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“Reality is only just a word.”
- Harry Chapin (Corey’s Coming)
The cold sliced through his clothing like sharp knives that pierced his flesh to the bone. His body shivered so hard, he rammed a gloved hand into his mouth to keep his chattering teeth from making noise. There was no escaping the cold. No warm place. It was everywhere and as ever present as the snow on the ground. Another time, another place he would have feared the cold, feared the death that rode the icy tendrils into his skin. Here, it was not the cold he feared, it was the dreaded night. For in that dark time death fought violently to get him.
He crouched in the snow, watching the light disappear from the sky. Watching the shadows of day stretch to cover the land, until the only light was the dull gray of the snow. Everything else was a deep terrifying black. He tried to close his eyes, tried to get the rest his body starved for. It was a useless effort. For terrible fear lurked just below the surface of his fatigue. And the fear was stronger.
An hour went by. Maybe two. He couldn’t be sure. Time moved at an odd pace. Minutes seemed like hours at times, and hours sometimes passed like minutes. The only thing constant in time was the fear. It was the black ribbon that tied time together.
The shivering had stopped. He was too cold to shiver. Now there was the pain of the cold in his hands, his fingers, his face, his ears, his toes. He knew that once he started moving, the blood would circulate more freely and the pain would go away. But, he had no intention of moving until he had to. And he knew that at any moment he would have to.
It was the anticipation that was the worst. The anticipation that at any moment the dark world would explode with life. And death. It ate at his insides, filling the hunger that should have been there. He didn’t know how much longer, how many more nights of this he could stand. He’d stumbled along from day to day, night to night like a man forced to walk through a nightmare, not knowing where it was going nor how it would end.
He jumped at the terrible sound of the bugle shredding the night air. His heart froze – a hard knot in his chest. The bugle’s cry exploded inside him, breaking into sharp shards of black terror, stark fear and raving panic. These shards raced around, tearing into every corner. He grabbed his rifle and rolled over, desperately trying to see what he could hear was out there, what he could hear was coming. The screaming mass of Chinese running toward him. He no longer hurt, no longer felt cold.
The gunfire started immediately at the sound of the bugle. Gunfire that was blind and desperate, but sure to hit something in that sea of humans charging up the rise.
Time playing its tricks again, it seemed hours before the flares popped in the sky and threw light over the terrain. Even with the light, all that could be seen was a dark mass moving up the hill toward them. The soldier next to him started shooting. He took off the glove on his right hand, aimed his rifle at the screaming flow and fired. Again, and again, and again.
Once more time was in no hurry. The machinegun fire every so often sending incendiary bullets into the group. He knew men were falling, knew the hillside behind them was layered thick with their dead. Yet the group never thinned. And he fired. Again, and again, and again. Shooting until the clip flew out of the rifle. Loaded another clip, aimed and fired, and fired. And in the sky flares kept popping to light up the hillside.
Slowly, on the left and right where the machine guns were located, the black line of men began to thin, and waiver. But not in the center. Not where he and the other soldier lay. And the others on either side of them. The line of Chinese moved ever closer. The men in the front dropping from gunfire. Those behind stumbling over them and coming forward. He could see their faces now. Fired, and fired dropping those he shot at. But the others kept coming. He emptied his rifle. They were within yards of him. He drew the forty-five he’d taken off a dead officer, and methodically emptied the gun. Each bullet knocking a Chinese soldier down. Then he grabbed his rifle as the Chinese reached him.
He hit, jabbed, slammed the rifle into bodies and faces. All the while the world filled with screams. One scream, a scream of hate, a scream of desperate fury, a scream from the dark depths of the raging animal was closest to him. It was from him, as he lashed out, punched and pounded. Somehow he lost his rifle. Pulled the bayonet from its scabbard at his waist and continued slashing and stabbing and grabbing and kicking and punching…and screaming. He slit a man’s throat, the blood spurting over him. He struggled with another, and watched his face disappear from someone else’s gunshot, replacing it with a mass of blood. He jabbed his thumb deep into a man’s eye, then stabbed him. It was a whirlwind of bodies and faces and he fought like the demon had been let loose. The screaming, his screaming grew louder, filled with terror, with fear, with hate, with the desperation to survive….
The scream was still on his lips when he jumped awake. His body was covered with sweat. There was a oil lamp lit in the room. He always kept a light on in the room. The dark held only terror for him.
It took a moment for his mind to return to the present. He looked over at the clock on the table near the bed - 6:30. He tossed off the covers, threw his legs over the side of the bed, and with a grunt of effort, sat up. He ran his thick hands over his face and through his hair, feeling the sweat of terror there, the calluses on his hands hard and rough against his skin. He buried his face in his hands, and released a heavy sigh of resignation. Same nightmare for more than fifty years. Same goddamn nightmare. It had been terrible to live through it. Why the hell did he have to relive it every damn night?
Lady got up from where she had been sleeping on a rug at the foot of the bed and came over to him. The dog nudged her muzzle against his hands, and whined in sympathy. A big short-haired yellow mutt, she’d done this every morning for almost ten years now. He reached out and stroked the dog’s head. “Thanks, old gal.”
He sighed again, then put his hands on his knees, and stood up with a grunt. Pain, like fiery shards of glass, slashed out from his right hip and knee. “Damn,” he hissed through clenched teeth as he bit down against the pain, and had all to do to maintain his balance. He not only had the nightmares, he had this to constantly remind him. Some days it was better than others. But no days were without pain.
A tall solid man, his body was thickening around the middle. Age had been carving deep lines in his face and neck but they only added to the hard strength that showed there. His brown eyes were deep set, and there was the permanent squint from years working in the sun.
He slipped on his work boots, getting his feet off the cold wood floor, leaving the laces of the boots undone. Then he limped out of the tiny bedroom, grabbing the leather jacket off the chair. The jacket was old and worn, the leather dulled, roughened and cracked. But with its fleece lining it still kept him warm. An old friend that would be hard to give up.
As he walked into the kitchen, he put the jacket on over the gray sweat suit he wore at night. Spring in Montana was pleasant, but the nights got damn cold. He stepped over to the small propane stove.
Lady followed him into the kitchen, and laid down on the wood floor resting her head on her paws, knowing the routine to follow. She watched the man pour cold coffee from a large tin coffee pot into a small sauce pan. Then light the burner under the sauce pan. While the coffee heated, the man took a large mug from the cupboard and set it on the counter shelf next to the stove. He also took down a bottle of pills from the cupboard, shook two out and dry-swallowed them. After he put the bottle of pills in the cupboard, he went back into the bedroom, Lady’s eyes following him, and returned with a pack of cigarettes. He put a cigarette in his mouth, leaned down, and lit it in the flame under the sauce pan. Next he grabbed the sauce pan and filled the mug from it. He added a heaping spoon full of sugar, retrieved the milk bottle from the tiny refrigerator, and plopped in a daub of milk. He returned the milk to the refrigerator. That was Lady’s cue. She got up, and trailed behind him as he walked out the front door, cigarette in his mouth, the mug of coffee in his hand.
Outside on the porch, the morning air had a hard bite to it. It was still dark, the sky sprayed with sparkling stars. But the sky was not as black as in deep night. There was ever so small a hint that the sun would soon be there to chase away the night.
He sat in the wood rocker, sipped his coffee and put the mug on the small table next to the rocker. Lady sat beside him, her head on his lap, her soulful eyes searching his face. Slowly rocking the chair, he stroked her head absently, happy with her company.
Taking a long slow drag on the cigarette, he looked out over the rolling fields and the mountains in the background. Each morning he reached out to nature to reaffirm his own life, and his own right to live another day. He did this even in the dead of winter, bundled up against the cold. He needed that contact with nature, like a thirsty man needed a drink of water.
When he’d bought the cabin forty years back, the porch was no more than a rocker porch. A sagging neglected one at that. The first thing he did was rebuild it deep enough and wide enough to protect him from the rain and snow. It wasn’t an easy job. His hip and knee hurt more then, the pain fresher and harsher. By the time he finished the porch, he owned it. Every board, every nail had his pain in it. Over the years he’d claimed ownership to the rest of the cabin as well as the small barn.
He started each day on the porch, and ended each day the same way.
He sat there this morning, like every morning, sipping his coffee, smoking cigarettes, stroking Lady, looking out at the world, and waiting for the edges of the pain in his hip and knee to be dulled by the pills he’d taken. As he was taking a sip of coffee, he saw a shooting star in the sky. He smiled to himself. The universe rolling along oblivious of him and his pain. All that roiling activity out there without one dollop of concern for him and his problems. For that matter, for humans and their silly problems. People were such a tiny insignificant thing in this vast violent universe.
Odd? The shooting star didn’t burn out, didn’t disappear? It kept scratching a streak of light across the sky heading toward the earth. He’d never seen that before. Must be a really big meteor. It seemed to be getting brighter, too. He snorted a chuckle. “The aliens are coming back, Lady.” The dog paid no attention.
The shooting star suddenly began wavering, no longer cutting a straight line in the sky. Now, he was not idly watching, his attention keenly focused on the star. Was this a UFO siting? he thought in disbelief. Was he really going to see an alien? It was an exciting thought.
After wavering erratically, the star shot straight down. Picking up speed. As it neared the earth, a stand of nearby trees blocked his view. Damn! For a moment there was nothing more. Then he heard it. A distant muffled boom. Couldn’t be more than a few miles away.
He looked at the dog. “What do you make of that, Lady?”
The dog had heard the sound, and sitting alert, was looking in its direction.
He nodded at the confirmation. “You heard it, too. So, I’m not imagining it.”
The dog looked at him, then looked back toward where the sound had come from.
He, too, looked back, sighting on the outline of the mountains in the background in line with where the star had gone down. Then he looked back at the dog. “What do you say, Lady? Want to go for a ride after breakfast?”
The dog stood, looking at him, her tail waging happily.
He grinned. “You heard your favorite word – ‘ride’.”
The dog’s tail wagged faster.
Chapter II
The day was bright and filled with the warm aromas of nature. Although he estimated the crash site to be about two or three miles away, they had been driving for nearly half an hour along the dirt roads that led into the mountains. This area of Montana was too far from anywhere to have paved roads. The dirt roads made the going slow. And the pain in the man’s hip and knee made the going even slower. But Lady didn’t mind at all. Driving in the truck was the closest thing to heaven for her. She sat straight up with her head out the passenger’s window and didn’t complain one bit.
The truck, like the leather jacket, was old, functional, and a dear friend. It rattled a bit, squeaked, and sometimes groaned, and there were rust spots like a cancer on the body, a few dents and dings as well, but it still did the job. And it fit him like a comfortable shoe.
The day was warming, and the man had abandoned his leather jacket for a long sleeved flannel shirt. Red plaid. He liked red plaid. For some reason he couldn’t figure, it made him feel more of the land and the earth. The same thing with the jeans.
Naturally, the roads did not lead in a straight line to where he had seen the star crash to the ground. Instead, they meandered whimsically over the countryside and through the pine forests like a curious child. At times the road was nothing more than a few ruts in the grass. Finally, he reached that point where the road no longer went anywhere near where he wanted to go, so he turned the truck into the woods.
Pine forests, especially old ones like these, had little undergrowth. The pines didn’t let enough light in for things to grow on the ground, and there was plenty of space between the trees to maneuver the truck. But there was also plenty of debris and pine needles on the ground to make the footing slippery. Fortunately, the area where the star fell was comparatively flat ground. Had it been higher on the side of one of the mountains, he would not have attempted to reach it. Not only with his old truck, but with any kind of vehicle. The slippery ground would have been too treacherous.
He reached the general area where he figured the star had gone down. Now it was up to Lady. He knew she would detect the crash site before he did. There would be smells that didn’t belong, that she didn’t understand. “Okay, girl. I got us this far. Now it’s your turn.”
It didn’t take long. A few minutes later she stood on the seat and started barking out the window. He stopped the truck. Got out with the dog and tied a long rope to her collar and the other end of the rope to the front bumper of the truck. Then he got back in the truck. She had already bolted to the end of the rope, and was straining against it. All the while, barking anxiously. He let the truck move slowly forward, turning it in the direction the dog wanted to go.
Finally he saw it, saw where the trees were snapped off, and branches thrown everywhere. He brought the dog back into the truck, then maneuvered around the trees and branches on the ground until he could go no further with the truck. It was a real mess. It definitely was no shooting star that came down here.
He got out of the truck, and let Lady run free. Barking, she immediately took off deep into the debris field. Half trees, branches and pieces of metal and other stuff. He followed along slowly, smelling the air. Heavy pine odor, a scorching aroma, and some sort of fuel, he guessed. He stopped repeatedly to examine the shards of metal. Aircraft of some type, he was sure. But there weren’t any pieces big enough to identify it. He was holding a short piece of metal tubing, looking for identifying marks, when he realized Lady had stopped barking.
“Lady! Where are you girl?”
She answered with a low gruffing bark. She was at the end of the debris field somewhere.
It took him awhile to pick his way over and around the litter. Then he saw it, and it stopped him in his tracks. “Oh…my…God.” The words were uttered in a whisper of stunned amazement. A shiver of fear went through his body. There, upended like a large watermelon slice, was a section of the aircraft. It looked as if this half of the craft had slid on edge between the trees, thereby surviving pretty much intact. That half was a half circle! The diameter was over two hundred feet!
He didn’t know how long he stood there looking at that half circle, slowly shaking his head. It was unbelievable! Just unbelievable! A flying saucer? How could he deny it? It was right there in front of his eyes.
The hull of the craft was scorched black. There were no visible markings. What the hell was he supposed to do now? This was a contact from another world, of that he was absolutely sure. Lady barked, telling him to hurry.
“Coming, Girl!” he shouted, and resumed stepping over and around the debris toward where he heard her bark. He kept looking over at the hull of the saucer as he walked. Couldn’t believe it.
When he reached Lady he saw what she had found. There was a figure in some sort of shiny green space suit. It was entangled in branches from the pines, and its head rested against the trunk of a tree. The round helmet it wore was smashed. There was blood on the ruined helmet, and oozing slowly from the breaks in the helmet to the ground. He just shook his head in further amazement. He knelt down next to the figure. The inside of the visor was splattered with blood. He couldn’t see the face of the creature inside.
He didn’t know if the creature was alive, but he had to act as if it were. He hurried back to the truck and drove it around to the other side of the debris field near the alien’s body. He got out of the truck, went in back, and lowered the tailgate.
Then he stepped over to the body, and with the strength of years of hard work, and the hardened will to fight the pain he knew would attack his hip, he lifted the body and brought it to the back of the truck. He laid it as gently as he could on the truck bed. He wished he had cushioning to lay it on. The hard truck bed surface wouldn’t be comfortable for the alien.
Lady jumped up on the truck bed, and devoted her attention to the spaceman. Something more than human about that dog, he thought. He closed the tailgate, and got back in the cab of the truck.
Eyes had watched the whole thing, watched Stan come into the debris field, watched as he loaded the body onto the truck. Bright nervous eyes the color of the sky on a sunny day.
It was nearing noon when he got back to the cabin. He had driven as carefully as possible, trying not to jar the spaceman any more than necessary. If he was alive, the jarring could compound any damage to the alien’s body.
He backed the truck up to the porch, got out, and lowered the tailgate. Then he went up the steps and propped open the front door. He returned to the truck, pulled the body to him, and once again steeling himself against the pain he would feel in his hip, he lifted the spaceman over his shoulder. He struggled under the body’s weight every step up the porch, into the house, and into the bedroom. He laid the spaceman on the bed.
It took him a few moments to figure out how to unlock the helmet. As anxious as he was to see the alien, he painstakingly removed it, slowly and carefully, and was given another surprise. The face of the spaceman, streaked with blood, was human! He put his fingers on the carotid artery, and he could feel a weak pulse. Immediately, he went to the old black rotary phone in the kitchen.
His hands were shaking as he hurriedly dialed. Then he waited, fidgeting as the phone rang on the other end.
“Norris,” the voice said on the other end.
“Doc, this is Stan Cramer…”
“Well, been quite a whi…”
“Doc, shut up. No time for small talk. I got a badly injured man. Needs medical attention now.”
“Who is it?”
“You can introduce yourself later, God damn it. Get out here before he dies. And bring blood, if you got any. He’s going to need some.” I hope human blood will work on this guy, he thought.
“You home?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m on my way.” The phone went dead.
Stan hung up the phone and returned to the bedroom. He’d had some medic training in the Army, and had seen a good many soldiers torn up in awful ways. He got right to work. With a large pair of shears he slowly and carefully cut the spacesuit open. The spaceman wore a green tee shirt and boxer shorts. He took off the man’s gloves with their locking rings attached. Then he removed the man’s shoes. Finally, he worked off the neck ring where the helmet was attached to the suit. That wasn’t easy. He had to lift the spaceman’s head with one hand while he worked the ring off. That hand came away with blood.
All the while Lady sat upright by the bed, watching, checking his every move, as if to assure that he was doing everything correctly.
Next, he examined the rest of the man’s body, probing gently where he couldn’t see. The only noticeable break was in the spaceman’s right forearm, but it hadn’t broken the skin. Considering the force that smashed the helmet, he was sure there were other fractures, as well as possible internal injuries. But there were no other breaks in the skin, no other points of bleeding. That was good. He might not have lost a lot of blood.
Finally, he examined the head wound. Definite skull fracture. Looked as if one of the shards of the helmet had punctured the skull. There was also the possibility of a broken neck. He’d already jounced the spaceman around pretty badly, he didn’t want to do anymore damage, so he didn’t move the head to look at the back of the neck for further injury. He probed with his fingers. No open wounds that he could feel.
He went into the closet, took out a couple of towels, and placed them by the spaceman’s head to absorb the oozing blood. Not much else he could do while he waited for the doctor.
Standing by the bed looking down at the body, he said, “Well, Mr. Spaceman, I sure hope you pull through this. I’m real anxious to hear what you’ve got to say. And I’ve got a million questions for you.”
Then to Lady, “I hope they’ve been studying us earthlings long enough to learn English. Be a damn shame if he couldn’t speak it. I’m too old to learn an alien language.” He chuckled at his ‘alien’ joke, and turned toward the kitchen. “C’mon, girl. We’ll go outside and wait for the doctor.”
The dog did not move. She sat there like an attentive nurse, looking at the body of the spaceman, as if she were studying it.
