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The day after my rat, Frank, died, I decided I would tan his pelt.  Buck had a week off 

from the oil fields.  Wind spewed sediment as I sat on our bare-wood balcony that had been 

painted tan in spring.  I made the first incision.  He was cold and the air was thick.  When I found 

him he looked as though he was dreaming: running, but still.  Now he looked like flesh.  I leaned 

over the five-gallon bucket and scooped out his insides.  My blue-veined feet framed the bucket 

so far away.  A suffocating wind gathered and scooped me up.  I thought this must be what it 

feels like to drown.  Frank had been a present from my partner, Micah, before he left me.  Three 

years and almost two-thousand miles away, all I had left was the rat’s limp, soggy skin.  I 

grabbed a slab of wood, stretched his arms and legs to the corners, and pinned them down to 

work a butter knife through the squelching flesh.    

There’s a miasma that surrounds Williston – the tyrannical, ephemeral instability of a 

rootless town built on production.  It wasn’t my idea to move there.  But Micah fell in love with 

another man and I fell into a depression.  Buck came into my house one afternoon and woke me 

up.  “Time for a change,” he said, “we’re going north.”   

“No.” 

He packed my bags.  “Come on.  There’s probably all sorts of fags up there waiting for a 

sexual awakening.” 

“Don’t say ‘fag,’ you sound like a child.” 

So that was that.  Three years we were there and I still can’t pin down an image of it in 

my head.  Mostly I remember the dust. The town had a habit of churning – new buildings 

replaced ones that stood for only a couple years, streets were torn up and rebuilt only to be torn 

up again.  Infrastructure widened and compacted, like a bubble on the surface of water that, 

having grown to capacity, pops and becomes a thousand interlocked orbs.  I had a sense that 

whatever was below, making our bubbles, someday would run out of air, although I couldn’t say 

when. 

The sliding glass door to the balcony was off its track.  It rocked open and Buck popped 

his colossal shaved head through the crack. 

“I’m sorry about Frank.” 

“Me too.” 
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With a little wiggle, Buck forced the door open all the way.  “We gotta do something 

about this door.”  He pulled up a stool next to me and sat down to roll a cigarette.  He was six-

foot-three with chocolate eyes, a chest like a bass-drum, and a neck that sunk straight down from 

his head.  “Listen, sorry to bug ya, but I was wondering.  How do you feel about sconces?” 

I returned to Frank.  “They’re alright.  Kinda dry.  I like the kind with ham and cheese.”  

With careful aim, I whipped the butter knife towards the bucket to release a glob of fat. 

“Not scones, you nimwit, sconces.”  He took a long pull from his cigarette.  “Decorative 

lighting.  You know, for your walls.” 

“I guess I’ve never really thought about them.” 

Sunlight squeezed through the sandy air, warming my feet and the bucket of guts.   

“I can’t stand the lighting in this shithole.  I got these sweet medieval-lookin’ sconces I 

was thinkin’ of puttin’ up.” 

I worked the edge of the pelt, ran the knife from the middle out. 

“Anyways,” he continued, “I dunno what Jack’d say.”  Jack was our landlord and we 

hated him.  But we were lucky to have a place that wasn’t an RV or a tiny shared room in a man 

camp.  “That’s why I thought I should ask.” 

The warming guts emitted a thick smell like yogurt and old hamburgers. 

“You have ‘em already?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Can I help?” 

His cheeks crinkled like an accordion as his grin consumed his face.  He flicked his 

cigarette into the bucket.  It sizzled out and I gagged.  “Course.” 

In the living room, Buck had already cut holes in the drywall.  I wasn’t surprised.  Amber 

light seeped in from the kitchen.  Large sheets of paper scribbled with pencil lines and numbers 

littered the hardwood floor.  Three giant, swirling iron sconces sank into the plaid woolen couch.   

Buck strapped on a headlamp.  He looked absurd.  Something like love cramped my 

stomach.  “I was just setting up the junction boxes.” 

His thick fingers nimbly threaded wire through the plastic casing. 

