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Dragon Man and Lonely Woman 

 

by 

 

Vixyy Fox 

 
“Hey Dan!”  

 

Hearing no response, the dispatcher stepped into the small trucker’s lounge and stood where his 

presence was obvious. The big driver folded the newspaper down around his fingers so it was 

bent in half, and then looked over his ‘half’ reading glasses. 

 

“Yeah… what?” 

 

“I’m glad you’re so quick to jump at a job; I got a load if you want it. It’s not much, but it’ll pay 

some bills and maybe buy you an extra tank of diesel.” 

 

The large man gave a deep sigh. “I hate charity work,” he grumbled, but he was at a point where 

he had to take it. His breath smelled heavily of stale cigarettes. On the stand next to him was an 

old cup of coffee half full of cold black liquid and floating butts. He carefully picked it up and 

tossed it into a large open garbage can a few feet away. Some of the liquid sloshed on the wall.  

 

He sighed. “Sure… all right… give it to me. It’s better than sitting around here collecting dust.” 

 

Leaving his newspaper on the chair, he followed the dispatcher as he limped back to his small 

office. Paper littered the desk but on the wall were mounted neatly arrayed clipboards 

representing the trucks he had out on the road, their loads, and their destinations. 

 

“I told ya to come on full time with the company,” the dispatcher said as he walked. “The bosses 

have given me explicit instructions that the good loads go to company truckers first and all the 

rest to the ones who just hang around… that would be you.” 

 

Dan pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes out of his shirt pocket and shook up two from the crumpled 

paper container. He offered one to the dispatcher when he turned to look at him. “You know me 

Pat. I don’t let nobody mess with my truck. The minute I sign a contract with the company, they 

become part owners in my life. I’ll take the peanuts thank you very much. If the old girl was a 

living creature you know I’d marry her.” 

 

“Sex with a truck,” snorted the dispatcher as he accepted the cigarette. “Thought I’d heard it all 

but that one takes the cake; icing and all.” 

 

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” He chuckled, as he clicked the top back and spun 

the knurled knob on his lighter. “Your mind is always in the gutter.” 
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They paused as the cigarettes were puffed into clouds of smoke. He flipped the lighter closed 

with a click and looked at the plain Red Ball on it. It was a reminder of better times. 

 

“I’d settle down if’n I found the right woman; you know that Pat. She’d just have to be really 

large, and able to haul a good load.” 

 

The dispatcher laughed and pulled a clip board off the wall. “It’s not exactly like when we were 

driving with the Red Ball Express is it?” 

 

“Red Ball… now there’s one for the history books. You and me logged a lot of miles over in 

Germany. Sorta hated for it to end… but…”  He turned and looked out the door of the office so 

he wouldn’t have to look at his friend. He hadn’t forgotten the mine and the fact that Pat had lost 

his shifting leg to it. That’s why he was a dispatcher now and not a trucker still. Pat was not 

supposed to be the one driving that night, but Dan had found some German hooch and hadn’t 

been in any shape to be behind the wheel. Pat had done double duty for his friend to keep him 

from getting court-martialed. They were closer than best friends… war will do that to people. 

After Pat was shipped top the rear, Dan volunteered for every dangerous job there was and 

hadn’t touched a drop of booze since. He ended up getting himself a Bronze Star which he 

mailed to Pat with a forged letter from the commanding General awarding it to him. Pat had 

worn it on his uniform when they met the driver at the train station on his return from Germany, 

never once even hinting to his friend that he was aware of the deceit.  

 

“Forget it,” Pat said, reading his old comrade like a book. “That was a long time ago. I got on 

with my life Dan. Look at me… I got a wife and kids, three dogs, a house, and even some 

goldfish. Whadda you got? A truck?” 

 

Dan turned back to him and smiled. “Not just any truck ya old fish faced pencil pusher. She’s a 

Kenworth; and the best one on the road.” 

 

“I saw the dragon on the door,” the dispatcher said to him quietly. “It brought back a lot of good 

memories.” 

 

The dragon was the same one Pat had personally painted on their Army duce and a half against 

strict orders about such things. On that one he had used dark colors so it wouldn’t stand out at a 

distance… but it was there. The brass, in a rare mood of understanding, had seen it while not 

actually seeing it. The dragon was Dan and Pat’s personal talisman. 

 

“Yup,” the trucker replied from around the fist holding his cigarette, “Wanted to surprise you. 

Thought maybe it would get me an extra load or two. Whatayagotforme?” 

 

“Potatoes.” 

 

“Spuds? Well hell… at least it ain’t pigs. I hate the smell of pigs… bout makes me want to puke 

when I get down wind of’em. Not like hauling 105 ammo.” 
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Pat drew in a lungful of smoke and then let it back out again. “Pigs won’t blow you up Dan,” he 

said softly. Then he gave him a look that the driver knew only too well. 

 

“What’s the catch?”  he asked suspiciously. 

 

“The loads in Idaho and you have to drive there empty. Told you it would get you on the road 

and not much more. The company will tanker your fuel to the destination which is L.A., but you 

have to pay your own fuel to the farm, and again home from L. A.” 

 

“Empty from L.A. too? Jesusssssssss Pat, why don’t you just shoot me and get it over with. I’m 

dying a slow death here.” 

 

“Call me when you get into L.A. I got a few favors outstanding and I can probably get you a load 

to carry back.” 

 

He held the clipboard out with a pen on top of it so Dan could sign for the trip. “It’s the very best 

I could do for you pal. You’re the last independent here… you know that. I told you a long time 

ago to move to Chicago. Texas just isn’t cutting it for the truckers wanting to stay free.” 

 

“Yeah,” he said, signing the document. “Big whoop. Chicago, the mob, and a nickel will get me 

a cup of coffee.” He looked up at the dispatcher and saw the other man’s look of hurt feelings. “I 

didn’t mean it like it sounded Pat. I was referring to moving… Chicago… and … well… up there 

I get owned too. Thanks all the same pal; I do appreciate the thought.” 

 

Pat held out his hand, and the two shook, the hand shake moving into a bear hug. 

 

When the hug ended, Pat told him, “We’ve come a million miles or so since way back when 

Dan.  I ain’t gonna let a comment about coffee and the mob get me all riled up. I sure wish you 

would settle down though. If’n you had a good woman of your own, we could do some really 

good barbeQ’s. You know, like a family… maybe have a beer together?” 

 

“Yeah… sure... some day Pat; right now I gotta get to Ida-hoe.” 

 

Pat took the clip board back, scribbled his signature under Dan’s and then again on a fuel chit. 

Taking out his wallet, he removed a five and handed it with the chit to the big trucker. “Dinner’s 

on me tonight. Take the chit to the pumps and they’ll fill your tanks; then you’re ready to roll.” 

 

“The company buying me a tank of fuel is ok but I can’t let you buy me dinner,” he said holding 

the money out to the dispatcher. 

 

“And why the hell not? You haven’t been to the house in forever and I get tired of seeing you 

living in that dam truck.” 

 

“Martha don’t like me; that much is as plain as the nose on your face. I don’t go where I’m not 

welcome.” 
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Pat looked at him for a moment, and then smiled his most disarming smile. He had once gotten 

the drop on a German Sergeant with his smile, handily knocking the man’s rifle aside when he 

had smiled back and then taking him prisoner.  

 

“She loves you Dan, same as me… she just has her ways is all.” He took the bill and stuffed it 

into the trucker’s shirt pocket. “Don’t cross the desert. Go around it. You don’t have a definitive 

time to be there and the extra fuel is for the extra miles. Just show up and they’ll load you when 

you get there.” 

 

“You being superstitious on me?” the driver asked. “What’s wrong with the desert?” 

 

“Martha…” he began, but Dan interrupted him. 

 

“Martha’s an Injun, and full of superstitions. These are modern times Pat. You of all people 

should know better. Damummmmm… you seen the world.” 

 

“And I didn’t like what I saw much either. White medicine didn’t keep me alive when I got 

home Dan; it was Martha and her Comanche people. Her brother Sammy was a Marine Code 

Talker for God’s sake; that’s why she was a volunteer at the Army Hospital where we met. She 

was doing her part like everyone else and she was right to bring Sammy in to see me; he’s one 

fine Medicine Man.” 

 

“Him and his dances, and his totems… yeah… and all that mumbo jumbo; we’ve had this 

conversation before. I don’t believe in that or any other religion… damn… the conversation is 

old and ya ain’t gonna make a believer out of me. Reality is the road, and that’s it. ” 

 

“That’s right… we have had the talk before,” replied Pat becoming suddenly angry. “It’s not just 

God you gave up on; you gave up on the world too Dan. The war got you just the same as if 

you’d been blown up like me. You hide in that damn truck of yours. You stay on the road for 

weeks at a time, and what do you have to show for it? Not a dam thing! Come to the house. 

We’re a family there… you could be included.” 

 

Now it was Dan’s turn to look hurt. “I better get moving,” he said softly. 

 

“Yeah… maybe you’d better.” 

 

The trucker turned without a word and walked out of the office. 

 

“Don’t drive through the desert at night!” Pat yelled after him.  

 

Dan’s right arm came up waving the trip ticket. His left dropped down, and from his hand the 

green of the five dollar bill fluttered to the floor like a leaf. 