He nodded. “Okay. You let me know if there’s any problem.”
He went into the kitchen and washed the blood off his hands. Then he heated himself a cup of coffee, added sugar and milk, and went out on the porch. He sat in the rocker, lit a cigarette, and tried to get his mind around what he had found, and what he had seen. Just what had he found? An alien? Didn’t look alien. Should an alien look alien? Von Daniken had speculated otherwise. And there was the undeniable flying saucer. Couldn’t refute that. Twenty minutes of thinking around all of that had him anxious and excited. He needed to talk to someone about this, needed to find out what this contact meant, needed to discover all the alien knew about life, about out there in the universe.
A dust cloud appeared in the distance on the dirt road off to the right. He watched as the cloud grew, and slowly materialized into a truck with a canopy on the back. Doc Norris’s truck. Have medical tools, will travel. With the speed he was travelling, it didn’t take long before the truck turned into the dirt road leading to the cabin, and, after a moment, skidded to a stop by the porch, a haze of dust moving around the truck.
Stan stood, as Doc Norris got out of the truck, grabbed a medical bag off the front seat, and hurried up the porch steps. Doc Norris was tall, lean, and rugged as the bark on a tree. He had gray eyes that looked right into your head, and a full head of hair that had gone gray, but not thinned out one bit. He’d been the only doctor in this area for more than twenty years. In his jeans and denim shirt and dark tan, he looked like part of the area, more a rancher than a doctor. He was also the only veterinarian.
Might be a good combination in a case like this, Stan thought as he held the door open. “In the bedroom,” he said as Doc Norris moved past him into the cabin. Norris went straight into the bedroom.
“My God,” he said. “What the hell happened to this guy?” He placed his hand on the spaceman’s neck, feeling the carotid artery for signs of life. Satisfied the man was still alive, he opened his bag, and took out a lighted magnifier and forceps. Lady moved aside to give the doctor room, but stayed at her post, watching. Magnifier in hand, Norris leaned down over the spaceman, and examined him carefully, probing with his hands and with the forceps.
“He fell out of a flying saucer,” Stan said in a matter-of-fact tone.
Norris glanced over at Stan, and made a face. Then he went back to examining the body on the bed. When he examined the head wound, he peered intently into the wound. “Jesus,” he whispered. With his forceps, he reached into the wound and gently extracted a jagged sliver of the plastic helmet the size of a dollar coin.
Stan went back out to the porch to let the doctor do his job. The first plane came overhead while he was sitting there. Planes just never fly around here. It looked like a jet fighter. The plane headed out to where the saucer had crashed. He watched as it made a couple of wide circles around the area, then left. And the plot thickens, he thought.
A short while later he heard Norris washing his hands in the kitchen.
“Warm yourself up a cup of coffee!” Stan hollered from the porch.
A few minutes later Doc Norris came outside with a mug of coffee, and sat on the top step of the porch, looking out over the countryside. “I bandaged his head, put a cast on his right arm, and his left ankle, and gave him a shot of antibiotics. His vital signs are steady. Blood pressure is a little low, but okay. That piece of plastic in his head helped slow down the bleeding. So, I don’t think he needs any blood. Not much else I could do for him here. He needs the facilities of a hospital.”
Hope his alien system can take antibiotics, Stan thought.
Norris took a hesitant sip from the mug. “I don’t recognize him, and I know just about everyone around here. So, who is he? And what in hell happened to him?”
Stan lit a cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke. “Glad you’re sitting down for this. ’Cause you ain’t gonna believe a word of it. If I was a drinking man, I’d be blind drunk by now.” He took a deep breath and let it out. Then he told the story just as it had happened: the falling star, the trek into the mountains, the half of a flying saucer, and the spaceman. “He looks human to me. But I’m not sure those antibiotics you gave him will work on his system. Might even kill him.”
Norris sat quietly sipping his coffee through the whole story, and never took his eyes off the distant mountains. Now that the story was out, his demeanor didn’t change. He kept sipping his coffee and looking at the mountains. Stan was silent, too.
Finally, Norris spoke. “You been sleeping all right, Stan?”
“Yep.”
“Been sick at all, lately?”
“Nope.”
“Had an accident? Maybe hurt your head?”
“I didn’t imagine all this. And you got the spaceman on the bed in there. You saw the stuff I took off him. You saw the suit I cut open. He was still lying on it. You imagining things, Norris?”
“The half a flying saucer? You sure you weren’t seeing what you wanted to see and not what was really there? The mind has a way of doing that. You’ve been talking about people from outer space ever since I’ve known you. That book you’ve told me about a thousand times …”
“Chariots of the Gods,” Stan interrupted.
“Yeah, that book. And how aliens visited here thousands of years back. Maybe this is what you really wanted to see, this spaceship? Ever think of that?”
“No. I saw what was real, Norris. Saw it, and it scared the hell out of me. It was a door into the unknown, a door showing how primitive we are. I’m not sure I like that. But the more I thought about it, the more interesting the whole idea became. What we could learn from that spaceman. Just think of it.” He was getting excited, now. “He is the hope of mankind. He could have the knowledge that would save us from ourselves, save us from killing each other, from…”
Norris’s sigh of frustration stopped him. “Sounds to me,” Norris said. “Like you could use some time fishing up at Dayton’s cabin, and not thinking about anything for awhile.”
“I thought you were a believer? We talked so many times, and you were into this as deeply as me.”
“Yeah. I guess I was a believer. But, only in a sense of wishing, not really believing. Wishing is okay until you’re faced with reality. That puts a different spin on it.”
“I’d take you up there right now, so you could see it with your own eyes. But who’s gonna watch our alien in there?” He stopped and looked off in the distance. “Don’t matter. There wouldn’t be any time left for us to go.” Stan pointed to the sky.
Norris looked up. A twin engine jet came in low from the right, and passed over the cabin, the noise of the engines sending vibrations they could feel through the wood of the porch. The plane headed straight for the crash site. In the distance, as the plane neared the crash site, black specs fell from the plane, and parachutes opened. At least a dozen.
“Government’s already here,” Stan said. The word ‘Government’ was coated in animosity. In these parts the Government was not to be trusted.
Chapter III
As soon as the plane dropped its parachutes, it turned and headed back over the cabin, then disappeared in the distance.
“Seems they’re real interested in our spaceman,” Stan said.
“Will you stop that spaceman stuff?” He spoke evenly, just over the lip of the coffee mug.
“Doc, the man was wearing a green spacesuit – you know, “little green men?” and was flying a circular craft – “flying saucer?” That’s what all them people have seen over the years. Give me a break, Doc.” He stubbed out his cigarette. “Did you find any labels on his clothes? Any identification of any kind? Don’t that seem strange to you? Like maybe he didn’t want to be identified in any way just in case something like this happened? Some kind of accident where we’d catch him? Hell, for all I know, maybe he was instructed to kill himself.”
“Well, what are you going to do with him? He can’t stay here too long without getting the proper medical care.”
“You don’t give proper medical care?”
Norris smirked at the remark. “He needs a hospital, where they can do things I can’t. I don’t know if there’s any internal bleeding. Don’t know about other broken bones than the couple I found. His ribs could be splinters for all I can tell.”
“You think it’s safe to move him?”
“Right now, it’s a judgment call. Moving him could kill him. Leaving him where he is could kill him. I could telephone the hospital in Mountain City. They have a helicopter, and could be here in a few hours to pick him up. But even that moving might do him in.”
“If it’s a judgment call, then make it. I can watch over him. You tell me what to expect, and how to handle it.”
Norris started thinking aloud. “Well, his blood pressure’s pretty stable. Considering how long he’s been injured, that’s a good sign there’s little or no internal bleeding. I taped closed the skin over the opening in his skull to minimize the bleeding. The hole in his skull should help relieve the pressure of swelling from a concussion. I’m concerned about a spinal injury. Could have a broken neck, but, without x-rays, I won’t know until he wakes up and tells me he’s paralyzed or something. I don’t know what else could be broken that would only get worse by moving him.”
“Okay, leave him then. Once he recovers consciousness we’ll know more about what has to be done.”
“If he recovers consciousness. That head injury could put him in a coma that would last the rest of his life.”
“He’s got to come out of it, Doc. There are too many questions I need answered.”
Norris shook his head. “No telling. That’s a bad injury to his head. Even if he comes out of it, he could be a vegetable. Won’t be of much use answering your questions.”
“What are his chances of living?”
“Pick your own odds. Be just as good as anything I could say. I’ve seen the human body survive some pretty bizarre and horrific stuff. People who’d you’d swear were minutes from death with no chance, suddenly come to, and heal right up fine.”
Stan thought a minute. “You able to stay the night and watch over him?”
“Depends on what you’ve got for dinner.” Norris nodded, and grinned. “I cleared my appointments after you called.”
The racket jarred them awake.
They were in the bedroom, an oil lamp putting out a warm glow. Norris, covered with a blanket, was propped in a chair with his feet on another chair. Stan, fully clothed, was wrapped in a blanket on the floor, the dog huddled next to him. Everything peaceful and quiet. And then the noise came.
“What the hell…?” Norris said in a voice filled with sleep, putting his feet on the floor, and taking off the blanket.
Stan sat up, rubbing the sleep from his face. Lady, sitting next to him, looked up at the ceiling, then at Stan, as if asking for an explanation for the noise coming from the ceiling.
“Helicopters, sounds like,” Stan said. He threw the blanket off and stood up.
“Yeah?”
The two men, in stocking feet, walked out to the porch, the cold night air giving them chills. Lady stayed by her post watching the unconscious spaceman. They looked up at the sky. There was no moon, but they could make out the shapes of the helicopters as they moved across the stars.
“Must be at least three or four of them. Heading for the crash site,” Stan said. “Sounds like big ones. The kind that carries heavy equipment – trucks and jeeps. Looks like the damn Government’s taking a real serious interest in our spaceman.”
“Can’t be more than three crow miles from here. I suspect they’ll come looking for your spaceman when they don’t find him out there.”
Stan nodded. “Yeah. Figure so. No other places around here, but mine.”
“What are you going to do when they come?”
“I don’t know just yet.”
They woke early. The screams from Stan’s nightmare got them both up before the sun. Norris didn’t make any comments about it. He’d known for years about the nightmare. They had breakfast, then retired to the porch with their coffee mugs. By that time the sun had peeked over the horizon.
Stan lit up a cigarette. He exhaled a satisfying stream of smoke. “I’ve been thinking about our spaceman. It doesn’t seem right to turn him over to the Government.”
Norris shared the area’s animosity toward the Government. Over the years he’d seen how it had intruded into everyone’s life, seen how the society had gravitated in the direction of George Orwell’s “1984.” He didn’t like it one bit. “If they take him, we’ll never hear a word about him, that’s for sure.”
“…And the Devil is here in our midst, taking hold and sucking God out of our lives!” Reverend Elmer Goodbody was giving it his all. His chubby face was red right up to the roots of his thinning sandy hair, his demeanor, righteously violent, in exaggerated animation – waving his arms, shaking his fists, and pacing about. His blue eyes bright with the fire of his emotions. “You are God’s chosen people, and the Devil is working on each and everyone of you. He wants you for his own. Look around you at those who are no longer here. The Devil got them and he’s working hard to get you, too! His evil is everywhere! Slipping into your homes and your lives through the glowing television tube, through that evil stuff the children call music, through the blasphemous motion pictures. Be on guard lest he steal your souls. Be on guard! Be on guard! Get down on your knees, and pray to the Lord for the strength to be always on guard!” He hesitated, quieting himself. Then he lowered his head. “Amen.”
He stepped back to the podium and gently closed the Bible that lay open on it. With a show of reverence he lifted the large book and clutched it to his chest. The Bible had a solid silver cover, ornately carved around the edges, a simple cross in the center.
He nodded to Noreen in the front row, the signal to pass the collection plate. Then he walked to the low altar in back of him. Behind the altar stood a long wooden pole with a plain silver cross at the top. Elmer had brought the Bible and the cross with him when he joined this church. He placed the Bible on a stand on the altar just beneath the cross. There it could be seen by the congregation. In the simple barren church, he liked to think the silver cover gave power to the book, showed the power of the Word of God.
He turned around to face the congregation. There were about a hundred people in the church. Elmer thought he had done exceptionally well this morning. But, for all his fiery preaching, they looked bored. Bored meant poor results in the collection plate. He was barely able to feed himself with the pittance collected each Sunday, much less enjoy some of the little luxuries in life.
Ten years he’d put into this church and the damn crowd kept shrinking. Small farmers selling out to large farmers, small ranchers selling out to larger ranchers. And those selling out leaving town. This on top of the influence of the devil eating away at the congregation. Then came September 11th. His palms itched every time he thought of it. The crowds that had surged into the church had given him hope. But, that hope didn’t last. Within a week they were gone. And now there were less people here than before September 11th.
He’d taken over this church figuring the town, Hardly, would grow, just like his preacher father had done in Flattsville. The man made a fortune as that town grew into a small city. He was hoping to do the same, but not give it all away like his daddy did. The old bastard raised his family as poor as church mice. Meanwhile, every con man who came by spouting the Bible, got a handout from his father. Elmer would never forget that, and never forgive the old man. He was going to partake of some of the spoils. After all, he was doing God’s work, and should receive some compensation for that.
But, what happened in Flattsville never happened here. Hardly didn’t grow but a spit. There were seven hundred forty-two people when he came. Now, after ten years, the population was eight hundred forty-seven. Whoopee. It was a town going nowhere, and doing it nice and easy. It was aptly named. Hardly was hardly a town.
Noreen approached him. He watched her walk, watched her body move. She had a body that really knew how to move. That body had already gotten him in trouble. Remembering, he had to admit, it was worth it. She had a voluptuous body, and a beautiful face, but no matter how hard she tried, there was always a slight unkempt look about her.
He accepted the plate piously, noting there was a lot of change in the bottom of the plate. Damn. He looked out at the congregation. “Thank you,” he nodded in the direction of the collection plate, “for helping me to continue to spread God’s word.” He raised his hand palm out. “Go in peace with the Lord.”
The parishioners stirred to life. Chairs moved with scraping noises on the floor, as people got up and made their way out of the little church, little conversations and nods of recognition passing between them.
Noreen went into the small room off to the left to retrieve her son. Emery was almost two, and already he resembled Elmer. Though, no one noticed, or chose not to notice.
The little children were too restless to sit through the service, and sometimes too frightened by Elmer’s righteous ranting to remain silent. So, they were tended by Mrs. Andersen in this room while the service was in progress. Mrs. Andersen was a sweet chubby old woman who helped out around the church, and took care of the bookkeeping. She was always smiling a smile too sweet to be real. But she was patient with the children.
Elmer put the collection plate in a shelf in the podium, then went outside to make himself available to those of the congregation that hung around awhile before going back to their boring lives. He liked it when it rained, because no one hung around. Today it was sunny and warm, and there were a number of people milling around.
“Another beautiful sermon, Reverend.” It was Ellie Horsemen, the town’s busybody, and organizer and president of Hardly’s Sunday Afternoon Association. She was also one of the church elders, sitting in judgement of Elmer’s performance. The core members of the Sunday Afternoon Association were also church elders.
Ellie was a widow, and Mr. Horsemen’s death left her financially independent, giving her the opportunity and the time to make everyone else’s business her own, which made her the eyes and ears of Hardly. She was the person who could, with a few choice words dropped in the right places, ruin or make a person’s reputation. There were only about three hundred people living in the town proper - the rest were farmers and ranchers who came into town for services, mail and supplies – so, it didn’t take long for Ellie to put a person on the black list.
She lived in town in a Victorian house which, by Hardly’s standards, was a good cut above the norm. The house was a symbol of her power and influence in the town.
Elmer knew her power and sucked up to her as often as he could. In his business, his reputation was his income, as meager as it had become.
“Why thank you, Mrs. Horsemen. But, it is God’s inspiration that must take the credit. I am merely His instrument.”
“Well, you are an inspiring instrument.” She smiled her stained teeth smile. She was always smiling. He’d seen her slice and dice someone with that sweet smile on her face. She was tiny, and her hair was pure white, and she spoke gently, but her tongue was a hot pitchfork.
“I do my best,” he said, showing as much humility as possible.
“We will see you this afternoon at the meeting?”
He smiled. “Of course, Mrs. Horsemen. You know I never miss one of your meetings.”
“Good. Then we’ll see you there.”
While Norris cleaned up their patient, with Lady staying nearby, watching everything he did, Stan milked the cow and fed the chickens. Then he moved Doc’s truck into the clearing between the house and the barn, and parked it next to his truck. After Doc finished with the spaceman, they took the remnants of his space suit outside. Stan dug a deep hole near the barn, dropped the clothing and the pieces of helmet in the hole, and covered it up. After that was done, they retired to the porch with coffee.
Stan lit a cigarette. “What do you think they can do to us?”
“Don’t know. We aren’t committing a crime. Hell, I’m looking out for the welfare of my patient. But, with the Government, none of that means anything. They can do to us what pleases them. People have disappeared before, or died mysteriously.”
“Should be interesting.”
It didn’t take long. It was just past noon when the Army helicopter clattered overhead and landed in the field on the other side of the road.
Chapter IV
As they quietly drank their coffee, Stan and Norris watched the soldiers disembark from the helicopter. The soldiers were in full regalia, fighting machines at the ready, the powerful arm of the Government. Stan casually leaned over and spit off the porch.
The soldiers jogged across the road and up the long driveway toward them. They came to a stop in front of the porch. There was one soldier without a rifle. He gave a hand signal to the three men on his right and they jogged off toward the trucks and the barn.
“Would you kindly tell me what’s going on, son?” Stan said to the soldier without a rifle.
“We have to search your house, sir.”
Stan stood, and limped toward the porch steps. “Now, why do you have to do that, son?”
The chickens were starting to raise hell about the soldiers moving around the hen house. Suddenly, Lady bolted out of the house barking fiercely, ran down the porch steps and around toward the barn.
“I’d call them boys of yours back before she takes a bite out of them,” Stan said.
The soldier took a whistle out of his pocket and blew it.
Lady had reached the soldiers and came up short. She was expecting a fox or some other critter, not humans. She stood there barking at them as if shouting for them to get out of there. The soldiers carefully and briskly retreated. She watched them, and as soon as they were far enough away to satisfy her, she stopped barking. Then she smelled the freshly dug earth, and walked over to it, sniffing the ground. And the smell of the spaceman reached her coming from the earth. She started whining and digging urgently.
