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Prologue

 


 


President Johnson looked tired in black and
white. His face sagged and folded into exhausted lines as my
parents and I watched him speak about the war between North and
South Vietnam. From the way he talked I wasn't sure whether or not
we would win soon. One moment it seemed as if we were doing well,
the next it seemed as if only continued sacrifice would help us
beat the Communists bent on world domination.

The excerpt of his speech ended and Walter
Cronkite switched to scenes of protests against the war. Police in
riot gear were dragging people into paddy wagons. A college student
with long hair encouraged people to speak out, young men to burn
their draft cards, to go to Canada.

My dad shook his head, "We could win over
there if these people would stop undermining us."

"Did you hear what Cassius Clay said? That no
Vietnamese ever did anything to him?" my mom said.

"Who cares what he said?" my dad replied.
"They ought to throw him in jail."

My mom stared at him. He stared at the
screen. Someone was burning a flag.

I was thinking of how fast the summer was
going by, how strange it seemed, and how I would be heading to
Mid Michigan U in the fall, without the slightest idea of what
to do there. At least I hoped I was heading there, with draft
deferment in hand. The acceptance letter seemed remarkably slow in
coming. My high school grades had not been outstanding, but
Mid Michigan was not the Ivy League, and my SATs had been
better than good. To be rejected would be unthinkable. Most of all,
I was thinking of Reeseanne McAuley, and how neither school nor war
seemed particularly appealing.

Wrapped around all of these thoughts was the
riddle of Hagar’s woods. I'd been visiting the old man there for
years, walking the mile and a half to see what animals I could see,
to play checkers with him, to find out what he had to say about
things. My grandma speculated Hagar was, as she put it, bughouse.
But to me he was just someone who saw things the way no one else
did, and knew things others didn't. The fact he said he knew people
from space didn't seem unusual. If anyone would know them, he would
be the one. People had talked about seeing strange things in and
over the woods for as long as I could remember, and for as long as
my mother and her mother could remember. Why shouldn't it be
true?

Some nights when I couldn't sleep I'd raise
the blinds in my room and lie in the top bunk, staring northwest
into the night at the distant silhouette of the tree line. Lights
moved in the trees some nights. And there were other nights when
the clouds would take on strangely familiar shapes and float like
giant fish swimming in dark waters, taking on the
memory cheating colors of dreams.

When I'd wake up in the pasty light of early
dawn, my neck stiff from being angled toward the window, the woods
would be there as it always was, but I'd be left with the feeling
that something had visited there from out of the sky, like the
fairy ship in H.P. Lovecraft's The Strange, High House in the
Mist.

But no matter who or what may have dropped in
from strange stars and skies, school would go on just the same, and
the president would talk of the war just the same, and I would lose
at checkers just the same to Hagar, who would laugh when I asked
about his aliens and whether or not they'd visited him the night
before, laugh and make some remark that would only confuse me. Then
he would take another one of my men.

As mom and dad stared at the TV screen in
silence, the sound of an airplane rumbled toward us in the
distance. Looking out the window I spotted it heading towards us
from across the fields to the west. I hoped it was one of ours.

 


****

 


Fool the Eye, Michigan lies some six miles
inland from Lake Erie. Depending on what day you found yourself
driving through, you might think of Fool the Eye as being flat,
overcast, pleasant, desolate, or fecund. There is only one
non manmade hill of any consequence; this hill lies behind
Reeseanne McAuley’s house between Fool the Eye and Moon Pier.

The only man-made hill of any consequence is
the overpass that lies just southeast of town and passes over
nothing. The legend of the overpass is that it was built at one
time as an experiment in the technology of overpasses. It is also
referred to as the viaduct, as are other, more modern overpasses in
that part of the country. As far as anyone knows, the ancient
Romans never visited Fool the Eye.

Why would anyone think of Fool the Eye as
being fecund? The truth is, most people probably don't. It is
likely the average day of almost everyone in the whole country
passes by without the word fecund coming into it. Nevertheless, you
can grow practically anything in Fool the Eye. The things people
grow there are soybeans, sugar beets, wheat, apples, peaches,
tomatoes, potatoes, and in Hagar Bixly's woods, blue potatoes.

The people who grow these things are the
mainstay of Fool the Eye: the farmers Cousino, LaPointe, Dusseau,
and Smith.

At the time of this story Fool the Eye has
three gas stations, two restaurants, one diner, one lumber yard,
one hardware store, a barber shop, a post office, and another store
that changes identities so fast that its true function is hard to
pin down. People in Fool the Eye sometimes drive east to Moon Pier
to sun themselves on the beach or swim or fish for perch and
catfish in Lake Erie.

 


****

 


Hagar Bixly let out the clutch and eased his
'54 Plymouth station wagon out of his barn and past his
cucumber green house trailer. It was a beautiful summer day in
Fool the Eye, which is to say it was not overcast. He had been
working on a surprise for the upcoming perch festival. It was
completed now and tucked away safely in wooden crates in his barn.
It was really more than just a perch festival surprise. It was a
safety net for another one of his many projects, and the best
special effect he had ever done. He doubted it was necessary. But
he was a cautious man in old age, cautious and hopeful at the same
time.

Something was near to happening in his little
hometown. Near to happening all over the world. He thought it was a
great thing. And he wished he could talk about it more. He had one
confidant to share the event with, Yanosh Slewskii. He was driving
to Yanosh's store in Moon Pier now to have breakfast, compare
notes, and go fishing on the lake.

Although the lake could be a sad sight near
the shore with its algae, floating debris, and oil film, six or
eight miles out it could still move one with the primal feelings of
being on big water, whose ebb and flow matched the ebb and flow of
one's own internal juices. Hagar was convinced that, having come
out of the water, humankind held a deep bond with the lakes,
rivers, and oceans. He was convinced that much trouble of mind, and
general trouble in the world, came from having forgotten that bond.
He was convinced too that restoration of the bond was hopeless.

 


 



Chapter 1

The Bomber

 


 


Dad kept the B 25 in his garage. He
should have kept it in his heart. It would have been cheaper for
him, and less noisy for the neighbors I suppose, although they
never complained. The garage was really a hangar, by the way. It
would have been tough to get the bomber into a garage. But he
called it the garage. The bomber he just called the bomber. You
should have seen it the day it came in. It was a Saturday and we
were madly cleaning the house. We used to do that every Saturday
because none of us put anything away during the week   
including Mom, especially Mom. She was looking out the west windows
when the sound of it started to grow.

The sound of the bomber hit her as she was
trying to stuff a watch box for a watch she'd lost the year before
into a corner of the drawer.

"What in the world is that?" she said as the
sound came through the aluminum screens of the Anderson’s open
windows.

Dad just smiled. He could be a hardnosed
joker sometimes. Mom hated that. She always thought it was meant to
be insulting to her.

"Men are the great romantics," Dad used to
say. "It gets them into trouble, son. Women have no illusions."

"It's a plane," Mom said. "He's not going to
land here!"

She was wrong. That pilot put it right down
on the road in the soybean field. Dad clapped his hands, said, "Hot
damn," and headed for the backyard door. I was right with him. Mom
stood with her watch box in her hand. "He's not going to land
here?" I heard her say again as I followed Dad out the door.

I thought then, not for the first time, that
Mom lived in a different world. Or in a different time. But right
at that moment the plane was the important thing.

It looked important, too, taxiing out in the
soybean field, just starting to swing its nose towards the back of
our yard. It was late afternoon and the low sun mirrored off its
shiny skin, hitting me right in the eyes. It was the craziest
thing, but I got the impression the flashes of sun were in code. I
was seventeen and had been out of scouts for years, but I still
remembered enough code to imagine flashes of Morse H and A. "Ha,"
the sun flashed off the plane. Ha, Ha, Ha.

"He's coming up to our backyard," I shouted
at Dad.

"Sure," he yelled back over the blasting
gutturals of the twin engines. "It's ours."

Now I've said Dad could be a hardnosed joker.
So I took that with a grain of salt. I mean, we used to be walking
down the street in Toledo and he'd get a big grin on his face,
stop, and point to me, saying to all and sundry passers by,
"Come one, come all, here's the one, the only, Jo Jo, the dog
faced boy! He walks, he talks, he rides a bicycle!" So you might
see why I thought he was fooling about the plane.

But Dad trotted up right in front of it,
waving like a whole crowd at a steamer's farewell. "Hello, Buck,"
he roared over the clatter of the engines. I saw then that the
pilot's window was slid back and the pilot was waving at Dad.

"It is ours," I thought then.

Dad was always bringing home neat stuff,
trombones, stilts, an old copy machine, medals, golf clubs (he
didn't play  not golf, not music), the cream of the
Goodwill near his business in Toledo. I hoped he'd use the plane;
he never used any of the other stuff.

Dad was guiding the plane around toward the
garage, waving like a carrier deckman in a John Wayne movie. The
pilot put it right in there.

The pilot's name was Buck Lemoyne Gonzales.
He had supper with us that night. Mom decided he was dashing and
warmed up to him quite a bit, which surprised me as I figured she
was going to be angry about the plane. Of course, you could never
tell with her. She could be nice as pie in the presence of
strangers. But she marked things down mentally and made sure to
raise hell later on. She found Lemon interesting.

"Everybody calls me Buck," he said after he
and Dad had a few drinks and finished their second old Air Corps
song. "Everybody calls me Buck, Kid," he pulled my ear down to his
face. "But some of my friends call me Lemon."

He had the blackest hair I'd ever seen on a
human being, a waxed mustache, shoe brown skin, a face full of
acne scars, and couldn’t have been over five feet tall. His green
eyes flashed electrically as he and Dad sang a round of Coming in
on a Wing and a Prayer.

Lemon showed us the inside of bomber that
night. Or it might have been the next morning. He and Dad had been
partying for quite a while and none of the clocks in the house was
working, since they were all electric and the power was off. There
had been many power outages in our neighborhood lately. The
electric company could not explain them. We had plenty of
wind up clocks of course, but none of us was very good at
remembering to wind them.

The power was no real problem, as we had
candles on hand since Fool the Eye was terribly tornado prone.
We did try to look at Lemon's watch, but it had stopped. It was a
night without time.

We all walked out to the garage, drinks and
candles in hand. There was a moon in the sky big enough to light
our way out through the back yard. The night was cool, the grass
damp, and the tree frogs from the woods across the fields were
singing up a storm. The ice in our glasses from the IGA at the
corner tinkled as we proceeded through the yard, Dad in front, then
Lemon, then Mom, then me. Proceeded seems like a good word now
   and it occurs to me that I thought of it even then,
even though I had no reason to think I'd ever write about it.
Because with our glasses tinkling in the night we seemed to me like
a mystical procession on our way to do secret things. I don't think
anyone said a word.

The bomber fit in the garage perfectly. The
building had always seemed tragic to me after I got its story from
Hagar Bixly. He'd owned the fields behind our house years before,
in the 1920's. And he'd gotten the idea then that his land would
make a great airdrome (his word).

"Airplanes, boy," he'd tell me through clouds
of stale smoke from his stainless steel pipe. "I thought they
were the future. And I was right. Just too early, too early."

The hangar was all that was left of Hagar's
dream. It made me happy to see it filled. I felt more strongly the
rightness of the coming of the bomber.

It was something, that plane. Buffed shiny as
could be. Dad lit as many lanterns as he could find. The plane
flickered in their light like living fire. There was a nest of
machine guns in the front, pointing out like lances. I looked up at
them, imagining scenes from Twelve O'Clock High, Thirty
Seconds Over Tokyo, and Purple Heart.

"They're not real, are they?" I
whispered.

"They shouldn't be, son," Lemon answered,
hoisting himself into the plane through the belly hatch. "But they
are," echoed out of the fuselage as if said in a drum.

Dad followed him in, then I did. I saw Mom
sort of kicking speculatively at the front tire, oblivious to us.
She was probably thinking of how many sets of furniture the plane
was worth. I knew there'd be a reckoning later between her and
Dad.

The guns were indeed real. "Some mistake,
huh?" Lemon was saying to Dad. "The studio was supposed to pull
these damn things out. Against the law to have 'em." Lemon
laughed.

"They'd make some noise on the Fourth," Dad
said. Neither of them was particularly sober.

"And the engines," Lemon said sniggering.
"Some noise those."

They decided to start them. "Keep clear of
the props, Becky," Dad yelled. She looked surprised as the Bendixes
kicked in and the starters began to whine. The twin Wright
Cyclones, fourteen cylinders apiece, thirty seven hundred
horsepower total, grumbled and banged into life. The exhausts spat
fire. What a sound, what a night. It's crazy, I thought, laughing,
crazy.

 


 



Chapter 2

Reeseanne

 


 


That summer was all green and gold. A famous
poet in a famous poem did a lot of describing of things in tones of
greens and golds. A teacher of mine used to say that poem was about
innocence. My greens and golds must have been about loss of it. Not
only did I have a bomber in my backyard, the only kid in town to
have one, but I also had Reeseanne McAuley.

She was a wild eyed girl, tall with
crooked teeth and curly red hair that went in every direction. She
was beautiful, but no prom queen type. And that was okay with me.
Have you ever thought that prom queens don't seem quite human? I
met Reeseanne at a high school assembly. Some physicist who'd
recently moved into town had come to give our graduation
commencement talk, arm-twisted by the principal probably. He was
always trying to get people who had anything going at all to come
in and give talks. Mr. Johnson was a good man, and students liked
having him as principal. "Those who can do more, must do more," was
a saying he kept on a plaque hanging over his desk. We used to have
little talks about my miserable math grades. "You know, Andy," he'd
say to me. "Your aptitude tests indicate you ought to be able to do
just about anything you want to." And then he'd look at me with his
one good eye and wait for me to say something. His eye patch made
him appear pirate like and always made me feel a little at
sea.

"I wish I could," I'd say. And he'd just look
at me, expecting something I couldn't give.

But anyway, here was this physicist at the
podium, a far- away looking man with a crew cut and a religious
kind of smile. ". . . secrets of the universe," he said. And that
caught my attention, because I was just about convinced at that
time in my life that everything was a secret: love, math, the way
marriages were supposed to work, Masons, Catholics, grass, Mom,
Dad, Fool the Eye, everything from sleeping to waking.

He went on speaking, of the forces that held
matter together, of time mixed up in space, of how we had power to
destroy ourselves. There was a force in what he was saying that
caught me up and pretty soon I didn't mind the hardness of the
chair or the heat of the room.

"He's a good speaker, isn't he?" a girl's
warm breath said in my ear.

I did a double take like a cartoon character.
Girl's voices hadn’t been getting into my ear all that often at
such close range. It surprised me.

"Are you talking to me?" I whispered.

"It's your ear, isn't it?" she said,
laughing.

That tickled me and I looked into her face
and fell in love. It was a face full of promises.

"He's my father," she said.

"I haven't seen you in school before," I
whispered.

She smiled, and there were those lovely
crooked teeth. “I graduated high school a couple of years ago, when
I was fourteen. I help Dad with his calculations now, and try to
figure out what to do with my life."

I was impressed and amazed, impressed that
she was smart enough to graduate high school at fourteen, amazed
that she could actually think about doing something with her life.
It always had seemed to me as if life spent most of its time trying
to figure out what to do with me. I didn't know what to say. But it
was all right. Because when she had looked at me I felt the same
sort of expectation that came from Mr. Johnson, the principal. But
she'd found something I thought I could give.

Her father was finishing his talk. ". . . and
the keys are in the minds of men and women. The secrets of creation
can be ours if we earn their finding. Creation. Not destruction,
not assassination, and missile crises, and a terrible Asian war.
You are the ones." He gestured, encompassing all of us in the
auditorium.

I looked around. Melvin Tyner had his hand on
Sheila Becker’s thigh. Harry Lacy and Marty Garman were connecting
dots on a make a box game. Lucy McKay, a good student,
was sitting with her neat face turned towards Reeseanne's dad, her
hands moving in her lap. She was taking notes. Teachers were
lounging in the back of the room, talking among themselves.

It didn't seem to me as if we were the ones.
It was as if someone were trying to describe the function of a
car's ignition key to people who hadn't invented the wheel. I hated
myself for almost understanding his message. It was worse than not
understanding at all. It's always been worse.

The room filled with applause, and I turned
to Reeseanne. "Your father's a brilliant man."

"It doesn't make him happy." Her voice was
tired. But she smiled then. "You'll have to meet him."

Something about the way she said it made me
realize I’d really have to. Mr. Johnson was at the podium now. ". .
. and we’re very lucky to have Dr. McAuley in our town. He has
graciously agreed to judge our science project competition next
year, and to make himself available to speak in our science and
math classes . . . ." The assembly was dismissed and everyone was
suddenly everywhere. Teachers and students mixed together were
milling toward the hall. It had been an afternoon assembly and it
was too late for anyone to go back to class.

I stood up and held out my hand to Reeseanne
as I'd seen gracious people do in movies. "It's been nice talking
with you."

"It's been nice talking to you," she said in
a voice too serious to be serious. She took my hand. Her palm was
warm and soft, her fingers long. "How do you get home?"

"I ride the school bus," I said, feeling
suddenly foolish. Who shakes hands graciously and rides a school
bus too, I thought.

"Then you can ride home with us," she said,
hanging on to my hand and pulling me into the aisle. "Let's go meet
my dad."

"You mean you haven't met him yet?"

"I thought you were smarter than you looked,"
she said as she propelled me up the aisle, her hand gripping my
elbow like a cop collaring a hood. I felt a little as if I'd been
caught, or at least found. But it was a good feeling. Her father
was up ahead, talking with Mr. Johnson and a couple of teachers.
Reeseanne was at least as tall as I was, at least six feet, and her
father was taller.

"Daddy," she said. "This is . . .” She
laughed and looked at me.

"Andy Anderson," I said.

"Andy Anderson," she repeated. "He's a friend
of mine and we’re going to take him home."

Dr. McAuley smiled like a friendly barber.
His eyes were as light blue as Reeseanne's were deep green. There
was a lot of gray in his crew cut, and the wrinkles around his eyes
and mouth made him look older than I suspected he was.

"That's fine, Reeseanne. I'm glad you and
Andy are friends."

He shook my hand with surprising firmness,
and I'll swear to this day there was a kind of electric current in
that handshake. There was a quiet kind of power about him, a
gathering of the force suggested by that beneficent look he had
shown during his talk. I felt for a moment as if I were in the
presence of a Biblical character, Moses from The Ten
Commandments.

The feeling passed when he walked outside and
I saw that the doctor had a brand new GTO convertible. That was
true power in my neighborhood. There were boxes of papers in the
back seat. He picked them up and dropped them in the front
passenger’s bucket seat. "You kids can ride in the back," he said.
The top was down, the engine tuned, and Dr. McAuley drove like
Parnelli Jones. Reeseanne laughed wildly around the curves and took
my hand in both of hers.

When Reeseanne and her brilliant dad dropped
me off at home that afternoon nothing seemed real to me, not my
parents’ driveway, not the front yard, the white Cape Cod house,
the red, ugly, barking dog across the street, the maple trees in
front, the electric blue sky, not Reeseanne's red haired,
crooked tooth grin.

I was the guy on Outer Limits who had
a glass hand and couldn’t know who he was until he connected up all
the lost fingers of it. And I hadn't known I was he until meeting
Reeseanne. I hadn't known I was lost in the world, unidentified.
She'd started some process of recognition in me. Recognition that I
was lost. Reeseanne McAuley, finger number one on the
glass handed melodramatic metaphor.

