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The small town of Shelby, California, up in Mono County near the Nevada border, had 

once been a thriving gold mining community of ten thousand souls. Unlike many other towns of 

its sort, Shelby did not survive—and move on to other things—after the mines played out.  It 

began to ebb in the late Nineteenth Century, and then the last of its few die-hard residents 

abruptly decamped in the early Twentieth Century, at the beginning of the Great Depression.  

Some eighty years or so after the town’s last resident either died or moved away, a couple 

named Kyle and Marina were driving very far east from San Francisco in search of Shelby; he an 

attorney and she a free-lance commercial photographer. Both had never heard of Shelby until 

someone in Marina’s photography class showed her pictures he had taken there. Marina was 

immediately smitten with the haunted, romantic look of the place, and was determined to 

photograph it herself. 

“If I sell any of the Shelby photos, the whole trip is tax-deductible,” she had reminded 

Kyle, as way of enticing him to give up a weekend to make the long, long drive from the city to 

the barren, remote world of Mono County. 

There are other ghost towns in the gold mining region of California, sad remnants of the 

gold fever of the mid-Nineteenth Century, but Shelby is notable among them, mainly because of 

how the town was left by its former residents. They departed with canned foods still sitting on 

kitchen shelves, tractors in fields, neatly made beds in hotels, late-model cars parked on the 

street, and full whiskey bottles stacked on bars in still-furnished saloons. How and why the 

people of Shelby left so much behind remains a curiosity. Most of the scant literature on the 

town’s history makes general comments such as: “The mines were closed and then the town 

started to die as residents left for better opportunities. Shelby was completely vacated in 1930 

and stands empty to this day.”  

Eventually the state Parks Service took over, and decided to preserve Shelby as it had 

been left, a piece of “living history,” as the guide pamphlets gushed. To this day, it’s not a well-



known possession of the Parks Service, and is chiefly visited by history buffs, television location 

scouts, artists and photographers.  

Kyle and Marina arrived at a motel in Mono City, some twenty miles downwind from 

Shelby, on a Friday night; it was mid-spring and the weather was still quite chill and blustery. In 

the morning, Marina collected the Parks Services’ pamphlet on Shelby from a small stack at the 

front desk, and borrowed an old book about the town, published in the Seventies, from the motel 

lobby. She scanned the book over breakfast at the adjoining Silver Dollar Pancake House, 

reading out little tidbits of information to her half-listening companion. 

“Listen to this,” she cried out, “there were several notorious lynchings in the history of 

Shelby, and the part-time judge who presided over some of them was actually named Lynch. 

Phillip Lynch. Isn’t that a weird coincidence?”  

“Yes, I suppose it is,” replied Kyle, in a bored voice; he was busy reading the New York 

Times on his smartphone, which was practically the only time he spent a significant amount of 

time on the Internet.  He read the Times, the Bleacher Report, and the Wall Street Journal.  

“You’re just not into this, are you?” Marina crabbed. “I always attend your tacky legal 

events without complaining—now it’s your turn to support my career.”  

“Yes, dear,” said Kyle, without looking up from his digital version of the Times.  

“You’ll like it better when we actually get there,” said Marina. “I’m sure it will be very 

interesting.” 

Marina returned the old book about Shelby to the desk clerk after breakfast. “You can’t 

take anything out of Shelby,” the desk clerk admonished her. The clerk spoke with an odd 

inflection that over-emphasized the words “you can’t take anything,” and Marina interpreted the 

remark defensively.  

“Of course. I would never disturb anything at a State Park,” she protested. “It’s against 

the law.”  

“Well, then, have a good trip with your lawyer boyfriend,” the clerk replied, laconically.  



As they pulled away from the motel parking lot in Mono City, Kyle reminded Marina of 

the remoteness of Shelby.   

“It won’t have wi-fi or even voice service,” he pointed out. “No checking the Internet 

every five minutes on your smartphone.”  

Marina replied, a bit huffily, that she realized it; Kyle didn’t have to lecture her about it.  

Later on, as they were driving up the monotonous road that led to Shelby, Marina denied 

that she spent too much time on her smartphone, a charge that Kyle had levelled at her numerous 

times.  

“I’ve only been trying to look up information about Shelby, and to see what the rating 

was for my ‘Kitler’ photo of Mr. Smuggles, which I posted on Thursday,” she said, grumpily.  

“What the hell is a Kitler? I’m almost afraid to ask.”  

