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* * * *

The trouble with the real world is that too often it refuses to fit our neat pictures of it.... 

I hate Mondays. But this one wasn’t too bad until I got the interrupt-mail telling me it was my turn to be Red. Not just for a week, like my cousin James, but for the whole friggin’ month. How unlucky can you get? I mean, that might not be much of a hardship for some people, but I’m about as Blue as they come. Born and bred on the Upper Left Coast, except for a stint at Redwood Coast University, which, if anything, is Bluer yet. When I was there, I majored in English lit and got Cs for a couple of years before dropping out, which pretty well prepped me for my present career, pouring lattes at minimum wage. Plus, of course, the great benefits you get in Blue states. Gramps says my true major was “campusology”—his term for sandwiching “useless” courses between all-night bull sessions on how-we’d-fix-the-world-if-only-someone-would-listen. But Gramps is a Red and lives in Texas, so of course he wouldn’t understand anything that doesn’t go “moo.”
Dad claims Gramps and I aren’t as different as we think. But that’s just wishful thinking. Or maybe an existential leap. See, some of that lit stuff stuck. An existential leap is making your own meaning out of something that’s inherently meaningless, so you can pretend it isn’t. My last semester, I did a paper on Hemingway, and he did a lot of that. Or I thought he did. The prof said I’d oversimplified and gave me a C minus, but he was awfully wishy-washy for a Blue. Gramps says all Blues are wishy-washy—though he usually adds a couple of politically in-C epithets to underscore his point. Hemingway did that, too, but at least he lived back when nobody knew better.

It must have been wishy-washy folks like Dad and my lit prof who glommed onto the Exchange when some genius came up with it. Stupid idea, if you ask me, but I was too young to vote, so nobody did. I mean, if you mix Red and Blue rather than letting them segregate like they want to, what do you get? Purple, that’s what. Who ever heard of saving the Union with purple? What difference does it make if half the states between California and Connecticut secede? That’s why God invented airplanes, so you can get to the East Coast by flying over the top of them. Sorry, but when you mix Red and Blue you don’t get the color of kings and compromise. All you get is sludge.

That’s what I’d have said, but nobody asked because I was about thirteen at the time. Which was unfair because by the time they finally got the bugs out of the technology, my generation was old enough, so they should have waited. Though of course we’d have said “no way,” and then what would have been the use of all that fancy equipment?

It’s unfair that only young, single people are eligible. A wonderful term, by the way. It implies the whole thing’s a prize, rather than an albatross. (See, Gramps, another lit ref!) Me, I figure that if you’ve got to go, you might as well spice it up with a little sex. Though I guess the Reds might not want their spouses to get a taste of Blue liberation. And I’m sure the religious Reds would go nuts. Though, is it really adultery if it’s the same body?

But maybe the singles-only thing isn’t such a bad idea. I doubt that most Red women are as hot as those country music chicks that seem to be their number-one export. Not to mention what would happen if a straight Red got swapped into a Blue’s gay marriage.

As far as I can tell, getting tagged by the lottery’s kind of like getting hit by lightning. But there must be at least one bug left, because it seems that the Bluer you are, the more likely it is to happen. What’s the point in that? Let the wishy-washies go wishy-wash the opposite direction for a while, if that’s what they want so badly. Why inflict it on the rest of us?

There’s no way out, though. The Feds know exactly when those interrupts hit you, and even as I stared at it, I got a new message telling me my counterpart had read his and I had ninety minutes to proceed to the nearest Exchange station (click here for directions), which was generous, because before waking up the computer, I’d already showered, touched up the orange-and-green dye job in my goatee, and eaten breakfast.

Briefly, I wished I’d had something more memorable than a bowl of cereal and half a grapefruit. I had no idea what I’d be eating for the next month, but it would probably be something Neanderthal, like fried eggs and sausage, dipped in cholesterol. Or Bambi steaks, fresh from your local poacher. I stared at the computer screen and tried to prepare. “Y’all, Bubba,” I mouthed. “Ah’m just a good ol’ country boy.”
Yeah, right. I’m an urban Blue. Always have been, always will be. Which was probably why I’d gotten sentenced to a month of this, rather than just a week. It was enough to make you purple with anger. Which I guess was the goal, right? Meanwhile, some damn Red was going to have my life. I wasn’t sure which was scarier: that, or wherever it might be that I was going.

* * * *

It turned out to be Iowa.

Let me tell you what I know about Iowa.

It’s colder than hell in the winter.

They grow corn.

They feed it to hogs.

Hogs are pigs.

Pigs stink.

That pretty much covers it. Except, of course, it was late July, so forget the cold bit. And I think some of the corn winds up as biofuel.

My counterpart’s Exchange was in Cantril, wherever the hell that was. “Almost in Missouri,” the agent said when I asked. Gee, thanks. If there’s anything worse than Iowa, it’s got to be Missouri.

My host body was what Hemingway might have called a “strapping young farmboy,” if he’d been into phrases like that. More likely, he’d have said tall, muscular, and red. Red of hair, red of sunburn, and red of complexion. Red of heatstroke, I’d have added when I stepped outside. I’d used the term “redneck” all my life, but it was only when I hit that heat that I realized where it came from. Cripes. How can anyone live in a place like this? It’s like breathing soup. My host himself, of course, was off learning how to pour lattes in a climate where “muggy” was eighty degrees and thirty percent humidity. I hoped he was enjoying it. No, I hoped the first thing he did was scald himself with the espresso machine. If you’re not careful, the steam’ll get you good. And by the time I get back, any burns he gets in his first week will be healed. Hurrah for small favors. I just hope my friends don’t think I suddenly went nuts. It’s got to be a lot harder for a Red to blend in with Blues than for me to pass as a Neanderthal, back here.

At least the other guy can’t get me fired from my real job. I don’t know much about the Exchange, but I do know there’s a law against that. If he goofs off, spouts a bunch of politically in-C junk, or otherwise screws up, they’ll deal with him when he gets back here. Just as, unfortunately, they’ll deal with me back home if I don’t toe the line here, like a good little Red.

Luckily, I’ve got a kind of ghost memory from my host’s subconscious to tell me what that entails. Proper behavior in a Red state isn’t one of the things they teach in Left Coast colleges. Though I suppose luck has nothing to do with it. The Exchange wouldn’t work if you didn’t have something to tell you the basics. In days to come, I’d be relying a lot on the shadow of Bubba’s subconscious.

* * * *

Actually, his name was Anthony. Not Tony, the subconscious firmly informed me. All three syllables were equally important. Probably the only form of equality the guy practiced. My own name, by the way, is Aidan. Accent on the second syllable. What a weird coincidence that the Exchange matched me up with someone else who’s also nutty about his name. You wouldn’t think this doofus and I would have even that much in common.

While it was at it, the subconscious also informed me that today’s weather was nothing extreme. Hello, liquid atmosphere. I’d be breathing it for most of the month. Oh joy.