I laughed out loud as I got out of the car,
because I’d started thinking how crazy it was. She was just in the
middle of shifting the box of papers to the back seat and herself
to the front. She stopped with the box in her hands, suspended over
the back seat, her long right leg all the way over the front, the
seat back pushing her dress well up above her knee.

It seems funny to me even today that she
could have looked graceful in that position. Her father was staring
away at something in the sky. She looked like a goddess.

"What's so funny?" she said grinning as she
dropped the box into the back and straightened up, still with that
long magic leg slipped over the seat.

"Everything's funny," I said, looking at her
leg, and face, and tight small breasts all at the same time. I felt
myself wanting her and had a quick vision of us doing it over the
seat back while her dad stared into space.

"You're just now beginning to realize that,
aren't you?" she said, passing her slim right hand lightly from her
knee to her hip. In a smooth, gangly motion she slipped into the
front bucket seat.

"Here," she said, opening the glove box,
taking out paper and scribbling on it. She gave me the paper and I
took her hand in both of mine, trying to see what was at the bottom
of those green eyes.

She squeezed my hand and slipped hers away,
smiling. "Daddy," she said, gently touching his shoulder. He just
looked at the sky.

"Daddy," she said again. And he looked at her
as if she were the sky, then took the wheel, shifted into first and
shot the GTO down the U of the driveway. Reeseanne waved as their
car hit the street with a roar. They swung right onto Maple Lane. I
watched them blast down the two blocks to the highway and turn
left. On the paper in my hand was a phone number. It made me
nervous, and I thought about losing it.

The house was quiet when I went in, and cool.
Mom was on second shift at the plant, Dad out on the road. It was
one of those times when the house was mine.

I don't know what she'd written that phone
number with, but it seemed to glow on the paper and jump at me like
bright green neon tubing.

I suddenly remembered the time when I was a
kid and had caught hundreds of fire flies one night, filling a
quart jar with them so full you could smell the combined bodies of
them when the lid was off.

I was staying at my grandma's that
fire fly catching night and I'd put the whole jar of them
on her nightstand, holes punched in the top so they could
breathe.

It wasn't meant as any joke; they just ended
up there. But I’d heard her scream that night from where I slept in
the back bedroom and had run toward the front. The whole jar had
lit up and lit again when I reached her room. It lit like a cold
green flare. She'd thought someone was in the house.

And the phrase had popped into my head, "Bugs
can light the world," just as if a voice inside me had said it.
That was the moment I started believing in mysterious signs. It
seemed to me that if bugs could light up the world, anyone could. I
decided that night at only eight or ten years old that I could
light up the world. How soon we forget.

And now here was Reeseanne's firefly electric
handwriting jumping out at me, glow in the dark
   and I could smell those fireflies when looking at her
phone number. They had smelled like shoe polish, and Reeseanne at
the car had smelled like musky shoe polish.

It was another sign and my mind whirled.
Attack of the 50 Foot Woman was on TV that afternoon,
and I watched it until my brain started to go numb in a desperate
attempt to calm down.

Tracer bullets were unloaded like burning
fireflies on that hapless bad actress with an aura like an angel; I
smelled shoe polish in the air and dreamed and thought: a sign, a
sign, a sign.

 


 



Chapter 3

Love Advice

 


 


"I'm in love, Hagar," I said.

He took a long draw on the stainless steel
pipe, so long that it seemed some mechanism in him was stuck on
inhale, some air pump that dropped the pressure inside his trailer
and made the walls bulge in.

Something had messed up my senses and even
self abuse and bad science fiction movies couldn't cure it.
Although, Hagar did mix some funny stuff with his tobacco. He said
out of town friends supplied it to him and that it made him live
longer. He stopped his exaggerated inhaling. I almost stopped
breathing, waiting for the smoke to come out of his nostrils. "Ha,"
he said, exuding a pale white wiffle of vapor. The air smelled like
peanut butter rope.

"Love's a pretty good thing to be in," he
said, and took one of my kings off the checker board in a jump I
should have seen coming. "You're going to lose this game," he said
cheerfully. "I hope love's not going to make you a loser."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"That love's not a substitute for anything,"
he replied, eyeing the board. "If you can be in love and play
checkers with me both, then do. But if you can only do one at a
time, decide which one and do that. Just don't waste my time."

It burned me up when he said that. When I'd
told Dad about Reeseanne he'd smiled, said we'd have to have her
over for dinner and if there was anything I needed to know to feel
free to ask him. When I'd told Mom she'd said she hoped she was
tall enough for me, that it was no good going around with someone
too short. And I sure didn't want the word I was in love getting to
any of my friends in school. Who needed the kind of attention that
would bring, everyone offering the use of the obligatory rubber in
the wallet?

I needed someone to take my love seriously,
and since Hagar shared his thoughts with me, and some pretty crazy
ones at that, he seemed the logical one to talk to, in fact, the
only one to talk to. "What do you mean; love's not a substitute for
anything?" I asked. "Isn't it a substitute for unhappiness?"

I moved. "No," Hagar frowned, jumping one of
my men. “And it’s certainly not a substitute for playing checkers,
which is, of course, not a substitute for being in love. Life is
not made up of lumps and masses of things that take the place of
other lumps and masses, boy. It is made up of infinitely soluble
ingredients that are always mixing with each other."

He moved, and I saw then that my position on
the board was hopeless. "I give up," I said. "I can't move."

"Does that make you happy?" Hagar asked,
sweeping the checkers off the board with a big hand.

"No," I said. I'd thought for sure this was a
game I could win from him.

"Then love's no substitute for unhappiness,
is it?"

"You don't understand what I mean," I said,
getting red faced.

"Is that my fault    or yours?"

"Look, Hagar. If you can't be more helpful, I
don't see why I’m even telling you about it. I thought that since
you're my friend you'd take this seriously."

Hagar glanced out the window of his cucumber
green trailer and looked at his watch. Then he turned back to me,
took a big drag on his pipe and released a speculative white puff
like steam off the coal fired power plant at Moon Pier.

"But, Andy," he said smiling. "If you're the
one in love, why should I take it seriously? Isn't it enough that
you do?" Hagar was a pain in the ass when he got like this, asking
me questions I couldn't answer. And I almost told him so, except
for the fact that I wasn't in the habit of criticizing my elders
past a certain point of civil manners. So I said, "Hagar, you’re a
pain in the neck when you start asking me questions I can’t
answer."

"And I imagine a pain elsewhere, too. But if
they were questions you could answer what good would they do you,
and why would I take the trouble to ask them? No offense, Andy, but
I’ve been around a while and any question you could answer I
probably could too."

"So you don't give me straight answers
because you're trying to do me good?"

Hagar nodded. "As you said, I am your
friend."

"Thanks a lot," I said, thinking how much of
a mistake it had been to confide in him. He was a crazy old man.
What could he know about how I was feeling, the terrible happiness,
the crystal clear indecision, the joyous fear? There was a big pot
of gold from the rainbow's end with "Reeseanne" written on its side
in green glowing letters, and I didn't know where or how to spend
it.

"OK," Hagar said, producing a bottle from
somewhere and plunking it and two shot glasses down on the table
between us. A big plunk and two little plunks.

"I can see you've got a problem, boy. And I
can see too that you want my help with it, but you doubt my ability
to help." He poured each shot glass full from the bottle, whose
label read: Alberta Sunshine, the Golden Fleece of Canadian
Liquors, 180 proof.

"We'll discuss your problem, boy. But first
let's have a toast."

And with a gleam in his eye and God knows
what protecting his stomach, Hagar took the shot glass between his
thumb and index finger and threw the yellowy orange stuff into his
mouth with no more hesitation than if it were a small orange juice
at Howard Johnson’s.

"To love!"

I raised my own glass and caught the scent of
hot Three in- One oil and charcoal as I dumped it over my
teeth. "To luff," I gagged, my throat catching fire and shortly
afterward, my stomach. In the moments it took to catch my breath
the room seemed very, very clear.

"Yes sir," Hagar said, already refilling his
glass and tipping the snout of the bottle into mine while my
impulse to refuse another drink was desperately lost in synapses
cross- circuited by the first one. "Yes sir, that'll clear the
cobwebs out. To life," he said with conviction and pitched the
drink between his lips.

"To life," I repeated, having the smarts to
speak this time before drinking. The stuff seemed smoother this
time, more like real 3 In One Oil. I saw with a fuzzy
headed clarity that Hagar was looking at his watch again and
glancing out the window. It had gotten dark outside and it occurred
to me I'd missed supper.

"Watch are you looking at your what for?" I
asked with prideful seriousness, upset at Hagar's obviously divided
attention.

"Because I need to know what time it is," he
replied, pouring again.

"And what are you looking out the window
for?" I asked, undaunted by his cynical reply.

"Because I want to see what's out there."

It occurred to me then that Hagar's Alberta
Sunshine had more in it than met the eye. In a flash of insight I
saw that it caused one who drank it to get right to the heart of
things. I couldn't imagine obfuscating with that stuff in me.
Although it was starting to seem hard to imagine anything.

"To thought," Hagar proposed the third toast,
"through which we know and worship the universe, and through which
all questions may be eventually answered."

"Damn right," I said, lifting my glass and
draining off the strange and wonderful nectar. "And to Reeseanne
McAuley, who I love so much I don't know what to do."

"And now," said Hagar, whisking away the
glasses and the genie’s bottle. "Tell me your problem, and we'll
solve it together."

"What problem?" I asked, looking him squarely
in the mustache.

"You said you don't know what to do."

"I don't?"

"Do you?" he asked.

I tried to think about that, but suddenly
there were no questions, only answers, crashing into my head like
hot chunks of Alberta Sunshine. "You bet I know what to do," I said
a little loudly, standing up fast and heading for the door.

"Good for you, Andy," said Hagar, taking me
by the arm and helping me down his trailer steps. "I knew all it
would take was a little thought."

"You bet," I said, walking backwards into the
night from his silhouette in the Alberta Sunshine rectangle of the
trailer door. "Goo' night, Hagar. I'm sorry about the checker
game."

"Good night, boy," he waved. "That's all
right. We'll play again."

I turned away, waving, and plunged on through
the inky woods and out into the field. Looking back, I could see
his outline still in the door, see him raise his watch wrist. Then
there was a sound like the world sighing and something blacker than
the night passed way up above my head and stopped over the woods. I
watched that big fish shaped cloud for a minute, wondering
distantly how it could stop that way. When I looked back towards
Hagar’s trailer, the light from his door was gone.

 


 



Chapter 4

What to Do

 


 


As I marched on through the fields filled
with Alberta Sunshine there was a clarity in my thoughts I'd seldom
felt before, a sense of wondrous mission, a feeling for the Grail.
"Oh, we are marching to Pretoria," I sang, "to Pretoria, to
Pretoria . . . . Left, left, left right left   
left, left, left right left."

I was not a bad marcher, having played
trumpet in the Jackson High band for nearly four years. It seemed
incredible as I marched that in those four years I had moved from
first trumpet, first chair, to third coronet, third chair. The
wonder of it had never struck me until this night, marching toward
Reeseanne.

And it was a night filled with perils;
tricky, lumpy clods of dirt, and field running dogs, and fences
   and a black sky that had been filled with stars until
the dark shadow had passed over me, and the woods, and Hagar's
trailer.

It struck me suddenly that that must have
been why Hagar had been checking his watch. He had arranged to meet
some mysterious someone. I stopped my march dead in the middle of
young soybeans, my nose pointed unerringly toward the address on
Moon Pier Road where stood the sturdy brick house of Reeseanne and
her genius dad. Even love can be temporarily dimmed by the impact
of mystery.

I turned a precise 180 degrees and gazed back
over fields and woods in the direction of Hagar's trailer. There
seemed to be nothing that way, except dark shapes analogous to the
outlines of daylight visible trees and barns and
high tension towers. The indistinct, fish shaped cloud
still hung over the woods, lower now, still dark against the
sky.

The towers, I thought. And the full
strangeness of the night hit me. I had walked beneath the towers
dozens of times, possibly hundreds of times. The high tension
wires had always buzzed their same old buzz, as if they held miles
of heavily insulated hornets' nests. But tonight there was no buzz.
Tonight there was    a hum. Something different was going
on in the wires. The energy within was singing a different tune.
For all I knew it had a different shape. I thought of the stories
about the woods, and my own half asleep vigils that never
yielded more than a late night mix of reality and fantastic
imaginings.

Having more by luck than any real application
assimilated some of the scientific method at the hands of Suleiman
El Rashid, my high school physics teacher, I knew that
everything had a cause, or more properly, every effect had a cause.
There was no doubt about it. Something was causing the wires to
change their tune. But what? Surreal pictures of bizarre
energy sucking machines mincing like metal insects in the
woods around Hagar’s trailer tumbled into my head. Turning, I could
see the red smokestack range lights on the User's Power Company
plant on the Lake Erie shore at Moon Pier. The lights seemed dimmer
than usual, not as red, as if all the hellishly glowing coal in the
innards of the plant could no longer produce enough steam to turn
the turbines fast enough to make enough power.

There is a power drain, I thought.

But the wonderful clarity that had shimmered
forth in the light of Alberta Sunshine was wavering now and I
couldn't be sure of anything. Couldn't my own senses be screwed up?
I asked myself. Are things different tonight? Or are things the way
they always are and am I just different?

Standing in the middle of what lay between
Hagar's trailer, my parents' house, the high school, and
Reeseanne's dad's house, I was confused.

I was alive, and it must mean something, my
being the perceiver of so many things: the odd change of sound in
the wires, the beginning realization that I lived not in my own,
but someone else's house, the unspoken, unhappy thing between my
parents, my love for Reeseanne    especially my love for
Reeseanne, the night . . . .

All these things impinged upon me like
endless trucks at my summer work loading dock, already full. I
was intensely alive, as I hadn't been since the great firefly
night, or since the time I’d slipped and was caught under the arms
in the fork of the Dusseau’s willow next to my gram and gramp's.
I'd fought a losing battle for breath in the grip of that willow,
kicking my helpless feet as it was killing me. At the moment my
gram rescued me I was half-dead, purple faced, but really alive, in
love with air and the freedom to move.

Sonny Dusseau had chopped the willow down
after that episode, and I missed it all the rest of my childhood.
Thinking of that alone in the field I was suddenly scared, scared
for tall Reeseanne with loving arms to wrap around me and make me
really alive. Would someone chop her down for that? I felt suddenly
that we were both in some terrible danger. The glow of Alberta
Sunshine had dimmed. I felt as if some sleeping dreadful thing had
been awakened by our love and prowled the fields after Reeseanne
and me, having come up from the mud, soft and gray beneath Erie's
trembling water.

Brush whisked behind me and I jumped, sucking
wind. Something bounded away across the field,
snap snap snap, and was gone. A rabbit? A demon spy? I
had to get to Reeseanne and warn her, and love her. Taking longer,
faster steps, I pushed the width of field away and soon reached the
Moon Pier road, where I concentrated on nothing but walking. When
Reeseanne's house loomed up as if pushed quickly to me on wheels,
it seemed as if I'd reached it too soon. The windows were dark, the
yard quiet. Even without looking inside I could tell there was no
one in it. A dim white rectangle was tacked to the dark front
door:

 


 


GONE STARGAZING

THE HOUSE IS UNLOCKED

TAKE WHAT YOU NEED

 


 


As I said, I'd guessed there was no one at
home. But even so, the note was hard to take. The thing was loose
and after us; there wasn't a moment to lose    and I
didn't know where she was. Headlights of an expressway bound
semi caught the driveway suddenly and I saw red eyes flash from the
open garage. The GTO was home standing guard. Unless they were
riding with other gazers, they couldn't be far. And who else in
Fool the Eye would be into sky watching this time of morning? The
highway was in front of the house. I went to the back.

An acre behind there was a hill, the only
hill in Fool the Eye. On top of it I found them, her dad on a tall
stool, face bent to the eyepiece of a big refracting telescope,
Reeseanne slightly behind him on a folding lawn chair.

"Reeseanne," I whispered, squatting beside
her. "It's Andy."

She turned her head smoothly, not startled at
all. "Hello, Andy," she said, her eyes big in the night. She stood,
not even making the chair creak. "Daddy, I'm going back to the
house."

In the moonlight he nodded and waved his hand
slightly at his side. He didn't look back, but kept watching the
stars. We walked quietly to the house, she holding my hand, I
carrying the lawn chair.

She grinned and pointed at the sign on their
door. "No one's taken anything yet," she said, then kissed me hard
on the mouth. Going upstairs to her room, we closed her door and
took the sign's advice. And as we took it I could feel the dreaded
thing in the night draw back.

We'd won that night. But you can't go on
winning forever.

 


****

 


The morning came with the sound of wrens and
song sparrows trilling into the open window, and the smell of the
fields and lake beyond. I'd like to say I felt wonderful, but I
didn't. The bright curse of Alberta Sunshine was upon me, and my
head and stomach seemed to be trying to change places with each
other.

The wallpaper was different. In fact, my room
didn't have wallpaper, certainly not wallpaper with Victorian women
in massive dresses carrying parasols and being escorted by men in
top hats to carriages whose footmen held doors open invitingly, all
in shades of lilac.

Speaking of lilacs, the smell of them came
strongly though the window, which was another thing that made me
realize it wasn't my room. My grandmother had lilac bushes, a
particularly large one at the back of her house. The smell of that
bush used to wake me in the morning when I stayed at Gram's. Is
that where I was? Had Gram got to work sometime since I'd seen her
last and pasted carriages and English couples all over her back
bedroom wall? It didn't seem likely. But what other explanation
could there be?

Someone breathed then. That breath hit me
with a kind of primal surprise, the sort you see when a house cat
is startled and bounces impossibly high into the air while looking
all around to find out what frightened it.

Those of you who have experienced that sort
of surprise know just how high in the air it can bounce a human
being. I bounced that high. The bed, true to the laws of physics,
bounced the other way, the other way being in the direction of the
floor. With the splintering, groaning sound of an ice struck
schooner, the bed collapsed, footboard falling forward onto the
floor, headboard smashing backward into the wall. The mattress
heeled hard over and I found myself thrown against another crewman,
who managed to say something that sounded like "gleeps," as we
tumbled over each other onto the decidedly hard and unrestless sea
of the bedroom floor.

 


 



Chapter 5

Taft Anderson

 


 


Taft Anderson looked up at the sky and
dreamed of being in it. It had been a long time since he'd
flown  and it seemed more and more unlikely that he would
ever do it again. This knowledge bothered him. Taft missed the sky,
missed the thrill of the engines running up. A school of
oddly shaped clouds accented the otherwise empty sky over
Hagar's woods. Taft stared at them, fascinated by their appearance
of a certain strange solidity. He wished he could fly to and
through them in order to prove to himself they were only clouds. On
the other hand, what else could they be?

He pulled the starting rope on the old, one
lung, lug  wheeled garden tractor he had borrowed from his
father in law and listened as the engine thumped to life,
the straight through muffler making a cloudy, tom tom
sound, like a rolled up newspaper striking a snare drum.