. “A Kitler is a cat who looks like Hitler,” Marina explained. “There’s a whole website 

devoted to them. Usually it’s a black-and-white cat with a mostly white face and a square black 

patch under the nose, but sometimes it’s a brown-and-white one. You post a picture of your 

Kitler and then other people vote on how much it looks like Hitler. There are thousands of 

Kitlers posted there.”  

“For fuck’s sake, that is just ridiculous. What a way to waste time.”  

“The last I looked, only one person had voted on Mr. Smuggles, and he only got a 4.5 out 

of 10. I guess he doesn’t really look all that much like Hitler.”  

“For fuck’s sake,” repeated Kyle.  

“You already said that. “ 

“I meant, for fuck’s sake, we’re here. Unless I miss my guess, there lies Shelby over 

yonder beneath them thar hills.”  



He gestured toward a hulking arrangement of weathered wooden buildings, painted a 

faded blue-gray, looming out of the scrub monotonous landscape like a set of brooding turrets 

rising over a Crusader battlefield in the Middle East.  

“It’s the stamp mill!” Marina exclaimed. “That’s where the mine workers brought in the 

rocks and boulders for crushing. Then they would extract the gold and silver ore from the 

crushed rock.”  

Kyle followed a map on Marina’s guide pamphlet to a small station and parking lot 

maintained by the Parks Service. He expected to see at least one Parks Service ranger at the 

station, but there was none around. Marina left a five dollar bill in the donation box.  

“What a lonely job,” said Kyle. “Imagine being stuck out here by yourself, day in and 

day out, in a bleak-ass ghost town in the middle of nowhere.” 

“Some people might see a rare beauty in the bleakness and solitude,” retorted Marina. 

“Let’s go walk around a bit before I set up the tripod and other equipment for shooting.”  

They headed in the direction of the looming stamp mill, crossing an overgrown field in 

which sat a weather-beaten homesteader’s cabin. A vintage truck was rotting away in the field, 

with golden brown prairie grass bursting out of its cab and engine.  

“Who would leave behind a truck like that?” wondered Marina. “It would have been 

valuable in the Depression years. Who would leave it behind, especially with money so hard to 

come by in those days?”  

“Don’t know,” said Kyle. “Maybe it broke down, and the owners didn’t have any money 

to have it fixed.”  

They followed the map, cutting through waist-high fields of grass, encountering yet more 

abandoned old cars, plus rusted-over farm and mining equipment, until they found the main 

street. “This is creepy. We’re the only ones here,” said Marina. The main street was not paved; it 

was a long stretch of sand, with dilapidated buildings on either side.  Some of the buildings were 

listing to one side badly; all were weather-beaten, decaying and foreboding.  



“Looks like Gary Cooper might be coming down the street soon at high noon. . .” said 

Kyle. 

 “It really does look like that, doesn’t it? Like a Wild West movie set. And yet people 

actually lived here for almost eighty years. There was a church, a school, a hotel, even an Odd 

Fellows hall.”  

 “Let’s go inside some of the buildings.”  

One of their first stops was the Shelby General Store. They walked through the store, 

taking in the shelves that were lined with rusted canned goods and dusty old-glass bottles; a 

wooden planked counter with an elaborate cash register; flour and barley barrels; an old-

fashioned coffee grinder.  

“I don’t get it,” said Marina. “Why would they leave the food behind? The guide 

pamphlet said the heavier stuff was left because it was too hard to move, but what about the 

food? Who would leave cans of coffee behind, or canned salmon or peaches? Or bottles of 

medicine? People would have been destitute during the Depression—surely someone would have 

taken food and medicine.”  

Their next stop was one of the saloons, the “Golden Fleece”, which seemed to have been 

very grand in its hey-day. The most prominent feature was an elaborate pool table, with legs 

carved in the shape of roaring lions; it had a felt table covering of a still-vibrant baby blue color, 

and there were racks of pool cues on the wall near it. Some of the cues had been left on the felt 

covering, as if the players had just set them down to order something from the bar.  

The Golden Fleece had a long wooden bar, with mirrored shelves behind it, and the 

shelves contained an impressive array of spirits of all kind, in addition to syrups and tonics, beer 

and champagne. At the end of the bar, there was a glass whiskey carafe and a grouping of glass 

shot glasses, stacked bottom sides up. A solitary shot glass was turned upward, as if it were 

waiting to be filled.  

“These are very cool shot glasses,” said Kyle, picking up the solitary, upturned one. 

“Wouldn’t they look great above the bar at home?” 