Anthony’s job proved to be construction. Not the fun stuff, like driving giant, crawly machines with air-conditioned cabs: he worked for a small-time contractor who made homes. And barns. If the folks back home found out, I’d never live this down. The subconscious was also serving up memories of hammers and nails, rather than the nifty blitz-build equipment you see in cities, where they come in with derricks and cranes, and the next day there’s an eighty-plex condo just waiting for tenants. Even by Red standards, this Cantril place must be strictly small time.

* * * *

If anything, that proved to be an overstatement. The Exchange was in a two-story brick building that also housed a dentist, an attorney, and a lot of unused space on a main street that couldn’t have been more than a couple blocks long, even if you counted the boarded-up buildings at the far end. Definitely a place that had seen better days.

Anthony’s boss was waiting for me in a pickup truck that looked like it guzzled enough biodiesel for a whole fleet of EcoMizers.

“That’s because it’s a working truck,” he said, when I mentioned the waste. “We use it to haul things. Big things. A lot more important than your sorry ass.”
His name was Kurt, and he was fully briefed on who I was. “Nobody else knows,” he said. “The Exchange asked for that, and I said it was okay. But if you can’t keep a lid on that mouth of yours, people are gonna figure out, real quick. That’s also okay by me, but you might find it makes for an interesting month. Not in the good sense, if you know what I mean.”
The truck had no air conditioning, and the work site was about a million miles away, in a location Kurt referred to as northeastern Van Buren County. Okay, I’m exaggerating: it only took thirty-five minutes, but we spent the last dozen on chuggy gravel that Kurt seemed to believe he could drive at forty miles an hour. What was wrong with these people? Couldn’t they afford real roads? I couldn’t believe I was stuck here, in some no-account county named for a no-account president who I bet even the historians can’t remember.

Gradually, it dawned on me that we weren’t seeing many other vehicles, and that for being so empty, this place had an unbelievable number of roads, ruled out like the devil’s own chessboard. So, okay, maybe it didn’t make sense to pave them all.

On the rare occasions when we did encounter other cars, Kurt slowed, rolled up his window, and, with his hand back on the wheel, laconically flapped a couple of fingers at the other driver. That was one more finger than I was in the mood to give anyone, but obviously it was a farmer hello. That much I could figure out. But the slowing down bit had me baffled.

Anthony’s subconscious wasn’t giving me much help, merely the information that he viewed this as normal. About the fifth time, my curiosity overwhelmed my better judgment. “What the hell’s that about?” I asked. “Are you folks in some kind of competition to prove whose time is least valuable?”
Kurt looked at me a long moment, and I was sure he was going to tell me again about the perils of an overly interesting month. But hell, I was supposedly here to learn about these people. How can you learn if you don’t ask?

Eventually, he shook his head with something that seemed weirdly like pity. “Dust,” he said.

Reds obviously have their own way of thinking. “Okay,” I said, taking care to enunciate carefully. “So that’s why you roll up the window. But why the big show of slowing down?”
Kurt sighed. “Because we’re making dust, too. That way it can settle a bit before the other guy has to drive through it. We call it being neighborly. It’s only folks down from Des Moines who are in too much hurry to do it.”
He seemed to think Des Moines was a big city, but I figured I’d better let that one pass.

“When you drive around these parts,” he continued, “you might try it. People’ll like you a lot better.”
It hadn’t crossed my mind that I might have access to a car, though now that I thought about it, the bus service out here must really suck. I patted my pocket for a key, and sure enough, I had a whole ring of them, one of which looked suspiciously automotive. “Wow. So do I have a truck, too?”
This time Kurt’s look was amused. “What, you think I pay you enough for that? Even I don’t drive this thing except on business.”
That raised another question. Further self-inventory revealed a wallet containing eighty-three dollars, plus two credit cards.

“Can I spend Anthony’s money?” And, was Anthony busily bottoming out my own account, back home?

Kurt shrugged. “Beats me. Didn’t they tell you?”
Actually, they probably had. A couple of years ago, when they’d registered me for the lottery, I’d been sent about five megabytes of rules, regulations, “backgrounders,” and the like. But who pays attention to that type of junk?

Fortunately, back in Cantril, the Exchange agent had given me a whole podful of docs that probably contained the same information. I had about a million questions, so I plugged the pod into my vidbook (or I guess I should say Anthony’s vidbook) and between bounces, tried to find at least a few answers. Could I use Anthony’s money to buy groceries? Could he use mine to rent a bulldozer and go wreck the planet? Would I be liable if I mashed his thumb with a hammer? Would he, if he smashed up my body, driving drunk?

Answers: no, no, probably not, and yes. On the money thing, the key was that we would each be spending our own, except for ongoing commitments like rent and loans.

The eighty-three dollars appeared to be mine to do with as I wanted. But if I used Anthony’s credit card, the payment would be logged to my account. And vice versa, I presumed. I also learned that Kurt was being reimbursed for whatever “inefficiencies” I might introduce into his business, but that he had a legal right of indemnification against me for anything deliberate or reckless. Bottom line: I could bankrupt myself very easily. Not that I had all that much to lose. Maybe that was another reason they limited the Exchange to folks under thirty. The ones who voted it in weren’t about to risk their retirements.

Then we hit a particularly nasty stretch of gravel, and I decided to save the rest for later. Working vehicle or not, I didn’t think Kurt would like it if I barfed Anthony’s cholesterol-fest breakfast all over the inside of his truck.

The house we were building wasn’t much more than a hole in the ground, enclosing concrete walls that would someday be a basement.

“Here,” Kurt said, handing me an oversized paintbrush and a three-ton bucket of something black and sticky-looking. “Have fun.”
My job, he explained, was “tarring” the outside of the walls to keep water from seeping into the basement. “It’s not the Mona Lisa. Just slop it on.”
I was about to complain—wasn’t there some kind of automated equipment to do such things?—but Anthony’s subconscious sort of sighed, and I realized I wasn’t being picked on for being Blue. Apparently, Anthony was both cheap labor and low man on this crew’s totem pole. If a job was hot, miserable, and messy, it would be his, and therefore mine. Hell, compared to this, he might actually like the espresso machine.

* * * *

I’m sure there’s a way to tar a foundation without getting the stuff in your hair, but there’s a limit to the amount of information you can drag from an Exchange host’s subconscious. When it came to job skills, I was pretty much learning from scratch.

Kurt wasn’t a mean boss. In fact, he was a lot better than some I’d encountered in my real life.

“Good enough,” he said after making me touch up a few places where he thought I’d gone a bit light with the tar. “Go ahead and call it a day. Do you know how to get home?”
Most likely, that was in the information the Exchange agent had given me, but Kurt’s subconscious seemed to have that one down cold. The mere thought brought an image of the car: an aging Hyundai Micro with holes in the fenders. Not much of a car, actually.

The reality was even worse when I spied it in all its rusting glory. “It’s nothing but a jalopy!” I almost blurted, only realizing at the last moment that remarks like that would give me away and open me to a whole month’s persecution from all of these Reds.

Still, it was rather amazing that the thing ran at all.

