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   June 16
 
    
 
    
 
   I guess I’m all set to go.  First thing in the morning, it’s off to the wilds.
 
   Fun and games.
 
   I don’t know why I’m doing it.  To get over Cora, maybe.  Or maybe it’s just to torture myself.  Who ever knows about this stuff anyway?  The thing is, we had it planned for a month.  The day after finals, we’d drive to Lost River Wilderness Area and spend five days backpacking.  Just the two of us.
 
   It was all planned.
 
   It was about the only thing we talked about, how cool it would be.  We mapped the trip, planned the menu, bought camping gear and supplies.  We even got okays from our parents.  I don’t know what she told hers, but I let mine think I’d be going off to the boonies with a couple of guys from the dorm.
 
   If they’d known I was going with a girl, they would’ve shit.  Probably.  They’ve got this thing about me finishing college.  They seem to think if I get really serious about a girl, I’ll end up marrying her, dropping out of school and turning into a wino.  They would’ve considered a campout with a girl very serious.
 
   Anyway, they don’t have to worry about me and Cora.
 
   The bitch.  Fuck her.
 
   I’m going anyway.  I’m going without her.  Why not?  Who needs her?  Thoreau says, “I’ve found few companions so companionable as solitude.”  Something like that.  And he was right.  You start getting really close to someone, and the next thing you know you get the dump.
 
   Well, you can’t dump yourself.
 
   It’s not that I WANT to go alone.
 
   I want HER to go with me.  Oh, God, it would’ve been so great.
 
   Shit.  This isn’t supposed to be a goddamn whiny sob-sister diary.  So cut it out.  This is the journal of my great adventure – Ned Champion, Pathfinder, Frontier Scout, Mountain Man.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 17
 
    
 
    
 
   I slept in.  Even after I woke up, I had a hard time getting up.  It was like, with Cora gone, there wasn’t any good reason to do anything.
 
   Pretty dumb.  I literally didn’t know she existed until last September when school started.  We never talked till we ended up sitting next to each other in French – and that was after the winter break.  It was March before we ever did anything together.  So, basically, when it comes right down to it, I was going along just fine without her all my life until four months ago.  Pretty damn stupid to get so crazy about losing her to that cocksucking piece of shit Whitworth, considering how I used to be just fine without her.
 
   Hope they both rot and drop dead.
 
   (There I go again.  Oh well.  Guess I can write whatever I damn well want.  Who’s going to stop me?  I’d just better make sure this thing never falls into the wrong hands.)
 
   Anyway, I didn’t want to get up this morning so I stayed in bed thinking about Cora and how she wasn’t really that big a deal.  We’d had a fling for a few months.  So what?  Plenty of fish in the sea.  (That’s what Dad used to always tell me after I broke up with someone.  It helped a lot.  What a crock.)  But the thing is, I told myself that Cora hadn’t been the right girl for me.  Obviously, ha ha.  Otherwise, she wouldn’t have – anyway, the RIGHT GIRL must be still up ahead for me.  Waiting somewhere in the future.  Maybe even today.
 
   So I finally got going.  Better late than never.
 
   The place here is called “Randy’s.”  I don’t know whether Randy is the name of the owner or how the waitress makes you feel.  Right after I finished my bacon cheeseburger and started catching up with this stuff, she stopped behind me so close that her hip pushed against my shoulder.  She wore this very short skirt.  She felt hot, and made me hot – hot both ways, embarrassed and horny.  I shut the notebook real fast, probably too quick for her to read anything.  “Whatcha up-to, honey?” she asked.  “You an author?”
 
   “I’m just keeping track of my travels,” I told her.
 
   “Gonna put me in there?”  Her hip gave me a soft bump.
 
   I looked up at her.  What I saw was mostly boob, but her face was up above it, grinning down at me.  “Sure.  You’ll be in it.”  That seemed to please her, so she mussed my hair for me.  Then she went away.  It kind of choked me up, the way she’d mussed my hair.  I don’t know why.  I think it made me feel kind of lonely.
 
   Her name is Donna, by the way.  It’s on her nametag, is how I know.  Donna.  It’s such a soft, sweet name.  It makes me think of marshmallows.
 
   Anyway, I’d better finish this off and get going.  I’ll leave Donna an extra big tip.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I made it.  Took longer than I thought, though.  I stopped for supper at a really neat place in the boonies.  It had gas pumps out front.  Inside, it had everything.  It was part general store, part bait shop, and had a lunch counter at one end where I ate a cheeseburger and fries.  A lot of interesting people were there, including a couple of cute gals, but nobody talked to me so there isn’t much to report.
 
   I got here after sundown.  At dusk.
 
   By here I mean the end of the line.  It’s a roadhead in the middle of nowhere.  Cora and I had found it on our map of the Lost River area.  It’s as far as you can go by car.  Our plan was to park here and start hiking.
 
   To get here, I had to spend at least an hour on a dirt road that wasn’t any wider than my car.  Bushes kept scraping the sides.  This roadhead is nothing more than a wide place where the road comes to a stop.
 
   Mine is the only car here.
 
   Funny, but I kept on thinking how maybe there would be one other car – Cora’s yellow VW bug.  When I drive in, she leaps out and runs to me.  We run to each other and hug, both of us crying because we’re so happy about being together again.
 
   It’s funny the stuff you think after you’ve broken up with someone like that.
 
   Anyway, she didn’t come.  Nobody is here except me.
 
   It’s kind of spooky.
 
   I haven’t even stepped out of the car since I got here.  But there’s no reason to step out, anyway.  Since I’ve arrived so late, my plan is to spend the night in the car.  Why bother taking everything out and setting up camp?  This way, I’ll save a lot of unpacking and stuff.  I’ll be more comfortable, too.  And safer, ha ha.
 
   It’s been getting darker.  Right now, all the trees and bushes look like different shades of gray.  Nothing outside has much color.  It’s like a black and white movie.  And the black is everywhere, just beyond where the trees start.  You can’t help wondering if somebody is out there, watching you.
 
   It’s more than just wondering.  You feel like someone’s spying on you.  Someone wild and predatory.
 
   Great.  I’m going to scare myself if I don’t watch out.  I just now had to turn on the “courtesy light.”  Now I can see what I’m writing again.
 
   The doors are locked.  Though a lot of good that would do if anyone wanted to get at me.
 
   I can always drive away if there’s trouble.  I’ve kept the key in the ignition, just in case.
 
   Probably, nobody is out there.  The old imagination is doing this to me, cooking up boogeymen.
 
   It’s all because I’ve never gone out like this alone before.  I’ve always camped with Mom, Dad, Bob, the Boy Scouts, or buddies.  Never alone.  It’s being alone that’s giving me such a bad case of the creeps.
 
   Nobody is out there – for sure not some kind of slobbering Wildman eager to gnaw my bones.  It’s stupid.
 
   Probably nobody within miles except for me.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 18
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s morning.  What a night!  I had to quit writing before I was done.  I just couldn’t stand sitting in the car with the light on.  I felt like I was in a display window.  Talk about getting a case of the creeps!
 
   I’m some outdoorsman, all right.
 
   Once the light was out, I spent about an hour staring into the dark.  It got so I thought I could see people sneaking around, peeking out from behind tree trunks, rushing from one tree to another.
 
   I climbed into the back seat.  Did it like a kid, crawling over the top of the front seat.  I did it that way so I wouldn’t have to get out of the car.  Then I stretched out and tried to sleep.  I shut my eyes.  I tried to think pleasant thoughts.  Cora sure didn’t qualify.  Thinking about her only got me upset.
 
   So I thought about Donna, instead.  The way she looked in her fresh white waitress uniform.  The way her hip felt pushing against me.  I made up a story in my head about how she wanted me to meet her in the parking lot at the end of her shift.  The story didn’t go very far, though.  I must’ve fallen asleep pretty fast.
 
   All of a sudden, I was wide awake and scared.  The way I was stretched out along the back seat, the only window in sight was the one above my feet.  Moonlight was shining through it.
 
   I couldn’t take my eyes off it.  Any second, some kind of horrible face would press against the glass.  I must’ve stared at that damn window for an hour.
 
   Had a thoroughly wonderful time.
 
   While that hour was going on, I decided to drive back to civilization first thing in the morning.  Screw the camping trip.
 
   Anyway, I finally figured that the locked doors would probably keep out the boogeyman long enough for me to scurry back into the driver’s seat and get the hell away.  That calmed me down.  I almost fell asleep again.  But then I had to take a leak.
 
   It wasn’t a necessity yet.  But the urge was there.  Once you know you’ve gotta go, there’s no way to fall asleep till you’ve taken care of it.  All you can do is lay there and think about it and feel it getting worse and worse.
 
   It shouldn’t have been a problem.  I’ve normally got no qualms about peeing outside, just as long as there’s some privacy.  But it was a problem.  A major problem.  If I stepped outside the car, somebody might jump me.
 
   Totally irrational.  But I was totally scared.
 
   I lay there for the longest time, my problem growing worse, and tried to figure out a solution.  One thing was impossible – holding it till sunup.  I searched for a container.  Nothing.  In with my camping gear were things that might’ve been used: water bottle, tin cup, mess kit, hiking boots, and so on.  But all that stuff was locked in the trunk.  So I couldn’t get to them without leaving the car.
 
   On my feet were Nikes of porous fabric, which would leak all over the place.
 
   For a while, I considered climbing into the front seat and driving off.  But what would that accomplish?  A change of location, that’s all.  I wouldn’t be able to hold it long enough to reach civilization.
 
   So it came to a choice.  Do it inside the car and smell the place up, or not.
 
   For a while, I toyed with the idea of shooting it out an open window.  Not being able to stand up, though, how would I go about that?  There might be a way to position myself at an open window, but it would be awkward.  It would require being snug against the opening (if I wanted to miss the car) with my dick outside my pants.  What if somebody reached up and grabbed it?
 
   Another possibility was to kneel on my seat, ease the door open just a bit, and aim through the gap.  Better by far than hanging it out a window.  But hardly safe.
 
   Not being able to see alongside the car – or underneath it – I just couldn’t help but worry that some horrible person might be hiding, waiting to grab me.
 
   While all these things ran through my head, my condition got worse and worse.  Time was running out.  Something had to be done soon, or it would be too late.
 
   Nobody’s out there, I kept telling myself.  It’s all in your head.  You’re nothing but a little kid afraid of the dark.
 
   A yella-belly.
 
   I’ve been called yellow a lot, ever since I was a really little kid.  But I had a higher opinion of myself.  I wasn’t yellow, just smart.  Prudent.  Too bright to do something stupid and reckless.
 
   But sitting in the car last night, gritting my teeth and trying not to pee my jeans, I knew I was yellow.  I’d always been yellow and I was still yellow.
 
   And then I decided to stop being yellow.
 
   A line from Julius Caesar kept going through my head.  It’s one of my favorites.  “Danger knows full well that I am more dangerous than he.”  I kept thinking that over and over again.
 
   It’s a little weird what happened next.
 
   I was a little crazy, I guess.
 
   It seemed to me that if “Danger” got the idea that I really was “more dangerous than he,” then maybe I’d be safe.  Like a Wildman might be afraid to attack a wilder man.
 
   Something like that probably only makes sense when you’re scared out of your mind.
 
   Anyway, I actually felt pretty wild as I stripped off my clothes and sprang out the door.  Yelling and waving my knife overhead, I ran around the car.  After the first trip around, I knew that nobody was lurking there.  But I didn’t stop.  I dashed around the car again and again and again.  To make it look good, maybe.  To make it look like I was really a dangerous lunatic.
 
   Then I dashed straight into the middle of the parking area, where the moonlight was.  I stopped in the milky glow, spread my feet wide, arched my back, thrust both arms high and did a pretty good Tarzan call.  And answered nature’s call.
 
   I didn’t feel a bit scared.
 
   I didn’t feel a bit cold, either, even though a chilly wind was blowing and I didn’t have on a stitch of clothes except for my shoes.
 
   All I felt was free and wild and excited.
 
   Between that excitement and how bad I’d needed to go, I probably set some kind of new distance record.
 
   I felt really good.
 
   I spent a while outside the car, but then started to worry that a ranger might come along and see me.  That’s a laugh.  What had happened to being scared to death of wild forest boogeymen?
 
   Anyway, I got dressed and stretched myself out on the back seat and fell asleep right away.
 
   This morning, I built a fire and made coffee.  I ate some dried fruit and nuts.  I’ve been drinking good, hot coffee while working on my journal.
 
   I changed my mind about driving off.  Obviously.  Somehow, last night, I conquered my fears of being alone in a place like this.
 
   I can hardly wait now to get started on my long hike into the depths of the wilds.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A hard uphill slog.  My Christ.  Switchbacks.  And not a tree around for shade.  I’m sweating like crazy.  Thought I’d stop to rest for a few minutes, catch my breath, write a little.
 
   I’m almost to the top.  I think.  I hope.
 
   Anyway, a fabulous view from up here.  Gray, craggy peaks off in the distance.  Snow on plenty of them.  The valley where I started out is way down there.  It’s so thick with forest that I can’t even see the stream where I filled my water bottle and washed up this morning.  I can’t see my car, either, but a trace of the dirt road is visible.  Not much wider than a hair.
 