“Kyle! Stop it! Don’t touch anything!” 

“Can’t I take just one home with me, as a souvenir?” 

“No! Of course not, Kyle.”  

“Why not?” 

“It’s stealing!” 

“It isn’t—no one owns this stuff. They left it all here.”  

“It belongs to the Parks Service now,” said Marina, firmly. “What would happen if 

everybody took a souvenir? Soon nothing would be left.” 

“I didn’t see anything in the guide brochure about not taking things. Nor at the parking 

station,” protested Kyle.  

“Hmmmmmm. . .you’re right. I noticed that too. Usually they put up a sign warning you 

not to take anything away from a State Park, even if it’s a pine cone or a wildflower. But, 

anyways, it’s wrong, so put that shot glass back. Let’s go over to the hotel.”  

Kyle grumbled and put the glass back on the bar, and then reluctantly followed Marina 

out of the Golden Fleece and then down the street to the Shelby Hotel, a sturdy brick structure 

which stood next door to the Oddfellows Hall. Unlike many of the wooden buildings in Shelby, 

the hotel wasn’t listing to crazily to one side. From the street, it looked sober and true, even still 

somewhat habitable, after a little cleaning-up. 

The front desk in the lobby still had room keys in its cubbyholes, a desk bell, and an 

antique typewriter on the counter. In a little corner off the front desk, there was an ancient 

telephone switchboard, covered with thick layers of dust, with some of the lines still plugged into 

their respective slots. 

“I wonder what it was like, a hundred years ago. People milling about in the lobby, the 

switchboard operator connecting calls, the bellhops rushing to get the guests’ luggage,” said 

Marina, almost dreamily. “So romantic! It must have been something to see.”  



“Yeah, so romantic,” said Kyle. “There would have been no air conditioning and no 

deodorant. Everyone would have smelled of BO, especially in the summer. The street would 

have been full of horse-shit. You would have had to wear a long dress with ten petticoats 

underneath, even in a hundred-and-five-degree heat.” 

They noticed a long console table standing in a prominent corner of the lobby, with a 

long, narrow glass case on top of it.  

“The Warriors of the Sand!” exclaimed Marina. “I read about it in the book at the motel.”  

They went to look at the case. Inside there was a long plaster cast, so long it was made of 

three separate plaster sections, of a long-ago sand drawing. The cast showed the sand drawing in 

reverse relief, with sand stuck into the plaster in many places. Nevertheless, the outline of the 

drawing was still visible through the top glass of the dusty case.  

“It’s a masterpiece!” said Marina, wiping off the dust with a corner of her jean jacket. 

The plaster had captured a scene of Indian warriors riding out for battle, a hundred or so, in full 

regalia, with their painted ponies, feathered coup sticks, Henry repeating rifles, and quivers of 

arrows. The quality of the drawing was exquisite, as if capturing each warrior in a natural, vivid 

pose, each flaring mustang nostril, each extended hoof, in remarkably life-like line work.  

“All done with just a sharpened couple of sticks and wet sand,” added Marina. “If you 

look at it long enough—it’s almost as if—I swear—you could see them moving. With the ponies 

dancing nervously and tossing their manes, and the bright feathers of the Indians’ regalia 

flapping in the wind.” 

“So what was the story on this thing?” asked Kyle.  

“Apparently there was a young man named Scribbler Jack, a half-white, half-Indian who 

would make extra money by drawing scenes in wet sand for pedestrians and bar patrons. The 

wife of the hotel owner was entranced by this particular scene, and she wanted to preserve it. She 

ordered the plaster cast to be made and there it sits. That’s really all there is to it.” 

“Hmmmmm – I wonder what happened to Scribbler Jack? Seems a shame this is all that 

is left of his remarkable talent.”  



Kyle absently stuck his hands in the pockets of his anorak. “Hey, what the—? It’s gone!” 

Marina broke from her inspection of The Warriors of the Sand and looked askance. 

“Gone, what’s gone?” 

Kyle looked abashed and then admitted, “I took one of the shot glasses after all, from the 

saloon. I grabbed it when you weren’t looking and stuffed it in the pocket of my anorak. But now 

it’s not there!” 

“You stole it? How could you?” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean any harm. I just really wanted a souvenir. But now it’s gone and 

I don’t know how that happened.”  

“It must have dropped out on the ground while you were walking around. We can find it 

if we retrace our steps. Then, when we find it, we are going to put it back exactly where it was 

before.”  