* * * *

Anthony’s home turned out to be a bungalow in a town called Troy.

The lit major in me instantly coughed up an image of giant wooden horses, but in this case, what was being smuggled in was me, pretending to be Anthony. And besides, there was nothing to conquer except three rooms and a big gray cat the subconscious hadn’t bothered to warn me about.

A cat? I mean, what kind of Red male owns a cat? What kind of male of any kind, for that matter? I thought cats were for old ladies.

Other than that, though, I was impressed that he had a whole house to himself. It wasn’t huge, but there was no way I could have afforded anything like it back home. Though I could definitely do without the cat, which kept bumping up against my leg and yowling with what I presumed to be feed me demands.

Anthony’s car had been even worse than it looked. To begin with, it was so old that the GreenPwr charger was a clunky-looking affair that took up half the back seat and had obviously been installed as an afterthought. Not that there’d been any use for it out at the construction site, because there was nothing to plug it into. A couple of nearby farms had windmills, but not our site. Apparently you don’t build those until sometime after you’re done with foundation tarring. Not that it mattered. There hadn’t been a puff of breeze all afternoon.

Just try combining a windless day with a million degrees and 99.9 percent humidity. No wonder these people are weird. Extreme heat equals extreme politics? Too bad I’d not thought of that one back at ol’ Redwood Coast U. There, it never gets hot, and everyone’s sane. It’s the same back home. Here, in Red Central, it was freakin’ hot as Hell. Not to mention Gramps down in Texas, where the weather’s got to be even worse. A nice, consistent pattern. No way anyone could call that oversimplified.

Of course, it might just be crappy cars that made everyone crazy. Leaving the construction site, I got a weird whiff of dust, but it wasn’t until miles later that I glanced down and saw gravel speeding by beneath, through an honest-to-hell hole in the floorboards. I damn near panicked and ran off the road before Anthony’s subconscious assured me that this wasn’t anything new. Something to do with years of winter road salt, tracked in on his boots. Freakin’ hell. He apparently had this idea that someday he’d deal with it by welding a steel plate over the hole, but as best I could tell, “someday” was an exceedingly vague term.

Now, with the cat again bumping against my leg, congratulating me for having found the can opener and about ten times too much food, I couldn’t decide which was weirder: having your own home on a barely above minimum-wage job, or taking it for granted that winter would rust holes in your car. And why the hell hadn’t he fixed it? It was big enough that a rock could bounce right up through it and hit you, hard. Big enough that if I dropped something on the floor, like the damn Exchange pod, I might lose it entirely.

* * * *

I spent a far more studious evening than I ever did in college, pleased to discover that Anthony’s refrigerator (“fridge,” his subconscious quaintly called it) was stocked with a large array of what turned out to be quite decent microbrews. That was nearly as big a surprise as the cat; I’d not have expected Anthony to know the difference between piss and pilsner.

By the time I turned in, I pretty much knew where I stood, though I’m afraid it didn’t help much. I was still stuck in Iowa, with thirty more days to go. And Anthony’s subconscious hadn’t been hiding any great secrets from me, such as a BMW electric in Mr. Fix-It’s Garage in whatever the hell passed for a city around here. The depressing fact was that despite his taste in beer and homeowner status, Anthony didn’t amount to much.

* * * *

The next morning, Kurt called at dawn and told me I was on the roofing crew. Though when I got there, it seemed to be the same “crew” as before. But now we were in a burg called Milton, where he’d managed to line up something like six roofing jobs and was doing them all at once while waiting for something or other regarding yesterday’s house. Whatever it was, we weren’t just waiting for the tar to dry because I knew from experience the damn stuff didn’t take that long. I’d had to cut big clots of it out of Anthony’s hair when I woke up in the morning. Afterward, I’d found a bottle of nail-polish remover in the medicine cabinet. It gave me pause for a sec—believe me, I’m as liberal as the next guy, but for one panicked moment I wondered what the hell kind of private life I was supposed to be leading. Then it clicked. What do you bet it dissolves the gunk? Too bad his subconscious hadn’t let me know before I massacred his ‘do. Not that the hair had been any great shakes to begin with, though who knows about these Bubba styles.

The freakin’ subconscious did tell me that Anthony calls his barber “Pete,” and that they shoot the breeze endlessly about baseball. No surprise on that: there was a whole file on baseball in the pod. But I’d be damned if I’d memorize it. Not my sport. Not that I have a sport, actually. I wasn’t exactly into that kind of stuff as a kid, which was okay, because in my group, not being into things was way cool.

Kurt must have offered the folks in Milton a quantity discount on roofs. Or maybe he’d been saving them up to do all at once.

Last night’s research had informed me that all of these small towns had been slowly dying for decades, until suburban flight began sending people back from the cities. Now, they were growing again, though there were still a lot of empty buildings, which was why someone like Anthony could afford a house. And probably why Kurt could mass-produce roofing jobs: a lot of these houses probably hadn’t been cared for in ages.

What the pod info hadn’t told me was that shingles were heavy. And for some reason, Anthony’s subconscious hadn’t told me, either. I’d been noticing, in fact, that the more familiar I became with his life, the harder it was to get in touch with his subconscious. Except about baseball. The guy must have lived and breathed the stuff. The mere thought brought up the most asinine trivia. Who was the last pinch hitter to hit for the cycle in the World Series? Who gives a rip? For that matter, what’s the cycle? Subconscious memory must be like Swiss cheese. Want anything specific, like why the hell Anthony didn’t know shingles were heavy, and it disappears in one of the holes. But the damn pinch hitter was Tyree Domingo, and he did it in 2017. Good for Tyree.

The shingles came in thirty-five-kilo bags. Kurt had a hoist that could lift them to the roof, but getting the hoist to Milton required hauling it over on a flatbed from somewhere else, and part of roofing on the cheap was not doing things like that.

“Each time you go up the ladder,” he said as we were drinking coffee at 7:55 and psyching up for work, just like normal folks, “bring a bag up with you. That’ll save some time.”
In the mirror that morning, I’d noticed that Anthony was big, but not brawny. All beer, no gym. Back home, I’m leaner, but I don’t like gyms either.

Now I discovered that I was the only one who couldn’t get a bag up the damn ladder. I got about halfway, then Anthony’s arm cramped and I dropped it. The bag burst, scattering shingles on the ground.

I won’t bother to repeat what I said; when it comes to swearing, nobody beats a truly pissed-off Blue.

Everyone had seen it happen, so I went back down and picked up as many shingles as I could, thinking about the “inefficiencies” I was introducing into Kurt’s crew. I learned another lesson along the way: loose shingles are hard to carry. I only got about a quarter of them in the first attempt, so I went up and down a total of four times. Four and a half, if you count the one where I dropped the bag.

All the while, everyone was still watching me but not saying anything. It was uncanny, and I didn’t have a clue how to react. And of course, Anthony’s subconscious was deeply in Swiss-cheese mode, because it wasn’t giving me anything at all. Obviously, I’d done something wrong, but it was Anthony’s arm that had cramped. What was I supposed to have done about it?