Taft imagined thirteen more such cylinders
starting up, then compared the sound he imagined to the sound he
remembered from the war. The comparison seemed about right. Yes,
the Baker Two Five had sounded in its way like a riot of old garden
tractors. The Mitchell had been an odd plane, boxy and ugly, not
particularly fast compared to the fighters, or even to the later,
sleeker A 26 twin bomber Taft had flown toward the end of his
time in the service.

But the twenty five had been his first
mission plane, the platform for his first assignment as aircraft
commander, then flight commander. He'd loved the Mitchell, loved
banging around at twelve thousand feet, occasionally glancing
out at the blur of the port prop dead opposite the pilot's seat,
wondering at such times what would happen if one of the blades were
to let go, wondering what the odds would be of its ripping through
the thin aluminum skin and impaling pilot and copilot.

Taft tried not to think such thoughts too
often. Speculation about mechanical failures was good only to a
point if you were to continue to fly at all. The catalog of things
that could go wrong was thick enough without adding footnotes. That
kind of thinking was what had finally stopped him from riding his
Harley when he was a kid: the growing consideration of what might
happen if the front wheel of the bike suddenly stopped turning.

Taft remembered the time his son, Anderson,
had asked him about it.

"Dad, how come you don't fly anymore? I don't
understand how you could just stop."

Sometimes Taft couldn't imagine it himself.
But what could he say to the boy? That there was no way he could
afford to rent time in a private plane back when they lived in the
cheap apartment and he was just getting the business started? That
flying for an airline would mean working for someone, and he had
promised himself that he would not do that when he left the
service?

"Because flying is one of those things you
need to do all the time or not at all," he had said. And he had
believed it at the time, remembering the Brazilian pilot in
training who had come in for a landing wondering what the horn
sound blaring in the cockpit had been, not realizing it was the
gear up warning. Then there was the air cadet who had dropped
his Stearman trainer in for a landing right on top of another
trainer.

Flying was one of those things that had to be
both second nature to the pilot and a matter of the most acute
interest, all at the same time.

And yet, now that a little money was coming
in, it seemed more possible to fly some of the time and not fly
some of the time. Grabbing some time in the air appeared to be less
of an absolute, either/or proposition.

The steel tractor seat hurt Taft's bottom as
he was towed along behind the tractor, dust from the discs swirling
around him in the dead summer air as he ripped apart the front
lawn. Becky had been after him to do something about the barren
yard with its disreputable hodgepodge of crabgrass and weeds.

Yards were not Taft's big interest in life.
He sometimes wondered what his big interest was. The business?
Well, maybe. It was certainly something he threw his time and
concentration into. Yet it was probably something he wouldn't have
chosen on his own. His brother, Hollis, had been a manager for the
fabric mill in Toledo and had made a deal to buy up end runs of
upholstery fabric, and his brother Earl had wanted to start a
business    so Taft had found himself in the upholstery
supply business with two of his brothers.

Now I'm spending my life at it, he thought,
and he squeezed the grip on the tractor handle that braked the
right wheel and caused the still turning left wheel to jerk
the contraption around in a clumsy turn. The action made him think
of the B 25 again, steering it around from apron to runway
using breaks and rudder and props, impatient to get it into the air
where it belonged. The tractor he would never get into the air.

And the grass, no matter how beautifully it
came out after he planted it, would never be the sky.

The heat is getting to me, he thought. I need
a break. Taft shut off the tractor, walked to the back of the house
and entered through the back door. He went downstairs into the
coolness of the basement. The old refrigerator next to the pump
room hummed, the only sound breaking the silence. Taft opened it
and got himself a Pabst longneck.

Walking around the furnace he ducked his head
beneath the wooden sign that said "Anderson's Place" and sat down
on the cold vinyl cushions of the brown sofa his son had moved in
as part of the furnishings of his basement hideout. Taft swigged
his beer and thought about how quiet the house was with Becky at
work at the plant and Anderson off somewhere with Reeseanne.

An unusual girl, Reeseanne, Taft thought.
Smart and self-assured in a gangly kind of way. Feminine and a
tomboy all at the same time. Kate Hepburn with a dash of Shirley
Maclaine. She was certainly stuck on Anderson. Taft smiled. It was
all right to have someone stuck on you. He hoped Anderson treated
her right. He'd have to talk to his son about that. Teenagers could
be cruel to each other. But then, no crueler than adults. Adult
cruelty had a kind of subtlety to it that generally exceeded the
ham handed meanness of kids.

Of course, they weren't really kids, were
they? They were at an age when plenty of people got married. Taft
took a swig of beer. Marriage was something to conjure with. He and
Becky had been married for nearly twenty years now. It had not been
blissful. There was something wild in Becky, something that seemed
to be banging more and more at the bars of her.

She'd been drinking too much lately. Hell,
admit it, he thought, she'd been drinking too much for longer than
lately. Her bouts were unpredictable, and the periods between her
drinking too much and her sobriety seemed to be growing shorter and
shorter.

The problem was, Taft loved her, loved her
with every thought in his head and every muscle in his body. It
wasn't as if she could do no wrong; it was just that he couldn't
help forgive the wrongs. It wasn't as if he liked things the way
they were. But life without her seemed unappealing, tremendously
unappealing.

Becky's unfathomable unhappiness, Taft
realized, was somehow connected with his renewed dreams of flying.
So much of her attraction for him he knew was the romance she had
seen in his uniform, the wings on his jacket, the bars on his
sleeve. He wondered sometimes if she had even seen Taft Anderson
himself at all. Perhaps she had danced with, laughed with, and even
made love to the uniform, an idea of valor, the man from the
sky.

Then the man from the sky married her and
stayed on the ground, Taft thought. Wasn't that, after all, a kind
of misrepresentation? Maybe she had a right to be unhappy. At any
rate, he had never taken her flying. In all of their marriage the
closest he had come to Becky as a flying man had been the time he
had flown over the house in the Canadian Air Force Canberra as a
U.S. Air Reserve observer during a two week summer training
camp.

Taft smiled as he remembered how excited Andy
had been as his father told him about roaring right over their
house in a twin jet bomber. Of course, he had been at
twenty five thousand feet, a speck at the tip of a white vapor
trail. Taft couldn't even remember now if Becky had been at home
that day, or at work at the plant. That flyover had been a hell of
a kick for him, but, he realized ruefully, probably something less
of a thrill for Becky.

Maybe if he started flying again, maybe if he
took Becky flying, it would restore something that was missing in
their lives. Maybe it would make her look at him differently, look
at what they meant to each other differently. There was no logical
reason to expect it, he knew, yet something in the sky had been
calling to him lately, something in the sky had been trying to say
something to him.

Taft drank his beer and glanced at Andy's
basement book shelves, awash in a paper sea of Mad
magazines, Marvel comics, Popular Mechanics,
Famous Monsters of Filmland. Taft leafed through them,
looking for an excuse to avoid the yard for a little longer.

Beneath one of the Popular Mechanics, whose
headline announced proudly, "You'll be Flying Your Car to Work By
1980," he found reading material with a particularly arresting
cover. A busty and terrified blonde woman, her clothing in tatters,
strained against manacles as her equally tattered but determined
boyfriend faced off the nastiest collection of Japs and Nazis ever
painted together in one cover illustration    a Thompson
submachine gun in each of his hands. "I Rescued My Girl from Axis
Torturers" the cover blared.

Taft chuckled, his gloomy thoughts
momentarily forgotten. True Men's Adventures had not changed much
over the years. He flipped through the magazine, pausing at the
full page black and white photo of a stripper dressed mostly
in pasties and spangles. Tempest in a Tease Spot, the article
began. Taft glanced appreciatively at the performer, wondering at
the same time if Andy should be reading such magazines. It occurred
to him that he hadn't been much older than Andy was now when he,
Taft, had been piloting the B 25 all over the world, in charge
of other men and other planes. But then, you grew up in proportion
to what you faced. There were boys not a lot older than Andy being
killed in Vietnam right now.

Taft flipped idly through the magazine,
thinking of the war, how it was so different from his war. It was
going to get worse over there. He didn't like the idea of Andy
having to face it. Right now there were college deferments, but how
long could they last? And how fair were they, anyway? Shouldn't
everyone of fighting age have to face the same odds of having to go
over there? Too many questions he didn't have answers for. Life was
way too complicated.

He flipped another page, stared unfocused at
the tiny print of the classified pages. Something caught his eye. A
picture of an airplane blurred by its smallness. It was a familiar
picture, though. He realized it was a B 25. Taft read on.

 


WAR BIRDS

Rare offer: limited number of B 25
twin engine bombers. Engines overhauled and safety certified.
Planes used in recent film "Baker Squadron." $2500 each. For
details, contact B. L. Gonzales, P.O. Box 565, Bakersfield,
California

 


Taft stared at the ad, trying to see the
details of the grainy photo. It couldn't be true, he thought. It
was too good to be true. Yet, stare as he would, he couldn't get
the tiny photo to turn into something else. It stayed a B 25,
refusing to disappoint him.

He flipped to the cover of the magazine to
check the date. It was nearly three months old. It might be too
late. Maybe they had sold all of the planes. The thought made him
shiver in the dank air of the basement. He turned pages back to the
classifieds to look once again at the tiny, beautiful picture.

I must be crazy, he thought, as he carried
the magazine across the basement to the extension phone on the wall
beside his workbench. Twenty five hundred dollars was half the
price of a new Cadillac. Taft had never spent twenty five
hundred dollars on anything smaller than a house. What would he say
to Becky? But then it was for Becky, wasn't it, for Becky and for
their marriage, a thing of romance and adventure that would make
them whole again, at one with each other and the sky.

Besides, he thought as he dialed the
operator, no one's going to answer this call. The planes are all
sold, and whoever had them has closed up shop and disappeared. "I
want to make a long distance call," he said when she came on, "to
California. Bakersfield."

He waited as the connection clicked noisily
through Fool the Eye's antique switchboard and onto the main lines
to the coast. "Disappeared," he repeated to himself, "closed up
shop and disappeared." He repeated it once more as the phone began
to ring at the other end, started to repeat it once more as the
voice came on the line.

"B. L. Gonzales. Spill it."

Taft gripped the phone silently, lost for
words. What if it's for real? he thought. What if they really are
selling them? What if they have some left?

"Hello," the voice of B. L. Gonzales said,
irritation in both syllables.

"Hello," Taft got out. "You're there."

"Damn betcha I'm here. Talk or go screw, I
haven't got all day."

Taft frowned. He wasn't used to being spoken
to like that. He was also mad at himself for acting like some
teenage boy who'd finally worked up the courage to phone a girl for
a prom date.

"My name's Taft Anderson. I'm calling about
the planes," he said, making an effort to pull himself together.
"Do you still have any for sale?"

"The B 25s? Yeah, I've got one left.
Good ship. Originally in the Bulldog Squadron, Eastern theatre,
India, China, Burma. You in the war?"

"Yes," Taft replied. "I was." He looked at
the wooden plaque hung above Andy's bookshelf, the plaque a Cub
Scout project, a varnished 6 inch by 6 inch board with an
Army Air Corps shoulder patch centered and preserved under glass
like a butterfly    brown cartoon bulldog, one eyebrow
raised, lip curled showing fangs, with red, spiked collar, one paw
holding a plank with a nail driven through the end.

"Air Corps?" Gonzales' voice inquired.

"Yes," Taft said. "Bulldog Squadron, China
Theater, as a matter of fact."

"No kidding," the voice from California
sounded friendlier now. "Me too. When were you in?"

"Forty three/Forty five."

"I rotated out in forty three," Gonzales
said. "We must have just missed each other. I'll be damned. You
interested in the ship?"

The question nearly struck Taft dumb. He was
sitting in his son's basement clubhouse, surrounded by comic books
and science fiction novels, talking about buying a bomber. He must
be nuts.

"Yes," he said. "I am interested. When can I
see it?"

"Anytime you want," Gonzales said. "Where you
calling from?"

"Michigan," Taft replied, realizing it was a
long way from Bakersfield.

"That's a ways off," Gonzales' said, the
phone connection fading momentarily as if for emphasis. "When can
you come out?"

Taft's mind raced as he imagined himself
talking to Becky about flying out to California to see a man about
an airplane. She wouldn't understand. He knew she'd understand when
she saw it, but not before then. If he talked to her about it, it
would fade away like any dream.

"You still there?" Gonzales asked.

"Yes," Taft said, "I'm just trying to figure
out when I can come out."

"Look," Gonzales said. "I can tell you want
this plane even if you think you're not sure. But I'm supposed to
get it sold as soon as possible. I'll stall some for an old
squadron mate, but you need to decide pretty fast. Call me when you
get things figured out."

"I will," Taft replied. "Thanks for your
help."

"Don't mention it," Gonzales said. The line
clicked and left Taft alone with the phone dead in his hand.

He hung up and sat looking out the narrow
basement window at the gold, late summer light, his fingers
drumming on the upholstery of the couch. The vinyl had good weight
and suppleness. His fingers had learned to tell him that from years
in the upholstery business. They could examine a fabric and
determine how easy it would be to work with and how well it would
wear, how expensive it was and whether it breathed.

Fabric, he thought. Fabric show. Taft
couldn't believe his good luck. He was already booked on a flight
to California, San Francisco. The annual fabric wholesaler's show
was being held in San Francisco. He couldn't imagine how he'd
forgotten. Becky would be going with him, true. But she would be
out seeing the sights during the business activities. And
Bakersfield wasn't that far from San Francisco. Not as far as
Michigan was. Not by a long shot.

 


 



Chapter 6

Becky Anderson

 


 


Becky Anderson searched through the contents
of the drawer, her quick, slim fingered hands turning over
this small box and that, running around inside hard finished paper,
ersatz gold foil, velveteen, the gamut of small box innards. But it
was no use. It was nowhere to be found. The necklace Taft had given
her for their tenth anniversary was gone, pulled into the secret
crevices of the house like so many of the things she treasured.

Becky sometimes thought she was going crazy,
or that someone was trying to make her go crazy. That was more like
it. The necklace was another example of this plotting by person or
persons unknown. She knew she hadn't lost it. Yet it was nowhere to
be found. The only possible answer was that someone had taken it
and hidden it. But who?

She worried sometimes that their neighbor,
Marty Simmons, was pilfering when she came over once a week to do
the laundry. What kind of name was that for a woman anyway, Marty?
Whatever kind of a name it was, Becky was sure she'd have to keep
an eye on things. It seemed so strange, though, she was sure she
had been wearing the necklace only a couple of days ago.

Becky pulled the drawer out all the way,
lowered it to the carpet and sat down cross legged next to it.
It was long past time to get it organized. She proceeded to sort
the drawer contents into neat piles, red rubber bands here, green
rubber bands there, fountain pen tops with missing fountain pens in
another spot.

It occurred to her that she should throw away
the fountain pen tops, but what if she found the pens later? That
would be a waste of good fountain pens. And who had taken the
fountain pens, anyway, and what good were they without the tops? It
was another indication that things were working against her.

She continued to sort through the contents of
the drawer for forty five minutes, tempted every once in a
while to throw something away, but stopped always by the fear that
she might one day need it. At last she was finished; classes of
items in the drawer finally shared space with their brothers and
sisters: empty jewelry boxes nested within other empty jewelry
boxes; rubber bands coexisted with other rubber bands. (She had
abandoned the color coding of the rubber bands, deciding it was
silly.)

Lifting the drawer from the floor and sliding
it into the built in buffet, she felt much better. Life had a
little more order, chaos had been pushed back a step. It was cause
for celebration. She slid open the liquor cabinet and took out a
bottle of vodka, filling half of a chunky glass. The clear liquid
was a sweet reward for a long week at the factory. She had been on
the chair line that week, waiting with her rubber mallet and box of
wooden plugs as armchair after armchair moved swiftly down the
line.

She would wait, a wooden plug in one hand,
the mallet in another, wait for the right moment to slip the wooden
plug into the hole surrounding the black screw head, and then pop
the plug into the hole with her left hand and knock it into place
with the hammer in her right. Then, while the line continued to
move, she would grab another plug and do the same, chair after
chair as the day passed.

Becky had a certain appreciation for the
line; it was orderly, it made sense, not like the world outside the
plant. Outside the plant chairs came at you from all directions;
people took your hammer and hid it, and all sorts of spurious junk
got mixed up with the hole plugs. It was too much to take
sometimes, she thought, taking another sip of the vodka.

She looked across the living room at the
footstool with the hollow compartment under the cushion and
wondered if she had put in the wooden screw hole plugs. The stool
didn't look like any she remembered from the assembly line. But how
could she remember everything, anyway? It was hard enough sometimes
just remembering who you were, where you fit into it all, if you
fit into it all.

Finding the glass empty, Becky poured herself
another vodka. She looked at herself in the small, picture frame
mirror that sat on a shelf above the liquor cabinet, brushed
tentatively at a lock of hair that had fallen across her eyebrow.
Thirty seven years old soon. The birthday loomed ominously.
Was it twenty  nine or thirty nine that Jack Benny always
stayed?

It was too easy for men. Men approaching
forty sometimes looked as if they were approaching thirty, even men
approaching fifty. Something about aging brought out a kind of
character in men, whether they had character or not. Women just
seemed to get old looking, husbands and wives of the same age even
sometimes looking like mothers and sons.

Her figure was still appealing, she knew, and
with the right makeup job her face still striking with aquiline
nose, full lips and green eyes framed by red hair still mostly her
own red. But none of it would last much longer. Then what would she
have, with Andy going off to college in the fall, an odd, dreamy
boy to be sure, but still company when Taft was off on his business
trips, or those damned fishing trips with his brothers.

It would be one thing if they had an active
social life. She had been popular in Fool the Eye, a high school
heart breaker, with plenty of male and female acquaintances in
town. But once she married Taft he just never seemed to fit in with
her old friends. No, that was wrong. The truth was he fit in
whenever he wanted to, but he didn't want to. There was something
patrician about him. He could project that quality when he chose
to, an officer among enlisted men, an ex air force pilot among
Normandy and Iwo Jima ground soldiers who had all driven together
to Monroe to enlist in 1942, who all made V.J. day the biggest
holiday in Fool the Eye.

Becky wondered if Taft realized he was
patrician acting, or if he knew the meaning of the word. She did.
She'd looked it up, or rather come across it one day while looking
something else up in the dictionary. She'd talked often enough to
him about being more involved with town functions, but his reply
had been noncommittal, the usual thing, something she couldn't put
her finger on. It made her angry. She thought once again about
divorce.

Her mother was Catholic; she herself was
raised in the church through her teens. But she hadn't been to Mass
for years, Mass or confession. She had married out of the church,
anyway, so there could be no help from that quarter. She couldn't
very well drag the son of a Methodist preacher to the local priest
for a good heart to heart about their marital problems. Besides,
they weren't their problems as far as Taft was concerned. As nearly
as she could tell Taft's attitude was essentially that everything
was all right.

How could he possibly think that, when
everything was so wrong? The very idea of it made her angry, angry
enough to pour herself another helping of vodka. She clicked the
neck of the vodka bottle against the rim of her glass and tilted
the bottle up, staring out the windows over the built in
buffet at the side yard where Taft and Andy knelt like cavemen over
a kill of partially dismembered lawn mower, prodding it now and
then with wrenches and screw drivers to see if there was any life
left in it.

