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STORY SYNOPSES
 

 

Under the Grassy Knoll
(Richard Gleaves)
Don Petterman sells Kennedy assassination DVDs in Dealey Plaza. He’s spent fifty years hunting for Kennedy’s real killer and has nothing to show for it except unpaid bills and a lonely apartment. But when his new iPad falls through the sewer grate, he climbs down a rabbit hole to get it back, and finds more below the streets of Dallas than he’d ever imagined.
 

The Long Slow Burn
(Ernie Lindsey)
Bo Sheppard is content with being a small-time thief. It’s easy work. Pays well. Keeps the lights on and affords him enviable freedom. It’s never about walking away from it all after one big score. It’s about the challenge. But when he’s approached with an opportunity that could be worth billions, the real challenge lies in uncovering the truth, because he’s about to step into a conspiracy that stretches from a bedside lamp to the towers of Wall Street.
 

Day for Night
(Forbes West)
Key West, 1981. The beers are cold, the nights are hot, and a mind-bending new arcade machine is about to turn the life of one innocent bartender upside down. Reality and illusion mix in this tale of a terror that lurks in the alleys and bars of a quirky beach town after dark.
 

Chukotka
(Lucas Bale)
Two Alaskan cold-water surfers sail the Bering Strait in search of the gnarliest waves. A dying Chukchi hunter leaves his village for the desolate Siberian tundra, seeking to prove his usefulness to the wayward youth of his people. When the perfect man-made storm provokes the towering black waves of the Bering, and surges over the frozen Russian wilderness, it throws together old and young, East and West, forcing them to confront their prejudices in a desperate fight for survival.
 

That’s a Wrap from the Sea of Tranquility
(Eric Tozzi)
Meet Harry Waldo McNixon, film director. He’s a big shot. Worked for all the studios. Got a list of credits a mile long. But his greatest work as a filmmaker—his masterpiece—went uncredited. That’s because in 1969, Harry McNixon helmed the filming of the world’s most famous footage: the Apollo 11 moon landing.
 

Disappear
(Wendy Paine Miller)
The last person on earth Rowan Aduro could stand to lose is her sixteen-year-old daughter, Kiran. She’s too young. Too young to live without her missing father. Too young to lead an uprising. And far too young to be one of the hundreds who’ve been “disappeared.” But with cameras everywhere and the government monitoring every electronic communication, there is nowhere for Rowan to hide. Except in her dreams.
 

One Arm of the Octopus
(Michael Bunker)
When Matthew Luedecke leaves his small town for the university, he’s hoping for a new start and a more exciting life. He’ll get more than he bargained for. Recruited by a shadowy group of Nicaraguan ex-pats, Matt soon discovers how sheltered and blinded most Americans are when it comes to the covert machinations of world powers and the intricacies and danger of international intrigue. From an innocent pool party to a bloody firefight along the Coco River in Nicaragua’s dense jungles, Matt is about to find out that an "exciting life" may not be all it’s cracked up to be.
 

Heil Hitler!
(Peter Cawdron)
What if every conspiracy theory you’ve ever heard was true? What if the contradictions between various theories could be explained? What if, like Schrödinger’s cat, every theory was both dead and alive, both true and false at the same time? What would you believe? This is the dilemma faced by Suzie Harmon when her husband greets her one morning, saying, “Heil Hitler!”
 

The French Deception
(Chris Pourteau)
In the waning days of World War II—just as the Allies liberate Paris—a frail, weathered letter is discovered in France’s Archives diplomatiques. It’s a confession, penned in 1865 by Jean-Pierre Barras, a French Creole. He claims that Abraham Lincoln was murdered in 1862 by the Sûreté—the French intelligence bureau—and that he, Barras, a Southern sympathizer and Lincoln look-alike, has been impersonating the president ever since.
 

Manufacturing Elvis
(Jennifer Ellis)
When Anna Rooney accompanies her grandfather’s new girlfriend, Dolores, to Bermuda in search of Elvis, she doesn’t expect to find much. After all, Elvis is dead, Dolores is crazy, and Anna has her own challenges to deal with. But Elvis turns out to be a substantial ghost, and Anna discovers that perhaps fresh starts are possible, and that there might be as much to be gained from the chase as from crossing the finish line.
 

The Final Flight of Michael Aoki
(Edward W. Robertson)
It’s 1947, and the Soviet Union has nuked the West Coast. Within weeks, the rest of the United States will follow. The government has one hope left to defeat the enemy: the UFO recovered from Roswell. And pilot Michael Aoki.
 

Fear of the Unknown and Loathing in Hollywood
(Nick Cole)
An ex-government insider goes deep into darkest Hollywood, chasing a story. What starts as the search for yet more page-turning gossip turns into a gonzo-esque quest up a dark tributary along the river of fame, fortune, and the occult. Is The Fresh Prince of Bel Air really about a dead kid from the projects? Did Walt Disney really make a cartoon that offers an insanity-inspiring glimpse of Hell? And did a TV idol sacrifice his rival for stardom? Doc Midnite is on assignment, and not even his allies are safe.



Table of Contents



Foreword
(Joseph E. Uscinski)


Under the Grassy Knoll
(Richard Gleaves)


The Long Slow Burn
(Ernie Lindsey)


Day for Night
(Forbes West)


Chukotka
(Lucas Bale)


That’s a Wrap from the Sea of Tranquility
(Eric Tozzi)


Disappear
(Wendy Paine Miller)


One Arm of the Octopus
(Michael Bunker)


Heil Hitler!
(Peter Cawdron)


The French Deception
(Chris Pourteau)


Manufacturing Elvis
(Jennifer Ellis)


The Final Flight of Michael Aoki
(Edward W. Robertson)


Fear of the Unknown and Loathing in Hollywood
(Nick Cole)


A Note to Readers
(David Gatewood)




Foreword
by Joseph E. Uscinski 
 

 

Since the turn of the century, it seems as if conspiracy theories have dominated the American agenda. The first major terror attack to hit U.S. soil, on September 11, 2001, was quickly met with a deluge of conspiracy theories. Did the George W. Bush administration orchestrate the attacks as part of a false flag operation to start a war in the Middle East? Were the Twin Towers brought down by carefully placed explosives? Were Israel, the oil industry, or the British Royal Family involved? And what about Building 7?
Prominent organizations—as well as a small industry of movies, books, and websites—sprang up to offer competing explanations for the attacks. In 2006, polls showed that more than a third of the country believed that the Bush administration was either complicit, or was an active participant, in the attacks.
As Barack Obama surged to power in 2008, conspiracy theories swirled around the new president’s background, upbringing, beliefs, and policies. Many—almost thirty percent of Americans—believed that the first African-American president was a fraud: a Manchurian candidate brought about by powerful foreign interests to infiltrate the government and instill tyranny. As evidence of this plot, the supposedly missing, or incomplete, birth certificate was pointed to. Even after the birth certificate was presented in a presidential press conference, polls showed that beliefs in the president’s supposed foreign origins did not subside. If anything, discussion moved from the birth certificate to the unavailable college transcripts as evidence of the president’s shadowy and shrouded past.
During the remainder of his presidency, about twenty percent of the U.S. believed that Obama was a secret Muslim intent on hiding his true faith from the public. A similar percentage remains convinced that he is a clandestine communist agent.
The disaster on the Deepwater Horizon in the gulf was blamed on Obama. Some believed that the president blew up the well and purposely leaked oil into the ocean in order to push his “green” agenda. Shortly thereafter, violent tragedies occurred at Aurora, Colorado, Newtown, Connecticut, and the Boston Marathon. The intense national media coverage of these events was peppered with tales of false flag operations intended to increase government power and take away individual rights.
Why did conspiracy theories surround all of these high-profile events? Why did so many people appear to believe the conspiratorial explanations as opposed to the official stories? What drove people to seek alternative explanations, and then to go about compiling evidence to support those explanations? Did the seeming prevalence of conspiracy theories indicate that the country was heading into a paranoid conspiracy theory-induced frenzy unlike anything seen before? Did we have something to worry about?
It was these questions that drove me and my coauthor, Joseph Parent, to begin a four-year search for insight into conspiracy theories and the conspiratorial mindset. Our final product, American Conspiracy Theories—the first large-scale study of conspiracy theories in the United States—was published in the fall of 2014.
One thing I first noticed when beginning my research was that very little data existed on conspiracy theories. We all know they exist. But we didn’t have good measures on how many there were, how many people believed them, why, and to what end. Over the years, a few surveys had been taken about high-profile conspiracy theories like those surrounding the Kennedy assassination. But such polls were sporadic, and they didn’t tell us much about who believed the conspiracy theories and how that might have changed over time. For example, some polls taken in 2012 showed that about six percent of the U.S. believed that the moon landings were faked, and four percent believed that we are ruled by shape-shifting lizard people. One national poll in the late 1990s purported to show that almost eighty percent of respondents believed that aliens had landed at Roswell and that the government was keeping the truth from them.
To put this in context, hundreds of polls were taken every year during the last half of the last century (thousands are taken each year now). Scientists had strong data on attitudes toward the president, Congress, the political parties, the issues facing the nation, and political candidates, but very little on conspiratorial attitudes. I found this somewhat odd, given both the cultural and political importance of conspiracy theories.
Because of the lack of data, social scientists had a lack of answers. This allowed journalists and commentators to parade out many unchecked claims about conspiracy theories as if they were accepted wisdom. Conspiracy theories were often discussed as pathological, some sort of mental aberration that had befallen a poor victim. Were people who believed in conspiracy theories mentally ill? In popular culture, conspiracy theories seemed to be espoused over and over again by a specific caricature: a paranoid middle-aged white man living in his mother’s basement wearing a tinfoil hat and tapping into the cosmic rays on his ham radio. Was this caricature correct? Were conspiracy theories largely confined to people resembling Mel Gibson in the movie Conspiracy Theory, or Dan Aykroyd in Sneakers?
Another popular media trope was that conspiracy theories were disruptive to orderly society and could potentially lead to violence. This is an idea that continues to this day. Some in government have recently suggested taking action to rid the populace of their conspiracy beliefs by sending covert government agents into chat rooms to plant government-approved information. Do conspiracy theories present a danger to society? Are those who believe in conspiracy theories likely to commit violence? Are we in danger?
Questions such as these can be answered with data and analysis by social scientists like myself. In pursuing these questions, my coauthor and I conducted national surveys and also “went back in time” to track conspiracy beliefs by looking at more than one hundred thousand letters written to the editors of the New York Times from the 1890s to 2010.
Here is what we found.
First—and perhaps most comforting to those of you who have gravitated to a volume of short stories on conspiracies—everyone believes in one conspiracy theory or another, and most people believe in several. By definition, then, conspiratorial beliefs cannot be confined to the crazy, pathological, or mentally aberrant. (Unless of course you make the argument that everyone in the U.S. is crazy, pathological, or mentally aberrant.)
Just as a thought exercise, consider that if about a third of the country believes in Truther theories (that there was a conspiracy behind the 9/11 attacks) and an equal proportion believes in Birther theories (that President Obama is hiding his true place of origin), and that these two groups overlap little, then we have about sixty percent of the country believing in only these two conspiracy theories. On top of that, polls show that between sixty and eighty percent of Americans believe in some form of Kennedy assassination theory.
In short, if you believe in a conspiracy theory or theories, then you are certainly not alone. If you don’t believe in any, you are likely the odd one out.
Second, since conspiracy theories are so ubiquitous, it stands to reason that they cut across all demographics. Conspiracy theories are espoused by people belonging to every race, gender, age group, and religion. The caricature that conspiracy theories find a home exclusively with white middle-aged men just doesn’t hold up against examination. Consider for example the popular daytime television program The View. Of the several rotating hosts the show has featured, many have publicly espoused conspiracy theories. Whoopi Goldberg proclaimed a belief in faked moon landing conspiracy theories. Jenny McCarthy has suggested that pharmaceutical companies are hiding information about the harmful effects of vaccines. And Rosie O’Donnell is an avid Truther. Conspiracy theories are most certainly not just for lonely middle-aged men.
Our third major finding was that, while we are all familiar with the popular and enduring conspiracy theories, there are thousands that fly under the radar. How many of us are familiar with the theory that Congress secretly wanted to kill off all of our pet dogs? Or that lesbianism was a clandestine plot hatched by the CIA? Or that Jimmy Carter was a surreptitious Soviet agent? Or that Obama’s secret service protectors are of super-human reptilian descent? Or that the producers of The Dark Knight Rising are responsible for the shootings in Aurora and Sandy Hook? Many conspiracy theories come and go in the night—they gain few supporters and are left to wither. Few survive to gain a sizable following. And of those, even fewer will go on to become un-killable zombies, left to wander the earth potentially forever (think Freemason, Catholic Church, or Kennedy conspiracy theories).
The sheer number and variety of conspiracy theories suggest that they are not so much about trying to understand a handful of big events, or about piecing together evidence into a better explanation; instead, conspiracy theories find homes with people who have a conspiracy mentality.
Put simply, and not surprisingly, some people are inherently more disposed toward seeing conspiracy theories than others. People who are more disposed will believe in many conspiracy theories, and will not require much evidence to do so. To them, conspiracies lurk behind every corner. Those less disposed will require greater proof, because to them, conspiracies are not the norm—our powerful institutions are generally to be trusted. This is not to demean those who believe in conspiracy theories in any way—nor is it meant to demean those who don’t believe. Everyone has their own set of ideologies and worldviews that color the lenses through which they see the world. (Political left-right ideology immediately comes to mind.) These ideologies operate in the background, without us even knowing that they are guiding how we view the world.
This makes the discussion of conspiracy theories very difficult. Because belief in conspiracy theories is partially dependent on our underlying worldview, such beliefs are hard to negotiate. If information isn’t driving a belief, information will not change that belief. And this makes studying conspiratorial beliefs even more difficult. People rarely like to admit that their beliefs could turn on something other than a fair and unbiased survey of the evidence. But, since Freud, we have known that our beliefs and actions are driven by unconscious forces and desires.
Finally, we learned that those disposed toward conspiracy theories are slightly more accepting of violence. Does this mean that we should run home and lock the doors? No. If conspiracy theories always or even frequently drove violence, then the streets would run red with blood. (They don’t.) There are of course high-profile examples of conspiracy theorists committing violence—think Timothy McVeigh and the Oklahoma City bombing. But these high-profile examples are not indicative of the larger pattern. Instead we find that those who feel under threat from shadowy powerful forces feel more compelled to confront it than those who don’t feel such threat.
But to put all of this in context, conspiracy theories, while often getting a bad rap, offer some benefits for society. They are an unflattering way to speak truth to power. They are a tool for the weak to keep the strong in check. They can bring new information to light. And most importantly, they can sometimes be true. Think of two young journalists at the Washington Post who followed a conspiracy theory to bring down a sitting president.
Since we completed our work on American Conspiracy Theories, the country has witnessed a string of conspiracy theories that have invaded all aspects of culture. The Malaysian jet airliner that went missing in March 2014 conjured up plots involving the CIA, the Russians, the Chinese, UFOs, and even black holes. Derek Jeter’s performance in his last game at Yankee Stadium was met with conspiracy theories (mostly emanating from people in the Boston area). The Patriots’ playoff victories were surrounded by conspiracy theories involving deflated footballs (mostly emanating from people not in the Boston area). An outbreak of measles in Disneyland in California led to a renewed discussion of the safety of vaccines and fears that “big pharma” is hiding the dangerous effects of vaccines in order to guard its profits. Several states in 2014 considered measures that would require the labeling of genetically modified foods; proponents of the measures argued that the company that manufactured GMO seeds was purposefully hiding the dangers of the crops.
More recently, the CIA has been accused of hiding the existence of giant humans roaming the earth. Apparently, finding out about giants would be too much for Americans to handle, and the CIA needs to keep people safely pacified and in the dark when it comes to giants.
And just because new conspiracy theories have splashed across the radar doesn’t mean the old favorites have disappeared. Illuminati conspiracies, popular in the early 1800s, still exist—it’s just that instead of accusing Thomas Jefferson of being an Illuminati agent, Kanye, Beyoncé, and Jay-Z are now our Illuminati overlords.
As explanations of how the world works, conspiracy theories offer tantalizing accounts that all of us fall victim to at one time or another—the only difference is which theory, when, and based on what evidence. When I was a much younger student, I found myself attracted to Oliver Stone’s movie JFK. Having now seen the film a hundred times, I can easily spot the numerous plot holes, and I am aware that much of the evidence purporting to show a conspiracy is simply made up. Oliver Stone has admitted as much. But at the time, the idea of secret machinations involving the CIA, the military, Cuban exiles, the Dallas police, the Warren Commission, the media, the mob, and the New Orleans homosexual underground seemed entirely plausible.
The movie conjured in me a feeling that there were things out there that I didn’t know, and I didn’t know them because they were being purposely hidden from me. If a conspiracy could bring about the assassination of a president in broad daylight, what else was a charade? Was anything real? These are unsettling thoughts that can lead to Matrix-like thinking: are we just brains sitting in a jar somewhere with a computer monitoring our phony experiences? Quite unsettling indeed.
It wasn’t until 9/11 that I had to confront my own conspiratorial mindset in the interpretation of events that I was experiencing firsthand. Having Yankees tickets for September 10 (against the Red Sox) and September 11 (against the White Sox), I took the train in from New Haven to New York to celebrate my birthday. The Red Sox game was rained out. The next morning I awoke in midtown Manhattan to a changed world. Television reports early in the morning suggested to me that some small planes had gotten off course and crashed by accident. Information about the nineteen hijackers came out later in the day. I thought it wise to head from Midtown down to lower Manhattan to witness the tragedy in person.
One interaction I had there has always stuck with me. As I came within a few blocks of the burning towers, the National Guard had already begun to deploy on the street corners. The girl I was with at the time had purchased a camera and began taking pictures of the chaos that was unfolding around us. As we wandered down the street, a National Guardsman, complete with heavy artillery, shouted at us, “No pictures!” So we took a picture of him and ran!
Why would we be told not to take pictures? Surely there were thousands of people in the area witnessing the events. Was there something to hide, and if so, what would stopping me from taking pictures with my disposable Kodak do? Was this person attempting to conceal a plot? Was he under orders from higher-ups to limit the flow of information out of lower Manhattan? Or—as I am convinced—was he simply a public servant with the best of intentions doing the best he could under chaotic and uncertain conditions?
It was almost a decade later that I paid cash at a local coffee shop in Miami and got back a dollar bill. I noticed stamped on the bill in bright red was the phrase, “Do the Math: Drones + Implosions + Fake Planes on T.V. = 9-11 INSIDE JOB.” Interestingly, the bill was a series 2006. The person who stamped the bill did so at least five years after the attacks. This led to me to think about the sustained emotional energy and effort needed to carry the flag for a conspiracy theory for that long. Indeed, there are many true believers out there.
As you peruse the beautifully written stories in the remainder of this book, I urge you to be cognizant of your feelings as the various conspiracies unfold. Despite the skepticism I have developed over the course of my research toward certain conspiracy theories, I still get a strange feeling when a good plot unfolds before my eyes. There is nothing like it.
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Under the Grassy Knoll
by Richard Gleaves 
 

 

A TOURIST BUS pulled up alongside the Texas School Book Depository. The door blew open and a mix of American and foreign sightseers plopped out. Young, old, fat, thin. An Asian man with dark sunglasses and a white cane, a gay couple in their thirties, three chubby platinum blondes with Louisiana accents, a man dwarfed by his own ten-gallon hat, an African-American woman, visibly shaken, carrying a picture of JFK under her arm. The picket fence atop the grassy knoll put an arm around this motley group, as if to say, “howdy, friends,” and Dealey Plaza accepted a trickle of Yankee accents and camera clicks and gallows humor. The trickle spread down the brown slope, breaking into little clots of assassination buffs and pilgrims that congealed along Elm Street, gawking at the white “X” painted in the center of the road.
Don Petterman cursed to himself. It was unprofessional to just be setting up when the crowds were already arriving, but his rusty truck was on its last legs and he’d barely made it into Dallas through morning traffic. Don’s knees popped three times as he knelt on the sidewalk below the knoll. He stabbed his tripod into the dirt—just next to the JFK memorial plaque—getting its pointy feet in deep so the wind wouldn’t knock his display over. A grackle landed nearby and hopped past, searching in the grass for some crumb. The bird found a french fry—like a gold nugget in the weeds—and flew off with it triumphantly. The sight made Don grin.
There’s hope for us all.
A shadow fell on the grass. “Merry Christmas!”
Don looked up. A man in a business suit stood above, extending a twenty-dollar bill folded lengthwise.
“Merry Christmas!” said Don, beaming. He’d made a sale! And the day had barely started!
“You setting up?” said the man.
Don nodded. “Runnin’ a little late!” He picked up his laminate poster board and struggled to his feet, brushing his knees. He put the board on the tripod, making sure it was level, then turned back to the man. “How many DVDs would you like?”
“DVDs?”
Don nodded. “Cleanest copy of the Zapruder film ever sold. They’re ten dollars each. You want two?”
Don reached for the twenty, but the man pulled it away. He was staring at the pictures on the poster board: black-and-white blow-ups of the Kennedy autopsy photographs, the dead eyes of the thirty-fifth president open and vacant as buttons on a doll.
“Oh. Sorry,” said the businessman. “I thought you were… Salvation Army.” He gave Don a dubious look, pocketed the twenty, and hurried up the sidewalk.
Don sighed. Oh well. Honest mistake.
I do look like a bell-ringing Santa with a kettle. Maybe he shouldn’t have worn his red three-button cardigan today. But he wasn’t that fat. Not yet. And his beard had plenty of grey still, on his chin and in his sideburns at least, even if the rest had gone white.
He arranged a little table in front of the tripod and laid some DVDs on it, then knelt again and plugged the cord of his new iPad into the DieHard battery he kept hidden under the plastic skirt. The iPad had been a Christmas gift from his daughter—so he could swipe credit cards and not be stuck taking cash. The device made him feel old and guilty. Old because he didn’t understand how to work it. Guilty because Amy was a single mom and couldn’t afford the expense. And because he’d been unable to reciprocate, even though he’d promised to buy his granddaughter, Mikaya, a new bike.
Some Santa I turned out to be. But if I could make five sales today—just five lousy sales…
He had a Huffy on layaway at Target. Jackie Kennedy pink. Sure, it would be a few days late, but Mikaya couldn’t ride a bike until spring anyway.
Just five lousy sales…
Don got the iPad working, finally, and set it on the table in its stand. He watched the movie run through once. It really was the cleanest copy of the Zapruder film one could buy. Well, in Dealey Plaza at least. Really vibrant color. You could see the crowd clapping for the motorcade. The little girl skipping, waving to the president. The death car passing behind the Stemmons Freeway sign, the top of Jack’s head popping off, all in high-def and slow motion, computer-stabilized to reduce jitter. Worth ten bucks easy.
“So what’s your theory? Can you tell me?” A handsome southern dowager had appeared at Don’s elbow. She sported a new perm, gold earrings, and an enamel brooch in the shape of a Maltese terrier.
“Of course!” Don gushed, enthusiastic even though “What’s your theory” was the second-most-asked question in Dealey Plaza, right behind “Where’s the nearest bathroom?” He took his mark—the manhole cover—and launched into his spiel, raising his voice to be heard over the whir of passing traffic.
“About a hundred feet up Elm here is where the president was shot. We put an ‘X’ in the street to designate the location.” The woman nodded, gravely but a little impatiently. Not a newbie. Good to know. “The Warren Commission claimed that Lee Oswald fired from that window. The sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository. But the House of Representatives opened up the case in the seventies and said that was wrong. You can see in this autopsy photo here that the bullet hit the president in the back. If Oswald was six floors up, it should have exited down. But they say the shot came out of his throat, out the front of his neck.” He pointed. “His neck is way up here, so the bullet would’ve had to have curved up. The autopsy report didn’t show it that way, and for that reason the shot couldn’t have come from above and behind.”
“So what’s your theory?” the woman repeated. A few other tourists approached, listening in.
“W-well…” Don stuttered a little. Damn. He still got stage fright, even after thirty years. “A-as you can see from this excellent copy of the Zapruder film, the president is actually knocked backwards by the force of the shot.”
“Back and to the left,” said the woman, nodding.
“Back and to the left. And ninety-five percent of the brain matter from the head shot was found in the area behind the limo—there across the street.”
“You mean the Harper fragment,” said a kid with a bushy hipster beard and ball cap, in a tone of condescension.
Oh, jeez. There’s one in every crowd. The boy’s cap bore an image of a wolf howling at the moon. Don smelled a pissing contest about to start.
“The Harper fragment,” said Don, nodding. “Found by—”
“Bill Harper,” said the hipster.
“Billy Harper,” said Don. “It was parietal bone, which is from—”
“The back of the head.”
“The back of the head. As I was saying, in the autopsy photos—”
“Those photos are faked,” said the hipster. “That’s clearly a matte insert.”
“That’s one theory,” said Don.
“You should read David Lifton.”
“I have.”
“So totally fake. That’s no bullet hole in his back. That’s a blood clot. Why are you fooling these people? That’s disinformation.” The hipster pointed a finger at Don’s chest, his eyes narrowing. “Who are you working for?”
The dowager raised a hand. “My father knew Jack Ruby. He worked at the Dallas Times Herald in the composing department. Ruby used to come in and look at the mock-ups for his ads. You know, for the Carousel Club?”
The hipster nodded. “Ruby ran guns to Cuba. Look into Operation Mongoose.”
A young woman bounded up to the group. “So what’s your theory? Can you tell me?”
“Of course!” Don gushed. “Uh—”
“If I’m not interrupting?” The girl looked sheepish. She was pretty, her brown hair tied back with an orange scrunchie. She carried a steaming Dunkin’ Donuts cup, and her green fingernails sparkled with glitter polish. She’d caught the attention of the hipster, thankfully, and he’d turned his wolf in her direction.
“No problem,” said the hipster.
“No problem!” said Don. “I—I can start over.”
The dowager raised a hand. “And my cousin Bill was friends with Officer Tippit.”
“Who?” said the newcomer. “I’m from Canada. I don’t know aboot your history much.”
Don nodded, trying to find his place. “After the killing, they say, uh, Oswald shot a police officer in Oak Cliff.”
The hipster moved in on the girl. “That was part of the frame job. I can tell you all about it.”
“But Tippit was no innocent,” said the dowager, sagely. “My cousin says he was up to all sorts of things with the Mafia.”
“What year was Kennedy shot?” asked the girl, sipping her coffee.
“Nineteen sixty-three,” blurted the others, in unison, as if competing on a game show.
“And that was here? From the window?”
“According to the official report,” said Don.
“He was really shot from the grassy knoll,” said the hipster.
She blinked. “The what?”
“The knoll is where we’re standing,” said Don. “It’s this little hill. And according to many eyewitnesses the real shooter was up there, at the top, behind that fence.”
“Badge Man,” said the hipster, smugly. “You can see him in the Moorman photo. He was dressed as a cop.”
“Is that the same fence?” asked the girl, excited.
Don shook his head. “The pickets have been replaced seventeen times.”
“Oh my God,” said the girl.
“People take them as souvenirs.”
“What?”
“Yeah,” said Don. “I’ve seen people pull into the parking lot behind and run their cars into the fence and break it into pieces and take a picket. They graffiti them too.”
“That’s horrible!”
Don nodded, though he actually liked reading the graffiti on the fence. He had the scrawls memorized by now. “JFK: BEST PRESIDENT EVER.” “In JESUS we TRUST and SO DID JFK.” “We know what did not happen!!” “Government=Lying BITCHES.” “The Driver did it.” “Simon from Oz was here.” “A president lost his life. A nation lost its mind.” “N.W.O. Hit.” “We are the 99%!” “Oswald acted alone.” And his favorite: “RIP KFC,” apparently someone mourning the assassination of Colonel Sanders.
The girl looked disappointed. “So that’s not the original fence?”
“No.”
She frowned, thinking. “And the real killer was up there?”
“Somewhere in front of the car,” said Don, feeling like he was getting his groove back. “The brain matter went back and to the left, proving a shot from the grassy knoll.”
“Or the storm drain,” said the hipster.
“That’s very unlikely,” said Don.
“Are you kidding? It’s perfect!” The hipster walked into traffic. A car honked, and he shot the finger at it. He knelt and pointed at the rectangular vent of the curbside runoff collector. “The real killer was hiding down there. Like that clown in the Stephen King story?”
“Pennywise,” said Don, smugly.
“That’s not just my theory,” said the hipster, retuning to the sidewalk. “Read Jack Brazil.”
“I have.”
“My auntie,” said the dowager, “knew the judge who swore in LBJ. And she always said that Lyndon knew more than he let on.”
“That’s really interesting,” said the girl, sounding helpless. “I can’t keep it all in my head.”
Don gestured to his display, “Well, everything I talk about can be found on our DVD!”
“How much?” said the girl.
“It’s ten.”
“Oh, I… um… I only have a few dollars for the day.” She began to wander up the hill. The others had stepped back slightly as well, as if the gravity keeping them in orbit had weakened a bit.
Don reached for the iPad. “I can take credit cards now. Or debit cards. You will never see a clearer copy of the Zapruder footage. And there’s historical documentaries and interviews and…”
The girl shrugged. “Let me see how much I have. Maybe I’ll come back?”
“Save your money,” said the hipster. “He doesn’t know shit. Let me give you a tour!”
The girl shrugged and turned away with a smile. As the boy moved to follow her, his foot caught one leg of the tripod. The display tipped. The poster board caught a breeze. Don threw a hand out to grab it. He lost his grip on the iPad, which bounced away into Elm Street. The wheel of a car clipped it. The tablet somersaulted, made a dramatic U-turn, and clattered toward the opening of the storm drain. Don fell painfully to one knee, reaching. His fingers brushed the glass, but the device teetered and disappeared into the hole.
“Sorry,” said the hipster with a shrug. He walked off.
Don threw himself on his belly and hung his head over the curb, but he couldn’t see the iPad at the bottom of the hole. He stuck his arm in and flailed at the air, slapping cold stone. He tried to get his nails under the manhole cover to pry it up, but it was rusted shut. Damn it to hell. He flopped onto the grass and tried not to cry.
“So,” said the dowager. “You don’t actually have a theory of your own.”
“No ma’am,” said Don.
She shook her head and walked off, saying, “Then you shouldn’t waste people’s time.”
Don balled his fists and wiped his nose. Something stung his upper lip. His hand was crawling with fire ants. He slapped them away, threw himself forward, and tugged at the manhole cover again. It was no use. He stood, knees popping. His poster of autopsy photos had kited away too, sliding into Elm Street. A passing Hyundai drove over the president’s dead face.
“I got it, man,” said a voice. It was Don’s friend Wexler, the cheerful African-American man who sold Lone Gunman Magazine from a hip satchel. Don and Wex had divided the plaza between them. Don worked the sidewalk south of the headshot; Wexler worked everything north up to Houston Street.
His friend leapt nimbly into the road, snatched up President Kennedy, and carried him back to safety.
Don took the poster gratefully. “I lost my new iPad, Wex! It went down the storm drain.”
“That sucks, man. You ain’t never getting that thing back.”
“Isn’t there somebody?”
Wexler shrugged. “Maybe ask in the museum.”
Don winced. The Depository workers—custodians of the Sixth Floor Museum and the “Oswald acted alone” narrative—had fought a long cold war with the Dealey Plaza vendors—the conspiracy crowd. Neither side trusted the other. “I guess I have to. My daughter’s going to kill me.”
Wexler nodded. “So, uh, you clearing out for the day then?”
“Yeah. Take all of Elm. Till I come back at least.”
Wexler beamed. “Luck to you, man.”
Don gathered his belongings, then dragged them up the knoll and into the parking lot behind the picket fence. His rusted heap of a truck sat parked just behind, collecting twigs and acorns from the big oak above. He propped Kennedy in the passenger seat, laid the rest of his gear on the floorboards, wrestled the door closed—it was misaligned—and marched off, hitching his pants, wishing he’d worn suspenders, thinking of the pink bike his granddaughter would never ride.
Five lousy sales. Is that so much to ask?
The sign read “Dallas County Administration Building,” but no one called it that. This was the Texas Schoolbook Depository. Now and forever. A redheaded security guard stopped him on the steps. Don didn’t know the man’s name. Everybody called him “Irish.” He was a jackass.
“You know you can’t come in, Don. Not unless you buy something.”
“I’m not here to use the damn bathroom. I need a favor. My iPad’s gone down the sewer over on Elm Street. Anyone you know can open her up?”
Irish shrugged. “Well, that’s a new one. Fine. I’ll ask.”
Don followed Irish up the stairs and into the building. The man shot him a questioning look. “It’s cold,” said Don. “I’m buying a hot chocolate.”
Irish wagged a finger. “Don’t bother anybody. I’ll be right back.”
He walked off, leaving Don to wander the faux-marble lobby. A great line of people waited for the elevator to take them up to the sixth floor, to see movies and photos and artifacts and a re-creation of Oswald’s supposed sniper perch—shrine to the Official Story. To Don, they looked like sheep going to slaughter. He paused at the ticket window. The prices had gone up too. Twenty bucks? He shook his head, trying not to do the math. Hundreds of people a day, paying to be bamboozled. It made him sad. He feared for the future of the nation.
A girl in a red puffball hat—just Mikaya’s age—posed next to a blow-up of JFK’s limousine. Her father told the little princess to “Scootch closer to Jackie and smile,” then raised his camera. Click. Click. Click. Don shuddered and slipped into the museum shop.
He bought his hot chocolate and wandered the aisles, shaking his head at the price tags, at the tawdry spectacle of it all. Shelves overflowed with novelties and knick-knacks and bric-a-brac and tchotchkes. JFK paper dolls, nineteen ninety-nine plus tax. JFK peanut brittle, six dollars a pound. JFK tree ornaments, thirty bucks each, but half off now for the after-Christmas blowout sale. A glass case contained replicas of Mrs. Kennedy’s jewelry. A hundred bucks for a faux-pearl necklace, thirty for a replica of a brooch in paste. The shop sold all kinds of DVDs, too, at thirty bucks a pop. And books. So many books. He’d read most of them, of course. Six Seconds in Dallas, Best Evidence, Not In Your Lifetime, High Treason. He’d known many of the authors. Livingstone. Epstein. Mark Richardson, who’d written a definitive eight-hundred-page study of the Tippit shooting and had even been a consultant on Oliver Stone’s JFK, a fact which Mark never hesitated to mention at the LANCER conferences.
Why don’t I have a book? Don thought. But he knew the answer. The dowager in the plaza had nailed it. It was true. He didn’t have a book because he didn’t have a theory. Not a theory of his own. In all his years of Kennedy assassination research, he’d never discovered a single fact not already documented by others, had never made a single original contribution to the literature. No Second Oswald Theory, no Body-Snatchers-at-Bethesda Theory. No nothin’…
“Sorry, Don.”
Don looked up. Irish had returned. “What do you mean, sorry?”
“Sorry. We can’t help you.”
“Don’t give me that. You’ve got maintenance crews in this place, and tools. People who know the plaza. Hell, you could help me out if you wanted to.”
“Fine,” said Irish. “We don’t want to.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Lower your voice.”
“You can’t do me a favor? Help me get the drain open? Why not?”
Irish sighed. “Because, frankly, we don’t trust you. You guys love to go poking around in places you’re not allowed. First you want to go up on the roof, then into the railroad towers, then we hear about you people breaking into the Dal-Tex Building…”
“That was not me.”
“Well, this sounds like another scheme to do one of your little ‘research projects,’ and we’re sick of it. Sorry you lost your iPad, but maybe it’s a sign, huh?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Maybe you should get a life, okay?”
Don straightened. “I’m doing important work.”
“Sure you are.”
Don waved an arm. “It’s more important than the lie you boys are pushing.”
Irish frowned. “All you’re doing is spitting on Kennedy’s grave. Waving his autopsy photos at little kids.”
“I do not.”
“Show the poor man some fucking respect, okay? Now shoo. Before I’m forced to use my radio.”
“I respect Kennedy.”
“No you don’t.” Irish walked away. “You nutcases are a blot on his memory.”
Don whirled and pushed into the lobby—past a teenager grinning at a machine that for fifty cents would press Kennedy’s face into a flattened penny, obliterating the original head of Abraham Lincoln.
Don turned back at the museum entrance, hitched his pants, and shouted, “The emperor has no clothes!”
A hundred amused faces turned to gawk at him. Some laughed behind their hands. One man raised a camera. Click click click.
Don stomped outside and down the steps. He marched around the corner, unzipped, and pissed on the side of the Depository, turning the orange brick burnt umber. What was this “museum” except a bigger huckster peddling a bigger theory? The Lone Nut Theory. The Magic Bullet Theory. They were no better than he was.
He sipped his hot chocolate, reluctantly admitting that it was damn good, and fumed all the way back to his truck. He searched his toolbox, looking for something he could use. He found a length of chain, a flashlight, an empty plastic gas can, and some pliers. Nothing to open that manhole.
He had to face it. The iPad was lost. And the thing had cost Amy a fortune.
He sank to the ground by a tire of his truck, feeling helpless, staring at a wad of chewing gum on the back of the picket fence, at a little acorn lying by his shoe with its cap blown off.
An orange scrunchie appeared above the fence line. The Canadian girl. “Oh, look! The old man’s gone. I was aboot to buy a DVD.”
Don smiled and began to rise. A sale after all. But then a second head joined the first. A head in a ball cap with an image of a braying wolf. “Why the hell would you do that?” said the hipster.
“I feel sorry for him. Bit of a loser, eh? Can you imagine wasting your life like that? It’s really sad.”
The ball cap nodded, agreeing. The wolf and the scrunchie walked off together. After a few minutes, Don wiped his cheek and rose to his feet. His body felt worn out and so, so old. He walked down the length of the fence, to where the parking lot ended and the railroad tracks began, the tracks that crossed the triple overpass. He walked out onto the bridge, leaned against the balustrade, and sipped his hot chocolate, his belly pressed to the stone. The wind nipped his cheeks and the sky was gunmetal grey.
He came here often.
Dealey Plaza spread out below, the Front Door of Dallas. Three roads—Elm, Main, and Commerce—converged here. Like three rivers joining, flowing downward to disappear beneath Don’s feet. Here at the end of December, the dead grass made the knoll look like the dune of a beach spilling down to river’s edge, to a breaker of sidewalk where people stood throwing their hooks in, fishing for answers. Even the brown stone of the balustrade under his elbows sparkled with encrusted stones and shells like a riverbed. The only splashes of color were the clothes of the fishermen below, the splash of green that was a Texas live oak, and a tiny Christmas tree that sat forlornly in the center of the triangular island between Elm and Main, its tinfoil star quivering in the wind.
Strange that so much that had made Dallas Dallas had occurred within this little Plaza. The very first home ever built had stood on this spot. A little cabin now moved several blocks away. Dallas was founded here, back in 1841, the same year in which a U. S. President died in office for the very first time: William Henry Harrison, who caught pneumonia at his own inaugural address. Even before the assassination, Don had been familiar with this place. He’d loved history, growing up, and his Ro-Ro had indulged his curiosity.
She hadn’t lived to see Kennedy killed. Don had been a senior at Sunset High when that happened. They’d sent everyone home from school that day. He’d found his mama weeping on the floor of their living room, surrounded by spilled green stamps, crying: “They’ve killed my Kennedy! They’ve killed my Kennedy!”
It was inevitable that he’d be drawn back to Dealey Plaza. Over and over. The place had an undertow for him, an inexorable tidal tug. Besides, what else would he have done with a degree in history? He was proud that he hadn’t gone to work in some office, that he’d created his own job. Assassination work was recession-proof. He could never be laid off.
And he liked being here. It was what he was used to. He’d planted his feet in Dealey Plaza—on that manhole cover below—for thirty years, give or take. This was his home. More than his lonely little apartment in Irving was, for sure. Maybe more than his little brick house on Cleardale had been. His ex-wife had thought so. When he’d left the house, she’d mutter, “Headed home already?” knowing he was Dealey-bound. She’d resented the plaza the way another wife might resent a mistress. Part of why she left him. Other part was the money. Or lack of it.
The plaza had changed around him over the years, even if he’d stayed pretty much the same. The city had raised lampposts a little, had moved the Stemmons Freeway sign. They did these things to alter the sightlines, of course, to make the research more difficult. There was a lot more landscaping too—holly and dwarf nandina and variegated liriope—but the old pyracantha tree still grew wild with poisonous red berries next to the pedestal where Zapruder had taken his infamous home movie. Don had climbed up on that pedestal many a time. He’d felt like a vulture looming over a kill zone.
The plaza was his laboratory. He’d stood in the footsteps of every major witness. He’d been Mary Ann Moorman and Jean Hill, Buell Wesley Frazier, Billy Lovelady, Otis Williams, Babushka Lady and Umbrella Man, Emmett Hudson, Charles Brehm. He’d climbed into the railroad tower from which Lee Bowers had seen strange activity behind the picket fence. He’d lain in the grass below the pergola where witnesses once shielded their children from gunfire. He’d sighted Elm from the depository window. He’d been Oswald and Kennedy, he’d been Jackie and Secret Serviceman Clint Hill and Bobby Hargis the motorcycle cop.
Don glanced upward. The Old Red Courthouse looked like a gingerbread castle at the head of the plaza. Jack Ruby’s jail cell had been up there once, after he’d silenced Oswald. Old Jack had stared out of that window every day. Stared out over the plaza. What kind of life had that been? Don thought he knew, now. He’d been imprisoned here, too, and for longer. Becalmed in this little delta of history, like a boat stuck on a sandbar.
But there were answers here. He was still sure of it, as much today as when he was a young man. All the answers were here in Dealey Plaza.
But where?
A sudden groaning whistle sounded behind Don’s back. A passing train. Painted red, white, and blue, with a single star like the flag of Texas. He turned away from it, waited for the vibration under his feet to subside. The shadow of the train passed. It was going somewhere. Moving on.
He drained the last of his hot chocolate, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Maybe it was time he moved on too.
What was the point anymore? He’d found nothing, in all his years of exploration. Nothing new. He’d prospected here, panned these three rivers for knowledge, for the tiniest nugget—and hadn’t found a flake of fool’s gold. Or fool’s silver. Not even enough for a Kennedy half dollar. In all honesty, he was just as bewildered by the events of November 22, 1963, as he’d been at the pimply age of seventeen, full of fire and brimstone and righteous indignation, ready to avenge a slain president.
“Bit of a loser, eh? Can you imagine wasting your life like that? It’s really sad.”
The Canadian girl’s eyes had been turquoise, like the waters of the reflecting pool along Houston Street. Like the eyes of his ex-wife, who had staked her claim elsewhere, years ago. Like the eyes of his little granddaughter who deserved a bike from her Grampy-gramps.
He sighed. He could bear being old, being poor, being alone, if only he could leave something behind to his girls. To his country. Scratch out a nugget of truth—a bright shell, the tiniest pebble—before he went to his grave. Something to show for all this time. For all this river of time. Some discovery of his own, like the skull fragment little Billy Harper had found in the grass—just lying there, days after the assassination. That boy and his skull fragment were in the history books now. Imagine that.
But there was no nugget for Don Petterman. And there never would be. He had wasted his life.
“Bit of a loser,” he muttered. “Yes, indeed.”
He turned away angrily, looking for someplace to throw his hot chocolate cup. He followed the railroad tracks back to the parking lot atop the knoll, leaving the overpass and circling behind the fence again, peering over the pickets, watching the distant crowd mingling on Elm Street below. He sighed. Wexler had taken Don’s place on the manhole cover—and was doing decent business from the looks of it.
Don stumbled and glanced down. His heel had caught between the bars of a drainage grate just behind the picket fence. He dropped his cup through it. It bounced into a wide tunnel, rolled downhill in the direction of Wexler, and disappeared.
This is part of the same drainage system.
He knelt and peered into the space beneath. The bore of the tunnel stretched downward at a forty-five-degree angle. It must catch rainwater from the parking lot and carry it downhill, Don decided. Downhill under the knoll to spill into the main pipe alongside Elm, probably intersecting right at the catch basin where his iPad waited.
He bit his lip, thinking. This tunnel was plenty wide enough to squeeze through… if he could get the grate open.
He tugged at the bars. Also rusted solid, but…
The chain.
He returned to his truck, backed it up to the grate, and pulled the chain out of his toolbox. He wasn’t taking shit anymore. He was not going to putter off and let Dealey Plaza steal his iPad too. Not Amy’s Christmas present, not when the place had stolen so much already. He was taking something back. The same way he’d seen souvenir hunters steal pickets by smashing the fence with their cars: by brute force.
He threaded the chain through the grate, attached the other end to his tow hitch, and got behind the wheel. He started the engine, kissed his fingertips, and pressed them to the poster of President Kennedy, riding shotgun.
He hit the gas. The truck leapt forward, flying for the railroad tracks.
He thought for a second that he’d leap the tracks, tumble down the far side, and explode, but the truck stopped as suddenly as if it had struck an invisible wall. Kennedy flew forward. The tires gripped the pavement and threw gravel at the picket fence. Something behind Don—behind and to the right—made a sound like a gunshot. The truck lurched again, President Kennedy fell sideways onto the floorboards, and Don hit the brakes.
The Lee Harvey Oswald bobblehead doll glued to his dash nodded and smirked. Sometimes brute force is how you get things done. And the job was done. Don climbed out and found the grate ripped completely from its bolts, exposing a rabbit hole leading… somewhere.
Maybe even to Wonderland.
He untangled the chain and parked his truck down the row.
He moved quickly, grabbing his flashlight and swinging his legs over the hole. Someone would have heard that sound; it had echoed across the whole plaza. He was liable to get arrested if he didn’t hurry. He jumped down, wincing at the jolt to his ankles. He turned and pulled the grate closed over his head.
The hollow tunnel felt like a jail cell. The shadows of the bars above slanted across Don’s belly and arms. The walls were poured concrete. A thick carpet of debris covered the bottom. A dead bird lay eyeless and ant-eaten nearby. Don nudged some wet leaves over it. Poor thing.
A wide passage sloped downward toward Elm Street. Don played the flashlight around the walls of the endless rabbit hole. He crouched and took a tentative step inside.
He froze. Someone was speaking down there in the dark. A man’s voice, distorted by echoes. Don followed the sound, and the words sharpened into focus.
“It appears as though something has happened in the motorcade route. Something, I repeat, has happened in the motorcade route!”
Don’s breath caught.
Another voice whispered sadly from the darkness below. “The air of the plaza was filled with the most incredible screaming. It was as if every choir in the country had gathered there and they were all singing out of tune. Off-key. It was the most incredible sound…”
Don began to tremble. He felt as if he were creeping into the past, down into those dark days. But that was impossible, wasn’t it? The voices went on, speaking of Parkland Hospital, of the heroic efforts by medical personnel. Don heard a soft whirring sound growing behind the voices. The sound of distant traffic. His flashlight found the end of the rabbit hole. The catch basin at the side of Elm. Walter Cronkite was waiting for him, the familiar voice rising from the floor.
“From Dallas, Texas, the flash apparently official. President Kennedy died at one p.m. Central Standard Time, some thirty-eight minutes ago…”
Don knelt. His iPad lay among the leaves. It was still playing—the documentary section of his DVD. Cronkite cleared his throat, regaining his composure.
“Vice President Johnson has left the hospital in Dallas, but we do not know to where he has proceeded; presumably, he will be taking the oath of office shortly and become the thirty-sixth president of the United States…”
Don picked the iPad up. Oswald appeared on screen. The screen was cracked, but the device was otherwise okay. The leaves must have cushioned the fall. He messed with the touchscreen until he was able to pause the movie, just as Jack Ruby stepped out of a crowd, pistol in hand. Don tucked the iPad under his arm and stood, grateful to finally straighten his back.
Light poured into the space through the receiving gutter. A set of wheels blurred past, puffing dust particles through the gap. Don waved the air and sneezed. The manhole cover was just over his head. He wondered if he could get it open from below and climb out. He imagined surprising Wexler, popping his head up like a jack-in-the-box. But the metal disc wouldn’t budge. Don shrugged, wiped his hands, and turned to climb back up to the parking lot, mission accomplished.
But what was the hurry? This was a part of the plaza he had never seen, might never see again. What had the hipster said? Was it possible for an assassin to fire from this position?
Don inspected the opening to the road. The asphalt had been built up over fifty years. About five or six inches had been added, narrowing the opening. He ran his finger across the lowest strata, the original pavement, the actual Elm Street of November 1963. He felt a strange wonder and dread, both at once. He peered out, blinking against the light and dust. A car whipped past, surprising him.
That’s the flaw with this sniper position, Don thought. How would an assassin even be able to see the president coming? How would he know when to be ready? Would a 1963 radio be able to get a signal down here?
Don raised a finger, cocking it, and pointed it up the road, toward the air where Kennedy’s head would have been. “Back and to the left,” he whispered thoughtfully.
Yes, with the wider opening it would have been possible for the shot to have come from here. It was actually an ideal spot. No one would have seen him; he wouldn’t have been captured by any camera, or noticed by the Secret Service. And as far as being ready for the car when it came… Well, if he had a spotter…
What about Umbrella Man? There’d been that fellow standing on the sidewalk with an open umbrella, just up the road from this position, pumping it up and down as Kennedy approached. That could have been the heads-up. It made a chilling kind of sense and—
—and it was his own original theory.
Don blinked and grinned. Could he have actually come up with something new? It wasn’t much of a nugget but—it was an idea, arrived at first-hand, here in the drain.
A tiny wonderful thing, an original idea.
He leaned back against the stone, amused with himself for being so excited about something he couldn’t prove. But this had been his most productive day of research ever, and it made him feel—oh, like he was moving, somehow. Shaken off his sandbar, asking questions, getting something done.
But he was also claustrophobic and his nose was running.
He said goodbye to the drain, picked up his iPad, and climbed back up the rabbit hole. He heard voices again, saying, “It sounded like a gunshot.” “Did you see anyone back here?” “No, but it was definitely behind the fence and toward the bridge.” “If this is a joke…” “No. I swear.” “Why would we lie aboot it?”
It was the Canadian girl, the hipster, and Irish, walking back and forth beyond the grate.
Shit.
Don wasn’t about to pop back out and be banished from the plaza forever by that Sixth Floor bastard. Irish could do it, too. The police always took the Lone Gunman side when called to Dealey. Don scooted backward down the hole, back to the chamber along Elm Street. He’d have to wait for the heat to blow over.
Don smiled. The shooter would have had the same problem, wouldn’t he? Witnesses had run up the knoll to mill about in the parking lot behind the fence, just as the hipster and the girl and the big red asshole were doing right now.
Okay, so I just shot the president but I can’t get out that way. The shooter wouldn’t have stayed put, though.
Two other tunnels stretched off to the right and left, following Elm. In which direction might the assassin have made his getaway? Don scratched his beard. To the south these storm drains emptied into the Trinity River. Was that the answer? Had the killer gone south and out at the Trinity? It wasn’t that far. Or had he gone north? There were other tunnels under downtown Dallas, going back a century or more…
He drummed his fingers on the stone. South felt right. Downhill, away from the crowds. Away from downtown Dallas and its throng of motorcade watchers. He turned his flashlight on and played the beam down the cramped tunnel.
No. Don’t even think about it.
But he knew he would. He was going to follow the killer, find out if he was right, if it could be done. He stuck the iPad under his arm again and crouched. The tunnel was tight, but he fit.
If Santa can go down a chimney…
He waddled awkwardly down the shaft, like a sumo wrestler entering the ring. Yeah. That’s exactly what he was doing. He was in the game now, mixing it up, wrestling with history mano a mano.
Gravity helped him along. He followed a trickle of rainwater that ran sluggishly down a rust-orange groove in the pipe.
Thank god it’s not a sanitation sewer.
The place smelled oddly pleasant, like homeroom after banging erasers.
Admit it, Petterman. You’re having the time of your life.
He dropped the iPad a couple of times as he traveled, felt himself displaying plumber’s crack more than once, and sweated bullets. But the grin never left his face.
Until he felt the tunnel shaking all around him.
He felt a twang of panic. He pressed his fingers to the stone. What was going on? Was it a cave-in? It felt like he was inside a concrete bell striking midnight. Was it an earthquake up there? World War Three? He made a guesstimate of how far he’d traveled, drew a mental map of Dallas, and the answer came to him. He was under the interstate. The traffic on I-35 was shaking his little tunnel, that was all. Nothing to be worried about.
As he pushed on, he found himself glancing warily at the tiny cracks in the concrete—the sinister little lightning bolts to his left and right and above.
Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea. But I ain’t going back. No sir. I’ve got to know. I’m never getting another shot at this.
Other tunnels joined his own, like the three rivers of Dealey Plaza—the joining of roads into one central throughway. Don stubbed his toe and dropped the flashlight. It went out. He blurted curses and fumbled for it, grateful when his palm wrapped around it again and the switch brought glorious light. If he lost his light he’d be screwed royally.
Let’s just get to the Trinity, get the hell out, and be done. You’ve satisfied your curiosity.
Don scowled, realizing he’d have to walk all the way back to his truck—find a way to cross the interstate—on foot this time, and—
Something struck his forehead, bringing stars. He blinked and cursed. He’d wandered right into a barred gate, floor to ceiling. He rattled it. It barely budged. The water could still get out, but he sure as hell couldn’t.
Well, shit. There went that idea. Now what?
A voice cried out from his armpit: “Oswald has been shot! Lee Oswald has been shot!”
The damned iPad had started playing again. He stabbed at the screen, messing with it for a full five minutes, trying to make it stop, as Oswald was rushed to Parkland hospital. He finally killed the damn movie in the middle of Kennedy’s funeral. Jackie looked up at him from the screen, her face ashen behind a veil of black.
Don shifted around with difficulty and duck-walked back uphill. But he reached an intersection of three pipes, all identical, and didn’t remember which one he’d entered through. He cursed himself for not dropping breadcrumbs. He felt panic gathering, remembered the moment when the flashlight had failed. He felt his age and the danger of his predicament. His back ached like a bitch. What if he wandered down here forever?
He chose a tunnel and pressed upward, pulling himself along with one hand, imagining that at any moment he’d pop out of someone’s toilet with a tale to tell. But his tunnel veered leftward, which wasn’t right, and closed in until he had no room to turn. He found another intersection, tried to double back. The concrete walls became crumbling brick. Roots poked through the stone. Piles of dirt marked past cave-ins.
This was the worst idea ever.
He reached another gate and screamed at it. He scootched backward, inch by inch, unable to see where he was going, his sweater riding up, blubber dragging the floor, skinning his knuckles, dribbling tears and snot into his beard.
Then the floor vanished.
Something popped under his knees and fell away. His legs swung, his feet slammed against the side of some sheer drop. His own girth dragged him backward toward the edge. It might be a five-foot drop or a thousand. He tried to brace himself and dropped the flashlight. It slipped farther and farther away, out of his reach…
… and he fell.
For a moment he thought he was falling forever. He hung in midair, like Alice in the Disney cartoon, drifting down the rabbit hole, buoyed by the umbrella of her skirt. Had he been caught by an angel? He felt hands in his armpits, saving him from death. His breathing slowed. No. His red cardigan had saved him. The thick knots of it had snagged some piece of metal. He dangled, his feet bicycling the air. He reached—feeling for the edge of the pit—
And something ripped.
The cardigan tore, ever so slowly, with a sound like popcorn in a microwave. He lurched downward once, twice, then plummeted with a cry of terror. The ground kicked him in the knees and his pants split. He fell forward with a shout, shielding his face, and the ground smacked both his funny bones for good measure. He lay on his belly in the dark, groaning, wondering if he’d broken his legs or his back, afraid to move and find out.
At last he rolled onto his side and looked up. He’d fallen through a sluice gate into some reservoir pit. By the distant, dim glow of his dropped flashlight, he could make out the nub of metal that had saved his life. The only remaining piece of a ladder, the rest gone to rust. He wouldn’t be getting out the way he got in.
He sat up, happy to discover that he could still wiggle his toes. His knees and elbows throbbed, but he hadn’t broken anything, as far as he could tell. A sharp ache above his navel told him he’d aggravated an old hernia. It could have been far worse.
He leaned forward and felt for the wall, searching for an exit, finding none. He followed the stone leftward and found a drain hole about eighteen inches wide. That was no help. He turned around, to try the opposite direction.
He didn’t know at first why he froze, stock-still, like a deer under the eyes of a predator. He’d gasped, too, before his conscious mind had a chance to analyze or understand. Blood flushed his cheeks and throbbed in his ears.
He wasn’t alone.
A shadow sat slumped against the far wall. Unmistakably human. Its head lay cocked to one side, and its legs were splayed out. The shadow was watching Don, waiting for his approach, waiting to be introduced.
“H-hello?” Don stammered, stepping back until his wet shoulders pressed cold stone. “I-is someone th-there?”
He waited for a reply, but none came. Just his own breathing, magnified by echoes. He moved toward the figure tentatively, not crossing the open space but hugging the stone like a security blanket. The form grew more distinct.
It was a corpse.
Don did not shriek. He did not flee. He had nowhere to run. He did not wet himself. He might have done any one of these things, or all of them, but surprise overrode his fear. Surprise at what lay across the corpse’s lap.
A rifle.
Don stepped away, trembling, trying to process what he had found. Surely it wasn’t—
Music sounded from beneath his left foot. Taps. The iPad had resumed playing the Kennedy funeral. He paused the film and, by the screen’s light, saw the corpse clearly.
The body had lain in this place for a long time. It was the body of a young man. A man with a military haircut. The flesh of his cheeks had long since mummified, and his nostrils had retreated, widened as if to sniff the dusty air. His mouth hung open ever so slightly, the brittle lips parted by the tongue attempting to fall away. And he wore the uniform of a Dallas police officer. Not the modern uniform, but the old-style black with the half circle of an insignia on the shoulder.
The rifle on his lap was distinctive. Don recognized it from Livingstone’s High Treason. A Remington Fireball X-100, an experimental model manufactured in 1962. Shorter than a normal rifle, more like an elongated pistol, perfect for firing from an enclosed space. Like…
A storm drain.
Don slipped to the floor, trying not to pass out. He was lightheaded. Could this be—could this actually be who he thought it was?
Had he found the grassy knoll shooter?
He ran through the possibilities, the pain in his knees and elbows forgotten, his own predicament an afterthought.
Yes. The shooter had tried to escape down the tunnels—down to the Trinity. But he’d never made it. The shooter had probably come up against that same gate, had become lost, just as Don had, had wandered down the wrong fork, had fallen. But he hadn’t been caught halfway through the fall. He had died of his injuries. And so the shooter had lain here, all this time, in this abandoned, dry well under the streets of Dallas. Waiting, like the mummy of King Tut.
Waiting for me.
A great heaving sob convulsed Don’s lungs. He couldn’t help it. The tears came. The sobs became nausea. He fell onto one elbow and spat acid and cocoa onto the floor. He wiped his face and took a deep breath.
He scootched closer to the figure, the iPad raised for light. One of the corpse’s elbows was cocked outward at an odd angle. The corpse held something under its arm. Don reached out a trembling hand. A grey plastic cylinder. His fingers closed on the end of it and he pulled.
The corpse leapt at him, the head falling forward as if to bite Don’s neck. Don recoiled with a cry. The corpse fell still. An odor of dust rose. Not the chalk dust of homeroom, no, not a smell of youth, but of eternity—a smell of decay beyond rot. The ashes left when the fire of life has guttered.
The cylinder hung on a strap around the corpse’s neck. That is why it had leapt. That’s all. Don gathered his courage. He pulled the strap up, gently, guiding it over the head. The strap brushed the skull and wiped a swath of black hair away, revealing parietal bone, like the Harper fragment that young Billy had found in the grass. Don raised the corpse’s chicken-bone arm and removed the cylinder, then scrabbled away as quickly as he could.
He unscrewed it and peered inside. The cylinder contained documents. He pulled them out. A map of the plaza, marked with several excellent sniper locations. Don counted seven, including the storm drain on Elm. Sites of actual shooters, or prospective firing places?
The second sheet was written in code. Don couldn’t decipher it, but surely someone could. He found a bus station locker key, a claim ticket from a parking lot stamped 211163. A photo of Oswald’s house in Oak Cliff and the scrawled address on the back: 231 W. Jefferson. But that wasn’t Oswald’s address, no. That was the Texas Theater, where Oswald was arrested.
It was absurd and wonderful and impossible, but Don felt as if the Lost Library of Alexandria had fallen into his lap. The Rosetta Stone, the—hell, the everything!
He pushed the corpse back upright with the end of the cylinder and stared into the eye sockets of Kennedy’s killer. He had been hunting this man for fifty years, had stood on that manhole cover—on the very entrance to the killer’s tomb—for thirty.
“I see you,” Don whispered. “I know what you did. And I see you.”
The corpse looked sad, somehow, despite the grin.
On the iPad in Don’s lap, the funeral was playing again. John-John stepped forward and saluted his daddy’s passing coffin. Rage welled up in Don. His fist shot out and he punched the corpse in the jaw, hard enough to spin its head so it cracked against the wall, knocking the damn grin off its face. It was a blow struck for the doomed little boy in the picture.
He shook his head, pulling himself together.
Am I doomed too?
The thought blared in Don’s head now. He hadn’t thought things through. The body didn’t lay sprawled directly under the hole above. The man hadn’t died immediately. He’d lived. He’d died of hunger or thirst or—
Don saw and understood.
With the head of the corpse twisted to one side, he could see that part of the back of the head was missing. Not parietal bone. Lower down. Occipital bone. And the wall behind the corpse was stained black.
Don’s eyes trailed to the Fireball. The right index finger still lay on the trigger.
The man had put a bullet in his mouth. Had hunger driven him to it? Or thirst?
He couldn’t take the guilt, Don decided, with a stab of satisfaction.
But the point remained. The man had been trapped here, which meant Don was trapped, too. He stood and did three passes around the entire perimeter. No way out. The iPad played softly, as Jackie lit the eternal flame.
The iPad!
The damn thing had the Internet in it! He could call for help. Don snatched the thing up, turned off the media player, and searched for the web browser, feeling a surge of hope.
A small grey box appeared on screen:
 

You Have 5% Battery Power Remaining
 

Don’s heart stopped. Why had he let the thing run? Oh, God. He’d be in the dark soon. In the dark with this corpse. He had to move fast or he’d die and… and no one would ever know what had happened to him. And worse, they’d never know what he’d found. The documents, the body, the gun—all of it.
Don quickly arranged the pages on the floor, side by side, and took pictures of them with the iPad’s camera. He took pictures of the gun, the cylinder, the uniform of the corpse, the bus station key, the photo. He found a white card in the man’s front pocket. A business card from Jack Ruby’s Carousel Club. With a phone number on the back.
He had to get these pictures out. He stood, turning the iPad in the air, searching. The screen read NO SIGNAL in one corner. He stood directly under the grate where he’d fallen, arms outstretched. Miraculously, NO SIGNAL disappeared, replaced by a little half-circle.
He could get through.
But… he’d never sent an email on this thing before. He didn’t know how. How could he get his pictures to the world? Unless—
Yeah. Yeah!
His daughter had shown him the device’s features on Christmas morning. She had called him. Just like a real phone call. What was it? On the Skype? The FaceTime? He had just found the button for the app when the tiny grey box appeared again.
 

You Have 2% Battery Power Remaining
 

Hurry. Hurry.
He couldn’t remember his daughter’s number at first. He was too panicky. He considered 9-1-1. But he must have hit something, because the thing beeped and started ringing.
“Hello?” came a tiny voice, echoing. It was Amy.
“Honey! I need to tell you—”
“Oh, hey, Dad,” she said, lackadaisically. “It’s not a good time. I’ve got Mom on the line and—”
“Listen to me! It’s an emergency! I need help!”
She sighed. “Okay! Okay! Two seconds.” Something clicked.
“Hello? Hello?” Don called. Had he lost her? Had the signal gone dead?
Amy’s voice returned. “Okay. What’s the emergency?”
“I’m trapped in a storm drain. I went down the storm drain at Dealey and I’m trapped down here!”
“You’re what? You’ve got to speak up. It sounds like you’re down a well.”
“I am down a well!”
“Bring the microphone closer.”
“I can’t. I’ll lose the signal.”
“Let me try to hang up and call you back.”
“No. No!”
Another long silence.
“Amy, are you there?”
“Sorry. Mikaya was having a fit.”
“Listen closely. I’m trapped in—”
The grey box returned.
 

You Have 1% Battery Power Remaining
 

This was it. He had to make a choice, either to try and explain his predicament and secure rescue or to send the photos out. Now, before he ran out of power.
His own life, or the truth about JFK.
It wasn’t much of a choice. Hell, he’d made his choice fifty years ago.
“Amy, I need to send an email.”
“God, Dad.”
“Walk me through it.”
She sighed. A long-suffering shoot-me-now sigh. “Open your mail app.”
“Which is that?”
“You see on the main screen? The box with the little envelope?”
“Got it. Now what?”
“Look on the right. It’s a box with a little pencil.”
“I just see a Happy Christmas message from you.”
“That’s the mail I sent on Christmas,” she said, exasperated.
“How do I send you something?’
“You see an arrow?”
“No. Wait. Yeah. Sorry. I can’t see the screen too good.”
“Two seconds. Mikaya! Put that down! You want to say hi to Grampy?”
“I can’t, honey. Just… just kiss her for me. ’Kay?”
“’Kay. Did you hit the arrow?”
“I hit the box with the pencil.”
“It’s easier to send to me if you just hit the arrow. Hit cancel.”
“Where’s cancel?”
“On the left.”
“Oh. Now I just see Happy Christmas again.”
“Dad, I’m cooking lunch. Can we—”
“I got it. I got the arrow.”
“Do you see ‘reply’?”
“Yeah! Do I hit it?”
“Hit ‘reply.’”
“I hit it. Now what?”
“Type your mail.”
“I don’t have time to type. I need to send pictures!”
“What are you sending me?”
“Just tell me.”
“I don’t have time for joke pictures today.”
“Amelia Petterman, you do not hang up on me!”
“Hold your finger on the screen.”
“I’m holding. I see it. Insert photo?”
“Now choose your library.”
“And choose photo?”
“Yes!”
“Hold up. I’m doing it.” Don attached the photos one by one. “Now hit send?”
“Now hit send.”
Don touched the button. The mail disappeared. “How do I know it went out?”
“You’ll hear a whoosh.”
“There’s no whoosh!”
“What? You’re breaking up.”
“There’s no whoosh!”
“I can’t hear you. It’s gone really bad.”
Don understood. The pictures were going out—trying to—and he didn’t have enough signal for the mail and the call both.
“I love you, honey.”
“What?”
“I love you.”
“I love you too. What’s going on?”
Don touched a button and ended the call. Amy vanished with a click. He stood with arms outstretched, holding his message high, to the distant glow of a dying flashlight, waiting, praying…
The screen went dark. The power gone.
But not before he heard…
… a whoosh.
Don Petterman sank to his knees, tears running down his cheeks.
He had done it.
He fell back to sit on the cold stone. He crossed his legs, folding his hands in his lap. Amy would understand what he’d sent. God knows he’d trained her in JFK lore. If no one ever rescued him… she’d be the one to spread the photos to the world. And… and she’d be rich. She’d give interviews, go on talk shows. Her dad had set her up for life, like a dad should. Enough to buy a hundred bikes for Mikaya, in every color. And maybe Amy would figure out where he was. Maybe they’d find his truck, his tracks. Maybe he’d be rescued. Maybe it would take a day or two. Or maybe no one would ever come.
What did that matter?
He’d done what he’d been put on Earth to do.
And that was everything.
“Ask not,” he whispered, wiping away a tear. He didn’t have the voice to quote the rest.
He felt young, here at the end—if it was the end. Young and invincible. Immortal. And maybe he would be immortal, now. His name in the history books. Don Petterman, who gave the world The Answer at last. Available in hardcover from Bantam Books. Twenty-nine ninety-nine plus tax.
And he had found The Answer. The final, conclusive proof. There was no more prospecting now. No more theorizing. No more futile howling at the moon.
It was… over.
All of it. The arguments, the chat groups, the conferences, the questions, the infighting, the pissing contests, the territory squabbles, the kooks, the frauds, the theories, the wondering…
Over.
He scooted over and sat against the wall, next to the man so many had searched so long to find. His great white whale. His mirage in the desert. The son of a bitch who had ended Camelot. The head of the corpse hung limply, staring at him. He turned its eyes away and patted its knee.
“From here on out it’s you and me, asshole. Just like it’s always been.”
Don smiled, closed his eyes, and waited to be found.
“Just you and me.”
They waited together, the killer and the conspiracy nut. They waited side by side for a long time. Peacefully, patiently. Snug as two bugs. There was no hurry. The work had concluded for both. All mysteries had been resolved, all riddles answered, all enigmas laid to rest. No. Put to bed. Put to bed at last. Below the streets of Dallas, down in the darkness…
… under the grassy knoll.



About the Conspiracy Theory:The JFK Assassination
 

 

Condensing the vast JFK Assassination conspiracy literature down to a few short paragraphs is as impossible as summarizing J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Silmarillion in the space of a haiku. No single event in western history has been so minutely scrutinized or endlessly magnified as the murder by gunshot of the thirty-sixth U.S. president, except perhaps the crucifixion of Christ.
Here are the facts that almost everyone agrees on. (I say “almost” because there’s probably someone out there who has written a thousand-page treatise to prove that John Kennedy never existed, is still alive, or that his murder was a mass hallucination sparked by fluorine or chem trails. The first thing you learn studying JFK is: There Is Always Some Guy.)
On November 22, 1963, Kennedy and his wife Jackie traveled through Dallas, Texas, in an open motorcade. When the presidential limousine reached Dealey Plaza [SOMETHING HAPPENED!] and the president was declared dead at Parkland Hospital roughly a half hour later.
That’s pretty much all that you can say everyone agrees on.
So what happened?
Here’s where it gets dicey. The official investigation—known as the Warren Commission—declared that three shots were fired, that one missed, and that the two remaining bullets produced all the reported injuries. One bullet, known as the “magic bullet” in the literature, was hypothesized to have passed through Kennedy and to have injured Governor John Connelly, who was also riding in the car. All bullets were said to have been fired from the window of the Texas Schoolbook Depository, a sniper position above and behind, by former marine Lee Harvey Oswald, aged twenty-four. Oswald died two days after Kennedy, shot in the stomach by nightclub owner Jack Ruby who, at his own trial, claimed to have been distraught over Kennedy’s death.
In the fifty years since, every assertion of the official report has been questioned, every piece of evidence impeached, every witness interview dissected and re-dissected, and every fact re-contextualized. Like an endless game of Clue, the Dealey Plaza murder has been shuffled and reshuffled to produce endless alternate answers to the same basic mystery, and while most writers have been motivated by the search for truth, many have used the killing as the springboard to flights of fancy that can only be described as ludicrous. They will tell you that Kennedy was killed by his wife, as revenge for infidelity. Or that his body was snatched at Bethesda Hospital and surgically altered to distort the physical evidence. You might be cornered at the office Christmas party and told earnestly—if with a slight slur of speech—that JFK’s head intersected a microscopic black hole left over from the formation of the cosmos.
There Is Always Some Guy.
I’m a Texan myself, born in Dallas and raised on dinner-table Kennedy suppositions. I spent many years studying the assassination literature, and I found it fascinating. It’s like reading the greatest Agatha Christie mystery with the last page torn out. In truth, there’s much in the official record that is puzzling, potentially incriminating, and downright odd. I am completely sympathetic to anyone whose motive is the pursuit of truth.
I was delighted to be invited by David Gatewood to participate in this collection, and I knew immediately that I wanted to take on the JFK conspiracy. In “Under the Grassy Knoll,” I try to answer the question “What would it take?” What discovery would put the mystery to rest at this point? While researching in Dealey Plaza, I met a charming older man who sold assassination DVDs on the grassy knoll. I decided to tell his story and to see if someone so unassuming could ever be the hero who brought us the Final Truth.
I don’t know if he could—if anyone could at this point. No discovery, however definitive, would put the JFK assassination to bed. Even if some intrepid Don Petterman found the corpse of the real shooter—the murder weapon still in hand and a bag of incriminating documents slung over his shoulder—the conspiracy world would probably just absorb that discovery and carry on. Not just to make money, I think, but to keep the mystery alive. How disappointing would it be to find that missing last page with its banal answer about Colonel Mustard gripping a candlestick? Discovering a Final Truth would stop the JFK game, which fascinates armchair sleuths the world over, so I think it will continue regardless of any future discovery. We will remain endlessly, endlessly shuffling the deck. Forever.
There Is Always Some Guy.
 

Richard Gleaves is author of the epic Jason Crane series of Sleepy Hollow novels: Rise Headless and Ride and Bridge of Bones. His third novel, General of the Dead, debuts in October 2015. You can visit his Amazon page here.