   A while ago, I met some people on their way down.  They stopped and talked.  A married couple, both pushing thirty I bet, but good looking.  Both of them tanned and rugged.  Wore matching costumes that made them look like they were on an African safari.  But they wore cowboy hats, not pith helmets.  They told me about a lake just below the pass, and how it has some decent campsites.  They hadn’t stayed there, but they’d stopped by the lake for a rest.  “I went in for a dip,” the woman said.  “It was quite refreshing.”  Quite.  She sounded and looked like a snob.  They both did, for that matter.
 
   I wonder what she wore when she took that dip of hers.  If anything.  Wish I could’ve been there to watch.  She looked damn good in her safari outfit, probably looked a lot better out of it.
 
   Ah, yes.  I’m starting to feel better already.
 
   Time to move on.  Hope I don’t drop dead of heat and exhaustion before I get to the top of this damn trail.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Yes yes yes!  I made it – God knows how – to the top of the switchbacks.  Very windy up there.  It’s sort of a pass between a couple of major-league peaks.  I kept going until I found the lake.  It was about half a mile beyond the ridge, a little bit lower, in a small valley all its own with trees along one side and nothing on the other side except for barren mountainside.
 
   Nobody is here but me.
 
   I’m staying.  I’ve dumped my stuff at a campsite that has a fire circle with logs around it, and some sheltered, flat areas where people have probably pitched tents from time to time.
 
   I got out of my hot sweaty clothes.  Right now, it’s a little past three in the afternoon.  I’m in my swimming trunks and Nikes, sitting on a shelf of granite on the shore of the lake.  I’ve got my pen and notebook, my water bottle, a good thick chocolate bar and a couple of trail cookies.  The chocolate and cookies are designed for campers.  They’re so hard you can hardly bite into them.  You feel like you might break your teeth.  Good stuff, though.  Scrum-bunctious!
 
   The sun feels warm, but not too hot.  There is a mild breeze that smells like Christmas trees.  It also smells clean and brisk, making me think of snow.  It blows softly against my bare skin.
 
   The lake is clear blue.  It sparkles with sunlight.  Its surface is rippled a little by the breeze, and I can hear quiet hushed sounds as the water licks the rock in front of me.
 
   I can also hear seagulls squealing.  A few of them are coasting over the lake, gray or white against the blue of the cloudless sky.  It amazes me that there are gulls at these high alpine lakes.
 
   Getting here was hard.  Torture.  My legs still tremble and my shoulders ache.  It was worth everything, though, to be here in this beauty and solitude.
 
   This is the sort of place that makes you feel that every moment spent somewhere else was wasted.
 
   Whatever Cora might be doing right now, it’s lousy compared to this.
 
   Tough luck, Cora.
 
   If only she were here beside me, though.  This would’ve been such a perfect place for making love.  Especially for our first time.  Now we’ll probably never…Good going, now I’m depressed.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It’s after supper.  Ate a beef stew that came in a plastic pouch.  Just had to add water, heat and serve.  Vanilla pudding for dessert.  I’m sitting by the fire, now.  Nothing much happened since my last entry.
 
   I kept expecting other hikers to show up and camp by the lake.  Nobody did, though.  I’m the only person here.  This doesn’t frighten me, which is funny.  I think something must’ve happened to me last night when I did my “wildman” routine.  Maybe it put me a little bit more in tune with nature.  Who knows?
 
   For whatever reason, I really like being out here alone in the wilderness.  I’m glad nobody has stopped by the lake.  It’s all mine.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Whew!  Just got back.  Hiked all the way around the lake.
 
   I took my flashlight along.  After a while, its beam seemed like an intrusion.  Got between me and the night.  So I shut it off and walked by moonlight.
 
   The moon made a silver path on the water, a path that led straight toward me and moved with me like the eyes in certain portraits.
 
   At the other side of the lake I sat on a boulder and looked across at my campfire.  Though it burned low, it gave off a lot of light.  The ruddy glow even shimmered on the front of my tent, which must’ve been twenty feet from the fire.  I could see the entire campsite clearly.
 
   It was like looking at a theater stage.  Watching it from a back row of seats, waiting for a player to walk on.
 
   The player is here now, seated on a log by the fire, hunched over his writing pad.
 
   But the spectator isn’t across the lake to watch.
 
   I’m a one-man show with only myself for an audience.
 
   Huh?
 
   Anyway, it was petty shocking to realize how the fire made my presence at the lake so conspicuous.  The fire was like a sign that nature had been invaded by an alien.
 
   I’m no invader.  I want to be part of all this.
 
   Anyway, now I’m going to douse the fire.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 19
 
    
 
    
 
   The tent was too – I don’t know – confining, restricting?  Just call me Nature Boy.  On my other camping trips, I always slept in a tent.  The tent was shelter from the weather, protection from bugs and other critters, and very much a hiding place.  It enclosed me, concealed me, made me feel safe.
 
   Those were always the good things about a tent.  But they don’t seem good anymore.
 
   Last night, I couldn’t stand being inside my tent.  Pretty soon I dragged my sleeping bag outside.  It was wonderful.  I stayed awake for a long time, savoring the night, and woke up before sunrise when the air was still gray.  There was dew on my sleeping bag, and on my face.  It made my face feel sticky.  My breath came out in white puffs.
 
   I’d slept in my sweatsuit, which has a hooded top.  It wasn’t nearly enough to keep me warm after I was out of my sleeping bag.  I shook like crazy.  When I peed, my urine steamed.
 
   I got the fire going again.  It crackled and blazed and I crouched close to its heat.  This morning, I loved my fire.  And I really loved the sun when it finally rose high enough to clear the surrounding peaks.
 
   In the movies, direct sunlight burns vampires – causes them terrible agony and pretty soon chars them down to a pile of ashes.  The way the sunlight felt this morning reminded me of that.  Because to me it was the exact opposite.  I craved it.  I felt like a starving man presented with a feast.  It restored me.
 
   I took off my sweats so I could feel the sun all over.  The sun’s heat and the cool fresh morning breeze.  It felt awfully good.  It got me excited, too.  I had this urge to circle the whole lake like I did last night, only do it naked.  I didn’t have the nerve, though.  Somebody might come along the trail and see me.  With that in mind, I only stayed naked long enough to bring my jeans out of the tent and put them on.
 
   So I’m not quite the Nature Boy I’d like to be.
 
   What the hell, I’m new at this.
 
   Also, this area is too well traveled.  It might seem like I have the whole place to myself, but there could be hikers just around a bend in the trail.
 
   I need to go deeper into the wilds.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Today’s hiking has been a lot easier than yesterday.  For one thing, the trail has been up and down instead of a steady, steep climb.  For another, my pack is much lighter.  I left the tent behind.
 
   Took it down after breakfast, rolled it, and hid it among the rocks near the lake shore.  I’ll retrieve it on the way out.
 
   Now, of course, there’ll probably be thunderstorms.
 
   Who cares?  I’m well rid of the tent.
 
   Today, I ran into several groups of campers.  Maybe twenty people, in all.  Sure is a change from yesterday.  And not a change I welcomed, either.  The problem was, quite a few trails converged in the area beyond my lake.
 
   Even though I wanted to be alone, I acted friendly.  I had nice chats with just about everyone.  The basics were always the same.  How long have you been out?  Where did you spend last night?  Where are you heading, and by which route?  If somebody was coming from where you were going, you wanted to find out how the trail was and where there might be a good place to camp.  I paid close attention to everybody’s routes because I wanted to spend the night without company.
 
   One more thing about the basics of trail-side conversation.  Nobody could resist commenting about the fact that I was out here alone.  I got all kinds of reactions.  Some people gave me funny looks and soon hurried off.  Others were simply curious.  Some admired my bravery.  A few seemed envious – as if they would much rather be out here by themselves than stuck with a group of annoying friends or relatives.  What I got most often, though, were remarks like this:
 
   “You must be nuts.  What if you break a leg?  Who goes for help?”
 
   And, “You’re going smack up against the first rule of wilderness survival, boy.”
 
   And, “You’d better stay healthy, that’s all I’ve got to say.”
 
   Four guys from U.C. Berkeley actually invited me to join their group.  I declined.  Threw my Thoreau “solitude” quote at them, which seemed to impress one guy, but made two of them smirk.  The fourth member of their party actually said, “What a dork.”
 
   Quite a few women crossed my path today.  I enjoyed looking.  Some were stout, some slender.  Some were fairly pretty while others looked ordinary or worse.  But I saw plenty of bare, tanned legs, shorts packed with firm buttocks, and midriffs on a couple of gals who wore their shirts pulled up and tied.  The best thing I saw all day was a blonde in a tank top.  She wasn’t much in the face department, but her shirt was almost transparent and she didn’t wear anything under it.
 
   She was the high point of my day, so far.
 
   Around mid-afternoon, I came to a nice lake.  Unfortunately, people had already arrived and had their tents set up.  So I kept going.  The next lake also had a group of campers.  From my map, I could see that there wasn’t another lake within five miles.  No way would I make it that far today.  But I kept hiking and things worked out.
 
   A stream cut across the trail.  It was bridged by an old, fallen tree.  Instead of crossing, I made my way upstream and found a good place to spend the night.  A good, secluded place.
 
   The trail is far below, blocked from sight by boulders and trees.
 
   It bothers me a little that I’ve done this – taken a detour away from the trail in order to find a private place to spend the night.  It makes me feel furtive, like I’m hiding out.
 
   I just wish all the other people would disappear so I could have the mountains completely to myself.
 
   Maybe if I go farther.  Deeper in.
 
   The problem is, I only brought food for ten days, so I have to begin heading back after the fifth.  Which only gives me two more days.
 
   Right now, I don’t feel like I want to return so soon.
 
   That could change, though.  If it continues to be like Grand Central Station around here, I might be glad to leave.
 
   My place here, at least, is private.  It’s great.  The first thing I did was strip and wade into the water.  The stream is so cold it hurts.  I couldn’t stand it for very long.  But I found a pothole in the rocks.  It held warm water that must’ve come from a rainstorm.  Luckily, it wasn’t very stagnant yet.  It felt great.  I stayed in it for a long time.  It probably wasn’t all that fresh and clean, though, so after getting out, I rinsed in the cold stream.
 
   I’m warm again, now.  I’ve been sitting in the sunlight writing all this for about an hour.  Probably got myself a great sunburn.  But maybe not.  Maybe it’s too late in the day for sunburns.
 
   Better quit writing, now.  Things to do before dark.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 20
 
    
 
    
 
   I cooked supper in the early evening yesterday, then doused my fire and sat by the stream to eat.  Had mosquito trouble at around sundown when I was cleaning my mess kit and stuff.  Had to get dressed, and also stink myself up with repellent.  When the wind kicked up, the mosquitoes disappeared.
 
   Turned in early.  Slept great.  I must’ve really been bushed, because I hardly even noticed the solid rock under my sleeping bag and foam pad.  Not even the noise of the rushing water bothered me.  It was loud, too.  From the sound of the stream, you’d think I had spread my sleeping bag in the middle of a freeway.
 
   I woke up this morning feeling an awful urgency to get moving.  Only two days, then I’d need to head back.  I didn’t even build a fire and have coffee, just packed and hit the trail as fast as I could.
 
   It’s noon, now.  I’ve finally stopped to rest and eat and catch up with the journal.
 
   Made very good time.  And the number of intruders has dwindled since yesterday.  Thank god.  I’m obviously making some progress.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Something funny is going on.  It’s not really so funny, though.  I don’t know exactly why, but I’m feeling more and more reluctant to encounter other people.
 
   This morning when hikers approached on the trail, I felt apprehensive.  I greeted them, smiling, but didn’t stop to chat.  My main concern was to get away from them.  The thing is, there was nothing wrong with these people.  They seemed perfectly nice and ordinary.
 
   About an hour after my lunch break this afternoon, I heard more people coming.  They were still out of sight beyond a bend in the trail, but I could hear them.
 
   So I hid.
 
   I hurried off the trail and climbed up into the rocks and crouched out of sight.
 
   At the time, I told myself it was just a simple matter of preferring my own company.  Sort of like turning down a party invitation because you’d rather stay home and read a book.
 
   While I crouched there hiding, though, I started to feel scared.  Scared that the strangers coming along the trail would find me.  My mouth went dry.  My heart thudded.  I trembled all over.  It was ridiculous.  They had no reason to hunt for me.  If I hadn’t fled, we would’ve met on the trail, smiled and chatted.  No big deal.
 
   After they’d passed my hiding place, a change came over me.  Something seemed to grow out of my fear.
 
   Excitement.
 
   They hadn’t seen me, didn’t have a clue that I’d been crouched only a few yards away.  I was invisible.
 
   An invisible man.
 
   Feeling exhilarated, I returned to the trail.  I laughed quite a lot.  Felt downright gleeful.  
 
   It changes everything, being invisible.
 
   Later on this afternoon, I heard another batch of people coming.  I bounded off the trail, climbed the slope and hid among the rocks.  Just like last time.  But very different, too.  This time, I didn’t simply cower in hiding until the strangers had gone by; I raised my head and peered down at them.
 
   Spied on them.
 