Becky felt her chest swell with emotion,
watching the two of them. The emotion was complex, made up in parts
of anger, love, sorrow, and loneliness. She jerked the vodka bottle
upright, afraid of overflowing the glass, her reflexes made clumsy
by the effects of the alcohol. Her two men, savage hunters of lawn
mowers, savage strangers outside the walls of her cave. Who were
they anyway? Where had they come from? She didn't know them, she
realized. She realized too the glass she thought was overflowing
was empty, the bottle exhausted. Sighing, she walked unevenly to
the hollow footstool, removed the top cushion, and took out the
bottle hidden within.

As the windows vibrated with the roar of the
lawn mower coming to life, she cracked the seal on the fresh bottle
and filled in the lonely space of the crystal glass.

 


 



Chapter 7

Moon Pier

 


 


Moon Pier was smack on the shore of Lake
Erie, about six miles from Fool the Eye. One of the least obvious
aspects about Moon Pier was why it should be there at all. With
Fool the Eye it was easy to accept that a bunch of rowdy Frenchmen
voyaged down from Fort Detroit in some dim post colonial past,
looking for someplace to drink wine and plant corn and be left
alone. The farm land around Fool the Eye was black and fertile and
there to settle.

But Moon Pier? The place was always no more
than a foot and a half away from being swamped by the lake, when it
wasn't three feet away from being drained of the last flood
waters.

It was a collection of flaked paint frame
houses with a beach that once might have been attractive, but now
was covered daily with dead carp, and deader bottles, and a scum of
oil from the passing lake freighters and the rusty sewers that
seemed to spew directly at it from Monroe, and Toledo, and Detroit
to the north.

That’s why I loved the place, and visited
there whenever I could. It was the kind of place that was
misbehaved and not up to anyone's expectations; a place that was
the way I wished I could be, a place that wouldn't do what anyone
wanted it to.

But that wasn't quite right, I suppose.
Misbehaved was not exactly what I wanted to be. After all, getting
along seemed to be pretty worthwhile. No, what I wanted to be was
not like anything else. Like the aliens Hagar claimed walked among
us. That was a thought. Perhaps I was one of Hagar's imaginary
aliens.

I had an uncle and aunt who owned an
apartment house in Moon Pier. A big three story frame place on
a lumpy gravel road not far from downtown. If Moon Pier could be
said to have a downtown. My mom and I had come to help paint an
empty apartment, but since the paint fumes made me break out in a
rash, I was free to roam.

There was a little grocery, a hardware store,
a drug store, and one of those indeterminate kinds of stores called
a variety store, which was the sort of place where they sold pretty
much anything they thought people might want to buy. This
particular variety store interested me, since I had dreams in those
days of becoming an engineer, or rocket scientist, and the key
seemed to be knowing how to assemble small, odd looking parts.

The store was called Slewskii's, and
comprised a number of counters, shelves, cabinets, and other
fixtures that Mr. Slewskii had bought at salvage sales and never
mated up with their original purpose once he had reinstalled them
at his place. Because of this, a candy counter might find its way
into the hardware aisle, and be stuffed full of grommets and sewing
awls, while a rotating wrist watch display would be stuffed with
potato chips and Fritos.

It was a store that fit in pretty well with
my idea of the world and I loved hanging around in it, especially
leafing through the comic books and Famous Monsters of
Filmland magazines on the magazine rack that gave evidence of
once having been a canned goods display in a grocery store.

It was an odd feeling, holding the slippery
gloss of the green shaded magazine cover, this month with the
glowering face of the Frankenstein monster looking out full page
with heavy lidded eyes. Odd, because I wondered what the monster
was thinking about having his magazine photograph kept on a shelf
above a badly faded label that said "Green Peas, 5 cents."

I knew the monster didn't really think about
such things, since he had never existed outside Mary Shelley's
imagination, or in the case of this monster, outside of whoever did
the makeup for Boris Karloff. Yet, the monster's amazing face
suggested he did exist somewhere, and thought about his
existence.

I wasn't really sure that such thinking about
existence paid dividends. I'd been thinking for most of the summer
about my parents, Hagar and his aliens, Reeseanne and what to do
about her, and how I fit in to all of it, and it hadn't seemed to
do much good. I didn't have any answers.

And now, as I leafed through the pages of
Famous Monsters of Filmland, I found something else to think
about. Off in the background of a quarter page black and white
picture from the set of Attack of the 50 Foot Woman, there was
a house trailer, a cucumber looking affair. And lounging
against it was somebody I knew from somewhere.

It didn't take me long to figure out who it
was. The figure with the pipe and jodhpurs was a younger, trimmer
Hagar Bixly. And the trailer couldn't have been any other but the
one he lived in now. As Hagar was quite a story teller, it seemed
to me pretty odd that he hadn't ever mentioned spending any time in
Hollywood. And as the trailer in the photo looked much as it always
had, wheel less and foundation bound, I couldn't figure out
how it had made it to Fool the Eye between the time the photo had
been taken, and the present. After all, there wouldn't have been
any way to pull it without wheels and tires, and hauling it on a
semi would have cost quite a bit.

"Are you thinking about buying that
magazine?" a not unfriendly voice said from behind me in an accent
of indeterminate Slavic origin.

Startled, I pushed myself up from the
squatting position I'd been in and banged my head on the upper
shelf of the canned goods cum magazine rack. My head hit
hard enough that I saw stars, and among the stars, swimming like a
green whale, was the mother of Hagar's trailer. Intrigued by the
sudden thought that mobile homes had mothers, I passed out.

 


****

 


An angel spoke to me from the stars. "Andy,"
she said to me, "that was a stupid thing to do." It seemed
remarkable that this voice from out among the star fields would
call me stupid. After all, weren't the residents of heaven supposed
to have a vast reservoir of angelic love for poor frail humans? Yet
here was one of them calling me stupid, albeit in a concerned and
loving voice.

I looked up through gauzy light at the angel
face, with its halo of reddish hair, vast star fields behind,
crooked teeth. So this was heaven. But the crooked teeth seemed
odd. And there was something vaguely damp and clammy about the
gauzy light. Reaching up, I brushed a corner of wet cotton
dishcloth from my right eye. Heaven grew clearer, the star fields
resolving into glossy poster maps on the wall and the angel
resolving into Reeseanne, which explained the crooked teeth.

I tried to sit up, but Reeseanne's
long fingered hand pressed me gently back. "Don't try to get
up. Mr. Slewskii's gone to get Dr. Renato."

"I'm all right. I just hit my head on the
magazine rack."

"I know," Reeseanne smiled.

"I thought you were an angel."

"I'm not."

"No."

"Hey, don't agree so easily," she said,
punching my arm lightly.

"What are you doing here, anyway?"

"I got a new bike for my birthday and rode
over to your house. Your mom said you were here helping your uncle
paint. So I rode here."

"You rode seven miles to see me?"

"It's not a big deal."

The tinkle of the little acorn shaped bells
that hung on the door shimmered into the rear of the store. A
moment later Mr. Slewskii came into the living quarters, along with
Dr. Renato. She had me move my head slowly and asked me if I felt
nauseous or sleepy    was my mouth dry? She shone a
penlight into each of my eyes, and examined the lump on my head. At
last, she helped me stand up.

"I think you'll live," she said. "There
doesn't seem be a concussion. But if you feel sleepy suddenly, or
dizzy, or sick    stop moving around and call me right
away. Okay?"

"Okay."

"I'll send your folks my bill."

"You two have a seat," Mr. Slewskii said,
"while I show the doctor out."

Reeseanne and I sat next to each other on the
couch, and I had a chance to look around at Mr. Slewskii's
quarters. We were in a small living room; a curtained doorway led
into the shop at one end, while at the other end a hallway
disappeared into the back, with closed doors on either side, the
farthest reaches hidden in darkness.

Mr. Roher, one of my high school history
teachers, had said once that the Japanese have a philosophy of the
masks of life, a certain mask for work, a certain mask for home and
family. Mr. Slewskii's living quarters made me think of that. Where
the store was a maze of mismatch and display items designed for one
purpose but used for another purpose altogether, the living
quarters seemed integrated in a way that was almost unnerving.

Everything in the room seemed related to
everything else, as if the room had not been furnished and changed
over time, but as if everything in the room, the existence of the
room itself, had simply happened all at once.

Our feet rested on a knobby carpet the color
of clay, with a blue black pattern shot through it that looked
like sections of spider web; the legs of the tables and chairs were
a kind of dark  flecked butterscotch wood that seemed to grow
from the carpet like stalagmites from a cave floor. The effect was
so convincing that I reached forward to the low, oval table in
front of the couch and moved it a few inches, just to see if it
really would move.

"What did you do that for?" Reeseanne
asked.

"I just wanted to make sure it wasn't growing
from the floor," I said, realizing how funny that sounded.

She looked at me and nodded. "I know what you
mean," she said. "This is quite a room. You wouldn't expect it from
the shop."

"It's funny how everything fits together so
well. Even the star maps."

Reeseanne stared at the big glossy maps in
their bronze metal frames. The curtains to the store parted and Mr.
Slewskii came through, stooping slightly so he wouldn't bump his
head on the door casing. I wondered if they played basketball in
Poland, or wherever he was from.

"So, you feeling better, Andy?"

I nodded.

"That's good," he smiled, a lot of teeth
revealing themselves from under his thick mustache. "It would be
bad for business to have a killer magazine rack. Why don't you and
your girl join me for my tea break? I got some stuff from the old
country."

I liked tea, having acquired the taste from
my grandma, and I knew Reeseanne and her dad drank it. I turned to
her. She was still staring at the star charts.

"Reeseanne?" I touched her arm and she
jumped.

"Mr. Slewskii wants us to stay for tea."

"That would be nice," she nodded, smiling at
him.

"Good deal," he said, bowing slightly. "You
two be at home while I get it ready. Turn on the TV if you want."
He passed by and disappeared into the darkness of the long
hallway.

Reeseanne was staring at the star charts
again.

"You trying to pick out things you
recognize?" I asked.

She shook her head and turned to me. "I was,"
she said. "But I've got them picked out now."

"You sure seem interested."

Her eyes were bigger than usual, and she
didn't have that sure look that was such a part of her.

"These are the same constellations dad and I
see through the telescope," she said. "It just took me a while to
recognize them."

"How come?" I asked.

"Because," her eyes were even bigger, "to see
them this way, you'd have to be looking at them from the other
side."

Mr. Slewskii brought the tea then, emerging
from the dark hallway with an ornate tray that reminded me of
polished seashells melted together. The tea cups were octagonal,
slate blue with two handles, like loving cups. The teapot had the
same design as the cups. Tea steamed rosily out of the pot's
graceful spout as he poured for us.

"Those are interesting star maps you have,
Mr. Slewskii," Reeseanne said as he handed her tea.

He smiled. "You like such things?"

"Very much," Reeseanne replied. "My father
and I have a telescope. We used to watch the stars together quite a
lot."

Mr. Slewskii laughed. "But now you have
someone else to see the stars with." He nodded at me. Reeseanne
blushed. I think I did too. He shook his head, still smiling.

"Please," he said, "I meant no embarrassment.
It is the good way of things, is it not? Children grow up, have
other children."

"Do you have any children?" Reeseanne
asked.

He closed his eyes and sighed. "Oh yes, a boy
and a girl. They are in the old country. We see each other, but it
is not the same as being there."

"Excuse me?" I said.

"They send me pictures," he replied.

"May we see them?" Reeseanne asked.

"Alas, no," he said. "I have sent them out to
be framed. Maybe another time when I have them back. For now I have
only these pictures of the stars you have been admiring."

"They're very beautiful," Reeseanne said.
"Very unusual."

"This is really good tea," I said. I sensed
that Reeseanne was going to ask Mr. Slewskii about the strange
perspective of the star maps. I didn't want her to ask. Something
about the whole visit at Slewskii's place was feeling more unreal
by the minute. It had the feeling of one of those TV detective
shows where the suspicious investigator is asking too many
questions that obviously point to the guilt of the evil
interviewee. Those sort of questions usually lead to the good guy
being knocked on the head on the way to his car, while all the time
we in the viewing audience are grumbling, Why did he ask those
obvious questions guaranteed to alert the bad guy?

Not that I thought Mr. Slewskii was a bad
guy. I liked him, liked him and liked his store. I wanted to remain
welcome there. Yet something wasn't right, something I didn't want
to aggravate.

Then there was the tea. It didn't taste like
any tea I'd ever had. It was to tea what New Orleans escargot was
to garden snails. While you couldn't imagine eating garden snails,
escargot was a bit of crawly food from heaven, just not the same
thing you saw munching on your lettuce crop in Fool the Eye.
Likewise, after tasting Mr. Slewskii's tea, I couldn't imagine
going back to anything you could get at Kroger's. Grandma's tea had
been one of my favorite things in life, yet Mr. Slewskii's made it
seem primitive and poorly brewed. As all this went through my mind
it occurred to me that I might be worse off from the bump on the
head than anyone realized.

"I'm glad you like the tea, Andy.

He turned to Reeseanne. "Why do you see them
as unusual, the star maps?" he asked.

"Well . . . I can't put my finger on it. They
just look different."

Mr. Slewskii looked at her, the maps, then
back at her. He burst into laughter. "Oh, I'm so used to them. Even
I forgot. There was a mistake in printing. The images are
reversed."

Reeseanne glanced at me. I was relieved she'd
finally caught the same feeling I had. She was being careful.

"You must know the sky well to have noticed
it," he continued.

"Not well enough," Reeseanne said with what I
thought was just the right amount of ruefulness, "or I would have
realized what was bothering me."

"Don't let it trouble you; there's a lot to
know of the sky. Much more than one person can know. Few people
here would feel your discomfort with the maps."

"Thank you," Reeseanne said. "I can see I
need to study more."

 


****

 


We left Slewskii's store, me with a bump on
my head, both of us with the taste of the wonderful tea in our
mouths, both of us feeling strange questions hanging in the air. It
was late afternoon now, and the streets were dark from the overcast
sky and black thunderheads moving in from the lake. It was tornado
season, and this was tornado weather.

"Where's your bike?" I asked Reeseanne.

"Over at your uncle's."

"We can put it in the back of Mom's station
wagon. It looks like it's really going to storm."

We walked towards my uncle's house, neither
one of us saying much. I was glad to be holding her hand. It was a
soft and real thing held against an existence of growing questions.
The bump on the head at Slewskii's store had unhinged me; I was
sure of that now. It couldn't have been Hagar in the old photo from
Famous Monsters of Filmland, and the odd appearance of
Slewskii's living quarters was no odder than the living rooms of
any half dozen of my friends. The reversed star maps on
Slewskii's walls were just that, reversed. And Andy just needed to
get a grip on himself.

"You're not saying much," Reeseanne
offered.

"Neither are you," I replied. "I always get
kind of depressed on a day like this, with the dark clouds and
all."

"Oh," she said. "I thought it might have been
Mr. Slewskii."

"Why?" I said, kicking at a stray beer can at
the side of the walk, feeling satisfied at the steely clang it made
as it flew off my shoe into the cattails.

"Because of what you told me Hagar Bixly said
that time."

"Hagar says a lot of things," I replied, not
wanting to hear it for some reason.

"That when you see someone like nobody you
ever saw . . ."

I finished the sentence for her, "When you
see someone who looks like that, then he's an alien."

Lightning blazed through the clouds then like
a Martian death ray from War of the Worlds and rain fell as if a
blimp filled with the ocean had been cut open above us. We ran for
my Uncle's.

 


 



Chapter 8

Hagar's Blue Potatoes

 


 


Some people think power lies in wealth; some
people think it lies in love; some think it lies in intelligence;
some think it lies in knowledge. But I'm here to tell you it lies
in only one place: ignorance.

"People make the great mistake of believing
power can be controlled, exercised, taken advantage of by its
wielder    or the one who supposes he (or she) wields.
Wrong! Wrong! Wrong! Power only wields itself. It is a force that
cannot be controlled, much to the surprise of those who seek it. It
is like leaping into a current, or setting off an explosion, or
spitting into the wind. Its results are never predictable. The
ignorant do not know this is true. Yet, they do not know it is not
true. On the whole, they do not know anything. And this gives them
power, for they do only what they do. And the sum of such combined
action is always power. The richest, strongest, smartest man can be
pulled down by the strength of combined ignorance in a minute."

So Hagar Bixly told me once when I visited
his trailer that looked like no other trailer I'd ever seen. How
did it look? You can draw yourself a picture of it by simply going
around a lot of trailer parks and lots and sales rooms and looking
at trailers, then drawing one that doesn't look like any of the
ones you've looked at. It was green and patched and long and looked
mostly like a smooth cucumber with doors and windows.

Hagar didn't work, but he lived. He said he
was the watchman for the woods, that the owner of the woods wanted
kids, and migrants, and drunks, and lovers kept out of it and that
was what Hagar was supposed to do. But since Hagar had final say
about who could come into the woods and since he knew everyone in
town, he let everyone come into it, except strangers. He was strict
about strangers, but since there weren't many of them in town; he
didn't have to watch too hard for them.

Hagar claimed to report to the owner of the
woods how many people had trespassed every month. He said he was
supposed to call him up. He said he had never met the owner, having
been hired by phone    every time he called him his line
was busy, so he'd only ever spoken to him once. I watched Hagar
call him once, and I think he dialed his own number. But I've never
been sure, and that's Hagar's business.

Hagar was a smart man when I knew him, and
strong and good natured and a lover of things, always with some
money in his pocket. He said he had no power, and that used to make
him laugh so hard he'd get tears in his eyes.

"You know, Andy," he'd say to me when we'd
sit in his trailer playing checkers, "I've invented this and that,
and I've designed a few things, and revolutionized a few big things
in small places and a few small things in big places, but the
dummies got all the money from it. Why," he continued, "I've never
thought of anything but that it hasn't been done sooner or later.
And nothing has ever been done that I haven't thought of, to boot.
You'd think that'd give a man some pride after all of life has run
through him. Or nearly all."

"Doesn't it?" I asked.

"Sure it does," he laughed.

"Nullus in Verba, boy. Nullus in
Verba."

He told me that meant "Don't trust words." He
was right.

"Did you know this trailer isn't a trailer?"
he said to me one day.

I told him I didn't know. And then I said,
"What is it, then?"

"An alien artifact, boy. A hyperpod, a super
cuke, a green light bullet that goes so fast you can't see
it's left for twenty three minutes after it goes. It's a
promised land train, a paradise go getter."

"The aliens gave it to me, Andy. They said,
you're smart, Hagar, smart, and you've got no power. So you have a
home with us whenever you want. But you have to watch our woods for
a while, because we like these particular woods, because we use
these particular woods for things you could half understand in five
hundred years, but you'll know when you can leave it and come join
us. And then you'll do it."

"What do they look like?" I said, playing
along.

"Like nobody you ever saw, Andy."

 


****

 


Hagar Bixly tossed in his sleep, his dreams
filled with nightmare shapes: glowing, windowed radishes careening
through the void of space, spidery asparagus plants popping off red
berries from Earth orbit, the berries plunging toward the planet,
fiery and with murderous intent.

He turned hard in his bed and thumped his
hand painfully against the wall of his bedroom. Hagar's eyes
snapped open and he groped for the light switch. The light flashed
tiredly on, at least it seemed tired to him    tired as
he, himself was, the weight of his nearly seventy years making his
thoughts feel sometimes as dim as the light, tired as the small
room the light revealed.