Stan limped down the porch steps to stand before the officer in charge. “What’s your name there, son?”
“Major Charles Samson, sir,” he said. “And we have orders to search your property, sir.” The major was a handsome man with a thick hard neck, and bright blue eyes. Short blonde sideburns, cropped tight, poked out from the helmet he wore. From the cut of his uniform his body was hard and muscular. The way he stood, he was a man in command, and totally comfortable with his ability to do so. A warrior, ready to do battle.
Scary, Stan thought. He’d known men like that all those years ago in Korea. They were dangerous.
Stan stuck out his hand. “Stanley Cramer, good to meet you.”
The Major took Stan’s hand and shook it.
“Now, what seems to be going on, Charlie? This have anything to do with that shooting star that fell out there where you guys have been landing?”
“I’m sorry sir, but I have orders to search your property.”
“For what? What in blazes would I be hiding?”
“I can’t say, sir.” He turned to the three soldiers on his left.
Before he could signal them to move into the house, Stan said, “Well, Charlie, unless you do you’re going to have some trouble here.” With that, Norris stood up and went inside the front door. He came out with a shotgun.
The Major looked at Norris, then at Stan. “We’re looking for the pilot of the plane that went down.”
“That was a plane?” Stan nodded that he now understood. “Acted mighty peculiar coming down. Didn’t think it was a shooting star. What makes you think I’d be hiding the pilot?”
“Sir!” a soldier shouted. He was standing by the bed of Stan’s truck. “Take a look at this!”
The Major and Stan walked over to the truck. Norris came down from the porch, shotgun in hand, and joined them at the truck.
“That looks like blood, sir.” The soldier was pointing at the dried blood stains on the truck bed.
Stan’s heart jumped a beat. He’d forgotten about the spaceman bleeding in his truck.
The Major looked a question at Stan.
“What is that dog whining about?” Stan said annoyed, though he was thankful for the diversion to delay answering the Major’s look. He turned to where the dog was digging. Oh shit.
“It’s where we buried Buddy,” Norris said.
Everyone looked at Norris. Stan looked off at the dog, letting Norris take the lead on this one, since he had no idea where he was going.
“It’s where we buried the other dog, Buddy. I’m a vet. Stan called me to come out here. He’d found Buddy badly mauled, and brought him back in the truck. That’s the blood your looking at. There was no helping Buddy. I put him to sleep, and we buried him over there.”
God, Norris could lie with such a straight face. No wonder I never won playing poker against him. “Looks like Lady’s taking it pretty hard,” Stan said.
“Sir,” the soldier said. “Same thing happened to me when I was a kid. That dog of ours looked for the dead one for months. I think you’d better find another place to bury him, or you’ll never get any peace.”
“Thanks, son. I appreciate the information,” Stan said. Then to the Major, “Now, Charlie, I’m going to tell you something. I am not hiding your pilot, got no reason to. And around here, a man’s word is all that’s needed. His word is his sacred honor. Now, you have my permission to search my land for him.”
“There were tire marks up by the site,” the Major said, not giving ground just yet. “Right near where we found blood on the ground.”
“Trucks go up there all the time. How old were the tire marks? Haven’t had any real rain. Those tracks could be weeks old.” He hesitated a moment, “Or somebody could have picked up your pilot and took him to the hospital. Nearest one is sixty-five miles away in Tuckers Town. South of here.”
“Or,” Norris said, “your pilot could have wandered off. There are a lot of woods to get lost in up there.”
“There was no blood trail, sir.”
Norris shrugged. “Don’t mean much. Could have stopped bleeding. Also, the ground up there is covered with pine needles. Would be hard to track a blood trail in that. Even footprints wouldn’t be easy.”
“One thing I don’t understand, Charlie,” Stan said, “is why you’re looking for that pilot with guns? Expect him to resist?”
Major Samson frowned at Charlie, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to answer that. “Never know what you’re going to meet in the woods, sir.”
“That’s true,” Stan nodded that he understood. And he did understand. He understood bullshit when he saw it and heard it. “If you need any help looking, be glad to volunteer. Once I rebury Buddy.” Stan turned toward Lady. “That dog’s whining is driving me crazy.”
Stan walked over to where Lady was digging. Damn dog had dug pretty deep. There were shiny bits of the green suit showing in the dirt at the bottom of the hole. “C’mon, girl. Let’s leave Buddy where he’s lying.” Lady stopped digging and looked at him, not knowing what he was talking about. “C’mon, Lady. Let’s get back in the house.” She looked at him, then at the hole, then back at him, as if pleading that she had to stay, that the spaceman was down there in the dirt.
Stan kicked some of the dirt back in the hole. Then he pointed to the house. “Go, girl. Now.” The dog reluctantly walked back to the house, her head down. She kept looking back at Stan to see if he’d changed his mind. The dog climbed the porch steps and entered the house. Immediately she entered the front, she picked up the scent of the spaceman, perked up, and ran excitedly into the bedroom.
Back where the group was collected by the truck, Stan said, “You got some way for me to reach you in case your pilot comes wandering by here?”
Major Charles Samson looked momentarily confused. This was not going right. Then he took the small two-way radio off his belt and handed it to Stan. “Just press that button and holler my name. Some one will pick it up and get me.”
“This red button here?”
“Yes. Then the black one when you want to talk. Take your finger off the black one when you want to hear.”
“Thank you, Charlie.” Stan clipped the two-way radio on his belt. “I’ll be sure to call you if I see anything.”
“Thank you, sir. Sorry to have bothered you.” The major turned and signaled his men to go back to the helicopter. He nodded to Stan and Norris then joined the men.
They watched as the soldiers trotted across the field, climbed back in the helicopter, and the helicopter took off. The helicopter banked, then headed back toward the crash site.
The two men walked back to the porch.
“That was quick thinking, Norris. That Buddy thing.”
Norris just shrugged as if it were nothing.
“That damn dog had just about uncovered that space suit. Good thing nobody came over to see.”
“By the way, is this shotgun loaded?”
“Why? You were going to shoot somebody?”
Norris chuckled. “Guess not.”
The Reverend Elmer Goodbody sat in Mrs. Ellie Horsemen’s living room holding his teacup. He hated tea, but Mrs. Horsemen thought coffee a devil’s brew, so tea was all she served. He had been carrying on polite conversation with Betty Conklin and other members of the Sunday Afternoon Association.
However, polite conversation with Betty was the equivalent of polite conversation with the Gestapo. She was an overweight woman with dark hair worn like a tight helmet and a severe look that was challenging and suspicious. She never appeared in anything but dresses, and they never could be characterized as gay and light. He always felt she was standing behind an iron wall holding a loaded gun, just waiting for the opportunity to use it.
He was ever wary when talking to Betty. He considered her dangerous, and didn't want to give her anything in conversation, no matter how trivial, that she could use against him to whisper in Ellie’s ear and destroy his reputation. But today, try as he might, he couldn’t keep his mind on the conversation. His thoughts were with Noreen.
For some reason, he couldn’t get her out of his mind today. He kept picturing that body of hers moving toward him with the collection plate. She oozed sex when she moved. Sunday was her day off from the restaurant. He could be spending this time with her doing things these women would consider sinful. Instead he sat here talking with gray-haired ladies and righteous old men.
There wasn’t really much for these old biddies to do to this town. What they all needed was a good righteous cause, a crusade. Something to stir up the blood. It was tough being a soldier in the army of God with no real war to fight. Oh, they tried, but they couldn’t get their arms around anything that would inspire them. The terrain of their battlefield had its limitations.
There was no movie theater, so they couldn’t fight with them to restrict the movies shown. They couldn’t do anything about satellite television broadcasting to stop the “devil’s” programs from being televised. Though they did write a number of petitions to just about everybody, complaining about the programming.
They’d just about ruined old man Wilson’s candy shop. He could no longer sell any magazines on the Sunday Afternoon Association’s restricted list. That list was quite extensive. And, they carefully screened the videos he rented. Nothing but G rated stuff. So, he was restricted to the local paper, sports magazines, Disney films and candy. Couldn’t make a living on that. Though he sure tried his best.
They had already eliminated the only liquor store in town. A man had to drive sixty miles to Tuckers Town to buy liquor. He chuckled to himself. That was sure a boon to Billing’s gas station.
The one thing they hadn’t gotten get rid of was cigarettes. Muriel’s restaurant sold cigarettes, and Muriel so much as told them to go to hell. She would sell cigarettes no matter what they did. And that they should stop butting into people’s lives. They did talk about boycotting Muriel’s restaurant. But it was the only restaurant in town. Where would they eat?
The next thing they had on their agenda was fatty foods.
“All right everyone,” Mrs. Horsemen said, tapping her teacup with a spoon to get the members’ attention. She was standing at one end of the living room. “Everyone is here. So, let us begin.”
The small talk quieted, and all looked at her.
“As you all know, our latest attempt to help this town live with the Lord has been directed at gluttony. A terrible sin so common as to be ignored. It is not simply that such sinners are obese, and, therefore, frowned upon by our dear Lord. Gluttony leads to heart disease, diabetes, gout and many other frightful things that contaminate and destroy that holy temple of God that is the human body.
“As devout Christians it is our holy duty to protect these temples of God from the Devil’s enticements. Since we don’t have the authority to prevent such foods from being offered for sale, we have petitioned Mayor Redford to put a large sales tax on items containing fat. Both at the restaurant and Dell’s Market. We see the large tax as a deterrent to purchasing such items, and, therefore, encouraging people, for their own good, to avoid gluttony.
“Mayor Redford has joined us today to respond to our petition.” Mrs. Horsemen stepped to a chair and sat down.
Mayor Redford, a large man with an expanding middle, stood up with a grunt and walked to the end of the living room.
Elmer thought, Fat chance this man was going to restrict the sale of fatty foods, and, therefore, restrict his consumption of same. Then he smiled inwardly at his little ‘Fat chance’ pun.
“I have referred the matter of your petition to the attorneys at the State Government, requesting that they advise me of the power of this office to apply a sales tax in this town. They responded with a ‘no.’ I’m sorry that your well-intentioned efforts on behalf of the health and well being of the people in this town can not be realized by the power I have as Mayor. I sincerely wish there was some way I could help you.
“However, I am pleased that you are as deeply concerned, as I am, about the welfare and growth of Hardly.” With that Redford went back to his chair.
Everyone in the audience was relieved. No one wanted to tax fatty food. God, through Ellie, had taken liquor out of the town, the do-gooders in the Government were driving cigarettes out of households, and now fatty foods. Life was to be boring and tasteless according to Ellie and God and the righteous. But no one dared say that to Ellie. Going against Ellie was going against Christianity and God. An insane position for anyone.
Ellie Horsemen got up and moved back to the commanding position at the end of the living room. “Thank you Mayor Redford.” There was disappointment in her voice. She sighed in frustration. “There are so many impediments to God’s work. The Lord sure doesn’t make it easy for us. But we all know we must persevere. Through perseverance we and the Lord shall prevail.” She held her head high, and reverently said, “Amen.”
She waited a silent moment. “The next thing I want everyone to think about, is how we can improve church attendance. It keeps slipping. There must be something we can do to wake up the people’s need for God. We will discuss your ideas at the next meeting. Thank you all for coming.”
Elmer Goodbody was all for increasing church attendance. He hoped someone would come up with an idea that would work.
As everyone filed out, Ellie Horsemen came up to Elmer. “Thank you for coming, Reverend.” Like he had a choice. “I do wish you to know that we all appreciate your contributions to the church, and your willingness to help those in need. No one will forget what you have done to help that poor woman, Noreen Williamson. Unmarried and pregnant, we are sure, that without your help she would have fallen into the Devil’s clutches. Though the people were reacting badly, ostracizing her at that time, you came to the rescue of her soul. It is nice to see her in church every Sunday, a devout convert to the Lord. You have set an example for us all.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Horsemen. But, I was only doing God’s work.” He tried to sound humble. This was not the first time Ellie had told him this. He wasn’t sure if she was sincere, or being sarcastic.
“You have a good day, now, Reverend.” She smiled and closed the door after him.
“I don’t like his blood pressure,” Norris said. “It is down from earlier today. That’s not good.”
What Stan wanted to do was scream, “God damn it do something! Don’t let him die! He can’t die!” Instead he said, “There something you can do?”
Norris shook his head. “Not many options.”
“Is he going to die?”
“I don’t know.”
Chapter V
Norris took the cell phone off his belt and started dialing.
Stan looked a question at him.
“I’m calling the hospital in Tuckers Town. Get their helicopter out here to take him in. The medics on board should have the equipment to tend to him as soon as they get here.”
Stan sighed in surrender. Sending the spaceman to the hospital would surely put him in the hands of the Government, and Stan would never find answers to his questions. But, there wasn’t an alternative. If they didn’t call the hospital, the man could die. In all good conscience neither one of them could let that happen.
Lady sat there looking between Stan and Norris. There was an urgency in her looks, as if she knew something was wrong, and they were trying to make it right.
Stan went outside on the porch, while Norris was talking to the hospital. He lit a cigarette, leaned on the porch rail and looked at the sky. It was a magnificent blue that seemed to go on forever. But he knew that beyond that blue was a universe of mysteries, a universe of questions, a universe of magic and enormous power. God, he wanted badly to know about it all.
He sighed in resignation. Guess that wasn’t to be.
“Stan!” Norris shouted as he came out to the porch. “The helicopter’s not available. It’s dealing with some traffic pile up. We’re on our own, here.”
“So, what do we do?”
Norris ran his hand through his hair while his mind raced. Then he said, “The best we can. We’ve got to get him to my office in town. There I can x-ray him and see what’s going on inside…”
Stan interrupted, “You said moving him could kill him?”
“Leaving him like this could kill him. We’ll just have to do it as carefully as we can. I have to get some fluid in him to keep him from going into shock.”
“You said you brought blood. Why not give it to him?”
Norris shook his head. “I brought plasma. But I can’t give him that until I know he’s human enough to take it. His alien metabolism could reject the stuff and he’d die. Damn. In my office I can start a saline drip until I find out about the blood. Salt water shouldn’t do damage, and it will keep the fluids up so his heart will keep pumping.”
Stan felt relieved when he heard Norris refer to the man as an alien. Stan pointed toward the crash site. “What about them?”
“Yeah. I thought about them. But I didn’t get any indication they had medical people with them. They may. But, if they don’t they’ll dump him in an Army helicopter to get him to medical care, and kill him doing it. Once we call them, he’s theirs, and we’ll have no say in how he’s handled. I don’t want to take that chance.”
Stan didn’t argue. He knew how good a doctor Norris was, and he felt confident that Norris would make the decision he felt was in the best interest of the health of his patient. Deep down Stan felt a glow of hope. There was still a chance he would talk to the spaceman after all.
“So, what do we do?”
“First, we have to strap him to a board to immobilize his head and neck.”
“I got all sorts of boards in the barn. Stuff left over from fixing this place up over the years. What do you need?”
“I’ll go with you to see what you’ve got.”
The wood was old and weathered. Stan had the pieces stacked neatly to one side in the barn. Norris picked out a one inch board that was twelve inches wide. “Cut this to about four feet long and bring it in the house.”
Norris left and went back to his truck. He took two rolls of duct tape from his tool box, and brought them into the house. Stan brought in the board, and they carefully slid it under the spaceman. Then, using the duct tape, Norris taped across the man’s forehead to the board, giving it a couple of turns of tape to be sure the man’s head was secure. With the man’s arms at his side, Norris ran a couple of turns of tape around the shoulders and across the chest, binding him tight to the board.
“That’ll have to do it. Any other taping would be over areas where he could be damaged, and the pressure of the taping would make it worse. Wouldn’t want to force a broken rib into his lungs.”
Stan waited for the next instruction.
“Okay. Now, I’ll bring my truck to the porch steps. You can get a couple of one-by-twelves from the barn.”
They moved quickly. Stand brought the boards to Norris’s truck which was backed up to the porch steps. Norris lowered the tail gate, and raised the rear window. Then, he took the boards and laid them as a ramp from the truck bed to the floor of the porch. Next he removed the gurney he had strapped to the inside wall of the truck. He dropped the legs and wheeled it up the ramp onto the porch. “Some day I’m going to get me a real live emergency vehicle.”
“Truck looks like it’s outfitted like one.”
“Best I could do.”
In the bedroom Norris pulled the gurney next to the bed. Then he opened his black bag and removed an empty vial and needle. It took only a moment to draw a vial of blood from the alien’s arm. He capped the vial tightly, and added a piece of duct tape over it to make sure the stopper wouldn’t come out. He placed the vial on the dresser.
“Okay. Get on the other side of the bed, and pull out the sheet. We’re going to hoist him onto the gurney using the sheet.
Norris leaned over the gurney and grabbed the edge of the sheet. Stan was ready on the other side.
“On three. One. Two. Three”
They lifted him in the sheet and Norris pulled toward himself. The pain in Stan’s hip and knee exploded like a drawer full of hot knives, but he didn’t let go of his end of the sheet. The spaceman was moved onto the gurney. Norris wrapped the sheet around him, then strapped him in across the shoulders and ankles. Stan stood there gritting his teeth, mentally pushing the pain down to where he could stand it.
“Blanket.”
Stan handed him the blanket that was lying at the foot of the bed. Norris wrapped the spaceman in the blanket.
“Okay. That’s good.”
He wheeled the gurney out to the porch and into the truck. Limping, Stan followed him out. There, holding onto the gurney, Norris released the legs and slowly settled the gurney to the floor. Then he strapped the side of the gurney to the side of the truck so it wouldn’t slide around.
Lady had followed them out, and now trotted across the ramp into the truck. She laid down next to the spaceman.
Norris frowned at the dog.
“He’s got some sort of hold over her,” Stan said. “Never saw the dog act like that before. Better take her with you. She’ll only wear herself out following after you into town.”
Norris shrugged, and smiled. “I could use a nurse.”
He got out of the truck, closed the tailgate and the rear window. He tossed the pieces of the ramp to the ground off to one side. While he was doing that, Stan dry swallowed two pills.
“All right, Stan. Now, I want you to take that vial of blood to the hospital in Tuckers Town. Just go right into the emergency area. I’ll call ahead and make arrangements to have the blood analyzed. You’ll have to wait for the results. Once you get them, call me. If the tests show everything is fine, I’ll start the plasma. They’ll give you three pints of blood to bring back with you.”