   A man was in the lead, followed by a woman.  This was an uphill grade, so they took their time.  They trudged, leaning forward against the weight of their packs, their heads down.  The yellow dust kicked up by the man swirled around the boots and shins of the woman.  She wore red shorts and a gray T-shirt.  She was built.  The backpack straps pulling at her shoulders made her breasts really stick out.  I could tell by how they moved that she was wearing a bra.  The sight of them stirred me up a lot, anyway.
 
   Basically, I was looking at nothing I wouldn’t have seen if I’d stayed on the trail and said “howdy.”  God only knows why it should make such a difference, watching it in secret.  But it does.  It sure does.
 
   I thought about following the couple.  I wanted to.  But the gal wasn’t all that special anyway, and they were heading in the wrong direction.
 
   That’s about all for now.  It’s mid-afternoon and I hope to reach Mascot Lake in time to make camp before dark.  Sure hope nobody else has the same idea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After catching up with the writing, I returned to the trail and continued my journey.
 
   Arrived at Mascot Lake about an hour later.  It was some distance from the main trail, so my view took in the entire lake.  It looked blue and cold and wonderful.  A thick crescent of woods along the near side would provide welcome shade, plus shelter from the winds.  It looked like a very fine place to camp.
 
   Best of all, it looked deserted.
 
   I was overjoyed at the prospect of having the lake to myself.  But then I noticed the tent.  A green tent, nearly invisible among the trees and shadows near the shore.
 
   With a curse, I kicked a stone.  The stone went skipping over the trail, raising puffs of yellow dust.
 
   What the hell, I thought.  Win a few, lose a few.
 
   I kept walking.  From off toward the lake came quiet sounds of voices, the chunking of a hatchet.  One of the voices most definitely belonged to a woman.  Staying on the trail, still walking, I scanned the area near the tent and spotted two figures.  One was bent over and seemed to be cutting wood for the campfire.  The other watched.  It was impossible to tell which was the woman because they were too far away, standing among trees that partly blocked my view, and covered by the gloom of shadows.
 
   I kept walking.
 
   But the earlier thrill of hiding and spying on the hikers was mild compared to the fever that grabbed me as I walked away from Mascot Lake.
 
   I could return as the invisible man!
 
   Yes!
 
   After “disappearing” myself around a bend, I left the trail and made my way back toward the lake.  Found a good, hidden place surrounded by walls of rock.  This will be my base camp.  I’ve gotten out of my sweaty clothes, and eaten a meal of jerky and gorp and dried peaches.
 
   The notion of sneaking up on the campers really has me excited.  I can hardly stand it.
 
   Did Apaches feel this way just before they crept up on unwary settlers?
 
   I’m nervous enough without trying it naked.  So I’ve gotten into my trunks and Nikes.  Now I’m all caught up on the writing.  Still a couple of hours before dark.  I’m off!
 
    
 
    
 
   June 21
 
    
 
    
 
   After leaving here yesterday, I made my way back to Mascot Lake.  Kept low, crawled.  And finally positioned myself among some rocks directly across the lake from the camp.  Like most alpine lakes, this one isn’t very large.  From where I hid, I could’ve thrown a rock as far as the tent.
 
   Not until I had taken my position did I actually raise my head and study the campsite.  It had a low, round wall of rocks for a fireplace, and enough wood piled nearby to last all night.  There were sawed-off logs here and there for seats.  A red backpack was propped upright against one of the logs.  A blue backpack was propped against the foot of a tree.  The tent was a few yards behind the fireplace, its front facing the lake.  The flaps were down so I couldn’t see inside.
 
   I was giving the place a good inspection when a motion off to the side caught my eye.
 
   A woman in the trees.  And she had a lot of bare skin.
 
   My heart whammed.
 
   But the thrill faded as soon as I got a better look at her.  She was about twenty years old, had brown hair styled like a football helmet, a flat face with a wide nose, and a short, stocky body.  She didn’t look flabby, just broad.  She wore a black bikini that would’ve looked better on someone tall and slim.  On her, it looked peculiar.  She did have a good tan, though.  It was her best feature.
 
   She seemed to be amusing herself by throwing the hatchet at a tree off to the right of the tent.  On the first try I witnessed, she planted the hatchet into the trunk.  She strode forward and pulled it out, then turned around and seemed to measure her strides.
 
   I watched her for a while.
 
   Felt like throwing something at her.  I’d gotten myself all in a sweat to spy on this gal, and worked my tail off sneaking around to where I might have a good view, only to find out she was a bow-wow.  Shit!
 
   I was ready to leave, but didn’t dare.
 
   Where was the guy?
 
   Until I found him, I couldn’t move; he might be in a position to spot me.
 
   I scanned the entire stretch of trees over there, the whole shoreline, the rocky slopes curving around my side of the lake.
 
   Every ounce of thrill and excitement had drained out of this little adventure.  I’d turned into a Peeping Tom for this, and now I was going to be caught and probably beaten half to death or something by this gal’s boyfriend/lover/whatever.
 
   The gal herself might end up using her hatchet on me.
 
   They could tie me to her target tree, and have some sport.
 
   I remembered my sheath knife.  Still on the belt of my jeans, back with the rest of my stuff.  The idea that I might need to defend myself had never occurred to me.
 
   Maybe I would be able to outrun the guy.
 
   WHERE WAS HE???
 
   Near panic, I looked everywhere.  Still no sign of him.
 
   Had he gone for a stroll up the trail?  Maybe he was taking a snooze inside the tent.
 
   Maybe I’d better try to get while the getting was good.  
 
   But I couldn’t move.  I felt frozen.  Frozen, but burning up.  Even this late in the afternoon, the sun was bearing down on me.  There seemed to be no breeze at all.  I was being broiled, and sweat poured off me.  Still, frozen is what I was.
 
   I had to know where the guy was.
 
   Then the tent flaps bulged, spread apart, and out came the girl’s companion.
 
   A brunette with rich, gleaming hair.  Tresses swung in front of her face as she crawled from the tent and stood up.  Then she swept them aside.  Though her face was a little indistinct because of the distance, what I could see of it looked very good.  She actually seemed beautiful.  Dark skin, stark white eyes and teeth.
 
   Standing in front of the tent, she stretched as if she might’ve just awakened.  Yawned, went to tiptoes, arched her back, reached her arms up high, twisted her body slowly from side to side.
 
   She wore a white, string bikini.
 
   She was tall and slender, tawny.  Long-limbed and sleek.  She looked like the sort of elegant fashion model who usually has breasts the size of tea cups.  But hers were about three times that size.  They looked like twin loaves held loosely by the pouches of her bikini top.  Between their smooth, rounded sides was a shadowed valley.
 
   Anyway, they were terrific.
 
   She was terrific.
 
   After finishing her stretch, she turned away from the tent and walked toward her friend.  She had a great walk.  Her buttocks took turns flexing.  Between them was a white thong.
 
   I heard voices as she stepped closer to her friend, but I couldn’t make out the words.
 
   Then she started throwing the hatchet.
 
   God, what a sight!
 
   She threw nine or ten times at the tree.  Each time she planted the hatchet into the trunk, her friend clapped.  The couple of occasions she missed, they both laughed.  The other gal would run to fetch the hatchet, and bring it back to her.
 
   Then that one took a few turns.
 
   After a while, they quit.  The small one whacked the hatchet into a stump near the fireplace.  Side by side, they walked toward the lake.  And straight toward me.
 
   They waded gingerly into the water, carrying on a lot about how cold it was.  They shuddered and squealed.  They acted as if they were being tortured and found it hilarious.
 
   In with all the cries about the freezing water, and how they were dying and so on, they shouted each other’s names a few times.  The fabulous one was Gloria.  Her dumpy friend was Susie.
 
   As Gloria stepped carefully into deeper water, Susie splashed her from behind.  Gloria shrieked and flinched rigid as if she’d been jabbed in the back with a cattle prod.  Her breasts did a jump of their own.  One hopped right out of her bikini and swung through the air as she whirled around.  It was shiny in the sunlight.  It was very white where it had no tan.  The nipple was dark and stuck way out.  “Now you’ve done it!” she shouted.  She chased Susie through the shallow part of the lake, giggling and gasping, ducking low every now and then to fling water.
 
   They were both drenched by the time they faced off for the showdown.  Standing a couple of yards apart in knee-deep water, they bent over and slapped at the surface like crazy, flinging frothy torrents at each other.
 
   Susie suddenly caught a mouthful and choked.  She turned away, coughing.  Immediately, Gloria quit splashing.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Susie kept coughing.
 
   Gloria slapped her on the back a few times.  Her hand made loud smacking sounds against the wet skin.  She had a worried look on her face.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Susie’s head bobbed.  She coughed a few more times, then took deep breaths.
 
   Gloria patted her back more gently.  “You okay now?”
 
   “Yeah.  Just…choked on some water.”  Susie bent down and held her knees.
 
   Gloria took the opportunity to fool with her bikini top and tuck her breast into its pouch.  Smiling, she asked, “Want to race?”
 
   Susie straightened up.  She turned around.  “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Come on.  I’ll give you a headstart.”
 
   A corner of Susie’s mouth turned up.  “You’ll give me a headstart?”
 
   “It’s only fair.  I almost drowned you.”
 
   “I’m fine.  I don’t need any headstart.  You’re the one who needs a headstart, honey.”
 
   Gloria smiled.  “If you insist.  Where to?”
 
   They checked around, then Susie nodded toward the far end of the lake.  “See that flat rock sticking out?”  The lake was not very wide, but fairly long.  The flat rock appeared to be at least fifty yards away.
 
   “Maybe we should swim that way,” Gloria said, and pointed behind her.
 
   Susie turned to look.
 
   And that’s when Gloria dived in the opposite direction.  She came up swimming hard for the flat rock that Susie had suggested as their goal.
 
   A moment later, Susie hit the water.
 
   Gloria already had a lead of about one body-length.
 
   I didn’t stick around to see who won.
 
   With both of them swimming off like that, I had a great chance to make a clean escape.  So I took it.  Scampered over the rocks and got away from the lake and ran.
 
   By the time I got back here, I was worn out.  Drained.  Exhausted.  Too much excitement.
 
   I turned in early.  For a long time, though, I couldn’t fall asleep.  I lay there cozy in my sleeping bag, my mind in a turmoil.  Sometimes, I got all excited about Gloria.  Other times, I got a sick feeling.
 
   The sick feeling was probably guilt.  My little visit to Mascot Lake had seemed at the time like a great adventure.  A daring mission.  Invisible man on the prowl, spying on babes.
 
   When you come down to it, though, what I did was kind of perverted.
 
   I finally made the decision to stay away from Gloria’s camp.  I would not, under any circumstances, pay another visit.  Come morning, I told myself, I would hit the trail and raise dust.
 
   That calmed me down.  I fell asleep.  Didn’t sleep well, though.  Too many vivid, wild dreams.  They mostly featured Gloria, of course.  They had me feverish and thrashing around.  Some were wonderful, some horrible.
 
   Finally, I woke up and saw that the sky was getting light.  Not dawn yet, but near enough.
 
   Awfully cold outside my bag.  I shook like crazy, getting dressed and packing away my gear.  But I was on my way in record time.  The shivers stopped after I’d been on the trail for about five minutes.
 
   Anyway, what I did yesterday was wrong, but I feel pretty good now.  Kept my vow to leave without any more nonsense.  Didn’t cave in.
 
   Hiked for a couple of hours, just to put a good distance between myself and temptation.  No sign of anyone all morning.  I’m determined, though, to act normal if people do come along.  Not hide, not spy.  No more “invisible man” stuff.  Just stay on the trail and say hello and maybe have a nice chat.
 
   I can see the trail from here.  It’s a distance off, but not out of sight.  Maybe I’m trying to prove that I don’t need to hide.  Who knows?
 
   The creek here is noisy.  It rushes quick over the rocks, and sometimes it throws an icy splash against my back.  Feels good, even though it makes me flinch.
 
   After getting here, I built a fire.  I’d missed my morning coffee, not wanting to make a fire while I was still close to Mascot Lake.  The girls might’ve been awake, might’ve seen the smoke.
 
   So I treated myself to a lot of hot coffee, and also cooked a skillet full of bacon and eggs.  Fake eggs, of course.  But the meat was real, scraped from a “bacon bar” that is shaped like a cake of soap.  It was a very fine breakfast.
 
   Afterward, I killed the fire, changed into my trunks, and cleaned my cooking stuff at the stream.  Also took the opportunity to wash up and brush my teeth.  Pretty soon, everything was taken care of except this.
 
   It’s incredible the number of pages I’ve gotten done this morning.  It’s taken forever.  My butt kept falling asleep from sitting on the rocks.  One time, my dick even went numb.  Had to stand up before the feeling would return.
 
   A lot of work, but I’m caught up.  My middle finger has a red dent from the pressure of the pen.
 
   I like it here beside this creek.  Today marks the mid-point of my trip.  The fifth day since leaving the car.  I haven’t eaten as much food as planned, so I don’t actually have to start heading back tomorrow.  But I think I will.  Five days out is far enough.  In some ways, too far.
 
   Instead of pushing on, I’ll spend the night here.  First thing in the morning, I’ll start heading back for the car.
 
   It’ll be good to return to civilization.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They’ve stopped for lunch.  I can see them from here if I peer over the edge of rock behind me.  They’re down below on the trail.  Last time I looked, they’d taken off their packs and were perched on a boulder.
 
