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Benjy stood a hefty six feet above the ground – a pale shade of red hair capped his height off.  He was built big – a fair balance of muscle, body fat, and girth.  Physically speaking, he didn’t stand out in any one particular way.  Mentally, speaking, he simply couldn’t take it anymore.


The test was killing him.  Math was never a strong subject of his, but it was ridiculous.  Just trying to put a jumbled mess of expressions, variables, and constants together was too much.  He only had four questions to go, but time wasn’t on his side – at least at his current pace.  Why did he sign up to take a pre-calculus class?


He had three minutes left.  Summer heat didn’t help either.  A bright sunlight poured through three large windows to his right.  The room was hot as hell.  Between anger and short temper, Benjy was quickly becoming frustrated.  He sat out the remaining minutes silent and idle.  He could afford to miss a few questions – or at least he hoped.


With the bell ringing, Benjy reached to pack his pencil away.  While hunched over his book bag, a shadow suddenly consumed his light.  He peered out the corner of his eye.  A pair of sensually smooth legs stood erect - a deep tan bathed each.  He recognized them immediately.


“So, Benjy,” Ashley said, “You’re still ready for this trip, right?”


Benjy continued to fumble with his book bag before he looked back up. “Yeah, actually.  Remember, I’ll be over at four.” He stood up from his seat. “And lemme tell you: I am looking forward to this a lot.  We’ve been long overdue for a three-day weekend.”


A smile overcame Ashley’s face, “Well shit, I am too.”  She started to walk for the door as Benjy followed. “I’ll be waiting,” she finally said before making a turn out the door and down the hallway.


Rather than follow, Benjy quickly found his way towards his locker.  Thanks to a clever jamming job, he was able to bypass the combination lock altogether and simply open his locker’s door.  A mishmash of paper fell from the top compartment.  Astute organization was never Benjy’s top priority, and his senior year was no different.  None of the papers were of particular importance to him, and he simply brushed them off to the side with his foot.  The school janitor would get them later.


A blow quickly came from his right.  A sophomore – one of the larger female sophomores – rammed into him while trying to pass a throng of people.  Benjy hated fat people, as they always seemed to get in his way.  He regained his balance and checked his locker once more.


Slamming the door shut, he reached to take his keys from his pants pocket.  He found them, and started walking towards the school’s front doors.  A steady stream of students soon crowded the hallway.  Annoying freshmen, cocky sophomores, confused juniors, and Benjy’s fellow seniors poured from the school building and into a blazingly hot sun.  A day’s worth of heated asphalt didn’t help, and Benjy found his car to be extremely hot as well.  A sweat began to form on his forehead.  Despite the heat, he realized that he had a lot to be thrilled about.  He was on his way to the Smokey Mountains for a weekend with a beautiful girl.

*
*
*

Everything was set: his suitcase was packed away in the trunk of his Honda Accord, three hundred dollars in cash was securely in his wallet, and he had already gave his mom her ‘goodbye’ kiss that she enjoyed so much.  He had to be prepared – this was his very first solo trip away from home.

Little planning went into it.  He and Ashley were not the best of friends, but they enjoyed going out from time to time to keep themselves busy.  They never “dated” per se, but their time spent together always seemed meaningful enough.  Eventually they decided to simply drive off towards the Smokey Mountains and make the best of what came.  It was a quick decision by either of the two’s standards.

Benjy grabbed a newspaper in his passenger’s seat.  As he started his car, he glanced around a page to find the weather forecasts.  A beautiful sunny and clear weekend was set up for the area, and the Smoky Mountains, five-hundred miles away, were not any different.  The entire trip would be bathed in sunshine and warm temperatures.

The drive to Ashley’s house wasn’t more than a minute; she lived just down a county road and around two quick turns onto an even smaller road.  Her house was quite humble.  It was a single-story ranch-style two-bedroom setup, with clean white siding and bright green bushes growing in front of a large picture window that accented the living room.  Two family cars sat in the driveway.  One was clearly for the parents, the other was Ashley’s: an older Honda Accord much like Benjy’s.  The house reeked of tradition.  It was the house of a family that played the American Dream by the book: good house, white picket fence, and a two-child family – Ashley being the older of the two.  A divorce was pending, though, so not all was perfect.
Benjy slowed his car, traveling just fast enough to hear the stones of Ashley’s driveway crunching under his tires.  He didn’t wait long – she was already on her way out.


Ashley was a beautiful light brunette.  Generous highlighting kept her hair even lighter, and gave it a considerable blonde tone under the right light.  She was built big, but not fat.  It was a far cry from the school’s pen-and-pencil cheerleading team, and even farther from the conspicuously overweight girls that composed most of the others in the school.  Finding a ‘perfect’ female in his school was a daunting task indeed.  Benjy felt lucky to know such a beautiful young woman.


Stepping out of his car, he popped the trunk. “Throw it right in there,” Benjy said, referring to the suitcase that Ashley was carrying.  Eager to get rid of the suitcase, she tossed it in and slammed the trunk shut. “Alright, that’s it.  Let’s go.”


A minute later, the two teens were in the car and back on the road.


“So, Benjy, you still know how to get there, right?” Ashley spattered off sarcastically.


Benjy already caught on; Ashley was never a serious person, and now was no different. “Yeah, actually.  It’s still a straight shot right down interstate seventy-five until we hit Knoxville.  Gatlinburg is just another half-hour or so drive from there.  I’d say an eight-hour drive altogether, more or less.  We’ll make it, I promise.”


“Oh, by the way,” Benjy started, one hand reaching in his pants pocket. “These are for you.” He tossed a set of three keys to Ashley. “One is my car, another my house.  I’m not sure what the third does.  It’s just a spare set, in case anything happens to mine.”

He still couldn’t believe that he was doing it.  Benjy’s parents had been worried sick over the trip, and never really approved of it.  He was leaving with only money, a few personal belongings, a car, and a beautiful girl – it was all too perfect.  He was a senior in high school, and nothing proved his greater sense of freedom like a solo vacation trip without parents.  He had always dreamed of something like it.  He only hoped that he wouldn’t screw it up.


Fifteen minutes passed.  Benjy found a comfortable spot on the interstate to kick back, relax, and make generous use of cruise control.  A steady pace of seventy-two miles per hour would give them a little bit of leniency in arrival time.  Everything was set for the big shot southward.


“So you’re still perfectly single I take it,” Ashley started, bluntly rolling into conversation.  Benjy wasn’t surprised by her words, as she had always asked Benjy this tantalizing question.  She had always been her sarcastic self when this subject came up, and now was no different.

He replied the best he knew how, “Yeah, single as ever.”


“Come on, Benjy.  You’re a senior.  You were done with Lacey last year.  Move on with your life.”


He sat quiet for a second.  That statement caught him by surprise. “I am moved on with my life, Ashley.  I’ve been browsing around.” He quickly reached for his CD player and turned it on. He needed to change the subject – talk of his relationships was incredibly depressing for him.  “How about some music?” He fumbled with a few dials on his CD player.  While doing so he made a glance out the corner of his eye towards Ashley.  With her head turned the other way, he followed the contour of her curves from her face down – first her breasts, then long slender arms, and finished on her thick, full, legs.  The sunlight pouring in through the side windows gleamed off the smooth skin of her legs.  For a moment Benjy’s thoughts drifted elsewhere – but as he crossed into the wrong lane he quickly returned to paying attention to the road.

With Ashley turned towards the passenger side window, the car filled with the heavy beats of one of Benjy’s favorite rock bands.  Outside, rolling green hills broke up straightaway stone and asphalt roads.
*
*
*

A stop became necessary four hours into the drive.  Benjy’s legs were beginning to stiffen up, particularly his right one that was doing all the pedal work.  Ashley complained of the same cramping problem, and Benjy managed to catch a rest stop just ten miles into Kentucky.  A dizzying array of light illuminated the area, as the sun crept closer to the horizon.

Benjy and Ashley emerged from the car, both immediately surging into relieving stretches.  With their muscles relaxed and no longer bound to the constraints of the car, the two teens worked their way towards the restrooms and food court.


Benjy pulled open one in a set of glass doors.  Ashley walked past him, and he followed.  A blast of cool air blew past him, rushing out the doors.  A small lobby stood in front of him.  Glancing around, the floor caught Benjy’s eye right away - once shiny tile gave way to unattended scratches and cracks.  A tiny McDonald’s restaurant to his right found a small following of travelers waiting in line, while the opposite wall was marked with restroom signs and two wooden doors.  The entire building was greatly unkempt.  Benjy felt a generally low aura emanating from the people within, but at least he wouldn’t have to stay long.


“I’m gonna run to the bathroom,” Ashley said before disappearing past the wooden door.  Benjy caught a glimpse of the bathroom she entered before the door shut.  Cracked wall tile and a wet floor didn’t hold up much promise for the men’s restroom to be much better than the lobby itself.


With the line down, Benjy salivated at the thought of a quickie cheeseburger.  A Mexican couple in front of him fumbled with several coins spread across the countertop – an obvious sign that they were oblivious to American currency.  The worker behind the counter was foreign as well – most likely from a middle-eastern nation; although Benjy wasn’t the best judge of such things.


Becoming irritated with the pace of work, Benjy glanced towards the restrooms.  No Ashley yet.  He glanced back to find the foreign couple receiving their food and stepping out of the way.


“Hallo,” the clerk started in his accent.  It was Turkish, or maybe German – Benjy really didn’t know, and didn’t let it distract him for too long. “What can I odor for you?” Benjy chuckled under his breath at the clerk’s question.


“I’ll have a number two.  But uh, make the sandwich with only ketchup.  Make the drink a Sprite,” he spattered off.


The clerk fumbled with a series of buttons on the cash register.  Benjy’s order flashed on the small digital screen in front of him, and thankfully, it was just as he said.  Surprised by the clerk’s accuracy, Benjy reached to his back pocket for his wallet.  He pulled his wallet to search for his cash.  A fat stack of twenty dollar bills rested between two fives and a ten.  He pulled a five.


“Benjy,” Ashley said, coming from behind. “What did you get me?”


More sarcasm – by now Benjy learned to reply with his own brand. “Two of everything on the menu – I hope you can manage.” He smiled.  A moment later, the clerk set a brown bag in front of Benjy.  Peering in, his food was all there, and he set off towards the door with Ashley.


“I know I said that we’d stop for a big dinner once we got to our hotel and all,” Benjy started. “But I need a little something to get me going.  We still have a few hours to go.” Ashley held open the glass doors for Benjy. “I figured that you’d want my fries.”