“How do you know you won’t get electrocuted?” 

“I switched off the fuse.”  He pushed the blue plastic box flush against the wall.   

“Where are those wires coming from?” 
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“Look at the outlet.”  Below us a giant rectangle had been cut from the drywall.  

Insulation pressed out like flesh from a wound.  The outlet hung in midair, dangling from wires.  

“Hand me a Philips head, would you?” 

The apartment looked anatomical – the wires were veins.  Buck was creating life. 

“Ghost.”  My name flicked me to attention.  “Philips head.”  I handed him the tool and he 

screwed the plastic box into place.  “Ok.  Now comes the fun part.  Sconce?” 

I almost dropped it when I retrieved it, shocked by its heft.  I held it out to him, expecting 

him to take it from me.  Instead, he grasped the wires, threaded on a brace, and began the work 

of twisting like wires together. 

“This thing is heavy.  You sure it won’t tear down the wall?” 

“It’ll hang on a stud.” 

My palms were sweaty, the metal slick.  “Dunno how long I can hold onto this thing.” 

His forehead creased.  “You gotta start lifting weights or something.” 

“It’s not that.”  My arms quivered.  “This thing weighs about a hundred pounds.” 

“I’m almost done.”  Before he could finish, the sconce slithered from my hands and sunk 

into his foot, severing the newly connected wires.  “Fuck!”  He sprung back.  “I think you broke 

my foot!” 

I knelt before him.  “What can I do?” 

He shifted his weight and rolled out his ankle.  His headlamp shone in my eyes.  

Squinting through the spotlight, I thought I saw his eyes well, veiled behind a curtain of white 

light.  He returned his focus to the wall.  “Sconce,” he commanded and I complied.  He resumed 

his work.  “Got it this time?” 

“Yeah, I got it.”  The iron ate at the flesh of my palms. 

“Good thing it didn’t land on the floor.  Woulda dented it for sure,” he said and bit his lip. 

When all three sconces were mounted to the walls, he knelt down to screw in the 

electrical outlets, his injured foot splayed to the side.  “We’ll have to patch this drywall at some 

point,” he told me.  “But let’s test them first.”  Limping, he disappeared into the kitchen.   

It was getting dark.  Wind battered the windows.  When Buck reappeared he was carrying 

two beers.  He stood in the doorway, holding his hurt foot against his opposite knee like a 

flamingo.  He flicked on the light switch and the room sparked to life.  His broad chest swelled. 
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He hopped to the couch and sat down, cracking open both beers at once.  “Couldn’t have 

done it without you.”  He motioned for me to sit.  “Hey listen.” 

I fell into the cushions.  “Yeah?” 

“Don’t tell anyone, but goddamn it I love ambient light.” 

“Why shouldn’t I tell anyone?” 

“Wouldn’t want them thinkin’ I was a fag.” 

“But Buck, I’m kinda a fag.”  He looked at me as if he had forgotten. 

“Yeah.  That’s ok.  Don’t mean I wanna be one.” 

We drank our beers in the settling light.  His phone rang.  He looked at the number and 

let it ring out so I knew it was his dad.  When it signaled a new voicemail, he gulped the last of 

his beer, brought the phone to his ear and left for the kitchen. 

I flicked on the TV.  The Simpsons was on and it reminded me of Micah.  I reached to my 

shoulder to stroke Frank, but he wasn’t there.  I didn’t hear Buck come back into the room. 

“Turn that shit off.” 

I put the TV on mute.  “What’s up?”   

His phone was still glued to his ear.  His eyebrows puckered.  He stared at the silent TV.  

“I asked you to turn that shit off.” 

I fumbled for the remote, but he strode in and shut it off manually.  He spoke a little too 

loud.  “My brother’s dead.” 

“Who, Eli?  What happened?” 

He cracked open a fresh beer, chugged it, and belched.  “Suicide.” 

“Suicide.”  The word slithered from my mouth. 

“’Course Dad won’t admit it.  Said something about an accident with his meds.” 

