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ONE
The colors flashed through the plastic blinds and danced along the white wall, bathing the entire room in brilliant shades of orange and yellow. A sudden jerk from terror roused Henri Dopplinger from sleep. The colors on the wall passed through his eyes and filled his head of remembrances past. Frames moved through the air, stained in sepia or drained of color, then soaked in black and white, suddenly the explosion and those colors. Oranges and yellows fade to deep reds then dissolve into blues and purples, finishing in a cloud of black.
There is joy, yet fear. The Old Man places a hand on Henri’s shoulder. Henri turns to face him, but he’s gone, disappeared into a cloud of cigarette smoke. The others follow. Henri is the last to leave. The desert turns back into sepia and the frames slow. The wind kicks the sand. The air feels different. Slow moving lips leave quiet remarks, stats and figures. Henri runs to speak to the Old Man but is too late. His wide brim and stream of Marlboro’s disappear with his Jeep. Henri stands alone…they’re all gone. The wind picks up. The picture moves faster. Cue sound: a whoosh from behind. The terror, he jerks and turns to avoid….nothing. He is awake.
Henri closes his eyes, but the color seeps through his lids. His old eyes can’t find the clock. He searches for the news story that lies in the back of his brain. Rogue nations holding the bomb. Could this be the moment they talked of? Millions dead in Asia…Pakistan and India…smoking villages…dead bodies lay burned, disfigured; indistinguishable from each other. Shadows spread across the ground the only imprint left from the poor souls…innocents, the only casualty of war.
His eyes open again the color is still there. The brightness starts to wane. The winter sets in around him. His body grows heavy. Henri lets himself fall and settles back into the bed. He sighs. His lids take on weight and close. Sleep surrounds. He is too tired this morning to watch the end of the world.
Still asleep. Nancy hates to wake him. He’s a difficult old man. They all are. Henri likes to accuse her of stealing, lying, trying to kill him. He points specifically to the diet. The dry diabetic meals assigned by his doctor. They are awful. She tried the turkey dinner once. The potatoes were a stiff, tasteless ball. The turkey, slivers of gray meat with red veins running through and the peas, soft and mealy. They come frozen in white polyurethane tubs covered in plastic wrap. The tubs are dated and placed in a freezer in the garage. Each day three are pulled and prepared. They need to be zapped in the microwave for 3 minutes then left to sit for one. The meals are provided through a Government hospice that delivers them the last day of each month in a large, cold cardboard box.
Everything is paid for by the Federal Government. Even her salary is paid every month in blue checks covered in small eagles. Must be some pension, she’s gathered. Although it doesn’t appear he ever worked in the government or served in any war. Doing a little research on the web she discovered Henri was a German immigrant during World War II who may or may not have worked on the atom bomb. The evidence is somewhat limited.
She’s tried to quiz Melinda - Henri’s granddaughter - who lives in the house with him. Melinda once told the nurse that Henri has met three presidents and worked with Einstein. Though Melinda doubts he had anything to do with the bomb. “Grandpa dealt more with rockets, I think,” she said. “Probably in the space program and, you know, going to the moon. They (he and her grandma) used to live in Houston.”
When he sleeps, Nancy searches through his life. There are pictures and notebooks. In his bedroom there is a safe with both a key and combination lock. The key he carries around his neck on a long chain. When she bathes him he keeps it on. When she pulls the sponge close to it he grabs and pulls it away. For the longest time she let the secret bother her. Her supervisor warned her that other nurses had come and gone before her. They all wondered about the safe and all of them were caught breaking into it. “It’s not yours,” he warned Nancy. “Don’t bother with it if you want to keep your job.” So Nancy decided to let it go. She doesn’t obsess so much over it now.
In the bedroom she can smell the drying piss. There are times when she knows he does it intentionally. She would find Henri asleep in clean pajamas on the other side of the bed, the wet spot festering alone.
She opens the blinds and slides up the window. A cold February breeze blows in the room and takes some of the scent with it. Henri shivers from the air and rolls away from it and Nancy. “It’s time to get up,” she tells him. There was a grunt or did she imagine it. He lays motionless but is awake. They all, especially the men, suffer the humiliation of waking in pool of their own urine. Just the sound of the plastic sheeting is bad enough. This is the third time this week. “I’ll run a bath,” she tells him leaving the room.
Henri rises. His feet search the floor for his slippers. They are turned away from him and just out of reach. The cold floor makes it difficult on his ankles. Water runs in the bathroom next door. He reaches for the metal pipe attached to the wall and lifts himself out of bed. He turns the slippers with his feet and slides into them. “What time is it,” he yells to Nancy.
“Ten.”
“Has the mail come?”
“I don’t know.” She lets the water run as she prepares the bath. Henri shuffles to the front door opening it on a gray skied and misty, Oregon winter. Rain today, no chance of nuclear winter. He opens the mailbox, empty.
The bath was too hot and took too long. She’s trying to kill me, Henri thought as the damn nurse takes forever with the towel. She hands it to him and leaves. “I have to get your breakfast, although now it’s closer to lunch. You’re gonna have to get up earlier if you want to keep this schedule your doctor appointed.” She leaves Henri alone to dry himself.
“Turn on the radio,” he yells after her. Melinda’s show starts at noon. He cannot miss a moment. The show is the only thing getting him up in the morning. It certainly is not those terrible meals or this infernal nurse.
The final few minutes of Considering our World is wrapping up. The thumping beats of the outro music feeds underneath the announcer’s voice. He’s a soft spoken man of thirty-five whom, like all public radio announcers, stops hard on every third syllable. The music grows louder as he hears the countdown. His guests for tomorrow include the author of a novel about Norwegian goat herders, the director and writer of this coming weekend’s thinking mans action movie and a commentary about popular music by a Midwestern U.S. Senator. “But now the news,” he says as the music grows only to stop as the hands meet at the twelve.
The hourly news comes on immediately. As she explained it to him before, this is where Melinda takes over. There is a red digital clock that counts down her time. When the number hits zero she turns up a knob, starts a cart, brings up the microphone of the news girl in the booth then gives her the high sign. The news girl reads off the local headlines in ten seconds, nods to Melinda who then slides in the feed from the BBC News via the satellite. Melinda waits three minutes for that news to finish, then brings it back to the girl in the booth who reads her local copy in just the three minutes she has. To accent the copy she also has a few carts she plays containing on-location reporters fattening out certain stories.
Melinda produces locally the last hour of the Considering Our World then produces The Northwest Considered in the studio with her host Cecily Langs.
The BBC news is slow. It’s a quiet day around the world. Henri leans in and listens ignoring the warm and frothing breakfast in front of him. No news on Pakistan and India. Did he imagine it? Probably not. That was yesterday’s story. Today, there is unrest in the Middle East. Tomorrow it will be the president making a decision about something affecting just a third of Americans. No news is good news as they say.
A final story comes on, one revolving around the small East African nation of Eritrea. The president of Eritrea is dying or maybe not. The state controlled press claims he is well and recovering from cancer surgery. Rumors from inside tell a different story. A man with a strong African accent relays the news from Asmara, the nation’s capital: “…If the people are to be believed then it truly may be a difficult time ahead for this fragile nation. With so many hungry and little in the way of international assistance, the Eritrean people can only hope that this type of publicity can help them to be noticed on the world’s stage. Reporting from Asmara I am Mutiu Dgunu.”
The smooth-voiced English hostess finishes her newscast, throwing it back to the local stations. Melinda points to Dena Chase for news.
Henri fades out of the local stories and turns to his meal. Styrofoam eggs and cardboard toast get choked down with a calcium enriched orange juice that has a texture and taste of snot.
Nurse Nancy pays him no mind and sits in a nearby chair with her knitting. She has the blue stripes to add to the end of the sleeves of a small sweater she’s making for her grandson. The right sleeve looks longer than the left. She doesn’t notice at first, but curses herself while pulling out the thread to even them.
Cecily comes on and promotes the afternoon’s topics. They include reforming state tax law to better education, local musical group The Mind Pirates and a feel good story about a single mom stripper who paints pictures. “I’m not a stripper,” she says with anger. “I am a dancer and I want to be taken seriously as an artist. That’s what I am. If I take off my clothes that doesn’t make me bad or immoral; it’s my job, you know?” The music comes on and kills fifteen seconds.
They start the show with the tax story and an expert about tax law. “The need for a sales tax can be avoided if the state can get creative with its other forms of income,” he says.
“How much more do I have to pay,” Nancy chimes in. “They’re killing us with this new property tax.”
Henri disagrees, but chooses not to respond. Starting a conversation with her would grind on his last nerve. It’s best to leave her to talk to the radio. Regardless of what Henri would say she’ll continue to spread her opinion.
“They should give the schools whatever they want,” she continues, throwing Henri’s concentration to the wind. “The children’s education is what’s important not whatever pet project those idiots in Salem have now. But God, we have no more to give.”
The story drags on. Henri thinks of Melinda turning her knobs and answering the phones. The calls seem to mirror Nancy’s concerns and feelings.
The changeover music kicks in again and a new topic has begun. A local band attempts to find success playing a lighter variation on late Middle Ages era baroque folk music. Their music is terrible. Henri tunes it out. He closes his eyes and leans back in his chair. Nancy assumes he is listening, maybe enjoying the music. She decides not to comment on it.
After a short afternoon nap Henri retires to his workbench. The bench had been in the basement but recently the stairs had become too difficult to walk up and down. Henri offered the basement to Melinda in exchange for her bedroom on the first floor. Putting a floor between herself and her grandfather, as well as having the entire basement instead of just one room was too much to pass up. She used an engineer at the radio station, who harbored a crush, to help move the heavy bench up the stairs then move her bed down. After a few adjustments, the basement was already furnished, she moved in.
The small room was more sensible for Henri’s craft of building watches. Time had always fascinated him. The idea of not just trying to understanding time, but also creating measurement devices spoke directly to the old engineer in him. The initiative came to him in 1958. He did little in his spare time and his mind just raced from one topic to another. There was nothing he could keep it settled on. Grace, his wife, suggested he read, but that only inflamed his brain more. A hobby was the next thing she mentioned. So after work one day Henri ventured into the Reed Street Hobby Shop in Houston. He walked the narrow aisles looking at the different model airplanes and cars; tracks and trains; the Eisenhower approved painting by numbers; stacks of wood carving books and tools, chemistry sets that reminded him too much of work; the tiny model rockets that launch twenty feet into the air using water pressure (also too much like work); jewelry making kits; rock tumblers; delicate flower arranging kits and lastly on the bottom shelf of the last aisle contained in a white cardboard box with blue block letters and a large picture of a clock face on top, a watch making kit.
Henri knew nothing about watch making. Once, when he was a child, he found an old pocket watch cracked and discarded in a gutter. He took it home and snapped off the gold back only to dislodge a spring and half a dozen little gears. The gears fascinated him. They were so small and so intricate. How anyone could create something of that size put it together and place it all inside of a crystal then somehow wind it to tell time just blew young Henri’s mind. Those tiny gears would later influence his quest to become an engineer.
The hobby store kit was a let down. The pieces inside did not contain the little gears and springs. There was a front and a back and three pieces in the middle that snapped together. Then a chain and fob that attached to a small loop on the outside of the watch. It wasn’t even gold or silver but a cheap post war tin that scratched and dented when you looked at it. It was not complicated and Henri put it together in a matter of hours. It was less a hobby than a waste of time.
The interest did not fade and the next day after work Henri went to Wexler Watch Repair, just two blocks around the corner from the hobby shop. The owner of the shop, a veteran with a lame hip, courtesy of a pair of Tojo bullets, recognized the cheap hobby toy immediately. He listened to Henri’s needs, and then explained the difficulty of building watches from scratch. It could take years to learn the craft expertly. Henri had nothing but years left. They discussed parts and designs. Henri was looking for a hobby he said not a business venture. The man at the watch shop understood and hooked Henri up with a Swiss catalogue. Henri signed up for the mailing list and soon started receiving his parts on a regular basis.
The first watches were crude. They took months to years of frustration to complete. Yet that frustration was a relief to the life that Henri led at his job. Eventually he was completing watches at a more rapid pace. Those watches he gave to friends and family as gifts. Some were excited to receive them. Others left them in the small boxes and buried them deep into the back of their sock drawers. Henri never cared if they wore the watches. It wasn’t the joy of giving that warmed him; it was the creation of the time pieces that left him fulfilled.
On his work bench sat the scattered pieces of a simple ladies wrist watch. It was a present for Nurse Nancy. It was not that Henri disliked her. He just didn’t trust her. Besides the watch he was building for her lacked numbers on the dial. As familiar with her as he was Henri knew this will drive Nancy mad.
He delicately inserted a small gear into the watch with a pair of tweezers. His hands were not as steady anymore. It takes much longer to place the spring than used to. At some point in the 90’s he started adding batteries. Everyone was tired of winding, despite the fact that winded watches last forever. There was a Mark Twain quote that Henri would repeat to them when they complained about the winding. He always changed and paraphrased but the quote was about opening a watch only leads it to not work right ever again. Of course Henri stood by his craftsmanship and when the batteries died he replaced them for nothing. His watches resisted the temptation to fall into old Samuel Clemons’ trap.
Old age had taken its toll on Henri once more leaving him incapable of finishing the work he had set aside for himself that day. The aforementioned shakes mixed with the heavy eyelids and the general malaise that comes with depending on a nurse weakens Henri against his will. In a matter of hours Melinda will be coming home. At least he can spend some time with her discussing her day before she leaves. Her life in radio just fascinates him. The interviews, phone calls, the bitchy host; all of it keeps Henri at the most rapt attention.
He slips a small spring into place against the pin. This watch would run without a battery. Give that miserable rubber food pusher something to deal with every ten to twelve hours, though Henri is too much of a craftsman to give her a bad watch. This one will be just as good as all the others.
* * * * *
Later in life Chris Gnomes would reflect on his first meeting with William Phillips in his stirring and inspiring autobiography Man on a Mission: The Path to Leadership with these words:
I had been in Spokane for about two weeks, basically stuck there. Diana (his wife) had wanted to remove me from the political life I was mired in and to try something new. It did not take long and I was itching to get back into the game. I went one evening to a Spokane Unified School District Board of Education meeting. It was less a meeting than a debate - a meet the candidates event - for the latest round of victims trying to change the world of local education. There were fifteen running for 3 spots. At the time the city did not recognize boundaries for each seat. They were open to all those who lived in the district. All fifteen were lumped into one place on the ballot and the top three vote getters got the open seats.
Bill was the dark horse. No one knew who he was or what he stood for. He wasn’t the youngest. There was an 18 year old college drop out who dressed in black and guaranteed the young vote. Nor was he the eldest, that was the 70 years young Grandmother of 17 who demanded stricter PE guidelines. Phillips was 32 at the time and his first born daughter was going to kindergarten in the fall. We met three days after the debate over coffee and he explained his desire to run.
“Maybe it wasn’t a sign but something out there encouraged me to run. I’m worried about her future. I had a horrible time in school. I wasn’t the best student, but I was no idiot. I just remember all the teachers telling me that I should be doing better…applying myself more. They would say that but never do anything to encourage me. No, they never really cared. Maybe they felt I was smarter than they were. There were something’s I did that they never understood. I’m running off topic here. What I want to say is that I woke up one morning and realized that my daughter is going into these schools and I didn’t feel she was protected. It was like the schools want kids to fail. I doubt that’s true, but that is what it feels like. I have to change it.”
He sounded confused but confident. He was raw. I knew it would be hard work. There was something about Bill Phillips, the way he sat there, the look of his face. I sensed I could do great things with this kid. If we played the game right, there was nowhere we couldn’t go. There was principle in him, just no way to organize it.
So it was during this debate that Gnomes found himself drawn to Phillips. The young candidate stood up there and commanded the room when he spoke. Sure they were school board candidates. They were the bottom of the political food chain. But this was the place where political futures are created or ended. Most of these people here would never be seen again. Even though he was probably the best candidate, Gnomes knew Phillips could not win. If he did it all ended here. This kid is going to rise fast. The party needs young blood and fresh minds.
The ideas he spoke of that night on education and on the school district were not much more different than what he would tell Gnomes during that famous stop for coffee three days in the future. He wanted better teacher accountability. He wanted them to take charge in their classrooms and be the ones on the front lines making everyone better. His naiveté showed through. Gnomes knew this as did some others in the room. You don’t tell teachers how to teach. A smile crossed Gnomes’ face. He just lost the teacher vote.
During the run for the White House and after the inauguration, that school board election was always a great story. The media interviewed the winners, some of whom still served on the board, and the losers. They talked how amazing Phillips was as a speaker and how ironic it was that he lost. Had he won, well he’d probably be chairing the board by now and certainly not president.
It wasn’t irony that lost him that election it was divine intervention, or at least that’s how Gnomes likes to look at it. He finished tenth in that final vote count. 6%. It’s not bad, Gnomes told him. No one ever wins their first election. What Gnomes knew about elections was almost nothing. What he knew about manipulating the system and turning out the vote was genius.
“It’s not just what you say,” he told Phillips after the loss and over a different cup of coffee. “It’s about how you say it. I could tell you cared nothing about the school board. What do school boards do anyway? Make lunchroom menus? Clean erasers? Who cares? It’s a dead end for you and besides you don’t even get paid. I know it’s not about money, so don’t give me that line. But if you don’t get paid than the job doesn’t really mean anything. You can’t feed your family on good ideas and the best intentions for improving fifth grade math scores. You don’t leave a legacy at a school board.”
“What do you mean?”
“I see you doing more…something bigger than Spokane. I can see you in Olympia in six years.”
“What?” Phillips wanted to laugh into his coffee. This man is insane. He searched his mind for a good reason to leave.
“You have it. The charisma, the smarts, the looks, the confidence, you’re very raw but that can all be fixed and straightened out. I can take you anywhere. We don’t need to start small, we can go real big. Next year the Attorney General spot is open.”
“I’m not a lawyer.”
“You don’t have to be. Anyone can run for the office. Besides I don’t think you’re gonna win it. You just need to place. Make a statement. We can go up from there.”
“This is crazy. Why me?”
“Trust me.”
“What do you know about any of this? I mean what do you know about politics?” Gnomes stopped to think. He had promised his wife he was out of the game. The last election had almost given him a heart attack. The race is killing you, she would repeat often. She could never understand that it wasn’t the races that were killing him, it was the candidates. He always lassoed the wrong calf. But Phillips was different. He was the real deal.
“We’re gonna need to start raising funds. We could go to the party but the Dems already have their guy. We need to start small. Bake sales, or bingo games. It’ll take time, but I know some people in Seattle. We could raise some real money there. They’re tired of the old guard. We all are. Aren’t you? That old boy’s club that runs the state…runs them all. Hell, they even run this country.”
“Sure. It’s frustrating. Those rich men don’t speak to me. I’ve always felt that.”
The fanfare for the common man. “Now we’re talking. Let me put together a team.”
“I can’t afford that.”
“No one can at first. But we don’t work for money upfront. We work for tomorrow’s glory. We’ll explore our chances. If it looks totally unfeasible then we’ll look elsewhere. But if we can finish in the top three, then three years after, four years from now, you, William Phillips, will be governor.”
Yes, it was insanity. No one had ever spoken to Phillips like that before. It was a dream. It had to be. Governor? What business does William Phillips, mid-level service manager, father of two, failed school board candidate have running for the office of Governor of Washington State? Yes, it was insane. It was also the last thing any of them expected.
So they ran for Attorney General. A local district attorney in Spokane ran as well. He criticized everything about Phillips. A non-lawyer, how can this man represent anyone’s interests? The DA had his own problems and Gnomes hunted them out. Sure he liked men…young men…real young men. For a Republican family values guy with a wife of twenty years and three kids of his own that was the not quite the right combo. He withdrew before anything became public.
Now, Phillips had control of the vote in the eastern half of the state. His Democratic rival was a slick ADA from Seattle. He had recently pulled of a big upset against the tobacco industry. The big city folks in Seattle loved him. The poor minorities in Tacoma didn’t care and back in the eastern half they didn’t know he existed. That was where the election was won. You can take Seattle and Olympia, toss up Tacoma, but you have to talk to the rurals in the east. They love a local boy and no one was as local as Bill Phillips. Gnomes had him drop the formal name. Gotta play to the sticks, he said.
“That’s too condescending,” the new Bill Phillips replied.
“Whatever works.”
So the polls came in. Phillips was holding steady in the east. He had almost a two to one advantage over his Democratic rival in Spokane with just two months until the primary. Gnomes pushed his location, his hometown appeal. They raised enough local money to run some commercials: Phillips sitting on the water front downtown, talking about all the hot button issues of the day; drugs, schools, gangs, all these things that the attorney general has little power to stop but everyone worries about.
He pushed the east-west divide, pointing out the worries of Olympia seem to exist on the other side of the mountains. “Out here,” he told a group in Walla Walla. “We’re like strangers. We’re a-whole-nother state. Our problems mean anything to them.” This, of course, was not true, but it sure did reinforce their fears.
During a debate held in Pullman (east side) at Washington State University the two Democrats faced off. Gnomes wanted to be cordial on the home turf. He wanted the other side to look combative and angry. There already flowed an animosity among the crowd against the westsiders (a term that Gnomes coined to feed said animosity.) So Phillips played it cool while leading his opponent into a series of traps. Soon the ADA was sweating and cursing under his breath about the damn hicks that were ruining his chances. After the debate the local polls read Phillips leading with 80%, the conservative Republican judge from Vancouver second with 12% and dead last the Seattle ADA with 4%. The Democratic leadership called Gnomes and Phillips to Olympia for a talk.
The Democratic headquarters were housed in a turn of the century, 19th that is, two story brownstone near the university district. Inside they had a large oval table surrounded by chairs. The chairs were comfortable and soon filled with all the state’s important Democrats. Phillips quickly noticed that the only thing separating them from their Grand Old Party counterparts was the red, white and blue donkey on their lapels.
“We’ll get to the point,” the state chairman started. “We want the east. That fool judge is gaining all over the place. If we can hold Spokane we can win.”
“What do you want from us?” Gnomes said. He told Phillips he would do most of the talking then turn back to Phillips for the answers to the most important questions. The last thing Gnomes wanted was to look like the puppet master.
“You can’t win. But we don’t want to lose. It doesn’t mean we don’t want you on board. We’re very impressed with what you’ve done, Bill. You’ve come from nowhere and taken us all by surprise. But the party needs you to be a team player here. We need all the support we can get. If we lose the attorney general and control of the house we could be set back years. You’re the only left candidate the east likes. Hell, they love you. We want to be in the Bill Phillips business but not with this election. There’s room for you in this party. The future of the Democratic Party is people like you, not Reggie Dread (That’s the ADA’s name, quite an unfortunate surname) There are seven state senate seats open next year including one near you. In two years, if you have the patience, a Lieutenant Governor spot could be in the works.”
It hit Phillips. No one wins elections. This is politics. Everything is a compromise. It was humbling and devastating. He looked to Gnomes, maybe not a wise move. They all gathered his moment of weakness looking to the master. Gnomes looked back. His eyes sparkled. A grin formed at the corner of his mouth. This was right where he wanted them.
“We can withdraw,” Gnomes said. “But can’t promise the votes. We know we can’t win out here, but there is nothing making them vote for Dread.”
“They don’t have to vote for him. Just not for the other guy. Winning doesn’t have to be pretty, Chris. We just have to win.”
So it was decided. Phillips would pull out of the election, throw his support behind Dread and later get the backing of the party for his next run at anything, they preferred something small. The pain of quitting wore off fast, much faster than Phillips anticipated. As usual he found solace in his loss through his wife Jen and their two kids. They took a party sponsored vacation to Vancouver B.C.
The Northwest Left came out en masse and put Dread in office. What the party did not fully realize, but Gnomes sure did, was that there was no way Dread would lose the race. Yes, Phillips was strong in the eastern half of the state on the other hand the Republican was not strong at all. In his memoirs Gnomes pointed out that the party had become blind to winning. He wrote:
They were so used to losing, whether in Washington or across the nation, that they never saw their chances for winning.
Gnomes rode this fear, which he coined “The Failure Syndrome” all the way to the top. In the mean time Phillips became a career politician. He made more money doing events and speeches for the party over the next two years, than he had made at any other point in his professional career. His rise was fast. It may not have been fast enough to precipitate his decision to run for Governor, but he had become too powerful and respected for them to say no.
At the State Democratic Convention, six months before he announced his candidacy, he gave a speech that brought the house down. The speech, written by Gnomes, touched on a few subjects at the core of the party. The speech had to be important and stick to the point. It was short. Gnomes studied the Gettysburg Address. If that speech was designed to bring the country together after the horror of the Civil War, then this speech was designed to bring the Democratic Party together to overcome the horrors of The Failure Syndrome. Phillips and Gnomes had spent hours together perfecting the delivery, not just his cadence but his gestures and look. Phillips had it memorized before they took the stage.
It was a success. Words like togetherness and lines such as difficult times call for strong messages slid off Phillips tongue. They stood and cheered. Whistles and catcalls followed. Phillips went from also ran anomaly to the party’s new rising star.
Shock was an understatement. No one ever expected him to drop his hat into the gubernatorial ring. Phillips had become too strong, there was nothing they could do but follow him. Thanks to a few appearances on the pundit circuit, he gained national attention. He became a prominent critic of the current administration. There was talk of writing a book on political thought. A modern history of the New Left is how Gnomes presented it to agents and publishers.
It was during these crazy times that Jen took Bill aside and asked him what his intentions were. “Well,” he said. “Chris is talking about making some real change. We could be running this party soon. I can be governor. Isn’t that crazy?”
“Not him,” she took his arm and looked deep into his eyes for answers. In the past they were always there. Now something was hiding them. “You, I’m asking you about you.”
It was just a few years ago that he was not only disinterested in politics but he barely voted. Jen had her own consternations about being a politician’s wife. Would endless campaigns along with mounting losses just for one win be the kind of lifestyle she’d want?
“Yeah,” he nodded. “That’s exactly what I want. I didn’t know it before, but now, all these people believe in me. I can’t let them down.”
“You’re still talking about others. I want to know about you?”
“I am talking about me. This is what I was put here to do. The people they need me. This isn’t about what I want. This is about what they need. They need stronger government. They need stronger leadership. Didn’t you hear them at the convention? They were on their feet. They cheered me. What was I three years ago? Nothing. I was doing a bullshit job for that jackass Carl Harris. Now look. I’m this close to being Governor of Washington. Can you imagine? It’s a great story.” It certainly was. Jen didn’t buy it. She saw him drinking the Kool-Aid with her and the kids following after for the ride.
After declaring his intentions the party backed off and no one opposed him in the primary. The Republicans threw four candidates at him. One stuck. Her name was Gretchen Yardley. She was an ordained Evangelical minister from central Washington. With her she brought the heavily growing Christian vote and big chunk of the divided minority population. She handled the church and state question with great confusing skill. “It’s not an issue,” She told the Seattle Post. “I believe in God and I love God, but I will be governor not Him. I feel it’s important that we find some sort of solace in faith. There will be difficult decisions in this job. I know I will turn to Him in those dark hours. But in the end it’s my decision and I will make it.”
Gnomes knew who Tal Quinn was. He also knew that as his equal in the Yardley campaign, Quinn was a master of spin. He turned everything that bitch said into a perfect perplexity that threw bones to both sides. They were small bones and neither side was satisfied, but both were not unhappy.
They debated three times. During all three Phillips shined. He was quick on his feet and she could not recover. He won on abortion: “It is not our job to legislate morality. Our job is to keep everyone’s rights in tact.” Gay marriage: “It’s not right to use our great source of individual freedom, the Constitution, to keep others from having freedom.” The economy: “Our employment numbers will go up, but what we need is investment from outside and from inside.” Education: “Our schools and their children are our must important resource. A better educated society leads to better business, a lower crime rate, and better citizens. Whatever it costs is whatever it takes.” Environment: “I want my children, your children, all children to breathe the cleanest possible air, drink the cleanest possible water, see the tallest trees and live in a consumption-light world.”
Watching her husband become a leader softened Jen’s stance. She loved to see him up there and was glad he was happy. During the campaign she found her own pet cause: the environment. The sight of more condos and less trees along with the filthy state of the Puget Sound drove her to the edge. It was the large corporations who were at fault. The people had to do something. She began organizing funds and people to Step Up and Clean Up, her slogan and the name of her new organization. It was brilliant. Gnomes loved it. Whether they won or not, they all could live off The Step Up and Clean Up Organization for years.
Poll numbers were up and down. Neither candidate was all that too well known across the state and there was little interest in the election. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t, wrote the Walla Walla Picayune. Two days before Election Day they ran neck and neck a mere two percentage points with margin of error of +/- 4%.
The Phillips’s were up every night, sleepless. Bill paced the floors. Jen lay in bed staring at the ceiling. This queasiness reminded her why she did not want to be the politician’s wife. He would be devastated if he lost this time. That pain she could not handle.
On Election Day, they went back to Spokane to vote. They were the first ones there in line, as per Gnomes idea. They spent the rest of the day at home, again a Gnomes idea. There would be a celebration, win or lose at the City Pavilion downtown.
The day dragged. When the first results started coming in at around 4pm there was little surprise. Yardley had a substantial lead in the early votes counted in the south and central parts of the state. In Seattle and along the west coast they were close with Phillips holding a slight lead. In Spokane and out east he was crushing. The key was King County; the home to Seattle and its giant left leaning population should be a slam dunk. The early numbers were too close and she’s was gaining in Tacoma. She campaigned hard there for the minority vote. Her man Quinn knew her religious background would go over big. It did. She visited churches and listened to their concerns. A last ditch effort to get lapsed Presbyterian Phillips into his church backfired. He looked like a panderer and Quinn jumped all over it. On the plus side Phillips found himself a friend in Pastor Dan Farlings, who in the future will be a very close advisor to Phillips during a difficult time.
By eight o’clock the polls had closed. The new numbers made less sense. There were just a few thousand votes separating them with Yardley in the lead. Phillips got up from the chair and walked from the TV. He looked out his window. People walked up and down his front yard. There were a few reporters. They had microphones in hand and cameras mounted on tripods. He lowered his head and thought. When they caught sight of him and turned on their bright lights he pulled the curtains shut and returned to the TV. The numbers were similar. She led by 2000 votes.
“They’re still counting,” Gnomes said. “We better get ready to head out to the Pavilion.”
Across the state Yardley and her crew were praying over the TV, they looked to the big guy to expand their lead. God was apparently busy elsewhere. Their numbers shrunk down to 1000 then 500 then stopped at 150.
Phillips and his entourage rode in silence towards their party. Phillips had the radio turned off. He stared out the window and watched the trees go by. Jen placed a hand on his knee to steady it. Losing would be too difficult. Losing to Yardley would be impossible. She watched Bill became so angry with this woman. It turned to hate at one point. To think that the people might like her over him just crushed him. When their car pulled up and disappeared into the garage under the Pavilion only Gnomes leaning over his email device knew that the poll numbers changed.
In the VIP room they were hustled to the closest TV where the national media was coving their election. His face appeared surrounded in blue next to the phony smile of his nemesis. Beside her name were the numbers 41% 125,577. By his was 41% 125,999. That close. He turned to his wife, eyes drawn wide and expressive. She smiled and hugged him. “You’re gonna do it,” she whispered into his ear. “I love you.”
Sound had stopped and everything slowed down. Around their embrace everyone else was doing the same and cheering. His tired kids came up and grabbed their legs. Gnomes pumped his fist and grabbed his wife around the waist. “I told you,” he said to her. She shook her head and grinned.
It was close. The first count had them at 300 apart. It took two weeks and numerous recounts before Yardley had to give in. She had lost 3 out of 4 of the recounts. No matter how many votes they discounted or counted twice she never got ahead. After conceding she went back to her church where in two years she ran for and won the local State Senate seat.
Their first four years as Governor were unremarkable. They did a lot for the environment. They cleaned up the factories and forests. There were problems with the right and left. Phillips had his hands full. He was more of a centrist than either side would have liked.
Gnomes took his skills and ran races for state legislature candidates as well as a few on the federal level. He still stayed close with his golden boy. He kept an office in Olympia and the two had lunches and conversed often about politics. Phillips kept him on the payroll as a consultant.
Poll numbers were always high. Phillips, despite his problems with the budget and a few other technical matters, always legislated with his heart. People loved that he was accessible. He held regular town hall meetings in person and on-line, a Gnomes idea. He supported lots of Washington state businesses. He purchased art from local artists. He walked to churches and met with the worried parishioners. His best quality, one that Gnomes had nothing to do with, was his ability to listen to the populace - despite their background, party affiliation, gender, sexual preference, race, etc. They not only appreciated it, they respected him for it. Left or right loved the fact that this regular guy, this non-rich, smart, handsome guy was one of them. He genuinely cared. The fact was that he really did.
After a quick and easy re-election Gnomes began talking about something bigger. With Jen and the kids sitting there in the living room of the Governor’s mansion he laid out his plans.
“President?” Phillips was taken aback. “I couldn’t. Who would want me to be president?”
“Haven’t you been paying attention? They love you, all over the state. You’re carrying a 78% approval rating with a 6.8% unemployment rate. Come on. The rest of America is ready for you. Are you ready for them?”
“When would it start?” Jen asked.
“I already have an exploratory group working on it now. In a matter of months we should have some sort of idea as to where our options lie. The party is hot for you. You’re the sexy vote right now. If we can keep interest for four more years, remember the public is very ADD about politics. On top now and gone next week, they can be very much Bill who?”
“Ok,” Phillips tossed his arms into the air. “What can it hurt to look into it? We can’t lose anything by looking.”
So it started. The true dark horse stormed out of the Northwest and conquered the nation. It was not easy. There was a lot of difficulty along the way. His home state poll numbers hurt when he began campaigning nationally. This bothered him immensely. He owed more to the citizens of Washington then the rest of the US. “They elected me,” he told Gnomes somewhere in Maine.
“They’ll understand. They are giving up their best son for everyone else. It’s hard at first, but they’ll remember how important it is for you to be president. Just wait and they’ll catch up.”
After a slow start with a loss in the early primaries, Phillips gathered momentum and rushed through the small states; he took big wins along the way and suddenly, out of nowhere, was the front runner. He knocked back the highly touted lady Senator from the northeast, crushed the minority messiah from the Midwest, and finished off the other candidates with ease.
At the convention his acceptance speech was similar to the Gettysburg Address copy that Gnomes had written for him five years ago. It seemed like forever since he delivered that speech. Again they roared their approval. Phillips was in. Even the pundits began agreeing this kid was for real.
It was his youth that made people take notice. His generation was now starting to take control of the country from their parents. The days of the baby boomers were coming to an end. The next group was up and it was their turn to shine.
His Republican opponent was the former Senate Majority leader. The middle aged, stiff haired, conservative was serving the same brand of right wing pap that their party had been pushing for the past eight years. The country yearned for a change.
Gnomes knew that the right would dig for the church vote as well as dig deep into their trenches. For his guy to have any chance he needed to grab the people on the fence. There resided a group of voters who either did not care enough to vote or wanted a message that would encourage them to make a choice. Like all the past elections in Phillips life they all thought damned if you do, damned if you don’t. Gnomes set out with TV commercials deriding his opponent’s record in the senate. They criticized his lack of action on most things relating to the top worries of voters, primarily terrorism, the economy, and education.
“Terrorism you can’t stop,” Gnomes told Phillips when these topics began to worry the candidate. “You can try and contain it. Make it happen elsewhere. If it happens elsewhere Americans don’t notice it. With the economy it goes up and down no matter what you do to. If you’re lucky you catch a wave. If you’re like the last guy well, you can wait out the trough and hope the rest of the stuff you do doesn’t mess things up too bad. And education…well I guess some kids are dumb and some kids are smart. The media only looks at failures in the system and talks about those. They never look at the positives. If 99% of kids passed with A’s they would still hold you responsible for that 1%. Don’t let it get you down, Bill. Despite what that fucking idiot says you’re more qualified than he is and you’re not going to ruin the country.”
Both Jen and Gnomes had noticed Phillips confidence dip during the home stretch. They decided to keep poll reports from him unless he asked. Whenever they needed him to gather himself Gnomes gave him a pep talk and Jen would give him sex. To Phillips it seemed that Gnomes had the better solutions.
Then one morning they woke up to a crisp and cold day where the sun was shining and the leaves that littered the ground had been gathered into piles and removed by trucks. Thicker coats appeared with fashionable scarves and tight fitting gloves kept cold hands warm. It was November.
Any last ditch campaigning was always for show. No one ever had their mind changed by what happened in the last week. They both pandered to their bases. Gnomes figured they had the majority of the undecided. It was going to be a close finish decided by this part of the electorate. The hard campaigning in the south may go for naught. Their opponent being from Kentucky turned on his southern charm and accent. That was enough to turn their heads. Gnomes had made the decision to abandon the campaign in the usual blue stalwarts and hit the road in the middle of America. He wanted to break the red divide between the oceans. This left states like Pennsylvania and New York open to the Republicans. The gamble could cost him a big chunk votes for just a little bit in the Midwest. The party leaders disagreed with this strategy. Some even began creating a plan for the next election giving up on Phillips. But Gnomes saw it differently. He assumed those states were a lock. The close votes weren’t in Florida or Ohio this year…those were a split. Instead they were in Kansas and Iowa. Wyoming had just a few votes but all those little votes add up.
When the big day came, Phillips went home to Spokane to the City Pavilion to wait out the results. At first everything started to progress nicely. With a quick sweep of the Northeast and New England, Phillips was in the lead. The south quickly went red with Phillips taking a surprise win in Louisiana.
The bi-colored spider worked its way across the country. Dotted amongst the landscape were gray states too close to call by a chicken-shit media scared into submission. They played games talking about where Wisconsin would fall. “California is a given but what about Washington?” the pundits ranted. “That’s Phillips home state. He’s there right now. Could he lose it?” It was impossible. There was nothing the proud citizens of that state wanted more, as Gnomes predicted, than for their prodigal son to be president. It was more important than politics. This was going to put their state at the forefront again. The only problem was where the Presidential Library would be. Spokane was the logical choice but Seattle sure put up a good argument considering its size and value to the state. What about Olympia, where Phillips did his best work.
Of course he had to get the job first. They stayed up late. The news media had adopted the style of their entertainment brethren. They decided to cover the news with some drama and suspense. So it wasn’t about who won or not, no they needed a hook and a twist at the end. They deliberately withheld results just to give the audience some suspense. They dragged the proceedings late into the night taking with them their loaded advertisers whose deep pockets kept everyone paid even the candidates.
It was with great reserve that Phillips accepted the money from the corporations. It was these millions that put the wheels on his bus. Of course it was his opponent who allowed those same corporations to plaster his bus like a NASCAR driver. “It doesn’t matter how we get there,” Gnomes told him. “It’s how it ends.”
“But we have to take care of them later don’t we?”
“Probably.”
At one o’clock in the morning the networks felt confident enough to declare a winner. Here were their numbers:
William Phillips (D) 51,755,800 47%
The Opponent (R) 49,345,333 45%
Third Party Fellow (I) 8,133,711 2%
Yes, there was a third part candidate but he served such little notice that no one cared, except the Republicans who later blamed him for taking their votes. Here’s the Electoral College:
Phillips (D) 272
Opponent (R) 167
It was much closer than these numbers let on just look at the Popular Vote count.
Needless to say there was much celebration. Two separate staffers got pregnant. One couple married then divorced before Phillips left office. The other was married…to other people. They were both glad that they supported abortion rights.
They partied that night and again on the inauguration. Bill had his favorite band reunite for his ball, sound familiar? Then they got down to business and oh my, what a business.
Chris Gnomes got himself the dream job, presidential advisor or Deputy Chief of Staff. He was just steps from the Phillips at any given moment. Now seated in his office he waited for the call. There was to be a briefing with the National Security team concerning terror and Iraq. With each briefing Phillips looked more and more like he was in over his head. It was Gnomes’s most important job to keep his golden calf from looking like an idiot. That was still a major problem with the press. They called Phillips a child. Some nicknamed him the Freshman or Frosh. He was the youngest President since Kennedy. Of course they all revered JFK. Then again had he not had his brains splattered all over his wife, their memories would be a lot less rosy.
When the phone rang Gnomes stopped typing. He looked over his words while listening to the president’s secretary. Phillips was ready. He clicked the little floppy disk icon and saved the latest piece to his memoirs. Then he takes his staff portfolio and notebook and heads for Phillips office.
* * * * *
The sun had long crossed the sky’s apex and was now descending into the Mediterranean. Cpl. Tyrone Jackson shelved papers, capped pens, closed inkpads and finished all the little tasks that were involved with closing his desk for the weekend. The base closed down at 1500 every Friday, which was still later than the nearby town of Catania. The troops could enjoy an early dinner, a short rest then hit town for the evening’s festivities. His boss, Lt. Col. Francis Shelby, as was his prerogative, left two hours previously. Jackson was then left alone to finish his work for the day which happened to be Shelby’s work and it involved the stamping and processing of the weeks requisition forms.
A few months ago Shelby realized he was tired of writing his signature to every single form he saw. When he went to his superiors and asked for a stamp they turned him down citing that he was a Marine and Marines have endured much more difficult tasks other than signing one’s name. When his carpal tunnel became too much to handle he went to the infirmary and was outfitted with a brace. Yet despite the brace the act of signing his name became excruciating. Since the Corps wouldn’t give him a stamp he took matters into his own hands and hired someone to do so. He was directed to small village at the base of Mt. Etna. There in a tiny house, no larger than a one car garage, he met Gi, a reclusive artist who specialized in miniature replications. Shelby made numerous copies of his signature from which he and Gi decided which one was the best. They had narrowed it down to three. One had an elongated Y at the end. The flourish brought power and command to the signature but looked arrogant. Another signature was small and compact, no flourish or command. It demanded respect but compared to the first was quite boring. The one they decided on was a compromise of the two. Its flourish was small yet the letters stretched out well across the page. Gi took the signature and carefully cut it from the paper. It would take at least three weeks to complete. He was backed up and special rock had to be taken from the crater of the volcano. As disappointed as he was with the delay, Shelby agreed and returned to his office.
During those three weeks the Corps surprised the Lt. Col. with a special delivery, Cpl. Jackson was given to him as an assistant. Shelby never complained about the lack of an assistant, instead he whined about his lack of combat time. Jackson was a peace offering to keep Shelby quiet.
Jackson was a special case. He enlisted in the Marines during the height of the Iraq War. His reasons were simple and common. He wanted money for college, a path out of the ghetto and away from the lifestyle that would probably get him killed anyhow, and lastly, a place where he could belong. All of those reasons were made quite clear by the recruiter who came to his high school. “You’re life will change,” The Dynamic Sergeant Major Samuel Tillman (as was what he called himself) yelled at them. “All of you will find that once you make your life in the Corps you will be more than just another screaming jarhead. You will become an accomplished human being.”
At that time the military had stopped describing themselves as a collegiate funding source or technical training school. They knew full well that all the GI Bill funds and computer training in the world doesn’t mean anything when you get your ass blown off in Mesopotamia. So they devised the complete person formula. No one is complete until he or she becomes a top notch killing machine. All the incentives of on the job training and college money were placed into bullet points on their brochures and PowerPoint presentations just below the section about confidence building.
Basic was a breeze not nearly the hassle that history let on. Just two weeks after basic, Jackson was to be shipped with his unit to Iraq. Then his talent was discovered.
His talent? Yes, he was something special. Tyrone Jackson was bestowed with the great skill of organization. What sort of skill is that you say? Well, the best explanation comes from his first CO.
Jackson had been assigned to clean up the office of Major Cyrus T. Hummings. It was a punishment for an evening of insubordination that led to a drunk Marine urinating into the patch of beautiful dahlias located outside the officer’s mess. Jackson was indirectly involved. He was there and he was drunk, but he did not do said urinating. Instead he was the only one slow enough not to get away. He caught flak for that as well. “Slowbo: The Slowest Black Man on Earth” became his nickname.
Hummings office contained three sets of file cabinets. Each was bursting forth with papers and folders. Hummings thought it a disgrace and let his staff know that often. They understood the problem but for the life of them could not fix it.
Jackson along with another recruit swabbed the floor and dusted each desk. When Jackson came upon the cabinets he stopped and looked. “Leave it, Slowbo,” the other recruit said. “We were ordered to clean the floors and desks not touch any of that shit.”
“That looks like sensitive stuff, man,” Jackson said as he walked to the first cabinet. “It’s people’s records. They can’t let this just hang out. It won’t take me long.”
