’s own sinister plan.

 What was Paulo waiting on? He could smell the gasoline and was quite sure someone in that giant party of people, no matter how plastered they were, was going to notice it too. Jeff wished he’d kept the flare gun they’d sent with him on his hunting trip that day. It would have been fired five minutes ago.

 From each road, the headlights grew larger as they inched closer, their rays getting sharper and more defined as they neared. Jeff tried to fathom who was going to come barreling in here and likely get showered with bullets from both armies. Were they a couple of newcomers, new transients lost in the desert? Maybe this was some part of the plan Jeff hadn’t been told about.

 Until he saw Simmons with the knife at his throat, he never would have believed they’d get caught before the first shot had been fired. And Simmons? Never. But there he was. Jeff forced his frozen arms to move again and put his eye back to the scope of his gun.

 The guy who had Simmons was just standing there, and although it had likely only been a few seconds, it seemed like ages. Through the flapping reflection of the flames, it looked like he was trying to keep the knife on Simmons with his right hand while fumbling at his side with his left.

 The headlights kept coming from both roads.

 There were no pink puffs and thankfully no one dared to try to take a shot at the man with the machete. Whether he saw what was happening to his prized sniper below or not, Fonseca hadn’t given the sign for anyone to take a shot, and maybe it was because he did see Josh. Maybe one of the snipers on the southeast corner could get a shot at the man from behind, but it would be a risky one.

 Realistically, the green light would have to come soon, whether it cost Josh his life or not. The smell of gasoline was more pungent in the air with every passing second.

 There was no way Jeff could get a shot off that could save Simmons’ life because the man with the knife smartly kept his own head pinned against the back of Josh’s, even as he fidgeted with his left hand, and kept his body pinned against Josh’s backside. It made him effectively unshootable and he seemed to know it. The guy was stalling too, also waiting to see what happened next.

 Jeff strained his eye, trying to see Josh’s face. It looked like the man behind him was trying to talk into a two-way that he wrestled out of his pocket, probably asking whether or not to slit this man’s throat.

 Charles must have been onto them somehow. There seemed no other way Simmons could have been abducted. Everything was standing still suddenly, except for the sea of people, the waving wall of flames and the approaching headlights. Josh struck Jeff as someone who always did something, who didn’t argue with himself about every little thing the way Jeff always did. Jeff looked at Josh as everything Jeff could never be. Josh was always ready with his next answer. As Jeff peered down through the scope, reminding himself to breathe, Josh proved he was right.

 Simmons took a sudden bow, bending over and trying to flip the man right over his shoulders and onto his back. He had the element of surprise and tremendous upper body strength on his side, and the raging party 100 feet away would mask any sounds of the struggle.

 It almost worked, but the man jammed the machete blade home for a split-second as he was being flipped. The giant knife point plunged into Simmons’ neck, ending the attempted flip prematurely and sending both men straight to the ground.

 Josh wrestled his way on top of the man and sent a flurry of punches into his face, then fell back, clutching his neck. He stood and began to scramble across the sandy canyon floor toward the ring of Range Rovers and vans and pickup trucks as the screams of drunkenness got louder and louder around him. He left the rifle in the sand, knowing it was far too cumbersome for close-up fighting.

 With darkness having enveloped the horizon, Simmons continued to scramble along the ring of trucks, screaming as blood squirted out of his neck in steady, heartbeat bursts. The man with the machete had dropped the knife and gotten to his feet. He grabbed Simmons’ gun off the ground as Josh pulled his hand off the gash on the right side of his neck and face and began wildly flashing the thumbs-up sign in every direction, running around the ring until one of the revolucion hose men spotted him and pulled him to the ground.

 The man smartly ripped off his shirt and helped Simmons stem the bleeding. He helped Josh back to his feet, and the two scrambled up into the low-lying rocks on the south side of the canyon below Jeff’s position.

 No one had fired a shot at anyone.