“How do you know it wasn’t?” 

“Oh please.  You knew him.” 

Eli had served in the Gulf War.  Once he woke up and found that his hands held a pillow, 

under the pillow was his wife.  She was fine, but he started taking medication after that.  About a 

month later, Buck decided it was time to leave Phoenix.  I thought maybe he needed me, so I 

followed.  Our friendship had always been mutual.  We kept each other in motion, we shared the 

weight of our voids – there was always a way out.  
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Buck stood, a statue, between me and the television for a while.  He looked soggy and 

limp.  I remained motionless until my beard itched.  I scratched it and Buck looked at me for the 

first time since we finished the sconces. 

“Let’s go out,” he said.   

“Buster’s?”   

“No.  Strip club.” 

“Whatever you want.  Let me drink a beer first.”  

 

It was well into night by the time we got to Whispers.  A western wind crept up from the 

ground and snuck under my jacket.  Inside, it was orange-red and warm.  The stage sizzled like a 

campfire.  Men gathered around, extending their arms with cash like weenies on a stick.  Buck 

led me to a booth without stopping to admire the glow.  Costumed waitresses fluttered around 

like ash.  

A woman dressed like a pirate with an eye patch approached us.  Wisps of dull brown 

hair framed compact features punctuated by fine lines. 

“Hey boys.”  Her voice squeaked with trepidation.  “What can I get for you?” 

Buck beamed and looked small.  I asked her for a gin and tonic and waited for Buck to 

reply.   

“Budweiser.  Please.  And your name.” 

“Penny.” 

“Pony?  What a coincidence, I got an animal name, too.” 

She looked at her toes.  “I’ll be back with those drinks.” 

She left and I settled back into plastic upholstery that grabbed at my clothes.  “I think she 

said her name was Penny.  Like the coin.” 

“That wouldn’t make any sense.”  His eyes were tacked onto the spot where she 

vanished. 

He shifted when she returned.  “Anything else I can do for you?” she asked Buck. 

He reached up to her eye patch and flipped it onto her forehead.  She didn’t flinch as he 

exposed a wretched black eye, the whites turned red.  She clutched her tray against her stomach 

like a school girl with her books. 

Buck never broke his gaze.  “Come travel with us?”   
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She glanced back at me, but I was busy with surprise. 

“Okay,” she said and let her tray drop to her side.  “Where are we going?” 

“Phoenix.” 

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” 

“Never more in my life.” 

“I heard of girls getting in with the wrong crowds.  Sex trafficking, ya know?  How do I 

know I won’t end up on my knees against my will?” 

“You can drive my truck.” 

When another customer summoned her, I slammed my hand on the table.  “She can do 

what?” 

He spun the Budweiser bottle between his hands. 

“I’m serious, Buck.  In the twenty-five years I’ve known you, I’ve only seen you let,” I 

realized too late that I had no way of delicately finishing this sentence, “Eli drive any of your 

trucks.” 

He laughed in a sigh without smiling.  “So you coming or not?” 

Staring through my drink, I nodded.  Behind the alcohol, white stains on the table 

bubbled up and receded with every bob of my head; memories of past tenants seen through a 

fun-house mirror.  A group of men left and our waitress returned to our table empty-handed.  

Buck scooted towards the wall and motioned for her to sit.  She complied. 

A bumblebee with grey blue hair drifted by our table.  “Hey Buck,” she said in passing. 

The seated pirate looked at Buck with one eye.  “You come here a lot, then?” 

“Not often enough to meet you.”  Buck had a way of making a line sound earnest. 

I sipped my drink; the fizz hit the back of my throat and I coughed.  “Penny, right?”  I 

asked. 

Annoyance flashed in Buck’s clenched fingers.  “Pony,” he growled. 

The woman’s blank smile mirrored his.  “Pony,” I began again, “how long have you been 

in town?” 

She scratched the eye-patch strap that held down her wild, tangled hair.  “Long enough to 

want to leave.” 