 

 

 

 



 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The tractor trailer roared along at a steady sixty miles per hour. The full moon lit the road almost 

as well as the trucks headlights. Dan had stopped at the ‘last diner for the next 200 miles’, but 

opted to put his money into the fuel tank instead of his stomach.  Ten cents for a coffee, was 

hardly cheap, but he convinced the waitress to fill his thermos rather than dump the fried out 

remains of the huge coffee urn in the sink. It was nasty, but he was used to nasty, and it would 

help keep him awake.  

 

Then it was twenty five cents a gallon to the pump for diesel… ‘Pay the attendant please, thank 

you very much’. He topped the tank out, counted his change carefully to the penny, and then 

allotted himself exactly two cents for a liquorish rope before heading out on the dusty road. The 

road in question was a two lane stretch that most of the truckers avoided if they were able. 

Driving the desert during the day was unbearable except for the real diehards. The temperature 

had topped out at 108 degrees the day before, and the arid sands had actually seen hotter. Those 

were days that the truckers would put a bale of hay in each window and then soak it with water. 

As they traveled, the evaporating water cooled the cab just enough to get them through. Some of 

them even installed a water tank on the roof of the cab so the cooling effect would last a longer 

amount of time without the need to stop. To Dan it was a challenge but he preferred the night 

when it was cooler naturally… screw the bales of hay, those would just mess up his paint job.  

 

Ten miles out from the diner he saw an old man standing beside the road. At first look, he 

appeared to be a lump of shadow exactly like the cactus that populated the area. As the truck 

approached he grew in detail. The shadow moved slightly and his head turned back to look at the 

oncoming truck. The man’s eyes reflected the light just like those of an animal. He didn’t have 

his thumb out, nor did he hold up a painted cardboard sign announcing his destination and that he 

had just had a bath; but he did watch Dan come, and the driver knew his eyes were on the truck 

as it passed and as it progressed into the distance. The driver shivered, goose bumps forming on 

his arms. He might have passed it off but the shiver and superstition caused him to glance down 

at his gages. The engine temp was well into the red zone. 

 

“Cripesamighty!” he yelled, his body automatically beginning the down shifting and braking. 

With each downward movement of the gear shift, he saw the temp needle dip slightly, and then 

move back up, which was a sure sign the problem was not with the indicator. Dan was an old 

timer which meant he was meticulous about checking the gages. There had been no problem ten 

miles back when he left the truck stop, nor even a mile back just a few minutes before; 

everything had been fine. That meant there was a more than good chance there was no damage 

done but he had to act quickly. 

 

With a final pishhhhhh of the brakes, the truck came to a shuddering halt. Both of the cab 

windows were open and Dan heard nothing outwardly that suggested anything wrong. Nor did he 
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smell the tell tale smell of hot fluids. Glancing at the temp gage, he was gratified to see that it 

had slid back down into the high area of the green arc, but he would still have to check the 

radiator’s water level. 

 

“It’d be just my luck you’d have a busted hose out here in the middle of nowhere, and you can 

betcha no one would be by for a good day,” he grumbled to the truck as he set the brake.  

 

Grabbing his old army issue flashlight, he stepped out of the cab, walked to the left front, and 

opened the side panel so the tractor could breathe a little easier. The extra airflow would cool the 

water in the radiator a little more before he opened the cap. Walking to the other side, he did the 

same thing, and then mounted the fender and was shining his light down into her guts when a 

voice from nowhere startled the living crap out of him. 

 

“Ya got problems?” 

 

He banged his head on the top panel, and almost fell off the fender. His initial gut reaction was to 

scream and throw his flashlight, but he caught himself. Army training kicked in… he had spent 

too much time close to or actually behind enemy lines to give himself away like some green 

behind the ears driver…. but he did yell for all he was worth when he identified the source of the 

voice.  

 

“CRIPESAMIGHTY AND GAWDDDDD DAMMMMMMM…. DON’T EVER DO THAT!” 

 

“Do what?” 

 

Dan found himself looking into the eyes of the old man he had passed on the road. He suddenly 

felt silly. The fellow had had no reaction to his tirade. Instead, he stood calmly watching him. 

The driver had the unexpected mental image of a large Buffalo standing in a field… and then the 

vision passed. He sat heavily on the fender of his truck, and held a hand over the area of his chest 

that suddenly hurt. “You’ll give a fella a heart attack by sneaking up on him like that.”  

 

“Didn’t sneak… you had your head in by the growler.” 

 

Dan flashed the light at him, and the man didn’t squint against its beam. “I don’t grind my 

gears,” he countered, feeling slightly insulted. “What are you doing way the hell out here 

anyways?” 

 

“Waiting for you.” 

 

“Now that’s just creepy as hell,” he fairly shouted. 

 

“Why?” 

 

Dan could hear the trucks engine ticking over behind him. He felt the heat coming off of the 

radiator and blowing back past him. For a moment it was all he heard… and felt… and then he 

slid off the fender to stand in front of the man in a confrontational way.  
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“If you’re looking to highjack me you may as well forget it. The trailers not loaded, and even if I 

did have a load it wouldn’t be anything cept spuds.” 

 

He sized the other man up and figured him to be in his late sixties. He, on the other hand, was 

late thirties, and in some sort of shape… well… as in good a shape as his constant life on the 

road and smoking three packs of cigarettes a day allowed for. He spit on the ground. 

 

“Shouldn’t spit out here,” said the other man. 

 

“Why the hell not?” 

 

“Cuz it’s the desert and water is precious.” 

 

“I’ll be out of the desert by sunup tomorrow morning.” 

 

“Don’t think so.” 

 

The big driver backed a step, and spread his feet slightly, readying himself. “And why not?” 

 

The old man shrugged, and said something in a language Dan didn’t understand. 

 

“N’ what’s that supposed to mean?” 

 

“Gut feeling. Check your engine temp. I think it’s back down.” 

 

Pat’s last words to the big driver began to echo through his brain… ‘Don’t drive through the 

desert at night’. 

 

“How’d you know about my engine temp?” 

 

The man smiled. “You stopped sudden like, and when I come up, you had the side panels up… 

you opened both of them. You wouldn’t a done that cept for heat. I might be old but I’m not 

stupid.” 

 

Dan felt how tightly he was holding the flashlight, and forced himself to relax his grip. He 

suddenly felt stupid giving in to the feelings of being creeped out the way he had. 

 

“You need a ride?” he asked the old man trying to cover his confusion. 

 

“Yup… could use one I s’pose. My sister is ill, and I travel to be with her.” 

 

“Well why the hell didn’t you stick your thumb out when I passed. I woulda picked you up.” 

 

The old man looked at his right hand. Slowly he put his thumb up and then held it in the space in 

front of himself, looking back at the driver. “Like this?” 
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Dan frowned, not sure if the old man was now making fun of him. “Yeah, that’d work.” 

 

The fellow smiled in the glare of the flashlight, and Dan realized he had never stopped shining it 

at him. He also figured that the desert wanderer had not been making fun of him; he was 

probably just not all there. 

 

“OK,” he said. “I’ll check the radiator, and then we’ll continue from here provided the temp 

went back down and the radiator is full. Otherwise we turn around and head back to the truck 

stop, but you’re still welcome to share the cab.” 

 

The old man nodded, but said nothing. 

 

“What’s your name?” Dan asked him. 

 

“Buffalo.” 

 

“You got a first name?” 

 

The old man nodded, never cracking a smile. “Buffalo.” 

 

“OK then, what’s your last name?” 

 

He still did not smile. “Buffalo.” 

 

“Dang… How about I call you Buff?” 

 

He nodded. “Sure.” 

 

 

Twenty more miles down the road and the old man had not said so much as one word. Dan was 

sipping on some of the sour tasting burned coffee. He offered ‘Buff’ some but the man had 

simply shaken his head no. 

 

“Dang but the time flies,” the driver said conversationally.  

 

“Yes,” agreed Buff, “But it does not fly; it stampedes like the herd in a thunderstorm. It runs 

blindly never seeing the cliff until it is too late.” 

 

Dan looked at him. “What in hell does that have to do with time? You’re a strange old bird, ya 

know that?” 

 

The old man smiled this time, and it was an honest smile. “If’n I was a bird I could fly like your 

time.” 
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Dan snorted, took a sip of his coffee and then spit it out the window, tossing the rest of the cup 

off with it. “That was just a bit too bad even for my taste.” 

 

A man dressed only in a loin cloth and wearing some sort of animal skull head piece jumped into 

the middle of the road holding up his hands, palms towards the oncoming truck, as if he were 

going to physically try and stop it. 

 

“HOLY MARY, JOSEPH, AND THE CHILD!” yelled Dan swerving the truck to the left and 

mashing down on the brakes. For a long moment the trailer wanted to continue straight, teetering 

on the verge of jackknifing. As the wheels screeched, Dan went through the gears like a mad 

automated machine not even thinking of the motions he was having his body complete. Five 

hundred yards later, his rig, once again straight and stopped, sat beside the road with its engine 

ticking over quietly. It was as if the modern monster had not even disturbed the still of the night. 

A quick check of the undercarriage with the flashlight showed no evidence that he had hit the 

little man. The driver now stood behind the truck shining the light off into the distance. His nose 

twinged at the smell of burned rubber. He was fuming because this meant he would have to be 

changing the tires sooner than he had anticipated, and that cost big money. Unlike many of the 

large trucking companies, he did not run recaps which were cheaper, but more dangerous to use.  

 

“This night is beginning to really really grate on my nerves,” he said into the darkness. 

 

Buffalo came up and stood next to him. “He’s back there,” the old man said softly, pointing to an 

area of darkness. “I think you scared him with all the noise.” 