“Okay, okay, Miss Prissy.”  

They looked all over the hotel lobby, then drifted out to the front porch, then retraced 

their steps on the sandy main street, all the way back to the Golden Fleece. There was no sign of 

the shot glass on the route they had covered.  

Inside the saloon, they looked all over the floor, near the pool table, under the barstools 

and then—on the old bar itself.  

At the end of the bar, the grouping of overturned glasses and the whiskey decanter was 

still there. And a little ways away, there stood a solitary, upturned shot glass, waiting an eternity 

for a ghostly refill, just as it had looked when they first entered the saloon. 

“Can’t be,” said Kyle. “I took it. I took the one that was right-side-up.”  

“There must have been two upturned shot glasses,” said Marina. “We just didn’t notice it 

at the time.”  

“No, there was only one, I know it.” 



“You must have dropped the other one,” she said stubbornly, sweeping the floor again 

with her eyes.  

“I’m taking it again,” said Kyle, equally stubbornly.  

“Kyle!” 

“It’s just an experiment. I’ll put it back at the end of the experiment, I swear.” He 

grabbed the upturned shot glass and stuffed it back into the pocket of his anorak. “Shouldn’t you 

be setting up your equipment and getting some shots? You are going to miss the best light.”  

“All right, let’s go get the stuff out of the car,” she said.  She wasn’t particularly 

interested in photographing Shelby anymore; what she really wanted to do was just go back to 

roaming among the ruins of the town, cataloguing in her mind everything that was left behind, 

and especially, she wanted to go back to the Shelby Hotel and continue looking at The Warriors 

of the Sand. There were so many exquisite details, she was sure she hadn’t seen them all yet.  

“I’ll have to take at least a few shots,” she grumbled reluctantly. “Otherwise I can’t claim 

the trip’s expense on my taxes.”  

She and Kyle cut through the fields again, past the rusting cars and farm equipment, back 

to their lonely rental car, still the only vehicle parked in the lot in front of the ranger’s station.  

Kyle opened the trunk and took all the photography equipment out. He shouldered the 

tripod while Marina grabbed her favorite camera and lens case, and they set off once again to the 

town, cutting through the abandoned fields.  

“Maybe we should start at the church,” she said. “I could send one of the photos to a 

greeting card company and see if they would want to buy it for a line of Christmas cards.”  

There was nothing particularly remarkable about the church. It was just a simple wooden 

structure with a peaked roof and a steeple, weather-beaten with the paint peeled off, and slightly 

listing to the right. A plain iron cross was affixed to the steeple. Nevertheless, against the 

backdrop of the bleak, yellow-gray hills, with abandoned fields all around it, the church took on 

a sentimental and arresting nature that, to Marina’s practiced eye, would translate well to 

photography.  



“Here,” she said, indicating a spot in front of the church. Kyle put the tripod down and set 

it up at the spot Marina indicated.  

He straightened up and stretched, and then he put his hands absently into his anorak 

pockets, while Marine adjusted her camera on the tripod.  

“It’s gone!” he said loudly, almost in a shout. “Marina, the shot glass is gone again!” 

“Are you sure?” she said, sounding plainly irritated. “You must have dropped it in the 

field while you were lugging the tripod around.”  

“Maybe so,” said Kyle. “Call me crazy, but first I’m gonna go back to the saloon and see 

if it’s back in its place at the end of the bar.” 

Marina was about to shout “Oh for fuck’s sake”, but Kyle had already started loping back 

down the sandy main street toward The Golden Fleece. Marina reluctantly followed, leaving her 

tripod, camera, and lenses behind.  

“There it is!” said Kyle. “It’s back in its place at the end of the bar!” 

This time Marina didn’t dispute the number of shot glasses at the bar. “You’re right. 

There were five down-turned ones and one up-turned one. And that’s how many of them are 

there now!”    

“What’s going on?” asked Kyle, to no one in particular. “What is this place?” 

“You know something. . .I’ve been thinking. . .that clerk at the motel told me ‘You can’t take 

anything out of Shelby.’  And I assumed he was warning me that it was against the Parks’ Service’s 

policies to take anything away. But what if he meant it literally? What if he meant that you can’t, 

physically, take anything away from here?” 

“But that’s crazy,’Rina. . .just crazy.” Kyle shook his head. “Maybe I should try to take 

something else out of here, one of those old bottles . . .for instance. . .” Kyle sidled behind the bar and 

grabbed a small, antique tonic bottle off one of the shelves.  