* * * *

Three days later, I finally got a bag of shingles up the ladder.

By that time, Kurt had divided his crew among the roofs, two to each. I was teamed with Joe, an evening-shift highway patrolman who moonlighted—or should I say “daylighted”?—for Kurt. I suppose that goes with small town life: a lot of people here seemed to have multiple jobs. In fact, the customer was a farmer who also taught (are you ready for this?) American lit and composition part time at the local high school. He didn’t seem all that dumb, either. Luckily, Anthony had gone to school in Troy because if this guy had been one of his teachers, I might have had some trouble pulling off my Anthony impression. Especially because the Swiss-cheese holes were continuing to grow. For example, even though Anthony had clearly worked with Joe before, the subconscious wouldn’t tell me whether he was a good guy (whatever that might mean for a Red) or a jerk. It was almost as though Anthony viewed him as a non-entity. In fact, the only folks the subconscious seemed all that interested in were Anthony’s sports-bar buddies, who called every evening to tell me where to meet for the game of the night. The subconscious wanted me to go, but I told ‘em the cat was sick.

I figured out quickly enough on my own, though, that Joe was a lot better than me at roofing. There’s an art to laying out the shingles in straight lines so they not only look good but all the little wires connect up. Partly, I was dealing with the problem I’d had before: not much job skill info in the subconscious, even when you can summon anything up at all. But Anthony didn’t even seem to know that Joe was good at this.

Once I got the knack, it actually wasn’t all that tough, though you had to pay attention. You also had to check for bad connections or defective shingles. Otherwise, the roof wouldn’t operate at full power, and what use is a solar roof that doesn’t make electricity?

The first day, I’d wrecked about half the shingles in the bag I’d dropped. After that, when I started to cramp, I’d managed to get back down to ground level before letting go. And I got a couple of steps higher each day.

Now, as I plopped the bag onto the roof, Joe gave a minute nod. “I always knew you could do it,” he said.

For some reason, that prompted the subconscious into serving up its first true memory of him. It was startlingly vivid, standing on a similar roof, not far from a freeway, watching the cars zip by.

“All that crime going on out there,” he’d said, “and I’m not there to do anything about it.”
Anthony had thought it weird, but it made sense to me. A cop, enforcing the speed limit by night. Building solar roofs by day. Joe might be a law-and-order Red, but he was doing more for energy conservation than all of my Redwood Coast bull sessions combined. Gotta give him points for that.

* * * *

The following Tuesday, Xavier fell off the roof. Not the roof I was working on, thank goodness, or any of Kurt’s initial half dozen. With the tax rebates, a solar roof will pay for itself in five to seven years (I’d lost count of the number of times I’d heard Kurt give that spiel), and as long as we were in town, he was lining up jobs faster than we could get to them.

I don’t do well with blood, but this was worse. No wonder ol’ Vlad the Impaler lives on in horror myth, even if the stories have nothing to do with his real crimes. When we studied mythology in college, I’d never understood what vampires and spikes had in common, but there’s nothing like looking at something sticking right through a guy to make you realize that puncture wounds really are one of the worst horrors imaginable. Now that I think of it, I’d had the same gut-wrenching sensation during my brief fling with Catholicism, rebelling against my atheist parents. It wasn’t the fact that Jesus died that got to me: it was the damn nails.

I’m an agnostic now, but Xavier apparently wasn’t, because he wore a big silver cross, plain to see. The crew was split at the time, with Joe and me working one roof, and Xavier and two others on a larger one across the street. I didn’t see him slip, but I heard the yell and looked up in time to see him crash into a bush in the front yard. Then Joe was swarming down the ladder and dashing off, already shouting into his satphone.

I never quite figured out what it was that Xavier landed on. It was metal and spiky and about three feet long, and it shish-kabobbed his hamstring like a shrimp on a toothpick. Okay, that’s a mixed metaphor, but it’ll be a long time before I eat either shrimp or shish-kabob again. Whatever it was, it must have been something Xavier’s crew had thrown off the roof when they were prepping it for the new shingles. There was always a bunch of such stuff, ranging from metal combing to pieces of heaven knows what, and ripping them up with a claw hammer and flipping them over the edge was the most fun part of the job.

It’s the only time I ever saw Kurt get mad. His glare fell first on me, then swiveled to the others, though he didn’t say anything until the ambulance finally got there and the medic backed up Joe’s assessment that Xavier would not only live, but walk again, “soon enough.” Then Kurt let loose. “How many times have I got to tell you?” he growled. “Keep a clean site. It was only twelve feet, and he hit a goddamn bush. He should have walked away.” Then he spun on his heel and headed for his truck and, presumably, the hospital. “Joe, you’re in charge,” he called over his shoulder.

* * * *

That noon, nobody said much. Nobody ate much, either: Xavier was well liked. I took the opportunity to consult Anthony’s subconscious. What I found was a surprising amount of guilt. Apparently site cleanup was one of his jobs, though not one he was particularly good at remembering. I’d not been responsible for Xavier’s site, but I’d not done anything at mine, either. Thinking back, I remembered that whenever we took a break, Joe walked the perimeter of whatever house we were working on, tossing junk into a tidy pile, well away from the building. I’d thought it was just another aspect of his law-and-order personality. Cop and neat-freak; I figured they went together. Shows what I knew. While the others were finishing lunch, I carefully checked both sites, looking for anything more dangerous than a dandelion. It was odd: back home, I’d never have taken on someone else’s job without being asked to do so—and even then I’d have found some creative ways to complain. But I’d never seen anyone hurt like that before, either. Red, Blue, nobody deserves that.

* * * *

By the time we finished, I’d swear we’d reroofed every house in Milton, though it was probably only one or two percent. It’s amazing how many buildings can hide in a town you can walk all the way across in ten minutes.

Xavier was now out of the hospital, on crutches and expected to make a full recovery. Kurt was in a generous mood. “Take Monday off,” he said. “You’ve earned it.”
I had no idea what to do with a three-day weekend, but Joe caught me as I was loading tools into the truck. “Any plans?” he asked.

I shook my head. Other than making another dent in Anthony’s stock of microbrews there didn’t seem to be many options, but Joe was another churchgoer, and he might not approve if I told him. Drinking alone has never been my favorite thing, but even if I could tolerate them, going out with Anthony’s baseball friends was a pretty damn sure way to get found out.

“I might be able to arrange something,” he said. “Call me in the morning.”
That was something I probably couldn’t do. I didn’t know his last name and unless he was on Anthony’s speed dial as Joe-the-Cop, I didn’t have much chance of figuring it out. “Why don’t you call me?”
Joe looked at me oddly, then nodded. “Okay.”
* * * *

Joe’s idea of “in the morning” wasn’t quite mine. The call came at 7:15 A.M., an hour at which I’d not intended to be ambulatory. But his suggestion woke me up fast.