Echoes of stage lights played across her face.  She was beautiful in a way that made me 

wish she didn’t hold her shoulders so close to her ears.  I imagined reaching across the table and 
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freeing her hair from the patch, careful not to tear the delicate strands.  I drank instead and when 

my glass was empty, she got up to get me another. 

 

I woke up the next day with a headache.  One large army rucksack, a smaller backpack, a 

tent, and Buck’s shotgun were piled on the living room floor.   

From the kitchen, Buck bellowed.  “Ghost!” 

He was hunched next to a cooler, trying to wedge a bottle of ketchup between two 

twelve-packs.   

“I’m glad you’re up.  You got another cooler?” 

“I didn’t know we were leaving today.” 

“Or maybe your lunch box will do.  I don’t got much left to pack.” 

“Buck, isn’t this a little rash?” 

“Are you gonna help me or not?” 

My throat was arid and scratchy.  I gulped gooey spit.  “If you unpack those twelve-

packs, you’ll be able to fit more.”  I filled a glass with water.  “Also, we don’t need ketchup.”  I 

left to pack. 

The quiet of my room smothered me like a lead blanket.  Clean laundry sat folded on my 

dresser waiting for drawers, not bags.  Frank’s bowl was still filled with food.  Frank.  

Claustrophobic, I went to the balcony to clean up the mess of guts and retrieve his pelt, but 

nothing was there. 

“Hey Buck?” I yelled. 

“Yeah?” 

“Where’s Frank?” 

“Frank’s dead.” 

I walked into the kitchen.  In front of the open fridge, Buck sniffed a Tupperware.  “I 

mean his pelt.” 

“Oh that?  I tossed it.” 

“You what?” 

“Yeah.  Hey, how long has this lasagna been in here?” 

“Where is it?” 

“It was in the back of the fridge.” 
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My cheeks bloomed.  “The pelt.  Where the fuck is the pelt?” 

He looked at me like a child.  “Out in the dumpster.” 

I flew down the stairs.  Outside, the constant winds pierced my clothes and stung my 

nipples.  I opened the dumpster and climbed on its wheels to look inside.  There, under 

sanguineous flesh and green-brown entrails, Frank’s pelt lay ruined.  I turned my head away 

from the dumpster and puked on the ground. 

A wispy voice floated through the air.  “Ghost!”  Pony had on a small backpack and dark, 

Jackie-O sunglasses.  “What’d you do that for?” 

The watery vomit smelled like juniper berries.  “I wasn’t trying to puke.  Is that all your 

stuff?” 

“I don’t have much, but I can pitch on gas and hotels.” 

The front door opened and Buck emerged still holding the Tupperware.  He straightened 

up and shrank when he saw Pony.  “You came,” he said. 

“Told you I was ready for a change.”  She looked at the container in his hand. 

“Hey, lemme ask ya…  Does this smell bad?” 

Peering at the food hesitantly, she said, “There’s mold on it.” 

He gave the container one last sniff and chucked it into the dumpster on top of Frank.  

“Listen, I gotta run one last errand.  Wanna come with?  Ghost still needs to pack.”  He already 

spoke about me like I wasn’t there. 

I clenched my hands against the cold.  My dick crawled up into my bladder and I went 

upstairs to pack. 

 

We left mid-day.  Buck drove and Pony rode shotgun.  The radio was tuned to a country 

station and drowned out their animated voices.  I should have called shotgun.  I stared out the 

window.  Oil rigs littered the plains.  I wondered what Don Quixote would think of them, 

bobbing up and down like giant birds skimming the water.  The air began to clear about an hour 

out of town and the sky opened up into an appalling blue expanse.  Barreling down the highway 

in Buck’s F-150, I could have sworn we were flying.  I fell asleep on the wing. 

When I woke up we were at a gas station.  Pony got us all sodas while Buck stepped out 

for a smoke.  She reached over the center console to hand me mine. 

“Hang on,” I said, straightening up to pull out the cup holders.  
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She must have felt the cup slipping because she said “oh shit” moments before a torrent 

of soda washed the clean upholstery in a fizzing and syrupy eruption.   