“Mornin’, folks,” came a man’s voice from behind them. Kyle and Marina turned to see a figure 

silhouetted in the doorway of the saloon. The figure moved closer and they saw a red-bearded man in a 

dark-blue, Nineteenth Century-style, U.S. Cavalry jacket, with light blue pants and muddied tall boots.   



 

 “Are you enjoyin’ your stay in Shelby, ma’am?” He lifted his hat toward Marina politely and then 

set it back on his head.  

“Ummm, we’re doin’ fine,” said Kyle awkwardly. “My girlfriend here is a professional 

photographer. And I suppose you’re the Parks Service ranger who looks after this place?” 

“I’m the caretaker here, yes,” said the man in uniform, with a slightly odd inflection on the word 

“caretaker.”  

“Oh, how interesting for you. Do they make you wear that uniform as part of the living history 

exhibit?” asked Marine, curiously.  

“This dress is required for my position, yes,” answered Red-beard, with a nod. “I see you’ve got a 

tonic bottle there in your hand. You weren’t planning to run off with it, were you?” 

Kyle’s face flushed red, almost as red as the ranger’s red beard. “Umm, no—not really. I was just 

looking at it.” He replaced it on the bar hastily.  

The ranger nodded. “You can’t really take anything out of here anyway,” he said. “Most people 

around these parts know that.”  

“What do you mean?” asked Kyle sharply. 

 “Everything here’s stuck here, just like the Warriors in the glass case at the hotel.” 

 “I don’t follow you,” said Marina. “What’s the connection with that?” 

 The ranger crooked his stern mouth into the trace of a faint half-smile.  

 “Let’s set down a piece, I don’t have anything else to do today, unless some other folks come by, 

and it don’t look like that’ll happen.” 

Red-beard nodded toward a dusty saloon table with some rickety chairs around it. “Them chairs 

are okay to set on,” he added. “In case you were wonderin’.” 

 “This I gotta hear,” said Kyle, taking a seat at the indicated table.  



 “It started with Scribbler Jack, the half-breed. As was the usual case in those days for half-breeds, 

neither the white side nor the Indian side wanted much to do with him. His mother’s people, the Paiute, 

decided he was bad medicine because he could draw figgers that looked life-like, like the white man’s art.  

“The Paiute didn’t like them figgers at all. There was a rumor goin’ around the Indian camps that 

the white man’s pitcher box could steal souls, and I guess some of ‘em thought Scribbler Jack’s figgers 

were more of the same. They weren’t alone neither – when the pitcher boxes first came to town, even 

many of the Christian folks were scared of them. ‘Unholy graven images’ said the preacher at the church. 

As for Scribbler Jack, he kinda made a bargain with the elders of his tribe; he promised he’d only draw 

his figgers in the wet sand. When the sand dried and the wind came up, the figgers would be gone.  They 

weren’t permanent-like, so the souls would be released when the wind came up.” 

 “He made a pretty good livin’ round here, pourin’ water on a stretch of Main Street sand and 

drawing his figgers with a sharp stick, settin’ out a tin cup for folks to show their appreciation. He liked to 

set up in front of the hotel because a lot of the fancy folk ate there.”  

 “But there was one thing that Scribbler Jack would never do—he’d never draw his figgers on 

paper, or anything else permanent, even though some of the fancy folk offered him a lot of money for it. 

He only worked in the wet sand.  

 “Until one day—the day he drew The Warriors of the Sand. Jack worked till sun-down on a hot 

Sunday afternoon to draw them warriors, pouring the water in sections. Folks crowded around him to 

watch, eggin’ him on. It was a sight to see.”  

 “Unfortunately for Scribbler Jack, it was too good of a sight. The hotel manager’s wife decided 

that it would be a crime to let them warriors go back to the wind, when the sand dried out.  ‘It’s a 

masterpiece!’ she cried. “We can’t let it go.” 

 The ranger paused for a moment, and an expression of discomfort flitted over his face. He started 

rubbing his upper right arm, somewhat absently, with his left hand. “Excuse me for a piece, I get pains 

sometime in my arm,” he apologized. “I dunno why, but I get them now and then. . .” 

 He continued his story after a few moments, the pains apparently gone.  