   What happened is this.
 
   I’d finished the writing and was feeling lazy, so I spread out my sleeping bag near the stream and stretched out on it.  Very comfortable.  Lying in the shade.  Warm.  A nice, soft breeze.
 
   I was almost asleep when somebody laughed.
 
   And there they were, hiking up the trail, Susie in front, Gloria following.  I was shocked, to say the least.  Always figured, for no good reason, that they were on their way in the other direction.
 
   Anyway, they didn’t seem to spot me.  Just kept going.
 
   I threw all my stuff together fast and went after them.
 
   I’ve been following them ever since, staying a good safe distance to the rear, staying out of sight always.  I’m sure they haven’t seen me.
 
   Just now I looked down to check on them.  They’re still sitting on the rock.  Sharing a foil pouch of something – trail mix, gorp, nuts, who knows?  Gloria had a plastic bottle in one hand.  Red liquid inside.  Kool-Aid, maybe.
 
   This is the nearest I’ve been to her.  She’s even more beautiful than I thought.  God, what a knockout!!!
 
   She’s been wearing a big gray felt hat, but she took it off and tossed it onto her pack.  She has a red bandana tied around her neck.  She’s wearing a tan, short-sleeved shirt with epaulets and button-down pockets.  It looks expensive, like a shirt from one of those mail order houses that specializes in outdoor stuff.  It looks loose and comfortable.  It isn’t tucked in, and it’s unbuttoned to about halfway down.  Through the gap, I can see the sides of her breasts and the space between them.  Her shorts match the shirt.  They’re sort of baggy.  They’d probably reach to her knees, but she has them rolled up.  She’s wearing regular white crew socks and big leather hiking boots.
 
   She almost looks like she’s modeling the stuff, except that her hair is mashed down from the hat and she’s sweaty and dusty.
 
   Susie is wearing – who cares?  Never mind.
 
   Will sign off now, and keep an eye on things.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Got some time to kill.  “You can’t kill time without injuring eternity,” so says Thoreau.  But I can’t go anywhere for a while.
 
   Just ahead, things open up.  That’s the problem.  The trail cuts across a very long stretch of barren slope.  Nowhere for me to hide.  If I start following and one of the girls looks back, I’ll be spotted.  Can’t have that.
 
   If there were some other hikers around, I might chance it.  Haven’t seen any all day, though.  We must be somewhere pretty remote.  With nobody else on the trail, I’d be too conspicuous.  So I have to just wait until Gloria and Susie are out of sight.
 
   Hope I don’t lose them.
 
   Might be better if I do lose them.  Don’t know what’s wrong with me.  I had left them behind.  I was free from them.  But this morning when they hiked by, it was like they threw a chain around me and dragged me after them.
 
   Guess I’m nuts.
 
   Nuts all right.  Nuts about Gloria.
 
   It’s crazy, though.  I don’t even know her.  In a way, I don’t want to know her.  (That sounds a little crazy, too.)  The thing is, it’s great to just observe her from afar like I’ve been doing.  It would change everything if I actually talked to her.  I’m sure of that.  It would lessen her.  She’d lose her magic.
 
   I’d lose mine, too.  Wouldn’t be invisible anymore.
 
   Maybe I’ve just stumbled onto the secret of a great relationship – don’t have one.  Ha ha.
 
   I just looked.  I can still see them.  They’ll be awfully far ahead by the time it’s safe for me to follow.  I’m tempted to start out after them now, but don’t want to blow it.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They got such a good lead that I didn’t see them again for a couple of hours.  By then, they’d already pitched camp near the south end of Big Boy Lake.  I glimpsed their tent through the trees, then looked away quick in case they happened to be watching me.
 
   Big Boy is much larger than Mascot.  Like every other lake up here, it’s in a basin surrounded by mountains.  This one has a lot more trees than most, though.  They are at both ends, and thick along the whole western shore.
 
   I walked the length of Big Boy.  From what I saw, it looked as if nobody was there except the girls.
 
   Perfect.
 
   Just them and me.
 
   My plan was to camp at Little Boy.  The map showed it just north of Big and at a slightly lower elevation.  When I looked down at it, though, my plan changed.  Little Boy looked like a nightmare – just a scoop of water surrounded by granite slopes.  No more than five or six trees grew by its shore.  I could see twice that many under the water, sprawled out white.  A lake couldn’t look any more desolate and creepy than Little Boy.  They should’ve named it Little Dead Boy.
 
   Where the trail dipped downward on its way toward that nasty place, I ducked behind a clump of boulders.  I waited a while.  Then I snuck over to Big Boy, staying low.
 
   Found a good spot for the night.  A small clearing surrounded by trees, bushes, and boulders.  It’s not far from shore.  And it’s almost at the opposite end of the lake from the girls’ camp.  Not much chance that they’ll find out I’m here.
 
   I didn’t build a fire, of course.  Made a meal of dried fruit, cookies, and chocolate.  Will take along my bacon bar for later.  And my water bottle.
 
   I’m going now to see what they’re up to.  Keeping my clothes on, this time, though I’ve changed out of my hiking boots.  Taking my jacket, too.  It’ll be dark soon, and I don’t want to freeze.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Back to where I left off.  Seems like a long, long time ago that I went looking for Gloria and Susie.  Just yesterday afternoon, though.
 
   God, I’m lucky to be back.
 
   Somewhat the worse for wear, as they say.  But back.
 
   Anyway…
 
   Yesterday afternoon, I made my way toward their camp very carefully.  Silent, invisible.  Took a long time.  After every step, I stopped to listen.  Finally heard their voices.  I couldn’t understand what was being said, but the voices told me where they were.
 
   I found them between the front of their tent and the lake shore, Gloria sitting on a rock and reaching into her backpack while Susie knelt by the fireplace and busied herself breaking twigs in half.
 
   They had both changed from hiking boots to sneakers.  Otherwise, they were dressed the same as before.
 
   I felt exposed, watching from behind a tree trunk.  Searched for a better observation post, and found the perfect thing.  Only a short distance from the rear of their tent was a boulder some fifteen or twenty feet high.  It loomed like a tower over their campsite.
 
   I made a big circle to avoid the girls, came in from behind, and climbed to the top.  Not an easy climb by any means.  That was good, though.  The harder the climb, the less likely I was to have a visit from Gloria or Susie.
 
   Great up there, almost like it was meant to be my lookout post.  It was roughly round, about eight feet across, and had a sunken area in the middle.  When I sat or knelt in the depression, it was like being inside a shallow bowl; I couldn’t even begin to see the ground.  Which meant I was well out of sight from down there.
 
   This was almost too good to be true.
 
   My own private world.
 
   My only regret was that I hadn’t brought my sleeping bag along.  Or the rest of my stuff.  This would’ve been a great place to make camp.
 
   Right on top of them.  So to speak.
 
   From here, I would be able to watch them do everything.  The sun hadn’t gone down yet.  In fact, it felt very hot.  So they might go swimming.  They might sunbathe.  Or toss the hatchet around, like yesterday.  Whatever, I’d have a bird’s eye view.
 
   With my jacket to keep me warm, I should even be able to stay after dark, stick with them until they turned in.  Once they were inside their tent for the night, I could climb down and return to my camp.  Get some sleep.  Come back before dawn and be ready atop my lookout by the time they got up.  Their morning activities were sure to make a great show.
 
   Oh, I had big plans.
 
   On my belly, I squirmed toward the front of my rocky lookout.  I peered over the edge just as Susie tipped her head to take a drink of water.  Her eyes locked on mine.
 
   Gave me a terrible sensation, like suddenly falling.
 
   I ducked out of sight.
 
   All my insides seemed to be cold, squeezed tight and shaking.
 
   For a little while, the only sounds were the wind and some gulls.  Maybe Susie hadn’t seen me, after all.
 
   Mistook my head for an owl?  Thought I was a marmot, or something?
 
   It’s amazing the crap that runs through your head.  All you want is a way out.  You want a Time Machine to travel you an hour backward so you can decide not to come here.  You want to turn invisible for real, or at least be able to sink into the ground and disappear like a puddle of water.  You want to take a flying leap and land on your feet and run like hell.  Anything, just so you don’t have to face the music.
 
   Maybe it’s for the best, I finally told myself.  After all, I’d been starting to go off the deep end.  Maybe getting caught is just what I needed.
 
   Those are just a few of the things that zapped through my mind while I shivered and waited for the girls to react.
 
   The wait seemed to last about five years.  It was probably more like a minute.  Then Susie called, “Who’s up there?  I saw you.”  She sounded very nervous.  “There’s no use hiding.  Who are you?  What are you doing up there?”
 
   If I keep my mouth shut and don’t show myself, they’ll think I got away.
 
   “Come on, mister.”  This time, it was Gloria’s voice.  It didn’t sound nervous at all.  Calm and patient.  “We know you’re up there.  We can’t just go on about our business and pretend you’re not there, you know?  We’re out in the middle of nowhere and we’ve suddenly got a stranger lurking around.  Hey, maybe you’re a nice guy.  Or maybe you’re some kind of lunatic.  The thing is, we can’t just assume you’re okay.  So come on down and talk to us.”
 
   I thought about it.  How could I convince them that I wasn’t a threat, that I was indeed a nice guy, that they had nothing to fear from me?
 
   “I’ve got a gun, mister,” Gloria called.
 
   Wonderful news.  It almost made me fill my pants.
 
   “If you don’t come down on your own, I might have to use it on you.”
 
   She fired.  Into the air, probably.
 
   I crapped and peed simultaneously.
 
   “Okay!” I yelled.  “I’ll come down.  Just a minute.”  Real fast, I shucked off my shoes and jeans.  My Jockeys had caught the load.  Got rid of them, and used my shirt to wipe.  While I worked at it, I tried to talk my way out of things.  “It’s a free country, you know.  I was here first.  It’s not my fault you decided to camp right where I already was.”
 
   “If you were here,” Susie called, “you should’ve told us.”
 
   “I was scared.  I don’t know you two people.  Maybe you’re nice women.  Or maybe you’re a couple of lunatics.”
 
   “Very funny, mister,” Gloria said.  She didn’t sound amused.
 
   After hurrying into my jeans, I put my jacket on.  “I mean it,” I explained.  “I was scared, so I decided to hide and look for a chance to sneak away.”
 
   “Stand up where we can see you,” Gloria ordered.
 
   Quickly, I slipped into my shoes.  “You won’t shoot, will you?”
 
   “Just do what you’re told.”
 
   I got to my feet and looked down over the edge.  The girls were standing side by side near the front of their tent, both facing me, their heads back.  Susie held the hatchet low by her hip.  Gloria held a revolver, her arm up and bent at the elbow so that the gun was close to her ear.  She had it pointed straight upward, not at me.
 
   I raised my open hands, the way they do on TV.
 
   “Is anybody else up there with you?” Gloria asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Where’re your friends?” Susie asked.
 
   “I don’t have any.”
 
   “Right.  Nobody packs in alone.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Susie glanced about as if she expected a sneak attack by my gang of pals.  Then she looked up at me again.  “Where are they?”
 
   “There’s nobody but me.  Honest.”
 
   “Do you have some i.d.?” Gloria asked.
 
   She was very good at saying things I didn’t want to hear.  Already, I had stopped being invisible.  Once she took a look at my driver’s license, I would stop being anonymous.  God!  She’d have my name, my parents’ address!
 
   Fortunately, the license was in my wallet, which I had left inside my backpack.
 
   “I haven’t got anything,” I said.
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Susie muttered.
 
   “It’s the truth.  My parents won’t let me get a driver’s license until…”
 
   “Shut up and come down here,” Susie said.
 
   “Okay.”  Nodding, I took a step backward.
 
   Gloria’s arm darted out.  She aimed the revolver at me and shouted, “Stop!  Come down the front.”
 
   Leaning forward, I peered down.  And groaned.  “I can’t.  I’ll fall.  It’s too steep.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” Gloria said.  “Do it, anyway.  I don’t want you out of sight right now.”
 
   When you’re trapped on top of a boulder, you don’t have a lot of choices.  You can’t stay up there forever.  They can either wait you out, climb up and get you, or find a higher place nearby where they can shoot down at you.  (There were some trees within just a few yards of me.)  So you’ve got to reach the ground, but you can’t climb down fast enough to get away unshot.  Also, you can’t jump off the top without breaking yourself.
 
   So I said, “Okay.”  With both girls watching, I started to make my way down the face of the boulder.  It was awfully steep.
 
   About halfway down, my foot slipped.  I gasped and tried to hang on.  Nothing to hang on to, though, so I fell backward.  The ground knocked my legs out from under me, then smacked my butt.  Then my back hit the dirt.
 
   Gloria stuck the gun in my face.  “Don’t move.”
 
   That was a laugh.
 
   Anyway, I just stayed sprawled on the ground, gasping and trying to get my breath back.  Susie crouched and searched me.  My jacket was open.  She flipped it open wider and ran her hands under it, feeling my bare sides from armpits to hips.  She pulled the hunting knife out of the sheath on my belt.  She patted my front pockets.  She even checked my ankles.
 
   While all that went on, Gloria stood about a yard beyond my head, leaning forward, her arm straight, the muzzle of her revolver no more than ten inches from my forehead.  Looking at the hole gave me a funny ache – the weird kind of ache you get if you cross your eyes.  So I didn’t look at it much.
 