Ashley agreed.  As they arrived back at the car, she pulled the fries from the bag and began munching down.  Benjy settled back into the driver’s seat and bit into his double cheeseburger.  The meat had a ‘reheated’ feel to it – a rubbery texture that he didn’t care for.  Nevertheless, they still had a ways to go, so he would have to live with what he had.

*
*
*

Back on the road, Benjy set his cruise control at a steady seventy-three miles per hour.  He glanced at his watch.  It was eight thirty-two.  The sky was set with a pale dark-blue tone, and several stars shown above.  Not a single cloud was to be seen in the sky.

Both Ashley and Benjy were tired.  Benjy finished his sandwich, and promptly tossed the greasy wrapper in his backseat.  On a trip like this, that’s the only purpose the backseat could serve: a garbage can.


“What do ya think about this trip so far, Ashley?”” Benjy asked, his head lazily laid back against his headrest.


Her head was resting just the same, the only obvious difference being her legs fixed up on the seat Indian-style.  A quiet and calm air filled the car.  The brash thundering of a semi-truck rolled past the car on the left.

Ashley finally answered in an unusually serene-toned voice. “Yeah,” she said softly, “I like it so far.” Her eyes shifted downward briefly – aimed squarely towards Benjy’s right hand, which was resting on the lower half of the steering wheel.  He caught this glimpse, and she promptly turned back up, trying to be oblivious to what she was doing.

Benjy found it to be funny.  He only expressed it in his head, but he was thrilled to find her glancing around.

“I can’t wait,” Ashley said. “Do you think we’re gonna make it there okay?  It’s getting late.”

Benjy did feel fatigued, but he did not let that change his judgment. “Yeah, I’m fine.  We’ll make it there.”

Ashley let out a sigh, noticeable enough for Benjy to turn his head towards her. “Ashley, it’s cool.  I’m having fun.  Another few hours and we’ll be at the hotel.  You can sleep now if you want.  I mean… I know that you’ll wanna check out the shopping in Gatlinburg.  It’s just like Vegas – with neon lights and stuff all over the place – only smaller.”

Ashley smiled. “I can wait.  I’m not that tired anyway.”

*
*
*

The remaining drive to Gatlinburg was steady and quick.  Flatland turned to hills, hills turned to rolling forests, and forests gave way to mountains.  Benjy followed a very direct route, which took them right around Knoxville, and twisted on a path towards the east.  A pass through the tourist city of Pigeon Forge was glamorous at night, with neon signs lighting up some oddball attraction every hundred feet or so.  A black void sat on the horizon of the city, as the surrounding mountains were nothing but wilderness.


After Pigeon Forge, a short drive around a mountain pass, through a tunnel, and past a creek brought the two into Gatlinburg.  A bustling small city; colored lights of all kinds lit up building after building selling local wares, food, and sleeping accommodations.  Sidewalks were bustling to the brim with people, while sidewalk vendors crowded this space even more.


Benjy found their hotel right away – a Best Western that he had stayed at with his family three years earlier.  He had no problem checking into their room, reservations helped, and after exiting the lobby, promptly drove the car down the parking lot.


The hotel was built on a slightly inclining hill.  Benjy set his parking brake and stepped out of his car once again.


“You’re going to love this place, Ashley,” Benjy started, a slightly fatigued slump in his voice. “Our room is over a little stream-like creek that flows on the other side of this strip.  It’s a pretty neat view.  The pool is even better.  Wait until you see it!”


Ashley was busy looking around.  A parking lot bathed in bright white light made her wonder how anyone in the rooms slept.

With her suitcase in hand, she followed Benjy up a small flight of stairs.  A wet, red carpet lined the cement walkway, and upon arriving on the second floor, she turned to find Benjy already inside the room.


Closing the heavy metal door, Benjy found a splendid room about him.  It was just as he remembered.  Immersed with a red tone, the room had the feel of a small cottage.  Carpet, bedding, the walls – all decorated with a shade of red.  A small bathroom with the expected necessities was to his left, while a single queen sized bed sat in the middle, with two lamps above it.  A large window with sliding glass doors sat opposite the bed.


Peering out the window, Benjy saw a small stream of white water that sat next to the hotel, and created a natural boundary to the next hotel.


“I hope you don’t mind,” Benjy said, “but I opted to get a one-bed room to save some money.” He said this trying to sound sincere.  It didn’t work.

“Uh huh… I think we can handle it,” Ashley replied, a full smile on her face. “You know how long it’s been since I’ve had sex?”


Benjy wasn’t very shocked by her saying this. “Yeah, but that wasn’t my intention, I promise.” He knew getting a one-bed room was a sure ticket to losing his virginity. “Let’s not worry about that.” He paused to soak up the moment.  He might actually get laid and be able to put his piss-poor high school relationships behind him.


“It’s only eleven forty,” Ashley said, looking towards the digital clock next to the bed.  It truly read “11:37p.”

Benjy acknowledged that. “Shall we go out on the town?” he asked, checking once more for money in his wallet. “We can shop tonight, then drive and hike tomorrow.” He turned towards the door. “Just leave our stuff here and we’ll take care of it when we get back.  Sound good?”


Ashley nodded her head. “I don’t have anything else to do.  Let’s go.”


Benjy started out the door.  Ashley followed, and a minute later, both were in the heart of the busy streets that composed Gatlinburg.


Hundreds of colorful people crowded the streets and sidewalks.  Benjy and Ashley walked slowly, Ashley keeping a close path behind Benjy.  It came to a matter of push and shove in some places.  A Wendy’s restaurant was tucked away in a small alcove as they passed.  A strip of tourist shops, mostly selling small novelty trinkets and clothing, were just past that.  The two teens both gawked in awe at the sheer amount of activity going on.


Taking a cue to stop, Benjy relaxed to look around. “It was never this busy when I came,” he said towards Ashley.  He looked into a small clothing store selling novelties – trinkets of all kinds, drink mugs with sarcastic jib-jab, among other oddball items.  A small rack caught his attention, though: several multicolored skimpy thongs and bras hung for sale.  He looked back at Ashley, then back at the thongs.  The thought crossed his mind – would she wear those?  What if she did tonight?  Damn she would look good in that blue one.  He finally snapped out of his trance and turned back to Ashley.
She was still occupied with her surroundings.  She turned her head to acknowledge him. “Uh huh…” she ignorantly said, quickly turning her head back around.  A spot in the sky caught her attention. “Hey, what’s that up there?”

Benjy followed her finger as she pointed.  A series of lights were strung in the middle of the blackened sky. “That,” Benjy started, trying to think back to his previous trip, “is… that is… oh.  It’s a house.  Someone with a lot money built way up there.  The actual house is just bordering a sheer cliff.  Honestly, I couldn’t imagine how anyone in that place sleeps sound at night with it hanging over like it does.” Although his memory was fuzzy, he could recall enough to make an informed guess.
“Hmm…” Ashley said. “Ya know what, if we’re gonna spend all day out tomorrow on trails, we should sleep as much as we can now.  I’d rather buy as we leave.”

Benjy paused.  Go back to the hotel already?  Sleep together in that one bed that they had?  He didn’t hesitate. “Sounds good I guess,” he quickly said, turning around to make the walk back.
A short trip back uphill brought Benjy and Ashley back to their hotel.  Upon entering, the digital clock read twelve-ten.  The day’s events killed Benjy.  His back ached, his arms were sore from all the driving he had done, and his eyes bloodshot – a point he missed until he glanced in the mirror.

Both teens changed into sleepwear in minutes – Benjy taking the chance to peer into the bathroom while she was changing, not to her knowledge – and by twelve-thirty, were ready for some much-needed sleep.  Benjy crashed into the bed, easing the covers from their tight binding tucks.  He let Ashley slide into bed the same, but that’s where the situation went awry for him.

He wanted some.  He really wanted some, but wasn’t going to get any.  For as horny of a girl as Ashley was known to be, she dozed right off without even saying ‘goodnight’ to Benjy.  Alone in the neutral tones of a half-darkened room, he reached to flip off the lamp over his head.  Submerged in darkness, Benjy quietly rested, awaiting a peaceful slumber to set in.

*
*
*
A faint beam of soft white light lit Benjy and his surrounding sheets.  Shining from the opposite window, the light disturbed him from his sleep.  A calm air sat about the room.  Fighting the light, Benjy slowly sat up, glancing over towards Ashley.

She was gone.  Her side of the bed was empty.  In fact, there was no sign of her even being in the room.  Her suitcase remained, but that was it.  Benjy moved from the bed to investigate.  Given the bathroom being empty, he doubted that she was even in the hotel room at all.

“Dammit,” Benjy said aloud, “Where is she?” Further opening the curtains on the windows, more light poured into the room.  He looked around again in a simple daze.  His eyelids were still adjusting to being awake.  His face felt dirty – a combination of grease and dirt from the previous day.  He needed a shower first and foremost.

As he headed towards the bathroom, he heard a rap on the front door.  Peering out the peephole, a figure of Ashley stood tall.  She held a small white bag in her left hand, and Benjy promptly unlocked the door for her.

Stepping in, she immediately handed the bag to Benjy.  He promptly glanced inside to find two bacon-egg-and-cheese biscuits – a McDonald’s morning favorite of his – wrapped up nicely.  The aroma of freshly warmed eggs and cheese filled the vicinity, and Benjy didn’t hesitate to dig right in.  Sitting down on the bed, he spread one sandwich out and took a much-deserved bite.

Forgetting his manners, Benjy spewed crumbs of biscuit onto the floor while he talked to Ashley. “Thanks for the grub,” he sputtered from his mouth while chewing his big first bite.

“You’re welcome,” Ashley flirtatiously said as she took a seat next to Benjy. “Of course, you know they aren’t both for you?”

Benjy’s chewing halted for a second. He stared into Ashley’s eyes for a second, then back down at the bag. “Uh, yeah.  The other is yours of course.  I knew that.”

Ashley laughed. “Right.”

A few minutes later, Benjy and Ashley finished their breakfast and prepared for the trip.  Benjy had planned a hiking trip that would take Ashley and him through some of the mountains over a two-day period.  A drive deep into the Great Smoky Mountain National Park would place the two on the edge of a popular hiking trail, from which Benjy planned to launch the trip.  He hoped to mainly follow the trail, veering off to camp overnight and finish a trip back into Gatlinburg the next day.  Everything was soon set, and Benjy and Ashley set out from their hotel without hesitation.