Opening the drawer he realized it may take longer than he thought. The folders and papers weren’t just piled and stacked they were also bent and jammed into places that made the drawers difficult to open. Jackson carefully pulled the files out and began to stack them on the floor. Within a half an hour he had the first cabinet empty and ordered. He filled the cabinet back up, leaving the drawers to slide freely in and out. Before the other recruit was done with the Major’s office Jackson had finished the other two cabinets. The drawers hadn’t been closed in such a long time that when they did close they locked. This was quite a surprise to the Marines who opened the office in the morning. They were shocked to find all the drawers closed. They were even more shocked to realize they had never locked up the sensitive records before and none of them knew where the key was. Major Hummings was as well surprised to find his file cabinets closed. He reckoned none of his boys did it and assumed that the files were missing or stolen. How else could you explain the closed drawers? After finding the key, which he kept hidden in a USS Nimitz coffee mug, he opened the cabinets. He ordered his staff to check for missing files.
“They’re organized, sir,” one said.
“I can see that. But what’s missing?”
“Nothing. Someone or something put them in here by name and date.”
“Something?”
“Like elves?” said a naïve hick from the Midwest.
“Elves? I ought to knock you silly, boy.” Hummings had a deep southern accent and a wide mouth that desperately missed the cigar that had spent 27 years planted there. “You moron’s get to work. Someone find me the names of those two recruits who cleaned this place up last night.”
In less than fifteen minutes Jackson and his partner were standing before Hummings. “At ease, boys.” They relaxed. “Have a seat.” They each took a leather bound chair across from Hummings.
“You two did quite a job in here last night. The place looks great, real spick and span. The floors shine and the garbage cans smell like flowers. The one thing I can’t get over is my files.”
The other recruit lifted his body straight and pointed right at Jackson. “He did it. Private Jackson messed with your files. I told him not to but he did.”
“That true boy?” The word boy is tossed around a lot in the Corps. Jackson never really let it bother him, though at this moment it really seemed to rub.
“Yes, sir,” Jackson looked to his fellow recruit. That motherfucker is gonna eat an IED in Baghdad.
“Well, son that was some of the best damn work I’ve seen in my almost thirty years this nations proud Marine Corps.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“I’ve got a group of five out there who couldn’t pull there own shit out of their assholes and you in one night got everything in order. That’s mighty impressive.”
“He did those files sir, but I organized the coffee area, sir.” At this point they both started to ignore the other recruit.
“There’s an old saying from Napoleon that people in our business quote at the nausea. ‘An army moves on its stomach.’ In the modern Corps that little bastard would change that to mean ‘The United States Marine Corps moves on its paperwork.’ You catching my drift, son?”
“I think so.”
“Good. I think there is a place for someone with your gift especially here in this office. I’m making a recommendation to my CO to keep you here and put you in charge of the base’s files. That sound good?”
“Yes, sir. That sounds fine, sir.”
“Good. You boys get back to your units.”
And so it began. When the Major’s CO heard about the filing cabinets, he had seen those cabinets and more than once complained about their appearance, he was amazed. “You can’t have this Marine, Major,” he said. “He is needed elsewhere.”
So Jackson was sent to the base HQ where he organized their files. When that was complete word had gotten around the Southeastern US Theater and they all wanted a piece of Jackson. The Colonel fearing that Jackson would rather go to Iraq and fight offered him a promotion to stick around. Not sure what to make of the fuss, Jackson agreed and was promoted to Private First Class.
That rank lasted just one year. While in Japan organizing the 6th Fleet’s books, the Corps again worried that Jackson would want to cash in his killing skills in the Middle East, offered him a jump to Corporal as long as he moves to Korea to straighten out their paper trail.
What astonished Jackson during all this was how unorganized the military was. “No wonder we haven’t won a strategic victory in like 60 years,” he told a sailor that was assigned to help him in Hawaii. “These jokers can’t even alphabetize.”
Stints through Germany (on special loan to the Army, let’s just say some hands were greased and cigars, liquor and golf trips were passed about) England, Turkey, and Canada moved Jackson all over the world. He had seen just about everything and never had to risk his neck once. It was like a very simple work vacation.
For Thanksgiving Jackson was allowed to go home on leave. He showed up in his dress blues; white hat, saber and all. All over his chest were special ribbons, given by content and recently well organized Generals.
“You fire a gun?” a nosey cousin asked.
“Not in two years.”
“You never killed no one?” his older sister inquired. “Not even a terrorist?”
“Nope. No one.”
“What kind of soldier are you,” his uncle wondered.
“He’s a live one.” His mother said hugging her son. “Here he is sticking it to Uncle Sam. Cheating death and working his way up the ladder. That’s right and when this is all over, he’s going to go to college; the first Jackson ever.”
After his leave he went back to San Francisco where he was awaiting his next set of orders. Word had come in about Sigonella Naval Air Station in Sicily.
“It’s amazing there,” a Lieutenant told him.
“You been there, sir?”
“No, I’ve seen the pictures. Gorgeous place and packed with hot Italian bitches, too. There’s an active volcano about ten clicks away. It’s wild. I envy you. You get to go every where.”
He does, though deep inside the boredom of the whole affair was starting to set in. He was also starting to worry that the Corps would never let him go. That his great skill was a greater asset to them than body armor. College was sounding like fun and he’d love to get there while still young enough to enjoy it. Though he had just another year and eight months left on his tour, it seemed like an eternity.
Sigonella is a beautiful place. Located at the foot of Mt. Etna with an unimpeded view of the sea, the small air station is the hub of supply for the Mediterranean, African and Middle Eastern Theaters. Jackson was bunked in a former hospital. His roommate was a scrawny Private named Bo Latrane. Bo worked out of the quartermaster’s office as the Assistant to the Assistant Quartermaster. The Assistant Quartermaster is Master Sergeant Clyde Freeman, who is the Assistant Quartermaster to the Quartermaster Lt. Col. Francis Shelby who in turn is quite crazy in the non traditional Marine way, which is to say he is not right in the head. The traditional Marine way of crazy involves some sort of battlefield heroics which is only evident when you have some sort of battlefield experience which none of these soldiers have. This fact has particularly bothered Shelby who for as long as he has been in the Corps has wanted to fight, but instead has been dangerously placed behind a desk.
Freeman is an old school Marine. He’s been in for over twenty-five years and has no reservations about ever quitting. “They’re gonna bury me in these boots,” he once told Latrane and Jackson while they ate overstock ham and potatoes while sitting on the hood of a “requisitioned” HUMVEE watching the sun lower over the Med. “I used to want to be buried here, right on this cliff. Sure is a beautiful spot, sunset every night. But you know my family ain’t gonna come here and see me.”
“You got family Sarge?”
“I got two ex-wives and six children. Write them all. You fellas ought to settle down sometime. Get yourselves some wives and some children as many as you can. You’re life can’t be all down if you got family.”
Latrane had recently begun to worry that some young Italian girl he was seeing in town was pregnant. He hadn’t seen her in a few days and the last time he was in town looking for her, her friends told him she wasn’t around and to stay away. Bo was smart enough to know about protection, but never took the steps to use it right. He figured her father to be mafia and his head to be toast if the old man found out. What Latrane did not know was that the girl was sixteen not the nineteen she told him and that her father was not mafia but a fish monger who paid little attention to her in the first place. Dating or rather screwing the American Marine was more to gain her father’s attention and maybe a little of his love.
“I want to be buried in Arlington,” Freeman continued. “That’s right. Right there with the unknowns and Kennedy. I want to be some place special where everyone can visit me, not on top of some Eye-talian rock looking over that dirty bay. A few years back I realized I ain’t gonna enjoy the view when I’m dead. I can only enjoy it when I’m alive. Just like this.”
“They got this veteran cemetery out near where I’m from,” Latrane chimes in. “It’s all nice and such. They call it the Centerville County Memorial Gardens. There’s benches and trees and stone paths that go everywhere. It’s real nice there up on this hill. I’d like to be buried there, a real nice spot, under a tree. It gets real hot there in the summer.”
“Fool, didn’t you hear what I said about being dead and not seeing nothing? You can’t feel nothing hot either.”
“It ain’t for me, Master Sergeant. It’s for my family and such.”
“Makes sense then. Good sense.”
They waited on Jackson to say something but he had nothing to add. He never thought much about his own death. Though at this moment he realized that he did not care what happened to his body. They can put me in a trash can for pickup, he thought. No harm in that. The sun lowered on them. All three were itching to get into town and after sundown things were always better for the troops.
The history of the Quartermaster Brigade is a proud one in Marine Corps lore. It dates back to the early days of the Corps when aboard many of wooden naval vessel the Marines were assigned to protect the stores of food lest anyone had interest in stealing. The early US Marine was always the best armed and most feared rider of any ship. Any sailor was nervous enough to talk to the Marine let alone try and start something with one. So the stores were always protected and secure.
When in port the shore based Marines were in charge of controlling the stores on land. The ships would then take their cargo from these quartermasters to load. They learned quickly that the Marines on board were so good at keeping the sailors out that some of the excess food would just rot. To rectify this problem there was always a slight bit more left aside for the Marines to keep for themselves or sell off to the crew. Where ever there was money to be made there was always a Marine. Soon the shipboard Marines were coming to the shore based variety and purchasing extra goods with their ill-begotten cash then turn those goods around to sell to the sailors on board. And so the US Marine Corps style of quarter mastering was born or at least that’s the history according to Master Sergeant Clyde Freeman as he first explained it to Cpl. Jackson.
The history continues. It follows through the Mexican-American War (“Them Halls of Montezuma used to hold hundreds and hundreds of barrels of salted pork.”); The Civil War (both North and South); the Spanish-American conflict; World War I (the lean years); World War II (the golden years); Korea (“Where heroes were born.”) Vietnam (the silver or if you want to be more specific green, brown and acid years); and up through both Gulf Wars to today. Freeman’s history was long, but always very entertaining. Jackson figured most of it to be bullshit, but Latrane had learned enough to know that most of it wasn’t.
Latrane explained the system as such to Jackson after he figured that Jackson was cool enough to hear it: “Let’s say that you’re on the front in Baghdad, okay? Let’s say you needed like two thousand candy bars. Just saying. It’s crazy to want that many candy bars in the desert so it’s just hypothetical, okay? You order the candy through your HQ they put the order into us and we send it to States for processing only we don’t put two thousand down we put four thousand down. Why? Cause you’re gonna need to take a few for yourself. A few for the fellas you need to trade with in order to get something you really need later on. And a few to be set aside just in case. In case of what? Well over the years some folks need to get themselves some candy bars and you’re gonna be the one who has them. You get yourself a favor out of them for the candy. Everyone in the Corps needs a few favors on their side. Master Sergeant says it’s like Karma, except your forcing it.
“Now we do all this with food mostly but it’s been done with booze, smokes, eyeglasses, cups and silverware, computers and so on. We never do it with battlefield items like uni’s and ammo. That ain’t right messing with what them boys need, you know?”
So after finishing their ill-gotten potatoes and ham, the Master Sergeant Freeman, Pvt. Latrane and Cpl. Jackson are all on their way to Catania to sell off some old jackets. Yes, Pvt. Latrane had just said that uniforms are off limits when it comes to sales, but these jackets are in the old camouflage scheme and had been sitting in a base warehouse for three years. The coats had been inappropriately ordered for Iraq. Shelby had let them sit there and eventually forgot all about them. Sgt. Freeman on the other hand had been eyeing them for quite some time. The desert camo look had become quite the couture in Southern Italy. Certain parties had shown interest in acquiring some desert camo from the Americans. Freeman’s name had come up numerous times as a connection. He had done some business with the locals though nothing really serious. For a while the town had become quite smitten with the taste of the US Military MRE. They were abundant by the case full and Freeman made quite a bit of money moving them through town. He quit when the Shore Patrol came around with empty MRE containers and questions.
The trio came into town in a borrowed Fiat. The car belonged to another Marine who lent it to them since he wasn’t feeling well enough to go into town that evening. They packed the tiny trunk with three coats. They brought the goods to show their buyer promising after the sale was completed to deliver the rest. They were to meet him near the Hard Rock Café in what was known as the American Sector. There is also a McDonalds, KFC, Wal-Mart and for some odd reason an Olive Garden there as well.
The contact was named Tino. They knew nothing about him other than he worked for a Roman designer. “What if he’s some mobster?” Jackson asked while the crossed through the hills into town.
“He ain’t no mobster,” Freeman responds from behind the wheel. “He’s the biggest goddamned fag I’ve ever seen.”
And so he was. Not just really flamboyant, but also quite large for an Italian. Tino was very impressed with the coats. He told them that his boss would be as well. Excited they sold off the three they had for a thousand bucks and hit the town. Freeman promised him more, but Tino waved him off. With his broken English he told the Master Sergeant that these three would be plenty. If they did want more Tino knew how to contact them.
They didn’t need more. The three jackets were given to three hoods who used them to match up with the three uniforms they stole from three soldiers who had been spending time with three whores who occupied them for three hours while the hoods robbed three banks.
The town wasn’t happy. Neither was the Italian government nor the Commodore who ran the Sigonella Naval Air Station. He ordered a lock down on all off base travel. Everyone was questioned. Angry Italians protested day and night. They camped out near the gates of the base demanding that the “Yankee’s Go Home!” The Commodore was quite sure that none of his men were involved. Freeman took the left over coats and set them out in the bombing range. Within two weeks there was nothing left.
Lt. Col. Shelby called Jackson into his office. “Do you know anything about these robberies?”
“No, sir.”
“I’ll tell you son,” he leaned back in his chair and stared off into the ceiling. There were moments like this when he thought of Jackson as an actual son who would absorb the infinite bits of wisdom that he released. “When I first heard about this I was shocked. I couldn’t believe that one of our own…our fellow Marines would do something like this. Then I remembered just how miserable this place can be. I’ll bet you feel the same as I do.”
“How’s that, sir?”
“Well look at us. Sitting here in our chairs, behind our desks; what a waste of pure killing talent. We, you and me, were designed not to push pencils or stamp requisitions. We were trained to kill. Our government built us to fight and die in order to spread and protect our freedom around the world. The things I could do with these hands. Never have I served anywhere where my skills could have been utilized. Those people making noise at the gates have no idea just what we are capable of in here. There may not be many weapons systems on these grounds, but we could just as easily wipe them all out with what we got up here.” He taps his left temple. “The best, most powerful fighting force in the world and here we sit. Rear support, bullshit.”
He stared off into the ceiling again. Somewhere in his head bombs were going off and rockets were red-glaring across the sky. Jackson had sat through this speech before. It belongs to every one of the military bureaucrats he’s passed through over the years. They all feel the guilt of being trained to kill and not killing, the older ones especially. They missed Vietnam then skipped over the small skirmishes only to be too old for the Gulf Wars. And don’t ever get them started on Bosnia. “What the hell kind of war is an air war? Fuck the bombs and let me kill someone.”
Jackson left his daydreaming boss and returned to his desk. Pvt. Latrane was waiting for him. “Word is they found the robbers,” he says.
“Where? Did they find the jackets?”
“I don’t know about that. But them three Eye-talians were holed up in some cabin outside Syracuse. They said nothing about the jackets. I just hope they don’t find ‘em. I was touching them, Tyrone. My fingerprints is all over ‘em.”
“I don’t know. I wouldn’t worry about it. There’s probably hundreds of grunts who touched those jackets.”
Jackson was right. They didn’t have to worry about the jackets. When the robbers were caught they were counting up whatever money they had left. It wasn’t much considering the haul itself took in just under 20,000 Euros. They spent a few thousand on a car, some new clothes, wine and, of course, whores. The jackets were in the room when the police broke in. Since there was such a high demand for desert camo among the Italian young, the three arresting cops took them home to their children. Sicily is not a place where evidence is stored for long.
The restrictions were lifted and the soldiers were allowed to leave the base. This sort of News travels slowly through Catania and small groups of protestors remained to wreck havoc on the comings and goings of the troops. They were now required to wear civilian clothes when leaving the base for their own safety. Things would return back to normal, though protests outside of any foreign American Military base are to be expected from time to time.
* * * * *
The minute hand stands still and the second hand runs backwards. The small digital readout on the computer screen, the little clock in the lower right, has completely stopped. Melinda Dopplinger watches. The numbers must have been the same for the past ten minutes. It never changes. She checks the settings. Sure enough that clock is running. She stares at the tiny digital numbers. She doesn’t blink. Her eyes dry out and hurt. Then it changes - 4:47. Everything is working. Life is moving too damn slow.
She looks over the papers set aside for next week. All five shows were ready to go. The five for the next week sat in a cardboard box in the far left corner of her desk. There was still research to be done and two guests to book. Just a half hour ago she finished her Friday meeting with Cecily. They discussed the next week and went over future ideas for the following two weeks. By next Friday Melinda would have those shows organized and ready.
There was something she was missing. Something she meant to write down, something she was trying to remember but could not place. Melinda carried a small notebook on her at all times. Whenever an idea for a show would present itself Melinda would write it in the notebook. Something she heard on today’s news triggered her writing mechanism, but then she got too busy. The phones rang. Cecily tapped on the glass wall denoting her dissatisfaction with the guest. The station manager stood over her shoulder and listened for fifteen minutes. By the time she remembered to write it down she had forgotten whatever it was she wanted to write down. There was a good idea in her head somewhere. Just where did she leave it?
That night she was to meet Mike, her boyfriend, and their friend Gunner. It was Gunner’s going away party: part two. The first part consisted of a party with friends in Gunner’s old apartment. They wanted it to be crazy. Blow the deposit and make a mess of the place. It never happened that way. Seven of them just sat around smoking joints and drinking Gunner’s favorite beer. This night was to be the three close friends saying goodbye as only they can by extending the evening and never actually saying goodbye.
Killing time the best way she can, Melinda hits the internet. She goes to the usual websites. The liberal blogs, the local job search, news of the weird, music news and entertainment reports, she surfs around finding the page for the bar where they’re going to meet later, as well as searching Gunner’s new neighborhood in D.C. She looks to the clock, only a few minutes killed.
Outside her cube she hears people leaving early. One woman sticks her head in wishing a good weekend. “You too,” Melinda says without looking as to who it was.
She’s the youngest one at the radio station. The others are middle aged liberals with big houses, two kids, L.L. Bean edition cars and no cares. They have security. Nothing out there seems to touch them. Melinda listens to their stories about school pageants and ski weekends. She envies their income but not their lifestyles. They were nice enough though phony throughout.
“That’s how we’re gonna turn out,” Mike said once. “Everyone always does. No matter how hard you try to avoid that life it always happens to you. Look at my parents. They were at Altamont for crying out loud. They traveled, smoked pot, man they did so many cool things. Then came us, the kids. They stopped having fun. They stopped traveling. They moved out to the suburbs and that’s where we stuck. It happens to all of us. All we can do is try and push it off.”
The clock moved one or two minutes. She had to wait till five. If Cecily saw her leave early again it would be trouble. Melinda hadn’t seen Cecily leave but figured she was still there. Her office door was open. She always shut it at night. Cecily once accused the cleaning crew of stealing her prized Mont Blanc. That, of course, was not true. Melinda had borrowed the pen, lost it, found it, broke it, then tossed it out. Melinda still feels bad for letting Tran take the fall for it. He didn’t lose his job, though they moved him to a different floor.
What would be happening later? She was hoping for one last adventure as she expected Mike was as well. Then again it wasn’t like Gunner would be out of their lives forever. Gunner always figured he would be back. “It isn’t goodbye,” he told the room at his first going away party. “It’s just a job. I’ll be back to visit soon enough.”
Melinda went back to the bar website. It’s a small, downtown brewery named The Tugboat. It’s a dark, smoky hole with black walls covered in bookshelves and tables with adjoining booths. The place has earned the reputation of being a late night haunt for a collection of political lefties, a staging ground for their mini revolution, the place where they all decided to back Bill Phillips on his bid to be president. Mike was the strongest in his conviction for the man. He loved Phillips’s youth, his great speeches, his incorruptible attitude and the fact he was someone new and different. But Phillips was also a family man, and someone Melinda would bed if inclined to do so. They all agreed that his views on the environment and his push for peace over war were also directly in line with theirs. For the first time they had a candidate. All the others running stood for someone else. Bill Phillips stood for them.
Mike organized the local chapter of the Bill Phillips for President Committee. It later became the Phillips campaign headquarters for the state of Oregon. When they started Phillips was far behind and any victory was just a dream. Their friends and families laughed at them. Other local politicos told them to put their backing behind a candidate that might actually win.
“The party has to be whole; fractures must no longer tear it apart.” Phillips said that after he took the lead with the Wisconsin primary. Those who doubted them came looking to join.
After hearing about their level of support in Oregon, Chris Gnomes sent someone to meet with Mike. They discussed the campaign and where it would go in the state. It looked like a slam dunk. Being a neighbor to Washington and with a strong blue lean, there was no way they could lose the Beaver State. That was until the Republicans started gaining in support in the rural and suburban areas. They did the smart thing and distanced themselves from the previous administration.
Gnomes figured the kid wasn’t up to the task. Their worries were justified. Mike didn’t really run a campaign, but instead held a part time exercise in sign making. Before the convention Mike was replaced and a new well-fed and executed campaign was installed. Mike was thanked with a letter from Bill Phillips himself and was told there will always be a place for him in the campaign. Mike was so star struck that he failed to notice the dirty politics involved. All those who replaced him and his crew were professional Democrats with nothing invested in this candidate or the state. It didn’t take long for Mike, Melinda, Gunner and all their friends to be quickly pushed aside.
The time still moved slowly. Melinda surfed along to a news website. There it was located three stories down - Eritrea. The name bounced into her head and gave off stars and fireworks. The President of Eritrea is ill, the story read. Of course, that’s it. What the Hell is Eritrea?
She searched the name over the web and came across a series of sites. She scanned the small two lines of info that accompanied each link until one caught her eye. It read: 3774 NE Williams St., Portland, OR 97223. She clicked on the link.
It took her to the Eritrean Patriots Association of America. It was located right here in town. She jotted down the address and phone number. On Monday she would call them to gather some info and gauge their feelings on their president’s illness. She would try and get one of them to do an interview with Cecily. It was news and she was sure to okay it. There was room somewhere the week after next…Tuesday. Maybe if she pushed she can get them in this coming week. Make some arrangements, bump a guest.
The EPAA was a group of expatriates who left the country to avoid persecution, or so the website said. Melinda was completely unaware of any persecution in Eritrea. Up until six hours ago for that matter she was completely unaware of Eritrea. She began to dig through the website into the country’s troubled history; the decades long war; the famine; and the dictator who called himself freely elected. The website had a lot to say. Maybe this group was not the best for comment.
The President of the EPPA was Afrikari Ndugu. A picture showed an attractive, middle aged black man with a short crop hair cut, a thick graying beard and a very warm smile. He didn’t look much like a revolutionary, but more like the difficult to understand film professor Melinda had in college.
They were having a meeting next week, an open house to celebrate Revolution Day. It was to be a two hour event with song, dance, traditional food, and select readings from Eritrean poetry. It sounded interesting and would be good research for her story.
There were pictures of the Eritrean countryside on the website. The country was pretty if you liked the color brown. There were old beat up trucks on the streets and happy young men standing around them. A small café with tiny tables and a long curtain separating the inside from the outside caught Melinda’s eye. This would be a place she could see herself sitting, sipping a cool drink as the African day slid by. Children would play in the street and merchants would walk up and offer her some trinkets. It was a wonderful place, this imaginary country. Melinda failed to understand that Eritrea was one of the hottest places on Earth. The children poor, undernourished, and begged incessantly. The young men sold no trinkets, but instead had been dragged off to the front line to participate and die in a war that would make even old Orwell shake his head.
Melinda looked up at the clock. It was five after. Shit, now she had to hurry. She didn’t really have to hurry. They weren’t supposed to meet for another two hours. But Melinda hated being the last person to leave work. It showed a certain initiative she wasn’t so sure she had. The rest of the place was empty. Someone had flipped off half the lights. It was dark and deserted. When she passed Cecily’s door she noticed it was open but Cecily hadn’t been in there for hours. She must have left after their meeting. That bitch, Melinda thought. She walks into the office and takes a sliver pen that sits angled in front of the computer monitor. Sorry, Rosa. Melinda pockets the pen. It carries a nice heft and settles deeply into her pocket. Before leaving she flips the last light switch bathing the office in darkness.
The rain had slowed enough to leave a slight drizzle in the air. It was cool and an infrequent breeze blew cutting the rain into your face. Melinda drew the door to the house shut behind her and stamped out her shoe on the rug inside the door. “Grandpa,” she called to no answer. The nurse was gone, but his dinner was sitting on the counter ready to be nuked. Henri had more than once reminded her that he did not like that term.
“Find yourself being nuked,” he would say. “That would change your vocabulary.”
Melinda didn’t see Henri at first. He must be in his workshop. She walked across the kitchen. There are no notes from the nurse, which was good. This one seemed to be working out. Whatever he wanted she was fine with. Melinda no longer had the desire to interview anymore nurses.
She knocks softly with her left hand and opens the workshop door with her right. The stool is empty. Classical music comes faintly out of the small radio seated on the bench. A light shines on a new watch, its pieces scattered with intricate patience around it. In an easy chair nestled in the corner sits Henri. He has a book open in front of him and his head is tilted towards it. His eyes look closed, but his thick glasses can deceive. Assuming him asleep Melinda walks to the bench to examine the watch. It’s similar to all the others. Same round crystal and pearl face, the numbers are blue with a black outline and a small rectangle reveals the date. The band is soft black leather with a traditional hole punch latch. He must have made hundreds of this same model.
He had made a watch for Melinda when she was fifteen. It was different, a thinner women’s style. It was oval in shape and the band was a light tan color. The band since broke, but the watch still runs like new. She doesn’t wear it anymore. Melinda once tried to explain this to Henri. “I don’t want to lose it or hurt it.”
“I can replace the band. It’s nothing.”
“I know. I just like it too much to do anything bad to it. I don’t want to damage it.” This, of course, was a lie. At the time she was more interested in something hipper.
“You’ll break his heart,” her mother said. Since the band broke she’s gone through eight different watches; Henri’s creation still ticks.
“It is far from finished,” Henri says from the corner. He startles Melinda.
“I thought you were asleep.”
“I was reading.” He had been sleeping but woke when she entered. “How was work? I listened today. It sounded good, though, there is not much news.”
“I know. Well, there is plenty of news just not much around here. I wish she’d stick to my notes.”
“She sounded good today, much less angry.”
“Oh she was angry, just not at me.”
“It sounded good anyhow. Good show.”
“Thanks. I’m getting good with the buttons.” Her sarcasm was not lost on Henri who laughed. He then closed his book and stood up.
“Shall we eat?”
“Sure. I know you don’t…”
He cuts her off. “It’s for my own good and they are free. I would much rather take you some place nice. We could dress in our finer things and sit at a nice table fingering elaborate appetizers…my treat.”
“I would love that, but I’ve got to be somewhere tonight. You know for Gunner’s going away. He leaves tomorrow. Let’s do it then. We’ll go out and get something terribly unhealthy and extraordinarily overpriced.”
“We’ll collect our lousy days,” he said placing an arm around her. “And make something good out of them. Sounds like a date.”
“What lousy day did you have?” They walk from the room.
“Oh, that nurse.”
“Do I need to call the Hospice again? I don’t want to. They get weird as soon as they hear your name.”
“Soon enough they’ll be rid of me.”
“Don’t say that.”
He cuts her off again. “Soon enough. Then they’ll forget I was even here. At least they have me to moan about for now.”
They walked into the kitchen where Melinda microwaved Henri’s Hospice meal and something less nutritious for herself. They sat down at the table and took the plastic seal off their dinners. “That machine when it was invented.” He points his fork at the microwave oven. “It was created for much more nefarious purposes. To think that microwave energy could be used to feed is just amazing.”
He says this every time she prepares his meal. There must be something cryptic in the message. Someday Melinda will find out. “Any real news out there in the world today,” he asks scooping a spoonful of tasteless green beans into his mouth.
“No. Well except for Eritrea. Their president is dying.”
“I heard that. I don’t know much about that country.”
“I didn’t know anything about it either. Before I left I looked it up. It’s in Africa. They have a group here in Portland, the Patriots of Eritrea or something. I’m gonna call them and get them on the show next week.”
“You need to keep up with the current events. That’s what your show lacks; too much nonsense and not enough real news. Is there anymore on India and Pakistan?”
She knew what he was getting at. They ran one story last week about their nuclear weapons testing and Henri became obsessed with it. He gets this way with certain stories, especially the ones dealing with nukes. It’s probably his guilt from participating in their creation. That’s also why he rarely talks about his past.
“No. That’s old news.”
Henri scrapes his fork over his Styrofoam food tray. His worries compound, he changes the subject. “You should call your mother.”
“I should. I‘ll call them this weekend.” Her father is Henri’s second child. He never really had much of a relationship with his son. By the time he was home enough to spend time, they had all outgrown him. Now, that he’s old they feel some kind of remorse, at least their wives do. “I got to get going.” She clears the table.
Henri sits back and reminisces about a cigar he once finished a meal with. It was long, rolled tight and filled with a sweet tobacco grown only in South America. Once after a meal in a small San Francisco seafood restaurant he was handed one. He smoked it with great relish. It was the first cigar he had ever smoked. Then he coughed and came back to reality.
“Are you gonna be okay?” She asks while she slips on her coat.
“Oh sure. I have my watches, my books, the music and I have you to worry about. I’ll be fine.” He smiles wide across his face. Melinda kisses his cheek and ducks out the door. Henri waits, admires his moment, then gets up and heads to the living room where he finds another book. He turns on the radio, tunes into a Mozart concerto and he falls into his chair.
Mike and Gunner were already seated with drinks by the time Melinda found a parking place. Despite the difficulty involved in finding parking, the bar itself is relatively empty. She spots them quickly in the same corner booth they always sit in. Mike had long imagined the life of long gone leftist leaders sitting in dark cafes throughout Europe plotting their revolutions. They spoke in secret code describing plans to bring down the oppressive government. The pints they drank from freely given to them by the revolutionary behind the bar. Mike would look to his bar only to find an aging Korean War vet with a quick wit and diminished memory.
Melinda sits next to Mike with a kiss and leaves a smile for Gunner. The look on Mike’s face reveals a serious conversation. “What’s up?” she says sipping from her porter.
“We were just discussing the big hole in Congress,” Gunner says. “How Phillips is gonna have to work around the fact there is little partisan support in the House.”
“Oh my boys and their silly talk of politics,” Melinda falls into Mike with a big smile. “Mike is definitely going to miss you.”
Actually, Mike feels that he won’t miss Gunner all that much. In fact he’s been counting down the days for months. It’s more jealousy than anything else.
This DC job should have been Mike’s. He discovered Phillips. He created the campaign headquarters. He has the signed thank you letter and promise of campaign work framed in his living room. All Gunner had is a father who was president of Cornell University, which also happens to be Chris Gnomes’ alma mater.
Gunner’s father worried incessantly about his son. Gunner was brilliant or so his father always thought. He was on his way to be a lawyer or scientist or something that his fantastic free Ivy League education would earn him. Instead he graduated (barely) and wandered the country following jam bands and crashing on people’s floors. He was out of communication at most times and whenever he did call or write he was always somewhere different and obviously stoned.
Gunner had seen it or did it all or so he thought. When he decided to settle down he chose Portland only because it came highly recommended by a drug dealer he met outside a Widespread Panic show in Tennessee. “It is so green there, man,” the dealer said while lighting the bowl. “The summers are awesome. They got mountains for hiking and climbing. There’s like a ton of parks there. And everyone is so cool. It’s also, like, the most politically right place I’ve ever been to.”
“The weed’s good too,” another tie-dyed stoner chirps in.
“Yea, totally. Great weed.”
Gunner was in town for less than a month when he wandered into to the Phillips for President Headquarters. Mike thought he was just another pothead looking to mooch. “It’s volunteer only. We don’t have any funds.”
“That’s cool man. I can look for a job too.”
They hit it off fast. Like everyone in Portland, Oregon; they only connect with people who share the same views as themselves. Melinda immediately liked him as well. Together the three would hang out smoke weed and discuss the political scene. Gunner once decided to run for mayor of Portland. “Look at me: I am Portland.” He was wearing black work pants an overly tight novelty t-shirt and his ratty hair fell over his face. “They would all come out and vote for me.”
“Everyone who actually does vote wouldn’t.” Mike said.
The DC job in contention was a small staff post in the White House. Gunner would work as a Confidential Assistant to the Confidential Secretary of the Deputy Assistant Chief of Staff. None of them were quite sure what the position contained. Gunner’s father had called Gnomes and asked to cash in a favor.
Many years ago while attending Cornell certain things were covered up that could possibly damage Gnomes’ future. The only person who knew of these alleged “things” was Gunner’s father, who at the time of these “incidents” was head of the Political Science department. He has long kept those “things” to himself which brings us to the favor.
Gunner’s father had recently cut him off from any more funds and Gunner was worried about his future. He would have to get a decent job. Despite the degree from Cornell he had no real skills. The economy in Portland was not so great either. Serving coffee seemed like his only alternative. After hearing the description of the DC job he hung up with the promise of calling back. Then he presented it to Melinda and Mike.
“That’s amazing,” Melinda said. “You have to take it.”
“Maybe I should get another job. I hate that my father did this. He’s always getting involved in my life. It’s my life, you know.”
“Yea, but this is a once in a lifetime experience,” she said. “You get to work in the Phillips White House. You know what this means? You’re gonna be a part of history. Right, Mike?”
Mike was already fuming. It had to be his job, not Gunner’s. “If anyone is to have a bullshit job like that it should be me,” he fumed to Melinda later that night. “I did all the work. I started the campaign here. So, I don’t have his dad, so what. This is bullshit.”
“You didn’t even know the job existed till tonight,” she answered. “You should be happy for him or at least act happy.”
Mike decided on the latter, although he hasn’t done a very good job at keeping that up.
“So what’s the plan for tonight?” Melinda asked while dropping her beer to the table again.
“I don’t know,” Mike says. “Anything going on?” He hoped there was some sort of concert or something they could go to. The last thing he wanted to do was sit and talk with Gunner. As the day approached for Gunner’s subsequent departure Mike has become more and more agitated.
“The usual,” Gunner says. “I didn’t see anything different. I think we should go out hit some other bars; you know do something different than we normally do.”
“What, do you want to go to strip clubs?” Melinda grins. “You boys can do that on your own.”
“No, well we should do one. But I was thinking more about some other places. We should end up back here after midnight, once the good crowd shows up.”
“We should go to corny clubs and stuff,” Mike says. “The real bourgeois places, where all the yuppies and suburbanites go.”
“Yea,” Gunner says. “That’s what I’m talking about. It’ll be fun. A real send off. Like a fuck you to the fake Portland. Then finish it here with a goodbye to the real Portland.”
So they hit the town. They first went down to the clubbing section of Old Town. There they stood in line to get into a dance club where once inside they stood in more lines. Melinda attempted to hook Gunner up with some suburban slut. The slut seemed interested until she saw Gunner. “I thought you said he was Ivy League,” she told Melinda.
“Cornell. His dad is the school president.”
“I need a man with a future.’
“He’s got a job at the White House.”
“If that’s what they’re hiring to run this country,” she says pointing at Gunner. “Then I voted for the wrong idiot.”
From there they headed to the trendy yuppie section of town. They enter three identical bars each with white neon lights, black bars, gay waiters and fifteen dollar martinis. The wait staff was nice enough, but they waited too long for drinks and received dirty looks for not ordering the bad food.
Before midnight they satisfied Gunner’s whim and went to one of the plethora of strip clubs that Portland offers. Unbeknownst to Melinda, Gunner and Mike had in fact frequented a few of the clubs in the past. The particular one she picked happened to be a popular spot for Gunner when solo. He was worried he might be recognized by one of the girls. They didn’t stay long. Melinda was quite surprised by all the women who came to watch the shows, but sickened by what she saw. “Its art,” one woman was overheard saying.
“Art,” Melinda says. “If that’s art, then I was taking the wrong classes at Vasser.” They left, finding themselves back at the bar where it all began.
“That was fun,” Mike said with supreme irony. Melinda and Gunner laughed.
“I always knew there was a reason why I never went into those places,” Gunner said.
They each had a fresh beer. One by one they looked at the clock. It was nearing one-thirty. The bar closed at two. “Are we gonna close it down tonight?” Gunner asked the yawning duo across from him.
Mike had already drank too much. He bites his lip to keep from saying anything. The beer in front of him has gone untouched for the past ten minutes. Melinda had paced herself but feels way too tired to put up much more for the night. “I’m not so sure I can,” she says stifling another yawn. “I’m gonna miss you Gunner. I don’t know where you get the energy. I’m getting too old for this.”
“I’m afraid to sleep. If I wake up, then I’ll have to leave.”
“So go,” slurs Mike.
They both look at him then at each other. Melinda laughs. She laughs because the swaying Mike is funny and because she has to hide the truth behind his comment.
“I don’t even know anyone there,” Gunner says looking into his half-empty glass.
“You’ll meet people. They say he’s staffing the whole place with young people. People our age are gonna be making all the decisions. That’s so wild. Either we’re old now or everyone is starting to listen to us.”
“We are old, but no one is listening to us.”
“Listening to me,” Mike says his head buried in his arm. “No one listens to me. Never. Whenever I have something to say, it doesn’t matter. I put him there and I get nothing but a shitty letter. Nothing.”
Melinda smiles at Gunner but knows the worst. “I got to get him out of here. He’s too fucked up.”
“I know. I’ll help you.” They pull a fighting Mike from the booth. The handful of other patrons watch as they drag him across the room and out the door. Gunner drops him into the passenger side of Melinda’s car.
“I’m sorry he did this,” she says.
“It’s cool. That’s Mike. I know he’s upset with me getting the job and all.”
“I think deep down he thinks it’s cool.”
“No, he doesn’t.”
“No.” They laugh again. Melinda looks up from the sidewalk and their eyes meet again. “Well...” she says. She had thought of this moment for awhile and figured that Mike would be sober enough to pull her away from it. “Mike would say goodbye if he could.”
“What about you?”
She always suspected Gunner had a thing for her. Once when they were alone smoking weed in his apartment she nearly made a move. He was too fucked up to be of any good. Later she was relieved that she hadn’t done it. “I’ll miss you, you know that.”
Gunner sucks in his pride and moves in for a kiss. She takes the kiss then pushes him back. “Gunner, no. Mike is right here.”
“He’s out.”
“No, he’s still there.”
Embarrassed Gunner steps back. “I’m sorry.”
“No…in another place or time.”
“Thanks,” Gunner waits a moment or two. “Come with me.”
“You know I can’t do that.”
“I know. I thought I’d try.”
She hugs him. He grips her hard for one last time. Nothing comes of it. “Good luck,” she says.
“You too.” He nods towards Mike.
She opens the car door and gets in as Gunner heads for the table and his remaining beer. He finishes it and what was left of theirs as well. Later, angry with himself and Melinda, he goes back to the strip club where he pays thirty extra bucks to get the stripper to jack him off in the back room.
Melinda leaves Mike on his couch. During their trip to there from the car Mike tried numerous times to seduce Melinda in his own way. “Is he gone?” he asked. “Did you want to take him home tonight?” Mike long suspected something between them. Why not? Gunner was his good friend and they were similar enough in thought. Melinda was perfect for the both of them. Of course, Mike never let on how he screwed around a few times.
“It’s late, you’re drunk and I can’t deal with you right now.”
“That’s bullshit. Look at me I’m ready.” He thrusts his hard-on into the air.
“Not tonight. You’re a real asshole, you know that?”
“Yea, so.”
“I’m going.” And she does.
Mike sits there on his couch for a few minutes and fights sleep. After about a half hour his strength returns and he stands up. The difficult walk to the kitchen pays off with a glass of water and some aspirin. Five minutes later he sits in front of his computer and holds his eye lids open as it starts up. His typing is fast. The words fly from across the digital page. The grammar/spell check burns itself out in overtime. When complete his latest blog is pointless and empty. It reveals his drunken nature. He can’t publish it and leaves it unsaved in a lowered window on his desktop. He then turns to the web looking for anything to incur his interest. The slow boredom of it all leads him to the usual chat rooms and the same sex starved online friends. Too drunk to find sex in real life he settles for the verbal cyber kind. A quick taste of the forbidden fruit and a sticky mess of his keyboard later, he posts his terribly written blog to the web as follows:
What kind of friend? What kind of friend is that? I don’t know. Is she mine? Does anyone own a woman? A person? I feel terrible even knowing her. I feel worse knowing him. Washington is not a place I feel free. The violence tears me apart.
Who believes in God? What is God? Does Bill Phillips believe in God? I hope not. God wants nothing to do with the President of the USA. In God We TRUST!?! Who me?
Too Much Too Little
A hundred years from now we will look back on our history and all of it will be a blur. Life continues to grow and we continue to know….nothing. I have nothing to say and I want you all to know that. But I must post. If I don’t what will you have to read?!?!
That was it. At least that was what he posted. Over two thousand people read it the next day. They laughed and thought it was funny. Others thought it was sad. Something is killing poor TengoSpat (His online blog name. No one, not even Melinda, knows it’s him.) In the following days he will apologize and write something more proper.
Melinda walked quietly into her house. It was dark and Henri was asleep. As tired as she was, she was in no shape to sleep. She settles into the couch and flips on the TV. There is nothing on but paid advertisements and the beginning of the weekend church programs. Henri kept just the basic of cable. Melinda put up a protest when the nurses wanted more channels. TV rots your brain. Of course it’s at moments like this, increasingly more moments like this, that those channels would come in handy.
Maybe she should have gone. Gunner’s nice enough and after seeing how Mike acted a change would have been nice. Then there is grandpa. She can’t leave him, nor does she want to. He’s so dependent on her. Then again maybe Gunner could get her a job in the White House. Maybe not. It doesn’t matter now. Back to reality. On local access a pair of conservative soldiers all dressed in white suits rail against the President and for God. Scary, she thinks. These people were and are always too close to the top.
“What kind of sinner did we put in Washington? What can we do to save our children from the future commitments of sin that will be upon us?” Thus speaks the one on the left says while pointing at the camera. None of it makes any sense and all it does is inflame Melinda. Angry, she turns the channel. Nothing catches her eye and she leaves it on a collection of music videos. Her eyes watch the candy and lights dance by as her lids grow heavy. Her hand covers her yawn. “Stupid shit,” she mumbles to herself as the remote falls from her hand to the floor. “Stupid Mike.” Her eyes close.
* * * * *
“Are you serious?” Ivan Gonzalez slams the evening’s news copy down on the desk of the station’s news director.
“What is it now Ee-van?” The director had learned long ago, as with everyone else, to pronounce Ivan’s name correctly or face his empty wrath.
“This story, are you serious about this? A man seen flashing women out on 101st. That’s a waste of our time. That’s not even news.”
“It is to the women he flashed,” Ivan looks away. He lowers his eyes and plays for star treatment. “Look it’s a crime and people want to know what’s happening. We’re the number one evening news and that’s what we do. We give them the information. As long as we’re reporting it, it’s important.”
Gonzalez closes his eyes and sees his Emmy. Local, of course, won for excellent reporting. It sits on his mantel above his $10,000 marble fireplace which came with the $850,000 home he can’t stand, a gross Tudor that doesn’t fit him or his style. But the neighborhood is perfect. Freshly mown lawns, families playing in their yards, the sweet acrid smell of bar-b-cues on the weekend. All of it purchased with money built out of lame stories like this one. Oh what a big break would do for him. If only he could uncover the corruption or find the missing kids.
“Look, Al,” the news director’s name was Al Koons. He’s got four kids (one starting college in the fall) two Labradors, a beautifully aging wife and just three weeks until his first heart attack. “I grab women’s asses all the time. You don’t see any story about me.”
“I can make it happen. In fact I’ll send a crew out with you the next time you troll the bars for whores. If that’s where the news is, that’s where we’ll find it.”
Gonzalez pouts. This works with everyone even his boss.
“Just do the story. Next week we’ll find something respectable for you, alright?”
Placated Gonzalez nods. “Fine but I’m picking it.” He smiles his million dollar dimples, at least they should be considering that’s what Channel 22 just paid for them.
Ivan Gonzalez does not have the rags to riches, poor immigrant background. His parents were third generation Latinos a mix of Puerto Rican, Mexican, Guatemalan, and Columbian heritage. His father was a doctor who made his small fortune treating the poor south central Texas Hispanic population. His mother ran a maid service that hired fresh immigrants. Both were very well to do when they paid for young Ivan to go to acting school. With his looks they expected him to be the King of Hollywood in a matter of time. If only learning his lines was like fucking he’d be the biggest star in the world. He did graduate though nowhere near the top of his class. He skipped around Austin looking for work only to find coffee shops, his mom’s business and back wrenching labor to be found. He knew he was better than that. God did not give him this face to do bullshit. So he skipped off to Hollywood with friends. They stayed for three years. During that time Ivan kicked up a relationship with a particular 34 year old starlet. They dated for two years where she carried Ivan with her like he was the best of arm candy. When promise after promise of work in her movies fell through he left her and her mansion to go back home.