 

Dan looked at him, his disbelief clearly seen even in the low light of the moon. “I scared him?” 

He deliberately placed his hand on his own chest for emphasis. “I scared him? Dang Buf, that’s 

the second heart failure I’ve almost had tonight, and both within an hour of each other.” 

 

“The other one didn’t count.”  The statement was said without humor, without anger, without 

irony… it was just a statement. “Come with me and we will find this Trickster.” 

 

“Trickster?” 

 

“It was Coyote. His heart attack was meant to happen. Turn off your light and we will walk up 

the path to find him.” 

 

A hundred yards up the road, the pair stopped, and Buffalo called into the night. “How, Coyote.” 

 

“How,” came the reply. The voice was higher than normal, though it had a clear masculine 

quality to it. 

 

“You did not trick us Coyote. You have failed in your joke. Come; show yourself.” 

 

The smallish man seemed to separate from the shadows of the near by brush. He was no more 

than four and a half feet tall. Dan made to raise his flashlight but Buffalo’s hand was on his arm. 
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“Moon is enough,” he said simply. “She gives us light with which to see.” 

 

To Dan’s eyes, the light was only sufficient to show the newcomer as a small shadow, somewhat 

larger than his surroundings. 

 

“Buffalo? What are you doing with the Dragonman?” 

 

The old man turned back to the newcomer. “Yes,” he replied. “I have found Dragonman before 

you little brother, so that is another coup for me. How is our sister?” 

 

“She lives, but we need to hurry.” 

 

Dan, watching the exchange, felt another chill. The name ‘Dragonman’ did not quite jell in his 

mind, but it was obvious that they were talking about him… and who was this ailing sister? 

 

“What in hell do you mean by jumping into the middle of the road like that?” he demanded. 

“You got a death wish or something? Dam near run you over like some sort of wild dog.” He 

turned and spit on the ground. 

 

“I am not a wild dog,” the little man told him flatly. “I am Coyote.” 

 

“You were damn close to being a speed bump! I’m packing it up and hitting the road Buf. You 

want to come along do so… otherwise… well… otherwise… just…” he made a frustrated sound, 

“Otherwise; that’s all.”  

 

He turned and stormed back to the truck. Buffalo and Coyote watched him as he walked. 

 

“You’re sure this is the one?” asked the little man of the other. 

 

“Yes. He is like my people. He has sacrificed much, though not joyfully. He has left a good part 

of himself behind in this recent war, and he does not know how to fill the hole. There is no joy in 

his heart. This machine is his only happiness.” 

 

Coyote sighed. “This is not going to be easy.” 

 

Buffalo smiled at him. “Where is your spirit little one? You are the ‘Trickster’. I have seen you 

do great things. I am sure you will be equal to the task.” 

 

The smallish man chuckled. “Remember that Pawnee brave?” 

 

Buffalo chuckled too. “Oh my yessssss… that was a good one.” 

 

The trucks horn blasted out one long lonely note, piercing the quiet like the ancient roar of a real 

dragon. 

 

“That fits,” said the little man. 
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“Yes… it does doesn’t it?” replied Buffalo. “We need to go before he leaves us. He certainly is a 

peculiar sort of human, but he has been through much. We will have to be patient.” 

 

“You’re sure he’s the one?” 

 

“Yes Trickster. I am very sure.” 

 

 

Dan was about to slip the truck into gear and ease down on the accelerator when the rider’s side 

door opened and the dome light flashed on and then off again as the door was closed. Both men 

had gotten into the cab. It was a bench seat, so Coyote slid to the center and Buffalo sat on the 

right. 

 

“I am sorry I scared you,” the little man told Dan, holding out his right hand for a shake. It was 

the way he held his hand that told the driver he was not used to the custom. 

 

Dan took his hand and then squeezed it firmly, shaking it up and down.  “Not a problem,” he 

replied. “Just next time you try that little trick you’re liable to end up road kill.”  

 

He made to let go, but Coyote held on to his hand and continued shaking it.  

 

“Ok….. ok….. enough…” Dan finally said, ending the strange hand shake.  

 

“I was desperate,” Coyote told him. The bleached bone of his headpiece, and the black painted 

lines on his face gave him an almost comical appearance in the half light of the truck’s 

dashboard indicators. 

 

“I’d be desperate if I looked like you too. You dress like this on a normal basis, or did I miss 

Halloween?” The trucker chuckled, and then what Coyote told him seemed to sink in. “Oh… I 

don’t suppose you’re gonna tell me why you were desperate?” he asked, starting the truck back 

down the road again. He moved through the gears slowly; automatically double clutching to keep 

from grinding them.  

 

Buffalo gazed out his window and into the distance as if he were looking for something. 

 

“I am afraid for my sister,” said the little man. 

 

“Hell, if I had a sister, I’d be afraid for her too, but that hardly constitutes a dire emergency now, 

does it?” 

 

“She is dying.” 

 

Dan spit out the window, and then reached up and grabbed the lanyard of his horn. Pulling it, he 

held it until the air in the system had run low enough that the horn faded to nothing. This left him 
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with no air for braking, but he knew the system would pump up again in a matter of seconds… 

besides, the road was straight, and there was no other traffic. 

 

“Why did you do that?” the little man asked him. 

 

“It chases the demons away.” 

 

Coyote and Buffalo exchanged a look. 

 

“Besides that,” the trucker continued, “If you ever say the word ‘death’,” he paused to spit out 

his window again, “You have to spit, or it’ll come looking for you.” 

 

Coyote leaned over Buffalo, and both of them spat out the window. 

 

Dan chuckled, and actually smiled. “You guys are too much. So continue; tell me about your 

sister.” 

 

“She is dying,” Coyote said, and then leaned across Dan’s chest and spat out of his window, 

blocking the driver’s view of the road. Dan pushed him back roughly. 

 

“What in hell are you doing!?” 

 

“Spitting, like you said.” 

 

“For crying out loud, do it out Buff’s window. I have to see the road, or we’ll drive right out into 

the desert, and end up breaking an axle.” 

 

“Drive?” 

 

“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Dan was about to call him a bonehead, noticed what was sitting on the 

little man’s head, and thought better of it. “OK… let’s assume you’ve lived your entire life out 

here in the middle of nowhere. Look… you turn the wheel in the direction you want the truck to 

go, and it goes there… simple.” He turned the wheel to the left, and the truck went into the left 

lane. Then he moved it to the right, and the truck moved back to the right lane. 

 

“OHHHhhhhhhhhhh…” Coyote said, his mouth dropping open slightly. “It is not a living thing 

then?” 

 

Dan laughed out loud. “It is to me, but no, it’s a machine. You act like you really have lived your 

whole life in the desert.” 

 

“Yes… this is true.” 

 

The trucker glanced at him, and then back to the road, smiling. If it hadn’t been that he was so 

far out in the desert he might have suspected Pat of setting up a huge practical joke. 
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“RRRrrriggghhhttttttttt…. OK… tell me about your sister.” 

 

“She is dying.”  

 

Dan spit out his window, and Coyote leaned across Buffalo to spit out that side. Part of his 

dribble came back in the wind and landed on Buffalo’s face. The old man wiped it off, and then 

without comment, made the smaller man trade places with him so he would have the spot all to 

himself. Coyote promptly stuck his head and upper torso out of the window. He let out a happy 

yowllllll, and his animal skull head piece went flying off into the night. Buffalo grabbed him by 

the straps of his scanty loin cloth and dragged him back into the cab.  

 

“Tell him,” he instructed the little man. 

 

“She is dying…” they all spat again, “And we need your help to save her.” 

 

“We?” 

 

Dan looked over at him, and stifled the laughter which bubbled to the surface. Where the head 

piece had been, Coyote was completely bald. This made his long hair, which streamed out from 

the sides and back look even funnier. He turned his eyes back to the road and almost had his 

third heart attack of the evening. In the distance, and on the edge of the light his headlights 

produced, stood a very young and naked woman. As the truck approached, she began to run in 

the same direction the truck was traveling. As she ran, her body flowed into the form of a horse 

which easily kept pace with him. Glancing at the speedometer, he saw that he was clipping along 

at sixty-five miles per hour. 

 

Coyote yelled out the window to her. “HOW HORSE!” He was then taken again with the 

exhilaration of the wind in his face and leaned out far enough that he would have fallen except 

for the firm hands of Buffalo holding on to the strap of his loin cloth and to one leg. 

 

“You should stop slowly this time,” the old man said to Dan, his face not even cracking a smile. 

 

“Right…. sure,” the driver replied, beginning to move down through the gears again. “And you 

hold on to slick britches there so he doesn’t fall out under the wheels.” 

 

“He has no britches.” 

 

“Exactly my point.” 
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The girl, at first glance, appeared to be no more than fifteen and a Native American. She stood 

looking at Dan appraisingly. He for his part held out a blanket he had snatched from the sleeping 

berth.  

 

“You need to put this around yourself.” 

 

“Why?” 

 

“Because you’re naked as a Blue Jay.” 

 

“That is a bird. Don’t be silly; birds are not naked, they have feathers.” 

 

“Just put the blanket around yourself; you’re making me nervous as hell. It ain’t proper to run 

around naked. Didn’t your mother ever teach you the rules and all?” 

 

“I will wear it if you help my sister,” she told him, standing erect and defiant. 

 

“What is this,” he asked, holding the blanket in front of himself so he only saw her from the neck 

up, “Sister night? Fine, I’ll help; just put the blanket around yourself.” 