“Shooting Star Or Aliens?” That was the headline on page one of the Hardly News. Elmer always chuckled at the name of the paper. Carl Haney’s father had a good sense of humor, and, when he passed on, he handed that, along with the paper, to Carl. Since the Sunday Afternoon Association had clamped down on what he could print, there wasn’t much news in the paper. Made the name of the paper more telling. The paper came out weekly on Sunday morning, and was a flimsy few pages with what local news Carl could dig up, plus the sports information he got faxed from the Tuckers Town Herald. Usually the front page contained things as – “Patricia Southern Two Weeks Overdue With Fifth Child” and “Walter Hedley’s New Tractor Is Best.” So, this meteor sighting was big news for the Hardly News.
“Many people reported seeing a flaming object head down in the hills Saturday morning just before sun up. Some said it maneuvered before crashing, something a shooting star normally doesn’t do…”
That’s what this town needs, he thought. Something to put us on the map. Get the tourists coming out looking for aliens like at Roswell. Get people to know where we are, and maybe boost the town’s population some. Who knows what could happen over time?
“…At the time of this printing, not much is known about the phenomenon. This editor will investigate further and report any developments in next Sunday’s paper.”
Elmer chuckled. That should give Carl something to do.
Major Charles Samson was crouched, peering at the wheel marks in the pine needles on the ground. Try as he would he couldn’t determine if they were fresh, or weeks old. One doesn’t learn those skills growing up on the streets of Chicago. The pine needles were also disturbed around the area of those wheel marks, but there was nothing conclusive that they were made by the feet of man or churned up by flying debris from the crash.
He stood, and looked over the crash site. God, that anyone could have survived that was a miracle, he thought, shaking his head in wonder. Much less that they were able to walk away. The trouble was that he was not convinced the pilot did walk away. And neither was he convinced the pilot survived.
And there was that whole scene with the two old men at the cabin. It didn’t sit right with him. Their behavior was unsettling, but he couldn’t say exactly why. At the time he’d chalked it up to the attitude in this area of the country.
He’d been warned about the attitude of the people in these parts. “This is the type of area where home-grown militias thrive. They don’t like the Government and they’re not going to like you,” the Colonel had told him. “Armed troops aggravate them. So, don’t expect them to cooperate. Be ready for that. And, whatever you do, don’t shoot any of them.” It disturbed him that the last part wasn’t said as a joke.
What he had been ready for was outward stubborn defiance. Since he had all the big guns, he felt he could handle that. Do his job and let them complain to Washington afterward about his behavior. But, those two old men had disarmed him with their persuasive attitude. He had been maneuvered from feeling the authority on the scene to a guilty trespasser.
The problem he was having was why they would take the pilot and then hide him? Or, for that matter, bury him? If he had come up with a sound reason for that, he would have muscled his way into the house. It may still come to that. He made a mental note, if it did come to that, to investigate Buddy’s grave. The search of the woods and the countryside had, so far, turned up nothing. Not so much as a blood spot to indicate the pilot had been there. Everything ended where it began – at the crash site.
He looked back at the wheel marks. Churned up like someone was in a hurry. Well, he knew that the pilot wasn’t taken to the hospital in Tuckers Town. He’d telephoned the hospital. They were dealing with a traffic pile up, and the man could have been slipped in with those people. So, he’d helicoptered down to Tuckers Town and checked for himself. He was satisfied the pilot wasn’t there. The victims were all normal people, normally dressed, and normally identified.
He also, knew that no one helicoptered in and picked up the pilot. Radar records showed only the military aircraft that had entered the area.
So, there he stood, looking at the only evidence that someone might have taken the pilot away. And wondering where they would have taken him. And why?
Bertrum Ellis was a big man - in a number of directions. Six feet four inches, plus the boots he always wore, put him above much of the crowd in Hardly. Being big-boned and broad-shouldered, made him wider than most men. He was also getting big around the middle. His stomach strained at his shirt – as if the shirt was doing all it could to hold it in, and it hung over the thick leather belt with the fancy buckle. Hung over so much the buckle was hardly visible.
For all that, he was a handsome man. His face was strong and hard with a weathered look that added a sense of wisdom to his features. The warm brown of his eyes contributed a softness that contradicted the stern strength of his face. His hair was full and dark brown with no gray, even though at his last birthday he clocked in at fifty-five. And the bushy mustache gave him the look of an Old West desperado. His face was not easy to read.
And he had the easiest job in the world. Easy and boring. There wasn’t much for the only full time civil servant of Hardly to do. He’d been sheriff for close on to thirty years. And during that time, not much happened. But the citizenry of Hardly felt they needed someone available all the time to deal with any trouble that may arise. And not much did. So, though he’d been on call twenty-four/seven, he’d rarely ever been disturbed.
He was told once that if he could find his way to his house, so could the crooks. But none ever followed anyone to Hardly. It was too far from anywhere, too poor to support a criminal element, and too small to hide in. Not much use to a thief.
Consequently, his time was his own. Sunday afternoons he spent at Muriel’s restaurant, sipping hot coffee, chatting with Muriel and reading the Hardly Times. Didn’t take much of his time to read the Hardly newspaper. In a town where not much happened, there wasn’t much to print.
Sundays, after the after-church crowd came and went, there wasn’t much activity at Muriel’s. This gave Muriel time to sit with Bertrum, who she considered one of the handsomest, and most intelligent men in town. Mostly, handsomest. He was nice to look at. Like a hero out of the Old West.
Muriel, on the other hand, was the best advertisement for her own cooking. She was in her mid-forties, but didn’t look it. Any age lines were hidden in the thick layer of fat – fat that took over ten years to put on. When her husband passed away, she was trim and damned pretty. But, with no one to share her life, and running the restaurant on her own, it all took its toll. There were too many lonely parties before the television with large amounts of snacks contributing to the entertainment.
“The darndest thing,” Bertrum said. “You read this paper?”
“You mean the thing about the meteor?”
“Yeah.”
She chuckled. “When I read it, all I could think of was Carl wetting his pants with excitement at having something to print besides the farm report.”
Bertrum smiled, and nodded. “The little old ladies of the Sunday Afternoon Club probably thinking it’s a sign from God, that they let him print it.”
She frowned, annoyed. “Don’t get me started with them old busybodies, Bert.”
“They been after you again?”
“I seem to be their prime sinner, an agent of Satan. Me selling cigarettes to the ‘faithful,’ and feeding them unhealthy fatty foods.”
Bertrum grinned. “God protect us from the righteous.”
Stan got off the phone with Norris. He’d told Norris the blood came back as human, type ‘0.’ More vindication of Von Daniken’s theory. We’re all descended from aliens. He’d hung up quickly, not wanting to waste time with small talk. But, he did stay on the line long enough to hear Norris say the alien was still alive, and he would start the plasma right away. The nurse had given Stan a foam cooler containing three pints of blood nestled in ice. He picked it up, and headed out of the hospital toward his truck.
He wasn’t looking forward to the long drive to Norris’s office in Hardly. The hour and a half of driving to the hospital with his hands tight on the wheel and his mind focused on the urgency of his mission had about worn him out. I’m too old for this kind of stress, he thought. He put the cooler on the floor in the front, climbed in the truck, started it, and headed off.
On the trip to Hardly, he drew on the energy generated by the excitement of having so many of life’s answers just within reach, and, also, four cups of coffee. When he pulled his truck to a stop in front of Norris’s office, it was a relief to turn off the motor. Stress can wear a man out more than a hard day’s work.
The center of Hardly was two blocks long, with rows of storefronts on either side, divisions in long buildings that filled each block. The church sat in the middle of all this, separating the two streets of stores. Norris’s office was three doors from the corner entering town. There was a large glass store window that had printed across it: “Dr. Wm. Norris.” Nothing else. Behind the window was a broad venetian blind, protecting the interior from the sun and the prying eyes of passersby.
Stan climbed out of the truck, dragging the cooler after him, and went inside the office. He passed the empty reception desk – it was always empty, and walked through the door, on which hung a sign that said “please wait,” to the medical bowels of the office.
He was surprised to find Noreen sitting at the small laminate desk, reading a paperback novel. Norris was nowhere to be found.
Chapter VI
“Where’s Norris?” Stan said. He was disappointed that Norris wasn’t there. Noreen, as well as two other women in town, were on-call nurses for Norris. He’d got them to volunteer many years back, then spent a lot of time training them. She looked up when Stan came in.
“Hi Stanley,” she said. She was the only one who called him that. To everyone else he was ‘Stan.’ She called every one by their full first name. “He had to rush out. Patricia Southern’s finally in labor. I’m watching his patient.” She nodded toward the curtained doorway and the room beyond where, Stan knew, there was a hospital bed.
Actually, two hospital beds. Norris had that room fitted out like a hospital. The rear entrance from the back of the building opened directly into that room. That way, sick people could be brought directly in from Norris’s truck to the care area.
Low electronic noises were coming from behind the curtain. “You have the blood?”
Stan nodded, and held up the cooler.
Noreen put the paperback open face down on the desk to save her place, then got up, and took the cooler from him. “Dr. Norris said I should start transfusing as soon as the blood arrived.” She went behind the curtain into the other room. He heard her fussing, and the noises of things being moved and adjusted. She came through the curtain with a plastic bag containing some yellow fluid. Stan assumed that was plasma. She opened the lid of the trash can with her foot on the pedal, and dropped the bag inside. The lid snapped shut after she removed her foot, and she returned to her seat at the desk. “There’s coffee on the stove, if you want some.” She picked up the paperback she had been reading.
“How’s he doing?” He nodded his head toward the curtain.
She shrugged. “Seems pretty stable. He’s still unconscious. Pretty badly broken up, from the looks of him.”
Stan stepped over and parted the curtain. Lady was sitting next to the bed, her eyes on the spaceman. She turned and looked at Stan, her tail wagging a “good to see you” greeting. But she didn’t move from her post. Stan moved into the room, stepped over to the dog, and petted her affectionately.
The spaceman’s underclothes had been removed. He was covered in a sheet and blanket, and there was a fresh dressing on his head. Stan lifted the sheet, and saw a new cast on the ankle. The arm was in a full cast, and the man’s chest was strapped tight. He laid the blanket back down on the spaceman. A bag of blood hung from a metal hook and dripped into a thin tube leading into the man’s unbroken arm. Wires led from the man’s body to electronic equipment that traced pertinent heart and blood pressure data in green lines across a dark screen. Little red lights blinked on the equipment, and the machine emitted a tiny beeping. He looks like a train wreck, Stan thought.
Stan returned to the examining room, and limped through the door on the right into the kitchen. His hip was really complaining after all that time bouncing around in the truck. He took the pill box from the pocket in his jeans, removed two pills, and dry-swallowed them. There was nowhere he went that the pills didn’t come with him. After fifty years, it was a habit as much as breathing.
He made himself a cup of coffee. Even though another cup of coffee might keep him running to the bathroom the rest of the night, the caffeine was needed to keep his eyes open. He wanted to be awake when Norris got back.
He returned to the medical area, pulled up a chair near the desk, and sat down. After he set the cup on the desk, he took the pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. Noreen gave him a menacing frown. He smiled sheepishly, and put the pack back in his shirt pocket.
“It’s a nasty habit that’s going to kill you,” she said.
He shrugged. “A man should be allowed to die of his vices if he chooses.” He picked up the cup and sipped his coffee. Strong. He’d need it strong to stay awake. “How’s Emery doing?”
She smiled. “Fine. Cute and cantankerous as two-year-olds are. At least what the women at the church tell me that’s how they are.”
“And his daddy?”
She frowned. “Now, you know I ain’t ever going to tell who his daddy is. Not going to ruin a man’s reputation for an accident.”
“Couldn’t give me a little hint?” He sipped his coffee.
“Now, don’t you go starting in on me.” Her face still frowned, but her tone said this was a little playful something between them, and it was okay.
He grinned.
“You never had children?”
“No,” he said. “Sort of a ‘Catch 22.’ A woman stupid enough to marry me, is not the woman I want to be with.” He added a playful grin. What woman would want a man who wakes up every night screaming? he thought, but didn’t say. Also, any woman who would commit to him would have to shoulder the dark burdens of his soul. He couldn’t ask that of anyone.
She nodded with understanding. Noreen never got the joke. Everything was seriously processed. Stan marveled at that.
She turned her head toward the curtain. “Who is he? I never saw him before around here.”
Shit, he thought. He and Norris never came up with a story. Should have thought of it. With the town so small, everyone knew just about everyone else.
“Patricia had a little girl,” Noreen said.
Elmer nodded. “That’s nice. She’s wanted a girl after having those four frisky boys. Little girls are calmer.”
They were sitting at the kitchen table over a couple of cups of coffee. Elmer had been babysitting Emery while Noreen had answered Norris’s call for nursing help. He’d been helping out Noreen in this way since Emery was born. “Doing his Christian duty,” he’d told Ellie Horsemen.
Noreen had returned to her apartment after eleven. By that time, Elmer had put Emery down for the night, and had a fresh pot of coffee waiting for her.
“So, who is this patient you were taking care of?”
“He’s an injured stranger Stanley found on the road out by his place.” Noreen said.
Elmer Goodbody frowned in thought. “Don’t get many strangers around here.” He looked at Noreen. “What’s the man’s name? And what was he doing up by Stan Cramer’s place?”
“Stanley said they found him just about buck naked. Like he’d been hit hard by a car, then rolled. Took everything.”
Very odd. “And what do you think?” Part of being a successful minister of the church was knowing what’s going on, then finding opportunities to exploit … for God, he qualified mentally.
“Well, he was broke up pretty bad. A car could do that.”
“No. I mean, do you think they’re hiding something?”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Men have lied to me all my life and I always believed them. You think I can tell now?”
Carl Haney had the rugged good looks of an outdoorsman. Tall and tightly sinewed with warm leather-colored skin, hard chiseled features, and thick black hair. He could model on any outdoorsman magazine. But, he was nothing of the sort. His father had run the Hardly News before him, and he had spent much of his growing up helping his father produce and deliver the newspaper. For the past thirteen years he’d managed the newspaper alone. His looks were given to him by some great grandfather picking up with an Indian woman. He wasn’t much on genealogy, so he couldn’t point to the tribe or which one of the perches in his family tree was responsible.
Carl had spent the afternoon searching for the meteor. His opinion of the accounts of strange behavior by the meteor was that they were so much wishful thinking. People up at the crack of dawn don’t have clear heads at that time. But, since nothing much happened around Hardly, this presented an opportunity to put something interesting in the paper. Even if it was just a fragment of the Universe settling to rest on the Earth.
He’d gotten only a general direction from the Wilsons, the Conelys and old man Turner. These were the only witnesses he could find. And no one could estimate the distance. He’d set off anyway. Couldn’t hurt to search for it. Who knew, he might get lucky and find it right off. For one, something like that might have started a fire, and the smoke would help him locate it if he got close enough.
Besides the revolver holstered at his hip, he’d brought his tape recorder and camera. The camera and tape machine to record the event, the revolver to ward off anything that tried to have him for lunch. But he’d found no use for any of it.
With the sun going down, he gave up the search, and drove over to Stanley Cramer’s place, figuring to mooch a meal and hole up with Stan for the night. He could pick up the search tomorrow. Also, Stan might have seen the meteor and could give him a better idea where to look.
When he got to Stan’s cabin, he was surprised no one answered his knocking. After waiting a few moments, he went inside. No one locked their doors around there. Everyone was so isolated, who would hear someone breaking in the door or windows to get in? Not like anyone would break in, but if they did, at least they wouldn’t damage the cabin.
He walked through the cabin. It was deserted, thank God. Finding a dead body was not something he wanted to add to the day’s adventure.
He went back out to his truck, and took his cell phone and jacket off the front seat. Once the sun disappeared the temperature would drop like a stone. He turned on the phone, punched in a number, and pressed ‘send.’
His wife picked up on the second ring.
“Katherine, it’s me,” he said.
“You find anything?” She got right to the point.
“No. Could be anywhere up here. Probably walked close by it and never saw it in these woods. You get anything?”
“Checked with the TV station in Tuckers Town. Didn’t know what I was talking about. Guess people down there in the ‘big city’ don’t get up real early in the morning.”
“Well, I’m going to give it one more try in the morning. I’m at Stan Cramer’s place right now. I’ll hole up here for the night. I was hoping he’d seen something and could give me a better idea where to look. But he’s not here. Truck and dog are gone, too.”
“Haven’t heard anything,” she said, answering the subtle concern in his voice. “Haven’t seen him in town, either.”
“Oh well. Guess I’ll see him when he comes back and scares the bejesus out of me when I’m sleeping. Goodnight, my love.”
“I’ll miss you not being in bed with me,” she said in the soft voice of a lover. “Goodnight, my dear boy.”
Smiling at the warm thoughts she evoked, Carl turned off the phone and went into the cabin.
“After you called and said the blood was human, I gave him another dose of antibiotics to help ward off infections.”
Norris was sitting with Stan in the little kitchen off the office. Each had a cup of coffee in front of them. Stan had opted for another cup, but wasn't drinking it with enthusiasm. Just having the coffee made the cigarette he was smoking taste better.
“I x-rayed him. Found some cracked ribs, but no pieces poking into his lungs or other organs. Checked his urine.” Norris shrugged. “Some blood, but that could be normal.”
“Normal?”
Norris nodded. “His body took a serious pounding. You punch someone hard in the kidneys, and they pee blood for a few days. The kidneys are filled with fine capillaries that are easily damaged. But they’ll heal.”
“So, how’s he doing, then?”
“Fine. He’s stable. Blood pressure, heart rate appear normal. Temperature is a bit elevated. Could be from the body working hard to repair itself, or an infection. I’ll just have to keep an eye on that.”
“Any signs of him coming around?”
Norris grinned. “Lady got a rise out of him.”
“Lady?”
He nodded. “His hand was hanging off the edge of the bed. That dog started nuzzling and licking his hand. I swear, his fingers moved.”
“Good sign, then?”
“Good sign. Means that part of him is not paralyzed. If there’s a break in the spine that I couldn’t see on the x-rays, at least his arms are not affected.”
“What about…?” Stan pointed to his own temple.
Norris shook his head. “No way to know. There’s some swelling there. Just have to watch and hope.”
“You given any more thought to getting him to a hospital?”