 Within seconds, one, then two, then three and four pink balls of fire with long tails of smoke shot into the air, sending cascading trails crashing down into the crowd, which shrieked more in delight than panic at the sight of them. Without consideration of the FB watchmen he was supposed to take out first and which he still had not even seen, Jeff took aim at the closest tank adjoining the back of the house and tried to force himself to wait before pulling the trigger. He knew Simmons couldn’t live long out here without medical attention.

 Fonseca had insisted they wait at least a minute from the time the flares went down until they could take the first shot. He wanted perfect chaos, but as it happened, the chaos was coming at that exact moment, whether they fired the first shots or not.

 Both sets of headlights were in perfect view now, set to come rambling into the canyon and at high speed.
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 Through the main gate to the north came a single, speeding vehicle, which even in the faint glow of the fire was visibly fish-tailing as it came around the ring of trucks toward the rear of the house. Just before it disappeared behind the house’s far front corner, Jeff saw through his rifle scope that it was a silver sedan, Josh’s silver Lexus.

 Charles, who’d finally righted himself on the mountain roads around Destinoso thanks to the GPS on the Lexus windshield and had made it to the main highway, knew if he could get inside the main house, get on the radio and call his own men to their guns, even their drunken bullets would find some targets out there tonight. He still had no idea what was actually happening, but he knew his fishing expedition had landed Simmons on an apparent assassination mission.

 The Lexus picked up even more speed as Charles curved around the north side of the house, romping right overtop of the yuccas and other brush in his path. Though terrified of being shot, Charles hoped the sight of Simmons’ car would create enough confusion with the revolucion men he knew were lurking in the hills to mask his identity and let him steer around the corner. There he could slip through the back door and sound the alarm before it was too late.

 Before he made the corner, the vehicle casting the other set of headlights materialized fully from the abandoned road in the southeast corner. It was a black FB Rover that came storming out into the ranch clearing down to Jeff's right. It too came in at high speed and was also heading for the backside of the house, directly at the oncoming Lexus.

 As the Rover sped into the clearing, the shots Jeff and Josh had been waiting for began to ring out from the cliffs beneath the pinkened, smoky sky — one, then a small handful, and then a storm of them — at the sight of what appeared to be some lost, drunken FB soldier who’d found the party via the old mountain road at the worst possible time. Even as bullets began to pop holes into the truck and take out its windows, the SUV was running with such reckless abandon it was impervious to them. It kept on toward the rear of the house and the gas tanks. It actually sounded from Jeff’s distance like the truck sped up when it came into the clearing from the road.

 Jeff followed the scene as best he could, keeping his rifle scope on the SUV but not joining the shooters yet. The light of the flames cast a perfect reflection against the side of the Rover, Jeff caught a glimpse of the face of David Hawkins — the guy he’d rear-ended that night outside the stadium — behind the wheel. Even in a distant flash, there was no mistaking his thin, haunted and angry face.

 Jeff pulled the scope away and watched with his naked eyes as the SUV raced toward the back of the house. The Lexus had come to a stop but still had its headlights on. Whoever was behind the wheel was going to try to get inside the house. Jeff caught a glimpse of the car’s interior light coming on and the silhouette of the occupant sitting on the driver’s side.

 The driver must have thought he’d arrived in the middle of hell, whoever he was. The screams of fright were just beginning, shots were starting to fly in every direction and as Jeff watched the SUV bearing down on the parked car, and the gas tanks behind it, he couldn’t help but want to turn one of his eyes toward the crowd and see the giant ring of gasoline-soaked trucks erupt in flames. He couldn’t see Josh down below, but knew he was likely in a fight for his life that wouldn’t last long.

 The FB truck kicked awkwardly up and over a boulder, lost control and spun directly into the Lexus. Just before impact, the Lexus driver — still inside the car — had tried to evade the SUV, pulling the car forward suddenly and in effect helping to propel the Rover into the air, spinning end-over-end and directly into the gas tanks.