“How about hitting the great outdoors?” he asked. “We can’t leave until after church, but a couple of the other guys from my men’s group can get Monday off.”
Crap. It had finally happened. I was being asked to go shoot Bambi. “I’m not sure I’ve got the energy for hunting,” I said, trying to sound like a true, bloodthirsty Red while still backing out.

“Hunting? What on Earth would you hunt at this time of year? No, don’t answer that. Someday those friends of yours are going to get you in real trouble. I’m suggesting a river trip. No guns.”
That was a pig of another color, or whatever farm aphorism they used around here. When I was a kid, I may not have been worth much at team sports, but trout fishing was my father’s only religion, and while that was too sedentary (he called it “contemplative”) for me, whitewater was an entirely different matter. The main drawback to my latte-pouring job was that there was a limit to the amount of gear I could afford. No doubt I could show these Reds a trick or two, if there was a decent river in this godforsaken place.

* * * *

There wasn’t, of course. Joe was planning a one-day outing on something called the Skookumcookumkinnaka or some such string of syllables that were probably garbled Native American for “Small River that Goes Nowhere, Slowly.”
Where it went, actually, was to the Mississippi, which was kind of cool because it brought up images of Mark Twain and Huckleberry Finn, though I’m not sure how much of that was in Iowa. The idea, Joe explained, was to drive to a boat ramp a few miles downstream from the confluence, leave a car, then drive to the start and camp, so we could get an early start on Monday and cover a lot of miles.

“You’re welcome to join us at church beforehand,” he added, but didn’t seem surprised when I declined. Anthony, I suspected, was more into Saturday night sports pub than Sunday morning worship.

That gave me all day Saturday to plan—a task that started by searching Anthony’s house for any signs of canoeing or kayaking gear, and ended by driving to Iowa City to see what I could rent.

What I got was a kayak that wasn’t great but wasn’t a total scow, either, because (surprise) there’s apparently some semidecent whitewater down in Missouri and up in Wisconsin. Not that the Skookum-cookum-whatever was going to be even semidecent, but anything’s better in a good boat, and since I was spending my money, not Anthony’s, nobody was going to yell at me for splurging. While I was at it, I got a piece of scrap metal and a tube of Superglue and dealt with the hole in Anthony’s floorboards. I’d gotten used to seeing ground zipping by beneath me, but in some ways, that was scarier than not getting used to it. My patch might not be elegant, but it only cost three bucks and barely took that many minutes. Afterward, I wondered why I’d done it. Back home, I’m as willing as the next guy to postpone chores. Maybe more. But hell, there’s no point in over-analyzing that type of stuff. I’d been stuck in Iowa now for ... wow, more than three weeks. Anyone would be getting at least a bit crazy.

* * * *

The following morning, I surprised myself by deciding to join Joe at his church. Partly, it was convenient: I could leave Anthony’s rattletrap car in the church lot and ride with the others. But mostly, I was curious.

I’m not sure what I expected—maybe a bunch of political preaching that would prove these folks really were Neanderthals. What I got were snickerdoodles. That’s right: those sugar-and-cinnamon cookies your mother made when you were a kid. Small-town Methodists, I gather, are into baking.

Of course, the snacks came during social hour, after the preaching, but the sermon was also Mom-and-cookie stuff. Unless I’m missing something and “Blessed are the peacemakers” and “Judge not lest you be judged” are somehow political. All I thought was that it’s too bad Reds don’t know how to do either, even if it’s the same wimpy stuff I used to hear during my Catholic period, back when my father and his cronies were lining up to vote in the Exchange. Still, whoever heard of Reds being as wishy-washy as Dad and my lit prof?

Then it was over, and we were heading for the river.

It lay northeast of Troy, about midway between the Wapsipinicon and the Skunk. Farther north was a river called the Turkey. Bad signs, all around.

But scouting it out, it didn’t actually look all that unpleasant. It didn’t have much current, but it made up for it with mazelike riffles where the rocks were so closely spaced I was going to be wishing for a hinge in a middle of my kayak in order to squeeze through the turns. “Butt-bumpers” is what rafters call such things back home, where there’s a real risk of bruising your coccyx. Here the main concern was having to wade the shallow spots in water that was probably half cow piss and farm chemicals.

There were five of us: Joe, me, and three guys I initially thought of as Larry, Moe, and Curly, though eventually their names resolved to Cass, Hamilton, and Parnell. Joe and Hamilton also had kayaks, Cass and Parnell had a scuffed-up canoe that looked older than both of them combined, which might be possible, since Joe, at thirty-two, was the old-timer of our group.

It took all afternoon to set up the car shuttle and pitch camp in the state park where we planned to launch. On a Sunday evening, we were about the only folks there, which was good because Parnell and Cass had enough camping gear to outfit an entire troop of Boy Scouts. Back home, I’ve done a bit of backpacking, which means my first questions about camping gear are “How big is it?” and “How much does it weigh?” These guys must have been looking for the opposite answers. We might not actually be chasing Bambi, but we were outfitted like a full-blown safari, with folding chairs ranged ‘round a roaring bonfire, cast-iron skillets, and a stove that gave off enough heat to boil coffee practically before the pot touched the burner.

Since it was a church group, I was expecting a bunch of hallelujahs and goodie-goodie talk. Instead, someone broke out a flask of pretty good scotch, even if we did have to drink from paper cups. Then, when Hamilton and Cass started talking baseball, Parnell cut them off. “Jeesh guys,” he said, “just for once, could we talk about something else?”
With religion and baseball off the menu, I figured the only thing left was politics. I was steeling myself for a round of Blue-bashing equivalent to what my own friends and I would say about Reds, but instead Joe said something about how there was supposed to be a great meteor shower tonight if it wasn’t too hazy to see it, and for the rest of the evening we peered at the sky and talked about all kinds of topics, most of them as politically neutral as you can get. Well, not totally neutral, but they were old stuff, from before my time. As a space buff, Joe was still bent out of shape about how two decades ago, we’d turned over the Mars base and the rest of the space program to the Chinese in the aftermath of the Six Days’ Secession.

I’ll admit I was more interested in discovering that we also had a bottle of brandy, though I did perk up when Joe told Cass and Parnell that at one point there were something like six competing USAs. History’s not my thing, and I’d forgotten that Blue states were involved too, even before the Delmarva Confederacy. That was the final secession, the one that left D.C. as the hole in the donut, cut off from everyone else, encouraging the politicos to get serious about doing something to resolve the crisis. The Delmarva folks were Dad’s heroes, especially the Virginia Reds who helped force the issue by hooking up with the Delaware and Maryland Blues. As I said, Dad’s pretty wishy-washy. How else could he have Reds for heroes?

Eventually, of course, all of that let’s-get-together stuff led to the Exchange. Somewhere in the process, we apparently sold off the space program to help balance the budget or something, and Joe was still mad ‘cause he has to pay a Net fee to the Chinese each time he views pics from the Titan and Europa rovers. “At ten cents a pop,” he said, passing me the scotch, “the Chinese are making more off the Net royalties than the rovers cost them to build. Talk about a bad bargain.”
Even with the scotch and the brandy, all of that history was kind of boring, but overall, the evening was enough to make me praise the Lord for small favors, even if I am an agnostic. Kinda creepy, though, because here I was with a bunch of Reds, having a conversation about shooting stars and the like, just like they were Blues.