Norris gave a snort. “A hospital is no place for sick people. Too many infections are picked up in hospitals. Some of them are killers. He’s too valuable to take such chances. As long as he’s stable, I’d prefer to keep him here.”
Fine with me, Stan thought. He took a long drag on the cigarette, and blew the smoke out slowly. “You mind if I stay the night? I’m too tired to drive back to my place.”
“The pull-out sofa’s available.”
“Thanks.” He hesitated. “What are we going to do about the … well, the nosy people in town?”
Norris shook his head and sighed. “Not much we can do. We’ve already sowed the seeds to perk up their interest.”
“Noreen.”
“Yeah. Noreen.”
“Guess we’ll just have to deal with what comes.”
“Yup. Don’t have any choice. Let’s just hope them soldiers don’t come to town.”
Chapter VII
“It ain’t Sunday. What you doing up so early, Preacher?” Muriel said, showing Elmer to a booth. The restaurant had a long counter with stools, and two dozen booths.
Elmer smiled as he took a seat in the booth. “Enjoying this lovely day God has sent our way.” He was dressed in his usual dark suit, dark tie, and white shirt. In a town of denim jeans and plaid shirts, this set him apart, this was his uniform.
“Coffee?”
He nodded. “And bacon and eggs. Eggs over light, thank you.”
Muriel left, then quickly returned with a pot of coffee, a mug dangling from one finger, and a little pitcher of cream. She put the pitcher down, then set the mug in front of Elmer, and filled it with hot coffee from the pot.
“And, I might add,” Elmer said, as he poured cream into the coffee. “I’m on a mission for God that gets me up early today.” It was juicy having a piece of gossip. Elmer was going to milk this one.
“Oh?” Muriel’s curiosity was aroused. “Somebody ailing?”
Elmer nodded. He tore open two packets of sugar, added that to the coffee, and stirred it with a spoon. Holding out as long as he could before answering. Sometimes it was the little pleasures that meant everything. “That stranger over at Doctor Norris’s office. I’m going to pray over him.”
“What stranger is that?”
“The one they brought into town yesterday afternoon.” He looked at her as if she should know about this. Part of the game.
“I’m surprised I haven’t heard about this stranger. Don’t get many strangers up around here.”
“Nobody knows who he is, or where he’s from, or what he was doing up in the mountains. My guess is he’s from the government, and he ran into one of those crazy veterans that live in the mountains. Stanley Cramer found him out his way. Unconscious, near death, and robbed. No identification. Somebody must have had good reason to do this to the man.”
Muriel’s eyes went wide. “Beaten and robbed? Up here! How awful!” Muriel frowned. “Sheriff know about this?”
Elmer shrugged. “I haven’t told him. That’s the work of Ceasar. My responsibility is to do God’s work.”
“Well, somebody must tell him. This is terrible.”
“I assume Doctor Norris informed him. That would be his duty.” This last remark was an added spark. What he had learned from Noreen was that Norris hadn’t told anyone. He’d wondered at that, but didn’t say anything to Noreen.
Carl Haney jumped awake at the noise. In a world where all is quiet all the time, odd noises might as well be booming cannons. He got out of bed, ran outside to the porch, and looked to the sky. The sun was up about a half hour already, so the sky was well lit. And the helicopter was very distinct.
Blinking away the sleep from his eyes and hugging himself against the cold, Carl watched the military helicopter head out to the mountains, and saw it disappear down in the trees a couple miles away. He smiled. He’d just gotten the location of the meteor. Only, now that the government was involved, maybe it wasn’t a meteor at all. This was going to be an interesting day. Maybe he could get out a special edition of the paper!
Possible headlines ran through his mind. “Secret Gov’t Experiments In Mountains.” “Meteor Or Secret Weapon! Army Won’t Say.” “Army Invades Mountains After ‘Meteor’?” “Big Brother Here In Hills.”
He danced with joy back into the cabin, got dressed quickly, and heated a cup of coffee. After he tasted it, he wondered how old the coffee in the large pot was? Then he decided to make some breakfast, and wait until much later when the sun was high, before he went up to the site. It wasn’t a good idea to approach an encampment of military people in the half-light of morning. That could get him shot. Nope, definitely not a good idea.
Stan slept, but not well. He’d tossed and turned a lot on the sofa bed. He just couldn’t get comfortable. When he did fall asleep, his discomfort seemed to make the nightmare more vivid. Nothing like my own bed, he thought, as he sat on the edge of the sofa, his head in his hands, his face covered in sweat from the nightmare. The sun was just coming up, a gray light in the windows. He yawned long and hard, bringing tears to his eyes. Once he got home, milked the cow and fed the chickens, he promised himself he’d go to bed. The older he got, the more sleep he needed. Didn’t seem right. He had less time left and he spent more of it sleeping.
He put his hands on his knees, and with a grunt stood up. He stretched hard, hearing cracking in his neck and back, and he yawned again. Blinking away the tears, he stepped into the kitchen area, turned on the faucet, and splashed cold water in his face. Now that didn’t feel good at all, he thought. He toweled his face, then he set up the coffee pot, plugged it in, and went into the bathroom to wash up and shave. Norris wouldn’t mind him using his razor.
Once he’d finished, he opened the bathroom door, and jumped clear out of his skin! Norris was standing right there, inches from his face, with sleep in his eyes, and his hair all every which way.
“Damn!” Stan said clutching his chest.
“It’s all right,” Norris grunted, his voice still hoarse from sleep. “This is my own method for testing the hearts of people who stay over.”
“The hell, you say!”
“Don’t worry. You passed. And I won’t send you a bill.”
“Jesus. I’m still trying to catch my breath. What the hell would you have done if I didn’t pass?”
Norris shrugged. “Give Jewett’s funeral home a call. Now, can I use the bathroom?”
Stan moved past him, and went into the kitchen. He was now wide awake. Norris had sure scared the sleep from him. The coffee was done, its pleasant aroma filling the kitchen area. Nothing like the smell of fresh brewed coffee, he thought, taking in a deep breath of it. He poured himself a cup, fixed it up with milk and sugar, brought it to the table, and sat down. Then he lit up a cigarette.
A short while later, both men were dressed, and sitting down to a breakfast of scrambled eggs that Norris had whipped up.
“Our patient okay?” Stan said.
Norris nodded. “Checked on him in the middle of the night, and replaced the blood bag. Just now, I checked him again, and hooked up the third bag. He’s holding steady.”
“No sign of consciousness?”
“Nope.”
“What do we do if he stays like this - never coming out of it?”
“Don’t know. Today, I’m going to call the brain people at the hospital in Tuckers Town. See if they can suggest something.”
“If I don’t hear from you this afternoon, I’ll give you a call.”
“Don’t worry, Stan. I’ll keep you in the loop on this. This man is our patient. And if he should show signs of coming out of it, I'll call you right away.”
Stan nodded in satisfaction. That’s what he wanted to hear. He didn’t want to be left out of this.
Stan poured himself another cup of coffee, then lit a cigarette, and leaned back in the chair.
Norris stood, gathered up the dishes from the table and put them in the sink. “You going to leave Lady here?”
Stan shook his head. “I’m hoping I’ll be able to take her back with me.”
Norris smiled. “That may be tough. She’s really attached to that guy in there.”
“You think they’re communicating mentally?”
“Listen, after all I’ve seen in life, it wouldn’t surprise me one bit. Back in Minneapolis, my first daughter Valerie used to see things. Things that were going to happen. And she wasn’t even two, at the time. She could barely articulate what she saw. But she said enough that we could see what she saw come true. Scared the hell out of Eileen and I.” Then he stopped talking and looked at the photograph hanging on the wall in the living room area. It was a portrait of a pretty young woman with two little girls all dressed in ribbons and bows.
Stan knew that Norris’s wife and two young kids were killed in an auto accident in Minneapolis. That’s what brought Norris out to Hardly twenty years ago. He was looking for some place where he could hide from the world, someplace away from all the reminders of his life before and the tragedy. As for being a place to hide from the world, Hardly was sure it. That’s what had brought Stan to Hardly – it was a place to hide.
A buzzer sounded, and a red light over the doorway to the medical area started blinking. Norris also had the same buzzer and light arrangement in the bedroom, and out back. It signaled that someone had entered the office. That way he didn’t have to stay in the medical area, but could do other things until a patient came in.
Both men stood.
“I’ll get Lady and get on the road.”
Norris nodded. “I’ll be talking to you.”
They both walked into the medical area. The Reverend Elmer Goodbody walked through the door from the reception area, ignoring the “please wait” sign.
“Good morning Mr. Cramer. Good morning Doctor.”
“’Morning, Reverend,” Norris said. “Stan is just leaving.”
“No need. I’m not here for a medical condition. I’ve come to pray over your patient.”
Norris could feel the hairs go up on his back. He didn’t like Elmer Goodbody one bit. There was something oily and sleazy about the man that made Norris’s skin crawl. “I’m sorry, but that’s not possible. He’s unconscious.”
Stan was about to open the curtain, and coax Lady out of the room. He stopped, and turned to look at both men.
Elmer opened his hands. “He needn’t be conscious for me to pray over him. God will hear my voice on his behalf.”
“Then He can hear it from someplace else. You don’t have to stand over the man.”
“Are you denying a man his right to God?” Elmer said that in his most righteous and indignant tone.
Norris’s temper was rising. “I’m denying you access to the man. God can come and go as He pleases. When the man regains consciousness, I’ll ask him if he would like you to come pray with him. Until then, you’ll have to pray for him someplace else.”
“I can’t believe what you are saying. Those are the words of Satan, not of a Christian.” Elmer’s tone, now, was righteously incredulous. He wanted to see that stranger.
Norris sighed, holding back the urge to physically throw the man out. “It has been shown that the brain of an unconscious man can still record what is being said around him. I won’t have someone standing over him talking about God, and death, and the afterlife. Such talk may negatively influence his will to live. It is my responsibility to see he has every chance to live.
“So, if you will kindly leave. I’ll be sure he has the opportunity to see you, once he is conscious.”
“Living is not what matters. Living with God is what matters.” He was annoyed because he couldn’t think of anything more powerful to say.
“Living is my job. What a person does with his life afterward, is his own responsibility. Now, there are things I must do. So, if you will excuse me?” Norris did not move. He stood there, waiting for Elmer to exit.
Elmer’s demeanor changed to a righteous humility. He wasn’t going to win this one. “I will pray for you, pray that God drives Satan from your soul.” He turned to leave.
“Thank you,” Norris said to Elmer’s back.
Elmer left.
Norris turned to Stan. “Damn, I hate that guy.”
Stan chuckled. “You sure know how to hide it.”
Stan had been gone an hour when the sheriff showed up in Norris’s office.
“What can I do for you Bertrum? Your back acting up again?” Norris said.
“Nope. I’m here on official business.”
Norris gave him a questioning frown.
“Hear you’ve been covering up a crime.”
Norris, puzzled, still frowning, said, “Just what are you talking about, Bertrum?”
“You’ve got a victim of a crime here, you’ve been treating. But, you ain’t ever reported that crime to me.”
Norris sighed. He could sense that Elmer Goodbody was behind this somewhere. “No crime victim here, Bertrum.”
“That’s not what I’ve been told. Some of the mountain boys beat up and robbed a government man up by Stan Cramer’s place. You brought the man here yesterday.”
“Government man?” Now where did that come from? “No such thing happened. The man was found out by Stan’s place on the road. Looked like he’d been hit by a car.”
“Heard that everything was taken off the man. That’s robbery. And those roads out there are mostly dirt. How can you speed on them enough to run somebody down without them having the chance to get out of the way? Car would break apart in pieces going fast on those roads.”
Damn, Norris thought.
“Look, Bertrum. Stan called me, and that’s what he told me. My job is to take care of the man’s injuries, and that’s what I’ve done. You want details of this ‘crime’ you contact Stan.” As soon as Bertrum left, he would have to call Stan and tell him what happened here. Maybe Stan could come up with a more plausible story.
“You still should have reported it.”
“You’re probably right. Just didn’t pass my mind to. Too busy trying to save the man’s life. Sorry about that.”
“If the citizens of this town don’t take responsibility in these things, there would be no order here, just chaos.”
Norris had a hard time picturing chaos in Hardly. Nothing happened in Hardly. Especially chaos. “You are right. It won’t happen again.”
“Not reporting a crime is, also, a crime. Something to think about.”
Norris nodded that he understood.
“So, where is this patient of yours? I’d like to see him. Get a statement about what happened.”
“Sorry, Bertrum, but the man is unconscious. He’s been that way since Stan found him. Man’s got a bad head wound.”
“Serious?”
“Yup.”
“How come he’s not in a hospital?”
“Right now, it’s dangerous to move him.”
“When he comes to, I’d appreciate you notify me, so I can talk to the man.”
“First thing.”
“No matter what time that is.”
“I’ll call you.”
“Good day to ya,” Bertrum said, then turned, and, sauntering like a cowboy hero, left Norris’s office.
Norris quickly picked up the phone and dialed Stan’s number. It rang twice before it was picked up.
“Stanley Cramer’s place. This is Carl Haney speaking.”
“Carl? What are you doing at Stan’s place?” The day was getting crazier by the minute, and it was still early yet.
“Is this Doc Norris?”
“Yes.”
“Thought I recognized your voice.”
“Is Stan there?”
“Not yet.”
“What are you doing there?”
“Following up on that meteor story I mentioned in yesterday’s paper. You read about it?”
“Yeah, I did read it.” He hadn’t. Noreen had told him about it. Not that there was much to tell. “Look, could you ask Stan to call me when he gets there?”
“Sure.”
“He should be showing up in a little while. He left here about an hour ago.”
“I’ll wait for him.”
“Thanks. Wish you luck on your meteor hunt,” Norris said, but he was not sure he did wish him luck. He could envision Carl drawing the military’s attention to Hardly. After that, it wouldn’t take them long to find out about the spaceman in the next room. The news was traveling much too fast in town for this to stay secret for long. Pretty soon everyone in town will know about the man found out by Stan’s place, and all that Major would have to do is ask the first person he came in contact with. They’d point him right to Norris’s office.
At least, Carl didn’t yet know about the spaceman in the hospital bed in Norris’s office. Well, he hoped he didn’t.
Norris was worried. There were too many fish getting involved too quickly in their little stream.
Chapter VIII
Lady was curled up on the passenger seat of the truck, her soulful eyes looking at Stan. Did he see reproach in those eyes? She’d been that way the entire ride. Stan had never seen her like that. She was always excited about being in the truck, sitting on the seat, her head out the window, taking the breeze and sniffing at the air. Stan had had a tough time getting her away from the spaceman’s side. When she finally decided to obey and follow Stan out to the truck, she kept looking back the whole time, her head down, a pleading look in her eyes.
Whatever the bond between her and the spaceman, whether instinct or mental communication, it was very strong. He’d read of dogs who could sense a person’s distress and attempt to console them by licking their wounds or their faces, or go get help. Was that sensing done on a higher plane, like Norris’s daughter seeing the future? Some level of awareness most people don’t have? Like poking your head into a tunnel where you could look forward and back? And was the spaceman communicating with Lady on that higher level?
Life was filled with so many mysteries. Mysteries man had been trying to solve for all his existence. And after all those thousands and thousands of years, he’d never come up with any real answers. He just invented more mysteries trying to answer those he knew of. Wasn’t God a mysterious solution to a mystery? An inexplicable answer to the inexplicable.
Sometimes he got dizzy thinking about all that.
Stan hoped the spaceman would regain consciousness soon, and explain some of those mysteries to him. He didn’t want to die without at least some answers. Maybe the alien could even help him reach that higher level, that level where some of the answers may lie? Some psychics had glimpses of that level. Could he be shown how to see clearly on that level?
Maybe such hope was just a pipe dream. He smiled to himself. But it wasn’t such a bad pipe dream.
When he pulled into the driveway and stopped in front of his porch, Stan was once again tired. Ready for an old man’s nap, he thought.
He got out of the truck, and held the door open for Lady. She laid there on the seat looking at him with that reproachful look. He was sure now that it was reproach he was seeing in those brown eyes.
“C’mon, girl. We’re home. Let’s go inside.”
She was making no effort to move.
He pointed to the house. “Lady, now.” His tone was sterner, more commanding.
The dog sighed in surrender, and slowly struggled to her feet.
“No more pouting, now. I don’t need a moody dog. Get inside.”
The dog stepped across the driver’s seat, then jumped down to the ground, and slowly made her way up the porch steps, her tail hanging down.
He closed the door of the truck, went up the steps, and opened the door to let her inside. He followed her in, and closed the door behind him. The dog started sniffing and wandering around the house. Stan went straight for the coffee. He didn’t want to take a nap. Too much was happening. He wanted to stay awake and think about it all. How often does something so exciting happen in a person’s life?
He poured a cup from the big pot into the sauce pan, and lit the burner beneath it. While the coffee was heating, he took two pills. His hip and knee were hollering at him. Then he poured the hot coffee into a cup, added milk and sugar, and took the cup to the table. That’s when he saw the note lying on the table.
It was written on the back of a business card. “Call Doctor Norris ASAP.” He turned the card over. It was Carl Haney’s card. What the hell was Carl doing up here?
At that moment Carl was asking himself the same question. He was being escorted by two soldiers, their rifles pointed at his back, through the woods. One of the soldiers had taken his revolver, his tape recorder, his camera and his wallet. When he protested, they told him to shut up. He obliged them. They’d let him walk with his arms at his side. At least he didn’t feel like a prisoner of war.
Carl had decided not to wait for Stan at the cabin. He figured it would take awhile to reach the area where the meteor had gone down, and he didn’t want to waste the daylight. And it had taken him close to an hour picking his way among the trails before he finally decided to head the truck into the woods, and see how far he could go before setting off on foot.
He’d no sooner guided his truck off the road and into the woods, when he was confronted by a half dozen soldiers, their guns pointing straight at him. Not a pretty sight, he’d tell you. Them guys in the movies seem to take such things calmly. He was downright scared. A little pressure on the trigger and lots of bullets would fly. They could mince him up with those bullets, leave him there, and no one would ever find him. Who comes up in this area that they would find him?
Scared as he was, he kept his eyes open, seeing if he could find out what this was all about. For one thing, he knew this was no meteor that landed. No meteor required a military escort. Whatever it was, it was more important than a stone from the heavens.