The Long Slow Burn
by Ernie Lindsey 
 

 

TWO DAYS AGO, he’d been Alexander Voyanovich, a bond trader from Moscow. Yesterday he’d strolled the streets of London as Leaky Steve, a motorcycle mechanic from Dallas with a limp and a stutter that got hung on the letter D, so he was more from D-D-D-Dallas. And now, today, on the transatlantic flight back to New York, he was simply Bo Sheppard, the man he’d always been.
At least according to his passport.
One couldn’t be too careful these days with watchful eyes on every street corner, monitoring every checkout line or city crosswalk. Even small-time criminals with real talent had to take extra precautions.
Bo had been sleepless and running on adrenaline since Tuesday, and he assumed his exhausted body wouldn’t stand a chance against the jet’s subtle, vibrating thrum. He reached overhead and turned off the reading light, directed the funnel of air away from his face, and crossed his arms as he wiggled deeper into the plush seat of first class. Another job well done that deserved a treat. Warm, wet towels. Free drinks. Elbow room.
Sleep came more slowly than expected. His brain crackled with possibilities, exit routes, and questions like, which one of these guys is the air marshal?
Had anyone paid any attention to the wrapped package in the overhead compartment? Probably not. Just another day, just another guy on his way home with a souvenir, something too fragile to check at the gate. It was true, in a way, but it was more than an antique vase or a set of champagne flutes. The perfume bottle had belonged to Queen Anne, had been dated to around 1710, and had formerly been in the possession of a persnickety British woman who’d had no intention of selling her priceless heirloom.
So Bo had hopped on a plane, snuck into her flat, and stolen it. It was no more difficult than buttering toast. True enough, it had been a simple task, much simpler than he was accustomed to, and he almost felt bad about taking the black market collector’s money. Almost. But that extra comma in his fee proved to be enough to assuage any guilt. International jobs often involved a higher level of risk—thus cost more on the purchaser’s end—but it surprised him how quickly the large number in this case had been agreed upon.
Anyway, a fool and how he parted with his money wasn’t Bo’s problem.
Before takeoff, Bo had fidgeted more than he would have liked when the flight attendant shoved the package around to accommodate the carry-on for the young brunette woman in the seat next to him. She’d introduced herself as Chloe, looked to be about twenty-five, wore sunglasses large enough to moonlight as manhole covers, and smelled like a mixture of clove cigarettes and cotton candy. Her long, sleek legs ended with delicate feet encased in a pair of sapphire blue platform pumps that couldn’t be comfortable when hustling through an airport like Heathrow.
She’d said she was on her way back from a photo shoot in Prague and had gotten sidetracked by this new club she’d heard about in London that was so top secret, even Tom Cruise couldn’t find it. When Bo asked her what it was like, she scoffed. “Totally dead. I only saw Madonna, Leonardo, and that guy from Fight Club, the one married to what’s-her-name. You know, the one with the kids.”
Now, with his eyes closed, he could hear the soft snores of the girl who’d been too good for Brad Pitt. Chloe made a wet, sucking sound when she closed her mouth, and Bo wondered how mortified she’d be if she knew that she slept like a middle-aged drunkard. Pristine appearances and all that.
Bo readjusted himself once more when she touched his elbow. He was too jumpy, needed to get his mind off the moment; just a few minutes of shuteye would be enough if he could get himself under. Sleeping pills were out of the question though; he couldn’t risk the grogginess.
To get his mind elsewhere, he thought of the American twins that Voyanovich had seduced on Tuesday. That was nice. They were nice. Coordinated in ways that he thought only existed in rumors and chewing gum commercials. It was odd to think of them as American, because he was no less foreign than they were, but he’d been so deep into character that it had felt like he and the twins were caressing each other across battle lines of the long-defunct Cold War.
Their names were Karen and Sharon, which made him chuckle, because sharing is caring, and they’d been great at that, too.
When Chloe mumbled and rolled to her right, resting her head on his shoulder, Bo gave up and opened his eyes. It was a long flight. Maybe sleep would come later.
As gently as possible, he removed his tablet from the seat back pocket in front of him, connected to the on-board WiFi using a hijacked credit card number that he knew from memory, and checked his messages.
There was a note from a woman named Nancy, which was really the codename of his handler, Vieri, reminding him about the “birthday party” on Friday.
We’ll meet at noon and go together, it read. Park in that garage near the bank downtown on Fifth. You know the one. Don’t forget to bring little Billy’s gift! If you don’t have to work, let’s go for coffee after, okay? Big cups this time.
“Hmm,” he muttered. Going for coffee meant that Vieri had more work for him.
Big cups meant a monster score.
Big payoff. More work.
So soon?
Vieri knew that Bo liked to take breaks between jobs. Less heat. Less chance for the FBI, Interpol, CIA, anybody, to make a connection. This was unusual.
Chloe groaned and sat up, stretching, wiping the corner of her mouth. Bo grimaced at the slobbery wetness on his shoulder. “Sorry,” she said.
Annoyed, Bo closed the message file and responded, “No problem. I didn’t like this shirt much anyway.”
She chuckled and playfully punched his shoulder.
Her cute ’n’ cuddly giggle wasn’t enough to assuage his irritation.
* * *
Bo tried to say goodbye to the gazelle-like supermodel at the gate, declining her offer to buy him a drink as restitution for drooling on his shoulder. Chloe appeared thoroughly flabbergasted when he said no, apparently unused to lesser men telling her that she couldn’t get what she wanted. Or, rather, perhaps she was so used to men coming on to her, rich men who could buy an easy yes, that she was stunned at the rejection after taking a legitimate risk.
“I’m sorry,” Bo said, briskly walking away from her. “I’m late, I’m married. You know how it goes.”
“No you’re not,” Chloe said, following him.
Bo offered a polite chuckle and lifted a palm. “Honest. And my wife is totally the jealous type. She’d never let me go on a trip by myself again.” He readjusted his grip on the wrapped package under his arm and headed for the baggage claim area, ducking through the crowds, some on their way to a new gate, some breaking into smiles as they spotted loved ones. Others trudged onward, alone and focused. Home to the wife, home to the kids, back to the routine.
As for him, he had a night in the city to let things die down, just in case, then an early flight to Portland, Oregon, in the morning.
Behind him, he could hear the determined footsteps of delicate feet encased in high heels.
He groaned and thought, What now?
A tender hand on his forearm turned him around.
“What?” he barked.
Chloe’s eyebrows dipped inward, and the gentle hand became not so gentle. She squeezed and dug crisp fingernails into his skin. “Stop. I need to talk to you.”
Bo tried to pull away. “Let go, seriously. I get it. Okay? You’re hot. You’re a model. People never say no to you. Whatever. I’m not interested.”
“Shut up, Sheppard. Vieri said you’d be tough to break, but I didn’t think you’d be a whiny little prick.”
Bo’s head recoiled like a firearm in unsteady hands. “What did you just say?”
Chloe flicked a wary glance left and right. Massive earrings jangled against the sides of her neck. She pulled her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose and eyed him over the rims. “Your time on loan started the moment we walked off that plane.”
“Who are you?”
“Vieri owes us. Your talents are the payment.”
Bo shook his head. His skin grew warm. “I don’t follow,” he stammered. Almost like he’d reverted to his Leaky Steve persona, “don’t” came out with a barrage of D’s in front of it.
“How about we go get that drink and I’ll explain?”
“So he just handed me over to—whoever you are? Like I’m his employee? His property? Something he can give out? You do realize that he’s just the front, right? He finds the work, I do the work, and he takes a cut. There is no relationship where he has a say in what I do, simple as that.”
“Does this change your mind?”
Bo flinched when she held up her cell phone and showed him a picture. Vieri sat under a single, bare light bulb in the center of a darkened room. His white hair was matted red around the hairline, the gash four inches long and angry. His hands were tied behind his back. A 9mm handgun pierced the shadows, inches from his left temple, with a finger sitting heavy on the trigger.
Bo checked his surroundings, waited on a herd of passengers to trundle by, and looked for the closest security guard before he said, “No. It doesn’t. Shoot him. I’m walking. You’re walking. I don’t play when the other team has the ball. Done and done.”
Chloe sighed as her shoulders sagged. “Jesus, okay, I didn’t want to do it this way, but you’re forcing our hand. Don’t go anywhere, Sheppard. There are about thirty different cameras on you right now, plus that guy by the food court, and the other one over there at that little kiosk… add in two more that I don’t see at the moment. And, good God, these things are killing my feet.” She stepped out of the platform heels and dropped an easy five inches to the floor.
The wig came off next, revealing short blond hair pulled back into a tight knob with a part down the center that looked as if it had been carved by a scalpel.
Bo knew what was coming next. He fought the urge to run. He knew he wouldn’t get far.
Out from her designer purse came the ID, the bland smirk in her photo matching the one on her face now. “Special Agent Chloe Morse. Financial Crimes Division. You won’t be needing this.” She took the wrapped package from underneath his arm, leaned over, and deposited it into the nearest trashcan.
Bo couldn’t help his initial gut reaction. “Whoa, hey!” Then a brief moment of clarity flickered past. “Damn it. That wasn’t real, was it?”
“Nope.”
The clarity danced back and wagged a chastising finger in his face.
Nyah, nyah, nyah.
It all made so much sense. The buyer agreeing to his astronomical fee without negotiating, the ease with which he’d broken into the flat and stolen what had amounted to a glass jar, the way Vieri was hinting at more work.
“But why? I canceled my trip to Bhutan for this,” he said, as if she cared.
“Answering your own question. We weren’t sure how much you knew, or if Vieri could be trusted—he’s fine, by the way. Totally a fake picture, but Jesus, man, you were ready to put concrete boots on him, huh? Anyway, since Bhutan has no extradition treaty with the U.S., we weren’t sure if you were trying to flee.”
“Vacation. I was going to meditate.”
Chloe shook her head. “We didn’t know that, obviously, so we needed to keep you busy, under surveillance, while a few more chess pieces were moved into place. I’ve been shadowing you since your first flight to London from JFK.”
He tried to remember if he’d seen someone resembling this still beautiful, albeit toned-down version of Supermodel Chloe within the last few days. Yeah, as a matter of fact… “I flew coach on the way over. Two rows up. You had on that Notre Dame sweatshirt.”
“Busted.”
“The red hair looked better on you.”
She winked.
“Am I under arrest?” Bo asked. He had been expecting this day for nearly two decades, but he’d never thought it would actually happen. He’d been so careful—careful to the point of obsession. Lost sleep and frantic dreams of leaving a fingerprint behind haunted him nightly.
“Not yet. Even though we need a ruler to measure your file, cooperate and I’ll see what we can do.”
* * *
Bo had to stifle his laughter. “You’re kidding. Like, really? This isn’t a joke?”
Four men in suits stood like sentinels around the white-walled, frugal room, their earpieces situated firmly while their hands were clasped in front of their belt buckles. This wasn’t much different than what he might have seen on any weeknight crime show, except for the fact that this was real, he was here, and the young woman across from him was being nice—and so far, the person who would play the part of the bad cop hadn’t arrived.
Undercover supermodel Chloe, who seemed to prefer the title “Special Agent” now that she was among colleagues, pulled her lips to the side in a half grin. Her opposing eyebrow went up along with it, as if the two were attached by a pulley system. She said, “It exists, absolutely, and this thing could damage the global economy if it hits the black market. A couple days of reverse engineering, sell it to the highest bidder who would then manufacture it, then make a few hundred billion and walk away.”
Bo glanced around the room at the four stationary agents, waiting for one of them to crack. Maybe a grin, maybe an imperceptible shake of the head, something, anything, to indicate that this was all a ruse.
Nothing from the men. They were carved from granite.
Bo said, “A light bulb.”
“An everlasting light bulb. That’s the key,” Morse replied.
He stared, waiting, hoping that his extended silence would finally elicit the much anticipated, “Gotcha!” His birthday was coming up. Would Vieri set up something like this, just to screw with him? Hire some actors, create an implausible plot to get inside his head?
No. Vieri wasn’t that creative.
Morse slid an eight-by-ten photograph across the table. “Take a close look. What is this, Sheppard?”
“It’s a light bulb over a door.”
“Exactly.”
“And?” He sat up and cleared his throat. “Look, can I get a Coke? Aren’t you supposed to offer me a coffee and cigarettes? Isn’t that how this works?”
“Do you smoke?”
“No.”
“Do you drink coffee?”
“No.”
“Then we’ll get you a Coke in a minute. What else do you see in this picture?”
“What? Nothing.” He watched as she pressed her lips into a flat line. He added, “Nothing significant, that I can tell. Bricks, a coat rack. Oh, wait, maybe that’s a fireman’s helmet?”
“What you’re looking at, Sheppard, is a single light bulb that has been burning for one hundred and fourteen years. It’s located in a fire station in Livermore, California, and has never been replaced. It has a hand-blown carbon filament, was constructed by the Shelby Electric Company in the late 1890s, and has only been off a handful of times. The Guinness Book of World Records certifies that it’s the longest burning light bulb in existence. Who knows how long it’ll last, but hell of a record, wouldn’t you say?”
“And that’s the bulb you want me to steal? That’s the bulb you’re afraid of?”
Morse shook her head. “Nope. This is a fluke.” She held up two fingers, twirled them in a circle, and swished them toward the doorway. Her underling automatons exited the room with barely an acknowledgement. The last one lifted his chin at her and she added, “Yes, bring him a soda.”
They waited in silence. Thirty seconds later, the door opened, and the walking mannequin deposited the familiar red can in front of Bo.
He didn’t open it. The act of winning a small battle was enough.
Morse tapped her finger on the photograph. “This right here, it’s special, yeah, but what we need you to get for us is called the Slow Burn 1000.”
“Steal it, you mean.”
“Let me finish. And no, we don’t need you to steal it. It’s already been stolen. We need you to get it back for us.”
“Semantics.”
“If you say so.”
“Get it back? From who?”
Morse explained that the Slow Burn 1000 was a one-of-a-kind prototype of an everlasting light bulb, and that a man called El Tigre had been hired by a Czechoslovakian organization to steal it from Pacific Electric a week ago in a low-profile heist that barely made the news. Of course they didn’t want it to get out. Nobody did. Not Pacific Electric, not the CIA, not anybody who knew about it and had a stake in the worldwide financial economy.
“Who is El Tigre?”
“We don’t know. He exists, but we’ve never been able to get a picture of him. For all we do know, it could be multiple people operating under the same moniker. Whatever the case, the guy’s a ghost.”
Bo smirked. “So, this is some real-world conspiracy stuff, huh? Big-time international cover-up? The everlasting light bulb that goes all the way up the chain?”
Morse grabbed the can of soda, popped the top, and took a swig. “It’s not like we’re hiding aliens from the public, Sheppard.”
“Honestly, though, you’re telling me that PE developed an everlasting light bulb? That technology actually exists?”
“We’re talking about putting people on Mars within the next thirty years. You think some guy in a white lab coat can’t design a light bulb that’ll burn longer than six months?”
“We can’t build a vending machine that’ll keep my chips from getting stuck. We can’t make those little perforated strips on boxes of food tear all the way open without ripping halfway through. So, forgive me if I’m a little hesitant to believe that I’ll never have to buy light bulbs again.”
“And that’s the problem. PE developed this thing just to see if they could do it. Yeah, we could all buy a single set of bulbs for our homes and never have to worry about it again, but if that happens, imagine how many companies would go out of business, imagine how many people would lose their jobs. Say the fifth largest company in the United States took a massive dive in the stock market because one of their core production models was no longer necessary. Yeah, it’s a freakin’ light bulb, but we’re talking about the possibility of crippling the global economy.”
“That’s the point. It’s a light bulb. The world will recover. People will spend the money they save somewhere else.”
“You don’t think we’ve thought this through? We have, Sheppard. Everybody has. Last week, the day after this thing went missing, the upper suits at PE, a handful of Wall Street gurus, and the director of the CIA sat down and hashed this out. Yeah, maybe we’ll recover, but after the market’s collapse in 2008, the whole economy is still wobbly. The nation—and, for that matter, the world—can’t afford for the energy sector to take a hit. If PE drowns, internationally, we’re talking trillions gone, and the good ol’ U. S. of A. doesn’t have enough money left to bail everyone out. So, yeah, if it happens, excuse my pun, but turn out the lights. Party’s over.”
Bo leaned up on his elbows. She had a point, but questions remained. “Okay, you talk about putting people on Mars, and considering that fact, building an everlasting light bulb should be pretty simple. But you can’t sit here and tell me there’s only a single prototype out there, Morse. Where are the others?”
“There are five more, developed by different companies with different versions of the same technology, but after last week’s oopsie, they’re now all locked securely away in the deepest recesses of the CIA’s warehouses, where they should be. We should’ve done it years ago, but it only takes one—”
She paused when the door opened. One of the automatons—Bo thought she had called him Conners earlier—poked his head inside, and as before, he lifted his chin.
“What?” she asked.
Conners marched over, leaned down, and mumbled something into her ear.
Bo picked out the words “situation,” “development,” and “urgent.”
Chloe’s face tripped through a range of emotions: frustration, despair, annoyance, and finally acceptance. “Okay,” she said to Conners, “we’re almost ready. Five minutes.”
Conners left. The door whispered closed behind him.
“What was that all about?” Bo asked.
“Timeline’s moved up. We needed to be gone yesterday. Are you in or are you out?”
“As if I have options?”
“One, you say no, your file makes its way into the proper hands and you spend the next forty years sharing a bunk with a guy named Switchblade, or two, you help us recover the Slow Burn and we’ll see about that trip to Bhutan.”
“You have a convincing argument. One last question.”
“Why you?”
“Yes, why me. I’m a D-list thief with no real connections.”
“And that’s precisely why. Don’t sell yourself short. You’re great at what you do, but the international community isn’t going to expect you. They’ll never see you coming.”
“I don’t know whether to take offense or say thanks.”
“You’ll have time to think about it on the plane.”
* * *
Their flight touched down at 6:17 a.m. at PDX in Portland, Oregon. The sky was overcast and a light rain fell as Bo and Morse descended the aircraft steps. They had taken a direct flight on the private jet out of LaGuardia, and Bo had been impressed with what taxpayer money had provided. It had been cozier than commercial first class. Morse even let him sleep a while after he complained that there was no way he could process her debriefing properly on what little rest he’d gotten over the past few days.
Once they were on the tarmac in a faraway corner, Conners, the only automaton to join them, whipped open a large black umbrella and held it over Morse’s head. Not Bo’s, only hers. Conners offered half of a smug grin.
Bo flipped up his jacket collar. “What now?”
“Here’s where we part ways,” Morse said, tucking her arms inside her vest. “But come with me for a minute.”
They hustled over to an open hangar to get out of the rain. Once they were inside the massive maw of the building, Bo wiped his face and pushed his wet hair off his forehead.
At some point during the flight, Morse had changed out of her proper agent attire and into an outfit that would blend into the Portland scene. Boots with fat soles, faded jeans, a red and black flannel shirt, a puffy vest. Give her a microbrew and a set of hipster glasses, and he’d never know that she carried a badge and a sidearm somewhere within that ensemble.
Bo thought she looked great, but he almost told her that he missed the miniskirt and heels, just to be a cad on purpose, just to mess with her. He didn’t enjoy being on the receiving end of the proverbial shaft, and small jabs were his only offense. Instead, he asked, “We’re not going in together?”
“Did you listen to anything I said on the flight?”
“Yeah, but I was under the impression—”
“That’s where you’re wrong.”
“But you said—”
“Plans change.” Morse pointed to a dark, late model Toyota sedan as Conners handed Bo a set of keys. She said, “Take that car and head to the parking garage two streets over from Powell’s. They open their gates at seven, which will give you plenty of time to get there with the traffic. As I said on the plane, hand this to the attendant at the entrance so he’ll know you’re on.” Morse handed him a white, rectangular piece of paper, heavy stock, with rounded edges.
Bo said, “And then drive up to the third level. Park, wait on the exchange with El Tigre at eight o’clock, and tail whoever he delivers it to. I got it.”
“Right.”
“And how do you know they’ll be there?”
“We compensate our informants better than we should. Quality information costs, but it’s been worth it so far.”
“Seems about right. So, then what?”
Morse squinted at him, lifted her shoulders, and briskly shook her head. “Then take the damn thing back, Sheppard. Work your magic.”
“That’s the extent of your plan? Get it back? Where’s all the double- and triple-crossing CIA espionage stuff? Aren’t you supposed to be waiting in a van somewhere with parabolic mics and dots flashing on screens?”
“We can only set things up to a certain extent or we risk exposure that we can’t afford. You watch too many movies, and besides, budget cuts. You’ll be fine. Just do what you always do, and if you’re seriously stressing this, the car has a tracking device on it and there’s a burner in the glove box. Use it to call if you see anything out of the ordinary. Other than that, we can track you using street cameras and security cameras. You’ll never be out of our sight for more than a minute at a time.”
“Awesome. As if I wasn’t already paranoid enough.”
“If the general public only knew, we’d be one nation under riots. Okay, so, once the drop-off happens, you have twenty-four hours. Our informant tells us that the Czech courier is on an eight a.m. flight tomorrow morning to Hong Kong, where there’s also no extradition treaty.”
“For God’s sake, Morse. You know this already? Why don’t you just grab him on the damn plane? Take him in the airport before he gets on the plane.”
“I wish it was that easy. It’s the Internet Age. You cause a scene in an airport—especially in an airport after 9/11—it’s trending on Twitter and filling up Facebook’s newsfeed within ten minutes. Cell phones. Cameras. Instagram. We can’t afford people asking questions so publicly. Did you know that people were live-tweeting the raid on bin Laden’s compound? We don’t want that. If Wolf Blitzer sinks his teeth into this and the world finds out about an everlasting light bulb, everyone will want it, and they’ll all be smiling without realizing they’re tying their own noose.”
Bo stared out into the gray morning, watching the planes land and take off, lights blinking, engines roaring. He raised his shoulders and let them fall. “Okay, but I still say there are easier ways to do this.”
“You’re the easiest way. Get the Slow Burn back quickly and quietly, just like everything else you’ve ever stolen. We’ll be at the rendezvous point.”
* * *
Bo slowly rolled to a stop and handed the parking pass to the attendant. Or, rather, the undercover CIA agent dressed in a thick blue coat, black gloves, and a skullcap that partially covered a head of salt-and-pepper hair. A mug of coffee steamed on the windowsill. Water dripped from overhead, splashing on the windshield as the wipers swished from side to side. Two women walked around the back of the car. All this happened as the fake attendant studied the parking pass and flicked his eyes up at Bo, then back to the simple card of paper.
Bo guessed the agent was visually verifying Morse’s contact point, but he was taking his sweet time doing it. Bo tapped his thumbs impatiently on the steering wheel and offered a reassuring smile.
The man thanked him in a thick accent, and Bo thought it was a nice touch since Portland had a large Russian community. The local agents had done their research. As he pulled away, he saw the man speaking into a walkie-talkie, most likely informing Morse that their chump had arrived on site.
Bo proceeded up the ramp and maneuvered the Toyota through the tight turns of the parking garage. Most of the ones here in downtown Portland weren’t like the wide-open, spatial garages of malls and stadiums. Parking in one of these was like trying to wiggle yourself around inside a coffin. Or like how his parents’ ancient golden retriever, Grubby, would turn around and around in tight circles before lying down and squeezing himself into the cat’s bed, legs and fur bulging over the sides.
Once he reached the third level, Bo turned to the right and stared up at the ceiling as he drove around the western side of the garage. When he found what he was looking for, he backed into a corner parking space, positioning the Toyota so that it was underneath the mounted security camera. Another tiny victory won against Morse. He’d always believed that small acts of defiance eventually created larger waves.
The disposable cell phone buzzed in the glove box. He hadn’t expected to receive any calls, only to make them, so he answered with a hesitant, “Yeah?”
“Where are you?” It was Morse, clearly agitated.
“I’m exactly where you told me to go.”
“We can’t see you on the monitors.”
“And how’s that my problem?”
“Move to a different spot, Sheppard. I need eyes on you at all times.”
“This is just a matter of self-preservation. Nothing to get yourself all in a tizzy over.”
“Self-preservation? What do you need self—hang on, you’ve got company. White delivery van. Looks to be a male of Middle Eastern descent. Possibly mid-thirties. He’s through the gate.”
“Is that El Tigre or the contact?”
“Best guess says that it’s the contact. If you had listened to me on the flight, you’d remember that the only details we have about El Tigre are that he’s a Caucasian male, mid-forties, and he’s partial to antiques. That’s the rumor, anyway, which is why it was such a surprise that he went out of his comfort zone for the Slow Burn. Hang on… okay, he’s turning onto the third level. He’s, what, forty-five minutes early? Why’s he so early?”
Bo checked his watch. “Forty-seven, and do you really not know how this works, Morse? The contact is assuming all the risk at this point. He’s just making sure that there are no ambushes or traps set up. Hell, I’d do the same. Or, they probably gave your informant just enough details for the handoff to seem plausible, but just enough false information to offset the chance of capture if he’s a snitch. And if that’s the case, they’ve made him and he’s probably at the bottom of the Willamette River.”
“Shit.”
“You haven’t been at this for very long, huh?”
“Long enough, but—”
“Whoa,” Bo interrupted. He lowered his voice. “Are you not keeping an eye on your monitors? He’s coming this way. Let me call you back.”
“Wait, I can’t see—”
Bo ended the call and watched the white delivery van as it crept toward him. His skin prickled and his heartbeat cranked a few ticks higher. A bead of sweat welled up in his armpit and slid down his side.
The van pulled in beside him and parked. Morse was right—it was driven by a mid-thirties man of Middle Eastern descent. He wore a thin beard with sharp trim lines that had taken effort to sculpt. Somehow, it accentuated an annoyed scowl as he opened his door and climbed out.
Bo swallowed at the sight of the 9mm handgun and hesitated when the man knocked on the driver-side window with the barrel. Bo showed him his empty hands, mouthed for the driver to hang on, and held his breath while the window slipped into the recess of the door.
The van driver said, “El Tigre?”
Bo nodded silently.
The van driver laughed. “That’s what you’re calling yourself these days? For real, Bo, that’s ridiculous. You couldn’t come up with something that suggested ‘international thief’ more than ‘Colombian drug lord’?”
Bo thrust his hand out the window. “Just give me the damn package, Tommy. We’ve got about thirty more seconds before they suspect something.”
Tommy snorted, leaned inside the van, and pulled out a small pelican case—nearly indestructible rubber on the outside with a soft, foam cushion on the inside. The contents had a perceived value of billions.
Tommy said, “I still don’t see why you had to go through all this trouble. This is, like, some Ocean’s Eleven shit right here, bro.”
Bo snatched the case from him. “I told you a week ago. Can you think of a better way to disappear than by hiding in plain sight?”
“Billions. Billions for a fucking light bulb.” Tommy shook his head in disbelief.
“Changing the world sixty watts at a time.”
“And you’re seriously not worried about economic collapse or some shit?”
“That’d be ironic, wouldn’t it? An everlasting light bulb causes so much trouble that we all stumble back to grunting around a campfire?” Bo motioned toward the far side of the parking garage. “Now go, go, go. I’ll see you at Christmas. And tell your sister I said hi.”
Bo watched as Tommy slowly drove around the corner and parked in an open row in clear view of the cameras. Then he called Morse.
“What the hell, Sheppard?”
He took huge gulps of air, breathing heavily into the phone as he raised his voice a notch and answered, “Oh, man, that was too close. Too close, Morse. I want out. Let me out.”
“Hang on. Calm down. What happened?”
“I think—Jesus—I don’t know, maybe he was just scoping me out. It’s a florist’s van and he was asking me if I knew when some office opened up and if he was in the right place. I’m not cut out for this. I’m just a thief. I can’t be your little espionage pawn. Do you have eyes on him?”
“Yeah, but—”
“He had a gun. Shoulder holster, underneath his jacket. I can’t breathe. Seriously, I can’t breathe.”
“Just take it easy, Sheppard. You’re doing fine.”
“Do not tell me to take it easy, not when there’s a man with a gun over there. He’s seen my face. Don’t you get it? Don’t you get how this works?” With his window still down, Bo heard the faint metallic thunk of a stairwell door closing nearby. He glanced over his shoulder, thinking the noise came from the northeast corner; he saw no one, nothing but a couple of sedans, support beams, and the dreary gray of downtown Portland in the opening beyond. “I heard a door. You see anybody? Who’s coming?”
“You mean like a car door?”
“No, Morse, a door in the building. Do you see anybody else up here?”
“Just the florist guy.”
“I distinctly heard a door slamming.” He was nervous. He’d carefully researched this drop location, knew all the patterns of the usual employees and their parking schedules.
“Umm,” she said, “nope, all clear from my end. The place is fairly empty from what we can see here on the security monitors. Oh, wait…”
“What? What’s happening?”
“Hang on… Okay, we’ve got him. There’s a janitor on the fourth floor, directly overhead. You probably just heard the echo.” She went silent for a moment, and when her voice returned, it sounded as if her mouth was turned away from the phone. “What’s that, Conners? Right. Give me one sec. Bo? You there?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m going radio silent for a moment, okay? We’ve had a development, but stay on the line.”
“Whatever.”
Bo waited. He searched the entire parking garage again, making sure that Morse was right about the noise of the closing door. He whispered, “Hey. You there? Are you positive that it was a janitor up on four? I could have sworn—”
“That it was on this floor?” Morse’s voice came from outside the car, just over his left shoulder.
Bo yelped and spun around. “Damn it, you scared the—easy, what’re you doing?” It had been a while since he’d been on the opposite end of a gun barrel.
“Out of the car. Slowly, hands where I can see them.”
Bo paused, grinning as Morse shuffled around in front of him, never aiming away from the center of his chest. He said, “Finally.”
“Finally what?”
“The day finally came. How long have you known?”
“Six months, give or take.”
“How? Or better yet, who?”
“That’ll stay my little secret. Let’s just say that El Tigre has made some chatty enemies.”
Bo sighed and nodded. “Fair enough.” He held up the small pelican case. “Guess you’re looking for this, huh?”
“You’ve got the SB 1000 in there?”
“Yup.” He winked at her. “We could walk away right now, just you and me. Collect a couple billion from this guy I know in Prague, see what happens with the world. What d’ya say?”
“I’d say you’re under arrest.” Morse lifted the lapel of her puffy vest to her lips. “Alpha and Bravo, you guys are on. Package is secure, and we finally got El Tigre. Who’s ready for a promotion?”
Bo tossed the pelican case into the passenger seat, lifted his arms, and interlocked his fingers behind his head, watching and waiting as dual commando teams swarmed in from the south and east.
Evidently Tommy had been late in spotting the raid in his mirrors. The van’s engine grumbled to life. Reverse lights brightened as he rapidly swung the van around, crunched the rear bumper against a support beam, and shot forward, tires shrieking. But thirty feet later, a third heavily armed backup team had the van surrounded. In the seconds that followed, Tommy was out of the vehicle, on the ground, and screaming obscenities as two of the men secured his hands behind his back.
The remaining tactical team members swarmed around Bo’s car.
“Quite a reception,” he said to Morse. “And you know what? You still owe me that beer for drooling on my shirt.”
“I’ll bring you a Coke in prison.” Morse held up a palm and said to the lead commando, “He can get out himself, Franklin.”
“Thanks.” Bo kept one hand high and out the window while he used the other to open the door and climb from the car, groaning as he stood. This day had been a long time coming, and there was almost a small measure of relief that the game was finally over.
Morse holstered her sidearm and tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. She squinted at Bo, studied him. “Something has been bugging me,” she said. “If you already had the bulb, and it was here in the U.S. waiting for delivery, why did you take the London job? I’ll be honest, we didn’t think our plan was going to work until we got to Vieri. That’s what I meant earlier by having time to move the chess pieces around. So, yeah, why the London job? Why take the unnecessary risk?”
Bo glared at the ten commandos around him. Agent Conners, the automaton, had materialized from somewhere and now stood to the right behind Morse. “You wanna break it down to nature, inherent motivations, whatever… it’s for the same reason these adrenaline junkies swoop in from helicopters and rappel down the sides of buildings to take on criminals. It’s for the same reason you and Mount Rushmore there chase the bad guys. It’s for the thrill of the hunt. And don’t give me that bullshit about truth and justice. If you wanted it that way, you’d be hiding behind a pantsuit and a briefcase, asking some stuffy guy in a black robe if you could approach the bench. It’s about winning. It’s about being a step ahead of the other guy. So why did I take the risk? Why go for a measly million-dollar payday when I had a chance at a couple billion sitting on my shelf at home? Because even if you quit smoking twenty years ago, you’ll always want that one last cigarette.”
Morse said, “That almost makes sense. Too bad you were a step behind the other guy, huh?” She turned to Agent Conners. “Okay, get him out of here. Time to put El Tigre back in the zoo.”
Conners lifted his chin at her, squinting quizzically.
“You know, like a cage.” Morse rolled her eyes. “See you around, Sheppard. We’ll talk.”
“For the record, I got the joke.”
Five Years Later
Special Agent Chloe Morse sat at her desk, reviewing files, officially still on the hunt for the Slow Burn 1000. The bulb in Bo Sheppard’s pelican case had turned out to be a perfectly crafted, fake duplicate of the prototype—and this had been verified by the PE engineers who’d designed it. Regardless, El Tigre had gone to prison for the remainder of his crimes, insisting throughout every appeal and hearing that he had no idea what had happened to the everlasting bulb. Some suspected that Tommy—who was released two years ago for the lesser offense of being an accomplice—had betrayed him and was simply waiting for the right time to drop it onto the desk of some corporate giant.
Morse knew better.
If the SB 1000 was in the hands of a guy like Tommy, greed would have driven him to a hasty attempt at selling it on the black market. No. It was still out there, somewhere.
But she hadn’t turned up any possible new leads in months, and she was prepared to approach her supervisors that afternoon about closing the case, or at least shelving it for a while. Her speech was ready; all she had to do was go into the office at the end of the hallway and present the facts. Conners was on board.
Earlier that morning, she’d received an email containing a short memo about the fate of Bo Sheppard. He had been released a week ago, his sentence commuted for good behavior after having served only five years of the thirty to which he’d been sentenced. She’d made a few calls, cursed a few people on the other end of the line about not letting her know sooner, and debated whether to place a tail on him, but had decided against it. Maybe give the big cat a little room to run in the wild, let him get comfortable again, and see where that would lead.
A junior agent in a thrift-store suit pulled a drive-by on her desk, dropping off a large envelope sealed with a clasp. Curious, she picked it up and surveyed the handwriting, noting that there was no return address and that it had been addressed to “Supermodel Chloe.”
She could easily guess the sender’s identity. She pushed the metal arms together and opened the flap. Inside she found nothing but a printed picture and a small note. It was a photo of Bo Sheppard, apparently using his phone to take a selfie. He had aged in prison, looked as if he’d grown harder—the lines were deeper around the corners of his eyes, and a thin scar ran along his left cheek. That endearing smile was the same, however, and he looked to be in excellent spirits.
Morse recognized the wallpaper in the hallway. How could she forget that atrocious assault on her eyes when she’d trailed Sheppard’s alter ego, Voyanovich, to that London apartment complex where he’d seduced the gorgeous, ditzy American twins?
Sheppard appeared to be standing on a small stepladder, his right hand reaching up to a bright light bulb in an otherwise dimly lit hallway.
The note included with the picture was on a small yellow square of paper. It asked one simple question, and gave one simple answer: “Hey, Morse, how many tigers does it take to screw in a light bulb? One, along with a building manager bribed to never change it.”
She laughed loudly enough to disrupt her neighboring cube mates, then thought about how she’d love to be there when Bo attempted to sell it to his former contacts in Czechoslovakia.
Morse checked her watch and decided to go home for the evening. With El Tigre surfacing in the wild, she could stay busy a little while longer, at least until she was ready.
Just as she did every night, she thought about turning off her desk lamp, and thought again, why bother? It had already been burning for five years. Because smart money waits for better money, and she had patient buyers lined up—and all the everlasting time in the world.



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 The Everlasting Light Bulb
 

 

The longest burning light bulb in history, mentioned within this story, actually exists and really does illuminate the doorway of a fire station in Livermore, California. As of this writing, the bulb has been burning continuously for one hundred and fourteen years.
You read that right. One hundred and fourteen.
It’s called the Centennial Light, and per the Wikipedia entry, it was originally a 30-watt or 60-watt bulb, but it now burns with the approximate strength of a child’s dim nightlight. Over a hundred years later, one would imagine that the poor bulb is a bit tired.
As the characters discuss in “The Long Slow Burn,” your trusty author is astounded by the fact that the weak lifespan of most light bulbs is still an issue. We’ve traveled to the moon. Manned missions to Mars will be feasible within the next couple of decades. We’re building microscopic nanobots that can travel throughout the human body and help cure diseases. There are amazing technological advancements happening around us on a daily basis—yet we’re still making trips to the market to pick up those little round things that’ll burn out within a month or two. Granted, with the recent introduction of LED lamps, options exist for a longer-lasting alternative. However, nothing comes close to what, seemingly, should be a relatively simple advancement in light bulb engineering.
So, until the day comes when one easy purchase will solve your lifetime needs for that bedside lamp, just remember to turn the lights off when you leave a room. Save the energy. Save your wallet. Save a (light bulb’s) life.
To learn more about my fiction, and me, visit: www.ernielindsey.com. Be prepared for dad jokes and poorly drawn cartoons, along with free samples of my mystery, suspense, and thriller novels.



Day for Night
by Forbes West 
Four in the morning, the machine arrived
AT FOUR O’CLOCK in the morning, when the streets were empty, the drunks were going home, and a quick rain had cooled off the asphalt steaming from the heat of the night, the arcade machine arrived to ruin a life in Key West and end the lives of a few others.
The two movers were supposed to have been there hours before, but they had gotten lost—if “lost” describes deciding to use some of the extra cash they were paid on a strip club in Islamorada. The money was to keep them quiet about the arcade machine’s origins. They had also come from the Upper Keys, and had had to wait through that bullshit roadblock Reagan put in to keep the drugs out.
So the movers were both late and inebriated when they showed up at The Smoker on Whitehead Street—a bar always bathed in blue light from its specialty bulbs—and were welcomed by an annoyed short-haired six-foot blonde from France named Monika. She was pissed as shit; she’d been forced to wait around for this replacement for the Pac-Man machine, which had been busted by a sailor on coke who’d ripped his hand open by smashing it into the monitor after losing.
Monika looked the new machine up and down. It was a black cabinet with simple white lettering on its side and front: “Polybius.”
“Po—polybius?” Monika said in her thick French accent, sipping on her ice water.
The first mover shrugged his fat shoulders as he supervised the other, who was shuffling the arcade cabinet into the space where the old Pac-Man machine had been—behind the pool tables and next to the ancient popcorn machine. He took a look at his clipboard with the invoice attached.
“I don’t know, sweetheart. Guess it’s a new thing. Kids need new things. I don’t know.”
Monika shrugged.
“Were we supposed to get Polybius? What was wrong with Ms. Pac-Man? I thought that would be—”
“It’s on the form. Lease, right? You leased with, uh… uh… Jeez, I can’t pronounce this. German shit.“He handed the clipboard to the second, skinnier mover, the one with the bloodshot eyes.
“Sinneslöschen,” Skinny Mover said. “German shit. That means—”
“Bless you, college boy,” Fat Mover said. “All right, sign this, ma’am.”
“Sense deleted,” Monika said. She stared at the invoice for a moment, then signed it.
The skinny mover nodded. “German shit, huh?”
“Odd name for a company,” Monika said. “Bad German.”
“Krauts were always bad,” the skinny mover said with a grin.
“No, I mean, the German is off. It’s a made-up term… uh, a made-up way to say a certain thing. We wanted to have the Ms. Pac-Man, we didn’t want to have this—”
The cabinet made a sound like a generator turning on. The three of them stared at it, then looked at each other before moving on.
“Hey, can we get a drink?” the skinny mover asked Monika. “Just two each and we’ll get driving again.”
“No,” Monika said. The movers got the hint from the cold look in her blue eyes and quietly left through the side door after mumbling a goodbye.
Monika, bored and jittery from exhaustion, thought about plugging in the machine for the fuck of it, but didn’t. But she did walk over to it, and as she did, she shivered. She wondered if the temperature had dropped outside. There was a wind blowing through the open side door.
Another woman stood outside, looking in. Maybe in her mid-thirties, she had the brightest blue eyes Monika had ever seen, and her skin was very pale.
“Sorry, we’re closed,” Monika said.
“Oh. I was looking for a Harley Mark,” the woman responded.
Monika told her that Harley, that crazed writer, wasn’t here, then watched the woman walk away into the darkness of Whitehead Street.
Monika ignored her urge to turn the machine on, locked up, and left.
Walking out onto the dark and wet streets of Key West made her feel very alone. There were too many shadows, too many strange faces at random corners, too many eyes despite the late hours. At this time of night, only the strange walked about.
She spied a newspaper vending machine on the corner of Duval as she made her way back to her house, and she eyed the front page.
 

Second Body Found, Blood Drained
 

The headline made her feel just as uneasy as the arrival of the machine had. She had a funny feeling for the rest of the night, a sort of queasiness in her stomach that wouldn’t go away as she lay next to her husband, the owner of the place.
Four in the afternoon, the player arrived
I was smoking a joint with the Felix brothers on the rooftop of the Pegasus Hotel when I realized I was about thirty minutes late for work and my dad was going to cut my pay because he owned the bar I worked at. He was the owner of The Smoker, and like any other place in Key West in April, it was busy as hell and they needed all the help they could get. But I never wanted to work there. It was mostly townie drunks during the day and then the potential rapist sailors from the U.S. Navy cruising in at night. But if I wanted to live in the house and I wanted money, I had to go.
I took one last puff of the joint, passed it to Bobby Felix, then went down the fire escape onto Duval Street, which was already full of people. Bobby Felix told me “Watch out for the blood drinker tonight!” as I climbed down, since we had been bullshitting each other and working ourselves up about the serial killer supposedly in town.
There was a lot of boozing going on in the streets after the city council had said they were going to go through that pseudo-independence “Conch Republic” thing that was getting everyone stirred up. A lot of people were down for the idea of mockingly seceding from the USA as a sort of screw you to Reagan for blocking the highway with the Border Patrol, and also because it was another excuse for people to get nuts through all-night drinking. There were even flags for the Republic being put up on Duval. Blue ones, all around. Even the old Cuban building that usually had the Cuban flag flying now sported a blue “Conch Republic” flag.
As I was walking by the San Carlos Institute on my way to The Smoker, I ran into a guy. Big guy, white buttoned-down shirt, loose tie, beard. He looked like the big bad guy from those Superman 2 trailers they’d been showing lately.
“What is the Conch Republic?” he said to me, with a heavy Russian accent.
“Conch Republic? You a tourist?”
“Yes, I came from… uh, well, Soviet Union. Cultural exchange. I’m a teacher. My name—”
I interrupted and spoke quickly because I was late. “Oh. Well. Conch Republic. It’s like we’re separating from the United States.”
“People will vote for this?” He took out a pack of what I guessed were crappy Soviet cigarettes and lit one up. He offered me one, but I refused because it smelled like a tire fire.
“City council will,” I said. “It’s, you know, sort of a joke, and sort of not. Everyone’s pissed about that Border Patrol checkpoint on the highway.”
“So it will not be its own republic?” he said, then followed with something else in Russian.
“Yeah, no, I don’t think so. Why? You thought it would be or something?” I checked my Casio watch.
“We heard something in Havana…” He shook his head. “Stupid.”
“We’re stupid? Well why don’t you go suck off—well, suck off whoever is in charge over there.” I put up my fists. This guy could probably tear me in half like a three-page brochure by the look of him.
“No, no little friend. I apologize. Other people were stupid. In my country. Official people.”
“Well. Huh.” I put down my fists. “We got a bar. The Smoker on Whitehead. Bring your friends. I don’t know,” I said awkwardly, and then I left, jogging down the street.
* * *
I got to The Smoker about ten minutes later. My old man, his bald head covered in sweat, stood outside hanging up the Conch Republic flag, his big frame perched pretty fucking precariously on a stepladder. He took one look at me, then nodded for me to get behind the bar counter. He was so pissed he couldn’t even talk. That used to be a bad sign, but now I just sort of rolled with it. I was twenty years old, an adult.
I took my first order of the day, a frozen Rum Runner with a shot of Bacardi Gold on the side, and charged the fat woman for it. I took a shot myself when no one was looking because why should I work sober, and I spent the rest of the day with Monika, that cute piece of ass my father was currently having intercourse with. She was a machine. I didn’t think French women worked that hard but she did. She was up ’til four last night closing the place out. I liked how she looked as well. I didn’t blame the Old Man for digging on that.
I spotted the new machine in the back: Polybius. No one had turned it on.
“Broken?” I asked Monika.
“No one cares. It’s not Pac-Man,” Monika said. “I need someone to get more napkins.“
“We should have gotten Donkey Kong.”
She shushed me and I went on my way.
I looked at the other girl working there, Camille, who stared right back at me, and I sighed. I’d have to go get the damn shitty napkins myself because apparently I had to do everything around here despite being sort of a future part-owner. Unofficially, at this point.
I passed a couple of old men dressed in undershirts and swimming trunks as I made my way to the back, but as I got closer to the machine, I suddenly stopped in my tracks and just sort of stood there like a retard with my mouth open. The machine was off, but it seemed liked it should be on. It felt wrong and unwelcome and… uninviting for the thing to just be left off like that.
I reached behind the thing, straining against the cabinet before I could plug it in.
It came on after a moment, the “INSERT COIN” text flashing and the name “Polybius” in white letters scrolling across the screen. It made that sort of dog-whistle machine whine that I could hear even when I got back to the counter with the napkins. I went back to my station and helped a fat couple who wanted something sweet because they were fat, I guess. I don’t know.
I felt like I was getting skinned alive through sheer boredom because the hours would just not go away. The shift stretched on and on and the cigarette breaks I took didn’t do a damn thing to kill the time. It seemed like by the time I had the Marlboro lit I was back inside on my feet slamming out drinks. I was short-pouring people left and right and pimping out some stale Budweiser, but everyone was content and relaxed because the humid weather outside was making them a little bit sleepy.
Finally at around ten the crowd thinned out a little and we hadn’t gotten the wave of sailors who usually came to our little place as the last stop on a brutal pub crawl that started at Sloppy Joe’s. I took a break again, but this time curiosity got the best of me and I went over to the Polybius. I could do this because the Old Man and Monika had left, leaving me in charge of the place. As long as the money flowed in and I didn’t skim too much, I could run the place. Camille didn’t say shit. She had a kid that was two years old; she didn’t want to rock the boat.
Anyway, I reached into my pocket, took a stolen-from-the-register coin, and plopped it into the machine.
The funny thing was, the title screen didn’t do the game justice. It really had some cool visuals. You were in this sort of space fighter, and you flew around and shot your lasers out at these hammer-and-sickle-shaped fighter planes. At first the game was easy, as every game is, but then it started to get faster and faster and the graphics got more and more realistic—to the point you could see the little men in the opposing space fighters hold up their hands and look like they were shrieking when they exploded.
Five minutes went by as I played and I didn’t even notice it. The Navy sailors started to cruise in while I was barely paying attention, and a few got curious at the game I was playing as they could hear the sort of orchestral music and the screams from the people I was flying around and blowing up. The game was getting really intense fast, and I felt my heart pumping away and my hands sweat. I got to about the third level with 88,888 points when I got blown up.
I stepped away and noticed that an hour had passed. Camille was swamped. I ignored the sailors clapping me on the back and the excited talk about never seeing a game like that before. The first sailor, some black kid, jumped on the thing as soon as I left.
Camille wasn’t so much pissed off as she was surprised at the game. “Never seen anything like that before. Looks like you were playing the Star Wars movie.”
I was sweating and poured myself a beer. “I know, right?”
Some sailor was trying to get my attention. “Yo, can I get a Budweiser now? You done yapping?”
I shrugged. “No.” I poured another beer in a schooner glass for myself. He looked even more annoyed.
I wanted to play the game again. I had to fight the urge. My eyes kept flicking toward the thing. The sailor who replaced me got replaced by another. Everyone started to watch the next guy play, what with all the commotion and the horseshit from the sailors acting up and some even pushing each other to get in line. It was like a movie; I’ve never seen people crowd a machine like that. Even the regular pool players, my friends the Felix brothers, interrupted their game to watch the machine go off. They scratched their stubble-covered chins and asked me what was going on.
“Popular arcade game. Don’t know.”
“Ever heard of it before?” Bobby Felix asked.
I couldn’t say I had. And usually I’d seen a million ads for arcade machines come through the bar supply magazine we got every month. All the games were in there: Tempest, Donkey Kong, Pac-Man, something else I think called Galaga… but never that game.
* * *
It was only about a little after one o’clock. My legs ached a bit, but I didn’t feel that tired as everyone was playing the game. Camille was laughing.
“Never seen anything like that,” she said. “I guess I gotta try next—”
There was some commotion with the mini-crowd over by the machine. That black sailor I saw before was trying to go for another turn when I saw this country-looking big Okie take out a pocketknife.
I thought at first he was gonna threaten him, but he did two things next. First he stabbed the kid. Right in the throat. Blood gushed as he hit the kid in the throat again and again. The kid just dropped to the floor, bleeding out.
No one stopped or restrained him. They just sort of stood back, like they were in a daze or shock. But these were Navy sailors; these were the kind of guys who were good about reacting to situations and sobering up and doing something when shit like that went down.
But they just sort of parted the waves and let the killer pop a quarter into the machine and start playing. He was playing there still when the P.D. tackled him. Skinner Sam the bouncer was nowhere to be seen. I was on the phone with the operator when I saw the asshole’s face after they tackled him. His eyes were wide and unfocused; he looked like a dead fish that had floated up to the surface. Someone kept asking, “Why’d you do it, man? Why’d you do it?“
I put the phone down. Camille was sobbing and I put an arm around her.
The machine departs
The kid, that sailor, had died on the floor. I’d never seen anything like that before. Camille was crying. I called the Old Man and Monika, and they came down as the cops set up this whole half-assed crime scene with yellow police tape. Jimmy, the on-duty sergeant, stood around with his big belly sticking out, chewing gum.
“Fucked up, huh? Over a what—an arcade machine?” Sergeant Jimmy said, snapping his gum.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess one cut or was hogging the machine and shit. I don’t know.”
“Can I get a gin and tonic?” Sergeant Jimmy said. I made it up and served it to him. He sipped it, and some of that clear liquid ran down his double chin. The good ol’ boy belched a second after, then adjusted his gut over his belt. The pig never paid.
“Crazy. Crazy, crazy. Get the poor darkie stabbed over what, you know? Crazy. Maybe it was a, a—a homo-cide. You get it? Homo-cide? Homo?”
I laughed obnoxiously. “Uhuhuhuhuhuhuhuhuh.”
Sergeant Jimmy pounded the drink and set it back on the wooden counter. There was no one around, as the place had cleared out after the stabbing. For the moment. We’d had stabbings before—just not fatal ones. For example, we’d had that girl from Diff’rent Strokes stab her agent here last summer. They covered it up though in the news. But I saw it. Some people said it wasn’t her but I knew.
* * *
The Old Man spoke up as he stood next to me. “Any way I can charge the Navy for cleaning up the bloodstain? That’s the third one in six months now. And this guy is the first one to die.”
Sergeant Jimmy shrugged. “Shit in one hand, you know, wish and pray. You know what I mean.”
I took a deep breath. “Can I take a step out? Are we done?”
Sergeant Jimmy shrugged. “I think so. I mean, it’s shut and open. You know. Guy gets stabbed. This isn’t Sherlock Holmes mysteries, here.”
I stepped out to where Monika was having a smoke. There was a sudden downpour from a cloudburst, and Monika handed me a cigarette without saying anything.
“Fuckin’ nuts,” I said.
“It is strange, yes.”
We stood there uncomfortably for a few moments.
“Are you gonna…” I said. “I was already feeling sort of under the weather, and, you know, this whole thing has busted me up and…”
I coughed into my hand.
“I’m not closing. You have to make up for the day before yesterday when you did not close.”
She puffed on her cigarette. Her smoke blew into my face.
“Please?”
“No. Your father and I are at the strip club for the city attorney’s birthday for the rest of the night.”
“You’ve got the prettiest blue eyes, you know that?” I said.
“You do your job.”
An old Chevy drove up, and Monika ran across the street to talk quickly to the hot driver.
“Frog whore,” I said under my breath. My old man was near me when I said it, and we just exchanged a look with each other.
“Well, she’s my whore,” he whispered.
“We gonna close now?” I asked.
He shook his head. “What’s the use? Don’t know what the point would be. The investigation’s over. Does that sound sort of, you know, callous? But what do we do? Have a night of mourning? Something? I don’t know. Sailors get the first drink free if they come back in. We need a better bouncer, that’s for sure.”
I took a puff and listened to the rain coming down. We stayed open the rest of the night, and we ripped down the crime scene police tape after the local cops said we didn’t need it. The kid’s blood stained the wooden floor, but it wasn’t wet or sticky or anything. The bar resumed business as usual, though at least ten times I had to point out where the kid got stabbed when a random person asked. Polybius was on, and a crowd had formed again.
“Good enough game if people are stabbing each other over it,” I said.
I thought it was weird, and so did Camille, who could barely talk. We sort of motioned to each other as we watched more and more of the bar surround the machine. The music and the blasting noises and the screams were loud enough to drown out Led Zeppelin.
I myself really wanted to go another round on it. It was like a sort of internal itch, like a mental horniness to go after the machine again. It beat the hell out of the Tempest machine over at Captain Tony’s. And I had the high score in that.
I thought about the game as I listened to this young guy, this writer with long hair, Harley Mark, ramble on after getting his fifth Manhattan of the day. I was busy staring at a black-haired woman with blue eyes. And she was busy watching everything with a sort of weird, wide-eyed look. Drugs, probably. I could see she was focusing on the crowd near the game the entire time.
I was gonna make my way over toward her but Harley Mark’s wisdom kept pouring into my ears.
“Man, you guys wanna know something? I got into so much trouble back in grade school a couple of times, for the lamest stuff. I wrote this story where Batman wore a dress and drank toilet water, another about eating bug sandwiches on Gilligan’s Island; I thought they were hilarious, and I still do. Why? Because it’s silly, silly. I knew, while I couldn’t express it back then, that through writing I could take characters I enjoyed and put them in any situation of my whim, and I could mash them together. I can’t remember why I had Batman in a dress or why he drank out of the toilet, but I remember getting berated. In high school I wrote a story parodying Romeo and Juliet, but Romeo was a drunk who couldn’t remember which girl he was after and the setting was at a dive bar. I almost got suspended for this stuff; each time I went to the principal. Well, ‘I am champagne and they are shit.’ All forgiven of course, but damn to this day I still haven’t forgotten. I am the one still laughing. Guide imagination, don’t stifle it. Schools do that now. Fucking Reagan.”
“Miss, you want something to drink?”
The black-haired woman turned to me, staring and not blinking.
“Oh, yes. What is the popular drink?”
“Beer, I guess. We make our own, actually…”
“I will have this beer.”
Harley and I looked at each other, and he just continued to ramble away.
“Here’s a mini-story. Batman sat in his easy chair one fine Sunday morning. It was a fine Sunday morning, as this particular morning was a Sunday morning in late spring, and it happened to be his day off from a very successful week in fighting crime. A fresh cup of coffee was next to his chair, and the sun warmed his face while slippers warmed his feet. With a ‘bing’ from the kitchen, he lay down the Sunday comics and rose with a smile to have his breakfast of smashed cockroach oatmeal…”
I finished pouring the drink for the woman and gave it to her.
“Yes, thanks to you,” she said. She took a long sip of the beer, downing half of it.
“Okay, that’s sort of…”
I didn’t finish my sentence.
“Looks like King Crimson here just got the high score!” someone shouted. It wasn’t one of the sailors, it was one of the young locals like me that had nowhere to go and enough of an allowance or minimum wage to spend on beer and shots.
I almost forgot who King Crimson was. I saw him near the machine with his long white-people dreads and his ripped black T-shirt with the In the Court of the Crimson King album art on it. He was a guy everyone sort of liked/disliked—a ginger with a long beard who was always making up bullshit.
But I didn’t like that guy at all. He tipped like shit and smelled like shit and looked like shit and I think he was only five years older than me but he looked fifteen years older.
“No one can beat it! No one can beat it! This is my life! This is my life!”
I was already over my free limit of two drinks and I told Camille, “Goddamn rock hobo’s gonna get it.”
The black-haired woman turned to me. “You should go and beat the high score.”
She stared into my eyes for a moment, and I winked back at her.
Harley Mark sipped his Manhattan.
“You should beat the high score and make something grand happen,” she said. “Get the high score.”
I went over to the machine.
“I can beat this,” I said out loud.
King Crimson pointed to the machine. “You can beat this, really? You think you can?”
“Please. It’s a new machine. I mean, what are you bragging about? Seriously? This whole thing is—this isn’t a victory, it’s a game. And I’m gonna beat you at it.”
King Crimson pulled some of his long white-man dreads over his shoulder. “Go ahead, girl. Come on now.”
I blew out a Bronx cheer.
Then I put in a quarter. “Suck it long and suck it hard, King Crimson.”
The game started up, and soon I felt better and better, forgetting I was standing on the dried bloodstain from that poor sailor. The game just sort of picked me up and took me into this other place. I got past level after level, destroying these space fighters and watching the little men scream as the lasers from my own space fighter blew them apart. You could hear engines roaring, you could see flames bursting out as the space fighters exploded. I mean, this game was something else. Like playing a movie all right. And the flashing lights and the noises when I got to a new level were pure pleasure.
I didn’t know that King Crimson had already taken off when I got to the final screen. It was different from the rest of the fly-around-and-shoot-down-your-enemies thing. This final part had just these four floating heads with chalk white faces that shot out these green lightning bolts, and you had to sort of shoot your lasers from your space fighters into their eyes. And I did—and it was crazy fucking weird because once when one of those heads finally died from lasers being fired into it, it screamed my name.
“Did you hear that?” I said, turning around. But the crowd wasn’t even watching me anymore. They were watching King Crimson instead. He was shaking terribly and moaning while holding his head.
“What the fuck?” I said.
King Crimson then started throwing up blood all over the back wall and over the mural we had of the sea and my family’s fishing boat, Medium Talent. Skinner Sam, who usually slept in the back corner, finally woke up (he’d shown up again sometime after the stabbing) and stood on his tree trunk legs, but he really couldn’t do anything except watch that homeless King Crimson puke all over the beautiful mural on the back wall and then fall down and start banging his head against the cold floor.
“Holy fuck,” I said. “What was he doing? Did anyone see?”
The yuppie tourist people sitting at the bar, the locals, the couple of sailors too drunk or ignorant or indifferent to care about the stabbing earlier, no one knew. And King Crimson kept banging his head against the floor. Blood started pouring out.
“Don’t these sort of people have medication, for Christ’s sake?” Skinner said.
“Somebody got that epileptic stuff?” I yelled out.
Then King Crimson stood up, thrashed his arms around, and started going after all the glasses in the bar, screaming about the high score and yelling and yodeling all at the same time. Skinner grabbed him from behind and put him in a sleeper hold to take him down, but Crimson just flipped him over his shoulder like a bag of laundry and slammed poor Skinner into the bar.
I could see for a moment Harley Mark and the black-haired woman watching. Neither had any sort of reaction to the violence in the room. It was so strange.
Four guys started to wrestle King Crimson back and down to the ground, but Crimson fought like a tiger in a cage, swinging his arms around, slapping and biting and spitting on everyone. One guy he bit hard on the neck, taking out a chunk. I reached behind the bar’s counter and grabbed the tire iron we kept back there and whapped him in the head three times, his head giving a little after that last hit.
Then I took the bloody tire iron and placed it back behind the bar counter and looked over to the black-haired woman and whispered to her, “I have the high score, now and always.”
Harley Mark clapped. “You’re in the driver’s seat.”
* * *
King Crimson died on the floor of the bar and this time we did close the place early. Two deaths in one day was bad. Camille lost her shit and couldn’t stop crying and she went home by cab when she usually walked home. The Old Man drank more than he usually drank. Monika smoked more than she usually smoked, and she muttered that she was calling the place we had gotten Polybius from and replacing it with a Ms. Pac-Man like we wanted, since Polybius was making more people play instead of drink. She was trying to focus on something other than the violence.
“But it’s a great game,” I protested.
“Great game does not make us money. People lining up there all the time means less time for the drink.”
“Less time for the drink. Right.”
Skinner hung around, but that’s because Skinner had no family and lived in a one-room shithole over on United Street. Skinner was all right except for some big bruises.
* * *
Later that night, as the wind picked up and a small storm splashed over Key West, I made my way back to the locked-up bar. I opened up the place with my keys and found nothing on but the Polybius machine.
I grabbed a quarter out of the register and began to play it again. I beat my own score over the course of an hour. The storm raged outside and thunder cracked, so I didn’t even hear the black-haired woman enter the bar. I didn’t know she was watching me play the game again, or that she saw me beat my own high score after the second hour.
“You have done well there, our friend,” she said, and I nearly jumped into the ceiling. I turned slowly. She had been sitting in the dark, and I could barely make out her features. The place was locked up tight; the only light came from the game’s screen and through the slats of the storm shutters from the street lights outside.
“How’d you get in?”
“The locks is—they are the primitive. The most primitive. The most primitive. Excuse me.” She touched the side of her neck, tapping it twice.
“The locks during this time are the most primitive,” she said.
I walked over to the wall and flipped a switch. It didn’t turn on all the lights, just the blue holiday lights we strung up all over the ceiling. I didn’t want any glow going to the outside world. I wasn’t sure why. I felt perhaps I should, you know, send out a call for help or something, but she was just a young woman. Pretty close to my age. She had on a tight-fitting black dress, making her look like a 1940s femme fatale.
I wandered over and stepped behind the bar, ready to grab the tire iron I had used to cave in King Crimson’s head.
“You shouldn’t be here. The place is closed,” I said.
“You beat the high score? And then you beat your own high score?” she said. There was a sort of odd inflection to her voice, I noticed. A sort of electronic feedback that I could hear under her words. A buzz, I guess.
“Yeah, do you give a shit?” I put the tire iron down. The woman there was wide-eyed and striking. I wouldn’t say fully beautiful. Just very unique and special-looking. Her eyes were something else. I was getting lost in those eyes.
“I care. I care very much,” the woman said.
She stood and took off her dress, and then she sat back down on the barstool nude, showcasing a thin but muscular body.
“Thank you for that,” I said.
She was comfortably naked and just sat there, staring at me, before speaking again.
“Why do you care so much for this game we put in?” she said.
“I—I couldn’t say. I don’t know.” My heart started to race. “You—your people, put the game in?”
“We did. The few of us. Trying to protect this time and this place from the others not from this time and not from this place.”
“Why—why are you naked?” I said, swallowing.
“Does it make you uncomfortable? Clothes make me uncomfortable. We do not wear them in our time for most of the day.” She looked at the rows of bottles behind me. “May I have something to drink? Preferably alcoholic. I am feeling nervous in this time.”
I poured her a beer, not thinking. I was just—well, I was staring right at her chest the whole time, and wondering what the hell was up.
“Yeah. That’s good. Budweiser is good for you,” I said, choking a little on my own spit.
“You care so much about the game being put in because you haven’t had much of a life here in Key West. You are just one of these… ordinary people living in very ordinary times. And yet, you have so much more to you that people do not even see. The failure of your education, the failure of your family, to bring out that important part of you… my people weep for such individuals living in such a time.”
I poured myself a rum and Coke and sipped at the drink, steadying myself. “You sound like you need help,” I said. “Look, I’ll call you a cab, you put on your dress. And that will be it.”
I was locked into those bright blue eyes of hers.
“I will go home. To my time and place. But your own ocean out there. Your Key West is in danger from the High Priests from our time.” She was whispering now.
“Look, I’m—deep down I’m a somewhat decent person so, you know, I’m gonna call the police here. And that’s okay. For all of us.” I swallowed twice. “Right?”
The naked black-haired woman laughed. “We have eyes everywhere, Miss White. Miss Sarah White. Your father is Glenn White; your mother, deceased, Kaitlin White. You have failed your education at Florida Keys College. You have been arrested twice for disorderly conduct. We know all, Miss White. All of it.”
I grabbed hold of the tire iron.
“What is this? Some sort of game?“I felt as if my chest was too heavy and too filled with water. I could barely breathe.
The woman held up a hand. “Please. It would not help you to do that.”
I saw from the corner of my eye a little bit of movement and realized that by focusing on and talking with this crazy naked woman I had allowed myself to be surrounded on all sides. There were men in black suits with black glasses on despite the fact that there was very little light in the bar. All of them were dark-skinned, Asian-looking. They seemed to glide out of the shadows.
“What is this?” I felt weak and overwhelmed. There were too many of them right now. Too many of these guys hanging around in the bar. Six of them, plus the woman, making it a lucky seven of strangers hanging around in The Smoker.
“Look, I—I just want to go home, guys. This is enough. I’m really, really scared, so please.”
The woman stood and grabbed me by the arm. “Please, sit down, Miss White. Please. We need your help. There are four High Priests here in the Keys. And the great machine is coming.”
I watched one of the Men in Black glide to the other side of the room, as if he wasn’t walking at all but rather slightly hovering over the floor. He inspected that mural of my dad’s boat, Medium Talent, that we had on the wall. It still had flecks of King Crimson’s vomit on it, the stuff that we couldn’t get out. He stared at the wall for a good moment before waving his hand back and forth in front of it.
“The great machine is coming,” I repeated.
The woman nodded with now very sad eyes. “We are from another time, Miss White. From beyond time. Our civilization has fallen, after we obtained eternal youth. We have fallen to depravity and sacrifice of those who could not defend themselves. Some of us went away from this dark path… and some did not. And they are coming here. You have seen the periodicals about the blood-drained human bodies?”
I took a long moment to respond, unsure if my voice was going to shake. “I—Monika said something about that. Yes.”
I made myself another rum and Coke, mostly rum this time.
“That is them. The Four High Priests. They need fresh human blood to survive, like your legend of the vampire. And they are paving the way for the great machine through rituals and preparations made out there in the dark of the night, in the open ocean.”
“The great machine? What will—what is that?” I chugged down the drink, keeping an eye on the Men in Black now wandering around in the dark like well-dressed ghosts.
The woman began to cry and put a hand to her mouth. “The great machine… the great machine will harvest all life in the Atlantic Ocean. All life will be sucked into the hold of the great machine and taken to our barren, broken, polluted time and place. They care only about saving themselves and nothing of your own world. Despite the alternatives…”
I took a deep breath. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you have the high score,” she said simply.
“Oh,” I said, as if that made sense.
“The machine—Polybius—trains your mind, opens it, and expands it to see the real universe and the reality behind everything. The High Priests appear as men, but they are beyond our dimensions and have become creatures. They have ascended into a high darkness. For you to see their true form and to defeat them, you needed your mind to be trained. We apologize for those hurt, but the machine is a harsh trainer for your mind and body. We need a candidate very soon.”
I put the empty glass on the counter. “It ruined three people. Two guys died.”
She ignored me.
“We cannot intervene directly. The High Priests would know of our coming; they would sense us. And they can trick us and destroy us. But a human being such as you, your mind trained by the machine to see things as they are and to see the things that exist beyond our dimension… For this, they will not be prepared.” She smiled, her teeth even and white, though I thought I saw a little sharpness and a couple of fangs in her mouth now.
“You must destroy them. And the great machine when it arrives in two days. We will give you a device to destroy the great machine.”
“I—I don’t know if I can do it.”
“You must. If you wish to save millions of lives and perhaps the entire planet itself.”
She walked past one of her Men in Black bodyguards, or buddies, and went to the jukebox.
“You like your music, Miss White?” she said. She flipped through the catalog of the jukebox.
“What?”
“You like your music?” She pressed a button and suddenly Sniff ’n’ the Tears’s “Driver’s Seat” came on.
“Come here,” she said, and for whatever reason, I came out from behind the counter. More Men in Black drifted in, and I could see them with a dolly as they were taking out the Polybius machine and replacing it with a Ms. Pac-Man arcade cabinet.
I went over to her. She took me by the hands.
“You’re a woman who does not like men, am I correct?”
I blinked a few times, feeling sort of embarrassed and uncomfortable. I don’t know why.
She kissed me on the mouth, still holding my hands.
“I want to thank you. These people must be stopped and punished. They harm our world; they will kill yours.”
She let go of my hands and started to take off my shirt. We made love on the cold floor, with that Sniff ’n’ the Tears song replaying over and over again, the jukebox broken somehow. My mind spun and my eyes watered when we came together at the same time and we both screamed. She stood up slowly.
“I will see you again at seven tomorrow evening. I am leaving two items behind. You must take both. You must drink from the bottle. If you do not, they will sense who you are and devour you.”
She walked over to where her dress was and put it back on. Then, with her entourage of Men in Black, she left the bar. I was still laying on the floor, naked myself. The song stopped, and I could only hear the new sounds of the Ms. Pac-Man machine.
I pulled on my pants and put my shirt back on. I saw on the counter that she had left a gun behind. A perfect little weapon, a small sleek James Bond pistol with a glowing red LED light built into its side. A small, sleek bottle was left next to it.
I sat there listening to the wind rustle the storm shutters of the bar. I thought of just breaking the bottle and discarding it, but her warning and this whole experience made me think otherwise.
I blew out my breath, and just sat on the barstool for a while, thinking. Then I grabbed a towel from behind the counter and wrapped the pistol up in it. I took the bottle with me.
The world outside The Smoker looked different now, strange and uneven at first. The palm trees swayed in the wind, and a few sleeping chickens outside across the street started to stir and waken and move on. The streets were wet from the storm that had blown through.
I walked home, hearing only some far-off drunks laughing and screaming at each other. I never saw them, just heard them. Cars drove by on Duval Street, mostly cabs at this hour.
I was thinking about flagging one down, uncomfortable as I was to be alone and female in the dark alleys of my own hometown, when I saw four men in black cloaks with chalk-white skin scurry from one black alley, across the street, and into another black alley. I could only see their faces and their crooked and fang-filled smiles, their wide eyes looking and scanning everywhere but somehow missing me. And I could hear them, even from a couple of hundred feet away, the sound of them sniffing the air like dogs.
I hid behind a palm tree. I took out that small bottle and drank from it as fast as I could. I thought the four could smell me there, huddling behind an old palm tree next to a bunch of trashcans. I dropped the towel and took the gun out. I knew how to shoot; my dad, an ex-Navy man, had taught me a long time ago.
One of the men, in one of those all-black cloaks that shows only the face, came back, sniffing the air again before going back into the alley.
I clicked the hammer back on the gun, and I could hear sort of an electronic whine. I stayed behind that palm tree for a good five minutes before shoving the gun into my jeans and flagging down a yellow cab near Sloppy Joe’s just as the last customers of the evening were piling out.
Before and after 7 p.m.
I didn’t sleep that whole night. I had too much energy. I just sat in my room with the windows open, listening and watching for anything or anyone who would be coming down the side street we lived on, seeing nothing but cats and a couple of hens waddling through the puddles that had accumulated on the asphalt. Finally I skipped breakfast and just went out and wandered the streets. My dad said nothing about me leaving the house early. Monika didn’t either.
The bar, like a show, must go on, and so we opened the place back up as if nothing had happened and I did show up to my shift time after staring out at the ocean at Higgs Beach surrounded by tourists and locals. I just watched the waves crash and the clouds pass by and the sun blaze out over all and then got back to the bar, sandy and sunburned and thirsty.
At the bar, for a few hours, it seemed like no one would mention the violence and the shit that had been plopped into our place. It was like it had never occurred. The only comment was Monika thanking me for letting the replacement Ms. Pac-Man roll in in place of the game we’d never wanted.
Two dead in one day. Even for Key West this would be something for discussion, but the only thing discussed was the night’s festivities, as the city council had just announced the secession.
Until the Secret Service man, Steve Mezzanotte, wandered in. Balding, thin, good-looking, sunglasses. He wore a wide and ugly tie with pictures of Florida on it.
He asked for a gin and tonic. I was overtired and overstressed by what had happened the night before, so I barely paid attention at first when he identified himself as a Secret Service man. He said it twice before finally showing me his badge.
“Just wanted to talk over a few things, if you don’t mind.”
“What kind of government guy drinks on the job?” was my first question.
“I’m very stressed. My name is Steve. Steve Mezzanotte,” he said. “You were here when the sailor stabbed the other one?”
Harley Mark the writer raised an eyebrow.
“Sure was,” he said.
Mezzanotte stared at him. “Sure was, huh? Well that’s good. I’m—uh, investigating it. Checking it out. Feeling out if there was anything that our local police here may have missed. An honest serviceman with an exemplary record died and we want to make—can I help you?”
Harley Mark had leaned over closely, uninvited. “I could have been a Secret Service man if it wasn’t for this diarrhea.”
He made a tip of his invisible hat to the agent.
“That’s awesome,” Agent Mezzanotte said.
“Look,” I said, “I told, you know, the cops here, everything. I mean, playing the game, some back and forth, one got stabbed.” I washed a dirty glass. Monika was looking over, concerned.
Steve Mezzanotte stood up abruptly. “Playing a game, huh? And stabbing someone? That’s not very Christian.” He slapped a fiver on the bar counter. “Keep the change. And what was the name of this game they were playing? Not pool, right? Not Pac-Man, right? What was it, girl?”
I took a deep breath. “Uh—Poly—Polybius. That was it.”
Steve Mezzanotte’s hand shook for a moment and his grin was a little too wide. I could sense he was maybe struggling with something. “Playing a game about a dead Greek historian? I’m sure all the kids were rushing out for that. Sounds like a runaway hit, like that Donkey Bong.”
“Kong,” Harley Mark said. “It’s Kong. You fuckin’ square.”
“Kong,” Steve said, annoyed. “Polybius. Well, that’s a new one. And I thought I knew whatever the kids were up to. Excuse me, I have to make a call. Realizing what time it is.”
He walked out with his drink in hand.
“Secret Service,” Harley Mark said. “Sure. They always check out murders of Navy men. What a weirdo.”
I swallowed. “I’m just gonna let that go. Probably a nut, you know, pretending to be a Service guy. I mean, come on, there’s enough weirdos in this town, right, Harley?”
Harley shrugged. “I really don’t know what you mean. People want to be different and you got to be a monster about it. Don’t be so like that just because you got the high score.”
My head felt strange for a moment and I shook it. Harley laughed at something.
* * *
I watched the clock tick away. It was five minutes to seven and for some reason I had convinced myself that it would just be another normal evening, that there would be nothing like what had happened with that woman. The drunks and the tourists rolled in like their own tide, drinking and celebrating us “leaving the union.” Fireworks and yelling and bullshitting was heard for miles around. Car horns and air horns bleated out constantly.
But at seven p.m., on the dot, just as the minute hand clicked over, I saw her arrive. One of her Men in Black bodyguards strolled in behind her and took a seat toward the back of the overfilled bar. The woman made a come-hither motion with her hand, and I walked out with her. Monika and my dad worked behind the counter not noticing a thing, but Skinner wished me a good night for whatever reason as he sat on his barstool next to the door on Whitehead Street.
The woman, dressed like a tourist now in a polka dot dress, put out her hand. With all the people dressed up in costumes like giant conch shells or waving the flag of the Conch Republic and the drag queens in full force, no one noticed us almost running through the crowd, holding hands. Sniff ’n’ the Tears’s “Driver’s Seat” started to play from loudspeakers.
“You have the gun?” she whispered to me.
I nodded. I had stuffed it into my jeans and covered it with my black T-shirt.
“The first High Priest—”
We had to wait a second while a couple of drag queens blew whistles almost in our faces as they stumbled on by.
“The first High Priest is in the San Carlos Institute performing his ritual,” she said. She kissed me on the mouth, and some nearby frat boys raised a cheer and held up their plastic red cups full of cheap cold beer.
“Please do this for your ocean and for your world. The High Priest is inside. You will know who he is when you see him. Because you have the high score.” She kissed me again on the lips.
She let go of my hand a block away from the old Cuban building, the San Carlos Institute. I walked up to the place, nervous and anxious but not scared. The crowd outside the institute was watching the impromptu parade of drunks on motorcycles and didn’t even notice that I slipped inside the place despite the large and obvious sign saying, “Closed.”
A firecracker went off outside, making me jump.
I started to walk through the old institute. It was filled with murals of the Cuban War of Independence and old flags of the Cuban Republic. The place was quiet, like a tomb or a church, but I could hear all the noise and shit from the outside world going crazy over our own Conch Independence celebration.
I took the gun out but hid it under my T-shirt. My footsteps echoed in the marble-floored building. I could hear something else—like people fucking. I walked up the stairs, thinking nothing but that I must destroy this High Priest. I had seen the ocean that morning; had seen such life and beauty.
I was not a bad person. I was a good person. I was a very good person and I was not going to see such life wiped out.
I checked the gun to see that it was loaded. It had strange green-silver shells in the magazine. I snapped the magazine in and pulled back the slide, loading the gun. I could hear those sounds of people moaning and panting upstairs, and I walked up slowly.
The theater doors were open, and I stepped through.
Total darkness waited in the room. And then I saw the High Priest there, in a red sort of haze of light. His arms were outstretched, his face was chalk white, and he was covered in that black cloak I had seen him wearing earlier. He was screwing a headless young woman on the stage and biting what was left of her neck.
He spotted me and raised himself, his body elongating toward the ceiling and making him look like a stretched-out giant. The headless woman ran into the darkness of the room, and I saw that the Priest’s jaw was opening wide and blue fire was dancing between his teeth.
I raised the gun and fired. It boomed like a cannon and a fireball shot out of the pistol, hitting the black curtain next to him and setting it on fire. I saw the headless woman jump off the stage and charge after me. I pointed the gun and fired again, blowing her living corpse back ten feet. The body exploded into blue flame and fell backward, on fire, the limbs thrashing about as the thing died.
The High Priest muttered something and his limbs stretched out, making his body even more spiderlike as the arms and the legs stretched out to grab the faraway corners of the theater, the red haze illuminating all. He started to advance, crying out in his strange language. Blue flames shot out of his mouth and his eyes turned an awful black.
I shot the gun and hit him dead center. The High Priest wailed and fell forward, his—its—four limbs snapping off and falling to the floor, blood gushing out like four different geysers.
The light came back on in the theater, revealing the normal and very human form of the woman, who indeed had a head, and the High Priest, who was that Russian I had seen on Duval Street. He was lying there in a pool of blood, his pants halfway down around his ankles. The woman, young, in a short polka dot dress, lay also in a pool of blood on the other side of the theater. Their chests were blown out; whatever the hell this gun was packing was explosive. The curtain on the side of the theater’s stage was on fire, and had set off a smoke alarm.
I left as quickly as I could, running down the stairs, getting outside before the sprinklers popped and started to shower the inside of the place.
The party was still happening in the streets, and I looked around for the black-haired woman. She was standing there, holding her hands together so it looked like she was praying.
“What—they—” It was all I got out before she shushed me. She grabbed both of my hands.
“Ignore it. It is a trick.”
We walked down the street on Duval, listening to the music and passing through the crowds. I was in shock. She kept talking in a whisper I could barely hear.
“The next one will be easier. There are three of them together. Then we go out to sea.”
She led me to her car, which was parked on one of the side streets, away from the music and fireworks on Duval Street. It was a sleek red thing, a Maserati with a black interior. I climbed into the passenger seat and she put the thing into gear, driving off at a high speed. The car leapt forward, the V-8 rumbling. Sniff ’n’ the Tears’s “Driver’s Seat” was on. I could barely hear anything, or think anything, or do anything but just hold the gun close to me.
“Where are we going?” I managed to whisper, but the woman in the polka dot dress said nothing. She just drove us far and away from the festivities.
You always hurt the one you love
We arrived at a house somewhere off the Overseas Highway. The place was set back from the road, past a couple of lampposts that were placed at the end of a dirt lane that led up to the front of the old home.
She gave me another pistol, exchanging it for the one I had just used. It was of the same sleek design, with the red LED light on its side. But it had a much longer magazine.
“They are there,” she said. “Finish them.”
There was a long pause, and I could just hear some wind rustling through the palms.
“Because you have the high score,” she reminded me.
I nodded and walked up the lane, which was lined with lit tiki torches and flapping blue Conch Republic flags. I could hear the faint sound of “Driver’s Seat” playing again before she took off in the Maserati, living me alone on that quiet dirt lane. The house ahead looked like something out of Gone With the Wind, an old plantation-looking home from a time long ago, set next to the ocean.
I walked up to the place and saw that there was a lot of movement inside, as if a party was happening. The lights inside the house were on and music was playing—a sort of big-band jazz music that filtered out into the humid night. Live music. I could hear some people laughing and talking and clapping.
I figured that I should walk around the side of the house. I could see the group of people now—it was a large party, conversing and dancing as this 1940s-style jazz band, wearing these white ties and black vests and white fedoras, was playing under strings of white lights on a raised wooden stage. Seemed like half of Key West was there, celebrating with class this stupid mock secession thing. Waiters and busboys flitted about with drinks and appetizers.
The song ended, and a tall old host in a perfectly pressed white Guayabera shirt said, “Greetings to our new Soviet friends, who are happily representing their country as we give birth to our new Conch Republic! We shall take a short break and then we’ll get right on back with the festivities.”
I sat at an empty table near the back and spotted the three High Priests with their chalk-white faces and fang-filled teeth. No one seemed to notice I was there, and no one seemed to notice they were next to some vampires from beyond time and space who were sitting down at a table together with only the company of a couple of women. Someone near the stage switched on a few speakers and “You Always Hurt the One You Love” rang out over the gathering from a record player.
I put the gun on the table and stared off into space. No one even looked in my direction. “This is crazy,” I said to myself.
I watched the three High Priests. After a time, one of them turned and, for a moment, stared at me, his eyes turning an impossible black. Then long tarantula-like legs sprouted from the sides of his skull. His neck grew longer and longer, growing to about ten feet. One of the other High Priests started to bloat, and his fingers became as long as his arms, with needles coming out of each finger.
“This is—this isn’t real. No one else is seeing this. No one is reacting to this. No one is reacting.”
I struggled for breath and swallowed constantly. Lightning played out over the ocean, and I could see something out there: some great pyramid of lights and metal descending from the sky, as large as an aircraft carrier, with sharp metal spires piercing the clouds at every corner. Electricity crackled throughout the air and I could see the thing—the machine—outlined in green and blue lights. The white lights over the stage became a dark red.
The High Priests now stood and started to whirl around in a slow dance, their lips touching the necks of the partygoers, who didn’t even notice them sucking thin rivers of black blood from their bodies.
My father was suddenly sitting next to me, wearing a masquerade mask, all white, with a long Pinocchio nose. He pointed out toward the ocean, to the machine that was landing.
“The great machine!”
I stood up with the gun in my hand and started to laugh. I shot into the crowd, great waves of fire hitting some bystanders, and then I ripped into the High Priests with concentrated green fire. The High Priest with the tarantula arms coming out of his head exploded first, then the one who was floating upward into the air. The other one started to cackle like a hyena and clacked his teeth together and rushed toward me, but I turned the gun on him and it lashed out with pure power, hitting him with a few rounds and disappearing him from the face of this universal existence, not even a trace of his body left behind. The red lights on the stage became white lights and I found myself in the middle of a maelstrom, with people screaming, dead bodies lying about, and a smoking gun in my hand. I turned and ran from the scene, seeing nothing of the machine in the sea. I screamed at the horror and ran around the side of the house. I saw the Maserati parked outside and the woman in the polka dot dress standing there.
“Get in!” she said.
I hesitated. I stopped and pointed the gun at her.
“None of this is real.”
I pointed the gun at her and opened fire, hitting her in the neck and head. Then I got into the Maserati, “Driver’s Seat” still playing on the eight-track, and drove off, with this cordless phone—this large blocky phone with a long antenna—ringing on the passenger seat. I answered it.
“Bring her back to The Smoker,” the voice said. I hung up and drove off as fast as I could.
The last moments at The Smoker
I pulled up outside The Smoker and put the Maserati in park. It wasn’t late at all, and the party was still going on in the streets with noise all around, but The Smoker was closed and shuttered.
I walked inside, gun in hand, hearing nothing but the sound of the Ms. Pac-Man machine. It was mostly dark inside, but a couple lights had been left on.
Harley Mark was behind the counter, making himself a drink. He looked surprised when I walked in.
“Now I’m the bartender. Isn’t that something?” Harley said. He put his own bulky cordless phone down on the counter.
“What is this, Harley?” I pointed the gun at him.
Harley sipped his drink.
“Sure. Well, the Atlantic Ocean is in danger, and there’s these Priests from outside space and time. Sounds like absolute science fiction. Like the game I made.”
He downed the rest of his drink.
“Good story, am I right and am I right? Looks like somebody’s mind-body controls wore off pretty quickly though. My new machine, Polybius, and what we gave you—it just doesn’t do the trick, it seems.”
He started making himself another drink as I closed the distance.
“Havana cocktail,” he said. “You can write this down on my tab. You like those? It’s good. Pineapple juice. Rum. Light rum. Lemon.”
Out of the back room I saw two of those Men in Black, those Asian men, rush out with guns ready. I shot them down before they had a chance. The gun, I noticed, shot just regular run-of-the-mill bullets now. Nothing special. I turned the smoking gun back on Harley, who sipped his drink.
“What is this shit?” I whispered.
He smiled and laughed. Looked up to the ceiling, stared at it. “You see, about thirty years ago, we started a program. A special program. Things were going really bad in this country and foreign policy was going to hell, see? We were losing—still losing the Cold War. And so we had to come up with a way to… to expand the minds of ordinary American citizens. To make them tools to serve democracy. Sacrifices had to be made. We had people just like you do certain important missions to protect the USA. So important. Sirhan Sirhan was the first. Arthur Bremer messed it up, but basically got the job done. Then Hinckley the Jodie Foster lover really screwed it all up by not killing Reagan and surviving, and now the program is on the run from a B-movie actor in the White House with ongoing dementia who’s assigned the Secret Service to hunt us all down.” He took another sip of his drink. “But you got those four top KGB case officers today. They were ordered out into the open by some senile old men in the Kremlin who, heh, thought the Florida Keys really, truly were going independent…”
Harley smiled and put a finger to his lips.
“You see, every now and again, we in the program have to use drastic measures. Beyond regular means. We did have another mission for you—you were going to destroy a special Soviet missile boat submerged off the Keys that was supposed to aid this ‘independence movement’… Reagan knows, of course… but he’s ignoring it. Bastard.”
He sipped his cocktail. “Good cocktail.”
I sat at one of the barstools.
“I should kill you. I should kill you. You and that Polybius.“
Harley took a deep breath. “Now, this, this is something… You see, all that shit that was programmed in your head with my Polybius? And what she drugged you with? It’s going to do something very unpleasant.”
I couldn’t stop shaking. All at once I could feel it. Harley had this feral look come over his face.
“What’s that?”
“If my calculations are right, and I’m sorry, they always are, the programming should start stripping you of all your memories in about three to five minutes, unless I do something. Which I won’t, because the Secret Service is close. Your personality is about to be completely erased. All your memories will be gone. You won’t even remember your own name. It’s sort of a living death, I suppose. You won’t know what you ever lost. And the police will pick you up.”
Outside I heard sirens approaching above the sounds of the party and all the music and yelling going on.
“Sorry,” Harley Mark said.
I pointed the gun and fired, dropping him to the floor. I dropped the gun after.
I started to breathe heavy, in and out, thinking about—well, everything at once. My father, the bar, Monika, the woman in the polka dot dress, the beaches, the ocean, those stupid Felix brothers, all the fun I ever had in my life, the way I got up early on Saturdays because I liked to be the first one to get a coffee at the Cuban stand, my dad teaching me to drive, playing Polybius itself, storms coming over the horizon and white clouds over a blue sky on Easter Sunday, my favorite movies and all the songs I’d ever heard. I could feel it starting now. I tried thinking about my mother and my dad going to the Tortugas on our boat. He called it something strange, Medium something, and the moment I knew I couldn’t remember the name of our boat I knew it was starting and that was it and I prayed to whatever was above I could have something of those memories again.
The door of the bar opened. Agent Mezzanotte walked in, gun drawn.
I tried to remember why I was there when Mezzanotte sat down next to me.
He took a deep breath.
“You didn’t deserve this. You’re a victim of this—this terrible thing. I am sorry, but it’ll be over soon, and once it’s over, well, you won’t know what you ever lost. And we’ll put you on a plane and you’ll start life all over again. I’ll be right here.”
My mouth moved, but I said nothing.
I left the bar, looking it over only once as the man led me out.
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Project MKULTRA is known to many as the United States Central Intelligence Agency’s mind control program. Officially running from 1953 to 1973, the program was, according to the Supreme Court case CIA v. Sims:
… concerned with the research and development of chemical, biological, and radiological materials capable of employment in clandestine operations to control human behavior.
The project was initially exposed in 1975 by the famous Church Committee of the U.S. Senate, as part of an effort to investigate CIA activities on U.S soil, but the full extent of the activities of MKULTRA were at first hard to pin down; the CIA had unfortunately ordered the widespread destruction of documents relating to MKULTRA in 1973 as part of a deliberate cover-up. However, in 1977 up to twenty thousand MKULTRA documents were found to have been “misfiled,” ultimately bringing to light information about a great deal, if by no means all, of the activities governed by or sponsored under the program.
The use of the hallucinogenic substance LSD was said to have been a pivotal cornerstone of MKULTRA. LSD was used in experiments as a potential “truth serum,” as a weapon to be used in clandestine operations by distorting people’s perceptions, or, as some have suggested, as a way to create human “robot agents” who would have their minds erased and be reprogrammed for clandestine activities (i.e. the creation of a “Manchurian candidate”). It was feared by some conspiracy theorists that the Project was never actually discontinued and that MKULTRA “robot agents” acting under the orders of shadowy government officials conducted several high-profile assassinations, or assassination attempts, in the United States. Lawrence Teeter, the lawyer for Sirhan Sirhan—the man who murdered Robert F. Kennedy—has stated publicly that he believes that Sirhan Sirhan was under MKULTRA control. Sirhan Sirhan has also repeatedly stated that he remembers nothing of the crime itself.
MKULTRA was also mentioned more recently by conspiracy theorists as being a potential factor in the horrific 2012 Aurora theater shootings in Colorado. Some theorists alleged that James Holmes had been programmed by the Project to commit the massacre in order to bring about a political environment in which a new gun control policy could be introduced.
The “Polybius” urban legend has also been tied into MKULTRA conspiracy theories. The story goes that a mysterious new arcade machine arrived in Portland, Oregon, in 1981. Gamers were at first enthusiastic, with people fighting over the right to play next. However, the game was quickly found to induce insomnia, night terrors, memory loss, and hallucinations. After a few inspections by “men in black” type government agents, the game was quickly pulled and was never seen again. Alleged players of the machine reported feeling as though they had gone through a “bad acid trip,” with some giving up games all together.
To conspiracy theorists, Polybius was simply the next generation of MKULTRA mind control techniques being used on an unsuspecting public, this time with an arcade machine instead of LSD. Theorists cited Atari’s contract in 1981 (months before the alleged Polybius events were to occur) to create a tank gunner simulation for the U.S. Army as “proof” of the creation of Polybius, as one of the designers of the top secret development of such a simulation was also directly mentioned in the rumors surrounding Polybius.
You can connect with Forbes West via email, Facebook, or Twitter, or visit his website.