 

The girl smiled a disarming smile and allowed Dan to slip the blanket around her shoulders. 

 

“Now then… what’s wrong with your sister?” 

 

“She is dying.” 

 

All three men turned and spat on the ground. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dan found himself driving over rough ground. Having promised to help, he cursed himself for 

being stupid and gullible, and then detached the trailer, leaving it by the side of the road. His 

reasoning was simple… as light as the trailer was empty, it would still be too cumbersome to pull 

through the sands he might encounter. The tractor, on the other hand, was still compact enough 

that he could easily get it in and out of where he had to go; which he had been assured by all 

three people was not that far off the road. The mission was a simple one; get to the ailing sister, 

pack her up, and move her out.  

 



 15 

“OK,” he told them as they stood in the light of the headlights. He was pacing back and forth in 

front of them like his old Lieutenant explaining their destination and cargo. “I don’t know what 

exactly is going on here, but I gave my word, and my word is my bond… always has been… 

always will be.” Under his breath he mumbled something about being snookered by a woman. 

“Now the way I see it, the objective of the mission is that we go in, get your sister into the truck, 

and then get her into town where the doctors can look at her. What’s her name anyways?” 

 

“Lonesome Woman,” all three of them said at once.  

 

Dan stopped pacing and looked at them. The age spread was from what appeared to be about 

sixty eight to fifteen years, and they were all claiming this woman to be their sister. 

 

“Now this is some sort of family,” he told them, not bothering to explain his thought. “OK,” he 

continued, “Lonesome Woman… I’m guessing that she’s too ill to walk or she would’ve come 

into town by now. That would explain the need for me. Woulda been nice if’n I had a jeep 

instead of the Kenworth. Where exactly is she?” 

 

“I can show you,” Coyote said, “But we will have to climb to the top of your machine.” 

 

Dan had immediately said ‘no climbing on the truck’, wanting to protest that they would scratch 

the paint, but then he relented. He had to know the direction. Removing his shoes he climbed 

with Coyote to the top of the cab, where they scanned the night.  

 

“She is there,” the small man said pointing. 

 

Dan didn’t see anything. He was about to say something sarcastic, when he saw a flicker of light 

which might have been a very far-off campfire. Measuring distance in the dark out on the desert 

was a tricky business at best.  

 

“There?” he asked. “I seen ghost fires all over the desert… you sure it’s not one of those?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

“What in hell is she doing living way the f… ahhh…. Why does she live way out there?” 

 

“It is her home. You live in this machine… she lives out there.” He held up first one hand and 

then the other as he said this, and then brought the two together and smiled at the trucker. 

 

“Now how do you know where I live? Oh hell… never mind. I’ll get down first and then help 

you so you don’t fall,” he said, but the little man had already bounded down ahead of him. His 

bare feet had no trouble with the trucks painted surface. Dan cringed with the metal thumps of 

his feet hitting the hood. 

 

When the big trucker managed to get back on the ground, he patted his shirt pocket and pulled 

out his pack of Lucky Strikes. Shaking the pack, he placed the cigarette that popped up between 

his lips. He was quite surprised when the girl plucked it away. 
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“It is a good idea… we shall smoke the pipe and then we shall go to Lonesome Woman.” 

 

She held out the cigarette to Dan, so he could light it for her. He obliged, pulling out his Red Ball 

lighter, and as he watched, she deeply breathed in the smoke and then blew it up into the air, 

reciting something with her eyes closed.  

 

“The first smoke is always for the Great Spirit,” she said looking at Dan when she opened her 

eyes again. She then passed the cigarette to Coyote. He repeated the process and the prayer, as 

did Buffalo after him. The old man then passed the cigarette to Dan and they all looked at him 

expectantly. 

 

“What?” He asked them. 

 

“Aren’t you going to give thanks to the Great Spirit?” asked the girl. 

 

“For what?” 

 

There was a shocked stillness, and Dan distinctly heard the engine of his truck ticking over as if 

it too were disappointed in him. He placed the cigarette in his mouth, and let it dangle there, 

obstinately refusing to give in. 

 

“Get in the cab if you want to go, otherwise I’m hooking the trailer back up and getting the hell 

out of Dodge.” 

 

Buffalo turned to go back to the truck, but the girl and the little man stood whispering to each 

other, both of them making pointed gestures in the air with their hands. 

 

“Well?” he asked them. 

 

“You are not the one,” Coyote said, crossing his arms over his chest. 

 

“Yes he is,” hissed the girl at him. “Lonesome Woman is dying and all you care about is a 

prayer?” 

 

All three men spit on the ground.” 

 

“Why do you do that?” the girl asked, her voice rising in slight distress. She was very agitated, 

and Dan thought she might cry. 

 

“Any time you mention death, you’re supposed to spit,” he told her, taking the time to spit on the 

ground after he said the word. “It’s something I got to doing when I was driving for the Red Ball 

over in Europe.” 

 

“So you acknowledge death, but you will not acknowledge the Great Spirit?” 
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All three of the men spit on the ground again. 

 

“I told you he was not the one,” intoned Coyote. 

 

“Perhaps when we get to Lonesome Woman, she will be able to help him,” offered Buffalo. “He 

has suffered much of which you know nothing. You have not walked in his moccasins Horse.” 

 

“You think he is the only one who has suffered? What about our people… the Trail of Tears… 

Wounded Knee…” 

 

“Fine!” Dan told her, standing square in the yellowish light cast by the truck’s headlights. 

“Just… fine… I’ll say a prayer if it will get you moving.” 

 

Dropping his lit cigarette to the ground, he crushed it out under his foot, and took a fresh one 

from the pack. Holding it up to the sky, he yelled out, “This one is for you Great Spirit!” 

 

He put it to his lips and thumbed his lighter. The lighter flamed and then the flame went out as 

the driver tried to light up. He thumbed the lighter again and the same thing happened. Taking 

the cigarette from his lips, he blew down into the lighter to clear it out, and then shook it down 

incase it was getting low on fluid.  Thumbing the knurled knob again, he smiled as the flame 

sprang up all bright and cheery. He watched it for a full three seconds before putting the cigarette 

back between his lips and moving to light up.  

 

The flame went out. 

 

Turning, he threw the lighter as far out into the night as he was able, and then cursed when he 

realized what he had done. “Son of a bitchhhhh… that was my Red Ball lighter.” 

 

Looking back to the threesome, he dropped the cigarette to the ground and growled, “Whoever is 

going, get into the truck, and not a word.” 

 

They had been driving across the desert for better than an hour, and other than a soft smattering 

of an unknown language between the three, it had been very quiet. Dan was becoming 

increasingly aware of the young woman sitting next to him, and he was more than just a little bit 

uncomfortable with it. She had an animal like smell to her that he found very appealing. He tried 

to think of what it reminded him of… and then he realized that it was the smell of horses. It 

reminded him of his uncle’s barn when he was just a child. 

 

She noticed him looking at her and smiled. Dan quickly turned his eyes back to front… where 

the road should have been. In reality, he saw nothing there that even resembled a trail. What he 

was driving over was no more than a vast expanse of sand and scrub brush. He did feel fortunate 

in that it was flat and the cactus was sparse. Like a ship in the middle of the ocean, he was now 

steering by the small compass mounted on his dash board, which Horse was holding his 

flashlight on. 
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“More to the right,” Coyote told him. His mouth was almost on the driver’s ear as the little man 

was laying up in the sleeping cabin with his face down so he could look out the windshield. 

 

Dan suppressed his annoyance, steered a point more to the right by the compass, and was 

rewarded with the front tire hitting a hole, causing the truck to shudder. 

 

“Damn!” he cursed.  

 

Buffalo looked at him from the shotgun position. “Why do you say bad words?” he asked softly. 

 

“Because I can,” Dan replied acidly, swerving his wheel to avoid a large cactus, and down 

shifting.  

 

He was traveling at only twenty miles per hour and felt a great risk in even going that fast. All he 

had to do now was break an axle, and then they would all be stuck. 

 

“I suppose your Great Spirit would not approve of that either?” 

 

“I think he would not.” 

 

Dan reached up and grabbed the cord for the air horn and then leaned way out the window. 

Yanking the cord down and holding it, he screamed obscenities at the night, letting the horn 

cover his words, until the air in the system was again depleted. 

 

Coming back into the cab, he looked at the old man and smiled. “Now I feel better.” 

 

“You did not spit.” 

 

“I didn’t say death.”  

 

As soon as he said it, he made a sour face, realizing what he had done, and leaned out the 

window to spit. Buffalo and Horse did the same on the riders side, and Coyote leaned across 

Dan’s back to spit out of his window, narrowly missing the driver’s ear. Dan, coming back in, 

caught him between himself and the seat, and sat back harder than he needed to on purpose. 

 

“AHHHhhhhhhhhhh…… AHHHhhhhhhhh….” the little man yelled.  

 

Horse grabbed him by the arm, pulling him back upright, and he banged his head on the ceiling 

of the cab. When Coyote had his balance back, he licked a finger and stuck it in Dan’s ear, which 

caused the driver to curse again… the word ‘death’ found its way into the tirade, and all four 

were once again spitting. 

 

Dan abruptly stopped the truck and set the brake. Getting out, he walked several yards into the 

night. When he was a distance from the tractor, he yelled as loud as he could, trying to get 

himself back under control. When he stopped yelling, he stood with his hands on his hips 

listening to the silence of the desert. The way the area swallowed up his shout made him feel 
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very small, as did the bright moon and the stars over his head. That was when he heard the 

unmistakable sound of a rattlesnake.   