They climbed the gradual slope of the hill for what seemed to Carl to be a very long time. Because of the density of the woods, he could not see more than a few yards in any direction. That was frustrating. Finally, he saw something other than more woods in front of him. In the distance it looked like a large outcropping of rock. Nearer, it reorganized itself into a large military tent the size of a room. And there were soldiers milling about.
Show time, Carl thought.
He looked around as the soldiers guided him around to the front of the tent. There was an area in the distance where the trees appeared to have been broken off, and he thought he saw some man-made material hanging from the lower limbs of a couple of the trees. He could hear men and machinery working over there, but couldn’t see any of it. While he stood there with one of the soldiers, the other pulled back the flap and went into the tent.
Carl looked over the barrel of the gun at the soldier. He nodded in the direction of the broken trees. “What fell over there?”
“Sir, I advise you strongly to shut up.” The soldier was expressionless when he said that, and his voice was even. It was like he was just talking normally, which made the statement more scary.
Carl said no more. One thing he learned from his father about being a reporter. You don’t ask, nothing changes. You ask, sometimes things change.
The soldier came out of the tent, followed by an officer – a major, if Carl remembered the ranking insignias correctly. The Major nodded to the soldier. The soldier handed back to Carl the camera, tape recorder, wallet, and revolver.
“I apologize for the inconvenience Mr. Haney,” the Major said. “I’m Major Charles Samson.”
Haney nodded. What he noticed was the one soldier still had his rifle pointed at him. Not a good sign.
Major Samson then looked at the business card he’d taken from Carl’s wallet. “I see you are a newspaper editor.”
Carl again nodded.
The Major peered into Carl’s eyes with a look that said the military - he held the power here. “Well, I must stress that this is a very sensitive area here right now. I can not permit you to publish anything about us being here, or what we’re doing. This is a highly classified military exercise. You do understand?”
One more nod.
“I have taken the liberty of removing the film from your camera. Just a precaution.”
“Just what are you doing here?” You ask, sometimes things change.
“I said this was a highly classified military exercise. Consequently, I can not say anymore. Now I must ask you…”
“Have anything to do with what fell from the sky the other morning?” He nodded in the direction of the broken trees. Carl felt he was tiptoeing on thin ice. One wrong step and … poof, he’d be gone. They could do that – make him disappear. Put him away in some prison somewhere, never to be heard from again. “The whole town’s talking about it.” He decided the soldiers couldn’t disappear the whole town. “Looked like a meteor, except it didn’t maneuver like one. That’s what I’m doing out here – checking on that meteor, before half the town decides to do so.” He liked that last part. Let them worry that others would be coming. He hesitated a moment, then frowned and turned to look at the broken trees and the debris of man-made origin hanging from some of the branches. “Only, now it don’t look at all like a meteor.”
Carl could feel the Major’s eyes boring into him. He turned to look at the man. The man’s face was stone.
“Accidents happen when civilians stumble into a military exercise. Fatal accidents.” The Major turned to the two soldiers. “You know what to do with him.” He turned and went back into the tent.
Carl saw that both soldiers were now pointing their rifles at him, and his heart lumped in his throat. Yup. You ask, and sometimes things change.
Muriel poured herself a cup of coffee. She was standing at the end of the counter near the door. Noreen had arrived a short while before and was down the other end of the restaurant waiting on a couple in one of the booths. The lunch rush had not started. What they were dealing with was the early lunch or late breakfast crowd. She snorted. Crowd. More like the same five people that came in this time every day.
Bertrum slid on the stool next to where Muriel was standing.
She frowned at him. “You got Alzheimer’s, or a tapeworm, Bert. You had breakfast just a little while ago.”
“Just need coffee. One for now, and a large to go.”
Muriel got him a mug, and filled it with coffee. Whenever Bert got a coffee to go, it meant he was going somewhere. He never took coffee back to the office, preferring to come in the restaurant for a cup, instead.
“Taking out the ‘War Wagon’?”
“Yup.” He liked calling his SUV the ‘War Wagon’. When he got the Dodge Durango three moths back, he’d told Muriel that, with all the equipment it had, it looked like it was ready for a war. Muriel started calling it the ‘War Wagon’.
“About time you broke it in.”
“Haven’t had much call to use it the past three months. Mostly been washing it, and shining it. Keep it looking clean and official and ready for action.” He loved the War Wagon. Bright white and shiny chrome. Big yellow sheriff’s badge painted on the doors. And powerful looking, like it was spoiling for a fight.
She grinned. “Heading out for a gunfight?”
“Never had a gunfight since I’ve been here. But, if this turns out like that, I’m ready. Mayor Redford got the State to fork over all the bells and whistles for that police vehicle. So, I’m fully equipped, and anxious to use some of the stuff the War Wagon’s got.”
She chuckled. “Yeah, but they didn’t supply you with diapers. You’d pee your pants in a gunfight.”
“Maybe so.” He grinned. “Just hope it don’t spoil my aim.”
“Where you off to?”
“Stan Cramer’s place. Do a little investigating about that stranger he found near dead up there.”
“Awful thing for around here. Who could have done such a thing?”
Bertrum gave a small shrug. “Only people living in them hills are those couple soldiers from the Vietnam war. But, they keep to themselves. Not interested in people. I don’t see no cause for them to do such a thing unless that government man provoked them badly. I’m curious to find out what the Government was doing nosing around that area. And I want to do that before Big Brother moves in and covers this whole thing up.”
“You think there’s something fishy going on?”
“Well, it doesn’t smell like fish, but it sure smells. A Government man poking around by himself up there. They’re up to something. I want to find out, before we learn in ten years that we’ve all been poisoned by something they’ve done. Government has a history of using people as guinea pigs.”
“You think that’s what they’re doing - experimenting on us?”
“You come up with a new virus or germ. How do you test it out? We’re an isolated town in the middle of open country. Not much chance of anything being spread further than here.”
“God.” She drew the word out slowly. “I never thought of that. Them bastards!”
“Easy now, don’t get your britches all twisted. I’m just saying they’re up to no good. Don’t know what it is, yet. But I’m going to do my damnedest to find out.”
Chapter IX
Elmer Goodbody was not a happy camper after leaving Norris’s office. He did not like being denied. Did not like it one little bit. He was God’s minister, and as such, should not be denied. Especially when he was on a mission of The Almighty. A man of the cloth should be permitted entrance anywhere God’s work needs to be done.
Norris’s denying him access to administer to that poor injured soul could only be the work of Satan – the arch enemy of God. A good Christian would have welcomed his presence, and not have barred the way.
Elmer was not one to easily forget. Anything that challenged his authority festered in him like an infection. Even while he was babysitting Emery, after Noreen had left for her job at the restaurant, the thoughts, the bitterness did not go away. Emery could sense Elmer’s frame of mind, and became moody himself, whining and complaining about the poor attention he was getting.
Elmer finally called up Mrs. Andersen, and asked her if she could take over minding Emery. He had urgent business to do for God, though he did not explain what that was. She agreed to come over and relieve him, but managed to whine just a bit, in her mousy voice, about the chores she would have to put aside. Elmer paid no attention. His mind was boiling over other more important things than her laundry, or whatever it was she was talking about. God came before laundry.
He made another telephone call, then waited anxiously for Mrs. Andersen to arrive, pacing back and forth in Noreen’s small apartment. Emery got annoyed that he was being ignored, and started crying. Elmer absently picked up Emery, not willing to take his mind off the plan he was developing, and paced with Emery in his arms. Emery decided that being held was okay, and he quietly nestled into Elmer’s shoulder.
The War Wagon still had that new car smell. Bertrum kept taking in deep breaths, savoring the smell. Something about a new car that stirred his soul. Not to say he wasn’t stirred by all the gadgets in the car. Even a computer that connected to the State’s criminal database. And the shotgun clipped to the dashboard right next to the computer. And a special hook on the dashboard from which hung his gun belt and trusty Smith and Wesson revolver. God, he was ready. He sighed with the flush of power. Bring them criminals on. Then he grinned to himself, Please.
Bertrum pictured himself a hero, a handsome one at that. Even his weight gain around the middle didn’t change his view of himself. He never looked at himself from the side. From the front his stomach didn’t look all that big.
He’d never had the opportunity to show everyone the hero he was. The best he could do was walk around like one. Strutting casually like the Duke, exuding power and confidence. In many ways he thought of himself as the John Wayne of Hardly. And there was no one to dispute him. He broke up a couple fights just by his size and demeanor. He broke up others by his strength, and his skill at barroom brawls. A skill left over from his errant youth in Tuckers Town before he came to Hardly. He smiled to himself.
Though not a deep-thinking man, he’d taken every opportunity over the years to learn his job. There were classes and training the State Troopers offered, and he went to every one. And he had an array of books on the subject.
He’d never married. There wasn’t room for two loves in his life. He was plenty happy with who he was and what he had. That was enough. Oh, there were women. What was life without women? But he couldn’t see himself, the tall dark hero, with a wife and kids. That picture didn’t fit.
And having parents didn’t fit the hero image either. A doting mother, fawning over her son was not in that picture of the John Wayne of Hardly. He’d never had that problem to deal with. His parents died when he was a young teen in Tuckers Town. He was brought to Hardly and his aunt tried to carry on raising him. But she wasn’t strong enough for the job. So, as he liked to tell it, he raised himself.
And the man who raised himself was enjoying the hell out of this ride in the War Wagon. A pretty day. The window open, blowing in clean country air tempered with the warmth of spring. Good country music on the radio. The smell of the new car in his nostrils. And, most of all, on his way to investigate a crime. Hell, what more could the John Wayne of Hardly ask for?
Norris saw two walk-in patients shortly after Bertrum had visited. Carley Kirsch complaining about her knee again. She’d had that knee problem since she was a teenager. Now in her late twenties, the knee still complained. But it was complaining back then, as now, at having to support 300 pounds of woman. And Jocelyn Chambers’s stomach was acting up, another longtime complaint. Five frisky boys, now in their teens, were enough to give anyone stomach complaints.
What he noticed when both women were in the medical area was their efforts not to be obvious about looking at the curtained the room, trying to peer through the area where the curtain did not meet the door jam. But neither of them asked any questions about who might be in that room, nor did they let themselves show obvious interest. They stuck to their physical complaints while trying to sneak a look. He wondered if the town’s curiosity was going to increase his business today.
In between those visits he’d managed to contact Dr. Harvey Winston at Tuckers Town hospital. He was the ‘brain man’ of the area. Trauma to the head and the brain was where he specialized. But, he was not very helpful to Norris. With no obvious bleeding in the brain, and nothing, no piece of helmet or such, lodged in the brain, there wasn’t much to do but wait. Winston had recommended not closing the skull to allow for the swelling that usually occurs in a brain injury, and suggested a drain to siphon off fluid that may build up - another problem with a brain injury. Norris had already done both.
He did suggest getting the patient to the hospital where they could monitor him more closely than Norris could do in the office. Though acknowledging that wisdom, Norris had no intentions of moving the man from this relatively clean environment to the disease infested hospital. And Norris had only one patient to monitor, to devout his time to, the hospital staff’s attention was divided among many.
It was just past noon when the buzzer sounded that someone had come into the reception area.
“Come in!” he said. Norris was sitting at the small desk inventorying his medical supplies.
The door opened and in walked not someone, but someones. Five someones, to be precise. Elmer Goodbody led the way, followed by Ellie Horseman, Thomas and Sarah Mitchel who found religion the only excitement in their retirement, and Brandon Hemmings, owner of Hemmings Feed Store whose business could be seriously impacted by crossing Ellie and her cohorts.
Norris frowned, defensive. Looks like a serious outbreak of righteousness, he thought. “What can I do for you?”
“We’ve come to pray over your patient,” Ellie said.
Major Charles Samson sat at the table, a make-shift desk, in his tent, and worried. The dismantling of the craft was moving along nicely. Some of the pieces had already been loaded on a helicopter and sent off. Another day, there won’t be any sign that the craft had been in the woods. That was going just fine.
But, now he had a civilian in custody. That was a porcupine of trouble. Too many was to get pricked. Once the guy is let go, he screams bloody murder and Major Charles Samson would have no career in the Army. Unless he found the pilot. Then there would be some justification for holding the guy. And his superiors would see to it that it was all covered up nicely. A tidy little ‘nothing happened here’ scene.
But where was the damn pilot? Major Charles Samson couldn’t speculate that the pilot had bailed from the craft. The blood on the tree said otherwise. He’d widened the search area, but so far, nothing. Well, not really nothing. He did learn one thing. Contrary to what those old men had told him about trucks coming up this way all the time, he’d found no signs of vehicle activity in these woods. He frowned, annoyed. Those old men kept coming up in his mind like a toothache that wouldn’t go away.
And his superiors were on his back for answers, for results. “What’s taking so long in finding the body of a dead man?” A good question without an acceptable answer.
All he’d achieved to this point was stomach pains and indigestion.
The flap of his tent opened. A soldier stood there. “Sir. I think you might want to take a look at this.”
What now? He sighed, rose from the table and followed the soldier outside.
“We were beginning to cut through that half section when Sergeant Coxx noticed something peculiar. He sent me for you.”
Major Charles Samson just nodded and followed along. Just what he needed – more peculiar. Like he didn’t have enough peculiar already.
Chester Frick watched. He’d been watching for two days. He knew they hadn’t seen him watching. He was good at what he did, and one of the things he did was watch without being seen.
Chester was fifty-three, and tough and lean as a tree root. He was clean shaven, and his hair was as dark as night. His skin was the color of the earth, his clothes the colors of the shrubbery. But for his eyes, he was indistinguishable from the nature around him. His eyes were blue jewels, bright and alive with light. They moved constantly, nervously, never resting for long on any one thing, and never missing anything.
He’d been in these woods for almost thirty years watching and living off the land. Living off the land was another thing he was good at. The Army trained him for that in Vietnam. It also trained him to kill anything human that did not look like him. He did that well, too. So much so, that it sickened him to his soul. The ghosts of those dead had taken up permanent residence in his mind, in his dreams. He’d left the uncivilized civilized world to live here in these woods in Montana. The ghosts came with him. They would never leave.
Now, the uncivilized civilized world had found him. Took them a long time. He knew they were spying on him, following him everywhere. That’s why he left Philadelphia and came to the woods of Montana. In Philly they were everywhere, eyes peering from roof tops, cars following along the street, the guy selling newspapers. Everywhere. Things they planted to track him. The tiny electronic strips in the money, the codes on clothes and stuff. But he’d gotten wise to them, and left.
They would try to spy on him here, but he stood a good chance of catching them at it with no busy city filled with people for them to hide among. Here they’d be out of place, stand out where he could see them.
He was afraid of them. Afraid they wanted him back, afraid they wanted him to kill more children, more women, more helpless old men. That fear had him looking over his shoulder for them all the years he’d been in the woods. And now he’d found them. Found them before they found him. They mustn’t find him. They mustn’t take him with them. He would not go. Never. No, no. Never.
First he saw their spy plane, then he saw it fall to the ground. Then they swarmed in in helicopters. Now they were searching for him, and there were a lot of them.
What should he do? What should he do? Should he try to keep hiding, or should he fight back? Could he stop them? Make them go away?
They’d already taken a prisoner. That meant they would not be stopped easily. It also meant he couldn’t do it alone.
He would have to get help.
Stan had fallen asleep in the porch rocker. He hadn’t intended to. After he’d arrived at the cabin, he called Norris, and found out that Bertrum was on the way. Stan had to come up with a better story than the one they’d told, because Bertrum wasn’t buying it.
Then he went about the chores that had to be done, while his mind worked on coming up with a more plausible story. After feeding the chickens and milking the cow, he’d stopped for a cup of coffee. He was no closer to anything that sounded plausible, and figured if he sat for a bit thinking just on it, a story would come to him. He had to make a new big pot of coffee, which took a while. Then he brought the hot cup of coffee to the porch, settled into the rocker to think more on a story, and didn’t remember a thing after that.
What woke him was the scream coming from his hip. And the whimpering of Lady off to the side of the house. Sleeping in the rocker was not good for his hip or his knee. But it was his hip that was demanding attention. He dug out the bottle of pills and took two of them, washing them down with the coffee. He grimaced. Not at the pills, but at the coffee. It had gotten cold. Nothing worse than cold coffee.
He sighed at the effort to get up. Standing, he took out a cigarette and lit it. Exhaled the smoke, then went down the porch steps and walked around to the side of the house.
“Oh, great,” he sighed.
Lady had dug up the spaceman’s clothes and was lying on them on the ground. He didn’t know how long he’d slept, and therefore, didn’t know how soon Bertrum would show. Those clothes would be hard to explain. He snorted, No harder to explain than how he’d come upon the spaceman. The truth or a lie, Bertrum wouldn’t find either plausible.
“C’mon, Lady.” He walked over to the dog. “We have to bury that stuff before the Sheriff arrives. And we got to do that where you won’t be digging it up in front of him. He knows there’s no Buddy. So, the Buddy story won’t work.”
Chapter X
Bertrum was within a couple of miles of Stanley Cramer’s place when he saw a helicopter fly across the sky. A military helicopter! What was that all about? There were no bases near this area. Seeing such things in the sky was truly unusual. What was the military doing up this way? Curiouser and curiouser, he thought. He always liked that line from “Alice In Wonderland.” He’d read the book when he was a child, and that was about all he remembered from it.
He drove the War Wagon off the road and up to the top of a nearby rise where he had a better view of the surrounding area. He sat there waiting. One thing he’d been taught was that patience was a policeman’s virtue. He settled in.
After Ellie Horsemen made her announcement that they were in Norris’s office to pray over his patient, she and the others attempted to move past Norris to go into the curtained room. Norris stood and barred they’re way. Unlike Hemmings, who had a competitor in Frank’s Tractor and Farm Supplies, Norris didn’t have to worry about these people affecting his business. He was the only doctor and the only vet in the area.
“Just a minute,” he said, staring down at Ellie Horsemen.
“Young man, get out of my way. You are interfering with God’s business. You have no right to do that.”
“Mrs. Horsemen, you take another step toward that room, and I won’t be responsible for my actions. I had explained to the Reverend here that I felt it was dangerous to the man’s life to have people praying over him, instilling thoughts of death and the after life in his unconscious mind. That has not changed. I aim to protect my patient from you and anyone else who wants to put that boy’s life in jeopardy. That is my right and my duty. Do not test my resolve.” Boy, did he sound good to himself. He hoped he sounded as good to them.