Chukotka
by Lucas Bale 
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EVIDENTIAL BUNDLE, TAB ONE
 

From: Aidan Pearson [amp@haarp.alaska.edu]
Sent: Friday, February 25, 2014 4:54 PM
To: James Burak [jrb@haarp.alaska.edu]
Subject: IRI Phase One Tonight
 

Hi Jim,
 

Sorry man, but I can’t take my shift tonight — Jane’s puking all over the place. Think she ate something at that new deli. Can you cover me? I know it’s short notice, but it’s only an IRI phase one and I’ll be on my cell if you need me. Anderson is DARPA’s on-call.
 

Just remember, this one is natsec, okay? So you gotta be in early to clock in.
 

Thanks man. I owe you.
 

Aidy
 

 

From: James Burak [jrb@haarp.alaska.edu]
Sent: Friday, February 25, 2014 4:59 PM
To: Aidan Pearson [amp@haarp.alaska.edu]
Subject: Re: IRI Phase One Tonight
 

Aidy,
 

Sure, no problem. Phase one of which though? Is it weather or radio? Sorry, I only just got back from Minnesota seeing my folks so I haven’t had a chance to come in and read the schedule. Is it really only a skeleton team at the office now?
 

Jim
 

 

From: Aidan Pearson [amp@haarp.alaska.edu]
Sent: Friday, February 25, 2014 5:04 PM
To: James Burak [jrb@haarp.alaska.edu]
Subject: Re: IRI Phase One Tonight
 

Hi Jim,
 

Sorry man, didn’t know you were away last week.
 

It’s both — weather and radio. And yeah, it’s just gonna be you tonight and security. Since news of the funding cut came through last week, they told us we’ve got to up the IRI count, but we don’t have the staff to do it. We need to get in a whole bunch of these tests before the place closes down so they’re doing overnight phase ones starting tonight. We’re going to have to do five a week to get it all done. Can you believe that? All my notes for the test are on my desk. That’s all you need.
 

Test runs from 01:00 February 26th (tomorrow morning) to 01:15. You don’t need to do anything, just make sure you watch the sensors. There’s a no-fly across the Bering for the next 24hrs and the Coast Guard say there’s no maritime activity either.
 

Remember, we’re upping the range for all these tests, okay? The new numbers are probably going to be way high, but that’s what we’ve been told to do for these ones. I think they want to get the most out of the place before it shuts down. So it really means keeping an eye on the sensors. Not trying to be a d*ck, but it’s my butt if anything goes wrong.
 

Gotta go. Thanks for tonight!
 

Aidy
Scott
Sailing the Bering Strait is always a risk. We don’t go out just when the weather is good; the gnarliest cold water surf comes when the skies are like ink and the wind is trying to kick the waves over the deck. I learned the sea as a commercial fisherman in the Bering and the Gulf of Alaska—and lost a finger doing it—but in late winter, just before spring dawns, the sailing and surfing I’m searching for is at its best. By the time the storms in Alaska reach Hawaii, the weather has cleaned up and they’ve mellowed, so I’ve always caught them here. I can’t wait to leave the drudgery of the working man’s sea behind and skate on top of its waves. The remoteness of the coastline is what draws me to it. No one can touch me out here. I’m free.
Mike sits inside the cabin of his yacht, finalizing headings that will take us toward the north coast of St. Lawrence, far enough away from the Chukotka Peninsula that the Russian military won’t get edgy and send someone out to warn us off. Mike needs the money right now—he’s backed up with bank loans and the tourist season didn’t bring in as much as he’d wanted—so he agreed to deliver some mechanical parts to the Yupik on St. Lawrence for a friend. It saves him shitting a brick about the cost of Beaver fuel, not having to make the trip by seaplane, so he really wants to find a way up there. I take him at his word that it’ll be reasonable conditions. The radio forecasts haven’t mentioned anything too serious on the Bering.
As he does his calculations, I pack the boat. I’ve done this so many times before, I almost have a blueprint in my head for where everything needs to go to make the best use of the available space. I step off the jetty one last time and up onto the deck, then toss my kitbag inside the cabin. My surfboard is already in there, stowed in back with Mike’s. The rest of the space has been taken up with crates of mechanical parts.
Getting anywhere in Alaska is usually a job for a helicopter or plane, but money is tight for both of us. There were last-minute reports on the radio of an incoming swell down the Bering Strait, and Mike’s yacht is all we have to get over to St. Lawrence to catch the surf. I barely bring in enough to make the rent and pay for food, so my camera’s in there too; maybe I can sell a few shots of polar bears on the ice floes up on the coast of the island.
My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out. The name on the screen shouldn’t be a surprise to me—she’s been calling for days now, wanting to know when she can come over and pick up her stuff—but it still cuts me. She’s leaving me, and I should stick around to help her move out? Fuck that. I try to tell myself that refusing to answer is not as childish as it feels.
Mike tosses me a look as I put the phone away. He knows better than to ask. He knows I need to escape; to get out of Dodge and do something that makes me forget.
* * *
The cabin of the small yacht is cramped inside, with the crates taking up most of the space, so we’re both either on deck or in the cockpit whenever the weather allows. It’s a thirty-year-old sardine can, and sometimes it feels like it’s way too flimsy and held together with duct tape and rusted bolts, but it’s all we have.
We’re close-hauled, leaning hard to port as a northerly sweeps down from the Arctic. The rain lashes us in thick sheets and we shuck water away from our faces. Waves crash over the deck at the bow of the boat. This is Alaska and the Bering: the cold is an indigenous resident here, a fact of life that seeps into your bones and gnaws at your skin. I pull the hood of my immersion suit tighter around my face and wish I’d remembered the flask of coffee that’s still sitting on my kitchen counter. Both of us wear commercial immersion suits when we sail in the Bering, but mine is getting old and some of the seals are abraded. Trawler gigs have been hard to come by for a while so there’s been nothing spare in the pot to replace it. If I ever went in, I sometimes wonder how long it would keep the water out and keep me warm.
I rub more water away from my face and stare out into the thick pall of wet charcoal. Through shifting breaks in the cloud I’ve been able to catch the briefest glimpses of the barren, frozen landscape behind us, but now there’s nothing but roiling grey.
We’re less than three hours away from St. Lawrence when everything changes. The wind has so far been more playful than belligerent. Truth is, this hasn’t been much of a storm—the Bering gets much worse. Weather reports, if you know what station to tune into, are pretty accurate here in AK. Yet the sky turns darker a little too quickly. I notice it, but tell myself there’s nothing to worry about. We’re not far out and we’ve got time. Weather can turn on a dime here, but we’re close enough to St. Lawrence for us to get there before it does. I’m sure of that. I know the Bering.
It’s only when Mike leans forward to examine the GPS for the second time in five minutes that I feel a flutter of concern. I watch him glance away to his left then examine the screen again. It’s an expensive unit—he’s told me often enough—so I don’t get why he’s scrutinizing it so closely. Mike checks the course again, staring at the instruments arrayed across the aging yacht’s dash.
“There a problem, Mike?” I shout against the clamor of the wind.
He looks at me vaguely, seemingly confused. “Not sure,” he says and purses his lips. It’s a thing he does when he’s thinking. His wife loves it, says it makes him look intelligent. “GPS hasn’t been updating for the last twenty minutes—like it’s lost signal.”
I look out at the veil of rain and cloud rolling across the sea. “Does it matter?” I respond. “We sail by the charts then.”
“Of course,” he replies. and I find some tension in his voice. “But… you seen the compass? It’s strange. I don’t get it.”
I glance at the compass. It spins in place then settles, then spins in place again. There’s concern written all over Mike’s face. “You said you checked the weather, Mike,” I say, trying to work through it. “Nothing serious—just some wind and rain.”
Mike waves a hand around the cockpit. “This look like just some wind and rain to you?” He’s right. It’s going bad too quickly. It isn’t right; it’s unusual, even for the Bering. “I’m going to radio Savoonga,” he says. “See what’s happening over there. Maybe they can give us a weather update.”
“If they can’t, we may have to drop the sails and wait this out.” He looks at me as I say this and doesn’t like it. He glances into the cabin, then back at me, and I know he’s thinking about his delivery.
But he nods and then heads down. I take the wheel and watch him perch by the radio. The display is flickering. He taps it and then starts punching buttons. The display doesn’t change at all. He’s not getting through on any channel. He leans back and looks at me. His eyes are hollow.
“Radio’s down,” he says redundantly. He’s not really saying it to me; it’s more like he’s confirming it to himself. I manage to stop myself asking what that means. I have to rely on Mike to think it through—this is his yacht. It’s his trip.
The brilliant white flash comes at the same time that the loudest crack of thunder I’ve ever heard kicks across the sea; it’s like a high-caliber rifle going off inside a tiny room. The lights inside flicker for a second and then wink back on. The compass jerks around like it’s been electrocuted, then settles.
“That was fucking lightning!” I shout. Where the fuck did that come from? This wasn’t supposed to be a thunderstorm. My heart’s hammering in my chest and I find I haven’t actually hauled in a breath for a few seconds. My lips are dry as hell. I can see something that might be scorch marks on the top of the mast. I desperately hope I’m wrong, because if I’m not, we’re in trouble.
“The radio’s not picking up a single channel and the GPS is still not updating,” Mike repeats, as if I need to hear it again.
“We need to get the sails down,” I say. “Trip’s over. We wait it out in the cabin.”
“We can push through this.” I can see the desperation in his eyes. We wait this out, we could end up anywhere in the Bering. It’ll take more than a day to get back. It’s not just that he’s scared—no sailor wants to sit in a cabin, waiting while a storm tears the shit out of the sea around him—Mike must be on a clock with the parts for St. Lawrence.
Of course you’d say that, Mike, I think. You still want to make your drop-off. I know storms. I fish in them, sail in them, surf in them; so I made myself understand what I have to deal with. We’ve gone from a relatively benign, isolated single-cell storm to something which could be a multi-cell cluster in seconds. I’ve never seen anything like it. We leave the sails up in this, they’ll get torn away, maybe even capsize the damn boat. If Mike can’t see that, I have to.
“There’s no way, Mike,” I shout. “It’s already too strong, and the way this one came up on us, the speed of it, it’s only going to get worse.” He’s silent. He doesn’t reply. So I hammer home the point; make him understand that I know what’s driving him. “Your parts will have to wait. It’s just too fucking hot out here now.”
I think he might have gone for it, if he’d been given a few seconds to think about it. Mike’s a sensible guy, just a little desperate right now. But when the second lightning bolt hits, slamming into the mast, the halyard snaps. The boom comes sliding in hard as the boat rights from its close-hauled position. The only thing that saves me is the fact that I’m steering and to the stern of the boat, but even then I lose my footing and the boom misses me by inches as I slide.
It’s only going to get worse.
Umqy
It is still dark when I begin the last hunt I shall ever make from the village I have called my home for more than seventy years. I do not allow myself to look back at the place—it has changed so much since I was a boy, and all it serves now is to remind me how the ravages of age and illness have contrived to rob me of my usefulness. How younger, healthier men in the village have stripped me of the pride I once had.
There is a frozen wind this morning. Ice has already formed on my white beard, and the snow nips at my wrinkled skin. Yet I think this is fitting. The silent hunter I am looking for will thrive in this cruel weather. The wind cannot pierce his thick layer of blubber; the sea cannot penetrate his oily fur, yellowed by age and hard-won experience. I was named for you, umqy, because you took my brother from me before I was born. I have been intertwined with you ever since. My whole life given meaning by the death of a boy I never knew and a white bear who will one day take me with it into the afterlife.
If the disease does not take me first. I cough again as I load my sled and instinctively raise a hand to my mouth. One of the two reindeer tethered to the front glances at me and shakes its head quickly, a fine mist billowing from its nose. The cough has been growing steadily worse of late, another gift from the Soviets. I know I am dying. This was no evil spirit, this disease they brought with them, but something more insidious. I don’t need to look at my glove, made from a seal’s hide, to know it will come away flecked with blood. My coat, too, is made from that same seal’s hide. I have found nothing warmer in the western clothing the Soviets brought with them; nothing that keeps the wind and snow at bay as effectively. I made this coat myself. Every stitch is mine. The fur is from my beloved first dog, and from a wolverine we once tracked together. This coat is almost as old as I am. It is the only friend I have left.
There will be other anqallyt hunters rising from their yaranga out by the coast, nomads who still cling to the old ways, but I want to avoid them. I want no company on this last hunt of mine. It is the tranquility of solitude that I seek as I walk toward the spirits who will restore my pride and usefulness in this diseased world.
My daughter will be furious with me—her father who will not be tamed; who will not accept what she says about the good the Soviets brought with them. Tinned food that tastes of too much salt and like the metal it comes inside; clothes that do not last and which scratch my skin; their language and culture. What about our language? What about our songs and stories? Are our traditions so foreign to you now, daughter? How quickly you and my grandchildren forgot what the Soviets did to us, and then welcomed the trinkets they brought you. You even teach their children now—teach their history instead of yours. How little you understand who we are and what we have lost.
I am dying, and the shaman—helped by a Soviet doctor of course—has admonished me to remain in bed. This I cannot do. I know my flaw, of course—I am not so foolish as to be blind to it—an old man still clinging to past glory. There is still life in this slow heart.
She will be angry if I die out there, but in truth I would welcome it. She would want to bury me in the traditional way—to prove to me only in death that she still embraces our culture. Perhaps it is my own small rebellion that I will not allow her that charade when the time comes. I have made my peace with the spirits in the sea. I visited Tynga-gyrgyn, the shaman, and between us an agreement was made. No disrespect will be taken by my choice, and I can be alone, instead of having to watch my body treated to shallow, empty platitudes by those who no longer truly believe.
My hand drifts to the spear I carry with me, and which will eventually come with me to the afterlife—the only concession I made to Tynga-gyrgyn and the spirits. I will keep some of my tobacco for that final journey too. When the time comes, my final resting place will be the tundra that has been my home from the moment I first saw light through these now much older eyes: the untamed, majestic landscape that has nurtured our kind, and the umqy, for centuries. I am ready now, but I want to bring one last umqy to our village. To prove that youth has no more value than a wise, old head.
I have traveled for several hours when I stop and squat down on the sled to cut strips of dried walrus meat on which to chew. The familiar taste and smell comfort me; they make me think that I am right to be here, being true to myself. I welcome that comfort.
I am heading for the coast, across familiar wide-open tundra. The snow has begun to cede in places to tufts of dark grass that poke through its grey-white shroud. The hills and mountains surround me as they have always done. Yet still it is cold. I huddle against the wind as we glide across the snow; perhaps the Soviets’ disease is making it more difficult, or perhaps it is age. I cannot walk as quickly as I once did; when I set out from my camp I wonder if I will be stumbling through the snow like a child. The rifle, an old friend too, seems heavier now than it has ever been. I have oiled it and cared for it from almost the moment I was able to lift it as a boy. It catches from time to time, but I cannot afford anything to replace it. The garish apparatchik, with their dollars and rubles, want younger men to guide them in this wilderness now.
I cough again, but this time so hard I have to close my eyes tight shut for fear they might drop from their sockets with the force of it. I ignore the spots of blood on the snow. I wonder for a moment whether taking my dogs would have been more sensible, but that would not have been fair to them. My grandchildren will see to them; they will love them almost as much as I have done these last years. They do not need to die with me, if that is what is intended for me. The reindeer will find their way to another herd.
I am realistic. I might not be out here for very long.
Scott
We can’t leave the boom jarring from side to side. I hunker down and winch it in, securing it in the center of the cockpit. The boat has mostly righted, but the mainsail is flailing over the side, dragging in the angry sea, as a result of the severed halyard at the top of the mast. We’ll have to haul it in and stow it somehow. I loosen the genoa to get the boat under control a little more, knowing I’ll have to winch it in later.
The rain and wind are slashing my face, but at least I’m warm. The suit is doing its job. My fingers aren’t too cold either—warm enough to work with as I slam on the autopilot and stagger over to the sail. We can’t do anything if the boat isn’t stable.
The waves are vast now, towering walls of grey and black: seething masses that crash into the bow and then surge over the deck, consuming the cockpit and us with it. I don’t know where the hell this storm came from, and the wind is blowing so hard I can’t even guess the speed. More than eighty knots.
“Let’s get the mainsail in and stowed!” I shout. Like he can hear me. Maybe he can, maybe he needs to know. He knows, I tell myself. He knows this boat’s in real fucking danger if we don’t get the sails down and secured. The genoa will be the worst—clambering over the deck in this weather is going to take some doing, and I just know I’ll have to.
He shouts back, but I can hardly hear him. The bow pitches into the waves again and again, rising then falling over and over, each time drenching us.
You’ve been in worse than this, I tell myself. But, the truth is, I probably haven’t—not on a boat this small. In a trawler, maybe, but in a twenty-three-foot sailboat?
Where the fuck has this come from? The same thought, over and over. As if I need something to blame. Something that will tell me it wasn’t our own recklessness that brought this on us.
We haul in the mainsail, hand over hand, trying to control it as we fold it, but the wind snatches chunks of it from us and we have to keep repeating sections we’ve already folded. Eventually it’s done and I rope it down to the boom. I can hardly keep my footing in the cockpit, the boat is tossed around so hard.
I glance at the genoa, flapping hard. I yank the winch to reef it, but as usual, it sticks, and I know I need to go free it.
Fucking hell, Mike, I think. I told you to get that damn thing fixed!
“Help me reef the genoa!” I shout. He nods. He knows what’s happened, but says nothing.
I jump onto the top of the cabin, but the boat is pitching all over the place, and I have to grab for the shrouds—the wire rigging holding the mast up—to keep myself from going in. A wave hits from the side and the black ocean rushes up to meet me as the boat leans hard to starboard. I’m harnessed in—no sailor would be without a harness in the Bering—but I don’t much fancy my chances of getting back onto the boat from this sea. I steady myself until there’s a window—a fleeting moment where the boat isn’t being tossed around.
We keep a wrench stowed near the roller furler, because this isn’t the first time the genoa has stuck during reefing.
“Fucking hell, Mike,” I shout. “How many times have I told you to get this fixed?” It’s petulant, I know, but the speed with which this thing came on us has freaked me out. This is serious shit. I’ve never seen anything get so bad so damn quickly.
“You really want to get into this now?” he shouts back. No, I want to slug him.
The boat pitches again as another wave hits from the side, and one of my rubber boots loses grip and my foot drops toward the sea as it rushes up to meet me. I make a grab for the lines around the front of the boat. I make it, just, but the wrench falls away into the sea.
I can only stare in horror.
There’s no way I can get the genoa in now. I try kicking it, again and again, but it needs a wrench, not a boot. We’re fucked. It’s only half reefed—it’ll still catch the wind and destabilize the boat, probably even drive it forward under sail. In this weather, instead of letting the sea do the work and remaining pretty stationary, we’ll go where the wind takes us.
Fuck.
We can’t stay on deck and steer—we could be washed overboard in a heartbeat, harness or not. I make my way back to the cockpit to tell Mike.
“I lost the fucking wrench,” I shout. There’s nothing in his face. He glances at the genoa, then points to the cabin. I nod, and offer: “We can’t get upwind, so let’s bear away twenty degrees and see what happens.” It’s the only good plan, so we set the autopilot and head down.
Somehow, retaining my balance by banging against the hatch to the cabin, I get down the slick steps behind him. The benches inside have been taken up by crates lashed to anything and everything, and which have mercifully not worked free. I don’t have time to check they’re still secure—I leave that to Mike. I want to check the charts to see if I can work out where the hell we are.
I don’t get the chance.
I’m a child of terabyte Hollywood—awe-inspired by more streamed visual imagery than I could ever properly digest. I’ve stared open-mouthed at countless movies showcasing car chases, motorbikes spinning through the air, even airplanes carving deep furrows in the earth as foliage bursts through smashed windows. Each has been rendered as though time itself stretches and every detail occurs in slow motion; big-budget stunts designed to eke out every last second of drama.
The reality could not be further from the truth. The reality is savage, brutal, and unrelenting. It moves so quickly it’s impossible to follow what’s happening. The mind stores images—flashes, really—and processes them much later. At the time, all you can think is: Am I going to die?
The first thing I know is the rush of the wind on my face—a siege of rain and frozen air clawing at my skin and eyes. It can only be one thing—one of the hatches is open. How? I scream. They’re all secure. Smashed, perhaps? I don’t know, but I do know water might come in. I’m about to get up when everything changes.
The seat at the desk pushes upward beneath me; my spine contorts as the pressure of rising builds on me. We are keeling over, capsizing, I can feel it. The boat has stopped pitching from side to side, floundering in the sea like some dying animal, and has begun to lurch.
I fall off the seat and slam against the bulkhead, banging my head against the small cooker on the wall. It dazes me, and I have to fight off nausea. I need to be ready for this. This is life or death.
The boat continues to tilt, then pitches forward, and the next thing I see through the plastic door of the hatch is the all-consuming ash-grey pall of the sea.
We’re over.
It’s happened to me before and it’ll happen again, but it scares the shit out of me every time. The keel will almost certainly bring us back upright—we just have to wait. More waves hit, then I feel a big one and the boat starts going round again. I’m trying to keep my balance, but in the end, I slam against something hard. I have no idea what.
One of the crates is working free somehow. It’s rocking as we roll back over, and then it’s loose. Mike is directly in front of it. I shout, but he turns too slowly—he can hardly hear me above the roar of the storm and the waves hammering the hull. The crate hits him hard, and he crumples to the floor as though the skeleton has been sucked from his body. Blood seeps from a gash on the back of his skull—thick and dark, glistening within a jagged tear in the hood of his immersion suit.
“Jesus Christ, Mike!” I shout. “Mike!”
He can’t hear me. He’s unconscious. Maybe worse.
Instinctively, I reach for him. I wedge him on his side, under the table in the middle, between the benches and on the floor, keeping his airway open as best I can. I catch a pulse, and the relief is palpable. I’ve seen hits like that on trawlers; concussion is the best-case scenario. There are far worse.
There’s a good first-aid kit hanging on the wall that I picked up when one of the Dutch Harbor trawler captains bulk-ordered. I rifle through it for bandages first and then pull Mike’s hood down. It’s a bad gash, and blood seeps from it. He’s still unconscious. The chance that it’s only a concussion is drifting away by the minute. All sorts of things wash through my head as I try to stop the bleeding: spinal injury, so maybe I shouldn’t have moved him; maybe cerebral compression, maybe fractured skull, maybe he’s bleeding into his brain. Shit, you shouldn’t have moved him? He’d have gone over, you dick.
I need to keep calm. When the wound is clean and bandaged, rough and ready and no awards for bedside manner, I stumble to the radio. It’s almost worse being down here like this—I can’t see the horizon and seasickness is harder to keep away in a small room, in a storm like this. Even trawler guys get seasick; it happens and it’s the worst fucking feeling.
I try to get something out of the radio, but I’m greeted with static on every channel. What the fuck is wrong with the radio? Even an electrical storm shouldn’t mess with the radio, but then I think back to the GPS. What could put the radio and the GPS out? Nothing I know of. I send messages anyway, broad spectrum, and activate the emergency beacon at the same time.
I glance down at Mike. There’s nothing I can do now except put some blankets over him and keep him warm. Support his head with a pillow from one of the sleeping bunks.
I stagger round the cabin and secure all the crates. It hits me as I do this: there’s nothing I can do for myself either, except wait. And hope. My mind flicks back to the damn genoa, and I wonder how much it’s dragging us away from help. If we head south, we could be drifting for days. Depends how long the storm lasts before it blows itself out. We’ve got food and water, so we’re not looking at some major survival gig here, but Mike needs medical help immediately.
I run my face with my hands. I don’t mind admitting I’m scared right now. I sit at the desk, bracing myself against the bulkheads, and wait.
It’s maybe fifteen minutes before the next huge damn wave hits us and we roll again. As we do, I see it.
Water is coming in through the bunk cabin at the front. This time I know we’re in the shit.
I have the crazy thought that I have to get us both out. That we can’t get trapped in here. Water’s coming in and this is the second time we’ve rolled. I start thinking we might actually go down.
Every sailor has a grab bag. In it we pack the things we’ll need if the worst happens. Searching for your grab bag is second nature. It’s drilled into you from day one. I reach for mine without even realizing and clip it to my immersion suit. Mike hasn’t moved; hasn’t made a sound. I keep calling his name, shouting it until my throat is raw, but he gives me nothing in return.
So I drag him to the hatch and slide it open. He’s a fit guy with a lot of muscle, so he’s damn heavy. We’re rolling again, and I know this is our only chance. I grab his suit and glance back inside the cabin. It’s warm and mostly sheltered, but I don’t know how long this old boat can take this hammering.
Suddenly, both of us are in the sea.
Everything is now a blur of frigid grey. I hunker down, cold wetness seeping into my mouth and ears. I choke and spit. Shake my head, driven by panic. I swim as hard as I can, then pull the cords on both our life jackets at the same time.
I am sure we are going to die.
* * *
CLASSIFIED

 

EVIDENTIAL BUNDLE, TAB TWO
 

Call between 1-907-555-9484 (attributed to James Burak) and 1-907-555-6354 (attributed to Aidan Pearson)
Date: 02-27-2014
Time call begins: 07.36
Time call terminates: 07.37
Call duration: 0' 52"
Cell-site for -9484: Gakona Lodge and Trading Post, Mile 2 Tok Cutoff, Gakona, AK 99586
Cell-site for -6354: Glennallen’s Rustic Resort, 187 Glenn Highway, Glennallen, AK 99588
 

CALL BEGINS
 

BURAK: Where the hell have you been? Why haven’t you been answering your cell?
PEARSON: I was busy, what the hell—
BURAK: I called your house.
PEARSON: What the fuck, why’d you—
BURAK: You weren’t answering your cell, man. Where the hell are you?
PEARSON: Look, Jim, you didn’t say anything to Jane, did you?
BURAK: I don’t give a shit if you’re getting a piece with someone else, have you been watching the news?
PEARSON: No, I’m not—
BURAK: Anderson jumped straight to phase three.
PEARSON: No way, fuck, we’re not ready. We haven’t done any simulations. Why didn’t you—
BURAK: Don’t put this on me, Aidy. This is your screw-up.
PEARSON: What did he say?
BURAK: He said we didn’t have time to wait.
PEARSON: Fucking Air Force. What’s happening?
BURAK: You’re right, we got serious numbers. There was a front coming down from the Arctic Circle and we just blew the shit out of it. I mean it was only a single-cell, right, might have even blown itself out in thirty minutes, and we just turned it into a multi-cell squall line.
PEARSON: Shit.
BURAK: Shit is right, you dick.
PEARSON: What do you mean?
BURAK: The system picked up an emergency beacon. Radio’s down all over the Strait, so we’re the only ones who got it.
PEARSON: No, no, no, there’s not supposed to be anyone out there.
BURAK: Well there is, and you know what Anderson said?
PEARSON: He called in the Coast Guard.
BURAK: No man, he said to leave it. He gave me an order. Told me to go home. I’m in the fucking car now, outside the Lodge in Gakona. The beacon’s in Russian territorial waters.
PEARSON: So what’s he going to do?
BURAK: I think he’s going to leave them, man. I think he’s gonna just fucking leave them out there.
 

CALL TERMINATES.
 

Call is terminated by -6354, attributed to Aidan Pearson.
Umqy
Eventually, I find a suitable place on the snow to set my shelter and stop. Building a yaranga has always been hard work alone, but those hunters like me who prefer to hunt alone are used to it. This yaranga is smaller than is traditional—it has more in common with the Nenet chum—so I am able to quickly lash the long sticks I have brought together until the frame is made. It takes fifteen skins to cover it, and I dig the snow over their edges to seal it. It will be warm enough for me in here. When it is done, I unload the rest of my sled—my food and skins to sleep on—and then rest the sled against the walls of the yaranga. I tether the reindeer and take in a long, unsteady breath.
Behind me, I can see my tracks in the snow. Each of them takes me a step further away from a life marked by both agony and joy: the joy of the births of my children; the agony of the death of my culture, my home, my history. My wife, long since taken from me by the very disease that now rots my own lungs, and the terrible pain of her passing, which now ravages my empty heart. At least she cannot see what has become of us. How would she react? Less angrily than I, of that much I am sure. Yet it would trouble her. In that sad way, I am glad she is not here to see it.
It is time.
The wind grows in strength as I walk away from my camp; it tugs at me, seeking to toss me stumbling into the snow. It is a startling change, as if the spirits it carries within it feel some great anger, and that anger has abruptly overflowed. I wonder for a moment if their anger is with me, and if my pact with Tynga-gyrgyn was not successful in persuading them.
Dawn pushed back the night several hours ago; the sun’s fiery glow seeped slowly over the cliffs of the cape some miles away until it lay low in the sky and the beauty of my wild home was displayed. I had thought it might be a good day to hunt. Yet now, far out to sea, lightning flares within dark, boiling clouds.
I cough again, and this time there is no mistaking the blood that is mixed with the phlegm. Each time I cough—a great wracking claw that tears at the inside of my chest—I am a little weaker. Despite the cold, I grow hot as my wife did. Sweat gathers on my brow and face, then freezes in the frigid wind. My eyes blur and I wipe them bitterly. Not now, I tell myself. Be strong. You have a job to do. A debt to repay.
I force myself to walk, knowing the weakness will pass if I keep moving. I continue to scan the snow for tracks, as I have been doing since I left my village, but as yet I have found nothing. The hunt might last several days. It would of course be quicker with my dogs, and for a moment I miss them. They have been my companions for many years. They will not understand what I have done, where I have gone. But they will accept the love of my grandchildren.
The umqy can smell the breath of a seal from a great distance, even deep within the seal’s breathing hole in the ice. It will remain hidden, perfectly still and silent, until a seal emerges. Then it will crush its skull with its teeth. Its patience has come from centuries of understanding that food on the tundra is scarce—that opportunities do not come very often. It will wait, sometimes for many hours, until the timing is perfect. It can creep up on a resting seal, slowly, quietly, only rushing to attack when it comes within the length of six men from it. Rarely does a seal see this attack coming.
I am looking for tracks to find the stalking trails the umqy are using, but I will also look for seals. It is by their breathing holes and burrows that I have the best chance to locate the umqy. The traditional way is to hunt with dogs and shoot from distance. That is not my way. It is not why I am here.
When I reach the coast, the sky is dark over the sea. The waves, even this close to shore, are like churning mountains of angry black. The hills behind me are sheathed in snow, but otherwise, this vast wild place is flat. There is no break from the frigid, rising wind that sears the skin on my face.
Something on the sea attracts my attention. Green and red lights that wink at me. I kneel to give myself some respite from the wind, because I want to understand what it is I am seeing. Is it a boat of some kind? It cannot be—no one would be foolish enough to be out in this weather, even the American fishermen.
I realize the lights are not far from me, and as the waves rise and fall in their violent dance, I see a soft sheen of glistening white, with a dorsal fin like a shark. It is a hull. The lights are from a boat, and it has capsized.
I can only stare, watching in horror.
The sea is bringing it toward me—toward the bank of ice that waits on the fringes of the shore.
There might be sailors in that boat, and if they have survived, if they have made it out of the sea, I know immediately they will need my help. I cannot rely on other coastal anqallyt hunters to have seen the boat and be close enough to help, and the small township of Yanrakynnot is too far away—perhaps as much as thirty miles. Besides, that is not our way. To temper the harshness of the tundra, we have always been generous to each other, and to strangers. It is the only way we have survived.
Another thought strikes me. A storm such as this one often leaves dead seals, walruses, sometimes even whales, on the beach. There are scattered bones of such whales not far from the township. Storms like this bestow rich gifts for the umqy. I have no doubt there will be silent hunters roaming the tundra near the shore. The umqy knows there is little in this wilderness that can kill it. It will not shrink from hunting a wounded man.
I change my direction and head to where I estimate the boat will strike the shore.
Scott
The immersion suit and the thermals I’ve layered beneath it are doing their job. I’m still warm enough to stay alive. In the Bering, the cold water is enough to kill: temperatures at this time of year will be in the low forties. Without suits, both of us would be dead in maybe half an hour, and unconscious way before that. The suit might keep me alive for a few hours, maybe four or five, but Mike has less time than that. I can feel some cool water running up my arms and I know the seals won’t last forever.
The light attached to the suit is blinking brightly—the water has activated it. Good. The life jackets are keeping us afloat, on top of the waves rising up underneath us, kicking us forward and then dragging us down again. I blink away the sting of the ocean’s tears from my eyes. The rain is hammering down from above.
I’m terrified. My heart is pounding so hard I can actually feel it in my throat. I want to throw up. I’m hanging on to Mike with one hand and swimming with the other. Where? Where the fuck are you going to go?
The yacht will right itself at some point, if it doesn’t sink. Its natural buoyancy, and the keel catching the water, will see to that. But it’s taking in water. It’s heavily laden with the crates Mike was taking to St Lawrence. If we’re too close, it could drag us down in its wake. I swim away from it, drawing my arm through the cold water, battling and shouting.
The beacon is on, I tell myself. Someone is coming. In a storm like this, the moment they see the beacon, they’ll come.
It’s desperation, I know, but I look for the lights of a Coast Guard helicopter above us. I really expect it to be there, a rescue swimmer ready to drop from the heavens into the sea to get us. I’m almost stunned when I see nothing but the seething grey of the storm. Another wave throws me upward and I feel small and completely at the mercy of the sea.
I fumble around, rubbing spray from my eyes, choking and spitting salt water, trying to time my glances around me with the rising waves. The walls of black tower above me so I can’t see more than a few meters, but with each rise and fall, we go too. As we rise, I search feverishly for something, anything, that looks like land. St. Lawrence, we might be close, it’s just possible.
I glance at the slick hull and the keel sticking up. The boat is being kicked around worse than we are—there’s more for the sea to grab hold of. We’re riding it as much as anything else, but the big waves, the breakers, send us crashing under, and I have to swim hard to keep on top. Without the life jackets, we’d be gone.
On what must be the tenth crest or more, I see it. A subtle line of humps on the horizon. If I can see them, if that’s land, it’s no more than a few miles away. It’s swimmable. On the next crest, I battle to get up so I can see, and I am sure of it. They’re hills. Christ knows where, probably St. Lawrence, but it’s something.
I can hear myself screaming, shouting for joy. I can do this. I can get there. Mike is clipped into my life jacket, so I let the line play out and start swimming for the ice. He’ll drag me, slow me down, but there’s no way I’m going to leave him here. I can do this.
I haul myself onto the ice, my fingers clawing for grip. I slip and tumble back down into the water. “Get up there,” I growl, and I can hear the panic in my own voice. I claw again for grip and try to kick out of the water, throwing my leg up.
Again I fall. I’m about to cry in frustration.
Suddenly, against the clamor of the wind, I hear something. I can’t quite pick it out, but it’s there. Was that a shout?
I try to pull myself up again, and I see something moving in the distance. A shambling, light silhouette against the grey tundra ice.
Someone is running toward me.
Umqy
My age and disease are forgotten as I run. The creak of my bones and the scars on my lungs are gone as I stumble and slide, trying to keep my footing on the ice. There are two of them, but one looks dead. Unconscious, I hope fervently. The other is trying to pull himself up onto the ice. Without the suits they wear, bright yellow and easy to see, and the flashing lights on their chests, I might never have seen them.
I see the face of the one pulling himself up contort as he sees me; his eyes widen in surprise. He is not expecting to see another person, or he is not expecting to see my strange features, my darker skin. In short, he knows my face is not that of his own, western people. My clothing tells him what he cannot possibly have known when he was in the sea.
He is not where he should be. He is far away from home.
I kneel quickly, bracing myself as I have done many times before to pull someone out of the freezing sea and onto the ice. Between us, struggling without a language, but understanding the desperate need of the situation, we manage to get him onto the ice. Immediately he looks at me, but he does not pause. He turns and hauls on a harness of some kind, dragging his friend toward him. Together we drag him, too, onto the ice.
But he is barely conscious. The tear in the hood at the back of his head is immediately apparent, and my heart sinks. I stare at the first man, who is checking his friend, and I know what he does not seem to: this man will not survive out here. He might as well have died in the sea.
I stand and back away, watching them both. What must I do now? What can I do? My yaranga is barely big enough for two, let alone three, but I cannot leave them.
I place a gentle hand on the first man’s shoulder to attract his attention, but he turns sharply, mouth open, eyes flashing. There is madness in them. “We must get my sled,” I say to him. “I have a camp. We must get your friend there. He cannot stay out here. Your clothes will soon freeze.” I am trying to make him understand with gesticulation—hand signals to symbolize the sled, the yaranga, his friend.
But he looks at me blankly. Whether it is exhaustion, or fear, or the emotion of what has happened to him, he cannot understand. He seems unwilling, or unable, to move. A bag of some sort dangles from a cord on his arm.
I jab a finger at the valley between the hills, toward my camp. My sled is there, and with it, we can take the man to my camp. Inside the yaranga, they can at least be warm. I can build a fire in there. It will grant us some protection from the storm. Perhaps dry their clothes.
I turn to leave—it is as much as two hours’ walk there and back and the weather is worsening. The man grabs me. He shakes his head and says something I don’t understand, but his tone is pleading.
“We cannot carry him,” I say, pointing at his friend. “I have a sled.” But I know this is useless; I cannot make him understand. He is young; I can see it from his face. Why was he out in a storm like this? The foolishness of youth, I think angrily. The brashness of you stupid Americans. Risking your own lives for what—for fun? This is not a place for fun—the sea is to be respected, feared, in a storm like this. Even my grandchildren understand that. And now that self-serving foolishness has robbed me of what was truly important to me—the chance to prove my worth for the last time. I feel the heat of anger rising inside me.
It is then that something else attracts my attention. I take my rifle from my shoulder, and the man backs away. I shake my head to make him understand it is not for him. I beckon him to kneel, and I do the same.
What was it? A smell? Movement I have caught in the corner of my eye, but which is now gone? I cannot say. It was a fleeting moment; something that feathers the edge of my hunter’s instincts. Decades I have spent out here; I know this place.
Umqy. There is one nearby. I know it for sure, although I cannot see it. The snowstorm is making it hard to see much of anything now. I glance at the bright yellow suits of these two men; the bloodied bandaged head of the one lying barely conscious on the ice.
It is too late for the sled.
I make what other Chukchi would consider an absurd gesture—it might even cause hunters who know me to laugh. I pretend to be a bear, making claws with my hands and growling. The man’s jaw drops and his eyes widen again. He glances out to the sea, but I don’t know why. Does he think that is where the umqy will come from?
He turns back to me and takes his friend by the arms and nods back to the hills where I indicated my camp is. I nod to him, and with one hand, I take his friend’s legs.
And we carry him together, hefting this almost dead man as we clamber over the ice.
Scott
I’m in Russia. Christ. The man in front of me—his face, his language, the sealskin and fur-lined coat and trousers—all of it tells me where I am, no matter how much I can’t believe it. The concept stuns me. How far did the goddamn storm take us? Right the way across the Bering. St. Lawrence is thirty-seven miles from Russia, but something tells me we never got anywhere near St. Lawrence.
I don’t know who he is or what he wants; I can’t understand him when he speaks. Yet the moment he slips the rifle off his shoulder, my heart kicks. He was going to walk away, but when he turns back to me, I can see the anger in his face. He’s made a decision; changed his mind. Maybe he wants my suit—I can see him staring first at mine, then at Mike’s—or maybe the contents of my grab bag. Out here, the Eskimos, or whatever the fuck they are, can take whatever they want. No one will miss me if something happens to me. He knows that. He knows they’ll think I was lost at sea. He can dump our bodies back in the Bering and no one will ever know. Two immersion suits and the rest of my kit is worth more to him than I am.
He sees it in my eyes, the fact I know what he’s about to do. If I move now, I can take the rifle from him—get inside it before he brings it down.
I feel sick. I can’t speak to him, make him understand. I have money! I can give him money—the suit is worth jack shit now, but there’s money in my grab bag. Dollars. Even over here, that’s worth something, right?
If I jump him, get the rifle away from him, I can show him.
But he shakes his head at me and beckons for me to kneel. I don’t understand what he means. Then he does something that floods me with both relief and a new terror.
He engages in what is clearly a pantomime of a bear.
Whatever threat I see in him, we are not alone out here. Of course not. There are enough in Alaska, but here in Siberia, the polar bear is more prolific. I turn my head to look at the Bering, the waves still crashing violently in the distance. I survived that, I think bitterly. Saved Mike from drowning, clawed my way up onto the ice after a swim that has left me exhausted and frozen. To this? To be stalked by a bear? I know polar bears. Anyone who surfs in Alaska knows about polar bears. There is no land mammal more dangerous, more powerful. Yet polar bears actually stalk their prey—a park ranger up in Noatak once told me they call it still-hunting. The bear moves with almost perfect silence on its own terrain, and this is sure as hell its own terrain. In this snowstorm, with the wind masking its every movement, we won’t even hear it coming.
I glance at the rifle. It’s good, heavy caliber, but old. Shooting a bear from a distance, where it’s no threat, is one thing. But right now, we can’t see or hear a damn thing with the storm. If it comes charging out of the grey, it will be on us before the Eskimo can do anything about it.
I wonder then whether in fact we are worth more to him alive. If a bear attacks, he can leave us to it. Protect himself by sacrificing us. Maybe we have a dollar value. Maybe he’ll hand us over to the Russian authorities for a nice baksheesh. There have been reports of tourists without a visa being arrested, and suddenly I see myself paraded on a Moscow news channel: the stupid American, caught in a storm on the Bering. A white man in a world he doesn’t understand, on Russian soil without permission. I cannot see my own paranoia; all I can see is this man in front of me with a rifle who almost certainly earns less in a year than I do on a trawler for a season. Even me, with a handful of dollars and a crappy clapboard two-bed that needs painting. This man lives in a tent made of reindeer hide. His clothes are from the skins of seals or walrus. All I can think is: What sort of payday would he get from the local police if he were to hand us in? My mind doesn’t stop swimming with these thoughts, and it dizzies me more than the storm raging around us ever could.
Right now, he wants me to go with him. What else can I do? I can’t stay here. I pick up Mike’s legs, and the Eskimo shoulders the rifle and takes Mike’s arms. He’s old, but still strong enough to help carry Mike. I watch him ahead of me through narrow eyes, this man wrapped in animal skins, and wonder if the bullets in that rifle are now meant for us.
Umqy
He is heavy, this American, his body fat with fried food and Coca-Cola. I doubt he has ever been forced to struggle as we must do in this unforgiving wilderness of Chukotka. No doubt his life was a gift from the moment he was born. In truth, although the spirits might chastise me for my uncharitable thoughts, I resent carrying him. He is keeping me from the final chance I have to repay my debt to my village; to prove myself useful. It is his own stupidity that has brought him here—a lust for hedonism that has no place in a landscape as capricious as the sea—yet it is I who suffer because of it.
I cough again, the agony of it spasming in my chest and throat, but I press my chin into my shoulder so the other American will not see this weakness.
I bow my head against the wind and snow that claws at my face, but I search, too, the grey, swirling chaos which surrounds me. The umqy knows we are here; I am sure of it. I can detect his scent on the wind. He is silently, patiently stalking us. I have no doubt he knows one of us is wounded. I wonder whether he might strike us a glancing blow—dart in and tear as much damage as he can, then come back. Western hunters come here and think they know this white bear, but they don’t. It is more intelligent than they are, and their successes are due only to their numbers and their snow machines. We have no such luxuries. We are the prey now, despite this old rifle of mine.
Scott
We walk for what feels like hours. The damn wind is a constant, piercing howl that disorients as much as it deafens. It buffets us as we walk, making each step a trial. My lips are dry and numb; the skin on my exposed cheeks no longer feels any pain, and I know this is worse than feeling it. My eyes are narrowed so the swirling storm of snow can’t sting them.
There are no trees here, and it is rare that even a shrub breaks through the carapace of the frozen snow. The landscape’s only features are the vague contours of the mountains that make this a valley. Every so often we stop, and the Eskimo makes me drink from a sealskin flask he retrieves from inside his furs. The first time we do this, he hands me something and indicates that I wrap it around my head. It is almost like a scarf, and it fits beneath the hood of my immersion suit. He adjusts it so the fur frames my face and catches the worst of the snow. I nod my thanks, but he returns my gratitude with silence and an expressionless face.
It is during one of these breaks that the bear bursts out of the fog of snow and winds. There is no warning. I snap toward it, this nightmarish vision of yellowed fur and silent fury. It moves so quickly, the sound of its charge melting into the howl of the wind, that I can do nothing but stare. It doesn’t go for me, or for the Eskimo, but for Mike. The easy kill.
I didn’t realize it, but the Eskimo has already dropped Mike and is levering the rifle from his shoulder. He kneels and fires once. I have no idea if he hits, but the bear doesn’t stop. I am blinded by its speed and power. It launches itself, almost gracefully, front legs out, snout gaping.
Its jaw opens wider than I think possible, long teeth dripping with saliva. The black inside that fearsome maw engulfs me as if I am dragged into it. Only then does it bellow at us. A paw comes round in a swift, precise arc, slamming into me and knocking me back. I drop Mike, and the bear pounces on him. It tears through his immersion suit, deep crimson gashes opening up in that half-second. There is a second shot, and a howl from the bear.
It claws Mike again, then bounds away into the grey. The Eskimo fires for a third time, but I hear nothing after that.
I sink to my knees, staring open-mouthed at the wounds on Mike’s chest. Blood seeps through the torn fabric, and I know he’s in trouble. In my grab bag is a basic first aid kit, but I know there are few bandages in there that can deal with these wounds. I fumble for it anyway, but the Eskimo shouts something to me. He is kneeling beside us, rifle out, searching the snowstorm. I don’t know what he’s saying, and soon, frustrated, he realizes this. He waves his hand, indicating, I think, for me to put the first aid kit away.
“We’ve got to do something,” I shout, jabbing my hands at Mike.
The Eskimo shakes his head again and points into the fog.
“Fucking shoot it, then,” I shout, waving in the direction the bear went. He must detect the desperation in my voice, because his eyes narrow. He jabs his hand at the kit and points again into the fog. Then he shoulders the rifle and stands, seizing Mike’s arms.
I don’t know what to do. I stare dumbly at the wounds, still weeping blood, and then at him. Can we carry Mike somewhere and dress these wounds? Somehow stop the bleeding? I have no idea. I am lost. On a boat, I’d take him inside and get him seen to. We’d radio for help and make our way back.
Radio. I search my grab bag for the cell inside. Maybe there’ll be a signal, but of course there isn’t. Way out here, in a storm. Whatever was screwing around with the radio back on the boat is making damn sure there’s no signal out here either.
Even in gloves, my hands are shaking and numb. Fear, cold, all of it. Even if I tried putting on bandages out here, I’d be fumbling all over the fucking place. I stagger to my feet, my legs weary with fear and exhaustion, and pick Mike up. I try not to look at the mess of his chest; instead I focus on moving through the snow one step at a time.
I glance at the white and grey around me, those veiled shadows of the mountains, and my head spins with how I got here.
Whether I am going to die here.
We push on until I’m almost too exhausted to continue. I stumble, realize I’m too tired to redress my balance, and fall. The next thing I see is the Eskimo standing over me, the rifle off his shoulder. Has he had enough? I wonder. Is he going to cut his losses now and leave me here? I’m a liability, I know that. So is Mike. I don’t panic at the thought of this; instead I welcome it. I want to sleep now. I’m so tired, I just want to lie here and let sleep take me. Let the storm blow itself out, and I’ll wake up in the morning to bright blue skies. Maybe I’ll wake up at home, in my own bed, and this will all have been a nightmare that I’ll shrug off with a shiver. Does it matter now? All I want to do is sleep.
Something shakes me, and my eyes snap open. The Eskimo has grabbed my suit and is hauling me upward. I shake my head, but he shouts at me. He jabs a finger into the fog and puts his hands together at the thumbs, making a shape that I realize is a house or a tent. His camp!
I nod and try to get up. He loops an arm under mine and I stagger to my feet. We pick Mike up again, and I shudder at the sight of his pale blue face.
Umqy
I whisper a prayer of thanks when I see the yaranga again. I will light a fire inside and we can warm ourselves. Eat some of the food I have buried. Rest a little, then head for the village. We are both exhausted, and it is still a long way. Even reindeer will find it difficult in this weather. The American has lost hope and has no energy left. All he sees now is the never-ending storm, and he is slowly submitting to it. Does he realize his friend is dead? Inside the yaranga, he will see. I do not know how he will react—if it will snap his already thin resolve.
I untie a flap and we struggle inside. We lay his friend down gently, and I watch for a second as the American struggles with bandages.
I set about lighting the fire. The American says something to me. When I do not stop, he makes furious hand signals. He wants to leave on the sled now. I shake my head.
“We must get warm,” I say. “We must eat and then go. You have no energy, even for the sled.”
He shakes his head, frustrated because he does not understand. He makes the same movement again with his arms, then indicates his friend.
“We cannot take him with us,” I say, shaking my head. I point to the dead man, then to the ground. “We will come back for him.”
The American’s eyes widen. The moment I knew would inevitably come. More furious shaking of his head. He gets up to go outside, and I reach for him. He slaps my arm away and disappears outside, allowing a flurry of snow inside and what little heat we had gathered to escape. The anger rises inside me. You have caused this, I think. It was your foolishness. I have failed because of you. But still you will not listen to me, the man who knows this land better than you.
I feel the sled pull away from the wall of the yaranga, and my anger boils over. I stand up, seize my rifle, and head outside.
“No,” I bellow to him. “You will not take my sled or my animals. Your friend is dead. I will not allow your stupidity to kill me too!” I make hand movements that will leave him in no doubt as to my meaning. I point back to his friend.
He shakes his head in desperation and shouts back at me.
I level the rifle at him. This is not our way, and I feel wretched doing it, but he will kill us both if we do not get inside and get warm, then eat something and rest. He eyes the rifle and I indicate for him to go back inside. Slowly, anger written all over his face, he complies.
Eventually the fire is going, but the American ignores it. He stares at his friend, hands resting on the man’s chest, shoulders shuddering. His head is bowed, and I know the pain he is feeling. There is nothing I can do to assuage his guilt. It is the same guilt I felt when my wife passed away.
When at last he looks up, and stares at me with eyes rimmed in red, I offer him some warm food. I hope that he can see my own sadness; that he can understand that I want nothing more than to help him. I watch him turn away from his friend—a deliberate, but uncertain movement. He swallows hard, takes the food, and eats.
Scott
I close Mike’s eyes. There’s no luster to them. They are dull and I cannot bring myself to look at them. Somehow his face seems more peaceful when I can’t see his eyes. I don’t know what to do now; I’m lost. I’m only vaguely aware of the tent I’m kneeling in, of the warmth of the fire beside me. For a moment, until the Eskimo hands me a metal bowl with something like stew in it, I believe completely that I am alone.
I stare at him, this old man, a stranger to me in every way. But I take the bowl. I can’t believe I’m eating while my dead friend lies cold next to me. But I’m so hungry, so exhausted, I know I am in desperate need of the calories. The Eskimo was right: we both needed to rest and take shelter from the snowstorm. We both needed to eat. And deep down I knew, but couldn’t admit, that Mike was never going to make it. He hadn’t even woken up since being hit in the boat, and the pressure on his brain slowly killed him. I hang my head, the guilt bleeding into my heart.
The Eskimo doesn’t look at me much. He just eats and busies himself getting warm. The rifle is close by—he doesn’t trust me now. I’m a liability out here, emotional and unable to think clearly. I panic suddenly, convinced he might leave me here and take the sled. No, I tell myself. Why would he feed you then leave you behind?
We stay like that, getting warm and eating everything the hunter has. It takes maybe an hour, but the storm shows no sign of abating. When my energy returns, I get up and pull on my gloves. They’ve been next to the fire and are warm but not completely dry. The hunter looks up. I glance outside and he understands. He nods.
I reach for Mike, but he says something. I look up to see him shaking his head. He wants me to leave Mike here. I shake my head in return.
“We have to take him with us,” I say. “We can’t leave him here.”
The Eskimo understands this. Not the language, of course, but context lends him all the understanding he needs. He says something to me, and there is sadness in his eyes.
“Look, I know it’s stupid,” I say. I reach over to him, hoping that physical contact will make him see the emotion in my words, how much I need this. He flinches and glances down at the rifle. I hold up my hands instead to show him I mean him no harm. “I need to take him with me.”
There is silence between us, and I turn away from him and pick Mike up by the arms. It’s ungainly, undignified, but the only way I can do it. I’ll fucking walk if I have to. I just can’t leave him.
The Eskimo stares at me, and I know he thinks I’m crazy. It’s dangerous out here to be carrying dead weight. I am appalled at the way I phrase that thought in my head.
The old man begins to cough. I’ve seen him do it already, but this time it’s bad. There is blood on his gloves and sleeve. He can hardly control it, bent over with a hand on the pole of the tent, and he almost chokes. When he’s finished, he stares at me, anger in his eyes. I ask him if he’s okay, but of course he doesn’t understand. Or he doesn’t want my sympathy. Instead he leans down and picks Mike up with me.
We take Mike outside and lay him gently on the sled. The Eskimo busies himself tying Mike to it so he won’t fall off. He does it carefully, reverently. He reaches inside his furs and retrieves what looks to be a pouch of tobacco. He unzips Mike’s immersion suit, places it inside, and zips it back up. Then he takes what looks to be a spear, an old thing with a rusted blade lashed to it with thick lengths of twine, and lays it on Mike’s chest. He wraps Mike’s arms around it and ties them together. Finally, he places his own hands together and begins to murmur. I wonder if he’s saying a prayer, and I feel a hard lump in my throat.
The Eskimo tethers the reindeer to the sled and sits on top of Mike’s feet. He indicates for me to sit too. He glances back at his tent, nods gently, then shouts to the reindeer, flicking the rod in his hand.
We begin to move.
Umqy
The sled is difficult to control with the weight of three men. The reindeer struggle to pull it, and we make very slow progress. Eventually, mercifully, we see the lights of the village and begin the slow descent into the valley. We both laugh and clasp each other’s arms. The divide of language suddenly means nothing. We both understand.
But the umqy has been waiting for us. He is cleverer than either of us. This is his land and he has ruled it for longer than man can remember. He knows where the Chukchi have their villages; where I am heading home to. Patiently, by the breathing hole of a seal, he lies in wait for us. Buried by the snow, invisible. He waits downwind, so his smell does not carry to me. He lies perfectly still so I do not see his movement.
We are less than a sled’s length away when he bursts from his hiding place and attacks. A storm of snow and the thunder of his growl stun us both. The lights of the village have made us weak, complacent. We were almost home, and safe. I should have known that was when he would come—when we were at our most vulnerable. But I have grown old and slow; tiredness has sapped my reason. Perhaps there is a reason the younger hunters are favored now.
Before I can get the rifle off my shoulder, he is on me, swatting me with his great paws, clawing my face. I am too weak, too old to fight him off. This is what I wanted, I think. What in truth I came out here for. To die with honor, hunting this ancient king of the tundra. So why, now, am I fighting so hard to save my own life? What do I have left to live for?
My answer is a howl of fury and a blur of bright yellow behind the umqy. The American. The fool jumps on the animal’s back and begins pounding with his fists. He is like a man possessed, howling with rage. His face is a rictus every bit as savage as the animal he fights. The umqy turns from me and bucks and kicks until the American falls away into the snow.
It looms over him and pounces. The American screams in pain and fear, feverishly pushing the great, snarling jaws away. Claws tear his suit; blood seeps into the snow. He screams again as he fights.
But the American has achieved what he set out to do. His distraction is complete. He is cleverer than the umqy, this young foolish man. He has risked his own life to save both of us. I shoot until the rifle is empty. I know every bullet finds its mark. The yellowish fur is matted with blood that looks purple in the half-light.
The American is half-crazed with fear when I reach him; he tries to push me away. He is in great pain, but it is all I can do to lift him onto my sled.
The younger hunters from the village run out to meet us when finally I arrive, and they must see the two Americans, their bright yellow suits standing stark against the snow. They look at me as they help the men from the sled, their eyes wide. One of them nods to me.
* * *
My daughter and grandchildren bustle around me at the table, insisting I eat. The shaman is seeing to the American. His clothes have been removed and he is wrapped in warm, dry western clothes and lies on a bed. He is too exhausted to eat, and I think he has collapsed.
I break into a fit of coughing, and my daughter is yelling at me and crying all at once. But she sees someone different now. My family, and the other villagers, know now that there is life left in me, and I can die with pride. There is the respect there that was lacking before. The respect I have craved since my wife died, but which now seems so churlish to me. I did not bring home the umqy I went searching for, as if that would have been proof of anything. Instead, the umqy taught me the last lesson I will learn in this life. That when we grow old, we must step aside and allow others to make their way. We have had our time, lived our lives, and made our mistakes. Others must take their turn.
Only one of the Americans will go home to his family, whatever loved ones he has, and he will be able to take his turn because of me. I should be proud of that, but instead all I can think of is his friend, who will never again see those he loves. Nature is capricious; the spirits take those they wish for themselves. I know the sadness of that understanding will never leave me.
Scott
I hardly hear the helicopter, or the people who come into the small room where I am lying on a bed, in ill-fitting clothes that are not mine. Military men take hold of me, not roughly but still firmly, and lead me out of the room into the storm again. I see flashes of red on their uniforms, the red star that I have only seen in Cold War spy films. The helicopter has a light blue belly, dappled camouflage on the rest of the fuselage, and the same red star. Two sets of rotor blades are churning the air above it. I shield my eyes as they lead me to it. I see Mike inside, laid out on a yellow stretcher. More men and women in uniform flutter around him like insects. One holds a bag of a clear liquid attached to a line that disappears beside him.
He’s dead, I want to tell them, but I can’t. Instead I begin to sob. The men have to support me as they half-carry, half-drag me to the helicopter. They buckle me in, but all I can do is stare open-mouthed at the man I used to sail and surf with; the man I would knock back beers with. The sad, empty body that is no longer the friend I knew.
As we lift off, I stare down at the Eskimo. He coughs hard again into a glove, and I wonder what will become of him, this quiet man who risked his life to save mine, a stranger from another world. We both know he does not have long, and it echoes hollow inside me that a man so rich in honor should die out here in a place which, to me, seems so lonely.
I wave to him, my hand still shaking.
He nods back, then turns away, huddled against the wind.
* * *
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The High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program (HAARP) was a program focused on the study of upper atmospheric and solar-terrestrial physics and radio science. The HAARP program operated a major Arctic ionosphere research facility on an Air Force owned site near Gakona, Alaska. Principal instruments installed at the HAARP Research Station included a high-power, high-frequency (HF) phased array radio transmitter, known as the Ionosphere Research Instrument (IRI), which was used to stimulate small, well-defined volumes of ionosphere; and a large and diversified suite of modern geophysical research instruments which were used to observe the complex natural variations of Alaska’s ionosphere as well as to detect artificial effects produced by the IRI.
That is what was stated on HAARP’s website, such as it was, and that is what we have been told in evidence. What the public does not generally know is that HAARP was also capable of rudimentarily influencing some patterns of weather through manipulation of the ionosphere. The program was closed down in June 2014 because it was felt that there was not sufficient control of that area with the technology currently at the disposal of the United States of America. This was not the reason given to the general public and the media.
On February 26, 2014, an experiment was authorized by the United States Air Force, under whose authority the facility fell. That experiment did not, it is fair to say, go according to plan. There were some failures thereafter which this report will go into in greater detail. However, it is this committee’s finding that there is no compelling evidence that the storm which ravaged the Bering Strait on February 26 and February 27 was caused by HAARP. And while we have been given transcripts of their telephone conversations and email, neither Aidan Pearson nor James Burak can, at this time, be found.
Further, we also find the chain of command functioned appropriately in this instance. We conclude that there was nothing that could have been done to save the life of Michael Petrovsky, based on the evidence placed before us, including the statement we have seen from Scott Miller, who tried valiantly to save his friend’s life, and the statements from U.S. Coast Guard Rescue Swimmers. The medical evidence we have seen—that Michael Petrovsky suffered from a subdural hematoma caused by being struck by the boom of his sailboat—does not support a conclusion that alerting the Coast Guard earlier would have altered the unfortunate outcome.
Finally, it is also this committee’s finding that, given the Russians’ increased military presence in the Chukotka Peninsula, alerting the authorities of the Russian Federation to the two U.S. citizens on their soil, at that moment, might have raised questions about the research going on at Gakona. That publicity, and the ensuing reaction of the Russian Federation to it, would have been a threat to the national security of the United States.
As such, it this committee’s finding that all personnel in this instance acted appropriately. This is a closed hearing, and this committee’s findings will remain classified, but that notwithstanding, we hereby pass on our condolences to the friends and family of Mr. Petrovsky. We commend Mr. Miller for his actions, which are in the finest traditions of the U.S. Coast Guard Rescue Swimmers’ motto: “So others may live.”



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 HAARP
 

 

The conspiracy theories that surround the High Frequency Active Auroral Research Program (HAARP) are actually some of the most interesting I know. Almost all have been utterly debunked by science, and in fact, HAARP used to give tours of their facility before it shut down in June 2014 due to sequestration (apparently), round about the time the Russian government began to increase its presence in the Chukotka Peninsula. I can’t say of course if the two are related.
As you can see from the Executive Summary, HAARP was intended to research radio transmissions in the ionosphere with a view to various applications, some military. The ionosphere can distort, reflect and absorb radio signals, and thus can affect numerous civilian and military communications, navigation, surveillance, and remote sensing systems in many ways. For example, the performance of a satellite-to-ground communication link is affected by the ionosphere through which the signals pass. And, as even HAARP officials themselves acknowledged, while the signals along the ground are well below adopted safety levels, the signals transmitted above the antenna array may have sufficient strength to interfere with electronic equipment in aircraft flying nearby. These facts, coupled with the involvement of the Department of Defense, have led to wild speculation about both the objectives and results of HAARP, even extending to theories about the missing Malaysian Airlines flight MH-370.
HAARP has also been the subject of speculation about its effect on the weather—and whether it might actually be able to control weather. In this story I enjoyed using that speculation, but science has almost certainly debunked it. Of course, whether you believe the explanations offered by experts in their field is a matter for you.
For me this story is an allegory for the themes that surround most, if not all, conspiracy theories. It is about fear of the unknown; mistrust and paranoia born out of a lack of understanding. It is about prejudice and lack of communication. It is as much about tension between young and old, and between individuals from different cultures, as it is about tension between the United States and Russia. To Umqy, the hedonistic Americans brought this on themselves, taking to the Bering Sea in a storm like this one. Yet if he knew the truth about their situation, as the reader does, he would not judge them so harshly. To Scott, Umqy is an Eskimo (which would in fact probably be an insulting moniker to bestow on a Chukchi) and just as likely to murder him for his boots, so to speak, as to hand him over to the Russian authorities who would parade him on Russian TV. Yet to the Chukchi, hospitality to strangers is how they have survived the harsh landscape of Siberia.
In addition, I’d like to say thank you to David Gatewood for inviting me to contribute to this anthology. Some of the most exciting speculative fiction voices writing at the moment feature in it, and it’s a special thing to be among them.
If you’d like to read a little more about my fiction, please visit my website, my Amazon author page, or feel free to email me.
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FADE IN

 