The room was odd. Everywhere he looked was
wood    the ceiling, the walls, the built in
cabinets, all wood. No plaster, no wallpaper, nothing but a wooden
oneness about everything but the floor, which was a dark linoleum
of indeterminate age. It all made him feel as if he were stored
away, like some Hummel doll hauled back from Germany by a returning
soldier to a love no longer waiting for him. The doll would be put
away, too meaningful in sentiment to be sold or ditched, but put
away in the soldier's cigar box, along with the misfired cartridge
that the Boche soldier might have killed him with, and the
Purple Heart, and the Luger that the Boche soldier had pointed.
Hagar shook off the feeling. It was like this sometimes waking up,
part of the baggage of a strange and adventurous life, a life he
regretted very little of. Here in the bedroom of his old trailer
home he was free to think these thoughts and dream these dreams
undisturbed by those who would laugh at him if he told them the
things he knew. At least they would laugh until convinced the
things were true. Then they might do a number of things, things to
do with greed, or fear, or hatred of what is different.

No, living this way was quite all right with
Hagar. And he was willing to put up with a lot of dreams.
Especially since one or two of them held such great promise. With
this in mind he looked at his watch. It wouldn't be long before it
was time to tend his crops. When the rest of the farmers in Fool
the Eye had hung their overalls for the night and were looking
tiredly to their beds, that was the time farmer Hagar was heeding
the call of his fields.

Farmer Hagar, he thought, as he opened the
closet door and withdrew his overalls, slipping in one
long john clad leg then the other. The thought made him laugh
as he laced his boots; and laugh again as he squeezed into his tiny
bathroom and splashed water on his face. He laughed one more time
as he pulled the sack of fertilizer from under the back of the
trailer and strode out into the dusky woods to minister to the blue
potatoes.

 


****

 


They glowed in the night, the blue potatoes.
Hagar could see tiny bits of their glow fuzzily peeking up from
beneath the loose earth of the clearing. He knelt over the potato
patch and cleared away weeds in the light of the shimmering glow.
Working surely with his hoe he cut away the presumptuous dandelions
and crab grass, working to clear and aerate the four foot by
four  foot patch in the deepest part of the woods. As he
worked he listened to the woods alive around him, the crickets and
tree frogs singing in the eerie tonalities of the night.

He felt young as he tended his charges. The
smell of the freshly turned ground and the sharpness of the stars
in the sky energized him. On the one hand, he knew so little about
what he was doing for the aliens it surprised him he didn't worry
about it more; on the other hand, it seemed so correct, so in tune
with things, that he was surprised it worried him at all.

The howl of a distant train called out. Hagar
paused from his work and raised his head to listen. He believed
that everything in the world was subtly linked together, and that
you could learn what was going on from seemingly disconnected
things. A distant train whistle might hold the secret of a dying
aunt, or a hidden spy. "There's more lies between heaven and
earth," was one of Hagar's mottoes.

The train horn sounded again, and Hagar could
now feel the infinitesimal drumming of the ground beneath his boots
as the track a mile and a half off began to resonate with the
oncoming force of the train. It would be the Blue Streak, racing
down from the tip of Michigan's mitt, carrying a breath of the
north woods along with the smell of hot bearings and diesel oil,
and also carrying the spirit of the once bustling copper country
that had fueled the now desolate mining boom towns in the Upper
Peninsula.

Hagar could visualize the ghostly stuff of
past success drifting off the careening passenger cars like mist,
lost voices calling: Life is good, we are young, this train will
run forever carrying our prosperity. He imagined himself as one of
the ghosts hanging on to that steel lightning bolt that would cease
running forever soon enough.

He had seen the demise of passenger train
travel the same day he had seen his first airplane. There had been
no question in his mind as he watched the clumsy, bi winged
affair lumber doubtfully down the pasture and suddenly launch into
the air, transformed from a ridiculous contraption of cloth and
wood and wires into the most graceful thing he had ever seen. That
was when Hagar had bought the woods and the fields around it, the
dream of a vast airdrome alive in his mind, people coming down from
Detroit and up from Toledo in the inter urban to hop flights
for other states, other countries.

But it hadn't worked out. The hangar he had
put up and the ads he placed for partners attracted attention, but
little else, certainly no money. In the end he had sold most of the
land for something more than what he had paid for it. Then the
depression had hit full force, the one good thing being his not
having had time to put his land money in the bank.

Hagar looked at the ground, his attention
drawn by the ghostly blue pulse of light from beneath the freshly
tended earth. The blue potatoes were reacting to the approach of
the train, their energies responding to the energies of the
oncoming streamliner. Before he realized what he was about, Hagar
felt the rough bark of a medium sized maple tree between his hands,
and he found himself climbing toward the upper branches in a way
had not climbed for over fifty years. He wanted to see the train
pass.

The light and sound of it engulfed the right
of way to the north and suddenly it shot out of the evening mist, a
city on wheels, flying through the night. The mixed metaphor made
Hagar smile. Being mixed, it was no less a metaphor, and no less
complex as he imagined the train as endless, a thing moving from
one impossibly distant point to another, never arriving, always
leaving.

It was a thought that fit his world view, and
frightened him all at once. As if to add to his ambivalence, the
night echoed now with another sound, a popping, banging series of
reports    gunshots, but not gunshots, punching and
booming across the fields from the direction of the neighborhood
beyond the peach orchard. Hagar turned toward the sound. From his
perch he could see across the fields to the site of his old hangar,
its windows lit by lanterns and something else.

The reports smoothed, became steady roars
that drowned out the disappearing diesels. Something big was in the
hangar; something big, and from the sound of it, important
   something, Hagar realized, that must surely fly.

There in the night above the strange garden
plot it came to him that fifty years had dropped away. His airdrome
existed. His success existed. His youth existed. Fifty years of his
life had been a dream, nothing but a dream.

He climbed down from the tree and rested next
to his freshly worked earth. A fog was wandering into the woods
from the direction of the lake, dimming the distant lights of his
trailer, making the woods seem to stretch out to the edge of the
known world, a mythic place of elves and fairies.

 


 



Chapter 9

Taft in California

 




The twin engine Beechcraft bumped to a
stop after hitting an especially fat tar strip. Taft waited
impatiently while the ground crew got the steps in place so he and
the other four passengers could alight in Bakersfield. It was only
a ninety  minute flight from San Francisco, but by the time he
got his business over with one way or another he would have been
gone from the trade show for four hours. Luckily he wasn't in on
any committee meetings that morning, and he'd worked hard the day
before to talk to the various manufacturers' reps he'd wanted to
see. His brother, Earl, would handle trade show business in his
absence, but he still felt guilty at taking this side trip that
could be justified only under the heading of pleasure.

Taft had been raised a Methodist, under the
credo that there was fun and there was work, and you didn't neglect
the latter for the former. Well, generally he didn't. Besides,
judging from the way sweat was pouring off him, it must be over a
hundred degrees on the field. The breezeless heat and stifling
temperature as he trudged, tie loosened and sport coat over his
arm, toward the hangar whose sign read "Buck Lemoyne Gonzales,
Aircraft Broker," could hardly be called pleasurable.

When he finally reached the office door, the
thrum and drip of an ancient window air conditioner at least
promised cooler conditions within. The promise was kept when he
stepped inside. The perspiration that soaked his underarms
threatened to turn to ice as the frigid air caught him with such
force it took his breath away. He slipped his sport coat back on
and surveyed the nerve center of BLGAB, two dark varnished
wooden filing cabinets, an olive drab metal desk with a rubber
hula girl paper weight, flaked chrome visitor's chairs covered
in green vinyl he identified as school bus seating material. It
wasn't all that dissimilar to the office furnishings at his own
business. And it was neat and clean, with a military barracks
fastidiousness. The walls were covered with framed glossies of
military aircraft, some in flight, some on the ground. Taft
recognized several variants of the B 25, one the J model, the
type he had flown.

He glanced at his watch. Having made
arrangements to meet Gonzales, and even having phoned just before
boarding the commuter flight to Bakersfield from San Francisco, he
was somewhat irritated that no one had been waiting for him. He
looked around the office for some way of announcing himself,
finally noticing a door bell button below a brass plaque, which
said "Push button for service."

Taft pushed the button, and was rewarded with
the harsh oogah of what sounded like a submarine diving horn
from the other side of a door at the back of the office. No one
came through the door. Finding it unlocked, he opened it and
stepped into the hot twilight of the hangar. The heat was less
intense than out on the runway, but oven like compared to the icy
chill of the office. Taft decided the whole trip was going to be an
exercise in battling heat stroke and pneumonia, and resignedly
slipped off his sport coat.

The inside of the hangar was more spacious
than he'd expected from looking at the outside. An olive drab
Curtiss cargo plane stood in front of him, its nose high in the air
in the manner of all tail draggers. Taft had flown the
Curtiss.C-46s for a while after separation from the bomber group.
He'd liked the fat old planes well enough, but not as well as the
Mitchell. There'd been something about the 25, something you could
count on to bring you home safe. He'd loved that plane.

And there it was, on the other side of the
Curtiss, sitting clean and level on its tricycle gear, the twin
Wright Cyclone engines and their three bladed props ready to
pull it into the air. Taft walked around the ship, his fingers
brushing lightly over the silver skin. As nearly as he could tell
it was a Model J with the Plexiglas nose and two cheek-mounted 50
calibers on each side in addition to the gimbaled 50 caliber in the
nose. He wondered if these fifties were real or movie company
fakes.

"They're real," a voice said from behind him.
Taft turned to see a man with a brown pock marked face, handle
bar mustache, and baseball cap with a familiar bulldog patch sewn
into the front. "Buck Lemoyne Gonzales," the man said, reaching up
to compensate for the foot in height difference between them. "I'm
sorry as hell I wasn't out there to meet you. I got delayed in
town."

"Taft Anderson. Were you just guessing it was
me?"

"Naw, it's you all right. I could tell by the
way you were looking at the ship."

"She's beautiful."

"That she is. Sweetheart of the Forces. They
don't make them like her anymore."

"No, I guess they make them better."

"I suppose. But she's a tough old bird. They
bought her from the Argentinean Air Force, of all things. I've
traced her lineage. She used to be in our group. A real nasty piece
of work now. The engines have been souped up, extra armor, the
works. I hope you’ve got a credit card for gas."

"Well, gas is pretty cheap. And I've got a
friend who runs a little airport in Tiffin, Ohio. I think I can get
him to go in with me. Besides, if I fly her low and lean she won't
drink too much."

"What say we take her up now? On the
house."

Taft looked longingly at the sleek shape of
the bomber. He couldn't imagine anything more sweet than riding the
ship up into the sky. He hadn't been aboard a B 25 in over
twenty years. He took a worried glance at his watch. He really
needed to get back to the convention.

"I'd love to. But I've got to catch the next
flight back to San Francisco. I've seen what I need to see of the
plane. If the inspection papers and records are in order I'll take
her."

"You can bet they're in order. They couldn't
fly her in the movies without making sure of all that stuff. Actors
are too valuable. But I don't want you to buy her without flying
her. It's not right."

"My ticket's lapsed."

"Not if you sit next to me it isn't. This
ship will make it to San Francisco faster than that Beech."

"That's damned nice of you. But . . . ."

"Oh, hell. Business trip. Gimme your return
ticket if it'll make you feel better. I'll cash it in."

Taft's anticipation grew as he helped
Gonzales with the preflight. The routine came back to him as if
he'd been away from flying the 25s a long weekend instead of two
decades. Maybe there were some things you learned so well they
never left you, even though you'd thought you'd forgotten. Or maybe
when you wanted to remember something so much, your very will was
enough to pull its memory out of whatever collective dustbin of
experience served as the repository for old times and old memories.
He pulled his thoughts up short as a new set of speculations
started to form. Taft had been brought up to be wary of the dangers
of too much introspection. Becoming too concerned with what was
going on in your mind could lead to all sorts of evils: indecision,
melancholy, lewd thoughts.

The important thing was, the memories came
back when he needed them. Before he had time to worry about knowing
what to do, they'd done everything. The ship was ready. A
dark eyed, intelligent looking boy who had come from somewhere
pulled the chocks for them. They were soon rolling out of the
hangar and toward the outbound runway. Gonzales flashed the boy a
thumbs up.

"My sister's kid, Hector. Sharp. Wants to be
a pilot. I tell him why doesn't he do something that will make him
a lot of money."

"Airline pilots do all right."

"They want college boys. That kid's smart.
But it's gonna be all he can do to finish high school. Doesn't like
classrooms. Guess he's gonna have to work for me."

"You don't sound that unhappy about it."

"Nah. I just hope the army don't get
him."

The word jarred Taft. Army. He had joined the
army in what he thought then was a good cause. For that matter he
thought it now. The possibility, however, of the Army "getting"
Andy was something he didn't like to think about. Communism was
evil; there was little doubt of that. You couldn't let it spread
all over the world, knocking down countries like dominoes
   could you? Taft had a nagging feeling that things were
going a lot worse in Southeast Asia than anyone let on. He thought
of the rain of hot death a plane like the one in which he sat could
pour down on ground troops. It was a good thing the North
Vietnamese didn't have an air force worth the name. He thought of
Andy there in the jungle. It made his stomach sink. It sunk more
when Gonzales tapped his shoulder, gave a thumbs up, and poured the
coal to the twin Wrights, the acceleration pushing them gently back
in their seats, not like the rocket lift shove of a jet.

Moments later Buck pulled back the yoke and
the bomber leapt into the sky, cloudless, blue, and full of
possibilities.

 


 



Chapter 10

Reeseanne's Dad

 


 


Whenever I was at Reeseanne's house, her
father would usually give me a quick wave and a smile, then
disappear into the old potato barn behind their house, which he'd
converted into a laboratory/workshop. He spent most of his time out
there.

When I first started visiting the house I
hinted around at how I'd like to get a look at his lab, but he'd
always politely turn the conversation in some other direction, just
before giving his characteristic little wave and disappearing once
more.

So it surprised me this time as Reeseanne and
I sat down at the picnic table on the little brick patio in the
back that he appeared in the doorway just as Reeseanne was passing
me a ham sandwich from the several on the platter she had
prepared.

"Are there enough of those to go 'round?" he
asked, nodding at the platter.

Reeseanne raised her eyebrows. "Sure, Dad.
But you never eat lunch."

Dr. McAuley looked at something far out over
the flat fields toward the power plant. It was one of those rare
days in Fool the Eye when the sky was a high, clear blue and you
could see for miles    a welcome break from the dull gray
overcast that usually hung dismally close to the ground for what
seemed like nine  tenths of every year.

His gaze was so intense that both Reeseanne
and I turned to look. I don't know what we expected to see that
wasn't usually there. Whatever it was, we didn't see it, just the
long, black table of farmland stretching away to the lake hidden by
the expressway and the horizon, the brick shape of the power plant
red in the sun, its three stacks smoking whitely up into the still
air.

"Dad?" Reeseanne said, an edge of concern in
her voice.

He shook his head and ran his hand lightly
over the side of his salt and pepper crew cut.

"It's sure a beautiful day. You can darn near
see forever." He laughed then, as if what he said was a pretty good
joke. It made me shiver and I wasn't sure why. There was nothing
scary in the way he said it, and certainly nothing scary about Dr.
McAuley himself. But as I've said before, there was always a
feeling about him of someone who knew more than he was telling, or
maybe knew more than he could tell most people, because they simply
wouldn't understand it.

Reeseanne was used to this sort of thing, but
I could see his behavior was affecting even her.

"Dad?" she said again.

He turned away from the lake and sat down
next to me on the bench.

"You two must think I just get odder all the
time," he said, reaching for a paper plate with one hand and a ham
sandwich with the other, bringing the former under the latter and
placing them both in front of himself in one smooth motion. "It's
just that I've reached the most amazing conclusion."

We stared at him in expectation.

"I've never been so hungry," he said, taking
a bite of the sandwich.

We stared at him, waiting for an explanation.
He continued to eat his sandwich, gazing off across the fields, the
spring wind ruffling his khaki shirt. He put the sandwich down and
wiped his mouth with a paper napkin, then folded the napkin into a
neat square and put it under his plate. He looked at me, then at
Reeseanne.

"We have visitors," he said.

I turned around, looking toward the driveway,
and the road beyond. I hadn't heard a car, but supposed one could
have pulled up in the part of the drive that curved in front of the
house, hidden from view. Dr. McAuley laughed.

"Not in the driveway, Andy. I didn't mean it
in that way. The people I'm talking about probably wouldn't use the
road. They're from way out of town. Too far to drive."

"Daddy, it'll be supper time before you tell
us anything. What's going on anyway?"

Dr. McAuley beamed. "You've never seen my
lab, have you, Andy?"

"No," I tried to hide the excitement in my
voice, "I haven't."

"He's dying to see it," Reeseanne said. "He's
been too polite to ask you. I said I'd ask. But he wouldn't let
me."

I felt my face turning red. Reeseanne
sometimes had the most annoying habit of getting straight to the
heart of things. A childhood spent reading science fiction novels
and watching science fiction movies had fueled my curiosity for
anything scientific, at least for any kind of scientific
paraphernalia. Unfortunately it hadn't fueled my aptitude for
science.

Yet I believed that somehow just being around
the machinery of science might cause an intellectual breakthrough
for me, as if whatever laws of physics that made electricity come
out of a generator might translate themselves directly into my
brain if I stood close enough to a dynamo at the User's Power
station or to a jet engine at the Toledo air show, or to a diesel
locomotive at the Henry Ford museum at Greenfield Village. I was a
sucker for the nuts and bolts manifestations of science, with a
real belief that an oscilloscope or gas chromatograph might boost
my brain in the same way the learning machine in Forbidden
Planet boosted Dr. Morbius'. I wanted to see Dr. McAuley's lab
in the worst way, but was to shy to ask    and too shy to
have Reeseanne ask.

This was a golden opportunity, and I wanted
to handle it with some grace.

 


****

 


The interior of the potato barn/lab was very
different than I remembered it. I'd had some school friends in
junior high who lived in what was now Reeseanne's house, and they'd
had some family birthday parties in the barn. Cement walled,
dark and cool it had been, closed up from the sun so the potato
crop wouldn't sprout prematurely.

Now Dr. McAuley's lab, the place seemed
scooped out of a different time and space and transplanted to Fool
the Eye as if by alien hands, like mysterious artifacts from
This Island Earth, a movie whose bug clawed,
swollen brained mutants had impressed me mightily. The outside
of the structure had changed hardly at all, still the same rust red
paint that had been there in my seventh and eighth grade days,
peeling now, and still having the same big sliding door, made to
admit farm tractors and tuber  filled trailers.

But the inside was all shine and newness,
instruments of

stainless steel and wrinkle finish
enamel, fluorescent tubes illuminating everything in warm, white
light, the walls fresh with paint the color of eggshells, the
cement floor covered with dimpled, rubber matting, which made me
feel as if I were staring down at the bottoms of thousands of gym
shoes. "Andy," Reeseanne said from the distance. "Where have you
gotten off to?"

Pulled back to the waking world, I felt
embarrassed. Most of the important people in my life spent what
seemed to me a lot of time warning me about daydreaming and the
dangers thereof. It was something I felt guilty about, but couldn't
stop doing.

"I was thinking about basketball shoes," I
replied.

Reeseanne nodded, as if it made perfect sense
to her. It was an aspect of her personality that I deeply
appreciated.

Dr. McAuley, who had been walking briskly
around the lab, peering at various instruments, rejoined us.