“We have come at God’s bidding to save that man, not injure him.”
“I must be the judge of what threatens my patient’s health.”
“We are not leaving here until we pray over that man,” Elmer Goodbody said in as forceful and righteous a tone as he could muster.
“Yes,” Sarah Mitchel said. “God’s will be done.”
“Amen,” her husband said.
Hemmings didn’t offer anything to this. He just stood there with the others.
Norris sighed in surrender. No standing up to the blindness of the righteous. Especially, when they were hungry for a cause. “All right. All right. But first, there’s something I must show you all. Please. Follow me.” He went through the doorway to the kitchen and living room area. They all filed in after him, pleased with themselves, and with their victory for God.
Norris walked over to the sink. He opened a cabinet drawer next to the sink, reached in, and extracted a long barreled .45 caliber revolver. They all took a step back when they saw the gun.
He held the revolver up. “This is what I wanted you to see.” Norris kept his voice even, a tour guide showing an artifact. “Remember, that right now you are all trespassers in the eyes of the law. And I want you all to understand, that anyone who attempts to go in that room will force me to use this. If I don’t happen to kill you, I will administer you medical help.”
“You wouldn’t dare,” Ellie said. But he saw the doubt and fear in her eyes.
“Are you threatening us?” Elmer threw at him.
“I don’t think you, as a doctor, a man sworn to save life would shoot anyone,” Sarah Mitchel said, as a challenge to him.
“Yes,” her husband said.
Hemmings had taken a step back toward the doorway, and said nothing.
To answer Sarah Mitchel’s question, Norris pointed to two holes in the wall, giving them all the opportunity to contemplate what they were. Then he trained the revolver on the group. He kept his hand steady and his voice calm. “Do not question my resolve. You have no idea what I’m capable of, and what I am capable of might shock you. It’s true that I would not like to shoot any of you. Do not put me in the position of having to make that decision.”
Their eyes were focused on the gun in his hand.
“There is a hair trigger on this revolver, and I’m not a very good shot. No telling where the bullet will go, or who it will hit. Now, I will protect my patient, because he can’t protect himself. My life has been committed to accepting that responsibility. You are not my patients.” He moved the gun to accent what he was to say. “But that may soon change.”
“Son,” Ellie said. “Don’t let Satan speak for…”
Norris was getting tired of this. He pulled the trigger. The gun went off with a loud blast, the bullet punching a hole in the wall, spraying a bit of plaster into the air. Everyone jumped in fright at the explosion, and now their ears were ringing, and their nerves were vibrating as if charged with electricity.
Norris looked calmly at the group, but he was feeling anything but calm. He wanted to grab each by the throat and throw them out. “No accounting how these things sometimes have a mind of their own. Go off when they’re not supposed to. Accidentally like. And hurt someone.”
The five someones quickly backed off.
“Son,” Ellie snapped as she retreated. “The Agent of Evil is harbored in your soul!”
“Satan!” Elmer shouted. “We know you are in this man! You will feel the wrath of your God!”
Norris cocked the hammer with a click, and pointed the gun once again at the group. With a nod of his head toward the doorway, he indicated they leave. “It’s best you all go before I have to contact the sheriff and have you escorted out. Or I have to treat you for gunshot wounds.”
They left, throwing remarks of damnations and the Lord’s vengeance at him over their shoulders. He heard none of it. He was just glad to have them gone.
After they left, he examined the hole he’d just shot in the wall near the other two holes he’d pointed to. Those two holes were from nails being pulled out when a picture fell a number of years back. Look like bullet holes, he observed, comparing them to the hole he’d just shot in that wall.
Bertrum hadn’t waited long before another military helicopter appeared. This one heading out toward the mountains. He took the binoculars out of the glove compartment, and watched the air craft. It wasn’t moving like it was looking for something, it was heading straight to where it had to go. It had shrunk to a mere speck in the sky before it settled down into the trees.
He sighted on where it had gone to ground in relation to the views of the mountains, that would give him a good idea of where to head. He put the binoculars back in the glove compartment, and started up the War Wagon.
Could be that stranger was a soldier? he thought.
Bertrum guided the War Wagon down the rise and back onto the road.
“Curtis, they’re here! Here! After us! What are we going to do? We got to do something. Have to stop them. I ain’t going back. Ain’t. No way. No way.” Chester Frick spoke as energetically and rapidly as his eyes moved. Right then he was also pacing nervously, shaking his head as he spoke.
Curtis Longtree sat on a stump before his cabin. Well, not really a cabin. More a sophisticated lean-to, camouflaged with branches and such to make it invisible until you were upon it. Those branches were replaced every three days so the leaves were always fresh and green to match the surrounding woods.
Curtis was a tall lanky man. With the color of his skin and clothes, he, like Chester, blended in with the natural world around him. Unlike Chester, he wore a beard, close-cropped, and his hair was going white.
It wasn’t that these men were friends. They had the camaraderie of sharing the same torments, the same fears, and similar ghosts. That bond, many times, is stronger than friendship.
Chester had coming running into Curtis’s little compound, the bad news shooting from his mouth in rapid, sometimes intelligible, phrases. He moved and gestured as if he were on fire. In some ways he was on fire. Something burned in his mind, and in his soul. Something no one could extinguish.
“This is not good,” Curtis said. Curtis spoke softly, and calmly, no matter how anxious he felt. “But, I’m not sure what we should be doing about it. Maybe, we should just leave here before they find us.”
“They’ll keep looking until they find us again. And where would we go? Huh? Where? Huh? They found us here. Where is a better place to hide than here? Where? Where?”
“Good question.” Curtis sighed. “Let me think on it some.”
“Can’t think too long, Curtis. Can’t think too long. They’re getting closer. Each day. Each day. Won’t be long before we have to deal with them. You know? Deal with them.”
Curtis sighed once again. “Yeah. But we can’t win, they put their minds to getting us. There’re just too many of them. They’ve got all the resources.”
“Then the only thing we can do is not let them take us. They can’t get us. No siree. Can’t get us.”
Curtis snorted. “You anxious to go down in a blaze of glory?”
“Yeah. A blaze of glory. That’s good. That’s good.”
“Means you’ll have to kill again.”
Chester stopped fidgeting, and stared at Curtis. “Oh, God. I don’t know. Don’t know if I can do that? Kill again. Don’t know. No, I don’t know. Jesus, kill again.” Now Chester began pacing more urgently.
Major Charles Samson stood next to Sergeant Coxx. Sergeant Coxx and his crew were Air Force personnel, flown in to supervise the dissembling of the craft. Army guys were liable to cut through something and blow them all to kingdom come. Sergeant Coxx and his crew were purported to know better. Before them was the huge half-section of the craft that stood on end. Next to Sergeant Coxx stood the tanks of an acetylene torch.
The Sergeant held a black magic marker in his hand. “I was all ready to start marking sections to cut off, so the scientists can piece this all back together to check it out, to see what happened. Anyway, I started drawing a line on the hull with a permanent marker.” He stepped up close to the hull of the craft. “That’s when I noticed these.” He pointed.
Major Samson stepped up next to him and peered at where the Sergeant was pointing. “What do you make of that?”
“Bullet holes, near as I can see.”
“Bullet holes?”
“Looks like rifle fire. Nothing bigger.”
“You telling me this thing was shot down?”
The Sergeant shrugged. “Don’t know about being shot down. But definitely shot at.”
“Great. That’s just great.” Then he frowned. “Who the hell is out here that would shoot at it? This is the damn woods, for Chrissake. Woods in the middle of nowhere. People are as hard to find around here as winning lottery numbers.”
The Sergeant shrugged again. “I don’t know, sir. All I know is what I see. And those are bullet holes, sir. Lots of them.”
Major Samson sighed. “Thank you, Sergeant.” He turned to walk away.
“One more thing, sir?”
He turned back. “What is it, Sergeant?”
“Any chance we might come under fire from those hard-to-find people around here?”
Christ! That’s all I need, he thought. “No, Sergeant,” he said. But neither he, nor the sergeant believed that.
It was about twenty minutes after Mrs. Horsemen and her following left his office, that Norris received a phone call from Victoria Parsons. She was one of the other nurses, and worked at the Laundromat, two doors down from his office. “I don’t know what’s going on, Doctor, but I don’t think I’d like to be there alone with your patient while you go to lunch.” She was to come over to the office and watch things while he went to Muriel’s for something to eat.
“Too bad. Anything I can help you with?”
“It ain’t me, Doctor. It’s you.”
“Me?” He frowned questioningly at the phone. “What are you talking about, Vickie?”
“Guess you ain’t looked outside your place.”
“Hold on, Vickie. I’ll check it out.”
He put the phone down, and walked out to the reception area. Once there he already could hear them. He opened the front door to the street. Outside were Ellie Horsemen, the Reverend Goodbody, and about a dozen or more of the church members. At least he assumed they were church members. They were singing some hymn he didn’t recognize, and two of them were carrying placards scrawled with “Satan be gone” and “Beware, Satan lives in this house.” Surrounding them at a distance that said they were not a part of this, were more than two dozen people – the audience. Reverend Goodbody met Norris’s eyes, and smiled.
For a moment Norris was sorry he hadn’t shot them all when they were in his office.
Stan hung up the shovel in the barn. He’d decided to bury the clothes in the same hole, though deeper. After he’d finished putting the spaceman’s clothes in the deeper hole, he filled it, and patted down the dirt. Then he’d put some fresh cow manure on the hole to discourage Lady from digging there, and, hopefully, to hide the spaceman’s scent from the dog. He didn’t know if that would work. Dogs had a mighty sensitive sniffer.
And Lady was not stupid. She had been watching him all the while. Whether or not she could smell the clothing, intellectually she knew where it was. He didn’t know if that was enough for her to act on.
“C’mon, girl,” he said to the dog. “Let’s get back to the house.”
He left the barn, and Lady followed dutifully behind, checking the ground for interesting smells.
Before he reached the porch, he saw the cloud of dust on the road in the distance. “Took him a while, but I guess the sheriff found his way.”
When he spoke aloud to no one, Lady always assumed he was speaking to her, and she listened attentively, though she didn’t hear any words that meant anything to her.
Stan climbed the porch steps, went inside, and heated up a cup of coffee. He’d never had the chance to drink the other one before he’d fallen asleep in the rocker. Now, that one was ice-cold and useless. When he finished, he brought the cup of hot coffee out to the porch. He was just in time to see the sheriff’s snazzy vehicle pull to a stop at the porch steps.
Lady ran down off the porch, around to the driver’s side of the War Wagon, and stood there anxiously waiting, her tailing wagging to coming off.
Bertrum got out of the vehicle, and leaned down to the dog. “How you doing, Lady?” he said as he roughly petted her around the head with both hands. The dog could hardly contain herself. She had been transported to a happy place. “Yeah, yeah. I missed you, too.”
Still petting the dog, he said louder, “Afternoon, Stan.”
Stan nodded. “Afternoon. Warm yourself up some coffee and join me here on the porch.” Stan settled into the rocker.
“Sounds fine. Thank ya,” Bertrum said. He gave the dog one last rough petting, then he stood, walked around the War Wagon, mounted the porch steps, and went into the house. Lady followed Bertrum all the way, her tail wagging furiously, her eyes on him.
Stan was curious where Bertrum got shirts long enough to fit over his large gut and still tuck into his pants.
While the sheriff was inside, Stan lit up a cigarette, blew out the smoke, and wondered what he was going to tell the man.
Chapter XI
Bertrum came out to the porch, a mug of hot coffee in his hand. Lady was in step right next to him. He walked over, placed the mug on the porch railing, then leaned against the rail to face Stan. Lady sat down next to where Bertrum was standing.
“That dog sure is crazy about you,” Stan said.
Bertrum chuckled. “Wish I had that effect on all the girls, instead of just Lady, here.”
Stan smiled. “From what I hear, you ain’t ever been wanting.” He took a drag on his cigarette.
“Just fanciful tales, is all.” Bertrum tasted the coffee. He nodded. “Good.”
Stan acknowledged the compliment with a nod. “Norris said you were coming out,” Stan said. No sense in dodging around.
Bertrum nodded, and looked out to the mountains. “The Army’s out there. What do you think is going on?”
Stan guessed that Bertrum wasn’t ready to talk directly. He took a sip of coffee. “Don’t know. Came out after that meteor fell the other morning.”
“The one in the newspaper?”
Stan nodded. “Sometime that afternoon they started flying in.”
“Hmm. Well, that blows my theory that stranger of yours could’ve been a soldier.”
“I don’t know who he is. Could still be a soldier. Could be anybody. Just means he didn’t come in with those airplanes.”
“Yeah. That’s true,” Bertrum said thoughtfully, mulling that over. “Came in some other way. Or they were out there all the time, just not showing themselves?”
“His being a soldier make a difference?”
Bertrum turned back to Stan. “Well, there’s Davey Crockett and Daniel Boone living up there in the mountains. They could be badly spooked, some soldier comes walking through their woods. Government people not their favorite. Soldiers top of the list of Government people they hate. Figured they could’ve had a hand in this. Beating up the guy, taking all his stuff, and leaving him.”
“Could’ve,” Stan said, playing along. It was a better story than Stan could have come up with. “Never happened before, though.”
“Don’t get people up there, much less the Army. Never been threatened on their home turf before.”
Stan nodded that he understood.
“Surprised they didn’t kill him, they being crazy Vietnam Vets and all.”
“Yeah. Well, they came close.”
“Did you see the meteor?”
Stan nodded, took a last drag from his cigarette, then stubbed it out in the deep ashtray he kept on the porch by the rocker. “Came down about where those soldiers went in.”
Bertrum frowned, looking out at the mountains. “Why the Army interested in a meteor?”
“Government’s interested in that sort of stuff.”
“Yeah. But, why the Army? You’d suspect scientists of some kind. Not soldiers.”
“Yeah. Odd,” Stan said, but he knew why they were there, and knew what they were looking for. Spacemen don’t drop from the sky everyday. The military’s the only one who could capture them and spirit them away without much public fuss. Claim it was a secret balloon, or something to do with National Security, came down, and nobody’d be the wiser.
“Unless it ain’t an ordinary meteor,” Bertrum said. “The newspaper said it moved kind of odd. Didn’t come straight down to the ground.”
“Yeah. It did move kind of strange. Don’t know if that was an optical illusion, though?”
“Optical illusion. Sounds mystical.” He hesitated as if in thought, still looking out at the mountains. “Could be one of Satan’s own coming for a visit?”
Stan gave Bertrum a funny look. He never knew when Bertrum was kidding.
“Saw a preacher on the television last night, said any of them aliens people been seeing are really demons. God put His children, men, only on the earth. Gave reign of the rest of the universe to Satan and his followers.”
“Bertrum, you got to start watching some of the other channels on that television of yours.”
“Plenty people believe that sort of stuff on the television. Man quotes all sorts of lines from the Bible. Hard to follow sometimes what he gets from what he reads.” Then he shook his head slowly. “No telling what people do when they believe.”
“Don’t go starting something,” Stan said. “You’ll have half of Hardly in the streets looking for the devil and the end times.”
“Every generation has its sign of end times.”
Stan snorted. “Yeah, and one day they’ll be right.”
Carl Haney sat on a box in a large tent. There were a lot of boxes stacked in the tent. A supply tent, Carl figured. The flaps were up all around the tent, and he could see soldiers and trucks moving about. He would have liked to go ask a few of them what they were doing, but the soldier, with the rifle, sitting nearby on another box, was instructed to shoot Carl should he try to move. Those instructions were purposely issued loud enough for Carl to hear them, so he’d understand where he stood.
When they first marched Carl away from the Major’s tent toward this one, he’d thought he was going to be shot. Since, for whatever reason, they didn’t shoot him then, he decided not to push his luck. The words from the Gambler – “You gotta know when to hold, know when to fold them,” kept running through his mind. Time to fold them. He wished he had his cell phone, might sneak off a call for help. But the phone was on the front seat of his truck, wherever they’d put his truck.
This tent was located closer to the broken trees, but still not close enough for him to see clearly what was happening. He did see a truck filled with metal debris pass by. And he heard sounds of men working. His best guess was a plane of some kind had crashed. Probably a military plane. The soldiers were clearing the site of the plane parts. And that was it.
Nothing but tantalizing stuff that wouldn’t do well in the newspaper without some facts. Looked as if they were going to hold him until the site was cleaned. Then, he could write what he wanted, and, without hard evidence, no one would believe him. At least he was hoping that was what they intended to do with him. He still had the fear they’d shoot him, and no one would ever find his body.
Katherine won’t even start worrying about him until nightfall, when he didn’t call. He made a point to call her at night if he was not coming home. Wasn’t often that he wasn’t home, but when it happened, he’d always called. Maybe there was some hope there. He didn’t call this night, Katherine might have people looking for him in the morning. That thought made him feel better. He might still get out of this whole. Maybe, even with a good story, though that was more a hope than anything else.
“What have you stirred up here, Doc?” Muriel said. “Never saw anything like this. This ain’t that big a town, but I think you got more than half of them parked outside your door.” Muriel had brought Norris a tray of food, after Vickie had run over to the restaurant to tell her what was going on in front of his office. Muriel had brought along a cup of coffee for herself. Figured to keep him company a bit, and get the inside scoop.
“Things got a little out of hand, is all.” He forked a piece of the open-faced roast beef sandwich into his mouth. “Damn good.” He pointed to his plate of food.
“Thanks,” she smiled. She was sitting on a chair at the desk in the medical area. Norris had the tray in front of him on that desk. She nodded her head in the direction of the curtained room. “Must be a mighty special patient you got in there.”
“He’s in pretty bad shape. Lucky to be alive.”
“But all this fuss over a stranger no one’s ever seen.”
“Noreen saw him,” he said around the food in his mouth. “She tell you there was anything weird about him?”
“What Noreen says can’t be trusted.” Muriel smiled. “’Cause she can be trusted.”
“She’s a good nurse, but I don’t ask her to lie.”
“If she’s that good a nurse, you don’t have to ask her.”
He shook his head slowly, as he cut off a piece of the sandwich. “This talk ain’t getting us anyway, Muriel.” He put the piece in his mouth, and began chewing.
Muriel shook her head. “No it ain’t.” She got up from the chair and headed toward the curtained room.