 In the second before the canyon was engulfed by the light and thunder of a petroleum explosion which gradually echoed away to leave the sounds of human screams and heavy gunfire, the SUV with Hawkins inside — which was still showing as a red dot on the monitor in Simon’s bedroom just a few feet away — smashed head-on into the fuel tanks. Instead of exploding with them, straight into the air, however, the Range Rover seemed to just disintegrate into the green towers without ever making contact with the back of the ranch house, which immediately after the blast had the orange glow of flames beginning to leap out from the eaves of its roof. The tanks had erupted in giant blasts of fire, and in a bizarre, domino effect, the ring of FB trucks ignited one-by-one in a merry-go-round of bursts.

 The people inside scrambled like angry ants.
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 The Lexus was thrown forward by the might of the blast.

 The surge of heat that washed over the canyon was enough to knock Jeff back and nearly onto his butt. It was followed by a wave of suffocating black smoke which blanketed everything, and for a moment darkened the inferno below. It obscured the entire canyon for a few minutes before organizing into several distinct, billowing towers stretching into the sky.

 As soon as the blast rocked the canyon, Jeff stood, steadied his rifle on his shoulder and waited for enough clarity below to find a target. When the smoke filtered, he locked the scope on Josh’s would-be killer, just getting to his feet after being blown down by the force the explosions. Jeff dropped him dead with one shot to the chest. He then began scanning the edge of the burning vehicles for FB men trying to flee.

 There weren’t many of them, so after just a minute or so, he stood and began scaling the rough terrain down to the ground floor of the canyon, knowing that friendly fire was his greatest enemy.

 But he had to find Josh and get him out alive, if he still was alive. He lost his footing at the base of the canyon and fell onto his side, forcing him to look at the scene from the ground up. What he saw was the entire canyon being overrun by smoke and flames. There must have been more fuel tanks inside the long, flat building on the north side of the canyon as well, because there were also massive black plumes coming from the building’s wooden skeleton.

 The ring of burning cars imprisoned its occupants. The massive bonfire the partiers themselves had ignited now served as an incinerator, sending out its own waves of heat while the flames from the tanks and the cars sent their own heat right back, squeezing the life out of those trapped inside. The men in the cliffs were largely unneeded, as few of the people on the canyon floor were able to escape in their direction. Those that did were mostly not looking for a fight when they got out, and they had been gunned down by snipers without retaliation.

 The chaos Paulo dreamed about was in full swing, and none of his own men were being sacrificed. The hose men had done their jobs, and the FB trucks kept the entire canyon illuminated.

 While Paulo very likely stood still and watched in awe, Jeff was thinking of the giant map on the wall at the stadium, the sea of black pins. As he scrambled toward the inferno to find Josh, he wondered how on earth things would play out from here, and not just tonight but tomorrow and beyond. There would be hell to pay for this, but he supposed that was well understood.

 At the second the initial explosion thundered through the canyon, Jeff had seen the Lexus shoved forward. If it was still running, there was a chance to rescue the car and get Josh out, but he had no idea if he would be able to make it back up the spiraling hill to his own car. Even if he was, would it still be there?

 His eyes adjusted to the action at ground level, and Jeff saw a group of men crouched behind a stand of rocks with guns aimed at the ranch, so he ducked his head and sprinted in their direction. When he arrived, the five or so men first reared back and turned their guns in Jeff’s direction until a familiar voice, Josh’s voice, shouted hoarsely. He was lying on his back with a tourniquet around his bleeding neck. “Don’t shoot, assholes, it’s Delaney! Delaney! Get us out of here!”

 His blood suddenly boiling in anger at the sound of Josh’s weakened voice, Jeff pushed the other men aside. “Come on, Josh! You gotta stand up and put your arm around me. Use your other hand to keep the pressure on your neck. Come on man! What’s the point of dying now?”

 They hurried along the edge of the canyon wall toward the house, shots still flying from the cliffs, and a nonstop tone of despair coming from the crowd, some of which had now stampeded through the ring of trucks on the north side and spilled out onto the main road and out of the ranch.