He moped long enough to cash in on his looks and ethnicity and snag a reporter job with rival Channel 6. They wanted him to be a voice for the Hispanic population. This meant taking Spanish classes in his spare time. Soon he was their top spot reporter. He was at the forefront of every major story. They sent him everywhere. He went to the hurricanes and stood in their aftermath; he stood before picket lines; he handled the awful high school tornado tragedy of 2005 (which made him a star). There was no way to look at his face, its wetting eyes and soft lips and not feel for whatever he was pushing. Giving him a local Emmy seemed an afterthought. So as his contract came to an end the folks at Channel 22 offered him a cool 3 year and $3 million. He was crazy to not accept. He’s now two years in and misses the reportage. The money is there, the girls are even better looking, and yet none of it fulfills him. His large house sits mostly empty.
So he’ll play their game this time knowing that he’ll get whatever he wants next time. That’s the way it works. You have to know the politics. Koons loves playing these games only because he’s the boss. That’s what bosses do, or so Koons thinks they should do. They funny thing about the flasher is in less than three weeks he was caught trying to kidnap a ten year old boy out on the same street. The police credit the media and Channel 22 in particular for getting his face out there so that he could be stopped.
That evening after he finished the five o’clock he accompanied Christina Krumble, the weather girl, to dinner. She took a few weekend classes at the community college to get her Weather Service Classification and then a week off to get her boobs. Her short lived fling with Ivan marked one of the happiest moments of her life. She always assumed he felt the same way. It turns out he did not. He always thought the sex was fine but that she’s a total idiot. They remain friends in her mind where she hopes he’ll take her back for good. He keeps her close for booty call purposes, although her messed-up psyche isn’t worth it.
The restaurant is a little dive close to the station where most of the crew and cast hang during their lunch hour. Christina attempts to slide a hand behind the salt and pepper shakers. Ivan looks down then away as the technical director walks up. “You guys see that footage of that Portuguese fire?”
She slides away quick and slumps back into her booth. Her eyes never leave Ivan who turns towards the TD.
“No, man, what was it?”
“There’s this hotel totally engulfed. We’re leading the Around the World segment with it,” the TD slides in next to Christina sliding his pudgy frame against her taut hip. He wiggles closer as she pulls away. Pervert. “Kids are jumping out of windows. There’s this old woman who runs out all covered in flames. We can’t use that but the rest of the stuff is fantastic.” He leers down at her tits. She rolls her eyes then fixed them back at Ivan whose still with the TD,
“Hey, man,” he starts. “What do you think about giving me more face time tonight?”
“You got to talk to Cheryl (producer) about that. I just press the buttons, you know?” He looks down on her again. Christina is now pushed against the wall. She gives up her hip, knowing what little joy it brings him.
“How about you?” he says to her turning into her space. “You got those models ready for broadcast.”
“I will.”
“Cool.” He’s called back to the tech table across the restaurant. “Better go. You got to come by and check out that footage, Ivan. It’s so cool.”
“Alright, man.” The kid runs off to his table. They’re alone again.
“Damn techies,” Christina says easing back across the bench for room. She feels his slimy trail on the seat as she moves. “Where were we?”
“We weren’t anywhere. You sat down here.”
“Oh, yea…how you been? We haven’t talked in so long.”
“I’m fine. This news keeps me busy.”
Christina was moved to the morning shift as per Ivan’s pleading. Every now and then Koons sticks her back in the late shifts just to irritate him. Everyone knew about the affair. Especially since they would head off to a sound booth every other day and fuck between newscasts. After finding this out the techies would flip on the microphone inside. They recorded most of their trysts for jokes but later kept copies for other reasons. They all came into agreement that Christina was one tight lay. Each made a move after Ivan cut her loose all with no success. Had he known about the CD’s Ivan probably would have loved to hear them. I’m sure he would have kept a copy or two for himself.
“Gawd, I miss you. I miss you so much.”
Ivan tries to ignore her. He looks over at the techies. They laugh and carry on. No matter what, they always seem to be having fun. Maybe that’s what you do with those little paychecks. You have fun. “Not now,” he says to the sad faced weather girl. “You want them to know? It could get you fired.”
“I don’t care anymore. You don’t know how depressing it is for me to get up every morning at 4 am. I can’t look good that early. It’s that fucker Koons. You know he tried to feel me up once.”
It was a Christmas party her first year at the station. The boobs were new. She told one of the female directors in confidence about it, though everyone could tell. He bumped into her in the coat room while searching for the car keys that had fallen in the dark. It was truly innocent and at the time she was quite turned on by the fact her boss touched her. That was the reason why she bought them.
“I don’t need this. I got to do the news in a couple hours. I don’t have time for this shit. I’m sorry but it wasn’t working out. We’ve gone over this before.”
She raises her voice: “Gone over this.” Then lowers it amid stares: “I love you doesn’t that mean anything?”
“I just don’t feel the same way.” The techies are playing paper football with napkins. “I can’t do this right now, Christine. I got to get into my zone.” He walks from her and stops at the techie table. They all call to him and he sits down to play. Ivan doesn’t watch as Christine leaves in tears.
At the news desk Ivan is always paired with the same leading lady, Terry Gunn. She’s twice divorced with one kid and a new boy toy. Terry cannot stand Ivan. She finds him to be despicable trash. The fact that her father lost his job recently to cheap Mexican labor doesn’t help change her opinion much.
They sit together and banter with silly smiles between the funny stories and take on gloomy looks during the serious ones. They come across as the town’s best couple. Most viewers believe they are either having an affair or are at least married. Nope. When Ivan did hit on her just after last divorce, (he waited a few weeks before trying) she laughed too hard to slap him. Though Terry did enjoy the fact he made a move whether it was out of pity or not. Ivan was just looking to finish off all the ladies on his newscast, a personal goal.
On this night they took their seats waiting out their destiny, the red light. They were the number one duo for five and ten. Over 500,000 people watch in the metropolitan area every night. Their level of celebrity is unmatched among Austin TV stars. Just going out to shop can be difficult.
The clock clicks closer to the appropriate time. They both write their own news and filter it how they see fit. She likes to lean to the right. He looks for the sensation that gets people excited. Neither is really all that political. They didn’t vote in the last election despite the fact they both lied about it on that evening’s poll coverage.
The weather man was off tonight. He was at home nursing a tough case of syphilis. A cleaned and composed Christina Krumble took her place next to Terry. To Ivan’s left slides in Jimmy Seeds, the sports guy. Jimmy was a former All-American quarterback from one of the suburban high schools. He went to Texas Tech found cocaine and lost football. A few years after he dropped out he found Christ and lost his bad habits. His pre-show ritual contains praying naked and kissing a crucifix. As he takes his seat and nods to his least favorite sinner, Ivan Gonzalez, he rubs the cross he wears under his jacket and tie.
The evening’s top story was an apartment fire in one of the nearby suburbs. Local fire departments responded quickly and stopped the blaze from spreading. They were pushed no doubt by a recent Channel 22 expose on department readiness by Ivan Gonzalez. He was pressured into the story by an over eager producer who had seen his brother’s house in New Hampshire burn down. This producer never mentioned that his brother’s house was 25 miles from the closest fire house and that his brother had not called the fire department for over a half hour thinking he could contain the blaze himself with a garden hose.
After the fire they followed up with some local schools news, a crime spree among tanning parlors and quilt shops, and new suspect in a child molestation case. Before break and following the pedophilia, they ran a promo for an upcoming story about a ballroom dancing pig. “Isn’t that just darling,” Terry pushed through her phony smile.
Christina took her place in front of the green rug that would soon represent her map. She took a breath and then did her five second push for weather between commercial spots. When finished she slumped over to her chair at the “Weather Station” and waited out her time. She never looked at Ivan and did her best to show that. Ivan knew that if he made the call she would be on his dick before he finished the words. That slut wasn’t worth it despite her tits.
When they came back they followed up on the story of the man who’s been flashing women on 101st Ave. Ivan read the story with a strong phony concern. They went to some celebrity news and then a push to the “Weather Station” and Christina.
For a heartbroken woman she sure gathered herself well for the cameras. The cool weather over the area mixed with some clouds on Thursday added up to a fantastic weekend. She bounced and moved as if she was flirting with the whole viewing area. The women looked at her, shook their heads and made comments while their men agreed and secretly ripped her clothes off. When she gave the ten day forecast she stood next to Saturday with her profile gently moving into Sunday. She always considered this her best view. The buxom chest tightly pulled by her black sweater and her skirt pulling on her very ample ass. She once told Ivan that out there in the real world hands were under covers while dozens of young boys became men to that very profile. “They probably record it with their VCR’s,” she said. “Every one of them staining their sheets over and over again to my gorgeous ass.” After her move to the morning show she whined to herself: “No one jerks off in the morning.”
Terry, sensing their adolescent spat, thanked Christina for the weather then turned to Jimmy Seeds. He grabbed his cross then looked into the camera, letting go as soon as his red light came on. There were local basketball highlights and some NCAA things that have to be seen to be believed. They ran the video of the dunking of a college basketball to the howling of fans. Then they were out again for two minutes.
“She went long,” the producer told Jimmy in his ear piece.
“Shit,” he said under his breath. Ivan heard him fine. Jimmy’s told he has to cut some footage and breeze through his scores. “How long?”
“Fifteen. What are we losing?”
It didn’t sound like much but fifteen seconds was a long time on television. “I don’t know…local video.”
“Can’t lose the local stuff. Got to drop the A&M video.”
That bitch, she doesn’t even work the night shift. Sorry, Lord he apologized mentally. That dunk footage was his apex tonight. The local stuff was lame. “Can’t we just…” He walked over and stood in front of the green screen. Christine passed him on her way to the news desk. “Bitch,” he murmured under his breath. Stunned and hurt she looked back at him just as the countdown started in his ear.
“Ten seconds….It’s gone….Four, three, two…” Jimmy was up.
While he zipped through the highlights and stats, Terry stood up and quietly left the set searching for a glass of water. The empty chair left a void between Christine and Ivan. She felt it. His mind was elsewhere. She looked at him like a lost dog. The techies in the control room watched her on the monitor. At first they laughed, each recalling the CDs. Then they all felt bad for her. Despite her sluttiness and giant boobs, she was human, and they all had felt this hurt before. “What a prick,” the producer said.
Jimmy Seeds wrapped and took his seat back at the news desk. Ivan segued into the “Around The World in 90 Seconds” segment. Here they covered the world’s events in as quickly a manner as possible only because they have to. In order: starting with the infamous Portuguese hotel fire, then Russians dealing with excess snow, an Asian company unveiling new handheld video player, and two pieces of English tabloid fodder getting married (“Yea, that’s gonna last!” Terry adds after the segment ends.) No news on the ailing President of Eritrea leaving the handful of local residents who cared, all of whom only get their news from this cast, out of the loop.
They finish with the “One Last Thing…” video clip of that ballroom dancing pig. They all laugh, although none for real. Each has their own mind on something else. They laugh and banter as they get the signal. Stay up for whomever on whatever late show, Ivan tells the smiling audience.
“Did you see that pig last night?” everyone says the next morning, oblivious as to what is really happening in the world. That pig and its owner do end up on the late show one of these weeks. Later the pig grows up to be big and fat and well loved.
After the wrap up, everyone splits from the station; Ivan starts his Audi and points it in the direction of downtown. There has to be someone there that can wipe Christina from his mind. He skips over the usual spots with their yuppie girls or hipster losers and points his ride towards the Latino side of town. Being a legend in the community does have its points.
He enters a colorful Mexican restaurant and sits at the tiled bar. Frescos and mosaics cover the walls and floors respectively. The chubby but well intentioned bartender comes to him from behind the bar. She blushes as she talks to him in hyper-speed Spanish. “Just a beer,” he answers in English. She’s not whom he’s looking for. A couple of regulars shout “Good show” to him from across the lounge. Their faces are obscured by cardboard signs for Mexican beer proclaiming Mariachi Band’s every Tuesday and Friday. The bartender places a cold beer in front of Ivan and walks away. The bland Mexican brew does nothing for the neutral feeling he has inside. Has Austin lost its pull for him? He looks into the mug and watches the bubbles soar and pop.
A woman sits down next to him. She’s old enough to be his mother, yet she carries this undeniable sexiness to her. She has a nice body for someone her age. She must work out or starve herself, he thinks. She looks to him and smiles then lights a cigarette. “Good show,” she says in a thick accent.
“Thanks,” he sips his beer. For the first time he’s without words. It’s like talking to one of his mother’s friends when he was a child.
After a long drag she follows with: “When I watch you at five, I use my vibrator while you read me the news.”
Alarmed Ivan looks around the bar. No one else is listening.
“Once I put my TV on the ground, turned the bass up loud, then straddled the set naked. I never came like that before or since.”
Ivan takes another drink then looks around again.
“Buy me a drink,” she says. “Then I will take you home and polvo your brains out.”
Ivan leans over the bar and yells: “Camarero.” loudly. The chubby girl comes out excited at the Spanish call of her title. When she sees the viejo puta, she understands. I hope he’s got penicillin at home, she wonders as she makes the puta a margarita.
* * * * *
“You can’t run a campaign for free. You can try and gather money from public sources. I know of a few candidates that did. But ultimately you fail. The cost of running a campaign is too high. You have volunteers and you have paid employees. These people have hopes and dreams and those hopes and dreams are tied to your success. People give up a lot to help; families, jobs, their entire life. It’s important that we give them back something. The best thing and the only thing they want is victory. And to ensure victory you need money. You need to get the word out and you need to canvas the state. The campaign and election were hard fought and even though venom was spread, my opponent and I have talked numerous times since, both of us realizing that in the heat of battle not all that was said was meant. I listened to his concerns and I’ve taken them with me back to Washington. We left the battlefield as combatants but we’ll work together for the common good of the proud state of South Carolina.”
Can you believe this nonsense? Who is he fooling? The question he was asked was: How do you explain the errors in the numbers on your campaign budget? How does Compton sleep at night? He could have said: It was a simple accounting error or we fired the people responsible and now we’ve moved on. No, he has to cover up. What does he have to cover up? It’s the same old nonsense all over again, isn’t it? Another Republican senator getting caught with too much money. Money he received illegally from contributors who were not kosher. And who were the contributors? Well the Washington Post has some ideas. Big oil, of course: and because it’s South Carolina the tobacco companies. Figures. The two whores in bed with Satan.
This was the end to Mike’s blog. His first in two days. His readers were restless. They posted endless queries on the forum, most of them predicting Mike’s demise. Though he was far from over, he had been spending a lot of time trying to find a topic. Since Phillips won the election, life has felt good for a change leaving Mike with little to complain about in the political world. He had been fuming about Gunner leaving and taking that job, yet he couldn’t put those feelings into coherent words. Every time he sat down to type all the words that appeared on the screen felt angry and hollow.
There were two kinds of blogs that he posted. The first dealt with politics of all levels: state, local, federal or international. On all those topics he felt he was an expert despite how some of his readers responded. Mike was not one to back down from his opinions, even if he felt that the current President of Poland was bad for the country despite the fact he had never visited there or spoken with anyone who had. In fact when Polish web surfers came across his post and nailed him pretty hard for not knowing a thing about their proud country he just ignored them and went on to his next topic: the rise in parking meter rates all over downtown.
The other type of blog he wrote revolved around his private life. He spoke openly about Melinda, his job, his dismal apartment, how hard it was to get good produce, traffic and scary drivers who try and run he and his bike down. Basically everything that happens in his life that does not involve politics falls in here and despite his heavy political lean there was quite a lot.
Recently, though, Mike’s problem had been finding the right words to describe Gunner. It would be more accurate to say his feelings about Gunner’s departure, taking that job and leaving Mike without a real close friend. It hurt Mike to think about it. It wasn’t just like being stabbed in the back. That’s an easy analogy. It was more like being stabbed in the back while someone took your heart out and stamped it on the ground. That’s how Mike described it in one of his latest drafts.
Mike had other friends. People he knew from work a small group that would meet at times after hours for drinks. They were cool, but they didn’t offer the discourse that Mike craved with Gunner. Maybe what hurt Mike most of all was that Gunner never invited him to go along. Would he have? Probably. It was, as Melinda described it, a once in a lifetime opportunity. The real reason that he couldn’t post was because Gunner was the only person who knew it was Mike’s blog.
Mike never used his own name when blogging. He chose a pseudonym that meant nothing to anyone else in hopes that it would become respected and eventually mean something. He chose TengoSpat. Drawing from the Spanish term for “I have” and the English past of Spit, he created a name that he figured best personified his work online. “I have spat out this information.” It sounded angry and decisive. The two things that Mike hoped he would be when blogging.
He always looked at the blog as some sort of therapy. When life became difficult and something was happening whether directly to Mike or to someone he knew or to the world in general, just writing it out in quick bursts makes him feel better. Just a few hundred words was more cathartic then punching a wall (which he’s done before) or unloading on Melinda (which she had grown tired of).
At first the readership was none. Mike wanted to tell Melinda and even once sent her a link, though she did pass through the crude website with its complaining author and sent Mike a reply to the likes of: “He seems a lot like you. You should contact him.” It wasn’t until Mike caught his big break that everyone took notice.
The big break revolved around the city’s public schools and their fraud of a school board. Since Mike didn’t work for the schools and had no children, he showed little interest in the daily operation of the schools. What piqued his interest was a short conversation at a party with a school district employee.
It was a warm summer night and Mike had wandered outside to get some fresh air. He came upon a similarly aged young man who was smoking a joint alone and looking up at the stars. As any pot smoker with no weed would do, he wandered over. After a few puffs, a slight exchange of niceties and the usual Portland conversation about the weather, they settled into a discussion about their respective jobs. Mike told him about his boring job inputting code and designing web pages for multi-million dollar companies. The other fellow’s eyes lit up. He had a soft spot for computers and was hoping for a similar gig one day.
“I work for the city schools,” he told Mike after he asked. “I work setting up audio visual equipment.”
“Like movie projectors and stuff.”
“Yea, like that, though it’s changed a lot. There’s more high tech stuff now. I’ve been doing it for a few years, but, I don’t know, it’s getting old, you know.”
“I hear you. Every job is designed to burn you out.”
“Yea.”
“You know, think about it. People work themselves to the bone for what? Money? None of that matters; you just piss it away. These places where you work, they’re designed to excite you at first, then burn you down and lock you in. You get that first paycheck and you’re like I can’t believe they’re paying me for this. Look at all this money, you know? First couple years you’re loving it. Then after a while the checks don’t get much bigger but your expenses do. There’s no cost of living increase. Or if there is it don’t cover kids or houses or any of that shit. So they grind you in, but also dangle the carrot of bigger offices and fancier titles and maybe a little travel, but in the end you’re still stuck at that desk with nothing. You spend more waking time at work than at home. Think about that.”
Maybe it was the weed or maybe it was the warm presence of the summer moonlight and the conversation with a new friend; whatever it was the stoned school district employee opened up. “They don’t pay me shit, man. I work my ass of there, you know? I got a college degree and they pay me like I’m a lunch lady.”
“School’s got no money.”
“They got money. They shell out the big bucks to hire all these high-level administrators.”
“You don’t say.” Mike smelled a story. He needed more evidence.
“Check it out man. Thirty million in the hole for next year and they’re hiring like crazy. Look at the website. They got like five or six, sixty to seventy thousand a year jobs. And that doesn’t include benefits. It’s bullshit, man, total bullshit. And it’s only the tip of the iceberg.”
Their conversation winded down with the shrinking of the joint. Mike didn’t stay at the party much longer. He went straight home with Melinda, screwed drunkenly on the couch then retreated to his computer to conduct his research. Sure enough on the website there were ridiculously high wages listed for a school district crying poor. He posted both the evidence and a quick blog. He showed the wages then left open ended questions about why other educated employees are not compensated as such. To finish it off he went and e-mailed the link to the local free weekly who had just ran a three issue discussion about the school district’s budget woes. Come Wednesday, a small snippet about his blog and the article appeared in the paper. By Friday he was ranging around 5000 hits a day. A week before it was fifteen hits most of them by himself.
Mike wanted to keep the story moving. Those final words from his smoking buddy rang through his brain. As hard as he tried he could not find that guy again. Then as if by providence he received this comment to his blog. “It’s about time someone talked about this. If you want more, I can help.”
Mike sent a query to the attached e-mail address. What he got back was a series of diatribes about the school district ranging from the Superintendent’s eating habits to parking problems at the district headquarters. The kicker was in the attachment. A copy of a script taken from a garbage can located in the school boards meeting room. The script was from a month old meeting. It contained the board members names followed by the votes on the subject of math testing reform.
It was all fake. The public had zero input into the policies of the district. This should have come as no surprise. Most school districts do their business behind closed doors. As does the federal government and the state and locals as well. But in a town like Portland, Oregon, a town where the people hold their schools in high esteem, a town where the populace is paranoid about anything to do with government, this sort of thing did not stand.
So while the school district was readying their response to the first sting by TengoSpat they were unprepared when the free weekly ran a larger article about the district and the school board. TengoSpat made it into the weekly’s winners column and was now getting up to ten thousand hits a day. A small group of local liberal advertisers offered money for a spot on his home page. A capitalist at heart, Mike agreed.
The school district was sent into a spiral of disgrace. The superintendent quit, half the board stepped down and the poorly paid, pot smoking, whistle blower was let go. They blamed him for all the leaks, though he was only responsible for the first. The second leak came from a school board member who was tired of not being heard. The whistle blower turned around and sued the district. Thanks to Oregon’s progressive free speech and whistle blower laws, he settled out of court for a nice sum of money and settled into an early retirement spent writing dime store westerns that were never published.
As for Mike his site only exploded. A regular group of readers appeared forcing Mike to install a forum for them to voice their opinions and comments. Soon there was a regular number between 20000 to 60000 hits a week. The cost of the site was deferred by the advertisers, leaving Mike with a little bit of cash in his pocket.
He began to notice a national audience arriving followed by another from overseas. An online list of liberal blogs added TengoSpat, raising his profile and bringing more hits. He was even invited to guest blog on other online communities. It all started to feel right. Mike started dreaming of a full time blogging gig. Why not? It was taking most of his free time anyway. There were others who blogged full time. They made a decent living from it. Others found themselves hired off as editors of both online and paper magazines. Anything seemed possible to Mike.
Mike had started blogging about Phillips long before he took the big step and started the Oregon based Phillips for President Campaign. He soon gained a large notoriety across the nation for what most thought was a fantastic knowledge of the Washington State Governor. People assumed that this fellow in Oregon must know his shit about Washington. He didn’t, but Mike spent quite a bit of time studying Bill Phillips. He even crossed the Columbia to watch Phillips visit Vancouver, WA and speak at a hotel about job growth in SW Washington. Mike felt it was a moment to be remembered. This must be what his grandfather felt when he first saw JFK and a nation was seduced.
The blog took off big from there and enjoyed what Mike joked to himself and later to Gunner as the Golden Age. The hits numbers were huge and growing like crazy. Mike raised his ad rates and even started to make a profit. Not much, but enough to treat Melinda to some nice meals.
Gunner found out about the site once during the early stages of the election campaign. He stumbled along a blog describing a run in with police during a fund raising visit by the Republican Party to Portland. The story told how TengoSpat and a friend were, as was the rest of the crowd, trying to get closer so the rich Republicans could hear their concerns about global warming and American imperialism. The closer they got the more agitated the relatively subdued police got. Pepper spray was released to counter the push. A nearby pregnant woman was sprayed; she was not involved with the riot but was instead on her lunch break just trying to get back to work. TengoSpat and his friend rushed to her side and helped her wash her eyes. The police showed little remorse for their actions and advanced on the protestors to squelch the uprising. It worked. They were pressed back and quiet ensued. Meanwhile TengoSpat, his friend and others moved the woman beyond the barrier and tried to get her medical attention which the police denied.
Eventually a Republican fat cat saw the commotion and walked over. He was a doctor and helped the woman rinse her eyes and catch her breath. Then he took her to the nearest hospital, just in case. Words flew and lawsuits were filed. TengoSpat was considered a witness. There was talk all over his forum and on others that finally everyone would get their chance to see their anonymous blogger. Lawyers contacted him directly through the website but Mike denied getting involved. Luckily for him as the subpoena for his testimony was being filed, the city reached a settlement with the woman.
Gunner realized that he was the “friend” but the story was a little off. He and Mike were there and they did protest. When the pepper spray flew they both ducked out and slid off to the side. They were there when the pregnant woman was sprayed but it was Gunner who ran to her side with others and it was Mike who turned his attention to the police yelling insults and threats. Yes the police did nothing initially to help the woman and a Republican did react as her savior. Gunner confronted Mike one night over beers at The Tugboat.
“Are you TengoSpat,” he said pretty drunk and direct.
“What?” Mike was very drunk as well and unsure of the line of questioning.
“Are you the guy with the blog? I’ve been reading it and a lot of his adventures sound familiar.”
“Are you gonna tell Melinda?”
“No.”
“Okay.”
“Man that is so cool. You’re like a hero or something.”
Mike avoided his hero worship and talked very little of the website. Gunner eventually got the hint and dropped it. Mike was proud of the work he did there but he also reveled in the secret that it once was. He worried that it would lose its cachet once he started discussing it. Gunner counted this by joining the forum as G-MAN69. He would specify facts and back up his friend up whenever he could.
This is what made writing an angry blog about Gunner so hard. Mike really liked the guy, hell he might even have loved him. They were really close and it tore Mike apart to have to deal with it. He wanted to be nice but he also had to let that anger out. Maybe Gunner would read it and see his feelings. Maybe Gunner would apologize or better yet offer Mike a gig in the White House. Maybe Mike’s open feelings would patch up the imaginary rift that Mike suspected was flowing between them. Mike sat himself down, closed his eyes, set his fingers to the keyboard and started to unload his guts into the computer.
I had taken the time to look back on all the work I had done in the past six hundred or so days. The first day I heard Phillips was running and how excited I was that someone I knew of, someone that I once had seen, was running for President. I always looked across the river and admired Washington but never had the urge to live there. I worked hard for him. I did. I worked so hard. I never got sleep; I went days with little or no food. I sacrificed everything I had even my job to make this man president. It cost me, but the real reward was the fact that this man was going to win and everything would change. This was going to be the greatest time of our lives. Someone for us, for the rest of us.
When it came to an end. When they came to me and offered me a smaller role I wasn’t sure but the request wasn’t theirs it was his. He gave me the letter and I still have it. I framed it knowing it was from the president. People out there have signed letters from Roosevelt and Kennedy. I have one from Bill Phillips. He thanked me and dumped me.
I stuck around and I still campaigned. When everything was all said and done and the victory was ours I expected they would reward me but they didn’t. I thought maybe a local job in the party. Maybe something in future campaigns but no they just left me with nothing. I approached the Democratic Party and they thanked me again then closed down the headquarters I created. I wasn’t bitter, and don’t think I want to sound that way. I felt defeated but there was still hope in the man and our future.
Then they gave him a job. He was my friend and they hired him in the White House. Then I got bitter. Still am. I did the work and he got the job cause his dad knew someone. That was it. It’s all who you know. I want to think that it wasn’t Phillips behind this but someone else…one of his staff. Maybe I hold him in too high esteem or maybe I’m just blind. Either way I don’t blame you Gunner and I’m sorry for how I acted. Let’s put it all behind us and move forward for America. There’s a lot of work left to be done.
* * * * *
The process of cabinet building was nothing new to Chris Gnomes and Bill Phillips. But the presidential cabinet was a much larger; more political, increasingly difficult and hairy beast; as opposed to the state sized one which is small not nearly as political and draws very little attention.
They filled some of the White House positions with friends of the party which was an easy concession. They kept a few from the previous administration and sprinkled in a couple of loyalists from Seattle. Phillips also added two friends from Olympia in smaller spots. That group had been with him through his entire 6 year reign.
For the federal posts Phillips was bent on putting the best people in the positions. There were favors to be handed out for campaign loyalty and the party had some suggestions as well. What was most important to Phillips and Gnomes was that they don’t fall into the D.C. pattern of cronyism. It backfired on the last administration and each successive one before had their own problems with it. They knew that because of their relative inexperience at the national level of politics as well as the campaign they ran (integrity, values, honesty, and intelligence) the media would be watching every move they made.
Most of the cabinet had been decided on before the convention. There were some stipulations that Phillips wanted. First, he wanted a former military man or woman to be Secretary of Defense. It went against conventional wisdom not to have a regular civilian in this post. Phillips was determined to put the military in charge of defense. Gnomes liked this idea. He felt that the last few men in this position seemed highly unqualified for it. They choose David Greenwood, a veteran of the first Gulf War who built a sizable post war career as a defense consultant. Greenwood carries with him numerous contacts in both the private defense contractor area and in the military.
Next was Secretary of State. Phillips always thought his former Lt. Governor Dina Frostman would do the trick. Gnomes warned against her citing her lack of experience outside of Olympia. That just doesn’t fly in DC. Phillips was insistent on a woman. They searched through D.C. for this selection knowing that someone from outside would not get the confirmation. The party suggested Cassie Weathers, the head of a liberal think tank who had a very open view of the world and felt strongly about repairing American relations abroad. She was a former assistant to the ambassador to the Congo and has a very strong background in Africa. Some party members worried that Africa and its emerging economy may be the next hotspot, campaigned for someone with the right experience. Gnomes pushed for her and Phillips, unsure about Africa (but learning daily!), agreed.
Phillips wanted to spend the majority of his presidency working to strengthen America at home. There were security, financial and privacy issues that a good number of Americans found themselves worried with. Phillips also wanted to focus on cleaning up the country’s environment. Something he knew would satisfy his wife, Jennifer who was well entrenched in a large number of environmental groups. The cabinet needed to be filled with smart thinkers who could handle a lot of international situations. Phillips wanted to be America’s president first. He spoke this Gnomes-penned line on the campaign trail in California while speaking to a group of disheartened unemployed factory workers. They cheered the line and his opponent criticized his lack of knowledge of the outside world. In the end it really didn’t matter.
The other cabinet positions fell into place. Attorney General went to the former Governor of Connecticut, Tim Rapport, who had just lost re-election to a fast rising Republican and over the past four years built decent friendship with Phillips. They had become friends during one of the National Gubernatorial Conventions held yearly in DC. As a trial lawyer Rapport was one of the most successful defenders in the history of southern Connecticut. In fact he had worked to commute the death sentences of over 16 inmates. He also brought one of the few successful lawsuits against the Patriot Act. That action endeared Rapport to the New England old school Liberals who elected him to Hartford. Then cost him to the growing conservatives there.
Treasury went to highly regarded money market engineer named Susan Krebs. She worked her way up from the secretary pool using her wits and an uncanny knowledge of the markets. What makes Susan such an attractive candidate, despite her race (she’s black) is her bizarre obsession with money and the economy. According to FBI interviews with her co-workers and 2 ex-husbands, Krebs spends a lot of time creating and testing phony economies based on the numerous different nations around the world. She had secretly created a world economy built entirely out of numbers she stenciled into an old ledger. As strange as this activity seemed to the FBI, it seemed like a good thing to have an economy obsessed person running the money flow in America.
Both Interior and Agriculture went to a couple of environmental activists recommended by Jennifer Phillips and backed by the party. Edgar Trenton worked with Greenpeace and as chairman of the Oregon State Parks Board. His ties to Greenpeace as well as some youthful indiscretions with some more violent groups held up his confirmation as Secretary of the Interior. The vote was close but the slight edge the Democrats held in the Senate won out. John Simmons, the Agriculture choice, had begun his career as a Republican Representative from Kansas. His choice was a concession to the other party and an olive branch to the GOP to show that Phillips was very interested in a bipartisan government. Most Republicans felt that a higher cabinet choice would have shown more interest.
Miguel Fox won an easy confirmation as Secretary of Commerce. His background as the CEO of a major construction firm and as a big supporter of both parties cemented the deal. Another quick confirmation went to Reed Williams for Labor. Like Fox he ran a very stable cable TV company on his way to becoming a millionaire. He also played it smart and paid to both parties. In fact after the 2000 election most of America’s filthy rich abandoned the idea of supporting one side or the other. It served them, their companies and communities to throw their money and support behind everyone. It’s best to cover all your bases rather than just one.
Health and Human Services, HUD, Transportation, and Energy were filled with former senators and representatives. Each had done their best to make their names well know within the party and Gnomes agreed with the party leaders to fill those roles with their choices as a favor for the party’s backing of Phillips after his primary wins.
Sandy McGregor is the former San Francisco Chief of Police who, as a result, is well trained in both natural disaster preparedness and large city security. McGregor was a perfect fit who used his wry humor to charm the pants off the Senate Committee and whizzed through an easy confirmation to become the Secretary of Homeland Security. That left just one cabinet position, Education, and with it the biggest fight
The party wanted former Senator Nigel Tufts from Tennessee, a hardliner who pushed through several pieces of education legislation most of which failed. He was a firm believer in giving the children a top notch education. He feared the rest of the world was rushing past us and devised many different European and Asian designed plans to save the schools. Most states across the nation rejected his ideas including his home state. Tennesseans who watched him obsess over schools and forget their lousy highways and bridges ran him out of office two years ago. The party leaders loved him. He still had a lot of high friends in the Senate that backed him and confirmation would be easy. Phillips balked at the idea of Tufts saying he had someone more qualified in mind.
Phillips had always figured the only way to improve education was not at a strategic level but instead at the tactical level. The children were the ones who needed the education, and they were ones who everyone was neglecting. His choice came from a different source.
One night while relaxing in his hotel suite after a tough stop in Philadelphia he watched a story about the schools superintendent from Detroit Central Schools. Her name was Dr. Susan Jacobs. She’s black, 47 years old and speaks in a direct and articulate style. In her five years running the district she took them from the worst performing urban district in the nation to the best. She did it all without leaning on the federal government and its strict requirements. Her motto is “Just Teach!”
“It’s all about not making excuses,” she told the interviewer. “We give so many excuses as to why our children fail. Then the children give so many excuses as to why they fail. Yet very few of the excuses we can control. Classes will always go up in size, there will always be a segment of the population who will struggle with English, the rest of the world will catch up with us, every four years the government will give us another set of rules we need to follow, so they can withhold the money and so on and so on. The only thing we can do is teach. Just teach and keep on teaching. If we improve the way we teach children so that they are interested. then we can reach them. I know it sounds crazy but the investment we’re talking about here isn’t money but time. The teachers need to take the time to become better. Remember these people aren’t working for the money. They teach because they want to. It’s all on the basest of levels. Everyone worries about the top: the government, the state, the school board and so on. They all forget the children. To them they are just a statistic. As long as they graduate, it doesn’t matter what happens to them. I don’t feel that way. Everything we do here is to prepare these children for life outside. No matter where they end up or where they come from, they will be educated and ready to be great citizens. Everyone will know when they meet one of my kids that they came from Detroit Central.”
Her schools had been in terrible shape. There was little money for improvement. Some of the children had ancient textbooks and most had zero access to computers. Dr. Jacobs just rolled up her sleeves and dug in. She campaigned for grants and bonds to pay for improvements. When her students were unable to make the Federal designed benchmarks she threw them out and set her own. When the feds told her she would lose the money, she struggled to downsize the district.
Jacobs used every second she could get to put out the message of teaching to her teachers. In that spare time she created a manual, not necessarily to force teachers to teach a certain way but, to show them what she thought might work. The teacher’s union was not pleased but, the teachers soon warmed to the idea. She also held bad teachers accountable, something else that the union did not stand for. Using the press as a tool she took to the people of Detroit the message of better teaching. When the taxpayers responded the union finally listened.
On the campaign trail Phillips made an unscheduled stop in Detroit just to see Jacobs in action. He surprised her in her office and spent more than a half hour discussing education with her. Remember a half hour is like an eternity for a presidential candidate. “I think we share a lot of the same principles, Dr. Jacobs,” Phillips told her. “I am really amazed at what you’ve done here. I wish I had twenty of you back in Washington.”
“It’s good to know someone appreciates it,” she lets out a sigh. “May I speak candid with you, Governor Phillips?”
“Please do. And call me Bill.”
“Bill,” She took that as a cue and continues to still call him Bill. “It wasn’t easy. I lost all that government funding. Calling these people a skeleton crew is an overstatement. I worry every day, look at my hair,” her salt and pepper mane appeared much more salty. “The women of my family don’t turn gray until they are seventy. I have given so much and done so much. I don’t want it taken away. I’m not a conspiracy theorist or Republican hater, but I know that I am on their list. And if this other guy wins, I could lose what’s left.”
“I don’t want that to happen either. When I win, I guarantee that the person I choose to run the Education Department will make sure that your schools and all the others like it are well taken care of.”
At that point he made his decision. It was a big leap for a local schools superintendent to becoming the nation’s superintendent but Phillips believed in it more than anything else.
So began the hearings. The Senate Democrats despised the idea that their boy wouldn’t be in charge. They had already planned the education bills that they would push through congress, each one carrying more than their share of pork. Tufts would have backed each one too. The old boy’s club would have laughed all the way to the cigar room in the back of the Capital Club. There was one thing they never counted on and both Phillips and Jacobs were aware of. She was a fighter. She stood up to the government and won before. Sure the loses were high and this time on a national stage they would be even more difficult to swallow, but she had Phillips’s complete support and no one carried more weight in DC than him.
At first there was little in the way of hype to accompany the proceedings. Most just figured a quick and easy no then everyone would move on to Tufts confirmation party. Then just a week before the hearings started a dossier was moving through the Beltway and eventually found its way to the press. It may have started with Tufts but no one was ever able to confirm that.
The dossier contained information about Jacobs’ past. In the late 70’s, while attending Central Michigan University, Susan Jacobs was part of a group of rebellious black youth know as “The Night Project.” They were mentioned by the Dean of Students as a “possible worry” in a letter to the University President. The University President mentioned this in passing to the head of the local FBI office and the group was effectively tailed for eight months. During that time Jacobs joined the group and eventually graduated from college leaving “The Night Project” behind. What the FBI learned and what was true were two entirely different things.
The FBI, using a wire tap and infiltrated surveillance, found that “The Night Project” was planning different forms of unrest to disrupt school events and draw attention to the racist undercurrent of the school. The meetings that were mentioned took place over a three month period during the second semester of Jacob’s senior year. Which meetings had Jacobs attended was still to be determined. All the members had adopted fake African surnames to hide their identity. Jacobs was either Mubara or Takati. The events they planned to disrupt were the basketball tournament (where black men are enslaved for the white’s enjoyment) and the spring formal (where black dancers had a different room to dance to “their” music.) There were to be other minor protests during the year that were designed to disrupt campus life. The FBI gave its findings to the University President who demanded that the organization be shut down. The FBI warned against this considering all the evidence was gained illegally and would be no good in court. They recommended a stronger police and security force on campus to thwart such disturbances. The University President agreed and tightened the security. During the entire semester there was not one disturbance or any attempted disturbance.
The press leaked the dossier the day before the start of her hearings. The front page of the Washington Post appeared on Phillips’s desk along with a very unhappy look from Chris Gnomes. “This is your girl,” he told the president. “You had to have her. It was so important that she be the one.”
Phillips scanned the headline and looked over the first paragraph. “What does it mean? This doesn’t make any sense.”
“She has a history. We worked really hard to find people without history. Do you know anything about this?”
“No. But then again I never cared much about this sort of thing. You know I don’t dig into people’s pasts.”
“You don’t, but they do. Compton will have a field day with this.” Clifton Compton was a senior Republican Senator from South Carolina with a wicked tongue and presidential aspirations for four years in the future. He was also chairman of the Senate Committee conducting the hearings.
“It’s nothing. The Post says it’s nothing. Look here.” Phillips points to the sixth paragraph down.
“Read the Times or the papers out of Detroit. We’re toast. There’s a lot more evidence there about this Night Project. Apparently a Colorado chapter was busted for attempting to cause damage to school buildings.”
“Is there evidence?”
“I’ve got Bob looking into it.” Bob is Robert “Skip” Carter, the director of the FBI. Somewhere there is a file on Jacobs, though most of it is based on her recent struggles with trying to run her school district without federal funds. A few paragraphs were spent on her college days. There was nothing there of any interest and certainly nothing to keep her from getting nominated. Carter would relay this information to Gnomes before the end of the day. In the meantime Phillips would have to find Jacobs and get his questions answered.
It was Carl Jacobs, her husband, who answered the phone in their hotel room and he was quite shocked to be talking to the president. He had just come back from sightseeing and was sitting on the bed rubbing his sore feet. Susan was meeting with Clyde R. Hill, a Washington based Lawyer who specializes in training those who have never met with congress before on how to deal with meeting congress. His services don’t come cheap and are in heavy demand every two to four years. Gnomes had learned of Hill through the party offices, who offered him because she had no chance without him. Of course, Susan resisted at first. She had no interest in meeting with a spin doctor. “I can handle this. How hard is it to deal with these rich white men? I do it every day.”
“There is more at stake here than you,” Gnomes told her. “Bill cannot lose one cabinet spot. Just one sign of loss or weakness within the first year is enough to ruin our chances of getting anything passed.”
“Because of me.”
“Despite you. The world of Washington politics is a finicky beast. We want you onboard but we also want to make it easy for you to succeed. This lawyer comes well recommended and has done this sort of thing before. It doesn’t take much. He told us he needs just two days. He also will sit beside you and represent you during the hearing.”
“I still don’t feel I need it. Who’s paying for all this?”
“We are.”
“You mean the taxpayers.”
“It’s all part of the general fund we raised through the election. This has nothing to do with the taxpayers. This isn’t really about whether you want it or not. It’s something we have to do. Unless you want out.” Gnomes had been seeing the signals from the party HQ about the Jacobs situation. He ignored most of it sticking with his boy, though now things were getting tough.
But she relented. Jacobs didn’t want to quit. If anything she was exhilarated by the fight. This was just what she wanted; backed into a corner by the same group of old white men who have been keeping her down her whole life. It’s never been in her blood to run or hide.
Phillips invited the Jacobs’s to dinner that evening. Carl Jacobs who was already worn out from touring the Smithsonian and the rest of the Capital Mall could not believe that he was going to eat in the White House. Susan was rightfully worried about them not having anything to wear. There was no time to buy anything new, so they chose to wear the outfits set aside for the hearings. They were both disappointed when Phillips met them wearing a blue dress shirt with sleeves rolled up and no tie.
Recognizing their attire he immediately became embarrassed. “I feel terrible. I never really dress too much for dinner. Usually I just come in here in a t-shirt. I still haven’t quite grasped all of this yet.”
“Well, it would be wrong of us to dress inappropriately for dinner with the president no matter what the meal or occasion,” Susan said figuring she had earned some extra respect from Phillips.
“Do you mind,” Carl held up his camera. He was so proud of his new camera which he had filled with photos of the local sights, not quite realizing that if they get the confirmation he would be living in DC.
“Go right ahead.” Phillips expected the picture to be of himself so was surprised to see Carl wander the room snapping pictures of everything.
“Jennifer will be joining us shortly,” Phillips said. “It’s funny being here just for a month. I forget just what this place means. It feels like no more than an office and a house. Though since I never leave it, it’s kind of not like that either. I’m not quite sure what this room is called. We just think of it as the dining room.” They were set to have dinner in the private residence, which is a treat considering most people outside of the White House never get to eat there.
“It is very nice,” Carl was bordering on embarrassing.
Susan held her own while watching him out of the corner of her eye. “This is the White House, Bill, everything in here is special.”
“Well, the State Dining room is so large and I wanted something a little more informal and intimate. Everything will be very big tomorrow. I figured we could relax tonight.”
Carl had been trying to focus on a painting near the door when Jennifer Phillips walked in. “Hello Miss,” he said offering his hand.
Jennifer smiled the smile she learned to create over years of First Ladyship. “Call me Jen. And you’re Mr. Jacobs?”
“Call me Carl.”
“Carl.” They shook hands then walked to the table where more niceties were exchanged, and then everyone sat down. The waiter who stood behind a hidden door and watched through a peep hole took his cue and came out to take their drink orders.
“So what’s on the menu tonight, Mr. Pres, er, Bill?” Carl said while laying his napkin across his lap.
“I wasn’t sure how you two feel about fish or crab or anything from the Northwest. I didn’t grow up on the coast but everyone here seems to lump the whole region into one. I personally wanted steak tonight.”
“That sounds great.”
“How about a beer Carl?”