 

As his eyes adjusted, a form took shape on the ground in front of him. At first, it looked like a 

large rock, and then it grew, slowly expanding, and unfolding, if those were the right words. It 

continued in this fashion until it became the full silhouette of a woman. The whole time this was 

happening Dan heard the unmistakable sound of the rattle. Had he been bitten? Was this the 

effect the venom was having on him? He felt no pain… he had no shortness of breath… he… 

 

The figure moved towards him, until he could see just her eyes from within the shadows of 

everything else. They transfixed him and he could not move. He heard the rattle again.  

 

“Who areeeeee youuuuuu?” she whispered, and her voice had a hissing quality to it. 

 

“How, Snake,” said Coyote’s voice loudly from the driver’s right. “This unworthy unbeliever is 

Dragonman. His loyalty is like that of the Coyote. Over the years he has remained faithful to his 

friend, seeing to his needs above his own from the silent shadows of his machine. He only leaves 

his side when he is required to travel.” 

 

This was an admission that even Dan would not have breathed out loud, but it was the truth. Dan 

had no money of his own, because he had set up a college trust for both of Pat’s children with 

whatever was left over at the end of the month. 

 

The shadow’s eyes shifted to the area on Dan’s right. The big driver knew the little man was 

there, but he didn’t dare move to look. 

 

“Sooooo…. This is your hope…” It was more of a statement than a question. 

 

“How, Snake. He is not hope… he is reality,” said Buffalo’s voice from Dan’s other side. His 

voice was still quiet, but it had a strength to it that Dan had not noticed before. “He is also like 

the Buffalo. He has sacrificed much in his lifetime for the good of the many and has never asked 

anything for himself.” 

 

“How, Snake,” said the girl’s voice from the right. “He is like the Horse. I have traveled far and 

wide with this man, and I have found no fault in him that cannot be rectified with proper 

guidance.” 

 

The rattles sounded again, and the woman began a small circular dance, shuffling her feet and 

singing softly. Dan could taste the powdery dust she was kicking up, and the more he looked at 

her, the clearer became the details of her person. She was naked from the waist up, and was full 

breasted. She wore a skirt that hung to her knees. At first he thought the skirt was made of 

individual ropes, the ends knotted, but then he saw the ropes moving on their own, and he 

realized they were snakes. Her face and upper torso were painted a chalky white, which gave her 

a pale ghostly sheen. Her hair, which moved with the dance, was long, and fell over her 

shoulders in its bounty, and there was a cactus flower in it. 
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Buf, Horse, and Coyote joined in the sing, dancing in little circles where they stood. Though 

there were no actual words, Dan was sure what the song was about. It was a simple thanksgiving 

to God… The Great Spirit. His heart told him he should join them, but he clamped his lips 

together and refused to say anything at all. 

 

When the four finally stopped it became very quiet.  

 

In the silence, Dan asked quietly, “Am I dead?” 

 

Buf, Horse, and Coyote all spat on the ground at the same time. The snake woman looked at 

them, and Horse volunteered, “When ‘death’ is mentioned you must spit… it is Dragonman’s 

custom, and we honor him by doing as he does.” 

 

The snake woman smiled, then bending slightly spat upon the ground.   

 

Turning back to them she said softly, “Mother Earth approves. Lonesome Woman is a short 

distance straight ahead. She heard the roar of the beast and is waiting.” 

 

As the words were spoken, her form began to change again, seeming to dissolve before their 

eyes. Always there was the sound of the rattle, until she was once again on the ground in the 

form of a huge Diamondback. As she moved off the rattle noise faded away to nothing. 

 

“Well,” said Dan quietly, “Thank you all for sticking up for me I guess. If your sister is just 

ahead then we better get moving. Who was that, or do I really need to ask?” 

 

“That was Snake,” replied Buffalo softly. “She is closest to the earth. Her message of Mother 

Earth’s acceptance is a good sign.” 

 

When he was back in the truck, the driver breathed a sigh of relief. They had really stood up for 

him. It had been a long while since he had spent time with anyone other than Pat; and he knew 

their relationship hadn’t been doing too well since he had gotten back from the war. For a long 

time now it was just him and the truck. It was rare when he even allowed anyone to sit in the 

rider’s seat… and here they were. He was actually rather happy for the company. 

 

The feeling quickly left him when Coyote stuck a wet finger in his ear again. 

 

“Do that again and you just might die!” he yelled, jerking back in his seat and turning so he 

could see the smaller man. He was greeted with a large smile made larger than normal by the 

long set of canine teeth that were just a little too close for comfort. Immediately, with the word 

‘die’, they were all hanging out of the windows and spitting. 

 

“OK,” said Dan pulling himself back inside the cab, and trying to pin Coyote behind him on the 

seat again. This time the little man was too quick for him. “Let’s get her rolling.” 

 

Reaching up, he pulled the horn lanyard giving one long blast, and two shorts as if he were the 

engineer on a train. Coyote reached up and pulled the horn cord next. Dan let him, without 
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saying anything. Horse pulled it after that, and when Buffalo looked as though he was undecided, 

Dan smiled and told him, “Go ahead… it’s all right.” 

 

“Chasing demons,” said the old man smiling, and then he leaned across Horse and pulled the 

cord. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As they drew close to their destination, Dan’s first impressions were sketchy. There was the 

camp fire, the light of which he had been steering towards, and there was a woman sitting next to 

it. The only other thing in sight was a lone tree. It did strike him as odd that there would be a tree 

all by itself out in the middle of the desert. He thought he remembered it from a photo essay in 

an old National Geographic. There had been a group of Native Indians standing around this one 

tree in the middle of nowhere. It had to do with a ritual something or other, but the thought 

quickly passed from his mind as he down shifted and braked.  

 

Checking the fuel gage, he saw that he had a good three quarters left in both tanks. This would 

be more than enough to get them back out of the desert, and halfway to Idaho if he wanted. 

 

With a pishhhhhing sound of the brakes, the truck rolled to a stop, and in a move that was unlike 

Dan, he turned the engine off. Normally, the trucker, acknowledging custom more than anything 

else, would leave the truck sit idling for hours. The argument was for keeping the engine warm 

and the oil flowing allowing for proper lubrication. The common concept was; that starting an 

engine was the hardest thing on it wear wise. ‘It’s all about friction’, he could hear the old motor 

pool sergeant telling him, ‘An engine was made to run, not start and stop, start and stop… sides, 

an engine takes more fuel to start up than it would use in an hour of idling.’   

 

Buff, Coyote, and Horse piled out of the cab as soon as he stopped. They went to the woman 

sitting next to the small camp fire, and greeted her, each squatting down and holding her hands, 

then kissing her on the cheek. Dan, climbing down out of the cab, walked around the front of the 

truck, and lagged behind, his big hands firmly shoved into his pockets.  

 

The three turned to him expectantly and smiled. 

 

“Ma’am,” he said nodding to the woman sitting next to the fire. She seemed old and haggard, 

and then at the same moment, he saw her as young and beautiful. The two images flickered back 

and forth as if fighting for dominance, and then they combined and seem to settle on an image of 

middle age, not too much older than Dan was himself. 
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“Achowea,” she told him. “May the blessings of The Great Sprit be upon you. Please forgive me 

that I do not stand, but I am older than I look, and the years have taken their toll.” 

 

The trucker nodded, coming closer. “So I’ve heard from your family. I’m here to take you into 

town to the doctor. I figure if we leave now, we could make it easy by sunup. I’ll even spring for 

breakfast, how’s that sound?” 

 

“It sounds delightful Mr. Petersen,” she told him, “But I am not going to be leaving this place. It 

is my home.” 

 

Dan looked at Buffalo, and the old man looked back at him. There was just the slightest trace of 

a smile on his lips. His expression held no clear meaning. 

 

“How is it you know my name? I never told anyone, not even your family here.” 

 

She smiled a Mona Lisa smile. “I know many things.” 

 

“I was under the impression that you …. well… you needed medical assistance,” he told her. 

 

“I am dying,” she told him matter of factly. 

 

All four of them spat on the ground, and the old woman was actually taken by surprise. 

 

“It is his custom to spit when ‘death’ is mentioned,” explained Coyote, spitting again as did the 

others. “Dragonman says it keeps death… (spit)… from coming for you.” 

 

“I see,” she said, and then said something else in the soft tones of the language they had been 

speaking in the cab of the truck. Coyote, Horse, and Buffalo spread out in a semi-circle around 

the small campfire and sat on the ground. “Please, come and sit Mr. Petersen. Keep me company 

till the dawn.” 

 

“What happens at dawn?” he asked.  

 

“The Great Spirit will come for me, and I will complete my life.” 

 

“You’re going to roll over and die then… just like that?” 

 

Coyote, Horse, and Buffalo were about to spit again, when he stopped them. “Guys… it’s OK… 

you can’t always spit death away, so let’s hold off on that one for awhile.” 

 

The three swallowed, and the old woman chuckled. 

 

“They all think very highly of you to follow you in your custom like that,” she told him. 

 

“I don’t know how that could be possible, we all just met tonight. They could hardly know me 

from Adam.” 
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“Knew him,” mumbled Buffalo. “He wasn’t anything like you.” 

 

Dan let it pass as bad humor. 