 Burned from the blast, stunned from the impact of the Range Rover vaulting up and over the Lexus and staggered by the tidal wave of smoke which had filled the cabin of the car, Simon Charles came staggering out of the Lexus in a daze.

 Somehow he still knew the back door to the house was just over his left shoulder. Before he could turn and stumble over to the door, a bullet plunged into his left thigh. Another pierced the flesh of his shoulder. A third and a fourth went zinging past his head. Then a fifth one, shot from Jeff’s sniper rifle after he and his hemorrhaging companion had gotten within 50 yards of Josh’s car and saw the man come staggering out, struck a fatal blow to his temple.

 At the time, Jeff had no idea who he had shot, just that his personal death toll had grown at a rapid rate since his arrival.

 The beautiful shining car Josh had bought with his signing bonus from the Padres was still running. Like Jeff after him, Josh had gone through a period of disbelief about the travel between worlds and the war and what it all meant. And like Jeff, when he decided he was in, Josh went through an extensive set of preparations at home before coming back to fight, and he had continually tweaked it, trying to perfect his own comfort and safety in the desert.

 Part of that effort was sinking thousands of dollars into customizing the Lexus in every way imaginable. It had bulletproof glass and paneling, and the entire frame was reinforced for high-impact driving and collisions. Even the magnificent silver paint job, the thing which had gotten Josh found, contained a special anti-sun, flame-retardant agent to help protect it while he was on revolucion business.

 “Get in, Delaney! I’ll take you up. If your car’s not there, we’ll drive until we run out of gas, and when we run out of gas, I’ve got 10 more gallons in the trunk.”

 “No way, Josh. You gotta get out while you can. My car is my problem —”

 “Fuck that! Get in and let’s go!”

 Jeff jumped into the passenger seat still holding his rifle, and although the GPS was already on, it was clear Josh didn’t need it to find his way out of Destinoso. He threw the car into drive and, after a jolt, he got it in gear and slammed the gas pedal. “God! I can’t believe it!” he shouted, steering the car out of the view of the ranch toward the old road, ignoring the blasts and gunshots behind him. “My last night, and I get careless. And look at me!”

 The machete must have either missed Josh’s jugular vein or barely grazed it because he was still alive, still alert. If he didn’t get emergency care soon, though, it wouldn’t matter because he would bleed every drop of life out of his body. “I’m gonna be on the DL in the middle of the summer,” he went on. “I’m gonna be screwed. I’ve got a game at 7 tomorrow night!”

 “Josh, if you don’t get to the other side and magically land in the parking lot of an emergency room, you might have taken your last at-bat,” Jeff said as the Lexus veered off the road and pulled down a steep path leading into the Rio Vera Canyon and, he hoped, up to his car. The glowing sky over Destinoso sent bands of light through the series of mountain peaks and evergreen treetops above, and the sounds of the scene were still audible.

 “Don’t wait on me, Josh. I’m serious, man, you’re gonna die out here,” Jeff said, his hand on the door handle. “Just let me go up on foot. I mean, if my car’s gone, I’m sunk anyway.”

 “Not happening,” Josh said calmly, using his left hand to steer the car across the canyon — which was surprisingly calm and quiet, with all of the revolucion trucks still parked in a neat row — and his right to flip and reapply the blood-drenched tourniquet on his neck.

 “Jesus, man,” Jeff said, stripping off his sweat-soaked shirt and forcing it into Josh’s hand.

 The car zipped across the back end of the canyon and slowly began crawling up the spiraling path. On the rock face down to their right were the reflections of fire, flashes of flame that would be burned into both of their brains forever. About half way up, Jeff realized Josh was breathing in gasps now, leaning his head against the window, and on the most treacherous road conceivable.

 “Are you gonna make it or what?” Jeff asked.

 “Listen, Delaney. I have no way of knowing if I’m going to make it so don’t ask me,” Simmons moaned as the car wound up into the clearing where the FB had picked up Josh’s trail. “Get up through that brush and pray to God they didn’t find your car too.