“Mr. President, now you’re talking.” The waiter nodded as Phillips held up two fingers.
“And for you ma’am?” the waiter aimed at Susan.
“I’ll have the same.”
“Me too,” chirped in Jennifer Phillips.
“It’s a pale ale that’s brewed in Spokane. When I moved to Olympia they used to send me cases of it. Now, that I’m here, they offer kegs. All they wanted in return was a letter of gratitude, which they got. We still send them a check, though.”
The beer was served and the meals followed soon after. The conversation stood around Washington DC history, the White House, and the food itself which all agreed was very delicious. When desert came out, all of them complained about being too full then proceeded to clean their plates.
Afterwards they resigned to a nearby drawing room, where Susan and Bill could talk. Carl followed Jennifer on an exclusive tour of the private residence, where he nearly filled up his second memory card for the day.
They sat down in a pair of wing backed chairs that flanked a fireplace. A small fire burned inside. Bill spoke first.
“What is the Night Project?”
“The Night Project? God, I haven’t heard that in years. The Night Project. Where did that come from?”
“Someone has a file on it and they’re going to mention it tomorrow in the hearings. It’s already on the front page of every morning paper and filling every news website. We tried to stop it but Clifton Compton is playing dirty here.”
“What does this file say?”
“It doesn’t really say anything. Some information about the group, some information about your college and questions about the group’s intentions, it was vague but I didn’t read it all. Chris has read it and he’s a little worried. I wanted to get the info straight from you. I want you to be honest with me.”
“Bill, we were nothing more than a theater group. Sure there were some radicals amongst us, there are in any university. We were no subversive group. We weren’t violent and we never had any problem with the University. This is just ridiculous that any time is being spent talking about this. I mean there was nothing going on. We wanted to put on plays about race and inequality. They wouldn’t let us, only because we couldn’t get the right permits. This was back in the seventies. Everyone was obsessed with the wrong thing and we were watching our rights melt away. We were trying to raise a little conscience. We failed only because no one cared. God, if we wanted to cause trouble we would have little chance of being noticed doing it. We were a small insignificant nothing. The fact that the FBI was interested just shows the racist element at work in the Central Michigan administration.”
“I was never worried. I just wanted the truth from you before they take it to you tomorrow. We briefed Clyde Hill about this a few hours ago. He said he would form some sort of strategy. I hope you realize how much we’re investing here. I don’t say that so you feel like we’re putting pressure on you or want you to think we’re try to guilt you in any way. This is because we want you on board here, if it is anyone’s ass on the line here, it’s mine. I have no worries about you not getting confirmed. I just want the road a little smoother.”
“Thanks, Bill. I appreciate that. I would have been straighter with you about the group had I know they were a problem.”
“I figured.” He slapped his knees and stood up. “Let’s go find the other two before Jen shows off all the state secrets.”
If not for the release of the Night Project files there would have been very little if any coverage of the hearings. Once the press got a whiff of a possible controversy they gathered en masse in the hearing room. Clifton Compton, the senior senator from South Carolina, called together the committee of Health, Education, Labor and Pensions in order to discover if Dr. Susan Jacobs was suitable to be the nation’s education leader.
Compton spoke with a Carolina accent, that for the past twenty years he had been trying to drop. An old school conservative, he saw the election of Bill Phillips as president as the start of the end of his generation’s hold on American politics. Like anyone reeling in defeat, he was eager for one more shot at the top. He has put into motion a secret research committee looking into his chances in four years. Though this is very early for anyone to get into the presidential race, his political handlers all felt he should make his presence know now, so that when Phillips fails (they all believe he will quickly) they can make enough noise to be remembered.
Compton looks at Jacobs as the first trip in that eventual fall. Not only has she never held any office, which in his opinion is enough to keep her from doing anything in the government, but her background is sketchy at best. Everything from her early years; (the FBI couldn’t find anything on her upbringing) to her days in college; (the infamous Night Project) up to her recent fights with the federal government over school funding (it is a very blasphemous action to a politician to not accept the funds he appropriates to you) has enraged Compton. Somewhere in her background something is hidden. Everyone, he believes, has skeletons in their closets. All of this and well Compton too would like to see his old golfing buddy Nigel Tufts sitting in the position.
He has to be careful. He cannot wander into the game of race. A white southern man questioning a black woman on national TV can be very tricky. In fact his handlers told him numerous times to give the majority of his questions to Kyle Yeats, a young conservative senator from North Dakota who actually does harbor a deep seated racism as well as homophobia and a streak of misogyny and could take the fall. But Compton wants it to be known that he is in charge and he is the one doing the questioning.
Two days before the hearing he sent a letter to Tufts, which included the FBI’s profile of the Night Project, to let him know that within two weeks the Tennessean would be sworn in. Tufts responded through e-mail to let his old friend: “I’ve started packing my bags and preparing my briefs.”
Compton was the last to enter the committee chambers. He takes his seat behind the chairman’s plaque and calls the room to order. Susan Jacobs sits at the front witness table next to Clyde R. Hill. Behind them sits Carl Jacobs excitedly flashing pictures of everything. She wears the same outfit she wore to eat with the president the previous evening. Hill is dressed in a brand new $2000 silk suit. He had just returned from pressing the numerous fleshy appendages offered by the senators. Hill had a good relationship with congress. He had considered once running for a seat, though he was making way too much money manipulating the system to try.
After swearing her in to a barrage of flash bulbs, Compton smacked his gavel and ordered the room to quiet. They began with the usual niceties and a run through of her CV. Jacobs is direct and exact with her answers. Hill had instructed her to answer yes and no, even if you know more, avoid the story. In their minds you cannot be more than a yes or no answer. They don’t care about the truth, just your answer.
The questions were sprinkled around the committee with each member saying something. Compton had a copy of each question or comment, so that they would not overlap anything he was to ask. When the senator from Arkansas asked if she thought dropping the federal government’s graduation requirements was a good thing, Compton had to double check to see if he was asking the right question. It was different but not enough for Compton to say something. There were a few dissenters. The Californian threw her blue-left support behind Jacobs while calling this session a sham and a waste of American taxpayer’s time and money. Others just complimented Jacobs on her skills and background and wished her luck.
Compton’s time came. The Democratic senator from Nevada, who sat next to him and knew the agenda and what was to come, asked for a recess. Compton knew better than to take a break and slow his momentum, but was forced to relent when the senator from California had to use the bathroom.
During the recess, Hill took the time to prepare Jacobs. “Don’t let yourself get upset. I know all of what they’re going to say is personal. But try not to think of it as a personal attack. The days of when you could come in here and launch an assault against the Senate are over. They just want a simple and orderly proceeding. Everything that these folks in the press came to see they’re just not going to get it. Once we walk out with simple answers to their simple questions, you’ll be forgotten and pushed to the back pages where confirmation is easy. No one is easily confirmed on the front page.”
When the committee reconvened Compton began his line of questioning. “I am not all that familiar with Central Michigan University, I did do my research over the past few days and it looks like a wonderful place to learn.”
“Yes.” Simple answer.
“The Chippewas.”
“That’s right.”
“Good basketball team, I understand.”
“I believe so, though I haven’t followed in years.”
“Well, you might be surprised by your Alma Mater. Anyway there have been questions so far about your education, which you have answered very eloquently.”
“Thank you.”
“I do not want to dwell there. Instead I want to ask you about some other actions and groups you were a party to in the past, if I may? Does the name ‘The Night Project’ mean anything to you?”
“It does, yes.”
“Where you ever a member of this group?”
“Yes I was.”
“In college?”
She took a sip of water and looked to Hill out of the corner of her eye. “Yes, I believe it was in my junior or senior year that I joined.”
“So you were a part of the group. Did you partake in any meetings or events sponsored by ‘The Night Project?’”
“Yes, that would be part of being a member.” The senator from California smiled. Hill shifted in his chair to remind Jacobs to watch her answers.
“Where you aware, Dr. Jacobs, that ‘The Night Project’ had been under surveillance by the FBI?”
“Not until yesterday.” Hill nudged her foot with his own. She pulled the foot away and stood on her own island. She came too far to let this fool stop her.
“Were you aware of the nefarious operations this group undertook during your time as a member?”
Jacobs leaned forward in her chair. “I am still unaware of any nefarious operations The Night Project ever undertook then or now, senator. And quite frankly I am unsure where this line of question is going.”
Hill lowered his head. In his office watching the hearing on TV, Chris Gnomes reached for the telephone before it could ring. He dialed Hill’s office in hopes of securing a discount or refund.
“Well, Dr. Jacobs, this line of questioning as well as all the lines of questioning presented before you are done to determine whether or not you are capable enough to handle the job of Secretary of Education. If it turns out that at some point you belonged to a subversive group that was interested in wrecking havoc on a university campus or had planned to cause damage to government property then, yes, you may not be capable of the job.”
“So because I belonged to ‘The Night Project’ I may not be able to do my job? Has this ever been a problem with any other affiliation I was a part of, senator?”
“It appears not, Dr. Jacobs. But any other affiliation you were a part of previously is not on the level of the one you are applying for now. Instead of running one school district you will be in charge of the direction of all of them. The matter of this ‘Night Project’ as well as your failure to follow the government set education standards has shown you have a distinct penchant for non-linear behavior.”
“Is it wrong to think different than everyone else? Is it wrong to succeed where others have failed? I don’t understand your obsession with my past. What do you have in your closet?”
There were some laughs and applause, a few flashbulbs, and one unhappy senator. “I don’t think you understand what’s happening here. This is a…” Just then he was cut off by the honorable senator from California.
“Mr. Chairman, I believe you should please get back to your question. This…” Just then she is cut off and Compton cuts in.
“Ms. Quintia, you have had your time to speak. We need these proceedings to remain as an orderly state.” He bangs his gavel to hush the quiet uproar. “Now, Dr. Jacobs, according to the FBI records you were involved in a number of secret meetings with ‘The Night Project,’ is that correct?”
“These secret meetings, as you call them, were open to all. They were advertised and well attended.”
“A simple yes or no will suffice.”
“What are you looking for, Senator? What answer do you want?”
“I want the truth to these questions.”
“Well, let me give it to you now. ‘The Night Project’ was an underground theater group whose aspirations were no more than to put on enough shows to pay for the handful of parties we threw every year. I’m not sure what college you went to or if you went at all, (he did not) but ‘The Night Project’ like all other social groups was a place where people with like minds could get together and exchange ideas and have a good time. Being that we were one of only a few black social groups on a very white campus it is understandable that the school hierarchy would be worried. But all the talk we did about Black Power or Black Revolution was nothing more than that. If there is more truth that you desire, I suggest you look at that FBI dossier that you have been parading around Washington for the past week. I am sure it will back me up.”
Like everyone else who has come in contact with the dossier Compton has not read it completely. He just skimmed over the items that had been highlighted by one of his interns. Of course Jacobs had not read it either. She hoped her poker face, honed by years of dealing with money hoarding bureaucrats would hold up here. It did.
Compton let out a sigh and circled his wagons. There was no way he could continue the line of questions. He shuffled his papers looking for an exit. There was no need to look like McCarthy today. “Thank you, Mrs. Jacobs. I believe you have given this committee enough information to make up its mind to vote.”
“You’re welcome.” She leaned back and relaxed her muscles. Carl took a lovely and famous picture of her from the behind with the defeated Compton in the background. He then put a hand on her shoulder as Hill congratulated her.
Susan Jacobs was confirmed the following Monday in the United States Senate with a 73-25 margin.
* * * * *
The North Portland headquarters of the EPAA looked like a small rundown church in what essentially was a bad neighborhood. At least that’s what Melinda Dopplinger thought of it when she parked. She made sure all her doors were locked even though there was nothing inside the twelve year old Ford Escort worth taking. The car itself was a theft deterrent.
Although the address matched this building and it was the date of the open house, the only sign of life was a single light hanging to the left of the front door. The light itself was not very bright and did nothing to illuminate the walk way. Melinda tripped over one crack and was sure something ran over her foot before she reached the doorway. As her hand extended for the knob the door opened.
The bright light from inside enveloped the opener in shadow. “Selam,” he said extending a long black arm into the night.
“I’m sorry,” Melinda replied squinting into his face. He was tall, almost seven feet and very skinny. His long fingers stretched from a flat wide palm and offered themselves to Melinda. Fearing she might appear rude Melinda took the giant hand.
“Hello,” he said spreading his mouth in to a wide smile. “Come in. Welcome.”
Once inside it was warm maybe even hot. “May I?” he takes her jacket with one hand and with the other closes the door with a click. Music rises from down the hall directly in front of them. To Melinda’s right is a small coat room in front of which stands the tall man who now in the less limited light of the inside looks very young, almost like a boy. He holds his smile while hanging up the coat.
“Thank you,” she says. The metal rack in the coat room has only two other coats hanging there.
“For you,” he hands her a trading card with an African soccer player on it. Her perplexed look leads him to answer. “For your coat.” He points to the hanger which has the number 4 on it. The jersey on the soccer player is number 4.
“Oh right. Thanks,” she nods and considers bowing worried about the cultural difference. Maybe it’s a curtsey. He extends his lengthy arm towards the hall and smiles again. She walks. Half way down the hall she looks back only to see he was gone. Scared but logically assumes he disappeared into the coat room.
The hallway is lined with framed pictures, each one a different scene of life in Eritrea. There is one of a farmer and his oxen moving along a patch of empty desert. Another shows a fisherman proudly standing on the bow of his tiny vessel. Children play soccer with a ball made of dried banana leaves aiming at a goal of coffee cans. A jeep sits outside a café. In the driver’s seat is a small skinny man smoking a cigarette. Behind him in the back seat are three men leaning over a machine gun.
The photos had so captivated Melinda that she didn’t realize she was at the end of the hall and at the top of a flight of stairs. A sharp light came up the stairwell as well as loud African styled beats and rhythms and the smells of something both awful and delicious. She takes a breath and then her first step.
Her greatest fear was not realized when she reached the bottom. In fact when she opened her eyes it was as if no one had even noticed she arrived. There were not many people there, maybe ten or twelve attending who were huddled together in conversation. The room was wide with low ceilings and posts every fifteen feet supporting the building above. Along one wall was a bank of tables. On the first one were some pictures glued to a poster board, a panorama of sights in Asmara, the Eritrean capital. The next table had four tin trays warming over little candles. Each one was covered in foil on top and steam slid out of the open edges. Two metal drink containers dripped at the end of the table. The final table was covered in numerous different types of literature, including books, pamphlets and sheets of paper. There were small round tables scattered about the room. Empty and partially filled plates lay on the tables some of them attended some not.
Unsure of where to go, but utterly enthralled by what she sees, Melinda is startled to find someone tugging her arm. “What?” she says more surprised than angry.
“Selam,” a short woman wearing a bright red African wrap and a small gold pill box hat on her head says as she takes Melinda by the arm. “That means hello.”
“Oh. Then See-lam,” Melinda says attempting to adopt the culture.
“First time here?”
“Yes. Yes it is.” Melinda starts to relax as the woman softly releases her grip and leads Melinda to the food.
“You look hungry.”
“I am.” Melinda laughs. As friendly as the two people she talked to appeared, Melinda suddenly reminded herself that she was the only white person in there. Years of liberal guilt mixed with growing up in the lilywhite suburbs didn’t quite prepare her for that moment. Before she can regain her bearings she is standing over the food.
The woman hands her a paper plate then peels back the first layer of foil. “This is ingera. Like a pancake. Take one.” She lays a thin yellow piece of fried flat bread on the plate. “Then take two here to the side.” She folds two against the edge of the plate under Melinda’s thumb. She then folds down the foil and opens the next one. “This is tsebhi dorho. Chicken…like a...stew? You place it in the ingera and eat it so.” She demonstrates.
“Oh. Okay. Sounds good.” The chicken lay stuck to the pan surrounded by a thick brown sauce. While Melinda spoons that on top of her ingera the woman opens the next foil covered tin.
“Goat?” she says while filling the ladle.
“Oh, no thanks,” Melinda scoops more chicken on her plate. “This is good. I don’t eat much meat.”
“You eat chicken.”
“Yea, chicken, but no meat.
“This is not meat, it is goat. You should try.”
“I really can’t.” She couldn’t. One smell of the goat and she almost dropped her plate. “Really I.”
“You should. Samra has been cooking all day. She would be so disappointed if she saw her visitors not eating.”
“Maybe not goat. What’s that?” Quickly changing the subject to the next tray Melinda opens the foil. “Looks like vegetables.”
“Yes carrots, potatoes, peppers. Another stew.”
Melinda scoops some of that next to the chicken on her ingera. “Silverware? Forks, spoons?”
“No, no.” She motions with her hands how to eat. “With hands. No fork. Tea?”
“Yes.” Melinda responds while she licks the vegetable sauce from her thumb.
“Take a seat. I will bring it to you.”
Melinda nods and crosses the room precariously holding the loaded plate of food. At the first table she comes to she sets the plate down. The plate lands with a thud splashing some of the tsebhi dorho over the edge. Suddenly the heavy spice which she licked off her thumb rises from her belly and burns the back of her tongue. Before she can turn to find a beverage the African woman is upon her with a cup of spiced tea.
“How is it?” she asks offering the paper cup.
“Spicy.” After a few sips of the tea the flavor does not subside but instead grows. “Is this hot too?”
“Of course. We do not drink cold tea.”
“No, I mean is it spicy hot?”
“Oh, no dear, it is just spiced.” The woman sits and Melinda follows. “Go on eat.”
Melinda smiles at her. Spicy food has never really agreed with her, but neither has offending a minority. She takes a piece of ingera and tears it, folding over the tsebhi dorho inside, then stuffs it into her mouth. The ingera is soft with a crunch on the outside. The tsebhi dorho is very tasty, but continues to burn like fire in her mouth making her eyes water and nose run.
“In Eritrea,” the woman says passing the tea to Melinda. “We are quite fond of spicy food. It maybe the weather or the years of war and oppression or maybe we are just a spicy people. I do not know, but we do love to burn our mouths.”
“Do you have any taste buds left?” Melinda finishes off the tea. Her mouth is still on fire, but sits, in desperate need of a refill, to avoid looking rude.
“Very funny,” she says with a laugh. “What do you think?”
“Well after you get used to the heat it is very good. You can tell Samra I said so.”
“You just did,” a wide smile crosses Samra’s face. “How did you hear of us my dear?”
“The internet, well, and the news. I heard the story about your president the other day so I looked your country up and found this place online.”
“Oh, no, no, no. He is not our president. He is theirs.”
“But you are from Eritrea?”
“Oh, yes, of course but that man is not our president, which is why we are all here. I do not dwell too much on the politics. I am nothing more than a cook. There are plenty of men here who could explain it better than me. I will tell you this. Someday we will return. Something will come that will return us to the true meaning of the revolution. I love living here but I love my home more. Someday we will return. I believe his sickness is a blessing and God will lead us back home.”
Melinda absentmindedly took another bite of the chicken. After sucking back enough air to cool her mouth she said: “Is Mr. Ndugu here?”
“Mr.? Who calls him that? You should call him Afrikari. Mr. is much too formal, friend. And yes he is here. Probably up in his office waiting for the dramatic entrance. Do you want to speak to him?”
“I can wait.”
“It is not something serious?”
“No.” Melinda tried to build copious amounts of saliva to combat the heat then decided to tell this woman of her intentions. There was no need to be worried. Samra seemed nice enough.
“I work for Public Radio. I produce a show called Reflections on the Northwest.’
“Very impressive. We listen to the radio here. Top hits. Are you top hits?”
“No, it’s talk radio.”
“That’s good too. Very impressive, young lady.”
“I wanted to talk to Mr. Ndu…Afrikari to see if he would be interested in coming on the air to talk about Eritrea. I have a feeling your country is going to be in the news a lot over the next few weeks.”
Samra leaned back. Her smile faded and she looked Melinda over. Was this woman up to something? Afrikari is a busy man. This little white girl is going to put him on the radio? It sounds so strange to her. She is much too young to have the power to put anyone on the radio. “When he comes down, I will let him know. I believe he would like to educate the world about Eritrea. One of his most favorite things to do is teach about his homeland.”
“Thank you,” Melinda said while her eyes began to tear.
“Now, if you will excuse me, I must return to my kitchen.” She stands up and places a hand on Melinda’s shoulder. “It was a pleasure to have met you young lady.”
“Yes, me too. I real pleasure.”
Samra walks across the room then slides up the stairs with poetic ease. Melinda grabs her cup and makes a beeline to the metal canister dispensing tea. After filling up and drinking the steaming hot liquid once, she does it again.
Her eyes are drawn to the collection of Eritrean pamphlets and handouts sitting on the last table. Some of them are printed in what must be the native language, others are in English. She lifts a thick pamphlet titled Revolution Started, Never Finished. The pamphlet has been hastily photocopied and assembled. Inside the words are sometimes angled and the pictures are black smears. It was not written by a native English speaker. About halfway through the pages improve and Melinda starts to notice coherent phrases. There are pictures of the Eritrean president as a young freedom fighter, cigarette in hand, then as an older dictator, cigarette in hand. That explains that, lung cancer.
There are numerous pictures of tanks and war torn towns. Sentences about freedoms gained, but never kept are followed by phrases about never quitting the fight. She closes the pamphlet and looks over the others. She grabs all the ones written in English. She takes the non-translated ones anyway for the pictures, and then refills her cup again. Back at her table she starts to conduct her research.
An elderly African man sits across from her at another table. He is struggling to light his pipe. When his match finally does ignite his tobacco, he nods towards Melinda. She smiles back. The sweet cherry scented wood leaves his face in a brown cloud and fills the space between them.
Things fall very silent when the music ends. A young man maybe nineteen walks to the boom box that sits precariously on a stool. He opens the CD player and removes the CD. From a large black case he pulls out another disc and drops it into the player. The music, driven by thumping drums and the jangle of marimba, sounds much like the previous one. An older woman, maybe his mother crosses the room and falls into his arms. She’s dressed in a traditional black and yellow African dress, her son in blue jeans and sweatshirt. They dance across the front of the basement almost wrestling each other for the lead. She eventually gives into him, laughing as he twists her against the music and off the rhythm that beats faster and louder as the song reaches its conclusion.
The food has settled into Melinda’s stomach and she pieces from the ingera leaving the two spicy stews alone. The old man with the pipe looks at her periodically through the clouds of smoke. When her eyes fall from the dancers they stop on the old man. He lifts himself from the table and walks to her. Melinda strengthens and prepares her defenses, an old reaction to the approach of strange men. “May I,” he asks with almost no hint of accent while pulling out a chair.
“Sure,” she says.
He takes the chair and pulls it just enough to set himself on it. He sits sideways facing the front of the room where the woman in the yellow and black African dress dances alone. He watches long enough, collecting his thoughts, smoking. “I am sure you have noticed that you are of a minority here.”
Melinda has always found herself in the minority. Whether by gender or by thought she never quite fit in with the others. The attitude in his voice matched with the coldness with which he delivered the line brought back those ancient defenses. “You mean there are so many men here.”
He laughed, almost choking on his pipe. He clears his throat and looks at her from the corner of his eye. “Very good. You are of quick wit as well. These people, though we are not many, have to have very tough skin. Not just to repel the African sun but to handle this life that our past has thrown upon us. Humor is so important.”
“It is here too.”
“I know. I have lived here for much longer than you have.” He scratched a thick gray beard that probably was as old Melinda. “What do you know about Eritrea?”
“Not much. Well what I learned from here.” She lifts the pamphlets from the table and swings them.
“There is not much in those, mostly backwards propaganda or forwards nonsense. They tell all about the struggle but nothing of the place. No one teaches those tales anymore. All they want is the sensational and the death.”
“I was taught nothing about Eritrea in school.”
“Oh I wouldn’t suspect so. What country teaches outside the lines of its own boundaries? I have no problems with that, mind you. I learned nothing about your country growing up in Ethiopia.”
“I thought you were…”
“We were once a province. Wait.” He walks from the table crosses the room and finds a bookcase up front. The dancing woman comes up behind him and starts to pull at his hips trying with no luck to entice him. He shakes his backside in an attempt to dislodge her. When he finds what he’s looking for he stands, holding a large hard cover book, and dances with her to the edge of the dance floor. He then shuffles through the growing crowd and finds his way to the table where Melinda sits.
“Here,” He sets the book down and slides it across the table. The cover is dusty and she wipes it off with a spare napkin.
“Man’s History of Eritrea,” she says opening the cover.
“It is man as a species, not a gender,” he says quickly worried that he might offend her sensitive American feminist skin.
“Ali Amal. Is that you?”
He smiles. “This is part one. There should be many more to write.”
“May I borrow this?”
“Of course, that is why I brought it you. I want you to be educated. If you read this you can pass the information on to others, then they on to others and so on. If we want your nation to know of ours it will be people like you who will spread the story.” He relights his pipe. “This book is the reason why I am here. The Ethiopian leaders are not painted in a good light. No one in power likes to be criticized. I left when I was not much older than you during a dark time for the revolution. I have never actually lived in a free Eritrea. Who has?” A silent sadness covers over his face. Melinda wants to say something but has no words. She waits for him to speak again but he doesn’t. Amal just turns his head towards the dancing woman.
From the stairway another man enters who brings a movement to the crowd. People progress to the bottom step and greet Afrikari Ndugu as he steps into the basement. Melinda watches him until he disappears into the hugs and handshakes of the others.
Ndugu is like a folk hero. If the ceiling was taller they would have hoisted him upon their shoulders and carried him around the room. He is a tall man, probably six feet. He also has a long beard though it seems to carry less gray than Amal’s. His hair is kept short but is filling in nicely around the top. He is dressed in a loose white cotton shirt with a pair of khakis that also fit quite loose around his legs. He looks more like a stumping politician dressed down to meet with Middle America rather than an exiled African murderer.
“Here he is,” Amal says sending another brown cloud into the air.
As he breaks through the crowd, Ndugu spies Melinda. The look on his face is shock. Either he did not know she was there or the description he received from Samra did not prepare him for the young, blond, white girl seated in his basement. After shaking each hand and embracing each shoulder he finds himself standing over Amal and looking down on Melinda. The rest of the room suddenly realizes that she too is there.
They all look at Melinda putting her past nervous and into scared. Her hair starts to rise and her skin breaks out in goose bumps feeling almost an inch high. She can’t say anything and can only look at Ndugu. She wishes that Mike had come rather than blown her off. He told her that going to that neighborhood after dark was stupid. They had a little fight around her leaving.
“It’s after five you’re off the clock why bother,” he said.
“Sometimes you’re such an idiot. Are you coming or not?” She had her coat on and a hand on the doorknob. When he waved her off and walked to the fridge for another beer. Not that Mike was much of a tough guy; she would at least feel somewhat safer knowing his smart mouth and personal defense instincts would have been available.
“How is the food?” Afrikari Ndugu asks Melinda.
She swallows hard and looks down at the plate holding the stews and the nibbled ingera. Worried not to offend, she looks for words. “Spicy,” is all that comes out.
“It is. We like our food spicy, though, I know Samra has already told you that. And I am sure Ali here has done his best to frighten you and scare you into running for those stairs.”
“Actually,” she starts but is interrupted by Ali Amal.
“I have put in her the fear of not just her God but also of all your vile pagan Gods into her. Allah himself has lowered from Heaven and shocked her skin pale.”
Ndugu laughs deep from the gut and places a hand on Ali. “Do not listen to this old fool. He has nothing but ancient tales to spin. The future is not his concern.” He takes a seat next to Ali and across from Melinda. The rest of the room disperses slowly and returns to whatever they were doing. “Samra says you wished to speak to me.”
“I do. I would very much like to speak with you Mr. Ndugu.” She pauses trying to remember what Samra had told her earlier. As the words fly around her brain the pause grows much too long.
“I believe you wanted to talk to me about the radio?”
That’s it, and call him Afrikari. “Well, Afrikari,” the sudden informal address catches him off guard. “I work for KPOB. I produce The Northwest Considered. I want to invite you to come on our show and talk about your country and yourself.”
Ndugu leans back. He strokes his beard and looks at Amal who in turn is looking back through the brown cloud. “You should make your offer to him,” Ndugu says nodding towards Amal. “He has a book to sell. I, on the other hand, have little to talk about. What I know about Eritrea and its politics is much too polarizing for your radio show. Though if history is what you want that there,” he points to the book under her hand, “should cover most of it.”
Melinda sensed a challenge. All her fear leaves. These are educated men who very rarely deal with educated women. She knows he wants to speak. Look at him running this group like a real leader. The way they all crowd around him. They all want to touch him, be a part of him. His story is the one America wants to hear, they just don’t know it. “This isn’t why I came here. You are.”
Cecily had not given the okay for the story yet. Melinda had not even told her about it. Melinda was well aware if she showed up lacking a guest or some deep background information, then Cecily would just shoot it down without looking. So she turned on the tough producer charm and decided to go head long at him. “This is all gonna explode real soon. The whole country is going to be talking about Eritrea and where it fits in the greater scheme. You are the one that these people want speaking for them. Just by looking at you I can tell you’re the best speaker here. All I want is your story.”
“Okay,” he said. “When?”
It was too easy. Where was the fight? This doesn’t make sense. Just a minute ago he was coy, now he’s easy? She waits too long then pulls out her notebook. “I’m thinking either next week Tuesday or Thursday. I’ll need to clear the time with the host but it’s all incumbent on your schedule, of course.”
“Okay. I am free.”
“When?”
“Anytime. If you need me to speak then I will give you my story and tell you of our people’s plight. Then I will talk about Inuru and what he means. I would very much enjoy speaking on your show. I listen often not just to your show, but to the whole station. As a matter of fact, I have been a…” he reaches back into his pocket and brings out a KPOB key chain. “…a member for fifteen years.” He smiles and shakes the keychain. “Call me when you set it all up with Ms. Langs. You can get the number from Russom at the door.”
“Thank you.” Melinda writes all this down into her notebook and slides it back into her pocket.
“I hope you are staying for the tales.” In the front of the room members of the crowd are starting to gather together. The dancing woman is gone, but in her place is a man putting on a large cloak and holding a wooden instrument shaped like a C with a single sting run across the open part.
“I would like to stay for at least a little while, but I can’t for long.” This must be how Mike feels after sex, she thinks. She got what she came for, why bother sticking around.
“Good. At least stay for the first one. It is about the snake and the boy. I will translate the Tigrinya for you.”
And so they all turned their attention to the storyteller who told the story in the native tongue, making wild gestures for all the characters and actions. Melinda made good on her promise and stayed for the first story then stuck around for the second and third. By the fourth the late hour started to catch up with her. She yawned and in order to avoid falling asleep in the warm smoky air she left.
She got the phone number on an EPAA postcard from Russom, the giant at the front door. Melinda slid it into Ali Amal’s book in front of all the pamphlets. The boy gives Melinda her coat and she hands him the card with the soccer player. He follows her out the door and stands on the walk watching Melinda go to her car. The light from inside casts his long shadow across the street. He waits until her vehicle is long out of sight before walking back inside.
* * * * *
“Everything is very tense tonight at Fillmore Middle School. The special school board meeting, designed to stop the impending strike, began at 6 pm. During the last five hours there have been heated discussions and tested loyalties. Here is some footage of what we saw earlier.” Ivan Gonzalez lowered his head as the camera man stepped away from his viewfinder. In the truck behind them the tape played showing the video they just cut of the school board meeting. Parents are standing and pointing fingers at teachers. Teachers are pointing fingers at administrators. There are close ups of students, young and old, clutching their mothers hands, clinging to signs, or laughing at their own private jokes. Over top of it all is the grim yet silver tongued voice of Austin’s highest rated newsman. He passes judgment without sounding judgmental. He shows compassion with just a simple nod of his head. The men at home see their man wrestling a difficult situation. The women see their eleven o’clock lover dispense care not just for their children but for all children. The cameraman, whose name is Ty, counts down with his hand. Ivan takes a breath looks into the camera and begins again.
“The teachers are here tonight, behind me and to the left. They form a circle that moves around the parking lot. They carry placards and they chant. When the news comes from inside they will listen. They have worked with no contract for six months. They worry about where their next job will come from and they worry about how they will feed their families.
“On the other side another group of protestors has arrived. They too carry placards and they walk around the parking lot. They are the parents. They don’t want a strike. They don’t want their children’s future and their education to be lost. Tonight, a real dilemma faces the Austin Independent Schools. Can they make it happen? Can they be the district that sets the standard for the rest of America? Can the AISD be the first school district to put behind the strife and indecision and make itself out to be the best in the country? Don’t you think our children deserve at least that? Reporting from the scene, Ivan Gonzalez Channel 22.”
“Alright,” Ty says killing the camera light and dropping the parking lot into darkness. “Nice work, as always.”
“Thanks, man.”
Ivan wraps the cord to his microphone and looks into the ground as his eyes adjust. When he looks up the two opposing picket lines have fallen apart. The teachers sit in the grass. The parents laugh and break up some heading to their cars and leaving. By the time Ivan reaches the truck he’s surrounded by four people, two from each of the striking groups. “That was really good, Mr. Gonzalez.” A middle aged woman with moist eyes says. She’s a biology teacher in one of the high schools. She moves in close pushing her hair off one shoulder then onto the other. She’s not bad looking for a science teacher, though Ivan knows he can do better tonight.
“Thank you,” he says handing the mike to Ty and turning to face the adoring crowd. The two parents are a pair of Latinos desperate to connect on an ethnic level. The biology teacher is accompanied with a male social studies teacher. A long haired liberal who feels Ivan speaks for him too.
“I want to make every voice heard. Even the little ones,” he looks to the parents. “Para ellos no puede hablar para sí mismos.”
They nod and look to each other. “So good, Mr. Gonzalez, so good.” There is no hint of an accent as they speak. “May we have a picture?” The man holds up a camera and shakes it.
“Sure. That sounds good. Ty?”
Ty is well acquainted with the routine. He steps from the truck and extends a hand for the camera. “Ty is the best cameraman in town.”
“Normally,” Ty says with a little less humor than normal. “Me taking this picture would cost you a few hundred dollars.”
Ivan takes one of each of the parents in an arm. “For me, of course, he’ll do it for nothing.”
“Only for you, Ivan. Say queso.” He snaps the picture.
Ivan had been hunting for this story for weeks. There had been nothing happening in town. Though the rest of the news room joked about it, Ivan actually began to think that the news was drying up and his worth to the city of Austin was going with it. The three different co-eds he had landed during a week spent trolling the campus didn’t help either. The only thing he could think of that could reconnect him to the people was to get back with them. He needed to be with the people and they need him to be there for them. The threat of a strike was pretty minimal. Despite working for 6 months without a contract the relations between the district and its most important employees was pretty solid. Both sides had decided to wait until the summer to iron out the new contract. That was the plan until Ivan started sniffing around. He soon found ways to mangle both sides into an argument neither wanted. After a week the teachers were marching at the district offices and threatening a walkout. For their part the administration went on the offensive and blamed the teachers for greed.
When he was first starting out Ivan got a bit of advice from an old colleague. Phil Rockman had been the voice of Austin news for thirty-five years. Just before his retirement he took a young naïve Ivan into the tape room. “Son, you’re a good looking kid and that’s all these fuckers want nowadays so that alone should take you pretty far. But there will come a time when you find yourself with nothing concrete to report and on a sunny day you’d rather spend chasing tail down by the river. The best way to overcome this is to find yourself some news. Somewhere in the city or in the world something is happening that can fill the requisite five minutes they give you. You might need to prod it. You might need to carouse it a little. But once you do you got yourself a story. Make it juicy and say a bunch of shit no one understands. That would be enough to get you one of them damn little statues. I know I got ten of ‘em.” Only after he had been gone for a few weeks did the news room learn that Phil Rockman had been suffering from Alzheimer’s and could no longer remember his family or friends.
The advice stuck and steered Ivan through all the cold and hot stories that dotted his reporting past. He reported on conjecture and bold lies. He told the people what they wanted to hear, so that they would shower him with the love he felt he deserved. This school board story alone would get him another Emmy. He felt it.
The small crowd of admirers walked away. Ty shrugged his shoulders and walked back to the truck. “There were more at six.”
Ivan walked into the back of the truck where they would wait out the half hour in case something broke. It might but most likely it wouldn’t. Something would be brokered by midnight and an e-mail press release would reach the news room in the morning. The story would run with the morning shows and his footage would accompany the announcement of the deal. The teachers would get their raise, but have to forfeit some of their health costs. These numbers would even out and they would be back where they were when they started.
“What else is on?” Ivan asked the moment that Jimmy Seeds appeared on their little screen. Russ flipped through the other five channels they received over the air on their little 5” screen. News, News, News. “Channel 6 isn’t covering this live?”
Russ looked out the back door at the Channel 6 van that looks oddly deserted. “Don’t look like it. They must be inside.”
“Fuckers. This is my story. It won’t break before 11:30.”
“Why are you so sure?”
“Because this is my story. Anything funny on?” Ty flips through the other two channels: Public Broadcasting and reruns of old nineties sitcoms. They sit back and expect the laughs. Ty chuckles at the pratfalls of the leading lady. Ivan looks out the back door at the dark Channel 6 van shakes his head and taps his toe on the steel floor of the van. After about a minute wait, he swears. “Shit.” He gets out of the van and heads for the school.
Inside the place is quiet. The meeting is in the cafetorium. The board is meeting with the teachers union and the representatives of the district. They decided to avoid the arbitrator and deal face to face. As a result they locked themselves in with the press sitting outside waiting. Channel 6 reporter Janet Randsom sits at a desk in a classroom across from the cafetorium. “Nothing yet Gonzalez,” she says when Ivan walks to the locked door. “They won’t have anything before 10:30.”
“Then why are you still here?” Ivan walks into the room and wanders behind the teacher’s desk.
“I still get paid, don’t I?”
“You’re trying to scoop me?” he asks her point blank.
“No. Besides you already scooped me with this whole strike story. You scooped the whole town.”
“This was my exclusive.”
“It was. It’s all of ours now. But don’t stress it, Ivan. They won’t let us have it and you know it. The morning shows are going to get this. They’re waiting till 10:30, you know that. You forced their hand with this story. Now, they’re gonna screw us all. Might as well go home.”
“Go ahead. I don’t care if you do.”
Janet looks at her watch. “It’s 10:25. They’ve been quiet for awhile. We can’t go live now. The weather is on. You know that. After this they wrap and it’s on to the late show. You should have stayed behind the desk.”
Bitch, she was right. But he couldn’t give her the satisfaction. He wanted something at least a word from them. It would have to wait. They won’t say anything tonight. Ivan walks to the door and looks out.
“So what brings you back on the streets?” she asks. Ivan’s never hit on her though once he did get flirty during their networks charity softball game. “Looking for another statue?”
“Bored. The desk can do it to you.”
“Tell me about it. I anchor the Weekend Early Edition. This is better than that but really I’d rather be home.”
“You should go.”
“Not so fast Gonzalez.” She stands up and walks to the door. “Two minutes.” She stands behind him just close enough to smell his expensive cologne and hair products. “Of course, home, doesn’t have to be my only destination.”
He too was tired. From here he had to get across town to the station drop off the footage then get to his car and go back across town to whatever lame bar she would want to meet. All this for some average sex (for him), that would take place in his BMW most likely in the parking lot of a 7/11. “Time?” he asks for he never wears a watch.
“10:32”
Ivan walks from the room and out into the hallway. “See you next time,” Janet calls after him. Ivan throws up a hand in an attempt to wave then disappears out the front door.
So this is how it is, Ivan thought lying in her bed. Christina Krumble crawled next to him, kissing his side. He had begun to worry about sex addiction. A few months back during sweeps they ran an ten o’clock lead about sex addiction, how it tears apart families and ruins lives. Everyone in the story was married or steady with someone. Ivan instead was single. He felt it wasn’t a sex addiction but instead just a good weekend. Yet here he lay with a woman whose heart he shattered just days ago. He never wanted to see her again or so he told her. Then again, here he is. She’s nice enough and really likes him. Hell, she loves him. But he doesn’t feel that for her. It’s like masturbation. That’s what it feels like. He jerks off only because he feels he has to. He has sex with her only because he feels he has to. Not just with her but with all of them. It’s a disease. “A disease,” he says aloud without thinking.
“What’s that honey?” Christina lifts herself from his chest. She pushes back a piece of hair behind one ear and pouts. “What did you say?”
“It was nothing. I was just thinking out loud.”
“No you weren’t. Nothing anyone says is nothing. When you say something you want to say it. That’s what my therapist says.”
“You have a therapist?” The mood deflates between the two of them.
“Oh God he’d kill me if he knew I was here with you. You’re the worst thing for me. But I can’t keep away.” She leans into kiss him again but he pushes her off.
“The worst thing? He said the worst thing?”
“Oh yea. You’re all kinds of trouble. He says you tend to confuse my centers. You know like I can’t seem to operate around you. I know that might be true when we’re at work but here in the bedroom, it’s different.” She leans in to kiss him again but he pushes her off.
“I don’t know. Don’t you feel like I’m using you?”
“What? So what? I love being used by you. Love it.”
“No, no. I feel like I’m using everyone. I don’t feel anything here.”
She recoils back from him. Her eyes water and she claws her fingers. “Why? Why do you always say those things? Why?”
“It’s not that. I don’t mean this. You or what we have here.” He immediately goes to his usual defenses. But with that he feels guilty. Naked and honest on her bed he felt better, but now he was retreating back into his old self. “I can’t lie to you. I don’t want to. Doesn’t that mean anything?”
“Just get out. Get the fuck out!!” She makes a feeble attempt to throw the blanket at him but it just falls from her hand as she sits on it. Her hands then catch her face as it falls to the bed. Her sobs shake her naked body showing her ribs and bony arms.
Ivan watches her. He wants to comfort her or help her but stops knowing that will only lead to more sex, which he doesn’t want. The longer he watches the more uncomfortable it becomes. He backs out of the bed and finds his pants on the floor. As he leaves the room, the rest of his clothes are found in a line leading to the front door.
It all started after he left the station after dropping of the tape that he felt so damn horny. He could have chased down Janet but she was long gone and frankly annoyed him way too much. He pulled his cell from his pocket and went directly to the first number he knew. “I’m coming,” was all he said. She was there at the door naked.
By the time Ivan reached the front of her house the bedroom door had slammed. At that moment he worried the worst for her. She was seeing a shrink God damn it. What if she was that unstable and did… He started back to the bedroom but decided not to. He listened and there was no noise. Either her sobs stopped or she was dead. What could she kill herself with? He neared closer to the door, one shoe on, one off, and thought about it. There were no pills, she’s a health food nut. No blades in there. Nothing but some belts she could hang with, oh, and that huge black dildo she chased him around the house with once. The quiet was eerie. Something rustled. There was a voice. Was she talking to him? Maybe she was talking to herself or she called that psychiatrist. The rustle gave way to a hum then a moan. That bitch was using the dildo.
If the sign hadn’t been thirty feet high and bright pink, there is little chance Ivan would have stopped. But it blinded his vision and was probably visible from space. JESUS SAVES it blinked every six seconds.
Now this doesn’t turn into one of those stories where the lost sex addict sees the sign then leaves his car walks to the door and finds the big guy. It doesn’t always work that way and it didn’t again today.
The sign ran vertically along the front of a Baptist church just on the outskirts of town. He must have passed it numerous times going to and from Christine’s house but for some reason on this night it caught his eye and for good reason. As he slowed to examine the sign he never noticed the homeless woman pushing a grocery cart across the street. And when he stopped to look up at the sign to watch the letters flicker some sort of message: J S S A V S then E U S E. Something about it felt like a sign to poor Ivan. The homeless lady threw up the finger to him, but Ivan paid her no mind. He stared at the blinking sign as she rolled away and he remained there long after she was gone. In fact it was 2:00am when the sign went dark for the last time. The timer was set to save the church money and save the sanity of the neighbors who barely slept through the night.
Ivan started his car and rolled through town. There were kids about as the bars were letting out. He wanted to stop to try and find someone to talk to but there was no one here who wanted to hear his tale.
There wasn’t much of a tale yet. The words were still forming in his head. Somewhere on the ride from Christina’s, he had an epiphany of sorts. Something cleared his head. He wanted it to be about the sign and God or Jesus but neither one of them seemed all too interested. Along the road he looked for other signs but none were to be found. He wanted something to demark his journey but nothing did. There were no more sign posts.
What did it all mean anyway? She was still alive and he was feeling a little horny again. That’s the problem. That’s what’s got to stop. He pushes down on his crotch in an effort to curb the growth. It must stop. He had read somewhere of meditation or chanting. There were strange eastern religions that taught a new form of abstinence. He had to stop. He had to stop now, tonight. The revelations where spinning through his head. Ivan had to find something to fill the void. He turned off the street he was on and moved towards the highway and home. He felt like a letch trolling the streets. He looked at himself in the mirror and saw the disgusting face that hung under the mussed hair. He looked away then looked back, a fucking pervert, nothing more than a fucking pervert; that guy out on 101st flashing unprepared women. He pulled on his face and lowered his chin. The fresh stubble scratched his soft fingers. Too much, too much.