* * * *

It must have been a while since Anthony had slept on the ground because I twisted and turned all night long, only to wake early, with all kinds of irritating little aches and pains.

Even though the sun was barely above the horizon, Parnell was rummaging in a gigantic ice chest in the backseat of his car. A moment later, he straightened, pulling out a margarine tub, which he upended into a skillet, dumping out a translucent lump of something studded with grotesque yellow bubbles and smaller bits of brown stuff.

“What the hell is that?” I asked, forgetting I was in a church group.

“Sausage and eggs. Frozen. It’s the easiest way to transport them. Don’t worry; it’s a lot more appetizing when it’s cooked.”
Moments later, his industrial-strength stove had converted the whole lot into a tasty scramble. The others were awake by now, and half an hour later, we were on the river, floating into the dawn mists.

* * * *

The Skookum-Hookum wasn’t quite as shallow and bumpy as it had looked, though back home, nobody in their right mind would paddle such a river. But here—hey, if it was this or staying at home with the cat ... In fact, playing thread-the-needle through the riffles was kind of fun.

Then, leading our little flotilla, I rounded a bend and found a single strand of wire sagging across the water.

“Cripes,” I said, backpaddling to a halt as Joe drifted up beside me. “Is that a fence? How can anyone fence a river? Isn’t that illegal?”
“Maybe. Fences across navigable rivers are, but what’s ‘navigable’?”
That was easy. “We’re navigating it.”
He grinned. “Yeah, but that’s by our definition. To a farmer, ‘navigable’ is anything too deep for cattle to wade. He might think we’re trespassing.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I didn’t say we are. Just that some sleeping dogs are best left to lie.”
By now, Cass and company had caught up and were paddling toward shore, where fenceposts held the wire chest-high above the ground. Joe did the same, but I didn’t like the look of the beach. Rather than nice, clean sand, it was heavy, black mud. There had to be a better way.

The wire was only a foot or two above the water, so I climbed out and waded forward, reaching out to lift it for my boat to drift underneath. “Hey,” I called, “it’s not even barbed.”
“Of course not,” Joe said. “It’s—”
A powerful jolt surged through my wrist, elbow, and shoulder. I yelped, lurched, and nearly fell over backward.

“—electric...” He was facing me now, and sounded like a man trying very hard not to laugh.

The others showed no such compunction. “Way to go, Anthony!” someone said. I think it was Hamilton. “Is that how you used to test the power, back on your daddy’s farm?”
They could laugh all they wanted. Let Anthony explain, if they were still laughing when he got back. At the moment, I had other matters in mind. “How did you know...?” I said to Joe.

He was looking at me oddly again, just as he had when I’d carried that first bag of shingles to the roof. “That the power was on?” he finished, though he had to know that wasn’t my intended question. “I didn’t. But when you see insulators...” He gestured to a pair of white ceramic cylinders, holding the wire out from the fencepost.

Crap. We don’t have booby traps like that back home. Unless the espresso machine qualifies. Or the parking regulations at Redwood Coast. Figuring those out was nearly as good as taking a course in logic. Not here, unless this, except for that. That’s a triple negative, I think. Once, I got a ticket for parking my scooter in a reserved spot in an indoor garage. “Reserved!” I’d shouted when I found the ticket, imploringly raising my hands to the heavens. “Where the hell does it say ‘Reserved’?” And there it was, painted on the roof, like a direct answer from God. Who the hell checks the roof for parking signs?

Now, my wrist and elbow still hurt just because Anthony’s subconscious had flaked out on me again, not bothering to tell me that “no barbs” means “look for insulators.” “Crap,” I added aloud, because I had to say something.

It was time to apply some of that college education, rather than getting down in the muck to go under the fence on my hands and knees, like a ... well, these guys might not be hog farmers, but I’d be damned if I’d do it.

I thought a moment, then reached forward with my paddle, intending to lift the wire daintily, without touching it. At the last second, I realized that the paddle was wet. I pulled it back, dried it, then carefully lifted the wire, braced for another jolt. But this time, nothing happened. Moments later, I was back afloat, waiting on the far side for the others to finish dragging their boats through the mud.

Joe was still watching me, though he didn’t say anything.

* * * *

A couple of miles later, we came face to face with one of the reasons for the fence. It was a bull, eyeing us from the middle of the channel.

“Holy ... cow,” I said, this time remembering the company I was keeping, though my choice of bail-out aphorisms wasn’t exactly optimal. It had been an unusually muggy morning, and the beast was obviously trying to keep cool. I sympathized, but had no idea what to do.

“Just go around it,” Joe said, pulling up beside me.

“You’re kidding.” I might be a city boy, but even I know that two or three feet of water wasn’t going to do much to slow down a ton of angry muscle. “I’m not going anywhere close to a bull.”
Joe shot me yet another glance. “It’s a cow,” he said. “Milking shorthorn by the look of her.”
“Oh.” Now that I looked, I could see the udder. Still, she was enormous. Heart thumping—and not in the fun way that comes with good whitewater—I steered close to the bank, stroking hard to build up speed. Then, as smoothly as possible, I glided by, attempting to broadcast “nice doggie” thoughts as the big head turned to follow my progress. I survived, so it must have been the right decision.

* * * *

By the time we reached the Mississippi and stopped for a snack, it was midafternoon. The morning’s mugginess had produced mushy-looking clouds that were beginning to coagulate into bigger clumps, but it hadn’t rained anytime since my arrival. Nor, for that matter, had it ever gotten chilly enough to require a jacket. But one of the things that comes from growing up near a large, cold ocean is an unwillingness to trust the weather any further than a Red’s promise. I didn’t care that the forecast was calling for a high of ninety-three degrees; I’d have felt naked without a fleece and a windbreaker in my day bag. When you’re wet, the temperature doesn’t have to drop all that far to spell trouble. Still, I’d been pretty surreptitious about packing the fleece because as far as I could tell, nobody else was bringing anything warmer than a T-shirt and swimming trunks.

At the moment, though, we were in sunshine, with the worst of the clouds far over toward the southwest, where nobody seemed all that concerned about them. Or at least not Parnell, Cass, and Hamilton. Joe was catching a nap. I bet that two-job thing makes him good at it. I certainly wasn’t going to be the one to disturb him. I’d already blown it with the fence and the “bull.” These folks lived here; surely they knew their own weather.

An hour later, when I was beginning to think we were going to wind up rooting here like a bunch of bushes, Joe stirred, then checked his watch. “Yipes,” he said. “Why didn’t someone wake me up?” He glanced at the sky. “Time to get going. We’ve got about seven miles with essentially no current. That’s going to take a while.”
* * * *

Anthony’s body wasn’t really built for hard paddling, but for once I was relying on skills I’d learned myself, rather than ones I’d been trying to dredge out of his subconscious. Still, I suspected I’d pay for it in the morning, even though all of that shingle toting had at least toned a few of the right muscles.