 “Then we both make it back down the hill real nice like, and we get the hell out.”

 As he jumped out and began jogging in the direction of his parking place, Jeff was certain the Celica would be gone or completely trashed. No way they’d found Josh’s car out here and not his. He just knew it. He was so nervous, he began talking quietly to himself, trying to convince himself he’d survive. Paulo had pulled off a masterpiece of an attack and he had little to fear if he could just crawl inside his car and get out of here. Then, he’d really have a decision to make.

 “If it’s here, I’m never coming back. I’m going back home and I’m going to set things right with Sandy, the Mets, whoever. I love baseball, and if the car is here, then I’ll definitely, almost definitely, probably, never ever want to come back to this crazy place. Please be here. Please.”

 It was there.

 For a second, Jeff’s heart sank because he was so scared he wouldn’t see it that he thought at first he didn’t in the dark thicket overlooking the edge of the river bed, but it was there.

 He almost cried at the sight of it. He hurried around the side of the car, still terrified the FB might have found it and simply not wanted it. Maybe the doors would be locked or the keys gone, or the GPS, or maybe it was rigged with a bomb. He got in, hands shaking, thinking how odd it felt to be leaving a battlefield in the same car he’d tried to get lucky with Riley in, the car he’d driven since his mid 20s. Before even trying the ignition — his next terrifying hurdle — Jeff pulled the key out and scrambled around to his trunk, the smell of smoke heavy even under the cool rock shelf.

 He popped the trunk and, making sure the safety was on, he slid the Springfield rifle into the compartment and lightly shut the trunk lid. With his keys in his left hand, Jeff pulled the Blackhawk out of his waistband with his right. He planned to keep it on his lap until he was sure he was safe. In the few steps he took from the rear of the car back to the driver’s seat, Jeff could not shake the fear of what he thought would happen next, when he slid the key back into the ignition and turned it, and he was right.

 The car didn’t start.

 Then, after a panicked flurry of attempted restarts, the engine kicked to life, but the headlights and the dashboard lights blinked off after Jeff switched them on, and the car sputtered. Then they flickered and came back on again. “Warren GPS Technology. Welcome.” The GPS, like always, kicked on without being prompted and, like always, it scared the shit out of Jeff.

 “If I get out of here, I’m never coming back,” he said aloud again, more confidently, pulling the car slowly out of its hiding place in the rocks. “It was eye-opening, and Paulo was great, taught me a whole new way of looking at things. But this shit is too crazy for me.”

 For the first time, Jeff noticed interference on the GPS each time the car’s electricity flickered. The battery must have been dead and the GPS was running solely on the car’s power. Josh looked to be nodding off when Jeff pulled into the clearing and his fading headlights found the silver Lexus, which had black burn marks on its rear end. He stirred and sat up when he saw the lights. Blood was now all over his shoulder and the driver’s seat, but he coolly lowered his window as Jeff pulled up beside him.

 “I gotta get flying man. Is your GPS good to go?” Josh asked, words sounding slurred.


 “I mean, just select Home 2, or whatever, and go, right?”


 “Yeah, but don’t do it until we get back out on the main road where it’s flat.”


 “I mean, is there any way I can go with you to make sure you make it?” Jeff asked. “I know, shut up and come on, right?”


 Josh didn’t answer. He slid the window closed and led the way back down, and it was a good thing. Every time Jeff’s car hit a bump on the winding road down into the parking lot canyon, the headlights and dash lights and GPS all dimmed in unison. There were moments when Jeff relied solely on Josh’s headlights and taillights to keep from driving off the edge. When they reached the bottom, Josh took off, kicking up gravel into the windshield of the Celica. Since he was forced to slow down, Jeff reached for the GPS, pressed MENU, selected My Trips and highlighted Vacation Home without selecting it.

 He hit the gas again, jerked the car ahead, and the lights and the GPS all dimmed again. He steered the car through the canyon fast enough to catch up to Josh’s dust trail and then, as he was picking up speed out onto the mountain road, he reached up and hit SELECT, now seeing the taillights of Josh’s car just ahead.