Buck reentered the truck just in time to see us perched, horrified, over the sticky mess.  

“Ghost, what the fuck did you do?” 

Shocked, I searched for words.  I wanted to say, it was her!  She did it!  But her 

sunglasses were on top of her head and her black eye shamed me into silence.  “I’ll clean it.” 

“Damn right you will, butterfingers.” 

“Come on, Buck, it was a mistake.” 

He slammed the center of the steering wheel and the truck tooted in response.  “You’re 

makin’ everything really fuckin’ difficult right now.”  His rage fogged the windshield. 

Pony trembled.  She rubbed her thigh.  “Come on, I’ll help.”  

We finished scrubbing the upholstery, and even though the cab reeked of carpet 

shampoo, Buck’s breath was steady.  “I almost forgot,” he said, “there’s a box back there for 

you.” 

“What is it?” 

“A present.  Open it.” 

Under a jacket I found a small cardboard box.  Inside, a bleached white rat with laser red 

eyes peered at me. 

“I thought you could name him Casper, like the ghost.  We cool now?” 

I could barely believe it was alive.  It looked more like a possession than a personality.  

What was I supposed to do with this thing?  I closed the lid.  “Yeah.  We’re cool.” 

“Good.  Let’s find a camp spot before it gets dark.  Maybe Casper wants to ride on your 

shoulder.  Like Frank, right?” 

I obliged.  Unsure how to handle the thing, I scooped it out of its box and plopped it on 

my shoulder.  It didn’t move, except for its claws, which latched onto my shirt.  I immediately 

forgot it was there so that when we finally found a campsite and I began to put on my jacket, I 

almost punched it off my shoulder.  It squeaked just in time to avoid calamity – a pathetic, 

inorganic noise that made my scalp crawl. 

The campsite was a couple miles up a dirt road from the highway where a lush creek cut 

through the grassy hills, isolated and insulated from the noise of passing semis.  Pony helped 
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Buck pitch his tent and I knew from the looks of things that I would be sleeping under the stars.  

That was fine.  I had layers and a warm sleeping bag.  It would have been nice for him to ask.   

Buck sat on a log next to the fire pit, cracked a beer, and rolled a cigarette.  Pony sat next 

to him and clung to his arm.  The evening sun pushed shadows across their faces and for the first 

time I thought Buck looked old.  I walked towards the river.  “I’m gonna gather some firewood.” 

“Wait!”  Pony called.  “I’ll help.”  She jogged towards me and the wind caught her 

weightless hair.  She smiled; she was missing a canine and I wondered what it would be like to 

kiss her.  “You can sleep in the tent,” she offered, “I’ll be fine in the truck.”  

“I’m not sure that’s what Buck has in mind.” 

“Don’t worry about him.  He’ll be fine.  Hey, look!”  She pointed to a small fallen tree.  

“That’s a start, huh?” 

We broke off all the dried branches we could manage.  Loud snaps cut through the thin 

air.  Together, we dragged giant piles back to the campsite.  Casper remained on my shoulder 

and only squeaked once when I accidentally hit him with a twig.  It was still an hour to sundown 

so I grabbed a beer and sat down by the empty fire pit.  Pony resumed her position next to Buck 

and took his arm to wrap it around her waist. 

Buck spat into the cold charred wood.  “We’re gonna have to get an early start 

tomorrow.” 

Pony nuzzled into his shoulder.  “What’s the rush?  We could camp here for a few days.” 

“If we make good time tomorrow, how about we camp in Colorado?”  He brushed her 

hair off her forehead.  “Would you like that?” 

She nodded and I wondered what I was doing there. 

Somewhere in the distance a hawk screamed.  Casper tightened his grasp on my shoulder.  