"Well, Andy, what do you think?" he
asked.

"It's great," I said. "It's great. Better
than the movies."

Dr. McAuley laughed. "Well, I don't have any
rotating spark wheels like in Frankenstein."

"No," I said. "But this looks real. I mean,
it is real."

He nodded, "Well, reality is not always
better."

"What do you do here?" I asked, feeling at
that moment that the reality of the lab was better than
anything.

Dr. McAuley looked at the dimpled floor,
looked at it for so long it seemed as if he were counting each
dimple.

"What do I do here?" he said quietly to
himself, as if it might be something that had been troubling
him.

Reeseanne put her hand on his shoulder.
"Daddy," she said quietly.

He lifted his head slowly and I saw that look
in his eyes, the look that suggested he saw things no one else saw,
and thought things no one else thought. Things that didn't give him
much comfort.

"I figure out better ways to look and
listen," he finally replied.

I thought of the helmets the aliens in Earth
vs. The Flying Saucer People wore, helmets that amplified their
sense of sight and hearing. It seemed a pretty exciting prospect,
filled with potential for good.

"Like for people who can't see or hear well?"
I asked hopefully.

Dr. McAuley stared at me a moment, then he
laughed     laughed and patted me on the back.

"That's it, Andy," he said, his voice
quivering with the effort, as if any moment he would lose control
and begin laughing again. "That's exactly it. Everything I think up
is for people who can neither hear nor see. I'd never looked at it
quite that way before: Dr. McAuley, provider of prostheses to the
morally handicapped."

He started to laugh again, so hard that his
breath came in rasping gasps, as though suddenly there wasn't
enough oxygen in the world for him.

"Daddy," Reeseanne said urgently, "calm down.
You know it's not good for you to be like this."

With some effort Dr. McAuley calmed down. He
grinned at me, then at Reeseanne. "After all," he said. "Laughter
is the best medicine." He sat down heavily on a lab stool. He
hadn't sounded as if he meant it. The grin vanished from his face,
replaced by a look of mild confusion. He ran his hands through his
hair several times and looked ruefully at us.

"I'm sorry," he said. "There's no excuse for
acting that way. I just feel very frustrated sometimes."

Reeseanne put her hand on his shoulder. "I
know, Daddy. You don't have to explain."

He smiled at her. "I know, sweetheart. But I
think I will anyway. You're not a commie spy, are you Andy?" he
asked, looking at me as if he thought I might be.

"No," I stuttered, my voice sounding to me as
if I wasn't really sure about it.

"Well, if you are," he said, "you're pretty
crafty, worming your way into my daughter's heart and all."

"You're embarrassing us, Dad," Reeseanne
said, her face reddening.

"Sorry, daughter," he replied. "I just wanted
to let this lurking agent know that he has us in his power, that we
surrender."

It took me a moment to realize he was joking.
His outburst had seemed too heartfelt to shift so suddenly into
humor, if humor it was. There was still an edge to his voice, a
feeling of resources worn too thin. I knew the sound, having heard
it often enough in Mom's voice. Yet there was something about Dr.
McAuley's tone that suggested he might triumph over his odds more
easily than my mom might.

"What do you know about the war, Andy?" he
asked me.

"World War II, or Korea?" I asked, those
being the two most recent conflicts I recognized as war.

He smiled, but it was an uninviting
smile.

"No," he said, "I mean the war in Vietnam.
The one that's going on right now."

"The civil war between the North and the
South," I said. "Where the South is fighting the Communists?"

"Yes," he said. "That's the one. The one we
can't win."

That didn't make sense to me, since
everything in my life had led me to believe that there was no war
we could not win. Besides, we were mostly just advisors, helping
out the democratic government of the South. I told him as much.

"Yes, well, Andy, you're entitled to your
opinion, especially since you're of an age where you might find
yourself over there. It's a small world you live in here in Fool
the Eye. For your own good you should avail yourself of some other
points of view. Meanwhile, what I'm doing here has quite a bit to
do with that war, police action, or nonesuch . . . whatever you
choose to call it.

"You see, Andy, when you're fighting people
on their home ground, you have to have some kind of advantage, or
you can't win. Look here."

He led Reeseanne and me to small cubicle at
the far corner of the lab. At first I took it to be a photographic
darkroom. And it was dark after we stepped inside and he closed the
door, pitch dark. There's something about the dark. It either
closes in on you or opens away from you, as if the whole world is
just outside it. I had the second feeling in the cubicle, even
though we stood close enough to touch each other, a feeling of
being surrounded by some outer space void, another dimension that
hid just behind the scenery of the world. I noticed that I could
look up and see what seemed to be stars.

"It gets this dark in the jungles over
there," his voice came from right next to me, resonant in the
closeness of the little room. It was the voice of someone who'd
been there, perhaps not in those exact jungles, but some dark
cousin to them nonetheless. I remembered that Reeseanne said he'd
been in the OSS in Indochina, but would never talk about it
much.

"They can find their way in their jungle," he
said. "Unless you can see in the dark, they have the advantage. But
if you have these . . . ."

He put something over my head, a goggled lens
device, so my hands told me. A switch clicked under his fingers and
moments later I could see. It wasn't so much that someone had
turned on a light; it was more as if someone had pushed back the
darkness. The contents of the room became visible. The walls,
Reeseanne, her father, green figures under ocean waters. Looking
up, I could see the stars above me were really holes drilled in the
plywood ceiling of the little room, the starlight coming from the
fluorescents of the larger room without. I thought again of the
enhanced vision made possible by the sense amplifying helmets
of the saucer men. It was science fiction come true. I was
impressed beyond words.

I looked at the mysterious green lit
figures of Reeseanne and her father in their respective eye gear
and it occurred to me that we might as well be the saucer beings to
any poor human who tried to hide from us in the dark.

"I've never seen anything like these," I
whispered. "How do they work?"

"They use miniaturized circuits to amplify
ambient light," Dr. McAuley replied. "When you're outside at night
and you think it's pitch black there's really quite a bit of light
around. These goggles make use of that light.

"You can imagine how surprised you'd be
trying to hide in the darkness from someone wearing these."

He lifted the goggles from my face and I was
plunged back into darkness. A moment later he flipped on the light
in the cubicle. The bare bulb threw a harsh and painful light
against my eyes. It took a few moments for them to adjust as I
watched him carefully placing the three pairs of night vision
goggles into padded compartments of a small, sturdy looking
safe, which was bolted to the floor of the room.

"Did you invent those goggles, Dr. McAuley?"
I asked, the wonder of them in my voice.

He chuckled. "Oh, some of my theories went
into them. Everything for the Defense Department is a team effort.
I'd really been on the track of something for people with impaired
eyesight. But a device that allows you to be a night sniper
generates a lot more interest than something to help the blind
nowadays."

I didn't know how to reply to that. The shift
from the bright promise of wonder and surprise I'd felt outside the
lab to the sudden turn of anger and bitterness from Dr. McAuley; it
was too much. It made me wonder how people could feel so much
throughout their whole lives and still live.

"Well," Dr. McAuley said, "I guess I let
things take a somber turn. I've been against this business in Asia.
It'll do us no good in the end. And I don't know how they'll take
it."

"They, Daddy?" Reeseanne said. "You mean our
visitors?" Her voice startled me. She'd said so little in the past
few minutes I'd almost forgotten she was there. She could be that
way. Watching, listening, always weighing things up, adjusting the
complex to the straightforward.

"Yes," he said. "Exactly. It can't be making
a very good impression on them."

"Maybe you ought to tell us about them," she
said.

He nodded. "I knew for sure last night. I'd
suspected for a long time, but I didn't have the proof until today
just before lunch. Come look."

He let us to a cubicle like the night goggle
test room. The second room was a darkroom. He removed a couple of
prints from the drying line and handed one each to Reeseanne and
me.

I studied mine. It showed a woods dark
against an expanse of sky, silhouette like, but with real
detail in the dark areas. The sky was pinpointed with stars. I
realized it was a photo shot at night through the night vision
goggles.

Between the top of the photo and the top of
the woods there was a fish, a silvery trout swimming down from the
sky toward the seaweed of the trees, its sides gleaming in the
night. My mind wrote What's Wrong with this Picture in a bold
diagonal across the woods, sky, and trout.

 


 



Chapter 11

Becky in San Francisco

 


 


Becky gazed dejectedly out the window of the
Gray Lines tour bus as it would its way to the top of Telegraph
Hill. The San Francisco sky was intense blue and nearly cloudless,
a perfect scenic dome in contrast to the white city that spilled
down its hills toward Fisherman's Wharf and the Embarcadero. The
bus' air breaks hissed it to a stop, and she and other wives of
convention goers stepped out into the parking area of the Coit
Tower. An ocean breeze blew coolly up the hill, rustling the
greenery. Becky took the white cotton sweater from over her arm and
slipped it over her short sleeved blouse, grateful for the added
warmth. San Francisco was the damnedest city for climate. Sunny and
warm it could be one moment, then bone chilling the next.
There was no way to figure it out.

Her thoughts turned from the weather when she
realized the bus driver was saying something.

". . . back for you ladies in thirty minutes.
Enjoy your visit to the Coit."

Becky watched in a vaguely puzzled way as the
bus was guided smoothly out of the parking area and pointed down
the hill. She imagined they did that so as not to take up so many
parking spaces with one bus. Gazing up at the cylindrical nozzle of
the tower rising up into the blue sky, she was struck by an intense
feeling of loneliness. She wished Taft didn't have so much business
to do at the convention. She would have liked him to be here with
her now seeing the sights. It was an odd feeling, wanting him
there. More and more she felt she wanted neither him nor their
marriage. But she had put that feeling away for the trip to San
Francisco. She had always loved the city, and in the several times
they had visited it, had always found something new to be
interested in.

"It doesn't look much like a hose nozzle,
does it?" a voice asked beside her. It was Millie Schmidt, a casual
convention friend, wife of Bill Schmidt, who was in the same
business as Taft but in Kansas City. The Schmidts and Andersons
shared tables, tours, and committees together at the annual
conventions.

Becky looked at the tower. "Maybe fire hose
nozzles looked different in those days. Besides, Andy was telling
me about something called artistic license. It's where artists
change the thing they depict in order to say something about the
world. Like Salvador Dali's melted clocks, or those covers Artzy
whatshisname does for Time Magazine."

"Well, whatever. But I still don't think it
would have been any big trick to make it look like a hose nozzle if
that's the point of the thing."

Becky laughed and the two women went into the
building from which the Coit tower sprouted skyward. The guide had
gathered an elevator sized group and was going over the
history of the place.

". . . dedicated to the San Francisco
firemen. Mrs. Coit was a lifelong supporter of the engine company,
and is said to have occasionally ridden with the firefighters on
their runs."

"I'm not riding up in that thing. It's too
cramped," a woman whispered next to them.

"I'll stay down here with you, Pat," her
companion said.

Becky and Millie changed places with them. In
a couple of minutes they were stepping from the elevator into the
heights of the tower.

"What a view. I've never been up here,
Becky."

"I haven't either. I can't believe it looks
so different from here than from down at the bottom."

It was true. The tower itself was not so high
compared to the elevation of the hill. But the few extra stories
magnified the aspect of overall height, so that the observation
level seemed to be miles above the city. Looking out from the
thick, unbreakable windows, it was easy to imagine that the parking
lot and hilltop only a few stories below did not exist, but that
instead the tower alone rose above the pristine city below. Becky
had never been bothered by heights, but something about the toy
like aspect of the Oakland and Golden Gate bridges as seen from
this level disconcerted her and she had to turn away from the
window. Millie had wandered to the other side of the tower, so
Becky took the opportunity to take a deep sip of Vodka from the
slim flask disguised as a glasses case, which she kept in a
zippered pocket of her purse, looking around to make sure no one
would see her.

The alcohol stung her throat, made dry by the
mild sense of vertigo she was feeling for the first time in her
life. She put the flask away and turned slowly to face the window
again. This time she was able to keep looking out, but the view
still made her legs wobble. It was as if her life was spread out
down there before her as she had once imagined it would be, a
beautiful dream, white in the sun with a blue sky over it and a
mysterious ocean licking at its shores. She remembered the vision
from the time she had been a little girl. It was a vision she
hadn't had in years. Fool the Eye had no magical white buildings,
no mysterious ocean. It was small, flat, and green with farm land.
Yet she had chosen to stay in it, had believed her future lay there
in a white house on a green lot.

She felt sick suddenly with the knowledge she
had been wrong. It had taken an elevator ride to the top of an odd
monument at the edge of the continent for her to realize it, but
she knew now that her dream had gotten more and more turned around
until she had accepted something different than what lay before her
on the other side of the Plexiglas windows.

What could it mean, this discovery? Did
coming to this place have any importance in her life other than to
tell her she had made a mistake, to taunt her with the difference
between what she had dreamed of and what was? It must. She had been
raised a Catholic, had spent a childhood learning about callings,
miracles, and mysterious healings. What she felt now so intensely
couldn't be any less than what priests, martyrs, and saints felt
emanating from the mysterious center of God. The difference was,
their directions were clear. But hers wasn't. Here she was with
this overwhelming feeling washing over her at the top of a tower
shaped like a hose nozzle, urging her to do something with an
urgency she had never felt before. But the something was
unclear.

She reached into her purse again, not for the
flask of Vodka, but for the rosary she always carried, closed for
years in its little black leather case. She held it in her hand,
caressing the dark beads and silver chain over and over again,
praying with all her might for some clarity to come, for some
heavenly finger to point out the way and meaning.

Her attention was drawn to a silvery glint in
the far blue. The sun flashed off it the way it had flashed off the
mirrors she and her brother had used to signal each other when they
were children. She knew it was an airplane, but something about it
fascinated her. It was approaching the tower at a good clip from
over the bay. She waited for it to turn away, but it continued to
approach until she could see it clearly. It was some kind of
military plane, familiar in some way. Then she recognized it. It
was the kind of plane Taft had flown in the war. He carried a photo
of it in his wallet, and Andy had put together several models of
it. It was so close now she could hear the roar of its engines.
Just when she thought it might hit the tower it banked and circled.
She caught a glimpse of a laughing face in the cockpit window. Then
it was gone, flashing up and away into the sun. There was something
about the face, something that suggested a direction for her vision
from the tower. But the vision was fading now and she felt a hand
on her arm.

"Hey, Lady. I thought that guy was going to
fly right through us."

Becky shook her head. Millie's voice was
distant.

"You all right?"

"Yes, let's get out of here."

They rode down in silence. Stepping out of
the building, Becky saw their tour bus climbing into sight.
Something about the plane, the face, the vision. She almost had
hold of it. Yes, that was it. The face had been Taft's. She knew
now. She knew what to do.

She turned to Millie, her face glowing.
"Millie, I've just had the most amazing experience."

It was then her foot slipped on the steps and
she plummeted down to the parking lot and into unconsciousness.

 


 



Chapter 12

Making Plans

 




Reeseanne and I sat in my basement spot. I
had made it years before by hanging up curtains of coated vinyl
from dad's business to make a room in the northeast corner of the
basement. One wall was formed by the furnace, water heater and
chimney, two walls by the basement walls themselves, and the fourth
by heavy brown curtains of upholstery vinyl, embossed with a
pattern of one inch hexagons. It was a good spot to be in the
summer, cool and hidden from the adult world, a world that was
approaching mine too rapidly, I thought.

We sat close to each other on the old Danish
modern vinyl couch that had found its way to the basement along
with Grandpa Anderson's old secretaries with their glass fronted
book cases, one of which held my collection of model planes, the
other my science fiction books.

We had thrown an old bed spread over the
couch so we wouldn't stick to it. We sat close together, staring at
an eight by ten copy of the night sky photo with its mysterious
fish falling brightly through the darkness above Hagar's woods. It
had been two days before that Reeseanne's dad had shown it to us in
his laboratory, but to me it seemed like two hundred years.

The odd afternoon at Slewskii's store had
been one thing. After all, the world was full of funny people. And
after talking over Slewskii's strange star maps and funny behavior,
Reeseanne and I had agreed that the store keeper was just another
foreigner who never would quite fit in with a Midwestern American's
idea of how things worked.

I'd seen enough people of indeterminate
nationality coming through the front door of Dad's shop to
appreciate the infinite range of Greek, Syrian, Lebanese, Mexican,
Hungarian, Polish, and black points of view in the world of
upholstery alone to know there was a lot I didn't know about the
way others saw the world. They held world views strange enough to
seem whole planets away from my own.

But the fish in the sky had knocked it all
into a hat, as my uncle used to say. It was a tall hat, black as a
magician's, with insides as hard to figure out. When we had pressed
Dr. McAuley about the flying fish he had put his finger beside his
nose, winked, and changed the subject just like that. The whole
subject of visitors had been dropped as if he had never brought it
up and Reeseanne and I suddenly were hearing all about his efforts
to improve the sensitivity of the night vision glasses as well as
completing the development of what he called miniature
trace back radar. He had tantalized us, then simply treated
the whole thing as a joke, as if he'd sucked us in like the
carnival barker whose finger to nose gesture he imitated
so well.

But matched up with what had gone on at
Slewskii's store, and Hagar's talk of aliens, that trout in the sky
was just too much to ignore. The question was now:

"What do we do about it?" I asked Reeseanne,
watching her finger trace the delicate luminescence of the fish's
fall towards the woods. She acted as if she hadn't heard me and I
shut up. Reeseanne could be as odd as her father, sharing his
ability to send her mind off somewhere so nothing short of a major
catastrophe could reach it. This sort of concentration invariably
led to her either stating a concise, crystal clear potential
solution to a problem, or an equally concise,

"I don't know," which is what she said now,
following with, "I'm not sure if there's anything we should
do."

"Should or can?" I asked.

"Probably both," she answered. "Let's sum up.
Your old pal Hagar told you he works for aliens. Mr. Slewskii has
some funny star maps and acts and talks like he's not from anywhere
you can really put your finger on. My father says he's discovered
we have visitors, shows us this picture, then clams up altogether.
What do you think it means?"

"I think it means there could be people from
space in Fool the Eye and Moon Pier. And if there are we ought to
try and do something."

"But why?" Reeseanne said, squeezing my arm.
"If someone from Kansas were in Fool the Eye would you think we
needed to do something?"

"Kansas isn't the same as outer space."

"You don't know that, you've never been to
either outer space or Kansas."

"C'mon, Reeseanne. You know what I mean."

"I do," she said. "But I'm now sure you
do."

"So what should we do, nothing?" I asked
her.

"What I'm getting at," she said, punching my
shoulder lightly, "is that A: maybe we should do nothing, and B:
there may be nothing we can do even if we wanted to."

"Go on," I said, starting to realize what she
was getting at.

"Well, let's take A. Assuming there are
aliens visiting us; is there any law against it that you know of? I
suppose the immigration authorities might say they need visas, or
visitor's permits or something, but outside of that, why should
they be bothered?"

I shook my head, "Are you trying to tell me
the government wouldn't be interested in studying these
aliens?"

Reeseanne pounded her fist into the sofa.
"Andy, of course they'd be interested in studying them. Don't you
even notice that you, who I like to think of as a better person
than most people in the government, use the word study? Not meet,
but study." She looked at me accusingly.