“Get ready,” Benjy said to Ashley shortly after taking off in the car. “This is gonna be the time of your life.”

*
*
*

It was a little after ten-thirty in the morning when Benjy finally parked his car.  The drive across the park took just under an hour, and a crystal-clear sky let a bright sun pour onto the landscape.  The temperature barely sat over seventy-five, which made it perfect for the trip.  Settling out of the car, Benjy popped the trunk open and started loading up with Ashley.


There were necessities, and then there were fun-stuffs.  Benjy had spent one hundred of his hard-earned dollars on a professional hiking-pack, designed to carry everything that he’d need.  Food rations, the tent, and ultra-portable sleeping bags were his responsibility, while Ashley carried smaller food items and general survival items.  Just to be sure, Benjy carried a cell phone as well.  He didn’t want to take any serious chances and be totally cut off from civilization.

The pack was definitely going to take its toll on Benjy – which he could tell just from its size and weight.  Ashley’s pack was more akin to their school backpacks; much smaller and compact, but just as important.


“Alright,” Benjy said to Ashley, who was fumbling with her backpack straps.


“Gosh darn it,” Ashley said in frustration.  Her left strap was tangled and twisted around itself, which made her shoulder considerably uncomfortable. “We can go any time after I fix this stupid thing!” She let out a moan of frustration.


Benjy approached her and caught the problem immediately. “Hold still, Ashley. I got it,” he said as he reached behind her shoulder.  He undone a small knot and let the strap go.  It fell back into place, correcting itself over her shoulder. “See, not so hard.”


Ashley held a stare at Benjy’s face. “Very funny.  Let’s go.”


Benjy checked his car one more time.  Although the lot that he parked in was fairly populated and within the park borders, it was still remote enough that he worried about buglers looking to pry on tourists like him.  With everything locked away, he turned back to Ashley, then started the walk into the forest.


It wasn’t long – a mere three minutes – before the asphalt trail ended, and a sign marked the beginning of the thirty-three mile trip.  The forest wasn’t terribly dense, and the terrain was mostly level.  Brush and several species of bushes occasionally crowded the forest floor, but for the most part, enough sun shone down to heat Benjy and Ashley.  The dirt trail was wide and obviously well traveled, as it wasn’t overgrown with plants.  The path’s edges were well defined, and all in all, Benjy found it to be surprisingly clean.


They walked for a solid fifteen minutes before they caught up with a group of boy scouts walking the trail.  Six elementary students and two counselors passed Benjy and Ashley.  For the most part, both teens were silent.  Benjy took in the sights and sounds of the greenery and the forest, while Ashley kept pace and enjoyed the exercise that she so desperately wanted to get.  The trail took a few bends and made a short downward spiral before it leveled off again.  A small creek met up with the path and paralleled for a while.


A variety of wildlife caught Ashley’s attention.  Birds consistently chirped and sung about the forest, and the two teens were startled by a random animal every once and a while.  One in particular, a white-tailed deer, crossed the trail a mere matter of yards from the two, and even startled Ashley into a scream.


Benjy glanced at his watch.  The digital display read “1:02pm.” He glanced at Ashley, still walking with a brisk pace. “We can stop in another hour if you’re hungry,” he said, breaking the silence between the two.


Ashley slowed her walk. She turned to answer Benjy, “Yeah, I am getting kind of hungry.”


Benjy himself was starving, but didn’t make any mention of it.  Although he didn’t want to admit it, he loved getting exercise too, and he hoped that he could drop a few pounds.


They walked for another twenty minutes. Becoming bored with the constant silence, Ashley struck out to make conversation.


“So let’s talk about Lacey,” Ashley said.


It was a soft subject for Benjy, but he dealt with it when it came up. “Well,” Benjy started. “What about her?”


“I don’t know,” Ashley replied. “What’s up with you two? Are you officially broken up now?”


Benjy glanced downward towards his feet.  The trail took a slight upward direction, making each step a bit harder on his legs than the last.  His breathing became heavier, and a gasp for air occasionally interrupted his words. “There’s nothing to say, Ashley.  She’s… well… we’ve been through a lot together, and I just need to accept the fact that we’re only going to be best friends, nothing more.”


“But isn’t that enough?” Ashley said. “How far would you go?”


Benjy took a moment to answer. “I’d sweep the girl off her feet and marry her today if I could, Ashley.  But you know how she’s hurt me before – and I just got sick of it as much as she got sick of me not caring.” He paused. 


“But she says that she likes you, right?” Ashley rebutted.


Benjy let out a sigh. “Yes,” was his one-word, abbreviated response to a question that inquired for a much longer answer. “I’m just so sick of her playing mind games with me.”

Ashley tuned out already.  She didn’t mind talking to Benjy about his “Lacey problems,” as they came to be known, but he had the habit of going too far.  Tuning out was the answer.  She nodded her head in fraudulent response. 


“Uh huh,” Ashley said.


Benjy detected the ignorance of Ashley. “Alright, never mind,” he said while turning forward once again. Silence once again took control of the area.  Benjy’s legs were considerably tired, and a rest was in order.  Screw it; he didn’t want to wait another hour. “I’m pretty damn hungry now,” he spoke up. “Wanna pull off and eat something?”

*
*
*

The meal took much longer than Benjy ever intended for it to.  Wrapped bologna sandwiches, prepared the day before they left home, made up the “meal.” A small side of crushed potato chips accented the stale mayonnaise of the bologna.  It sufficed for the time being.


Their lunchtime chat didn’t last long.  Benjy was on his feet and ready to take off once again.  The rest was well worth it, however.  The burning that built up in his legs from climbing the hill chilled over, and the bologna helped to revitalize a good portion of his energy.


Ashley to was ready to walk as well.  Her meal wasn’t nearly as big as Benjy’s, but nonetheless, both wanted to push onwards.


It wasn’t ten more minute of climbing the hill before their pace came to a halt.


“That,” Benjy started, “is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”


Ashley agreed, “That is pretty damn cool.”


A vista awaited their senses.  Their journey upwards brought them to a vast opening.  The forest that they traveled in came to an abrupt end, and a near-sheer cliff drop fell for hundreds of feet below them.  The opening revealed miles upon miles of forests and mountains.  Below the two teens, a dark green forest of evergreens bloomed, blanketing the landscape for miles while following the contours of the land.  An occasional stream of water or higher-elevation mountain peak interrupted the blanket of green.


The sun still shone crystal clear in the bright blue sky, and other than a few puffy white clouds, the clear sky remained uninterrupted.


“It’s beautiful,” Ashley said. “I can’t believe that we’re gonna walk all that still.  Damn it’s beautiful.”


Benjy took a step closer to Ashley. “It’s great.” He spent a moment glancing at Ashley’s face, awaiting her to look at him.  Her eyes were locked on the horizon, however, and he didn’t want to drag on too long. “Well, we have to climb down this cliff first, so this may be a bit tricky.


Ashley looked down to see a semi-steep cliff.  White and gray rock built a ledge of varying degrees, accented by some brush and bits of grass here and there.  A definite path lead down it however, as certain areas of brush were beaten down from previous hikers.  Still, it would take some time to descend it. “Okay, Benjy, let’s do it.” With that, she stepped outward with a cautious foot.


The two carefully made their way, one step at a time, down the cliff.  The twist of rocks and plant roots made the descent a bit easier than either of the two teens expected.  For the most part, Benjy helped Ashley over the larger boulders, while she helped him carry the burden of his pack every once and a while.


“Almost there,” Ashley said.


Benjy noticed the distance downward.  A few more feet and they would clear the treetops of the forest.  It couldn’t have been fifty more feet to the ground.  He clenched a small vine that protruded from an orifice and found firm footing to take one last look at the vista before they fell below the treetops.

Climbing had taken roughly a half-hour, and somehow in that time, the sun managed to find itself a cloud to hide behind.  In fact, there were a quite a few clouds around.  Thick, round, full clouds built around the sun, while the distant horizon carried a line of darkening clouds.

“Did you just hear that?” Ashley asked softly, cocking her head towards the sky.

“What?” Benjy asked, glancing upward towards the sky.

“Shit!” Ashley said aloud. “Look!” She adjusted herself and reinforced her weight to her feet, then removed one hand to point toward the horizon.  That’s when Benjy finally heard it: a crackle of thunder.


“Damn it,” Benjy swore. “You’re right.  The air is calmer than before – the calm before a storm.  Curses.” ‘Calmer’ didn’t last long, however, as a slightly cool breeze suddenly blew through.  It ran chills up and down Benjy’s spine; raising the hair on his arms.  Trees in the distance began to sway in the wind.  The clouds directly above the two teens blew past faster and faster.


They had to move.  There wasn’t supposed to be a storm – not from what Benjy had heard or read about in the news.  A pitter-patter of water began to emanate from the rocks around the two.  A sprinkle fell here, then a sprinkle there.  One drop of cool water found Ashley’s forehead, then two on her arm.


Benjy glanced around and upward.  The wind picked up, and another crackle of thunder could be heard in the distance.  It was crawling much closer, however, and not a single approaching cloud looked forgiving.  Thick, black, swirling storm clouds soon inched over the horizon.


Benjy and Ashley finally hit ground level, and rather than being greeted by a relaxing, warm forest, a steady downpour of summer rain softened the ground and beat off the leaves of surrounding plants and trees.  Branches hung low as the rainwater weighed them down.  Benjy quickly accumulated a thick layer of mud around his shoes, and Ashley’s hair became matted around her clothes and backpack.


The rain was loud.  Millions of tiny drops smacked against leaves, the ground, plants, and tree trunks – it all added up, and hearing one another became a chore in itself. “Ashley!” Benjy yelled at one point, just to get her attention. “What the hell are we going to do?” he asked her several times.  Crackles of thunder occasionally interrupted the rain’s noise.


There wasn’t much for either of them to do.  They were well enough into the hike that an about-face would flush the trip down the toilet, and Benjy most certainly didn’t want to do that – not after all the money that he poured into getting as far as he did.  There weren’t any rest shelters that Benjy knew of on the trail, either.  They had no choice other than to press onwards in the rain. 

“I’m so freaking sorry, Ashley,” Benjy said with a sincere frown over his face.  His pale red hair reached down to just above his eyelids, slightly tickling them as rain water flowed down his face.

He did look pitiful.  Ashley enjoyed rain, and had it not been for the wind, she would have been enjoying their predicament all the more.  Beads of water ran down Benjy’s face, and he could barely keep his eyes open enough to see Ashley.  Through the whistling wind, blowing trees, and pouring rain, Ashley still saw the Benjy that she traveled with all this way.