   The way Gloria was bent over, her hair hung straight down past the sides of her face.  Her face was upside-down, of course.  She looked strange but beautiful.
 
   Susie made me roll over.  The ground was covered with pine needles.  They were dry and prickly against my skin.  She felt around under the back of my jacket, patted my seat pockets, ran her hands down my legs.  “I guess he’s okay,” she said.
 
   “Can I get up, now?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t move,” Gloria said.
 
   “What’ll we do with him?”
 
   “I’ll just leave,” I offered.  “I’ll get my gear and leave.  Okay?”
 
   “Not okay,” Gloria said.
 
   “I wasn’t doing anything.”
 
   “Like hell you weren’t,” Susie said.
 
   “We came out here,” Gloria said, “to get away from people like you.”
 
   “People like me?  What’re you…?”
 
   “All the fucking perverts and rapists and murders.”
 
   “I’m not…”
 
   “You’re everywhere, goddamn it!  It used to be, you could at least go to the mountains and get away from all the degenerate scumbags.”
 
   “Even the mountains aren’t safe,” Susie added.
 
   “They’re safe!” I blurted.  “I’m not anything!  I’m just camping!  You came along to where I was.  I wasn’t doing anything wrong.  I promise.  Please.”
 
   “Go over and get my rope,” Gloria said.
 
   Susie went for it, her footsteps crunching pine needles.
 
   “What’re you gonna do?” I asked.  “Can’t you just let me go?”
 
   “So you can sneak up on us again?”
 
   “I didn’t sneak up on you.”
 
   Susie came back and stopped beside me.  “What now?”
 
   “Tie his hands behind his back.”
 
   Susie straddled me and tied my hands.  After that was done, Gloria ordered me to stand up.  Susie stayed behind me, holding the rope.
 
   They got me into position, a tree branch several feet overhead.  Then Susie tossed the rope over the branch.  She caught the end.  She pulled, hoisting my bound arms up behind me and forcing me up on tiptoes.
 
   “Not that high,” Gloria told her.
 
   They made it so I could stand without getting my arms wrenched from their sockets.  Then Susie tied the rope to the trunk.
 
   “This is crazy,” I said.
 
   Susie smirked.  “What’re we supposed to do, let you go?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “You should just be glad we’re reasonable, civilized people,” Gloria said.  “If we really wanted to play it smart, we’d incapacitate you.”
 
   “I am incapacitated!”
 
   “You’re tied up.  There’s a big difference.  To you and to us.  This is a lot more dangerous for us.”
 
   “Consider yourself lucky,” Susie added.
 
   They left me there, and started breaking camp.  “What’re you doing?” I asked.
 
   “Getting out of here,” Gloria said.
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Soon as we can.”
 
   “But it’s almost dark.”
 
   “We’re not gonna spend the night here, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Why?  Because of me?”
 
   “What do you think?” Susie said.
 
   “You don’t have to go away.”
 
   “The hell we don’t.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “You’re staying right where you are,” Gloria said.
 
   “Tied up?”
 
   “You got it,” Susie said.
 
   “You’ll be all right,” Gloria told me.  “I’m sure you’ll manage to get loose sooner or later.  When you do, don’t come after us.”
 
   “Or you’ll wish you hadn’t,” Susie said.
 
   “You got off lucky this time.”
 
   About fifteen minutes later, they hefted their backpacks and hiked away.
 
   It came as a relief to watch them leave.
 
   Things could’ve gone so much worse.  They’d had me at their mercy.  They could’ve done anything to me – beaten me up, tortured me, killed me.  Apparently, I had lucked out in going after a couple of gals with scruples about such things.  They hadn’t even taken my name, much less gotten their hands on my driver’s license.
 
   (I knew my license was safe because I watched them hike straight over to the trail and head north.  They went nowhere near the place where I’d hidden my gear.)
 
   Without knowing who I am, they can’t do anything to me.  Can’t tell on me, get the law on me, or anything!
 
   I got off lucky, all right.  Nothing to show for being caught except a few bad scares, messing my pants, falling off a boulder and getting myself tied to a tree.
 
   Could’ve been so damn much worse.
 
   It actually did get worse around sundown.  That’s when the mosquitoes came.  With my arms tied behind me, I couldn’t do a thing about them.  They flew underneath my open jacket.  They settled on my face and neck and got in my ears.
 
   But the mosquitoes made me so crazy that I finally escaped from the rope.  I’d been working at the problem from the moment the gals left.  I’d been taking it easy, though, turning my wrists inside their binding, sometimes tugging, twisting some more, gradually working the tightness out of the rope.  I’d been making progress without hurting myself.
 
   With the mosquitoes buzzing around me, landing on every exposed bit of skin, sucking my blood, making me itch all over, I went nuts and ripped my hands out of the rope.  Took off layers of skin, but I didn’t care.
 
   Hands free, I slapped at the damn mosquitoes while I ran full speed to the lake.  I paused long enough to strip, then ran into the water and dived.
 
   The huge, soothing relief of ice cold water on mosquito bites is one of life’s great pleasures.
 
   I stayed in the lake for a long time.  It was dark by the time I climbed out.  Dark and very windy.  No mosquitoes found me while I got dressed.
 
   Back at the secluded place where I’d left my pack, I dug out a tube of ointment.  Stripped again and hunted out all of my mosquito bites and dabbed them with goo.  The ones I could reach, anyhow.  I had bumps all over.  Still do.
 
   Anyway, the ointment helped some, but not much.
 
   I climbed into my sleeping bag, feeling itchy and hot and miserable.  Instead of counting sheep, I counted my mosquito bites.  I tried to make up my mind which were the most itchy.  It ended as a toss-up between the bites on my forehead and those on the backs of my fingers.
 
   Finally, I got to sleep.
 
   I woke up after sunup this morning.  Searched around.  No sign of the girls.  Took another dip in the lake for the sake of my bites.  Refreshed, I returned to camp and built a fire.  Made my morning coffee, bacon and eggs.  (Had to throw away the bacon bar I’d taken with me yesterday, as it had been in a front pocket of my jeans, gotten peed on, and later taken a dunk in the lake.  But I had an extra in my pack.)  After breakfast, dug out my journal here and found a nice private place in the rocks by the lake.
 
   Have been taking my time, filling in all the details.  Though I’m still itchy, it’s eased off some.  The sun feels very good.  And so does the cool mountain breeze.
 
   Nobody else has shown up here at Big Boy.
 
   I wonder where Gloria and Susie are.  Did they hike all night to get away from me?
 
   I have to go back to their camp, now.  See if I can find my knife, though Susie might’ve taken it with her.
 
   Also, I left my water bottle on top of the boulder.  I don’t look forward to climbing up there again, but I need it.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Pretty scary, going back.  I was afraid they’d show up and catch me again.  I kept looking around, listening.  What made it worse was realizing they really might show up.
 
   Just suppose they started to worry about me?  They were decent people.
 
   If I couldn’t get out of the rope, I’d die.
 
   They didn’t want my death on their heads, did they?
 
   Which meant they might come back and make sure I wasn’t still hanging under the tree.
 
   It was a thought that scared me the whole time I was there this morning.
 
   They might’ve shown up at any second.
 
   I climbed the boulder, anyway, brought down my water bottle and ran.  Didn’t even waste time looking for my knife.
 
   A great, safe feeling to be back here at my secret camp.
 
   Except for my journal, everything’s packed and ready to go.
 
   Only one problem.  I don’t know where to go.
 
   I should start heading back for the car.  I only brought ten days of food, and this is day six.  (Haven’t been eating as much as planned, though.  I could stretch things out.)  Another reason to start for the car is that Gloria and Susie went the other way.  Turning back, I won’t run afoul of them again.
 
   Which is also a good reason not to turn back.
 
   It’s crazy.  But the thing is, I can’t get Gloria out of my head.
 
   I’ve got to find her.
 
   Now that I think about it, maybe she’ll come to me.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   And maybe she won’t.  I just spent a few hours “hanging.”
 
   Figuring the gals might return to make sure I wasn’t still tied, I went back to where they’d camped.  Hid my stuff.  Put on my jacket, stepped under the branch, reached behind myself and took hold of the rope.
 
   It seemed like a good idea.
 
   Made me awfully hot and tired, but I stuck with it.  Then some hikers appeared.  I spotted them when they came around a bend in the trail.  Fortunately, they were still a long distance off.  I had plenty of time to gather my stuff and hide.
 
   They left the trail and headed for the lake.
 
   I stayed just long enough to see that all three were guys.
 
   So much for “hanging around” and waiting for the girls.
 
   Thought I might spend the night at Little Boy Lake, after all.  So I stopped by its shore, ate some supper, and now I’m bringing things up to date.  
 
   This lake really sucks.  It’s so desolate it gives me the heebie-jeebies.  No way will I spend a night here.
 
   Guess I’ll just start walking, even though it’ll be dark soon.  See how far I can get before petering out – or falling off the trail and breaking my head open, ha ha.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 23
 
    
 
    
 
   Spent most of last night hiking.  The trail led along desolate granite slopes.  The bright moon painted the rocks white.  All around, boulders draped patches of the ground with black shadows.  The shadows didn’t frighten me, though.  I saw them as friendly places where I might duck and hide if someone should invade my solitude.
 
   The only sound was the wind except when a stream was nearby.  The rushy noise made by the wind was hard to tell from the noise of fast moving water.
 
   I met nobody at all on the trail.
 
   Did see some coyotes.  Being gray, they were just barely visible in the moonlight.  Ghostly.  They didn’t scare me, though.  We shared the night and the wilds.  I thought how neat it would be to run with them.
 
   They wanted no part of that.  When I put down my pack, they vanished.  I went ahead and stripped down, anyway, and ran alone.  The wind felt wonderful.  I climbed rocks to a high summit.  Standing at the top, I was washed in moonlight, rubbed by the wind.
 
   In my head, I pictured Gloria atop the summit.  Gloria standing there instead of me, naked, skin like cream in the moonlight, hair streaming behind her.  I pictured myself moving in behind her, fitting my body against hers, feeling her hair in my face, filling my hands with her breasts.
 
   At dawn, I spread out my sleeping bag beside a stream and slept.  Awoke when the sun was high, built a fire, made coffee and a stew.  After eating, I spent a while enjoying the icy water of the stream.  Later, I sprawled out in the sunlight to dry.  I slept some more, then dug out my journal.
 
   Now I’m caught up again.
 
   Don’t know what to do next.
 
   Keep going, I guess.  Even if I can’t find Gloria again, I would rather go deeper into the wilds than return to my car.
 
   Where are Gloria and Susie?  It seems like I should’ve overtaken them by now.  They can’t still be ahead of me.  I’ve gone too far, too fast, for that.  They must’ve headed off on a side trail, unless I passed them without knowing.
 
   Nobody seems to be around this area except me.
 
   I’ve found a good, hidden place among the rocks above the trail.  From here, I can see anyone who might come along.
 
   I’m eager for darkness to arrive – ready for a romp.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Last night was great.  Ran in the moonlight.  Climbed.  But also spent a lot of time motionless, listening and watching.  If you stand still for a very long time, you feel yourself being absorbed by the wilderness.
 
   You start to feel that you are becoming part of it all.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 28
 
    
 
    
 
   Hell, journal.  Long time, no see.
 
   I’ve gone quite a distance since my last entry.  Not on the trail, though.  Just around.
 
   Romping.
 
   So much better out here without lugging a backpack.  Left it hidden, then came and went.  Came back only for food, and to flake out.
 
   Haven’t seen Gloria or Susie.  God knows where they’ve gone, but I probably won’t see them again.  That’s all right.  Gloria was glorious.  Best that she’s gone, though.
 
   Who needs her, anyway?
 
   Who needs anyone, when you have the whole wilderness to yourself and when you have complete freedom?
 
   Nothing could be better than this.
 
   The only problem is my shortage of food.  This is day twelve.  Still have some left, but it won’t last long.  I’m about an eight-day hike from the car, ha ha.
 
   Who cares?
 
   I would very much enjoy sinking my teeth into a bacon cheeseburger.  The only other thing I crave is a chocolate milkshake.
 
   Not sure what I’ll do when the food runs out.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 29
 
    
 
    
 
   Packed up this morning and hit the trail.  Very strange to be dressed and carrying a backpack again.  Like I’ve left some of my freedom behind.  But also like I’m an imposter.
 
   Might’ve stayed where I was, except for the food situation.
 
   Over time, maybe I can learn to live off the land.  Or maybe not.  I don’t know what might be edible up here in the roots and berries department.  Obviously, animals and fish could be eaten.  I’d have to catch them first, though.  I don’t even have a knife anymore.
 
   Last night, a solution came to me.
 
   I need to find other campers and get food from them.
 
   So now I’m on my way to Blackwood Lake.  It looks pretty big on the map.  With any luck, I’ll find some people there.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My lucky day, all right.  Reached Blackwood Lake a few minutes ago.  Saw three tents together among the trees near the shore, and several people standing near a fire.  I could smell the woodsmoke.  And I could smell something with a wonderful onion aroma.  Perhaps a soup they were preparing.
 