There was very definitely a thunderstorm brewing. I was all for scooting for the take-out point as fast as possible, but a breeze was springing up, and the others were having trouble with it, particularly Cass and Parnell in their big, unwieldy canoe. Joe and I kept pulling ahead, then having to wait.

“Why the hell did we park so far away?” I asked during one of these breaks.

“No choice. Don’t you remember the big fight eight or ten years ago, when the state decided to buy up all of this bottomland for a wildlife refuge?” Joe shook his head. “Sometimes you amaze me, Anthony. Don’t you pay attention to anything? It was all over the papers: farmers, birders, fishermen, environmentalists, water-skiers, all going at each other. It’s why I wanted to come here. There are no longer any roads over there. And in case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t any motorboats out here, either.”
I hadn’t noticed, but now that I looked around, the river was empty except for one large ship. “What about that?” I asked, mostly to be obstreperous. I was still trying to digest the image of environmentalists in a Red state.

“It’s a barge,” Joe said. “Jeesh, Anthony, sometimes I think you like playing dumb.”
* * * *

Barges might not have been included in the motorboat ban, but let me tell you, they kick up one hell of a wake. A couple minutes after this one passed, we got bounced around real good. Maybe that’s what gave me the idea when, half an hour later, another came by, heading downriver.

“Free ride!” I called. “Follow me!”
This one’s wake was magnificent: a four-foot crest that lifted you, then let you slide down ahead of it with only a minimum of paddling to keep station on the wave. There’s nothing on a whitewater stream to match it because the source is moving. By angling the right way on the wave, it looked like you could go quite a ways downriver before it carried you too close to shore. I was going damn near seven or eight miles an hour, which, in a kayak, feels like flying.

Behind me, Joe was doing the same, about fifty meters back. Cass and Parnell were also aboard the wave, though they were running directly with it, rather than angling downstream. Drat. I wasn’t sure whether this was a problem inherent in the canoe, or if they just didn’t have the skill to keep it pointed in the right direction without swamping. Either way, their joy-whoops were steadily falling astern, and Hamilton was angling with them, not us.

I glanced at Joe and we exchanged nods: the type that outdoor folk of all stripes know—mountaineers, fishermen, boaters, SCUBA divers. Wordless communication. In this case: Damn, time to bail.

Unwilling just to drop behind the crest and watch it move on without us, we changed angle and started running toward shore, like the others. About halfway there, though, strange V-shaped ripples started appearing near the base of the wave.

In whitewater, Vs are produced by current flowing over rocks. Here, the only current was from the wake, which was momentarily revealing something solid, not far beneath the surface.

“Cripes!” I yelled, backpaddling to let the wave run out from under me. But I was still moving quickly when I slammed into something solid, hard enough to rattle my teeth. Another wave passed, bashing me into another object, then another. Then the coffee-colored backwaters were still, with no current to mark the location of whatever the hell it was I’d been playing bumper cars with.

Then Joe was beside me. “Damn,” he said, bracing on his paddle and leaning sideways to inspect for damage. “There aren’t supposed to be any of those left.”
“What was it?”
“Stump farm.”
Obviously, that wasn’t meant to be taken literally. And for once, I actually managed to keep my mouth shut.

Joe had finished his inspection. “Years ago,” he said, “when they first dammed the river, they flooded a lot of bottomland. Before the water rose, they cut back the trees, right at a level where you couldn’t see them. But that was a long time ago. You’d have thought they’d all have rotted by now.”
“Lewis and Clark found something similar on the Columbia River,” I said without thinking. “Dead stumps left underwater when a landslide created a pond that raised the water level. They turned out to be hundreds of years old.”
Joe had that odd look again, and I realized there was no way Anthony should have known that.

“I read it somewhere,” I said, though it sounded unconvincing, even to me. “Probably on the Web.” Which was simply digging myself deeper because as far as I’d been able to tell, Anthony didn’t read about anything, anywhere, if it wasn’t about baseball.

Joe started to say something, but I was saved by a shout from upstream.

In the excitement, I’d forgotten the others. Unlike Joe and me, they hadn’t recognized the danger and had blithely surfed into the heart of the stump farm. Or at least as far into it as luck permitted. Hamilton was in the water, swim-pushing his kayak toward shore in search of a shallow place to climb back aboard.

The canoe was also swamped, with Parnell clinging to its side. Nearby, Cass was thrashing violently, ignoring the paddle Parnell was extending toward him in the hope of pulling him back to the boat. Why is it that non-swimmers in canoes never wear their damn lifejackets? Or maybe it’s something about church outings. Back home there have been lots of famous ones that ended in disasters: drowning, lost in the woods, freezing in blizzards. Trapped in rainstorms too, which was something I’d been trying not to think about. Church is about trust, but outdoor survival is about presuming that nature’s out to get you, even more than the parking regs back at Redwood Coast. It’s also about thinking before you leap, which none of us had done before riding that wave toward shallow water, which means that I was as guilty as anyone, even if a stump farm was something I’d never have imagined.

All of that came to me later. At the time, I was paddling as hard as I could toward Cass and Parnell, banging into a couple more stumps in the process.

It turned out that Cass wasn’t drowning, at least not yet. Rather, he was writhing in agony while trying to stay afloat with one hand clamped under his armpit. He barely acknowledged my shout, and whatever he’d done to himself hurt enough that he wasn’t much help when I pulled him partway onto the bow of my boat.

What he’d done turned out to be something awful to his hand: something that left one finger bent backward at an angle that made my stomach heave when Joe cajoled him into holding it out for inspection.

Joe looked at the hand, then glanced at the clouds, which were now darker than anything I’d ever seen back home. It didn’t take a genius to deduce that we were in for one hell of a lightning storm. If we didn’t reach the take-out point by the time it struck, the only way to avoid being fried would be to beach the boats and hide under the canoe, with no warm clothing other than my solitary fleece. Not a pleasant prospect.

Joe didn’t look any happier than I felt. “Well,” he said to Cass, “I have good news and bad news.” He shifted his grip on his friend’s arm. “The good news is that this is easy to fix. The bad news—” he yanked hard, producing a sickening click that barely preceded Cass’s scream “—is that fixing it hurts a bit. How is it now?”
Cass held it up. It looked like a hand again, though the knuckle was already starting to swell. He flexed it, gingerly. “Not great, but a lot better.”
“Good. You’ll need to get it checked out when we get home. Meanwhile, anybody got an ibuprofen?”
Of course not. This was a church group. Nobody’d thought to bring anything.

“How about a satphone?” I asked. I’d left Anthony’s at home because I’d not wanted to be pestered by his baseball buddies.

Joe looked pained. “It’s my day off.”
“I’ve got one, Parnell said. “Except...”
Except it had been in a bag that had also contained his lunch, sunscreen, and wallet. Luckily for the wallet, he’d managed to recover the bag when the boat capsized. Unluckily for the phone, he’d not closed the bag after eating lunch.

