brothermonkeys

We pulled into the Texaco around midnight. Lost] &ad been for hours, ever
since I'd started taking a series of lefts andtsgthosen at random. Big Zach and | were
coming down a little, while sober Gibran, even l@gthan Zach, was finally driving.
When he fell asleep, it was twilight and we wer#igg gas. He woke to me driving in
the ditch, no town, no lights, no map to guide us.

Zach had gotten so sketched when the cop cruisée lshhucked the map out the
window. He sat there, glazed and numb, staringeahandful of mushrooms in his left
hand.

“Jesus,” | said. “Least you got your prioritigsagght.”

“Here,” he said, holding out half.

“Serious?”

He smiled, motioned again, and there | was, loghé desert with a fat man
grinning like a kid with a candy cane.

I laughed, took my share, and crunched the fapt c

About the time we hit the ditch doing almost tedesian hour, Gibran stuck his
head up with a tiredshat the fuck?Backseat imprint patterns danced across his face.

He looked in the mirror at me. “Why exactly are in the ditch?”



“What ditch?”

He looked harder in the mirror, sleep clearing] kited the empty sack of
mushrooms. “Driving with your fucking eyes closaghin?”

Zach exploded, laughter tears drowning thouglttietl making words fit
understanding. “You should’ve seen that turtle.”

“And the tree, tell him about the tree,” said Zach

“Yeah, there was this tree that had glowing fisgend pearl teeth...” | turned
around and looked seriously at Gibran. “He saittevgoing to the mountains.”

He looked away, knowing he was beaten. “Mountding?”

Zach and | nodded.

“Shit. Better let me drive.”

Two hours later, parked at the Texaco, | lookethenmirror and saw huge pupils
with thin circlets of brown iris. We piled outtimg Gibran go first. In through the out
door and there we were, Gibran beaming at the cwtalrl, Zach and | frozen by the
giant wave of light that drenched us on arrival.

Zach turned his deer-in-the-headlights gaze omhee bolted for the bathroom.

“Bastard,” | whispered, sidling up to the magaziaek. | grabbed the closest and
opened to the middle, pretending to read. | sthede, listening to Gibran’s god-awful
pickup lines and praying Zach got out of the badthmdoefore | totally wigged.

“Sucks working the weekend,” said Gibran.

“It's not so bad,” she said, with a look jokt let them buy their shit and get out.

She shifted her attention. “Gonna buy that?”

| closed the magazine and saw I'd been staring dde the pages dfeen “I



was just, uh, there was this article or somethirggcking away from the rack, it
occurred to me she could tell us how to get tontleentains. “You don’t happen to
know the way do you?”

“I'm sorry?”

“Well, | know whereto go, but | don’t knovhowwe were supposed to get there.”
| looked to Gibran with an I've-got-this-under-caritlook, and saw absolute horror on
his face. Without hesitation, | turned and walké@ight to the door.

Outside I lit a Camel Light and took two long dsadetter. Christ, what a
nightmare.

“Trying to find the way, huh?”

| jolted so hard my cigarette went flying, end ogad, tracing circles against the
stars. And there’s this old man sitting againstwlall, long hair coming down in silver
thickened braids.

“Headed for the mountains?” he asked.

My hands smoothed my shirt from chest to waifdo f know you, friend?”

He smiled through me, and his teeth of pearlktsomething in my blood.

“Stay on this road.” He rose and peered north fhé night. Nodded once and
turned to leave, “This is the one.”

“Walit,” | said, “How do you... what's your name?”

He laughed, water trickling over stones. “Thom#®su can call me Thomas.”

And | wasn'’t finished, hell, barely even startbdt the door swung wide behind
me and | turned to see Zach and Gibran rumbling Quibran started laughing the second

he saw me.



“The hell was that?”

Magazine memories brought the blood to my cheé&®ghat did she say?”

“Not much. Zach came back and | figured | begtetrto him before we had a
repeat.” He smiled at me and everyone felt thet efaschoolgirl laughter.

As we were getting back in the car | remembeidddrned to look but knew
already.

“Thomas?”

Nothing. Thought better of asking my boys if thebgeen an old man talking to
me when they came out. | sat next to Gibran irfribi@ seat and lit another cigarette.

“Who’s Thomas?” he asked.

“Tell you later.”

“Alright then, which way from here?”

| sucked my cigarette and pointed to the nortachdeaned in from the back and
| could tell he wanted to ask. “Tell you later.”

“Fair enough,” he said, and turned up music toycas through the night.

Their outline loomed heavy in the thinning air. n8awhere in the night they had
gone from a distant dream painted on the horizanftdl-blown reality demanding
attention, defining everything else by being. Swamere in the night they had crept up
on us and now stood, close enough so we couldtheamwhisper, a deep breath that
coasted down the slopes and whistled over the raghw

Gibran was passed out in the passenger seat. aHysface shone in the early sun,



only partly from the oil and grease covering eathso His left hand twitched, almost
reaching.

| bent my head to the wheel, listening to Bob Mgmningle with the mountain
whisper and Zach'’s irregular snoring and the cating engine. The rattle was
growing louder, missing a few more times than usimal everyone knew it, pretended
not to notice, the way we pretended we weren’getting older, month by month.

| smiled at Zach'’s sleep apnea-induced snoringltnk, choking sound that had
become my lullaby over the years, silence meanengds up and | should be. Like the
morning we left Normal, the stillness of the roorakmg me. | rolled over and he was
sitting in his bed staring at the sunlit crackhe turtains.