 

Finding a vacant spot that seemed to be reserved for his bottom, he slowly sat on the ground 

close to the old woman. He noticed that her eyes sparkled in the fire light as if she was yet full of 

life; the type of person who would enjoy every second she was given to live. 

 

“These three have been with you your entire life silly man creature,” she told him. “That you 

choose not to recognize this fact simply reflects on your humanity.” 

 

Horse rose, Dan’s blanket now tied around her shoulders like a loose dress. She moved away 

from the light, and when she came back, she had an old coffee pot that she sat on the glowing 

coals near the edge of the fire. “You first met me in your Uncle’s barn,” she said without looking 

up. “I was simply among the many horses that he already possessed… but it was a way I could 

be close to you without suspicion. You were always meant to be a traveler. I knew this, and I 

watched over you when I could.” 

 

“That’s impossible,” he told her. “You’re no more than fourteen… fifteen tops.” 

 

She looked at him, and he remembered her face… only it was the face of the horse… the one in 

his Uncle’s barn that had been so gentle; the one who the other horses seemed to show great 

respect. He remembered their voices; all whispering in the shadows of the barn… of how 

honored they were that she had come. 

 

She rose, and walked to the area behind Lonesome Woman, and knelt there. 

 

“You were lost in the woods,” said Coyote from close to his right. The little man had moved 

without the trucker ever realizing it. 

 

Dan saw him as if for the first time, and also saw the wild Coyote’s face. “You!” he whispered. 

 

Coyote nodded. “I am not a dog as you supposed.” 

 

“You lead me home and then disappeared. No one would believe me. My mother was so… she 

was crying. I couldn’t have been more than five. They thought a wolf had gotten me.” 

 

“A Coyote is loyal to his family,” the little man told him. “You are family. I could hardly leave 

you to the wolf.” 

 

“I’m also off my nut, you can be sure of that,” he added. “Pat told me not to drive the desert at 

night. I’m going to wake up any time now in the back of the truck’s sleeper soaked in sweat, and 

probably dehydrated.” 

 

The coffee pot began to percolate. Dan’s eyes were drawn to the noise. 
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The woman said something to Horse, and she moved her position, kneeling directly behind her 

and untying her hair. The woman’s hair fell down over her shoulders, and Horse looked very sad.  

 

“I asked her to comb out my hair a final time,” Lonesome Woman explained to the trucker. 

 

“Final time,” he mumbled, watching the flames dance in the fire. They seemed to keep rhythm 

with the coffee pot’s bubbling noises. “You want real good coffee,” he said softly, ignoring her 

inference that she was to die, “You need to put an aspirin in the pot.” 

 

“I was with you in Germany,” Buffalo told him from where he sat. The old man was sitting 

further away from the fire than the others. “I know the pain you suffer because of what you saw 

there.” 

 

“You don’t know the half of it,” Dan told him.  

 

“The herds of my people used to cover the plains. So many were their numbers that when the 

herd moved, great clouds of dust would completely obscure the sun until it appeared to be night. 

We did as The Great Spirit asked, and gave of ourselves gladly for the sustenance of The People. 

Then came a different people, and they did not hold life as sacred. They wantonly killed us until 

the plains were scattered with our bones and we were almost no more. What you saw was no 

more or less the same. Not all people are good. The Great Spirit asked that you help stop these 

people, and you did, even though you knew you might be killed. In this, you too are Buffalo.” 

 

A breeze rustled the few leaves left in the tree, and Dan looked up at it, seeing its silhouette 

against the stars in the sky.  

 

“Tell me why you are so angry,” Lonesome Woman said quietly, and her voice seemed to be in 

the center of his thoughts. 

 

The trucker looked to her after a moment of his mind wandering through his past and found that 

he and Lonesome Woman were now alone by the small fire. She had risen, and was carefully 

pouring him a cup of coffee from the old pot. Except for the small noises of the camp fire, the 

silence of the desert engulfed them. Her appearance had changed slightly. She now seemed 

younger than she had been. She wore a long blue skirt, a white blouse, and her hair fell long over 

her shoulders.  

 

He was about to give her one of his curt trucker responses as an answer, when she looked at him, 

and he saw that there was no… badness… about this woman.  

 

She smiled. “I am neither large, nor can I haul a heavy load. I believe those were your 

requirements of a wife?” 

 

“I did say that, didn’t I?” he replied sheepishly. “What’s your story?” 

 

She handed him the battered tin coffee cup she had just filled. 
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“I am this tree, and this tree is me. My people lived in this place eons ago when it was not a 

desert, but a lush forest.  The Great Sprit told us that we would have to move, which is a hard 

thing for a tree. He said things were to change, and in order to survive, my people would have to 

leave. To everyone else, there seemed to be no choice in the matter, but I was stubborn. I told 

Him that I would not leave. In this place, which was my home, I would wait for my mate. He 

was gracious and granted me my way, though it was a foolish way. He told me, however, that 

when I did not find a mate he would be back for me. As the world changed the tree stayed the 

same. I lived on… always waiting, but when the sun rises tomorrow morning my wait will be 

over.” 

 

She placed the coffee pot back by the fire and sat back on the ground. “I am sorry, but I have no 

aspirin for your coffee.” 

 

He sipped it, burning his lips on the metal of the cup. Through the pain, the taste of the coffee 

filled him. “It’s delicious,” he told her. 

 

“This is what it was like when I lived with my people,” she told him. Moving a hand up and over 

her head, the night sky changed, as did the area around them. Dan smelled the mottled smell of a 

jungle, and felt the moist heat. There were loud and shrill animal cries in the air. There were 

sounds of movement among the trees, which were all just like the one singular tree she had told 

him was her. The magnitude of the sounds made it plain that there were very large animals close 

by. 

 

“Creatures very similar to your dragon lived in my home,” she told him “A home where I have 

lived since the creation of the world… and then it changed very quickly, just as The Great Spirit 

said that it would.” 

 

Fire and Ice… Fire and Ice… and the scene around them changed again and again and again, 

until it was once more the desert sky under which they sat. 

 

“All that time… through all the changes…I persevered. I waited for my mate whom I knew 

would come one day. Because of my endurance and faithfulness to this dream, I came to be 

known among the totems, all of whom became my friends. Now they are distressed that I might 

not be among them any longer. I have told them that death is a natural occurrence for all living 

things.” 

 

“Sometimes it is,” he replied softly. 

 

The weight of the coffee cup on his finger made him automatically sip the brew. This time the 

heat of the cup was a comfortable warmth on his lip, and the taste of the coffee was good. It gave 

him a feeling of rest… of peace… of home. 

 

“Why are you so angry with God?” 
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Her question was simple, and direct. It took him by surprise. He started to tell her he was not 

angry at God, but at the world. Life was just unfair and hurtful. He stopped the reply before it 

started. He decided to be truthful with her and with himself. The war changed him. He had seen 

things that were just to horrible to imagine, and then, right after that, the person that he loved 

closer than a brother had been mutilated, and taken away from him… the one person he might 

have been able to confide in… who would have helped talk him through what he felt, and it was 

his fault that this had happened.  

 

“It’s His world. He created it, and us, and He’s doing a poor job of running it… that’s all.” 

 

“By this you mean what?” 

 

“I was in Germany. Sure… it was war and in war people die,” he paused to spit on the ground. 

“You can handle that, but what you can’t handle is the glut of death… the killing of the innocent. 

Bad people come to power, and suddenly it’s ok to wantonly kill. Exactly the same way Buff 

said concerning his own people. We can’t give life, but we sure as hell can take it away.” 

 

The air around them became frigid and the ground changed, becoming covered with snow. There 

was the sound of mechanization in the air. A convoy of trucks moved slowly along in the 

distance, all upshifting and downshifting; making their way along a road that had been sabotaged 

to the point that it could hardly even be called a road. Dan stood and watched them. The trucks 

all had red balls painted on the doors. 

 

“That’s where we were heading… over there,” he said, standing and pointing at a fenced in 

factory looking place with the coffee cup. “It’s called a concentration camp.” 

 

He felt a hand on his arm. Turning, he found Lonesome Woman standing next to him.  

 

“It’s all right,” she told him. “I can do this one last time before I have to leave. We have the 

time.” 

 

“Do what?” 

 

“Help you.” 

 

“Thought I was the cavalry riding to the rescue here, not the other way around.” 

 

She frowned. 

 

“Bad choice of words?” he asked. 

 

“Perhaps. More than these people have suffered at the hands of others. The image of ‘cavalry’, to 

the ones I hold closest, is not a good one, but the thought was a sound one. We all wish to be the 

ones helping… and we all wish for the help of a stranger when we need it most.” 
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“Well… that was us,” he said, pointing toward the trucks. HQ sent a flash message, ordering us 

to this place empty. That really confused us. I mean, normally we got the most dangerous 

assignments… ammo… explosives… stuff like that.” 

 

“What happened?” 

 

“They wouldn’t tell us anything. Half way there they loaded us with food, some cooks, their 

camp kitchens, and then they lead us in. Lonesome… the people in that camp could hardly be 

described as being alive. We were more than shocked. Actually that’s putting it mildly. Most of 

them were scared of us. What’s one more man in a uniform? Didn’t take’em long to understand 

that we meant freedom.” 

 

The area around them changed. They were now standing in the midst of people who were 

skeleton thin and dressed in rags. Dan was able to pick out a few of the faces; this surprised him. 

Without even knowing it, he dropped his coffee cup to the ground and began carefully picking 

his way through the crowd looking for one particular face. 