* * * *

It wasn’t until later that I realized we really were in life-threatening danger. At the time, I just thought we were in trouble. Though I certainly didn’t give a Red’s ass for our chances of getting out ahead of the storm. Or a Blue’s behind, or whatever they say around here. It’s weird: one of the things I could have been doing this month was making a list of Red phrases to entertain the folks back home. But except for a few dumb lines on the phone from Anthony’s pub buddies, I’d not heard much—though I’m sure Anthony could be just as creative about it as my friends and I were back home, talking about Reds.

Our main problem was that Cass couldn’t paddle. He tried, but his hand was continuing to swell, and by the time we got the boats bailed out, he couldn’t do much but flail around, one handed. That left Parnell as the sole paddler and, well, the kindest word for Parnell’s canoe steering was “erratic.”
“Sorry, guys,” he said, “but I haven’t done this since Boy Scouts. And I wasn’t any good at it, back then.”
“That’s okay,” Joe said because that’s what you say in such situations, although I could see him checking the sky again. It had passed through “dark” and was heading for blue-black. At least the storm was still keeping its distance. Some quirk of meteorology must be holding it at bay, though it seemed to be taking advantage of it to grow ever more intense. You hear about these Red-state thunderstorms on the news, all the time. Sometimes it seems as though they’re magnetically drawn to trailer parks or other vulnerable places—and here we were, on a mile-wide river, with the mother of all storms waiting to pounce.

The solution was one Joe and I cooked up together. I thought it was mostly his idea; he claimed it was mine. The canoe had a line attached to its bow and stern, as did our kayaks, presumably for tying up to nonexistent docks. We removed the spare ropes, and Parnell, who might not have done well at canoeing but had clearly paid attention when the Scouts were talking about knots, formed them into a sort of Y-shape that Joe and I could use to tow the canoe. I won’t say it was fun, but with Parnell paddling and Cass contributing what he could, we actually made pretty good progress, easily keeping pace with Hamilton, who kept asking what he could do to help.

Amazingly, the storm continued to hold off, though by the time we finally reached the take-out point, the first fat drops were splatting the river and the sky had moved beyond blue-black to a weird shade of green. Or maybe my eyes were deceiving me. Can a sky be green?

We’d only left one car at the take-out: Joe’s. Parnell’s was back at the park where we’d camped last night, a distressing distance away. In theory, we could all have fit in Joe’s car, but Blue state or Red state, you don’t leave boats unattended; there’s just too much chance of them disappearing.

I’m not a martyr type, but I was the only one with warm clothing so there was only one reasonable option: I stayed, while the others piled into Joe’s car. It was while they were gone that I realized the extent of the danger we’d been in. As the storm drew ever nearer, the temperature plummeted—enough that I was beginning to get seriously chilled, fleece and windbreaker notwithstanding. Before the night was over, I would later learn, the mercury would drop nearly to freezing, breaking a 112-year-old record.

* * * *

Needless to say, when the others returned, we wasted no time lashing the boats to their carriers. Then Cass and Parnell waved good-bye and headed for home, while I rode with Joe and Hamilton, munching potato chips and other leftover camping food.

Five minutes later, the sky exploded. Lightning forked, cloud to cloud. First one bolt, then more, connecting to each other until they ran in circles overhead, like a dog chasing its tail—one circuit, two, then three before the thunder began, following the same loop until the entire sky merged into one continuous growl.

“What the hell was that?” I said. Back home, we don’t get many thunderstorms, and never anything like this. “Does it often do things like that around here?”
“Chain lightning,” Hamilton said, though I was pretty sure he was guessing. “I’ve heard of it, but never seen it.”
Joe was yet again looking at me oddly. “Around here?”
Oh, crap. “Just a figure of speech.”
“‘Figure of speech,’ my eye.” He flipped the windshield wipers to max as the heavens opened in a downpour so hard it was difficult to see the lane markers. “You’ve been acting weird for days.” Now Hamilton was looking at me, too.

“Just not feeling myself—” But Joe clearly wasn’t buying it.

Hell. One of the things I’d always been told about Reds was that power was the only thing they respected. And while I was no longer so sure they were all that different from ordinary folks, that didn’t mean directness might not be appropriate. As with anyone else, I suppose.

“Well, actually, I’m an Exchange,” I said. “They sent me here to see how the other half lives.”
I’d expected anger, but instead got nods. “I should have known it was too good,” Joe said.

“Huh?”
“Anthony’s a screw-up. Give him half a chance, and all he does is goof off. Jeesh, I hope you don’t judge all of us by him.”
For some reason, those words stung. But that made no sense because he was talking about Anthony, not me.

“When, and for how long?”
I told him and he nodded again. “I remember that day. You actually got that foundation done before quitting time.” Which was ironic because if I’d known what was expected, I’d have fallen right into slacker mode—and never have found out how good it felt to get a bag of shingles to the roof.

Joe hesitated. “And you’ve been civil to Roy.”
“Why shouldn’t I be?” Roy was another guy on the crew. I didn’t know much about him because he’d been kind of quiet, though now that I thought about it, Anthony’s subconscious did seem to have been urging me to keep my distance. I’d only talked to him once or twice, and the only thing I remembered was being startled to discover that he wasn’t a fan of movies where everything went boom every couple of minutes. Not what I’d have expected from a Red.

“Because Roy’s gay. Anthony’s not particularly tolerant of, shall we say, differences. I don’t know how many times Kurt’s damn near fired you ... sorry, him.”
The sky was still growling and now it unleashed another series of flashes nearly as spectacular as the first.

“Yipes,” Hamilton said. “That’s not good.”
“You’re not kidding,” Joe said. He shot me another glance. “Welcome to Iowa.”
* * * *

With roofing crew over, I didn’t see as much of Joe in the next few days. Then it was time to report back to the Exchange agent in Cantril.

It’s odd, but I thought the Exchange was supposed to purple-ize the country by mixing Red and Blue. But I don’t remember talking politics with anyone. I mean, I kind of liked some of those guys, but we had our differences. I bet there are a hundred and one topics on which we’d still cancel each other’s votes. So what’s the point?

Before I left, though, Joe and I traded phones and e-mails. Maybe he’ll get out my way sometime and I can introduce him to hiking, mountain style. Or maybe the coast. He’d love them both, and levelheaded backcountry companions are hard to find. But even if he does come out, we’d never talk politics. I’m still Blue; he’s still Red. Nothing about my month in Iowa changed that. As I said, we didn’t even talk about it.

When I got home, I pretty quickly learned that it had been the same for my friends’ dealings with Anthony. No politics: just a lot of inconsequential gabbing.

“We figured it out pretty quickly,” my coworker Becca said. “He was spending breaks with his nose buried in the sports section. After he ‘fessed up, he dragged us all to a baseball game. I didn’t even know we had a team. Double A, I think it’s called. After that, all he talked was baseball, but who’d have believed it could be so interesting?”
So I repeat: what’s the point?
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