 “Calculating … Arriving at destination in, point, three, miles.”

 Jeff pushed on the gas, the headlights and the GPS now blinking in and out and the light from Destinoso Canyon filling the sky behind him. He pushed the car as fast as it would go, hoping to catch a glimpse of Josh ahead of him. As he wound around a left-hand curve — “Arriving at destination in, point, two, miles” — he caught sight of Simmons’ car and pressed harder on the pedal as the road straightened back out.

 “Arriving at destination in, five, hundred, feet.”

 Jeff saw the rear lights of Simmons’ car disintegrate. He also saw what looked to be dozens of sets of headlights approaching on the horizon, so many it would have been impossible to count them. He didn’t notice that in his rearview mirror there were just as many headlights materializing out of the softening gloom of the burning canyon.

 “Arriving at destination.”

 As the GPS spoke, the car hit a large pothole made when the road was being cleared by the revolucion army, a pothole Jeff would have seen and likely missed if he had been watching the road.
The electric connection in the Celica blinked out completely when it hit the bump, and the jolt forced Jeff to take his right hand off the wheel to secure the bouncing gun in his lap. While he was somewhere in the blank limbo between this world and the one he hoped to see at least one more time, a scrolling My Trips menu popped up on the GPS. The car began to disappear and the GPS randomly selected a location and catapulted the car in that general direction.

 The Celica, and the Warren GPS which had been bought at a discount electronics store on Canal Street in New Orleans, made it back into the world in which they were born.

 Jeff did not.

 The hum and vibration caused by hundreds of approaching vehicles brought him back to consciousness on the side of the road. Shirtless, dazed and bleeding from numerous gashes on his arms, legs and back, he dragged himself to a sitting position, then stood and began fumbling on the ground for his gun. As the headlights coming from both directions began to illuminate the straightaway in the desert road, Jeff staggered away from them and collapsed behind a tangle of desert brush.



 



- Epilogue -
 

 


 

 Josh Simmons was the Texas League Player of the Year in 2009 and was also The Sporting News Comeback Athlete of the Year after his harrowing recovery from what he described as “a bizarre hunting accident” that had left him stranded in the Texas desert, alone and bleeding, before he dragged himself to his car and made it to a suburban Dallas hospital just in time for emergency neck surgery.

 He missed the remainder of the 2008 season, but the notoriety his story gave the San Diego Padres — especially since he was their top prospect — made them hang on to Simmons. After a well-publicized rehab, he was back and raring to go by spring training the following year. He struggled to relocate his swing at first, but his zest for the game had doubled.

 Some time in early June, Simmons found his stroke again, and he didn’t stop hitting after that. After being held in Midland for the 2009 campaign, he made brief stops in Double-A and Triple-A in 2010, and became a key ingredient in a blockbuster trade that sent him to Philadelphia before the end of the season. He was the Phillies’ starting center fielder for the 2011 season.

 Josh missed the action of the revolucion more than he dreamed possible. It was a rush that could not be duplicated or replaced. He went through what he called his “other rehab,” and to some extent thought he had learned to appreciate the feeling of emptiness other men his age felt after returning from Iraq or Afghanistan.

 Josh and his wife made an agreement after his release from the hospital that their children would never know his secret life existed. The baseball heroics would have to suffice in terms of their opinion of him, even though he had done so much more. The same summer he debuted with the Phillies, Josh had a son, his third and final child. After some serious discussion on the subject, the couple agreed to name the child Douglass Fonseca Simmons. Douglass was for Frederick Douglass.

 The thrill of major league baseball could not compare with the feeling of belonging, accomplishment and, ultimately, abandonment Josh associated with his tour in the revolucion. He spent many late nights sitting alone at the bar in the basement of his Cherry Hill, N.J., in-season home, staring at the frighteningly beautiful and complicated map of his revolucion campaign, which he’d had framed and which called to him constantly.