“She arranged for the warriors to be preserved in the plaster casts, as best as could be done. It was 

all over the objectin’ of Scribbler Jack, mind you, but nobody wanted to listen to him. He was just a half-

breed, after all. He snuck into the hotel several times, tryin’ to destroy them plaster casts, but he was 

always caught. Then they got that glass case and locked them casts inside, and that made him even 



madder. He tried one last time, goin’ there with a crowbar late at night to smash the case, but the manager 

caught him and shot him. Shot him right there in the lobby of the Shelby Hotel. Claimed it was self-

defense, and Judge Lynch was happy to oblige and let him go. Ol’ Jack was taken to the town Doc’s 

house and that’s where he died.  

“But just before he died, ol’ Jack told the Doc, ‘This town’ll be locked in as long as them 

warriors are locked in that glass case.’” 

“It happened kinda slow-like, after that. But people started noticin’, as the years wore on. A load 

of ore would disappear on its way to Mono City. When the ranchers tried to drive their beef out, the cattle 

would spook and stampede. It kept gettin’ worse, and people started  leavin’, first just a trickle, then a 

flood. Some of their things would disappear when they tried to leave, and eventually, after about twenty 

years, it got so bad, people were just leavin’ everything behind, except the clothes on their back. But 

nobody wanted to talk about what was happenin’, because they didn’t want to admit there were things that 

couldn’t be explained by their Christian Bible.” 

“And that’s why you can’t take anything out of Shelby. You can try to take that there tonic 

bottle”— he nodded at the bar where Kyle had hastily left it— “but that ain’t gonna do no good.”  

“Thank you for the story,” said Marina. “That’s almost worth the trip up here, just for that.” 

 “Tain’t nothin’, ma’am.” The ranger rummaged inside his jacket and consulted an antique pocket 

watch. “It’s past noon time. Time to get back to my rounds. Afternoon, ma’am,” he said, standing and 

tipping his hat again to Marina.  

The ranger nodded silently and walked out of the saloon door.  

“Well,” said Kyle. “I guess it’s time for us to be going also. Your tripod is waiting for you back at 

the church, m’lady.”  

 “Yes, I guess we’d better go,” she said vaguely.  

They walked out onto Main Street and saw that the sun was high in the sky; the ranger’s time 

piece was accurate, for its age.  

 “That’s funny,” said Kyle. “I don’t see old Red-beard anywhere on the street. He only left about 

two minutes ago.”  



“Maybe he knows a short-cut,” said Marina, again in the vague, absent-minded tone. “He 

probably knows this place like the back of his hand.”  

“You know what Kyle?” 

“What?” 

“It isn’t right, what happened to Scribbler Jack.”  

“Yeah, I know. A terrible injustice— letting the manager off for killing him.” 

“That’s not what I meant. Yes, that part was terrible, but it’s the fact that they wouldn’t respect 

his wishes about The Warriors of the Sand. It wasn’t right to lock them up like that.”  

“Lock them up? You can’t tell me you believe that nonsense? It was clearly made up just to 

discourage people from taking things. That ranger has probably told it to hundreds of visitors.”  

“Well, if you don’t believe it, you can always go back inside the saloon and try to take that tonic 

bottle back to the car.”  

A dark, fidgety look passed over Kyle’s face. “Uh, no thanks, I’ve had enough of that saloon. 

Enough of this whole place, as a matter of fact. You don’t seem too enthusiastic about taking photos 

anymore, anyway. How about we just go back to the motel in Mono City, have a bite to eat, and get some 

rest. We can come back tomorrow and get your photos.”  

Marina sighed. “Okay. I just can’t get my mind off Scribbler Jack. The whole town just looks 

different now. Maybe tomorrow I’ll feel better.” 

They retrieved Marina’s tripod and other equipment from outside the church and then trudged 

back to the little Parks Service station where the rental car was parked.  

“We’re the only car here,” said Kyle. “How’d the ranger get here?” 

“He probably lives in a cabin close by, just off the highway. We passed a few as we drove in. He 

probably walks to work when the weather’s good,” said Marina. 

“Yeah, probably,” said Kyle.  

# # # 



All the rest of the day, and into the next, Marina seemed preoccupied and ill at ease. Kyle’s 

attempts to cheer her up weren’t very successful.  She could only manage a weak smile even when he 

called up the Kitler website on the motel’s wi-fi system, and reported that the rating for Mr. Smuggles had 

improved to 5.3. 

“Oh, that’s nice for Mr. Smuggles,” she’d replied blandly, and Kyle knew she must be very far 

away in her thoughts indeed, because normally she doted on Mr. Smuggles.  

Marina went to bed early, pleading exhaustion, and Kyle went with her. Together in bed, they 

watched an old episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation on the motel’s all-too-basic cable service, and 

then turned out the lights at nine-thirty.  