   Going over now for a little recon.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I crept as close to the camp as I dared, and watched from behind a tree.  A quick look was enough to tell me these weren’t people I wanted to steal from.  The gathering looked like a reunion of the Mean and Ugly Clan.
 
   There were three adult males who had to be brothers.  One was skinny, one a tub of lard and one buffed up like a body-builder, but they all had the same droopy eyes, sneery mouths and jug ears.  They all had black hair, too.  Some of the pony tails were longer than others.  None of the three wore a shirt.  Skinny and Fatso both had tattoos all over their arms, backs and chests.  Not Muscles, though.  His skin was uncarved, unscarred.  Unlike the other two, he was also without earrings.  Each guy wore blue jeans, a wide leather belt, and a big hunting knife in a sheath.
 
   The women were prizes, too.
 
   One had a butt as wide as a refrigerator.  It was packed into jeans, while her upper acres wore only a denim vest.  Her arms were tattooed from shoulder to wrist.  When she turned in my direction, I saw that her vest was wide open, spread apart by enormous melon breasts.  At first, I thought she might be wearing a skin-tight, brightly patterned shirt under the vest.  She wasn’t, though.  Beneath her vest was nothing but a garment of tattoos.
 
   The other gal had a slim body and a long, horsey face with big slabs of front teeth jutting out from under her upper lip.  Her hair was cut so short it looked like a two-day growth of whiskers.  She wore big hoop earrings.  She also wore a grimy white T-shirt that hung just a little lower than her crotch.  No pants, no underwear, no shoes, no nothing except that flimsy old shirt.  I could pretty much see through it.  She was borderline ugly.  She looked dirty and dumb and sour.  But I couldn’t help getting all turned on by her.
 
   She and the others were hanging around the campfire.  On its grill was a big pot with steam drifting up.  This was probably full of soup or stew.  It had a strong onion smell.  Nobody talked.  Muscles sometimes drew his knife and gave the concoction a stir.  The others occasionally took turns adding wood to the fire.  The gal in the T-shirt did it a few times, crouching and leaning forward while she tossed twigs onto the flames.  I didn’t get to see anything except her butt, though.
 
   Finally, I decided to get while the getting was good.
 
   Keeping low, I backed away from the tree.  Then turned around and crept off.  By the time I dared to glance behind me, a thick array of bushes and trees hid the bunch from my sight.  Figured I’d made a clean getaway.
 
   Very relieved, I hurried around a high clump of rock.
 
   And stopped dead.
 
   She had big blue eyes.  They got even bigger and her mouth dropped open.
 
   She was ready to yell.
 
   I had a quick memory of being at the mercy of Gloria and Susie – how they’d had me helpless, could’ve done anything to me.
 
   If this bunch decided to punish me…
 
   I stopped the gal from yelling.
 
   Threw myself at her, jammed the palm of my hand against her open mouth, caught her throat with my other hand and slammed her down backward, me on top.  The ground knocked her wind out.  She grunted into my palm.  Before she could put up any fight, I let go of her mouth.  Gripped her neck with both hands, raised her head toward me, and shot it down.  I knew we were on granite, not soft dirt.  That didn’t stop me, though.  Her head smacked the granite.  Whock!  I gave it one more bounce, just for insurance, even though the first had taken her out of the picture.
 
   After that, I spent a while lying on her and gazing over my shoulder, ready to scurry up and run for my life.  But nobody seemed to be coming.  No voices cried out.  All I heard were birds and the rushy noise of the wind.
 
   The same thing kept going through my head.  I’ve done it now.  I’ve done it now.  Oh boy oh boy, I’ve done it now.
 
   The gal was unconscious.  Not dead, though.  I could feel her breathing.
 
   I didn’t know what to do.
 
   Run?
 
   But she would wake up and tell on me, and they would hunt for me.  All my nifty pretenses about being invisible suddenly seemed like nonsense.  If that bunch came after me, they would find me.  They’d be eager to get revenge for my attack on this one.  They’d do horrible, unspeakable things to me – I was sure of that.
 
   On the other hand, they wouldn’t hunt for me, wouldn’t even be aware of my existence, if this one simply vanished.
 
   They’d think she had wandered off, maybe gotten herself lost, or even split for reasons of her own.
 
   If they searched, they would search for her – not for me.
 
   The solution to my problem was obvious.
 
   Take her with me.
 
   I had to do it.  No choice in the matter.  But I wanted to do it, too.
 
   Take her with me.
 
   Yes!
 
   First, I crawled off her.  She was sprawled on the ground, arms out, legs apart, head turned as if to look past her shoulder, though her eyes were shut.  She had long hair the color of hay.  It stuck out all over the place as if it hadn’t been touched by a comb or brush in about five years.  Her face wouldn’t win any prizes, but it didn’t look too bad.  A small, white scar curved upward from one corner of her mouth.  It gave her a smirk.  There was something about it that made me feel a little sad for her.
 
   She didn’t look any older than me, whereas the rest of her bunch seemed to be closing in on thirty.  She might’ve been a daughter.  More likely, she was a runaway or something who had fallen in with one of them.
 
   She was barefoot, like the T-shirt gal.  Her legs were slim and dark.  They looked healthy, somehow, in spite of their numerous nicks and scabs and bruises.  Her cut-off blue jeans were faded almost white, ragged, with threads hanging like fringe against her thighs.  The cut-offs basically had no legs at all.  The crotch was gone except for a narrow strip of denim that drooped between her thighs.  She wore the jeans very low.  Her leather belt was higher, buckled around bare skin, slanting downward from above her left hip.  Her knife was sheathed below her right hip.  The damn thing looked like a Bowie knife.
 
   I pulled it out.
 
   After all, she might wake up while I was carrying her.
 
   I wasn’t sure where to put it, though.  Someplace out of her reach.
 
   The top she wore was a dirty gray sweatshirt.  Its sleeves had gone the way of her jeans legs, leaving her shoulders bare and leaving big, droopy holes under her armpits.  Her shoulders and arms looked pretty banged up – bruised and scraped as if maybe she had taken a tumble off some rocks.  The bottom half of the sweatshirt had been lopped off just below her breasts.  I could see their smooth round undersides.
 
   Though mighty tempted to snag the sweatshirt up a little higher, I held off.  This was no place to let myself get carried away.  Not with her clan so nearby.
 
   Clamping the knife between my teeth (not easy, it being a big, heavy monster), I took hold of the gal’s shoulders and pulled her toward me, lifting her to a sitting position.  From there, I wrestled her to her feet.  Bracing her up, I took the knife out of my teeth.  Then I ducked and she slumped over my shoulder.
 
   Off we went.
 
   I jogged for a while.  Kept the knife in my right hand, and had my left arm hooked across the backs of her legs, hugging her thighs to my chest.  With every stride, she bounced on my shoulder.  She flopped against my back a lot, too.
 
   I kept checking behind us.  From the looks of things, we were in the clear.
 
   I walked on the trail for a while, going slowly and trying to recover.  From the loose feel of the gal, she still seemed to be unconscious.  She swayed from side to side with the motion of my strides.  My T-shirt was very thin and sweaty and clinging to me, so I could tell that her sweatshirt must’ve fallen away from her breasts.  They rubbed across my back.  I could feel their heat and how they were soft and firm and springy.  After a while, I lifted my shirt so I could have them against my bare skin.  It was great.  They were smooth and slick.  I could even feel the nipples sliding against my back like small tongues.
 
   I couldn’t wait to get her off the trail and hidden somewhere good and secluded.
 
   Finally, a broad, shallow stream crossed the trail.  I carried my prisoner upstream.  Climbed higher and higher.  Sometimes, when the way became too steep, I detoured off to one side or another and forged easier routes.
 
   At last, I found a place close to the stream where the mountainside is somewhat level.  Natural rock formations wall off the front and sides.  It is the best hiding place I have found so far.  It is perfect.
 
   That’s where I am writing this.
 
   I left her alone for a while and hurried all the way back to Blackwood Lake.  It was closer than I thought.  Distances seem ten times as great when you’re carrying someone.  Still, I figure that our stream crosses the trail no less than a mile from where I grabbed her.  I think we’re safe.
 
   At Blackwood Lake, I stayed well clear of the weirdos.  Saw some smoke from their fire, but that was all.  Grabbed my pack and got the hell away from there.
 
   I was totally pooped by the time I got back here.
 
   The gal looked as if she hadn’t moved at all.
 
   Dusk, now.  Almost dark.
 
   I’ve been writing forever – a couple of hours, anyway.  Catching up while I keep an eye on her.
 
   She’s still unconscious.
 
   I hope she’ll be all right.
 
   It would solve certain problems if she died.  I don’t want to even think about that, though.
 
   She seems prettier now.  Kind of sweet and vulnerable, like a sleeping kid.
 
   I crawled over to her.  I hadn’t bothered to fix her sweatshirt after putting her down, so it had been rumpled up above her breasts the whole time.
 
   I gave her a pretty good looking over.  This was the first time I’d ever been so close to a woman who was the next best thing to naked.  I studied her close up and checked out all the details.  I won’t go into it here.  Could write pages and pages, but my hand is already tired of all this scribbling.  One thing, though – from what I saw of her tan, she’d spent a lot of time outside with nothing on.  She had a fabulous body, and I tried to imagine how great she must look if she weren’t so banged up.
 
   At one point, I used my knife on that little strip of denim between her legs.  I cut it off so that nothing would be in the way.  That’s pretty much what finished it.
 
   I saw her there unconscious and me crouching over her, knife in hand, messing with her.  It turned my insides cold.
 
   So I quit it all.  I pulled her sweatshirt down over her breasts.  I took my T-shirt and spread it like a big napkin to hide her crotch.
 
   Then I crawled over to my pack, dug out the spiral notebook and started to write.
 
   God, is my hand sore.
 
   Can hardly see what I’m writing, now, because of the darkness.  All caught up, anyway.
 
    
 
    
 
   June 30
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s morning.  The girl is still unconscious.  She’s not dead, though.  It’s as if she’s asleep.  I tried to wake her up, but she wouldn’t come out of it.
 
   I ate the last of my food last night – except for one chocolate bar, which I will save for the girl.
 
   It got cold last night after the sun went down.  I wrestled the girl into my sleeping bag so that she wouldn’t freeze.  Put on my jacket, climbed to where I had a view down the mountainside, and kept watch.
 
   Later, I turned in.  Tight quarters in my sleeping bag.  I was pretty tempted and excited, but didn’t want to end up feeling dirty so I rolled and put my back to the girl without so much as copping a feel.
 
   I could feel how she pressed against my backside, but that was unavoidable so I was free to like it and not have any guilt.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Got an awful shock.  I wrote that last stuff in camp, then wandered over to the stream.  Stripped and jumped in, splashed around for a while till the water threatened to freeze me blue.  Then I climbed out and sprawled in the sunlight.
 
   I was never more than twenty or thirty feet from my sleeping bag, where I’d left the gal.  But when I stood up and turned around, the bag was open and empty.
 
   No sign of her.
 
   Gone!  A trapdoor snapped open low inside me, and my stomach dropped.
 
   In a frenzy, I ran this way and that, searching for her as my mind tried to deal with the situation.  I climbed rocks.  I leaped crannies.  I hunted high and low.
 
   Not a trace of her.
 
   Of course not.  She hadn’t ducked into a hiding place, she’d run for her life.  Down the slope, no doubt, and back down the trail toward Blackwood Lake.
 
   Back to her cronies.
 
   If she’d snuck off the moment I headed for the stream, she could’ve reached them by the time I even realized she was missing.  They could already be on their way to my camp.
 
   I scurried up the rocks to my lookout.  The trail below was clear.
 
   But they might not come by the trail.
 
   My first thought was to hide.  Hide fast.
 
   But suppose there might still be time to head off the girl?  After all, she’d suffered a major head injury.  Didn’t seem likely that she would wake up full of energy.  Hell, no.  She’d probably be weak and dizzy.  Even disoriented.  Maybe even with a good case of amnesia.
 
   Plenty of reasons for hope.
 
   I didn’t take time to dress.  Got into my trunks, pushed my bare feet into my sneakers, snatched up her huge knife and raced to find her.  Followed the stream down, figuring it was her most likely route to the trail.  No sign of her, though.
 
   No sign of her on the trail, either.  No sign of anyone.
 
   As I neared Blackwood Lake, the idea came that maybe her friends had already broken camp and gone away.  Would they do that, though?  Just leave without her?  I sure hadn’t noticed them searching for her.  If they had searched, they’d never ventured anywhere close to our stream.
 
   Maybe they were glad to be rid of her.
 
   Anyway, I really hoped they had moved on.
 
   But they hadn’t.
 
   I stayed on the trail until the tents came into view.  Crept into the trees for a better look.  Their campsite appeared deserted, but plenty of gear was scattered around.  The fire was smoldering.  From the looks of the place, the bunch had just gone away for a while.
 
   Gone on a little “search and destroy” mission, perhaps.
 
   Weird, but I didn’t feel very scared just then.  I felt relieved that they were gone.  And somewhat amazed that we hadn’t run into each other.  (Had they taken a back route above the trail?)  Also, I felt disappointed and betrayed by the girl, which is ridiculous.  How could she have known that I’d kept my hands off her, that I’d actually cared about her?
 
   Anyway, they had left their camp unattended and I was out of food.
 