“Alright,” she said. “This sucks.” She glanced around the forest as best she could.  The trail ahead twisted several times before making a sharp bend left and disappearing from sight.  A mish-mash of bushes and dead tree stumps entangled everything to the right.  The left side of the trail sloped downwards ever so slightly, and eventually led into a shallow stream.


“It’s getting darker too,” Benjy said right before a crack of thunder and a flash of lightning pierced the sky above.  A suit of darker clouds was building overhead and the pounding of rain and wind picked up.


Benjy and Ashley slowed their walk.  Both were soaked from head to toe, and walking became harder with mud building on the trail.


Benjy finally made the decision: “Okay, Ashley, we’re going to stop and take a rest over…”


It wasn’t quick enough.  Nothing was quick enough.  Benjy’s sentence found an abbreviated end as a flash of light shot from the sky.  A blazingly hot beam of light and fire struck above the trees, briefly illuminating the forest before blinding the two teens.  

A searing pain flew throughout Benjy’s body, and without hesitation, a thunderous “bang” unlike any he had ever heard before brought his world to silence.  What lasted seconds seemed like hours, and before all was over, Benjy felt a pain tear through his head right as his world came to a halt.  All was black, dark, and gone.

*
*
*

A quiet trickle of water ran from a lone leaf directly above Benjy’s head.  Drip by drip, he felt the pitter-patter of water on the side of his head.  Despite the repetitive beating, it wasn’t necessarily annoying, but rather relieving, as the rest of his head burned.  The cool water felt rather good.

Everything was still black.  His eyelids felt like they were definitely open, but there was nothing to see.  He couldn’t feel anything down past his neck.  Other than the trickle of water on his head, he felt nothing worth feeling.  There was lightness to the world – almost a floating aura – and he was on top of it.


Finally there was light.  As the trickle of water ran down his face, a few drops found their way past Benjy’s eyelids, and he felt a movement in his eyes.  A muscle spasm brought one eyelid open, and a pale tone of gray and white light shone about the ground – at least with what he could see out of one eye.  That’s when he finally came to coordinate himself.


His face sat half-buried in mud.  For some reason he was lying in the mud, and very little was to be seen past a few feet.  A dark, empty void filled the rest of his world.  His one eye was indeed open, and only a very pale tone of gray light lit the area.


It took several more minutes for Benjy to orient himself enough to sit up.  His entire body felt tens times heavier than it should have, with mud and water weighing his clothes down.  A thick sheet of mud and grass stuck to his face, and breathing through his nostrils became near impossible.  His throat was no better – the back of it was parched.  It felt as if he had awakened form a thousand-year slumber.  It hurt to breathe through his mouth.

He finally stood up.  Surprisingly, his legs weren’t as bad as he had anticipated.  He noticed a rather large cut on his left arm, a gash running from his wrist to just below his elbow.  The blood that once poured from it, however, was long dried and sat a deep, dark red on his arm, very much so crusted over.  The same was true for a bit of blood that sat on his leg: hard and crusted over.  It was plenty dark out, and his memory was fuzzy, but the last thought he could remember was that of a mid-day rainfall.


Reaching for his left arm, Benjy was barely able to remove a layer of mud that covered his digital watch.  It remained on, and he read the display: “4:38am.” Of what day? He thought to himself.


Suddenly he heard a faint cry from behind him.  Off and well into the dark, Benjy heard a faint echo of his name: “Benjy,” a voice said softly.  The occasional pitter-patter of rainwater off a leaf or two didn’t disrupt the voice. “Benjy. Please. Benjy.”


Benjy turned around and took a step in the darkness.  His walk was a more like a weak limp, with his one leg dragging behind.  It hurt his hips to move, but he had to find that voice.  It had to be Ashley.


Sure enough, after a few limps in the dark, Benjy stumbled upon Ashley sprawled across the ground.  A very faint bit of moonlight found its way to the forest floor, and it illuminated the area around the two teens ever so slightly.


Benjy knelt down to examine Ashley a bit closer.  She wasn’t as openly wounded as he was, but her entire forehead was stained black and blue.  Not a good sign.  A slight panic overcame Benjy.  His hands were already weak, but they still had energy in them to tremble from the cold.  He noticed that her eyes bounced around their sockets – it looked as if though she was trying to focus on something but couldn’t quite get it.
*
*
*

A tiny trickle of sunlight found its way through the waterlogged forest trees.  Periodic spurts of miniature rainbows refracted from the morning mist.  The forest was bathed in the warm glow of muted sunlight – clear, white light mixed with a gentle shade of green from the hues of the forest, setting a gentle mood about the area.

The increased brightness helped Benjy to find a few of his items from his backpack lying about.  What he found wasn’t much: an unopened bag of “fun size” potato chips and camping gear that was no use to him, as much of it was broken beyond usability.  His actual backpack was nowhere to be found.  He found just the opposite situation with Ashley’s belongings: her light-blue backpack was intact, but nothing inside could be found.  He combined both, stuffing his leftovers into her bag, and took what little supplies he found.

The important one couldn’t be found: his cell phone.  Although he searched the area vigorously, he couldn’t find it.  More than anything at that moment, he wanted a way to call home for help.

Benjy had never found himself in a survival situation.  He spent many nights dreaming about what it would be like to simply cast himself off into the wilderness to see what unfolded.  Living the rough life, surviving with minimum luxuries, and finding his own path in the wild was always a dream for him – a dream, that is, that remained close to home in case of a real emergency.  Not only was he seemingly in that same situation now, but there wasn’t any easy answer for help; no parents to call, no city limits just a few miles away for help.  He was truly lost.

It couldn’t have been after ten in the morning yet, but Benjy was ready to turn around and head home.  Walking proved to be hard, yet he tried the best he could.  Ashley was relatively fine, physically at least.  Both teens limped around a bit to get a feeling back in their legs.  Benjy was sore, Ashley merely agitated.

“The path’s just up that hill there,” Benjy said, pointing his finger into the forest seemingly at random.  

Ashley looked around in the general direction, but couldn’t see anything that even remotely resembled a trail of any kind.  Tree after tree of thick forest was all that was to be seen. “Are you sure?” she asked.


Benjy wasn’t a hundred percent sure of himself, and Ashley could tell. “Uh… yeah, we tumbled down that hill.  The path’s just near the top of it.”

She hesitated to walk, but Benjy was already moving.  The hill wasn’t very steep, which made the ascent easy for her.  Benjy was persistent and made his way upwards rather quickly.

The ground was saturated with water.  Once hard dirt now acted more like quicksand, trapping each step Benjy took three or four inches into the earth.  There wasn’t a single square inch of clothing on his body that was dry, and this fact alone made it hard enough for him to walk efficiently.

Despite the initial hardships, both teens made it to the top of the hill where a clearing in the woods was found.  The thick brush and tree trunks gave way to a thin layer of grass and dead leaves that sat about the soaked ground.  However, where Benjy thought there to be a path, there was nothing.  A small clearing in the treetops let a lot of sunlight down to the ground below.  The clearing wasn’t more than six or seven feet in diameter, and the dark forest shadows built a wall of gloom around it.

Crisp rays of light shone on blades of bright green budding grass.  Millions of tiny water droplets shimmered from the grass, and the area lit up as the sun reflected and refracted in every direction.  The entire scene created an odd sense of comfort in an otherwise seemingly hostile environment.

Benjy stood silent for a moment in the serenity of the area.  After the storm and darkness, seeing the sunlight pour through the trees seemed like a ray of hope might have still existed for him – and for Ashley as well.  A water puddle filled in a small hole in the ground, reflecting a portion of the dark forest around the area into Benjy’s eyes.  The puddle sat as a dark reminder of the recent past events, yet the beauty of the moment filled Benjy with an overwhelming amount of confidence in his and Ashley’s survival.

“Alright, Ashley,” Benjy calmly said. “So there’s no path here.”  Benjy glanced back into the dark shadows of the forest around them. “It’s amazing how this little spot contrasts with the rest of the forest.” Raising his arm up and pointing a finger into the forest, Benjy said, “Look at that.  See how bright it is here and how you can barely make out that rock over there?”

Ashley took a moment to squint into the darkness.  She couldn’t make out anything. “Uhh… no.  It’s really too dark to see past… umm…” she paused for a moment.  She squinted a little harder and finally caught onto the rock Benjy was talking about.  However, something wasn’t right about it – it moved. “Benjy, I don’t think that’s a rock.”

Benjy’s eyes jolted in their sockets as he squinted even harder into the forest.  A dark silhouette of a rock gave way to take the form of something more round; something less firm.  Whatever it was, it inched closer to him.

“You’re right,” he said. “It’s an animal.”


Although an unsettling nervousness overcame Benjy, he remained calm.  The figure inched its way towards the light.  The creature produced firm and heavy footsteps as if though it knew exactly what it needed to do.  Benjy’s world suddenly came to a halt.  The peace and serenity of the well-lit break in the forest only existed between those clomping footsteps.  Each and every rustle that the creature produced on the ground grew louder with each footstep.  As it neared the light, Benjy was finally able to make out what kind of creature it was.

Though his hands were slightly trembling, Benjy’s voice was as solid as could be, “It’s a bear.”

Ashley’s initial curiosity gave way to absolute fear.  Benjy could see it in her eyes.  The idea of being stalked and attacked by a bear didn’t exactly appeal to her from the looks of it.  The bear inched closer; Ashley backed away a bit.

Unlike Benjy’s fairly confident voice, Ashley’s words came out with a considerable amount of uneasiness. “What the fuck do we do?” she whispered to Benjy.  It was a thin, hallow, shrilly kind of whisper.  It made her lack of courage all the more apparent.

Benjy responded appropriately, “Are you okay, Ashley?”

Her response was brief, “No.”


Benjy caught onto her fear immediately. “It’ll be okay, Ash.  I don’t think this bear is gonna hurt us.”

It finally came into the light just enough for Benjy to realize how imminent the threat was.  It finally struck him.

“Holy shit,” Benjy said. “It’s only a baby.  Well ain’t that cute.”