He left the car parked askew in the driveway with the front wheels lying on his lawn. He crossed the grass to the door and almost forgot how to open it. His face itched and he felt terrible, sick in his stomach. He leaned into a nearby bush and forced vomit but nothing came out. Nothing. He went inside and found himself in the living room where he searched for booze. The liquor did it’s best to calm but only made him hornier. He threw a glass against the wall. The pain raced through him. Ivan sat in a red arm chair, an arm chair with velvety texture and enveloping cushions, an arm chair he hated, he sat there and cried.
* * * * *
Jennifer Phillips looked over her notes at least twenty times. Each note card she shifted behind the last in an attempt to memorize the four line paragraph written on each one. Ten years ago she was happy but increasingly lost human resources executive who spent countless hours listening to her husband complain about his dead end job and the local politicians who kept him from moving to the next level. Though his job and the politicians never came in to contact there was always some way for him to connect them. She mentioned he should do something about it. Run for office, if you really want to change anything. It was an offhand remark. She didn’t mean anything by it. She certainly did not want her husband running for city council or the school board.
When Bill began talking to Chris Gnomes she figured it to be an outlet for his political posturing. He could unload to Chris then come home and relax with her and their 1 year old daughter Alex. It worked like that for a few months. Then Bill started coming home with delusions of insanity. When they sought the backing of the Democratic Party for Bill’s run at the Attorney General’s job, Jennifer almost laughed, then she cried.
Bill had a very fragile confidence which he hid behind a smart and well prepared veneer. It had been almost two years of dating before she saw that real Bill Phillips. It came after college and he had gone a string of unsuccessful job interviews. His business degree had done him little help in Spokane. The job market was drying up. She suggested they move west to Seattle or down south to California where her family lived. Bill was entrenched in Spokane. His family was there and for some reason he did love living there. It wasn’t a fear of living in a big city but a fear of being lost in one that concerned him. The last interview he had tried was in a hotel booking convention guests. The interview went well at least Bill had thought so. When they did not call by Friday he began calling. A week’s worth of calls went unanswered. By the following Friday he was so distraught that he couldn’t get himself out of bed. When Jennifer checked on him he fell into her arms in tears. He felt like a failure. Nothing he had done in the past, going to college in particular, had done anything to make him succeed. “I followed all the right paths. I went to school, I got good grades, I graduated, I went to college, I graduated, I worked hard. I did everything I was supposed to do, but I still can’t get a decent job or make a decent living. I keep trying and all I do is fail.”
He stayed like this for the weekend and by Monday was back outside the house looking again. He eventually fell in as an account manager for a local IT firm. He made less than thirty thousand dollars a year and had the chance to make a little more through a meager commission. She was supporting them with her salary. When they found themselves pregnant just five months after marriage Jennifer worried they wouldn’t be able to make it on their income. Then again, she reminded herself, people make it on less with more kids. Alex pretty much destroyed their dreams of world travel, but her beautiful newborn face and deep blue eyes imbued them both with new dreams for their young family. So with all this going on and with a bit of stress from her own job laying on her she said those immortal words that have both haunted and improved her life. “If you want to do something, just go ahead and do it. Run for office if you want to change things.” It would eventually become the mantra for her husband and their generation. “Only you can make change,” Chris Gnomes rewrote in a speech for Bill during their first gubernatorial campaign. “It takes one person at a time.”
Her remark had made Jennifer the Eleanor Roosevelt of her time, the stronger woman behind the strongest man. There were numerous offers for books and speaking engagements. She decided to shy away from all that and devote herself to her children. She quit her job. Gnomes advised her that keeping a job is not in her best interests. Going to work as the Governor’s wife can be difficult enough.
Henry joined Alex just three years after she was born and just before the campaign started. Having two little children running around the Governor’s mansion was something new in Olympia. Watching them come of age in the White House really excited the press.
It was during her time in Olympia that Jennifer found her pet cause. All First Ladies have their pet causes. The First Husbands out there on the other hand normally do not. It’s a strange occurrence, Chris Gnomes once told her. He figured as soon as there is a national First Husband that would change.
Her pet project was the environment. Not so much the environment in general but to be specific littering. The look of the highways and city streets in her state sickened her. When it really set her off was when she accompanied her husband as well as four other Governors and their wives on a trip to Cuba. They all were there to meet Castro and to discuss future trade and immigration. The trip was not sanctioned by the Federal Government, but they did keep a close eye. While the husbands met with Fidel, the ladies were treated to a driving tour of Havana. It was a remarkable place. Partially rundown but vibrantly colored. It was stuck in the sixties, but there were cell phone antennas on top of some of the buildings. What struck her most was that there was almost no litter. In Olympia she can’t go a foot without seeing a cigarette butt or empty can. This was a third world country that kept itself clean. Why can’t the richest country on the planet do the same?
“It’s a communist country, Jen,” Bill told her after she let on about her discovery. “They probably get shot for littering.”
“Can’t we be tougher at home? The state is such a mess. I mean can’t we raise fines. I heard in Georgia, they have a $1000 dollar fine that you can’t fight if you’re caught littering.”
“Well, that’s all and good there, but I’m not so sure our people would stand for it. Remember they protested in Seattle when I tried to curb strip clubs.” The Pacific Northwest has a strong tradition of strippers and stripping. The strippers have a union and a lobbying group that is second only to the prescription drug lobby.
“I can’t imagine anyone would protest for littering.”
She was right and no one did. The fine was made the stiffest in the nation, $2000. The money was put into a general fund to help with environmental cleanliness. When the numbers of fines started to decline Jennifer set her sights higher. She aimed for the corporations who were littering on a much larger scale. The fines fell into a sliding scale depending on the size of the mess.
As the state got progressively cleaner, Jennifer founded the Step Up and Clean Up campaign. When Gnomes told her that the name needed more pizzazz he recommended a name change and a visit to a Seattle based ad agency. Hence the Do Something! campaign was founded. The name came from her famous comment to her husband about changing the process. The purpose of the group was to remind everyone to get involved, not just with litter, where it started, but with everything. Do Something! and get involved in your schools, Do Something! and get involved with the environment, Do Something! and get involved with your kids, and etc… She became more popular in certain circles than her husband.
It also started to take a toll on her. She missed her family. Jennifer had been spending so much time with the Do Something! project that she forgot to watch her children grow up. She left the day to day operations with her lieutenants and returned home to the Governor’s mansion to be mom. Bill worried she might be throwing it all away. Giving up on her crusades to fulfill a role that society thought she should have. It was a funny piece of feminism from someone whom she never figured as one. Playing the political game can lead anyone to say just about anything they mean or don’t mean. Jennifer just didn’t want to miss the kids anymore. He understood, probably more than she knew. For his entire governorship he felt the same. It was here that he understood why so many waited until they were older to run for office. You miss out on so much while trying to save the world.
The note cards began to shake and Jennifer knew she wouldn’t need them anymore. She slipped them into her pocket and waited for her name to be announced. Since their improbable win Jennifer Phillips has found herself back in the environmental fold again. This time the stakes are larger. The entire nation as well as the rest of the world needed her help. Her work in Washington State opened the door. The Do Something! group expanded, first covering the northwest then the entire coast. They began a move to go national with Jennifer front and center, though she does little for the group now, they still look to her for leadership. This speech is to a group of potential investors who are interested in backing a national Do Something! campaign.
The speech she wrote herself, though Bill recommended handing it off to Gnomes for some polishing. The new speech was just as slick as one of her husband’s. Jen did her best to change enough so that her voice could be heard. The current speaker was going on about the expansion of the Do Something! campaign. How they’ve gone from trash collectors to being a part of the everyday education of America’s children. Do Something! is more than just an action group, it’s a life style choice. There were some lukewarm applause from the audience. Jennifer looked to her left where Adam, her Secret Service agent, always stood. He was leaning against the air wall that broke the large hotel ballroom in two.
They were behind a long row of black pipe and drape curtains. The hotel was the Four Seasons in Chicago. It was cold outside. A stiff wind was blowing off the lake and freezing the streets and faces of those caught out in it. Inside the hotel it was warm, almost hot. Jennifer was sweating, though she attributed that to her nerves. Adam smiled in return to her gaze. He was glad that the first lady was younger than the rest. In fact her athletic physique, long brown hair and rich green eyes reminded him of a girl he dated once in college. She was probably the best looking first lady ever. He had discussed this with his colleagues and they all agreed there was something wrong with Jackie Kennedy. Her face was all squeezed together and squinty. They never understood the attraction America had for her. No wonder Jack went trolling through Hollywood.
While the current speaker was nearing a conclusion, Adam stepped over to the very nervous first lady. “Do you need anything, ma’am?”
Jennifer thought about that. She was never really calm giving speeches. Usually she went out and worked off the adrenaline. That was before she became First Lady. This was her first speech in that role and for some reason she was more nervous than she remembered. “I don’t think so. Is there water up there?”
Adam couldn’t answer this. His role was protection and not servant. He looked to the woman standing behind them. As far as he knew she was the one in charge. She stepped forward.
“Yes?”
“Is there water up there for Mrs. Phillips?”
“I believe so, yes. We can get you some to make sure.” She turns and talks to a young man who stands staring at the first lady in disbelief. He runs off through the curtains and out a nearby door. He returns in less than a minute with a dripping ice cold bottle of water. He hands it to the woman who wipes it down with her shirt then hands it to Adam who then offers it to Jennifer. She takes the bottle opens it and then proceeds to guzzle its contents down. Just as she takes a break and a long breath, her name is announced. She hands the bottle to Adam who follows her to the edge of the stage and walks out into the lights.
Three television cameras line the front of the stage. There are photographers who snap the shot of her shaking hands with her introducer. A group of radio reporters lean their microphones in towards her. The print medium shifts in their chairs and scribble their pens in the blank sections of their pads, checking for fresh ink. When she takes the podium she adapts the pose that Chris Gnomes told her looks most relaxed and assure. She stands three inches from the edge; places one hand, only two fingers, on the podium, then turns herself slightly to the left. When she speaks she doesn’t lean in but projects enough that the microphone picks her up. She looks dignified and in charge. Most of what Gnomes tells her she disregards as nonsense, yet when the situation arises she immediately does as he says. As the flash bulbs slow and the applause die down she speaks.
“Thank you, thank you. It is a pleasure to be here today, despite that wind. I don’t know how you all handle that? Is that all winter? Oh I see. I guess that’s why they call it the windy city. Though, I heard that it was because of the politicians. Is that right? Must be the Democrats.” That earned her a laugh.
“Well it is something. I miss winter. For the last eight years we’ve lived in Olympia, Washington. I don’t know how many of you have been there or lived there, but there are two seasons in that part of the country. One is warm with clear skies and nice breezes. It lasts about two months and we call it summer. The other is wet, cold, dank and wet. It lasts ten months and we call it the rest of the year. So, I’ll have to say this wind, though it is cold, is quite refreshing. Clears out the lungs, right?
“But enough about the weather; at least for today’s discussion, instead I want to turn your attention to the work that has been done by the Do Something! Organization. It is hard for me to believe that over the past eight years so much has changed. What started as a group organized to collect litter has become a national organization encompassing 22 states and growing every day. We do it all. From educating students to organizing clean ups to making sure the right people are responsible for their messes. If anything I am more than proud of the work being done with this group. That is why I am here today with you. Although I am no longer an everyday member of the group I am still part of it and I am still going to make sure that our goal is the same: To get everyone to Do Something!”
They applaud her. Jennifer looks down at the pocket where the notes are. It dawns on her just how bad this speech is. She reaches under the podium and finds a bottle of water. “I’m sorry,” she says removing its cap and hoisting it to her lips. “These lights can be so hot.” She was never one to feel superior to others. She wanted to be known as one of them. Bill would never complain about the hot lights but all those people in the audience would.
“I guess this is one way to beat the cold,” she finishes her sip of water and sets the bottle under the podium. “This fundraiser means so much for us. We look to corporate sponsorship and private funds as our only means of survival. I never want this to be a government entity, not that I don’t care for the government, you all who my husband is.” This gets some laughs. “But seriously, this organization is for the people and by the people. Do Something! is democracy at its best. You all have a say as does everyone else. This is your chance to take back your America.”
She was grandstanding. This wasn’t healthy either. “So before I take anymore of your time, I know, like me, you’re all salivating over that delicious meal in front of you, I want to remind you of the envelopes located in the center of each table. I know this was a five hundred dollar a plate event, but I also know that some of you can afford to give a little more. You all know who I’m talking to out there. I’m looking right at you. That’s right.”
They laugh more. A few pick up the envelopes, a few less grab their checkbooks.
“That’s right, go ahead and make an extra contribution, just a few bucks. Every little bit helps. I’ve ridden on your streets here in the windy city. I’ve seen the mess. Don’t worry we’ll clean you up too. It’s okay to admit there is a problem. That’s the first step.”
“So please make a contribution. Like I said anything will help. And thank you all for the contribution of just being here. Everything we do is for the best. There is nothing better than a clean Chicago and a cleaner America. Thank you.”
They stood and cheered. The woman who spoke before her came up from the side and shook Jennifer’s hand. “Jennifer Phillips, everyone,” she said with a flourish. The room rose to their feet.
Adam waited for her as she left the stage. He escorted her down the stairs and behind the curtain. Another speaker took to the microphone as they slid out of the ballroom and into a cement block lined back hallway. The hall had been swept before her leaving but a few faces stand behind doors looking though the peepholes trying to get a look.
Adam holds the freight elevator door for her and another Secret Service agent stands inside pressing the button for the lower garage. The door closes. When it opens again they are in the basement where a third agent stands holding the door to her limo. She steps inside the door closes. Adam sits in the front of the car. The other two agents get into the jet black SUV that rides in front of the limo. Once everyone is inside the SUV rolls out of the garage and the limo follows it into the night. Chicago’s finest have blocked traffic and the small motorcade has an easy journey out to Lake Shore Drive then out to the expressway where they will head to the airport where the First Lady’s jet awaits her.
In the back of the limo is a phone. The phone is a direct link to the National Security Satellite Communications Network. It has a regular keypad but for ease of use by the first lady each key is already preprogrammed. She presses the number 3 and waits while it dials. Alex picks up the other end. “Hello?”
“Is Henry in bed?” Jennifer slips out of her shoes and rubs her feet.
“Oh it’s you.”
“Well, is he Alex?”
“Yes.”
“Are you ready for bed?”
Alex looks down at her jeans and sweatshirt then over at the muted TV. Her brother sits in his day clothes as well with a handful of popcorn in his mouth to keep it quiet.
“You know,” Jennifer speaks over the silence. “I have spies all over the place. Unlike other mothers who say so, I actually do. And they are real spies, CIA and all. I do know everything you do and there is little you can do to lie to me.”
“Yes ‘um.” Alex says looking around the room. Her eye catches someone in black pass the cracked door to the TV room.
“Put Henry on the phone.”
“Okay.” Alex starts to pull the phone from her ear and is called back.
“I thought you said he was in bed.”
“He got up, just when you called. We miss you mom.”
“I know. I miss you guys too. What time is it?” She looks at her watch which she keeps set to DC time. “At ten you both have to get to bed. Understand?”
“Yes.”
“Okay hand the phone to Henry.”
Alex extends the receiver towards her brother. His eyes expand and he spits out half the popcorn trying to wave it off. “It’s okay,” Alex says. “She already knows.”
Henry takes the phone. “Hi. I’m sorry.”
“It’s too late to be sorry now.” She lies back on the seat and stretches out as best she can. The Presidential limo is not as spacious as one might think. “I’ve given your sister until ten. Don’t let your father catch you up that late.”
“Okay.”
“What are you watching anyway?”
“Just shows.”
“Well, this is the last time for it Henry. Enjoy it tonight. When I get back home we are setting a real bedtime and I guarantee it will not be this late, understand?”
“Yes.” He stifles a huge yawn.
“Okay, good night.”
“Do you want to talk to Alex?”
“No. Just tell her I said good night.”
“Okay. Bye mom. See you tomorrow.”
“Good bye. I love you.”
“Yea.” He hangs up the phone. Jennifer sucks in a breath knowing both her children are too old to say it. She clicks the receiver and presses the number 1 next. The phone rings just once and the President answers.
“Hi, Jen. Where are you?”
“I am on the freeway heading to O’Hare.”
“Great. That’s great. You’re missed.”
“I know. Did you know they’re still up?”
“As a matter of fact,” he shifts in his seat. He’s in the private office adjacent to the Oval Office. His staff has gone home. He was wrapping up the final ends of the day and studying the briefs he was given that morning. “I was told of their situation an hour ago. Don’t worry it won’t happen again.”
“Their situation? They aren’t Albania. These are your children.”
“I know. I know. I’ve been so busy. I’ve got all these briefs to catch up on. There’s a press conference tomorrow. I got to look sharp. How’d your thing go?”
“It went. Remind me not to let Chris mess with my speeches.”
“Why? He does a great job.”
“For you. Not for me. It was all nonsense, every bit of it. I was stuck out there with nothing to say. I felt like a fool.” She stops to sigh. “I rather I was there than doing this.”
“I know. So do I.”
“Why? You’d just be in the office anyway.”
“Maybe. But probably not if you were here.”
“I can’t wait to get back.” Jennifer has always been wary about calling any of the executive mansions she’s lived in for the past eight years home. She’s been pining for their Spokane house for years. That small blue ranch they lived in before he became Governor. All the moving has been wearing on her. They don’t have a vacation home either. All the other presidents did. Bill had made it very clear that he was going to spend as much time as possible on the job. Vacation time would be kept down to a minimum. Gnomes was very adamant that they don’t look like the last administration. “Go to bed soon honey,” she told him in a soft voice. “You’ve been staying up too late recently and it shows.”
“I know. There’s so much I need to know. I spend all my time studying. It’s like school all over again. They keep telling me that I need to know so much. I can’t go out there looking stupid. There’s just so much.”
“Don’t let it discourage you. We’re just a few months in. Things are going good.” A quick confidence boost will keep him straight. It has too; she can’t deal with a break down right now.
“Are you alone?”
“Not now, Bill.”
“Oh God, I’m dying here. I won’t be able to see you for almost another ten or twelve hours.”
“I can’t do that right now. We’re almost to the airport. You should study. You don’t want to look stupid.”
“Right,” dejected he looks back into his file, at least there’s tomorrow night.
“Just think of the time in between as building excitement. It’ll be better because.”
“Right, of course it will.” He sounds snotty. She knows that but lets it slide by. He does have a difficult job.
“I’ll be there tomorrow morning, if you’re still in bed.”
“Okay. I’ll hold you to that.”
“I can’t make any promises.”
“Get your sleep on the plane.”
“Okay. Oh we’re here.” The limo was passing through a gate near the tarmac. They would roll right on to the airstrip and right over to her waiting jet. “I have to go.”
“I love you.”
“I love you.” She hangs up and prepares herself to get out of the limo. A quick look in the mirror and she adjusts her hair and reapplies her lipstick. The limo stops.
* * * * *
Melinda had to leave work with an hour left in the show. Cecily was not pleased and voiced her objection over the air by saying: “So there she goes. I have been left without my right arm again. Left with lefty, if you will. Her replacement, Mr. Daniel Westy is adequate enough.”
When Melinda initially asked for the afternoon off Cecily choked on her tuna fish. “What for?” she coughed slurping down the choke with some water.
“I need to take my grandfather to the doctor.”
Whenever his name came up Cecily’s eyes glowed. She had been dying to get Heinrich Dopplinger into her studio for years. That was one of the reasons why she Melinda on in the first place. The questions she would ask. There was a running list she kept on her hard drive. No need for a pre-interview.
Though his name doesn’t appear all that often amongst the other builders of the bomb, it emerges enough that Cecily would be crazy not to talk to him. The story Melinda once told of his meeting with Einstein was fascinating. How many people are there left that actually spoke to the man, let alone was a close confidant before his death? Melinda for her part never let on that Henri was any close confidant. She just talked of their meeting and Cecily went from there. Cecily wanted a breakdown. Deep down inside past the blue skinned veneer of her Public Radio ways she was wanted desperately to be the type of TV talk show host who made her subjects breakdown into tears and wails of despair. Henri would bare his soul and tell her of all the blood on his hands. He would apologize for his part and the atomic weapons of the world would just disappear. At some point this would all lead to a Nobel Prize of some sort…for her. The Peace Prize seemed like the most logical offer but Cecily and her warped mind figured the Swedes would create something new.
“You should bring him in here,” she told Melinda.
“Well, I can’t do that. He has a doctor’s appointment. We lost another nurse and I don’t have any other way of getting him there.” Nurse Nancy was caught attempting to break into Henri’s safe while he napped. She never suspected that he memorizes the last number he turns the dial to as well as searches for fingerprints every day. Rather than try to fight for innocence, Nancy just resigned. The old man had been very difficult anyhow.
The agency did not have another nurse available upfront. It would be at least another week of cooking, cleaning and moving him around for Melinda. She was tired and it was slipping into her work. There was also the upcoming interview with Afrikari Ndugu that she could not miss. As she expected at first, Cecily balked at the idea.
“Africa isn’t really where I want to go. We have to stay local.”
“It is local. He lives right here in town. In fact the story is more local than African.”
“What has he got to talk about? There hasn’t been much news from Eritrea in the last week, and quite frankly I doubt people in Portland care too much. They want to deal with their idiot mayor and their messy schools. They want to know about local arts and festivals.”
“But this is all of that,” Melinda takes the time here to embellish a little. “This man embodies all those feelings. He’s more Portland than most. He’s lived here for more than twenty years.”
“So he’s more Portland than Africa. I thought you wanted to talk about Africa?”
“No, that’s not it.”
“Look, Melinda, I’m a black woman. I pay attention to what happens in Africa but quite frankly it affects me no more than the things that happen in Europe and Asia. I know that the word African comes before the hyphen but I am more American. Just my color comes from there. I do feel bad for those that suffer around the world. You know that’s not the kind of show we do here. We’re about local issues.”
“And he and his group are local.”
“Okay. I’ll give you one day next week. But the interview better be great. I mean it better be Rammie worthy.” The Rammies were local awards given for excellence in radio. Cecily already had two.
So Melinda called Afrikari to set up a time to interview him. He answered his own phone something that Melinda as a radio producer was not used to. “What time would be best for you?”
“How about now,” he said with little pause. “I have been thinking about how this interview should be conducted. Is it a simple question and answer or is there room for me to tell stories.”
“Well, we do a little of both. Cecily likes to open with softball questions, ‘How are you?’ ‘What do you think of the current state of Eritrea?’ and so on. Then she’ll want to delve deeper into your background and the countries background. What we want is a lot of depth but not too much so that people will tune out. Anything gripping always works.”
“That I can do.”
“Do you want to clue me in to what you might be saying? I can’t really go in there blind. Cecily is going to want a heads up as to what sort of follow up questions to ask.”
“I don’t understand. She doesn’t ask the questions?”
“She does, but she wants to know what the topic will be before you sit down with her.”
“The topic is Eritrea. Have you spoken with her yet?”
“Yes,” Melinda wasn’t sure if he was being coy or stupid. “But what I’m talking about is standard in the media business to prepare for an interview. Cecily does a number of interviews every week. She has to prepare for each one. This makes it easy for her to conduct each interview. All she has to do is look down at the notes in front of her. It allows the interview to go easy.”
“So she doesn’t look like a fool by asking me about something like tax reform.”
“Right.”
“No surprises.”
“Yea. What I need is an idea of what you may be talking about.”
“Well, I will tell her of our group. The EPAA is a collection of Eritrean expatriates who want nothing more than a free Eritrea. We accomplish this through petition to your government and others around the world.”
“Why Portland?”
“A nice place. Beautiful and green. Eritrea is hot and brown.”
“So it’s not so nice there?”
“This is where I live, but Eritrea is my home.”
“And how did you come here?”
“I came by plane. I left under unhappy circumstances during the revolution. I do hope to return someday, maybe soon.”
“How do you feel about Inuru’s illness?”
“Sadness. He was a friend once. Though maybe only good can come from his end. A new beginning, if you will.”
“So you know him?”
“I did once. Many years ago. We served towards the same end. I think the idea of power corrupted him. He threw away all that we once stood for so that he could be like the rest of the African rulers. It is unfortunate. We once had a great opportunity. If we all could have worked together instead of separate like we did, we could have done something.”
“This is good. Don’t waste it all here, though. Save some for the show.”
“Young lady, I could talk about my home land for hours and days.”
And so he did. The conversation lasted close to two hours. After awhile Melinda stopped writing and just listened. When they finished she thanked him and told him this would be a great interview, though after hanging up she wasn’t sure if it was Rammie worthy. Either way once she put together a good enough package Cecily would have to agree.
She arrived home, skipped past the sleeping Henri and went directly to her room where she found the Eritrean pamphlets she procured from the meeting and slipped them in her coat pocket. That way she was less likely to forget them the next day for work.
The problem with Cecily was that she was never interested in doing the research. Isn’t this precisely why she has Melinda? A producer does all the work and the talent goes forth and presents it. Without the talent there is no show. Producers are a dime a dozen and easily replaced but there is no The Northwest Considered without Cecily Langs. Before Melinda she had breezed through three other producers.
Melinda gently rocks Henri out of his sleep. His eyes open but he doesn’t seem to notice her. Recently she found that his age was really catching up with him. He doesn’t seem all that right anymore. He was so quick in the past, a joke and a smile. Now he seems to forget everything. As trying as he can be, sometimes watching it happen is heart wrenching. She wants to blame her father for not being here or all his brothers and sisters for abandoning their old man. She hates them at times. Why should it be Melinda left to care for Henri? She’s young. This is the time she should be living for herself not playing nurse. Then again she did choose to live there, rent free as well.
“Has the mail come?” he asks.
“I don’t know. We have to get to the doctor.” The look on his face makes her say the last sentence louder.
“Let me check the box.” He leaves the bed and walks to the indoor mail slot. Ten years ago he worried about the safety of the mailbox that was attached to the outside of the house. He hired someone to build a small door on the outside wall that fed into a box inside the house that was only accessible by another door inside. When the mail is inserted it falls down two feet and cannot be reached from the outside.
Inside the small mail door were three letters and a catalogue. Ever since Melinda’s arrival there were more and more catalogues coming. They were like a cancer, he once told her. They multiply every year, especially near Christmas. In the past they have clogged his mail box and made it difficult to get his letters. Melinda was forced to reach up inside and dislodge the catalogues.
Henri hands the catalogue to Melinda then scurries to the bedroom with the envelopes. “We don’t have time Grandpa.”
“I won’t be long,” is the muffled response from behind the door. She can hear him struggle with the envelope. It had been a long time since she worried herself about what was in those envelopes. At some point she figured he would just let her know. If not when he died she would have the safe opened and then examine the contents. The few she had seen all had international postmarks. They were random from all over the globe, drawing Melinda to narrow down the contents to one of two things: either they were correspondence from some old girlfriends or they were secret spy documents being passed back and forth. The later is unlikely since Henri hasn’t come in contact with any sensitive documents in years. The former seems possible but from what she remembers of her grandmother it seems unlikely that he would ever stray.
Anyway Melinda had more pressing matters at the moment. “Come on, we’re gonna be late. Then we’ll have to wait.” The answer came in the sound of the safe closing and the tumblers turning. Henri appeared from his room with that lost look he had woken up with gone.
“Shall we?” he said offering his arm and leading her to the door.
Henri’s doctor was located at the large VA hospital that sat on the west hills overlooking town. Why he went to the VA hospital Melinda could never understand. He never served. Like the government meals she just never felt confident enough to ask why.
The lateness of their arrival left Henri with little wait time. Just after signing in he was lead away to the examination room. Melinda was left alone in the small waiting area with two elderly women, a middle aged woman whose son was playing with the toys left out for children three years younger than he. Around her there were tables lined with old magazines. The oldest a two year old AARP magazine, the latest was a two week old Time. She took the Time and sank down into her uncomfortable chair.
Melinda was part of a growing trend among people of her generation. She like the others had started gathering her news from sources other than the traditional ones of her parents and their parents. Once the newspaper reigned supreme, Henri had saved papers in a steel box dating back to World War II. Melinda had stumbled upon them one day while cleaning the garage. They mostly dealt with the nuclear weapons: Hiroshima, the Soviet tests, Cuban Missile Crisis, etc. The idea of keeping these papers always amazed her. She can understand wanting to keep a piece of history but these were yellowing and fragile. Her father can tell her where he was when he watched the moon landing on TV and saved the Life magazines that followed the space race. Now mired deep in the information age, Melinda sees the internet as the only source of news. She rarely watches any on TV. All the screaming heads yelling their opinions was tiresome. Yet the web has always leaned that way. After spending hours listening to radio news reports at work she began to wonder if news prepared by humans can avoid having any kind of bias behind it.
This was, of course, a constant complaint of Mike’s. He blamed it on a right wing run media. He said they always distracted us with nonsense about celebrities. “When they’re in charge and it all seems to be going to hell, there would be celebrity births, or weddings, or break ups, or drug busts, or whatever. It’s the same thing, always never any real news. Your station gets it right sometimes.”
“It’s not like that,” Melinda would tell him. “Remember the Clinton impeachment? He was bombing Iraq in one corner, Bosnia in the other and they were impeaching him on top. It doesn’t matter who’s in charge. When they’re doing something wrong they want to cover it up.”
“That whole impeachment was all bullshit anyway.”
“Yea, but people died.”
The particular magazine she was holding seemed over burdened with nonsense news about gadgets, movies, music and celebrities. The cover story was about a new gadget that was a phone that played music and movies, took pictures and had a GPS system in it. The owner of the company who made it was on the cover holding it. A wry Mona Lisa type grin crossed his billionaire face. A free advertisement for an item that six months from now will be replaced with another that this smarmy asshole will be pushing again. The world’s landfills overloaded with telephones and other little plastic devices so that yuppies can move on to the next trend to amaze their friends and bore their spouses.
Melinda skimmed over the early pages filled with snippets and graphs. On the quotes page she giggled about the stupid things the politicians had said. On the next page after an advertisement for computer that can withstand a drop of fifty feet, if that’s the sort of thing you want to do with a computer, she found a small snippet, only three lines long that read:
The UN is interested curbing the buildup of troops along the Eritrean and Ethiopian border that could spark a rebirth of war in the region.
War? This was news to Melinda. The magazine was old enough that there could be some sort of follow up. She searched amongst the other magazines including the ones held by the others waiting. None of them were any later than the one she held. Afrikari had said nothing about war. Maybe it didn’t happen. This country, which just only a week ago she had never heard of, was now popping up everywhere she looked. This is the kind of news she was hungry for. Just then the door to the exam rooms opened and out stepped Henri.
“I will live,” he announced to everyone there. “At least until the next time they want my money.”
Melinda drops the magazine on the closest table. “How did it go?”
“The usual, poked and prodded, then to top it off a lecture about how I eat.”
“Mr. Dopplinger?” a voice came from behind the sliding glass window in the wall.
“Yes,” he turned.
“You need to go to room 754 on the seventh floor, just take a left and take the elevator…”
“Yes, yes, I know where the elevator is. What is it about? My granddaughter needs to get to work.”
“You need to meet with Mr. Grady.”
“Who is he?”
“He handles in-home care.”
“Ah, great, another nurse.” He walks from the room swinging open the door.
“Thanks,” Melinda says to the nurse who has already moved on to something else.
On the elevator ride up they’re both worried. “You know,” Melinda said. “They’re going to take away those nurses. You’ve driven them away for the last time.”
“So be it. I don’t see any reason for them anymore.”
“I do. You’re dependent on them and I don’t have the time anymore.”
“Time, Time. With your busy schedule you never have time. I don’t need a nurse anymore and I certainly don’t need to hear you complain anymore. I only give you a place to live. I ask for nothing in return. You have it so easy, but you make it all so hard.”
“That’s not what I meant,” his skills of turning the guilt are legendary. If only Melinda could pick that up she would understand why his sons aren’t taking care of him. “I just can’t do it on my own. You need a trained medical person to take care of you. I’m a radio producer.” The elevator dinged and deposited them on the 7th floor.
It was a short walk to 754. Inside a receptionist pointed them to the tiny windowless office of Mr. Grady.
A tall and plump middle aged man with thinning hair, thin metal glasses and a cheap gray suit, Grady rose to shake their hands then invited them to sit in the available chairs. “Mr. Dopplinger, we’ve decided to make a change with your nursing service.”
“Was this your decision or theirs,” Henri had begun to take a little pride in running the ladies off.
“It was a combination of both. There has been a problem between you and our services. Over the past six years since we started you on this program you have gone through fifteen different nurses, that’s an average of two and a half a year. I have been authorized to offer you a choice.”
Melinda and Henri both fell silent. Melinda had expected this for awhile. A few months ago she received a phone call from someone at the VA telling her it was in her and Henri’s best interest to put him into one of the VA sanctioned nursing homes. He could prolong his life there. Melinda thought of how much she would like to be in a nursing home, in her own mind equating it to a prison, though that is not exactly what it is. She said she would talk to Henri about it but never did. She knew he wouldn’t want to relinquish his home either. The fact was he was in great health and good spirits. The whole idea also made her think of the end and she couldn’t bear that.
“What choice is there?” Henri asked.
“Well, there are two,” Grady pushed up his glasses and shuffled some papers in his hands. “One would involve you checking into a retirement living quarter.” He paused hoping for an answer.
“Or?”
“Or we continue the current care but with stipulations.”
“What are the stipulations?” Melinda asked to cut off Henri.
“Well you would have a new nurse, of course but a new service would be appointed.”
“There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with that.” Henri seemed satisfied and attempted to leave.
“That’s not all. This new service is different than the previous ones. They have certain rules and regulations. And they won’t fire nurses if you are not happy with them. The nurse they send you is with you for one year. If you are happy with them they stay on. But the one year is a minimum. If you find one nurse stealing or snooping around as you have claimed in the past, then they cannot be fired.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Melinda says. “They are allowed to steal?”
“No, if any of them are stealing then they are terminated but if there is no conclusive proof after an investigation then nothing is done. This is a much more strict service.”
“My life, my life is squeezed down in to one choice. I am not a prisoner.”
“Mr. Dopplinger, you are dependent on the United States Government for your food and pension. If you chose not to continue with that you may stop it at any time, though I don’t believe that is in your best interest.”
“How much time do we have to give you a decision?” Melinda says.
“I need one before you leave the room. That way I can notify the folks over at the new service and they can send a nurse over tomorrow.”
“What’s the name of this service?”
“The name? Here.” He hands a pamphlet from his desk to Melinda. The service is called Nightingales. There are photographs of nurses, most of them male, who are administering care to many different elderly persons. Everything about the pamphlet seems fake. The nurses are too attractive and the elderly people seem too happy. Every room in the pictures looks too plain like a set from a television show. Even in the pictures of the nurses outside with patients the trees and grass all look phony. The paragraphs within talked about “fantastic care from trained professionals.” There were testimonials from satisfied customers and a graph showing how much longer the patients lived in their care.
Melinda offered the pamphlet to Henri who waved it away. “I will stay at home. I would rather be a prisoner there than to suffer at one of your death camps.”
“Okay.” Grady looked to Melinda for support but she was with Henri on this one. “I will make the call. Someone will be there in the morning. Thank you.”
Melinda smiled and tried to slip the pamphlet into her pocket.
“May I have that back please,” Grady said reaching for it with one hand while holding the phone with the other. “They only gave me one.”
Melinda gave it back and watched as smoothed out the creases she made. Henri stood up and walked to the door without saying a thing. Melinda followed.
That night Melinda searched the internet for Nightingales. She found a few Midwestern strip clubs and a company that sold hospital supplies. It wasn’t until about three pages into her search that she found what she was looking for.
The webpage was an exact copy of the pamphlet she had seen in Grady’s office. It even had the same pictures and text. There was an e-mail link for information to which she sent a question about their credentials. She immediately received an out of office reply pointing her right back to the website. She gave up figuring it to be just more government bureaucracy and moved on.
The following morning at seven o’clock a Herman Chang rang the doorbell. He looked more like an Olympic gymnast than a nurse. He wore a crisp white shirt and pants and ended every sentence with ma’am or sir. Melinda was running late as it was and didn’t have time to talk to Herman, though he seemed nice enough to her. When she left him he was busy rousing Henri. As long as things didn’t get too busy at work she planned to research Nightingales some more. Maybe even look into Herman Chang.
* * * * *
Gunner was not prepared for the speed at which the White House moved. He was always something of a laidback kind of fellow anyhow so whatever jobs he had held in the past pretty much fit into that mold. In just his first day there he had done more than his last two jobs combined. Of course, one of those was tracking Spotted Owls in the Oregon woods (it involved a lot of pot smoking while standing or at times sitting around in a national forest.)
His White House job was nothing more than a cleric. He had hoped for something glamorous, but instead he was typing memos, making numerous copies, brewing coffee (another past job as a barista prepared him to make the best coffee in the White House, word was that even President Phillips himself had tasted it), adjusting and entering spreadsheets, taking important papers and graphs to meetings and developing computer slideshows for those very important meetings.
Everything he did was given an over abundance of importance. The entire free world hinged on whether department expense reports were filed and emailed properly to the right people. Even that special coffee was very important to the Deputy Chief of Staff and his staff and their staffs so that they could all be up and ready to go every morning. And all of this importance was stressed from the very beginning.
“This building runs the world,” his guide and fellow staffer Jeremiah Quincy told him on Gunner’s first day. Quincy had been on the staff through three presidents. He never let politics interfere with his job. In fact he had not voted for any president since 1992. “Everything that happens here in the White House affects everything that goes on in the world. You’ve heard that old saying about the butterfly, right?”
Gunner’s head searched for the all important sayings about butterflies that he knew, but alas the information overload of the last two hours had drained them from him.
“You know, when a butterfly flaps his wings in Africa, the resulting wind grows and grows and then eventually turns into a hurricane in the Gulf of Mexico.” Spotting the confusion on Gunner’s face he explains. “What it means is if you take a paperclip and move it, that paperclip could have been used to bind some very important papers, such as…say armor requisitions for the troops, if those papers don’t get bound together and end up lost then some poor bastard in Baghdad doesn’t get his armor and ends up with a chest full of shrapnel. That is just an example. It’s not what really happened, but you get the gist right? Everything you do here ends up affecting something, usually something very important, somewhere else. So be careful with what you do. Here is Mr. Gnomes office. And he’s in.”
Chris Gnomes was in and on the phone. He never looked up, but Quincy stood there long enough for him to notice. “Did you get those faxes out,” he asked without taking his eyes off of his computer monitor.
“I did,” Quincy said. “I have Gunner Gant here. Today is his first day.”
“Hi, welcome aboard,” his eyes stayed affixed to the screen then a light went off. “Wait, you’re the Gant kid, right? Archie’s kid?”
“Yes, sir,” Gunner said sir, even though he wasn’t sure that was right.
“Welcome aboard,” Gnomes crossed the room and offered his hand. “Your father’s a good man. If you’re half the man he is you’ll be quite the asset.”
Gunner always associated his father with being a complete asshole. It was a total shock to hear him being addressed as such.
“Thank you,” Gunner said as Quincy pushed him down the hall.
“We’ve got national security in half an hour,” Gnomes yelled after them. “Make sure the room is set.”
“I’m on it,” Quincy responded from about ten feet away. “That gives us something to do. Can you brew coffee?”
And so Gunner came on board. He had seen Gnomes a few times since. The man was never in his office. Gunner would wonder what it must be like sitting in on those meetings where the world was discussed, changed and the most important decisions where decided. What a job. He tried to discuss this once with a few other staffers. They had the same simple answer.
“This place is great, when you first arrive. You think about how much you’re gonna do and how just being here is going to change the world or how for the rest of your life you’ll be telling all your friends and family how you worked at the White House for a few months. That’s how long you last. That’s how long everyone lasts, except Jeremiah, but he’s a freak. You’re wondering: why is the turnover rate is so high? They drive you into the ground. Trust me we were all like you amazed at the power, turned on by all the big names and then came reality. It’s just another job with the same hours and lousy pay, but it’s a fancy address and there’s better security at the gate. Shit, I could make three times this working for Apple.”
But Gunner didn’t believe them. He thought back to the early days of the campaign when Mike told him what it meant to believe in William Phillips. Things were going to change it was our time and all that. It stuck and still rang though this head. After a week on the job he took a moment and sent an e-mail to Mike. Gunner worried that things were still sour between them. He had yet to contact Melinda. He knew that ship had sailed. The longer he was away from her and the less he saw of her, the more he let her go. But Mike he assumed was still his friend or at least his blog had alluded to that. So he sent him an update as to what was going on in the White House.
It’s not the best job in the world. It isn’t the worst either. A lot of what I do is total bullshit. You know those jobs we saw all those lemmings downtown going into. We used to make fun of them, but that’s how things are done I guess. I mean this whole place is run on paper work and filing and all that boring stuff. It’s so weird here, you know. The other day I took this folder stamped Top Secret. Can you believe that? They actually stamped that in red on top of the folder just like in the movies or something. I had to take to Chris Gnomes, though I never got anywhere near the genius…some other guy took it. I’ve met him and talked to him a few times. He seems alright. All business. The other day I was real close to the Oval Office, I saw the door. I haven’t seen Phillips yet but they tell me he shows up at the Staffer’s party for a few minutes to meet us and all. That’s next week, I think. They say it’s lame but all the important people will be there, so that’s cool. How’s the blog going? I haven’t been on in a while (I don’t have internet at home yet, that place is for another e-mail!) I did see you sticking it to Compton that was awesome, man. That guy is such a prick. He makes our lives here hell. I better go I’m doing this at work and I don’t want to get busted.
Gunner did have enough reason to worry about his apartment. There was no internet because there was no phone line. It was a dump. There was no paint on the walls just pealing wallpaper. The neighborhood had three homicides in the week he moved in. His bed, which was temporary until he could afford a new one, was a stained mattress that lay on the floor where rats pissed during the day. There was no kitchen just a warm refrigerator that was connected to a pair of hotplates and a non working stove. He told himself the place was just temporary until he could find something better. Maybe someone at work was in need of a roommate. They weren’t. Gunner took all of his prized possessions with him every time he left. It wasn’t fun cramming his laptop into his backpack and lugging it across town to work every day. After dark he tried not to leave.
At times the frustration would explode and he would wonder if any of this was worth it. Life was better loafing around Portland. Even if his dad did cut him off, at least he had friends there he could rely on. This job cost him his best friend in Mike and he left behind the idyllic lifestyle he always wanted. He may have been working for the president and in the first government he could really support, but it was the kind of job he didn’t want. He never wanted to be a secretary or someone’s gopher he wanted to do something important and different. Instead he had become everything he despised about the corporate world. He had become one of them. In the e-mail he joked about it. In life he suffered from it.
Because of his lack of web access at home he started spending a little more time at work searching news. There was a cyber café down the street from the executive building, but with his days being so long he didn’t want to get caught there too late after sun went down. These late nights at the office started to catch the eye of his superiors. Every year they always kept on the lookout for young staffers who show that extra dedication to the team. These are the staffers they move up and put into positions of extra latitude. This level of trust leads to special duties like taking a top secret folder across the White House to the Oval Office.
Jeremiah Quincy had been calculating the extra hours that Gunner had been accumulating and passed those on to his supervisor. Neither had taken the time to look at his internet usage. Gunner had forgotten that this was still the US Government and despite who was in charge they are always watching you.
On one evening while reading the latest TengoSpat blog about Clifton Compton and his lobbyist abided pork bills, Gunner was approached by Chris Gnomes who had been attracted to the light still glowing over Gunner’s cube.
“Burning that midnight oil, huh?”
Gunner jumped and closed the window on his computer. “What’s that, sir?” he spit out the words as he turned in mid air.
“Working late?”
“Oh yea. I’m just taking care of some things, you know catching up, finishing up the day.”
“That’s good to know. We have a lot of work to do around here. There’s a lot of cleaning up we have to do, national trust to restore and such. You know, I had looked at your background before you came on board. You’ve been with us all along haven’t you?” He took a chair from a nearby cube and sat down. Gnomes crossed his legs high up and leaned back relaxing after a long day of dealing with the UN.
“Well, it was my friend, Mike, who got me involved in the campaign.”
“Yes, Mike Oberlin. I remember him. He was very instrumental in getting us going in Oregon and across the nation. We still appreciate his contributions. I did notice there was some very interesting information concerning affiliations you held in the past.”