“Hey guy.”

He looked over and smiled. “What's up?”

“You tell me.”

He swung his feet to the floor and sat up. Realght. “Lets get out of here.”

“You hungry?”

“No, | meanlet’s get out of heré.

“You mean, like, the apartment?” He shook hischaad | finally got it.
“Serious?”

He shrugged.

I laughed. “What about Gibran?”

“He’ll come,” he said, and | knew he was rightutBhere was no reason to leave,
and | almost said it, until | realized there was@ason not to. Which in itself seemed

like a reason. At least then it did, and five rolater we were headed west on I-70



across the lllinois border.

Zach missed a beat, choking on his own air andltiog himself awake. He sat
up, growling and shaking out the sleep. | glancethe mirror, saw him look up at the
mountains before catching my reflection.

“Morning,” he said.

“Hey.”

He looked back out the window, quiet for a momaetits finger traced the peaks
on the window. “When we get there,” he said, “wiinen?”

| watched him, then the road. Then him.

He looked at Gibran. “It’s just... aw, fuck itdbn’t know what I'm saying.”

But | did. Our world was going to change and ¢heas nothing we could do
about it. We were going to change, and part ofvaeted to turn around, keep driving

forever, never growing old or apart or any kindidferent.

The car’s nose, painted in years of bugs and lirdsad started trembling about
halfway up. Zach reached over and raised the velum

| ran my hand along the dashboard feeling forgtto®ve that fit my hand, that
came from years of patting, caressing, cajoling tara few more miles, a little further
down the road.

Attaboy, everything’s gonna be alrightvhispered, and his nose shook again and
| thought about driving with friends in the backitiKansas wind blowing through mops

of hair in the summer, sitting and listening to bhg thunder rumble of the engine and



the roar of wind whipping past our ears. Or infla@by when the frost hardened like skin
on the paint and we blew warmth in our hands, mguevords and dirty pictures in the fog
on the windows.

Through the mist of memory and the ink of nighgalv him sitting cross-legged
in the middle of the road, lifting one brown hanthe car shuddered to a halt. Maybe it
was the thin mountain air that finally choked hetogged his lungs and killed him.
Maybe it was heart failure, brought on by yearbad driving and harder living. And
maybe because no one else saw him, Thomas didfly exist, wasn’t really waiting at
the mountaintop.

| slipped my hand into the groove, turned the kipthing.

“Hey,” Zach said, sitting up. Gibran clutched shoulder from the back.

We climbed out, stones crunching beneath ourdsete shivered in the cold. |
stared at the car, like he would rumble back ®difd take me where | had to be
tomorrow, next week, next year.

Gibran put one giant hand in the small of my bawc#t shoved me towards the
hood, pushing me to the center and sitting on ity [Bach dropped himself on my right
and flipped me the lighter. We sat and smokedveaitdhed the night sky.

Zach laughed. “We made it.”

Gibran looked around. “And what exactly were wpmsed to do here?”

They both looked at me, like just because | talicethe tree, | should know what
the fuck was going on. |took a deep drag. “Vell later.”

And there we were, on top of a mountain, rollinglirt and leaves and whatever

animal shit or roadkill happened to be around,glyeeasy, sweaty monkeys who smoke



too much and eventually ended up gasping for braadhtrying not to laugh.
Weeks of travel seemed to settle on us all at caoe the cold mountain breath
convinced us to cram back into the car, the bigsgnypack with the seats folded down

and me sprawled across the front, Zach’s heavyttoreplulling me to sleep.

| could tell that fall was setting in. Seemed &ppen overnight. A dusty blue
pickup roared past, not even pretending to slogat lon my backpack and waited for the
next one. | already missed my boys.

We had decided there was no way we were goingatk back down. |
remembered a part fDn the Roadvhere Dean and Sal would coast down mountains, so
| figured we could give it a shot. They were skegdtat first, but the options were
limited.

With only a few minor stalls we reached the bottmmd rolled to a stop about a
mile and a half from a convenience store. We gathen the hood for one last smoke, a
slacker funeral pyre.

“Now what?” Zach asked.

Gibran kicked at the dirt and mumbled, “Thinkirtgpat heading back to Normal.
Maybe saving some money so | can move for good.”

Zach nodded and | knew he was going with.

| squinted up at the sky. “Better get you guysmsdus fares.”

Zach started to say something but changed his.nttedstood up and slapped me

on the shoulder. “Alright then, it's a long walk.”



At the store, Zach and Gibran got a hold of tpairents and had money wired to
the next town. | went in and, after careful deldi®n, came out with a case of Pabst
Blue Ribbon and package of twinkies.

Zach laughed when he saw me. “Selling your asssmkies and beer?”

| nodded and tossed him one.

We walked to the next town, finishing the beed atumbled into the bus station,
wired money in hand. The bus showed and we bragesktlves.

“Sure you won't come?” Gibran asked for the fastl only time as we hugged
good-bye.

“Not this time.”

Zach grabbed me and squeezed hard.

My throat tightened and | pushed him away. “Attigget the hell out of here,” |
said. “l got a road to hitch.”

And as | watched them ride away, something inbidée.

A semi came rolling by, snapping me awake, andadigt pulled to the side. |

slung my bag over my shoulder, running for my ride.

Jared Ward