“Don’t touch anything in there, please.” Norris watched Muriel part the curtain and step inside. He forked up the last of the roast beef, and put it in his mouth. Muriel came out of the room. He pushed the tray away from him, leaned back in the chair, and sighed with satisfaction. “That was good, Muriel. Thanks for bringing it over.”
“He don’t look odd to me,” she said, sitting down on the chair. “I mean, besides being all bandaged up and all.”
“You expecting horns and a tail?”
“The way those people are carrying on outside, I was wondering a little.”
“Yeah. But, your seeing him ain’t going to change things.” He nodded toward the front and the street outside. “They ain’t going to believe you.”
“Why? I saw him.”
“Yeah, but you won’t tell them what they want to hear. By now they’re all worked up on hymns and praises to the Lord, like a drinking man on too much alcohol. They’ve got a momentum of their own that won’t be stopped by the truth.”
“Well, what the hell’s a body to do?”
He nodded seriously. “A lynching would settle them down. A burning at the stake would be better.”
“Be serious, Doc.”
“It’s worked all those times before in history.”
“Doc.”
He shrugged. “Can’t have all work stop in this town. After a time, people’ll go back to their jobs, or home, until all that’s left are the diehards. Wait ‘til they use up their adrenaline, and then it fizzles out. That’s how I see it.”
“Hope you’re right.” She pointed with her thumb to the curtained room. “He gonna be all right?”
“Don’t know. Right now he’s not getting better and he’s not getting worse. Time’ll tell.”
“Wouldn’t a hospital help?”
“They’d do exactly what I’m doing, which is watching and waiting. Only they wouldn’t do it as good I can.”
Muriel nodded that she understood. “Well, guess, I’ll get back.” Muriel stood up, put everything back on the tray.
“Thanks, Muriel. Appreciate your concern about my not starving while the crusaders are at my door.”
“You know, I was thinking. Didn’t those people back then who were hanging and frying people have jobs to go to?” She picked up the tray and headed for the door. “See you later.”
“Yeah, later.” He frowned. “And thanks for leaving me that thought to chew on.”
The soldier didn’t see the trip wire. Not because he wasn’t highly trained, he just wasn’t looking for such things here in these woods, on this assignment. This was not a war, and this was not hostile territory in some foreign country. He was absolutely right about everything except the hostile territory part. His foot had gone through the trip wire hardly breaking stride. Before he could look down to see what his foot had momentarily snagged on, an explosion snapped off the top of a tree fifty yards in front of him, and his reflexes sent him diving to the ground.
Chapter XII
“What the hell was that!”
There were four soldiers lying face down in pine needles and soft earth.
“Jesus, I don’t know!”
“Are we at war!”
“Up here who would we be at war with – the Canadians?”
“What the hell we do now!”
“This don’t come under searching for a body!”
“Unless that body’s alive, and wants to resist being found!”
“On three we get up and charge … the hell out of here! We’ll find out what we’re supposed to do from the Major. Ready!”
“Ready!”
“Three!”
The four soldiers jumped up as one, and ran back the way they had come.
“You heard that Curtis! You heard that? They’re here! They’re coming to get us.” Chester Frick was as agitated as a puppet on strings whose operator had palsy. Every part of his body trembling in erratic motion, he paced a couple steps in one direction, then another, then another, all the while holding his rifle tight to his chest.
“Chester, will you calm down. You’re making me nervous.” Curtis had gotten to his feet when he’d heard the explosion. Now, he was squinting at the distance as if trying to see where the explosion had come from, but actually listening in his mind to the memory of the sound, gauging the distance.
“Okay. Okay, okay.”
“That was on the outer perimeter. Probably a quarter mile from here. I don’t think they even know what’s going on, yet.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know that,” Chester Frick said, nodding his head, trying to act calm, but not doing it successfully. “I know that.”
“I think we’ll have to use the squirrels for this.”
“Yeah. Yeah. That’ll slow them down. Boy, will it. They’re going to be surprised. Surprised.”
“Why won’t he show us the stranger he’s got in there?” someone hollered from the crowd.
There were really two crowds. The inner crowd was composed of the participants, those protesting the doctor actions. There was an outer crowd, the people sometimes blending with those near the outside of the inner crowd, who stood as witnesses and observers.
Moving among both crowds was Katherine Haney. She carried a tape recorder and a camera, recording and taking pictures as she went. This was going to be hot stuff for the next edition of the Hardly News. Something to really write about. Something purely Hardly, and quite exciting. She wished Carl had been there to see this, instead of roaming the woods looking for a meteor.
The Reverend Elmer Goodbody stood outside of Norris’s office facing the crowd. A box had been found for him to stand on. It put him head and shoulders above everyone, making him visible to the furthest in the crowd. He stood on that box with all the piety he could bring to bear, the Bible clutched in both hands near his chest. He made sure everyone saw that he held the Bible. He tried to picture how he looked to the people, and liked what he saw. If only he could generate a lighted aura around him, that would be perfect.
“Maybe, because he ain’t human.” Another voice from the crowd.
“He was downright violent protecting that stranger from God’s grace,” Ellie Horsemen threw in. “Fired a gun at us, he did.”
When Ellie mentioned firing the gun, people in the crowd exchanged worried glances.
“The Devil doesn’t take to God’s grace,” Reverend Goodbody said. “It is poison to him. A poison as deadly to him as any natural poison a man can face in this world.”
From the crowd, “Doc. Norris couldn’t be doing this unless he was possessed.”
“Or a servant of Satan,” Elmer Goodbody responded. Now that one he really liked. “One of His minions sent to lay the ground work for His arrival. Remember, the Evil One has power everywhere. He is out to destroy us, destroy the servants of God. We must be strong in this. We can not let the Devil force us to succumb. We are soldiers in God’s army. We wear the armor of God’s grace. We can not be defeated by the Devil, as long as we hold God as our banner.” Elmer was loving this as nothing else. The power, the sheer joy of leading the people in a war on Satan. It was something he had long yearned for, and foolish Norris, in his stubbornness had given this to him.
“But, isn’t the Doc just protecting a man who was injured?” from the crowd. Elmer nodded to the man who had spoken. It was Sarah Mitchel’s husband, and he’d voiced the question exactly as Elmer had instructed him to.
“Ah.” An ‘Ah’ of enlightened surprise. Elmer raised his finger to the sky, and used it to punctuate everything he said. “Is it a man? Or is it the Devil’s way of infiltrating the holy wall around this town. We’ve struggled to cleanse this town of the evil of Satan. We’ve eliminated all His devious ways of tempting us to go against the teachings of Our Lord. Could that be why He is here?
“He sees us as a stronghold of God. We have kept God’s laws, and kept ourselves holy in the eyes of the spirits in Heaven. Not something the Devil would want to leave uncontested. He is here to do battle.
“Accept this my fellow Christians, we have become the latest battleground between Satan and God. We must resist this Evil One. Drive Him from us. Drive Him from Hardly, and make it clear He has no place here, and never will have a place here.” Elmer Goodbody was beside himself. Every man should feel the joy of this power at least once in life. It was magnificent!
“We must place a cordon of holiness around this place. A cordon that evil would dare not cross. We must show Satan that there is no room for His evil among us. His presence will not be tolerated here!” Boy, did that come out right. Sometimes he surprised himself. At times like that he didn’t know where the words came from.
The crowd approved with joyous Amens.
“We’ll need volunteers. Only the holiest of men and women willing to guard our town from Satan’s desire to destroy us.” That should bring forward some people anxious to show they were holy.
The hands sprang up.
Stan sat casually on the porch and watched Bertrum drive off. Lady had run alongside the vehicle down to the road, then stopped, disappointed Bertrum didn’t take her in the car, and sat down by the edge of the road watching him drive away. Though Stan was as excited as a new bride to get up and move, he made himself sit in that rocker until Bertrum was out of sight for five minutes. Then he got up and limped into the house, his hip really giving him ‘what for’. But he didn’t want to take the time for a few pills. Not just yet. He picked up the phone and called Norris.
“Doc Norris,” Norris answered.
“Norris, this is Stan.” The urgency clear in his voice. “Bertrum just left to check out what the military is doing up in the hills.”
“Yeah?” Norris’s voice was calm.
“What do you mean ‘Yeah’? He’s no rocket scientist, but once he talks to them soldiers, it ain’t going to take him long to remember our spaceman patient.”
Stan could hear Norris sigh. “Well, that Major isn’t going to have trouble finding where my office is. There’s a crusader’s encampment outside my front door, complete with crosses on long staffs, and holy fires and hymn singing.”
Stan gave the phone a deep questioning frown. “What the hell you talking about, Norris?”
“Well, the good reverend came back with some of the ‘faithful’ and tried to muscle in to see our patient. I chased them away with a revolver. That got them pissed, and they’re outside now, calling me a tool of Satan, and our patient is Satan himself trying to sneak into town.” He snorted. “Like He’d really want to come here. This isn’t the prime part of the wheat field.”
“Jesus,” Stan said, shaking his head in disbelief.
“No use calling on Him. He’s supposed to be on their side.”
“The world’s damn crazy.”
“So far the infection’s exploded only in Hardly. Don’t know how long before it moves out to the rest of the world.”
“What the hell we going to do, Norris?”
“I’ve been thinking on that.”
“And?”
“That’s it - I’ve been thinking on that.”
Bertrum was riding over the dirt roads, which sometimes were no more than paths, toward the area where he’d seen the military helicopters going down. The way it maneuvered and handled, the War Wagon was at home on these roads and this terrain. And that excited Bertrum no end. Something about this vehicle that set his soul on fire, and sent raw power running through his veins.
He drove slowly, following, where it was visible, the tracks of another vehicle. Carl Haney’s, he assumed. Stan had told him that Carl had gone off earlier looking for the meteor. Bertrum figured he’d go on after him, and, while he was at it, see what the military was up to. And see if they were missing a soldier. He’d pinned his large shiny badge to the pocket of his denim shirt. Nice and official like. Normally, he didn’t wear the badge much. Everyone around Hardly knew who he was.
After a long ride he found tracks where Carl’s truck had left the road. Bertrum, picked his cell phone from its cradle on the dashboard, and dialed Stan’s house.
“This is Stan Cramer.”
“Stan, Bertrum. I’m about to leave the road going into the woods. Been following Carl’s tracks. Look, if you don’t hear from me in two hours, I’d appreciate you arrange for a search party. I’ll put a mark on a tree here so you can find this place.”
“Expecting trouble, Bertrum?”
“Never hurts to be careful. Who knows? Might break a leg, or a tree fall on me, or something.”
“Okay. I’ll clock you. Two hours. That’s ten after four.”
“Right.”
Bertrum said ‘goodbye’ and hung up. He put the phone back in his shirt pocket. Then, he took his red bandana from his back pocket, and took out his penknife. He got out of the SUV, walked over to the nearest tree, and using his pen knife, stuck his red bandana to the tree. Hopefully, he’d find his way back here and retrieve them.
He got in the War Wagon, threw it in low gear, and headed up the small incline into the trees.
“An explosion!”
“Yes, sir. I think it was a trip wire set it off.”
“A trip wire!”
“Yes, sir. Can’t be sure, but I think so. Felt like it underfoot.”
“You been drinking on duty, Corporal?”
“No, sir. I’m a Baptist.”
“Oh, yeah. The ‘no fun’ religion. Well, maybe you should have a few to clear your head. This is not hostile territory, Corporal. There are no trip wires, no booby traps, there is no enemy out here. This is the U S of A, and not a very popular part of it at that. It appears that the only people out here are us, and we didn’t set off any explosives. You understand?”
“Yes, sir. But, somebody did, just the same.”
“It couldn’t have been lightning hit that tree?” As he said that, he looked up at the clear sky visible through the trees. “Never mind. Forget I said that.” He turned to Lieutenant Hotchkiss, his aide. “Lieutenant, check and see if this was ever a training area. Us, the National Guard, even the State Troopers. Maybe some stuff left behind.”
“Yes, sir.” The Lieutenant turned heel and left.
Then to the Corporal. “I want you to notify everyone out there that this may have been a military exercise area, and to watch out for mines and such that may not have been cleaned up.”
“Yes, sir.” The Corporal saluted and left on the run.
Now I’ve got bombs going off. What the hell next? he thought.
“Major, sir.”
Samson looked over to see another soldier standing there saluting. He returned the salute. “Yes, what is it?”
“Sir, Sergeant Coxx would like to see you again. Something peculiar he wants to show you.”
Jesus! More peculiar. I don’t think I can take anymore peculiar on this assignment.
‘A secret project gone bad. Secure the area, clean it up, bring back the body of the pilot, and watch out for the locals.” That was what the Colonel had told him. Piece-of-cake assignment. Simple as that. Yeah. Shit.
Bertrum had just spotted Carl’s truck tucked up in the woods, when he heard the explosion off in the distance. He wondered what the military was doing up there setting off explosives? Boys playing with bombs. Carl’s truck looked abandoned.
He stopped the War Wagon, and got out. He adjusted the gun belt, and reassuringly touched the handle of his revolver. Before he moved toward Carl’s truck, he looked around at the ground. A lot of disturbance in the pine needles where he was standing. Looked like Carl’s truck stopped right where Bertrum had gotten out of the War Wagon. Then tire tracks led off to the area to the right, to where Carl’s truck was visible. Some human tracks leading off up the rise. The rest moving off in different directions.
He slowly followed one trail that went up to a large tree then swung around it. Eyes down on the trail, Bertrum moved around the tree. It took a puzzling moment before Bertrum realized what he was looking at. The trail ended in a black boot. He jerked himself straight, and was looking down the long barrel of a rifle.
Chapter XIII
Sergeant Coxx was waiting for him by the far end of the large section of the craft. Black marker lines were sketched over part of the craft’s surface. Major Samson looked around as he walked over the debris field. Much of the loose stuff had already been removed and helicoptered out of there. Shouldn’t take but another day or two to get rid of the rest of it, including this large chunk, once Coxx started cutting the thing up. Coxx just had to stop finding peculiar things and get to work.
“What is it, Sergeant?” he said as he approached the man.
“This way, sir.” Sergeant Coxx walked further toward the end where a big piece of the metal had been torn back exposing the interior of the craft. He climbed up into the hole.
“You want me up there?”
“Yes, sir.”
Major Samson carefully climbed over the torn metal and into the interior of the craft. It was a struggle to maintain balance. The craft was pitched steeply. The Sergeant had climbed down near the edge of the craft that was touching the ground. He braced himself with one hand, and illuminated the scene with a flashlight held in the other. Samson clung to a piece of equipment, and lowered himself down to the Sergeant.
“All right, Sergeant. Here I am. Now what is this peculiar thing you wanted to show me?”
“Well, sir. Bear with me on this. I’ve never worked on a plane like this. Never even saw one like it before. The stuff I’m looking at is unfamiliar. But, knowing aircraft like I do, I can make out what most of it is by what’s needed in here for the pilot to operate the aircraft. You understand what I’m saying?”
“Yes, Sergeant. I’m following you like a lost puppy.”
“Good, sir. Now, you see that thing up there that looks like a mount for a seat?” He shone the flashlight on the piece he was talking about.
Samson pointed. “That round ring in what would be the floor if this thing were not on its side?”
“Yes, sir. It is a seat mount, of that I’m absolutely sure. Never saw one exactly like that, but considering where it’s located in connection with the controls, and…”
“It’s a seat mount, Sergeant. Now, get on with its peculiarity. I assume this was why you called me here?”
“If you would climb up so you could see inside the ring.”
Samson looked at him, and gave him a frown that said, “I really have to do this?”
“You can grab those handholds.” Coxx pointed the flashlight at the handholds. “And you can brace your feet on the edge of that platform.” He moved the light of the flashlight to the platform. “Then grab the edge of the ring mount, and you can pull yourself up to look inside.”
Major Samson frowned at Coxx. “You did this?”
“Yes, sir.”
Samson sighed. He would not be outdone by the fly-boy Sergeant. He climbed, while Sergeant Coxx illuminated the way with the flashlight. He pulled himself up to look inside the ring.
Coxx held the light at an angle so it would light up the inside of the ring. “You see the eight blackened gouges on the inside of the ring?”
“Yes, Sergeant, I do.”
“That’s where the seat was blown off its mount. Those are scorch marks from the explosive charges that freed the seat from the mount.”
“And?”
“The smooth canopy that was over the seat is gone.” He flashed the light to show him the oval hole in the roof over the seat. “And that’s not because the canopy was shattered in the crash. There are no pieces of glass imbedded in the rim.”
“And the missing canopy means?”
“From what I can tell, that means someone ejected from this aircraft.”
“What you’re saying is the pilot ejected from the craft prior to impact?”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“Damn it, Sergeant. Let’s cut all this out. I’m no good at Twenty Questions, and terrible at charades. Will you simply tell me what your conclusions are?”
“Well, you see, sir. We found a seat in the debris field.”
“Okay?”
“We also found another mount like that.”
“Damn it, Sergeant! Get to it.”
“That tells me there were two seats in this aircraft. We didn’t find the second seat. What I see is that there were two people in here and one of them ejected, while the other stayed with the aircraft. Maybe trying to regain control. My guess, he ejected well before the aircraft hit the ground.”
“We should be looking for two men!”
“Yes, sir. The other could be miles from here. I have no way of telling when he shot out of this thing, or how long afterward the aircraft was in the air before it crashed.”
“My orders were to recover the body of the pilot. No one said anything about two bodies.”
“Maybe they didn’t know how many men were in the aircraft?”
“Yeah, maybe,” Samson said, thoughtfully. “I wonder what else they don’t know?”
“Or haven’t told you, sir.”
Samson nodded. “Or haven’t told me.”
The sergeant hesitated, then said, “Is this aircraft one of ours, sir?”
The telephone had not stopped ringing at Norris’s office. One call after another threatened to bring the wrath of God down on him. Or threw the words of scripture at him to drive out the devil that possessed his soul.
He was astounded that such animosity, such fiery hate could be boiling just under the surface of what he thought were normal people living peaceful lives. All it had taken was a spark and that hate had exploded like a volatile fuel. Normal people turned instantly into terrible monsters.
He’d thought all that hideous behavior in the name of religion was something in ancient history, something that couldn’t happen in a sober civilized society. And, here, in the age of Barbie dolls and Barney, it was, right outside his door. Ugly, and getting uglier as the minutes ticked by.
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