A slight history of eco-terrorism lasted for about six months and stopped after they spray painted some SUV’s in a rich neighborhood in Texas. Gunner had seen the face of a little boy through a window. The boy wasn’t crying or upset but instead he just looked disappointed. The whole incident made the vandalism feel hollow. But that was not what Gnomes was talking about.
“You followed Phish around a little, didn’t you?”
“Well, yea, for a little while, until they broke up again. I heard they might get it back together this summer.”
“Really? They were big supporters of the campaign. In fact Trey played a few shows on the campaign trail.”
“I know. You know Trey?”
“Know him? I have his phone number.”
“Are you serious?” Gunner’s whole world came to a crashing halt. Could this man be any cooler? Not only did he defeat the Republicans at their own game he knew Phish, not just of them but actually knew their members and could call them right now if he wanted.
“It’s not his home number, but his work number.”
Work number? Don’t make this any less cool. Musicians don’t work. They perform. “That is cool.”
“I have to say that in my younger days I spent a little time in the seventies following the Dead around.”
“You did?” Gunner looked Gnomes over again. He was cool and got Phillips elected, but he didn’t look much like a dead head. Maybe it was the five hundred dollar suit or the expanding forehead. None of it added up.
“For two summers in and after college we hit something like 31 states. It was amazing.”
Amazing? This guy must have been dropping all kinds of acid. The idea of Chris Gnomes and possibly Bill Phillips tripping through the Oval Office drove Gunner mad. If only Mike was here to hear this he’d love it.
“I saw I think 125 shows. I know that’s not a lot. But man it was awesome. When Jerry died, I took the day off work and just listened to the music. What else could I do?”
Gunner closed his open mouth and shook his head. “125 is a lot,” he said.
“We knew some guys who had seen thousands. It was a total community. I know Phish was like that but the Dead was like its own universe.”
“Yea.”
“Well, I got to get home to my family.” He stands up pushing the chair back into its cube. “Don’t stay too late.”
“No, I’m gonna get out of here in a bit.”
“Great. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yea, man.” Did he just say that? He didn’t just call the Deputy Chief of Staff to the President of the United States, man. Gnomes was gone and the office was clear. Gunner quickly fires off an e-mail to Mike telling him all about how big of Dead Head Gnomes was. Mike had yet to respond to his first e-mail, but to Gunner this information was too good not to tell his friend. If the last e-mail didn’t get a response this one sure will.
* * * * *
In a large conference room, around a black oval table, in a high rise just two blocks north of downtown Manhattan, eight network executives sat in three hundred dollar leather office chairs and discussed their loss of ethnic viewers, specifically Hispanic women aged 16 to 34. The eight of them could be categorized by their own perspective ethnicity. There were three white women aged 48 to 56. Two white male Jews aged 57 and 68. One black man aged 43. One white Protestant male aged 45 and one more woman the head of the network aged 55 who was white but had had sexual relations with four black men, two Latinos (one of which lives in her building and is thirty years her junior) and one Australian in the past four months. The demographic pie charts that shine on their retractable video screen illustrate the scary growth of the Latin population and their gradual, but recently decreasing, migration to their network’s news programs.
“They’re the fresh future with a feel for the past,” the 57 year old white male Jew said. “They aren’t as internet savvy as most Americans. They don’t read as much as most Americans. They aren’t interested in hilarious takes on the news. They want their news the same way people did fifteen years ago. They want it from their televisions.”
“Large numbers if not most of the younger generations, these third and fourth generation Hispanics want their news in English,” one of the white women interjects. “They may still speak Spanish but a growing number of them want to be American. They don’t want to be what they look down on. They still have a love for their country, but they’ve become what is known as Americanized. They want to see a familiar face, one of their own on the screen.”
“They all believe that one of their own is more trustworthy than one of your own,” the black man said. He looked through the boss’s top wondering if she was wearing that red bra he had trouble removing from her last week. “They are our biggest untapped market. They don’t have the expendable income but they buy cheap for their own families and send the rest of their income back south. There is an opportunity to make lots of money if we can curb that behavior.”
“They need a voice,” another of the women says. “They need someone who speaks to them. They love their culture and music but secretly revel more in American culture and music. We need someone who is not threatening to our already strong white base, but who will also bring the Hispanics to us in droves.”
“Do you know of that someone,” the boss said leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs.
“We have a narrow choice of candidates,” the Protestant said advancing the slide show. “They all fit our criteria and some even transcend it.”
The first slide has six names on it. Then pictures of these candidates fly from the names filling the screen, splitting it into six separate frames. “We approached each of these candidates over the last few weeks to gauge their interest,” he continues. “Surprisingly there were some who just were not interested. The first choice here is Michael Quitanas. He works out of KTES in San Diego as their weekend anchor. A nice fellow and easy on the eyes but he has a serious drinking problem that has caused him to miss many a show over the last year.” He advances past Quitanas and onto the next slide. “This is Willie Santos, a former sports guy in Chicago. A great reader and the people love him there. And that’s the problem. They love him and he loves it there. ‘He’s got the face you can trust,’ they say. He makes more at channel 2 than we could pay him here. Would never leave.” The next slide shows a woman named Maria Gutierrez.
“No,” the boss says. “I was clear no women.”
“But this one,” the youngest of the three women speaks.
“No. Next.”
The Protestant passes on to the next slide a middle aged man with a raised eye brow looks down on them.
“No,” she says again. “Looks like someone’s Papa.”
“He’s very good,” the black man says. “Works for Spanish language TV. He has a huge following. And they would follow him here. They followed him from one Spanish channel to the other.”
“No. I want sexy.”
The next slide belonged to Ivan Gonzalez. The Protestant waited for her to comment. When she didn’t he went on. “This is the pride of Austin, Texas. A real superstar. He reports both 5 and 10 and owns the airwaves. He has a huge contract but most think he would leave because, well, it’s Austin.”
“His ratings are huge?”
“Everything about him is huge.”
“Any problems?”
“No real ones we could find. He did have a thing with the weather girl but she’s out of the picture now.”
“Yes. This is the one. This is the future of our network. Look at him he’s beautiful. Look at those eyes. Do we have any tape of him?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, it doesn’t matter. He could go on air and drool all over himself and women would line up to lick it off. How soon can we have him on board?”
“He’s theirs through the next two years,” the older Jew says. “Though I feel we could buy out the rest of his contract with little strain, if that’s what you want?”
“How much?”
“Two million.”
“Two million,” she almost falls from her chair. “What kind of revenue are they making in fucking Austin? We’re doing a favor to their bottom line by buying him out. Someone call him first. Then give the station manager the bad news. I want this Ivan to be our fill in and weekend guy. I also want him sitting on the next hotspot wherever that is. It’s going to be Ivan Gonzalez all the time around here. He’s our next big thing, everyone. Prepare yourselves for the future.”
With that line and a flourish she glided out of the room checking her tiny handheld phone for new email as she ascended to her office. The others around the table compared their notes then divided up the tasks surrounding Ivan. Before the end of the day an utterly surprised Ivan will receive the phone call he’s been waiting his whole TV career to hear.
The owner of the station wanted to walk from the offer at first. He could not give up his star even if they wanted to buy him out plus half. “Look,” the voice on the other end told him, “In two years you’re going to lose him anyway when that contract runs out. Your station is not going to have the money to resign him for what he’s worth. Here we’re giving you the money plus another million more. It’s a smart move on your part and I know you know that. You’re not a bad business man.” And he wasn’t.
Christina Krumble had not been to work in three days. She failed to call in and any calls to her residence where left unanswered. Her co-workers had become worried. The station’s make-up artist Candy Carter, who considered herself a friend, went over to Christina’s house to check up the girl. She was not there. No answers to the knocks and all the blinds were closed so that Candy could not see in. She walked around the small home looking in each window trying every door but nothing. She immediately called Al Koons who had sent her over there in the first place. “Ain’t no one answering,” she had the most Texas of accents. “If she is home Misser Koons then I fear the worst.”
“What’s that mean,” he responded into her ear. He never thought her to be dead until that moment. “Are you sure she’s not all broken up? I know you women can get quite bent up over a man.”
“Well, I never thought of such a thing to come out of your mouth, Misser Koons,” she replies while lifting up Christina’s garbage can lid. Using her eyes she picks apart the contents within. One garbage bag, some loose fast food bags and cups and junk mail. “I believe you should show some compassion right now. You’re most beautiful weather reporter is in a world of hurt.”
“Did you find something, anything?” This time he was showing some compassion. He leaned into the receiver hoping to hear something, a body, blood stains, anything. But there was silence on the other end, Candy was quiet. “Well?”
“I can’t get in, Misser Koons. She’s got it all locked up. You oughta call the police.”
“Yea. Is her car there?”
Candy had not thought to look. She turned around searching for the little cute Mini that Christina had bought a few years back. It was not in the driveway. There was no garage and on the street nothing but the neighbor’s trucks and sedans lined the curbs. “No, I guess her car ain’t here.”
Koons wiped his brow down to his nose which he squeezed between his first two fingers. He let out a sigh before he spoke. “Come back Candy. The 5 o’clock team needs to be painted for the show.”
“You want me to break in? You know I once dated a…”
“Just come home Candy. She isn’t there.” He hung up on the poor girl as she was fiddling around in her bag for something long and sharp. After a moment of reflection - where he thought about a dead Christina Krumble; the inevitable special look back; then the arduous search to find a replacement (why can’t they just come to work like normal people) - he picked up the phone and dialed Ivan’s desk. “Get in here,” he growled at his star. Who abruptly followed orders and arrived in the boss’s office rather quick.
“What’s up boss?” Ivan says taking a seat across from Koons. His new sex free lifestyle afforded him the opportunity to sit straight with a bit more confidence. His last two newscasts had been both amazingly perfect and downright creepy. His sex appeal had gone down the toilet and with it the female base.
“Do you know where Christie is?” Koons looks him directly in the dead eyes.
“No, sir. I haven’t seen her in a few days.”
“It’s no secret what’s gone on between you two in the past. And now she hasn’t been in for two days.”
Being the number one news guy at five and ten, Ivan was not one to notice or worry about what happens with the morning crew. “Two days? Where is she?”
“I was hoping you might know. Did you kill her?”
“What? No. I never…you mean she’s not around. Did you call her?”
“I even sent the makeup girl around her house. She isn’t there.”
“I don’t know where she is.” He sank back into the chair and looked down at his hands. Whatever happened at that house after he left was out of his hands or so he liked to believe. But he was wrong and he knew it. Despite all his attempts to conceal it to himself he just couldn’t do it anymore. “The other night I saw her. I left her at her home. She was upset and all…at me. When I left she was fine. At least I thought she was. I don’t know. She threw me out.”
Although hearing the titillating story about his attractive leads hooking up was enticing, Koons knew that it was always trouble, as was the case here. “Oh Jesus, you know she’s all hopped up on you.”
“I know.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing. Nothing. She just was weird. I ended it you know. That was all. She’s gone?”
“I don’t know. I need to find a replacement. Baker’s killing me in the mornings. I need to hire out. Look if you hear something let me know. But she’s done for now. I can’t keep up with all these little dramas. From now on, keep it in your pants.”
“I am. I am.”
Ivan wandered back to his desk mentally reconstructing the evening in his head. So many things had happened there must have been more that he did but could not finger. He knew he had been awful to her. He knew that she was upset and made so many idle threats to him but to just disappear or…well he couldn’t think about it. Maybe he did love her. Maybe she was the one he was destined to be with. This game he played with her, this dance of love between them, the feeling that grew in his loins when he wanted to call her and how it exploded all over himself when he did, maybe this is love, maybe the feeling he had all along was what he was supposed to feel. Would he have been happy with her? Would it matter when this was meant to be? The questions bounced around his head blocking out all other thought or sound. As he sat there at his desk staring off into the abyss that is the news room he never heard the phone ring or the angry cries from Terry Gunn, who shares a cube wall with him, to pick it up. Gunn assuming Ivan to be either retarded or stupid reached over their short wall and lifted the phone for him. She shoved it into Ivan’s perplexed and almost teary face. “Answer the damn thing,” she said putting the mouthpiece into his nose.
“Hello?”
“Is this Ee-van Gonzzz-all-ez?” It was a woman who pronounced his name very slowly so as not to offend him. Ivan was not really listening and chose to say yes to whatever she was saying.
“I am calling on behalf of the network. How are you doing?”
“Yes. I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“Yes.” He looked down at the desk and over at his computer screen which had the competitor network’s website on it. Like all smaller market newsmen he was looking at their top story and figuring a way to best it. He didn’t seem to care so much anymore about the story on the suburban drug house and was hoping that the webpage wouldn’t change to a story about a dead weather girl.
“Are you there, Ivan? Are you okay?”
“I am, yes.”
“Good, I am calling on behalf of the network and we want to offer you a position within our ranks.”
Anyone can feel the grief and sadness that Ivan Gonzalez was going through. It tears your heart, takes your breath and makes it so difficult for you to do anything. As hard as it is for one to deal with all the horrible news, only a true performer like Ivan Gonzalez could turn that off and shake it all away for some good news. And just like a bucket of water to the face mixed with a slap to the back of the head Ivan was back on. “What was that?”
“We want to offer you a position at the network level.”
“Serious?”
“Very.”
“Wow. That’s…that’s…that’s a surprise. Wow. Why?”
“We’ve been watching you now for quite some time. We are very pleased with the work you do and feel that maybe you’ve outgrown Austin.”
“I may have.” He had not thought of that but suddenly it makes perfect sense. His mind thought of Christina again. Maybe she isn’t the one. Everything he had been thinking in the last few minutes suddenly seemed rather unlikely. This is what he was meant to do. Not just give the news to Austin but to the entire country, even the world. “I believe this is a great idea.” He says to her.
“Excellent. A group from New York is on their way to Austin right now. Since I have gotten your answer, it was a yes right?”
“Yes, yes, yes.”
“I will then call your supervisors and the heads of the station and let them know you will be joining us.”
“Will…”
“Before you ask any more I want you to save your questions for our group that is coming out to see you. They will answer everything.”
“Okay.”
“Great. Thanks Ivan and welcome aboard.”
Stunned again he holds the phone long enough for the off the hook tone to annoy Terry Gunn. She reaches over and takes the phone from his hand. “Jesus what the Hell is wrong with you?”
“That was the network. They just offered me a job.”
“Really?” That really was said as a question of surprise, disbelief, hate and jealousy. As much as she disliked Ivan and wanted him gone she certainly did not want him going farther up the ladder.
Just then the owner of the station, as well as his assistant and the station manager stormed through the newsroom and into Al Koons’ office. They shut the door. Everyone watched the shadows move behind the just drawn blinds and attempted to listen in on the muffled noises that surely sounded angry. When the voices stopped Ivan’s phone rang.
Ivan stood inside Koons’ office door. They surrounded the desk their eyes red with fire all looking down on him. He thought of Christina first. Had they found her and now they wanted revenge on him. Then it occurred that they didn’t care for her all that much either. This was about the network.
They offered him a seat and he refused. They pushed the chair to him and he moved aside. They all took a step forward and he fell against the door. It was betrayal the station manager thought, but articulated it better when he told Ivan he was sad about this. The owner told of how he sunk so much money into the station and without calling Ivan a cash cow instead described him as the star son of the stations family. Koons was starting to feel happy about getting rid of him but instead towed the company line and followed in suit telling Ivan this all should have been discussed before any decision was made.
Then they changed their demeanors and their faces. They all sank into themselves realizing that had it been them they would have done the same. That it was human nature to want to succeed and go forward and that they really did appreciate everything that Ivan had done for them. It’s hard to let go of the one thing that put you were you are. It’s even harder to admit that.
They shook his hand. The station owner hugged him. He walked through the office where they announced what had happened to Ivan. Terry Gunn smiled and clapped with the rest. As much as she would like the network job she knew it wasn’t in her cards. Now with Ivan and his huge contract gone there would be more money for her to renegotiate hers next year.
Jimmy Seeds, the sports guy, curses his God and clutches his crucifix. Later that night while alone in his apartment he flogs himself to pay alms to the Lord that screwed him over for that ESPN job he so desired.
Before the next newscast Ivan begins to clear his desk. He takes all the mementos and items he received over the years and tosses them into the trash. The awards he won in Austin mean nothing in New York. Local Emmy’s are no match for a real Emmy. Even though he has three more casts left before he leaves he starts to sever his ties and takes it easy on the air.
After the ten o’clock that evening the New York team meets him outside the studio. They are all hungry and in need of a meal. Ivan follows them as they go to an all night barbecue packed with college students. The kids watch Ivan from across the room all of them in awe of the local celebrity who graces their grease-stained, barbecue smeared faces with his presence.
The suits take a booth and surround Ivan. “I’m sure you have plenty of questions,” a middle-aged white man with graying hair and thick glasses says while slathering his fries with Texas hot sauce. “Why are we moving so fast? What kind of assignment you’re going to get? Where am I going to live? And so on.”
“I hadn’t thought too much, but now that you bring it up,” Ivan was wise enough to stick to beer.
“You see,” this was a Latino executive who was brought along to speak Ivan’s language, though neither of them had a real command of Spanish. “We have big plans for you Ivan. You could go real far. Upstairs, (he even pointed up) they’re thinking of weekend anchor spots soon.”
“Really?” Ivan was almost in shock and quickly ordered another beer.
“Oh yes there is a lot of talk about you,” says the third and final member of the corporate bunch. He’s about to bite into his hot link, that will have him wandering the space before his hotel bed in great pain within three hours, as he says, “No pressure, of course. Everyone is just really excited.”
“Yes excitement is a good word,” the first says again. “Real excitement. Everyone right up to the top.” He points too for emphasis.
They all leave that night but meet again in the morning to finalize the contract with Ivan’s agent who after the move is out of a job. They also meet with the station manager and complete the buyout of Ivan’s contract. He had two days to finish. Friday would be his last show. Then he was out and the four o’clock anchor will slide into Ivan’s spot opening up the four o’clock broadcast to the weekend anchor.
He was given a month to organize his affairs and get settled into Manhattan. So Ivan sold his house, for much less than it was worth, kept his car but dumped most of the belongings he did not want. He fruitlessly searched for Christina who had really disappeared. At last he prepared for his final show. He wanted to do two sign offs, one for the 5 and one at 10. Koons gave him just the 10. Call it sour grapes or a busy news day, but Koons did not care. So Ivan wrote a short speech which he gave to Koons before the newscast. Koons edited it down to five sentences and gave it to the teleprompter operator.
That evening they covered the day’s top story concerning another drug house where three kids were taken in to custody. It was a terrible day for children everywhere and as mentioned a very bad day for drug users who will have nowhere to fix and get their fix. They slowly went through weather and sports, covered the rest of the world in sixty seconds and finally after the last commercial break Ivan had twenty five seconds to say:
“Over the last six years I have enjoyed working and living here in Austin, Texas. I have met some wonderful people and shared with you all some fantastic, sad and amazing stories. Tonight is my last broadcast here. I have been invited to move on to something bigger and well, quite different. So I want to thank you Austin and to let you know that you always be a part of me.”
“And thank you Ivan,” Terry Gunn says. “It’s been a pleasure to work with you and we all wish you the best.” She shakes his hand while crossing her other fingers. Ivan signs off with his last “Good night, Austin” and they’re out. They all shake hands then disappear to the engineering room where the techies throw a simple beer soaked going away party. In the end some drunken tears are shed and Ivan is led off happy. That night he tries once more to call Christina. The guilt was tearing him apart. She doesn’t answer. He sleeps off his Saturday morning hangover and eats Sunday dinner with is very proud parents. After that meal he suddenly feels lonely. It was the last time he could just drop in on his parents and in New York he knew no one.
As for Christina, after that night with Ivan she fled the next morning to her mother’s in Dallas. There she cried and cried her troubles into her mommy Krumble’s bouffant hair and shiny blue blouse. The next day they went and got manicures and pedicures and Asian messages. They spent a week then two together forgetting Christina’s sordid recent past. After putting it all behind Christina demanded a career change. She left Austin for good and moved back in with her mother to study for a teaching degree. She always loved children. She got her masters two years later and is happily married to a math teacher with one kid and another on the way.
* * * * *
Rear Admiral Walter Granger stood over the laptop pressing all the buttons. “Cursed piece of shit,” he whispered under his breath. That little IT brat showed him the buttons. There was a sequence, something Granger was missing. Sweat was forming under the hair that still remained at his temples. His armpits were already moist and the back of his knees began to shake. The president is coming. Not just any president, the new president. Granger had yet to meet Phillips. This was certainly not the way he wanted to meet him.
It was time for his big presentation and he can’t seem to get anything working right. He should have brought that damn IT shit from the Pentagon, but decided against it at the last minute. He had spent over an hour the previous night fiddling around with the laptop and projector, getting it right once, figured that was all he needed and went to bed. Somehow in the middle of the night, during one of his flashbacks to Vietnam, he forgot it all. He was alone though and there was still some time to figure it out. Well, Granger had time, fifteen minutes ago, the clock was moving too fast. The president was less than five minutes out from arriving. The others would show up at anytime. He wiped another line of sweat from his brow just as CIA Chief Carl Brightburg and Joint Chiefs Chairman Air Force General Clancy Foster walked in the door.
“How’s it going Walter?” Foster said as he dropped his dossier and pen onto the table. “Got yourself a little set up there?”
“Aye,” the last thing Granger wanted was to look like a fool in front of the General. “Got a real nice presentation here. My boys were up all night on it.”
“Let’s see.” Brightburg said as he sat and looked up at the blank screen. The projector had petered out and was automatically cooling itself because of the long wait.
“Well, let me take a second here,” Granger struggled again. “You know these things. I can fly eight different jets, but for some reason I can’t handle these new damn computers.”
“Understood,” Foster agreed while taking his seat. He too had trouble with his computer. Whenever he turned to the trusty red IBM Selectric his subordinates would have a fit. His daughter even went out and bought him a brand new, high-tech, top of the line desktop, which he left unused in his home office. Maybe when he retires in a year or so he’d sit down, learn the intricacies and type out his memoirs…maybe.
“Here, look here.” Granger turns the laptop screen towards the other two while he wrestles with the projector.
“That’s mighty nice,” Brightburg said as he adjusted his glasses and leaned into the screen. “I don’t want to touch anything. I don’t want to screw up your presentation.”
“You’re not gonna screw it up, Carl,” Foster said. “Let me see.” He leans over and starts to press buttons. “There we go.” He finds the space bar changing the slides. “This looks nice. Real nice. Got maps too. Presidents love maps. Love the borders and all. Good shading here.” He points to an ethnic regional diagram of Eritrea. “Real nice. Where is everyone anyway?” He sat back in his chair and slipped a stick of gum into his mouth.
“Don’t know.” Granger got the projector up and running then turned back to computer. “Got it, alright let’s get this up.”
The door to the White House National Security Briefing Room opened again and in walks the head of National Security Agency Bruce Tucker and Secretaries of Defense David Greenwood and State Cassie Weathers. Foster and Brightburg stood and shook hands with them. Granger looked up from his computer.
“Sorry,” he wiped his sweaty hand on his leg (did he just do that in front of the Secretary of Defense?) and offered it around. They all shook and took seats. “I’ll get this up and running in just a second.”
“No hurry,” Cassie Weathers said. “Bill’s running behind anyhow.”
Granger let out a sigh and checked the help file for assistance. The projector covered the screen in blue. He began typing on the keys again looking for the right combination to put the picture up.
Bruce Tucker had watched long enough. That sweaty fat man squeezed into that stained white uniform struggling with the computer had made him nuts. There’s nothing he hates more than someone too dumb to be at this level at this level. Tucker was tall, over 6’7” and skinny, like a rail. His long hands had extra long fingers that gripped then released the arm rests of his chair as he rose. He always wore black and gave everyone the willies, especially Cassie Weathers who referred to Tucker as the National Security Creep to her husband.
Tucker took two effortless steps to reach the computer and with one hand covered the keyboard from the left hand corner to the right pressing the two buttons necessary to bring desired presentation to the screen. He smiled to Granger revealing a long grin that hid all his teeth. Before returning to his seat he hit the left arrow button enough to send the presentation back to the first slide.
“Thanks,” Granger said. “That was it. I couldn’t remember the buttons.”
Tucker said nothing as he took his seat and waited. His wait wasn’t long. Bill Phillips and Chris Gnomes almost instantly walked in through the door which then prompted them all to stand. Good morning, Mr. President they all said like school children.
“Good morning,” Phillips said in response like a chipper teacher. “How are things this morning?”
“Not good, sir,” Cassie said. “Inuru, the president of Eritrea, is dead.”
“When?”
“Last night. We aren’t very sure of the time, but we know it was in his sleep. He had been suffering from cancer for the past nine months”
“That’s right. That’s right. So this is about him and what the funeral?”
Bruce Tucker clasped his giant fingers together and leaned over the table. “No, sir,” he said softly, but loud enough for everyone to hear him. “This briefing was not called about the funeral. There is no need for you to go incidentally. You can send either Vice President Redd or Ms. Weathers. Either will suffice. We were never that close and the only high level contact Inuru had was with Mr. Greenwood’s predecessor.
“Mr. President this briefing is about Eritrea, the Horn of Africa and the future of the rest of the continent. Admiral Granger here will brief us on all the developments. Admiral?”
“Thank you, Director Tucker,” Granger waited until Tucker had slithered back into his seat before beginning. “Mr. President,” On the screen is the Pentagon’s symbol. Granger presses the space bar bringing up the first slide, a map East Africa. “The nation of Eritrea is located in Eastern Africa on the Red Sea. It is bordered on the north and west by The Sudan, to the south and west by Ethiopia and to the extreme south by Djibouti.” He presses the next slide showing a closer map of the nation with the capital highlighted as well as a few major cities. Granger spoke the facts as if he was reading them from a cheap almanac, which was were some of them came from.
Gnomes knew the president’s schedule quite well and knew that Phillips did not have the time to waste with a seventh grade geography report. “Admiral we have been briefed about Eritrea. What is the alarm?” he said very matter of fact. Cassie Weathers looked to Greenwald who also could not believe that the Deputy Chief of Staff spoke up like that during a National Security briefing. Phillips, on the other hand, agreed. “Yes, what is our concern here?”
Dejected and disappointed Granger flipped ahead past his next twelve slides before stopping on another map. This map was partially shaded in red along the bottom edge of the border with Ethiopia.
“The shading here,” he began, “represents the disputed border of Eritrea and Ethiopia. After their civil war ended in 1991 these areas outlined in red were claimed by both governments. The border had been outlined by the UN. In 1998 war flared up again eventually ending in 2000 with the Algiers Agreement. The borders were again set by the UN and peacekeepers were sent to protect them. Hostilities had been seen and arms build ups began again in 2004 and settled the next year thanks to Inuru and his steadfastness and pressure from the UN and from us.”
“What’s there anyway?” Phillips asked. “It’s all desert, right?”
“Yes,” Cassie Weathers said. “But this is more about national pride. The Ethiopians have never really gotten over losing the Eritrean province. There may be nothing in the disputed zones, but there is a lot of interest in them.”
“Eritrea also served as a support sight in the War on Terror,” CIA chief Carl Brightburg added. “They are an ally in that respect.”
“Are we worried they may go to war?”
“Certainly, we don’t want war,” Brightburg says. “What Inuru brought was stability. Like every successful dictator he keeps the order. This part of the world is run by these kinds of dictators, it’s how things are done. It is not pleasant, but then again neither is the alternative.”
“What Mr. Brightburg is saying,” Cassie interjects, “Mr. President, is that our help will be needed in the upcoming elections. We’ll need to support free elections, something the Eritrean people have never had. It’s also within our best interest to support a candidate.”
Though there had been little interest by the outside world as to the goings on in Asmara, Eritrea, the Eritrean people on the other hand have been busing themselves preparing for the burial of their first and only president as well as searching for his successor. There have been a few choices amongst his favorite lieutenants, but the people want free elections and the UN is, of course, pushing for that. So during an early morning meeting between Brightburg and Weathers they planned an outline of attack for America. Weathers was well versed in African life and Brightburg knows more about the underbelly of the continent than any American needs to know. Their decision was to try and pick an American friendly candidate to get behind, someone tough on terror and not afraid to stand up to America for the international stage. They needed a patsy. The only problem was there wasn’t one. A list of potential candidates numbered into the hundreds and the only front runners were Inuru’s military thugs. They both knew that Phillips wouldn’t back any of them. And Weathers in her own right couldn’t do that either. They had to present something to the president that morning so they skimmed the list and found two prime candidates. One a Muslim Cleric named Yusef Selam who had yet to announce any plans, but sources around him say he wants to take charge of the country and build a Muslim Democracy designed around the Qur’an and the Eritrean constitution.
“As nice as that sounds,” Brightburg told Weathers. “It is not going to happen.” He was the one who demanded they meet face to face. Weathers just assumed they use the phone. Being one of nation’s top spies on the other hand makes one wary of any online, over the air or written communications. It’s all being monitored, and he and Tucker were the only ones who knew that.
The other choice was Joseph Bantu, Christian member of the Eritrean Senate. He was a safe bet, so it seemed. He wanted the job and was no special friend of Inuru. The country splits down a very deep rift of religion almost 50/50 Christian/Muslim. One or the other would make half the country happy. But this guy was very much behind pushing peace with Ethiopia and opening up the country. Unbeknownst to Weathers, but very well known to Brightburg was that Bantu also wanted to help crush Islamic terrorists in any manner necessary. He had already offered use of underground bunkers in the western half of the country for “special terror fighting purposes” or most likely secret prisons. Unbeknownst to either of them he had also promised a few oil wildcats the opportunity to tear up the Dahlak Archipelago in the Red Sea to look for crude.
“So what does all this mean to us?” Phillips leaned back in his chair. “Let’s think about how this is going to affect the American people. That’s what they want to know. That’s what I have to tell them.” In Washington he used this tactic often to get his cabinet to explain a complicated matter to him. How would the average voter look at this? That’s how Gnomes phrased the line to Phillips the first time the governor came to his advisor with that lost look on his face.
“Have them explain it to you in the same manner they would explain it to everyone else,” Gnomes once said in a meeting in Olympia. “That way you won’t look like an idiot, and they feel like they’re more involved with the populace. Remember everyone in that room was picked by you, but you are the only one in that room who was picked by the people of Washington. They’re politicians. They would give their left arm to have been elected by the people. That gives meaning to what you do. It’s the whole basis of this country.”
“Well sir,” David Greenwood started. “This is not necessarily the sort of thing that directly affects the American people. A lot of the time we have to get involved in international events in order to keep certain parts of the world, um, relaxed, if you will. Africa has been the source of most of the world’s conflicts for the past thirty years. We have intervened very little there, usually only if American interests are involved. Frankly, sir, we have neglected the world’s second largest continent because it doesn’t affect us enough.”
“I was elected by the American people because I promised to rebuild the home front. Not to go off on crusades to fix the rest of the world. Has that ever worked?”
His inexperience worried Cassie Weathers who took in a breath and pushed it out slowly hoping no one would notice. Bruce Tucker, on the other hand, was never one to let idiot presidents or world leaders stop him.
“It doesn’t matter how you got elected,” Tucker said chilling the room with his voice. “You’re here now and that is that.” He stretched a long finger across the table and pointed to the president, but looked directly at Gnomes. “This is not about making the American people happy. What can you do to make them happy? Cut taxes? They complain about their safety. Protect them from terror? They complain about torture and spying.
“The fact is they go on with what they do. They will continue to live their lives regardless of what we do. We spy on them and they wag a finger then go back to the complicated lives they lead. Arguing about what the president does or doesn’t do won’t put food on the table, or pay the mortgage. You want them to believe in what you do and to support you then make strong decisions and they will get behind you. They are hungry for a leader. No one here is telling you to commit troops and no one here is telling you to bomb Eritrea. We’re telling you to support a candidate for president. It’s your job. It’s what you do.”
Before coming to the meeting, Chris Gnomes and Bill Phillips met in the executive office that borders the Oval Office. They sat in chairs facing each other and looked over the folder of information that was prepared about Eritrea. They read the facts and searched online to find some more. It was very important to both of them that they go into these national security briefings very well prepared.
This preparedness came from the previous administration. When they met in the White House while “exchanging the keys” so to speak, the former President took Phillips aside holding his arm and leading down a long hallway flanked by portraits. They stood in front of Teddy Roosevelt, his steely little eyes staring over their heads, “Whatever you do, Bill,” he said. “No matter the briefing or the meeting, always be prepared. These DC fellas here, they’ll tear you to shreds.”
Phillips nodded and laughed when the speaker did. Phillips hated not being prepared. He later told Gnomes about the moment. “That jerk was never prepared,” Gnomes said. “That’s why we’re here.” But he also knew his boy well. He knew that Phillips took the advice to heart. It wasn’t till after Bruce Tucker dressed them down at their very first national security briefing that they started to study. Gnomes wanted Tucker fired, but Phillips knew just as well as Gnomes did, that Tucker was the best there was at his job.
“Okay,” Phillips opened the folder in front of him. “I need to think about this.”
“There may not be time to think,” Cassie Weathers said. “Things move fast in this part of the world. If we don’t back someone soon we could look weak and the wrong person will be elected.”
“How do we know this or that person is the wrong one?” Chris Gnomes said.
“It’s very simple. We go for Bantu.”
“Why’s that?” Both Gnomes and Phillips wanted to support the cleric. What a better way to get into good graces of the Islamic community than to support one of their own, especially one with a great record and background like Yusef Selam. Gnomes felt it best that they repair those bridges. Phillips loved the idea.
“What about the cleric? What about Selam?”
“No,” was all Tucker said.
“Why?” Gnomes had grown bored of Tucker.
“We feel at this juncture that Bantu and his supporters are the best future for the Horn of Africa,” Cassie Weathers also decided to play it coy. “It’s all outlined in the presentation.”
Granger sensing his moment brings his laptop out of standby projecting a satellite photo of the Eritrean-Ethiopian border. “We need to stop the bloodshed,” Granger tells them. “The area here is lined with over 10,000 land mines.”
“I don’t understand,” Phillips says. “What is our history here? I don’t know much about Ethiopian or Eritrean-US relations.”
“Our last major involvement was during the cold war,” Brightburg says. “During the late seventies we put some weapons systems, SAM’s, anti-personal explosives, and anti-tank missiles in the hands of the Ethiopians. At that time the idea of Eritrea revolution was not a desirable one, sir. During the same decade the Soviets put small groups of troops and officers on the ground to train the Ethiopian Army…”
“Hold on,” Gnomes stops Brightburg with a hand. “We were on the same side as the Soviets?”
“Not exactly,” Brightburg continues. “Our import was very small and we pulled out after the Soviet’s began sending in large units of troops and weapons. I doubt our weapons were ever used.”
“It was a strange time, Mr. President,” Cassie Weathers said. “Back then the Cold War was fought not by American and Soviet forces directly but by America versus the Viet Cong or Soviets versus the Taliban. We wanted to stop a new Communist country from forming in Eritrea and the Soviets wanted to stop the breakup of their communist hold in Ethiopia. In the end both sides were wrong. The Ethiopians gave up on Communism and the Eritreans eventually got their freedom and a constitution, though now there is question as to how free they really are.”
“Sir, they have a knack for imprisoning free speakers and the press, foreign or national,” Brightburg says.
“So why should we get involved,” Phillips looks at them all. He wants a real answer, an answer that comes from inside and is truthful. “Isn’t this Africa’s problem? What about the African Union?”
“Because we are the only superpower left in the world,” Brightburg says. “What we say, despite what public notion may be of our image, what we say means a lot, to both our allies and our enemies. If we let this slide, then it could end up in China’s lap. Eritrea gets a fair amount of aid from us, if we back the right man that number can go up with his election.”
“Are we blackmailing them? It doesn’t feel right.”
“It’s not blackmail, Mr. President,” Tucker leans in while interlocking his fingers together. “We aren’t offering it with the prospect of possibly taking it away. We do not plan on him losing.”
Chris Gnomes had expected things like this to happen. Though he had never seen it before or even heard of it. He knew it went on in small conference rooms and in secret meetings. He just never wanted to believe it. Yet here he was sitting and listening to it. It felt like a game. They stood over a large board with all the nations lined out and colored. He had his pieces and they had theirs. They would move their pieces across the game board and Gnomes would move his. They would all roll their dice and the higher number ran the country. This wasn’t politics. He was playing God and so help him if he didn’t like it, no, love it.
“I’m not so sure I want to get involved,” Phillips said. “The moment we start playing with other nation’s politics is when we start getting into trouble. Do any of you remember Iraq?”
“I think what they are saying Bill is something different,” Gnomes says. “This isn’t meddling. We’re not fixing this election, right?”
“No,” Brightburg says. “Not this election.”
“This is international politics,” Gnomes turns to the president who looks a little overwhelmed. “It’s a good start, I believe, to begin our foreign policy initiatives in Africa.” He turns back to the rest of the room. “Do we have a new African policy?”
“Yes and no,” Weathers says. “The policy is in the early stages. It’s outlined well but it does need a start.”
“American presidents have always been well received in Africa,” Brightburg says. “Clinton was loved there. There is a future in trade and it does the world good to help stabilize the continent. The legacy of genocide and war can stop with you, sir. The Middle East may never get better, but most experts believe that Africa can.”
What were they saying to Phillips? He felt they were talking down to him. Tucker was. The others had their own agenda. Yet Gnomes was siding with them. An hour ago he was talking about letting it fall by the wayside. Why bother fixing another country when there were plenty of ties at home to knot. America was a mess and Phillips was not a foreign policy president. That was why he chose this cabinet. Fix the homeland and let them sort out the world. He turned to Gnomes who gave him a thin smile and looked down at his papers. It was an old sign one they had perfected many years ago in Olympia. The eyes gave away their signals, but no one in the dark room could see the nod. Taking this affirmative Phillips turned back to the room. “Okay we’ll go with Bantu.” They all start taking notes, filling out their role in this decision. “I can’t be let down here. I picked all of you because I knew you could do your jobs well and help me steer a good course through International Waters. This could be our first test so let’s do this right.”
“Sir,” Brightburg says. “This is a very minor event. Not many people will notice and I don’t think it will mean much to us a year from now.”
“Well, Carl the people that will notice, the ones in Africa and they ones I worry about here. I know most Americans don’t think about what we do in this room and I know they don’t care about what happens in Africa but I don’t want this to backfire on us.”
“Don’t worry, Mr. President,” Cassie Weathers says. “We won’t let that happen.”
Phillips nodded his head and bit his lower lip. He was worried and would remain so for the next few days. “Okay then. Let’s do it . Joseph Bantu. I think we have an eleven o’clock to get to is that right?” He turns to Gnomes who reminds the president of the press conference with the Prime Minister of Canada. “Okay. Thank you everyone. Let’s make this work.”
Gnomes and Phillips leave the room. While Granger packs up his computer and Greenwood reaches for his Blackberry, Tucker says to no one in particular: “We could have done all this without even talking to him.”
“I know,” Brightburg says.
“At least we now know how to get to him. Next time we’ll just talk to his gnome.”
“Is that what we want?” Phillips says to Gnomes as they ride up the elevator. “I’m worried about getting in too deep and messing with foreign governments.”
“So do I.”
“Then why did you okay this?”
“Because it’s not going to make a difference and you know that. They’re going to do what they want regardless of what we say or do in there. If they want to pick a president they will anyway. This was all a formality. It is good that we got involved. We just have to keep it quiet. The world doesn’t need to know.”
“I just hope this doesn’t come back to haunt us.”
“So do I.”
Their elevator door opened and two staffers were waiting for them with folders, briefs and papers for Phillips to look over before he moves on to his next event.
* * * * *
Afrikari Ndugu always made it a point to arrive fifteen minutes early for any appointment. This was normal for him, but it seemed to surprise many people. Considering that most of the meetings he attends never start on time, Afrikari has figured he must have spent a good bit of his life in waiting areas. So, it came as no surprise to him that when he arrived at the radio station the receptionist told Afrikari to wait while Melinda was being paged. Once again he found himself waiting. The most recent copy of the Public Broadcasting Monthly magazine lay on the table in front of him. Beneath it lay the previous three months. Before he could open the magazine to read about the man behind the voice of not just one but three Muppets Melinda was upon him.
“You’re early,” she said offering her hand. His firm and confident handshake collapsed her limp one. “That’s good. I’ll show you to the green room.”
“I have brought some information about my country.” He held up a brown briefcase. “I hope Miss Langs can use it.”
“Cecily doesn’t normally look at outside notes during her interviews. But I’ll take it at least for my own curiosity.”
He followed Melinda past the receptionist, down a long hallway lined with awards, both hanging and behind built-in glass cabinets, broken in their spaces by posters of past productions. Melinda catching his eye following the posters says, “The TV station is in here too. That’s one of their studios through there.” She pointed to a window at the end of the hall that overlooked an empty soundstage. “This way.” Afrikari pulled himself away from the window and followed Melinda to the right and down another hallway. This one was much darker and contained no awards or posters. Over a pair of closed doors glowed red lights. “Sound booths,” she said. “They’re recording announcements or programs.”
She turned left at the next corner and the light became considerably brighter. They were now in the middle of the radio station’s offices. Cubicles connect and line the floor in a simple but disorienting maze. Along the wall on the right were the glass cage offices among them is Cecily’s. They walked along the left hand wall where more posters hung depicting radio shows past and present, as well as sponsored classical and jazz concerts. Melinda leads him down to the door at the far end. The tall stately black man walking through the office with his off-white scarf, gray tweed trench coat and long thick beard drew enough looks to bring faces over their blue walled cubes.
They passed through another door which opened on a brightly lit room that was split into three smaller glass rooms, each with a smaller glass room attached to the left. Each of the larger glass rooms was a radio studio. The smaller room was the producer’s booth. Melinda led him through the room past each of the glass rooms and through another door that opened on another short hallway that at one end contained the hum of electrical equipment. There were three doors, one with an exit sign, another with a sign that denoted the stairs, and the other with a sign that said Room in bold green letters. This was the door she opened.
“Here we are. Is there anything you need? There is water and soda in the fridge.” A mini fridge sat along the wall under a television tuned to their TV station. The sound was off so that a radio on a side table next to the blue couch could be heard. On a coffee table before the couch the same Public Broadcasting magazines lay as they were out in the lobby. “Oh there’s coffee there.” She points to the coffee maker sitting on top of the fridge. “I think it’s pretty fresh. If not, we can get you something better. Is there anything I can do for you?”
“I do not think so. Everything looks like it is here.”
“Ooh, wait I have the book, the one by Mr. Amal. No, I think Cecily has it. I’ll make sure you get it back before you leave.”
“That is fine. If you would like to hang onto it and bring it back to us that is fine as well. We have plenty of copies. It was not a best seller, you know.”
“I didn’t, thank you. Someone will be around to get you when we are ready, which will be in,” she looks up at the clock next to the TV. “in five minutes. I have to go. I’ll see you there.”
“Okay.” She leaves. Afrikari walks to the fridge and opens it. Inside three bottles of water sit with three cans of soda. He closes it and walks to the couch where he sits and watches an elderly woman kneed dough on the television. What she is doing contrasts with the announcer on the radio talking about the rise and fall of stocks with a Wall Street analyst. The analyst speaks in a high, fast voice and attempts a bland joke or pun with each stock quote. The dough is placed into a greased pan while automotive manufacture futures are driving the market keeping pace with the demand. The pan is then placed in the oven while the cost of computer chips continues to crunch like the calorie heavy potato cousin causing record low prices.
Afrikari removes himself from the TV and aims for that magazine which he left waiting in the lobby. This time he opens it and flips through the first six pages before a different woman, younger than Melinda, a college student, maybe an intern, opens the door.
“Hi,” she looks down at a piece of paper in her hand. “Mr. Endoogeeoo?”
“Ndugu,” he pronounces for her. She smiles accepts that name but forgets it before he rises.
“They’re ready for you.” She holds the door open as he approaches. “If you’ll just follow me.” She lets him out then awkwardly steps in front of him and takes him back down the hallway and through the door that leads back to the studios. She opens one of the glass doors and holds it for him to enter. “Here you go. Cecily will be here in a moment. There’s Mel.” She nods towards the glass wall that exposes the production booth. Melinda is talking to someone inside, a man in a gray suit and very loud tie. She looks over when her name is mentioned and waves. She then leans over a microphone while pressing a hidden button.
“How are you Mr. Ndugu?”
“Fine,” he said. “Everyone is so occupied on how I am doing. I feel so pampered.”
“That’s how we treat our guests. We’re about two minutes out.”
The door to the studio room opens and Cecily Langs storms in. She passes the intern, gives her a look, after which the intern leaves the room, and extends a hand to Afrikari. “Afrikari Ndugu?” she says.