   After watching and listening for a while just to avoid any surprises, I made my way into the heart of their camp.  Backpacks were propped upright here and there, two of them against stumps near the fireplace.  I went for those two and chose the blue one on the left.
 
   Still had the girl’s knife, so I slid it under the elastic waist band of my trunks.  Off to the side, by my hip.  The elastic was hardly strong enough to hold it up.  My trunks kind of sagged on that side, and I could feel the weight of the warm blade against my skin.
 
   Once the knife was out of my way, I started digging into the backpack.  Found a treasure of freeze-dried food.
 
   There was no reason to act cagey about the theft.  They knew all about me, thanks to the girl.  So I upended the pack.  Dumped everything, then began to refill it with just food.
 
   I’d tossed in an almost weightless can of dried beef, a heavy pouch of powdered eggs, and a bag of nuts when Max showed up.
 
   At the time, I didn’t know her name.
 
   I didn’t know who or what was coming, just heard huffing sounds and feet crunching across the rug of old leaves and pine needles on their way toward my back.
 
   Going sick with fright, I spun around.
 
   It was the fat, tattooed woman with the hair helmet.  She carried a roll of toilet paper, which told me where she’d been.  Off somewhere answering Nature’s call, not hunting for me.
 
   She didn’t ask who I was, or what I thought I was doing in her camp.  She didn’t yell for help.  She didn’t scream.  She just grinned and kept coming.
 
   Grinned, flung her toilet paper aside, and shucked off her denim vest.
 
   Above her belt, she was a flopping mass of tattooed flesh.  I glimpsed vines, vultures, daggers and skulls.  Bright coral snakes coiled around each of her huge, bouncing breasts.
 
   At first, I couldn’t do anything but stare at her.  Amazed.  Terrified.  Then I took off.  Ran like hell for the lake, with Max pounding after me.
 
   Real quick, I found out why people carry their knives inside sheaths.  I was okay for a few strides, but then the blade started slicing into the side of my leg.  It cut me again and again and again as I dashed for the lake.  Then I couldn’t stand it anymore and snatched out the knife.
 
   Wasn’t too careful about it, either.  In my rush to jerk the knife out of harm’s way, I slashed my trunks.
 
   About that time, water started splashing up my legs.  I had a pretty good lead on Max.  I figured to run out a bit father, then dive and swim away from her.  But the plan went to hell when I pulled the knife.  The trunks went loose, slipped down and grabbed me around the thighs.  I fell sprawling.  Smacked the water.  Before I could push myself up, she was on me.
 
   She dragged my trunks all the way down and off.  She flipped me over onto my back.  She dropped to her knees between my legs and grabbed my butt with both hands and hauled me up out of the water.  She didn’t even glance at my face, just kept her eyes on my dick, panting as she pulled me higher.  Then she licked her lips and bowed down.
 
   Maybe she wanted to suck me off.
 
   Maybe she wanted to bite me off.
 
   I never found out which.  I put my knife into her left eye.
 
   As I already wrote, it was a very big knife.
 
   It stopped a few inches in when the blade got too wide for her eye socket.  It got kind of caught in the bone hole, and I had a hard time pulling it out.  Her head jerked every which way while I worked on removing the knife.  The whole time, stuff kept pouring out of the socket onto my belly and groin.  Not just blood, but glop and pieces of bone.
 
   At last, I got the knife out of her.  I shoved her away, then scurried out to deeper water and washed myself off.
 
   I was pretty grossed out, actually.
 
   And petrified.  Now I’d killed one of these throw-backs.  There’d be hell to pay.
 
   I had to get out of there.
 
   Get while the gettin’s good.
 
   What the hell is that, Get while the gettin’s good?  Anyway, it went through my head like a chant – get while the gettin’s good, get while the gettin’s good – over and over again as I scanned the shore in a panic and splashed my way out of the water and ran into their camp.
 
   Told myself to calm down.  The others wouldn’t be back for a while.  When they couldn’t find me at the place by the stream, they’d probably search around for a while.  I had time.
 
   So I threw some more food into the backpack.  Held the knife between my teeth to leave my hands free.  Which made breathing hard.  After a while, it made my jaw ache.  A very big, heavy knife.
 
   When I had enough food to last me a couple of weeks, I swung the pack onto my back.
 
   Gotta get while the gettin’s good.  
 
   Right.
 
   I took the knife out of my mouth and stood there, taking deep breaths.
 
   Gotta get!
 
   There was a single, logical place to go.  Back to my car.  A long journey, but from there I could drive away and be safe.  No other course of action would be safe.  My only chance for survival, it seemed, was to drive out of the wilds, back to civilization.
 
   And I’d better get started fast.
 
   Get while the gettin’s good.
 
   God only knows why I stayed put.  I just stood there with the pack on my back and the knife in my hand, staring at nothing in particular while I tried to make up my mind.
 
   Maybe I had made up my mind, but just hadn’t admitted it yet.
 
   It felt a little as if I was in a trance.
 
   I got to feeling very calm, and didn’t even get worked up when the voices came.
 
   At the sound of the voices, I unshouldered the pack and eased it to the ground.  I ducked inside one of the tents.  It was a red tent.  The sun came through, filling the air with ruddy light.  It made my skin look red.  Two sleeping bags were spread out side by side.  I turned myself around so I faced the front, lay down flat in the middle and put one eye to the narrow gap between the flaps.
 
   I had a while to wait.  The sleeping bags felt soft and nice under me, but the air was heavy, stifling.  The tent was like a car parked in the sunlight, its windows shut.  Sweat poured off me.  It tickled.  It stung my eyes.  It made the handle of the knife slippery.
 
   Beyond the gap, dust motes swirled in the sunlight.  A chipmunk atop a shadowed rock reared up and gazed toward the lake.  I saw the leaves of a bush near the fireplace shiver with the touch of a breeze.
 
   The stifling air smelled of pine and old dry wood, mixed with a faint but pungent odor of plastic from the tent and sleeping bags.  There was also a sweetish aroma of insect repellent.
 
   I watched an ant crawl across a twig a few inches beyond the tent opening.
 
   I heard everything.
 
   I heard myself.  Each breath trembled.  My heart thumped very loud.  I heard the blood surging through every vessel in my body.  My eyelids made soft, wet clicking sounds when I blinked.  Each dribble of sweat whispered a soft hiss as it skidded down my skin.
 
   Those were my sounds, but not the only sounds.  Off in the distance, gulls squealed.  The wind made a long shhhhhh.  Near and far, bugs hummed and buzzed.  The voices got louder.
 
   There would be Skinny, Fatso, and Muscles.  There would be T-shirt girl and My Girl.
 
   My Girl?
 
   I wished.
 
   Me against five.
 
   It was very likely that I would be killed.
 
   I thought about that Indian who was about to go into battle (maybe at the Little Big Horn?) and supposedly said, “It is a good day to die.”  But I think maybe he was full of shit – that there’s no such thing as a good day to die.
 
   I decided that there are good places to die, though.
 
   This was a good, peaceful place.  The idea of being dead here didn’t seem terrible.  Not in the tent, but out in the open.  I would be a body on the ground like the bodies of dead insects, dead birds, trees that had fallen and were gradually becoming part of the ground.  All of us slowly becoming part of things.  Blending in.
 
   It seemed all right.  It seemed almost perfect.
 
   But then they walked into camp, talking calmly.  And terror squeezed me.
 
   Their voices suddenly changed.
 
   “Holy shit!” one blurted.
 
   The other yelled, “Max!”
 
   They ran past the tent.
 
   Two of them.  Skinny and Fatso.  As they ran by, Skinny threw down the easel he’d been carrying.  He propped a canvas against a rock with a certain amount of care, while Fatso simply dropped his wooden box.  The box was the size of a small suitcase, and I found later that it was loaded with tubes of paint, a palette, brushes, rags and other odds and ends an artist might need for depicting mountain scenery.
 
   In a moment, the two guys were out of sight.
 
   I crawled from the tent.  Nobody else was there.  The air felt cool, delicious.
 
   They stood at the edge of the lake, apparently staring at Max.  She was a few yards out on the water, floating on her back.
 
   They wore jeans, but no shirts.  Their backs and arms were acrawl with green and blue and red tattoos.
 
   Skinny heard me first.  When he started to turn around, I chopped the side of his neck with my Bowie knife.  The blade made a soft thump.  I had no trouble pulling it out.  It left a deep raw wedge that sprayed blood.
 
   He yelled and grabbed the wound and kept turning around.  I elbowed him out of my way.  As he stumbled backward, I went for the Fatso.  He squealed like a woman and put out his hands and backed away from me.  He was almost as floppy as Max.
 
   I went after him.  He said things like, “What’s the matter with you?” and “Why are you doing this?” and “Leave me alone!” and “Don’t hurt me!  Please, please, don’t hurt me.”
 
   He kept his hands out in front of him to ward off the knife.
 
   They got awfully hacked up.  He lost a few fingers.  He had the head of a screaming woman tattooed on his big old belly.  She looked like Medusa.  When I finally got past his hands, I put the blade right into Medusa’s mouth.
 
   His own mouth made a tight little O and he said, “Oooooo.”
 
   I pulled the knife out and he dropped onto his butt.
 
   Then Skinny came at me from behind.  He was bloody all over, and wet from falling into the lake.  He wasn’t in very good shape any more.  I put the knife in under his chin so hard it lifted him to his tiptoes.
 
   After that, I finished off both of them.
 
   Three down, three to go.
 
   I felt great.  Better maybe than I’d ever felt before.  And more excited, too.
 
   I should’ve been scared about going after the rest of them – especially Muscles.  The guy was big and buffed and could probably take me apart with his bare hands.  I should’ve been terrified.  But I looked forward to nailing him.  I relished the idea.
 
   Not as much, though, as I relished the idea of getting the two gals.
 
   I couldn’t wait.
 
   So after washing the blood off me, I went looking for them.  I scurried and crept, stealthy as a savage.  And found the others in a cove near the south end of the lake.
 
   Not all the others.  Just Muscles and the T-shirt girl.  The girl I wanted most – my former captive – was still missing.
 
   The two I found were together on a slab of granite that slanted down into the water.
 
   Today, the gal wore a bright orange T-shirt.  She sat with her back straight, her legs crossed, a fishing pole in her hands.  Her line was in the water.  She used one of those bobbers that’s like a small plastic ball.  It drifted on the water a few feet in front of the rock ledge where she sat.
 
   She wasn’t watching her bobber.  Her head was turned toward Muscles, just over to her right.
 
   He was doing push-ups.
 
   He wore leopard skin bikini pants.  With every push-up, muscles bulged and writhed under his gleaming tanned hide.
 
   I trembled as I watched him.
 
   He was a sleek and powerful beast.  My prey.
 
   He did forty push-ups just while I was watching, and he was still at it when I hurried away.
 
   I came back a little while later in the water, steering Max beside me.  She floated very well on her back.  I guided her with the knife, which I’d plunged in under her shoulder blade.  Her body made a good holder for the knife, and the knife made a good handle for propelling her alongside me.
 
   I kept her body between myself and the shore.
 
   I had my head just beneath her armpit and close to her body.  There, I not only had the thickness of her upper torso for shelter, but also the great hills of her beautifully decorated breasts.
 
   My head was basically wedged into the soft V between her thick upper arm and her side.  Her skin felt slippery and very cold against my face.
 
   Concealed by my barge of tattooed female flesh and fat, I made my way toward the cove.
 
   We stayed far out.
 
   I could see nothing except Max.  She had no tattoos on her side.  That stretch was a clean slate of shiny skin as white as a fish belly.
 
   “How’s the water out there, Maxine?” called a voice I took for that of the T-shirt gal.
 
   Maxine, of course, ignored her.
 
   “Yo!  Y’deaf?”  A few moments passed.  Then, in a voice that wasn’t so loud, she said, “Hey, Miles.  Miles!  Cut it out.  There’s something the matter with Max.”  Another pause.  “See?  She doesn’t wanta move or nothing.  And look at her eye.  There’s something funny about her eye.”
 
   The funny thing about Max’s eye was that it was Fatso’s eye.  It had been a major improvement over her raw empty socket.  I hadn’t given the whole thing much thought – putting in a fresh eye had seemed like a good idea.  Guess I wanted my decoy to look alive.
 
   I won’t go into all the gory details.  I did a fast and messy job, got Fatso’s eye out in one piece (his face wouldn’t win any prizes afterward, ha ha), but I kind of screwed the eye up when I tried to shove it into Max’s socket.  Anyway, I got it in, but the thing ended up looking a bit shriveled and crooked.
 
   Miles said, “Yeah.  Looks kinda fucked up.”  Then he called, “Max!  Are you okay?  What’s wrong with you?”
 
   Pretty soon, the gal said, “She isn’t dead, is she?”
 
   “Naaah.”
 
   “She kind of looks dead.”
 
   “Naaah, she’s fine.”
 
   “She doesn’t look very fine.”
 
   Miles shouted, “Damn it, Max!  He sounded steamed.
 
   “You’d better go in and get her.”
 
   “You go in and get her if you want her so bad.”
 
   “I can’t swim, and you know it.  If I could swim, I would.  I think she’s dead.  We can’t just leave her in there.  What if she sinks?”
 