And she was right. I couldn't believe I'd
said it myself. Anyone who'd seen The Day the Earth Stood
Still ought to know what would happen to visitors from space
when the government got involved. Every bad impulse rises to the
top when people are confronted by the unknown, at least people who
have some personal claim to power. The unknown is too much of a
wild card for those with chips to hang onto.

"Okay," I said, "I see what you mean; I was
being naive. But what if these aren't the good guys? Do we have the
right to decide for the whole country, even the whole world,
whether or not their being here stays a secret?"

"That's a good question, Andy. I think as
people we've got the right to do what we think is best within the
moral framework of Western Civilization. Luckily, that gives us a
lot of latitude."

She had that tone of voice that never let me
know whether or not she was kidding. It didn't help that many times
she could be kidding and serious all at once. She and Hagar Bixly
were alike in this. I envied them this characteristic, believing
people who had it had made some major breakthrough in understanding
man's relationship to the universe. I still believe it.

"So you don't think we should do
anything?"

She leaned over and kissed me, then looked at
me closely, practically nose to nose. "I didn't say that, but let's
talk about B, is there anything we can do?"

"Okay," I said, kissing her, wrapping my arms
around her tall, almost skinny shape and leaning us both back and
down onto the couch. "Let's talk about B."

"B," she said as we snuggled against each
other, "the maybe there's nothing we can do option, I see as this:
neither of us of us has cars, full-time jobs, his own home, or
recognition of any kind in the adult world. That makes telling
anyone outside our parents an exercise in futility, especially my
father, since he's the one who told us."

"He didn't tell us about Slewskii!"

"True, and we haven't told him yet. But you
see the problem? Even if we wanted anyone to know, there's probably
no one who would believe us."

"So we can't do anything, and your father
will probably tell his government connections about it,
anyway."

"No," she kissed me again, "Daddy isn't
getting along too well with his government connections, only they
don't know it. And I think there's a lot we can do . . . ."

"Even without cars, jobs, and relevance to
society," I interrupted.

"Sure," she said. "Like finding out ourselves
what's going on in Hagar Bixly's woods."

I looked into her eyes and saw in them the
silver fish swimming in the blue sky water of her irises, felt
myself falling in to swim after it, chase it wherever it would
lead. It was something I would have never have attempted alone, but
she and I could do it together, I knew. And knowing I knew it made
me realize part of what it was that kept people together, the
knowledge that they evolved more together than they did by
themselves. It seemed too simple and naive on the one hand, but on
the other it explained so much about what was going on with Mom and
Dad. They didn't feel that, or one of them didn't.

I could see where it could be an elusive
feeling, one that could easily be obscured by all the dozens of
daily disappointments and troubles people had to face. But beyond
that, it was simple: people who maintained it stayed together, and
people who didn't    couldn't.

I mean, imagine you've got two arms full of
groceries and are trying to get the locked front door open and your
girlfriend hands you a fish to open it with. You don't need a fish,
you need a key. So you say, "Why are you handing me this fish?" And
she says, it's not a fish, it's a key. Well, that's the magic
moment. If you can look at it and see a key, you're all right. But
if it just keeps on being a fish, well you've got problems
together.

"Where have you gone to?" I heard Reeseanne's
voice from the depths of the sea of her eyes as I swam after the
key. She moved against me, adjusting herself, her hands
searching.

"I've gone fishing in your eyes," I said.

She smiled, her breath warm against my cheek,
her teeth as wonderfully crooked as ever, her mouth with that sweet
S curve at the corners.

"You must tell me what you catch," she
said.

Becoming a sea nymph, she dove in with me and
we swam together, breathing water like sweet air, only looking
occasionally at the elusive silver swimmer that circled back to
watch our love, staying just in sight to keep the chase alive.

 


 



Chapter 13

Remembering Hollywood

 


 


Hagar scooped up a handful of the rich earth
in his hand and smelled it. The scent of the night and the memories
it held was in it, sweet and bitter at the same time. How many
lives did the blue potatoes remember? Human and insect and animal;
how many lovers and killers, builders and destroyers, what count of
endless histories did they encompass in the byways of their alien
synapses? It was all the same to them, for their morality was the
cruel and beautiful morality of life itself    without
judgment or fear.

He realized it had been fully ten years since
the aliens had approached him. His dreams gone astray having taken
him from Fool the Eye years before, he'd been working as a gaffer
and special effects man on science fiction movies, some
low budget, some not so low, some lower than low. Attack of
the 50 Ft. Woman had been one of the latter. He'd just come off a
bigger, better picture and had been laying off, doing some work on
his trailer when the director approached him.

"Harryhausen's busy, Hagar. And between you
and me, we couldn't pay his price even if he wasn't. We need some
cheap giants from outer space. Cheap and fast."

Well, he had owed the director a favor. So he
set to work on the cheap giants, working with the standard
blue screen process to overlay the enlarged images of the
actors on other footage, making it appear as if giants stalked the
world of the normal sized. The rushes had looked pretty good
for fast, seat  of the pants stuff.

They came to see him the night he was about
to finish work. There were two of them, and even for Hollywood they
seemed pretty odd. He was sitting at a Moviola, reviewing the last
of the process work, the giant actress in her death throes. The
scene held a sadness for Hagar, both in the pathos of the
characters' dramatic situation, and the pathos of the actress
herself, giving an earnest performance in hope of going on to
something better.

"But you, yourself, have hoped for something
better," the voice said at his shoulder. Hagar nearly upset his
chair sliding back from the Moviola. It was dark and spooky in the
editing room, with only a dim bulb and the light from the machine
to see by.

There were two of them in gray blue
sharkskin suits and pork pie hats, one shorter than the other,
short being well over six feet. Their identical alligator
briefcases matched their shoes and hatbands.

"Who in hell are you?" Hagar asked, regaining
his balance.

"Didn't mean to put you out," the taller one
said in an accent Hagar put down as somewhere between Canadian and
Bahamian, with a touch of something he'd once heard from a mulatto
stuntman born in the swamps of Louisiana. The speaker's dark
glasses gave no hint of expression. In the dim light his lips
didn't seem to move.

"May we sit down?" the shorter one said. "We
have a proposition to offer you."

"Sure," Hagar said. "Pull up a chair." Since
there were no chairs he figured the conversation would be short. He
wasn't up for another cut rate special effects job. His bank
account was fine and his pride had been flaring up lately.

Undaunted, the two strangers sat down,
suspended comfortably in unseen chairs. Hagar blinked into the
unsure light that edged the editing room. He'd seen some good
tricks in his time, but the smoothness of this illusion impressed
him. He wished for a hoop to pass over and around the strangers to
discover the secret wires that kept them hung like beatnik
Christmas ornaments above the cracked asphalt tile.

"We have pulled up chairs," the taller one
said, as if it were a triumph of international negotiations, but
slightly more serious.

Hagar pulled his pipe from his sweater pocket
and made a show of lighting it. He was lost for words, and
increasingly worried that his absent hoop might not be able to find
trick wires. He saw the visitors had pulled out pipes of their own
and that their pipes had begun issuing smoke from the moment of
touching their lips. That the pipes matched the very alligator of
their brief cases and glasses frames was a smaller surprise than he
would have expected.

They all puffed in silence for awhile. Hagar
decided they were waiting for him to say something.

"So, what can I do for you guys?" he
said.

The visitors puffed once in unison and
pocketed their still burning pipes.

"We propose that you go back to where you
came from," the shorter one said.

Before Hagar could reply, the taller one
continued, "You have lived in a place that is ideal for our
purpose, and you have a mind we find salutary to our crops."

"Your crops?" Hagar replied, trying vainly to
keep abreast of the proceedings.

The shorter beatnik reached into his
briefcase without opening it, his hand disappearing into the
alligator skin as if being devoured. He withdrew it holding a
familiar object, which he held out to Hagar. The object was a
potato, and as such, shockingly prosaic under the
circumstances.

Hagar took it without thinking, noticing at
once that it was blue, warm to the touch, and somehow disturbingly
un potato like in ways he couldn't define. The tall beatnik
was speaking now,

". . . your history and lives," he was
saying. "All you were and all you will be."

Hagar held the thing, realizing part of its
oddness was its weight. It must have weighed four or five pounds.
And was it his imagination, or did the thing have a fluorescence,
an aura, a glow from within?

"They will stay well for only a few," the
shorter one said. "This will be a great thing if you do it."

"Do what?" Hagar said, reluctantly handing
the potato back to its guardian, watching it disappear with his
hand into the still latched case.

"Take care of them." The short visitor said.
"Until they are ready to go."

Hagar looked into the expectant sunglasses of
his visitors for a long time, searching for deceit. Finally he
said,

"I'll have to think about it." But with the
warmth of the potato still in his hand, and the almost glow of it
still haunting the edges of the room, he already knew what his
answer would be. He let the soil fall from back onto the plot. The
question of the blue potatoes was too big for him, maybe even too
big for the aliens themselves. Perhaps they only knew enough to
know it was important. Hagar himself knew that he would not see the
result of his odd gardening. But that didn't matter. He knew that
what he did was bigger than his airdrome dreams, bigger even than
his disappointments. How many men could say that, no matter which
planet they came from? It was enough to be doing it. Now it was
past midnight, time to go home for the night.

Hagar picked up his hoe and rake, lashed them
together with a webbing belt and hoisted them over his shoulder.
Although he still believed in his motto, "You rust out before you
wear out," it didn't seem to do much for the pain and stiffness in
his arms and shoulders. But think how bad I'd feel if I didn't keep
working, he thought as he picked up the old kerosene barn lantern
with his free hand, and guided by its warm, yellow glow, made his
way through his woods toward his trailer and bed.

As he approached his yard lights through the
trees he stopped and blew out his lantern. He know the way by
heart, but enjoyed walking with the comforting light, which was
reliable and unaffected by the vagaries of flashlight batteries and
bulbs.

Still, caution dictated approaching his
trailer in darkness. The blue potatoes were his responsibility,
something he didn't take lightly. It wouldn't do to give any hidden
curiosity seeker a clue to the direction he came from. In the
deep woods unwelcome guests were no great problem. The potato patch
was well camouflaged and his hearing and sight still keen enough to
detect visitors. He detected visitors now. Something had disturbed
the sound makers of his woods. A particular chorus of tree frogs
was especially noisy, while another chorus was altogether silent.
Unless he was mistaken, Burt Merriweather's dogs carried an
uncharacteristic tone in their far away barking.

Hagar was not particularly worried by
whatever intruders shared his woods with him now. Fool the Eye was
not a dangerous place. Crime was practically non existent. And
he carried on his keying the red alien donut, the faaska he
affectionately thought of as the "chaser." Still, the thing to do
was to approach his home with caution.

As he put his tools away he surveyed the
dimly lit area around his patio, noting that the dozen or so
cats eye marbles he had arranged under his bedroom window had
been displaced. Likewise, the spray of patio red paint he had
applied under his sitting room window before setting out for the
woods now carried sneaker marks. He was pretty sure that at least
one of his visitors formed the unusual shadow at the aft end of his
station wagon.

What concerned him more were the two shapes
that stood just at the edge of the fog, contrasted by the special
yellow in his bug light and the special tint in his glasses. He
knew that neighborhood kids wore tennis shoes, but doubted that
they wore fedoras. His hand wrapped securely around the donut on
his key ring, he unlocked his door and went inside.

 


 



Chapter 14

Watching Hagar

 


 


It was past eleven, my parents had gone to
sleep an hour before. I waited for Reeseanne by the driveway, the
street light a baleful eye, barely illuminating the corner, casting
unfriendly shadows against the lawn chair in which I sat.

It was one of those Fool the Eye nights that
reminded me of the London of Sherlock Holmes movies, streets awash
with menacing fog, danger lurking around every Victorian corner.
Even at seventeen I'd never come to a complete agreement with the
dark. Just when I thought all the childhood shapes that lurked in
the closet had gone back to the central casting house of phantoms,
something would appear to move at the corner of my eye and I'd have
to turn in the chair to make sure it was only a trick of the light
or a spinner in the moisture of my cornea.

It was colder than I'd expected it to be, and
even in heavy jeans and a sweatshirt I felt a chill. I stood up
from the lawn chair to massage my arms and brush the dampness from
my clothes when I noticed a dim light moving up the street in the
fog. It approached silently, faster than walking speed, moving
smoothly through the air. Then it was gone. Peering into the dark I
tried to see it. Reeseanne was late and I was worried about her
coming on her bike the two miles from the Moon Pier road in the
fog.

Something clicked behind me and I turned. A
dim shape taller than man swept toward me across our side yard, a
dark something plunging out of the air like giant night hunting
bird. Letting out something between a grunt and a squeak I stepped
back, nearly tripping over the lawn chair, which I grabbed and
swung through the air at my attacker.

It connected with a clatter of aluminum
tubing on steel just as I realized my assailant was someone on a
bicycle, made bigger than life by the fog and the fact the
bicyclist had been standing on the pedals. The chair I had swung
caught the handle bars, and the rider and bike caught me. The whole
collection went down with a crash, propelled by the bike's momentum
into the blue spruce by the corner of the garage.

I lay there stunned, feeling the sharp prick
of pine needles on my neck, smelling the damp scent of pine sap, a
dull ache in my stomach where something had hit me, bicycle or
rider, I wasn't sure which.

Someone on top of me groaned then, and I
realized who I had belted with the lawn chair.

"Reeseanne, are you all right?"

She groaned again, then said, "I think so.
What happened? I got lost in the fog, my headlight went out and I
sort of guessed where your driveway was."

"You ran into a lawn chair," I said. Nothing
was to be gained by telling my favorite person in the world that
she had scared me to death and I had responded by clipping her with
a chair. There'd be plenty of time for the truth later, especially
after I'd made sure I hadn't really hurt her. (As I look back on
this incident, I realize that the plenty of time for the truth
philosophy is a dead end, and has been the cause of more serious
damage and heartache than almost anything you can name. Sometimes
there is not enough time for the truth, but there is never plenty
of time for it.)

We lay there a few moments, the smell of pine
sap growing stronger, a sort of natural smelling salts. (Smelling
salts may be natural for all I know.)

Reeseanne said, "Do you want to see if we can
get up without breaking?"

"Let's try," I replied, realizing that the
pine smell meant Mom's favorite spruce was bleeding. I hoped we
weren't.

We gingerly untangled ourselves from each
other, Reeseanne's bicycle, and the mangled lawn chair. I put my
hands to her face where she said it hurt and felt around
gingerly.

"Ow!"

I reached into my pocket and got the penlight
my dad had carried in his flight jacket during the war. It was one
of my prized possessions and bore the U.S. Army Air Corps part
number for Light, Pen, two cell. It illuminated Reeseanne's face in
regulation fashion and I imagined we were downed pilots, taking
stock of our injuries.

Reeseanne looked as if she had barely
survived the crash. A web of nasty looking spruce needle scratches
radiated out across her left cheek. A fiery red patch on her right
cheek showed promise of turning into a first class bruise, and the
mouse under her eye appeared to be deciding whether or not to grow
into a rat of a black eye. I was appalled at the damage I had done.
She winced as I dabbed at the worst of the hurts with my
handkerchief.

"Say something," she said in what I thought
was a pretty composed voice. "Do you think I'll live?"

"I'm pretty sure," I said.

I didn't think there would be scars. But
then, how many seventeen year olds think about scars? We were still
in the time of living forever then. If people died in the world,
they weren't us, or we didn't know them very well, or they were old
and that's what old people did.

Still, it wasn't a very good beginning to our
expedition to search for the elusive aliens we now believed were
inhabiting, or at least visiting, Hagar's woods. With the fog and
the bungled beginning, I had half a mind to call it off, and told
Reeseanne as much as I helped her pick her bike up and get it onto
its kickstand.

"Maybe we shouldn't do this tonight. It's
going to be hard to see, and we haven't gotten off to a very good
start, anyway."

She took the flashlight from me and shone it
into my face. I winced as her fingers moved here and there, pausing
once in a while as if to memorize something.

"I can see why you feel that way. You look
like a wildcat tried to eat you. But I think we should go ahead.
We've already drawn first blood in the hunt."

"Our own blood," I said. "Anyway, I thought
you were the one who didn't like the idea of hunting our
visitors."

"You know what I mean," she said, making a
final tactile inspection of my right cheek, which felt numb and
removed from the proceedings.

"Guess you're right," I said. "If we're going
to do it, we may as well do it now. Besides, we might have to do
this a few times anyway. We might not see anything tonight."

"That's the spirit," Reeseanne said, punching
me playfully on the shoulder, which confirmed my suspicion that my
shoulder was hurt too. I wondered if there was any part of me that
hadn't been banged up when we'd collided. She kissed me and I felt
at least some of me working all right. But that was of no use right
then and I just tried to forget about it.

We made our way as quietly as we could
through my backyard, trying to avoid the barbeque grill, the
badminton net, the rock garden and the lumber pile. The fog was so
thick we almost walked smack into the suddenly looming hulk of the
hangar. We stopped for a moment to peer through one of the tiny
windows that lined the side of the quonset like structure. The
bomber slept inside, its gleaming skin illuminated by the single
night bulb in the building. It hunkered, sleek and dragon like. I
imagined it lay dreaming of the sky. For a brief moment I also
imagined that it was the silver fish flashing above Hagar's woods,
the fish in the photo that had put us both outside on this
particularly spooky night. I wanted to believe it might be, for
believing it would put me back in my bed, dreaming of Reeseanne and
the new world that college would bring. But the bomber and the sky
fish were different animals, from different habitats. No amount of
twisting thoughts and senses would change that.

Burt Merriweather's beagles lay fifty yards
off, across the width of the peach orchard. They had sharp ears and
sharper noses. I figured they knew me well enough to me to let me
pass in silence, or with just a few cursory barks, but Reeseanne
might be a different story and I didn't want them cutting loose and
starting the typical neighborhood dog chain reaction of barking
that met the rare stranger in Fool the Eye.

We were a town that still slept with its
doors unlocked, but we were also a town of hunters   
deer, rabbit, duck, pheasant    with hunters' instincts
and a shotgun or two in every house to match them. Our unlocked
door confidence in a trustworthy world was an armed confidence, a
confidence of the most dangerous kind for people creeping around
where they shouldn't be.

So we crept through Burt Merriweather's peach
orchard in the fog, between the neat rows of mature trees, looming
over us like sleeping elephants in the dark. I expected at any
moment to wake one and have it go crashing and trumpeting off,
alerting the rest of the herd, and causing us to be trampled under
its feet. But the peach pachyderms continued to slumber and we
finally made it to the north end of the orchard with nary the sound
of beagle, shotgun, or thundering stampede to deter us. I decided
it was okay to talk.

"You doing okay, Reeseanne?" I whispered.

"Yes. How about you?"

"Fine. Do you know where we are?"

"No. I haven't been back here that much. I
hope you do."

"Yeah, at the edge of the orchard, just
behind Elroy Cousino's house. Hagar's woods is about a half mile
northwest of us at the far end of the soybean field."

"So we'll be out in the open?" Her voice
carried the tense excitement I felt inside myself. Here we were, in
our own town, safe as anywhere on earth, not remotely breaking any
law of God or man other than walking across someone else's farm
land, yet we felt like spies or criminals. It was a wonderful
feeling.

"It won't matter tonight," I said.

Reeseanne laughed quietly. "I guess you're
right. Who could see us?"