Marina was troubled all through the night. Kyle had never known her to talk in her sleep, ever, 

and they had been living together for more than two years. But that night she did talk in her sleep, 

muttering words that clearly concerned Shelby and Scribbler Jack, although he couldn’t quite make out 

their meaning.  

Paiute War and blue-coats and horse soldiers.  And even some garbled words of an unidentifiable 

foreign language. Marina didn’t fall into a real sleep until early in the morning, but when she did, she 

slept deeply until about seven in the morning, awakening to find Kyle hovering over her with donuts and 

hot coffee on a tray from the lobby.  

“Good morning, sweetie,” he said. “Want some hot coffee?” 

Marina sat up in bed. “Smells really good, even for motel coffee. Thanks!” 

“You had a terrible night last night,” said Kyle, sitting down on the side of the bed.   

“Really? I don’t remember anything at all.”  

“You kept saying nonsense about the Indians, and then there was one part when you apparently 

started talking in Klingon.”  

“Did I?” Marina laughed. “Well, I’ll tell you, I was a little spooked by that ghost story the ranger 

told us yesterday.” 

“Oh, I knew you were.  Look, sweetie, I’ve been to a few of these old Gold Rush towns, and the 

locals do whatever they can to bring in the tourists.  They tell ghost stories; they dress up like Annie 

Oakley and Buffalo Bill; they claim that Joaquin Murrietta or some other desperado used their town as a 



hideout. That ranger just did his job too well, and besides, he probably didn’t realize he was dealing with 

a delicate artistic temperament like yours.” 

“But what about the shot glass you tried to take out of  the saloon? You have to admit, that was 

very strange. ” 

“I’ve been thinking about that. I think it fell out of my anorak pocket both times, just like you 

said it did. It fell on the ground, and the ranger was walking around on his rounds, and he found it twice 

and put it back. “ 

“I guess that could be,” admitted Marina. “He sure showed up at the right time, didn’t he? Like 

he’d been watching us for a while and knew what we were up to.” 

“That’s my girl.” Kyle leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. “Do you still want to go out there 

and get your photographs?” 

“Oh, yes!” said Marina, suddenly alert, back to her old, enthusiastic self. “It looks like it’s going 

to be a wonderful day, too, much nicer than yesterday. The light will be gorgeous.”  

They drove out in their rental car and this time, Marina packed both of her cameras in the trunk, 

plus the tripod: the big camera for taking landscapes on the tripod, and a smaller one for shooting 

interiors.  

They arrived at the Parks Service kiosk and parked in the lot as they had done the day before. 

Once again, Kyle observed, they were the only visitors to Shelby that day, for the lot was empty except 

for their rental car.  

“I hope we don’t see Ranger Rick today,” said Marina. “There was something about that cavalry 

uniform, and the way he wore it, that creeped me out. It looked hand-sewn.” 

“I hope we don’t see him either. He clearly thinks we are trouble-makers and that bothers me.”  

They unloaded the car and strode through the abandoned fields toward Shelby. “Look at all the 

wildflowers! Aren’t they beautiful? I didn’t even notice them yesterday. And the sun’s so bright, even the 

stamp mill looks kind of cheerful.”  

Once again, they found the church, and Kyle set up the tripod and Marina adjusted the big camera 

on top of it. She moved the tripod up and down until she found a good height and angle, and took several 



pictures of the church. “These are gonna be good,” she said happily. “I got some of the wildflowers in the 

foreground.”  

“Okay, that’s about it for the church. Kyle, why don’t you take the tripod and the big camera over 

to the school? I want to get that too. And while you are setting up, I’m going over to the hotel with the 

little camera to get some pics of the interior. I love that old typewriter on the front desk counter—how 

much do you think that thing weighs? It looks like a rock.”  

Kyle felt a little uneasy about the mention of the hotel, but Marina seemed so cheerful and 

enthusiastic that he let it go. “Sure, I’ll meet you over at the school once you are finished at the hotel.”  

The kissed jauntily, and then parted after reaching Main Street, Marina heading one way toward 

the hotel, Kyle going the other way to the school.  