   “She’s too fat to sink,” Miles said.
 
   “Maybe she pitched a heart attack.”
 
   “That’d surprise the hell out of me.  Her cardio-vascular system’s gotta be shot to shit.  I’m surprised she didn’t drop dead years ago, the cow.”
 
   “Shhhh.  What if she hears you?”
 
   “I thought you said she’s dead.”
 
   “I don’t know she’s dead.  She just isn’t moving, that’s all.  And her eye.  Does a heart attack fuck up your eye?”
 
   “Maybe we better go find Doug and Louie.”
 
   “Don’t be such a wimp.  Go in and get her.”
 
   “Let Louie do it.  She’s his wife.  Sides, he swims better than me.”
 
   “That’s a hell of a note.  What good are all those muscles of yours if you can’t even…”
 
   “They’re dense, hon.  They weigh me down like rocks.”
 
   “If you had any rocks, you’d quit whining and go after her.”
 
   “Okay, okay.  Jeez!  Chill.  I’ll do it.  Okay?”
 
   I waited to hear a splash.
 
   Instead of a splash, I heard Miles say, “It’s freezing, Liz!”
 
   “You big baby!”
 
   “Okay, okay!”
 
   At last, the splash.  From the sounds of churning water, Miles was swimming toward me on the surface.
 
   I tugged my knife out of Max, then took a deep breath and ducked underneath her.  My eyes were open, so I could see up through the water.  The sunlight came in at an angle, bands of it slanting down like the blades of golden swords.  Except you could see through these blades, and they were full of swirling specks – dust and bugs and bits of dead stuff.  It was lovely to look at, but sort of made you want to take a bath.
 
   Then Miles came along.
 
   He was swimming, stretched out straight, blocking the sunlight, churning the water with a pretty good form when I got him.
 
   Put my knife into his belly button and shoved up.  The knife punched into him, but the shove thrust me downward, too.  I went down so fast that the blade pulled right out of him.
 
   It got a little crazy after that.  (Maybe it had gotten a little crazy before that, ha ha.)
 
   Anyway, Miles grabbed onto Max and tried to climb on her as if she were a life raft and if he could only board her, he’d be all right.  But she couldn’t hold his weight up.  She sank and rolled.  The two of them looked like wrestlers.
 
   He should’ve been wrestling with me, not her.
 
   Lucky break for me.
 
   I caught hold of his pony tail.  Hanging onto that so I wouldn’t go scooting away again, I stabbed him a few times in the back.  Then I cut his throat.
 
   I surfaced on the other side of Max.  That way, I could grab some air without Liz seeing me.  She sounded hysterical.  She was yelling stuff like “Miles!  What’s going on!  Stop it!  If you think you’re being funny, you’re not!  Miles!”
 
   Then I swam under Max and over Miles.  He was sinking, so maybe he’d been right about his muscles being as heavy as rocks.  He was going lower and lower, ribbons of blood curling up from his throat.  A tiny fish, flashing silver in the faint light, darted in at his neck and nibbled a shred of something.
 
   Miles looked as if he planned to sit on the bottom.  He was all wavery and shimmery.  His head was back.  He seemed to be watching me.  Both his arms were raised toward me, and the fingertips of one hand stroked my thigh as I swam over him.
 
   His touch sent goosebumps racing all over my skin.
 
   I liked it.
 
   I swam under water all the way, then reached high and grabbed the edge of granite and burst through the surface – up into the hot air and sunlight in an explosion of spray.
 
   Liz was squatting about six feet away.  She glanced at me, then lowered her head.  She reached down between her knees and rummaged through a rusty green tackle box.
 
   I scurried onto the granite slab and went for her.
 
   Letting out a cross between a whine and a growl, she sprang up and hurled the tackle box at me.  The instant it left her hands, she spun around and ran.
 
   My left arm whacked the tackle box away.  But out jumped everything; a stringer, needle-nosed pliers, the Swiss Army knife that Liz had probably been searching for, plus leaders and weights and bobbers and hooks, small jars of bait, rubber worms, and a collection of artificial lures.
 
   Most of the stuff either missed me or bounced off.
 
   Nothing really hurt me.
 
   Except the lures.
 
   Beautiful, sparkling bright decoys shaped like small fish, most about the size of my thumb.  Some were outfitted with silvery spoons to make them jig in the water.  Others had spinners, and some had squidlike rubber tentacles.  From every last one of the lures dangled no less than three small grappling hooks.
 
   I don’t know how many lures hit me.  But six of them stuck.
 
   They hit, then started to fall, then found pieces of my bare skin to snag with their barbed hooks.
 
   One pierced my shoulder, one my upper arm.  Another hooked my left nipple.  Another got me at the knob of my hip bone.  One caught my thigh.  And then there was the big silver minnow that dropped onto my boner.  It lay there like a guy trying to shinny up a tree trunk.  Its barbs gripped me like tiny, sharp fingernails.  I clamped the knife between my teeth, then used both hands and very carefully removed it.
 
   Couldn’t even think about Liz until that was taken care of.
 
   She should’ve used the opportunity to run.  Instead, she only backed away as if she were afraid to take her eyes off me.
 
   I threw away the damn minnow, decided I could live with the rest of the lures, snatched the knife out of my teeth and went for her.
 
   That’s when she turned tail and ran.
 
   But it was too late.  
 
   I raced after her, leaping from rock to rock, then chasing her through the trees.  She headed in the direction of her campsite.  Maybe she thought Louie and Doug would save her.
 
   The lures were a nuisance.  They dangled and bounced like weird ornaments, digging their hooks in deeper, grabbing on with more barbs.  I bled.  My wounds hurt.  But none of that slowed me down.
 
   Liz was halfway across a sunny clearing when I got her.  A shove between her shoulder blades threw her headlong out of control.  She hit the ground and skidded.  Then she rolled onto her back and kicked and flapped her arms at me, trying to keep me away.
 
   She didn’t have anything on except for the pink T-shirt.  Its front bounced and jumped and swung all over the place, thrown by her breasts.  She was naked below the waist.
 
   I kicked her in the head.  Then I sat on her and cut the T-shirt open down the front.
 
   Cora and I broke up before we ever got a chance to make love.  I’d wanted her awfully badly.  And I’d wanted Gloria.  And the blond girl whose name I didn’t even know, but who had spent the night unconscious with me in my sleeping bag.  I’d ached for each of them.  But I’d never had any of them.
 
   I’d never had any girl at all.
 
   So here now finally was my big chance.
 
   Liz was dazed, helpless.  She had hurt me with the lures.  And she had to die, anyway.
 
   It was perfect.
 
   I stayed sitting on her while I worked the hooks out of my skin and set aside the lures.  Then, I got between her legs.  Kneeling there, I fooled around with her – caressing her, squeezing her, pinching her, delving into her with my fingers.  But when I was about to shove my cock into her, all of a sudden I went sick inside.
 
   I might be a lot of things, but I’m not a rapist.
 
   To fuck a stranger like this while she was almost unconscious and completely helpless went against everything.  It would’ve been crossing the line.
 
   So I didn’t do it.
 
   My principles wouldn’t allow it.
 
   All I did was give her some payback with the fishing lures.  That got her wide awake fast.  Then I started using the knife on her.  She screamed a lot.  By the time she died, I was worn out.  I sprawled on the ground next to her, and slept.
 
   Later, I returned to the lake and washed off the blood and stuff.
 
   I took what I wanted from the camp.  Including a whole backpack full of food and an artist’s sketch pad that I will be able to use when my spiral notebook runs out of paper.  I took a lot of things, actually.
 
   Making all the bodies and equipment disappear would’ve been too much trouble, so I didn’t even try.
 
   I didn’t even look for that last girl, either.
 
   It dawned on me that the group at Blackwood Lake had only five packs and five sleeping bags.  The girl I’d taken prisoner probably hadn’t been one of them, after all.  No idea who she is, or what she was doing near their camp when we ran into each other.
 
   She seems to be gone, though.
 
   Alas.
 
   Anyway, I returned with my booty to my camp by the stream.  In spite of all that had happened, it was still quite early in the day when I got here.
 
   I spent the remainder of the afternoon catching up on the journal.  Man, I sure did have a lot of catching up to do!
 
   I’d write for an hour, then go for a dip in the swift, cold stream, then sprawl in the sun, then write some more.  Once in a while, I climbed my lookout rock for a quick check around.
 
   This is a very desolate area.  Except for the bunch by Blackwood Lake – and the girl – I’ve seen nobody since arriving here.  Hope it stays that way.  It would be very handy if the bodies don’t get discovered until I’m gone.
 
   Tomorrow, I’ll head north.
 
   Plenty of food, thanks to the clan by the lake.
 
   Maybe I’ll just hike on through the wilds forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Shit shit shit shit!
 
   I was all set to hit the trail this morning, but someone’s stolen my fucking journal!!!
 
   I’ve still got this artist’s pad, so I’m not entirely out of luck, but – 
 
   I think I want to throw up.
 
   The journal told everything!  All about the killings – they were self-defense, really.  Those creeps would’ve killed me if I’d let them.
 
   I think the fucking journal has my name in it!
 
   Holy fucking shit!
 
   Not on the cover, but inside.  There was something about me being like the Deerslayer or Pathfinder or something – what a joke.
 
   Guess I can claim the journal is fiction.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Shit!
 
   All I can imagine is that the girl took it.  No other explanation.  I’d left it inside my pack, so it didn’t just blow away.  A chipmunk didn’t fucking eat it for lunch.  Shit!
 
   What’ll she do with it?
 
   If she gives it to the cops, I’m cooked.
 
   I don’t know whether I’m in California or Nevada.  California has the death penalty.  I don’t know whether there’s capital punishment in Nevada.  Maybe Nevada is too civilized for that kind of shit.
 
   I’m in such deep shit.
 
   I’ve got to find that girl and get my journal back.  I’ve got to!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dear Ned Champion,
 
   Thanks for the loan of your journal.  Sorry to put you through such a panic, but I saw you writing in it all day after you came back from the lake, and I felt compelled to peruse it.  I enjoyed it thoroughly (in spite of my headache, thank you very much) and I’m sure you’re pleased to have it back.  You sure did look high and low for it – though in all the wrong places.
 
   You’ve met your match, fellow.
 
   I’m the wildest, cagiest, and easily the most invisible girl in the Sierras.
 
   My name is Lynn.
 
   You came to the correct conclusion about me: i.e., I was not a member of the Blackwood Lake party.  Not even close.  It certainly took you long enough to arrive at that conclusion, however.
 
   Actually, I feel a trifle hurt that you ever mistook me for one of them.  Circumstantial evidence apparently prevailed.  And, after all, we never did have a chance to converse.  So you went by my location – and by my appearance?
 
   Thanks a heap for your kind words about my face, by the way.  A girl sure does enjoy reading that she isn’t “any prize.”  Obviously, however, you were rather impressed by the bod.  (I like your’s, too.  Yes, indeed!)
 
   Sincere thanks for showing such restraint in the area of “messing” with me.  I mean that.  I am very grateful.  From what you wrote (and the evidence of my cut-offs), the temptation was great.  Congratulations for resisting.  You’re a bit strange, but you have a streak of appealing gallantry.
 
   Interesting that you didn’t “have” Liz, either.  I’ve seen her body.  She might’ve preferred your penis.
 
   You sure did make a mess of those people, by the way.
 
   Again, congratulations.
 
   I ran afoul of that bunch almost a week ago.  I was camping alone at Blackwood Lake when they showed up.
 
   Right, alone.
 
   You’re not the only one, you know.
 
   I came out to the mountains after finals.  I was a sophomore at Stanford.  Of course, that was last summer.
 
   I never went back.  From what I read in your journal, it appears that you went through much the same transformation that I did – except for the difference that my changes began a year ago.  I’m still out here, still enjoying the wild life.  And getting wilder all the time (ha ha, as you like to write – which I find to be a rather annoying affectation.  We’ll have to work on your style.)
 
   But I digress.
 
   I have been out here for more than a year now.  I have a cave for the winter.  It’s well stocked with all sorts of goodies, most of which I filched from various campers.  Anyway, all of that is a long story.
 
   The point is, those people found me camping at Blackwood Lake a few days ago.  One of them claimed to be an artist.  He said he wanted to paint a portrait of me.  That’s how it started.  I’m not about to write what they ended up doing to me, though.  I guess we’re different in that way, at least.  You seem to enjoy writing about horrible things, whereas I would rather push such matters far away from me, ignore and forget them.
 
   Here’s the thing, though.  I’m still banged up and sore from what they did to me.  They were a gang of sick, vicious perverts.  I was on my way back to their camp (after recovering for a couple of days) to wipe them out (or die trying) when you ran into me and damn near cracked my head open.
 
   You sure did slaughter those people.
 
   So you have my gratitude on a lot of scores.
 
   Also, I think you’re cute.
 
   Even if I don’t “win any prizes,” I know you’re very strongly attracted to me.  I’ve read you diary, right?  Oh, excuse me, your journal.
 
   I know everything!
 
   So.  Suppose we get together, you and me, and roam the wilds together?
 
   If you think that’s a good idea, put down the notebook right about now, get to your feet and yell “Come ’n get it!”
 
   I’m watching.
 
   I’ll come ’n get it.
 
   You won’t be sorry.
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