WE’RE ALL SCREWED, so I’ve got no reason to keep my story in the tomb any longer. Last year I debated over and over about going public with the whole thing. I figured, so much time had passed, what could be the harm? It’s been almost fifty years—what’s the harm? But I remembered them—the guys who hired me—and the severity of my agreement with them. Ironclad. Under penalty of death. The kind of death that looks like an accident, but really it’s a beautifully orchestrated murder. No one’s the wiser.
Everything changed yesterday when the story to end all stories broke. When they finally came clean about the device. Makes my story seem trivial, save for the fact that both are connected. Since we’re all having our last meals on this rock together, I figure it’s time to set the record straight. Time to take my credit because credit is finally due.
I’m Harry Waldo McNixon. Yes—the Harry McNixon. Film director. IMDb me while there’s still time and some kind of Internet left. My credits are numerous. Made some hits, made some shits—I got paid just the same. Carved out a good living—enough to buy myself a place in Malibu with a view of Zuma Beach. Cash, by the way. The deal for my dream house was cash.
But I digress, so I’ll cut right to the chase. My greatest feat as a director was so sublime, so fucking brilliant, that I should have earned the Oscar. I’m talking about the Apollo 11 moon landing. Yeah, I know—laugh, snort, howl, ridicule me—I don’t give a shit. It’s true. I directed the video and film that played on worldwide television, seen by, and believed by, over four hundred million souls.
Now the most obvious question is why—why fake the moon landing? The barstool theorists, along with the ones still living in their mother’s basements and tromping around the blogosphere, would say it’s because we were trying to fool the Russians. That the whole thing was a big poker game, and we maintained face while the Reds folded. Not true. Not even close. You see, we did land on the moon… and we shot a fake landing. The fake landing played on TV at about the same time the real landing took place.
Now I digress even further, so I’d better go back and explain. It all started with a phone call and a designated meeting spot.
THE MEETING
“Mr. McNixon, we want to hire you for a directing job.”
We are standing in Griffith Park: me, the man in the black suit with tie and fedora (I’ve dubbed him Mr. Slim), and two other beefy men with the same attire and dark glasses. Upon arriving in a severe-looking black limousine, Slim introduces himself as Mr. Jones. It’s laughable, but I play along because I’m not sure who these guys are and what I may be getting myself into.
“What’s the job?” I ask. Slim never seems to blink. As if he’s a fucking android.
“Here’s the pay,” he says, and hands me a piece of paper. I snicker. The nerve of this wise guy. Then my eyes hit the paper and the number scrawled on it. One hundred seventy-five thousand dollars. I count the zeroes—three times to make sure I’ve got it right. In today’s money, that’s one point one mil.
“Nobody gets paid this kind of money,” I say, figuring Mr. Slim’s act is going to crack at any moment. That this is some kind of gag and I’ve been had by a very clever prankster.
“You were not our first choice.”
Now this shithead is insulting me.
“Oh, yeah. And who was your first choice?”
“Kubrick was unavailable.”
I scoff. Kubrick. The Kubrick? Who the hell do these guys think they are?
“Bullshit,” I say.
On this, I notice one of them conspicuously removing a briefcase from the back of the car. I also notice they have guns on their hips. Beefy Man #1 hands the case to Slim, who then carefully unlatches it. He cracks it open slowly.
And inside I see bricks of money. Cash. Scratch. And I’m guessing it’s the one hundred seventy-five thousand bucks I’m staring at. There’s no one else around to see this. Slim slaps the case shut and latches it securely.
“Mr. McNixon, this is exactly one hundred and seventy-five thousand, cash. This is your director’s fee. There are no points on the back end and no royalties. There are no credits, no press releases… no mention of this to anyone, living or dead.”
These guys are serious, I realize. And probably crazy. I throw back, “I’ll talk to my agent.” This elicits a prompt and emphatic ultimatum.
“No agents. No managers. Inside this briefcase, beneath your fee, is a written agreement. You take the briefcase, you accept the agreement in full. No negotiations.”
Nobody does business this way; I mean nobody. The alarm bells are screaming like banshees in my head.
“Is this pornography?” I ask.
“No,” Slim answers, and I can see that he’s growing impatient. The beefy guys are scanning the park like hawks. My mind begins to thrash like a landed fish on the deck of a boat. Thrashing up and down, gulping for air. You see, my dream house in Malibu came on the market just two weeks earlier, for one hundred fifty thou. And I’m staring down at one seventy-five. I can buy my dream house for cash if I take this gig. I’ll have an unmolested view of the coast for the rest of my life.
“Can I see a script?”
“There’s no script, Mr. McNixon.”
No script? This gets crazier by the minute, and I’m starting to sweat. Literally. It’s a cool, breezy sixty-eight and I’m sweating like it’s Burbank in September.
All at once my mind falls on something. An idea as to who might be standing in front of me offering me a briefcase full of money.
“Are you guys Mafia?” I ask carefully. And a second later I’m wishing I hadn’t. My director’s mind constructs the following scene: The goons unholster their guns simultaneously and riddle me with lead. They kick my dead carcass for good measure, then drive away. But none of that happens. Instead, Mr. Slim removes a leather fold from his lapel. They all do. And they flash me credentials. And I see that they are not Mafia, or cops. They’re feds. And they are totally fucking serious about this deal.
“What if I say no?” I ask. I figure, maybe, if I push a little, they’ll offer more money for this super-secret project. I must be crazy.
Slim grins with something just short of derision. He’s amused, if not more than a little irritated.
He tells me, “Mr. McNixon, quite honestly, time is running out, and you no longer have a choice in this matter. You see, we already know about your tax issues with the IRS. And if we wanted to throw you in jail for evasion, we could do it right now. Today. But we are graciously overlooking your former improprieties and giving you a very generous paycheck to boot. A totally fresh start.”
Shit—he’s got me there. And then Slim steps closer, coming eye to eye with me. His face hardens and he’s ditched all pleasantries and posturing.
“Don’t be a dipshit, McNixon,” he says, jaw muscles tensing. “Take the deal, or take a ride to prison. You have ten seconds to decide.”
One of his beefy sidekicks glances at his wristwatch. He’s actually going to count the ten seconds. I panic. A clean slate and a briefcase full of cash? What could be so important that they’re willing to go this far? It must be something big. Really big. And that alone terrifies me. Is this like some World War III doomsday thing? Another Cuban Missile Crisis? Do they want me to make a propaganda film of some kind? What else could it be? All these thoughts carom around my mind like pinballs.
“Five seconds,” the beefy guy says from behind Slim. The brick shithouse of a man is already starting to reach for what I’m guessing are handcuffs. My thoughts are reduced to a few simple words. Malibu. Ocean View. Clean slate.
“I’ll do it,” I say. “I’ll do it.” I don’t even know what “it” is. But my compliance elicits a pronounced smile on Slim’s face. He hands me the briefcase and I take it. It’s heavy. So this is what a pile of tightly packed cash feels like. Insane. And now Mr. Slim, whose real name I still don’t know, gives me a letter-sized envelope with my name typed on the face of it.
“What’s this?” I ask.
“Those are your instructions: start date, time, and location. Follow the instructions precisely. Don’t be late. If you’re late or don’t show up, we’ll come for you. And you don’t want us to come for you, Mr. McNixon.”
I take him at his word. I don’t want them coming for me. I smile innocuously and say thank you. After that, I climb into my car and drive home. Normally I’m playing Sinatra on 8-track when I drive. Not this day. This day I drive home in silence and occasionally glance at the briefcase packed with a hundred seventy-five thousand bucks in the passenger seat. And the briefcase, I find, glances back at me. Mutual understanding.
DAY 1
I leave home early, following the directions in the instruction packet. They tell me that today I won’t be pulling in to the gates at a studio where an overweight or elderly security guard greets me with an obligatory nod and waves me through. No, today I pull up to a gate that is in fact the entrance to a military base. It stretches as far as I can see in both directions, and it’s festooned with all kinds of barbed wire and other sharp things that can cut you into pieces. I’m guessing there will be no catering service on this shoot—whatever this shoot really is. I still don’t know, even as the armed guard checks my paperwork and studies my ID. He slides into his guard shack and confers with another grim-faced, buzz-cut clone of himself. I’m getting anxious, but finally he emerges and hands me some kind of pass. He tells me where to drive and where to park, using stiff-fingered and very precise hand gestures, like he’s doing karate in the air.
I thank him and drive a mile into the base, passing squatting and severe building complexes. Some of them have massive antenna arrays that pierce the horizonless sky. I pass more complexes, and then realize I’m driving parallel to a runway where all kinds of cutting, hard-angled fighter jets and bulky cargo planes are in silent repose. I’m getting scared shitless.
Rising into view like a mountain range ahead of me is a massive aircraft hangar. It’s where I’m supposed to be. The main hangar doors are all closed, but there’s a small service door on the corner. I roll toward the building and slow as a man pooled in shadow exits that door and approaches me. And damned if it isn’t Mr. Slim from Griffith Park himself. He grins eerily at me in the predawn ink.
“Have a nice drive, Mr. McNixon?” he asks.
“Delightful,” I say.
“And how do you like your new pad in Malibu?”
I nod and grin. It’s cool.
“Now, follow me,” Slim says. “You’ve got a lot of work to do.”
I park my car and follow Slim through that door. Now let me say, I’ve directed and produced enough pictures on sound stages to know how impressive the space can be. But nothing in my entire career has prepared me for this building. It makes the stages at Pinewood Studios in London look like fucking dressing rooms. There’s no comparison. This place is beyond massive.
But that’s not what puts me in a state of shock. I realize I can’t move. I’m pinioned to the ground. Because all of a sudden I realize what it is I’m supposed to direct. All at once I understand this is way bigger and scarier than I imagined.
Slim takes note of my paralysis. “Mr. McNixon, perhaps you’d like a drink.”
I nod, but I can’t take my eyes off what I’m seeing. It’s a set. More prodigious than anything ever built. There is a white-grey powder with stones of various size rolling back into what seems like infinity. There are wide, gentle slopes, and farther back are painted, ghostly white hills. Near to where we stand I can see a vehicle. A spaceship. A lander. Same one I’ve seen on the news. Same one that’s supposed to land on the moon. That’s where I am, you see. I’m standing on the surface of the moon. And I can’t move or even breathe.
“Come on, McNixon.” Slim’s voice uncouples me from paralysis. “A quick drink and a word.”
A minute later we’re in a sterile conference room and Slim is pouring me a short glass of whiskey. He doesn’t pour one for himself, so I don’t touch my glass either. Picking up on this, he finally dispenses a half finger for himself and then sits, now facing me across a long wooden table.
“It’s complicated,” he starts.
I can only imagine, so I decide to take the drink.
“Funny. Your name. Almost the same as the president’s, but not quite. McNixon.”
He sounds out my name like it’s a joke. I nod and gulp the rest of my drink. It burns.
“So, we’re not landing on the moon?” I ask. “Armstrong, Aldrin… they’re all in on this?”
“No, Mr. McNixon. We are, in fact, landing on the moon. Just as we’ve planned to for years.”
Now I’m confused as shit. I nudge my glass toward Slim with my index finger. He pours me another few swallows.
“So… why the set? The charade? What’s the point of all this?” I ask.
“The point is that we—or you, rather—are going to create the footage of the landing that will be broadcast all over the world on landing day.”
I take a pull on the whiskey and swallow it fast. I’m getting lightly buzzed.
“I still don’t understand why we’d go through all of this unless…”
The alcohol unclogs my thinking and I begin to wonder if “… the real mission is top secret and can’t be broadcast.”
I hear myself say it aloud, and Slim doesn’t so much as blink.
“That’s it. Isn’t it?”
Slim raises an eyebrow. “You’re not the Hollywood pantywaist skuzzbucket I thought you were. Well done, McNixon.”
“So what’s the mission?” I ask. “The real one.”
The buzz I’m getting from the whiskey is hardening my balls, so I decide to push the man for info.
“Look, Slim, I’m neck deep in this now. Sworn to secrecy for the rest of my life. You might as well give me the skinny.”
Slim is not amused and wears an iron hard frown. “That is above even your obscene pay grade. Way above.”
“Look,” I say, “I’m good. Damn good at what I do. Kubrick’s a genius, I’ll concede, but dammit, I’m a fucking master myself. I will give you what you need so that the whole world will buy it—hook, line, and sinker. No one’s gonna know what we did here. If this were a commercial picture, they’d be begging me to take the Oscar. So why don’t you just lay it on me. What’s the real mission?”
Slim thinks it over long and hard. Finally he downs his drink, and then begins.
“There’s something on the moon that we’re going to investigate. A derelict ship.”
“Russian?” I ask.
“Not Russian,” Slim says. “Not terrestrial.”
I finish the whiskey and giggle. “Oh, come on. You don’t respect me much, do you, Slim?”
“Not a bit,” Slim replies.
I laugh harder. I can’t help myself. But ever so slowly, I realize Slim is telling the truth. It’s in his eyes. Fixed and hard like rebar in cement.
“Bullshit,” I say.
“It’s an alien, derelict spaceship, McNixon. For all we know it’s been there a hundred years, maybe a thousand. But that’s our target. Our mission. We land there, secure the site, and investigate.”
“Okay,” I start. “So, why not just… show the world what we found? Do the broadcast live. Be a hell of a show.”
Slim leans gently over his glass, narrowing his already narrow eyes at me.
“You ever listen to the Orson Welles radio broadcast of War of The Worlds? Do you know what took place after that broadcast? How over a million people were actively scared—no, terrified—by what they’d heard? They didn’t see shit, McNixon. They didn’t see spaceships or little green men, and still, they went batshit crazy. Some committed suicide. Imagine now what might happen if the world saw what we’re about to see. Because we really don’t know what we’re going to find up there. It could be nothing. It could be… something.”
I nod. I get it.
“Any chance I might be able to… I dunno… see some of the real footage when it comes back? Since I’m already involved in—”
“No,” Slim says. “You start shooting tomorrow. You have exactly seven days to produce the footage we need. Good luck, McNixon. We’re all counting on you.”
That’s the end of our talk and our drink. I spend the rest of the day walking the perimeter of the colossal set, examining the light fixtures on the sprawling lattice of truss in the ceiling. They’ve hung everything, including an array of 12K and 18K Fresnels. Shitloads of light point downward at an angle—a fake sun casting hard shadows on the powdery surface of a fake moon. I grab pad and pen and begin to make notes on how the hell I’m going to shoot this.
DAY 2
The pressure is on. I have just seven days to shoot a convincing moon landing event for worldwide television. I’ve overslept and arrive on set a half hour late. Slim is not happy when I show up, but I assure him everything’s under control. They’ve carefully moved the LEM—the Lunar Excursion Module—and placed it on the lunar surface set beneath the bellowing overhead lights. It looks pretty damned convincing from where I stand, and I’m feeling moderately encouraged that this might actually work somehow.
I’m given the cameras for this production. We will not be shooting thirty-five. This irritates the hell out of my director of photography, Bill Willis, who showed up in a tacky tweed jacket and smoking a gaudy pipe. I’ve never heard of this guy. Turns out he’s been making films for the army—a frustrated filmmaker who wants to be the next Kubrick. There’s that name again: Kubrick.
“We’d have much greater latitude if we shot this on thirty-five millimeter,” Bill says, taking a puff on his ridiculous pipe. He’s trying to impress me. I’m not impressed.
“No thirty-five,” I tell him. “We’ve got a Westinghouse television camera, a Hasselblad seventy millimeter for stills, and this Mauer sixteen for film.”
Bill Willis frowns and exhales two columns of smoke from his nostrils. When he speaks, it sounds like there’s a thinly veiled British accent in there. Whether authentic or phony, it sounds terrible and amplifies my growing disdain for this shmuck.
“Video.” He huffs and shakes his head. “The dregs. Medium of the amateurs. If you ask me, video will be dead and gone within five years. Ten, tops.”
I want to punch Bill Willis in the face and stuff the pipe he’s smoking up his ass. Instead I tell him that we have a job to do with strict parameters and we have to make it work. I tell him to get creative. To start thinking documentary and not feature. Off that note, he proceeds to tell me about his extensive documentary experience and that I shouldn’t worry—he knows what he’s doing. Then I get the elevator pitch.
“Listen,” he says, “when we’re finished with this project, I’d like to take you to lunch. I have a screenplay I’ve been working on and I think you’d be the perfect fellow to produce it. I’m attached to direct, by the way.”
Bill Willis is delusional. I will never work with Bill Willis again and I will blow him off so hard he’ll fall off the edge of the world into oblivion. I smile and say, “Call my secretary to make an appointment.” On this he grins, but rest assured there will be no appointment.
The rest of the day is protracted and laborious. Bill Willis is an anchor, still arguing with me about diffusing some of the overhead light for effect. I tell him that there’s no atmosphere on the moon and that sunlight up there is going to be hard. Very hard. He smokes his pipe and ponders, quietly disagreeing. He continues to make his case. Fed up, I get Slim involved. Slim takes Bill Willis into a conference room. They are gone for two minutes exactly. When Bill materializes from the meeting he’s no longer smoking his pipe or strutting in that cheap tweed jacket. He looks scared shitless like Slim put a gun to his head. And perhaps that’s exactly what he did. We move on and start figuring out how to achieve the effects of lesser-than-Earth gravity.
By the end of day one we’ve shot nothing, but we’ve safely secured the Westinghouse video camera to the LEM, pointed at the ladder where our fake Neil Armstrong will emerge from the top of the craft and lay first steps on our moon. Since our actor will be completely sealed in his suit, that’s one less thing we have to worry about—finding someone that looks identical to Armstrong. We can manage with just about anyone in the suit I figure, so long as they’re about the same height and weight.
NASA is bringing us real suits. Exact duplicates of the real ones. These suits cost a fortune, but they don’t tell me exactly how much. I am told there better not be so much as a scratch on them when we wrap. No pressure, since I’m fairly certain we’ll be doing some wire work and slow motion photography to simulate the lesser gravity with these costly suits.
Frame rates. My initial instinct is to go with 60 frames per second for that clean slow motion look. Bill Willis thinks we should try 120 frames per second. That’s going to be too slow—I just know it. It has to be 60. Possibly 48. I realize then we should have shot some tests, just to be sure. I suppose we could, but then we’re waiting for film processing and that’s time we don’t have. Squashing Bill Willis like the insect he is, I make the final call. We’ll shoot 60 frames per second and hope it works. It feels right.
That settled, we discuss stars. I’m thinking about how we can hang some points of light in the background to simulate stars. On this point, Bill Willis actually redeems himself. He carefully steps toward the side of the LEM with his light meter. He dials everything in and takes a reading.
“Hmmm, we’re at an f-stop of sixteen out here under the direct light,” he says. “If we pan up we won’t see any stars, just the Earth. I recommend we scrap the idea of stars, unless we dim the overhead grid and buy ourselves another four or five stops.”
He smokes his pipe and stares at me thoughtfully. This chowderhead may have just earned himself a lunch with me concerning his stupid screenplay. My instinct kicks in.
“I’d rather keep the exposure where it is and sacrifice the stars than dim the whole thing,” I say. It’s true, so I’m told by Slim. Direct sunlight on the surface of the moon is violently bright. Blinding were it not for those reflective visors they wear on their helmets. I want the image to fucking bloom at the bottom of the frame. This will work especially nice for video, since it doesn’t have nearly the image latitude as film. This will work, I figure. It has to work.
DAY 3
“Cut!” I scream again. “Cut!”
Everyone freezes. Perhaps it’s because I screamed, or perhaps it’s because one of our lighting fixtures just fell into the middle of our moon set and almost crushed our Neil Armstrong, along with that very expensive space suit. No one breathes. It’s a close call and somehow comical. I wonder what would happen if that went out on the broadcast—a 1K Fresnel lighting instrument just drops from outer space and crashes with the full force of gravity onto our “landing site” on the moon. And four hundred million people see it.
I walk carefully out toward the light and examine it. There’s no safety chain.
“Hey,” I yell, “who rigged this truss?”
Two men with close-cropped hair raise their hands sheepishly.
“You forgot to safety chain this light! What the hell kind of amateur operation is this?”
I look up at the rest of the grid. At all those lights. Especially the big ones. And it occurs to me that perhaps I don’t want to be standing underneath them.
“Did you safety chain any of those instruments?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I already know the answer.
The two pinheads glance at each other. Did you? I thought you did?
This is hopeless.
“Get your asses up on that grid and don’t come back down until every single fucking light is secured! Now!”
I haven’t screamed like this since I did a western about five years earlier and one of the transport guys forgot to properly secure a grip truck, which proceeded to roll away and tumble off a mesa in the New Mexico desert. A whole five-ton grip package, gone. Totaled. The insurance claims on that picture were a gas.
I tromp off toward a foldout table where there’s coffee. What I really need is another glass of whiskey from Slim’s private stash, but he’s holding out on me until we wrap. And just then I see him approach from my right side. He’s pissed at me, and we’re now in a stare-down. His eyes glow dim red.
“We don’t have time for that,” he says.
“Slim,” I say. I figure I can call him Slim now, since I’m in too deep in to be polite any longer. “If those instruments aren’t secured and another one falls, especially one of the big ones… someone’s gonna get killed. Or our precious and very expensive LEM will get totaled, and then we’re dead in the water.”
Slim blows out a furious hard gust of air.
“Hey, this is grip and lighting one-oh-one,” I say. “It’s not my fault you hired these dipsticks for the job. You’re lucky to have me.” I stir sugar into my coffee and head back toward the set, leaving Slim to simmer in his own juices. It’s satisfying, even though I know the guy is right, too: we don’t have time for this. But we can’t afford not to, either.
I’m starting to regret taking this job. Then again, I really didn’t have a choice.
DAY 4
We’re finally getting shit done! We’ve completed the sequence where Neil Armstrong—I mean our double in the spacesuit; his name is Reed Richards—steps off the LEM ladder and puts first prints on the moon. Since we’re shooting video for that part we can’t employ slow motion. That would look completely fake and the whole party is over. So we do some very careful and articulate wirework to have Reed “float” down to the lunar surface. Once we’re satisfied with the result, we move on to shoot the rest of the extra-vehicular activities that are supposed to happen. Two hours’ worth to be precise. Not sure how long the wire thing will sell before it becomes obvious. The shitty quality of the video is helping to hide it. After reviewing the footage, I think we’ll need to make it look even shittier. Usually we’re doing just the opposite. And for the first time since I started this gig I’m really glad we’re not shooting thirty-five.
We press on and end up with a twenty-hour day under our belts. I’m delirious by the end of it. I inform Slim that I’ll be coming in late since I need to go home and get some sleep. Slim tells me to take the cot in the conference room. We start shooting again in four hours. Asshole.
DAY 5
Another murderous, long day. Hell. One of our astronaut actors passed out in his suit and fell face first onto the powdery set. Since they didn’t hook the real oxygen tanks to these real suits, our actors are breathing carbon dioxide and getting sick. I ask Slim if there’s any way we can help these guys out and hook them up with real oxygen. At first he rolls his eyes, but then he decides that for the sake of this whole production, we should take care of our actors. Oxygen gets delivered, and we re-slate our sequence and move on.
DAY 6
I haven’t slept in almost thirty hours. I want to die.
DAY 7
I want to kill Slim and everyone on the set. Bill Willis will be directly after Slim. He’s useless, just standing around, smoking, letting me do all the footwork. I yell at him and he skulks off into the shadows and puffs incessantly on his pipe. In spite of all the headache, heartache, and sleep deprivation, we come to the end and shoot our last piece of film. We pore over the shot list again and again, just to make sure we haven’t missed anything. By God, it’s done. I can’t believe it! I fall on my knees onto the surface of our moon, raise my arms in the air, and stare up into that blinding lattice of so many lights.
Everyone claps. Not for me, but for the fact that it’s over. I don’t care anymore. I just want to go home and sleep. Then wake up, drink, and go back to sleep again. I think my agent’s been trying to get ahold of me, so I’d better check in before he gets suspicious.
When it’s all over—when Slim is fully satisfied—he shakes my hand.
“Nice job, McNixon.”
“Thanks,” I say. “So what’s next? Mars?”
He doesn’t smile when he says this: “Don’t be cute, McNixon. Remember our agreement. We’ll know if you break it. And you know what that means.”
I don’t know exactly what it means—that is to say, I don’t know exactly how they might choose to kill me. A warm, sick ball forms in my stomach.
“Don’t worry,” I tell him.
He begins to walk away from me, and I follow him because I have one more question.
“Hey, Slim, how will we know if the real mission is a success or not? How will we know for sure?”
“You won’t,” Slim says. And that is the last time I ever see him. He glides off and dematerializes into the shadows of the hangar like someone beamed him up on Star Trek. It’s eerie.
“I do hope we’ll have a chance to have our lunch,” Bill Willis says, extending his hand for a shake. The pipe is in his mouth and the smoke is obscuring his features. He looks like a pompous store mannequin. I don’t shake his hand. Instead I shoulder past him and walk a straight line out the door of the hangar and drop in behind the wheel of my car. I never see Bill Willis again. I heard he got a job shooting a few films for Roger Corman.
THE BIG PREMIERE
It’s July 20, 1969, and I’m at home. Alone. Petrified. Because it’s my biggest premiere of all. I’ve been to premieres at the Village Theater in Westwood and the Chinese Theatre in Hollywood. I can handle all the people, the media, the noise, and the snobbery. But this… I can’t handle this. I’m scared shitless. Because if there’s just one problem with the broadcast—if just one person in the chain screws up—this whole thing will have been for nothing. And if it does crash and burn, I’m betting donuts to dollars Slim and his boys will be coming for me. I’ll become the fall guy—the patsy. That thought alone sets my heart into a raging gallop.
I pour myself a whiskey—fire it down and then another. I pace my Malibu living room. Back and forth. Calm down.
Showtime. The broadcast goes live and I can hardly look. So I have another couple drinks. When I’m feeling the room start to tilt, I decide to settle in and watch. Pretend it’s someone else’s ass on the line if this doesn’t work. And then, as they say, the magic happens. There are the video images we shot, and now the whole thing is playing out. Beautifully. No, better than that. It’s perfect. I take it in, and I cry. I actually begin to weep along with the rest of the world. The sobs wrack my whole body. I drink some more to steady myself. I watch the entire broadcast and then turn off the television.
It’s done.
As I go to bed, hearing the not so distant lapping of waves on the sand at Zuma Beach in the background, I think about the real landing. What might be going on up there tonight? I think about what Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin might be discovering at the derelict spaceship Slim talked about. And I realize that I may never know. I’m out of the picture now. There won’t be any get-togethers or future projects. The world just saw my greatest work. And no one gives a shit. There will be no title cards, no end credit roll. My agent has already called about a new picture—a spy thriller of some kind. He’s sending me the script next week. So it’s back to business. On that note, I decide it’s time to go to sleep.
Days pass. Then weeks. Months. Years. Decades. Not a peep from Slim. But over time, the cries of conspiracy rise. I read about them in the papers, then on the Internet. After so much time I don’t care anymore. I did my job. But some of these conspiracy fuckers did pick up on some continuity problems. Numbered prop rocks, the waving flag, a lattice framework for fake stars and a whole band of others. We never did the star thing because of the lighting issue. And of course the flag wasn’t in a breeze. We were in a sound stage. No air. It was stiffened for effect, but allowed some wiggle. But one of the biggies was the prop rock with a label on it. I swear the rocks weren’t labeled on the set. No one does that shit, not even in the studios. They label large set pieces and supporting structures, but not rocks.
What I find most amusing are the letters some conspiracist claims he found in the moon photos of rocks. The letters H and M. Harry McNixon. I thought it was poetic. Perhaps it was the universe’s way of giving me credit after all. I’ll never know.
FINALE
All of that brings us to right now. We should have never landed on the moon. At least not at the derelict site. It was that damned ship. If we hadn’t found it, and brought back the device, you’d be reading this and deciding that I’m batshit crazy. Then you’d go back to your dinner, your wine, your TV, your sex. But you know I’m not crazy. Because now everyone knows. They can’t stop it—the overload, I mean. It’s gone critical, and now there’s nothing left but the panic. Nothing left but to hit our knees and make peace with God.
The fucking arrogance of mankind. We just don’t know when to say when. We always go to the edge of the abyss and perform an insidious ballet at its very rim. Hanging our toes off the edge, seeing just how far we can go before it gives way and we plummet into that black eternity. Our arrogance drives us there, but the edge itself beckons—tugs at our fallen nature. Begs us to try and go one more inch. And damned if we don’t go that inch every time.
They say the overload started two days ago. That they couldn’t shut it down and it was just a matter of time before it destroyed Earth. Well, at least we got fifty-some years of abundant energy and power from the thing. Whatever that “thing” really was. I never saw the device they brought back. Slim wouldn’t let me have a peek, even though I helped him fool the world into thinking we were all safe and that the moon landing was just a miraculous feat of human will and nothing more.
For what it’s worth, I’m going to hit the publish button on this piece, and if there’s anyone left online who reads it, you can decide if what I’m saying is true or not. But decide quickly. There’s no more time left.
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About the Conspiracy Theory:
 The Apollo 11 Moon Landing
 

 

The idea that the moon landing was faked is one of the most infamous conspiracy theories of them all. And despite what I wrote in my story, “That’s a Wrap from the Sea of Tranquility,” I do not so much as one ounce subscribe to the claims of the conspiracy theorists on this subject. The moon landing was most certainly not faked. We did land on the moon. Six times, to be exact. If you have any doubt, just take a look at the moon itself; the evidence of that historic event is still there. The Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter mission, starting in July of 2009, surveyed and photographed all six Apollo landing sites. The flight hardware, flags, astronaut footprints, lunar rover tracks, all the evidence of human activity—it’s all implacably visible. Additionally, the detection here on Earth of reflections from laser ranging retroreflectors (LRRRs) placed by astronauts at the Apollo landing sites is unambiguous evidence that we did in fact land on the moon.
Even if there were a lack of physical evidence, a hoax of this magnitude would be extraordinary, if not impossible, to pull off. According to Dr. James Longuski, Professor of Aeronautics and Astronautics at Purdue University, in order for the moon landing to have been faked, it would have required the knowing involvement of some four hundred thousand people in the Apollo program over the course of nearly ten years. I had to let that number sink in. The odds that so many people could knowingly (or even unknowingly) participate in such a hoax seems preposterous.
I’ve personally watched the continuous two-and-a-half-hour original broadcast of the Apollo 11 landing, which includes all of the extravehicular activities. The footage—and the human achievement it memorializes—is as awe-inspiring as it is humbling. But even viewing the broadcast purely from a production standpoint, I can assure you that it would have been impossible, in 1969, to create realistic images for that length of time with a locked-down camera. At the time, the visual effects technology simply wasn’t there to create an effective illusion for so long a duration; a fake would have become patently obvious after just a few short minutes. (Of course, if the moon landing were happening today, that story would be very different. With CGI technology, anything is possible. Anything.)
For those who are interested in learning more about both the lunar conspiracy claims and the scientific debunking of them, I’d recommend watching the Mythbusters episode that tackled this subject in depth. There are also a host of non-NASA resources online that debunk the lunar conspiracy.
So given my skepticism, why did I write a story about a film director who shot the fake moon landing? Because it was unlike anything I’d written before. It stretched me as a writer. And since I have a background in video and film production, this particular conspiracy lent itself beautifully to my creative sensibilities. It was also fun to come up with my own twist on the tale: a reason for faking the moon landing that goes beyond fooling the entire world in order to win the Space Race.
I’d like to offer my sincere thanks to editor David Gatewood for asking me to join Tales of Tinfoil along with so many gifted authors. I’d also like to thank my wife Nina for reading my story first and giving me her honest feedback.
If you’d like to know more about me and my other works, please wander over to my Amazon author page. You can also find me at Thirdscribe.
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IN THE THIN BLUR of sleep, my nightmare chases me down. I bolt upright in bed, breath jagged, nerves shot. It’s the same dream—the same haunting dream—but with sharper images than before.
My subconscious is cautioning me.
Maybe if I stay up a little longer, it will pass. Should I wake Kiran?
I place my hand over the cool sheet—Rick’s side of the bed. It’s been two years since he became one of hundreds who’ve been “disappeared.” Two years that feels like ten.
I rest my head back on my pillow, working hard to ignore my heart, which is fluttering like a caged moth inside my chest. I keep my eyes open, willing myself to stay awake, latching on to the weak glow of moonlight filtering through the curtains. But my eyelids are heavy; snapshots of my dream flick into my consciousness like a snake’s tongue, striking at my attempts to remain calm and still. And awake.
The second I allow my eyes to close for longer than a blink, it’s all over. I’m under, as far gone as quicksand.
The nightmare has begun again.
I’m at the town’s annual tree lighting ceremony. Kiran is lost somewhere in the crowd. I can practically feel her studying the throng of excited, expectant gatherers. Trying to discern who’s on her side. From afar, I get a peek of her fishtail braid, her fingerless gloves. Her black coat, cinched tight around her slender frame, sparkles strangely, as if it’s reflective. Her smile is both defiant and beautiful. A soft swirl of goose-feather snow falls from the sky.
My nose tingles from the cold. I hug my coat to my chest as my eyes brim with tears. A desperate energy surges within me, a rising panic. Part of me knows this is only a dream; part of me knows it’s something more.
Kiran has broken through two layers of people. My feisty sixteen-year-old. She’s strong now, so sure of herself and her convictions. She’s the Pied Piper among these dissidents—the voice they heed.
I stamp my feet to reinstate feeling while standing at the perimeter of the crowd, trying to keep an eye on my daughter. The ceremony is at Enders Park, at the edge of the Zone, as always. In the midst of an otherwise crowded woods, there’s a sizeable clearing—plenty of space to gather. A makeshift stage has been erected at one end, in front of a row of enormous firs, strung with lights that have not yet been lit. Most of the oaks and maples behind them have also been decorated with lights; when they all turn on at once, it’s an impressive sight, the night sparkling with a thousand pinpricks of fire.
The only section they don’t light is the maze of boxwoods to my right. Too many twists and turns.
The part of me that remembers this nightmare refuses to look at the boxwoods.
To my left, a woman sniffs, then whispers something inaudible. I turn my head only slightly, and see a woman in a red pea coat standing uncomfortably close.
Is she talking to me?
“What?” I whisper back, still not facing her directly. I blow into my hands. “What?” I ask again, a little louder. Her eyes dart in my direction, reflecting caution.
“I can help.”
I dare to look over at her. The woman’s hair is parted severely in the middle, leaving a distinct divide in the center of her head. She has a full face with glossy red lipstick, and tracks of tears mark her rounded cheeks like eroded riverbeds.
My chest constricts. Why is this woman talking to me? How could she possibly help?
“You’re the mother, aren’t you?” The woman in the red pea coat rubs her nose with her gloved hand. The few lights set up in the clearing illuminate the spectators with an angelic aura. “You’re her mother?” she repeats, motioning to Kiran, who is gaining confidence at the front of the crowd.
And then I see him.
The madman.
He comes from the left, just like I knew he would. Walking slowly at first, almost sauntering. Toward Kiran.
I zone in on him, restless to make eye contact, to communicate my disdain. He doesn’t return my glare, doesn’t even know I exist. As he gets nearer to my daughter, a guttural groan gets trapped inside my windpipe. I sense the evil emanating off him like steam rising from a pavement after a hot summer storm.
What I wouldn’t give to have Kiran pinned against me, to be gripping her with such intensity my forearm would cramp. But she’s out there, standing proud among the onlookers. Too far for me to intervene.
The madman closes in on Kiran slowly, casually. No one seems to notice. In the cold air, puffs rise from within his wiry beard, and I imagine his breath is tinged with a sour vinegar odor. Even from a distance, it’s as though I can smell his skin under his layered clothing, as though it’s flaking off by the second. His corduroy jacket is splotched with stains, torn, with loose patches of material.
I fling my arms out above the shoulders in front of me. A vain gesture, the actions of an excited concert fan, not a mother in anguish. But no matter how hard I push against the crowd, I’m rendered immobile.
The madman’s hands leap from his pockets. One grabs Kiran’s shoulder; the other raises something small and silver. The karate-quick move doesn’t surprise me—I’ve seen all this before—but it sears me all the same. My heart crashes down into my stomach.
That’s when I realize that the crowd has opened in front of me. It’s the woman in the red pea coat—she’s charging forward, and somehow, people are getting out of her way, like the Red Sea before Moses.
I race after her, and in a slash of time, we’ve broken free of the crowd.
The madman spins with Kiran—my daughter. Her shrill scream punctuates the night air. It pierces the serenity of the lights, twinkling. The woman in the red coat reaches them first. She lunges for the madman, a fiery determination driving her abrupt motions, but he escapes her. Unsteady, I clutch for his corduroy jacket, and I’m quickly shoved back.
Everything is too fast. The madman drags Kiran toward the boxwood maze. I leap on him, causing all three of us to collapse to the ground. The woman in the red coat wrenches the madman’s arm to the dirt. With a feral combative surge, the madman flings off our efforts to detain him. He seizes my daughter by the armpits and yanks her toward the maze.
Kiran locks eyes with me. Imploring. We share a silent scream. Officers rush toward me and the woman in the red coat, who is now reaching in her pocket. The armed guards encircle us like a pride of lions guarding their prey, blocking my view. I can’t see my daughter.
But I hear her.
Kiran releases a cry of despair, which echoes in my core.
The woman’s back is to me, but even surrounded by the circle of officers, I see her arm rise up. See the gun in her hand, pointed at the madman in the moment before he steals my daughter from my sight.
I thrash awake, a whimper caught in my throat. All that remains of the moonlight is a weak column. My sheets are clammy in my clenched hands, and sweat breaks from my every pore.
Sleep is restorative for most people. It’s torture for me.
* * *
Kiran comes up behind me in the kitchen where I’m spilling granules of coffee into the machine.
“I’m leading another protest in a few weeks,” she says.
“I think you should reconsider.” Authority tightening my tone, I spin around to face her. Disappearings occur most often during public events. She knows this.
“What, we’re just supposed to turn a blind eye to what’s going on? I can’t do that, Mom. Every day I hear about someone else who’s been disappeared. This can’t keep happening.”
“But you don’t need to be the one to stop it.” You’re only sixteen. Too young for all of this. It’s too dangerous. These thoughts underscore my every waking thought.
Kiran’s shoulders tense. “If not me, then who?” Her forehead creases two new wrinkles. “I’m going.”
Her expression is a hairpin into my heart. I know she’s right. Maybe a rebellion is necessary. But not with her at the helm.
Not after what I’ve seen.
It would be one thing if last night was the first time I’d ever had that nightmare. I could convince myself I’m overreacting, simply being paranoid. But I’ve been having that same dream ever since Rick was disappeared. I’m lucky if an entire week goes by when I don’t have to wash the sheets in the morning because they’re so drenched in sweat. I’m haunted by the events at that tree lighting. The dream means something.
And I sure as hell am not about to let my daughter riot her way into a public setting where she’s vulnerable to all of those watchful eyes—all of the cameras.
Not if I can help it.
Kiran is still lingering in the kitchen. I hear her scratching on that notepad of hers. I’ve taken a peek at it. She’s writing plans. Brainstorming ways to rebel against the government. Her cell phone rings to the tune of “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Nice.
“When will you show up?” Kiran speaks into the phone. She fiddles with the end of her braid. Sometimes I swear she came out of the womb knowing how to weave her hair in hundreds of styles.
I replay her words, understanding at once that she’s firming up the details of her next protest.
“Turn off your phone.” My words come out like BB gun pellets. I snatch my own phone and power it off.
“Why?”
“Turn it off, now. Is the TV off?”
“I don’t know. Why?” She glares at me as though I’ve lost my last marble.
“Go make sure that it, and every other electronic device in this house, is powered down. And power off your phone.”
“But Mom, I’m talking with Jen.”
“Kiran, please just do this one thing.”
“Fine.” She huffs and rolls her eyes, but she obeys. She lifts the phone back to her ear. “Jen, I gotta go. My mom’s freaking out.”
I watch her carefully as she presses the power button on her phone.
“Let me check it,” I say. I strut over to her, test that it’s off. Then I double check mine.
“Paranoid much? They’re not that invasive.”
But she hasn’t seen what I’ve seen. The strange way the computer camera light flickers for just an instant when I sit down to pay bills. And the verification emails we’ve been getting, calculating how many times we’ve “donated”—blood and money. “Weren’t you the one just telling me that people go missing left and right?” I ask.
“Not through phones.”
“They can listen. We don’t know what they’re capable of.”
“You don’t know what I’m capable of either.” Kiran’s jaw juts out. There it is—the same wild stallion fire in her eyes as her father.
I truly hope her bravado isn’t tested. The pitch of her scream when she’s dragged into the boxwoods in the maze of my dreams… it torments me.
It would kill me to hear it in real life.
* * *
In the morning I tell Kiran goodbye and set out in my car. With any luck, I can buy a new belt, pick up more coffee, and give the mandated blood in under an hour. I prefer to tackle errands while Kiran is at school so I’m not subjecting her to the scrutiny of the public. The more vocal she becomes about her mistrust of the government, the better it is for her—for us—to keep a low profile. I have a sneaky suspicion that we’re already on some sort of watch list because of Rick, anyway.
I head inside the first shop, a brick building that sells women’s clothing, hoping I might find a belt that will fit. I’ve lost twenty pounds since Rick… well, since I last saw him. To think, I spent years hating those twenty pounds, unable to shake them—and now, I’d put them back on in a heartbeat if it’d bring Rick back.
An immaculately dressed woman greets me almost immediately. “Anything particular you’re looking for today?”
“Just need a belt. I’ll find it.”
Like a game show hostess, she waves her hand toward the accessory section at the rear of the store. I hustle over to where the belts hang like shiny serpents and finger one that appears as though it’ll wrap around my waist nicely.
“Oh, you’re much too small for that. We have you at a size four now.” The saleswoman has snuck up behind me. She reaches her hand up above my shoulder and selects a sleek black belt. “Try this one.”
My friend Marlene told me that stores can track your conversations if you leave your phone on—or maybe even if you don’t. There have long been cameras in the dressing rooms—strictly to prevent shoplifting, they assure us—and no doubt there are others around the store. Marlene said they can even capture your facial expressions as you eye particular merchandise, factoring every smile and frown into their sales tactics.
I dig into my coat pocket, fetch my phone, and power it off.
The sales clerk watches as I take the black belt from her and cinch it around my waist on the loosest notch. Not surprisingly, it sits low on my hips.
“Not quite a fit,” I say.
The sales clerk shakes her head.
I take off the belt and hand it back to the clerk. “When you said ‘we’ have you at a size four, who were you referring to?” I’m a fool to ask, but sometimes curiosity trumps wisdom.
A smile slips from her meticulously pencil-lined lips. “Did I say we? I meant to say you look like a size four. And I was right, wasn’t I?”
Without warning, the woman wraps the belt once again around my waist and snaps it with an abrupt tug. It’s not that her gesture incites physical pain, but the surprise of it causes me to gasp. She notches it while still standing behind me. I feel like a toddler being dressed for school. Then she points to the mirror. “See, a perfect fit.”
She’s right. The belt fits perfectly.
It’s everything else that feels askew.
* * *
I don’t stick around to browse. After purchasing the belt, I head toward the nearest Ground Town to pick up a few pounds of Sumatra. While waiting at a red light, I turn to look at the car next to me, then immediately regret it. What if they look over at the exact same time? As I feared, a woman with thick owl sunglasses nods in my general direction.
The light is taking forever to change. Above the silver bar holding the traffic lights, sunlight glints across the traffic camera, and I imagine its gaze moving from the car with the owl woman over to mine. These cameras are at every intersection now, one pointing in each direction. The cops use them to catch people who run red lights. I can’t help but think what a huge investment it must have been to install them all, to maintain and monitor them. And how many people run red lights, anyway?
And of course, now there are cameras everywhere. No one even bothers to provide a reason anymore. Public safety, I guess. The greater good.
This stoplight has never taken this long before. I look over at the owl woman and shrug, wondering if she’s noticed the delay. She smiles knowingly, unfazed, as though this is something she experiences at every light.
Siri, who now comes built in to every car model, suddenly speaks up. “Which Ground Town were you looking for?”
Wait, what?
I punch the button to deactivate Siri, but the tiny screen on my dashboard stays lit. I never told anyone I was going to Ground Town. How could Siri presume to know where I’m going? And how could she be right? Ground Town is two miles from here and there are dozens of stores in between.
While the light lingers on red, my underarms pool with perspiration. Does Kiran experience this level of invasiveness at school?
Rumor has it that there are Zones not far from our own where there are fewer cameras and they don’t mandate blood donations. Supposedly, their leaders haven’t taken it to the extremes ours have. For a moment I wish that Kiran could grow up in such a place. Not that it matters; no one ever leaves the Zone. With cameras everywhere, no one has a chance.
I look up again at the traffic camera. It reminds me of the Eye of Sauron. It’s likely capturing my every wrinkle. Can it read lips? A hundred swears ricochet in my mind.
When I finally make it to Ground Town, I pay for the coffee without talking to anyone, then with my head ducked down and my free hand jammed in my coat pocket, I ensure my phone is off.
This is all too much.
By the time I arrive at the blood donating center over an hour has passed. The line is short. Small blessings.
Once inside, I eavesdrop on the conversation between the elderly couple in front of me. They’re holding hands. The woman has papier-mâché cheeks and stops her drippy nose by wiping it against her shoulder. She refuses to let go of her husband’s hand. “I don’t even understand why we have to do this anyway,” the woman says. “Surely our blood’s gone bad by now.”
The old man laughs, but it’s a comfort laugh. It doesn’t escape me that he clasps her hand more tightly in his, pumping it beneath his palm.
They take a while. I don’t make contact with anyone—don’t initiate conversation. Instead, I clean through my purse and stave off tears when I come across an ancient picture of me and Rick from our wedding tucked inside my wallet. We looked so happy. So naïve.
“Rowan Aduro.” A young man summons me into the blood-giving room. “How many times have you been generous this month?” This is code for how often have I given blood. The government recommends that all households have at least two members give blood once a week. I’ve never required Kiran to donate though, so I’m here sometimes twice, sometimes three times a week. They monitor this. They tabulate. They send emails.
“Six,” I say.
“A good citizen.”
I’ve long since suspected I’m doing more than giving blood—that I’m being injected with some foreign substance. It is elusive nuances that tell me this. The near invisible squirt of clear fluid that leaves the vial before my blood collects inside it. The breathlessness I feel for up to an hour after I donate. Are they weakening us—those on their list of potential dissenters? I suspect they are. But I haven’t the courage or the resourcefulness to prove it.
Or to accurately establish who is one of “us.” And who isn’t.
“This vein works best,” I say, tapping on the bulging blue line tunneling beneath my skin.
“We’ll see.” His smile is unconvincing.
Great, I got a sadist. And here I thought this would be an easy in, easy out.
“Any other members of your household?”
Why is he asking this? They never have before. “Yes, just one.”
“Your daughter?”
If he knew, why did he ask? It’s all part of the game. “Yes.”
“How many times this month has she been generous?”
I gulp. My fingers tremble on the propped armrest of the chair. “I don’t remember.”
He grins at me as though I’m a child confessing to a minor misbehavior. As though I’m sitting here with cookie crumbs on my lap instead of the weight of the world. “Yes you do.”
“Maybe none,” I say.
He positions the needle above my arm, massages my skin with his gloved thumb. Teasing the vein to bulge even more. “Maybe?” The young worker stabs the needle into my skin. I flinch and bite back tears. No blood collects in the vial in his hands. His thumb pushes down ever so slightly. “Try again.”
I come clean. “None.”
“That’s more like it.” He gently guides the needle into my vein, and I watch as my blood spurts angrily into the vial. “Honesty really is the best policy.”
When I exit the blood donation building, my breathing is labored and strange. I work to revitalize feeling in my arm, shaking it abruptly. There’s nothing gentle about my actions. My heart is a jackhammer behind my rib cage, though I’m winded. I’m livid.
And I’m helpless.
Fear has a terrible way of pinning down the wings of any resilient creature.
* * *
We’re only a week away from Thanksgiving. It’s been exactly two years to the day since Rick was disappeared. After Kiran leaves for school, I drive to the nearby park where Rick and I used to picnic. The temperature has dropped to a cheek-blistering chill. I don’t plan on staying long, but something in me needs to look out over the pond where Rick and I spent many Saturdays, even if it is all coated over by ice.
Some people visit graves. I come here.
My head still throbs from fighting with Kiran this morning. She’s adamant about attending another protest later this week. She hasn’t yet let it register that she’s not immortal, not immune to the unpredictable punishments doled out by our leaders.
I tug on my gloves and wind a thick scarf around my neck, then exit the car and begin trekking toward a bench. The wind slaps my face with every step.
The pond is mostly frozen over, with blocks of ice splayed out like puzzle pieces. I sit on a bench and hug my body, rocking back and forth, reminiscing about memories of before—when chaos and loss hadn’t overtaken our lives.
“Quite frigid to be out in this.” I hear a voice approaching from behind me. I gradually turn my head to look.
It’s the woman in the red pea coat.
The woman from my nightmare.
A shiver dives down my spine, pulling my shoulder blades together. I press my gloved fingers over the vein in my arm where I gave blood, nudging until it’s sore, trying to station myself here, to remind myself that I’m still present in reality and not lost in a dream.
The woman moves to sit beside me. But not too close. There’s an untrusting shine in her eyes. It’s familiar and oddly comforting. “My name is Patrice,” she says.
“I’m Rowan.” We don’t shake hands, as though an understanding passes between us that it’s too cold for formalities like that.
“I know who you are.”
A knot cinches my throat, making it momentarily impossible to speak. “You… do?”
“Rowan Aduro. Sixteen-year-old daughter named Kiran. That girl is wise beyond her years.”
I take a deep breath. How is this woman here? How have my nightmares and my real life collided? “She’s a good kid,” I say. “Spirited though.”
“Like her father.” Patrice smiles. It’s a subtle gesture, but I catch it. It’s a cross between knowing and inquisitive.
“He’s been gone two years.” I don’t know why I say this. Maybe it’s the way she’s sitting, all relaxed with her shoulders hunched. Or maybe it’s because I miss Rick most when I’m here, and saying it aloud validates the pain I feel. The pain I so seldom acknowledge. I’ve kept it harbored inside me like a sunken rusty barge.
Patrice looks out over the broken ice. When she speaks again, it’s in a whisper. “I’m a dissident.”
Somehow, I knew she would say this. I allow a few moments to go by, watch a gaggle of geese land on the pond then just as quickly take flight again. It’s as though I can hear them silently squawking: It’s freezing out here, even for us.
“I could have guessed,” I say.
Patrice chuckles, causing her breath to fog in visible puffs. “Is it the red coat? Or the crimson lipstick? Do they both scream rebel?”
I tug my scarf tighter around my neck and chin. “The eyes, actually.”
“Ah, the eyes have it.” She pauses, then turns to face me. “Your daughter supports the cause.”
My stomach clenches. “Kiran is young. She still has a lot to learn.”
“I respect her ambition.” For a moment, Patrice looks untouched by the sharp bite in the air.
“I worry about her.”
“As you should. As do I. Actually, that’s why I’m here. I’ve come to bid you sort of a warning.”
“A warning?” Two sandbags drop at the base of my eyes, punctuating my headache.
Patrice reaches for her leather satchel. She pulls out a glossy piece of paper. Before she flips it over, she says, “Your family is on the government watch list. Kiran in particular. We have contacts on the inside… I fear that Kiran may have been flagged for special attention.”
My world is spinning.
“We can’t stop them, Rowan. Not without exposing ourselves. But we know who to watch for. It’s all we can do.”
Patrice turns over the paper. From the corner of my eye I see that it’s a photograph, but I refuse to look at it—I’m not ready for this.
“Rowan, this is the man who is responsible for ‘managing’ dissidents here.” The manner in which she says ‘managing’ makes my chest hurt. “If you ever see this man, you need to run. Kiran needs to run. If he asks you to accompany him somewhere—anywhere—do not go. He’s well-acquainted with how to make someone disappear.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I’m aware that I’m stalling, that I’m teetering on the edge of discovering something that will change everything. It’s irrevocable. Knowledge is power. But with it comes an expected responsibility. And I’m feeling weak. I’ve always allowed myself to be vulnerable here, at this park where Rick proposed to me.
“We want you to be protected. And prepared.”
She waits.
I clench my eyes shut. I’m sitting here talking to the woman in the red pea coat. The woman from my nightmare, here before me, in real life. She’s holding a photo of a man who wants to disappear my daughter.
I already know what I’m going to see. Menacing eyes. Weak grin. Snarl-toothed and clad in a corduroy jacket. I don’t need to look.
But I do.
An 8x10 photograph rests in Patrice’s lap. It’s the madman from my nightmare.
I close my eyes again, inhale a lung-burning breath, and promise to run from him.
* * *
For another week, my nightmare pervades my sleep. At night, when the moon is a watchful eye out my window, my dreams stake their claim. Warning me.
“Dinner!” I call upstairs, aware that Kiran likely has earbuds in her ears and can’t hear me. Surely she’s gotten a whiff of the stir fry. After five more minutes pass and she still hasn’t slumped downstairs, I march up to get her.
I knock lightly, then enter her room. Her clothes are strewn about as if her bedroom is an Abercrombie dressing room. Her bedside lamp is lit, but she isn’t on her bed. She’s also not curled up in a fetal position on her papasan reading something by Ayn Rand.
Maybe she’s in the bathroom, I reason with myself. I crack the already half-opened door. Not there.
It’s Sunday night. Kiran is known for leaving most of her homework to the last minute. Since elementary school I’ve had to help out with projects at the eleventh hour. I head downstairs, combing the house, calling for her.
As I walk by the computer, I think I see the camera light flicker. This sends me racing upstairs. Why am I so on edge?
I barge into Kiran’s room again. Am I suddenly expecting to find her in here, as though she’ll just roll out from under her bed covered in a blanket of dust bunnies?
A glossy blue flyer on her bed grabs my attention. I pick it up and read the swirly font.
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I seal my eyes shut. No! They changed the date. It had been scheduled for next weekend, and I had planned to lock Kiran in the bathroom until it was over, if I had to.
I clench and unclench my fists. She’s there.
I know it. The protest. Kiran kept prattling on about it. I knew it would be at a public setting, but she wouldn’t tell me where or when. She said she wouldn’t attend, though. After my meeting with Patrice in the park, I had made Kiran promise to play it cool for a while.
It seems foolish now, that I believed she’d respect my wishes. I knew how passionate she was about rallying against the government. Now I can’t help but wonder: How far is she planning to go? Throwing meat? Pulling a gun? It’s a scary moment when you aren’t quite sure what your own child is capable of.
I grab my key fob and jump in the car.
On my way to Enders Park, I punch in Kiran’s cell number a dozen times. With my eyes fixed on the road, I also replay the details of the madman’s face in my mind. I mentally trace his wrinkles, the expression he held in Patrice’s picture, his slightly elevated left eyebrow. It’s as though I’m trying to convince myself that if I’m able to pick him out of a lineup, he won’t be capable of doing as much harm. The mental games I play—the games we’ve all been forced to play since the cameras and the disappearings.
It’s a cruel world when you can’t trust anything.
I turn the car down a dirt road flanked by pine trees on both sides. I’m not far now.
Patrice said the madman was in charge of managing dissidents. I don’t want my daughter “managed.” But I keep the fears at the edges of my mind, push away the worst-case possibility. I know from firsthand experience that when someone disappears, they’re really gone forever.
There’s so much we don’t know—that we’re not told.
The precious snow flurries mock me the moment I get out of my car. I dart toward the multitude already gathering in Enders Park. Snow. Of course it’s snowing. I hate how acquainted I feel with this moment.
My nose stings from the bite in the air. There look to be at least a thousand gatherers. How am I to pick Kiran out of the crowd? Or—my heart drops at the thought—will she make herself known? Why hasn’t she answered any of my voicemails or called me back? Because she knows I’ll stop her. Or I’ll try. That’s why.
Conversation swirls about me, pleasant, unattached, not as invested in the moment as I am. The tips of my fingers turn numb from the cold. I brush my hair from my face.
I’m contemplating the best way to go about finding Kiran and corralling her back to the safety of our home when a jagged line of preschoolers make their way to the risers. Under the soft lighting from the makeshift stage, the little ones begin to sing a sentimental off-tune rendition of “Do You Hear What I Hear.”
It’s the same song. I’m watching my nightmare play out.
My heart pounds against my rib cage. My arms drop to my sides, the fight stolen from my appendages as though a ghost has swooped through the crowd, capturing the last thing I could control.
I must find Kiran. But the crowd is too thick; there are too many people.
My dream is breaking from its cocoon—it’s coming alive with every detail.
As I search for Kiran, I also keep a close eye on the boxwood maze to my right. That’s where he’ll take her. The labyrinth. The boxwoods are said to be one of the only places in the Zone that government workers haven’t lined with cameras. The trees form an elaborate maze, and the paths are too twisty and narrow for a good shot. So they’ve only hung cameras at the entrance.
Is that why he takes her in there? But why would the government need to hide its actions from its own cameras?
The children sing about goodness and light.
I’m running out of time. Kiran, where are you?
The gathering awaits the annual tree lighting with anticipation. Pinpricks radiate from my core, springing gooseflesh all over my skin. Do something! Find her!
At the close of the song, Dr. Legnem steps to the podium. The rabbit fur on his coat swishes elegantly with a gust of wind. His eyes are haunting pools of blue. He taps the microphone, ready to speak. He offers a placating smile to the crowd. Buttery. Convincing.
The scene is a joint out of its socket. Everyone is hopped up on hot cocoa and the misguided belief that the illuminating lights will signify that everything is okay—that people aren’t actually being disappeared every other week. It’s all an illusion. A magic trick for the masses.
Maybe Kiran isn’t just a teenager rebelling against the system. Maybe she really is doing what needs to be done.
A scent of harm hangs in the air. I scan the crowd feverishly for my daughter. It’s her gloves I see first. Her fingerless gloves, leaving her skin vulnerable to the chill. But my mood shifts rapidly from pity to anger. Why is she dressed like that—with hundreds of tiny makeup mirrors attached to her jacket and black leggings? Please tell me this reflective garb is the extent of her protest—that she intends to make her point merely by how she dressed. There are at least a dozen people hovering directly behind her, also loosely adorned with mirrors.
I press ahead, about to yell her name, but pinch my lips together. I don’t want to draw attention to her if this is all she had on the agenda.
Who am I kidding? I know the wild stallion look in Kiran’s eyes too well. For over a year I’ve witnessed her growing hostility toward governing mandates. I’ve listened to how she mocks the leaders with her friends, I’ve read the rebellious scribbles in her notepad, and I’ve noticed how she balls her fists when the nightly newscasters urge people to donate more blood than the required six visits—for the good of the community. I protect Kiran from having to “be generous” and give blood, but I can’t protect her forever. This fight has been rearing up in her for months now.
Still, I can’t stop thinking of Kiran as my baby. She used to lie awake in her crib, blinking up at me. Then she’d extend her nubby little hands. There were days when I wanted her to stay still just a moment longer so I could watch her cheeks redden as she attempted to roll over to her stomach or stretch her foot up to her mouth to nibble on her own toes. I never hesitated though. As soon as her arms shot up, I bent down to her.
Back then, I could do something about Kiran’s needs. When she cried, my response was automatic. It’s only now, staring up at the snow flurries, that I realize how entwined my own needs are with my daughter’s. I want to be able to rescue her—for her, and for me. By rescuing her I end my own nightmare.
Dr. Legnem finishes his speech and signals for the lights to be ignited. A sparkly glow twinkles all around, and the crowd oohs and aahs dutifully. My nerve endings twinge as though set on fire.
I’ve already been here hundreds of times in my dreams.
* * *
Commotion spins around me like a dizzying merry-go-round. My head throbs. It’s all happening just as my nightmare foretold, and I’m frozen in place, watching, helpless. There’s Patrice, up ahead of me, forcing her way through the crowd toward the protestors. Now on the verge of panic, I scan for the madman. I know just where to look: the boxwoods. He’s not there, but then… yes. He steps out from the darkness between the trees and begins his slow saunter toward Kiran.
Toward my daughter.
My nerves jolt as though electrocuted. I promised to run from him—but not without Kiran.
My legs kick up, but I’m unable to sprint, blocked by the backs and legs of those in front of me. Move, people! My daughter needs me.
The mirrors affixed to Kiran’s black clothing reflect the glimmering lights and clank against each other. She pumps her fist and holds up one small mirror as she yells out to the masses, “Look at yourselves! See yourselves as they do! They watch you, control you, disappear you! And they will continue to do so as long as you let them. Well, we won’t let them.” She brandishes the mirror. “We’re turning the scrutiny back on them. And we refuse to disappear!”
Clever. And foolish. “Kiran!” I shout over the chanting. The crowd has thickened around the uproar of the protest. It’s impossible to tell who’s with the government and who’s against them.
But I know that my child is marked. She’s made it abundantly clear where she stands and who she’s standing up for. The ropey knot in my throat keeps me from being able to swallow, to holler at Kiran again. People are bouncing off one another, like I’m in the middle of a bar brawl. Gatherers and fellow protesters have filtered between me and Kiran. It’s maddening how close I get, then how I’m shoved away. Like ocean debris pushed to the shore. Leaning over shoulders and standing on my tiptoes, I see that the multitude has nudged Kiran toward the boxwood maze.
No.
In the wake of the crowd, I spot Patrice again, and I’m momentarily comforted. Patrice will take him down. She knows the truth. She’ll step in and rescue Kiran. At least until I’m able to claw my way through the crowd.
I worm toward the maze of boxwoods. I’m close. Close enough that I have a keen view of Kiran and the madman. No, not madman—government agent. Why the elaborate disguise? I can only watch as he claps a dirt-streaked hand on my daughter’s shoulder. Whispers something in her ear. The look on her face is pure terror.
My desperation pushes me forward. Patrice is now only a step ahead of me, clearing a path. I’m almost free of the crowd when I’m thrust back by a snaggletoothed officer. “Halt,” he orders. He slaps his hand in the center of my chest. I feel branded by his touch.
The madman tugs Kiran toward the boxwoods. She resists, shouts something at him.
“Let me go to her,” I plead.
The officer contorts his features into a confused expression. Then, to my surprise, he reaches through the crowd and grabs Patrice’s arm. She turns, and the officer cocks his head toward me as if to say, What about her?
Patrice responds with only a glare, then shakes him off and continues to plow forward.
Wait—what just happened?
Like sparklers shooting off inside my brain, images flicker, and I struggle to shape them into some semblance of understanding. Why would the officer look to Patrice for direction? She’s one of the dissidents. She’s the one I’m counting on to rescue Kiran from the madman. I reason, letting one slippery belief bleed into the next, all of them staining what I thought I knew of this entire scene.
The lies my dream told me.
A hiccup of fear is smothered in my chest.
Kiran and the madman have turned. They’re now fleeing toward the boxwoods, stumbling toward what is possibly the only safe place in the entire Zone. Patrice steps free of the crowd and raises her weapon, as I knew she would. Her shout cuts through the crowd that surrounds us.
“Stop!”
Through the cloudiness of the tears brimming in my eyes, it all snaps to clarity.
Patrice had started bulling her way toward Kiran before the madman had even stepped out from the trees. She can’t have known he was even there. Her interest was in Kiran, not him.
And I knew: Patrice wasn’t trying to protect Kiran from the madman; the madman was protecting my daughter from Patrice.
And now Patrice has a gun pointed not only at the madman, but at my child.
Kiran hollers that earsplitting wail I recognize from my dreams. “Run! Mom, run!” She and the madman are at the edge of the boxwoods, their backs to the trees. Patrice steps over to them, the gun in her hand never wavering. The madman sinks to his knees and raises his arms in surrender.
The officer next to me grips my shoulders with his large hands, preparing to lock me there in his hold. But I wrestle free and race toward Kiran, knocking down a wiry boy in my path.
People buzz around me, but I tussle through the crowd, following Kiran’s shouts. With a bitterness on my tongue, immune to the cold, I rush toward my daughter.
Patrice’s eyes drop to menacing slits. “We can take you. You will disappear. Gone always,” she sing-songs, taunting Kiran with a twisted version of her protest chant. Her red pea coat appears brighter, radiant beneath the tree lights. She snatches one of the circular makeup mirrors from Kiran’s chest. “Look in the mirror.” With a quick swipe, she slashes it across Kiran’s cheek.
At the sight of blood bubbling from the wound on Kiran’s face, I charge. My mind pricked only with the urgency to save my daughter, I leap on Patrice, tackling her to the ground. She’s strong. She bats me away like an errant toddler, then strikes the butt of her gun against the base of my skull. It sends a torrent of pain fireworking across my head. But it’s nothing compared to the sound of Kiran yelling out to me—for me.
“Go.” I demand. “Go!” I scream again at my daughter. The madman is warding off an officer who’s trying to detain him.
Kiran shakes her head, wiping the smear of blood across her cheek with the back of her fingerless glove. Her entire body trembles, resisting. She doesn’t want to leave me. She won’t go.
So I muster the courage to say the only thing that will force her to reconsider.
My cheek is smashed against the cold earth. Patrice pins my arms down and I’m trapped under her weight. I’m not afraid anymore.
Kiran takes one step inside the maze, hesitating.
I conjure a proud smile at my daughter. Tears stream from my eyes. My voice cracks as I yell, “Disappear.”
Kiran breaks into a beautiful run.



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 The Surveillance State
 

 

The modern-day ubiquity of cameras and other recording devices is not a conspiracy theory—it’s just a fact of life. There’s a videocamera in every pocket, a security camera in every store, and, increasingly, a dash cam in every police car. When you factor in the extent to which our lives are lived online, our increasing willingness to share our every 140-character thought with the entire world, and the now-regular news reports about thefts of our financial data, our medical records, and more… well, it’s not surprising that there’s an increase in anxiety about the loss of privacy.
And it’s clear that technology will only help to make cameras and other surveillance technology even more ever-present. It wouldn’t be terribly surprising if a decade from now we look back on citizen concerns about the intrusiveness of traffic cameras and think, “How quaint.”
But although the increase in surveillance technology is observable fact, the idea of a surveillance state—well, that’s where our fears go wild. We sometimes can’t help but wonder: Is there someone behind all those cameras, watching our every move? Is someone—Big Government, Big Business, Big Data—gathering together all our movements, our photos, our social media interactions, our multitude of bits and bytes, and assembling them into a bigger picture?
And if so, are they using—or might they use—that information to suppress their enemies, to further their political or financial goals, or to increase their hold on power?
Some feel that the revelations brought to light by Edward Snowden’s document leak in 2013—that the NSA, in cooperation with similar agencies in other governments, had been running a global surveillance apparatus that secretly pried into individuals’ phone records, emails, and online activity—provided ironclad proof that fears of a surveillance state were 100% warranted. Others felt that Snowden’s leak itself, the strength of the resulting backlash, and the eventual, if partial, dismantling of the surveillance activity proved that a surveillance state can’t survive for long in a free society.
Still others merely wonder: Is any of this going on my permanent record?
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One Arm of the Octopus
by Michael Bunker 
Chapter One
THE CEPHALOPOD MOLLUSC is one of the most fantastically designed killers in the ocean. We know it as “the octopus.”
The prey of the octopus usually stumbles into danger completely unaware. That’s because the octopus can make itself look like just about anything in the sea. Coral? Yep. Sand? Yes, that too. The octopus blends in perfectly with its backdrop; even when in plain sight, it disappears. Flexible and dangerous, the octopus is one of the most intelligent creatures in existence, and unless you are hunting one (or watching TV or hanging around at SeaWorld), you’ve probably never seen one.
Other than a small hard beak that the octopus uses to break through the hard shells of its prey in order to consume them, the creature has no internal or external skeleton. Think about that. This beast, however large it gets, can crawl through any hole that is larger than its tiny beak.
In addition to its ability to change colors to match its hiding place, it can use its muscles to mimic things like seaweed and rocks.
It uses tools. Just like a man does.
When the octopus feels threatened, it ejects a cloud of blackish “ink” that confuses and blinds its enemy while the creature disappears. And get this: if you were to get hold of one arm—and if you could hold it tight—the animal could sever that arm and swim away. You might get part of it, but you probably wouldn’t get the whole thing.
While all of this may seem like science, in your case (and in mine) it is all just opinion and hearsay. Conjecture. For all we know, the octopus made all this up in order to confuse us.
* * *
I left Odessa, Texas, three days after high school graduation in late May of 1985 and never looked back. I was shy and moderately popular in high school, but I never had any real, permanent connections in that town, so at the age of eighteen I wanted nothing more than to just get out.
At that age, no place felt like home to me.
My dad was in the military when I was a child, and we’d been in Texas for less than five years following his retirement, so in 1985 I felt like a rolling stone.
As far as I was concerned, anywhere was better than Odessa.
I broke up with my girlfriend on graduation night. She was a sweet and pretty girl who really liked me; she wanted to get married. But I had no intention of sticking around. And I didn’t want to lie to her either. Why go through the motions of a long-distance relationship (we had no cell phones or Internet back then) when I knew it could never work?
So I did my best to sever all ties with my small high school town so I could start anew in college. I was heading to a bigger city and had bigger dreams. New friends, new parties, new opportunities.
What I really wanted was a new me, and I felt the overwhelming baptism of that new birth as I drove north to start my college life on that last day of May in 1985. I was driving my dark blue ’82 Ford Granada, a graduation gift from my parents, and it was a beautiful spring day. Howard Jones was cranked up loud on my cassette deck.
“Things Can Only Get Better.”
That was the song I was playing over and over on my way north.
Things can only get better. I absolutely believed it, and I couldn’t wait to find out.
* * *
Exactly one week after graduation I was sitting in my first college class. American History to 1857. Summer school. Going to class during the break was something I’d chosen because I was anxious to get my new life started and I had nothing else to do that summer. I had no friends, and the anticipation of waiting for the fall semester would’ve been too much.
My classes were boring, but at least there was air-conditioning, and because I was enrolled I got “free” use of the rec center.
Through the university’s job placement office I got a part-time job working in the warehouse of a carpet distributor, driving a forklift and loading long rolls of carpet on trucks for delivery. I was also playing basketball every minute when I wasn’t working or in class. My plan was to try to walk on and get a spot on the university’s basketball team, but that plan was mired in a milky white plaster of pipe dreams and harsh reality. The probability of me being picked up, without a scholarship, at an NCAA Division I university was very close to zero. I didn’t know anyone in the university program… and I had handicaps.
I was white, only six-foot-three, and I’d only been playing basketball seriously for two years. Still, I was pretty good, and could hold my own in pickup games at the university rec center—even when college stars from that school and other big universities were playing.
But being good wasn’t good enough to make that kind of team. So I sought out other options.
The athletic director at my old high school had just been hired as the head basketball coach at a junior college nearby, and he’d guaranteed me a tryout for his team. So options were there. And my plan was in place. I would attend summer classes at the university and try to get some notice from the coaches there, and at the same time I was assured of at least a tryout at the junior college in the fall if nothing panned out with the bigger school. The junior college often fed players to the bigger university after a year or two of learning and maturity. Lord knows I needed those things. I was still a beginner. But I was a beginner with promise… I hoped.
So that was my life. I worked, played basketball, dreamed, and went to classes. Not always in that order.
Anyway, that was my plan for the summer of ’85.
* * *
The first weekend after summer classes started, there was an orientation pool party for incoming freshmen. It was held at the rec center pool, and it would be my first opportunity to really meet some new people.
I wasn’t very good at that. Meeting people. In fact, I was notoriously bad at it. I was not outgoing, and being around large groups of people frustrated me.
Not that I was a loner or anything like that.
Girls seemed to like me, at least in high school they did, so I felt confident that if I’d just show up some of them might talk to me, and that was a nice thought. But overall I wasn’t very social. I’m still the kind of guy who likes the idea of parties more than actually being there. I’m that way now, but I was even worse back then.
So during the run-up to the party that weekend, I was a complete emotional wreck. I bought some new clothes and worried about how I’d look. I had no plans to swim, so I didn’t bring a suit, and I didn’t figure there’d be booze to loosen me up. Still, I wanted to look comfortable and approachable at the party.
I overthought everything. I panicked a few times.
Like I said, I was a wreck.
* * *
The party was well under way when I arrived, and at the beginning, all my fears seemed to be in the process of being realized.
No booze.
That was the biggest fear, and I was right about that one. And I didn’t know anyone there; I recognized not one person from any of my classes. Second fear realized. And most of the people there already knew people, or were gathered in groups, or were playing water polo in the pool. So I got some lemonade and went and stood by a wall and watched. Expecting to suffer through the night in misery.
But that’s not what happened.
An hour after I arrived, I saw a girl handing out name tags—those stick-on kind that say “My Name Is” and then you write your name under them with a marker. She was working her way around the party, ignoring everyone in the pool, but chatting and laughing with small groups of friends who sipped lemonade and ate cookies.
She was beautiful. Stunning, actually. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Hispanic, but very American in her dress and carriage.
Then she got to me.
“Hey there, lonely stranger,” she said.
She smiled, and I melted.
“Hey.”
“What’s your name? Or should I put ‘Lone Wolf’ on this tag?”
“It’s Matthew, but Lone Wolf sounds cool,” I said.
“I’ll put Matthew, okay? Lone Wolf will be my private name for you.”
I blushed. My head dropped. And then I looked up and tried to smile. I shrugged.
“Okay.”
“Geez,” she said as she wrote on the tag, “you really are shy.”
“Not really. Just awkward I guess. Uncomfortable. I don’t know anyone here.”
She stepped forward and pressed the tag to my chest.
“You know me.”
“No I don’t.”
“Well,” she said, thrusting out her hand, “I’m Lillian.”
I shook her hand and tried to smile. “Hello, Lillian, I’m Matt.”
“But I can call you Lone Wolf?”
“Yeah.”
Lillian took a step to walk away, and then she stopped and turned back toward me.
“Listen, Wolfie… I… Maybe you think you look awkward and no one wants to talk to you, but that’s not it. It’s not it at all.”
“Really?” I asked. “Because it seems like that’s it.” I smiled, trying to make her see that I wasn’t feeling self-pity. That somehow this conversation was just part of the joke.
“You think you’re the wallflower, and everyone thinks you look awkward or out of place.”
“Right.”
“But in reality, the girls here think you’re mysterious, and the boys think you’re up to something… which is also mysterious.”
“Lone Wolf, right?” I said.
“That’s right.”
I looked into her eyes and figured that this was probably my only chance to make a friend here, so why not take a shot?
“Maybe I’m just here to talk to you?” I said.
It was a weak shot, but that’s what came out.
Lillian smiled and turned to leave again. She looked over her shoulder and smiled again.
“Mission accomplished, Lone Wolf. Mission accomplished.”
* * *
I tried not to make it look too obvious, but I hardly took my eyes off her over the next hour. She made her way around the party, handing out name tags and chatting with guests.
When she was finished, she talked for a few minutes with an older man. Mid-thirties. Glasses. I figured he was the organizer of this event. Maybe he was a new professor, or maybe he worked in admissions. Then she took her leftover name tags and her marker and dropped them off at a table still stacked high with orientation materials and class schedules.
Then she turned and walked straight toward me.
And believe me, I watched her walk.
Guys tried to stop her, to hit on her, but she just smiled and waved and kept walking. When she’d look up and catch me staring, I’d try to look like I was reading a fall class schedule, but I didn’t do a good job of it.
And then she was there. Standing in front of me.
“You wanna talk?” she asked.
“Sure.”
“Or if you’re busy, I suppose I could just go home. It’s getting late anyway.”
“Let’s talk.”
We sat on a cinderblock wall facing out over a grassy decline that led down to a parking area lighted here and there by high vapor lights. We talked, and most of the time she swung her feet and looked down at them, or she glanced up into a moonless black sky scattered liberally with stars. She asked me about my life and if I had a girlfriend. She asked me about basketball, and politics, and religion too. She deflected most of my questions about her, though. Most, but not all.
Here’s what I learned about Lillian that night…
She was single, but engaged. She didn’t seem (to me) to be excited or even happy about that fact. But I was a hopeful suitor by that point. Maybe my interpretation was skewed.
She was from Nicaragua originally, but had received most of her schooling in El Paso. She had only the barest trace of an accent.
She was entering into her senior year come fall, and would be graduating with a biology degree in a little less than a year.
She told me her family was forced from Nicaragua in ’79 when the Sandinistas took over, and that she was still entertaining thoughts of becoming a doctor and returning to her homeland someday.
It was getting late. By this time I was smitten with Lillian, and I saw the opportunity to get to know her better slipping through my fingers. So I went for it.
“I get the feeling,” I said, “that you aren’t completely committed to marrying… whoever he is that you claim to be marrying. And maybe I’m wrong about that, but I feel like you and I have connected a little bit and that it would be wrong of me not to tell you that.”
She paused for a good while, looking at her feet as she kicked the cinderblocks with her heels.
“I like you,” she said. She jumped down from the wall and stood on the grass at the top of the hill. “Maybe… maybe in another life.” Then she started walking away.
I was stunned.
“Lillian!” I shouted after her. Not really loud, but enough that she heard me and stopped. She turned her head. Not all the way, but I could see her face in profile, with the garish blue-white light of the parking lot silhouetting her.
“What?” she said.
“Give me your phone number?”
“In another life, Matthew. Good to meet you.”
And then she walked away.
I didn’t know it then, and I still find it hard to believe now, but that was my first glimpse of the Octopus. Not the whole thing. Just one tentacle, or one tip passing silently through the silt. But a chance meeting with a beautiful girl would be an event that would change my life forever.
Chapter Two
A strange event happened in the fall of 1975. In an event known as “the First Halloween Massacre,” the entire Executive Branch of the United States government was turned upside down. They called it a “shakeup.” It started when two men, Donald Rumsfeld (then the White House Chief of Staff for President Ford) and Dick Cheney (Assistant to President Ford) talked their boss into scrambling and reordering the power structures of his office.
Why the shakeup?
Less than two months earlier, there’d been two attempts on President Ford’s life. Two assassination attempts in less than three weeks. Only seventeen days apart, two women had been allowed to pierce the cordon around the president—close enough to fire pistols at him. The second attempt, a month before the First Halloween Massacre, failed only because the gunwoman missed.
She was really close, so how could she have missed?
Investigators found that the sights on her gun had been adjusted just enough that the bullet missed Ford by inches.
After the second attempt on his life, Ford was convinced that even after the assassination of Kennedy and the resulting heightened security, the president is never safe if someone wants him dead bad enough.
From this distance, and maybe with a jaundiced eye, it seems to me that no one really wanted Ford dead. If they’d wanted him dead, he’d have been dead. It seems that they only wanted to change his mind about something.
Immediately after the dual attempts on his life, Ford was open to suggestions that he reorganize his administration.
With the approval of their boss, Rumsfeld and Cheney initiated a dark plan that would lead to the accomplishment of several major tactical goals for the powers that had once been openly known as “The Octopus.” What followed was called the First Halloween Massacre:
 

	George H. W. Bush was named Director of the CIA.
	The entire administration was reorganized—an act that would guarantee (as subsequent events ultimately proved) that Ford would not be re-elected in 1976.
	Rumsfeld became Secretary of Defense.
	Cheney became the new White House Chief of Staff.