“Yes,” he says.
“Welcome to my radio show. I’ve looked over the notes and read part of this.” She holds up the copy of Ali Amal’s “Man’s History of Eritrea.” “It is quite a read.”
“It is history.”
“It sure is. Have a seat.” She points to a chair opposite hers and in front of a swinging microphone. She then sits in her chair and puts on her headphones. He sits looking at the headphones in front of him. “Go ahead. Put them one,” she tells him. He slides them over his head exposing his ears to the live radio feed of the news. He looks up at Melinda who is sitting at her sound board adjusting the levels. The phantom voice happens to be coming from the room behind her, where a middle aged bald man with a deep resonance reads off the headlines.
“One minute,” Melinda says into the air. Afrikari’s eyes are drawn to the bright red LED clock that sits to the left of the desk he and Cecily are sharing.
“So,” Cecily says. “We’re going to start with my intro, then we’re going to do some background on you and Eritrea, fill in with some recent news, Inuru’s death etcetera, and then I’m going to interview you and…”
“Thirty seconds.”
“…Give you some time to tell your story. That should get us to the half hour where we’ll take a break for the news. Every fifteen minutes we need to give the station ID. So there will be a thirty second break so that Melinda can run that. Got it?”
“Yes. I am ready.”
“Ten seconds.”
Cecily takes a deep breath then shakes her hands in front of her. Inhales and lets out a few more then cracks her neck by throwing her head back and to the left. Through the headphones the end theme for the news gives way to the Northwest Considered theme, a mid tempo, upbeat, very natural sounding song.
“Good Afternoon Oregon, and welcome to Northwest Considered.” Above her head in the reflection of the glass a sign lit with the words On-Air is reflected in reverse. Today is Wednesday and as with every Wednesday it is International day. Where we take a look at international events and how they affect life here in the Northwest. Today’s topic covers the turmoil in the small African nation of Eritrea and the local connection that brings that proud nation here to the Northwest. After that we will spend the second half of our show talking about a series of humorous travel guides written by a local author and later tidbits from our European dispatch. But first.”
They break for a series of underwriter spots and more music. Cecily looks at her notes and behind her Melinda is absorbed in the sound board. Afrikari starts to feel like he should be doing something while they do their work. Instead he waits and the spots fly by fast, suddenly Cecily is talking again.
“Eritrea is a small country that sits at the tip of the Horn of Africa. Thirty years of strife followed by independence, brought the country onto the world stage. Since 1998 a series of bloody border wars with Ethiopia has left over a 100,000 dead. The border conflict had ended in 2000 but has flared up numerous times since. Then just this past week Eritrean President, the only one they have ever had, Rada Inuru died after a long battle with cancer, leaving the country without a leader.
“Today we are speaking with Afrikari Ndugu, an Eritrean expatriate who lives here in Portland and is the founder of the Eritrean Patriots Association of America. Welcome Afrikari.”
“Thank you. It is a pleasure to be here.”
“Looking over your nation’s past; where do you see Eritrea fitting in today’s world?”
“Before I begin I should let you know that Eritrean history goes back much farther than those dates you listed. The history as part of Ethiopia is only a small piece. Before then after the end World War II a reluctant England held Eritrea as a colony, which they inherited from a very violent Italy. It was these English who promised independence but took it away.
“I was born under Ethiopian occupation and left during the War of Independence. Inuru was just another revolutionary when we began. When he rose to power, when he became the leader, the President, all of that power, all of that control went to his head. Though we fought for our freedom the people rarely ever lived under it.”
“Eritrea is listed at the bottom of safe nations for the outside press.”
“Yes, there are a quite a few political prisoners there, some from the outside, many from within. Not many are let free.”
“You said you had left before the revolution was completed, correct?”
“Yes. When I left, Eritrea was still at war. The ELF or Eritrean Liberation Front had repelled an assault from a mix of Ethiopian and Soviet forces.”
“I had read that the Soviets were involved. Was it because of your nation’s desire for democracy?”
“I do not think so. Democracy was never discussed as an end. We never thought far enough ahead to put together a plan for government. Most of our leaders were Marxists.”
“Are you?”
“Not anymore. I was once but living over twenty years in America will change that attitude.”
“You are an American Citizen?”
“Yes. I became one in 1984.”
“So tell me about your organization, the Eritrean Patriots Association of America.”
“We formed, when I say we it was myself and three others, Ali Amal the man who wrote that book you are holding, Samra Ndugu, who is my wife but when I met her here she was not, and Feiven Tewolde, a man who left Eritrea around the same time I did and is a professor at Reed College. We have over 5000 members nationwide and we are growing nearly every day.”
“Are you here to educate Americans about Eritrea, or to preach the cause of the nation?”
“We do want to educate but also to keep the Eritrean immigrants who live here in America in touch with each other and with Africa. There are, according to the last census, over twenty thousand Eritrean-Americans living in the United States.”
“That doesn’t seem like very many?”
“It is not a very big country.”
“We are talking with Afrikari Ndugu the leader of the Eritrean Patriots Association of America, about his homeland the endangered nation of Eritrea.”
“You like to use a lot of adjectives when describing Eritrea.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No, no do not be sorry. It is hard because of our recent history to look at Eritrea as not being in trouble or endangered or strife ridden. It has been all of those things. But it is also beautiful, and full of amazing people, as well as being bloody hot and dry.”
“There is drought?”
“Very much. One of the programs we have at the EPAA is a food awareness program. We want to raise money not just to deliver food to Eritrea but also to help educate Eritrean people on how to grow and cultivate their own food. The land is dry and there is little water. We do not have desalination yet. In the past when food has been procured and shipped to Eritrea we find that most of it does not reach the most impoverished or hungry. Much of it is taken by the government or seized by the Ethiopians before it reaches anyone.”
“Those are strong claims.”
“Thus is life in Africa. The continent is overrun with dictators. There are constant civil wars and genocide. The northern and western parts of Eritrea are overrun by refugees from the Sudan who are also hungry and shell-shocked. They have been chased from their homes by blood thirsty warlords.”
“There’s over-population?”
“No. These people do not stay long enough to over-populate anything.”
“They go back home, then?”
“No.”
(silent pause)
“You are listening to Northwest Considered and we are speaking today with Afrikari Ndugu, the head of the Eritrean Patriot’s Association of America. Now you had said earlier that you left Eritrea before the revolution was complete? You seemed to be a big part of it. Why leave?”
“I will tell you my story, but it may take awhile. I know you have your news at the bottom of the hour so when I get too close and it looks like I may run over, let me know and I will stop.”
“I will.”
Melinda looks to the phones a couple of red lights blink. She put them on hold. She types on her computer sending a message to Cecily on hers. “Do you want to take some calls?” she types. “2.”
“Before you start, I’ve got a couple of calls on the line. Would you like to answer some questions?”
“Yes.”
“Hello, Paul from Lake Oswego, you are on the air with Afrikari Ndugu, leader of the Eritrean Patriot’s Association of America.”
Paul speaks from a cell phone and his reception reflects that. “Mr. Ndugu, a few years ago, the Eritrean government threw out Western UN peacekeepers, basically, you know, soldiers from America or Europe. Is it your impression that the right-wing American war on terror was forcing nations like Eritrea to close their doors to us? Are we making it difficult?”
“I’m not sure any of that had to do with any wings right, left, chicken or otherwise. I believe that expulsion had to do with the UN passing a resolution to keep the current borders and that was not what Inuru wanted. Not everything that happens in the world is in direct retaliation to the US or its foreign policy, as some Americans would like you to believe. The West has long had a sour relationship with Africa. Whether through colonial occupation or the slave trading periods, Africans tend not to trust the West all that much.”
“Some dark periods in history,” Cecily chimes in to avoid being left out of her show.
“Yes.”
“Okay, we’ll take one more call. Susan from Portland, Susan?”
“Hi.”
“Hello, Susan.”
“I have been studying a lot about Africa, lately. I keep thinking it could be the next Middle East. I mean it could really explode in the metaphorical sense, of course. Do you see that?”
“I am not an expert on all of Africa. It is a large and very diverse place. What happens above the Sahara is much different than what happens below. Then in the jungle it is a whole different world than the west or south of the continent. What I can tell you is that Africa is on the rise. There is a future to be had there, once we all put down the gun or the spear and start to work towards a peaceful future.”
“Can there be such a future?” Cecily says. “With so much war and genocide can Africa come together?”
“I think so. I believe that our pride in being Africans can save our future. We are good people. It’s the bad ones we need to get rid of.”
“We will continue more with Afrikari Ndugu after this.” The theme kicks in under voice and gets louder as she finishes. The station ID starts. Cecily looks to Afrikari. “You’re doing great.” He smiles back.
The ID ends and the music kicks in and dissolves under Cecily’s voice. “We are talking today with Afrikari Ndugu, the head of the EPAA, the Eritrean Patriot’s Association of America, about Eritrea, past, present and future. Mr. Ndugu you were about to tell us about your journey to America.”
“I was born in 1963 in the small central Eritrean town of Keren. At that time Eritrea had just been annexed by Ethiopia breaking up the federation. Now do not think that our nation has had this long standing hatred with Ethiopia. In fact we are brothers and even recently, just until the new border conflicts began, we had very strong ties. We are one in the same but we still want to be free. It may be hard to understand but to put it into context for America, it is like a state, Oregon for example, who has its own history and its own people who want to exist away from America. It is not because you hate America it is because you want to be Oregon.”
“Mmm-hmm.”
“When we first began fighting for our freedom it was in the early sixties. There were little skirmishes, fights between tribes and the very large and powerful Ethiopian Army. The tribes began organizing. They began building an army that may not have had the weapons or the numbers of the Ethiopians but they did have pride; a pride in a nation that you know will someday exist.
“When I was ten years old I was handed a rifle and shuffled aboard a military truck heading to southern Eritrea into the desert and meet with a unit of soldiers know as the Tiger Brigade. This group later joined with the ELF. When I arrived I had six bullets. I was given seven more, told to put them into my pocket and report to the front which was loud with explosions, and flashing lights that simmered on the horizon. I marched with a group of men ranging from my own age of ten up to some old men who I figured to be sixty or so. I was always tall for my age so some thought me to be fifteen or older. When I told them my age they just laughed.
“The front was chaos. A battle was in session where fifteen thousand Ethiopians in tanks and firing high tech Soviet machine guns were shelling about nine thousand Eritrean men hunkered down in bunkers and caves about two miles away. It was a stalemate. Above Soviet helicopters dropped bombs and picked off any stray fool who showed his head above ground. It was my first battle, my first anything separated from my family. I was ushered into a cave where we were told to wait until the next advance from the Ethiopian forces. It may come today or tomorrow or next week. But they are going to cross the desert and we must be ready.
“I remember the cave as if it was yesterday. There were maybe 150 of us crammed into a tiny hole in the side of a hill. There was enough food for each of us to eat three bites a day. The water came from a spring inside the cave that was not clean since it also was near the place where we defecated. There were dead lying in a pile at the entrance so that the wind would carry the smell outside. The wounded cried and moaned themselves into that pile. We were all armed, some with guns, others with machetes, and a few with just their hands. The guns were most desirable, since you would rather shoot your attacker before he gets close enough for you to cut him. I had to fight to keep mine. Men who looked like my father threatened me before sleep. I had to lay with the rifle under me and hugged to my chest.
“We did not have much time to wait. The attack came the next day at night fall. The shelling stopped which made everyone listen. Just moments later the sound of gears grinding and the squeak of tanks wheels turning their treads slowly crept across the dust. The helicopters zipped by our hole, strafing the entrance and searching for runners. Then the sky exploded in light. Flares made it feel like day. Guns crackled, small ones, they were close, probably ours, mostly theirs. When the helicopters passed us we came out. We followed a path which led to a hill. We ran up the path and at the top we came upon Hell.
“The tanks were real close but some had stopped and were firing. To both the left and right our soldiers were lying on their stomachs firing into the darkness. Ethiopian soldiers could be heard yelling insults and firing around us. I followed a group and we lay on our stomachs aiming into the darkness but with no targets. Then a flare burst above us. The light made us all blink but as soon as our eyes adjusted there they were, not more than ten meters away. The closer they came the more of their faces I could see. I had to rub the flare out of my eyes, but I was so sure they looked just like us.
“I fired. We all fired and they started to fall. I do not know if I hit anyone. They just kept falling. They fired at us and some of us stopped firing. When our people fell another would drag them out of the way and take their gun. They got close almost two meters. We could feel their sweat. Then just as I was running out of bullets a siren called. The tanks all screeched to a halt and then went in reverse. They turned around as did the ground troops. They were gone. We fired at a few of them as they left, some fell. As the sun began to rise we crawled out and started to collect our dead. Then we searched out for any living Ethiopians and their weapons. Some took helmets and but no uniforms for fear of being shot by our own. Anyone found alive was shot since none of us wanted to hear their screams all day. By the start of nightfall I had upgraded to a Kalashnikov and a small flat helmet. The shelling stopped that night and two days later they were gone.”
Cecily was quiet. She wasn’t sure so when she looked up the time was one minute out from the news. Stunned, she looked for the right words.
“It appears that I am very close to the half hour. I can continue my story when you come back.”
“Yes, the news. We, we are talking to Afrikari Ndugu from the EPAA. We will continue this conversation after a break for today’s headlines.” She paused too soon and left ten seconds of dead air before Melinda fills it with song. Their headphones fill with the BBC news and Cecily removes her headphones. Afrikari follows suit. When he looked to the production booth, Melinda was gone.
“Wow, this is great,” Cecily says. “Amazing. Have you ever thought about publishing your story?”
“You haven’t looked at that (he points to Amal’s book) have you?”
“I have. I’ve skimmed it.”
He smiles. Melinda bursts into the room.
“This is going great. How are you doing Mr. Ndugu?”
“I am fine. I could use some water, though.”
“I’ll get that for you.” She turns to leave.
“I’ll take one too,” Cecily says as Melinda leaves.
“Ten years old? Wow. I can’t even remember what I was doing at ten. I guess I was in school or playing with friends. I certainly wasn’t fighting a war.”
“I do not say these things or tell these stories to brag. Despite where I am now I would have rather lived your life.”
“Did you get schooling?”
“Yes. But that is to come later in the story.”
Melinda comes in with two cold bottles of water. One is handed to Afrikari the other to Cecily. The local news reader has taken his seat in the adjoining studio. He takes over as his own producer and runs his news on air. “Look at the phones,” Melinda says. All the connections are blinking. “Do you want to take calls now or after the rest of the story?”
Cecily looks at Afrikari. “Let’s wait. I want to hear the rest. I’m sure they do as well.”
Melinda looks at the clock then runs out of the room. They are a minute out. Cecily and Afrikari put on their headphones as Melinda counts them down.
“We are back with Afrikari Ndugu, the head of the Eritrean Patriots Association of America. We are talking today about the nation of Eritrea and leaning about Mr. Ndugu’s past, your journey to America and your fighting in the war. You were ten years old when you joined the army.”
“Yes. Where I left off I had just been in my first battle. It later became known as the Battle of the Ridge. The Ethiopians lost I believe around four thousand men and we lost two thousand. We were left at the ridge for about a week. Three days after the battle ended trucks arrived with food, water, clothes and ammunition. They took away our Ethiopian guns and helmets and uniforms and gave us our own. For once we were an Army. We felt like a country.
“I find that it is hard for modern Americans to understand. Even my own children cannot grasp the importance of this moment. These uniforms and the flags and helmets and the ammunition were more important to us than the food. For once in our lifetimes we belonged.
“Our dead were taken away in those same trucks and were buried with full military honors. We were left and trained in the desert. Then they split us into units and brigades. I was sent west to patrol the border there. We were a little higher up and the air was slightly cooler. When you are that close to the equator just the slightest drop in temperature is a welcome respite. It was there that I met Inuru.”
“You met him?” Cecily asked. “What was he like?”
“Even then he smoked. He smoked what I thought was maybe a hundred cigarettes a day. Then in the evenings he would settle in with a pipe. At the time he was just a captain. He controlled this section of the border and had successfully repelled three Ethiopian advances within the last four months. I was assigned to be his runner. That meant I completed small tasks, ran errands and such. A lot of the time was spent procuring tobacco for him.”
“You’re saying the cancer was not much of a surprise?” Cecily chuckles under the question knowing full well the dangers of smoking.
“Unless, of course, it was in the brain,” Afrikari pauses. “He was a good leader and although he knew me to be a fine soldier he did not want children on the front line. Even at this point he was planning to be a future leader. ‘We cannot build a nation without a next generation,’ he would say. I couldn’t have agreed more, though at that time all I wanted was to be involved. I wanted to be in the fight and I wanted to be a hero, even if that meant my death. So then I was given my chance.”
He stopped and looked up at the clock. Cecily lost in listening suddenly caught his eye and the dead air. “I’m sorry, this is so fascinating. I forgot.” To apologize for anything, especially on the air, was quite a turn for Cecily. Melinda herself was caught off guard and almost played the wrong cart. But after Cecily mentioned their break she played the station ID.
“I had become very eager to get back and involved in the war. I had begged Inuru to let me do something, but he was firm. Meanwhile across the border a new invasion was forming. Not just any invasion but the largest of the war so far. Over thirty thousand Ethiopian soldiers along with 500 Soviet regulars were amassing to make a push and crush Inuru for good. Our advance scouts caught sight of the tanks moving slowly into place and the artillery being laid out. The shelling was to begin at any moment. Inuru had a good military mind. His leadership served him well in this arena but was not so useful in the political world. He knew the Ethiopian Army could not do much without their leader and that leader was not much of a leader without his Soviet Guide whispering in his ear. The idea was simple. If we send a few young men across the border to find the headquarters and kill the Soviet leader, then we could stop them. This giant invasion would fail before it started. It was with great luck that we found the headquarters. Instead of being deep behind their lines they placed themselves on a cliff overlooking the area they expected the battlefield to be. The Soviet general, a man whose name I later learned was Yuri Nevitsky, was new to the war and wanted a chance to see his students in action.
“Our scouts said that their fires burn late into night but around 2:00am they break for bed. If we give them enough time to sleep it would be quite easy, to kill these two men. The difficulty lay in the pass. In order to reach that cliff you either had to go up the path on the far side, which was impossible since that was how they got up there, or climb it on the nearside. The climb was jammed full of narrow paths and instant death. I had overheard the plan. It was a suicide mission. Despite the intelligence we had, there was no knowing that if once someone cleared the cliff we would be able to find and kill the targets easily.
“I was the smallest of all the soldiers on our side. The climb would be easy since I had always been a great climber but Inuru was against it. There were plenty of volunteers who offered their lives for the future of Eritrea, but the logical choice would have been me. In the end they knew that if I was caught I was young looking enough to come across as a child beggar, someone who would come to their camp looking for food. This was common at the front and I would imagine still is. If anything I could gather some new information and then be let go. So Inuru had to relent.
“The day before I left the shelling began. Inuru took me aside and told me of the plan. I would be taking two others with me. They would wait at the bottom of the cliff and bring me back. They were to give me a half hour. That was all. If I didn’t return by the half hour they would be gone. Then in the rocks and dust on the ground he had the scouts trace out the path. I had memorized all I could and was given a knife. An old solider showed me the proper way to kill a man while he sleeps. Put your hand over his mouth and nose and as fast you can, before he can wake, for he will because he can’t breathe, slide your knife across his throat. Hold him down until he stops moving. He will shake and convulse until the life leaves.
“When the sun started to drop we left. The shelling was put behind us as we neared the cliff. These two men, whose faces I still see, but their names have long escaped me, took me to the path that went up the cliff and we waited. We ate what scraps we had left with and I sharpened that knife silently on a stone. When the time came they took me to the path and sent me on my way. I was reminded about the half hour and on my way up I ran most of the way.
“The climb was easy. Most of it was a worn path and the climbing that I did do was not very vertical. When I reached the end of the path there were no guards about. I did see two fires burning off in the distance. The fires lighted a group of white tents. There were some voices and sounds coming from all around me, but I never saw a person. I was told the two tents I was looking for were the closest to the fires. The Soviet general would have a red flag hanging in front of his. The other would have the hated Ethiopian flag. It was a slight breeze that lifted the flags and drew my attention.
“I ran as quickly as I could with just my toes hitting the ground. Each step I made as quietly as possible. When I reached the tents I was so out of breath I had to hold it so that no one could hear me. Yet I thought my beating heart was loud enough for all of them to hear. They did not. I was alone and before me my targets slept.”
“What happened?” By now there was a small crowd gathered in the production booth as well as pushing against the windows of the studio.
“I went into the first tent, the one with the red flag, the Soviet tent, and found the large, white Russian sleeping loudly. He snored so loud he shook the air. I worried that killing him would let off a silent alarm, so that in the silence they would know I was there.
“Time was against me. I had to move quick, so I stepped to him, grabbed his mouth and nose, his eyes opened but I never looked at them. He squirmed and fought back, he was very strong or in my youth I was very weak. I looked at his throat and sliced. I held him down but soon realized that after you cut ones throat they make no more noise. He bounced and bounced until he was dead. It felt like an eternity. I had one more to do. I left the tent expecting a thousand guns aimed at me, but there were none. I was too confident when I entered the next tent and found the Ethiopian general asleep. He blended into the dark. I saw his bunk, but I had trouble finding him. When I did, he was on his side, leaving me nowhere to kill him. I had no time to waste and I had to do something. I raised my knife against his neck, but I could not grab his face. I was not sure if I had even the right spot on his neck. I slashed anyway. I must have cut him enough. He turned and looked at me. Our eyes met. The thick black liquid flowed from him and soaked the cot on which he lay. He opened his mouth and spoke but just gasps came out. He reached for his neck but the bleeding was too strong. I dropped that knife and ran from the tent. He followed me for as far as he could, only to fall on the ground near the fire. I ran for the path. I ran down the cliff. My heart raced and I fell three times. When I reached the bottom the others were gone. I don’t know if I had been up there that long or not. What felt like forever at the top of the cliff felt like a few seconds at the bottom.
“I ran in the direction I hoped the camp was in. I followed the tracers in the air and suspected that where the shells landed that was where my people were. I ran even harder knowing I was their hero. When I arrived they were bunkered down. Bodies were being taken from the area and moved farther back. I collapsed near a group of tents. The sound of my body hitting the ground roused someone. The bloodstains on my clothes worried them. I must have passed out or at least that was how they explained it to me. When I came to I was in a tent miles from the front.
“When I became stronger I was denied return access to the front and was sent into the west to the Sudanese border. Word had spread about the death of the two generals. My name was lauded as a hero, one of the first of the cause, and the Soviets were very interested in getting their hands on me. I was smuggled across the border into Sudan and then given to a French aid worker who arranged for me to go to Paris where I was educated and raised in an orphanage. When I turned eighteen I wanted to return home but was denied. Later I found out that the Soviets were still hunting for me in Europe, so they sent me here. I was put in the care of a New England family and attended college in Boston. There I met some fellow Africans who told me of a group of Eritrean people who lived in Seattle. I journeyed there after college found my people, met my wife then relocated to Portland. I had a job teaching African History and Folklore at Portland State and started the EPAA with my spare time. It is now my full time job. I met your producer at one of our open houses and here I am, on your radio.”
“Yes you are, Mr. Ndugu. And we are very glad you are here and that was one heck of a story. We have some time left, not much, but let’s hear from Vicki in Beaverton.”
Vicki comes through on a very clean connection, “Hello Mr. Ndugu. I first want to thank you for that story.”
Unsure about why he was being thanked for his story he answered, “You’re welcome.” Then Vicki from Beaverton continued.
“Now that the Soviet Union no longer exists,” she said. “Have you any interest in returning to Eritrea?”
“It is hard, even with a background like mine, to go to a country that is much more different than what you had fought to create. The freedom we were guaranteed is not there. That and, well I have become very accustomed to the lifestyle here in America. It is easy, but I never wanted my life to be easy. Then again I would like to return since the chances of real free elections are possible now in Eritrea; I would like put myself in for president.”
“Of Eritrea,” Cecily asks.
“It is my homeland and this is something I have thought about intensely over the past few months.”
“Can you?”
“Any citizen of Eritrea is welcome to run. I am a citizen since I was born there and even though I left before the revolution ended; the Eritrean Constitution gives me the right.”
“So this is an announcement?”
“Yes, this is my hat being tossed into the ring.”
“There you go you’ve heard it here first ladies and gentlemen. Afrikari Ndugu is running for President of Eritrea. And we are about five seconds out. Thank you, Mr. Ndugu for coming down and telling us about your amazing life.”
“Thank you for having me.” The music comes up again and fades out.
Melinda leaves Walter Holmes on hold, the writer of the hilarious travel guides who was left with no chance of following up Ndugu’s story, and meets Afrikari at the door of the studio. She has to peel him from the hands of numerous in-office listeners who want to thank and question him. She leads him down the hall again and into the office where they get a whole new set of looks, then into the dark hallway where they can speak without the gawkers. “That was amazing,” she said. “I had no idea.”
“You didn’t ask the right questions.”
“Are you really going to run?”
“We’ll see what my wife says. I want to do the right thing and I want to do what’s best for Eritrea. What’s the worst that could happen? I lose? Then I have to find a new way to save my country.”
They parted. He left the history book with Cecily who eventually read it cover to cover. Like most of the listeners after this interview she wanted to be more knowledgeable. As far as Samra’s response to Afrikari’s decision well, let’s just say for the first time she was happy her husband was doing something more than complain about politics in Eritrea and finally he was taking the steps for the change he always wanted. His children on the other hand were not so understanding.
* * * * *
After the local furor over the robberies had died down at Sigonella Naval Air Station, those in charge decided that some changes were in order. They moved some of older deadweight enlisted and officers off the base, among them was Master Sergeant Clyde Freeman. The military tribunal who heard the case never quite believed his story, and shipped him up to Iceland. Lt Col Francis Shelby tried to get Jackson promoted to take Freeman’s place and to take over the day to day quartermaster operations. His proposal was denied by the theater command. They were all in agreement that Jackson could use a promotion, but not one that would keep him in Sicily. In fact they were getting restless as to why Jackson was still at Sigonella and not on his way to his next assignment. Shelby had been doing his best to lose any paperwork that would take his master organizer away.
The Lt. Col. had gone ahead and handed over the majority of his work to Jackson, most specifically he handed off the stamping of Shelby’s signature on to requisitions, purchase orders and whatever other numerous documents that came across his desk. The piles had been adding up in Jackson’s in-box. But he was working on a system, something to make this tedium workable and tolerable. So far nothing had worked. For a time he would read the papers. Jackson found it interesting that 48 cases of French Champagne were needed in Greece for the destroyer, USS Donald Cook, or 500 pounds of blankets destined for the submarine, USS Seawolf. Despite these distractions the job was still boring and empty.
It was around this time that he began to feel as if he was trapped. He had tried mentioning this to Shelby during one of their weekly meetings. Shelby was required to meet with his assistant to make sure he had something to do. There was never any worry as to if Jackson had something to do. He always had something to do. There were always papers to file and stamp. So the meetings were usually spent with Shelby recalling past battles or international skirmishes that he missed being part of.
“I had been sent out that morning. They sent me down into town. See we were out at the Beirut airport. It was more like an airbase rather than an airport. It was full of our choppers and planes, mostly transpos. But that morning they sent me out to get some coffee. Our CO loved this Arabic blend that he could only get by package in town. So I took a car in my civvies, there was no way I could walk around Beirut back then in my cammies, I’d be a goner.” He cleared his throat and stared off into the ceiling, remembering something, a little point from that fateful day in 1983. His mind fell back to that empty desert highway where he drove with a friend in a blue Toyota hatchback. They passed the yellow Mercedes truck, but paid it no mind. “He was flying when he passed,” he said. “I don’t remember much more than that. But that truck was moving…fast.
“We never did get into town. We never got any coffee, not that anyone would be there to drink it when we got back. I’ll tell you this; a day doesn’t go by that I don’t think about being there. I should have been there, but you got to follow orders, son. If there’s anything I tell you that need to understand it’s this: always follow orders. Semper Fi.” His eyes would then wander off into the air again. He would start thinking about anything else and usually would find another story to fill the rest of the meeting. Every week the meeting went like this and every week more and more papers were destined for Jackson’s desk.
“I can’t get over it. I mean this is killing me. I’ve never been in one place for so long,” Jackson once told PFC Latrane. Latrane by the way was spared any implication in the uniform/robbery scandal. The tribunal figured he wasn’t smart enough to be the ring leader and Freeman figured him too much of a snitch to rat him out. Either way he wasn’t interviewed and was left alone. He and Jackson remained close and had this conversation while sipping beers in a small tourist bar in Catania.
“So you’re stuck here in Sicily. You got it too hard, man. I got a buddy from basic who walks the wall at Gitmo. He’s seen more crazy shit than you can imagine. He hasn’t had no transfer in six years. Then there’s my boy who’s still stranded in Baghdad, now that’s a hard assignment.”
“I’m not complaining. Well, I don’t mean to complain, but this isn’t how it usually goes. I show up, do my thing and they ship me out to do it somewhere else. I don’t want to sound ungrateful. I like what I do, but something doesn’t feel right. I think its Shelby. He’s got me working on all kinds of forms and such. He’s got this stamp with his name on it.”
“So.”
“So, that’s how he signs everything, or that’s how I stamp everything. He doesn’t do shit anymore. I walked in his office the other day and he was working out. Right there on the floor. All he had on was his drawers. He was doing pushups and sit ups. It was fucked up man. He just ignored me and started chanting about the Corps.”
“I once saw him shaving his head half-naked in the latrine, right in front of the mirror. He was the only one there. I just had to take a leak. So I did. Then he started humming the Marine Theme and told me some story about how he jumped out of a plane once then veered off course and landed in a barn where he had a broken leg and no one found him for a week. He had to kill and eat live chickens on one bad leg until they pulled him out.”
“Yea, I’ve heard that one too.”
“I’ll give you that much, Jackson, that dude is crazy.”
“Yea,” Jackson says as he takes another drink. He looks around the bar. The dark dingy basement stinks of stale beer, Turkish cigarettes and the general smell of sweaty men.
This bar is not a place to meet women. It’s called the Covo or den in English. The place fits the name. It’s more of a hideout for American soldiers than a respectable drinking establishment. The owner, Genarro, who also tends the bar, has always owed a debt to the Americans from Sigonella.
Ten years ago a fight broke out between a pair of regulars. They had been coming into the Covo for years and over those years both of them had argued about soccer, politics, women, food and everything else. The years had worn them down. One had bought a knife, the other a cheap handgun. On that fateful night they began their usual evening with a pitcher of wine and a plate of bread. Soon they started about olive oil, which press was purer? Extra virgin or virgin. “Too much squeeze,” the one with the mustache said. “Not enough time,” the tall bearded fellow responded. In their respective pockets they fondled the handles of their weapons.
Genarro had paid them little mind and when the Americans walked in he got to pulling bottles of beer out from his fridge. He had learned over the years that American soldiers like three things in a bar: music, women and beer. On Friday night’s when they would come into town he dug out his old American pop records, his daughters updated his collection for him, and stocked the fridge with cold American beer, (this drove off most of his wine swilling regulars) and had those aforementioned daughters work the floor. Yes, they were three beautiful Italian specimens. All legs and hips, long dark hair over olive skin with deep brown eyes. Each one an improvement on the last. They were whistled at, pinched and danced around the room. They loved it since no Italian man was good enough for them, Genarro rarely let them around other men, but these Americans he knew he could trust.
So on the night in question all his girls were working. They busied themselves with drunk GI’s, bored old men and the two arguing fools, who grew louder and louder with each point drawing the attention of the room. Their hands flew about while their fingers pointed. They spilled wine and pushed one of the girls while she tried to clean it up. This is where the Americans became American. Jumping from their table three Marines crossed the room just as the handgun and knife made their appearance. One wrestled the gun from old man with the beard and another grabbed the wrist of the knife wielding mustachioed Sicilian. The third took hold of the daughter who lay on the floor with bucket and rag. He took her to safety just as the knife fell to the ground, piercing the floor and standing straight up right where the girls head would have been.
Oh how grateful old Genarro was that he offered all the Americans free drinks and safe passage to his bar. The brave man who pulled her from the death knells was offered the young lady’s hand, which the horny Marine gladly accepted.
The place soon became known as an American joint and the regulars stopped coming around. Genarro didn’t mind. The American’s paid well and their appearance kept the mob out. Even after Iraq, he had very deep thoughts about the war, Genarro still kept the door open to them. After his daughter, her grandchildren, and the Marine moved back to the states (to Buffalo! Sicily or Buffalo?) he still kept it open. Even despite the robbery scandal where the town cursed the evil imperialists, he still kept it open and invited them in through the back door. It was the words of his beloved father, whose photo hangs behind glass above the bar, who said, “It was they who made the supreme sacrifice during the war. It was their young men who died here on Sicilia freeing us from Mussolini and Hitler. That can never be forgotten.” And so it wasn’t.
Genarro places two new bottles of beer in front of Jackson and Latrane while suffering through their butchering of grazi.
Jackson holds his bottle by the neck and starts to peel off the label, an old habit that began years ago in Korea that could be attributed to either nervousness or boredom. He doesn’t pay much attention to the other Italian men who slid in through the door. They gather around tables and leer at the two Americans. Genarro plies them with wine and bread turning their attention to the small TV that sits on a counter across the room. A pair of Italian football teams square about chasing their little white ball.
As the game begins in Naples, across the continent in England Secretary of State, Cassie Weathers is meeting with the British Prime Minister Roland Campwire about what tactics the two allies should adopt when confronting the new regime change in Africa. While that meeting progresses across the pond a woman is robbed of her bus pass, seventeen dollars and her precious social security card by a hungry man looking for something to eat. The card, to her happiness is discarded into a trashcan and deposited into the dump. South of there, in Virginia, in the Pentagon to be exact, an order is signed sending fifty troops to Sicily to refresh the Sigonella Naval Air Station. The fifty Marines, stationed in South Carolina, are part of a battle weary brigade who fought hard in Iraq and lost over thirteen members. As part of a thank you and as a favor to their CO the men are being sent to Italy to finish out their tour in the sun and clean Mediterranean air. They will be the last installment to fill Sigonella. Their orders came through instantly, thanks to a crack filing system planned and developed by Cpl. Tyrone Jackson and by the next morning they are to be briefed on their mission. Within two days they will be loaded aboard commercial airplanes for New York City, on board they were thanked repeatedly by the vet captain over the intercom, then transferred to Rome. From Rome they would take a smaller plane down the boot to the island and land in Catania before sunset, which they were able to watch from the back of their military bus as it cruised down the highway to the base.
They were met by Major Arthur Bedfellow, on behalf of Lt Col. Francis Shelby, and shown to their quarters. Then they were given dinner in the mess hall then all went off to bed to sleep off the twelve hours of flight and jet lag they were currently suffering from. In the morning they were taken to a briefing where Maj. Bedfellow clued them in on the base, its history, the mission of Sigonella, the expected behavior of US Military personal on Sicily, the good and bad parts of Catania and the joys and horrors of Sicilian women. A few enterprising Marines asked about the mob influence on the island. “Because we are the United States Marine Corps,” Bedfellow explained, “and we have no direct contact with the local economy there is no concern about the mafia. As a matter of fact the Italian government is involved in that not us.”
Not that any greasy Italian mobsters can cause worries within a group of Iraq War veterans. Still they all breathe a sigh of relief and make a few Godfather jokes. They were then given their duties, which they were to report to after lunch.
There is one marine in particular we will settle on. His name is PFC Shane Reynolds. He enlisted the summer of 2002 and vowed to ‘make a mess of the bastards who blew up the towers,’ as he put it. A high school graduate, the hard way (it took 5 years), Reynolds found himself sent to Afghanistan after basic. There he wandered through caves and holes shooting at every atom that moved. A little crazed as it was his Sergeant had him moved to a forward post where he could fire at Taliban fighters rather than near miss the others in his unit.
At the front Reynolds rode, literally on horse, with some freedom fighters as they chased the terrorists into the mountains. At one point, Reynolds swears, he had Bin Laden in his sights. Just a pull of the trigger and he could have taken the motherfucker down. (The story changes every time he tells it. Sometimes Bin Laden is just out of arms reach. Other times he’s a hundred yards away in the open, taking a whiz.) Whatever the situation he was called off the opportunity by an overzealous officer who claimed the target was not their objective. Not their objective? What other objective was there? Reynolds depending on the level of alcohol in his system will use a wide variety of expletives to describe his cowardly CO.
Later on patrol there was a firefight and confusion. The actual shooter was not determined, though the fingers were pointed, and three tribal guides were wounded and a horse was dead; Reynolds was shipped off to the fresh new mess of occupied Baghdad. Like most soldiers there his duties were clear but muddled. He couldn’t understand why it was so easy to knock down the bad guys face to face but yet they still had the upper hand with their bombs. They joined up with a few other units and pushed into Fallujah to combat insurgents. This was the first time Reynolds lost anyone he knew. The horror of that pushed him deeper across the line. Inside he knew there was no going back. It was here that he chose to die. That didn’t happen.
From that point on every skirmish involved Reynolds throwing himself into the line of fire, earning an almost Superman like reputation. His friends and fellow Marines were more scared of him then in awe. Commendations were rare in this war but Reynolds got a few. Every medal he earned he left with another fallen hero. The longer he lived the more bitter he became. He would stay up nights painting his face black and searching the horizon with night goggles. His erratic behavior worried his superiors. So despite being one of the Marines’ most valuable fighting forces he was taken from the front and stationed back Baghdad within the green zone. There he was placed as a machine gunner at a gate where they hoped his anxiety would die down. When it did not, a few shot up Iraqi trucks and hatchbacks will tell the tale, he was shipped to Germany for observation. He spent a few months being pumped with drugs and therapy, then was pronounced well. They did what they do with all well soldiers and sent him back to Iraq where he rejoined his unit. After his tour ended they were sent home for some R&R with their families. It didn’t take much time for them miss the war and the fighting.
Remember as much as one could protest for or against a war someone must still fight it, regardless of the debate. So whether we like it or not we have people like PFC Shane Reynolds. Because Shane Reynolds loves his job and hates it so much at the same time he is able to put aside any worries and be a warrior, which is what he missed so much about being in the states.
When word came in that they were being sent overseas again his blood boiled with the idea that he could see some action. Word that they would be stationed in Sicily just bugged him. The base psychiatrist he was seeing told him it was like a vacation. Doing a little desk work on that beautiful island is a vacation, one, he reminded, PFC Reynolds could use. So begrudgingly he decided to take the detail. If anything, he told himself, the women will be hot. And yes, they are.
The fifty stayed together. They hung out on base and after hours around town. They traveled in a big pack, a pile of khaki and dark colored polo’s rolling through the island. They visited the ruins, climbed Etna, and trolled for girls in the different towns. They even overtook the Covo, which made Genarro both happy (full of money) and sad (his place was crowded and the locals split entirely)
“Why?” he asked Latrane and Jackson one evening in surprisingly good English. “They come here they make a mess and drink and spill. You, you are good customer. But they, I cannot deny them; I just want them to be more civilized. Like you two.”
Latrane agreed. He took a lot grief from Reynolds and his group around the motor pool where they worked. They chided Latrane for having little combat experience. A broken foot in Afghanistan earned him a trip to Sicily. They on the other hand did little work around the base other than discuss girls and sports. They did their best to not include Latrane and even ignored his rules (there had to be safety in the motor pool.) Every time he and Jackson got together he would complain about Reynolds.
“God he’s such an ass,” he would whine into his beer. “I don’t care about who you killed. You’re fixing trucks now.” Latrane felt the chill up his spine as the door opened to the Covo and in walked eight of the new Marines with Reynolds at the forefront.
“Bring us a round Gerry,” he yelled as they took two tables and pushed them together.
Genarro had long since stopped feigning ignorance of English and just brought them the beers. He also ignored their joke of rubbing pretend grease off the bottles after he left them.
It didn’t take long for them to get loud. The story settled on a particular gun battle in which Reynolds took out four insurgents as they crossed the street. One of them was a fifteen year old boy who had wounded a fellow private. Reynolds went up to the bodies finding the boy still alive. The boy begged for his life. Reynolds sensing something was amiss shot the boy in the head. Under his “robe” was strapped thirty pounds of plastic explosive and a trigger was in his hand. “It’ll humble you,” he told his group. “You know? Being that close to death, and I was there every day. It can humble you. You know what I mean? Well you don’t.” He was looking at the bar and the backs of Latrane and Jackson. “How about it boys? You can see a lot of Hell out there. That is, have you ever see any action.”
Now PFC Latrane was upset because he had seen action he just did not see very much. Jackson on the other hand was very proud of the fact he had not seen any action, and that he was still here to be talking about that.
Reynolds had worked his way across the room and was behind them. “Let me buy you both a drink. How about that?”
“We were just leaving,” Latrane said to the chagrin of Genarro.
“Stay for a round, we’ll trade war stories. Oh no wait, we won’t.” He got his buddies to laugh along with him.
“Fuck you man, I was there, I was wounded.”
“So was I but I never left.” Latrane suddenly found himself standing before Superman. His knees were shaking, a new development.
“What about you?” he asked Jackson.
“What about me?” Jackson did feel he was better than the other leathernecks. Spending all your time around commanding officers will do that.
“You’re the one that’s never been to war, right?”
“Yea. I had other things to do.”
“Fuckin’ pussy. You’re just a secretary. Any fucking bitch could do your job. Hell there were even women in our unit who held up better than you.”
“I’m still here ain’t I?”
“You motherfucker.” Reynolds wanted to take a swing, but Jackson did out rank him. That stripe was enough for discipline. “You dumb shit, you have no idea.” One of his buddies pulled him back to the table, where they traded drinks and sideways glances at Latrane and Jackson.
After they finished their beers Jackson and Latrane thanked Genarro and got the hell out of the Covo. They wandered the streets thinking about why Reynolds keeps living and why some of the friends they had in basic had died. “It’s a cruel pile of shit this world,” Jackson said. “The nastiest flies always rise to the top.”
They eventually found themselves in a whorehouse filled with young Italian girls and mafia money. They made out fine, Jackson with an eighteen year old with small tits and a big ass and Latrane with a large breasted, olive skinned girl with a soft fuzz above her lip.
* * * * *
A small cog wheel was picked up by a very steady hand, a hand belonging to a very old man, a hand that has for years placed the same cogs into the backs of so many watches. Henri looked through his magnifying glass, which hung over the watch back, focusing on the small almost invisible steel pipe that rose from a small set of gears. The wheel slid off his tweezers and fell effortlessly into place. He let out a soft breath and sat back to collect himself.
In the beginning he would shake and sweat with each tiny piece. The wrong move or slip of the tweezers meant certain damage maybe even breakage of the parts. Then it would take time to replace them and they were not cheap. The man at the watch shop showed him the secrets to keeping a steady hand. Balance your elbow on the bench. Use your other hand like training wheels securing yourself until you’re ready to let go and do it with one. It took years before he could find the patience and skill with which to build with one hand. His confidence was so sure he began to build with great speed. Then almost in a comically short span of time he would finish watches with no problem at all. But the years have crept up on him. The number of finished pieces has diminished like the number of recipients.
This model was due for a friend overseas. A pen pal he had been writing to about life in the Middle East. This pen pal lived in Iran and was very excited about his nation’s future and their growing nuclear program. Henri had cautioned him about such foolishness. “The ability to kill,” he wrote, “does not make one powerful but instead accelerates his search for cowardice.”
The Iranian wrote back criticizing America and their overseas follies with death and destruction. He felt that America and the rich Western nations should not be the only ones with a nuclear deterrent. “Those weapons make you strong and the rest of us weak. What is wrong with the rest of us feeling so strong? What is wrong with the rest of us feeling as if we were better off in the world?”
Henri had yet to respond to that. He can understand how anyone would want what his nation had. Certainly having all the weapons and all the money had placated him and the rest of America. It was not fair to this fellow or his country to deny them anything but that logic doesn’t apply to weapons of mass destruction. Henri was still trying to figure out a good way to put that into words so the young Persian could understand it.
When the watch was finished he would send it along with the letter to Iran via Switzerland. Another friend there would move the letter to Iran without rising suspicion, or so Henri thought, from the American Government. It had been twenty years since a series of letters he had been sending to another friend in South Africa were intercepted and examined by the FBI. It was three letters into that particular correspondence that he began to notice the abnormal length it had been taking for the responses to arrive. Then one came with a seal not quite closed on the envelope. He examined it under the harsh light and the magnifying glass on his work bench. Sure enough someone had opened the letter and when attempting to close it only resealed it partially as well as creased it above the fold so that it had an uneven opening. These imperfections went against the style of his South African friend who was a nuclear physicist that prided himself in his effortless perfection.