The bear walked to the edge of the light.  Ashley jumped behind Benjy.  The bear proved to be smaller than expected.  It wasn’t more than three feet tall on all fours.  It featured a deep brown coat of fur that wrapped around every inch and around every fat roll on its body.  Surprisingly, its paws were quite large – at least compared to the rest of the body.  Small, beady, black and white eyes scanned the area as it approached the two.
It moved its head about from side to side.  It made several glancing passes at Benjy – who remained incredibly relaxed – and then went about sniffing the ground around the two teens’ feet.  There wasn’t a hint of aggression to be found in the bears actions.
Benjy spoke up again, twisting his head around to his backside so Ashley could better hear. “It’s just like a puppy.” Ashley didn’t move.
The bear continued to sniff the grass in front of Benjy.  It finally paused and glanced back towards Benjy’s face.  With barely a nervous hand, Benjy slowly reached his right hand toward the bear’s face.
“Benjy!” Ashley exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

“Shh…” Benjy replied. “It’s okay.”

He moved his hand a bit closer to the bear.  He came within a few inches of its nose and stopped.  Without breaking a sweat, he sat patiently for a moment.  After a few seconds seemingly frozen in time, the bear moved its snout to Benjy’s hand and began sniffing it as well.
“See?” Benjy said to Ashley. “It’s okay.  He isn’t going to hurt us.” The bear’s thick, hard, wet nose sunk into Benjy’s hand as it sniffed him.  It pushed forward with its head as if it had found something it wanted in Benjy’s hand.
With a very gentle motion, Benjy pulled away and slowly reached higher this time.  His hand passed the bear’s nose and face, and found its thick fur coat along its neck.  Despite its thick nature, the coat was surprisingly soft.  Beyond several clumps of mud buried deep into tangled strands of fur – obviously from the storm – the fur was otherwise clean and shiny.
Ashley again jolted back as the bear slowly moved around Benjy towards her.  She fell back into the darkness of the forest.  Benjy kept his hand on the bear’s fur, gently petting it as it moved around to his backside.
“It’s okay, Ashley,” Benjy said in a soothingly calm voice, trying to reassure her. “This is pretty cool.  He ain’t gonna do a darn thing to you.” He lifted his hand from the bear. “Try petting him.  I think he likes it.”
Ashley didn’t respond.  Instead, she inched away from the bear as she tried to escape further into the woods.
“You’re way too afraid, Ashley,” Benjy said.  She stumbled some more, finally falling backwards onto the forest floor.  The bear caught up to her and began sniffing her mud-covered legs.
“BENJY!” she yelled, startling both him and the bear.

“Ashley, calm down!” Benjy bluntly said. “He’s not going to hurt you.  Keep startling him and maybe he just might, okay?  Pipe down.”
Turning to the defensive, Benjy stared at the bear as it froze in place, holding a gaze on Ashley.  Its big feet clomped on the ground as is backed away from her.  The bear no longer had a simple, rhythmic beat to its footsteps.  Instead, it clumsily stomped around, turning away from Ashley and back to Benjy.
Benjy saw no threat from the bear.  It may have been a wild animal, complete with its own instincts for survival, feeding, and self-defense, but the bear obviously saw no threat from Benjy or Ashley, and certainly didn’t see the two teens as a meal.  
Benjy spent a minute recalling what he had learned throughout his years of high school about situations like this.  Dozens of facts and tidbits of information poured from his memory – most originating from an old biology class.  Although the bear seemed rather passive to him, it could have attacked without warning – especially when suddenly spooked, frightened, or backed into a corner.  Any move that would put the bear on the defensive might trigger it to attack.  Although Benjy didn’t believe that the bear before him posed any threat, he kept a few hesitant thoughts in the back of his mind.
The bear began to lose interest.  Quietly and calmly, it worked its way around Benjy and crept its way back into the forest.  The change in attitude was very sudden, and Benjy once again became curious.
“Come on, Ashley,” Benjy started. “Let’s follow it.” A little red light immediately began to flash in Benjy’s head.  His own instinct told him following the creature would be a mistake, but a rush of adrenaline remained in his blood, and he had to tell himself a lie to push onward.
Ashley finally moved from the ground.  A fresh layer of mud clung to her shirt and pants, weighing her down a bit more than before. “We’re not following that bear,” Ashley said. “It’s stupid!  How fucking retarded are you?”
“Ashley, it’s not going to kill you,” Benjy reassured her.
Ashley finally stood up and stepped back into the light.  As she crept toward Benjy, a twig beneath her feet snapped, letting loose a quick snapping sound.
Benjy jumped in his place, twisting his head around as if panicked. “What the hell...?”

Ashley lifted her foot to find a fragmented twig under her feet. “It’s only a stick,” she sarcastically said. “It scared you, didn’t it?”
“No,” he replied. “I’m fine.  It just… uhh…”
“Uh huh,” Ashley said, trying to find a smile on her face.  A shot of pain ran throughout her forehead as she tried to smile. “Ouch.” She brought her hand to her head. “My forehead still hurts.”
“Yeah, we need to get that looked at as soon as possible,” Benjy said, suddenly changing his tone of voice. “You’re right.  Screw the bear; let’s just get back to civilization.”
*
*
*

Food quickly became an issue.  Between the two, only a bag of potato chips served to provide food, of which Benjy was rationing until later in the day.  Water came from wherever it could be found.  The previous night’s storm provided plenty of opportunity for rain water to be consumed, and Benjy suckled mist, dew, and other small droplets of water from plants and the occasional tree.  It wasn’t much, but just enough to keep his mouth moist and his body cooled.

As the day went on, temperatures rose.  As where the two started their vacation in comfortable, dry, mid-seventies air, they now found themselves in thick, moist, high-eighties air.  The humidity was easily the worst part.  Simply walking became a strenuous exercise, as Benjy’s own sweat seemed to add weight to his body.  It was all-around bothersome in a situation that was already as bad as could be.

Benjy finally had a half-decent and somewhat logical plan in mind. “Alrighty, Ashley,” he started as both teens slowly walked through yet another section of drenched forest flora.  The sun stretched high into the sky, and Benjy’s mud-covered digital watch read “1:13pm.” He was ready to move on. “This is the plan.  The trail we were on wraps around the western half of the park.  A two-lane road cuts through the middle of the park, running north to south – you know, vertically.”

Ashley didn’t feel like dealing with his sarcasm. “Okay, Benjy.  Just go on,” she said with a sharp voice.

“Yeah,” he continued. “Anyway, we should just head east.  If we keep moving we’ll eventually run into the road.  Then we just follow it until we can get some help.  Hell, it’s a pretty busy road, so I’m sure we can find a passing driver or two to stop and help us.” He glanced down, taking note of his clothes, and then glanced over to Ashley, scanning her head to toe. “I mean look at us.  We look like shit.  Anyone who sees us is going to help.”

Ashley merely nodded in agreement.  She remained silent for a second as she looked at the sky above. “So with the sun straight up above us, which way is east?” she asked Benjy, sounding perfectly serious in her tone.

He didn’t respond immediately, and took another minute to glance upwards and around the forest.  A flock of birds took off from a tree, sending a mish-mash of wet leaves, twigs, and rainwater to the ground just in front of Benjy and Ashley.  Staring past the treetops, the sun was as high as it could be.  It seemed to be set hundreds of miles into the atmosphere, blaring down on the entire Earth at once.  For as high as it was, the darkness that was cast in shadows around the forest seemed to be muted in comparison.  The forest floor somehow didn’t seem as dark as it was the day before.  The piercingly bright sun beat its way down through the trees and to the rarely-lit shrubs and grass that grew about the ground.

“You’re right,” Benjy said. “We’ll have to wait until the sun’s a little lower in the sky before we know which way to go.  I can’t really tell with it being straight up like that.” He stopped walking for a second and observed the area. “We can rest here for a while.”


He didn’t set his bag down right away.  A large rock sat a few feet away from him, and he caught this out of the corner of his eye.  It was quite large – a boulder by definition – easily over three feet tall and quite round – it was about as wide as Benjy was tall.  He stepped over to it and carefully climbed up.

“This is a lot better than sitting on the soaked ground,” Benjy said, his hand directing Ashley to climb up along with him.  She kept to the edge of the rock and carefully pulled herself up alongside Benjy.  The rock was wet, but compared to the ground it proved to be a great relief from the soggy mess she had been walking on.

Oddly enough, there was something comforting about the rock.  She was barely a degree higher in elevation, but the forest floor seemed to be a mile below her.  Benjy stretched out, letting his feet dangle while his head lay flat on his backpack.  Ashley sat down next to him, letting a great burden off her legs.

“I’m getting hungry,” Ashley said.  Despite her hunger, she was able to lighten the mood with some sarcasm – a quick change from just a bit before. “How about those chips that you had?  How about we have some of those?”

Although Benjy found some humor in her, he was too tired to respond with any of his own humor. “We ate those two and a half hours ago and you know it,” he said.  His tone became very serious for a minute. “I’m not sure what we’re going to do for food now.  We just need to get to the road as soon as possible.  We’ll be fine then.”

Both teens sunk into silence after that.  A few minutes passed, and the sounds of the forest were all that was to be heard.  Oddly enough, however, the forest was almost silent.  Beyond the occasional leaf finding its way into the light breeze, very little movement was to be seen either.

Benjy glanced around the area.  Before he could take time to soak in the serene surroundings, Ashley interrupted once more. “I’m really, really hungry,” she said, this time sounding a lot more desperate.  The air was silent and still, as though the forest was asleep, lazy, and stilted.  A change of subject was needed.

“You know, this will make a great story for our kids someday,” Benjy said aloud.  Ashley nodded in silence but turned her head to meet his. “Well, you know… not our kids, but someday… you know, the kids we’ll each have someday.” His face turned a slight shade of red, just barely offsetting the otherwise normal peach tone.

“Well whatever,” Ashley said.  In a quick moment of silence, her stomach emitted a deep rumble, reminding her of what she already knew all-too-well.

“I know, Ashley,” Benjy said. “I’m hungry too.” He glanced down on the rock to some deep green moss that grew all over it. “Hmm, that sure is looking good right about now.”

Ashley wasn’t sure if he was being sarcastic or not. “Right – good luck with that moss.  I have to pee,” she calmly said before standing up and making a small leap from the boulder to the soggy forest floor.  She scurried off through the thick forest foliage, well out of sight of what Benjy was able to see.

With Ashley gone, Benjy took a moment to relax from the already building stress presented by the situation.  It was horrible.  He wanted to be as calm as possible around Ashley, but a little voice in the back of his head kept crying as if the world was going to end tomorrow.  A feeling of frustration overcame his body, and with it, his muscles tensed up tight like fishing line that was quickly being pulled by a struggling fish.  His all-day headache became a little worse.  What was he going to do?  He and Ashley were lost.  Simple as it could be, they weren’t going to make it home – he just knew it.