 

This series of events, seen during their own time, looked like just another shakeup in the machinery of government. But with hindsight, a bigger picture takes shape. The first massacre ensured that future events would allow the Octopus to (at the right time) privatize the intelligence infrastructure under the authority of the secret powers—and under the direct control of George H. W. Bush.
* * *
The Octopus has been around a very long time. Not the cephalopod. Those have been around awhile too. I’m talking about the shadow intelligence infrastructure called, by some, “The Octopus.”
That term—the Octopus—goes back to the Rockefellers and Standard Oil. Rockefeller used every machination and device, criminal and legitimate, to gain control of every level and step of oil production and distribution, from getting the black gold out of the ground, to its final purchase by the end user. During that critical time in the establishment of the industrial economy, this gave Rockefeller unparalleled power over every facet of life for a country shifting from what had been a primarily agrarian economy into an industrial one.
Later, when Standard Oil was broken up into pieces by the government for monopolistic activities, the Octopus morphed and changed (as octopi do), diversifying and extending its arms into and through eight major economic groups. You know the names. Morgan, Rockefeller, DuPont, Kuhn Loeb, Mellon, et cetera. Using the mechanisms created by Standard Oil, these groups solidified their control over the production of steel and oil, over utilities, manufacturing, transportation, communications, industrial farming and banking.
Eventually, power brokers realized that they didn’t need to directly own the means of production in order to control the world. They learned, in the years leading up to and throughout World War I, that by controlling the intelligence infrastructure in the major developed countries, the arms of the Octopus could be made to reach everywhere.
* * *
The Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was unofficially formed in the lead-up to World War II and became the official arm of U.S. intelligence in the summer of 1942. The OSS became the central agency of American intelligence and, almost immediately, began exercising control over the flow of money, goods (including drugs), and information all over the world. From the beginning, the OSS was privately controlled by the bankers (the original Octopus); most specifically, that control was exercised by a man named Prescott Bush, the father of George H. W. Bush (the nation’s forty-first president) and the grandfather of George W. Bush (the nation’s forty-third president) and Jeb Bush (the former governor of Florida).
After the war, the OSS became the Central Intelligence Agency, and now we get to see how the term “the Octopus” applies today.
What does all of this have to do with a lonely basketball wannabe in the hinterlands of West Texas?
Nothing. And a lot.
* * *
After the First Halloween Massacre, wherein Bush Sr. took control of the Central Intelligence Agency, the plan was put in place for the Octopus to disguise itself once and for all. (You’ll note that the powers behind the Octopus tend to do their dirtiest deeds in October. I don’t know why. It’s just something I noticed, and maybe you have, too. A book could be written on “October surprises,” but that story is for another day.)
Four years after the First Halloween Massacre, the second trigger was pulled. Again on Halloween, this time in 1979, Stansfield Turner, Director of Central Intelligence under Jimmy Carter (who’d been promised only one term as president), terminated over eight hundred field agents of the CIA. Those field agents, whose last true boss had been George H. W. Bush, were then immediately hired by shell companies all over the world as “intelligence advisors.”
The shadow CIA was in place. The Octopus had gone underground, and from that point on, the “front CIA” (the official agency known by those three letters, based in Langley, Virginia) would have official deniability no matter what happened in the world. But the shadow CIA (the Octopus) could act anywhere and at any time, with no accountability to legislatures, politicians, or presidents. The Octopus was still controlled by the major power brokers—the bankers and industrialists who controlled the economies of the world—but now they were free to roam a world that, for them, held no borders. They could overthrow governments, assassinate leaders, foment revolutions, install puppet leaders… and they could finance it all without begging at the feet of an elected Congress.
And there was always one surefire way to raise the money needed to manipulate the world.
The shadow CIA, the Octopus, could—and would—secretly control the flow of drugs. From the Golden Triangle, to the poppy fields of Afghanistan, to the coca crops of Central and South America, wherever there are drug cartels and wherever there is drug money, you will find the Octopus. Another hint for you amateur historians or newshounds (check it out, you’ll find it to be true): wherever the intelligence hotspot is in the world at any particular time in history, that is where the drugs are being grown and manufactured.
* * *
I said that you probably would never see an octopus in the wild unless you went hunting for it. This isn’t altogether true. It’s true for most people, but for some few, the Octopus is found accidentally. Stumbled upon by adventurers or just tripped over by the unlucky.
I was one of those unlucky few.
How did my life change after I met Lillian?
Just over a year after I innocently met and fell for the beautiful Lillian at a college party in the panhandle of Texas, I found myself thigh deep in mud on the Mosquito Coast of Nicaragua, just across the Coco River from our base in Honduras, surrounded by dead bodies and being flanked by a Sandinista unit that wanted us all dead.
Chapter Three
By the time the fall semester started for me in 1985, my dreams of a college basketball career were over forever. When classes started in September, I was wearing a cast on my left arm because I’d broken my wrist, and most of the bones in my hand, when a near-riot broke out at a nightclub where I’d been drinking. Not for the first time in my life, I was somewhere I never should have been. On a whim I’d decided to take a weekend trip back to Odessa to party with some old high school friends.
Some dumb decisions change your life forever.
I don’t know how the “altercation” started that night, and I don’t know how I got wrapped up in it. I was there with my roommate, Jeff; he’d gone to high school with me, and for that reason we’d decided to room together in the dorm that fall. Jeff had just left to get some more drinks from the bar, and that was when the riot started.
I was minding my own business, but as the fight escalated, it took on the feeling of a living creature, moving throughout the nightclub almost like the single mind that animates a school of fish.
Somewhere in the midst of the melee, a man I’d never seen in my life appeared before me. He broke my hand and wrist with a barstool. It was almost as if he’d picked me out of the crowd. I’m just glad I managed to get my hand up in front of me before he swung the stool. I’m not altogether clear on what happened after that, but I know that I ended up in the emergency room. I even realized that night that my basketball days were over.
* * *
I met Paul Alcalde shortly after the start of the semester that fall. He was chatting with Lillian in the University Center when I stopped in to get a coffee before class. I was several hundred feet away, but even from that distance I knew it was her.
That was the first time I’d seen Lillian since the pool party, and, although I didn’t know it then, it was the last time I’d ever see her, except for one brief glimpse through a window eight months later. A flash sighting of the girl of my dreams getting into a van outside a hotel in Tegucigalpa, Honduras.
But on that fall day in 1985, I saw her from across the student union building. She was talking to a young man I didn’t know, and I wanted to talk to her so bad I could taste it.
She looked up, and our eyes met, and she held my gaze until I got tied up as a group of students exited one of the UC meeting rooms. I had to look around to keep from running over someone.
The crowd was thick and there were students stacked up around the bulletin board where people would post wants/needs and things they might be buying or selling. I had to force my way through the crowd, and when I got to the other side I looked up and Lillian was gone.
The man she’d been talking to was still seated at a table reading a newspaper, so, unable to think of any other way to find out about Lillian, I decided to talk to him.
“Man,” I said, “I’m sorry to interrupt you.”
I call him a young man, but he was a few years older than me. Hispanic, but very light-skinned, and he spoke with no accent at all.
“No worries, what’s up?” he said.
“Listen… I know this’ll sound weird, and I don’t know you… who knows, maybe she’s your girlfriend or something, and if she is, I apologize and I’ll just go away, but…”
“You asking me about Lillian?” the man said with a smile on his face.
“Eh… well… yeah.”
“Give it up, man,” he said. “She’s engaged.”
My head dropped and I nodded as I took a half step away. “Yeah. I know. I met her at summer orientation. She told me she was engaged.”
The man pushed back in his chair and gestured toward the other seat at the table with his right hand. “Have a seat, brother,” he said. “My name is Paul. Paul Alcalde.”
I shook the hand he offered. “Matthew,” I said. “Matthew Luedecke.”
“Well, Matthew… let me first say that your taste in women is impeccable.”
“Do you know her?”
“We’re acquainted.”
“And she’s off-limits?”
Paul laughed. “Definitely. But no one would blame you for trying.”
“Oh well,” I said. “I was just hoping to catch up with her. Ask her if the engagement is still on.”
“Listen,” Paul said, “there are a ton of great girls at this school. Lillian is going to graduate in the spring, and no way she’d get tied up with a freshman anyway. I’m just trying to save you the heartache, man. Besides, like I said, she’s engaged. Anyway, why don’t you come to a party with me this afternoon and I’ll show you what I mean about the… uh… advantageous male/female ratio at this school?”
“A party? In the afternoon? During the week?”
“It’s a rush party, man. Are you rushing?”
Rushing is the term used to identify the time period at the beginning of each semester when fraternities and sororities recruit new members.
I shook my head. “Nah. I’m not the ‘joining’ kind. I don’t do clubs, and I’m definitely not Greek material.”
“Well no worries, because I’m not recruiting, man,” Paul said. It was a lie. I know that from hindsight. He was recruiting, but not for a fraternity. He lifted one of his eyebrows and winked. There was still a smile on his face. “I just asked if you wanted to meet some women.”
“What would I have to do?”
“Do?” Paul laughed. “Well, this campus has a dry rush policy, so there’s no alcohol at the party, but there’ll be some games, a little basketball, food… and a lot of girls.”
“Okay,” I said. “And I’m not committing to anything?”
“Like you said, Matthew. You’re not the joining kind.”
* * *
Paul picked me up outside my dorm building, Weymouth Hall, that afternoon after my 1:30 class. We downed a few shots of bourbon in his truck before we drove to the party.
When we got to the party, that’s when I found out just what organization I would be visiting.
It was the Pi Kappa Alpha house on Greek Circle. The Pikes were well known as the biggest party frat on campus. They also focused a lot of energy and resources on winning in sports. They heavily recruited athletes with the hopes of extending their winning ways in the intra-fraternity sports leagues. Sports, Girls, and Booze. That was what the Pikes were all about.
I know all this because my roommate Jeff was a Pike “legacy.” His father had been a Pike, and his father before him, so Jeff would receive an automatic bid to join the Pikes after rush was over.
“So you’re a Pike?” I asked Paul.
“Nominally,” Paul answered with a shrug. “Let’s just say I take advantage of all the benefits they have to offer.”
“Benefits?”
“Yeah, they have a few.”
“Like what?”
Paul’s eyes lit up and a smile touched the corners of his mouth.
“Like… for example, all the beer you can drink for twenty-five bucks a month in dues. Like, at our parties there are around two hundred active members, and on any given Saturday night there will be seven hundred women in attendance.”
“Wow. Seven hundred?”
“Yeah. I like the odds, but I’m not recruiting, Matthew. I told you that. You asked, so I’m just answering your questions.”
“Good to know,” I said.
* * *
American “Greek” fraternities have long been a recruiting ground for intelligence services. The process of recruitment and the whole semester-long “pledging” system allows recruiters to see prospects in numerous and varied situations. They get to see if you talk a lot when you’re drunk. They see what the prospect’s driving motivation is. Recruiters use a system called “MICE” to find out what causes men or women to act or become engaged in an activity.
Almost everyone is motivated by Money, Ideology (could include religion or patriotism), Compromise (or coercion), and/or Excitement (could be Ego as well). But everyone is motivated by something. During the pledging semester, recruiters embedded in many college fraternities have the perfect test bed to look for prospects that fit their “get list.”
And when I say that “intelligence services” recruit, don’t take that to mean they’re often harvesting recruits for official agency jobs from fraternities. They do that, but not often. It’s a mistake to think that the only thing these intelligence operatives recruit for is employees. And the official U.S. government isn’t the only entity with intelligence services that recruit on American campuses.
I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.
Of course, I didn’t know any of that when I was at that Pike rush party in September of 1985. I just thought that having cheap beer and a ratio of one man to every 3.5 women sounded like it could lead to a fun semester.
I played basketball at the party—even with the cast on my hand—and I played well. After a few pickup games when I scored all of my team’s points, I noticed that several of the Pike actives were watching me intently.
That weekend Paul invited me to another party. This one was off-campus, and at that party there was plenty of alcohol available. That’s when I got to meet several of the active leaders of the frat.
A week later, I was lying on my bunk when a group of Pike ambassadors came to our dorm room. I assumed they were there to offer the automatic bid to my roommate Jeff.
I was wrong.
Jeff sat silently on his bunk and was totally ignored as Paul and his Pike brothers laid out for me the case for why I should join the Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity.
The fact that Pike brothers who’d already graduated and entered the workforce often offered jobs to fellow Pike brothers after college was nice, but that wasn’t why I finally accepted a bid.
My motivation was the twenty-five-dollar dues that would provide me all the beer I could drink. The guy-to-girl ratio weighed a lot in my decision too. My recruitment motivation wasn’t a mystery at that time. Not to me or probably anyone else.
In the end, I thought the fraternity sounded fun, so I joined up as a pledge.
I started my pledgeship in October of 1985. I couldn’t know it at the time, but I was less than a year from finding myself in the middle of a real shooting battle and discovering all kinds of other interesting bits of information… like how cocaine was flooding into the country, and how a shadow government of intelligence operatives were financing an illegal war in Nicaragua.
Chapter Four
The FDN, The Nicaraguan Democratic Force—known euphemistically as the Contras—was a rebel army built by the CIA from several different resistance groups who were fighting against the Sandinista government of Nicaragua.
It’s technically incorrect to say that the CIA created the Contras—although they were certainly involved. In reality, the shadow CIA—the Octopus—was really behind the birth of the Contra army.
That’s how it works. The CIA has complete deniability, even though they certainly had field agents actively involved in Central America, even in helping to move pieces around the board. But it was the shadow CIA, the entity born from the Second Halloween Massacre, that really created the Contras. A junior officer from the Joint Chiefs of Staff may have been pulling strings, but the strings led to fronts and entities created and operated by those eight hundred plus agents that Stansfield Turner fired in 1979 just as the Sandinistas were taking over in Nicaragua.
The companies, freelance agents, security professionals, and advisors that made up one little arm of the Octopus gave birth to the Contras.
The Communist Sandinistas had overthrown the dictator Somoza in 1979 (right about the same time as the Second Halloween Massacre of that year), and because of the Sandinistas, the Octopus had lost their main base of operations in Central America. The Reagan administration, with all of the usual suspects running things—Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld—had made regaining control of Nicaragua a priority for the administration.
Unhappily for the people in power in the U.S., the congress at that time wasn’t playing ball. They were being difficult. The Boland Amendment (the name for several amendments and laws passed between 1982 and 1984) had made direct aid to the Contras illegal.
Enter the Octopus.
Former CIA officials who now were part of the Octopus worked with administration officials to find other, more creative, ways to fund the Contra army.
The easiest and most lucrative way to raise money was, of course, in the drug trade. It didn’t hurt that the Sandinistas were also selling Nicaraguan cocaine in the U.S. Taking over that supply line would hurt the government of Daniel Ortega in their pocketbook, and the money raised by selling cocaine to the gangs in American inner cities (starting with South Central Los Angeles) could be used to finance the war against the Sandinistas.
Win/Win.
It became Win/Win/Win when you consider that control of Central and South American cocaine production and distribution would give the Octopus a toehold in every government and intelligence agency in the western hemisphere and would weaken heroin-based operations run by governments in the east. Win/Win/Win/Win.
But to us, the people of the United States who hated communism and loved freedom, the Contras were “freedom fighters.” And I was just the kind of guy who wouldn’t mind fighting that kind of fight.
* * *
Paul and I became great friends. He was a Pike active, but he helped me a lot as I went through my pledge semester. He smoothed the way with other actives so I could get the sigs (signatures) I’d need to become an active after Hell Week at the end of the semester. And Paul and I partied a lot. Too much.
It wasn’t all partying, though. We weren’t mindless degenerates. Paul and I talked a lot too. We talked politics, religion, and he even talked to me about Lillian and why her family had been forced to flee Nicaragua after the Sandinistas took power.
One night, Paul and I were drunk, and we climbed out a window of the frat house and lay under the stars drinking a bottle of spiced rum. Paul told me about the history of Nicaragua, of the civil war raging there, and how Daniel Ortega, financed by Fidel Castro and the communists in the Soviet Union, was wrecking the country.
Paul claimed that he was from Honduras, and that he was only politically interested in Nicaragua, but I would find out later that Paul was Nicaraguan too, and that his father had been an officer in Somoza’s National Guard.
Paul admitted that Somoza had been a brutal dictator. He told me how the National Guard had stolen most of the donated materials that were sent to the country after the massive earthquake that nearly destroyed the country in 1972.
I knew something about the earthquake, because it was in the aftermath of that disaster that one of my childhood heroes—Roberto Clemente, an outfielder for the Pittsburgh Pirates—was killed. Clemente had been delivering clothes and food to help the earthquake victims when his plane crashed.
Paul admitted that Somoza was a dictator and an evil man, but he said that the Sandinistas were worse. He said that if Jimmy Carter had forced Somoza to resign in the late ’70s, the Sandinistas would have never taken power, and the more democratic forces in Nicaragua could have made the country a paradise.
So we drank and talked politics, and we became close friends.
I didn’t know I was being recruited to work with the Contras. I wouldn’t find that out until months later, in early 1986.
* * *
During Hell Week, Paul stayed with me most of the time. He didn’t have to. He was helping me out.
Hell Week was a week in early January, during the holiday break, where the pledges were held without sleep or rest in the frat house. We were brutally hazed, fed only trace amounts of food and water, and humiliated. I, for one, was “officially” given only about one hundred calories or less to eat or drink during that full week. Unofficially, Paul snuck me in a Snickers bar. It was my only meal during the whole ordeal.
The purpose of Hell Week is to unite the pledge class, to weed out weaklings, and to mark our passage from pledges to actives. Every university and almost all fraternities have since outlawed hazing like I went through in January of 1986, but at the time, I understood the reason and purpose behind it. It was silly and stupid, but it was not far off from how the military trained and unified recruits in boot camp. A few months later, I was glad I’d gone through Hell Week. No matter how stupid it seems decades later, I probably stayed alive in the jungles of Nicaragua because of what happened that week.
One weird thing did enter my thoughts during Hell Week. I don’t know why it never occurred to me before, but in my starved, thirsty, weakened, and sleep-deprived condition toward the end of that awful week, I finally put together something that I’d noticed the previous fall.
I realized that Paul never went to class.
I never saw Paul Alcalde (we pledges called him “the Mayor” as a nickname, because of his last name) going to or coming from any class. Ever. He got a 3.0 GPA that semester, but I can tell you that at any time of the day, on any day of the week that fall, I could find Paul Alcalde somewhere on campus, but never in a class. And he never cracked a book. How had I not noticed that before? And why was I realizing it then, as I lay cold and awake, on a tile floor with all the doors and windows open to the winter winds, while actives drummed on the floor with pool cues and sticks?
* * *
Suffice it to say that my grades that fall semester were abysmal. I went to class only slightly more often than Paul did. Even though I’d entered college on a scholarship, and by every measure I was an intelligent student, I garnered a whopping 0.7 GPA that semester. That’s right. I failed every class but Bowling.
The university suspended me, so I had to move home. My parents were living nearby at that time, but my residence with them didn’t last long. It lasted until my grades arrived. My father told me he loved me and then he kicked me out, and to this day I don’t blame him one bit. It was probably one of the best things that ever happened to me. But at the time it kind of sucked.
* * *
I could get into some real conspiracy theory talk and say that Paul and some of the other folks in the Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity were working to sever my emotional ties to everything I knew. But that theorizing would take a while, and I’m not much into conspiracy theories anyway. Still, it’s true that after I left home, I rarely saw my family members. Almost never. I was embarrassed about my grades, and they were probably even more embarrassed that I’d pretty much become a drunken party animal. However, examining the psychology of all this is probably best left to another time.
I was suspended for a full semester, so I got an apartment and took on a few more jobs.
I still hung out with Paul and my Pike friends, but “officially” I was not permitted to attend any functions on campus. So Paul and I went to bars and clubs. We hung out with girls and went to off-campus parties.
A few times that semester, Paul would sneak me on campus and I’d go to the frat house during an official party. I was treated as a full active, and I even got to haze some of the new pledges from that semester. But most of the time I hung out with Paul, drank, and waited for summer.
Slowly, I was being brought into Paul’s world. And almost by osmosis, without really knowing it or studying it in any way, I learned more and more about what was going on in Nicaragua.
In April, Paul asked me if I wanted to go to Honduras with him. To “see the situation on the ground,” he said.
That was the beginning, and I couldn’t say yes fast enough.
I was ready for an adventure.
And I was going to get one.
* * *
It wasn’t until a month later, in May of 1986, that Paul and I flew to Tegucigalpa, Honduras.
I didn’t need a passport. Paul got me visa papers of some kind, and I didn’t ask questions. I’d never been out of the country before, unless you count the half dozen times some drunk friends and I had stumbled over the border into Mexico to drink at border bars.
This was an adventure, and Paul was my guide.
When we departed, we were escorted around security at the International Airport in Lubbock, Texas. Three men in plain clothes walked us around the security checkpoint, merely nodding at the light security detail there. No one looked in our bags or made sure we didn’t carry weapons on the flight. But that was only the beginning of the strange trip.
That first trip, we flew into Tegucigalpa’s Toncontín International Airport, one of the most dangerous airports to land at in all the world. After some frightening hairpin turns, we landed at the high-altitude airport, skidding to a stop only feet from the end of the ridiculously short runway.
If the crazy landing wasn’t enough, we were then picked up by dark blue American sedans and driven to a hangar where Paul handed his luggage to a sharp-dressed American. Once again, there was no security inspection for us. It was like we were exempt from the laws and practices of nations. Like we were on the inside, and everyone else couldn’t even see us.
At the time, I didn’t ask, and Paul didn’t tell.
Until I found out that in the bags were bundles of American dollars. Tens of thousands of American dollars. Hundreds of thousands probably. After learning that, I began to ask questions.
“I’m an exchange student in your country,” Paul said with a smile as we were driven to the Intercontinental Hotel. “A guest,” he said. “I fly money out of the country, and occasionally I fly… packages… back into the U.S. on my return.”
“Drugs?”
“Packages.”
“I don’t want anything to do with drugs,” I said.
Paul just smiled, but didn’t answer.
At the hotel, we were met by men who gave us keys to our rooms and vouchers for meals and drinks at the hotel.
It was all nice. Top-flight lodging and amenities. We were treated like VIPs.
Later that evening, a group of U.S. military officers (they wore plain clothes, but they were obviously military) came by our dining table in the hotel restaurant and greeted us. Paul introduced me around.
I didn’t know who he was at the time—I (and the rest of the world) would find out a few years later—but it was at that dinner when I met a smart, confident military officer named Oliver North.
Paul would tell me later that Lieutenant Colonel North was in charge of all covert means of arming the Contra army. He was the puppet master.
And it was at that meal, looking through that wall of glass at the front of the Intercontinental Hotel, when I saw Lillian for the last time.
It was right before Ollie North and his entourage left our table and walked through an arched walkway into the hotel bar.
I turned my head, and just as I was about to look down at my plate, some movement caught my eye. I glanced out through the plate glass—and saw her. Lillian. Climbing into a dark van in front of the hotel.
“I think I just saw Lillian,” I whispered to Paul.
A smile touched Paul’s lips as he cut into his steak. He put a bite into his mouth and nodded his head.
“I’m not surprised,” he said. “She was probably leaving me some new clothes in my room.” As he said this, he raised his elbows off the table, looking down at the clothes he was wearing. I remembered then that the clothes he wore were all he had. He’d brought no luggage other than the bags that were filled with Contra cash.
“She takes care of me,” Paul said, “which is only right, since we’re engaged.”
As he said this, he looked up at me and then back down to his steak. The smile was still on his face.
I was through the looking glass now. And I have to admit, however disappointed I might have been to learn that Lillian was engaged to Paul (and had been all along), I was also buzzed a little on the adventure of it all. To me, it didn’t matter. A little pang in the heart was all. I was having the time of my life, and the mysteries of the world seemed to be falling down around me like walls broken down by an artillery barrage of reality. I was buzzed all right. And I liked the feeling.
Later that night, the buzz went away.
A bomb went off at around two a.m. that night, blowing out the front windows of the Intercontinental Hotel. The bomb had been placed under a table not twenty feet from where I’d eaten dinner, from the exact spot where I’d met Ollie North. It seems that Sandinista intelligence agents knew that the hotel was home to the operation that was supplying their enemies with bombs, guns, and the materials to make war.
I wondered then why they chose to detonate a bomb at two in the morning instead of the evening before, when they could have taken out several high-ranking U.S. military officers, one of whom was an officer with the National Security Council. Paul laughed when I asked him.
“Even the Sandinistas don’t want to fight the U.S. directly,” he said. “They’d rather fight with the arms and tentacles of the beast in the jungles and villages of the border lands than take on the Octopus directly. This was just a message. A warning to the rest of us.”
That was the first time I’d ever heard of the Octopus, even though I’d been in its clutches for some time.
Chapter Five
The Octopus was on the move in the mid-’80s. Selling arms to Iran, bombing Libya, invading Grenada. Not to mention utilizing dictators like Manuel Noriega in Panama and groups like the Contras to pump cocaine into the United States in amounts never before seen.
Out of nowhere, it seems, the crack epidemic had exploded across America. It started in South Central Los Angeles with the Bloods and the Crips, but before long it was in every city all across the country.
While it might seem like an unconnected story, or maybe an unintended consequence, it is notable that a man named Danilo Blandon, head of Nicaragua's agricultural imports under Anastasio Somoza and an active Contra supporter—a man who fled to the U.S. after the Somoza regime fell in ’79 to become the chief money raiser for the Contras—was the single biggest importer of cocaine to the U.S. at the time. Blandon testified under oath that he was supported and protected by the CIA, and later he became a paid employee of the DEA. I didn’t know any of this at the time, and wouldn’t learn the depths of the conspiracy behind the drug epidemic until over a decade later, but when I did read about it, it all made perfect sense to me.
While the Octopus flooded America with cocaine to be made into crack and sold on every street corner, the U.S. government had simultaneously declared a “war on drugs,” a war that would raise billions and billions of tax dollars, militarize American police forces, and create “hard” and angry borders where there used to be porous and friendly ones.
One of the fastest-growing businesses in America after the war on drugs was declared was the private prison business. Octopus front companies made most of those billions of tax dollars back by providing security, transportation, and supplies to the growing law enforcement industry in the United States.
But, like I said, I wouldn’t learn all of that until years later, when the truth would leak out… here a little and there a little, over the next couple decades.
In late May of 1986, I was back at home in the panhandle of Texas, working for a moving company for five dollars an hour and partying every weekend.
It was weird being back at home after my trip to Honduras. The whole world seemed like a different place. A darker, more dangerous place. And I hadn’t really experienced anything yet but a quick glance behind the wizard’s curtain.
Now, when I hung out with Paul, I paid better attention to what was going on. I was often at his house when people would bring him “packages.”
Money.
Paul wasn’t a drug dealer, as far as I knew. At least, he wasn’t actively in the business of selling drugs. He never took drugs or offered me any in all the time I knew him. We never went to parties where heavy drugs were in use. Paul disapproved of people we met who he knew used drugs.
But still, there were the packages.
At any time of the day or night, Paul’s doorbell would ring and someone would hand him a package. Sometimes it was just a normal-looking stranger, it could be a woman or a man, who looked like they might be a student at the university. Other times it might be the postal service, UPS, or FedEx. Only a handful of times would I consider the person who delivered a package to Paul to be a good candidate to fit the bill as a drug dealer.
* * *
A month after we’d returned to Texas, Paul asked me if I wanted to go back to Central America. We were drinking beer at a local college bar at the time, slugging down pitcher after pitcher of cheap tap beer, when Paul looked over at me and I could see that his face had gone very serious.
“So how about it? You want to go back? To go deeper this time?”
“What does deeper mean?” I asked.
“We’ll actually cross over into Nicaragua. See what’s happening on the ground.”
“Why would I do that?”
Paul sat back and tipped back his glass, draining it.
“Because you’re curious. Because you’re ideologically aligned with our cause. Because maybe someday… sometime in the future… you might be able to help.”
“How could I help?” I asked. “Y’all got money, guns, and the aid of the U.S. government. What could I do?”
“We always need people, Matthew. Blancos, like you. People who can go places and do things. People who blend in.”
I thought about the proposition for a few minutes, drank my beer, and looked around the place. It was a typical college bar, but it seemed to me like the place had shrunk just in the time we’d been there drinking. Like maybe the whole world had shrunk.
“Listen,” I said. “I’m always good for a vacation. So long as it’s safe. And maybe I look at it as research. I’ve always wanted to write a book someday. But I don’t see me ever working for you or anyone else involved in that business.”
Paul poured himself another, draining the pitcher. He waived the empty container over his head, catching the attention of the bartender, who immediately grabbed a clean one and began filling it up.
“No one’s asking you to take a job, Matt. I don’t work for these people. Not really. I work for me. I believe in what we’re doing and I think you do too. And, like me, you’d be working for yourself. You only do what you want to do, and you can bow out at any time. But I think you need to see what’s really going on. That way you can make an informed decision.”
An informed decision. I don’t remember what that phrase meant to me then, but now it seems almost laughable. There were so many secrets. So many strings being pulled by so many power brokers that there was no way anyone could truly be informed. That kind of knowledge only comes from hindsight. From seeing people get arrested, killed, “disappeared.” From reading about people like Blandon who were full-time drug dealers and were also working for the CIA, and would continue to do so for decades.
Let me explain.
The pieces are hardly ever put in one place for you. For me, in that time, I came upon them bit by bit.
Five years after that night I would be working as a juvenile officer in the Probation Department in that very city where we were drinking that day. And I’d see the gang wars up close and personal. I’d see the families and lives wrecked by crack cocaine, and I’d see, and at some level participate in, the complete militarization of our local police forces.
Even those five years later, I was only then beginning to see the veiled structure of the Octopus and how it invaded every part of our lives, with most people never knowing it even existed.
Take this little tidbit, for example. See if this story doesn’t scramble your eggs a little. Some of the bodyguards of then-Governor (and future President) Bill Clinton were ordered by him to provide cover and protection for Contra drug shipments being flown into a small airport in Mena, Arkansas (this on behalf of future President George H. W. Bush). Several of those men who knew what had gone down at Mena Airport subsequently talked to investigative reporters about what they knew. Bush Sr. later got them transferred into the Federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (the ATF), and in 1990 I met them at a law enforcement conference being held at a closed Air Force base outside of Lubbock, Texas. This was years after my experiences in Nicaragua. The night of the conference, I was called on stage to assist while an ATF scientist cooked crack.
Right on stage.
In front of three hundred other law enforcement officers.
The purpose of the presentation was to teach local law enforcement how to identify a crack lab and to know more about how tiny amounts of powder cocaine can be made into crack and be sold for a lot of money on the streets.
Later that night, after the conference, a bunch of LEOs and I went to a local night club for drinks. I was sitting at a table with these three ATF agents from Arkansas, the ones who’d been talking to reporters about what they knew about Mena. These men didn’t know me and I didn’t know them. I didn’t know that we were all loosely, and unknowingly, affiliated through our various interactions with the Octopus. I didn’t know that I might have seen some of these men at that airport in Mena. Anyway, I met the men. Heard their stories. Remembered their names. They even pitched me the idea of going to work for ATF, something I considered for about five minutes and then rejected.
A few years after that, these three men were part of the raid on the “compound” at Waco where the Branch Davidians faced off with the Clinton Administration. The men I met that night at a club in Lubbock were sent into the building through the upstairs window of the Davidian church, and they were all gunned down—some say by “friendly fire.”
Talk about chilling.
I keep saying it, but it’s important to realize that I didn’t know any of this in the late spring and early summer of 1986. I just knew that the adventure was continuing, and that important people thought I had a good head on my shoulders and could be helpful in a cause that I thought then was a just one.
So I said yes. I’d go back to Central America with Paul. In my mind, we weren’t cogs in a machine that would kill thousands and fundamentally change America for the worse over the next decades. We were just college kids engaged in a philosophical battle that we both believed in. That’s what I thought then.
It’s not what I think now.
Chapter Six
A few days later we were back on a plane to Tegucigalpa. Same harrowing approach and landing at the airport. Same detours around security. Same trip to the Intercontinental Hotel. I was even given the same room.
This time, though, we didn’t meet with American military advisors, at least not until some time later. Instead we made plans to be driven due east one hundred and thirty-five miles down bumpy dirt back roads and through the mountains to a town called Catacamas. There, along with six other Contras, we boarded a small, poorly maintained and frighteningly un-airworthy plane for a short trip to Puerto Lempira on the Mosquito Coast of Honduras.
At Puerto Lempira we were outfitted in standard Contra uniforms (That’s a joke. There were no “standard” uniforms. The standard was whatever we could get. No two soldiers matched, and nothing really fit right), and we were driven from there in the back of equally decrepit American four-wheel-drive pickup trucks through the jungle on muddy, rutted roads to a crossing of the Coco River. There, we met up with the men who would comprise our mission unit going into Nicaragua. There were around twenty-seven of us.
By this point, I was frightened. I had in my mind the images of World War II soldiers being delivered via landing craft to the beaches of Normandy or Iwo Jima. But the Contras among us, mostly Meskitu Indians who were part of the MISURA/Steadman Fagoth branch of the Contra rebels, talked a lot and kept things light. They didn’t seem afraid, so I chose to choke down my own fears so I could continue to look at the whole experience as an adventure. Something I’d be able to brag about at the bar and tell my children someday.
We crossed the Coco River into Nicaragua after midnight in a downpour unlike any I’d ever seen up to that time. The area where we crossed the river was muddy, and it was difficult to traverse the bank down into the raging waters, but that place was chosen as a crossing because it was shallower there and there were big rocks we could stand on and sometimes hold on to with one hand as we made the crossing.
From there it was a two-mile hike through mud and slop to a Contra camp hidden deep in the jungle.
Paul was with me all along, and as we walked he talked to me about the land and the geography and told me what the Contras were trying to accomplish on the border.
That area of Nicaragua was still mostly in rebel hands. Mostly. It was the ancient lands of the Meskitu, and the locals didn’t like the Sandinistas at all. They’d been isolated from the rest of the country for most of their existence, so their culture was more influenced by the American presence (banana plantations and fruit packaging plants) that had dominated the coastal region of Northeastern Nicaragua since the colonial days. Most of the Meskitu I met spoke good English, traded in American dollars, and wanted nothing to do with Sandinista communism. The other branches of the Contras—the former Somozistas, National Guardsmen, and political operators who were wanting to basically make Nicaragua an American vassal state—had recruited heavily among the Meskitu Indians. The Meskitu, for their part, just wanted the communists gone so they could work the plantations and make money.
Thousands upon thousands of the Meskitu had fled into Honduras after the Sandinistas took over, so the Contras had friends on both sides of the Coco River. The Sandinistas, however, considered the area to be in open counter-revolutionary rebellion against the communist state, and they used regular violence and tyranny to try to win back the northeast.
Paul pitched us a small tent under the canopy that night, but don’t let the words “tent” and “canopy” fool you into thinking anything was dry. We slept that night (as much as anyone can sleep) in several inches of water, and when the sun came up and the rain stopped, the damp didn’t go away. It just morphed into humidity, bugs, and misery for a desert dweller like me.
* * *
Paul briefed me that morning on what we’d be trying to accomplish in the days to come.
“We’ll be hiking a lot,” Paul said. “Moving through the jungles and checking in on villages and farms, so I hope you’re up for a lot of exercise.”
“I’m in pretty good shape,” I said. “But not this kind of shape. I move furniture, so I’m used to long hours of drudgery and physical labor. I don’t know how well I’ll do with wet feet and boots that don’t fit though.”
“I’ll get you some dry socks, but they won’t stay that way. Take your wet socks and strap them to your pack so they’ll dry in the sun. We’ll stop for ten minutes out of every hour, so take that time to check your feet and change your socks.”
“Okay, so what else? What are we trying to accomplish here?”
“The jefes—the chiefs, the bosses—will be interviewing locals, trying to gain intel on Sandinista movements and activities in the area. You and I won’t have much to do with that. You just need to watch and learn.”
“I can do that.”
“And watch for the enemy.”
I cut my eyes to Paul as he handed me a cigarette. How he kept them dry, I can’t say, but that guy always had dry cigarettes.
“And how do I watch for the enemy?”
“Usually you’ll know if something’s up. The villagers will try to warn us, or you’ll see they’re acting funny. But sometimes we just walk right into Sandinista units patrolling the area. If that happens, well, things’ll get interesting.”
I wasn’t completely ignorant of the idea that we might end up in a fight. I wasn’t looking forward to one, and Paul had assured me that at this moment in the war, the Sandinistas weren’t really active in the area, but a fight was always possible.
“Right,” I said.
“We’re combatants in a war zone, Matt.”
“I’ll keep my eyes open.”
Paul took a long drag on his cigarette and then threw the butt down into the mud.
“Listen, Matt. If things go wrong here. If something happens to me, the men here will get you back over the river. Make your way to Catacamas and tell our people there that you need to get hold of Lillian. Lillian Telles. Tell her what happened, and she’ll arrange to get you back home.”
Lillian. That was a name I didn’t expect to hear. Not here. My mind immediately fled back to that night at the pool party. To the feelings I’d had for her, and how drastically my life had changed since then.
When was that? A year ago. A lifetime ago.
Here I was, nineteen years old, holding a rifle and standing in the deep mud of a Nicaraguan jungle road. If it could be called a road. It was more of a mud pit. Anyway, my life had taken a jagged turn, and it seemed that the mud under my feet might be pulling me under. And here was Paul, asking me to tell his girlfriend if something bad happened to him.
“I’ll do it, Paul, but nothing is going to happen to you. You’ve done this before, right?”
“Right. Dozens of times. Easy.”
“So we get through this. Learn what we can, then go back to Lubbock and drink beer.”
“That’s the plan, man.”
* * *
A week later, I was getting used to living in mud and filth. It rained every day, usually at around 2:30 p.m., and often it would start up again just before midnight and rain buckets for a few hours. When the sun was out, we walked. The humidity was so bad then that even if your clothes might have dried out if you could hang them on a tree, your sweat would soak them right through again.
It’s strange how adaptable humans can be. How quickly the mind will accept any situation, however uncomfortable, as the new reality. After that week I sincerely began to believe I would never go home again. I almost felt like I belonged in the jungle with the Contras. Like we were a family. My old life at home seemed strange whenever I would think about it, almost artificial. As if I’d lived my whole life in a TV show or a cartoon or a soap opera.
Then I got jungle foot rot really bad. It got to the point where I couldn’t walk before I finally said something about it. Paul and the unit understood—it happened to almost everyone at some point—and they left me at a hut in a village near the Coco for a few days.
I was left on a dry bed reading some old Spanish-language magazines and Sandinista propaganda literature that someone had left on a bedside table. Several times a day, some women would come and apply cures and salves to my feet, which had me back up and walking around before long. And during those few days of rest, I had the opportunity to talk to some locals.
One of the women who came regularly to check on me in my thatched hut was an older lady named Mariela. She was probably only in her fifties, but she seemed really old to me then. She was working up her own salve (I learned that each woman had their own mix), blending the concoction in a bowl made from palm leaves, so I took the time to ask her a few questions.
“How hard has it been, the war?” I asked.
Mariela didn’t look up, but she answered me in English.
“It has been very hard. My husband is dead, and all my hijos. That was two years ago. The government is not here often, but when the army comes in force, they often burn the houses or buildings of people they suspect of colaboración with the FDN. If they suspect you, they may beat you or burn your home or business. But if they know you are colaborador, they will shoot you, or you will just disappear.”
“So you could be killed for helping me?”
“Maybe. I’m not sure. They think you are a periodista blanco”—a white journalist—“so they may not harm me for helping you. I don’t care anyway. They will kill us all eventually.”
I was taken aback. So the government knew I was in the country? How could they know?
“Mariela,” I said, “does the army know I’m here?”
“Yo no sé.”
“You said they think I’m a blanco journalist. Why would you say that?”
“I am guessing. Everyone has to think something or the other about who you are. Especulación. So we assume that the government does too. The army hears most things after the FDN moves through. People talk. There are Sandinista spies everywhere.”
“So you think the army thinks I’m a journalist?”
“You are too young to work for the CIA or the Yankee military. At least that is what the villagers say. So you are a periodista, we think. Who knows what the army thinks. You are growing a beard, so maybe they think you are older. That would not be good.”
“I see.”
“It is good if they think you are periodista,” Mariela said. “Not that they will not kill you anyway. But they are less likely to.”
* * *
When I joined back up with Paul and the unit, I told him what Mariela had said to me.
“They exaggerate the strength of the army. At least, they exaggerate the willingness and ability of the army to work effectively in the northeast. To hear the villagers tell it, the army could just crush the FDN and kill us all whenever they want to. But if they could, why don’t they?”
I shrugged. How could I know?
“She also said the Contras are losing support in the area.”
Paul smiled. “She did, did she?”
“Yeah. She said the government is negotiating autonomy for the Meskitu, and that half of Stedman Fagoth’s MISURA forces have already disarmed.”
“Ha!” Paul tossed his head back in a laugh. “That’s a good one. You have to remember, Matt, these people live on rumors. That’s all they have. They don’t read the papers and they don’t have televisions. They just repeat the last thing they’ve heard.”
“Is any of it true?” I asked.
“There are always these political moves back and forward, like waves on a beach. The FDN isn’t a monolith like the U.S. military. It’s made up of political factions with different leaders and ideologies. The only reason the groups work together is because of the money and weapons that come here via the U.S. Otherwise there would be a dozen factions, all fighting one another. The way it is, groups align, break up, and realign. But as long as the money keeps coming from up north, the freedom fight will continue.”
“And you don’t think the army can destroy the revolution whenever they want to?”
“We are the counter-revolution, Matt. And no, I don’t think they’ll ever destroy all of us. They can’t. Eventually they’ll collapse, or be forced to negotiate a peace we can all live with.”
* * *
The attack came just before dusk. We were moving up a muddy road four kilometers west of Waspam. Paul had warned me that we were operating near areas the Sandinistas had declared “pacified,” and that the army would be particularly on the lookout for us, especially after what we’d done the day before.
In a small village west and south of there, on the previous day, I’d watched as the Contra unit I was with blew up three grain elevators.
Questionable military target, I know. But I wasn’t making decisions.
Paul explained that the corn had been robbed from Meskitu farmers and would have been trucked back to Managua, where they would have distributed it to communist leaders and Sandinista supporters. The starving people of Managua would never have seen any of it. So they blew it all up.
Six army guards were killed as well. I was an observer, stationed a quarter mile west of the village to watch for army movements coming up the road. There weren’t any.
I felt it when the bombs went off, an impact that shook the whole earth. The fire raged so hot that when we attempted to pass through the village to continue our movement east, we had to move southward to keep from receiving burns from the fires. The village was mostly in ruins. The villagers looked at us through hollow eyes. Even their friends were killing them.
Some things are hard to think about, even now.
I don’t know if that corn was being stolen by the Sandinistas or not, but I know those villagers weren’t in on it, and it was their corn.
The next day we were slogging through the mud again. Like every other day. It was late, way past the hour when we’d usually head into the jungle to make camp. To this day I don’t know why we were still marching that late at night. We didn’t ask questions back then. At least, not often.
In my mind, I’d gone native. I’d almost forgotten I was a Texan and that I had an apartment back home and had recently started dating a girl I knew from my high school in Odessa. I’d put it all out of my mind. Like it was a different life. Maybe on another planet. Maybe it was someone else’s life altogether. It felt foreign to me.
I remembered Lillian saying to me “maybe in another life,” and now I thought maybe I knew what she’d been talking about.
My girlfriend thought I was on a Mexican beach somewhere, somewhere safe and warm. I most certainly was not on a Mexican beach. But she didn’t know that.
When the first shots rang out I didn’t even flinch, because I didn’t know what was happening. Flashes caught my attention to the south of the road, and I saw men around me dropping into the mud, so I went down too. Bullets thumped into the mud around me like drumbeats. I didn’t know then that a bunch of our men had been killed where they stood. I thought we were all just lying there, waiting for the enemy to stop firing.
Paul reached over and grabbed my shoulder and he pulled on me and we started to crawl off the road. We made our way into a low ditch and found several other of our men were already there.
“They’re flanking us, cutting off the road to the south,” one of the men said over the rattle of gunfire and the sound of shots thudding into the mud over our heads and snapping into the jungle behind us.
“Follow me,” Paul said, and before I could even prepare myself, he was up and dashing into the heavy tangle of vines and overgrowth. Into the jungle.
I was up and running after him, expecting bullets to hit me in my back any second. Cane thumped into me and tore at my face and it was at that moment when fear finally rushed over me like a wave. I thought I was dead. That I’d die right there in that forest. That I’d be left to rot there and my family would never know what had happened to me.
But I ran on. In only seconds we were in the absolute darkness of the jungle to the north of the muddy road. The jungle was thick and seemed almost impenetrable, and for the first quarter of a mile I had to keep my hand on the back of the man in front of me as we tried to keep up a good pace, even though we could see almost nothing. Paul was leading us, I think, but I had no way of knowing. Blindly, I held on to the man in front of me and ran.
The jungle here continued for another mile, hugging the Coco River as it snaked its way to the sea. That mile took us almost an hour to traverse.
The army was unable to follow up its attack, and they were usually unwilling to follow Contra units into thick jungle. Especially at night. Of course, we didn’t know the army wasn’t coming after us. We thought we’d be hit again any second.
The worst part was that only twelve of us rallied at the river. That meant that fifteen men had been killed or captured. The captured men wouldn’t live long, so we had to reckon them dead. We’d lost more than half our force.
One of the Contras, a Meskitu named Sandoval, tied a rope around his waist and swam through the heavy current and dangerous rapids to the other side of the river. He tied off the line, then the rest of us pulled ourselves over via the rope.
That was the last time I ever set foot on Nicaraguan soil, except for a brief and unofficial visit in 2005, long after the Contra war was over.
We’d left behind our packs, our food, and most of our weapons, but we were in Honduras again and there were friendlies everywhere. We spent the next two days in a Meskitu camp. That’s where I first learned that Paul had been wounded. A bullet had passed through his calf at the beginning of the ambush, but with the darkness and then us all caked with mud up to our waists, I never knew it, and Paul never said. How he ran through that jungle and then, once we made it into Honduras, walked almost normally, all with a bullet wound in his leg, I’ll never know. I think we all limped a little by that time. Foot sores and spider bites made us all move like old men, regardless of our age.
We eventually made our way back to Puerto Lempira, and there we caught a transport flight (operated by an Octopus front company) to Catacamas. Paul got more treatment there while I was housed with a Honduran family who treated me like a hero and one of their own. I have to say that the food I was given in Catacamas upon our return there was some of the best I’ve ever eaten in my life. My wartime experience was short, but there was something about making it through a battle where most of your friends had been killed that made food taste different, more vibrant, than before.
While I was in Catacamas, I saw and spoke to that Marine Lieutenant Colonel I’d met that first night in Tegucigalpa. Oliver North. He was in Catacamas for some reason I’d never know, and he stopped by and talked to the surviving men from my unit on his way through the village.
I think I said hi to him and nodded my head at something he said. I can’t remember. The next time I saw his face after that night was when he was all over the television that November. Oliver North and his bosses in the administration had been caught selling arms illegally to our enemies in Iran, and then using the proceeds to fund the Contra effort. I can’t say I was surprised.
When I finally landed back at Lubbock International Airport, I realized that I’d only been gone for three weeks. To this day, it doesn’t seem real, that an adventure that seemed like a lifetime to me had lasted less than a month. My whole world had changed. I’d never look at things the same way again.
Paul didn’t come back to Lubbock then. He stayed in Tegucigalpa and met with Lillian and recuperated from his wound.
It was late summer before I got the call to pick Paul up at the airport in Lubbock, and that fact leads us to the final part of this story.
Chapter Seven
When I picked Paul up at the airport, he had two duffel bags. One was black, and one was OD green. This was long before 9/11, so security protocols were different back then, but even by 1986 standards, what happened at the airport was odd.
Back then you could meet arriving passengers at the gate, but people arriving from overseas still had to go through customs. Paul had met his connecting flight to Lubbock in Mexico City, but the flight from Mexico to Lubbock had been a direct flight, so Paul joined everyone else on his flight going through customs. There, his bags should have been inspected, and he should have had to claim any items he’d bought or procured while outside the country. But that’s not what happened.
Paul carried both bags, and I could see him through the security lanes as he arrived in line. And as he waited, a curious thing happened. Two security agents in suits met Paul, and without saying a word, they picked up his two duffel bags. I watched as they walked past the agents who were searching luggage, walked around the whole security cordon, and placed Paul’s bags on a rolling cart. They pushed the cart past me and left it by the revolving exit doors. And then they just walked away.
Paul himself passed through customs with no problems, and as we chatted about how his wound was healing and how the weather had been in Lubbock, we just picked up his bags from the rolling carts and walked out of the airport and to my car. Easy as you please.
That was it. That’s the kind of thing the Octopus can do, and most people don’t even know it.
So what was in the bags? At that point, I didn’t know, and Paul didn’t say. But what was in them would lead to me severing my relationship with both Paul and the Octopus he served.
* * *
“We need to go to Arkansas,” Paul told me on our way to my truck.
I was used to him making strange requests, and I wasn’t at all surprised that he still had some work to do, but I was very surprised by his choice of destinations.
“Arkansas?” I asked. “What in the hell is in Arkansas?”
“We have to meet a plane.”
I put the truck in gear and joined the line of other vehicles exiting airport parking.
“Yeah, but why Arkansas?”
“Lots of reasons,” Paul said without looking at me. “But why ask? It’s above my pay grade.”
So in half an hour we were on a two-lane highway, heading east out of Lubbock. Seven hours later we got a cheap motel room in Texarkana and found an open liquor store that sold us a bottle of spiced rum. We drank and played cards until the wee hours of the morning.
* * *
Mena Intermountain Municipal Airport is just about one hundred miles due north of Texarkana in the backwoods of rural Arkansas, and not far from the Oklahoma border, which is off to the west of there.
I didn’t know the significance of Mena at the time, and wouldn’t for several years. At that time I didn’t know who the governor of Arkansas was, and I really couldn’t care less. As far as I knew, Mena was just a little town in the middle of nowhere, and for some reason, the powers that be who were financing the Freedom Fighters in Nicaragua, fighters I now considered to be my brothers-in-arms, were able to fly things in and out of Mena—and that was all I needed to know. Remember, the idea that Paul or anyone else associated with supporting the Contras might be involved in drug dealing was the farthest thing from my mind.
We arrived at the small airport just after noon. It was a Thursday, and it was summer and I didn’t have anything else to do. After the drop-off, Paul and I were planning on driving back to Dallas to party a little in the West End. Just as I’d found myself blending in with the Contras and the Nicaraguan villagers so easily, upon my return home I’d surprised myself by how fast I’d blended back into my old routine.
My boss held my job at the moving company for me; he was used to “college kids” taking summer trips, and he never had a problem with me taking time off. My other jobs—as a bouncer and an occasional bartender at a restaurant bar called The Copper Caboose—were just part-time anyway. My schedule was flexible, so spending time with Paul and partying over the weekend in Dallas seemed like a good idea to me.
I was surprised by the heavy security outside such a small and inconsequential airport. We were met at a gate by armed guards outfitted in army green. The truck was inspected and Paul vouched for me, and before long we were through the gates and heading toward a hangar just off the runway.
We were met there by a heavyset man who never said a word to us. He directed us into the hangar, and once we were inside he went straight to the bed of the truck, dropped the tailgate, and pulled the bags toward himself so he could inspect them. Paul and I got out and walked to the back of the truck. I noticed that men with guns were stationed throughout the hangar, and there were piles of similar duffel bags on rolling carts lined up in rows near the entrance to an office.
The fat man opened the black bag, and that’s when I first realized what we were doing.
He pulled out kilo after kilo of what looked to be cocaine (it was), and randomly tested some of the kilos before taping them back closed and placing them back in the bag.
The fat man then handed Paul a soft-sided briefcase, which Paul stuffed in the green bag. And that was it. Paul waved me back into the truck, and in minutes we were back through the gates and heading south toward Texarkana.
* * *
“I told you I didn’t want anything to do with drugs,” I said as we headed south.
Paul didn’t answer immediately. He pulled out a cigarette pack and popped a smoke into his mouth. He lit it and took several puffs before he spoke to me.
“You’re safer doing this than just about anything else you do in your life,” Paul said.
“Dealing drugs?”
“We’re not dealing drugs, Matt. Don’t be hysterical.”
“We’re—you’re—importing cocaine into America, Paul. And you just got me involved with it!”
“Calm down, man,” Paul said. “You’re a thousand times more likely to be arrested at that bar, serving drinks to minors or drunks, than you are to be arrested doing this. The government is in on it.”
That.
It was more than I really wanted to think about. More than I could handle at the time. Looking at the big picture didn’t make things better for me at that moment. I had to look at my own involvement. I needed to think about what it meant for me.
Years later, as an intake officer in a juvenile lock-up, I’d look into the eyes of crack-addicted children and I’d deal with gangbangers who sold crack and made more money than I did. But I didn’t know about crack cocaine or its impacts back then, not sitting in that truck that day after leaving the Mena airport with Paul. I just knew I didn’t want anything to do with it.
“That’s not the point,” I said. “And I don’t care what the drugs are for.”
“You should.”
“But I don’t. I don’t, Paul. What if we’d been pulled over on our way here? What if a DPS trooper had pulled me over?”
“We’d have been arrested.”
“Exactly!”
Paul blew a puff of smoke into the air. “Then we’d have been released.”
“How do you know?”
“I know.”
I drove on for another few miles before I spoke again.
“I don’t care,” I said. “I just don’t care. I told you I didn’t want to be involved with drugs, and I still don’t.”
“Okay, so don’t be involved with that part. No worries. Act like it never happened. I just thought you might want to tag along and see more of what goes on. This is a big operation. Lots of moving parts.”
I looked at Paul, glared at him. I was angry, and in some ways, I still am.
“You were wrong, man. I don’t… I don’t want to be involved.”
“What’re you saying?”
“Count me out. I’m out of all of it.”
Paul nodded, but he didn’t speak. Not for a long time.
* * *
I didn’t stop in Dallas, and I didn’t say a word to Paul about why. I just kept driving. We hit the interstate and turned west onto it, pointing the truck toward West Texas and home.
Just outside of Weatherford, Paul finally spoke again.
“We need to stop and get some food.”
“Okay.”
“I thought you were one of us.”
I didn’t want to hear that. Not at all. I’d lost friends in that attack too, but not for drugs. No way.
“I thought I was too, Paul. But it’s… it’s just too much. I’m a college kid, and I can’t be responsible for bringing drugs into the country. I don’t believe in that. Everything else we did… I thought… I still think it was good. But I can’t be involved in any enterprise where drugs are involved. I just can’t.”
“Then forget that part,” Paul said. “I told you that.”
“I can’t.”
“A lot of people are going to be disappointed if you quit.”
Paul looked over at me. There was no threat in his eyes at all. Just sadness, maybe.
“So?” It was all I could think to say.
Paul pulled out a cigarette and lit it.
“I know you people, Americans, you are all coincidence theorists. You think everything is a coincidence. Like you just happened to meet Lillian at that pool party. And like someone just happened to hit you with a chair, ending your basketball fantasies. And then you just happened to see me talking to Lillian in the University Center. Then I just happened to invite you to a Pike party. Like all of this has just happened to you and no one has been directing the whole thing. Recruiting you took a lot of work, Matt. It’s just disappointing that you want to throw it all away.”
That whole litany of coincidences kind of barraged me, like I was in an avalanche. Then I thought about what he might really be implying.
“What’re you saying? Huh? I could be killed or something?”
Paul looked at me. He actually looked sad. Like he knew we couldn’t be friends anymore.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Matt. We’re not the Mafia.”
“It’s the drug business. People get killed.”
Paul sighed. “Just… just forget it. Nothing like that is ever going to happen. And this is not the drug business. It’s the freedom business.”
“But I know too much.”
Paul laughed then. He laughed like I’d never seen him laugh before. When he stopped, I thought he was going to pass out from lack of oxygen.
“You know too much, eh?” Paul said. “You know just enough to make you sound crazy to anyone you’d ever tell!” And that set him off again, laughing like a hyena.
We drove on in darkness. Every once in a while Paul would break out in giggles. I didn’t find the situation as humorous.
* * *
Paul was killed a month later in Nicaragua. He and a group of Contras were ambushed as they tried to blow up a bridge.
I only found out about it because I received a card in the mail that told me what had happened. There was no name on the card. No return address. But Lillian sent it. I know this, because inside the card, instead of my name it said:
 

Dearest Lone Wolf
 

I never sought Lillian out, though I surely thought about it. I had a girlfriend then, and we were even living together. Besides, Lillian was part of that other world. That other planet. She was right: maybe in another life it could have worked out, but not in this one.
I also never went back to the Pike house. Never hung out with my old frat friends or went to parties with them. I tried to get back to a “normal life,” but something told me that I’d never see the world the same way again.
I was right.
* * *
Through all the years… through the Iran-Contra scandal, through the Clinton years, through Waco and all the things I’ve learned since then, the thing I take away from my glimpse of the Octopus is this:
The little tiny bit of action I saw was amazing and frightening in its scope. It affected every human on the planet, and the world we live in is fundamentally different, and harsher, because of it.
The “conspiracy” involved six different presidential administrations, including presidents from each major party. At some level, the administrations of Carter, Ford, Reagan, Clinton, and both of the Bush men were involved. It didn’t matter whether they were reportedly liberal or conservative. They were all in on it at some level, and they were all in it together. Bush Sr. worked with then-Governor Clinton to make use of the Mena airfield. Carter’s CIA chief, Stansfield Turner, fired 820 field agents to make sure that those agents would be available to George H. W. Bush and his shadow CIA. Democrat. Republican. Didn’t matter. Still doesn’t. It’s all one beast.
I learned that it truly is all one, and that the false left/right dialectic is just a tool used by the Octopus to get what it wants and to hide itself in plain sight. I learned that conspiracies are fascinating because they exist. And that calling something a conspiracy is the easiest way for the Octopus to occlude reality with a big cloud of ink.
I learned that the drug war is as phony as most of our other wars, and that the “war on terror” is no different. All of these wars are just tools used to manipulate people into accepting things they wouldn’t accept otherwise.
Through my very short time in law enforcement, five years after my time in Nicaragua, I learned that decisions made by people in power have very real impacts on the lives of very real people.
Maybe I’m more cynical now than I would have been otherwise—in fact I know I am—but I’m glad to not be blinded by the ink anymore.
I know the Octopus exists, and now you do too.



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 The Octopus
 

 

The term “conspiracy theory” itself is somewhat of a conspiracy. It’s a term used to dismiss an idea, philosophy, or story without any real attempt to embrace or refute it. Even if upwards of 85 percent of the public believes that a conspiracy did indeed take place (take the Kennedy assassination, for example), the term “conspiracy theory” forever hangs over the event, obscuring even scholarly attempts to examine and explain exactly what happened. This is because professional scoffers, usually mind-numbed automatons who are handed propaganda declarations by whoever happens to be in power at the time, have succeeded in convincing a goodly part of the world’s population that conspiracies are always crazy and that our lives are ruled by coincidences, however farfetched.
If you ever hear anyone say “no secret can stay a secret for very long,” you’ve found yourself a coincidence theorist. Be careful around them.
The fact is that whether secrets are revealed or not has very little to do with whether a conspiracy itself is ultimately revealed and accepted as the probable truth. Before his death, E. Howard Hunt—CIA officer, Nixon administration employee, and notorious Watergate “plumber” (part of a secret group Nixon hired to silence leaks about his administration)—admitted on tape to participating in a conspiracy to assassinate John F. Kennedy (something that had long been suspected), but the same scoffers still throw up their hands and say, “Listen, if there was a conspiracy to kill Kennedy, someone would have talked by now.” In fact, there are hundreds of hours of interviews, confessions, et cetera concerning the Kennedy assassination—but coincidence theorists still claim that it can’t have been a conspiracy or someone would have blabbed.
I’ve only met a handful of people in my life who didn’t believe in any conspiracy theories at all, and as a rule they are, without exception, joyless robotic dullards who blindly follow and believe any authority whatsoever so long as what they’ve said lines up with whatever the person already wanted to believe. You definitely don’t ever want to have a drink with anyone so unwilling to believe that intelligent humans, working in their own self-interests, often do things that are wrong and try to keep them a secret.
Conspiracies—even big conspiracies—have existed for a very long time, and they always will exist so long as humans desire to wield power and influence over other humans. Anyone who doesn’t think so is naïve.
The conspiracy to arm and equip the FDN (the Nicaraguan Contras) has long since passed into the collective consciousness as established fact. The conspiracy (despite the denials of coincidence theorists that conspiracies exist) has been exposed. People were arrested. Some lost their jobs. A few did prison time, while others got off on technicalities. Drug dealers, men and women operating front businesses, politicians both in Nicaragua and the U.S., and military advisors have all publicly told the story of what was going on.
The only part of the conspiracy that has remained cast in shadows (under the umbrella of confusion called “conspiracy”) is the part played by the CIA and major political leaders. The existence of the Octopus, the “shadow CIA” that operates on behalf of the U.S. intelligence infrastructure while giving it cover and plausible deniability, is the story I’m sharing with you. It’s the part you can choose to believe or deny—whatever suits you. The rest of this… the war in Nicaragua, the creation of the Contras by agents working for U.S. intelligence, the recruitment of college students and ex-military members as soldiers and mules, the importation of drugs into the United States by criminals being shielded and protected by agents working on behalf of American intelligence and law enforcement… these are established facts. For more details, I highly recommend the book Dark Alliance: The CIA, the Contras, and the Crack Cocaine Explosion, by Gary Webb. Gary worked hard to expose the U.S. government’s involvement and complicity in the crack cocaine explosion. In 2004, he committed “suicide.” He apparently, according to official sources, shot himself twice in the head with a pistol. But his book is still out there, so if you’re interested, go read it. I think you’ll find it educational.
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Heil Hitler!
by Peter Cawdron 
Chapter 01: The Office
“PLEASE, HAVE A SEAT,” Dr. Zizzane says, gesturing toward a couple of leather armchairs set to one side of his desk. I’ve never been in a psychologist’s office before, but it’s very much as I imagined. I guess this is one thing the movies get right.
Dr. Zizzane gets to his feet. I’m somewhat mesmerized by the floor-to-ceiling bookcase that runs from one wall to another behind his desk. He must have read all of these books. How much use do they actually get as reference material, I wonder? If he has them on display simply to impress, then it’s working. Most of the books are in sets. They have dull, dreary spines with tiny embossed lettering. Only one book has a colorful, glossy dust cover, a small book over to one side at shoulder height. It looks completely out of place.
It’s dark within the office. The walls have been painted a deep mahogany, with perhaps a hint of burgundy. Drawn blinds keep the sunlight at bay. Given Dr. Zizzane’s pale, white skin, I’m tempted to ask, “Are you sure you’re getting enough vitamin D, or is that not kosher for vampires?” But I keep that little joke to myself. He seems far too serious.
The ceiling lights are off, leaving only a desk lamp and a corner lamp to set the mood. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was night.
I sit in one of the armchairs. Maybe I’m being paranoid or overly sensitive, but I feel as though everything in this office is designed to evoke a certain emotional response, and it’s making me nervous. The leather seat is stiff and unyielding to my weight, and I feel as though I don’t belong here. My hands grip the armrests, and I feel as though the armrests are spring-loaded. It’s as if I’m crouching at the starting line of a one-hundred-meter sprint, waiting for the gun to fire.
“Try to relax,” Dr. Zizzane says in a tone of voice that sets me even more on edge. He hands me a glass of water. I take a sip, but the water is bitter.
I have a vivid imagination, and Dr. Zizzane’s looks aren’t helping. At a guess, I’d say he’s in his mid-fifties. His hair is thick and lush, but silver grey strands dominate the sides. And unlike most men these days, Dr. Zizzane wears his hair long, almost to his shoulders. It’s not that he looks effeminate, more that he looks like a mad scientist from some 1920s black-and-white movie.
He sits down slightly opposite me. There’s a small round coffee table between us with a couple of glossy magazines lying on it, only they take up all the space, leaving no room for coffee cups, forcing me to hold on to my glass.
“Thank you for coming to see me,” he says with the slight hint of a European accent. I’m trying to remember the names of the various countries east of Germany, wanting to place his accent, but I’m at a loss. At a guess, I’d say it’s Slavic.
“Thank you for seeing me,” I say, reaching out and shaking his hand. His fingers are cold. It’s a hundred degrees Fahrenheit outside, and it’s only nine in the morning. I’m still sweating, even with the air conditioning in the office, but Dr. Zizzane feels as cold as a mortician.
“Your husband. You are concerned?”
“Yes,” I reply, feeling as though I’ve been summoned to the principal’s office in high school. “Viv has always been a little strange, even before his episodes began. I guess that’s what drew me to him, in a funny kind of way. Sounds peculiar, I know, and I guess it says something about me, and yet—”
I stop myself.
“This is confidential, right?” I ask, wanting some reassurance. “I mean, you’re Viv’s doctor.”
I was going to say “shrink,” but not only does that term seem patronizing, for Dr. Zizzane it seems downright insulting. He carries himself with a sense of pride and professionalism I’ve never seen before.
“And you’re concerned there might be a conflict of interest,” he says, stroking his meticulously groomed goatee. “You’re worried I might unwittingly betray your confidence?”
I nod.
“My dear Suzanne,” he says. No one calls me Suzanne, not even Mom, and she’s the one that gave me this hideously formal first name. Suzanne always sounds rather pretentious to me. I’ve only ever been called Suzanne when I was in trouble, getting married, or applying for a passport. My friends have only known me as Suzie.
Dr. Zizzane lowers his voice. “Consider your words locked in a vault, never to see the light of day again.”
That European accent is pretty slick, I think. I find myself torn between feeling defensive and a desire to relax and let out all my concerns, but the somber, austere feel of the room keeps me on edge.
“Tell me,” he says, drawing those two words out, softening them, drawing me in. “What do you see in Viv?”
I feel dizzy. No, not dizzy, sleepy. It’s incongruous. It’s as though I’m watching a late-night TV show that’s growing in intensity while I’m fading, struggling to keep my eyes open.
“He says the strangest things.”
My voice slurs. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I’d had a shot of valium before walking into his office.
“Viv says it’s schizophrenia, but I see such stark differences, it’s hard to reconcile. I mean, I know it’s him physically, but there’s someone else beyond those blue eyes… He loses his memory of recent events. Sometimes, we’ll go for months on end and everything is wonderful. Life is sweet. And then he’ll change. He’ll be a different man.”
My eyelids flicker, feeling heavy, but I press on.
“It’s not always obvious, but I can see it in the little things, like how he wants his coffee. Sometimes, like this morning, it’s all too obvious.”
“And tell me about this morning,” Dr. Zizzane says with a voice that is hypnotic.
“This morning?”
For a moment, I can’t think. I was just saying something about this morning, but precisely what escapes my mind. I feel doped.
“This morning? Oh, yes. Viv got up earlier than usual. He was downstairs eating breakfast when the kids got me up, saying something was wrong with Dad. I put on a robe and walked downstairs to see him dressed in a suit and tie. Given he’s a mechanic, that alone was a little alarming. I thought he might be coming to see you, but it’s what he said next that freaked me out.”
“And what did he say?” Dr. Zizzane asks, making notes on an electronic tablet. He has his legs crossed. Wrinkles furrow his brow. His lips are tightly pursed as he focuses on my every word.
I continue, saying, “He greeted me by raising his right hand at an angle, moving swiftly from the elbow as he said, Heil Hitler, mein fräu.”
Chapter 02: Lemonade
“Are you sure you won’t have some lemonade?”
“What?” I ask, blinking in the bright sunlight. I’m seated at the kitchen table. Ginger is chewing on a bone in the back yard. How did I get back here?
Viv stands in front of me with a pitcher full to the brim with homemade lemonade and a glass with ice cubes rolling around its base.
“Honey?”
“Sure,” I say.
Something’s wrong. Viv never calls me honey.
He smiles warmly as he pours me a glass of lemonade.
“Hmmmm,” I say, taking a sip and overemphasizing any sense of pleasure in the taste. I made this lemonade. I know full well what it tastes like, but Viv doesn’t seem to pick up on that. There’s some roleplaying going on. It’s as though we’re sitting at a poker table. We both know the other player’s bluffing. Neither of us wants to be the first to show their hand. I’ll see you, Viv, and raise you a grand.
“Nice man, that Dr. Zizzane.”
“He is,” Viv replies, sitting down opposite me. He has his hands on the table, clenched together as though he’s confessing to a crime. “I’m glad you like him.”
“Why aren’t you at work?” I ask, breaking the ice.
“It’s Sunday,” Viv replies, looking as guilty as sin. Sweat beads on his forehead.
Sunday? I went to see Dr. Zizzane on Friday morning. Where the hell have I been for the last two days?
Viv watches my facial expressions with keen interest. I can see him looking for any hint of alarm on my face, but I used to deal in Vegas. I know how to hold my own. I’ve dealt hands that reached forty thousand dollars. I can keep my cool. Rather than clenching my teeth and giving something away in the motion of my jaw, I ensure my molars touch ever so lightly. I keep my face relaxed even though inwardly I feel rigid and stiff. I resist the urge to look away, staring Viv straight in the eye. He’s going to crack, I can see it. Dealing poker might not be the most useful life skill to develop as a runaway teen, but it has its perks.
I downplay his comment, pretending my question was a momentary lapse. “Phil has baseball this afternoon.”
“Burgess boys are taking him,” Viv replies, and I get the distinct impression he’s following a script. Someone has coached him on what to say.
The small kitchen TV is on, but the volume is turned down. Mitt Romney is being interviewed by someone. The caption running along the bottom of the screen reads, “US Troops Deployed to Sudan.”
Viv tries to make some small talk.
“President Romney is sending our boys into harm’s way yet again, huh?”
“It’s President Obama,” I say softly, tilting my head down and looking at him with ferocious intensity. “Romney lost the election. Twice. Remember?”
“Oh, yeah,” he says nervously, trying to transform his shaky words into a humorous laugh. “Yeah, that’s right. Ha ha.”
I reach across the table and take his hand. His palm is sweaty.
“We should get away,” I say warmly. “It’s been a rough couple of months on both of us. We should take a break. We could leave the kids with your mom and head down to Pensacola, just like we did when we were teenagers. What do you say?”
Viv smiles. He looks genuinely relieved.
“That would be great!”
Gently, I let go of his hand. I smile as I get up, reaching for the carving knife in the wooden block by the stove. Viv must sense what’s about to happen. He pushes back violently from the table, scraping the chair on the linoleum. He races for the knives, but I’m quicker. I pull out the large stainless steel knife and turn on him, holding it low and close to my body. Viv, my Viv, would know how to disable someone holding a knife. My Viv was a Ranger for eight years. This Viv stops in his tracks. He has his arms raised in mock surrender.
“Whoa, now, honey. What are you doing?”
“I’m not your honey,” I say rather emphatically. “Your mother is dead and we’ve never been to Pensacola. Who the hell are you?”
“It’s me, honey. Viv.”
“What happened to me?” I ask. “What happened to the last two days?”
“Honey, please.”
“Stop calling me honey!” I say, anchoring the butt of the knife against my right hip as I step toward him. My Viv taught me this. He said waving a knife around is dumb. It’s too easy for someone to knock it out of your hand. Keep it close, and if an intruder rushes you, he’ll be skewered. This Viv steps back slowly with his arms raised, watching the knife intently. I think he’s expecting me to lunge.
“Suzanne,” he pleads, trying to smile and bluff his way out of this confrontation.
“Suzie,” I say, correcting what should be obvious to a man who’s been married to me for the best part of a decade. “You need to come clean with me, Viv.”
“Honey, you’re scaring me.”
I let this honey go. I want to hear what he has to say. “You know I have problems. You know about the schizophrenia. I—I can’t help it. I love you.” And I’m pretty sure the “I love you” was more of the scripted response being thrown in for good measure. It sure sounded like a “Ten-four, good buddy” sign-off on a two-way radio.
I say, “Up until Friday, this was just about you, but not anymore. I want to know who you really are. And I want to know what happened to me!”
Viv stares at the kitchen floor. He looks lost.
“I have kids!” I yell at him. That I used the singular pronoun “I” and not the plural “we” doesn’t seem to register. “Don’t you get that? This isn’t a game. You may have your issues, but when I get sucked into this vortex, it affects the kids. And that is not cool.”
Not cool—that’s got to be the understatement of the year, I think.
Viv steps back, shuffling his feet.
“What the hell did you tell them when Mom didn’t come home on Friday night?”
“I—ah.”
“You’re not my Viv. I’m sorry. I’ve tried to be understanding. I’ve tried to be long-suffering, but you’re not him. You look like him. You sound like him. But you’re not, are you?”
Viv looks me in the eyes and says, “No. I’m not.”
Chapter 03: Police
“Mommy,” Jasmine says, peering around the corner by the stairs. Phil’s head appears above hers. They both look hurt, not physically, but emotionally. I can’t tell if they’re exhausted, relieved, anxious, or all three. They must be horribly confused seeing me with a knife pointing at their father.
“Come to Mommy,” I say, still holding the large shiny carving knife out in front of me. Viv turns slightly to face the kids. I beckon with my other hand, saying, “It’s okay. Come over here. Everything is going to be fine, but you need to do as I say.”
Jasmine runs first, darting past Viv and scooting behind me. She tugs gently at my dress.
“You too, Phil.”
Phil looks at his father. To his credit, Viv nods, and Phil marches over to me with a sense of purpose. Rather than stand behind me, Phil stands beside me, facing his father.
“Hand me the phone, Phil.”
Phil takes the phone off the charger and hands it to me.
“Who—who are you going to call?” Viv asks.
I dial 9-1-1. That I only hit three buttons must make it pretty damn obvious.
“You were here, the whole time. I swear,” Viv says, pleading with me. “You were just a little doped, that’s all.”
On the other end of the phone, I hear, “9-1-1. What is your emergency?”
“Please,” Viv cries. “This isn’t what you think. I would never hurt you or the kids. I just wanted you to forget. I needed you to forget.”
The emergency operator says, “Are you there? Can you speak to me? Tell me what’s happening so I can help you.”
Viv has tears running down his cheeks, “You have to believe me. Please.”
He sinks to his knees in submission.
Viv has his hands over his face, sobbing. I edge toward him, moving Phil behind me. Jasmine tries to pull me back.
The 9-1-1 operator says, “If you or your family are in danger and you cannot talk freely, just say, I’m okay, and I will have a police unit dispatched to your location.”
“I—” and I take a deep breath before continuing. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake calling you. I’m fine.”
Viv looks up through bloodshot eyes.
The operator says, “Okay, I’m going to close this call, but a record of this interaction has been logged. I’m going to dispatch a police unit for a drive-by of your address. The officers won’t stop unless they have cause to believe a crime is in progress, but they will show their presence with a flash of their lights. You take care of yourself, ma’am.”
“Thank you,” I say, hanging up.
Viv is a mess.
“You need to leave,” I say.
He runs his hands up through his hair as he gets to his feet.
“I—I…”
I’m waiting for Viv to say he can explain. I would like an explanation, and not just about him. I want to hear more about what happened to me and why, but he says, “I can’t explain.” Then he turns and walks out the front door.
My heart sinks. I watch from the window with the children as Viv backs his motorcycle out of the garage and rides away, heading toward town.
“What’s happening, Mom?” Phil asks. Jasmine is quiet. She’s always been quiet, but never more so than today.
“I don’t know,” I say, which isn’t the confident assurance parents should provide their children. I don’t want to scare them, but I don’t want to lie to them either.
“Will Dad ever come back?” Phil asks.
“Yes,” I say, but it’s a lie. I’d rather not lie, but if I have to, I’ll choose my lies for maximum effect. I hope neither of the kids can tell, but if they think about it they’ll know I have no way of knowing what will happen in the future. At best, I’m guessing. At worst, I’m deceiving them.
“Listen,” I say, dialing another phone number. “I’m going to see if Mrs. Burgess will look after you for a few days until everything’s sorted out. Okay?”
Phil nods. Jasmine looks numb.
The Burgess family lives next door. They’ve got three kids, and two of them are the same age as Phil and Jasmine, so the five kids get on well. They have sleepovers all the time. This will be a sleepover on a school night, but a sleepover nonetheless in their minds.
A police car cruises slowly down the road outside. There’s a loud blat on the siren for the briefest moment, just enough to announce their presence. I open the front door and walk outside. I’m not sure if I should wave, but they understand. I can see the telling look in their eyes. They’ve dealt with too many instances of domestic violence and must know how conflicted I feel. Young Phil comes out with me. He likes police cars so he waves. One of the officers smiles and waves in reply.
“Come,” I say, leading him back inside.
I pack a couple of bags for the kids, making sure they’ve got plenty of clean clothing and some munchies to take with them, and then I walk them over to the Burgess home.
June Burgess is kind. She must have heard the yelling and screaming. I’m sure she saw the cop car. Neither of us mention Viv, but his old Harley-Davidson sounds like a diesel truck, so she would have heard him leave. She’s not dumb. She knows. I thank her profusely for looking after the kids and then jump in my car and drive into town.
Chapter 04: Lightning
Although it’s Sunday, I have a bad feeling Dr. Zizzane will be in his office. I park out of sight behind a restaurant in the next block, noting that Viv’s motorcycle is parked in front of Dr. Zizzane’s practice. I feel like I’m spying on my husband, like I’m the one doing something wrong, but I need answers. I need to understand why my husband greeted me with Heil Hitler. I need to understand what happened to me. I need the real Viv back. I appreciate that schizophrenia is a very real mental disease, but this is different. Something else is at work here. Someone else is playing the role of my husband, and I want to know who and why and how.
Storm clouds brew overhead.
Rain falls lightly.
Flashes of lightning ripple through the dark cloud banks, but the crash of thunder is delayed. The heart of the storm is still several miles away.
Rather than walking up to the front door, I sneak around the side of the building into a narrow alleyway. There’s an old factory at the rear. Smashed glass windows speak of decades of neglect.
The side door to the office is locked, but the door hasn’t been pushed shut properly. A light touch, and the door swings open. I creep into a lunchroom kitchenette. The linoleum on the floor is worn. The table and chairs look circa 1950.
Loud, angry voices drift from the hallway. I peer around the corner. The door to Dr. Zizzane’s office is ajar.
“I’m telling you she knows.”
“She doesn’t know. She can’t. She has no idea.”
“Well, whatever you did to her, it didn’t work.”
Dr. Zizzane says, “She was so drugged up, she shouldn’t have been able to remember her own name, let alone anything you said.”
“She remembers,” Viv says. “I’m sure she remembers the whole Hitler thing. She might not understand, but she totally freaked out on me back there. She pulled a goddamn knife on me and called the cops!”
“We’re close,” Dr. Zizzane says. “We’re so very close. One more treatment and I’m sure I can reverse the drift.”
Viv says, “Even if you can get one of them back. Who would you choose? Who would she accept?”
“I don’t know.”
I’m confused. I’m on the verge of busting in on them when I pause to consider what could happen. Whatever’s going on, Viv is in too deep. If I back him into a corner, he may come out fighting. I should have brought a gun. We have a Glock in the nightstand, but in my haste I forgot it. No one knows I’m here. If they catch me, they might kill me.
I hear Dr. Zizzane’s voice. “The storm is growing. We need to get to the laboratory.” And I dart back into the kitchenette in a panic, looking for somewhere to hide. There’s a broom closet. I open it and climb inside, trying to step over a mop and bucket. I’m clumsy. I knock the mop and it slips from my grasp, crashing into the table before falling to the floor.
I’m not thinking straight. Somehow, I still think I can hide if I can just pull the mop back into the closet. I keep my feet anchored in the closet and reach out, fumbling for the mop, but in my haste I knock over one of the chairs.
I grab the closet door and pull it shut, but there’s no handle on the inside. I can’t close the door properly. My fingers protrude from the thin crack between the door and the doorframe. My heart is pounding in my chest. I peer out at the hallway, expecting Viv and Dr. Zizzane to come running for me at any moment, but there’s no one there.
I’m confused.
I made enough noise to wake the dead.
I wait for a few minutes before carefully climbing out of the cramped closet, trying not to knock anything else over. Slowly, I walk back into the hallway and creep up to the office door. There’s no sound from inside. With my heart thumping in my throat, I push gently on the door, wanting to peer into the office.
The office is empty.
I’m confused. There’s only one way in and out of the office. They can’t have walked past me. Either I would have seen them or they would have seen me. They should have heard me knocking around like an elephant in that closet, but they didn’t. Viv’s motorcycle helmet sits on one of the leather chairs.
The dark, highly polished desktop is flawless. Even up close, there’s no sign of any scratches. Could it be brand new? If anything, the desk looks like something from a movie set. Nothing is out of place. A fountain pen sits parallel to a pad of untouched paper. Folders sit neatly in filing trays. There’s a photo of Dr. Zizzane with his family, but it looks too perfect. It could be a stock photo with the good doctor photoshopped in for all I know. It takes me a moment to realize what’s missing. There’s no computer. I saw Dr. Zizzane with a tablet, and I guess he could have a laptop, but it seems strange to see such a large desk with no computer monitor or keyboard.
I run my finger along the bookcase. There’s no dust, which seems impossible, until I notice a slight draft coming from behind the books. I pull at a couple of the heavy reference works on the shelf. They’ve been stuck in place, set there for show. That one colorful book catches my eye again. I reach up and pull on it, only to see the bookcase part in the middle and open to reveal a dark passageway leading into the abandoned warehouse behind the office.
I stand there dumbfounded. I feel like Alice falling down the rabbit hole. Where will this lead? Do I really want to know? Perhaps I should simply go home and wait for Viv to reach out to me. I hesitate, but curiosity drives me on. I love Viv. We’ve been through so much together, but I can’t understand him. Perhaps this is what I need. Perhaps this will bring closure to my troubled soul.
Lightning flickers through the skylights within the warehouse. Thunder breaks overhead, rattling my bones. The bookcase closes behind me, sealing me in the darkness.
Rain drips through holes in the roof. Puddles splash softly beneath my shoes. The air feels electric. My fingers tingle.
Gears grind somewhere at the back at the warehouse. A winch starts. Chains rattle. I creep forward, moving between steel supports. A blue light flickers and glows from somewhere up high ahead of me. Water runs in the cracks on the ground, but it shines like mercury, reflecting the flashes of light from above.
Steel stairs climb through the rear of the building. My hand rests on the railing. A tremor runs through the metal, shaking the steel frame. I step slowly, listening as the stairs creak beneath my weight.
Dr. Zizzane yells from somewhere on the roof, “Higher! We need more power!”
Lightning breaks and thunder crashes overhead. The stairs glow. Sparks of electricity arc through the air, jumping between the steel girders lining the roof.
“Mooooore! Ha ha! Can you feel the power? I must have more power!”
I charge up the stairs.
Fear drives me on.
I can see the doctor. He’s standing on a raised glass platform that extends from the roof. Flashes of lightning throw his body into silhouette. He has his hands raised to the heavens. He’s a madman laughing at the dark sky, crying for more power. The rain is torrential, stinging my face as I climb the open stairwell. It must be ten or eleven in the morning, but outside it is as dark as midnight.
Lightning strikes a steel rod reaching up from the platform, then arcs between a series of plates arranged in a circle like the paddle of a steamboat.
“It’s too wet,” Viv yells above the storm. “It won’t work. We have to abort.”
“It will work!” Dr. Zizzane cries. His white lab coat is soaked with rain, but it whips behind him as the wind swirls around him. “We must do this now. Each strike unleashes a trillion watts of raw electrical power. I’m detecting gamma ray bursts exceeding those unleashed in a nuclear explosion!”
I fight against the rain and the wind, climbing higher. I lose sight of Viv for a moment as I round a corner in the stairs.
Dr. Zizzane pulls a lever, and five massive fans start blowing across the raised platform. I can see glowing orange heat coils inside them.
I creep closer, trying to understand what’s happening.
Viv stands on a large glass stage in the center of the platform. His hands and legs are pulled apart by steel shackles, stretching him between giant copper coils.
Electricity dances around a steel crown directly above his head. Balls of lightning flicker between various probes and poles laid out symmetrically around him. The fans blow the fine raindrops away, pushing back the storm and drying the platform.
“No!” I yell, running forward, but I slip on the wet stairs. I feel as though I’m wading through molasses as I struggle to pull myself along the wet railing. “Let him go!”
Dr. Zizzane turns, sees me there dripping wet.
“Ah, my dear, sweet Suzanne. You have joined us for our moment of triumph—the deconstruction of an inter-dimensional rift, vindicating my theories. No longer will they call me crazy!”
Viv is wearing some kind of fire-retardant clothing, similar to what I’ve seen race car drivers or firefighters wearing. The heavy cloth fabric has a silver sheen, almost like chain mail. The mad doctor pulls a silver balaclava over Viv’s face, leaving only his eyes and mouth exposed. Then he wraps tinfoil around and around Viv’s head, mashing the foil against the balaclava.
“Don’t do this!” I yell. “Viv. There’s got to be another way.”
If Viv hears me, he doesn’t respond. Dr. Zizzane grabs a heavy metal chain, working a pulley that raises Viv some ten feet above the ground, pulling him into a spread-eagle position with a variety of heavy steel chains holding him in place.
“You’re mad!” I yell, running up to the mad doctor.
“Yes. Yes,” Zizzane cries, grabbing me and pulling me away from the glass platform. “We are all mad. We are multidimensional beings spanning infinite worlds, trying to make sense of the madness in the multiverse. You have felt it too? No? The déjà—the sense of not belonging—the dreams that you remember, only deep down you know these memories aren’t dreams—some days you feel as though you are an impostor. These are relics of other worlds!”
“You’re crazy. I won’t let you do this.”
Zizzane grabs me, throws me to the ground.
Lightning strikes the main body of the roof. Fire breaks out in the wooden rafters. Sections of the roof collapse as steel girders buckle under repeated lightning strikes.
“You cannot stop me. Not now. Not when we are so close.”
“Close to what?” I cry, watching as electric blue arcs flicker around Viv. His body convulses. His arm shake and spasm.
“You’re killing him!” I yell.
Dr. Zizzane has an iron grip on my wrist.
“I’m saving him. I’m setting him free.”
“You’re a madman,” I shout against the wind howling around us.
“Mad? Yes! All genius is madness.”
Lightning strikes the coils, and there’s an explosion of blinding light. Streaks of ball lightning erupt from the steel cables holding Viv aloft, shooting out into the darkness.
“MORE!” the doctor yells, looking at an industrial gauge. “I must have more power!”
“Please,” I cry, pleading for mercy. “Let him go.”
“You don’t understand,” Zizzane cries, yelling over the thunder crashing around us. “Your husband drifts between worlds. He’s seen things you cannot imagine. Dinosaurs roaming through Florida. Nazis conquering California. Martians invading the swamps of Alabama. And all while you worry about what to wear to your sister’s wedding.”
He laughs at the power he wields, yelling, “If I am mad then you are blind!”
He twists my wrist and pushes me into the corner of the platform. I slump against a control panel as he pulls levers, pushes large mechanical switches, and twists vast dials.
Thunder explodes around us.
Rain lashes my face.
Zizzane is insane. He laughs at the electricity crackling around us.
“Viv is remarkable. Astonishing,” he shouts. “Viv has lived through what others can only dream about. All your conspiracy theories. They’re all true. But not here. Not now. They’re real in a billion parallel worlds.”
I yell, “You’re insane!”
“Am I?” Zizzane’s hair waves wildly in the wind. “Yes, I am. Ha ha. One man thinks Castro killed Kennedy, another remembers something about the CIA, yet another is certain it was the Russians. Or was it Lee Harvey Oswald?
“Is it so crazy to consider they’re all true but in different worlds? And yet we remember these conspiracy theories in ours. Our subconscious clings to these distant imprints from parallel worlds, blurring the lines of reality.
“Am I crazy? Yes. I’m crazy. We’re all crazy—everyone is, except Viv. He’s the only one that knows. He’s the only sane man in a world full of madmen.”
Another lightning bolt strikes at one of the steel cables wrapped around Viv’s arms. Viv screams. Bits of burning tinfoil blow on the breeze.
Zizzane laughs, yelling at the dark clouds, “More! More!! MORE!!!”
Electricity arcs around Viv, dancing over the massive electrodes protruding from the glass platform. Zizzane is crazy. I have to stop him. He’s going to kill Viv.
I jump to my feet and rush Dr. Zizzane, grabbing him and pulling him away from the control panel.
“No!” he screams. “You cannot stop me! I won’t let you!”
“You’ve got to let him go!” I shout.
“You don’t understand,” Zizzane yells, picking up a large plumber’s wrench. “Gamma radiation is all that can traverse these worlds. I can cure him. I can bring him back. He must be irradiated. But he needs more or the isotopes injected into his brain will never harmonize with this reality.”
“You need to stop,” I say as rain runs down my face, sticking my hair to my neck.
Zizzane swings the wrench at me as though it’s a baseball bat.
“Don’t make me hurt you,” he yells as I back away from him, stumbling into the blast furnace coming from the heat fans. A searing wind scorches at my face, but I’m determined to free Viv.
Lightning flashes around us.
“I’m coming, Viv!” I yell above the breaking thunder.
Zizzane advances on me, swinging his wrench again. The wrench is heavy and cumbersome for him, making it easy to dodge. I pick up a chair, using the chair legs to keep him at bay, but he swats it to one side, knocking the chair from my hands with a single blow.
“They called me insane,” he yells. “They said my research was criminal. But Viv is the proof I need.”
“Put down the wrench,” I plead, backing up the steel stairs leading to the glass platform. The greenish glass must be six feet thick. Viv hangs there above the glass, screaming in agony.
Thunder explodes overhead. The tiny hairs on my arms stand on end.
“Just let him go,” I cry, feeling the slick glass beneath my feet.
Viv begs, “Please, make him stop.”
“Listen to him!” I scream, trying to get Zizzane to see reason.
I slip and fall on the glass. Zizzane towers over me, standing on the top step of the stairs. He raises the wrench high above his head like an axe, but before he can bring it down, lightning strikes. The flash is blinding. The smell of burnt flesh explodes into the air. I blink and see Zizzane’s lifeless body lying almost twenty feet away over by the control panel. Smoke drifts from his crazy, frazzled hair.
“Viv!” I yell, racing to the pulley. I yank at the chain, lowering him to the glass platform. Electricity crackles around me. Blue balls of electricity race up the pylons surrounding the platform.
Viv’s feet touch the glass, but he makes no effort to stand. The chain rolls beneath my fingers as I work furiously with the pulley until Viv is lying on the thick glass slab.
“Oh, Viv,” I sob, rushing to free him from the chains. I tear at the strands of tinfoil, ripping them away from his face. Thunder bursts overhead—an angry god raging at the loss of a sacrifice.
I struggle with the straps wrapped around his wrists and his ankles. I pull the fireproof gloves from his hands and the boots from his feet. “Viv. Viv. Viv. I am so sorry. What has this madman done to you?”
Sirens sound in the distance, growing louder as emergency vehicles rush toward the old warehouse. Someone must have seen the burning roof.
Gently, I peel back the smoldering silver balaclava covering his face. Viv is badly injured. His eyebrows are singed. The hair on his head is burnt and his skin is charred.
“Suzie.”
And I freeze—looking deep into his eyes.
“Is it? Is it really you?”
He doesn’t need to answer. I can tell from the touch of his fingers, the soft gravel in his voice, the light in his eyes.
“Oh, Viv. You’re back. It’s really you.”
Viv sits up, moving slowly. His muscles are stiff. Each movement seems to require a herculean effort.
He squeezes my hand and says, “Seven years, four months, eighteen days, and two hundred and thirty-one different worlds, but I’m home, babe. I’m home.”
I drop his hand.
“No,” slips from my lips.
“It’s me, baby.”
Babe, baby—not honey.
I’m not sure what I should think. I don’t know quite what I feel.
“Seven years,” I say. This is the man I married, but this is not the man I’ve lived with for the last seven years.
Seven years have been stolen from us. We’re strangers. We’ve both lived seven years with someone else. Was Zizzane right? What horrors has Viv lived through these past seven years? I want to say that this is the man I love, but I don’t know anymore. We lost each other. There is so much we need to regain. It hurts to think Zizzane was right, that reality isn’t fixed. Somewhere out there, Nazi Germany won the war. In some other world, Viv walked with dinosaurs. My mind cannot begin to comprehend the chaos that must exist in a billion parallel universes.
“No, no, no,” I repeat, not wanting to accept reality. I turn, looking at the fire burning within the control panel behind us.
Dr. Zizzane is gone.
 