The school building was a handsome structure, thought Kyle, as he unfolded the tripod and set it 

up in a likely spot, and affixed the large camera to it. It was one of the better-preserved buildings, a two-

story wooden clapboard structure, with a copula on the roof that still contained what looked like the 

original cast-iron school bell. He walked all the way around it and then peeked inside; there were still 

rows of wooden desks in the main classroom, the old-fashioned kind with inkwells in the corners, and an 

antique map pulled down over the chalkboard, showing the borders of the nation circa 1880. The walls 

were lined with bookshelves that were filled with books, and there was a prim roll-top desk in one corner 

that had probably been used by a succession of old-maid schoolmarms.   

Later on, he sat on the steps to wait for Marina to come back.  He waited a long time, and  then 

eventually consulted his watch, amazed to see that he’d been waiting for more than an hour. Suddenly, he 

felt uneasy.  

“I should go over to the hotel and see what’ Marina’s up to,” he thought. “She doesn’t have that 

much time to shoot before we have to hit the road back to the city.”  

He jogged over to the hotel, feeling increasingly uneasy with every stride. Passing The Golden 

Fleece saloon, he thought he saw movement inside, and wondered if it was the ranger, still lurking about, 

watching them. But he wanted to get to the hotel as quickly as possible, and he didn’t stop to find out.  

When he reached the hotel, there was a dark field of clouds around it; it looked gloomy and 

foreboding.  

“Where did all that sun go?” he wondered.  



He jerked open the grand old double doors, and slipped inside the lobby.  

Marina was standing in the corner, near the glass case that held The Warriors of the Sand, and 

there was something about her stance that Kyle found alarming. He approached quickly and saw that she 

was surrounded with pieces of some broken white thing, and a blanket of white dusty powder. Her small 

camera was on the floor next to her, still in its case.  

Then he noticed that there was a good deal of broken glass on the floor around Marina, mixed in 

with the white dusty powder.  

“I had to let them out,” she said, in the same dreamy, preoccupied manner she had shown the 

previous evening before going to bed. “It wasn’t right.”  

With growing horror, Kyle realized that Marina had taken the heavy old antique typewriter from 

the front desk, and used it to smash open the glass case. Then she had taken out the three adjoining plaster 

casts of The Warriors of the Sand, and smashed them also, leaving the broken plaster pieces and plaster 

dust all over the threadbare carpet. The old typewriter, now mangled and twisted, lay nearby on the 

carpet.  

“Marina, for God’s sake, what have you done!” Kyle cried. “You’ve vandalized it!” 

“It belonged to Scribbler Jack,” she said. “It didn’t belong to the hotel, don’t you see? I had to do 

it.” 

“We need to leave, ASAP!” Kyle cried, grabbing Marina’s arm. “I think I saw the ranger over at 

the saloon. He could come in here any minute, and then you’d really be in trouble. This could mean a 

huge fine or even jail time! You’ve destroyed valuable state property.” 

Marina smiled an odd, crooked half-smile. She seemed unaware of what she’d really done, 

thought Kyle.  

“She’s lost her mind!”  he thought. “Yesterday she almost took my head off for wanting to nick a 

lousy little shot glass—!”  

He picked up the small camera and pulled her along by the arm with his free hand, out onto the 

verandah of the old hotel, keeping his eye cocked for any sighting of Red-beard the Ranger on Main 

Street.  

“What the—???” 



A huge cloud of dust was rolling straight toward them, from the other end of Main Street: rolls 

and rolls of thick, advancing yellow-gray dust and swirling sand. And the sun was bright again, incredibly 

bright and almost blinding.  

As the cloud made its way closer, Kyle could hear a kind of heavy pounding, which made a low-

pitched, dull kind of collective roar, and then he started to hear the high-pitched whooping of shouts in 

some foreign tongue, and he saw, for the first time, the flashes of the pony hooves and the fiery snorting 

nostrils, the buckskin clad legs kicking painted pony flanks, the sun glinting off the fittings of scores of 

raised Henry rifles, and the polished stone heads of arrows fitted to a hundred raised bows . . . 

“I had to let them out, don’t you see?” said Marina, in a somewhat mechanical, pleading voice, 

from somewhere beside him. “It’s what he wanted.”  

Across the street, from his vantage point standing on the porch in front of the Golden Fleece, the 

red-bearded man in uniform watched the mustang ponies gallop past, and an ancient memory stirred in his 

consciousness. “There’s nothing I can do now— it’s an Indian raid and them poor folks aren’t gonna get 

out of it,” he said to himself, quietly.  He shook his head in deep regret, and started to rub his right upper 

arm, having just remembered, after long years of murky confusion, the arrow that he took there, back in 

the Paiute War of Eighteen Sixty-Ought. 

# # # 

 