“Yeah,” my voice was louder than I expected it to be.  “It’s been forever since I’ve been to 

Colorado.”  The couple looked up at me.  Pony smiled with her mouth closed.  The hawk 

screamed again, closer this time.  Casper began to vibrate.  Under the pristine-white coat, behind 

those red eyes, somewhere in the veins of this overbred lab rat, a primordial beat pulsed.  “Run,” 

it whispered. 

I could see the hawk now.  It soared in spirals, showing off its prowess.  I was never 

much of one for birds.  When I was a kid, my parents got me a cockatiel to keep me company.  It 

looked like a clown with those bright orange cheeks and unblinking eyes.  It lived in a cage in 
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my room and had a sharp, guttural, grating voice that it exercised constantly.  Once it saw me 

brushing my teeth.  It bobbed on its branch and coughed, mimicking the way I spat out my 

toothpaste.  I had it for a year until one day, I got home from school and it was gone.  My mom 

couldn’t stand it anymore.  She didn’t feel bad and neither did I. 

The hawk climbed the sky, swaying with precision.  Without moving a muscle, it 

meandered toward us, bending the wind to its will.  It screamed again and Casper froze.  “Run,” 

the voice was louder now, I could feel it.  I reached up to grab the pitiful creature, but I was too 

slow.  “Run!”  He sprung off my shoulder, bounced off my lap, scrambled in the dirt, and ran 

towards the truck.  The hawk snapped to attention with untainted instinct.  Its still wings sprang 

to life and pulsed the air in a blur.   

I was on my feet now, bewitched, transfixed.  Each pump of the predator’s wings sent 

him shooting through the air.  The hills behind him became nebulous dust.  The setting sun 

caught his eyes and they shone with a spectral glow.  Unblinking, he leaned like a fighter pilot, 

like a shark, towards the truck and the scrambling rodent below when some unseen force caught 

him mid-air.  I saw him sputter before I noticed the blast.  There was no echo – the hills ate the 

sound ravenously.  I only heard a faint whisper, coming from my own pulse.  “Run.”  The hawk 

tumbled wing over wing towards the ground.  Behind me, Buck stood with his shotgun in the air, 

following the bird as it fell.  For a moment, it regained its reign over the ether.  Buck pulled the 

trigger again, aiming lower this time.  Something popped and hissed.  The hawk fluttered its 

wings a couple of times – just enough to throw himself, head first, into the windshield of the 

truck.  The hissing tire sank.  The wheel touched the earth.  Silence suffocated my thoughts.  

Pony walked towards Buck, who held his gun by his side. 

“I don’t have a spare,” he said.  She touched his shoulder and he flinched and cradled his 

gun.  “Back off.” 

That night Buck slept alone. 

 

I woke up at sunrise the next morning.  Half awake, I couldn’t distinguish my own body 

from the soft earth below.  The briny wind, replete with dust and pollen, swaddled my bare 

cheeks.  The creek, hesitant in its autumn vacuity, cooed as it inched past its alders and willows.  

I could have laid there forever, but soon the previous evening drenched my thoughts.  We were 
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stuck.  My bladder ached, stretched to capacity.  To the east, the sun perched over the mountains 

like a cat ready to pounce.  I unzipped my cocoon and found a bush.  

“Ghost!”  Buck’s voice, ponderous with sleep, rumbled from his tent. 

“What?”  I buttoned up my pants. 

“I fuckin’ hope you’re boiling water.  I need some goddamn coffee.” 

My pulse swelled.  “I’m on it.” 

By the time I had water boiling, Buck was up, sitting on a log, slumped over himself.  

Pony stuffed her sleeping bag into its sack.  I poured three mugs of coffee and Pony sat down 

across from Buck, plopping her backpack in front of her. 

“Need help taking down your tent?” she asked, cooing like a mother hen. 

“I’m not leaving my truck,” Buck said, hunkered over his mug. 

“We don’t have much of a choice.” 

“Pony,” I said, “You and I could hitch a ride into town and get a tow truck.” 

“That highway is almost empty except for the semis.  What if we can’t get a ride?  It 

could take a day to get to town and if we have any problems, how would we be in touch?” 