The End — One of several



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 Hitler and the Nazis
 

 

Conspiracy theories about Adolf Hitler abound. Most popular among these is the claim that Hitler did not commit suicide in his underground bunker on April 30, 1945, but instead escaped—perhaps with Eva Braun, perhaps to Argentina or Brazil—and lived out his days in secret anonymity. Other theories involving Hitler and the Nazis stretch credulity even further. The Nazis were building flying saucers; they buried millions of pounds of gold in Lake Toplitz in the Austrian Alps; they had a secret underground base in Antarctica; or was it South America; or the moon? And Hollywood has now built a cottage industry out of claims that the Nazis sought to acquire mythical artifacts of supernatural power: the Ark of the Covenant; the Holy Grail; the Spear of Destiny.
I, of course, chose to write about none of these things and all of them. None of them are addressed in detail, but according to this wacky story, all of them could be true.
Conspiracy theories are prevalent in society for an entirely natural reason—we want to make sense of the world in which we live. Our minds are hardwired to seek reasons, to look for answers, but we don’t always like the answers before us, and so it’s tempting to cling to conspiracies as a way of resolving conflicts with our ideology.
Lee Harvey Oswald killed Kennedy. Armstrong walked on the Moon. Airplanes brought down the World Trade Center. Don’t like these answers? Make up your own. Everyone else does, but beware—reality changes for no one.
Are there real conspiracies? Sure. The Union Carbide cover up of the disaster at Bhopal is one example; another is the way cigarette companies resisted the scientific evidence about smoking for decades, softening and downplaying the health impact. But the common denominator here in both of these examples is that the conspiracies were exposed with irrefutable, independently assessed evidence.
Actual conspiracies are rarely as devious and widespread and insidious and evil as people imagine. Humans simply are not that good at keeping secrets and planning such complex calamities. Besides, when it comes to conspiracy theories, truth is stranger than fiction.
I hope you enjoyed this tongue-in-cheek look at the ultimate conspiracy theory—that they’re all true, but that they happened in different worlds.
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction. You can find my writing on Amazon, or you can catch up with me on Facebook and Twitter.



The French Deception
by Chris Pourteau 
August 1944: Paris, France
HE SAT, FIDGETING. Waiting wasn’t something he was used to, especially now, in the twilight of the war. When most orders coming down from Allied Command included the words “advance” and “opportunity.” When most of the men and their officers were racing not just to finish off the Third Reich, but to end the war altogether and go home.
The uncomfortable wooden chair made Maj. Gen. Leonard T. Gerow shift his weight. Placing his elbows on his knees, he stared hard at the floor and twirled his helmet around in his hands. Like his commanding general, he preferred the “steel pot” field helmet to his officer’s cap. More practical when you spent more time on the front lines than you did in Corps HQ. It rolled between his fingers, its three general’s stars flashing like pinwheel sparklers on the Fourth of July.
Gerow didn’t like feeling anxious. Being nervous—or showing it, at least—was unbecoming a U.S. Army officer. It was certainly inappropriate for the commander of the U.S. Army V Corps, the largest fighting force in the European Theater. If his commanding general realized just how uneasy Gerow really was, the general might just slap him across the face. That was a very real possibility, Gerow knew.
“You need to pull yourself together,” he said quietly to himself, sitting up straight. “Discipline is first in the body, then in the mind.” Repeating the old drill sergeant’s refrain settled him down inside. He needed to be razor sharp and arrow straight when he finally—
“The general will see you now.”
Gerow looked up to see a black man standing in the doorway. He had a kindly smile on his face and snow on the roof.
About as far from the disposition of his commander as a subordinate can be, thought Gerow. And he’s still able to keep the Old Man in line. He shook his head in wonder at that thought as he got to his feet.
“Thank you, Sergeant.” As he walked past the aide-cum-butler, Gerow patted his left breast pocket. Yes, it was still there. And checking for it also afforded him the chance to wipe his sweaty right palm on his uniform.
“Gee! Come in!”
Bombastic and slightly nasal as always, thought Gerow. He noted the fire burning in the huge fireplace. Odd, that, in the heat of August. But the general did so like his stage props.
“How fares V Corps? Ready for the parade down the Champs-Élysées?”
Gerow took the hand offered him, careful not to outgrip his commander. He returned the general’s smile, which was soaked in victory. Gerow was glad he’d dried his palm.
“Yes sir.” As a simple soldier who usually avoided the spotlight, Gerow rarely indulged in small talk or spectacle. But he knew it was expected here, part of the ritual of comrades-in-arms. “The boys are ready to receive the accolades of the French people, sir. And, I wager, the grateful kiss from a mademoiselle or two.”
His commander’s smile broadened. The mention of the mademoiselles had been a calculated risk. The general ran hot and cold on any form of levity suggesting a woman’s virtue was anything short of perfect. Clearly, the spirit of liberating the world’s most romantic city had swept his commander away with it, as it had everyone else.
“Glad to hear it. Damned glad! Although, I must admit, the prospect of an end to this war brings me a bit low. I do so enjoy killing those Nazi bastards! Maybe once we’re done mopping up here, Ike’ll send me to the Pacific and I can kill Japanese. Now wouldn’t that be grand?”
Gerow nodded politely, though it was not a sentiment he shared. He was one of those soldiers racing toward the war’s end, longing for the warm hearth of home.
“What brings you in, Gee? Leclerc giving you trouble again? I’ve never seen a man so anxious to free his own capital and so inept at going about it, all wrapped up in one body. The man’s a prima donna! And there’s only room for so many of us in this goddamned war!” Gerow’s commander winked. “Especially with Monty taking up space enough for two!”
“Er, no problems with Leclerc, sir. He’s fine, sir.”
“Right.” The general shoved a cigar in this mouth and smiled around it. “What then?”
Gerow felt his heart beating in his chest—right behind the document in his left breast pocket, in fact. Maybe if his heart pounded hard enough, it would shoot through his uniform like a cannonball and blow the frail document to smithereens. Now, wouldn’t that just solve all their problems?
“Well, sir…” Gerow had no idea how to proceed. And his hesitation was visibly irritating the general. Gerow thought he felt his cheek twitch.
“Gee, you were the first corps commander on the beach at D-Day,” the general said. “You were the first ranking general to enter Paris while the Huns were still tucking tail and scurrying down alleyways like the sumbitch cowards they are. I’ve never seen you delay in even acknowledging an order, much less carrying one out. But something’s got you rattled. What is it?”
Gerow stood up a little straighter. Discipline is first in the body, then in the mind.
Reaching inside his uniform coat, he withdrew the weathered pages scrawled with longhand script and handed them over.
“General, I never thought I’d ever say this to you,” said Gerow, his eyes coming up to meet his superior’s. “But I think you’d best sit down. And read this.”
Puffing his uneasiness into the room on the back of cigar smoke, the general took the yellowed papers with reverence for their obvious age. His cigar fiddled back and forth between his teeth. Ash flicked unnoticed on the floor.
At least he’s nervous too, Gerow thought. Oddly, he found that comforting as the two men sat down. The general donned a pair of glasses and began to read…
* * *
April 14, 1865
 

I am not Abraham Lincoln.
Despite my mummer’s farce of the past four years, I would like to begin with that simplest and starkest of factual statements. As best I may, I will lay bare the sincerity of my claim for your consideration and hope that you—whomever you may be who reads this—understands my motivations to first betray this country, then work so very hard to preserve her whole. I am in earnest in my desire to sweep away the smoke of recent events and balance the numbers on history’s ledger.
Now that the war is over, now that the Righteous Cause of these United States has proven its Holy Mandate, I possess the liberty of thought and circumstance to set these truths down for posterity. As I will relate to you, I have evidence to fear for my own safety, which is why I feel compelled to write down this secret history.
I suspect my scribblings should remain hidden for another hundred years or more to prevent the very war I worked so hard—eventually—to avoid. But that future is hazy and out of my hands. I must needs follow my conscience, as I have always done, and hope it leads to a just destination. So let us begin with the nominal necessities.
My name is Jean-Pierre Barras, and I am a French Creole from New Orleans. In 1861, I was approached by the Sûreté, the French intelligence bureau, with a mission: to insinuate myself into the role so recently won by Mr. Lincoln in the national election and, in so doing, ensure the defeat of the Union in its struggle with the Southern Rebels.
I will not waste your time in attempting to justify my agreement to aid that agency in its treasonous acts against the United States. For me, joining that cause was, in fact, an act of patriotism to my home state of Louisiana, so recently itself having become a component state-nation within Jefferson Davis’s Confederation. But as I came to learn the true intent of my recruiters, my role reversed—like some trickster in a play who moves from hero to villain or vice versa. My story, as you might guess, is not a simple one.
I had but one qualification for the task for which the Sûreté enlisted me: I looked amazingly like a certain gangling, awkward backwoods lawyer. Though my Creole accent was no proximate match for Mr. Lincoln’s Kentucky speech, many maneuverings of the tongue over long months of labor provided me a passable drawl. I committed to memory the names of key political figures and learned the strengths and animosities of Mr. Lincoln’s chosen cabinet. I practiced to an art form the execution of his left-handed signature, which required I learn once again to write, as I am naturally right-handed. There was much training to be had on many fronts, to be sure.
I was also fortunate that Mr. Lincoln had chosen to wear a beard not long before I took his role from him. He adopted the whiskers at the behest of a little girl, Miss Grace Bedell, who wrote him a letter during the election of 1860, insisting that if he wore a beard, all right-thinking women would recognize in him a semblance of their own bewhiskered husbands and naturally urge those men to vote for him. I say I was fortunate that Mr. Lincoln took the young girl’s advice, because I have a rather pronounced chin and Mr. Lincoln did not. Thanks to Miss Bedell’s letter, copying Mr. Lincoln’s appearance was made all the easier.
To appreciate the reason for the Sûreté’s recruiting me, one must first understand the rebirth of nationalism in France in the middle of this century. Napoleon III, nephew of the most famous of dictators by that moniker, took over France with a coup d’état in 1851, a decade prior to my involvement in affairs of state. With the excuse of debts unpaid to its European lenders, he managed to convince Spain and England to join France in an invasion of Mexico late in 1861. But when Napoleon III’s two venerable nation-allies discovered his real intent—to conquer Mexico and lands beyond—they pulled out of the coalition early in 1862, leaving the descendant dictator to prosecute his mission alone as a solitary conquistador.
But what had Spain and England discovered that—after forming the compact and sailing halfway around the world—influenced their rapid departure? Popular speculation amongst newspapermen and politicians alike limited their motivation to fear of being engaged in an extended war with Mexico. But, to a certainty, that tells only half the tale.
Napoleon III’s real intent was the invasion of a certain North American power currently engaged in a distracted action of its own; I of course refer to the War Between the States. In short, Emperor Napoleon III proposed to invade the United States from a subjugated Mexico.
Why, one might wonder, was Napoleon III so set on invading the Union? Certainly, he appreciated the vulnerability, and attendant opportunity, an internal civil war afforded to an external power with imperial intent. Such was the lesson of history in Ancient Times. The inability of the Greek States to unite effectively against Persia. Rome’s internal strife opening the door for the Visigoths. Napoleon III saw this as his moment in history, and the United States was a power he sought to humble. One can always make one’s reputation with great dispatch by flattening the biggest bully on the playground, after all.
A most practicable reason for French ambition to extend the glorious boundaries of empire derived from the fact that most of the world’s supply of cotton came from the South. Nearly eight in ten pounds used in Great Britain alone freighted from Southern ports. Whereas cotton rated 10 cents a pound in 1860, at the height of the War Between the States, it climbed to nearly $1.90 a pound. By controlling America and its cotton supply, Napoleon III could control much and more a great deal closer to home in Europe.
Such was his intent when he, by way of the Sûreté, recruited me.
One might ask why I, a Southerner and Louisiana man, would sign on to an undertaking that promised to visit strife upon my own home. I admit, my sight was limited at the time. I saw advantage in a covert ally for the Confederacy as an impermanent thing.
It is true that, should Napoleon III’s plans reach fruition, some of the South—namely Texas, and perhaps even Louisiana—might suffer in the short run by way of French occupation. But I had assurances from my new allies that France was a friend of the South and that, while French forces would need to cross Southern soil to reach their Northern targets, France would leave unmolested both the people and the lands of the South. There was even talk of Napoleon III joining Jeff Davis in an alliance against the North. These thoughts inured my mind toward my principal mission and away from concerns over its possible long-term ramifications for my home state and her allies.
Moreover, I knew for a certainty that, in the end, the South had no real chance of turning aside Northern Aggression. The North had resources, industry, and tough men. The South had the men, but little else.
You are no doubt familiar with the illustrations in Harper’s Weekly. Frame one now in your mind of two players sitting at a Faro table, one from the South, the other a Yankee. The Southerner would be the scrappy man of spirit but of little wherewithal; the Northerner, the well-dressed dandy with the greater share of chips in front of him. Were you to come back to the table two hours later, whom would you expect to see sitting there? In short—Southern defeat in the war, like at the Faro table, was only a matter of time. And so I grasped the French straw that dangled in front of me. It was, to my mind, the South’s only hope in securing its secession.
In August 1861, a spare four months after the American Conflict began, Prince Napoleon—the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte and cousin of Napoleon III—visited the White House. It was an unmitigated disaster. There are numerous caricatures evident in broadsides and newspapers since the Revolution of 1776 that set in contrast coarse Americans against their well-bred European cousins. The one is rough, ill-mannered, poorly dressed, and usually smells of the farm. The other impeccably dressed, of effete but perfect social character, and perfumed with the richest of scents.
Prince Napoleon’s visit with President Lincoln might have been the sitting model for such artists in their studios of satire. Bereft of the ability or willingness to make conversation, President Lincoln occupied the visit with shuffling chairs about to and fro under the guise of hospitality, and shaking hands with the visiting delegation no less than two times. Later in the evening at dinner, one political faux pas after another followed. To say the least, Prince Napoleon and his entourage were not impressed with America’s leadership.
Following this farcical state visit, the Prince reported back to his cousin with an unflattering portrait of a President who some in Mr. Lincoln’s own administration referred to as a baboon. Napoleon III took this as further evidence that an opportunity was at hand to disabuse a weak leader of his position of power. He no doubt reasoned that a man so despised by those closest to him would not sorely be missed by the same.
One might wonder at which point I began my playacting. In February 1862, Mr. Lincoln was struck by tragedy. His young son, Willie, perished from a fever. It was during this time that Mr. Lincoln took to isolation and suffered bouts of despair. His staff and, in truth, the entire Executive Branch of government became acclimated to functioning in his absence.
This is the moment the Sûreté chose to sweep its cloak across the eyes of the nation and stab its dagger in her President’s back. All was accomplished in secret and silence. I was introduced into my role seamlessly, as the magician reveals his assistant at the end of a parlor trick.
My odd manners, my awkward personal interactions, my desire to stand apart and sit in shadow—all appeared perfectly natural under the guise of a grieving father. And by the time I recovered from my professed dyspepsia of the heart, those around me came to know me—that is to say, myself in the mask of Mr. Lincoln—anew.
By then, I had absorbed their expectations and managed a passable imitation to accompany my affected accent. Before long, my version of Mr. Lincoln was more authentic and familiar to them than the Kentuckian had ever been when inhabiting the President’s role himself. They had known him for so short a time that any shortcomings in the quality of my performance as his understudy went entirely unnoticed.
My harshest, most dangerous critic was also my least effective one. But given Willie’s recent death and her well-affirmed affinity for dramaturgy, Mary Todd’s claims that I was not her husband were shunted aside. Few could abide such melodrama in a time of war, their patience for personal histrionics already worn thin by Mr. Lincoln’s genuine—and now my affected—inconsolability for a dead son.
So it was that Mary posed little threat to my deception. She screamed and raved and ranted, first for Willie’s absence, then in her hysteria that I was not her husband. When threatened repeatedly with the sanitarium, she retreated into oblivion, one sip of laudanum at a time. This proved yet another tragic aspect of the affair, one for which I hold no measure of pride; but it, too, was a necessary evil to enable my covert mission for the French to succeed. I took great pains to treat Mary with kindness, but she often made that difficult. And after a time, we settled into the familiar yet estranged intimacy of a couple who says little to one another, publicly or otherwise.
As I say, I at first prosecuted my mission for Napoleon III with utmost devotion to the cause. It was my every intention to weaken the Union enough to ensure a Southern victory, even if that might ultimately require the Confederacy to go to war with France. From what I knew first-hand of the South’s fighting spirit—and given my confident conclusion that her Northern neighbor would, in the end, choose to side with the new nation on its southern border over a foreign invader—I reasoned that France’s footprint would be a passing thing on the American continent. I therefore saw my support of the French as a convenience only; a means of securing Southern independence first, with the ramifications of that course to be dealt with at a later time.
Future history may marvel at how the South stood so long against an aggressor with more resources, men, and industry. Well, it is said that when a ship sinks to the bottom, one must always lay blame for the tragedy on the head of her captain, no matter the actual cause of the disaster. And the Union Army was a massive ship, albeit composed of men rather than wood; and Mr. Lincoln had invested its captaincy with the inept Gen. George McClellan. The general had superbly trained the Army of the Potomac in the early days of the war, but as a commander of Union forces, he was no match for the great Southern minds that stood arrayed against him.
Still, after I replaced Mr. Lincoln, I soon replaced Gen. McClellan as well; in fact, I took command of the army myself for several months. It would have stood me well in my covert cause to retain such an inadequate commander as Gen. McClellan to captain the nation’s ship of men, but much pressure from my cabinet and lampooning in the newspapers forced otherwise. I could only push playing the fool so far, especially given the necessity of playacting grief at the same time. Impeachment loomed constantly like a specter, and there were times I feared a coup d’état by Seward and Stanton and the others. Appeasing them by replacing Gen. McClellan was the price I paid for retaining their expertise in matters of state—to which my talents and knowledge extended only as far as my briefings by my recruiters. A short walk indeed, that.
Thereafter I began to rotate Union commanders as often as I could without bringing undue suspicion upon my actions. I was particularly proud at the time—and my handlers at the Sûreté were as well, I must say—when at last I placed the ineffective McClellan back in command to pursue the most important endeavor of the war. His advance up the Virginia Peninsula—if I might use that term, advance, ironically, given his paltry effort—was as lackadaisical and lackluster as I had hoped it would be. I do believe the Southern generals made sport of our “Young Napoleon,” another ironic—yet strangely appropriate given my patrons—name by which he was known. His second nickname, “Little Mac,” always seemed more representative to me of his generalship in the field, however.
But I digress. As time passed and I replaced McClellan with Burnside, then Burnside with Hooker, then Hooker with Meade, some began to compare my executive strategy with a game of musical chairs. In each case I had good reason; and all my actions seemed dedicated, on the surface at least, to the promise of a Northern victory.
The South—with its more talented general staff and absolute desperation to rid itself of its unwanted houseguests in blue—took more chances and fought more effectively for the greater share of the war. This claim is not meant to tarnish the sacrifice nor call into question the bravery and dedication of the Northern soldier. To the contrary, I return to my analogy of a ship’s captain and point out again that, no matter how valiant its crew, ultimately the ship sails only as well as her captain commands. In short—and all to the acquittal of my mission—the South simply out-generaled the North in many respects, despite the distinct and unassailable bravery of the common Northern soldier.
I had maintained my diligence to the Southern (and French) cause for the greater part of a year and a half, my every effort aimed at stymieing a Union victory. Then, a change of conviction was effected in me, not unlike Paul’s on the road to Damascus. It was, to the point, a sudden thing.
Though quick in execution, my conversion manifested as a reversal of the Apostle Paul’s circumstance. If Paul was struck blind, I suppose I was struck sighted. And my illumination occurred not on the road to Damascus, but on the War’s long and tortuous road through a destination much nearer to home: Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.
As to the reasons for my change of heart, I can only speculate. Perhaps I played my role so long and so well that I began to believe as Mr. Lincoln had, even as I inhabited his political and personal skin. I have never been a particularly religious man, as any number of saloon keepers and brothel matriarchs in New Orleans can attest. But I’ve always been fond of the Book of Psalms. Perchance that portion of ourselves that hears God speaking and remembers, on occasion, to pursue His teachings rather than our own selfish ends—that is to say, our moral conscience—was awakened in me somehow.
But as to the event itself—one evening in July of 1863, after retiring to my room, I opened up the Book of Psalms and turned, as if guided by a Divine Hand, to Psalm 67. In part, the psalm tells us to follow the way of God and spread it to all nations as a way of reducing the suffering of the multitudes. As it happens, just upon that day I had, as Commander in Chief, been reviewing an account of the dead and wounded from Gettysburg.
Although I had of course seen reports of casualties throughout my time on the stage as President, something about that engagement—how it began as a small affair, then escalated, then culminated in so many brave men, North and South, losing their lives in the brutal folly of that final, desperate charge across open ground—all of it worked on me like no other bloody battle—not Antietam Creek, not Fredericksburg—had been able to do. As I reviewed that butcher’s bill, the words of Psalm 67 pounded in my head like a preacher’s fist on the podium.
After reading those reports and seeing Mr. Brady’s photographs of the bloated bodies of young men seeming to reach for God’s Grace with rigored hands, I realized that my part was not, after all, that of a mere actor in a covert play. I was that Prime Mover of events that were, in fact, within my control. I was manipulating history for no better reason than my disdain for Northern Aggression and my hopes that France, with its broader shoulders, could help my fledgling Confederate States of America take its place upon the world stage as Mr. Shakespeare’s Undiscovered Country of the future.
Whether by divine inspiration or not, I realized in that moment—that single, fateful moment—that my course in aiding the French was precisely wrong. So many multitudes had suffered and died as a direct result of my deception. The thought of continuing in my course as the Prime Mover in this manifest American tragedy became anathema to me. And, should I ever pause to question that revelation, I have this portion of the psalm written on a paper I keep inside my hat and reference on occasion of need.
 

That Your way may be known on earth,
Your salvation among all nations.
 

Yes, Gettysburg struck me sighted in a way no other scene in our national conflict had before. I became not so much a champion of the North—though many would call me now a traitor to the South—as I became a believer in the constancy of the Union, a political stitching together of a patchwork of states as a bulwark against such tribal inhumanities as I now saw commonly demonstrated on the continent.
I recalled the ideals of France’s Revolution of 1789:
Liberté. Egalité. Fraternité.
Were these the values I saw Napoleon III—more closely resembling, in his ambitions, his conqueror-namesake than a champion of Republican values—expressing through my actions? I concluded they most assuredly were not. That my illumination came as the result of reflection upon the values of the French Revolution… the irony was not lost on me.
A veil had been raised from my eyes. I was disenthralled from my previous delusion. And, now sighted, I could not un-see. Now educated, I could not un-know.
Thus, I had two choices: I could announce my part in the conspiracy to my Vice President and Cabinet and let the Constitution care for those for whom it was written. Or, I could continue the pretense, but now with a new and greater purpose. The preservation—rather than destruction—of the Union.
The decision was not as hard as one might imagine. I looked back on my part in furthering French ambition and was appalled. I had but one course: to un-do what I had done. And I could trust no other—no person or happenstance—to accomplish it for me. Thus it was not only for reasons of self-interest that I elected not to confess my sins to the nation—though I cannot deny that this course of action spared me the horrors of incarceration and, no doubt, execution. No, this was my mission now—to remedy all that I had caused ill before. No one could accomplish it but me.
I now began a second wolf’s charade wrapped within the sheep’s clothing of the first. Throughout my brief career as Chief Executive, I had kept contact with my French handlers in the Sûreté through actors that played upon the stage in Washington. Who better to effect disguise and sleight of hand than passing troupes of dedicated deceivers?
One actor of some repute in particular, a Mr. Booth, became my principal liaison through the Southern connection to the French in Mexico. Instead of explaining how I was advancing Napoleon III’s agenda by weakening the Union, I now found myself explaining how fate was throwing dice in the Union’s favor. Such was the case on the day after Gettysburg, appropriately enough on the 4th of July, when Gen. Ulysses Grant took Vicksburg. Of a sudden, a rolling tide of gray that had seemed about to overwhelm the North turned upon itself and slaked slowly back into the sea as Bobby Lee retreated across the Rappahannock.
Despite this upturn in the fortunes of the North, my handler gave me leeway to weather fate’s breeze for the time being, having no apparent cause to suspect my duplicity.
Months passed, and in this time, despite a Confederate victory at Chickamauga, I believe Mr. Booth began to get suspicious. His debriefing of my actions to further his cause became more pointed. His manner, less cordial. The South was bleeding, he said. It would not last another year, he claimed. Why was I arming Negroes and injecting the idea of race as a moral cause into the war?
He was referring, partly, to the Emancipation Proclamation of the year before. When I first championed it, I was still an agent for the French. My reasoning had been, what better way to sap the strength of the North than to advance a cause for which half its own people—and all the South—had little stomach? More dissension in the North could only help the South, no? But after Gettysburg, as with all else, I began to see the moral rightness of the cause I had used only as a distraction before.
Liberty, equality, fraternity.
Applied to all.
I realized the South could not sustain itself with such a large force of its population clapped in irons, motivated only by the whip. Thus, in the month following Gettysburg, I met with Mr. Douglass, and my ears opened to the voices of those who argued for arming Negroes to fight for the freedom of their race.
By the fall of 1863, whenever we met in secret, Booth’s suspicions moved from pointed inquiries to barbed criticisms. I reassured him that my first strategy was the correct one. Bringing the Negro to the central point of the cause was the easiest way to undermine support for the war in the North. And that, again, could only help the fortunes of the South.
Though he seemed unmoved by my ratiocination, perhaps Booth found himself like that Southern gambler I referenced earlier, whose reserve of chips is low but his need to win made all the greater by that very circumstance. Committed to his course and with no understudy in the wings, he was compelled to leave me onstage.
Nevertheless, I began to fear he knew me as the turncoat I was and might seek to end my life. In November—perhaps because Providence has an ironic sense of humor—I was asked to give remarks upon the dedication of the National Cemetery at Gettysburg to honor the Union’s fallen. So, when I was asked to speak at the ceremony—an invitation I could by no means turn down, either practically or personally, given my newfound devotion to the idea of reuniting the Union—I decided brevity was the better part of bravery and kept my remarks short.
I drafted the words on the train to the ceremony, though creating them was a bit like growing corn in a field that has suffered drought for a season. To the point: my mind was fallow. And so as the train rumbled, I recalled my change of heart—of my inspiration by French values, themselves motivated by the Declaration of Independence in 1776. That gave me the lead, as the newspapermen say, for my speech. My commitment to preserving the Union, despite all my previous efforts to see it ended, gave me the body. And my desire to reconcile both opponents—bloodied, bruised brothers who are, nevertheless, still family—stitched all of the pieces together.
After the event, I felt this rather improvised speech inadequate at a mere two minutes compared to Mr. Everett’s two-hour tribute, but concern for my own safety, I admit, ruled my judgment in curbing its length. Mr. Everett was a much more proficient orator, for a certainty, so allowing him to sit atop the playbill seemed most agreeable to everyone.
By last year, 1864, I determined that my earlier strategy of rotating generals—so as to keep any one of them from properly learning a thing that might secure future victories—had done its work too well. Rosecrans’s defeat at Chickamauga was the proof of that. But when all the pigs in the pen are ugly, the prettiest sow stands out as the débutante. And such was the case with Ulysses Grant.
After Forts Henry and Donelson in the west earned him the nickname “Unconditional Surrender”; after the siege of Vicksburg, where his tenacity proved what waiting can achieve—in contrast to McClellan, who seemed content to sit and wait to no proper end whatsoever; after Chattanooga, where his thickheadedness, as much as his troops’ courage, swept the Rebels from their positions on the high ground; after, in short, victory seemed to become a habit with Gen. Grant, I appointed him General in Chief of the Army.
Though some argued against my decision on the grounds that Grant had a reputation as a drunkard, I answered them with my tongue firmly planted in my cheek: “Should a disproportionate love for alcohol make this man so effective on the battlefield, might I suggest the War Department requisition whiskey for the entire army?”
Grant began pressing the South on all fronts. The Wilderness. Spotsylvania. Cold Harbor. He threw Union boys at Southern lines with a grim determination to end the war, one way or another. As if, perhaps, the fighting would end when both sides merely ran out of men to send to the slaughter pen.
Booth was insane with rage each time we met in the summer of ’64. At every turn he questioned my commitment to my mission. It took all the skills I’d learned as a politician since replacing Mr. Lincoln to hold his wolf’s teeth at arm’s length. On one occasion that very summer, I barely escaped what I firmly believe was the Sûreté’s attempt to relieve themselves of my burdensome presence.
That August was hot and sweltering, and as we so often did, we stayed a few miles away from the White House at the Lincoln Cottage at Soldiers’ Home. Late one night, not much in advance of midnight, as I was riding my favorite horse, Old Abe, a shot reported not fifty yards hence. I felt a thump up top, and my stovepipe hat flew off my head. Abe, like his rider, deigned not to linger, and we took off across the field, the imposter upon his back more prostrate than presidential.
I related the story to my good friend Mr. Lamon, but cast it as a simple accident, perhaps by a hunter, who must have mistaken my bobbing shadow for a hoot owl; or so I said. Mr. Lamon expressed his concern that it had, indeed, been an assassination attempt, but I assured him surely not, laughingly asserting that bullets cost money but ballots are free.
He was unconvinced by my levity, and I must admit, so was I. But I was determined neither to let the assassin gain satisfaction nor to let my countrymen suffer anxiety for my sake by hearing of the event in the newspapers. Nevertheless, when traveling near the cottage in the future, I did so in a carriage, surrounded by boys in blue.
But time grows short, and I have rambled on. Mrs. Lincoln has made plans for us this evening. Whether she has finally accepted the reality I have staged these past few years, I confess I cannot tell. But I can say, for better or worse, she seems now to accept me in the role of her husband, if not as the actual man. Given all the suffering I have caused that woman, I will not disappoint her by missing the performance tonight. Not now that all is done and the war is over. Now is a time to rebuild in all things.
But before I pen signature to this record, I wish to touch on two items remaining.
Getting the Thirteenth Amendment through Congress took the sum total of all I had learned in my four years in Mr. Lincoln’s office. Wrangling Southern sympathizers and Northern firebrands was a bit like chasing a number of foxes around a henhouse. Though the object is obvious, if conducted incautiously, the chickens can escape to their doom outside the coop. But after much wrangling of the chickens and abeyance of the foxes, we got the Amendment passed, and it is the capstone for my service—unelected though it might be—to this country. Abolishing slavery is, and was, the only solution to binding the nation’s wounds beyond the end of the war. I firmly believe that.
It might take generations, I know this. But we begin with this fundamental principle in Mr. Paine’s Rights of Man—as applied to all men—as a basis upon which we can reconcile two brothers so disparate in their individual beliefs. Over time, if we can avoid such bloodshed again, I know we can have not only peace, but a single, cohered nation, under God, dedicated once again to common principles.
As to the practicalities of the war’s end itself, I shall summarize: Gen. Grant’s strategy succeeded. Bobby Lee surrendered at Appomattox Court House less than a week ago, and Grant’s generosity of terms and show of personal respect for Lee and his officers set a tone for the future I wish to take up as a national anthem of sorts. Now that peace is born, though barely a week old, I intend to encourage its growth by extending the hand Grant offered Lee as a grander gesture, from the whole North to the whole South.
There is nothing to be gained by exercising the baser instincts of our natures, and in the end, after all, the South is my home too. No revenge shall be had. No subjugation shall be exercised. Only should the Union wish to stoke the still-burning embers of resentment and revolution should we extend anything but a welcoming hand to our Southern brethren; my countrymen, that is, even moreso after the war than before.
For if this bloodbath has proven one thing to me—the man as much responsible for it as John Brown or Harriet Beecher Stowe or any General or Private in either army—it is this: only virtue can salve the pain of personal suffering. Only patience, forgiveness, and a longer memory than that of the past five years can bind wounds so sorely inflicted by one brother on another. We must recall the time when we first became one family—some four score and nine years ago.
We must keep the demagogues of retribution in check, especially those sitting in Congress who have the power to couch cruelty in law. We must guard against the immoral impulse of those who would visit upon a burned town and its homeless residents the bitter elixir of the snake-oil salesman. We must avoid, at all costs, fueling those fires of resentment, Southerner for Northerner. For as long as those exist, opportunists like Napoleon III will seek to divide and exterminate our nation.
Let us remember that not even we ourselves could, in the end, do that; and God in His Heaven knows we tried. Shall we open the door to allow another, foreign power to so easily conquer us? No! Reconciliation, not retaliation, is what I shall preach from my presidential pulpit. Having so recently been reelected—by the narrowest of margins, to be sure—I at least have some time to bind up the wounds of war, and with them, God willing, the country.
Whoever you are, whenever you are, if anyone at all ever reads this—know that I am both a traitor and a patriot. I have served in each of these roles to both the North and the South. I am a murderer by proxy a thousand times over and more. I am a man for whom no citizen ever cast a ballot but who, like Paul, came to see the error of his ways and worked diligently thereafter to balance those transgressions on the scales of history. If God wills me to complete my term and perhaps one beyond that still, I shall do all I can to make this country whole again. And if He does not—well, the wisdom of Providence is beyond what man may know.
Evening comes and Mary is calling. The play, she says, is a comedic one, and comedies are known for their palliative qualities. It has taken me all day to write this, and reliving these events has made me melancholy. But also hopeful for the future. With that hope smiling in my heart, I will enjoy a laugh this evening at the play. I will, at long last, allow my mind to be at ease, knowing that the actors have no secret mission to fulfill and are, for once, mere players on a stage.
 

Jean-Pierre Barras
A Southern Son and Citizen of These United States
* * *
The general folded the last page in front of him.
Gerow watched him carefully. His commander sat with perfect posture as he stared down at the wrinkled document. The only window on his mood was how fast his jaw worked the nub of cigar in his mouth. He chewed quickly. Ash flicked down in a great clump on the paper, and Gerow reached out instinctively and brushed it away. The fire roared in the fireplace. It seemed almost, in the summer heat, a reflection out of its proper place and time.
“General?”
His commander cleared his throat as he took off his reading glasses. “How’d you come by this, Gee?”
“A junior officer was scouring the Archives diplomatiques, sir—the French archives of foreign affairs—for Nazi records of the occupation.”
The general glared, grumbling, “Yes, I speak French, Gee, thank you for the translation.”
He blinked once, then again. “It’s a hoax,” he said, tossing the glasses on the desk. His voice carried that tinny quality again, but weaker somehow. Gerow hated hearing the faltering tone. Weakness wasn’t something he associated with his commanding officer.
“Sir?”
“It’s a hoax. A flim-flam. Can’t possibly be true.” He rose, dragging the papers with him, considerably less concerned with their preservation than when Gerow had first handed them to him. The general began to move around the room, its battle maps and cognac and easy chair next to the fireplace forgotten. The sole item commanding his attention was now crumpled in his right fist.
“But sir,” began Gerow, “clearly the document appears to be real. The idiom of the speech, the age of the paper itself. We could easily have it authenticated by the boys in Intelligence. Why would anyone fabricate—”
“It’s a goddamned hoax, Gee!”
There it was. The discipline of command school overruling the fear of the individual. The general’s voice no longer sounded like an adolescent’s morphing into adulthood. It now epitomized the strength of decisive action.
Gerow went quiet. Clearly, the general was thinking as he paced. His feet on the marble floor click, clicked like the ticking of a timepiece.
If he really thinks the memoir a fraud, why is he so agitated? Gerow wondered. He stood up from the desk and moved quietly to the center of the room. He came to parade rest and waited.
“It has to be. It has to be a hoax,” the general repeated, his step slowing as he neared the fireplace. “Even so… it’s dangerous knowledge to possess. Dangerous to you… even to me. Information like this can get a man killed.” He turned to his subordinate. “This junior officer you mentioned… can his discretion be trusted? Do I need to personally talk to this man?”
Gerow considered it for a moment. “Your prerogative, sir. But he’s solid. He won’t say a word.”
The general nodded. He took what remained of the cigar from his mouth and turned his gaze to the fire. As the gruff career army man leaned on the mantel, heat wafted over him, and an orange glow flickered in his gaze. To Gerow he seemed to be staring through the flames, as if searching for answers on the other side.
Or in another time, maybe, thought Gerow. Another reality, where Lincoln had lived through the war and this letter had never been written.
The general tossed something into the fire.
“Sir!”
His commander turned, the document still clutched in his right hand.
Only the spent cigar. That’s all he threw in. Gerow’s stomach returned to his gut.
“You believe this is real, don’t you, Gee?” The general held up the memoir. The glow of the fireplace lit the pages from behind. Gerow could see the scrawl from the hand of its long-dead author. Tiny black marks on worn yellow vellum. Words that would change history. And, quite possibly, the relationship of two nations still allied against an unconquered evil.
Gerow drew himself up. “Sir, I believe that—”
“Yes or no?”
“Yes, sir.” Gerow swallowed. “Yes, sir, I do.”
The general nodded, turning back to lean on the mantel. “And if you do, so will others,” he said. Gerow saw him blink once, then again, the firelight reflected in his eyes. Then his commander threw the document into the flames.
“General Patton, sir! What—”
“We’ve just fought a war beside France,” his commander interrupted, turning to him. The crackle of the fire took on new life. “And another war is coming… the goddamned Bolsheviks are already planning how to carve up Berlin. If this got out…” Patton merely shook his head. “Hoax or no hoax.”
Cracks and snaps and fraying wisps of paper rode heated air up the ancient chimney.
“But sir, others must know! Surely, now, as Barras himself suggested, now that so much time has passed…”
Patton merely stared at him until Gerow stopped speaking. “Perhaps, perhaps not. But we can’t afford to take that chance. The world can’t. Not now. Another war is coming, Gee.” The general shook his head. “If this got out, it would only cost more lives in the long run. And every soldier’s life must count for something. It must be a glorious death with purpose, not merely thrown away. I think Mr. Barras would agree with burning the letter, given our circumstances.”
“But, General.” Gerow was exasperated, even despondent. Did he really just throw the letter into the fire? “Sir… what about history?”
His commanding general reached down to the small table next to his chair beside the fireplace. He picked up another cigar, carefully lit it, and puffed it into life.
“History is never the literal truth, Gee,” Patton said. “It’s just the truth we need it to be.”



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 Abraham Lincoln
 

 

Everything in this story is absolutely true—except for the parts I made up.
Okay, to be fair, I made up the whole French-conspiracy-to-replace-Lincoln thing. And General Gerow of V Corps actually reported to General Hodges of First Army, not General Patton of Third Army. (Prosaic license, there. I couldn’t resist having Patton—who believed himself a reincarnated warrior of the past—decide the course of history.) Other than those things…
I exaggerate a little to make a point: the best conspiracy theories are grounded in just enough truth that they might be true—with just a dash of imagination applied to “the facts.” So, like any good conspiracy theory, I grounded my story in a historical reality that might have created such a circumstance as you find in my story. For example, not everyone agrees that Booth killed President Lincoln as the trigger-man for a Southern conspiracy. Like Kennedy’s assassination a century later, Lincoln’s death spawned its share of tinfoil-topped hypotheses.
In 1866, after finding a photograph of Booth in a box of Andrew Johnson’s things, none other than Mary Todd Lincoln wrote a letter accusing him of conspiring with Booth. (There are similar theories about Lyndon Baines Johnson and Kennedy.) Another Lincoln assassination theory involved a cadre of international bankers upset to the point of regicide because Lincoln refused to accept high-interest loans from Europe. Yet another put the entire Roman Catholic Church as the accessory to murder—it posits that Booth was merely the hired gun of the Jesuits. (Books have been written about that one.) And well-documented animosity existed between Lincoln and members of his cabinet; some even claim those hard feelings extended into the presidential box at Ford’s Theatre.
While I made up the idea that the Sûreté killed the president and replaced him with an agent of its own, much of what Jean-Pierre Barras describes of his times is historically accurate. Napoleon III and his European allies invaded Mexico in 1861 to collect on unpaid Mexican debts, but France was quickly abandoned by England and Spain after they determined the emperor’s intention was to conquer Mexico. One source I found specifically talked about Napoleon III’s desire to use Mexico as a base from which to limit the Manifest Destiny of the United States as it moved westward. Apparently, intelligence of this plan leaked to contemporary newspapers, and many assumed the French Emperor intended to ultimately cross the Rio Grande after subjugating Mexico. Napoleon III was no doubt encouraged in his ambitions by the disastrous state visit of Prince Napoleon to the White House in August 1861. Yep, that actually happened too—and was even more embarrassing than Barras describes it in the story.
Throughout and after the Civil War, one individual concerned by the French presence in Mexico was Lincoln’s secretary of state, William Seward. But Seward had to be cautious in dealing with the French threat during the war, when the Union could ill afford to drive such a wealthy power into the waiting arms of the Confederacy, which was desperate for a European ally. Dig a little bit, and you’ll find that fear of the United States going to war with France was very real in the 1860s. Is a French plot to assassinate and/or replace Lincoln so far-fetched after all?
And of course, there’s the death of Patton himself. He was injured in an auto accident on December 9, 1945, and died twelve days later. But a number of suspicious details surround the events of that day, and as a result, conspiracy theorists have long argued that Patton’s death was no “accident.” Could it have been because of his strong anti-Soviet sentiments? Or perhaps because he knew about a certain letter written by one Jean-Pierre Barras?
Why do we make up such elaborate theories about the deaths of great leaders like Lincoln, Kennedy, and Patton? Maybe, when you get right down to it, our need to believe in conspiracy theories is just another expression of existential angst. At the end of the day, maybe it’s difficult for us to accept that the simplest solution—one man pulled one trigger and changed all of history—is most likely the case. Maybe we want the complexity behind the cause of a great leader’s violent death to match that leader’s stature in history. Maybe we need to believe that the lives of great leaders—not to mention our own—aren’t so easily or trivially snuffed out.
I’d like to take a moment and thank David Gatewood for inviting me to participate in this anthology. I’m honored to be in a collection with so many authors I admire. The research was fun, and writing the story was even more of a hoot! As always, my wife Alison was my alpha reader and principal supporter throughout the writing process, so thank you once again, my best friend. And thanks to David Bruns, Ellen Campbell, Hank Garner, and Will Swardstrom for beta-reading it for me. Their feedback and encouragement helped me make it a better story for you.
If you want to find out more about me and my writing, please visit my website, or just email me and say howdy.
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“I NEED YOU to do me a favor, Anna. A big one.” Charlie Rooney lifted his tufty grey eyebrows for emphasis.
Anna regarded the old man carefully while she swept some crumbs under the table with her slipper. Her grandfather was the purveyor of bad jokes, shots of rye, and fifty-dollar bills taped to a box of Turtles at Christmas. He did not normally ask for favors. “Sure, Gramps, what do you need?”
He’d seemed a little pasty and agitated when he’d arrived on her doorstep wearing his best driving hat and plaid wool pants. And now, sitting at her kitchen table, his cap on his thigh, he looked about as nervous as a man about to propose.
“I need you to take Dolores to the Bermuda Triangle for me.”
“What? Why? You like Dolores.” Visions of sending Dolores out in a two-passenger plane over raging seas flashed through Anna’s mind.
The tufted brows rose and shifted toward each other. “I love Dolores. What does that have to do with it? She’s got this Elvis thing, you know.”
Anna was well aware of Dolores’s “Elvis thing.” It involved a room in Dolores and Charlie’s small condo devoted to Elvis photos, Elvis albums, and general Elvis memorabilia, including a crocheted Elvis wall hanging, several Elvis bobblehead hula dancers, and a jar of dried grass clippings from the lawns of Graceland, which she had visited in 1986 with her now dead husband, Harold.
Dolores never hesitated to tell everyone, even perfect strangers, that she and Elvis shared a birthday: January 8, 1935.
Dolores also harbored the persistent belief that Elvis was alive.
She—and Elvis, according to Dolores—had just turned eighty. My sassy younger woman, Charlie liked to call her.
“Sorry, what does Elvis have to do with the Bermuda Triangle?” Anna asked.
“There was a sighting there. Recently. This one, according to Dolores, seems like it has some merit. You know the theory that Elvis was working for the DEA and had to disappear because he was testifying against the Mafia?”
Anna nodded. Dolores had frequently regaled her with theories regarding Elvis’s “disappearance.” She refused to call it his death.
“Anyway, it turns out the Bermuda Triangle might be controlled by the Mafia for drug trading. So it makes sense, to Dolores, that Elvis would be there. Anyway, she wants to go check it out. She’s booking the tickets today. Wants me to go with her.” Charlie clasped his sausage fingers with thickened knuckles together on the table and lifted his eyes furtively.
“So, why don’t you?”
“I’m ninety-six. I have prostate problems and I don’t like to use strange bathrooms. Besides, I bowl on Fridays. Bowling is important to me.” Charlie had gone bowling every Friday at the Valley Bowl Lanes for the past forty years.
“So… you want me to take her?” Anna said.
“You’re young. You’d enjoy the trip far more than I would. And it would be good for you and Dolores to get to know each other.”
“Are you sure it’s not just because you don’t want to fly, Gramps?”
“Well, you know what I’ve always said: if man was meant to fly he’d have been born with wings.” Charlie gave Anna a wink and a flash of his dentures. “I’m sure Elvis has been sighted in Reno many times too. But Dolores doesn’t want to go to Reno. Rosemary always liked Reno. Anyway, I don’t want to stand in her way. Dolores and I agreed early on in our relationship that we would not hold each other back from anything in our last few years of life. If she’s determined to go to the Bermuda Triangle, then she should go to the Bermuda Triangle. It would just be nice to have someone along to keep her company. Make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble. You don’t have to worry about the cost. I’ll pay for your trip, of course.”
“Gramps, you don’t have the money for that,” Anna said. “I don’t want you spending that much on me.”
“Consider it an early birthday present. You need a vacation anyway. Get your mind off that Stephen fellow. Maybe you can meet a nice man. One who isn’t a weasel. Not that you need a man. I understand that women don’t these days. And you can look after Dolores.”
Anna wasn’t sure why she suddenly felt that Dolores had more potential to get into trouble than a bunch of college students on spring break. And how exactly did one chaperone an eighty-year-old? Distract her with a surprise game of shuffleboard or pinochle? Hold her Ben Gay and Polident hostage until she behaved?
Anna gestured to her carroty hair and freckles. “Sun vacations have never really been my thing.”
Her grandfather let his gaze fall to her knee brace and pink snowflake pajamas. Then he raised his piercing blue-grey eyes to hers. They were eyes that, growing up, had always seemed to know when she had been drinking, skipping school, lying, or flaking out; and yet despite all her screw-ups, they were eyes that somehow always conveyed an ocean of understanding… and the same deep hurt that lay behind Anna’s own.
He gave her the nod, as if it had already been decided. “You should go. It’ll give you a chance to think… Figure out where you want to go from here. It’s time.”
* * *
“Since we’re on vacation, dear, I was thinking we should have a nightcap. See if you can flag the stewardess, why don’t you?” Dolores said, pressing a warm, papery-skinned hand against Anna’s arm.
Anna’s automatic response—that she didn’t drink, that she couldn’t drink—sprang to her lips. But it was no longer the truth. She could drink now. She was no longer on the team with Stephen. She could get rip-roaring drunk and watch Lost reruns all day in her underwear scarfing donuts and smoking cigars, and nobody would care.
She glanced around the cabin of the small hopper plane that would take them to Seattle. She had been taking some deep mouth breaths to calm herself for takeoff—and acclimate herself to the floral cloud that surrounded Dolores. Businesspeople occupied all the seats around them, tapping on laptops, checking phones, and reading the New York Times. None of them looked like they were about to order a round of mojitos.
“Dolores,” she said carefully—after all, she hardly knew the woman, apart from her Elvis fetish and the fact that her favorite saying was that eighty was the new seventy—“it’s only eleven in the morning, we’re not even in the air, and I don’t think they offer that kind of service on this plane.”
The silver-haired, pink-lipsticked woman made a tutting noise. “Well, they should. Charlie and I have had a much more fulfilling sex life since we initiated happy hour every night.”
Anna involuntarily lifted her hands to her ears. “Ahhh… Dolores, I think it’s great we’re taking this trip together, but I do not need to hear about you and my grandfather and sex. Ever.”
“Dear, it is a very important part of any relationship. Sex is the glue, I always say. My poor Harold, he was a thumper.”
Anna considered the various possible things this could mean and pointedly opened the novel she had removed from her carry-on bag. “Why don’t we get some drinks when we get to Seattle?” she said. “With our lunch.” At least then it’ll be after noon, she thought grimly, although she imagined Dolores likely subscribed to five-o’clock-somewhere logic.
Dolores fell silent during the brief taxi and takeoff. When they were in the air, she removed the airline’s magazine and started flipping through it with vigor.
Anna tried to concentrate on her book, but after several minutes, Dolores started to sigh and shift about in her seat, looking over Anna’s shoulder every so often, the magazine unattended on her lap. Dolores’s bright pink velour tracksuit matched her lipstick and made Anna’s brown yoga pants—which had looked quite serviceable before she left the townhouse—seem rather drab in comparison.
After another particularly ponderous exhale from Dolores, Anna closed her book.
“They wrote a song about Elvis in the Bermuda Triangle, you know,” Dolores said brightly.
“I didn’t know that,” Anna said.
“It came out in 1987.” Dolores regarded Anna with speculative, glittery eyes. “I guess that was before you were born.”
“Yes, it was.”
“Anyway. The song clearly states that Elvis is in the Bermuda Triangle because he needs boats. I think it’s a message.”
A faint smile twitched on Anna’s lips. “A message from whom?”
“From Elvis of course. He wants us all to know that he’s okay. He just had to get away from that horrible life of fame that was killing him.”
Anna had seen pictures, in Dolores’s Elvis shrine, of the mess Elvis had become as he’d gotten older. She had shivered, her perfectly toned body—a body that hadn’t seen a single night of debauchery or an Egg McMuffin in the previous eight years—recoiling at the sight of someone who had so clearly lost control. But that was before, when she was an Olympic hopeful, when she trained 365 days a year and lived in Park City, Utah, with Stephen. When the endorphins and exhaustion of exertion and the whoosh of skis on snow had ruled her life.
Before.
Now she ran the Nordic skier development program at Mt. Spokane, spent too much time in her snowflake pajamas, and could theoretically let herself “go Elvis” if she wanted.
“Have you always felt this strongly about Elvis, Dolores?”
Dolores gave her head a little shake, as if she was overwhelmed by emotion, and looked to the ceiling of the plane, her spotted hand pressed over her heart. “Always. From the moment I saw him when he appeared on the scene in 1956, I knew Elvis was different. He was a pioneer. He brought music to life for millions of people. They called him the symbol of a lost generation, an empty generation. They said we had failed to find any meaningful values, and Elvis was the cause. Can you believe it? Elvis the pelvis, unfit for family viewing. A judge in Florida even ordered him to tame his act. But he couldn’t. The music was part of him, and if you watched him even for a second, you knew that. They couldn’t stop him, and they couldn’t stop change.” Dolores fluttered her eyelids. “Imagine what they would have made of that twerking that you all do now.”
“I don’t twerk.”
Dolores didn’t seem to have heard her, or at least didn’t acknowledge that Anna had spoken. “Elvis was the symbol of that change, and of hope and energy… and his music…” Dolores heaved an enormous sigh. “Well… there’s a reason his songs are still played today. He came to Spokane, you know, in 1957. I was there at the Spokane Municipal Stadium. I was twenty-two, working as a stenographer for Reynolds, Smith and Taylor, and I knew Elvis was something special.”
Anna was considering what this meant for Gramps, when Dolores patted her knee.
“Don’t worry, dear, I don’t love Elvis that way. Elvis is more of a spiritual leader. He’s touched me deeply over the years, and I know he’s not dead.”
* * *
A sticky warmth hung in the air when they deplaned in Bermuda at four in the morning local time after several too many nightcaps. Anna tried to blink away the fog of intoxication and sleepiness, but Dolores practically pranced over to the luggage carousel to retrieve their bags, alert and chipper after eleven hours in transit and five gin and tonics. Who’s looking after who, Anna wondered as she hobbled after Dolores, her knee stiff and unyielding.
They drove through a blur of quaint, quiet streets to the Fern Grotto Beach Resort. Anna gratefully fell into the bed in their room, hoping that Dolores didn’t snore or have any elaborate bedtime rituals.
* * *
Anna awoke to find the room flooded with sunlight and Dolores’s bed neatly made, but no Dolores. Anna had lost her grandfather’s girlfriend already. She cursed herself for not insisting that Dolores get a cell phone—or sleep with one of her legs handcuffed to the bedpost. She splashed water on her face, threw on a t-shirt and some capris, and pulled her wild tangle of orange hair into a knot. She cringed a bit at the brightness outside and shoved a tube of sunscreen into her pocket.
The lobby hummed with tourists milling around the buffet. Anna grabbed a muffin and a coffee while checking the sitting area for Dolores. Stephen would expectorate a lung if he saw her eating simple carbs. But there was an eighty-year-old woman to be found, and after the three and a half drinks she had consumed yesterday, Anna was completely off her training diet anyway.
She stepped out onto the patio. Perhaps Dolores had just gone to the pool.
The view of the beach hit her like a shockwave. The cerulean sky danced on aqua waves, and the island glowed with lush greens and creams. She had lived and breathed winter for so long, with its stark and thin colors and air. Everything here seemed saturated and heavy. She felt her curly hair absorbing the moisture, springing to life and growing even more unruly and wild in the ocean breeze.
Beyond the turquoise sea, the darker waves of the Bermuda Triangle loomed. She didn’t believe any of the stories about the Triangle, least of all Dolores’s theory that it was the center of a drug-smuggling ring. Still, the waters gave her a creepy sensation. She walked around the edge of the pool, scrutinizing the people in deck chairs, and then cut across the grass to the beach, which was deserted save for a few walkers, none of which looked like Dolores.
On her way back through the lobby, she collected a carrot muffin and several pieces of bacon in a napkin and shoved them in her pocket. In for a nickel, in for a dollar, Gramps always said. She should probably get a gin and tonic too.
Out in front of the hotel, Anna turned and looked both ways down the busy street. Mopeds and small vans streamed past her, and other tourists ambled up and down the sidewalk in front of the brightly colored buildings. She turned and headed in the direction of some of the taller structures, guessing they might signify the center of downtown. The city definitely had an upscale, yet somehow quirky, Colonial flair. Surely nobody would mug an eighty-year-old woman in Hamilton, Bermuda.
She hadn’t gone more than fifty feet from the hotel when she saw the man across the street. He sat on the edge of the sidewalk with his overturned hat in front of him. He had dark greasy hair and the tattered and wild appearance of a beggar, but what caught her eye was the small hand-printed placard that he had propped against his chest: “Elvis Lives. Inquire Within.”
Anna let her eyes rise to the storefront sign above him. “Pritchard Boat Tours,” it announced in peeling green paint.
Dolores emerged from the building in a white sundress reminiscent of Marilyn Monroe and gave Anna an animated wave. Then she practically skipped across the crosswalk, grinning like someone certifiably mad.
“I’ve booked us a boat tour,” she announced. “We need to head to the docks right away.”
Anna swiveled her eyes back to the green paint. “We’re going on a boat tour in the Bermuda Triangle?”
“Oh, don’t worry, we aren’t going very far off shore. We’re going to do a tour around all the privately owned islands. We’ll be perfectly safe. It’s the only way to get close to Elvis.”
“You think Elvis lives on one of the privately owned islands?”
“Of course, where else would he live? He couldn’t live out here among the people. He’d be spotted right away.”
Anna regarded the man holding the sign dubiously.
* * *
The boat, a broad white cruiser with open sides and rows of seating for tourists, seemed seaworthy enough, and once they were underway, the guide, Jeremy Pritchard, launched into the history of each of the small islands. As they wove in and out of them, in the waters off the main islands of Bermuda, Anna was surprised to learn how many of these islands had been used as quarantine areas for cholera, yellow fever, and smallpox, and how many of them had been military outposts during the wars.
Once Anna had slathered herself with sunscreen, she allowed herself to relax. The sky remained reassuringly blue, and the man driving the boat appeared competent enough. He wasn’t gunning the engine or steering into rocks at least, and the other tourists appeared placid and unworried.
Several of the islands were indeed privately owned luxury estates, and Dolores perked up at each of these, examining the gently bobbing wharves and peering with rigid concentration between the trees, as if the King himself might pop out in a white jumpsuit and launch into “A Little Less Conversation” right there on the dock.
But the King did not appear, and they cruised around a number of islands with other uses, including a ruined fort, a prisoner-of-war camp, a seaplane base, a whaling center, and a cemetery. At some point in the cruise, a youngish woman came by and offered fruity drinks, which Anna accepted. Clearly she was well on her way down the path to becoming a raving alcoholic. Dolores, still intent on raking her eyes over every visible square inch of the privately owned islands, declined.
By the time the boat pulled to a stop at a pier on Iota Island—one of the islands that formed Paradise Lake—Anna had downed two of the fruity drinks and was pleasantly tipsy. Two muffins, six pieces of bacon, and two fruity drinks was definitely not the breakfast of champions.
“We will be staying at the lake for a full hour,” Jeremy Pritchard announced. “Enjoy your swim. Paradise Lake offers the most tranquil and protected waters of Bermuda.”
Everyone else began to disembark as if they had been expecting this. Anna turned her head to Dolores and observed the pink straps of a bathing suit snaking up around her neck.
“I thought I should spring for the deluxe tour,” the older woman murmured by way of explanation.
Anna nodded. Except that, because they’d had to run down to the docks immediately after meeting in the street, Anna had no bathing suit. She wondered what Dolores would have done if they had not encountered each other in the street. At least the woman had bought two tickets.
Anna meandered off the boat. There was no point in hurrying, since she wasn’t swimming anyway. The waters were a glorious aqua, and the wind gentle and balmy. Maybe she could find herself here. Or maybe that was the fruity drinks talking.
“A little young for this tour, aren’t you?”
The operator of the vessel stood behind her wearing a faintly amused smile. She suppressed a gasp. With his muscular frame, jet-black hair, blue eyes, and square-cut jaw, he was possibly the most gorgeous man she had ever stood this close to.
“Hi, I’m Nick.” He extended a hand, and Anna offered hers in return, nearly spellbound by the man now standing only inches away from her and regarding her with an attentive and rather intense gaze. Clearly she had been sipping smoothies and calculating interval times with insipid, beaky-nosed Stephen for far too long.
“Anna,” she managed to squeak.
“Where are you from?” His British accent was slighter than that of the other islanders she had encountered, and she thought she could almost detect a faint southern twang to his voice.
“Spokane, Washington.”
Dolores emerged from the makeshift canvas change rooms in a hot pink one-piece bathing suit and a large floppy white sunhat. She gave Anna an enthusiastic wave before making her way down to the beach.
“Your grandmother?” Nick said.
“My grandfather’s girlfriend,” Anna said. “She’s looking for Elvis.”
Nick’s dark eyebrow shot into the air and he offered a wicked smile. “Right. I’ve heard he lives somewhere around here with Princess Diana, John Lennon, Jimmy Ellis, and Andy Kaufman.”
Anna grinned back at him. “Great. Maybe we’ll call them up.”
“Right. Tell him he’s still the man.”
“What?” Anna’s smile faltered and she tried to don a cool expression, as if she knew what Nick was talking about.
Nick snorted faintly. “Don’t worry about it. It was probably from before you were born.”
Dolores was rocking the pink one-piece on the beach. A man who looked to be in his seventies had gone to get her a deck chair, and she had already struck up a conversation with another older gentleman, much to the annoyance of his wife.
Anna decided that she would like to be Dolores when she was eighty.
“Well, if you know any of the secret Elvis hangouts, I’d love to hear about them so I can prevent Dolores from disappearing on me again like she did this morning.”
“She’s a true follower then?”
“She owns an Elvis Presley board game and has Elvis Christmas ornaments.”
“Hmm,” Nick said. He had moved away from her, and his gaze no longer lingered. Perhaps the knowledge that Anna was traveling with a crazy was a turnoff. “She’s not the first.”
“Not the first what?”
“Not the first Elvis fan to come here looking. That Mojo Nixon song brings in a few every year.” Nick cracked a roguish grin. “Mostly your new grandmother’s age, but some younger. He was a true religion, that one.”
“So do we have any hope?”
“Any hope of what?”
“Of finding Elvis.”
Nick winked, but his jaw seemed a little tighter than it had been before. “None whatsoever.”
Dolores had removed her binoculars from her bag and was scanning the beaches and buildings in the distance, quite likely looking for Elvis. Anna doubted he would be camped out on one of the prisoner-of-war and quarantine islands that were part of the circle that formed Paradise Lake.
“Any advice then, on safe places I can take Dolores? She has some theory that he was working for the DEA and that the Bermuda Triangle is some cover-up for a drug trafficking ring. I’d prefer, if possible, not to try to visit Bermuda’s drug dens to see if Elvis is in the middle of a takedown.”
“Well I’m pretty sure he’d be retired by now, don’t you think?” Nick’s gaze had shifted from friendly to assessing. “Listen, I have to go make a few phone calls while I’m on break. My buddy’s in a band and I have to get tickets to his latest gig. I’ll try to think of some options for you and Dolores that don’t involve seeing the seedier side of town.” Nick stepped around her and jumped from the boat to the dock, then walked off, withdrawing a black phone.
Anna occupied herself by walking the circumference of the tiny island twice. When she was finished, she waded up to her calves in the chilly waters of the bay. She could see why the other bathers, including Dolores, had been tentative, content to bask on the sun-warmed white sand beach. Bermuda was certainly a beautiful, desolate speck on the vast Atlantic Ocean.
She turned her attention back in the direction of the Bermuda Triangle itself. During the tour, Jeremy Pritchard had thoroughly debunked the claims regarding the tendency of boats and planes to go missing in the Triangle—as any good owner of a boat tour company would. But she still found it eerie.
Her knee throbbed from the exertion. She should have worn her knee brace. Even as she’d walked, the cadence of skate skis on snow still pulsed in her brain. Shoosh, shoosh, shoosh along the flats. Slap-squeak, slap-squeak on the hills. She heard it everywhere, all the time, like the rush of blood through her eardrums had modified itself to anticipate the sound of skis.
How was she to find herself without endorphins, without competing, without the Olympic team, without Stephen, and—most importantly—without the rhythm of skis?
Nick gave her a brusque nod when he came back to the boat while Jeremy rounded up the remainder of the passengers on the beach. Dolores seemed reluctant to give up her examination of the islands across the lake, but she relented and eventually sauntered back to the change rooms.
Before Dolores emerged, Nick approached Anna again and thrust a piece of paper into her hands. “Some of the best restaurants and tourist attractions,” he said. “Bermuda is a safe place, but not if you go poking around where you don’t belong. Make sure you stick to the tourist areas.”
Anna nodded and scanned Nick’s face for the signs of friendliness that had marked it earlier, but his features remained guarded, and he turned away quickly and returned to the helm of the boat. She heard Jeremy ask him whether he had gotten the Fraternity tickets, and saw Nick nod in return.
Nick fired up the motor as soon as Dolores was on board.
They sped back to the pier in Hamilton. Dolores babbled something about privately owned islands, and Anna tuned her out.
* * *
Dolores consented to sit by the heated pool for a few hours in the afternoon, the tip of her sunhat draping over a guidebook on Bermuda as she scribbled notes on a scrap of paper regarding possible Elvis connections with local historical sites.
In the early evening, they headed out to dinner at one of the restaurants on Nick’s list. Dolores beamed when Anna ordered a gin and tonic, the greens and purples of her peacock feather-patterned dress clashing violently with the sea of navy and red around them in the nautically themed restaurant.
Anna turned and stared out the window at the play of sun on the rippling waves in the harbor. The rest of the team was in final preparation for the last race of the season in Norway. She had stayed in the team Snapchat group—she wasn’t sure why—and Sam had posted her most recent training time for the thirty kilometer freestyle that morning. Sam was getting faster.
“I know it’s hard, dear, to give up on a dream, but you’re young, strong, and beautiful, and there are plenty more things to do in this world.”
Anna wrapped her fingers around the cool glass of the gin and tonic that had just arrived. “I know, Dolores. I’ll get there. I’m just a bit lost right now.”
Dolores beamed at her. “You need an Elvis.”
Anna’s lips flipped into a smile. Dolores was singular in her pursuit. “I’m not really sure what a singer would do for me right now.”
“Oh, he was more than a singer. He was a beacon. A guiding light for a generation. Whenever I’m feeling down or lost, I just think of Elvis, and then I don’t feel so bad.”
Anna felt a strong temptation to start belting out “My Favorite Things”—to which she knew all the words, due to Gramps’s lifelong crush on Julie Andrews. The gin must be threatening her sanity. “Yeah, thanks Dolores. I’m not sure if Elvis is going to quite do it for me.”
“I don’t mean Elvis. I mean the Elvis of your generation. But they don’t seem to make them like Elvis anymore, do they?” Dolores lowered her voice. “You know, some say Elvis was a member of the Illuminati.”
“And do you believe that?”
“If you had known Elvis, you would understand. Before Elvis, we all lived our lives inside the lines. He changed the world, and why would he still be remembered to this day by so many if he wasn’t a member of the Illuminati?”
“And why are you so convinced that he’s still alive?”
Dolores widened her eyes with the zeal of the converted. “Well, because all the evidence supports it, of course. There were too many inconsistencies in his death and burial. The timing, his body weight on the death certificate, the cause of death, the eyewitness accounts, the reissued death certificate, the prescription drugs he was supposedly taking before he died, the positioning of the body, the events leading up to his death, the speed of the funeral, the spelling of the name on the gravestone, the fact that his father wouldn’t allow a flag on his coffin, when we all know that all army veterans have flags on their coffins. None of it adds up, my dear.”
“And you’re sure all of that stuff is true?”
“It was carefully researched and documented by The Presley Commission, dear. Then there have been all the sightings. You know, before this most recent sighting, I was starting to believe he might have died by now. After all, he would be eighty. But I do not believe even in the slightest that he departed this earth on August 16, 1977.”
“But why would he fake his own death?”
“Operation Fountain Pen, of course.”
“A little help for those of us who don’t know the Elvis code, Dolores, please?”
“Well, some think it was because he was just done with his life as a performer, done with the late nights and all the expectations of him, and I agree that was part of it. But Elvis was also set to testify in a major case against a group of con men with Mafia connections.” Dolores lowered her voice and looked around the room, as if several members of the Mafia or federal agents could be hiding behind the large palm plant next to them. “I think Elvis had to disappear because his life was under threat. The men were eventually convicted, so they were real criminals, you know.”
* * *
Back at the hotel, Anna returned from checking out the view on the balcony to find Dolores combing through the Bermuda phone book. Beside the book on the desk sat a piece of paper with four names written on it: Jon Burrows, Jesse Garon, Sivle Nora, and Orion.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m checking the phone book for all the names Elvis has been known to potentially use. I doubt he’d have a listed number, but you never know.”
“So what, you’d just call up Elvis? What would you say?”
Dolores lifted her eyes to the ceiling and pressed a hand to her heart. “I would say: Remember that night in Spokane in 1957—August thirtieth—when we were both young and beautiful, and the world was hopeful, and you sang and did your magic, and the whole world loved you? And then I would tell him that the whole world still loves him, and that it is okay; it’s time to come back, to come out of hiding, that we’ve all been waiting for him. Mostly though, I would just listen to his perfect voice.”
Anna wondered if it was possible that Dolores was going to drop into a faint right then and there.
She didn’t though, and after a deep sigh, she returned to her phone book perusal. Anna contemplated offering the assistance of a computer search for the names, but decided that maybe she shouldn’t facilitate this madness. She was just here to make sure Dolores stayed safe, not to help her manufacture an imaginary Elvis.
* * *
Once again, Dolores was gone the next morning when Anna woke. Damn. She was going to have to start setting an alarm.
This time, fortunately, Dolores was in the lobby, wearing her customary broad smile and a turquoise pantsuit with a number of shimmery opalescent brooches. “You’d better grab a coat. I’ve booked us another boat tour. This time we’re going farther out and Jeremy says it’s going to be breezy.”
* * *
Jeremy guided them down the docks to a large powerboat with a brilliant blue stripe down the hull. Nick was bent over the open engine compartment, a surly expression on his handsome face. Dolores hopped aboard the boat with a bright look and immediately parked herself in the front passenger seat. Anna climbed aboard the rocking vessel gingerly and withdrew one of the muffins she had stuffed in her pocket.
“All right, enjoy your morning,” Jeremy Pritchard said. “You’re the only passengers today. It’s early season and not everyone really wants to head out into the Triangle in April. Good luck.”
Anna squinted at him. Good luck? What did he mean by that? The Triangle?
Dolores had booked them a trip out to sea.
She glanced around the boat. It was a sleek upscale vessel with a long pointed bow and a small covered cabin.
Jeremy must have noticed her face, because he laughed and knelt to untie the rope holding the boat to the pier. His leather bracelet with a carved jade stone slipped forward on his wrist. “Don’t worry. My brother is an expert boatman. You’ll be fine. I just say that to add a little intrigue to the trip. Some people like it.”
She glanced over at Nick, who continued to tinker with the engine. Jeremy was at least fifty, with a silver ring of hair around his shiny bald crown. She would have never guessed they were related.
Nick slammed the engine cover closed with a frown, walked past Anna, and started up the engine.
Then he took the hand that Dolores extended and shook it. “Nick Pritchard, at your service, ma’am. I do suggest wearing a life jacket for the duration of the trip. There are several right there under the bow. We aren’t going to do anything fancy, but the waters can get a little rough out there.”
Dolores seemed a bit bamboozled, and she cocked her head to the side almost as if confused, an expression Anna had never seen on the woman’s face before.
“Has anyone ever told you you look an awful lot like Elvis?” Dolores said finally.
“Yes ma’am. I get it all the time.” Nick turned back to the steering wheel and pushed the lever to start the boat moving forward. Jeremy threw the stern line into the back of the boat and gave a wave.
Anna scrutinized Nick more closely. She had been too enraptured the previous day to notice the resemblance, but she had to admit, Dolores was right. The thought gave her a slight shiver, and she pulled her windbreaker more tightly around her torso.
Life jackets donned, they headed out to sea. As the islands faded in the distance, Anna tried to shake the tingling of unease. Clouds scudded across the sky, blocking the sun, but they were billowy white clouds, not bleak storm clouds.
She moved closer to the front, holding on to the seat backs, until she stood between Nick and Dolores.
“What exactly are we looking for out here, anyway?” she said, speaking loudly over the roar of the engine. “A floating island? Elvis’s yacht? The UFO that carried Elvis away?” She thought the last one was funny, but neither Nick nor Dolores laughed.
Dolores, who was busy scanning the horizon with an intent gaze, finally offered Anna a patient smile. “There are some who say that the Bermuda Triangle is a U.S. Navy underwater test facility. That’s why they’ve never allowed any real explanation or testing as to what’s happening here, why all the boats and planes disappear.”
Anna glanced over her shoulder, almost expecting to see a UFO or rogue wave towering over them. “Right. And do you mind explaining the Elvis connection to me?”
“Elvis was totally hooked in to the U.S. government. If there’s something like that going on here, he was part of it. I’m sure of it.”
“Right. Going with the Elvis is Everywhere theory,” Anna muttered under her breath.
Nick stared straight ahead and didn’t respond.
Anna returned to her seat in the back and glared moodily out at the water. Why anyone would be interested in spending time on the open ocean, she had no idea. The churn of the waves was making her sick. She settled in and closed her eyes, trying to find her center, calm her emotions, and adjust to the bouncing movement of the boat, just like she would do before a big race.
But her thoughts, instead of becoming blank, as they usually did when she meditated, slipped to imaginings of Elvis on stage, and she wondered how he must have felt with the constant pressure to perform. The grueling life of a performer was perhaps not that different from that of an athlete.
The Elvis in her mind had started gyrating manically around the stage and throwing handkerchiefs at the audience when she awoke to find that the engine had stopped.
She heard Nick’s voice and the heavy slap of waves against the side of the boat. “That’s as far as we should go, ma’am. That’s as far as you paid for, and as you can see, there’s really nothing out here. Nothing at all.” He seemed to put a faint emphasis on the nothing in the last sentence. “The waters get far more rough and treacherous from here on.”
Anna opened her eyes. Dolores had her binoculars pressed to her face and was focusing on the horizon. The murky swells gathered all around them.
“Fine,” Dolores said.
Dolores continued to swivel the binoculars in all directions as they motored back to the pier. Nick remained stormy in demeanor, and the engine was too loud for much conversation anyway.
Back in Hamilton, he had Anna hold the boat to the side of the pier while he tied up, and then he reached his hand in to help first Dolores and then Anna out of the boat. The jolt of electricity that she experienced when he took her hand ran all the way down her spine and quads. She lifted her eyes to his blue ones and saw that intent look again.
“I hope that wasn’t too bad of an experience for you,” he said, letting go of her hand. “Lots of people want to go out on the Triangle, because, well, it’s the Triangle, and they think they’re going to find something that nobody else has. That’s the first time someone’s gone looking for Elvis though.”
“I slept,” she said.
“I saw,” he replied. “You’re pretty cute when you’re asleep.”
The surge of current ran down her legs again, but Nick turned away and busied himself with tying up the boat, the muscles in his tanned arms flexing as he pulled the rope tight. Dolores already stood well down the pier and was looking at something through her binoculars. Anna hoped that Dolores didn’t accidentally step right off the faded grey planks into the cool water below.
Nick glanced back up. “Anyway, I hope that puts to rest her belief that Elvis is out on the water somewhere, and you can enjoy the rest of your holiday.”
“It’s not exactly a holiday. It’s an Elvis search mission.” And a me search mission, she thought. She was supposed to be finding herself, wasn’t she?
“Hmm, well, sometimes it’s best not to look too hard for things that you want to find. Sometimes the mystery is more satisfying and life-affirming than the truth.”
“Are you a philosopher and a poet, then?” She regretted the words instantly. Why did she always have to be so blunt? What was she saying, that because he was a boat operator, he couldn’t have deeper thoughts?
But Nick rose to his feet and gave her his smirk. “Sort of. What happened to your leg, if you don’t mind me asking?”
Anna glanced down at where her knee brace extended out of the bottom of the skirt she had thrown on to go look for Dolores. She knew she still walked with a limp. “It was an accident. I was skiing, in a race. Cross-country skiing…” she added. “The conditions were icy, and I was in a pack trying to break out. Someone tripped me, and I went over the edge of the track and into a barrier. I ended up breaking my femur and busting up my knee. They fixed the leg, but I’m still waiting on knee surgery. They wanted to give my leg muscles a chance to strengthen up first.”
He was watching her that steady way again. “Were you good?” he asked.
She thought of the 2014 Olympics that she was supposed to have attended, and pressed her lips together. “Yep, I was good.”
“Can you go back to it?”
“Probably never at the same level,” she said. Her words came out a little tinny, and she tried to control the swallow that always had the potential to lead to tears. She blinked at the moisture at the rims of her eyes, and turned to sarcasm—her favorite standby. “It’s a little challenging, because it’s the only thing I really know how to do.”
Nick nodded and was silent for a few seconds. “I’m sure you know how to do lots of things, and it’s never too late to learn something new. People can reinvent themselves in surprising ways.”
“I know. It’s just hard to change course and start from scratch.”
“What did you dream of being when you were a kid?”
A wry smile tugged at Anna’s lips. “You mean aside from a movie star? I did consider being a chef. But I’m too old for that now.”
Nick roared with laughter. “What are you? Twenty-three?”
“I’m twenty-six.” She gave a mock scowl. She wanted to grab his wrists and pull them around her waist.
“That is definitely still young enough to do whatever you want.”
“Oh yeah?” Anna flicked her gaze to Dolores. “What do you suppose Elvis would have reinvented himself as?”
Nick held her gaze for a few seconds, but then shifted infinitesimally. “Maybe he became an electrician. The point is, it’s never too late to start fresh, and the leg thing might just have been the path you had to take. Poet Nick says it’s all part of your journey to self-actualization and realizing your full potential.”
“So you are a poet?”
Nick smirked. “I’m an apprentice poet of sorts. Anyway, I got some work to do on the boat. Go enjoy the rest of your vacation, and stay out of trouble.”
The push away again. Anna gave a faint nod and smile, then turned and walked slowly down the pier to where Dolores stood talking with great animation to some poor young guy who had probably just happened to be out for a walk.
Dolores clearly didn’t think age had anything to do with doing what you wanted.
It’s never too late to start fresh—like Elvis.
Anna paused for a second mid-stride and almost laughed out loud. Now even she had started to believe that Elvis was alive.
* * *
“Where are we going?” Anna said for the third time. Dolores had spent the afternoon calling every number in the phone book where the name bore even the slightest resemblance to some name Elvis had once gone by. She had come up empty-handed as far as Anna knew, although after having remained hidden for so long, it seemed unlikely that Elvis would slip up and cop to being Elvis if some old lady called him up. Anna just hoped that Dolores hadn’t been reported to the police for making crank phone calls.
They had just finished dinner and were weaving in and out of the Hamilton streets on foot, in search of something. Anna just prayed it wasn’t the local drug dealer. After all, if Elvis was in drug enforcement, he might vault off the roof of a building and arrest them—or at eighty, he might wheel up in his scooter and shake his dentures at them. Although, Anna had to admit, Dolores was an eighty-year-old, and she was setting a pretty good pace—in pumps no less, if fairly sensible hot pink ones.
But the streets grew grimier and the storefronts emptier, and the partygoers who spilled out onto the streets from nearby businesses looked to be of a rougher sort than they had encountered in the tourist quarter. In her vibrant magenta silk skirt and top, Dolores wasn’t exactly blending in.
Anna stopped walking. “Dolores, I’m not going any further unless you tell me where we’re going.”
Dolores blinked in surprise. “We’re just going to a lounge to listen to some music. The waiter recommended this one while you were in the bathroom. I thought it would be nice. It’s just one more block. We can take a cab back to the hotel.”
“A lounge?” Visions of watching a brass ensemble, a barbershop quartet, or Barry Manilow striding around stage skated through Anna’s head.
“You’ll love it. We’re almost there.” Dolores took off again, and Anna was forced to scramble along behind her. Keeping up with an eighty-year-old wasn’t exactly the physiotherapy she had imagined.
Dolores rounded a corner. “There it is,” she gestured, pointing to a neon sign that read Black Velvet in swirly purple cursive, with a martini glass tipping over the word “Velvet.”
Anna stopped abruptly again. “That doesn’t look like a lounge. It looks like a bar.”
Dolores shrugged. “Bar, lounge, what’s the difference? We’re both legal. They have live music.”
“Yeah, but you might be…” Anna managed to stop herself before she said the words too old. “I mean, you might find it loud. Bars are loud.”
“It’s okay, dear. I’m half deaf anyway. So it’ll be perfect.”
They descended a narrow set of stairs into a dimly lit hallway. If the long-haired, toque-wearing, mustached man collecting the cover fee was surprised to see Dolores, he didn’t show it.
They proceeded into the bar, a small room with dark walls and eclectic furniture; assorted kitchen chairs and couches were gathered around mismatched tables and a small empty stage at the front. It was comfortably full, but not packed, and the room hummed with a buzz of expectation. Dolores drew some interested glances and smiles in the room of mostly twenty and thirtysomethings, but she sashayed past them with her head held high.
People in their twenties were unlikely to come to see Barry Manilow or a barbershop quartet, Anna thought, so there was that. She looked around to see if she could find any indication of who was about to play for them, but there were no posters. They took seats near the back, and she was just about to ask Dolores if she knew who was playing when the bartender arrived to take their order.
When Nick appeared on the stage alone, holding an acoustic guitar, Anna nearly tumbled to the floor in shock. He wore a fitted turquoise and grey plaid shirt and jeans, and he looked mind-bendingly hot. And under the lights, which accentuated the blue-black of his thick hair, and now wearing a broad stage smile, a sharp contrast with his familiar sneer, he appeared almost identical to Elvis.
Nick sat on the lone stool on the stage and balanced his guitar on his thigh. Dolores patted Anna’s leg and whispered, “I don’t like to make suggestions, dear, but you might want to close your mouth.”
Anna snapped her mouth shut.
When Nick started to play, Anna expected him to sound like Elvis, to be Elvis. But he wasn’t at all like Elvis. His gravelly voice cut through her and soared, his fingers carving out a haunting accompaniment. The style was fresh and modern, but there was an edge of rockabilly to it that was more Johnny Cash than Elvis. She had to remind herself to keep her mouth closed several times.
After his seventh song, he announced that the next two songs would be his last and he thanked everyone for listening. He sang an up-tempo number about starting fresh after loving and losing the girl next door. Then he launched into an acoustic version of a song Anna had heard before about there being a season for everything. In the older version, the song was fast and sort of chipper, but Nick had turned it into a ballad that made her ache.
When he was finished, the room broke out into enthusiastic applause, and Nick left the stage. Then the curtain behind him opened and stagehands began setting up a larger set of band equipment. Nick had been the opening act.
Dolores patted Anna’s leg again. “Ready to go?” she said.
Anna nodded numbly and drifted out of the bar behind Dolores, her emotions in a tumult. She was finding herself far too attracted to Nick, a man she barely knew, a man who lived in another country and who—apparently—was a skilled and at least locally famous singer. In fact, as she was stumbling up the stairs to the outdoors, she was almost sick with desire for the man. It was the singing, she decided. It had deluded her mind and made him far sexier than he actually was. Although he was pretty sexy.
She had always found the theatrics that women engaged in around male singers—the screaming, the grabbing, the fainting—to be absolutely ludicrous. But as she and Dolores made their way into the cool dusky night, she had to admit that her knees did feel kind of wobbly. At times, it had felt like he was singing right at her, looking right into her eyes. But that’s what all crazed fans thought.
She tipped her head up to look at the Black Velvet sign, which glowed in the deepening dark. Crying in the aisles, indeed.
“Did you know Nick played here?” she demanded.
“He told me in the boat this morning,” Dolores said. “I thought it might be fun to see him sing. Support an up-and-coming artist. He’s quite good, don’t you think?”
“You wanted to see if he sang like Elvis.”
“I’ll admit I was mildly curious. There is a resemblance, you know, except of course Elvis dyed his hair black, and I think young Nick’s hair is naturally black. But perhaps with a mother with dark hair…”
“You don’t think…”
“All leads have to be followed. Elvis is a crafty one. He would not have been able to fake his own death and stay out of the public eye for so long if he wasn’t.”
“Unless he really is dead,” Anna mumbled.
They started walking in the direction of the hotel. If they were going to flag a cab, they would need to go to a busier street anyway. Or they could just walk. Anna needed some air after the stuffy bar, and she needed to excise Nick from her whirling mind. Hamilton seemed like a safe enough city, although two women, one half lame and the other elderly, would be an easy mark.
“Anyway,” Dolores said, “I was thinking. Nick is a very attractive young man, but he seems lonely. He might be shy. He’d probably be thrilled if you asked him out to dinner.”
Anna shook her head. “Oh, no. No. No way. I’m not asking some guy out on a date so you can figure out whether Elvis is his father. No way.”
Dolores didn’t reply, and they walked for a few minutes in silence.
“Why do you want to find him so much, Dolores? If he is alive, and did manage to just disappear, then obviously he really wanted to get away if he went to the difficulty of faking his own death. Why would you want to track him down and out him now, so many years later?”
“Who said I was going to out him?”
“Then why are you doing this?”
Dolores was uncharacteristically silent. “I just want to know that he’s okay. That he’s been happy all these years.” Her voice cracked a little. “He meant a lot to me. He meant a lot to a lot of people. I know that sounds ridiculous. He was just a celebrity. But it’s really important to me that Elvis is okay.”
They continued on through the streets, which were now comfortably busy with night revelers. Anna relaxed a bit. She flipped a quick glance over her shoulder, but saw only a blond man in a blue business shirt and chinos and a couple holding hands.
“When I was talking to Nick and I mentioned you were looking for Elvis, he made a joke that Elvis was living with Princess Diana, John Lennon, and Andy Kaufman,” Anna said. “I know the first two of course, and I know that Andy guy was mentioned in an R.E.M. song, but he also mentioned another name: Jimmy Ellis. Who was he?”
“Dear, Andy Kaufman was the star of Taxi—my Harold just loved that show. His main claim to fame is certainly not R.E.M. Some believe he also faked his death. As for Jimmy Ellis, I’m pretty sure he’s dead, pour soul, so I doubt Elvis lives with him.”
“Yes, but who was he?”
“Well, that’s a complicated story. Back when the world was devastated about Elvis, some people sought to make money off a man who could sing exactly like Elvis. They dyed his hair, put him in a mask, and sent him out on stage under the name Orion. He could sing so much like the real Elvis that some people allowed themselves to be deceived that it was the real Elvis—or that the real Elvis slipped in after a break sometime during the show. But they looked nothing alike. Jimmy was taller and had a different nose. But he seemed like a nice man, and he was a talented singer in his own right. He kept trying to go straight, to perform as Jimmy, not Orion, and be accepted. But he mostly only got attention when he was wearing the mask. It’s a real shame what happened.” Dolores stopped talking and heaved a deep sigh.
Anna gritted her teeth. Dolores definitely had a flair for the dramatic. “What happened?”
“He was shot in his pawn shop in 1998. It was the second time someone had tried to take his life in the course of a year. Odd, don’t you think?”
“A little, yes.” Anna darted a look behind them again. The chino man and couple still sauntered along fifty yards back.
“I mean, why would Jimmy, who was famous and was still doing performances in 1997, suddenly buy a pawn shop? I think there was a cover-up of sorts. Jimmy knew something.”
“Or he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It happens.”
“Hmm,” Dolores said, noncommittally.
They covered another few blocks, zigging and zagging up the dark streets, while Dolores prattled on about her favorite Jimmy Ellis and her favorite Elvis songs. As they turned a corner, Anna caught sight of the chino guy still behind them. His gait was unhurried, but he had matched them turn for turn since they’d left the area of the Black Velvet.
“Don’t you think it was strange that Jimmy’s and Elvis’s names only differ by one letter?” Dolores said. “Elvis was a big believer in numerology. That’s why he had his name spelled wrong on his gravestone, by only one letter. He didn’t want to tempt fate. Anyway, I find it interesting that Ellis and Elvis only differ by one letter.”
“Dolores, I want you to turn and go into that restaurant there. The Olive Tree.”
“But we’ve already eaten. Are you hungry, dear?”
“Just go in the restaurant.”
Dolores gave Anna an accommodating smile, as if she had gone completely crazy, and stepped inside the crowded restaurant. The hostess looked up from her post. “We’re full, I’m afraid. The wait is thirty minutes. You can sit there if you like.” The woman gestured at some chairs near the front entrance.
“That’s fine,” Anna said.
The man in chinos was passing in front of the restaurant now and gawked in the window at them.
“Looks like you’ve got an admirer,” Dolores said. “Listen, if you want to hang out here and find some younger people to go out with, I’m fine going back to the hotel by myself.”
“I think we should stick together. I’m going to call a cab.”
Anna rose to approach the hostess to ask to use the phone when her own cell phone rang. She jumped. Not many people had her new number—just Gramps and a few friends. For most people, that would be the hardest part of faking their own death and starting completely fresh, she thought—leaving behind their friends and family, and knowing that they were probably devastated. Not her, though. She had nobody, except Gramps. But she couldn’t ever leave behind Gramps.
She hit talk, and before she could say anything, Charlie Rooney’s voice came over the line. “Anna, is that you?”
“Yes, Gramps, it’s me. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Gramps, this is costing me like ten dollars a minute. Couldn’t you call us at the hotel?”
“Sorry. It’s a bit of an emergency.”
“What’s going on?”
“Well, someone put through a charge on the credit card that Dolores and I share, you know, so we can jointly pay household expenses.” Charlie hesitated, as if Anna might be inclined to ask questions regarding his and Dolores’s finances. When she said nothing, he continued. “Anyway, someone put through a charge for the Higgins Private Detective Agency in Bermuda for quite a large sum of money. Is Dolores there?”
Dolores had risen and was standing a few feet away. She appeared to be studiously looking out the restaurant window and into the street.
“Yes. Do you want to talk to her?”
“Is she okay?”
“She seems fine.” Anna decided not to mention the potential chino stalker.
“Did you know about this detective?”
“No, Gramps. Dolores is an early riser, and you failed to mention she moves like a cat.”
“What? Like a cat, you say? Why is she like a cat?”
“Forget it, Gramps.”
“Can you try to talk some sense into her? I’m not going to be around for much longer anyway, so my Depends and Alka-Seltzer budget doesn’t have to be that high, but Dolores could live for another twenty years. I know this is important to her, but she needs to think about her future.”
“You want me to talk to Dolores about her future?”
“If you wouldn’t mind.”
“Gramps.”
“Just give her the talk and have her call me tomorrow on a land line.”
The talk. The talk was what Gramps had given Anna many times while she was growing up, after her parents had been killed in the accident and she’d had nothing to hang on to except Charlie. And he had been alone too; Grandma Rosemary was already long gone from cancer when Anna arrived on his doorstep, a scrawny eleven-year-old girl.
The talk.
In the early years, the talk was about acceptance, about knowing how much she was loved, and believing that her parents would want her to be happy and live a full life.
In her rebellious teenage years, the talk was about investing in her future, saving for a rainy afternoon, never coming home ass over tit, and keeping her pants on. Anna was pretty sure that by the latter, Gramps did not mean for her to remain calm, but rather to avoid sex.
When she made the Olympic Team, when she was training and counting calories and taking body fat measurements day in and day out, the talk focused on smelling the petunias, following your dreams but also learning how to type, and focusing on personal wins, which in Gramps’s mind did not necessarily involve a gold medal.
After she hurt her leg, and Stephen dumped her in favor of another teammate who could train with him, the talk was about how most men are weasels and there were plenty of fish in the stew.
Gramps always did have a habit of mixing metaphors.
Now, Anna wondered which talk Gramps wanted her to give Dolores.
She called a cab from the restaurant and they rode back to the hotel in silence, Dolores subdued after Charlie’s call. Anna considered all the variations of the talk, but ultimately came up empty-handed.
“Is he mad at me?” Dolores asked tremulously in the elevator.
“Gramps doesn’t get mad. He’s worried about you. That you’re going to spend all your money looking for a ghost. What exactly have you hired this detective to do?”
“I thought he could follow up on a few leads.”
Anna squinted at the older woman. “Like what? Do you have any leads?”
“Well, I thought he could check into Nick for one, and maybe follow up on some of those numbers I called.”
Anna snorted and reached for the door handle. “I’m sure Nick will be thrilled. Gramps and I just want you to be careful.”
Dolores offered a quivery sort of smile. “I know. It’s just that… this is my dream. You know how important Elvis is to me. And I’m not getting any younger.”
“I know,” Anna started, but then stopped. On the floor of the hotel room lay a handwritten note that looked like it had been shoved under the door.
 