His face tensed up a bit more, and he finally lost control.  His head was spinning just trying to think about it: he wasn’t going to make it back with Ashley – or maybe she wouldn’t make it back with him.  The thought was way too grim, too damn depressing.
Benjy suddenly missed his school; the math tests that gave him so much trouble two days ago – the last normal routine of his life that he could still remember.

Ashley returned from behind a few shrubs.
“Ashley,” Benjy started, immediately grabbing her attention. “Do you know how anything about polynomials?”
A confused gaze immediately overtook Ashley’s face. “What are you talking about?” she asked.  A deep wrinkle formed across her forehead as she squinted, climbing back up the rock.
“You know; polynomials.  Like what was on our math test a few days ago.  I totally skipped that entire section of our test.”
“Yeah, and we kept asking Mr. Fotz how polynomials would ever be of any use to us in the real world.” She paused and motioned her head from side-to-side. “And here we are… what good are they serving us now?”
Ashley made a very valid point. “Yeah,” Benjy said, agreeing with the obvious. “But still, I wish I did better on that test.  Oh well.”

“I’m ready to move on a bit.” She motioned upwards to the sky. “The sun is a bit lower.  Can you tell which way is east yet?” The question was directed toward Benjy, and he promptly glanced upward to see the sun, indeed a bit lower in the sky, just enough that he could orient himself in an easterly direction.
His voice was overrun with confidence. “Yes, it’s this way,” he said, motioning with his right arm. “Grab your stuff and let’s go.  I’m eager to get back.” He finished by lowering himself from the rock that he came to be so comfortable on.  His feet immediately sunk into the soggy ground, and a fresh layer of mud clung to his soles.  His legs quickly became stressed again as he took his first steps. “This sucks,” he said.
Ashley grabbed the backpack and mounted it on her shoulders.  She followed Benjy as he moved onward through the forest.  The occasional occurrence of deep mud slowed them down a bit, but for the most part, Ashley and Benjy made relatively good progress in the direction they were hoping would take them back to civilization.
No matter how hard the summer sun beat down on the earth, it seemed like the forest was never going to warm up.  A cool mist still sat about the ground and around a few outlying, larger plants.  Sharp beams of light still broke through the forest canopy, but now the beams tilted at a much steeper angle than they did earlier in the day.  Somehow the sky didn’t seem as blue as it did before – now it echoed to be a little bit paler than before – probably from the approaching sunset.
“So what if we can’t get back before dark?” Ashley asked.

“I haven’t thought about that yet,” Benjy honestly replied. “I’m pretty sure we can, though.  We didn’t walk that far on the trail – only like a few hours’ worth, right?” Ashley nodded in either agreement or confirmation, but Benjy wasn’t exactly sure which one it was. “Let’s just keep moving and see where we end up.”
*
*
*

The forest floor seemed less wet – dry even – compared to how bad it was that morning.  Benjy swore that things were beginning to dry up, and his spirits lifted a little, even though the situation was still a bit foggy – he just wasn’t sure what was going to happen next.  The forest seemed to be endless in its girth – as if no matter what direction Benjy looked, he could see nothing more than overgrown foliage and towering trees.

Ashley walked about ten feet in front of Benjy, leaving a trail of footprints in the muddy ground for him to follow.  His feet managed to just barely fit into her print.  She must have been a size eleven – well, that is, at least the female equivalent to a size eleven.  Either way, her footprints were quite large.

“Benjy,” Ashley said, breaking the silence. “I have a question.”

“Shoot.”


“You’ve been to the Smokey Mountains before, right?”

“Yes, with my family three years ago.  It was a pretty good trip.”

“Well okay.  So did it ever – you know: did the weather ever go bonkers like it did last night when you were with your family?”

“By ‘bonkers’ I’m assuming you mean with the thunderstorm moving in so quickly and all, huh?” Benjy asked.


“Yeah.”

He hesitated to respond. “Well, we had a similar thing happen to us, actually.  We were walking up the main shopping strip right in Gatlinburg.  I’d say within ten minutes or so rain clouds built up and covered what was a completely clear sky.  Before we knew it, rain was pouring down like mad.”

Ashley scratched a clump of mud from her left leg. “So how come you didn’t pack anything for this trip?  You know, just in case – maybe something like a raincoat!”

“Well,” Benjy started with a bit of hesitation. “What good would a raincoat do after what we went through?  Plus, don’t you remember me saying that the weather forecasts for the Smokies were calling for sunny skies the entire weekend.  I even checked the paper two days ago – right before we left home.  It said things were looking good.  The only bit of rain in the forecast was well to our west.”

Ashley’s pace slowed a bit as her eye brows drooped an inch.  An expression of confusion overtook her face, and the tone of her voice sagged. “Benjy.  Are you talking about that newspaper that was in your car the day you picked me up?”

“Yeah,” he nodded.  He caught a glimpse of Ashley’s face.  Something was wrong – something was on her mind.


“Benjy,” Ashley said, stopping her walk. “Did you look at the date on that paper?”


“Yes, it was Friday’s paper.”


Benjy stopped walking and turned with Ashley.  He held a stare at her face. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”


“The paper I was looking at in your car was a Friday paper; but from last week, not this week.”


Benjy paused for a moment. “I really don’t think...” Another pause. “No.  It had to be the right paper.  I picked it up off of my counter that morning before I left for school.  The national forecast showed this area as being sunny – there wasn’t a drop of rain anywhere near Gatlinburg.”

“And yesterday’s forecasts warned of a strong storm moving into Ohio and the Ohio Valley today.  Whatever happened last night, I bet it was part of that same system.  You were looking at an old paper.”
Benjy wrapped himself into silence for a moment.  He gazed the other direction.
Ashley broke the silence. “Hey, Benjy, what’s wrong?”

Benjy took a second to answer. “You know, it’s not like I looked at just the newspaper for the weather.  I’m not stupid, Ashley.  I was looking at long-term forecasts all last week.  I know I’m not stupid.  Television, websites; you name it, I checked it. ‘Clear and warm all weekend long,’ that’s what everything said.”


“Listen” Ashley said. “Nevermind.  Let’s just get moving and get back, please.” She paused to cough. “I don’t want to fight about this right now.”

“Well yeah, shit happens – my bad I guess.”


Ashley started to walk again. “And shit sure did happen.”


The two teens continued their trek through the forest.  Thick, deep mud eventually gave way to a layer of full grass, which made walking a lot easier for the two.  No longer did Benjy’s feet feel as though they were dragging behind his legs.  Ashley was relieved to have a lot less mud sticking to her legs, which were now accented by a thin layer of unshaven hair.

“It seems like my hair is growing a lot faster,” Ashley quipped while glancing down to her legs.  She ran a hand over her right leg, her skin feeling coarse compared to the day before. “Yuck.  I hate hair,” she said with a tone of voice that was much lighter than the mood about the forest.

Benjy noticed the hair as well, and added his two cents. “Geez, Ashley,” he quipped, “Why don’t you shave your legs, you sicko!”

His sarcasm was duly noted. “Right. ‘Sicko.’  Even if we did find my razor, I doubt shaving would be the first thing on my list right now.” She pulled her hand from her leg. “Although it would be nice.”

Silence again fell between the two.  The sounds of the forest took command.  Birds chirped, leaves and twigs rustled in a gentle breeze, and the distant roar of a car motor bounced through the trees.

“What the hell?” Benjy suddenly shouted. “Did you just hear what I heard?”

Despite Ashley’s growing fatigue, she was able to make out a humming in the background of the forest, much farther ahead in the distance.  It was a gentle hum, almost like a buzz.  Not wild or random like the roar or moan of an animal, instead the sound pulsated very deliberately – in a very distinctive ‘thump-thud, thump-thud’ pattern.  A few seconds later, the noise stopped, and a high-pitched squeal was heard.  It was braking.  All was then silent.

Benjy turned to Ashley, who did the same to him.  They held a gaze on each other, examining the layer of dirt built up on each of their faces.  Benjy’s red hair was stringy with clumps of mud matted to it, broken up by obvious strokes made by fingers that ran through it.  Ashley’s face was still battered – her forehead retained a deep shade of blue and purple underneath the skin.  The distant roar of a motor and the squealing of brakes forced both teens to realize just how desperate their situation was – civilization might not be that far away.

Benjy broke the silence first. “Ashley, we need to run.” His tone was serious, despite the smile that was overtaking his face.  His voice was lighter than before, almost cheery.  He was excited. “Come on, let’s go!”

Ashley didn’t hesitate to follow as he took off, jogging and hopping as fast as he could.

“Dammit,” he swore aloud as he came down hard on his left leg. “My legs hurt like hell.” He didn’t let the pain get to him, and instead kept hopping along.  It was a clumsy hop, his body swaying from side to side at random.  “I can see it, Ashley.” The forest ahead of them seemed to be less dense, and sure enough, within another minute of walking, skipping, and hopping, the two could make out the end of the forest – at least in terms of what they’ve been through.

“Oh wow,” Ashley said aloud as they arrived to a clearing. “We made it!” A joyous tone overtook her voice, and for a brief moment, a tear rolled down her right cheek.

As Benjy emerged from the forest with Ashley, a sprawling vista awaited their sights.  It was similar to before, with a full layer of trees spread across several sets of rolling hills, capped off with a full blue sky above.  The distant trees grayed-out and met the horizon, each blending seamlessly into one another.  The sun wasn’t nearly as high in the sky as it was before.  Benjy’s watch read “5:24pm” – his stomach let out a low rumble as it cringed, letting loose a desperate call of hunger.  Suppertime was twenty-four minutes late, but his craving for anything solid extended well past that.

His attention returned to the horizon.  The view was awesome, but it was the immediate surroundings that thrilled him the most.  The mixture of flat grass, pine needles, and twigs gave way to a sudden edge of light gray asphalt.  Just inches above, the air was distorted with the soft waving of heat distortion.  A light-gray two-lane road ran parallel to the forest both directions, meandering to the left or right as the mountain curved left or right.  Just on the other side of the road was the next drop off, a plummet of a couple hundred feet, straight down.  A simple peg-and-steel guard-rail was all that stood between the road and any vehicle that might go astray.

“I can’t believe it,” Benjy started. “Well I guess we should-“

“What the hell?” Ashley interrupted with a crass voice. “Look!” She pointed her finger to her left.  A slight tremble overcame her hand.