As if to answer her, Merriweather's beagles
opened up with a fusillade of barking from down the peach orchard.
Even muffled by the fog and the half mile distance the barking held
an urgency that I'd seldom heard from Merriweather's pack. My
grandfather was the real expert on hound sounds, of course. He
could listen to them and tell you exactly what they were after,
whether it was a hot track or cold track, whether the dogs were
really on to something or had made a mistake.

It bothered me that I had learned so little
from him over the years. If I'd learned more, maybe I'd know more
now about what was going on at the other end of the orchard.

"Do you think they're barking at us?"
Reeseanne asked.

"No," I replied. "We're too far away for them
to bother, even if they could hear us talking. We're not violating
their territory."

"Maybe they can smell us."

"I don't think so. There's no wind to carry
our scent. And I think the fog makes it too damp for them
anyway."

"Maybe it's nothing," she offered.

"No," I said. "It's never nothing. I hope my
folks don't wake up and check on me."

"Do they do that a lot?"

I felt the humor in her voice and was
momentarily embarrassed. Your parents are always your parents, but
I realized they hadn't been looking in on me for years. Another
reminder that I wasn't a little kid anymore.

"No," I said, "they don't."

"Should we keep going?" she asked.

It threw me that she would ask. Usually she
seemed so sure of everything. But now she was counting on things I
knew, or things she thought I knew, unnamable things that maybe
carried through men from the time they had crept around hunting
animals for food. Something in her had automatically yielded me
authority, deserved or not.

"We might as well. No one's going to bother
us because Merriweather's dogs are barking way back there. It's
probably just a cat."

We walked on in the narrow farm track, the
Smith soybean field to our left, the Cousino apple orchard to our
right. Hagar's woods lay ahead and left, although you couldn't tell
it by looking into the night. I thought of stopping to look at the
compass I had brought along just because its lanyard had been
wrapped around the penlight. But as long as we kept to the farm
track we couldn't go wrong. And there was another way post to go
by. I began listening for it. At first there was nothing, then I
felt the pulse of it in the damp air.

It was the high tension transmission
line whose towers marched east to west from the User's power plant
on Lake Erie, pumping voltage off into the western part of the
state. Soon after I felt it I heard it, power talking in the lines,
carried in the arms of the towers. I thought of H. G. Wells'
Martian tripods marching in line through the fog, carrying great
snakes in their metal paws. The image added to the strangeness of
the night.

"Hear that?" I asked Reeseanne.

"What?" she asked.

"It's the transmission line from the power
plant at Moon Pier. It runs straight through Hagar's woods."

"Then we're almost there."

"Nearly, I think."

"I'm starting to think you were right about
coming tonight. I don't know how we'd see anything happening even
if anything did."

"We've gotten this far," I said, taking her
hand.

The sound of the power lines got louder. Soon
the dim shape of one of the transmission towers grew out of the
fog. Reeseanne's hand gripped mine more tightly.

"This is spooky," she said.

I knew what she meant. Counting the evening I
had marched off merrily from Hagar's in search of Reeseanne and
love this was the second time I had walked under the transmission
line at night. The first time I'd been enough under the effects of
Alberta Sunshine to take it more or less in stride. This time I was
glad I wasn't alone. The hum of the lines permeated the fog,
vibrating each molecule of water vapor as if it were a tiny phantom
heart, floating free in a tiny lost soul. Here we were, off looking
for proof of aliens in Hagar's woods, when it seemed abundantly
clear that the world was plenty strange and frightening enough
without them. And anyway, what if they could see in the dark? After
seeing Dr. McAuley's night vision scope, who would believe that
anyone who could travel out among the planets couldn't?

It was while considering this question that I
noticed two dim rectangles of light floating in the fog like the
just opened eyes of a waiting dragon. My heart raced and I felt the
prickly itch of rushing adrenalin just before I realized we had
nearly walked smack into the side of Hagar's trailer.

Pulling Reeseanne to me I said, "We're
here."

We sneaked quietly up to the green cucumber
shape and peered through the windows. I felt like a sneak. Hagar
was a friend of mine, and here I was lurking around outside his
home trying to get some kind of goods on him. After all, why
couldn't we just ask him about the aliens? It wasn't as if he
hadn't come right out and talked about them on numerous occasions.
But even as I thought it, I knew it wouldn't work.

People will tell you tantalizing bits of
information all the time, things you wouldn't think they would. But
ask them directly about any of it and suddenly it's as if they'd
never mentioned it. Maybe they do if for attention. Maybe they do
it because they can't help it. Maybe they do it just to make fun of
your curiosity. For whatever reason they do it, you can sometimes
sense they intend to reveal so much and no more. That was what I
sensed whenever Hagar talked about the aliens.

So it was back to window peeping. Hagar's
living room was, as always, small and neat, and for now, empty,
guarded by a lighted reading lamp posted next to his brown leather
arm chair. Through the same window we could see the spotless galley
kitchen, pots and pans washed and resting in the dish drainer.
Tiptoeing to the rear of the trailer, we peered through the window
of the single bedroom, which was lit by a nightlight plugged into a
socket beside the wardrobe mirror. The bed was made and empty.

"Unless he's holed up in the bathroom I say
he's not home," Reeseanne said to me, her voice trembling with
chill, excitement, or both. "Now what do we do?"

"Follow me," I said.

We fumbled our way to the small barn that
usually housed Hagar's car. The '54 mint green Plymouth wagon was
snuggled in under the roof, just as it always was when I visited
Hagar. I flashed my light inside.

"What are you doing?" Reeseanne whispered
urgently. "He might see us."

"Not unless he's standing right next to us,"
I replied.

The car was empty.

"Does Hagar usually take walks at night in
the fog?" Reeseanne asked.

"I don't know. If he does he probably doesn't
walk far."

"Maybe he went somewhere with friends." She
offered.

"Could have. But I don't think he has a lot
of friends. I think he must be close by."

I hoped he was close by, anyway. Reeseanne
seemed spooked enough without my suggesting to her that something
might have happened to the old man.

"Do you think something might have happened
to him?" she asked, her voice sounding calmer now, more like the
voice of the Reeseanne I knew and counted on.

"I don't think so," I said.

Something snapped then in the woods around
the trailer, a branch breaking, maybe. Reeseanne and I grabbed each
other and simultaneously pulled one another in two directions to
hide. We got it sorted out and crouched together beside the
Plymouth's flank, waiting for the oncoming cracker of branches.

The sound of someone moving through the woods
grew louder, and in a moment a dark figure emerged from the fog.
The scent of something familiar caught my nose and I recognized the
aroma of Hagar's pipe tobacco.

His indistinct form moved into the light of
the yellow bug bulb above the trailer's door and we heard the clank
of what appeared to be gardening tools as he dropped them into the
tool bin and closed the lid. He was whistling, the tune light and
airy in the fog, but disturbing, like the kind of tune you whistle
at night when you think something might be following but you really
don't want to look around.

Hagar did just that, looked around, right at
the barn, the Plymouth, and seemingly Reeseanne and me. We held our
breath. I could feel her trembling against me in the fog. I knew he
couldn't possibly see us, but knowing it didn't calm me down. He
stared in our direction a moment longer, then turned and pulled out
his keys. In a moment he was inside his place and I sighed, my
release of breath sounding to me like a train whistle.

"What now?" Reeseanne whispered.

"We'll watch awhile. I don't know for
what."

"I'm getting a cramp in my leg," she
replied.

We started to stand up. I couldn't figure out
why I felt so jumpy. Hagar was nobody to be frightened of. The
worst thing that would happen if he caught us was embarrassment.
But something told me he was scared too. Of what? Of what?

I stood up and was helping Reeseanne when I
realized it. Merriweather's dogs were barking again. The sound far
away, but clear and urgent. And worse, they had been barking for
some time.

I had just taken the fact in when Reeseanne
pulled me nearly off my feet.

"Look," she whispered.

Lights were moving in the fog, dim and
pointed at the ground, the way you do when you hunt night crawlers.
I thought I could just make out the shadows of someone moving when
the lights blinked out. Reeseanne's cheek was next to mine as we
peered out into the darkness.

Then they were there, standing just in range
of Hagar's porch light, two figures, not there one moment, then as
big as bears, as if the fog had oozed them out. They appeared to be
watching Hagar's trailer, just as we had been watching it. They
stood between us and the way home.

 


 



Chapter 15

Deeper In

 


 


We stayed scrunched down beside the flank of
Hagar's Plymouth, watching the two figures in the fog. After a
boyhood of playing capture the flag and stalking small
animals I prided myself on being pretty good at not being seen.

I was almost positive the two shapes in the
fog hadn't seen us. Who were they? What did they want? How were we
going to get by them? I supposed we could just stand up and stroll
on by. After all, it was a free country    wasn't it? On
the other hand, Fool the Eye people didn't go lurking around each
other's property at night (Reeseanne and myself notwithstanding).
This fact marked the shapes in the fog as strangers. And what would
strangers be doing here?

"Do you think they're hoboes?" Reeseanne
asked. "From the train?"

"Maybe," I said, but the last one through
tonight was a streamliner. How would they get off at sixty miles an
hour?"

She shook her head in the dim light. The
shapes did not shake theirs. They stayed as still and silent as
they had been when the fog first revealed them. We had to do
something, but I wasn't sure what. It was near midnight now. Sooner
or later someone at our houses might miss us. There was no way of
telling exactly what would happen if they did. I didn't
particularly like worrying my parents. Right now they had troubles
of their own. Likewise, Reeseanne's dad had a lot on his mind.
Whether it was him or my dad and mom who first discovered an empty
bed and absent teenager, at some point they would compare notes and
get the wrong idea, or the right idea depending on how you looked
at it. Either way, being missed would only complicate our detective
work and its mission to uncover the truth about alien visitors to
Fool the Eye.

Then too, it was getting colder, the fog
seeming to suck every bit of heat from my body. I knew Reeseanne
was feeling it too from the way she trembled beside me. Then it
came to me. Since there was no way to get out of Hagar's barn
without being seen by the mysterious shapes in the fog, there was
also no way for them to know we had spotted them. From how they
were acting, it didn't seem likely they knew we were around and
watching them. So why not make an entrance at Hagar's here and now?
It would just be a matter of seeming to come from somewhere other
than from behind the Plymouth.

But it wasn't as simple as it sounded. For
one thing, the woods behind the barn was a spiked net of brambles
and wild rose vines, natural barbed wire that would make it nearly
impossible to circle around and approach from another angle. For
another, I wasn't sure what story we could tell Hagar if we did
make it to his front door: that we just decided to visit at
midnight? Well, one problem at a time, as my dad would say. You
don't have to do it all at once.

"Reeseanne," I whispered.

"She's not here, she sent me instead," she
replied, her voice sounding humorous and shivery at the same time.
I liked her for that. I hadn't been feeling particularly humorous
for the past few minutes.

"We've got to sneak out of here and get to
Hagar's door."

She squeezed my arm. "If we sneak out why not
just head for home."

I shook my head. "Can't. There's a barbed
wire fence and a creek that wander around back there. It's too
dark."

She nodded. "I'll follow you," she said.

Moments later we were moving as quietly as we
could back into the shadows of the barn, keeping the bulk of the
Plymouth between us and the last place we had seen the shapes in
the fog. My eyes had grown accustomed to the dimness and as we
reached the back wall I made out the square shape of what I was
after.

I'd remembered that Hagar had once owned a
dog, a jet black Lab/Shepherd mix named Turbo. Poor Turbo had been
stouthearted and loyal, but a disagreement with a combine the fall
before had made him "one with the earth," as Hagar put it. Still,
Turbo's cedar shaving lined dog box, with its entrance to a
fenced run behind the barn, stood intact and available as our
hidden exit from the barn. At least I hoped it was our exit as I
raised the hinged lid and shone my Air Corps penlight inside,
careful to hide the beam with my hand so it wouldn't be seen
outside the barn.

The inside of the dog box looked inviting,
the red shavings holding the round mark of Turbo's tenure, the
aroma of cedar rising up into the barn. I wished Reeseanne and I
could just curl up inside, shut the top and winter cozily among the
cedar shavings, away from the shadows of aliens in the sky and
shapes in the fog.

"Looks pretty comfortable," she whispered,
her tone echoing my thoughts. "Too bad there's not room for
two."

She was right, of course. There wasn't room
for two. Not only that, but I was fast discovering that whatever
fear you cuddled up warm and toasty against would be waiting for
you with a toothy grin just outside the covers no matter how long
you kept them over your head.

"I'll go first," I said, pivoting at the
waist, the upper edge of the dog box wall hard against my stomach
muscles as I tensed them and squirmed down into the cedar shavings,
heading for Turbo's doorway to the dog run. The dog door was a
plastic  lipped affair that looked like a cross between a
camera shutter and the mouth of a kitchen garbage disposal. The
rubber flaps gave easily as I pushed my head through into the night
air.

I don't know where I read or heard it, but
it's been said if you can get your head and shoulders through an
opening, you can get your whole body through. Turbo had been a big
dog, over one hundred pounds of muscle and bone, but at one
eighty five I was nearly twice his weight and as a biped,
considerably different in physical layout. Scrunch my shoulders any
way I might, I couldn't get through the hole.

"Are you all right?" Reeseanne whispered from
the darkness above me.

For one terrible moment I wasn't all right. I
thought I was stuck. "Yes," I said, squeezing with all my might to
back up. "But I can't fit through."

"Let me try," she said, as I got straightened
out and climbed out of the dog box.

"It's dangerous alone," I said. "We don't
know who those guys are, if they are guys." My mind rocked
momentarily with visions of the merciless aliens of Earth vs. The
Flying Saucer People, or the gorilla/deep sea diver being of
Robot Monster, set to incinerate Earth with his
calcinator ray.

"It's dangerous together, too," she said.
"But if I can get out I can get Hagar to help us. It's obvious
they're no friends of his, lurking around like this."

It wasn't so obvious to me. After all, I was
Hagar's friend, but that didn't stop me from lurking around.

"Okay," I said. "But what are you going to
tell him?"

"I'll figure it out as I go."

With that Reeseanne was up and over the edge
of the dog box. Her feet stuck up for a moment and then disappeared
as she wiggled towards the dog door. I could hear her scrabbling
around in the dark.

"Can you get through?" I whispered into the
box.

"I'm not sure," she whispered back. Then,
"Yes. Hang on, Andy. I'll be back as soon as I can."

I really wasn't sure what I was going to hang
on to. And I was starting to feel kind of silly. For all we knew,
the shapes in the fog were game wardens, or frog hunters, or state
police looking for someone. Maybe they were people like us out to
violate Hagar's no trespassing signs. Why in the world should we be
so bothered by two shapes in the fog?

Because they aren't right, a voice said in my
head. Because there's something about them that doesn't belong and
you've got every reason to be scared of them.

I didn't much like that particular voice. I
mean, who likes to have their fears confirmed? Most people will
tell you that they'd rather know the truth than wait around and
worry. But maybe they say that simply because they don't know the
truth. A lot of times it seems to me the truth has big claws and
sharp teeth and some pretty nasty smoke rolling out of its
nostrils. And a lot times it is so dark it blocks out the light,
blocks it out just like the shape that suddenly loomed in front of
the barn, two orange eyes burning in the center of it like the eyes
of the truth.

Looking at the monster I felt like I had
years before in boy scouts, my first summer at scout camp, and my
first snipe hunt. It had been black as the inside of a boot that
night at Camp Kanesatake. We
tenderfeet had been bullied into the woods by senior scouts to hunt
the wily snipe. Anyone who had ever watched Mickey Mouse Club on TV
had seen the Spin and Marty ranch adventures and knew the truth
about snipe hunts. But that didn't stop us from being chased out
into the woods in the name of good fun.

Anyway, there I'd been, blundering around in
the dark, trying to find my way back to camp when the brush snapped
and cracked in front of me with the sound of something moving, and
a dark shape had stood up outlined against the night sky. It had
scared me beyond anything that ever scared me before and I had
grabbed a heavy branch from the path and said, "All right, come and
get it." The monster I'd opposed then had been another scout, as
frightened as I was. As far as I knew this night, there were no Boy
Scouts around Hagar's place.

I looked desperately around the small barn
now for such a branch, a shovel, a pitchfork, anything. The glowing
dragon eyes at the doorway were moving now. I realized they were
the orange tips of lit cigarettes.

Thinking fast has never been one of my strong
points, and now there was no time to think at all. Instead of
thinking I just tensed my stomach muscles and tipped forward over
the edge of the dog box, plunging head first down into the cedar
shavings. Reaching up, I grabbed the hinged door and pulled it
closed over me. The world turned dark. I reached for my flashlight,
but realized it might show through the rough wooden walls of the
box. Holding my breath, I managed to get into a sitting position.
Every move I made in the shavings sounded like ball bearings in a
mix master.

Somehow, the whispers in the barn were louder
than the sounds I was making.

"I don't see anyone."

"I saw a light."

"It must have been a reflection off the car.
Gimme the tracer."

I twisted around and looked for a chink in
the boards beside me. Finding one, I put my eye to it and tried to
see what was going on in the barn. I could make out shapes pretty
well. The two smokers were bending down near the back of Hagar's
station wagon. I couldn't tell what they were doing, but I did hear
a sharp metallic click just before they stood up.

"I think we ought to roust him, shake him up
a little."

"Who? Bixly or McAuley?"

"Both of them."

"Great idea, Bill. Why don't we go on Ed
Sullivan as a song and dance act too? This is too important to
blow. They're not going anywhere."

"Yeah, well what about the chief? We're not
liable to go anywhere either unless we come up with something."

"We will come up with something. Because
there's something here."

"Bernie got sent to the Congo, Mike. Remember
that."

It struck me that dealing with a bunch who
sent people to the Congo for doing questionable work could be
dangerous. I imagined all the Congo trips I would have racked up
for bad math grades and not trimming the drainage ditch in front of
the house using Mom approved methods. There was a real
finality in the way the one called Bill had said sent to the Congo.
It wasn't a statement that seemed to leave the way open for being
recalled from the Congo. Visions of Mau Mau and machetes danced a
bloodthirsty dance through my mind. And these were people who
worked with each other. How would they treat those they considered
enemies?

The dog box became a cold and frightening
place, in spite of the cedar shavings. I could hear the intruders'
feet crunch close by on the dirt and gravel floor.

"What's in here, you think?"

I tried to burrow into the shavings and throw
them over me at the same time. There wasn't much of anywhere to
burrow. I did the best I could and held my breath. Suddenly it was
quiet as a graveyard, the dog box silent as a coffin.

 


 



Chapter 16

Through the Window

 


 


Reeseanne moved as carefully as she could
through the dog run in back of Hagar's barn. Her legs were stiff
from crouching so long behind the car. Crawling around in the dog
box, then squeezing through the dog door hadn't done a lot to make
her feel better. Because of her short hair, crooked teeth, and
boyish clothes, people tended to see her as something of a tomboy.
While true in attitude and outlook, it was generally untrue in
action. Outside of riding her bicycle and an occasional game of
tennis with her father, she hated physical activity for its own
sake. And even more, she hated being dirty. People seldom noted the
cleanliness and general kemptness of her tomboy clothes.

Physical activity in pursuit of a goal was
something else, though, and right now her goal was to get to Hagar
with a plausible story of why she and Andy were here and why Hagar
should help them avoid the watchers in the fog. She had never met
Hagar, but Andy liked him a lot, admired him, even.

"He's pretty smart," Andy had told her.
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