 

“Erick!” he called out. “Erick!” 

 

There was a tug on his pants leg and a small boy was there holding his arms up to the big driver. 

Dan scooped him up immediately and clutched him to his chest. Tears streamed down his face. 

“You’re alive… you’re alive… Oh please God; I prayed… I prayed so hard Lonesome… Oh 

please God, I prayed; let him live!” 

 

As he spoke the words the child went limp in his arms as his life ran out like the final grains of 

sand in an hourglass. 

 

The scene faded and Dan found himself standing in the desert again his arms empty. His face 

was wet with his tears, and he stood trying very hard to control the memories that now flooded 

his brain. The showers… the ovens… mounds and mounds of mass graves… 

 

Lonesome Woman bent and picked up the tin coffee mug. She held it upside down and shook it 

gently as if freeing the last drops to water the arid ground. 

 

“And for this you would hate God?” 

 

“Who else better to blame? There was no reason for that child to die. We were there. He had 

survived the worst part of it. Why didn’t God listen to that one prayer?” 

 

“Among the many prayers?” 

 

“Yes… among the many.” 

 

“I don’t know. There has never been an answer for this question.” 
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“I got drunk after that. I found a dead guard, and there was a bottle next to him. He had drunk 

half of it and then shot himself. God knows I might have helped him pull the trigger if he’d been 

alive when I found him. So I stole a dead man’s bottle and drank the other half. Pat drove for me 

the next morning and lost his leg because of it. It was my fault… and in the end, I lost the best 

friend I ever had.” 

 

“What position would your truck have been in if you were driving that day?” 

 

“Lead position.” 

 

“What happened to the lead truck that day?” 

 

“He got caught by a King Tiger tank; blown up and then machine gunned. One of our 

Thunderbolts hammered the bastard before he could get any of the rest of us.”  

 

“Losing a leg is not the same as losing your life,” she told him.  

 

“You did not lose a friend,” said another voice. “You chose not to let him back inside your 

Hogan.”  

 

Dan turned and found Buffalo standing on the fringes of the campfire. His back was straight, and 

he wore a Buffalo headdress complete with the horns. On his chest was a warrior’s breast plate 

of bone. His age was transposed by the dignity he now wore as the Chief of his people. 

 

“People die in war. It is the way of things… but your friend did not die.” 

 

Horse stepped into the light. She was dressed in buckskins.  

 

“In life, you live,” she said simply. 

 

Coyote came forward. He had his head piece back, and looked the same as when he had jumped 

in front of Dan’s truck. “In death,” he said, and then spat. “Your memory lives on, even if there 

is no one to remember you.” 

 

“We are all one with The Great Spirit,” they said at the same time.  

 

Dan turned and looked away from them. The first indications of the dawn were in the sky. 

Taking the pack of cigarettes from his pocket, he thumbed one up and put it between his lips. 

Putting the pack back into his shirt pocket, he patted his pants leg looking for his lighter, and 

then cursed when he remembered he had thrown it away. 

 

A hand came into his line of vision. It held the Red ball lighter. Turning, he saw Buffalo’s 

unsmiling face. He accepted the lighter, and then looked back at the other two people. They both 

nodded to him. 
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The driver thumbed the lighter open, and spun the knurled knob. The flame sprouted like a merry 

little flower, and he watched it dance for a moment before holding the lighter and the cigarette up 

toward the sky. Bringing them back, he placed the cigarette between his lips again and lit it. He 

breathed the smoke deeply into his lunges. He felt a great sense of calm come over him. As he 

blew the smoke out, his eyes saw the sun peek up over the horizon. 

 

He turned to say something to Lonesome Woman, but found her lying on the ground shivering. 

 

“It begins,” said Buffalo, moving to kneel beside her. Raising his face towards the rising sun, he 

began a chant. 

 

Horse came and knelt next to him, and held Lonesome Woman’s hand. Coyote knelt by her feet, 

and in the low light of the dawn his eyes met Dan’s. They were pleading with him to do 

something… anything. 

 

Looking back at the sunrise, the trucker dropped his cigarette and crushed it out under his foot. 

 

“Buff… stop the chant. You brought me here to help, so what say let’s do something other than 

wait for death.” 

 

He deliberately did not spit. The other three did spit and then looked at him expectantly. 

 

“You must spit, or death will come for you,” said Coyote. “You said so.” 

 

“So I did,” replied the driver, bending down to pick up Lonesome Woman. “Maybe if he does he 

and I can have a good face to face, and I’ll be able to talk some sense into him… that or he’s 

gonna kick my butt, but either way it’s at least something. Buff, you get the door. We’ll put her 

in the cab. She can sit between us.” 

 

“The Great Spirit is coming with the sun,” said Coyote.  

 

“Good,’ Dan told him, settling back on his feet and adjusting for the weight he now carried. 

“Your job is to slow him down.” 

 

“Slow him down?” 

 

“Yeah… tell him some jokes… show him a card trick or jump in front of him like you did my 

truck… just buy me some time.” 

 

“What are you going to do?” asked Horse. 

 

“Me? I’m not going to do a damn thing, but the truck is gonna run like hell. I’m taking 

Lonesome Woman out of this place. Maybe if I can get her back to Pat’s, his brother in law can 

do something. Pat tells me he’s quite the Medicine Man. It’s at least a chance. That beats waiting 

around for her to die.” 
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Turning to the lightening sky, he yelled, “Did you hear that Great Spirit? I said ‘DIE’ and I 

didn’t spit! Bring the old boy on, because I got a few things I want to tell the both of ya!” 

 

As Horse and Coyote watched, Dan and Buffalo placed Lonesome Woman in the cab of the 

truck. Horse whispered to the little man, “What do you say now?” 

 

“I think he is the one,” he replied quietly. 

 

The big tractor’s starter shrieked and the engine turned over, complaining just a little about being 

woken up. As the engine warmed, Dan got back down out of the cab and walked back to the pair. 

 

Holding out his hand to Coyote, he told him, “Try not to be a speed bump in life.” 

 

The little man shook with him, and then gave him a funny look. “What does that mean?” 

 

“It means; don’t jump out in front of any more trucks.” 

 

“Just in front of The Great Spirit?” 

 

“Yeah… forgot that one. Good luck old son.” 

 

Turing to Horse, he extended a hand to her too, but she embraced him instead. “Please hurry. I 

will lead the way so you will be able to find your way out.” 

 

“Where I’m going hun… you won’t be able to follow. You just get me started, and I’ll do the 

rest.” 

 

She nodded in understanding. 

 

Moving back to the truck, he stood by the front bumper looking at the sunrise. The trucks engine 

was purring in his left ear. It was a sound that had always pleased him.  

 

“OK Big Chief,” he said softly to the morning sky. “This one time, you’re going to lose. You 

can’t have her… she means too much to too many people. It’s just something you’re going to 

have to live with. You can take me in her place if you want, but I doubt it’s much of a deal for 

you. Because of that, I’m going to make you this one time offer and throw in the truck. I think 

you know she means the world to me, but she’s all I got other than the clothes on my back. It’d 

be best all the way around if you just agreed. I just wanted to tell you in a friendly way before we 

get started, cuz I think this might get just a bit ugly before we’re through. Oh… and the three that 

came and got me? Those are good people you got working for you. Ya otta give’em a raise, and 

maybe tanker the fuel on their next trip out.” 

 

Taking his pack of Lucky Strikes out of his shirt pocket, he thumbed one up, and put it between 

his lips. In sudden inspiration, he turned and walked back over to Lonesome Woman’s tree, and 

placed the pack at its base. Lighting the cigarette, he snapped the lighter closed and placed it 

carefully on top of the pack.  
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“See ya round old buddy,” he said softly. “We had a good turn together.” 

 

Moving back to the cab of the truck, he climbed in, slammed the door closed, and then tossed his 

cigarette out the window. Lonesome Woman sat in the middle, and Buff was sitting shotgun. 

Lonesome was leaning against the old man, clutching the blanket he had given her from the 

sleeping compartment. Her complexion had paled. 

 

“You ready?” Dan asked Buffalo. 

 

“Yes.” 

 

He then placed a hand on Lonesome Woman’s, and she smiled weakly at him. 

 

“You stay with me hun, and everything will turn out ok.” 

 

She nodded. 

 

The trucker eased in the clutch, grabbed the gear shift, and deliberately ground the gears getting 

it into first. He looked over and smiled at Buffalo. The old man smiled back. His lips formed the 

word ‘grinder’, but he did not speak the insulting word. 

 

Dan eased the truck out, and turned until he was heading in the opposite direction. Looking over, 

he saw Horse standing waiting for him. She had stripped off her clothes, and as he approached, 

she began to run. Within a few yards, her body had changed into that of a horse, and she was 

easily leading him as he went through the many gears, building up his speed. 

 

“Lonesome,” he called out above the sounds of the engine, not taking his eyes off the area ahead 

of the truck. 

 

“Yes?” she asked him, her voice sounding weak.  

 

He reached over with his shifting hand, and placed it on hers for a moment, until it was time 

again to shift the gears. 

 

“You remember my criteria for choosing a wife?” 

 

“She must be a large woman,” she said so softly that Dan had a hard time hearing her. “And she 

must be able to haul a heavy load.” 

 

“That’s right,” he said loudly. “And I figure you been carrying that load for a long long time. 