I know who you’re looking for. Stop immediately.
 

Anna felt a lurch of fear. Someone knew where they were staying. Someone had been here. She peered in the room, but the beds remained made, and their suitcases appeared undisturbed. She took a couple of deep breaths, stepped over the threshold, and did a quick circle of the room, checking each nook and cranny. The chino guy was not in the closet, or the bathroom. When she was satisfied they were alone, she pulled Dolores fully inside and locked and bolted the door. Dolores held the note in her hand and gazed up at Anna with starry eyes.
“Don’t you see? This means we’re on the right track.”
“Or it means we’re in danger. We should go home, Dolores.”
“No, please don’t make me go home. Please.”
“Elvis is not worth risking your life over.”
But Dolores had a fervor about her now. “What if we go on another Pritchard boat trip tomorrow? That has to be safe. We’ll be with Nick and Jeremy. I promise I’ll behave. Then, if nothing turns up, we can rebook our flights tomorrow night.”
“What do we classify as ‘nothing’? You mean if Elvis doesn’t rappel out of a helicopter onto the boat deck?”
Dolores bobbed her head. “Yes. If we don’t find Elvis or turn up a significant clue. Then we can go home.”
“Or if we aren’t taken out into the middle of the Triangle and cast into the sea,” Anna muttered. Still, the note hadn’t threatened their lives, and the person hadn’t actually broken into their room. They could stay in busy areas all the time, she reasoned, or with Jeremy and Nick.
Anna caught sight of her face in the mirror. The sun over the past two days had tinted her freckles a deeper brown and added color to her cheekbones, which were now flushed with an animation that matched Dolores’s.
She knew she was rationalizing. She just wanted to see Nick again. Gramps would have her head, and would no doubt make some statement about singers being the worst weasels of all.
* * *
Anna shot out of bed at the early alarm after a fitful night of waking every other hour to check and make sure the door remained bolted.
Dolores already stood in front of the mirror, applying a brilliant shade of red lipstick to complement her patterned white and red kaftan, which had camels embroidered down the front.
“You ready, dear?”
Anna flicked a glance at her own appearance. Her orange wavy locks splayed out from her scalp in a giant Medusa-like halo. She frowned at the older woman.
“I’m going to shower today, Dolores. Can you just please stay put in the room while I do?”
“No problem. I’ll just sit on the sundeck and read my book.”
Dolores scooped an old black book off the bed and headed to the deck. Anna eyeballed her as she settled into one of the patio chairs. Could she trust the woman to stay put?
Anna tried to control her jitters in the shower, but she wasn’t sure if her nerves were because someone was potentially after them, or if she was just nervous about seeing Nick. Was she that easily star-struck? She hadn’t been the slightest bit apprehensive with him before seeing him sing. There was just something about a man with a guitar.
She almost laughed at the absurdity of this thought. She used to be obsessed with men in spandex on skinny skis.
And this was just scraping the bare surface of all the hoopla that had surrounded Elvis.
* * *
A warm breeze floated in the sundeck doors when Anna emerged from the bathroom, after applying a careful hint of makeup. Dolores nodded approvingly at Anna’s green tank dress.
“You are quite lovely, you know, when you put in a little bit of effort. You should really take advantage of that. In my day we weren’t allowed to date around much before marrying. You have the chance to have a little fun before you settle down, or not settle down at all.”
“Are you telling me to sleep around, Dolores?” Anna said.
“I’m not saying not to. The opportunity won’t present itself in the same way later in your life.”
* * *
The man with the sign about Elvis outside Pritchard Boat Tours was gone, and the bell on the front door tinkled as they went in.
Jeremy Pritchard looked up from his desk behind the front counter. “We’d like to go out on the Triangle again,” Dolores announced.
Jeremy shook his head. “’Fraid not. Storm’s coming in. We aren’t sending any boats out on the open ocean today.”
Dolores glanced over her shoulder at the blue sky still visible through the store window.
“I know it doesn’t look like it,” Jeremy said, “but you can feel the wind has already picked up. The storm should hit early afternoon. We just don’t take the chance with tourists.”
Anna scrutinized Jeremy more carefully. With his concave chest, thinning hair, and pointy nose, he bore no resemblance to Elvis—or to Nick, for that matter.
“Oh, well, we were hoping to speak to Nick,” Dolores said.
“Nick’s not in today, or tomorrow either,” Jeremy replied. “It’s supposed to clear off tomorrow. I’d be happy to set you up with a boat and operator then.”
“We really like Nick,” Dolores said.
Jeremy darted a look at Anna and her dress, and pressed his lips together into a tight, thin line. “Nick’s on holiday for a couple of weeks. Now if you’ll excuse me, I really have to close up the shop here and go make sure the boats are secured.”
“Of course,” Dolores said. “Is Nick off celebrating his birthday, then?”
Jeremy scrunched up his features. “No. Nick’s birthday is in August. What makes you say that?”
“Oh, silly me. Just something Nick said in the boat yesterday made me think his birthday was coming up. I must have misunderstood. Well, we’ll be on our way.”
Dolores turned in a slow arc as if to withdraw from the store. Anna had already beat a hasty retreat to the door, her cheeks flaming at the idiocy of dressing up for Nick. But Dolores paused halfway in her turn, her eyelids fluttering the way they did whenever she was about to impart something she felt was important.
“Tell me,” she said, “is that Cheiro’s Book of Numbers on your desk there?”
Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “Why, yes it is. My wife is into that numbers stuff; she must have left it behind the last time she was in. Good day, ladies. Enjoy the sun this morning, and don’t stray too far from your hotel. It’s going to be a big one.”
A gust of wind caught the edge of Anna’s skirt as she exited the building, and it definitely had a more intense quality than the wind of the previous days. How had she not noticed? Had she been so wrapped in a haze of Nick? She was a fool.
Dolores marched down the sidewalk and crossed the street, leaving Anna to follow in her wake. On the other side of the street, Dolores shifted her gaze back to the bright green-sided building they had just departed.
“1928. Very interesting,” she murmured before continuing on down the street.
“What? What are you talking about?” Anna limped after Dolores, who was now setting an even more rapid pace.
“I need to find out Jeremy’s birthday,” she said.
A nondescript man with a comb-over stood outside their hotel in grey dress pants and a navy golf shirt holding a manila envelope. He livened up when he saw them and scurried in their direction. Anna stiffened, but Dolores hastened over to the man.
The man presented the envelope to Dolores. “I haven’t turned up much yet. Just some basic vitals. I’ll keep looking.”
“Nick Pritchard is on holidays. I need to you to find out if he’s left the island,” Dolores said. “And I need Jeremy Pritchard’s birthdate.”
“On it, ma’am,” the man replied and headed off down the road.
“Who was that?”
“Ron Higgins. The private investigator,” Dolores said, pulling a sheet of paper out of the envelope. “August 31, 1982,” she read, and then closed her eyes and tilted her head to the sky. “Nick is a four, which explains the blue shirts, the blue boat, and the boat number, 8264, which is twenty, which is divisible by four. The Black Velvet was at 2024, which is eight, which is Elvis’s number, but would also be lucky for Nick. Jeremy must be a two, which explains the green color of the shop and his bracelet, and the 1928, which is two, but because that’s twenty, it would also work for Nick.”
“Dolores,” Anna said sharply. “What are you talking about?”
“Numerology. Elvis believed very strongly in numerology. Cheiro’s Book of Numbers was one of his prized possessions. It disappeared when he did.” She flipped to the next piece of paper, and her hooded eyes widened even further. “Oh, listen to this. Nick was adopted by the Pritchards. He was given up at birth by a woman named, Maria. Maria.” The older woman went quiet.
“Who is Maria?”
“Everyone said that Elvis ran off with a woman named Maria.” Dolores opened her eyes again and scanned further down the page. Nick lives at 2464 Ocean View Drive. It all fits. We need to go there and talk to him. Right now.”
The wind had taken on a decidedly cooler bent, and clouds now billowed across the sky. “I don’t know, Dolores. It looks like the storm is coming early.”
“We’ll just go and be back right away. We can take a cab.” Dolores set off for the lobby of the hotel.
“Mrs. Winthrop,” the woman called from the front desk as Dolores sailed past, heading for the lobby phone. “We tried to catch you before. There’s a large storm brewing. We recommend you stay near the hotel for the remainder of the day. We’re well equipped with emergency supplies, and the maids have already closed the storm shutters in your room.”
Dolores paused and assessed the woman. A remake of Elvis’s “Fools Rush In” played over the hotel speakers.
“We just need to go somewhere. We’ll be back before you know it,” Dolores replied.
“That’s not recommended,” the desk clerk said. “We strongly urge you to stay here for your safety.”
“We won’t be but an hour,” Dolores said.
* * *
Bits of paper and other litter flew across the streets in front of the cab, and the surf pounded the beach as they rounded the final corner of Ocean Point Drive. Palm trees and ornate hedges bowed to the wind, and black clouds filled every inch of sky. Anna shivered in her skimpy tank dress. It hadn’t started to rain yet, but the air hung heavy with impending moisture.
“I wait for fifteen minutes, lady,” the cab driver said, as Dolores hopped out of the car. “Then I’m out of here.”
“Right,” Dolores said brightly. “Don’t worry. Just wait down there.” She pointed to a small turnout half a block down the street and slammed the cab door.
A six-foot-high cream plaster fence with an iron gate surrounded the yard and blocked the entrance to the driveway. On the other side of the fence, lush shrubbery occluded the view of the house. The property seemed large, and it clearly sat right up against the sea. Immaculate estates lined the street on either side of Nick’s house. How could Nick afford this on his boat operator and opening act salary? A tiny shard of belief burrowed its way into Anna’s mind.
“It doesn’t look like we can get any closer anyway,” Anna said. Wind filled her skirt from underneath and goose bumps formed up and down her thighs.
“The fence isn’t that high. I’ll just boost you.”
“We’re going to break in to Nick’s in full view of the street and the cabbie?”
“Breaking in would be if you went in the house. There’s nobody else around, and the cabbie is reading the paper.”
“Okay, we’re going to trespass then. How am I going to get back over the fence from the other side?”
“You can just climb that tree.”
“This is absolutely crazy.”
The wind had whipped Dolores’s normally sleek silver hair into an electrified afro. “We’re almost there. Can’t you feel it? Don’t you want to know?”
“What good is this going to do? Elvis is not going to be on the deck watching the storm roll in.” Even as Anna declared this, a small part of her wondered if he might be.
Dolores laced her veiny fingers together and held them at thigh level for Anna to place her foot in. Anna shook her head but complied. As expected, Dolores’s strength failed, and Anna only managed to grasp the top of the fence. She dangled there, her bare knees scraping against the rough plaster. Dolores immediately pressed her body against the fence right beneath her. “Put your foot on my shoulder,” she ordered.
“I’ll hurt you,” Anna said. Her arms felt wrenched out of their sockets, and the skin on her inner wrists burned. She was going to fall. She managed to lodge one of her feet on Dolores’s soft shoulder, heard the older woman’s intake of breath at the weight, and then she had a leg up on the top of the fence and she was over. The jump down was thankfully into a soft black garden bed, and she managed to land successfully on one foot.
Anna peered around her. Thick foliage, including shrubs and beautiful flowering plants, covered every inch of yard. She made her way carefully in the direction of the blue structure visible through the spray of green.
A small, turquoise-shingled, single-story house occupied a desolate crag of rock leaning out into the wild sea beyond. Humble by a long shot by neighborhood standards, the house was hardly that of a rock star, although Anna supposed that the land it occupied was worth a fortune.
A small deck encircled the house, giving it almost a treehouse feel. The shutters on the windows were shut and latched, and no lights burned in the small cracks.
A man walked around the corner of the house on the deck.
It was the man in chinos, his face echoing the surprise that occupied hers.
Anna spun and bolted back to the fence, heading for the tree. Ignoring the discomfort in her knee, she poured every ounce of training she had into the dash. She heard him calling after her. “Hey, wait. Stop!” But she ran on, her heart slipping into the comfort zone of racing. She launched into the tree and was up and over the top of the fence in seconds. She landed hard on the sidewalk below, and pain shot through her bum knee.
“Let’s go,” she snapped, and Dolores, apparently having at least some sense, followed Anna to the cab, which thankfully still waited.
* * *
The storm battered the hotel all afternoon. Dolores wandered around the room, restless. Anna lay on the bed, her mind a swirl of thoughts and imaginings, mostly about Nick. The whole thing was ridiculous. Nick was probably just a normal guy. The whole numbers thing that Dolores was going on about was garbage. She and Dolores had become stalkers. But who was the guy in chinos?
The crack of the wind had started to subside by dinnertime when the hotel room phone rang. Dolores snatched it up before Anna could even lift her head.
“Hello… Hi, Ron… Yes, we’re fine… You don’t say… Yes, thanks. Stay on it.” Dolores hung up the phone. “Nick went to the airport and flew out somewhere first thing this morning.”
“I see,” Anna said.
“Ron is trying to figure out where.”
“Right,” Anna said.
* * *
They ate a quiet dinner in the hotel. By the time dessert arrived, the storm had dissipated and the moon painted a ghostly path of white on the shimmering ocean. Despite her mad dash across Nick’s yard, Anna’s knee felt better than it had in a while, like the run had jolted something back into place.
Anna walked loops around the pool after dinner, trying to calm the memories of racing triggered by the adrenaline high in Nick’s yard. She imagined her muscles flexing as she skated through the snow, drenched in sweat, quads aching.
Her phone jerked her out of her ski reverie. The number was unfamiliar.
“Hello?”
“Anna Banana?”
“Stephen?”
“Hey babe, how’s it going?”
She flinched at his slip into familiar greetings.
“Fine, Stephen. Why are you calling?”
“Can’t I call because I miss you?”
Her heart jumped, but she ground her teeth together. “How’s Samantha?”
There was a brief silence. “She’s good. She’s great. She says hi. Listen, Barney quit, and we really need another race wax technician next week. You’re trained and you’re a whiz with the wax. You know all our skis and our styles. Any chance you could fill the gap? We’re heading to Norway. Last race of the season.”
Anna closed her eyes against the limpid moon. From Olympic hopeful and love of Stephen’s life to wax whiz.
“I don’t know if you’re looking, but it could be a permanent position heading into next year. Pay’s not great, but there are lots of travel perks, and we all miss you. It’s also an opportunity to build a career. What do you say?”
“Can I think about it?” she managed to whisper.
“We’ll need to know pretty quick. We really need someone.”
The team. They were like family, really. The core seven of them had been together for five years before her accident.
“Whaddya say? I understand you’re in Bermuda. You think you can meet us in Salt Lake in five days?”
* * *
Small white clouds dotted the azure sky the next morning. Anna accompanied Dolores on her morning constitutional and tried to ignore the fact that Dolores was steering them in the direction of Pritchard Boat Tours. She had already given Dolores the talk about flying home a day or two early and giving up on this crazy pursuit, but to no avail. Dolores had grilled her several times on what she had seen in Nick’s yard, and Anna was uncertain whether her description of Nick’s little blue house had made Dolores more or less convinced that Elvis was Nick’s father. She hadn’t mentioned the guy in chinos; knowing Dolores, it would make her even more inclined to think that they were on the right track.
The familiar green front of Pritchard Boat Tours came into view. The homeless man was out front again, holding his sign. It was different this time though. Instead of reading “Elvis Lives, Inquire Within,” which, in retrospect, seemed a little spooky, it now read, “Elvis has left the building… by way of the lane.”
Dolores stopped abruptly and stared at the man.
“You know dear, maybe it is time to get off the island,” she said slowly.
Anna opened her mouth, then closed it. She would not ask what spurred Dolores’s change of heart. They should go home. Someone was potentially following them, and she needed to pack for her trip to Norway.
Saying yes to Stephen had been the right thing to do. Of course, she was conditioned to say yes to Stephen. One more lap, ten more squats, shave two more minutes off her freestyle time, fly to Norway to be a wax whiz. Yes, yes, yes, yes.
But maybe she could make a career out of being the team wax technician. It would be her fresh start. A bit of a boring fresh start, but a fresh start nonetheless. She would put Nick out of her mind. Who was Nick anyway? Just a local opening act and a boat operator.
Going home early was the right thing to do. Nevertheless, Anna had to admit that she experienced a strange but small fragment of disappointment at the prospect.
Dolores insisted on changing the tickets through a travel agent, so they proceeded into Hamilton where Dolores found a small travel shop. She sent Anna for coffees while she changed their flights, and by the time Anna had fought her way to the front of the line in the busy coffee shop and returned to the agency, Dolores was already outside waiting with their tickets, her emerald pantsuit shimmering in the morning sun.
* * *
They spent the remainder of the afternoon soaking up the sun by the pool, then rose early the next morning to head to the airport. Dolores checked them in while Anna corralled Dolores’s multiple bags.
On their way to security, Anna tried to find a comfortable position for the giant carry-on bag in which Dolores had stowed their warm clothes, including two changes of underwear, because apparently Dolores never flew without two pairs of underwear in her carry-on.
“Did you call Gramps last night and tell him when to pick us up at the airport?”
Dolores gave a noncommittal harrumph. “I’ll call him in New York. We’ll have plenty of time.”
Dolores scuttled through security, leaving Anna to try to maneuver the large bag onto the x-ray conveyor belt. She glanced down at her boarding cards before she handed them over to the airport security guy.
“St. George’s to New York. New York to Ottawa,” the card read.
Ottawa.
Dolores stood wearing an insouciant expression on the other side of the scanner, as if she hoped Anna wouldn’t notice their destination until they disembarked and Anna saw the Bienvenue au Canada sign.
Anna joined her after collecting her bag and shoes.
“Ottawa, Dolores?”
“There have been multiple Elvis sightings in Ottawa, dear. They even have a street named Elvis Lives Lane. Harold and I went there in ’97. I knew as soon as I saw the man holding the sign outside Pritchard Boat Tours yesterday morning. I called Ron this morning while you were in the shower to confirm, and I was right. Nick flew to Ottawa two days ago. One of the neighbors told Ron he’s going to see the Fraternity.” Dolores paused and looked both ways up and down the concourse. Then she spoke in an undertone. “The Fraternity was the criminal group that Elvis and his dad busted; the one that Elvis had to escape by going in to hiding. And there’s a listing under the name of Yelserp in the Ottawa phone book. This is it. I know it is.”
Anna wondered if she should mention that the Fraternity was also a band, and that Nick had bought Fraternity tickets a few days ago. “Dolores, did you even tell Gramps what you were doing? I’m supposed to be flying to Norway in four days.”
“We have to go,” Dolores insisted with a sunny smile, as if she hadn’t even heard Anna. She turned and started to set a brisk pace to the gate, her white silk dress flowing behind her.
Anna limp-hopped after her. “No, we don’t. I have to be in Salt Lake City by Friday. I have a job.”
“Don’t you want to see Nick again?”
“Yes, but I’m not going to stalk him. Dolores, this is crazy.”
“I understand, dear, if you feel you need to go to Norway.”
“I don’t need to go. It’s just that the team needs me. You go ahead to the gate. I just want to take five and think about this and call Gramps.”
Dolores turned back and fluttered her eyelids dramatically as if she was about to say something, but then she just nodded her head as if filled with a great sorrow and continued on to the gate.
Anna walked over to one of the big windows that overlooked the glittery turquoise water, and withdrew her phone.
Gramps answered on the third ring.
“Anna, is everything okay?”
“Yes, aside from making a side trip to Ottawa.”
“You’re in Ottawa?”
“No, not yet. But Dolores has us booked on a flight. And we’re at the airport.”
“But you’re okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“Is Dolores happy?” Gramps asked.
“Isn’t Dolores always happy?”
“She does have a generally optimistic outlook, yes. And what about you? Are you over the weasel?”
“Gramps!” She had been about to mention the trip to Norway, but she had a feeling Gramps would have some strong opinions with regard to her plan—and her general association with weasels.
“All right, all right. Have you found yourself yet, then?”
“I’m not really sure where to start looking.”
“Fair enough. Look, if you’re having an okay time and Dolores wants to go to Ottawa, why don’t you look for yourself in Ottawa? You’ve done nothing but train for ten years. Don’t even think of it as finding yourself. Just think of it as a holiday. You need a break. I won the Tri-City Bowling Senior’s Division championship last night. A thousand bucks. Can you believe it? It’ll pay for your trip. Just pick me up some maple syrup and a beaver shirt.”
Anna hesitated. She should tell Gramps about the man in chinos and the note that someone had left in their room… and that she was going to Norway.
Just as she opened her mouth, the man in chinos walked through security, wearing jeans. When he saw her, he stopped, tilted his head, and squinted as if surprised. Then he made a beeline directly for her.
“Gramps, I gotta go.” Anna hung up the phone and started walking quickly down the terminal hallway.
The man was soon beside her, his carry-on laptop case banging against his hip.
“I saw you in Nick Pritchard’s yard,” he said.
She sped up, which was kind of pointless because with her limp, he was easily faster, and the end of the small terminal building and Dolores’s white silk dress were in sight.
“What do you want with me?” she hissed.
He halted abruptly, and a slightly confused look crossed his handsome but bland face. “Well, nothing. Who are you? Are you a friend of Nick’s?”
“Who are you?”
“Brian Goldstein. I’m a reporter. We heard there was an Elvis sighting in Bermuda. I was checking things out. Someone told me about Pritchard, who of course has a certain resemblance to the King, so I was investigating. The sighting was a dead end, but I find Pritchard interesting. And now he’s skipped town.”
“What were you doing in his yard?”
The man offered a faint smile at this. “I could ask the same of you, Red. I came up from the beach. It seemed like there was a trail and it didn’t say private property. I ended up on Pritchard’s deck by accident. That was quite the Jet Li move, vaulting over the fence, especially considering…” He dropped a glance to her knee brace.
Anna narrowed her eyes at him. “And the night before, where were you?”
Brian winked. “You’re quite the questioner, Red. I went to the Black Velvet. I heard Pritchard performs there. But the show was sold out. So I waited around to see if he would come out. He didn’t, and I got tired of waiting. Why?”
“No reason.”
“So do you know him?”
Anna shook her head.
“Then what were you doing in his yard?”
“We went on one of his boat tours. I left my sweater on board. We went to Nick’s to see if he had it, and then when we couldn’t get in the gate, I climbed the fence to go knock on the door.”
“You must really like that sweater.”
“It’s my favorite,” she shot back tartly.
Brian flipped a card out of his pocket. “Look, if you do know Pritchard, tell him to call me. We can make it worth his while. We know he was adopted. Perhaps he remembers seeing Elvis leaning over his cradle or something. We’re happy to take conjecture and the memories of a toddler.”
Anna took the card and glanced at it. “The National Sun, huh?”
Brian shrugged. “We do more serious reporting than you probably think.”
Dolores had emerged from the gate and was now looking down the terminal hall at them, wearing a mystified expression. Anna ignored her. But Dolores gave a little wave, the morning sun illuminating her hair in a brilliant halo of silver.
Brian saw Dolores and raised an eyebrow. He shifted his eyes back to Anna and then back to Dolores, as if trying to place her. But he didn’t seem to recognize Dolores. Maybe he really hadn’t been following them three nights ago.
“You didn’t by chance happen by the Fern Grotto Beach Resort on Sunday night?” Anna said.
Brian shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. I walked past a lot of resorts, but that one doesn’t sound familiar. Listen, I have to get to my gate. It was nice to meet you, Red, and think about what I said. We’re pretty generous in our compensation for tips. I know Pritchard is trying to launch a singing career. Some cash would probably come in handy.”
He turned and headed across the terminal hall to a gate where the red neon sign over the desk read Miami.
“Wait,” she called.
He looked back over his shoulder.
“You don’t really think Elvis is alive, do you?”
He gave a snort of laughter. “No. But our issues with Elvis on the cover outsell every other issue. We just need to dredge up enough facts to manufacture an Elvis to hang a story off of. Elvis was special. He’s alive in the hearts and loins of little old ladies everywhere, let me tell you that.” He continued over to a seat at the far end of the gate.
Anna made her way down the terminal hallway to Dolores. Maybe Brian hadn’t been following them three nights ago. But who had left the note in the hotel room?
Her phone chirped the notification that she had a text. She pulled it back out of her pocket. The number of the sender was unfamiliar.
< Saw you in the audience at my show. You left before I could catch you. Good luck with your reinvention and don’t settle. The last song was for you. >
Nick.
Nick, who had flown to Ottawa.
Dolores greeted her with an eager smile. “What did Charlie say, dear? Did you know that according to Cheiro’s rules, our flight and seat numbers match Elvis’s birthday? And of course that’s my birthday too. I think that means we’re on the right track, don’t you think?”
Anna hesitated. Dolores’s grin widened and then faltered slightly. Then her face slipped into a neutral and finally a doleful expression, her slightly furry jowly cheeks drooping.
At last Anna smiled and nodded. “I think it does, Dolores.”
The beam that broke across Dolores’s face could have illuminated an entire stadium.
They settled into their seats at the gate, and Dolores started talking immediately. “You know, some say, dear, that Elvis left his career to join a monastery…”
Anna tried to concentrate on what Dolores was saying. She should break the news to Dolores that the Fraternity was just a band.
She would tell her later. In Ottawa.
Maybe.
Anna smiled.
Or maybe she would continue manufacturing Elvis for just a bit longer.



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 Elvis Presley
 

 

Elvis Presley is one of those iconic figures who live in our minds long after their deaths. History records that Elvis died on August 16, 1977, but a number of strange events and inconsistencies surrounding Elvis’s death and burial (some of which Dolores references in the story) and subsequent “sightings” fuel the belief that Elvis is still among us.
On the night before he died, Elvis apparently saw the dentist at 10:30 p.m., returned home between 12:30 and 1:30 a.m., and stayed up all night. A mail truck, which was not the usual mail carrier, arrived on the morning of Elvis’s death, and Elvis signed for the package personally. (Some believe this was the signal that prompted a subsequent body exchange.) There were also claims that a helicopter was sighted at Graceland that day, and that Elvis got on the helicopter. Elvis’s girlfriend, Ginger Alden, who was on the premises, allegedly phoned the National Enquirer one to three hours before “finding” Elvis’s body. Some eyewitnesses claimed he was wearing blue pajamas the last time he was seen alive, and yet he was apparently found in blue and gold pajamas—and the medical examiner’s report indicated he was unclothed. There are varying claims regarding the positioning and location of the body, and although rigor mortis and lividity had apparently set in, suggesting he had been dead for some time, the paramedics and Elvis’s doctor performed CPR.
The original death certificate is believed to have disappeared, and the reissued certificate is dated two months after Elvis’s death. The drugs Elvis was prescribed the day before he died included a large number of narcotic analgesics; Elvis’s staff claimed he took them, but they were not found in his system on autopsy, leading to speculation that the body found was actually that of a man dying of cancer who agreed to serve as “the body” in exchange for financial support for his family.
The cause of death was never definitively announced. It may have been a heart attack, drug overdose, or suffocation on the carpet. The autopsy team had reportedly ruled out heart failure and was in the middle of testing for drug-related causes (tests that would have taken weeks to complete) when the medical examiner announced to the press that Elvis had had heart problems, and implied that he had died from them. Since the autopsy report belonged to the estate, the autopsy team said nothing further on the matter.
The autopsy itself was allegedly fraught with errors. There were no photographs made of the body, no fingerprints taken, and no dental impressions made. Elvis’s weight in the autopsy was listed at 170 pounds, even though Elvis was probably closer to 250 pounds. There was also reference to scars from operations that Elvis apparently never had.
Elvis’s funeral was arranged with amazing speed, and the custom-made coffin was ready for the showing of the body within 21 hours of his death. (Reportedly, the coffin weighed 900 pounds. Some speculate it contained a refrigeration unit to keep a wax replica of Elvis cool.) Elvis’s father refused to allow a flag on his son’s coffin, even though Elvis was an army veteran. Many celebrities were told not to come to the funeral, there were no cameras allowed, and some friends and family members indicated that the corpse did not resemble Elvis at all.
The strangeness continued beyond Elvis’s funeral. His full name, “Elvis Aron Presley,” was misspelled on his gravestone as “Elvis Aaron Presley.” (His middle name had been meant to match that of his twin, Jesse Garon, who died at birth.) It’s unclear how Elvis’s middle name was spelled on his birth certificate, as claims vary, but he signed his name with a single “A” for most of his life. Some, like Dolores, suggest that the gravestone spelling was due to Elvis’s superstitions regarding the power of names and numbers, which led him to request the misspelling on his gravestone. Others suggest that it was Vernon Presley respecting Elvis’s stated desire to change the spelling of his middle name to “Aaron” that resulted in the misspelling.
It’s been suggested that Elvis had many potential reasons for faking his own death. The pressures of the performing life were clearly taking a toll on his health. On many occasions, Elvis indicated a desire to live a quieter, more spiritual life and start a commune or a monastery. Elvis may have suffered from depression, and he wrote out his troubles on a note that he threw away. The note was retrieved by an aide and later sold to Wayne Newton, who incorporated it into his song “The Letter.”
Operation Fountain Pen was real, and Elvis and his father were scheduled to testify against the con men known as the Fraternity, a group who had swindled them out of millions of dollars in the purchase of three planes, and who had many criminal dealings across the country. Some believe that “hits” had been arranged by the Fraternity in relation to other deals. And although this is not unusual for a celebrity, Elvis and his daughter, Lisa Marie, experienced many death threats in the year before his death. The U.S. Attorney’s office advised the FBI that their office was ready to go before the grand jury in the Operation Fountain Pen case on August 15, 1977, two days before Elvis died. Ultimately, Vernon Presley was left to testify alone against members of the Fraternity a year after Elvis’s death, and the men were eventually convicted.
Many people close to Elvis claim that he spent the last few months of his life saying goodbye to people and telling them that he loved them. He also told some of them that he would not be going on his next tour, and he apparently made references to a master plan and made frequent allusions to his own death.
To the true believers, the sightings over the years, particularly in Kalamazoo, Michigan, and Ottawa, Ontario, lend credence to claims that the King is still alive. While many of these were undoubtedly false, two photos in particular—one in the pool house at Graceland, and one with Reverend Jesse Jackson—have stoked the fires of belief. Old friends and lovers claim to have been contacted by Elvis after his death, and an unidentified man arrived at L&S records in 1988 and submitted a recording of a song entitled “Spelling on the Stone,” which makes reference to the legend still being alive and suggests that people check the spelling on the stone (which undoubtedly refers to the gravestone). Some people who listened to the recording maintain that the singer is Elvis.
Elvis was a very spiritual person who made routine visits to the Self-Realization Fellowship headquarters in Los Angeles to learn about meditation and yoga. One of his most prized possessions was indeed Cheiro’s Book of Numbers, which allegedly mysteriously vanished when he died. Another prized possession was Autobiography of a Yogi, which also disappeared, and contained a reference to “There is a Season” from the Book of Ecclesiastes, which Nick sings to Anna in “Manufacturing Elvis.”
Elvis did have a DEA badge issued by President Nixon, and he was given the famous DEA jogging suit, which he wore on the day of his death. While some claim the badge was honorary, there are many, including Elvis himself, who claimed it was not. He allegedly exchanged calls with President Carter during the last few months of his life.
Even if Elvis is dead, he lives on in countless cultural references. He has been immortalized in over a hundred songs, including the Mojo Nixon and R.E.M. songs referenced in “Manufacturing Elvis,” but also in “Black Velvet” by Alannah Myles and “Calling Elvis” by Dire Straits, both of which are referenced peripherally in the story. Elvis allusions and impersonators litter our TV shows and movies. The statement “Elvis has left the building,” which was announced at Elvis concerts to get crazed fans to go home, has been used in multiple other contexts. As Fox Mulder observed in The X-Files, “Do you know how hard it is to fake your own death? Only one man has pulled it off: Elvis.”
Has Elvis left the building? After doing the research for this story, I am no longer so sure. I do know that the story of Elvis is not nearly as simple as I once thought it was, and I would like to thank David Gatewood for inviting me to be part of this anthology and allowing me to learn more about the man who was a true religion.
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The Final Flight of Michael Aoki
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HE AWOKE TO THE SMELL of himself burning. Just as he’d smelled in the jungle. Airborne dirt sifting down through the fronds, arms of yellow flame reaching up the trunks of the palms. The moment when all things had stopped.
He coughed, squeezing his eyes shut. When he opened them, he was in a cockpit. The glass was ashy, dusty. Past it, moonlight shined on a flat and scrubby desert.
A klaxon crooned over the snap of the fire. He tried to move, but something clutched him to his seat. Straps. Harness. He pawed at it, choking on smoke, clicking open the buckles. He wriggled from the cockpit and rolled down the side of the vessel, plopping onto the hardpan. He dragged himself from the wreckage on hands and knees. In the distance, whirling lights sped across the desert.
Once he no longer tasted smoke, and the heat beating against his back was no worse than tropical sunlight, he rolled onto his side. Behind him, the saucer canted from the dust, unbroken, silhouetted by its own flames.
* * *
The next time he woke, the smell was much calmer. Antiseptic. Clean metal. Hospital. The small room was made smaller yet by clunky machinery. It had the same pale blue walls and dingy white tile they all did. He felt disappointed.
The door swung open. A nurse in an off-white uniform stopped and stared. He tried to speak; nothing came out but a weak croak. He touched his throat. His fingers bumped over old scars. The nurse backed out the door.
When the door reopened, a uniformed man strolled through it. Heavy around the middle. He was mostly bald, and what hair remained was cut brutally short. He had an easy smile, the kind so wide it threatened to swallow the eyes.
“He’s awake!” The officer moved to the bed, stepping onto its foot and leaning his forearm onto his raised knee. Concern touched his smile. “How you feeling, chief?”
Before he could reply, the officer passed him a clipboard with a pen. He wrote, Am fine.
“Great news. You remember your name?”
He moved to write it, but reaching for the memory was like lifting a glass to his lips only to find it was empty. He blinked up at the officer.
“It’s okay,” the man said. “You take your time.”
His eyes watered. His heart beat. Then it popped loose like a baby tooth. He wrote, Michael Aoki.
“You remember your mission, Aoki?”
Michael gazed down at the pad. I am a pilot.
“Damn right you are. What else?”
There is a war. He hesitated, pen in hand. That’s where I hurt my throat.
The officer’s voice went soft again. “I wish it was so. We won that one.”
There’s another. Already?
“You don’t have none of it?” The officer sighed and removed his foot from the bed frame. “This is easier with pictures. You stay right here, will you?”
He chuckled and stepped out. While he was gone, Michael took stock. His head was bandaged. So was his right ankle. His ribs hurt, but very faintly; he was on morphine. The rest of him seemed fine. The crash hadn’t been enough to take him out. He felt pride in his toughness, yet for some reason he felt sad.
The officer returned, manila folder in his beefy hands. He moved beside the bed and sighed through his nose, long and slow. He withdrew an 8x10 and set it on Michael’s lap. Black and white. Looked like a flooded lumberyard. Nothing but rubble. Debris. Trash.
“San Francisco.”
Michael looked up sharply.
“This here’s Los Angeles.” The man handed over another photograph. The details were different, but the look was the same. His hands trembled. He flipped a third 8x10 onto Michael’s blanket. “Denver.”
The memory breached. He wrote, The Soviets.
“Hard to forget a thing like the end of the world, ain’t it?”
But we’re still here.
“For the moment. That saucer out there? The one you nearly shattered on the hardpan?” The officer gripped Michael’s shoulder. “That’s the only thing we’ve got that can slip through their defenses. You’re our last hope to take them down.”
* * *
The officer’s name was Parnell. He was a colonel. Michael was a major. It was 1947, and the West Coast of the United States had been destroyed.
They told him he had a high ankle sprain, two broken ribs, and a cracked skull. They gave him pills for the pain. A doctor came around to run more tests—he’d gone down near one of the nuke sites and they were concerned about radiation. Once his ankle improved, the nurse helped him hobble around.
His days were busy. Exercise to strengthen his body. Puzzles and games to stretch his mind. Photographs of the cockpit, which he remembered in perfect detail. A psychologist questioned him about his memory. Everything but the ship was shadows and blurs. After a while, the man grew frustrated, but Michael had nothing to give him.
Every night, he had the same dream. A woman and a girl in a humid jungle. Flames crisped through the canopy. Bombs thundered in the bay. Strangers. They didn’t belong here. Heedless of his orders, he ran toward them. A whistle drowned out the screams. The mother and her daughter vanished in a blinding flash. A wall of force struck him in the guts, throwing him aside like he was nothing at all.
And then he woke.
“You were in the war,” the psychologist prompted. He wore glasses and his red hair was parted on one side. “Do you remember?”
Michael touched his throat. He wrote, There was an island.
“Guadalcanal. That’s where you were wounded. Is this where the woman was? The little girl?”
He nodded.
The psychologist made a note. “Do you have anything before that?”
Longing. Regret. That was all. He shook his head.
Parnell came to see him every other day. He seemed antsy. Fidgeting his thick hands. Michael knew why. The attack had happened six months ago. No warning. The skies had gone dark with planes, and then white with fire. Along with the cities, they’d struck the nuclear caches, but they had missed two sites. The president had sent bombers over the pole. They hadn’t returned.
Now, they waited on the enemy’s next strike. The one that would take out the East. Unless the saucer hit back first.
“No pressure, right?” Parnell chuckled, picking at the cuticle of his thumb. It was already bleeding. “It’s a hell of a thing.”
He wrote, I’ll do what’s needed of me.
“I know you will. I’ve had dogs less loyal than you, Aoki. This accident, though, it’s clarified our blind spot. If something happens to you, where does that leave us?”
Nowhere.
“Exactly. We’re bringing in another pilot.”
Michael regarded him. Replacement.
Parnell swung his chin to the side. “No sir. Backup. Redundancy. More importantly, a partner. This flight won’t be any skip through the daisies. Won’t hurt to have someone at your back. Lieutenant Tanaka, you want to get in here?”
A man walked into the hospital room. He wore an olive green jacket with lieutenant’s bars. His black hair was buzzed on the sides and longer on top. With so few memories, Michael had found he had to trust his instincts. His reads. With this man, there was a severity and an angry stiffness.
Michael turned to the colonel. He’s also Japanese?
“Sam Tanaka.” Parnell grinned. “Haven’t seen anyone so eager to prove himself since you, Aoki.”
Tanaka saluted. “Major. I’m honored to work with you.”
Michael rousted himself from bed, suppressing a wince, and returned the salute. He wrote, Everything I know is yours to learn.
Tanaka took the pad, holding it in both hands. When he looked up, his eyes shined with tears.
* * *
He was housed in a Quonset. All his own. Entering the room was like going back to a childhood home decades after your parents sold it. It touched something in the mind, but it wasn’t yours.
He moved through the room, hoping to jog something loose. Shoes shined and ready. Uniforms folded in the dresser, creases so sharp you could cut yourself. Pictures on the dresser of himself in a bomber jacket leaning on the frame of a Hellcat. A Dopp kit with a razor, scissors, comb, talcum powder.
He sat on the bed. Let himself feel. Unease. As if the room had been rearranged in his absence. He rose and went through the room again. Closing one of the dresser drawers, he heard the crumple of paper.
The underside of the drawer had a page pinned to it. A single sentence: His sacrifice is yours.
The writing was his. Beneath it was a quick sketch of the saucer, also his work. He turned the paper over. The other side was blank. He sat on the end of the bed, pressing his palm to his forehead. It might have made sense before the crash. Minus his memory, it was gibberish.
Yet he’d hidden it. It was important. He breathed in and out, examining what he felt. Reading the words, he felt… frightened? More than that. Terrified.
But there was something deeper: resolve. Duty. Something which must be done despite knowing there’s no coming back.
He pinned the note back in place and walked outside. The desert sun was just beginning to clear the eastern ridges, but it was already hot in a way that promised the afternoon would be like a bad day on Mercury. Michael crunched through the gravel toward Parnell’s office, another Quonset hut, and handed the clerk a note. The clerk said he was in. Michael sat in an uncomfortable chair and waited.
Twenty minutes later, Colonel Parnell emerged from the back. “Aoki? How long you been waiting?” He grabbed the nearest papers, turned on the clerk, and swatted the man’s head. “You’re just gonna leave him out here?”
The clerk apologized twice. Parnell gestured Michael into his office and shut the door. “What can I do for you? You ready to get back in the saddle come Monday?”
Michael sat in front of the desk. The office smelled like dust and sweat. He wrote, I want to see him.
The colonel glanced at the pad and chuckled. “Mind narrowing that down, chief?”
The pilot.
“Aoki.” His voice was gentle, as if afraid of what he might disturb. “You are the pilot.”
This ship came from somewhere. It had a pilot. Where is he now?
“Thing like that, he’s either classified, or in a sideshow. I think you can guess which.”
Who am I going to tell?
Parnell chuffed with laughter. “You got me there. Why you want to see it so bad?”
We wouldn’t be here without him, he wrote. Before I do this, I need to know who I owe.
“You got strange ideas about debt. A thing like this, I can’t make you any promises. But for you, I’ll try.”
* * *
In one of the hangars, they’d rigged a full-scale model of the cockpit. He had begun his training in it, and it was there that they sent him to train Tanaka.
Once Tanaka was in the second seat, Michael thumbed a button. With a hiss of hydraulics—the real saucer was silent—the hemisphere of the hatch closed. Michael switched on a light, illuminating banks of tightly arranged buttons similar to the keys of a typewriter. The actual saucer blazed with tiny TV screens that were as bright as neon and as crisp as autumn. Here, the screens were represented by still paintings of alien sigils and the dry mountains around the base.
“Dear God,” Tanaka said. “How are we supposed to fly this?”
Michael smiled. He wrote, Wait until you see the real thing.
There weren’t many others on the base. They rarely spoke to him. When they did, it was mostly to see how he was recovering, to thank him for what he was doing. How he was going to save the country. It was a strange thing to think about.
He pushed Tanaka hard. Not just on the basic controls, but also to memorize the ones they still didn’t understand. Tanaka’s awe wore off quickly. He didn’t voice his frustration with the endless repetition, but Michael saw it in the abruptness of his gestures, the frantic scratch of his pen on his notepad.
Tanaka was a fast learner. Dedicated. He had the basics in three days. When it came to the unknown buttons, though, he had no patience. Yet Michael refused to clear him until he could name each one.
Eight days into the training, Parnell informed him that the saucer was repaired. Six days after that, following Tanaka’s latest failure to properly identify the configuration of the key cluster known as E14, Tanaka reached across the cockpit and jammed the release. The hatch sprung open with a metal squeal. Tanaka jumped out, sliding down the saucer’s sloped side and dropping to the ground. He hurled his notepad across the dusty cement. Michael unbuckled and climbed down the ladder built into the model’s side.
He wrote, held the pad up to Tanaka. What are you doing, airman?
Tanaka’s jaw bulged. “This is pointless. What does it matter if I know which buttons don’t work?”
So that you will know which ones do.
“I know how to steer. How to drop the bombs. I’m ready, Major.”
So you say, Michael wrote. Why are you so eager for this?
“They bombed us out of the blue. Murdered so many. Don’t you want to pay them back?”
They committed the worst crime in history. And you want to repeat it?
Tanaka laughed sharply. “You can’t do it, can you? After everything they’ve taken from you, you’d rather roll over than fight back. No wonder they brought me here.”
You are dismissed.
Tanaka’s mouth worked. He saluted, then spun on his heel.
Michael typed a report. Delivered it to Parnell’s clerk. Parnell called him in the next day.
Red veins traced the colonel’s nose and cheeks. “You wanted to see me?”
I am concerned about Lt. Tanaka, Michael wrote. He’s too zealous.
The colonel raised a gray brow. “We’re talking about the end of the US of A here. We need zealots.”
What we need is competency. Sir.
Parnell gritted his teeth. “Can he operate the saucer?”
Michael tapped his pen on his paper. To a limited degree.
“Enough to fulfill the parameters of the mission.”
I understood that I was given the authority to decide when he is ready.
“That depends, don’t it? Are you holding him back because you don’t think he can do it? Or because you don’t want to get this thing off the ground?”
Michael drew back his chin. I don’t understand.
“The feeling is that you may be reticent to execute your mission.”
His jaw dropped. Tanaka came to you?
“The saucer’s been ready for days, Aoki. You haven’t been to it once. Is this about the crash?”
Sir, I… He hesitated. Have a feeling. As if we’re headed down a path we don’t understand.
Parnell sighed heavily. “There’s something you need to see.”
He rose from his desk and exited his office into the afternoon heat. He slung himself behind the wheel of a jeep. Once Michael was in, Parnell peeled north, roostertailing dust behind them. Past the rows of huts, a barbed wire fence spanned the entrance of a canyon. Parnell stopped at a checkpoint, showed his papers to the guard. He stopped in front of a windowless concrete building set against the back of the canyon, the jeep rocking on its suspension.
Inside, another guard checked their paperwork, then took them to an elevator, inserting a key into its panel. They descended several floors. The doors opened to a hallway and the smell of disinfectant.
Their shoes echoed down the hall. Wordlessly, the guard opened a door into a small, well-lit room.
A bulky, transparent case sat on a waist-high table. Inside, a thin gray creature lay on its back, spindly limbs stretched and still. Its head was cartoonishly large. So were the black pools of its eyes. It was hairless, lightly wrinkled.
“There he is,” Parnell said. “Your pilot.”
Michael drifted toward it. A small dark hole stood out from its broad forehead. Where did it come from?
“Classified. Which is surely somebody’s idea of a joke. Truth is? We don’t have any goddamn idea.”
Let me guess. It would only tell you its name, rank, and serial number.
The colonel laughed, squinting. “You got a sick sense of humor, son.”
Michael moved closer to the glass box. Until that moment, a piece of him had stayed convinced this wasn’t real. That the saucer was a fake, a perverse experiment for an unknown purpose. But the body was real. Once, it had walked. Breathed. Loved.
He stopped, close enough to touch the box. The hole in its brow—it was a bullet hole.
“Seen enough?” Parnell said.
That was what his note meant, wasn’t it? The alien had died to give them a way to win the war. How could he do any less?
* * *
That night, when he dreamed, the woman in the flames spoke his name.
The next morning, he cleared Tanaka to fly. Behind the controls, Michael felt at home: everything else was lost, but he’d kept this, the same way he could still read or walk. The saucer lifted as gently as a father lifting his daughter from the couch to her bed. It was night, and there wasn’t a single light besides the base and the stars. He took it to five hundred feet and hovered.
Hold on tight, he wrote.
The main controls had two wheels: one for speed, one for course. He rolled the accelerator hard right. Multiple gees thrust them into their chairs. The lights below them drew closer to each other, dwindling away. Within moments, they were ten thousand feet above the hardpan. A klaxon warned him they were approaching the limits of their approved operational range. He rolled the wheel back to its resting state, bringing them to a stop.
Tanaka whooped. “How did you ever figure this out?”
Michael found his pad. Figure what out?
“How to fly this crazy thing.” Tanaka eyed him. He was the kind of man who would talk to fill the silence that Michael couldn’t. “You’re the man who cracked it. You really don’t remember?”
He shook his head.
Tanaka leaned forward. “You’re Nisei. Like me.” He drew back, watching Michael’s face. “It’s true, isn’t it? It’s all gone.”
From the crash.
The lieutenant’s gaze drifted to the bandage that still swathed Michael’s forehead. “It’s a miracle you survived.”
* * *
That night, the woman and the young girl screamed his name from the jungle. The strike of the bomb erased them in heat. This time, though, after the blast faded, he staggered to his feet and walked toward the crater. To find them. To get them out.
There was nothing left. They were gone. Transmuted to heat, and light, and ash. He woke terrified that he could do nothing for them and guilty that he knew nothing about them. He would soon die, too, but at least he would be remembered as a hero. The man who’d saved the very nation. Better to be dead and remembered than to live with no memory of your own.
Parnell instructed him to push Tanaka faster. The first time Michael turned over the controls, Tanaka grasped them like a lover’s hips. He learned fast. He had it easy, though. They weren’t training him to take off or to land. Only to set course and drop the bombs.
The mood around the base grew more somber than ever. People hardly spoke at all. At mess, they stared down at their plates, as if to find answers in the gravy. Parnell called Michael in for an update.
His touch is poor, he wrote. It could be weeks before he’s ready to land.
“But he could get you from A to B.”
If that is all you need.
“’Fraid so. Each day we wait is a gamble with the end.”
Something stirred in him. It felt like a memory, but nothing came. He found himself on the brink of tears. The alien had shown him it was all right to die. But what could show him that it was all right to ruin?
May I see the pictures again? Of the bombings?
Parnell sniffed. “You bet. Any ones in particular?”
All of them. He gestured to his head. When you showed me in the hospital, I was fuzzy.
The colonel unlocked a drawer in his desk and got out the manila folder. Michael examined each picture for a long time. San Francisco. Seattle. San Diego. No matter how closely he looked, he couldn’t find a single body. There was nothing left. They’d been erased.
Just like he had. Just like the Soviets would be.
Parnell’s eyes shifted between his. “You want to see the real thing?”
One of the cities?
“Too risky. But I got something else for you.”
An hour later, they were airborne, buckled in behind a laconic pilot. Parnell had to shout above the roar of the props. “Completely wiped out Sherman Field. We’re lucky they didn’t get us, too.”
The plane carried over the mountains to the north and into a basin of scrub. It banked, slowing.
“There you go,” Parnell said. “That right there? That’s what an atomic bomb looks like.”
A crater plunged in the desert floor, steep and vast. It was surrounded by a black ring hundreds of feet wide. An abscess in the earth. The ground around it was scarred, moon-like. Scattered with planks and twisted metal. Nothing grew. Maybe it never would.
Parnell put his cheek to the scratched window. “Looks like hell, don’t it?”
Michael nodded. Even if his voice had worked, he wouldn’t have been able to speak.
* * *
Parnell called them in five days later. Veins traced his cheeks like rivers on a map. “Orders from Washington. We’re a go. Three days.”
Tanaka hugged Michael fiercely. “Time to pay them back. For everything they’ve done.”
They would come in at night. Over the Pacific and in from the east—the Soviets ran too many patrols around the poles. No radio contact. They would carry twelve bombs. Enough to make sure the enemy would have no way to finish what it had started.
“There won’t be enough fuel to make it back,” Parnell said. “You understand?”
Tanaka inclined his head. “Two men is a small sacrifice for the future of our nation.”
Michael nodded too. Back at his hut, he searched it top to bottom, but there was nothing to find.
They ran no more flights. They spent their remaining time with the saucer’s navigation system. Michael stuck to their route. Tanaka wouldn’t have the skills to vary it, but by the end of forty-eight hours, Michael was confident he’d be able to follow it.
The day of, they slept. Michael woke to a cool desert evening that smelled like dust and sage. He prepared, assisted by a silent orderly. A jeep took him and Tanaka to the tarmac. The saucer waited. Forty men watched them walk to it. Parnell waited at the ladder.
“This is the most important night in the history of our nation,” he said. “And you two will never be forgotten.”
He drew his shoes together and saluted. Behind them, every man did the same. Did each one of them believe, or was there some doubt hidden behind their masks of adoration? Michael saluted back.
He climbed aboard. Tanaka buckled in. The hatch closed over them. Pressure spiked in Michael’s ears.
Check systems, he wrote.
Tanaka glanced at him, then went to work. On the tarmac, the marshaller signaled them clear. Michael took the controls. The craft hummed. Lifted. The ground receded beneath them.
Mountains. Desert. Low clouds enveloping the land. He climbed above them, a circle of silver in the darkness. When the clouds fell away, the Pacific stretched beneath them. For weeks, he’d waited for something to return. To be handed an answer. He knew, at last, that none would come.
Five hundred miles off the remains of the West Coast, Michael Aoki brought the UFO to a stop.
Tanaka straightened in his chair, glancing out the window. “What’s wrong?”
The craft is fine, he wrote.
“We can’t stop here. We could be spotted.”
We can’t do this.
The lieutenant went very still. “You said the craft is fine.”
Have you seen what happens when a bomb strikes a person?
“Yes, sir. I was at Pearl Harbor, sir.”
It leaves nothing, he wrote. How many millions are we about to erase?
“Millions will die if we don’t.” Accusation rang in Tanaka’s words. “They nuked us first. Do you want them to destroy what little we have left?”
This would destroy us, too. Michael dropped the pad of paper in his lap and reached for the controls.
Tanaka laughed, incredulous and sickly. “No wonder they had to bring me in. The Japanese killed your wife. Your daughter. And you still chickened out.”
Michael blinked, hands frozen halfway to the control wheels. The woman. The girl. The fire. The sky aswarm with planes that had arrived from nowhere on a warm December day. The harbor blackened with burning ships.
Across the cockpit, Tanaka held a pistol trained on Michael’s chest. Michael noticed this the way he might notice that it was cloudy outside. Hands shaking, he reached for the pad of paper.
Tanaka lifted the pistol an inch, his teeth clenched tight. “You volunteered for this, Aoki! And when you did, it didn’t take some Looney Tunes story about the destruction of the West Coast. Because this gave you the chance to get revenge for what they did to your family.”
The mouth of the pistol was as dark as Tanaka’s eyes. As black as the hole in the alien’s forehead. He thought: His sacrifice is yours. He hadn’t written the note to inspire himself, had he? He’d meant it as a warning: that he was a piece in a game he’d never understand.
It played across his mind like a newsreel. The saucer streaking in from the east. Bombs bursting across the Soviet Union. And when the vessel crashed, and they pried it open? They’d find two Japanese men inside. One of whom couldn’t speak, and a second who never would.
He pointed to the pad in his lap. Tanaka nodded permission. Michael picked it up and wrote, We’re going to bomb the Soviets. And blame the Japanese.
“We only have enough to take out their nuclear sites. Not enough to stop them from making war. Someone else has to take the fall. Why not the one who killed millions in the Pacific? Who took away your little girl? And my father?”
Insane.
Tanaka rolled his eyes. “You want to know insane? Letting our enemy develop a weapon that can annihilate us overnight. Within two years, they’ll have the bomb. The Soviets haven’t nuked us yet—and we’re about to guarantee they never will.”
Michael waited for his memory to flood back. But whatever they’d done to him after the first time he’d turned against the mission, it had been thorough. He had nothing left. Michael Aoki was as dead and gone as the wife and daughter he couldn’t remember.
Yet a ghost remained: the feeling that he could still save others.
He flipped the page to a blank one. Filled it with questions. Held it out to Tanaka. The other man bent toward it, squinting against the gloom of the cockpit. Michael drove his pen into the side of Tanaka’s neck and yanked it forward.
The gun went off, deafeningly close. Michael dropped the pen and grappled for the gun, shoving it into Tanaka’s lap, unbuckling himself with his other hand. The pistol went off again, shattering one of the crystal clear TVs. Tanaka clutched at his throat. Blood gleamed darkly.
A minute later, Tanaka stopped moving. The UFO hovered ten miles over the ocean. The cockpit smelled like blood. He turned around, setting course toward the mainland. He couldn’t land it. It was a weapon as deadly as the bombs it carried. He’d have to crash it. The thought should have filled him with fear, but instead, he felt a calm resolve.
Because his first crash, it hadn’t been an accident, had it?
He spent the flight back trying to remember his wife’s name. By the time Area 51 unfolded below him, he still didn’t have it. Knowing he never would, he lifted the saucer to fifty thousand feet, then a hundred thousand. He tilted down the saucer’s nose and cranked the speed wheel as far as it would go.
The hardpan rushed toward him.
He had no memory of himself. But when the world learned what he had saved them from—he would be remembered then, wouldn’t he?



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 Roswell
 

 

By nature, conspiracy theories exist on the fringe. Some—JFK, the moon landing, 9/11—are mainstream enough that your average American can discuss them as fluently as they can discuss the latest betrayal on Game of Thrones. (Depending on the conspiracy, that discussion might end up just as violent as the Red Wedding.) But even the biggies aren’t something you engage with on a daily basis. They’re rabbit holes. Hidden from sight unless you choose to dive in.
What makes Roswell so crazy is that it has become the culture. Flying saucers, Greys, abductions, Men in Black—when we talk about aliens, we see the iconography of the conspiracy. Someone looking at us from outside might think we have met aliens. We sure seem to know how they look and act.
Fun fact: the term “flying saucer”—coined after the first highly publicized sighting, which occurred two weeks before Roswell—was a misquote of the witness. (He was describing how they flew, not how they looked.) If and when we do encounter aliens, we might be in for a bit of a surprise.
Anyway, as for Roswell. The real crash—if you can believe the U.S. military—was an experimental balloon designed to detect Soviet atomic bomb tests. That’s been known for twenty years. Nobody cares.
Because a government cover-up of a crashed alien spaceship is way, way, way cooler.
 

I sometimes write about aliens. You can find my books on my website or find me on Facebook.