A rusted-on-the-corners sky-blue pick-up truck sat along the left side of the road, pointing towards the very forest the Benjy and Ashley emerged from.  The two visible tires on the truck were both flat, and featured many cracks – certainly showing their age.  The truck itself was old, but it was the driver inside that looked even older.

“He’s bleeding,” Ashley said of the man.  Indeed, a dark red stream of blood glistened in the sunlight.  It ran from his grayed, wavy hair, down his face and onto the ground. “Yuck.  What a mess.”


“It must have been an accident,” Benjy said. “Look at how he’s sitting there. I don’t think he’s alive.”

The truck’s front end was slightly smashed into a tree trunk.  Glass from the shattered windshield sat about the truck’s rusted hood and near the tires, peering over the thin layer of nearly-dead brown grass.  An occasional drip of gasoline underneath the truck formed a puddle just big enough to be noticed by Benjy’s nostrils.

“What? He’s dead?” Ashley exclaimed.  Worry and fear destroyed her once-cheery voice.


Benjy’s mind was still stuck on survival.


“I think we could drive it back if it wasn’t for that gas leak,” he said.


Ashley bent over, straining her already sore back, to see the leak.  Her investigation ended quickly upon realizing what Benjy had said. “We can’t just drive this back.  It’s an accident – we need to get a hold of a sheriff or something.”

“And how do you suppose we go about doing that?” He glanced into the driver’s side window, peering past the driver, only to find a nearly-empty seat; offset with a few used napkins, all of which had some kind of brown or yellow stain on them. “I don’t see anything that looks like a cell phone.” He paused and backed away from the truck, turning his focus to Ashley. “It can’t happen.  We either wait here for help or drive back now, and quite frankly, I’m too damn hungry to wait.” His stomach found the irony of timing and let out a grumble.  A wave of hunger rolled across his gut as he turned away from Ashley.

Ashley pondered at him with a blank stare. “I don’t like it.” She paused.  She again glanced to the body hanging from the truck. “I’m not riding with him.”

It was only a body.  No big deal, right? “I’ll take care of it,” Benjy cautiously said – although a bit of a tremble was in his voice – a nervous uneasiness.  He moved closer to the truck and set his arms out to the man’s body.  The milky-white colored jacket that he wore was wet to the touch, as if sweat had accumulated on it.  Benjy continued on and promptly gave the body a thrust.  Being heavier than it looked, it didn’t move right away.  Another trust, however, sent the body to fall inside the truck, the upper torso laying across the front seat.

“Yeah,” Benjy started. “He’s definitely dead.” He turned to Ashley. “What should we do with him? I vote truck bed.”

Ashley turned away when the body fell in the front seat.  Looking back, “Hell no! I’m not touching him!  I’ll ride in the back!”

“Well when did I say that I’d need you to help me move him?” Benjy asked. “I don’t mind driving with him.” He opened the driver’s side door.  A flow of blood spilled from where the man’s body used to rest and ran down the open door. “Eww,” Benjy said. “But then again, we’re already as dirty as we’re going to get, so a little blood into the mix doesn’t really matter.”

“What if he has like AIDS or something?” Ashley said with a stern and sudden voice of reason. “I don’t care how crappy things are now – you don’t even know what killed him.  And now you just want to sit in the guy’s blood?  That’s pretty fucking disgusting.”


She was right and Benjy knew it.  He just wanted to get home – no matter how it happened.  He pulled his shirt off.  His pale, white belly shone bright in the sun as he used the shirt to wipe up the blood.  Ashley turned away again.

“Ashley,” Benjy started, still wiping around the seats. “You sure are squeamish.  Get over it.  We’ll be back to town in about fifteen minutes.” The blood didn’t come out of the seat.  His shirt soaked up some of the blood, but most of it was just wiped towards the floor.  He jumped into the driver’s seat and checked for a set of keys. “Excellent.  We’re all ready to go.” He turned around before closing the door. “Come on, Ashley, hop in and we’ll go.  It should start!” With that, he slammed the door shut.

Ashley stepped towards the rear of the truck and perched one leg on the truck’s rusted chrome bumper.  She lifted her body with as much energy as she could muster, and after a quick struggle with her weakened arms, found her way into the bed of the truck.  Other than a layer of crippled, dead leaves and a small tree stump, the bed was fairly empty.  She took a seat near the front of the truck so she could talk to Benjy through his window.

Although it hesitated, the truck started up when Benjy turned the key, surprising him, given the gas leak.

“Well at least it ain’t a stick shift,” Benjy said as he turned the wheel and shifted into reverse. “If it was a stick we’d be screwed.  I can’t drive a stick worth shit.”

The truck bounced its way back onto the road, and Benjy took off forward, hopefully towards Gatlinburg.  Surprisingly enough, the truck took off with quite a bit of zip, not hesitating to round a few corners and up a minor incline.

Fifteen minutes into careful navigation around meanders, twists, and turns, the road widened with a third lane as it worked its way out of the sheer cliffs and other terrain and into the shallow forests between mountains.  Benjy and Ashley finally saw their first building in nearly two days – a small utility shed along side the road.  On it was a small light that was turned off – quite odd considering the impending dusk.  Then came a sign – “Gatlinburg 2 Miles.”


“Sweet,” Benjy started. “How are you doing back there Ashley,” he said, poking his head out the window as he slowed the truck.  He pulled it halfway off the road – the other half occupying a small field of thick feeding grass.

“I’m doing fine,” she replied. “How are you and Edger doing in there?” Benjy responded with a silent glance to the body sitting in the passenger’s side of the truck. “Well why did we stop?”

“I’m tired, Ashley,” Benjy said. “We’re almost there, anyway.  I need to…”

His words were interrupted with the most unnerving of sounds – silence.


“Benjy,” Ashley started with a worry in her voice. “Why did you turn the truck off?”

Benjy glanced down to the dashboard lights.  He checked the key; it was turned all the way where it should’ve been. “Uhh… I didn’t turn the truck off.  It just shut off.”


“Fuck.”


Benjy promptly opened his door. He cocked his head so his ears could better hear. “Shit.  It’s off.” Taking notice of a scent in the air, he fell down to his knees and peered underneath the truck. Gasoline quickly flooded the grass below the truck. “Fuck! No more gas.  The line’s completely ripped now.”


Ashley stood up in the back of the truck. “Well if you didn’t stop maybe we would’ve been fine!” An angry grin overtook her face.  Her mud-encrusted eyebrows sunk to her eyelids; a frown overtook a grin. “Dammit.” She turned away.

Benjy glanced back into the truck at the corpse.

Ashley whipped around. “I mean what’s your problem anyway?  Why the fuck do you do stupid shit?  We were doing just fine and you had to go and stop the tru…”

Benjy spoke up in his defense. He raised his voice. “Well how was I supposed to know that it was going to shit itself on us?  What if it did it anyway, regardless if we stopped or not?  Why the hell is this my fault?  It was a shitty truck to begin with!”

“You’re a fuck-up, Benjy!” Ashley attacked back. “This vacation sounded like a good idea, but you weren’t prepared for that rainstorm!  We’re stranded because of you!  We’re fucked and we’re never going to get back home!” Ashley’s voice started to break up between words, filled with sobers of desperation. “I… just want,” a tear rolled past her nose, “I just want to see my home again.  And I’m so hungry!  I just don’t know why… you’re such a… I just don’t know why you are the way you are!  First you wanted to keep on going through the storm, then you teased that bear which could have killed us, and now we’re stuck with a truck and a dead man.  And I’m goddamn hungry!” She finally broke up and gave up.  A stream of tears accompanied her pleads for help.

Benjy sat silent in the background.  He didn’t let her tears get to him – he never was big on crying.  Her voice and anger, however, cut a gash deep through his heart.  She was right in many ways: he was no hero and they were seemingly fucked.  But he was too close to give up now.


“We’re not fucked,” Benjy said, keeping his distance from Ashley.  He kept his voice as cool as possible, making sure not to make a sensitive situation worse. “Listen.” Ashley paused her crying the best she could. “We’re not more than two miles from town.  Give or take.  I know it’s getting dark pretty fast, but I think we should just walk the rest of the way.” Ashley’s eyebrows sunk to her eyelids again. “I know you’re sore and tired and hungry.  Hell, I’m the same way.  My leg hurts like you wouldn’t believe.  I’m ready to be back home in my own warm bed and hell, dare I say it: back at school?  I miss my friends.”


“And what about me?” Ashley snarled back at him. “Why the hell am I not your friend?”


“What?” Benjy asked with a confused haze over his head. “I am your friend.  Ashley, fuck.  I really care about you and you know that.  I wouldn’t have asked you to come with me on this trip.  What about Lacey?  Why didn’t I ask her?  She was a crush.  You’re a friend.  I care about you more than anything!” Benjy took the opportunity to finally step forward.  Ashley was trembling in her place, leaning on the truck’s bed walls. “Please don’t cry.  We’re almost home.  Just a little more and we’ll be there!”

Ashley stood silent.  She hid her face from him with her hair.  The highlights in it didn’t stand out anymore.  They faded in the pale brown of the mud and stress built up on her body, and everything about her gave way to the same pale color.  Her knees trembled.

Benjy glanced upwards.  The sky was fading from a light purple to a deep blue, the sun quickly returning to the horizon from which it came.  A line of stars glistened in the darker half of the sky. “Come on, Ashley.  Let’s go.  It’s not that much longer.”

Ashley put her hand out to his.  Her fingers slowly wrapped their way around his right hand, gently squeezing it. “No.” She turned towards him. “Let’s just stay here tonight and go in the morning. I’m too tired to keep walking.” Benjy’s head gently shook side to side. “Please.  Let’s just sleep here and we’ll go in the morning.”

“Ashley,” Benjy started. “It’s just another half-hour or so.  I promise.”


Ashley’s hand squeezed his tightly. “No.  Let’s just find somewhere safe and rest.  Please.”


Benjy couldn’t get past the look of desperation in her eyes.  Her tear ducts must have run dry.  What little bit of salty water remained in her eyes reflected back the night sky.  Benjy’s reflection shown back at him through her tired eyes. “Okay, we’ll sleep here tonight.”


Ashley’s angry voice of not five minutes prior gave way to a trembling child’s. “Thank you.”