That makes you the perfect candidate. What say you and I get married? I mean… I don’t know if 

that’s exactly what you would call it in your language, but it works for me if it will for you. I 

figure it this way; if the Great Sprit wants you then he’s going to have to accept a package deal… 

that’d be the both of us and the truck too.” 
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She smiled. Reaching over, she placed her hand on top of his shifting hand, “You don’t have to 

do this,” she managed. 

 

“I know I don’t; but I want to. Buff… you’re our witness. A Chief is better’n any preacher I ever 

knew. Speak the words.” 

 

The old man nodded, and pronounced loudly, “I witness this to The Great Spirit; Dragonman and 

Lonesome Woman are now mated.” 

 

Dan looked down at the speedometer, and then out the window. In the early light of the morning, 

he saw Horse running ahead of them. He was up past sixty now and still building up speed. He 

glanced in his driver’s side mirror. In its reflection he saw the cloud of a sand storm moving in 

front of the morning sun and sweeping towards the lone tree. Close to the tree he saw what 

appeared to be a dog, sitting calmly, waiting on the approach of the storm. The thought of the 

bravery of the little man jumping out in front of the sandstorm like he had the truck made him 

almost choke. He almost cursed, but he stopped himself. Now was not the time… not now and 

not ever again. 

 

Looking back to the front, he found he was beginning to out distance Horse. Buffalo called his 

name, and he looked over at him. The old man pointed at the horn lanyard. 

 

“Chase the demons,” he told him. 

 

Dan nodded, and reaching up, pulled the lanyard down and held it there for a long moment. 

When he looked back, Buffalo was gone, and it was now only him and Lonesome Woman in the 

cab. She shifted her position to lie against Dan, and her touch was pleasing to him. 

 

He was all the way through the gears now, and holding his foot hard to the floor. In side mirrors, 

he could see the dust storm approaching, sweeping up and eclipsing his own trail of dust. The 

speedometer was now approaching one hundred miles per hour. He pulled the lanyard again, and 

the horn sounded out in defiance. He held it there for a long time… and the speedometer finally 

pegged at 120. 

 

Simultaneous… a word that encompasses many and many things happening all at the same 

moment. 

 

The horn eased to nothingness as the air system depleted. Perhaps the pump had broken… 

perhaps and perhaps and perhaps… 

 

Dan saw the shadow of the approaching ravine… it was long, and wide, bottoming out some one 

hundred feet below. Out of instinct, his right foot came off the accelerator and mashed down on 

the brakes but the pedal went to the floor with out effect. 

 

The sand storm caught up to them, and sand poured into the cab through the open windows. 

 

“Hang on to me love!” he yelled. “This is going to be just a bit bumpy!” 
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Lonesome Woman did hold on… 

 

And as the big Kenworth sailed off the edge of the cliff, Dan suddenly felt weightless. Letting go 

of the steering wheel, he clung to the woman who clung to him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pat stood focusing his binoculars, looking over the edge of the ravine. A hundred feet below 

them, and almost five hundred yards down the length of the chasm was Dan’s truck. It seemed in 

perfect shape; just sitting there waiting for them to find it. As he watched, his brother-in-law 

climbed into the cab. Within a minute he saw black smoke shoot out of the dual exhaust pipes, 

and a second later the sound of the engine starting up reached his ears. 

 

“Damn,” he muttered. “How in the hell did it get down there?” 

 

Standing next to him, her eyes squinted against the harsh light of the desert, was his wife. Her 

face wore no expression for the sake of her husband. In her mind she offered up a prayer for the 

man she had met only a few times.  

 

Dan Petersen was missing for better than two weeks before Pat had gotten a call from the Texas 

Rangers. They had found a trailer abandoned by the side of the road out in the desert. Checking 

the plates they traced it back as one of the many trailers owned by the company he worked for. 

When he called headquarters and reported it, he told them he was going to go out and look for 

the trucker. He was told not to bother, the man was just an independent… they could pick up the 

trailer later. With a few choice words from his Army days, he resigned, slamming the phone 

down so hard he broke the receiver. Regretting that he had broken the phone, he carefully held 

the two parts together long enough to call Martha. She had then called Sammy. Sammy, in turn, 

called the family, and they had all piled into their pickup trucks; which all pulled horse trailers.  

 

Dan wasn’t blood related, but he was a close enough friend of Martha’s husband to have been 

automatically included in the group whether he wanted the privilege or not. In the way of a wife, 

Martha knew how close the two men were, and it hurt her to see how crushed Pat was that the 

trucker had rejected their offer of family. Again, for her husband’s sake she had said nothing. 

 

The truck’s engine turned off and Sammy stepped back into the open where they could see him. 

Using his hands, he told them there was no one with the truck. Pat felt relieved, and yet still 
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distressed. He had warned Dan about crossing the desert at night, but the stubborn moron 

wouldn’t listen to him. 

 

Martha talked to the men who had come with them, instructing them to fan out. They would 

work a large tear drop search pattern. When Sammy got back up from the ravine, the three of 

them would then follow the tractor’s tracks back to the point of origin. By sunset, they would all 

meet at Lonesome Woman, camp there for the night, and then come back in. If they didn’t find 

the trucker’s body by then, they would hold a funeral ceremony for him at the tree, and then 

come back in the following day. 

 

When Sammy made it back up from the ravine bottom, he and Pat stood together examining 

what was left of the truck’s tracks at the edge of the ravine’s face.  

 

“He wasn’t braking, that’s for darn sure,” said Sammy. “Looks to me like he was going mighty 

fast too… had to be for the truck to be so far down the gully like that. Darned if I can explain 

why it’s in as gooda shape as it is. Off hand I would say she was ready to roll Pat, but it will take 

some doing to get it out of there. The edge of the cliff isn’t strong enough to hold up to a 

wrecker. Best bet would be a crane, but I doubt you’ll find anyone wanting to come all the way 

out here even for salvage rights.” 

 

Pat looked at the ground, and then out at the truck. “He had to be doing over a hundred to make 

that distance. Even if he had landed on all four wheels though, he would have broken every axel, 

and then flipped and burned. It don’t make any sense.” 

 

They heard what sounded like a dog barking. Looking up, they saw a Coyote in the distance. It 

was sitting and watching them. 

 

“Where did he come from?” Pat asked of no one in general. 

 

“He’s been watching us since we got here,” said Martha. 

 

“Not like a Coyote to let himself be seen like that,” Sammy muttered. “I think there’s more here 

than face value, but I’ll be darned if I can figure it out.”  

 

They traveled slowly for two hours without talk. Sammy then dismounted to look at something 

on the ground. 

 

“Was an unshod horse run through here,” he said looking up at Pat, “Bout the same time frame 

as the tire tracks. Might mean something… might mean nothing.” 

 

“Sammy…” Martha then spoke in her native language. She had a hand over her eyes and was 

staring off into the distance. “There is something different about Lonesome Woman.”  

 

She pointed, and Sammy looked up. From the ground he couldn’t see it, but when he re-mounted 

his horse, it was easy to see.  There were two trees in the distance now… not just one. 
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“That’s not possible,” he said.  

 

When they were within a five hundred yards they dismounted. Sammy began a Medicine Chant 

as they walked the horses closer. 

 

Pat had only heard about this place. It was considered sacred among the tribe. When a person 

had problems, they would make the trip into the desert alone and talk to Lonesome Woman. The 

tradition said that she would help you see clearly so you could make things right. 

 

“Sammy?” he asked. 

 

Sammy stopped singing and looked at him. “I don’t know Pat…. really… there’s only ever been 

one tree.” 

 

A hundred yards out Pat could see clearly where the tire tracks had stopped next to the trees, then 

made a loop and headed back out in a the direction from where they had come… towards the 

ravine. 

 

“The road’s off in that direction,” Sammy said nodding in the direction the tracks initially came 

from. “Your friend was definitely here.” He then knelt and examined the ground closer. “I’ll be 

durned… these sure look like Buffalo tracks.”  

 

He looked over at his sister. She in turn, reached out and took Pat’s hand. This was not meant as 

an aid so he could walk better. She knew that Dan Petersen would not be returning, nor would 

they ever find his body. Pat sensed it in her touch, and nodded to her.  

 

“It’s ok hun… I’ll be all right.” 

 

They walked up to the trees, both of them looking strangely healthy for being in such an arid 

place. That was when Pat saw the lighter sitting on top of the pack of Lucky Strikes. Tears came 

to his eyes. Bending down, and almost losing his balance, he picked them up. 

 

He looked up at his wife, showing her what he’d found. “He only smoked the damn things 

because they had a red ball on the pack like his lighter,” he explained. “It meant something to 

him; suppose it should have to me too.” 

 

Stepping back a pace, he stood at attention and saluted.  

 

“I’ll see you in the next life old buddy,” he said, and then paused, his words sticking in his 

throat. In a softer tone he said, “You stupid dumb ass son of a bitch… I told you not to drive the 

desert at night.” 

 

Sammy had taken a small drum down from his horse’s pack and had begun a chant. Martha 

joined in. Pat, lowering himself to the ground with a little difficulty, added his voice… the chant 

was meant to be a comfort for the living… for those left behind. 
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If the new tree could have spoken to him… it would have told him not to be so damned sad.  

 

It would have told him that his old friend was finally happy. Dan Petersen… the last independent 

trucker in those parts of Texas… had reconciled with the Creator of All Things and had found 

himself a fine wife in the process.  

 

It would then have given him a long bear hug, and told him simply: “I love you too Pat.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