 He could still name most every road, mountain and dry river bed in the entire nation, and always figured when his playing days were finished, he had some great second career possibilities with what he knew about the desert.

 To his own surprise, Simmons longed for Jeff to show up suddenly in his life again, to go with him to that baseball game and to find out everything that had happened on the other side after he left that final time.

 --

 Riley Peletier didn’t attend a Pulitzer Prize banquet, but instead two. The second time, in 2011, she was winning a Pulitzer for her New York Times series titled, “Hell on Earth: My Darfur Days.”

 For the remainder of her life, she lived as a critically-acclaimed author and activist. Her dream was one of those lifelong sorts of dreams like Felix Ascondo’s that really took her whole life to fulfill. After Africa, Riley spent two more years living in New Orleans before accepting a job as a BBC correspondent and online columnist in Rome, where she lived the rest of her life.

 She never remarried and, though it would have staggered Jeff to even consider such a possibility when it might still have mattered, she never got over him. Learning that he had simply vanished changed her life more than anything else she’d gone through — more than Katrina, Africa, or the death of her parents. While she could never completely believe his outlandish claims that final night they were together, she could never rule them, or him, out either.

 She’d read the reports about Jeff’s car crashing out in Utah, and it being found with no trace of him anywhere, and she lived her life with a feeling that maybe she knew something no one else did about the incident. There were two rifles in the trunk, and shells and camping gear and supplies. But the only fingerprints on any of it were Jeff’s, making foul play seem unlikely. It made Jeff’s claims seem more real in their increasingly distant aftermath.

 Riley’s thinking on the subject had evolved over the years, from her early suspicions that Jeff was abducted and murdered or perhaps simply drank himself to death and never got found, to the belief that he really had found a way out of this world — if anyone wanted out, it was Jeff — and he either never found his way back home or never cared to return.

 She couldn’t shake the memory of that final night in the courtyard, how impassioned Jeff was and how earnestly he seemed to need her to believe him. At the time she had nothing but indifference for what she considered his self-inflicted wounds. Until her dying day the picture of Jeff, Riley and Lefty on the wrought-iron balcony of their first apartment — taken by Jeff's friend Glenn on his drunken New Orleans visit — stayed at her bedside.

 Jeff stayed in her heart.

 --

 Felix Ascondo never played for the Mets or at Shea Stadium, though he did play three games at the Mets’ new CitiField. The fact that it was a few years too late for it to be at Shea was bittersweet, naturally, but it was further proof that dreams-come-true usually come with some adjustments.

 After his uncanny 2008 season, Felix spent the next one, a far less dazzling one, splitting time between Triple-A Oklahoma City and Double-A Frisco, hobbled by knee injuries. But in 2010, Ascondo made it all the way, parlaying a July call-up to Texas into his rookie season in the majors, staying for the rest of the campaign. He platooned in right field and became a fan favorite because of his flair for pinch hitting and stealing bases at critical times.

 In 2011, Ascondo’s bumbling Rangers lost two out of three to the mediocre Mets in a poorly-attended, meaningless weekend interleague series. While the realization of his childhood dream — much like his roughly three-year major league career — was a mere speck of dust on baseball history, it was Ascondo’s day in the sun. After lackluster performances in the Rangers’ Friday and Saturday losses that weekend — Ascondo had played both games and went 1-for-7 with three strikeouts — he’d earned himself a spot in the dugout for the start of Sunday’s matinee. It was a disappointing downturn in the midst of his best season as a pro, spent almost entirely as the Rangers’ starting right fielder. 

 Later on that sun-drenched afternoon in Flushing Meadows which was every bit the setting of the Ascondo brothers’ dreams, however, Felix smashed a three-run, pinch hit home run that put the Rangers ahead 6-3 in the top of the eighth inning. No one in the sparse crowd made a peep other than the 20 fans in the right field corner, who were rocking madly up and down, screaming with delight.