“I ain’t leaving my truck,” Buck growled into his coffee. 

Pony’s jaw twitched.  She downed the last of her coffee and stuffed the mug into her 

backpack.   

My stomach rumbled.  “I’m hungry.  All we have in that cooler is beer and condiments.” 

Buck snorted, sending ripples through the surface of black coffee.  “Maybe we’d have 

some food if you’d helped me pack.”  His bald spot shone humorless in the muted light.  Pony 

stood up and Buck grumbled, “You’re not leaving me.”  His head hung, his strong shoulders 

splintered from his thick neck.  Pony moved next to him and sat down.  

She stroked his back and her slender fingers danced over his spine.  “We gotta do 

something,” she said.  He slurped his coffee and set down his mug defiantly.  She slung her 

backpack over her shoulder. 

“You’re not leaving me.” 

She moved to stand up.  The air shattered.  Buck sprung to his feet and tore the pack from 

her arm.  My pulse quickened; thick and heavy, it surged to my legs.  I heard a whisper.  “Run.”  

He ripped open the zipper and flung her mug.  It soared through the sky until an alder branch 

snagged it mid-air.  Its chrome sparkled in the sun like a Christmas ornament.  He grabbed her 
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sleeping bag next and pulled it out of the pack, one hand over the other, like a magician with 

vibrant handkerchiefs all tied together.  I shook.  Buck’s cumbersome hands tore through the 

bag; his face contorted with anguish.  This wasn’t Buck.  A few feet away, Pony stared at the 

hawk that lay on the shattered windshield.  Was it twitching?  Had it suffered through the night?  

Or was that the wind?  She walked over to it in a trance while Buck threw her underwear into the 

ash in the fire pit.  She reached out to the giant bird, stroked it.  She picked it up, but its head was 

lodged in the glass.  The windshield bowed.  Slimy blood dripped from her hands.  She was no 

longer Pony.  She was untame – a wild mother creature blind with rage.  She sprinted towards 

Buck and jumped onto his back.  He roared as she smacked his thick skull.  Her arms looped 

around his neck as he shook in a frenzy. 

She fell off and found her footing.  I scrambled and gathered her possessions while they 

stood separate, panting, mirrors of each other in warrior stances.  I had her backpack packed by 

the time she straightened up and said in a new round, full voice, “Penelope.”  Wind picked up 

dust around her quivering form.   

Buck sunk over his knees.  “What?” 

“My name.  I want you to know it.” 

I tossed her bag to her.  Crows gathered in a nearby cottonwood; their black, unforgiving 

eyes gave witness to my betrayal.  I led Penelope to the road and turned back before Buck was 

out of sight.  He collapsed in a cloud of dirt. 

We hiked down to the highway in silence.  My viscous blood pumped a heavy rhythm in 

my toes.  “Run,” it told me.  I was sweating by the time we hit pavement.  Penelope turned west, 

towards town. 

“Penelope,” I said.  My pulse screamed. 

“You can call me Pony.  Or Penny.  I don’t care.” 

“Penelope.  Is it worth it?”  Sweat flooded my eyes.  “We can always head east.  I’ve 

never seen Buck like this.” 

She continued walking west.  “You didn’t like that rat, did you?” 

I jogged to keep up.  “No.  Why?” 

 “You have a family somewhere, don’t you?” 

“Not that I’ve spoken to in years.” 

“But you have one.  If you died, they would come to your funeral.” 
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“I suppose so.” 

“That rat.  Can you imagine being eaten alive?” 

“Sounds awful.” 

“Awful, yeah.  But you wanted to see it happen.”  She faced me.  “Isn’t it also intimate?” 

“To get eaten alive?” 

“To have someone with you.  To be known inside and out in the moments before you 

die.”  She started walking again. 

“What does that have to do with Buck?” 

“Don’t you think he might be lonely?” 

She didn’t look back.  Grassy hills stretched and tumbled across the horizon.  I adjusted 

my pack, followed the westward path, and whistled to drown out the roar of my pulse. 