Fear of the Unknown and Loathing in Hollywood

(or Doc Midnite and the Great White Whale Hunt of ’73)
by Nick Cole 
 

 

MY ONE AND ONLY article as a legit journalist, post the Company and Pat Buchanan’s fall from the long table at the West Wing, was never actually published by the Hollywood Scene Beat. Buchanan’s fall from the White House had managed to drag me down like some latter-day spear-carrier for the Roman imperator of the moment, who happened to be on the wrong end of the long knives as ’92 wound down. Even though the article was never published for the Hollywood Scene Beat, it took me right to the very gates of hell, up close, where I could look in through the bars and see the horror.
“Too controversial,” said Mays, the editor of the Beat.
Too controversial? Since that last Tuesday when he bailed me out of studio jail and we walked off the lot at NBC into the afternoon Burbank traffic, I’ve dedicated one day out of every year to making Mays’s life a living nightmare via the interwebz. On that day, I sign him up for all kinds of hardcore gun-nut periodicals, right-wing newsletters, build-your-own-compound-slash-bomb-bunker online chatboards, darknet Eastern European dating sites, and a Richard Simmons Deal-A-Meal daily inspirational email, along with a series of very small donations to various Tea Party candidates. That’ll teach him to stick me with the “too controversial” bumper sticker. You see, Mays is a life-long bagman for the DNC. He knows where the bodies are buried. I’ll bet he’s paid off Jerry Brown’s pharmacists and niche escort service providers in Chuck E. Cheese parking lots all up and down the central valley.
I’m almost sure of it. I would bet Mom’s grandfather’s pile of cash on it before I’d ever bet another horse.
But Mays did bail me out of studio jail when it looked like I might spend some survivor time in real jail—down at LA County.
He also drove away in the Butterscotch Bomber, a rented Cutlass Sierra I’d illegally “sunroofed” late one night in Hollywood. He never said anything about the dangerous pharmaceuticals in the trunk. But he probably didn’t know about them, so that’s a wash regarding his account balance with the Not So Friendly Savings and Revenge Company I run once a year.
One day a year is enough to dedicate to someone’s personal ruin for not publishing my hard-hitting deep-cover investigation of Mark-Paul Gosselaar’s rise to the top of Saturday morning sitcoms somewhere around 1993.
One day is enough.
I have other enemies. Everyone gets their day, center mass, inside the scope mounted to the payback rifle I aim at them from the various rooftops of the interwebz.
Like I said, I’d been kicked out and cast west. West out of Sodom. West from DC. The Reagan years were over and the think tanks were self-destructing with the new Democrat optimism centered on alleged-adulterer-slash-accused-rapist Bill Clinton. Alleged. The rape, that is.
Fleetwood Mac’s “Don’t Stop” was still ringing in everyone’s ears. People are easily misled that way by mere minstrels. Ask that village that lost all its children to the guy who played the flute and promised to get rid of the rats. That’s the dark side of the fairy tale, and no one really remembers that part.
You can call someone an alleged rapist. It’s one of the great things about America.
People do it all the time.
But back then, when they were still selling the Bill and Hillary love story while trying to cover up Paula, Juanita, Kathleen, Gennifer, and the rest, the Reagan-Bush era of real-world big-boy groupthink was ending. We weren’t playing to win anymore; as a nation, that is. It was the season to feel good and Rock the Vote. It was time to vote for sex. Lilith Fair was on the horizon like a Twister making a beeline for the nearest trailer park. The once-favored were falling out of favor. The exodus of sober, conservative thinking had begun in full. And when they ejected Buchanan, I knew my days were short. If I was honest with myself, truthful in that way one can only be on the back side of a three-day Clevinger’s binge, then I had known all along it would have to end, eventually. Sumptuous retreats in the deserts of Saudi Arabia as a guest of the Arab Prince of Cocaine were over. I’m talking an actual member of the royal family. A lunatic coked to the gills reveling in the night as we tried to sell him bulk farm equipment the House of Saud would never, ever, need. I use the word “reveling” not lightly, but knowingly on scales of galactic magnitude. Reveling in George Lucas’s 1978 Star Wars Holiday Special as the Prince consumed Al Pacino levels of cocaine, talking crazy like the Che Guevara of the Rebel Alliance.
I should have known then that everything ends. The death of the American dream was coming, and I should have seen it from far off. Our fall from grace would be great, very great indeed, because we’d climbed so high. Who would’ve ever imagined then that someday Bill Clinton would jog through the streets of a city of monuments like he was the king of the world? Whoever would have imagined this king of the world could come from Arkansas? Who would ever have imagined that he could do everything wrong and still smile that Bill Clinton smile?
The devil was a king too. Once.
I should have known better all along.
We all should have known better. Nothing lasts.
Exit into the west.
I headed into the sunset on a jet airliner after having mustered out of government and closed my bank accounts. I spent prodigiously on a brand-new nickel-plated twelve-inch-barrel .44 Magnum that I’d managed to bring onboard the flight using my expired State Department credentials. A leather travel bag. A portable Selectric and a case of duty-free bourbon.
Only savages drink whiskey. Note that for the record. Nota bene, as the Romans used to say before they went Roman on someone.
I was done. I was dead. I was a shell of the savvy inside operator I’d once been. I donned the aviator shades, bought a pair of used combat boots. Found some long khaki shorts made from silk that I thought of as “jungle issue,” threw on a T-shirt that said “Actual Rap Star” I’d picked up from some Armenian-guy-run store that sold leather jackets, studded and inscribed with the names of record companies passing themselves off as the band of the ages, and capped it all off with a tan canvas big-game hunter hat. Later, on Sunset Boulevard, on the night my lawyer who was really just a paralegal and I got hammered on the bourbon and beat up some drunken marines who asked us where Don Johnson’s house was, I added a gray flannel bathrobe that I wore like a cape because we’d won in our brief skirmish against the marines. Barely. And every imperator must have his cape. It’s what they bury you in when they pull your dead body off the field of battle.
In other words, I reinvented myself.
The blazer, tan slacks, oxblood loafers, and JFK tie were probably still in the bathroom back at Dulles. The big show in DC was done with me, and I was done with them. I’d become a Hollywood reporter. I’d cover movie stars and maybe meet an actress who’d never make it because she was too good-looking and too kind. In time, I’d become the mayor of Venice, running on an extensive and much needed right-wing power agenda that fearmongered the environmental nuts as card-carrying communists in league with the General Mills Food Corporation and hell-bent on ruining the freak flavor of the boardwalk in favor of micro-condominium student housing complexes. I’d loosely sketched out an election plan on the back of a cocktail napkin aboard a Delta flight, in coach, while working on my third bourbon.
A bourbon for which I’d had to recite Shakespeare in order to prove to the stewardess I wasn’t as drunk as my fellow galley slaves were intimating I might be. Suffice it to say, I got the bourbon and we touched down at LAX.
Later, after baggage claim and the hot Santa Anas and the departing jets and a couple of bourbons in the Sky Lounge above LAX while I waited for a few calls to come in at the bar from old Company contacts who’d moved out to LA to prosper in filmmaking, or its ever-present underbelly, I finally hooked up with Rios. I’d told the bartender I was a producer looking to make the next Bruce Willis Die Hard train wreck right there at the airport. He of course informed me that he was an actor, as I knew he would, and allowed me to make as many calls as I liked from the bar phone on the off chance that I actually might be a producer of Bruce’s level and that I might remember him come First Shot for the part of Bernard Fife, Bruce’s sidekick who gets killed but has a few good career-making lines. I may have told him he’d be perfect for this imaginary job. I may have intimated that he could lease a BMW based on my complete assurance he’d have a part should the Bruce Gig go down at LAX. I even told him the story, or “plotline” as they call it out there. Basically, I just substituted all the known NSA details of the Israeli raid on Entebbe. He didn’t know Entebbe from the Battle of the Ardennes, and it’s not like I cared if it actually was an NSA national secret, which a few of the choicer details are. My clearances had been suspended after a run-in with Bush ’41. I’d asked him if he felt like betting on the Tour de France as we made our way to a state dinner in Tokyo. My clearance probably didn’t get wood-chipped because of that. That was the Tokyo dinner Bush hurled at. Everybody got wood-chipped after that one; I was just a casualty. In Pat’s defense, the big man went to the carpet for me. Told me so when he was golfing in Palm Springs with O.J.
Rios was a South American mechanic. Not the car kind of mechanic. The other kind. The murder kind. He’d been out of the Company and in rehab for years. Couldn’t get over some high school sweetheart that left him while he was back in ’Nam. But he was doing good, at that moment, driving away from the flying saucer bar and restaurant that loomed over LAX. He was working as a line producer in charge of budget on a few of the Corey films. Corey Haim and Corey Feldman. “The Corey films” he told me over the bar phone was what everyone in the biz called these B-movie straight-to-Cinemax epics.
It was Friday night, and Rios was, in fact, going to a party out in the Valley. Some porn star was supposed to be there. I gathered that this was a pretty big deal to him. The porn star part. I hadn’t yet figured out my whole plan on how I was going to survive in LA and not dip into my buried treasure. The majority of my savings had been converted into Krugerrands all through the eighties. Gold coins waiting in a Swiss bank deposit box for me to come get someday when I wasn’t so desperate. Until then, I was getting by on my last State Department check. Meaning: I hadn’t yet figured out which Hollywood tabloid would be my first step toward leading Venice Beach into becoming a bastion of right-wing, gun nut, booze-loving America. I knew that part. I just hadn’t figured out all the parts in between.
Rios swung by the Sky Lounge and I fell into a blue Mazda Miata with noticeable right-side damage. Rios explained that the Corey Films weren’t real big in the scheme of things re: Hollywood. I assured him that I knew this based on my cover as a producer for the next Die Hard starring The Bruce Willis.
I figured I’d let that ride and see how long it played in Peoria.
Rios said nothing and maneuvered into late Friday afternoon traffic. We took the 405, smoked a joint Rios found between the seats, and made the Mulholland pass at a crawl. When we let down into the Valley, it was twilight and the air was warm and all the success and runaway excess of Reagan-Bush, and the fear and loathing of killer Bill Clinton, slipped away. I let the coups, power grabs, secret South American wars no one and everyone knew about, Arab Princes of Cocaine, big cars, free booze, and hot women slip away. All of it. That show was over, and I’d found myself here at world’s end.
This was the new “now.”
I asked Rios how rehab was going, and he told me he was “out,” so we picked up a bottle of super-wrong top shelf tequila with my last fifty bucks. We wanted to be sociable when we arrived at the Porn Star Party, as Rios was now calling it, his eyes far away with each mention of the event. By the time we reached Burbank and wound our way up into the hills, it was full dark and the stars were coming out above a valley of broken dreams.
Suffice it to say, it was not a porn star party. And it was. It was “not” in that no porn stars actually showed up, even though the lady in reference was constantly heralded as impending throughout the night. But it was a porn star party in actuality, as everyone tried to be blasé about the latest deal, or possibility, in their career as they cast their eyes toward the door, hoping their porn star would appear at any moment and brighten their lives and hopes. They took large gulps of our super-wrong tequila as they assured us that they had it on good authority they’d be in, or part of, Bruce’s next film. Everyone called him either “Bruce” or “Willis” and managed to make it sound as though they were close enough to donate a kidney one way or the other. Everyone also knew Bruce was shooting next month in some foreign part of the world.
The super-wrong tequila was getting to me. Meaning I was getting mean. The host’s bourbon was really whiskey, so I stuck to the crazy juice and cut it with Sprite and a lime while affecting a British accent I’d switched to mid-party. Something Haldeman taught me to do in Beirut to mess with the French embassy. As whatever low-list actors, dancers, or weather persons passed in front of me, assuring me that their script, part, or relationship with some closely connected Bruce-person placed them somewhere along the legendary Trough of Success that was Bruce’s next film; as they waved, gesticulated and gulped, their faces turning bright red, their eyes involuntarily casting about for the pornographic performer who would be at this party surely at any moment, I devolved further and further into my role as a charmingly bitter Englishman.
It was my way of having fun.
A point of note here. I wasn’t exactly clear what the porn star would be doing once she got to the party. And as the evening progressed, I was convinced that she’d need to put on some sort of show to meet these people’s increasingly high expectations of her.
As they talked, waved, and gesticulated some more, I waited, lying in the bush like a team of Soviet Spetznaz. When the time was right I’d let them know, offhand, “matter of fact by the by old chap,” or in character as they say out there, that I was Bruce’s producer on the next Die Hard and that I could assure them wholeheartedly that we wouldn’t be doing that film in a foreign place next month. We’d be at LAX. I didn’t even say “Bruce.” I didn’t need to. It would have been wrong of me to.
Later, on toward eleven, I became really drunk and the party had reached that morose moment when the Saturday Night Fever soundtrack isn’t matching the level of deeply intense artistic discussion taking place on a filmic deconstruction of Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction. People were drunkenly, and with the conviction of a pandemic bacteriologist addressing the UN, arguing over the nature of the briefcase, daring listeners to disagree with them, as surely it meant pistols at dawn. I was tempted to disagree just because I knew I could take any of them with a pistol at dawn.
That’s when I knew I was drunk. Because “pistols at dawn” sounded like fun to me. It was time to back off. Splash some cold water on my face and get some other poison besides the super-wrong tequila.
I made my way to the back of the narrow, built-on-the-side-of-a-hill house, searching for a restroom. While I was staring in the mirror, after washing my hands, trying to find the man who’d once briefed the Gipper on the effectiveness of the F-111 strike on Libya, I heard low, disembodied voices talking in the room beyond the wall. I also heard bongo drums slapping out a distant hypnotic beat.
I went looking, figuring I’d find some drugs to take the edge off the super-wrong tequila. Instead I found Josh. Josh was mid-pull on some high-grade hash he swore was straight out of Cambodia. We split the joint, tuned into the bongos, and I told him all about what Cambodia was really like in ’75. He slapped an unamplified bass and listened to everything I could remember about that waking hell. He was a good listener. It was as though he was upriver with me and the crazies. He dug it all. He had a goatee and a shaved head, and when he talked he was suddenly, violently, intensely passionate, as though he was acutely aware of every wrong the entire world had ever made and that nothing, absolutely nothing, had managed to slip past either of us. Then he’d bliss out and return to the near-silent slapping twang of the unamplified bass. Eyes closed.
I finished telling him about the time we traded Pol Pot an Alfa Romeo sports car and an autographed publicity shot of Goldie Hawn for a cross-border incursion into Vietnam for a little off-book payback. We were doing that well into ’81. Then the Gip told us we had bigger fish to fry and pointed at Moscow on a map. He knew. Even back then. He knew he was gonna ice the Kremlin with the biggest lie in the world.
He knew.
And I loved him for it.
“Crazy,” mumbled Josh. “Pure crazy.”
He slapped out some funk, and I promised Pat Buchanan I’d avenge his death. That’s how far upriver I was on the hash. I’d gone all “Kurtz” in my head.
“Pol Pot’s got nothing on Hollywood.”
That’s what Josh said. He had no idea. People who’ve never been anywhere have no idea what real evil is. Pol Pot was real evil. I stood up and began to brush the ashes from my bathrobe when he said, “No, I’m serious, man. There are dark people in Hollywood. People who can make you, and break you. You ought to hear Nadia talk. She knows. She says the devil lives here. Makes deals. Makes famous people famous.”
Hollywood talk.
“That’s how some people, hell, all the people here make it.” Josh looked at me like I needed to believe him so he could go on living.
If you’ve studied enough history, and especially classical music, you’ll find that’s a common refrain. If anyone is too talented, the mid-level socialistas who engage in art because they don’t like hard labor—you know, the talentless ones who can’t accept that they’re not all Mozart—they’ll usually libel the gifted as having sold their soul to the devil. Liszt. Robert Johnson. Fran Tarkington.
I turned to leave Josh to his bass and bongos.
“Here’s the crazy thing…” said shut-eyed, bass-slapping, blissed-to-the-fifth-dimension Josh, my boon companion up the muddy tributaries of Cambodia ’75 remembered. “The crazy thing is… he lets you know what he’s doing right in front of your eyes, man. The devil loves allegory, dude. Loves it. Is allegory the right word?”
“Depends on what you’re trying to say.”
“Like when he tries to show you the whole thing but he uses a story.”
“Example.”
Josh paused. Thinking.
“Like when a kid from the wrong side of the tracks gets beat up playing street basketball and he ends up in a mansion in Bel Air and it’s all fish out of water. But really it isn’t about all that. Really it’s about death and the afterlife. Is that an allegory?”
“Yes. Symbolism, maybe.” The hash was messing with my head. It was hot in the tiny back bedroom. I sat down on one of Josh’s beds. He had two.
“It would be an allegory if it meant something else,” I said. “If basketball was a symbol for life or something. If Bel Air was a symbol for the afterlife.”
Josh stopped slapping his bass. He opened his brown eyes. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor. He turned to look at me.
“Fresh Prince, man.”
I had no idea what he was talking about.
“Y’know… Fresh Prince of Bel Air. This girl… this taxi driver. Nadia. She told me all about it once. Told me that the TV show The Fresh Prince of Bel Air is really all about heaven and hell. That the kid really died in a drive-by, or gang violence, in the opening credits. Tells you so in the song. That he got killed in some kind of drive-by shooting. Then suddenly he ends up in “Heaven.” In Bel Air. In some rich cat’s house. What most poor people would think Heaven might be like.”
I was thirsty for the tequila.
“See, that’s what el Diablo does. He tells you the game and then watches you play it, you not really ever knowing what the rules are all about, or that it was stacked against you the entire time.”
“You believe that stuff? You really believe in the devil?”
Josh laughed and picked up his bass.
“Nah,” he snorted. “Not at all.” He started to slap his bass and then stopped. “But, y’know the rumor about Zack from Saved by the Bell?”
“TV show?”
Josh laughed.
“The rumor is that the actor, the star who plays Zack, well the rumor is that he sold his soul to the devil to get famous.”
I sighed and rose. “Like I said, they say that about a lot of people.”
I thought about leaving, which presented its own problems. Rios was gone. He’d left with some “actress” who’d just arrived in Hollywood by bus. I wouldn’t see Rios again for another three years. When I went back out to the block and glass front room, someone had put on an old Rolling Stones album. A couple was making out in the kitchen. Most everyone else was gone. I found a beer and wandered out into the back yard. A couple of beautiful young kids were making out in a Jacuzzi. The water was red. Someone must’ve changed the light bulb. It looked like they were being boiled alive and they didn’t mind. I wandered toward the back fence and a few lounge chairs on a raised wooden deck. That was when I ran into Mays.
We talked. He introduced himself as a publisher and editor-in-chief. I told him that was odd, as I’d been a reporter for the AP wire service all through the eighties. A stringer. I used words I’d learned from real pool reporters back in ’86 when it looked like things were about to get all crossfire hurricane in Beirut.
He asked me what I was doing in LA.
I drank the beer and watched the gems sparkle down on the valley floor.
“Working on a book.”
“Ah, the great American novel.” He sighed longingly.
“Not so much.” I finished the beer and tossed it off the balcony into the failed dreams below. The weight of all my failures, like some giant phantom of my entire past, was catching up with me. Like it had pursued me across the continent and finally cornered me here at the not-porn star party that was all about a porn star who’d never show. I thought it would be hilarious if she walked in at that very moment. At two a.m. with just me, Mays, the two momentarily in love couples, and Josh, whoever the hell he was, in the back of the house slapping away at his unpowered bass.
Pat would enjoy a story like that if we ever got the old gang back together again. If someone else gave it a shot again. If Dole ever made it to the top, we’d finish off the Chinese. That was the plan all along. First the Russkies, then the ChiComs.
But that’d have to wait for Bill and Hillary Clinton to finish wrecking everything.
The high-water mark and the death of the right-wing dream of America the Conquering was all I could think about at two a.m. in a lounge chair. On a deck. Looking out at Burbank in the night.
“No, I’m working on a book about the devil and Hollywood.”
Mays sat up.
“That’s coming back, y’know. People always get interested in the devil every so often. I should know, I publish gossip.”
“The porn star?”
“Yeah,” he said with a shame he didn’t bother to hide. “There was a chance she might show. I took it.”
He picked up a bottle of gin he had concealed in the darkness like the sniveling left-wing nutjob I knew he was. Now that he sensed I might be part of the problem, a journalist, he offered me a pull. We were bottle-hitting by the side of an incredibly tiny pool at three a.m. It was dark and very quiet out.
I must make a confession now.
I must tell you that for a moment I became so weak, so disillusioned by the fall of Reagan, that I toyed with, felt, molested the thought of becoming one of the enemy. I asked myself: What if I just make all the right liberal noises and join the tribe of crazy? Maybe there’s a secret club. A job. A porn star for me if I make their liberal sounds and join their party of nothing. What if?
Then Mays made a disparaging crack about Casper Weinberger and I decided he was chum and I was the shark. I was going to go Roman on him. If not now, if not tomorrow, then at some point I would go Roman just for the crack. Gin does that to me.
Nota bene.
It also does something else.
It makes me crafty.
It makes me English.
Pat once told me, “Never trust the English. They’re mad dogs.”
Pat the Wise.
Pat Buchanan.
I hit the bottle of gin hard and said, “Listen, it’s 3:45 in the a.m. Let’s go find a diner and get some breakfast and I’ll tell you a story I once heard about some star kid who sold his soul to the devil for everything.”
To his credit, Mays didn’t ask for the details. That told me he’d been a card-carrying DNC operative his entire miserable existence, his excuse for a life. Operators don’t ask for the details. Regardless of which side they’re on. They just make the play.
We were blasting down Ventura Boulevard when the sun began to come up. Juice Newton was singing “Queen of Hearts.” It was great, and if Mays hadn’t been the enemy, he could’ve been a friend.
When we were finally eating Moon over My Hammy’s at a Denny’s, I told him the rumor Josh had related. I added details. I embellished. I ended with, “I know it’s not counting bodies on the Cambodian border, or Beirut ’86, but it’s gossip and I’ll do it for some quick cash.”
Mays set his coffee down and picked it up again. I had him, and he knew I had him.
I told him, “Even if it’s not true, you can print it. This Saved by the Bell is big, right?”
“Yeah, of course we can. Kid’s hot right now.”
That’s when I struck.
“Well then, I’ll need an expense account and a condo while I write the story. Something on the west side. Near Venice preferably.”
In hindsight, I may have struck a tad too early.
I checked my watch and signaled the waitress. It was just after six a.m. and we could order booze. I ordered a double mint julep and was told Denny’s didn’t have mint and they didn’t “julep.” I settled for a draft and shouted “amateurs” as she walked away with a demeanor I felt didn’t necessarily embody the Denny’s corporate experience as outlined in some handbook somewhere. I was tempted to burn the place down later if things went sideways in LA, or write a letter to Mr. Denny. I wasn’t sure which.
“Yeah, Doc…” said Mays. I’d told him that was what everybody called me. Might’ve been the first time I’d ever used it. He continued, “We don’t do expense accounts and condos for out-of-town stringers. Hell, we don’t even do them for ourselves. I pay fifty bucks a story. Two hundred and fifty words.”
The Grey Lady the Hollywood Scene Beat was not.
But I could work with this.
“You got a lawyer?” I asked.
He rolled his eyes and swallowed badly. He had a lawyer and probably an ulcer.
“Because I don’t want to go down for libel or slander,” I continued. “My source tells me this is some really messed-up stuff the kid’s gotten himself into.”
Mays raised an eye.
He was hooked.
“You ever hear of Bohemian Grove?” I spooned up some hammy with lots of moon. I chewed and imagined that beer I was going to get and down in one go, then send the failed-actress-now-waitress back for another, just to teach someone a lesson about customer service. She could learn a lot from the barman at the Polo Lounge in Kinshasa. A lot.
“Yeah,” muttered Mays like he was cagey. “Lot of establishment types go there and play dress-up. Weird frat-boy stuff.”
The beer arrived and I polished it in one go. I held one hand up as I did, indicating she should wait. Then I slammed it down and told her to be quicker with the next round.
I’d either pushed it too far with Mays, or it was right where it was supposed to be pushed to. The jury was still out. I had high hopes for a condo because I wanted to sleep for days.
He pushed his plate back. I could sense he was pushing me back, filing me under “dangerous lunatic” in the not-to-be-trusted file. The drinking was to show him I was one of those hard-as-nails type journalists that thought Murrow was a prep school pansy.
And I was thirsty because of the hash.
“Yeah,” I burped. “Here’s the thing. It’s totally John Birch. Right-wing weirdos. Kid’s in thick with ’em. One day he could be the next Reagan. If he didn’t sell his soul to the devil, then he might as well have if he’s hanging out with those creeps. Know what I mean? George Bush is the Grand Poobah there. Creepy.”
The trap was set. I hated myself for laughing, but I had to, to sell it.
I waited.
For the beer, which I was sure would have failed actress spit in it, and for Mays to swallow the bait.
Mays picked up his coffee.
“Yeah,” he said after a sip. There were bags under his tired eyes. But the eyes themselves were alive with good old-fashioned DNC hatred and bile. Bagging the next Reagan was as close to shooting a rare white albino right through the eyes as a peace-loving liberal would ever come.
“Yeah, we’ve got a lawyer. I’ll give you five hundred dollars for expenses, and if you get any photos of the kid with any of those jerks… I’ll pay double for each shot. I don’t care if he waxes the devil’s car on Sundays, but get some pics of him and some Republicans playing Frat Boy and you’ve got gold.”
I had him.
We went back to the sleazy offices of the Hollywood Scene Beat and I got the five hundred in cash. I headed by bus over to the lawyer’s office off Victory Boulevard. It was behind some warehouses in a badly built strip mall.
I convinced the lawyer—Wally Kasternick, Esquire—that I’d need a junior associate to act as my legal representative, because the bulk of my devil-worshipper-slash-right-wing-fratboy cult story involved a lot of records-crawling and I expected some heavy resistance from the county commissioner, who I took a shot in the dark and slandered as a “right-winger.” I told him the retainer would be paid by the publisher. He was the only lawyer, so he offered me a part-time temp paralegal by the name of Arturo Chung.
They called Chung, and an hour later he showed up in some sort of car I’d never bothered to learn the name of. It was Asian, it was lowered, and it had tinted windows. I informed my new lawyer-slash-paralegal we wouldn’t be driving that and made him drive me to the local Hertz rent-a-car out at the Burbank Airport, where we drove away with an American butterscotch Olds Cutlass Sierra thing. It was huge. I’d negotiated, intensely, for a convertible of some sort, but the jack-booted fascist at the rental desk was toeing the “no fun for you” party line. I added this up as yet one more injustice and tallied it under the things I’d need access to when, not if, it was time to go Roman.
Lieutenant Colonel North had taught me that trick.
I’ll never forget it.
Keep a deposit book of wrongs for the time when going Roman comes. That’s what crazy people do.
We drove off into the hot Burbank afternoon, and it took only a few moments of thinking and trying to find a decent soft rock station before I realized I suspected Arturo Chung of being a dangerous lunatic.
My first clue was that he was dressed like one. He had on a short-sleeved button-up shirt with a tie. I didn’t even know those were still available anymore. He must’ve had some relative who’d been a slide rule geek at NASA back in the sixties when NASA was putting men into space every other week. Was he raiding that relative’s closet? He was sick, obviously. He was Mexican-Chinese and he spoke politely and kept referring to me as “sir.” Obviously he was dangerous. I was convinced of that and vowed to keep an eye on him.
I asked him where we could score some drugs, as a test, and he seemed taken aback. But I knew this was an act on his part. He lied and told me he had no idea where we could get illegal drugs.
Our first stop in the “Mark-Paul Gosselaar parties with the devil” story, as I was calling it at that moment, was to secure a base from which to operate. We drove down to Sunset Boulevard, cruised the Tower Records parking lot looking for chicks, and finally settled on a low-priced but strangely clean motel down along a quieter part of the strip. We checked in after two and I ordered my lawyer to get me a bucket of ice after, emphasis on “after,” obtaining some mint for my Clevinger’s bourbon, if that was at all possible.
He objected, and I told him we’d be living together for the next week and that he’d be on twenty-four-hour retainer if he was able to keep me happy.
“Why?” objected my suspected lunatic paralegal lawyer, adding, “And I’m not actually a lawyer.”
“Son,” I replied, feeling very Lyndon Baines Johnson, as I was much taller than Arturo. I dropped the English accent in favor of a slight Texas drawl. “Son, we’re confronting the very forces of darkness. Evil itself. And you know what…” Dramatic pause. “Evil never sleeps.”
He looked down at the floor and his cheap shoes on the threadbare carpet. Creepers.
“I’d better let you know now,” I continued. “As my lawyer, I may need you to do some highly illegal things in the name of law and order. As a representative of the court, you may be called upon to break some laws in order to save a human life. Are you willing to do that, Arturo? Are you?”
I waited. It was silent in the hot little out-of-date postmodern motel room. I could see tiny painted white rocks on the flat roofs surrounding the blistering parking lot.
“Or are you a communist?”
He mumbled something about not actually being a lawyer, took the twenty I’d stuffed in his shirt pocket, and left in search of mint.
I waited, made some phone calls, and tried not to think about the Clintons ruining all our plans for ruining the Chinese’s plans. It was hard.
Missed opportunities.
When Arturo got back an hour later he seemed dejected. He dropped a bag on his bed, the one nearest the door, and turned on some afternoon TV.
I made us drinks and sat down on the bed beside him.
“So what’s this story you’re working on?” he asked, hitting the bourbon like it was a soda pop. He made a face and switched to sipping. Clevinger’s isn’t for the weak.
“You ever heard of Saved by the Bell? It’s a TV show.”
He nodded. His little sister watched it.
“Right, well we’re trying to dig up some dirt on one of the stars. Some really dark stuff.”
I filled Arturo in on the details. The few I could remember from Josh’s story. The hash may have caused some lag drop on the more salient points.
* * *
Our first order of business was to find a Nadia who drove a taxi. So we went downtown and had a three-hour breakfast at The Pantry. While I read all the papers, scanning for any Mark-Paul Gosselaar news and seething about Hillary’s plans for redesigning the West Wing and government-funded health care, Arturo went around to all the downtown cab companies in search of our Nadia. I told him to look for an artsy type. She probably wore a beret and went in heavy on the lipstick. When he came back, he told me he’d located three “Nadias” who drove taxis and may have been artsy types. All of them worked the night shift. Then we drove out to Santa Anita and did some off-track betting. I lost a hundred on a nag named American Spirit, but the beer was cheap and the air was hot and hazy. I felt, sitting in the empty stands, listening to the announcer call some race somewhere else, that I was a character in a Hemingway novel. Or a short story at the least. “Hills Like White Elephants” or some such ex-pat nonsense.
It was that kind of day.
We made it back downtown just in time for traffic and parked in back of Philippe’s, a place that boasted being the home of the French Dip sandwich. It was okay, but I’d had better at an O club in ’Nam I was never officially at. Afterwards, we called in for a ride from each Nadia. One by one they picked us up in their cabs and took us three blocks down to the train station.
None of them was the Nadia we needed. None of them had heard of Mark-Paul Gosselaar. All of them were shocked that he worshipped the devil.
We were parked in front of a liquor store, and the operation, or “story,” as journalists like to term such things, seemed at that moment dead in the water. I was toying with the idea of splitting with what was left of the five hundred and heading down to San Diego and probably then on into Mexico. Maybe I’d write that bullfighting novel I’d told so many women throughout the years I was working on.
But the last Nadia knew of the Nadia we were seeking. Or at least, it sounded to that Nadia like we were looking for a Nadia who was quite knowledgeable of all things Hollywood. This Nadia was known to the other Nadia. This other Nadia liked the dark and dirty stuff about Hollywood, according to the Nadia in the cab.
The other Nadia drove a limo for Capitol Records.
The other Nadia was also screening a film on Melrose after midnight, that night in fact. We got the location, tipped well and expansively, then got dropped off back at Phillipe’s. I had another triple-dipped French Dip and watched the afternoon news on a mounted TV above the sawdust-covered floor. It occurred to me that I should at least watch one episode of Saved by the Bell, if only just to see what this little devil-worshipper actually looked like. We had five hours to kill, so I asked Arturo about some drugs again. As a test.
I suspected that the hopelessness he’d experienced at all the cab lots, combined with the heavy sandwich, had weakened him to the point where his true self would finally bleed through and he’d reveal himself to be the lunatic I was convinced he was.
He said he had a connection for weed, but it was way out near Santa Monica. Too far to be convenient. I overruled that, so we drove down the 10 and picked up the weed in Venice. As I rolled a joint, I told Arturo about my plan to take control of Venice and turn it into a right-wing power base smack-dab in the belly of the beast. The People’s Republik of California.
He’d already smoked some of the joint, and now he was unsuccessfully fishing around for a Zeppelin tape, typical of the amateur drug offender and yet indicative of a trail I was sure would lead deep into a heart of darkness. I filed that away in the case I was building against my lawyer re: him being a dangerous lunatic. Arturo had turned morose with the cannabis and the onset of early evening. If he was a dangerous lunatic it would come out soon. I was sure of it. The drugs were just to vet him. To draw the poison out, as it were. I sensed this operation, this story, was going deep. Up some very dark alleys where a biker might just chain-whip you to see if you had what it took to walk through the front door of the worst club this side of Colombia. I needed to make sure my wingman was, if not entirely stable, ready to roll when, not if, but when it was time to go Roman. If he didn’t freak out on all the drugs I was planning to test him with, then I’d upgrade him to firearms training. It would pay to have an armed man on my six if I was going to do some hard-hitting background investigative journalism on a devil-worshipping celebrity.
I felt it all coming at me like a storm on the horizon, late in the night. Something you couldn’t avoid even if you drove as fast as you could in any direction.
So the drugs were a test. That’s all.
We ate well at the pricey Pacific Dining Car, one of LA’s only five star twenty-four-hour restaurants, and skipped out on the bill. Arturo wasn’t in on the “skipping out” plan. He was merely following orders to bring the car around, which didn’t even really make him a “wheelman” in the strictest version of the handbook the CIA never published each year on how to rob foreign banks.
I counted to a hundred and eighty and launched myself at the front door like a man who would be imminently sick, scooping up a fistful of mints at the host station while filling two pockets with all the matchbooks they could contain.
“Go!” I screamed at my lawyer once I was inside the Cutlass. “Now! Go fast, you simpleton!”
“Why, what’s wrong?” he screamed. His eyes rolled like an escaped fugitive hearing the working dogs in the distance.
“I thought I saw a contract killer in there,” I lied. “A real sociopath I knew from my days with the Company. If it is that guy in there, people are gonna die in large doses. He’s an indiscriminate mad dog killer.”
Arturo mashed the accelerator to the floor and we headed back toward downtown LA. I rolled a joint beneath the passing streetlights that whipped by in sudden washes of orange light.
“Was he your friend?” asked my lawyer. He had an agile legal mind, even though he was a crazed lunatic. He was attempting to establish relationship and motive like the professional I’d been telling everyone he was.
“I slept with his wife,” I mumbled to get Arturo to drive faster. “He’s had it out for me for a very long time.”
I licked the joint and cast a fugitive eye at Arturo. A warning. “He’d kill you just for fun if he found you with me.” Then I added, “And it wouldn’t be pretty.”
It was at that point that Arturo lost control of the vehicle, swiped some large yellow safety barrels near the onramp to the 405, crossed to the other side of the road underneath the bridge, drove up the embankment, and started to head straight for the bottom of the bridge above us. I sensed him letting off the gas and screamed, “No! You idiot! Give it all you’ve got and turn!”
In hindsight, I’ll admit I was wrong about that piece of advice.
There was a small throbbing vein in Arturo my lawyer’s forehead. I notice details in moments of extreme crisis. It’s a trait. A gift, even.
He mashed the accelerator and jerked the wheel to the left. Then he slammed on the brake, which I’d never said anything about him doing. Then the almost new, butterscotch Oldsmobile Cutlass Sierra rolled once, twice, and landed back on the street right-side up, now pointed in the opposite direction heading back into Santa Monica.
As the quiet settled over the aftermath of our two-revolution roll down the embankment, I realized I’d somehow lost the joint in all the chaos.
A moment later I spotted it lying in the middle of the street, and for at least one full minute after that, I tried to conceive how it could have gone from between my fingers to lying in the middle of Wilshire Boulevard at eleven-thirty at night. Then I realized it wasn’t important. I got out and retrieved the drug and brought it back to the battered Butterscotch Bomber. Arturo remained staring at the road ahead. The road leading back to the contract killer in Santa Monica. He had the same look as a chopper pilot I’d once known who’d had a horrible crash and nightmare survival situation deep inside Sandinista country. The pilot had been shot down above the Nicaraguan jungles and auto-rotated into some heavy canopy only to be stuck for two weeks straight in trees filled with hanging vipers. I lit the joint and stuck it between his lips.
He involuntarily pulled.
Now I knew. My lawyer, Arturo Chung, was a dangerous lunatic. A craven drug fiend. The action was automatic and instinctual.
I took it and inhaled.
“All right,” I exhaled. “Let’s go meet this Nadia.”
* * *
Melrose. Midnight. The streets are wet and blue and there’s an orange fog made such by the lights along the street. We’re outside a bar called the Snake Pit. There’s no one along the street. The front doors are wide open and we walk inside.
It’s dark. Dark tables. Tiny red hurricane lamps. A large bartender in the shadows who has either played a Hell’s Angel on television or been one at Altamont back in ’68. It’s a toss-up.
Nadia is wearing a red beret and standing over a kid who’s setting up a projector pointed at a large empty canvas. Like something a crazy Spaniard or Jackson Pollack would lay on the ground and splash paint all over and charge you a million bucks for so they could spend it on booze and hookers.
“Nadia?”
She turns. Her lips are full red. Her skin pale. The features, Eastern European. She raises a long, delicately curved eyebrow.
I lay some Russkie on her and she just stares back at me.
Then I say, “Josh said you could tell us about Mark-Paul Gosselaar.”
“You are like… bull,” she says softly.
“I am?”
“Yes. You are. One that is wrecking china shop.”
It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen a china shop in years. Were china shops going out of business? When was the last time I’d actually had a meal on bone china? There was a time, lost days long gone now, when you’d eat on china as a family gathered around a table. Special occasions, Sunday dinners. Grateful for food and freedom and America. Not anymore. It was just another thing that was gone now.
Just like the America I’d once known.
“What did Josh tell you?” asked Nadia.
“Some actor sold his soul to the dark prince for fame, fortune, and a better parking place. The usual. The kind of thing that either happens all the time, or never. Or maybe just a little,” I added.
I was still kinda stoned.
“It only happens once. Once at a time. And then, even… maybe not at all.” Her accent became thicker. The orange fog gathered beyond the windows as the long shadows deepened in the cracks and alleyways. It was strangely quiet out. Then, maybe because I was already beginning to feel the first waves of the anxiety and paranoia that would consume me in the days to come, I reminded myself it was a Sunday night, as some kind of explanation for the absence of life on the street. Like decent people were somehow home and in bed and not out prowling the night. It was just after midnight. The cold beer the bartender had placed in front of me at the tiny table we were seated around tasted good.
“There are rumors,” began Nadia. “Very small ones… you know… how is the word… tiny.”
“I get it.”
“Small. No one talks about them. But I know people, and we are waiting for something to happen soon. Something very evil. So we watch… and we wait.”
“What’re you waiting for?” whispered Arturo, who was both poorly dressed and still suffering from the effects of our rollover car wreck.
The projectionist approached Nadia and whispered something in her ear. She murmured, “Da” while staring directly at me. Then the guy left to walk back to his equipment. There were only a few couples, seated within the dark of their deep banquettes. Their faces were shadowed, their voices murmuring. Then the film began to reel toward the empty spool, sending empty white frames across a canvas Picasso would never paint on. The clickety-clack seemed at once abrupt and constant, as though it had always been there. Even though it hadn’t been.
“We are waiting for the Black Hand,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide. She even looked around like she was worried someone would overhear us.
On screen, an old cartoon of Mickey Mouse—a very, very early version—began to run. But even from the get-go I could tell something wasn’t right with it. I’d always been a Popeye man, but I knew enough to see that this Mickey was skewed. Off.
Mickey was merely walking past a series of repeating buildings, but it all seemed odd. Not so cheery. Sublimely torturous and with an innate sense of ennui. As though Disney’s usually optimistic and plucky little mouse was grim, determined, or just deep in some unexpressed thought.
“A friend once told me,” Nadia continued above the film’s bland soundtrack, “that there is always one actor out of every generation who becomes devil’s friend of Hollywood. They get fame, but only for a time. It may even seem like they are some sort of has-been. But if you really watch them closely, you will find they are always there. Always on the fringes. Always at the right parties. They have all the benefits without ever really having to work again. Some say they become the real power in Tinseltown. Some say no deal gets made unless they say so. Even though you might think of them as, say, how do they say… a used-to-be?”
“But this kid’s the biggest star in TV right now,” I objected. “Aren’t little girls in malls all across this nation screaming to rip him to shreds or run off to a pony farm with him?”
Nadia watched the film. Studying it for a second.
“Now, yes,” she said distractedly. “But soon it will all begin to fade… If the rumors are to be believed, it will all seem to end very soon. And yet, he will not change. He will barely age, and he will still be here for many years to come. Which, if you know how Hollywood really works my friend Bull, is something. Do you want some coke? The movie is about to reveal if it is fake… or if it is real. The coke helps.”
“Sure.” I was always up for cocaine.
I raised my eyebrows. “Arturo?”
Lunatic test.
He declined in a clever effort to outwit me. Which of course meant I had to go ahead and snort four lines of cocaine off Nadia’s tiny little mirror.
“The coke is good?” asked Nadia.
“Da,” I replied. “The coke is good.”
“The same guy sells to personal assistants of Al Pacino and De Niro, along with all other personal assistants of really big stars. Or so he tells me. I don’t care. You want to watch movie. Is about Devil.”
Suddenly the room was plunged into darkness. The film had abruptly ended.
“We have to wait now.” I could hear Nadia’s thickly accented voice in the darkness. “There is a just… nothing… now in these frames for next few minutes of movie,” she explained. “At six-minute mark we may begin to see what hell looks like. That is, if the film is real thing.”
I could still hear the film threading its way through the projector in the darkness of the bar. In fact, the light in the projector was still pointing at the screen. But the canvas was completely dark.
My ears were buzzing from the coke, and I could sense Arturo’s tension next to me.
“I want to know why people think Mark-Paul Gosselaar sold his soul to the devil. For instance, are there any pictures of the actual event?” I asked Nadia.
“Do you know the legend of Suicide Mouse, Mr. Bull?”
I’d wondered if there would be pictures. But what else could there be? What exactly would be the proof that someone had sold their soul to the devil?
“No,” I replied. “No, I don’t know the legend of Suicide Mouse.”
“Suicide Mouse,” she said, indicating the darkness on the screen, “is urban legend. Some say it never was. Some say Walt Disney made it. Some say Walt Disney made deal with Devil too. It is normal cartoon until the darkness we are now watching. For many years, people thought it was just some early Disney test footage. Nothing special. When the film turned to black they thought there was nothing more to be seen. But a historian noticed the film was actually much longer. So he decided to watch the entire reel before archiving it. Do you know what he found, Mr. Bull?”
“The missing frames from the Zapruder film showing the three Chinese gunmen on the grassy knoll?”
“No. Not at all. That would not be interesting. Who would want to see that?”
I would.
“No,” continued Nadia. “After the darkness… the cartoon began again. Except… it was not same cartoon. Colors and technology that weren’t available at the time began to show up within the frames. And the little mouse seemed… tormented. Almost lunatic, and even insane. The images eventually became so disturbing that the historian asked his assistant to finish watching and record what he saw, while the historian stepped outside to take a break from the troubling things he was witnessing.”
She paused.
“A few minutes later, a guard down the hall heard screaming coming from within the projection room. When the guard arrived at the door, the assistant ran from the room muttering incoherently. He wrestled with the guard, grabbed the gun from the guard’s belt, and killed himself.”
The filmstrip was still dark. It had been at least three minutes now.
“Before the man killed himself, he told the guard that the cartoon contained a vision of hell.”
Arturo Chung cleared his throat.
“In just a few minutes, Mr. Bull, we will find out if this cartoon is the real… how do you say… the real McCoy. There have been many fakes.”
I waited. I polished off the draft beer.
Then, because I cannot let things lie, “So let me get this straight. If it’s real, this cartoon, then you’ll know because you’ll all kill yourselves. Right?”
Nadia smiled. “Probably not.”
“Then how will you know if it’s real?”
“I just will, Mr. Bull. I just will.”
“So there are no pictures of this deal with the devil and the kid from Late for School?”
“No,” replied Nadia calmly. “There are no pictures.”
“And the only evidence is circumstantial hearsay, as in: he’s unexplainably successful, good-looking, and rich… therefore, he has to have sold his soul to the devil? Hard work, talent, and genetics don’t really matter.”
“Yes. The evidence is mostly circumstantial. But there may be some ‘hard’ evidence. Other evidence that he made deal with Devil. Hard-to-find evidence.”
Suddenly, the cartoon began again. Now there was a weird Mickey. Not so jolly. Stoop-shouldered. And yes, even deranged. Demented. Tormented was the word Nadia had used.
“What evidence, and where can I find it?” I asked.
“Chad Dakota.”
“What’s a Chad Dakota?”
“Chad Dakota not a what,” replied Nadia with a dry sneer. “Chad Dakota is who. Before Mark-Paul was king of Saturday morning TV and the big man on campus at Bayside High, he was in another show. Good Morning, Miss Bliss. On that show, Mark-Paul is very bad student. Always getting into trouble. Not very popular. Not much ladies' man. But show gets canceled. Then comes back the next year as Saved by the Bell. Is “big hit.” Show now set in California. Before, it was in Midwest somewhere. Show was about teacher. Now is all about Mark-Paul. Now Mark-Paul all the things we know him as now. Mark-Paul Goesselar is now very famous. But before, when it was other show, not so much.”
There was a low gurgling sound coming from the projector. An almost inhuman muttering. I felt the cold feet of a rat with the flu walking up the back of my neck.
“So what’s a Chad Dakota?” I was trying to ignore the creepy cartoon.
“More coke?” offered Nadia.
“I don’t wanna watch anymore,” chattered Arturo beyond my vision. “Can I wait in the car?”
An obvious ploy to avoid the free cocaine.
We did another bump.
I wiped my nose, inhaled the cold chill of the night, and felt my eyes peg a redlining tachometer somewhere in the back of my brain.
But I was clear.
Crystal clear.
Or so I thought.
On the cartoon’s soundtrack, someone was screaming as a drunken pianist banged out an unsettling melody over and over, again and again.
“What’s a Dakota Chad?”
I was leaning in now. I wanted to know, because somehow I sensed this was the dark tributary I would go upriver on. Past the neon lights and into the jungle, deep and dark.
I was an errand boy sent by grocery clerks to collect a bill. For me, there was no other calling.
Nadia was touching up her lipstick and watching the film. Her pupils caught the hellish colors on the screen and shone in the dark. I had to admit, what I could see of the film out of the corner of my eye was disturbing, and the soundtrack wasn’t helping matters. I knew I had maybe thirty seconds left before I freaked out. Big time.
“What’s a—”
“Chad Dakota was child actor. He’s disappeared now. Gone. Same age as Zack… I mean Mark-Paul Gosselaar. Handsome. Cute. The boy every young girl would want to fall in love with. They say, late at night when no one is listening, that he would’ve taken over the show.”
“Saved by the Bell?”
“No. Our Miss Bliss. There never would have been Saved by the Bell. Chad was brought in for Episode 13. An episode no one ever saw. A make-or-break episode for the show. After he disappeared, they filmed a different Episode 13 that everyone saw.”
“Missing?”
“Disappeared. A dead man who was once my lover told me Mark and his agent sacrificed little boy to Devil in exchange for stardom.”
“And what happened to this missing episode?”
“No one knows. It is as gone as Amelia Earhart and Jimmy Hoffa and the Jamestown settlement. I know people who say they know people who worked on it. But you know how that is.”
“I do.”
I didn’t want to do this anymore. I wanted to ride in a car with a sunroof through the neon night and blast Zeppelin so loud people call the cops. I wanted a chopper and a machine gun and a mission. I wanted life. The talk of death was chilling. And rather boring. Yet, there was a shudder about it all that I couldn’t ignore. A shiver that would not leave.
I stood up from the tiny table. My lawyer was already at the door that would take us away from the Snake Pit forever.
Then I had a tingle. A tingle deep inside the jungle of me. And it was the tingle that scared me the most. It should’ve warned me that I was racing toward a place I couldn’t come back from. Maybe it wasn’t cartoon Mickey’s hell. Maybe it was worse. Maybe it was real. And before that… was the place of going Roman. And once I’d gone there… all bets would be off. The consequences could not be measured. Not then. Not yet. Everything was possible and nothing would be left off the table in the wager.
I could even take down the Clintons.
But I progress well ahead of the story.
“What’s the evidence, Nadia?”
The screaming coming from the filmstrip was hideous. The mouse’s eyes had melted in his skull. I turned toward the door and could barely hear Nadia’s reply as I walked away toward the exit, leaving it all behind.
“I told you, Mr. Bull… find Chad Dakota. Then you’ll know,” she shouted at me above the screaming.
Outside, I lit a cigarette and watched the door. Arturo had gone into the alley to bring the Cutlass Sierra around. I was alone on an empty street, far from home. It felt like Moscow ’83, sometime in the winter.
Back in the car, we turned up the heat and pointed toward Sunset Boulevard and our motel. When we passed an all-night body shop, I suddenly reached over and pushed hard on the steering wheel in Arturo’s hands and we did a wide U-turn across the empty night-laden street. He screamed like a girl.
The boy was in the early stages of shell shock. He’d need confrontation therapy. I was sure of it. I upgraded firearms training to “imminent.”
“Pull in there, please,” I said, indicating the body shop. Two pale-lit bays were hidden in a sea of shadowy wrecks.
I gave the guys working in the shop a twenty for fifteen minutes with their power saw. Ten minutes later, I’d made all the necessary cuts and we lifted the top off the Cutlass Sierra “convertible.”
We drove into the night, and I rolled a joint so big it could’ve been dropped on Mao Tse-tung by a B-52 Stratofortress. We smoked it, and I ordered Arturo into the Hollywood hills, where we drove quiet, tiny lanes past sleeping block glass mansions in the fog, listening to Zeppelin on the eleven setting. I thought of the Clintons, Mays, the DNC, and a little boy with big dreams of being a star.
We made it back to the motel just before dawn. Arturo climbed between the sheets fully clothed, while I watched the farm reports and nursed a double bourbon to wind down.
But really, I was thinking about little Dakota Chad.
* * *
The day beat down on the convertible like a thousand angry Green Party punks somewhere in what was once West Germany. We’d blasted out of the city after finding nothing about little Chad Dakota. Nothing except some ancient headshot from a few years back. A cherubic-faced kid with a mullet and a designer acid-wash jean jacket. It was black and white. It was Hollywood’s version of an average preteen kid. In a font best reserved for B-movie fantasies about re-fighting ’Nam and winning was the name Chad Dakota. The headshot listed only one credit. Tiny Tim in the Yucca Flats Community Players’ production of Dickens’s A Christmas Carol.
Yucca Flats was a small high desert town that lay near the edge of the Mojave and the deep well of Death Valley beyond. In the days of twenty-mule-team Borax, it had been a sort of gold mine. A Borax boom town. Now it was a few buildings going ghost, kept alive only by a new drug called meth. Cocaine was too expensive and much too eighties. Meth was the rebranding of the great Wall Street marching powder of captains and whores. And cheaper, too. Back in my day, we called it biker speed. It was dangerous then, and I was sure things hadn’t gotten any better since.
Three hours beyond downtown LA, we arrived at the cracked front steps of an old steeple church tattooed in boarded-up windows. A sign had fallen down in the hard packed dirt and cacti of the front “lawn.” When we picked it up and tipped it over on its back, we found that the Yucca Flats Community Players had once had a home here.
We drove the lonely town, which seemed dry and empty. A three-legged stray dog wandered in front of us. The heat of the day passed furnace level and then dropped off when an absolutely moisture-sapping afternoon wind began to buffet the old houses, blowing away the last of the peeling paint and racing in between the clapboards. A few flat cinderblock buildings resisted the wind here and there. Outside of one, a few pickup trucks were parked in a dirt lot. Inside we found cold beer, pool tables, cigarettes, darkness, and Merle Haggard on a jukebox.
It was the kind of place you could get killed in.
But I was thirsty.
Haylene, yes, that was her name, pulled two tall cold drafts and smiled from underneath her platinum mane. She muttered a quiet, “Y’all be careful now,” and lit a cigarette as she sauntered back to the darker side of the bar where some local background casting types worked on their roles as shiftless ne’er-do-wells.
If I’d known then what I know now about the meth trade, I would’ve nailed them as mid-level distributors. In hindsight, they were probably some of the first entrepreneurs to get in on the ground floor of the coming meth boom that would lead to the deaths of so many. So, in other words, they were enterprising scum.
I knew there’d be trouble. I briefly tried to remember if I’d loaded the .44 Magnum in the trunk, but I could only picture putting a few bottles of Clevinger’s in the empty spare wheel well that morning.
“You Mexican?” said a voice in Arturo’s ear. A thin, ropy, dirty or tanned, lowlife redneck I’d later come to know as Gene had sidled up behind us from the pool tables.
I led with a “Nah,” which seemed apropos. I didn’t want to alienate them with a multi-syllabic vocabulary. “He’s Chinese.”
My answer literally stopped Gene in his tracks. As in, Gene had never considered that the outcome of his attempted afternoon drunken bullying in preparation for his role in a hoped-for forthcoming Billy Jack revival film as redneck-who-gets-the-tar-kicked-out-of-him in the bar parking lot would be the answer he hadn’t considered. He probably expected a fight. A denial. An, “Our mistake, we’ll be moving on, sir.” But before I said, “Chinese,” he might never have even heard the word, much less expected it to be used as an answer to a question that he, Gene, would ever ask.
He recovered a long moment later. Then, “You funny?”
Which I took to mean, was I mocking him?
“No.” I spun around on the bar seat. I smiled. I was thinking, “I like violence.” And, “A lot.”
Gene got the message.
Crazy eyes do that for you.
“You know that playhouse a few streets over?” I asked. I might as well have asked him to name any element from the periodic table.
Again, Gene seemed to go all “out of order.”
“Was an old church…” I waited.
“Yeah, I guess…” Gene’s level of bewilderment was Oscar-worthy. If only he were acting.
I heard Haylene wiping the bar behind us.
“They haven’t had a show there in years. Not since Gay Kurt died of AIDS.”
It was Haylene in my ear. Maybe she was trying to defuse the impending über-violence I was allowing myself to consider. My plan was to nerve-pinch Gene’s dirty arm so he couldn’t use it to defend himself while I rained down a series of karate chops on key pressure points. Once he was immobile, due to temporary paralysis and pain, I would kick him in the ribs. I doubted there would be any lasting damage. Then, of course, we’d need to leave.
“Saw Our Town there once…” grunted Gene in a stunning turn of events worthy of the most desperately-in-need-of-ratings soap operas.
“Hmmmm…” I said. “If you saw a production of A Christmas Carol, I’ll buy everyone in the bar drinks for the rest of the afternoon.”
Gene seemed to perk up. I imagined that liquor to him was like some sort of bonus for quarterly sales. Or at least breakfast, lunch, and/or dinner.
“But… I never saw that one…” His face instantly dropped. As though all the booze he could ever drink had been snatched from his dirty fingers. To him, it was probably like he’d almost won the Super Bowl. He would’ve talked about this day for the rest of his life in the prison I was sure he would die in.
“Anyone see a production of A Christmas Carol at the old church?” Gene whined into the darkness of the bar. He was like a three-day-binge meth-head Captain Kirk. He would stop at nothing to outthink his sobriety.
No one in the cinderblock bar in the middle of nowhere had seen a production of Dickens’s A Christmas Carol.
Imagine that.
No one, besides Gene, had seen any show at the not-much-heralded Yucca Flats Players’ now-defunct theater.
“Gay Kurt’s mom’s still alive, I think…” someone grunt-shouted a little too enthusiastically from the darkness over in the corner of the bar.
“Sylvia?!” exclaimed Haylene.
“Yeah!” came the grunt from the darkness. “Think so.”
“Well, lemme call Momma. She’ll know for sure.” Haylene picked up a phone near the cash register and dialed.
Haylene’s momma confirmed that Gay Kurt’s momma was still alive and that she would receive “callers” after five for a cocktail party in the garden.
I bought the bar a round, and the pioneers of the meth trade turned out to be fairly nice. My guess, now, years later in hindsight, is that they hadn’t started taking their own drug yet. They were just venture capitalists looking to move on from the flagging marijuana trade. I even got a free sample. I tried some in the bathroom. It made my eyes burn and my nose water.
Later, when I began my long-form epic poem about the giant snake out in the desert, shirtless and screaming into the hot night, I suspected the meth may have been a little “chemical-y” in its composition.
One of the meth dealers got a little rough with Arturo after my lawyer displayed a brilliant, yet hesitatingly frightened, prowess with a pool cue and the billiards table. What he lacked in style and smooth aplomb, he made up for in running the table on the break. The hillbilly, possibly an enforcer for the meth-preneurs, got mad and didn’t want to pay the quarter we’d set the table stakes at. He was a moment away from running Arturo through with the cue he’d just broken against the bar in a Hulk-rage, when I informed him Arturo was a Chinese Mig pilot who’d just defected to America in a state-of-the-art SU-27 Russian-made Flanker with stealth capabilities. I told everybody it was my job to keep him safe so he could tell us, the U.S. government, exactly how the Chinese had been planning for years to invade the west coast of the United States.
“You can kill him…” I noted above the silence that followed the shattering pool cue. “But he knows how to stop the invasion that’ll take place next year.”
“How he know that?” managed Gene.
“He’s the son of a top COMINTERN official. In fact, that’s what we’re doing here. A Chinese first strike will consist of three full divisions of Chinese rompin’ stompin’ airborne paratroopers landing in the desert right around this location. He’s showing us exactly where and how to bury the minefields the Chinese will land in when they invade next year. If you kill him, we’ll never know, and the Chinese will kill you and rape your women. And maybe not even in that order. Know what I mean…”
“They’s gonna invade us?” stuttered Gene.
“They is,” I assured him.
Now everyone’s sudden rage was turned against the Chinese, and a profusion of curses, blood oaths and war cries resounded around the bar as someone found the lone Lynyrd Skynyrd selection on the jukebox. Everyone assured everyone else in the most redneck of terms that no “Chinese” was gonna invade the U.S. of A without him having “somethin’ to say ’bout that!”
Five o’clock rolled around and we left the fledgling resistance movement to head up to Gay Kurt’s mother’s house for cocktails in the garden. I yelled “Wolverines!” as we left, and Gene drove us up through twisting volcanic rocks to a small hilltop where an old Victorian gabled house loomed above the dying high desert town. In the afternoon sun it reminded me of a vulture.
An old woman answered the door and said little. We were escorted through a house filled with gilt-framed watercolors of a mother and little boy in short pants. There were also silver-framed pictures of some opera singer. All of them were in black and white. All of them were from a long time ago.
I’ll save you the details. We drank Old Fashioneds from highballs with Gay Kurt’s mother, an ancient grand dame of opera. She and Gay Kurt had started the playhouse after her “exile,” as she repeatedly called it, from the stages in the great cities of “the continent.” It was all sad and I didn’t need to be told the story to know all the details. Single mother. Artist. Adoring son. Gay. Theater the only place he’d ever make it. Each of them holding on to some dream that never was. Some lotto ticket numbers that would never come up in the right order.
AIDS.
People used to die of AIDS all the time. Or at least it seemed that way in the eighties.
Now, you hardly ever hear of it.
It’s always pneumonia or cancer or some other thing. Never AIDS. Not anymore.
Eventually, after another blast of the speed sample in a sparkling, tiled bathroom with old-fashioned fixtures and doilies and a tiny window where I could look out at the moon and the desert, I asked Sylvia the once-famous opera singer if she knew of little Chad Dakota.
She did.
Little Chad Dakota had been her son Kurt’s most promising actor in the theater camp he ran for children each summer. So promising, he’d suggested to the child’s parents that they see an agent Kurt had been a “companion” to once. Her words, not mine.
Little Chad Dakota’s mother and her boyfriend, a man everyone knew as “Squid,” went west to Hollywood and were never seen again.
“Nope,” mumbled Gene, who’d been digging in his nose and gulping Old Fashioneds in the cactus garden we found ourselves in as twilight came on. Tiny soft lights were strung in the bare trees above us. It was warm and quiet, and the sound of Sylvia’s stentorian recounting of all her great love affairs and performances had put me somewhere else. But the “nope” of Gene the Unwashed drew me back.
Gene may have been the very nexus of randomness.
“How so?” I asked Gene.
“Well,” he began, and rattled his glass for a refill. The silent and ever-present maid hurried off, and for a moment in the garden quiet, Gene was able to hold forth as he probably never had outside of a bar or parole hearing. “Squid come back through ’bout five years ago. Then he up and left again. Come into the bar one night. I ’member he told us he was gonna live like a movie star, ’fore he up and left the first time, but when he come back he cried a lot that night. We all told him to “Cheer up now, Squid!” but he don’ want to. So Monster asks him what happened, and then Squid told us he lost everything and that Hollywood was a evil place. A few days later he was gone and we never seen him again.”
Later, we finished our highballs and had pot roast around a large dinner table in an actual dining room. The dinner was served on bone china. I excused myself for more speed. I came back and drank claret and barely ate. We went back to the bar and had farewell whiskies with Gene and the few barflies that remained. “We’ll see you all real soon!” I lied as Arturo and I backed out into the hot desert night. My heart was racing. I was sweating. Later, between Yucca Flats and somewhere else, we pulled over in the middle of nowhere on the long road that fled away from the dying town. I climbed a rocky outcrop and started my epic of the giant snake. I screamed myself hoarse and promised never to do speed again when we eventually climbed into our beds back at the motel on Sunset after dawn.
* * *
By the end of the next week, as Arturo was being thrust and stuffed into the back of a squad car down in Dana Point in Orange County, I was ready to confront Mark-Paul Gosselaar and demand the truth regarding little Chad Dakota. My lawyer cast his eyes about wildly in a state of bewilderment and fear as I watched the squad car roll down the alley they’d finally cornered Arturo in.
Thanks to my anonymous tip.
I knew he wasn’t really the Back Door Burglar, as the local newspapers were calling him. But turning him into the socialistas who run the People’s Republik of California had been my only choice at that very moment. Wiggles, a stripper Arturo knew, had filed a complaint against us with the local authorities regarding our failure to return her videotape collection of every episode of Saved by the Bell.
That morning, just before the police involved themselves in my investigations, as I walked up to Arturo’s friend Randy’s apartment complex after a full breakfast at the Harbor House Café, I saw the police nosing about my “convertible” Cutlass Sierra. I knew that either the rental car company or Wiggles, who’d left in a huff the day before because I wouldn’t give her any more of the speed I’d told her was all gone, was responsible for the police presence. You couldn’t shut her up even before she’d had any of the motormouth drug, but once she did, you heard every horrific story a stripper knew, and they know a lot of them, until she devolved into her cult-like obsession re: one of the characters from Saved by the Bell. She was a self-confessed “Slater junkie.” And a stripper. And she liked speed.
I watched the police cruiser with Arturo in back disappear down the alley as the morning fog burned off along the coast. My lawyer who was really a paralegal, the Sancho Panza to my Quixote, was gone and I would miss him. But he’d unknowingly sacrificed his freedom for a weekend in jail so I could finish up the last of Wiggles’s prized collection of something I was now coming to view as the end of culture and humanity as I knew it. I was close to confronting the beast. I felt it as I pushed play and swirled my Clevinger’s and soda. It was eleven a.m. Friday morning.
I’d returned to the apartment and phoned Wiggles. As usual, she answered in her singsong bandsaw voice. I told her I’d return her tapes by Sunday night and then asked her if she’d sent the cops to Dana Point. She said she hadn’t.
So I’d made the right call by phoning in the phony tip. The Fuzz had been there for the rental car. I’d seen them from the other side of the foggy, salt-misted parking lot giving the Butterscotch Bomber the once-over. I’d hidden behind some badly manicured shrubbery and moved like a frogman evading detection at a villa on the coast of Morocco for an off-the-books hit mission over to a payphone pegged onto a short pole next to a washed-out community pool no one ever swam at. I told the local police dispatcher that I was pretty sure the Back Door Burglar was holed up in an apartment in Dana Point and gave them Randy’s address, which is where we’d been sleeping on the floor all week as we surveyed the Saved by the Bell retrospective and built our case. We’d had to crash with Arturo’s friend Randy, who was some sort of über car stereo salesman, after being thrown out of the motel on Sunset for violating the moral character of the establishment. Which was fine, because the lawyer Arturo actually worked for had been calling repeatedly to tell me that the Hollywood Scene Beat wasn’t covering Arturo’s retainer.
When Arturo asked me what his boss had wanted, I told him Mark-Paul Gosselaar’s Satan-worshipping agent was threatening legal action, and that we were to “go dark” until we had all the evidence needed to convict, or to run the story. Whichever came first.
The evidence? All I really had was hearsay. I needed to know the real truth. I needed to look this Hollywood Adonis in the eyes and confront him with the dusty bones of little Chad Dakota. But there was no way we could get close. We’d lurked outside all the right places. We’d tried to find his house. We’d even bought a star map.
Nothing.
I decided I needed to know more about my quarry. I needed to get inside his skin. Inside his head. We were watching random episodes of the ridiculous show when we could catch them, but it wasn’t enough. Finally my lawyer Arturo, now prisoner 102467172, told me he knew a girl he’d gone to high school with who’d been a big fan of the show. It turned out she was and that she danced at a club out by the airport. We spent some money on an evening there and came away with Wiggles. We did an all-nighter at her house, watching back-to-back episodes from season one. By the second episode, I was raiding her medicine cabinet for medications just to keep going. She had a surprising collection of prescription anti-anxiety meds and sleeping pills.
Let me just say this…
I had some really weird dreams while falling asleep to that show. At times, it was like I went to the fictional high school that never was and knew everyone who never really existed. After a while it was broiling my brain. How did Brando sum it up in Apocalypse Now when he was upriver too long and crazy by half?
“The horror…”
Yeah, that’s about right.
It was messing with my head. As was Wiggles, whose optimistic hope, lifelong dream, and career goal, was that she one day might meet this “Slater” and have his baby. Her optimism made Don Quixote look like a sane and rational insurance adjuster with a mean streak for pessimism.
We fled south from LA, chased by an unexplainable anxiety that I told everyone must be the forces of darkness aligning against us. My heart was racing dangerously fast and I’d ceased to sweat at some point. It could have been the medications. But it was probably the fear of the unknown we were heading rapidly into. We would review Wiggles’s videotape collection and make our plan to finally confront the kid. I’d decided—and Arturo had silently agreed through the drug and alcohol stupor I was keeping him in as a control and training technique—that somewhere in those tapes we’d find our clue.
The Butterscotch Bomber plowed through the heat and traffic of LA and took us down onto the Orange County Coast. Once ensconced at the rent-by-the-month domicile of Speaker City’s Employee of the Year, Randy, we availed ourselves of his large collection of chilled rosés and the marijuana he kept in bulk thanks to a connected coworker.
And we sat down to begin our survey of the American Train Wreck that was Saved by the Bell. By Thursday night, just before I would tip off the cops the next morning that my lawyer might be, in actuality but not really, the Back Door Burglar, which he wasn’t in case this should be needed as a legal document in trial court one day. We were almost finished. We drank and smoked all day, every day. We occasionally took forays down to the nearby beach to allow the spray and wind to drive away the horror of Bayside High that had been burned into our brains via the ocular nerves. By Thursday there was only one season left.
I had to finish it alone.
On Sunday night I knew I needed to confront “Zack.” I was done calling Adonis “Mark-Paul Gosselaar.” He was my White Whale now. He was Zack.
Randy the stereo salesman had been gone all weekend in Vegas at a bachelor party. I cleaned his apartment and tried to get the ash and bong-water stains out of the carpet, but let’s be honest, it was nigh impossible. I drove north with the Sunday evening traffic through the soft warm pink of early twilight. I put on the radio and let the wind and Karen Carpenter bathe my mind in six-hundred-thread-count nothingness. I was getting to the Zero-Dark-Thirty of Going Roman. I heard myself tell me to let it all go. But then there would be no justice for little Chad Dakota. The powerful and greedy would always win if I did.
I heard myself say all those things inside a head that was as big as a cavern, or a theater, or the silence that precedes a hanging. I heard myself tell me that I couldn’t let it go. That I wasn’t made to do that. That I’d lost too much already. That the next loss might be the last. Maybe I couldn’t bring down China like we’d all planned to with the Gip and Bush back in days that seemed like another life lived by a hero who only sorta used to look like me. Maybe I couldn’t bring down the Clintons like no one had ever planned to, because no one had ever planned for those two hillbilly sociopaths to crawl out from under wherever it was they’d slithered out from under. Maybe I couldn’t even write an article for a third-rate paper no one but down-and-out actors ever read for anything but ads. I’d placed “funds request” calls several times to Mays. But he was no longer returning them.
Maybe I couldn’t do any of those things.
But I could at least confront this little TV star punk and ask him to give me the truth, no matter what came after that. I knew no one would ever listen to me. I knew he was so powerful he could—or so I’d begun to imagine extensively in the quiet of the afternoons between episodes—tell me where they’d walled up the corpse of little Chad Dakota. And when my White Whale did tell me, knowing he’d gotten away with everything, I knew he’d smile that Zack Morris, King of Bayside High, smile. Maybe.
Or maybe he’d just order a beatdown by his security entourage.
But at least I could try.
I could do that for little Chad Dakota, who’d had big star dreams out in the dying town of Yucca Flats. Maybe it was dying because he was dead. Maybe it would disappear because he had disappeared.
By Sunday night I was all out of tricks. And tricks are for kids. The money was gone. My lawyer was gone too, and no one cared if I wrote, or didn’t write, the story no one would ever read. I didn’t even have the money to pay the cover to get into the club where Wiggles danced. She came out into the parking lot behind the club in a kimono and took the cardboard box full of her prized collection from me. She had hate and mistrust in her cat’s eyes. It felt like an East German prisoner swap. I told her I was sorry for taking her stuff. I told her I really loved the show. Maybe even as much as she did.
She was so angry. So hurt. Probably more than just at me for taking her most prized possession in pursuit of an unsolved murder. Maybe she knew the Slater of her dreams would never walk into that club and carry her out the front door for all to see. Maybe she knew, right there at that very moment as a massive 747 coming in from Hong Kong roared over the top of our heads while the bouncers watched us like they’d seen scenes like this play out a thousand sad times, maybe she knew this was the shape of all her days to come.
There were a lot of maybes and very few answers.
“What?” she screeched over the jet engines’ roar. Her voice naturally tended to screech.
“I said,” I shouted, “I love the show too!”
And her face changed. Like… like she’d just received some unexpected gift she’d never imagined possible. Like life wasn’t so bad. Like somewhere in the world there was someone who got her because they liked something she liked. Like maybe, just maybe, there could be something between us.
Which had been my plan all along. I had nowhere else to go. No one to turn to. I was using a classic reverse counterespionage technique to infiltrate my White Whale’s inner circle, and even get a warm bed for the night. I needed one last night and her entertainment connections to get close to my prey. Close enough to my White Whale to confront him with the buried, or walled-up, I wasn’t sure which, truth. I was obsessing over the fact that Zack and his agent had probably walled up little Chad Dakota in some sort of Poe-esque demonic ritual. I don’t know why, it just felt right to me.
Wiggles, whose real name was Heather, paid my cover and bought me a beer. I waited through her shift near the back of the bar that night, and after it ended early because it was slow, we drove back to her place. We stopped first and got Chinese food. Just a few blocks from her house, she put her tiny cold hand into mine.
For at least tonight, I would be her Slater. “Night Moves” by Bob Seger was playing as the cold and the wind buffeted the Butterscotch Bomber in the night. I squeezed her tiny cold hand.
We ate Chinese and I told her my plan. I needed to get onto the set of Saved by the Bell. She made a call to a skeezy background casting director she knew and got me a slot for the shoot tomorrow morning. It was on the NBC lot. I’d need to be there at 7:30 a.m. It was a high school dance of some sort. I’d be playing a teacher.
We watched the last episode she’d taped. Then we went to her bed and made love. Maybe she thought she was making love to someone who’d be near her star, her idea of Prince Charming, in the morning. Her dream. Maybe I was just doing it so I didn’t have to spend the night in back of the Butterscotch Bomber, freezing in the darkness, mugged and beaten by callous youths. Maybe.
But it was nice, and for a little while I forgot about the Clintons.
In the morning I arrived at the front gate, showed some ID, and was told to report to wardrobe without fanfare. I’d hidden the .44 Magnum inside one of my changes of clothing. If the little devil-worshipping Moriarty didn’t take the easy way and confess to sacrificing his rival for fame and fortune in front of the entire crew, then I’d shove my gun in his face and convince him the other way. I wasn’t sure what would come after that. My plans never went much past going Roman. And going Roman wasn’t far away. I knew it. I felt it like a thing that could be felt. I was tired and my metaphors were starting to fade as an icy river of rage began to surge through my veins and we prepared to film a Saturday morning children’s TV show.
I reported to wardrobe and was awarded with polyester pants and a dress shirt I wouldn’t dress Mondale’s bloated corpse in. I assumed I was playing the part of Bayside High’s science teacher. Mr. Lurcher. I didn’t really have a name. I mean, I wasn’t a name part. Whatever they call that. I was a galley slave part. So I awarded myself a name.
We were waiting in a place some little cargo-short-wearing punk called “Holding” until it was time to film, or shoot, or whatever it was they did to suck the souls out of America’s preteens.
I was seething with hatred. I could feel Lieutenant Colonel North and Pat at my side. Prompting me. Encouraging me to embrace what was surely coming. If I didn’t, ghost Pat Buchanan assured me I’d never make it through this one.
The “stars” were all kept away from us, the great unwashed of the background talent. They only made brief appearances, and when they did deign to show up on the set, it was as though all my fellow galley slaves collectively held their breath. As though their obedience would be noted and they would be elevated to some sort of higher plane. Awarded a spot in the limo. Selected for passing pleasure. Smiled upon. Or so they hoped.
We did a few scenes. Or, mainly we just crossed and re-crossed the set silently as the “stars” attempted to speak like actual people. I was tempted to confront Zack the White Whale right then and there and demand he tell us where the body of little Chad Dakota was. But the scenes were short, and once they were over, the kid would disappear into his trailer. At one point, the director came over to me and told me not to look directly at the “stars.” Apparently I was glaring at my prey with the zeal of a big-game hunter out on the African savannah, and it was making everyone nervous. Or, that’s how I interpreted the word “psychotic” as used by the director, a man not much more than a kid I could have broken in half and not broken a sweat in the process.
At lunch, they told us to “walk away.” Which meant they weren’t feeding us. I hadn’t had much to eat for the last week, what with all the pot and cheap rosé down at Salesman of the Year Randy’s apartment by the beach. The Chinese food with Heather had been my last and only meal since the day I’d fingered Arturo for a serial criminal so our investigation could go on. I was hungry. I was cranky. And I knew things were heading toward a close.
Or maybe I knew I couldn’t take much more.
The cast and crew who were not galley slaves, or everybody else other than the “background” as they kept calling us, were partaking of all the sumptuousness of a Roman emperor on holiday. After gorging themselves, I literally saw food being thrown away in bulk as I watched from behind some star trailers, which was as close as the background was allowed to come to food and people that mattered.
This is what little Chad Dakota could have had. All this. That’s what I kept thinking about. Turning a life imagined over and over in my head as I starved. Instead, he’d been robbed by Hollywood’s Alexander the Great. Zack Morris. Mark-Paul Gosselaar. My White Whale.
Every day for the rest of his life, my White Whale would eat and be treated like the star he was. He would know luxury and excess beyond the dreams of avarice. And for what? What price did he pay to arrive on the other side of the fabled velvet rope, if there was such a thing? Had he earned it? Had he won wars, fought battles, or put a man on the moon? No. In my mind he had not done any of those things.
Like some two-bit voodoo shaman from every tribe in man’s darkest past, he’d done his climbing over the corpses of his enemies.
My stomach was churning with the acid of starvation. My mind was feverish. I was hungry, and not just for food, booze, and women. I was starving for justice.
The Chinese…
The Clintons…
Zack…
I was starving.
I found a bathroom and pulled out the packet that contained the last of the biker speed from Yucca Flats. As I chopped it up on the porcelain sink, I reminded myself that there was a fine line between Travis Bickle the hero, and Travis Bickle the psychopath.
A fine line. So fine you could have caught a fish with it. A whale even.
Some song was running through my head.
“Gimme Shelter.”
And I felt like I was in the middle of a “crossfire hurricane.”
I nailed the last of it all in one go, and I was crystal clear about what needed to be done next.
I left the residue on the sink, went back, and fingered up some for my teeth. I folded the switch I’d been using to chop it up. A little water on what remained of the hair, and then I donned the aviator shades the fictitious “Mr. Lurcher” never would’ve worn. Yeah, I was still wearing the goofy science teacher costume, but it was the nickel-plated .44 in my hand that made the difference. That set it all off. I pulled out a matchstick and bit down as I headed for Zack the Great’s star trailer. As I chased my White Whale to the ends of the earth.
I screamed at him, or rather at the flimsy door to his star trailer, about justice. About America. About Thomas Alva Edison and Dutch Reagan. I tallied up all the dead of the twentieth century and dared him to show his face and prove me wrong.
I was aware, hyperaware in fact because of the speed, that the crew was running from the “scene of the crime,” as the police would later call it. But I didn’t care.
I dared the lizard to come out and face my nickel-plated Excalibur.
Security personnel were running in every direction.
I knew I had seconds left to convince the little Satanist to repent. To confess. To put the balm of Gilead on his soul. I thundered loud invectives against the still-closed door. In my mind’s eye I could see him in there with some groupie, or starlet, or wannabe, looking at him in terror. I knew he’d be writhing on the cheap carpet, aware that he’d finally been run to ground. That the jig was up. That his chickens were coming home to roost. I knew that the words I was using about demons and sacrifice and the dark prince could never, ever go away. I knew the Studio Police were hearing them. His coworkers were hearing them. And yes, even his fans were hearing them, and they would go away from him because he was all these things I was saying. He would go away, never ever to return.
“Tell me what you did with the body!” I screamed, and a tiny hot tear ran down my cheek as I thought of the cherubic face of little mulleted Chad Dakota in his acid-wash jean jacket.
“I know who you are!” I screamed again.
And then I was tackled. By a lot of people.
I didn’t fight back. The gun wasn’t even loaded. I allowed myself to be dragged down by the mob. My work was done. The truth had been proclaimed in the open square.
Later, in Studio Jail, they tried to tell me that my White Whale hadn’t even been in his trailer. That he’d gone to a meeting with some agents from ICM at a restaurant that didn’t let people like me pass by on the sidewalk outside. They tried to lie. They tried to forget. But how can you?
I used Mays’s name, and also the casting director Wiggles had to promise to attend a pool party with, when they started talking about pressing charges and calling the “real police.” In the end they called Mays, and without a word he took possession of me, parting ways at the front gate. It was decent of him to at least do that. By four o’clock everything was just a dream. Even the speed was fading. I needed a drink.
I walked into Burbank and found a bar. It was a real bar. Not the hip, trendy, “in” spot to sip a craft mojito. This was the no-window, faux-rock-faced-front-at-the-end-of-a-strip-mall bar one passes and never enters. It was called the Tiki Lounge.
Inside it was cool and quiet. Red leather and darkness. Bongo drums murmured, and I felt like I’d found an oasis I might never leave. I sat up to the bar and ordered a Clevinger’s neat. Wordlessly the bartender made my drink. Exactly how I like my bartenders to make my drink.
The drums and the quiet and the mellow burn of the bourbon made everything stop. For once… it was just quiet.
I sipped and thought about what to do next with my life. And I knew I couldn’t find that out until I’d made sense of everything.
Did the devil really hide in plain sight?
Did he make deals with young, beautiful people and promise to give them fame, fortune, and power?
Did he make cheap allegory to entertain and taunt masses too dumb and brainwashed to pick up on the clues?
And did they get away with it?
Did they get away with murder?
I sipped.
The bongos tapped out their hypnotic beat.
I sipped.
Maybe it was all in my head. Maybe that wasn’t the truth. Maybe that was just an answer I’d need to accept in order to keep moving on. I’d gotten too close. I’d let my White Whale consume me.
I patted my leg to make sure it was still there.
The door opened and someone came in.
He sat a little ways down the bar. I turned and nodded. Finally I’d seen my first real star in all my time in Hollywood, not some phony kid. Bob Denver. TV’s Gilligan of Gilligan’s Island. A star from when TV used to be something you could watch and not want to gouge your eyes out afterward. I raised my tumbler and he smiled back at me self-deprecatingly. Like some actor who used to be someone would understand how lost I felt at this very moment. The bartender placed a martini in front of him and turned on the TV above the bar. No sound.
A black-and-white episode of Gilligan’s Island was in progress. Watching the first mate’s wacky antics as he destroyed yet another plan to escape from the island was calming as I ordered another Clevinger’s neat. A double this time.
Maybe I’d had enough. Maybe I’d just watch old TV and forget about the devil. Maybe there was no devil. And if there was, why would he tip his hat?
I answered that one quickly. It wasn’t so much an answer as an image. An image of Bill Clinton smiling. Like he knew. Like he knew he was getting away with everything and he knew that you knew he knew. And he wasn’t ashamed of it in the least.
Crazy.
But if the devil were ever to tip his hat, he’d do it just like Bill Clinton smiled.
I thought about the castaways of Gilligan’s Island. Why’d they ever want to leave a tropical paradise? They had everything there. All they’d come back to was Carter and the decline of America. But it was hardwired in them to want to flee paradise. To return to a world of Saved by the Bell and Bill and Hillary Clinton. A fallen world falling a little faster every day. Reaching terminal velocity in time. A living hell where people like Wiggles, or Heather, could only dream of a better tomorrow that would never come.
The skipper was always in a rage. And a bit of a pig. There’s two of your seven deadlies right there. Anger and gluttony. The guy’s in a tropical heaven and he’s still himself. Where could he go that he wouldn’t be angry? If you can be angry when you’re living on an island with no taxes, no motorcars, and getting banana cream pies and fresh mango by the likes of Mary Ann, well then you just can’t be happy anywhere, can you?
Anger and gluttony.
I thought about that.
Ginger of course would be lust. How could she not be? And that makes Mary Ann, for no sensible reason, envious. Envy.
Greed’s a no brainer. The millionaire and his wife.
Sloth and pride threw me for a few minutes. But when I thought about them, I figured it out. The professor is pride because he’s always so impressed with his own ingenuity. And why wouldn’t you be when you can take some coconuts, an old bicycle, and some vines, and make a radio? And sloth is the millionaire’s wife. She can’t be bothered to help anyone in the least.
I threw back the last of the Clevinger’s and knew I had no way to pay for one more. I put the last of the money down. I wasn’t sad. But the insight that all the castaways on Gilligan’s Island somehow represent the seven deadly sins made me feel like I still had the brain to win the Cold War. That I could still play the long game.
A thought occurred as I stood up, ready to leave forever. What is Gilligan? There are no more sins.
Ignorance?
Ignorance and stupidity are not sins.
* * *
I see older Bob Denver at the end of the bar. He looks at me and holds up his drink. His face is deadpan changing to a smile. It’s that way because I realize in the moment before he holds up his drink that he was just staring at me. Then he smiles. Then he holds up his drink.
That Bill Clinton smile.
I look back at the TV.
Gilligan is smiling at me too. Except he seems… evil. There’s a glimmer in his eye. Like he knows way back then when he made this show years ago, that somehow I’d be watching it in the bar at this very moment. That the take, which is what they call it when you do a scene and look at the camera, was for me all these years later. All those years ago.
Gilligan who is not one of the seven deadlies.
Gilligan who always wears red.
Gilligan who always manages to keep them in the hell they wish to escape.
I left the bar.
I took a bus, headed east with the night, and I never went back to Hollywood.



About the Conspiracy Theory:
 Hell, Hollywood, and Suicide Mickey
 

 

Since time began, critics have slandered their rivals with the implication that they’ve sold their souls to Satan for a leg up. The problem with the Hollywood and Hell conspiracy stories is that they hide in plain sight, hidden in a community that manufactures beautiful lies. Meaning: Hollywood makes things up and sells them. Nothing Hollywood ever produces should be taken as truth, including the “news” and The Daily Show. (Consider, for example, that gunfights rarely last more than five seconds and there’s little reloading.)
Still, many have deconstructed more than a few Hollywood shows and shown that there’s a lot of symbolism being used. Accidental? Who knows, but if you watch closely, yes, more often than not there’s some kind of message being downloaded onto your hard drive by an outside intelligence. Even if it’s just the simple message of intolerant hate toward the oppressor group of the moment as some agenda-driven screenwriter or politically active producer sees it. Have people noticed that The Fresh Prince seems to be an allegorical tale of death? Yes. That the characters on Gilligan’s Island represent the seven deadly sins? Yes. Is there a cartoon called Suicide Mouse? Yes. But it’s probably just some film-school stunt.
And then there’s Doctor Midnite. He’s made up. He never existed. You shouldn’t go to DoctorMidnite.com and read his deranged rants. Unless you want to end up on a watch list.



A Note to Readers
 

 

Thank you so much for reading Tales of Tinfoil. For news on additional releases in the Tinfoil series (including upcoming collections on Hoaxes and Unsolved Mysteries), subscribe to the Tinfoil newsletter or join the conversation on Facebook. And if you’re looking for more short stories, please consider these other anthologies edited by David Gatewood:
 

Synchronic: 13 Tales of Time Travel

The Robot Chronicles

The Telepath Chronicles

The Alien Chronicles

 

Finally, before you go, could we ask of you a very small favor?
Would you write a short review at the site where you purchased the book?
Reviews are make-or-break for authors. A book with no reviews is, simply put, a book with no future sales. This is because a review is more than just a message to other potential buyers: it’s also a key factor driving the book’s visibility in the first place. More reviews (and more positive reviews) make a book more likely to be featured in bookseller lists (such as Amazon’s “also viewed” and “also bought” lists) and more likely to be featured in bookseller promotions. Reviews don’t need to be long or eloquent; a single sentence is all it takes. In today’s publishing world, the success (or failure) of a book is truly in the reader’s hands.
So please, write a review. Tell a friend. Share us on Facebook. Maybe even write a Tweet (140 characters is all we ask). You’d be doing us a great service.
Thank you.
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