Finding a place to sleep wasn’t hard – Ashley wanted to sleep away from the truck for obvious reasons.  They took a minute to walk into some tall grass that, when laid flat, made for a decently comfortable sleeping surface – well above the muddy ground.  Bugs were to a minimum as well.  The two curled up next to each other on the ground; using what little body heat they could between each other to stay warm.  Even though she was in the wild, Ashley somehow fell right asleep – just like in the hotel.


Benjy muttered something under his breath: “Damn.” He closed his eyes as he moved his hand a bit down her belly to her legs. “Still nothing.”
*
*
*

Although cool air rushed through Benjy’s hair, he didn’t open his eyes.  They were still too heavy to open.  His arms were just as tired, and his left arm was asleep, a sharp tingling ran throughout as he tried to move it.  He let loose a yawn and a small yelp.


“Thank God you’re alright!” a voice said.


Benjy snapped his eyes open.  Directly in front of him was the back of a leather seat.  His heart skipped a few beats and rushed straight into overdrive mode.  His face quickly turned red. “What the hell?” he said with a raspy voice.

“It’s good to see you’re okay,” the voice said again. “I couldn’t believe the sorry state I found you in.  I thought you were already dead.”

Benjy looked to his right and saw buildings flash past him.  To his left was Ashley, wide awake and her head hanging out a car window.


“Where am I?” he asked.  Ashley came back in the window.


Her face was clean of mud or debris – as was her arms and legs.  Her clothes were still caked with dirt, but it was her pristine white face that provided the contrast.  “We’re back in town.  This is Jake.” She extended her arm toward the front seat.  In the driver’s side sat a thick middle-aged man with a sharply cut beard and deep brown hair.  His voice was quite deep.

“Ashley tells me your name is ‘Benjy,’” Jake started. “Well I’m sure you’re disoriented quite like Ashley was when she woke up.  You sure do sleep well my friend.” Benjy glanced back towards Ashley only to find an adorable smile on her face. “It’s been a hectic forty-eight hours around here.  A complete disaster actually when you really look at it.  Poor Gatlinburg.”

Ashley interrupted, “It’s a real mess around here.  See for yourself.” She pointed an index finger past Benjy’s head – out the window to his right.

Finally coming to terms with his surroundings, Benjy quickly took a moment to organize the situation.  He was in an SUV with a strange but friendly man at the wheel, Ashley next to him, and apparently he slept very well.


“Just out of curiosity,” Benjy started, “What time is it?”


“Ten thirty in the morning,” Jake said. “I found you two in out in some tall grass about three hours ago.  Took both of you into my car and headed back to town.  She woke up about an hour ago and got cleaned up a bit at my shelter.”

“Shelter?” Benjy asked with confusion overtaking his voice.


“Yeah,” Jake replied back. “I’m one of a few people around here that managed to have a standing building after all hell broke loose.  I took Ashley and yourself back to my shelter.  For as much moving around as you did between that field, my car, and the shelter, you slept through it all pretty well.  You’ll notice you’re also cleaned up a bit.”

Sure enough Benjy looked down to see his arms and legs cleaned of debris and a crude bandage around his injured leg.  Where encrusted blood and thick mud once clumped throughout the hair on his legs, his own white skin shown through once again.  The air seemed cooler on them, no longer bearing the layer of dirt.

“Well what happened?” Benjy asked, not letting anything else get in the way of his curiosity.  Ashley glanced back out the window.  Jake slowed the SUV and took a shallow turn to the right.  The SUV rolled to a stop and he turned around towards Benjy.


“Two days ago a storm came through here,” Jake started. “The same storm that Ashley here says devastated you two out in the forest.” He paused to cough. “I haven’t gotten much sleep, so bear with me.” Another cough. “She says you two where hit by lightning.  You’re the lucky ones.  The rain came so quickly flash flooding hit and cleared the streets right before small mudslides started – swept quite a bit of stuff away: cars, sheds – even a few people got caught in them.  Search parties are out now.  Nobody really had any warning – not a single weather forecast for three counties around us was calling for a drop of rain, let alone thunderstorms.”

Benjy interrupted, “Ha! See, Ashley!  I knew I was reading the right paper!” She poked her head back in the window and just smiled.  The joy in her eyes was a stark contrast from the previous day’s anger and sadness, but Benjy found relief in that fact.

“Anyway,” Jake said. “The storm tore a lot of buildings apart.  The flood waters were bad enough, let alone the rough winds.  We thought we were invincible in the mountains.  I guess not.” He looked ahead, out the windshield. “Then again, as you can see, your hotel survived.  I guess all the empty rooms were turned into shelters for those who might have been devastated in town.”

Ashley spoke up as she opened her door. “We’re way past our checkout time too.  They took our stuff out and made our room a shelter too.  I had them load it into your car.  It’s about the only thing that survived.”

Benjy’s mind clicked and clanked as it tried to make sense of what she said. “How did my car get back here?  I thought we drive it to the park.”


Ashley answered immediately, “We did.  Jake knows a tow guy and I went with him to pick it up.  Good thing you gave me a spare set of keys too.” She rattled some keys in her pocket. “Otherwise we’d be screwed getting home too.”


Confused by the destruction that Ashley and Jake were talking about, Benjy opened his door and carefully jumped to the ground.  He did his best to avoid landing on his bad leg, but regardless, it didn’t matter – somehow the only feeling in his leg was a bit of tingling.

“Oh, Benjy,” Jake said. “You might want to be careful on that leg.  I gave you a shot of morphine while we were working on wrapping it up in case you woke up during the process.  Hope you enjoy it.”

Benjy silently nodded and slammed the heavy black door shut.  The SUV that he had been riding in was quite large, just as it appeared to be from the inside.  It rode at least two feet off the ground and was fitted with huge off-road tires and bright stripping that looked like it could be seen for miles.

Looking around, Gatlinburg was quite a sight for sorry sore eyes.  All around Benjy, devastation was prevalent.  To his right, hillside trees were flattened.  To the left, a parking lot was full of downed trees, power lines, and sat littered with leaves, trash, and shattered glass from many unfortunate cars caught in the flood waters and mudslides.  In front of him stood a familiar sight: the hotel that he and Ashley stayed at.

He took a moment to be audible.  Under his breath, several swears found their way out. “And you’re saying that we no longer have a room?” Benjy asked, trying to come to grips with the situation.

“Yep,” Ashley said. “All of our stuff is in the car.  I already talked to a few policemen who were in charge of helping victims.  They pretty much said we’re good to leave town if we want.”

Jake nodded in agreement. “Good to go all the way.” He looked down at Benjy’s leg.  You’re leg isn’t broken and Ashley here has been doing well.  That bump on her head doesn’t look so bad.”

“I’m feeling fine,” Ashley said, with one hand towards Jake, reassuring him.

Benjy took a few steps around the SUV, navigating around the broken leg of a wooden table.  He continued to pan his eyes around the area, taking in half-destroyed buildings, pieces of furniture, and random bits of debris strewn about the area.  Behind him, a fire engine roared past, lights flashing and sirens blaring.

Benjy took another moment to catch up with the latest happenings, as well as what exactly happened when the storm hit.  Jake explained things in great detail, most of which Benjy let fly in one ear and out the other.  The important details made their way through, however.  They came quick, some details familiar, others more violent.  Within a matter of twenty minutes, the city of Gatlinburg was issued a thunderstorm watch, then an advisory, and finally a warning.  A few minutes later, a flood warning, and soon after, mudslides took over the outer edges of the town and worked their way in, engulfing parts of the town.

That fact was easy to realize.  Benjy and Ashley made a quick pass around their hotel and saw nothing but destruction.  Three big trees around the hotel were down.  A car and an SUV were smashed into each other.  Three others had deep scratches and dents, most likely from debris that hit them.  Somehow, miraculously, Benjy’s tiny Honda Accord survived unscratched, save for a small dent in the trunk.  It didn’t really matter – his car was drivable, he and Ashley were okay, and the weekend was almost over – it was time to go home.

Benjy and Ashley stuck around for lunch with Jake.  With solid food finally available, Benjy dug right in and downed two ham sandwiches, half a bag of potato chips and enough pop to wash it all down.  

Clean-up around town was in full swing.  Roads were blocked off, forcing the many residents and tourists of the city into the central shopping street of town, where some vendors who survived the storm opened back up, albeit with a slimmer selection of merchandise – all priced higher than normal, especially with those selling what had become essentials: clean water, batteries, and dry foodstuffs.

Ashley was the more eager of the two to be talkative.  With the middle-aged Jake, Benjy and Ashley spent about an hour telling their story of what their weekend was supposed to be, and what it really was.  Benjy didn’t leave out any details, covering everything from the lightning strike to the bear to the body in the truck.

“Which reminds me,” Benjy said. “What happened to that body? Did anyone figure out why that guy died?”


Jake was quick to answer. “Not really – the medic at the scene seemed to think it was a heart-attack.  I actually found the truck and body before I found you.  It was the truck that was the give-away for me to find you two.  See the truck, see the grass, see you two.  I actually thought you were victims too,” he said while waving his hands about as if moving tall grass out of the way. “The coroner already took care of the body.”

“Well it’s good to be back,” Benjy said. “And look, you survived all that without a mirror, ,” he quipped to Ashley while glancing at her frizzled hair.  She just smiled

“And I really can’t wait to get home,” Ashley said. “So what about it, are you ready?”


Benjy took another drink of his water and sat silent for a moment.  He glanced around the yard that they were picnicking on.  As a group of people were escorted by a police officer nearby, Benjy focused in on their conversation.

“Where are we going to go, mommy?” a younger voice said, most likely from the middle of the group.  There was no reply.  The group continued down the sidewalk and around a corner.  Behind him a neighboring hotel sat in ruin, a small and steady stream of smoke rising from the middle as a group of hard-hats stood outside, surveying the damage.

“Think of the stories we can tell when we get back to school,” Ashley said, breaking Benjy’s concentration on the surroundings.


He took a moment to think about that. His story would certainly get out to the media.  It was only a matter of time before the local television stations would be knocking on his front door, a throng of interviewers with lights and cameras wanting to sell his story.  He was hoping to keep a low profile. “Actually, Ashley, do you think we could keep this on the low for a little bit?  I’m not sure I want a whole bunch of people getting on my ass right away about this.  I’d rather enjoy my school and home again as if this never happened.”


“Well then why don’t we just stay here for another day or so?” she proposed. “They won’t miss us at school tomorrow.  We can still look around and…”

Above the three, a thick, gray sky let loose a light sprinkle, and a minute later, they heard the distant rumble of thunder. “You know, I think it’s time we go home, Ashley.”
The End
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