 Ascondo, for the first and only time in his major league career, had used his full allotment of away tickets that day to make sure his aunts, uncles and a few cousins could fly in from Santo Domingo and join his wife and three children in the stands.

 The Associated Press photographer at CitiField that afternoon captured an image that gave Felix physical proof that he’d lived his dream. Though most in attendance that day forgot the hit as soon it cleared the right field wall, the AP photo portrayed a much more magical moment, and it looked like Shea.

 It showed Ascondo rounding second base after hitting his home run. Filling most of the background of the image was the giant black top hat behind the stadium’s outfield wall that the big red apple slid out of and that flashed HOME RUN! just like it had at Shea, but only on ones hit by the home team. To the right was the scoreboard and Ascondo’s giant smiling face on its digital screen.

 While the picture didn’t show it, Ascondo had choked back tears from the time that picture was taken until he pulled the towel off his head 10 minutes later in the dugout and ran into right field for the bottom of the eighth inning. When he got out there, even more shouts of glee broke loose from the corner where he stood, shaking, thinking mostly of his brother Carlos.

 A giant blow-up of that AP home run photo later adorned the main wall in the lobby of Felix’s, the seafood house in Santo Domingo which Ascondo had named as much after his favorite New Orleans oyster bar as he did his own namesake. He had opened the restaurant upon his retirement from American baseball in 2013.

 Though he loved his brief time in the majors, a pending trade to Seattle earlier that year and a likely assignment to Triple-A had been enough to make Ascondo walk away. While he never stopped thinking about Carlos, Felix did stop imagining what it would have been like to be on the home team that weekend in New York. He simply let it go.

 Felix invested a portion of his baseball earnings into the restaurant and later into a Dominican professional baseball team, and the lifetime .261 batter was successful at both ventures. Ever secure in his decisions, Ascondo never spent a day missing the game after that.

 Though he was a devoted husband and father, Ascondo’s favorite thing in the post-baseball world was his nightly cigar-smoking session on his sprawling stone patio.

 --

 It was on that same Santo Domingo patio that, in the fading afternoon sun some years later, Lefty took his last breath, sprawled out on his back and content, and with his caramel-colored left paw raised triumphantly in the air.

 Over the years, the aging cat slept more and more soundly and spent less and less time bounding through his lush backyard. But since he’d scooted under that fence in New Orleans and nearly died on the streets that spring in 2008, the old cat had long since embraced total happiness and lived like a prince, eating as much seafood as cat food and drinking from marble fountains instead of a self-replenishing plastic dish.

 Felix was never sure why he’d taken the meowing skeleton off the sidewalk that night when he stumbled out of Jeff’s apartment. He certainly didn’t want it at the time, he merely pitied it. It had cost him a fortune to fly the cat back to Oklahoma with him, then to Texas and finally to the Dominican Republic. But it had become a part of his daily life and he’d grown to love the animal dearly.

 Ascondo and his kids bought the creature — which never grew the fur back on its scarred neck — a small wooden casket, and buried him in the shade of a maple tree beneath an engraved marble headstone that read LEFTY DELANEY. Felix always remembered names.

 For the rest of his life, Ascondo spent his evenings gazing out at the headstone through a haze of cigar smoke, wondering what happeend to his old friend Jeffy.

 


 


- The End -
 




Author’s notes
 

 In writing GPS, I took some liberties in terms of the minor league baseball system, simply because I was bound somewhat geographically with how I wanted to tell the story and where I wanted it to go at what time. That being said, I attempted to remain as true as possible to league structure and team affiliations for the 2008 baseball season. Yet, many baseball followers will know that, for example, the Orem Owlz play in the Frontier League, a short-season rookie league which would not have begun play that early in the spring.

 Also, the parallel between many of the places described in the story and actual cities, states and streets is intended, most specifically those in Louisiana, New Mexico, Florida, Texas, Utah, etc. But again, some liberties have been taken in terms of the overall geographical accounts and names and descriptions of certain places, especially out in those long stretches of the desert.

 Cover design by Natalie Sayewich.
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