He had begun to test to government to see if they were truly spying on him. He sent letters full of false information and addressed them to phony people all over the world. The letters were sealed with an invisible ink, only seen under black light, which traced along the edge of the closure of the envelope. When they came back, with various international return to sender stamps on them, he checked the edge under black light to find that the ink mark did not line up and the letter had been opened.
With this revelation under his belt he contacted a friend in Switzerland, a former Soviet rocket scientist who had defected to a cottage in the Alps. No longer interested in building rockets to destroy the west, the Soviet scientist spent his time cultivating a small garden and writing correspondence to fellow rocket men around the world. Henri just happened to be one of those men. The nice watch which Henri had sent that was much better than the local piece of crap he had bought in Geneva, sealed the deal and they worked out a plan where Henri would send him letters that he would put through the very secure Swiss postal service and Henri would not have to worry about the FBI or CIA, whichever was reading his letters.
As time passed the feds began to monitor the written letter less and less. The rise of electronic media in the 1990’s allowed would be spies to e-mail or call anyone they wanted instantly. In order to keep up with the change in technology they cut back the number of people checking letters and put them on computers monitoring cell phone calls, satellite communications and the internet. With the start of the War on Terror anyone assigned to not monitor terror communiqués was ordered to do so. So unknown to Henri Dopplinger he was no longer on their most watched list. In fact he had fallen pretty far out of their sights. That was until recently.
There was fear floating around the intelligence community that nations like Iran would try and improve their nuclear building capabilities by dealing with western scientists instead of just with the Russians and Chinese. Unbeknownst to both, Henri and his former Soviet now Swiss citizen friend they were coming under tighter scrutiny.
Henri began to suspect something when Herman Chang began sniffing around his safe. He hadn’t seen the nurse do it but had suspected it like he had with all the others. Chang was a nice guy who allowed Henri all the peace and private time he wanted. He didn’t hound him to eat and never pushed him to take his medicine. This seemed very suspect to Henri at first. He told Melinda he felt that Chang was trying to kill him by not being a good nurse. Melinda was sure that Chang was more patient than the others and let Henri know that. Yet Henri still had a deep seated distrust that he could not shake. Something about government appointed nurses did not rub him right.
Henri spent a lot of time watching Chang. He would pretend to sleep or read, squinting his eyes to better observe Chang around the house. If he was a spy, he thought, he’s not a very good one. For his part Chang was a good nurse. Well trained and a relatively nice guy who liked his job and treated the patients with the aforementioned patience. The last few he worked for had nothing but good things to say about him. At least that’s what his file said. Melinda read off the different quotes that came from the agency after Henri called for a background check.
“I think you’re being paranoid as usual,” she said after folding up the paper those quotes were written on.
“Was I being paranoid when the last three nurses tried to break into my safe?”
“Oh look here,” she holds up the paper then hands it to him. “Look, read it, Nurse Chang is fine. An excellent nurse and from what I gathered from talking to him a nice guy, too.” The files and assurances from the Nightingale Company was enough to satisfy her own paranoia and curiosity.
“You’re not here all day with him.”
“You’re overreacting Grandpa.”
He grunted while leaving the room with the letter. He walked back into his bedroom and shut the door. Inside he opened his safe. First he inserted the key into the lock then ran the combo over the dial. The door opened. Inside a large metal box took up the majority of space. He slid out the box and set it on the floor. Behind where the box lay two small jewelry boxes. An old picture of Henri and his late wife, Grace, was placed on top of them.
Henri opened one of the jewelry boxes and pulled a key out from within. He used that to open the metal box. Lifting the box and moving the heavy safe door left him somewhat strained and he began to breathe with slight effort. Inside the metal box was a filing system separating envelopes. They were organized by date with a marker every so many denoting the year they were received. Henri flipped through the file, pulling back the last few envelopes at the rear of the box. There was just enough room for him to slide the letter about Chang into it. He pats it down so that if fits snug, then pats the rest of the envelopes so that they are all as straight and clean as before. Henri closes the box and locks it again. He returns the key to the jewelry box and takes a moment to look at the picture of his wife before returning the metal box back into the safe. He closes the door then turns the dial to make sure it’s locked. Out of breath he stands up slowly and steadies himself against the bed. After a few seconds of waiting he leaves the room to join Melinda in front of the TV.
They both know that spending so much time in front of the TV was not the best thing for them, but as Americans it was the best way to spend time together as a family. “You’re friend,” Henri asked. “The one who went off to Washington, how is he?”
Melinda thought for a second then furrowed her brow. It was odd that Gunner had not emailed or called. She hadn’t asked Mike either and he hadn’t said anything about Gunner. “I don’t know.”
The reassuring face of Bill Phillips filled the screen. Melinda smiled thinking about Gunner, Mike, their time on the campaign, and the small fact that she had something to do with the election of this man.
Henri was skeptical of any politician. He always had been. There was always something not right about someone who wants to be president. He never forgot the long hours she had spent on the campaign. There would be whole weeks when Henri never saw Melinda. Once in a while they would pass in the hallway, he towards the bathroom, she heading in or out depending on the position of the sun. Henri had the same questions the rest of America had. Is he too young? What kind of experience does he have?
Melinda’s answers were straight out of the Chris Gnomes playbook: A fresh young mind is exactly what American needs after the Baby Boomer collapse. Who has the experience to be president? Everything you do is like nothing you’ve ever done before.
Henri voted for Phillips knowing his election would make Melinda happy. It was the first presidential election he ever voted in. He would have voted for Kennedy in ’64, but you know.
The news came back from commercial with a story about Eritrea. This was the story that Melinda was interested in. There had been less recent news about Eritrea on the newswires at work and she had found a little on the web, she had been very interested to see what was happening there after Inuru. There wasn’t very much. The ban on foreign journalists was still in effect so the reporting was done from a border check point in Ethiopia. The reporter was standing next to the side of the road just in front of the checkpoint. Ethiopian soldiers stood behind, rifles slung over their shoulders. Behind them in the distance the reporter pointed out a small shack that sat close to the horizon. That, he described, was the Eritrean border house. There were two guards and an armored vehicle stationed there. They appeared like little brown dots waving through the afternoon sun just next to the shack. The reporter told a story of how he and his crew attempted to enter the country. but were met with pointed weapons and threats. They turned back to the Ethiopian side to make their report. Television, radio, the internet, every form of communication coming out of Eritrea had been put to a halt while nation recovered over the loss of its leader. “A nation mourns, and a world wonders what will happen next,” he said finishing his segment before signing off.
Henri lets out a grunt and fights to keep his eyes open. This African situation had been something special to Melinda, but to him he had no interest. She had been telling him howsomething happening there. A real start. She told him all about Afrikari Ndugu and his role. He might become president. And she knew him, isn’t that something?
Henri would smile and as usual be happy for her but for the most part he would not put much thought behind it.
“What a lame story,” she said sitting back with the remote control and spinning the channels. “They had nothing. It was all entertainment BS. Like look here we are. Something might happen. You should see their rifles. The story isn’t about their access to that country. It’s not even about what’s happening on the inside.”
“You can’t get that story without access.”
“I know. Yet there has to be some way. What are they doing in there? Do you think there are massacres or genocide?”
Henri pushed himself to stay awake. “I doubt that. They just don’t know what to do. Like that fellow said on your radio show the other day, this fella’s the only leader they ever had. They are lost is all.” He lets out a yawn and stretches his arms. “You are right though; there is little news worth reporting.”
Melinda settled on an old sitcom from the 90’s that she watches at least three times a week. She’s seen all the episodes about the fun loving Manhattanites. She laughs again at the dumb character as he, as he normally does, says something stupid.
She had turned down an opportunity to see Mike tonight because she was tired from work. He was despondent. They hadn’t been seeing much of each other lately. At first it worried her. She was in love with him, but they had fallen into a rut of late. The campaign was their high point, so it seemed only logical that they would fall afterwards. It was such a gradual decline that she didn’t really notice it. When it first started to feel better for her to stay at home with her grandfather and watch TV rather than go out with Mike she started to panic. Later it just seemed natural.
She never thought that Mike was cheating on her, though it seemed possible. Like most guys he was attracted to anything that carried a heartbeat but Mike was different. He wasn’t the kind of guy to walk up and just ask a girl out. He never actually asked Melinda out, she asked him. And it was she who initiated sex that night. And it was she who left early the next day. In fact Mike had always been the needy one in their relationship. This was the first time she had ever considered leaving him. Henri had stopped fighting and was now sleeping. She walked over, taking the blanket from the back of the couch, and covered him in it. After turning off the TV Melinda walked out of the room and into her bedroom.
Melinda thought about her friends. Mike and Gunner seemed to be the only friends she had. Gunner was across the country and Mike was drifting away. At work most of her co-workers were older and married. The interns were close in age but they were just so much younger. Everything they did was something Melinda had outgrown years ago. She was quite alone. Henri was probably the closest friend she had. That sad fact put her into a deep depression leaving her to hug her pillow and fight the forced sobs she was pushing out. The old man began to snore upstairs. He would be out there for hours. When he did wake it would be late and he would end up walking to bed.
Determined to do something with her life at this moment, Melinda changed into something different, put on her shoes, grabbed her wallet and the small wad of cash aching to be spent, and headed out the door.
It was a Wednesday so there weren’t a lot of options. She didn’t want to head downtown into the club circuit where she knew she would not have a good time. Going to The Tugboat would bring her too close to Gunner and Mike; frankly she did not want to be near them or their spirits tonight. She settled on a small sports bar not too far from home.
It was not crowded. Three different basketball games played on three different TV’s. There were a few single men crowded around a pool table. A couple of girls hung out across the room making eyes towards them. Melinda chose a seat at the bar and ordered a beer. The bartender was blond and good looking like a lost surfer. He handled a generous pour and flashed a few extra teeth in his smile in appreciation of the tip Melinda left. Melinda watched him walk away only to follow him to the large breasted waitress who let him play with her hair. Melinda sighed and finished her beer. Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket and she pulled it out. Mike’s name appeared on the screen and she debated to herself the merits of answering. He probably wanted sex, but she was feeling vulnerable. A few minutes in sloppy heaven would help her feel needed, though this was not the kind of needed she desired. She answered anyway just to take the bartender’s eyes off her and the phone.
“Hey.”
“Hi, babe where are you? I called your house but Grandpa didn’t know.”
“I had to get out. I’m over at McGinty’s.”
“Oh God that place is terrible.”
“It’s close. I needed a beer or something.”
“Do you wanna come over?” He was feeling especially randy. Mike had just finished a very difficult blog entry about global warming and the European Union. The whole thing just set him off and after posting it he felt a need to get a hold of Melinda.
“Sure. I’d like that.”
“Cool. I’ll see you in a bit.”
“I love you,” she says to empty air. He hung up and was in the process of cleaning his room faster than she could get the words out.
Melinda finished off what beer she had left and wandered out to the car. The moment she had hoped for never happened. It was just too hard to find someone new nowadays anyway. She left the bar and found Mike waiting for her. They kissed and moved much too quickly to the bedroom where Mike was at work much faster than Melinda would have liked. But she did get hers and forced him to hold her afterwards. They stayed that way for most of the night until asleep, then both fell out of each other’s grasp.
* * * * *
The Jacobs hearings had left Senator Clifton Compton with what his Chief of Staff called a “credibility gap.” Most people saw him as a bully. His own constituents were divided. The black voters in South Carolina saw him as a racist. The racists saw him as a hero and everyone else was indifferent and that was where the problem lay. The blacks wouldn’t vote for him anyway. The racists don’t vote (besides which Compton doesn’t really gain much from their support.) So the indifferent voters were the problem. If they remained as such through the next election they would look elsewhere. You want your voters to not just like you but be well aware of you being there. Indifference tends to lead voters to look at the other guy. The polls showed that Compton was out of touch with younger voters, out of touch with the real world, and out of touch with people of color. The people did feel that he was knowledgeable about the military and the workings of the government, as well as a good family man and a religious man, things very important, or so they say, to people in South Carolina.
So as a result of these numbers the Chief of Staff began looking for something to clean up Compton’s image. He searched for anything that would appeal to black and young voters and something that makes him look more human to everyone. He had figured that anyone who carried a view of indifference would look at Compton as a robot or monster. Neither of which is a very desirable viewpoint for a possible presidential candidate.
This is when the folks from a once popular music video channel began sniffing around the Capitol looking for eager senators or representatives. Eager for what? They were planning to film and televise a trip to Africa that would include celebrities and politicians to help spread word about the problems of war, famine, AIDS, etc. on the continent. They had planned a five part series and were working to up the budget for twice that. Unfortunately there were not many interested members of congress. Most blamed their schedule others noted the networks left leaning bias and others just were not interesting enough or good looking enough for TV. Somehow Clifton Compton fit their proposed mold perfectly. He was conservative, handsome for someone his age, and ironic enough in his politics to attract those young viewers.
The details were worked out and the trip was planned for late winter just before the area got too hot. The entire journey would be organized and paid for by the network. The US taxpayer was off the hook and Compton’s office made sure that word of that got out.
His companion on this trip was a rapper named LaTroy Hawkins who records and lives under the name Joe Stalin. A recent attempt to change to that name permanently was knocked down by a wise and humorless judge. Unsure why he couldn’t change it Hawkins wrote an angry song on his last record about the “Ignorant Judge Who Got No Right.” His producer told him not to dwell on the name change case but instead lean on the ignorant judges who put innocent brothers away. The change floated and the song became a hit. The record moved about 1.5 million copies, a good number but not good enough for someone who had sold 4 and 5 million copies respectively on his previous two. The problem was that Joe Stalin had nothing else to say. Rapping about women and money and cars and beefs with the other MC’s works great for about two albums. Your fans are no dummies. They can see you’ve got nothing to say. Didn’t he just talk about his new Escalade or Bentley on his last two records? Brother needs a new car.
So the record company was tense. They had a four record deal with Stalin. They had talked to his manager about buying out that last album and cutting him loose or putting out a greatest hits collection and calling it a day. Their loss on that last record was about three million dollars, not much but during a time of slow sales, especially in hip-hop, it hurt. Promoting another slow seller would kill them. Greatest hits are easy to sell and cost nothing to put together. “I’m not old,” Stalin told his manager after hearing the hits idea. “I got only three records and sold over twenty million around the world.” He hadn’t but he loves to exaggerate about himself, it’s an MC thing.
As much as he protested and claimed it didn’t bother him he did put on twenty pounds and failed to write anything for months. The longer he went without accomplishing anything the farther from the spotlight he fell. While his competitors either got shot or shot someone, they stayed in the public eye. Stalin had to do something and his manager recommended anything. So when the music video network came around looking for him his manager said yes without even hearing the full proposal. “Going back to the motherland,” his manager told him over lunch. “That’ll get you back on track. No black man leaves Africa without being inspired. Never.”
Stalin agreed and hoped he would come back with something. If not he could act like an idiot and get a gig as a reality show celebrity making mad money doing stupid shit.
They had their hosts or “stars” now. Compton and Stalin were to meet at LaGuardia take a flight to Paris where they would then cross the Med and land the next day in Djibouti. Stalin spent most of his ride to New York rhyming “Djibouti, Djibouti, your booty, my booty, hittin’ that booty, Ja ja jabooty.” He was working up the wackiness assuming his days as a serious artist were probably over.
They met in the airport, posed for some pictures, boarded the plane, then separated to different ends of the flight. It wasn’t until after Paris and in the air that the TV producer egged Stalin to speak with Compton.
Compton was seated in his seat looking over some upcoming senate bills. Stalin walked the aisle followed by a camera crew. “What’s up?” he says taking a seat near Compton. The cameras settled in across from them. The plane was a chartered 757. They were the only people on board and there were beds and desks and tables, a flying home above the earth. Compton was not prepared for this intrusion and despite the TV crew and the idiot kid he figured this to be a nice short vacation from Washington.
“Finishing some work.”
“Oh yea, what’s that?” Stalin reaches across and grabs some papers off the desk. They were hand written scribes describing wetlands and protected forests. “What is all this? A book report?”
“I’m a United States Senator. I don’t write book reports,” Compton remembers the cameras and swallows his anger. “This is rough draft of a bill.”
“Yo, a light bill? When I was kid my mom’s never paid the light bill on time so we spent a lot of days in the dark.”
“What? No. Not bill of payment, a congressional bill. You present it to congress and we vote on it then if it passes it can go to the president who signs it into law.”
“You writin’ laws?”
“Kind of. Most of what I write here will change as other representatives and senators add or take things out. It works as a compromise. It’s how we doing things or try to do things. Didn’t you ever take a civics class, son?”
“A what? I dropped out of school, man. Nothing I could learn there.”
“Apparently there is.”
“Aw man what the fuck?”
“Alright,” the producer steps in to avoid a scuffle between the senator and the rappers ego. “Come on guys watch the language. This is for TV and we need to be happy with each other. What you’re gonna see when we land should turn that anger in a different direction.”
Let’s take a moment to examine what they all didn’t know about Joe Stalin. His whole history was a sham. He didn’t grow up in the ghetto with no lights and a dad who skipped out on him when he was three. It was in the suburbs of St. Louis, with a happy family and all the power he could consume. He did graduate from high school and he did know how a bill became law, but like most Americans he wasn’t so sure how it happened nowadays and how so many people not involved with the bill got rich as a result.
“Sit down, please,” Compton offered the seat back to Stalin who fell into it reluctantly. “I want to ask you about your name. Why Joseph Stalin?”
“It’s Joe Stalin, man.”
“Do you even know who he was? Or what he did?”
“Yea, I know.”
“He killed millions.”
“Yea, that’s it. Look all the other rappers out there they all got hard names like gangsters. Scarface, Capone, Gotti, you know all of them. The one they can’t step to is Stalin. He was one hard nigga, you know? Them other gangsters may have knocked off a few people, but Stalin he got the most.”
“Why not call yourself Hitler?”
“Cause, man, Stalin beat Hitler.”
“Comparing body counts?”
“That’s what you do in my business, son. If they ain’t your bodies then you claim them, see. I didn’t kill all them people but my namesake did. People know better and step right off, you know?” Compton didn’t. “Whatever. Good Luck paying your bills.” He left the Senator and scrambled back to his seat where he drowned himself into his headphones and sleep.
They landed late that night in Djibouti City and were checked into the only 4-star hotel there. Compton remarked that it wouldn’t qualify for more than one back home. Since it was so late they were given some extra hours to sleep the next morning. Adjusting to the time difference as well as the climate proved very difficult. Both Compton and Stalin had grown up in places with warm climates but since they were now so accustomed to a lifestyle of conditioned air and cold drinks they could not quite adjust.
That morning they were introduced to their guide. Six foot tall, dark as night with two perfect rows of white teeth, round firm breasts that had never felt support, long legs hidden under a brightly colored skirt that connected to what Stalin later called “Da Booty of Djibouti.” She was graceful in all her movements and spoke with a central African accent that made Stalin’s genitals quake. Her English was perfect as was her French, Swahili, Tigrinya, German, Italian, and Hebrew. Her name was Marie.
“How would you like to become an American?” Stalin asked her with a wink.
“I don’t believe I would,” she answered allowing him to hold her hand long enough to kiss it.
The final edited version of this show also included single shot testimonials that were shot either back in the States or in the back of the trailer they pulled around. After seeing Marie for the first time Stalin made his first testimonial that night: “Bam, bam, I got to get that. Damn. These African women. If they all look like this I’m gonna blow. (singing) Da Booty from Djibouti, Da Booty from Djibouti!”
Their caravan included three Range Rovers the last of which pulled this small trailer that they would all sleep in when there was no hotel. Their route would start in Djibouti turning inland into Ethiopia, then north and west into Eritrea where they would head to the capital then east to the coast where they would visit the Dahlak Archipelago to see the wonderful combination of wildlife, and then back down along the coast and straight back to Djibouti City where they would fly back. It was a two week tour that would expose them to diseased children, exceptional poverty and famine, as well as the horrors of decades of warfare. Along the way Marie would also expose them to the nature, happy children and beautiful sights only found in the Horn of Africa.
It hadn’t taken too long for Stalin to realize that the heavy polyester ghetto tough outfits he normally wore were more like fur coats this close to the equator. Before they left the hotel he bought, on Marie’s suggestion, some local dress lightweight cotton dashikis and t-shirts even a skirt, which he packed away. It ain’t that hot, he thought.
The bumpy, hot ride cut across the desert roads, which were not so much roads but packed dust that at times would disappear into soft patches of dirt. Stalin rode in the lead truck with Marie and a camera crew. Compton rode behind in the next truck with the producer and a camera crew. “It’s not a beautiful place,” Compton said in his confessional. “Maybe not beautiful in the way we see that word. Nothing green, nothing lush, but I guess in its own way to these people it is beautiful.”
The first town they came upon was a small village of about five thousand. The citizens lived in wooden huts with tin roofs that reflected most of the heat away leaving the insides very cool. Compton watched as Marie walked effortlessly through the town pointing out sick kids and filthy water. As she stepped she never broke a sweat. Compton had already soaked his four handkerchiefs he had brought and the poor rapper behind him was panting like a sick dog.
“This village had been losing over fifty percent of its population every two years from AIDS,” Marie explained. “The only way the aid workers were able to curb this problem was by moving those with AIDS to those huts over there.” She pointed to a small cluster of huts about 300 yards away from the village proper. “Quarantine is the only way they found to keep the disease down.”
“It’s worked?” Compton asked.
“Not entirely. That’s your family there. You’re friends. If they are sick you want to visit them and love them. It has been hard on them all.”
A crowd of women follow them down the street singing long ballads that both fall into the sad and lift to glorious cries carried into the sky. Stalin finds the rhythm and starts to clap along. He goads the old South Carolinian into following him. They walk across the no man’s land between the village and its diseased suburb. The crowd of singers stop at the edge of the village and clap them on their way.
Stalin and Compton slow their claps and their pace. Neither wants to walk into what they both believe to be a graveyard. Yet they hear sounds of joy. They walk over the center of the village and past the dingy huts. As they enter the town the citizens, women and men, both of whom look healthier than either of the Americans, greet them with hugs and dancing. Neither had ever come in contact with AIDS inflicted people before. They had both known of some celebrity who died, but have yet to have it touch them. In their minds they carried those pictures of sore covered, bed ridden people lurching towards their deaths. That stereotype was hard to shake even as they watched these people sing songs to their Gods with unstoppable joy and live at a greater pace than either of them.
“Don’t they know they’re gonna die?” Stalin asked Marie.
“Aren’t you?”
“But not as soon as they.”
“How do you know that?”
The Senator clapped along and nodded his head. He laughed and got down, just what the producer was looking for. It was funny to watch and even more funny to his staffers when they watched it air a few months later.
“Look at him,” Marie says about Compton to Stalin. “He’s got the right idea.”
“He’s just caught up in the moment,” Stalin steps back. He knows the facts about AIDS but still can’t get too close. A disease that won’t let him screw anymore? Not for him.
“Then why haven’t you?” she asked but Stalin had already begun his retreat.
That night they slept in the trailer in the desert near the Ethiopian border. The drivers of the third truck were also Djibouti soldiers who kept watch at night so that hungry animals and short sighted Ethiopians would stay away. They sat on the roof of the trailer sipping homemade brandy and comparing fantasies of what they would do to Marie.
The trailer had four hammocks along the wall and space for three sleeping bags on the floor. The “talent” took the two of the hammocks. The camera and sound crew won the toss and each took the other two. Marie wanted to sleep out under the stars but the lecherous look she gathered from the guards kept her inside on the floor. The producer took the floor spot next to her, secretly inching his sleeping bag closer to her in just the off chance she might be interested.
What shocked and to some degree scared both Compton and Stalin that night were the cold and the silence. It was so quiet that you heard nothing more than ringing in your ears. For Compton that was minimal. For Stalin it was deafening. He tossed and rolled all night long finding the hammock not only uncomfortable but distracting. By the time he did fall asleep it would only be minutes later that he would wake up then fall asleep then wake up again. He continued this pattern all night long getting nothing close to a regular sleep. When they woke him in the morning, Stalin felt like he was dead. The long ride to the next stop and the stifling heat allowed him to sleep somewhat in the truck.
Compton, on the other hand, slept much better in the hammock than he expected. He reckoned it must have been his army training or just the good feeling he went to bed with. The next morning he found himself to be the first one up and outside. He watched the sunrise over the desert and felt his heart grow with its light. He found the guards setting up a fire for breakfast while Marie was preparing some local tastes for them. He sat on a rock and looked over the plain while drinking his first and only cup of instant coffee. The camera crew caught this moment and got a very emotional confessional later. “I had seen so many sunrises along the Carolina coast. I had seen many over the Capitol building after one too many long nights spent there. But this one seemed like something different. This was like the first sunrise of my life. I was seeing things different for the first time.”
The reeducation of Clifton Compton continued on their next stop a small impoverished town across the Ethiopian border. They were going to see a lot of this in Ethiopia before stopping in the very modern capital city of Addis Ababa. This village was much larger than the one in Djibouti. There were paved roads after they crossed the border that winded through hilly paths and right into the center square. Their two Djibouti guards were replaced with some hired hands that were waiting for them at the border. These guards were bought on by the US Government after they began to worry about the senator. They were actually CIA operatives and no one knew that.
The caravan rolled into the village hungry and dry. They were led to a café just in town where they ate meal of fried flat bread and spicy chicken. Stalin loved the food telling everyone he met that it tasted better than the chicken his mother made. They washed it down with ice cold beer that carried little effect because of the heat. After lunch the producer recommended they walk the streets looking for some action in town. Compton agreed.
They found their action just three blocks from the café. They entered an alley that the guards warned against, but Marie felt confident about and followed a tiny, filthy stream that ran through the gutters and emptied into a drinking well, where young dysentery inflected children played and bathed. The children were obviously starving. When they saw the Americans with their armed guards and giant beauty standing in the alley they ran to them hands outstretched and broken English asking: “Coin, coin.” “What do we do,” Compton asked. He was never one to give handouts and in other travels overseas, specifically to Asia, he knew it was not allowed to give the children money.
“Nothing,” the one guard said as he and the other tried to shoo the children away.
Stalin was broken. He looked at one boy who suddenly reminded him of his niece. They were so similar in height and their hair was the same nappy length. Their eyes shared a shine. His niece had a big belly that was the result of too much food. This little boy’s belly grew because he had none. He had no money to give the child or any food. Stalin became sick to his stomach thinking of the large plate he had just consumed. “I was so hungry,” he later told in the confessional. “I thought I was going to starve.” He wiped a fly off the kid’s forehead. The child, who would normally shy away from touch, moved closer. Stalin crouched down to look into the child’s eyes. When he attempted to lift the child, to try and hold him; his mother appeared and took the child away. Stalin shocked and hurt by the intrusion tried to silently protest but found himself alone. Compton walked over and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“What do we do?” he asked the senator. The camera followed them.
“What can we do?” Compton replied. “This kind of thing exists back home. I’ve seen it. It’s in my state. It’s in every state. I see those broken wooden shacks. You’ve seen some fellow living on a sidewalk. It’s everywhere. It’s all part of life, I guess. It shouldn’t be, but it is.”
The guards walked up to them and took the senator’s arm. “We ought to move on, sir,” he said pointing Compton out of the alley.
They left the small town and followed the road as it grew wider and straighter and eventually adding two lanes then four as it neared the capital. Tall buildings appeared on the horizon and a skyline grew up around them. Cheaply made eastern bloc cars blew by their trucks and an overloaded train whizzed by on invisible tracks. As they closed in on the city, Stalin began to feel more at home. “That’s right! Urban living. Big City. I never thought Africa was like this.”
“There is too much of this in Africa,” Marie says back, cringing as they approach the downtown.
When they arrived at their hotel they were met by a contingency from the Ethiopian Government. They were there to invite the senator and his friends to the national palace for a state dinner with the President of Ethiopia. Eager for a chance to meet a world leader he agreed and the others followed.
They spent the time leading up to that dinner by showering, sleeping and wandering the city. It took just ten minutes for Joe Stalin to be recognized. He didn’t sell a lot of records in Ethiopia but bootleg copies circulated endlessly. The Africans love American music. Lines from Clubin’ Wid Da Boyz (one of his biggest hits) bounced from their lips. They took pictures with him and he danced to their beat box. Stalin checked on Marie to see if she found his resurrected fame exciting. Her turned back and stifled yawn showed otherwise.
The city was crowded and sure enough they found homelessness and starving children there as well. The guards guided them away from a near turn into the slums and kept them close to the financial and government districts. As the hours ticked away and the sun lowered they finally made their way to the National Palace.
The dinner was held in a state dining room twice the size of the one in the White House. The travelers wore their best outfits, but they paled in comparison to the President of Ethiopia and his servants. His name was Enuku Tesfaye and he wore a five thousand dollar Italian tuxedo. His servants surrounded the table and room wearing matching long tailed, green trimmed red coats over black pants and white shirts. They all had green bowties. Next to Tesfaye sat his wife, Worknesh, who was dressed in white silk that lay perfectly against her black skin. She was beautiful but in a different way than Marie. When sharing the same table they clashed violently.
The meal was split into four courses of average Ethiopian Cuisine. None of it compared to the meal prepared by Marie in the desert or the one they had earlier in the café. There were pleasantries passed around the table. Tesfaye eagerly pressed the senator for any kind of information or support that the US could supply.
“I’m not here in that capacity,” he says between mouthfuls of spicy vegetables. “This is not a diplomatic visit. I have learned a lot about your nation, though.”
“Well, Senator Compton, there are troubles here in Africa and there are things of great beauty,” he looks to his wife, “Our problems have been the worries of rock stars and presidents, but what you will find on your travels here is that we are making progress. Look at this magnificent city. Look at our people and how they work and dress. We aren’t adopting your western culture, sir, we are becoming the west. Soon you will all look to the Horn of Africa for your future.”
Marie, who sits just within hearing distance, rolls her eyes.
“Well, for your sake, I hope so,” Compton says. “Another strong trading partner is just what the world needs.”
The two of them toasted to that and continued their meal. A discussion of Stalin’s music and choice of name came up. Tesfaye agreed with the rapper that Stalin is a good strong name. “It still strikes fear into the masses,” he said.
After dinner they returned to their hotel. Marie retired to her room only to find herself rebuffing advances from the producer, both cameramen and a drunken English business man who spotted her in the lobby bar.
Stalin stayed in his room but found he could not sleep. He avoided the cameras and lights and walked down to Compton’s room where he found the senior senator having the same problems.
“So much has been happening,” he told the senator while they split the open mini bar. “It’s like everything has been coming by so fast. I had no idea then again I never really cared too much. I never thought about the motherland before, you know? I knew about the poverty, I watched the aid concerts, but I just, I don’t know. You know what? You know what it is? It’s that fucker we saw tonight. That tightass nigger with the skinny wife and all them monkey boys serving him. From what we saw, you know, those kids hanging out in the sewers, you know, not just out in the desert but here too right under his nose. So much he could be doing. Why have the gold fork to eat with when he could use it to buy a thousand regular forks for everyone else. It’s just crazy, you know?”
Compton poured a pair of tiny scotches into plastic cups and added a pair of foul smelling ice cubes. He handed one to Stalin who sniffed the contents then took a sip. “No, it’s not crazy,” Compton said. “I see it all the time. When I first ran for office many years ago, I took a sum of money for my campaign; it was all legal, mind you, even by today’s standards, from an organization called the Strafford Farming Concern. It was a lot, over a million dollars. They asked nothing of me and in fact after the donation they never really bothered me again. I kept them in the back of my mind. For some reason I knew I would need to remember them. Then they showed up on the news. They were buying up hundreds of farms across the south, putting the farmers and their families out on their butts. A few months later they were caught ruining the food subsides markets, raising prices then lowering them to make it impossible for farmers to compete and forcing them into near bankruptcy so that they would have to sell their farm to this Strafford Company for much less than it was worth. They got in trouble and the courts ordered them to pay up a few million to the suing farmers. What got me was that they were allowed to keep the farms that they bought. In a few months they made back all the money they lost. I never knew any of this until one of my staffers brought it up. I never caught any crap for the money I took, cause no one ever knew. I guess what I’m trying to say is a lot of things happen at this level and some of it you just don’t know about.”
“He doesn’t know about the poor?”
“Maybe he knows, but it doesn’t affect him. How can it affect someone who lives in a palace?”
“Like our President?
“Maybe, but that’s different. The White House is no palace. I’ve met the guy, only briefly, but he knows. I always thought that the change had to come from the top. Pick better leaders then you could have better nations, but it’s more than that. These people starve for a number of reasons, their president is just one. What they need is an entire change of life, a change of everything. It’s not just money or leaders, it’s everything.”
“Maybe you’re right, man. Maybe they need a revolution.”
“No revolutions. They’ve had enough of that. The world needs to help them. We need to help them.”
The small pile of tiny bottles began to grow. They had left the plastic cups and ice cubes behind and just sucked from the tiny openings. They were both quite drunk and very sloppily solving the world’s problems. This moment of bonding between the senator and the rapper could very well open doors to a whole new style of understanding between young and old, black and white, rich and…rich. They finished the night with a hug and both looking forward to the long ride and new discoveries that lay ahead tomorrow.
Come morning the entire entourage was hung over, except Marie for she doesn’t drink, as they huddled into their trucks and drove north towards the Eritrean border. The cameras failed to capture the bonding between Compton and Stalin the night before but now zoomed in tight on their sharing the backseat of a truck and their close conversations.
They passed through the Ethiopian check point with little problem but did receive a warning about Eritrea. Figuring it to be bad blood and politics they continued on. They reached the border before noon and were stopped at a check point by a pair of heavily armed teenagers in green caps and oversized green uniforms. They talked with the guards and with Marie. She shook her head and repeated the words in English to the producer. The camera crews caught it all. The producer walked back through the line of vehicles and came upon Stalin and Compton.
“They’re not letting us in,” he told them.
“I thought you got clearance?” Compton asked. “Do they know who I am? Would it make a difference?”
“I doubt it. Besides it would be best if you didn’t tell them who you were. I figure getting their hands on a US Senator could work in their favor.”
Just then the two border guards, tired of Marie, started down the line of vehicles. They pointed a gun into the back seat and at the chest of Clifton Compton. They yelled in Tigrinya and the vehicle guards left their trucks and walked back. There was arguing and gun pointing. The second time one of the border guards lifted a gun at Compton they were both shot dead.
The silence, that followed the rapid echo of machine gun fire crept, over their caravan. Stalin had climbed out the door and ran down the road. They turned the trucks around and caught up with him before he wandered off into the minefield that surrounded their location.
“We’re taking you home,” one of the guards said when asked. “Back to Djibouti, you’ll need to take your flight back home from there.”
“We’re not finished here,” the producer said. “There are people waiting for us in Eritrea.”
“Not anymore.”
“We’re also going to need the footage from that camera,” the other guard said.
“I don’t think so. It’s not your property.”
“It is now.” The driver slammed on the break and both cameras were seized. The tapes were taken out and the cameras returned. Before midnight they were back in Djibouti and at the airport. The vehicles were given to three men at the airport and everyone was rushed inside. They all exchanged their gratitude with Marie who hugged each one receiving a very long embrace, apiece, for her trouble.
The guards led them to a private US government plane where they were flown out of Africa before sunrise. None of them were quite sure what happened and the music video channel decided not to include any of it in the final show.
On the plane back there was little conversation. Compton and Stalin sat near each other but did not say a word for a long time. Then Stalin opened up again. “Its life affirming. A real changer. Things won’t be the same for me, not ever.”
“No. And I suspect that those guards weren’t Ethiopian.”
“Yea. They were really cold.”
“Yes, they are.”
The plane crossed the breaking waves and frosty white caps of the Atlantic. Joe Stalin looked over at the sleeping Clifford Compton. There must have been something at work in Africa. His agent was right. Everyone does come back from Africa a changed person. He took a pen and a pad from the pouch in the seat in front of him and let the words flow. LaTroy Hawkins filled sixteen pages with thoughts and rhymes before setting the pen down and closing his own eyes.
* * * * *
The Ndugu family did not take it well. Samra had heard like the rest of America from the radio. Their oldest, Russom, the giant Melinda met at the front door, came home from school sick to his stomach after hearing the news. Samra attempted to comfort him, telling Russom that his father was making a point, just a statement about life over there. There was no way they would leave America. But Russom knew his father in a way that his mother did not. He knew Afrikari like how all African men know each other. Their stubbornness and quest for what’s right is passed along like a birthright. Deep down inside Russom knows that he has to follow his father at some point, but couldn’t he just wait?
Because of his height Russom had become a star basketball player in high school. He never cared for the sport and his father had pushed academics. Russom was never a great student and even as a basketball player he’s quite average but his height is like nothing they’ve ever seen before in the state of Oregon. Both the big state schools and a few more around the country were interested. A full ride was almost guaranteed; something that his mother would be proud of and would make his father happy.
But for his whole life Russom knew there was always something more at stake. His father’s love for Eritrea was more about the idea of the nation than the nation itself. Afrikari told stories about the way the country could have been. What went wrong and what can still be done to fix it. Russom and his younger brother Alem knew more about Eritrea than they cared too and neither had the desire to visit. Afrikari always carried with him the dream of a free and open Eritrea. He told his sons when they return it will be the homeland they always dreamed of. Unfortunately though his sons had found their homeland, the one they were born in.
Russ, as he liked to be known by friends, and Al, ditto, were Americans. They talked about American culture and loved American fast food. They’ve never been to Africa and spoke with the soft drawl that came with living in the Pacific Northwest. As a freshman in high school Al failed a test on Africa leading an overzealous teacher to call in Afrikari and Samra for a conference.
As ashamed as he could be at times, Afrikari did love his children and he knew they were the future of not just his name but of his cause. He knew they would grow up and leave behind the childish pursuits that plagued their youth. The American music and the cheeseburgers would be replaced with that sense of duty he felt when he was 10. The idea of traveling back and running for President was the only thing he imagined would get them on his side. He certainly did not plan on removing them from school or taking away their opportunities at higher learning. Afrikari did want them to have better chances than he. If he lost he knew he could return and his sons would help him to rebuild the EPAA stronger than ever. If he won he expected them to help in building an Eritrean political legacy.
The evening after his appearance on the radio they met in the basement of the EPAA headquarters, which also doubled as their home.
They sat around one of the tables eating pizza. It was a concession to give the boys whatever they wanted in order to make the news easier to swallow. Samra was not as easily swayed. She did not care for the food and ate none. Since that afternoon she had kept herself locked up in her bedroom pushing angry epithets across her lips. She paid no attention to Afrikari when he came home and would not accept him as a visitor when he came knocking a few hours later. He slipped a letter under her door inviting her to the family meeting. She came late long after the pizza boxes were opened and the boys had inhaled their first slices.
Russ was talking about the big cross city game coming up against their rivals. He hoped to get at least ten rebounds and set the school record. Al admired his older brother’s skills on the court. Being almost two feet smaller left him with little chance of ever capturing any of Russ’s glory.
Samra took a seat next to her youngest and ran her hand through his hair. He had long since cut off his afro and replaced it with a close crop cut that matches the style of the day. There was nothing traditional about these two, but they were more like their father than even Afrikari ever noticed. She felt childish for the way she had acted all day. Samra shared the same feelings that her husband shared about a free Eritrea. She wanted the best and knew the best way to achieve that would be through Afrikari. She just didn’t want him to go there. It was still a war zone. There was no chance that he would be safe if he went back.
At that exact moment that they sat down to eat news was surfacing from Asmara about a nationwide lockdown. Outside people were not allowed to enter the country under any circumstances. The interim government was attempting to keep any kind of unrest from rising. It was their way of keeping the democracy they promised from growing. Deep in the recesses of the US State Department a briefing was being written for the president as well as a press release for the rest of the country. Any unofficial travel to the area was to be suspended. Of course, as the Ndugu’s were enjoying their pepperoni and cheese they knew nothing of this.
“Do you think you can win, pop?” Al said between bites.
“I do.”
“It’s been so long since you’ve been there,” Russ said. “They don’t even remember you, do they?”
“The work we do here as patriots does not go unnoticed, Russom. Back home the EPAA is more well known that it is in America. Also I do have a past that still is discussed in the history books. But like any campaign it is not your history that gets you elected, it is your present. I know what they want. They want the freedoms they have always been promised. They want to be in a country that can stand and be great in front of the rest of the world. They want the Eritrea they have been told will be theirs.”
“Why?” Al says after finishing his cup of soda and reaching for the bottle. “I mean why do it? Why not let someone there run for office and you can stay here and support him. You don’t need to go do you?”
Samra was so proud of her boys. She and Afrikari had raised them to be defiant to other authorities, to ask questions and to always be prepared if what they see and hear is not to their satisfaction. They were perfect little revolutionaries though quite far from any revolution.
“This is something I have to do. This is the one thing I have been preparing for my whole life. Had Inuru let us have these elections ten years or twelve years ago as he had promised I would have not gone back then and run. But now is my time. It is all our time. But I do know that this is a sacrifice I must make alone. I cannot expect you all to follow me especially when you all have so much here to work for. Russom so close to college and you Alem so close to your own graduation. I cannot take you away from those things that mean so much. An education is not something to take lightly and I will not waste your chances to get a great one here. And my dear, my dear wife, I do not expect to drag you around the globe just to be there at my side. If this is something I do I know I must do it alone.”
Just being with her family had expunged the anger from Samra. She looks at her children and then at her husband. This was his life and it was all he was standing for. “You are free as a man to do what you wish. But do not think for a moment that I or your sons will not support you in this endeavor. We want the best not just for you or our family we also want what’s best for Eritrea. Is that not what this is all about?”
Afrikari smiled and nodded. His family still found ways to surprise him. “So I have your blessings?”
“Sure,” said Russ reaching for another piece.
“Yea,” Al said. “As long as you win.”
“Yes,” Samra said with a nod. “You have all our blessings.”
He smiled breaking his beard open revealing his bright white teeth. “Thank you, thank you, all of you. You have made me a very happy father and man.”
With his family on board Afrikari wrote a letter to the Eritrean embassy in Washington DC and one to the government in Asmara. He still felt confident that his entry into the elections would be accepted. It was the embassy who wrote back first. They appreciated his interest in the process but they were not sure when or even if elections were to take place. “Things are very complicated in Asmara at this time, Mr. Ndugu. We are well aware of the work you have done for our country over the years and we still appreciate the level of commitment that the Eritrean Patriots Association of America has done for helping Eritrea gain a foothold on the international stage. But we are not sure if you are even eligible for the election do to your exile in America. We do appreciate your interest but we feel that there will be an overload of candidates from Eritrea alone. An entry from overseas will do no more than just confuse the electorate. Thank you.” It was then signed or more specifically stamped by the Ambassador.
Afrikari did know his place in Eritrea. After fighting in the revolution he had become eligible for citizenship, as per the Eritrean Constitution. He began to suspect that there was more at work here than simple bureaucratic fumbling. He met with Ali Amal who had fancied himself an expert on Eritrean constitutional law. They sat in the Afrikari’s office reading over the very well worn copy of the Eritrean Constitution.
“I don’t see anything in here that would exclude you from the election,” Ali said stroking his beard and sucking on the plastic end of his pipe. “If you are a citizen as these rules claim you to be, then you are eligible to run.”
“Why do you think they would discourage?”
Ali sucked the pipe through his teeth and looked at the paper again. He thought it out hard. “I will wager they do not want you. You are considered in some circles to be a folk hero. You could very well walk back into Asmara and become greater than any of the puppets they are running.”
“You believe that?”
“Your name carries weight and they may feel you might be the one. The last thing that any ruling aristocracy would want is an outsider that the people can rally around coming in and winning the presidency. I’m sure if you chose to come home and support one of their own they would welcome you, but that is not your choice, is it?”
“No. This is about making changes and remembering the revolution. I am not to back one of their career politicians who just want to continue the horrible status quo. Change needs to come and I believe the people are ready for it.”
“So do I, old friend, so do I.”
Afrikari had never received a return letter from Eritrea. He attempted through the internet and the telephone to contact friends who still lived there. Both channels were closed. All internet traffic out of Eritrea had ceased. The national website, which was used mostly for tourism promotion, had been stuck on a three month old update and all links were closed.
An emergency meeting of the EPAA was called. The basement was filled with the all the important local leaders and thinkers. Theories abounded. Everything from Inuru’s still alive and using his fake death as a grip on the nation to a bloody coup that had been undertaken by the army and all sources of communication were destroyed. A woman who rarely ever spoke up at meetings and who had a terrible history involving rape, pregnancy and a near deadly escape from Inuru’s forces into Sudan stood up during a silent moment and gave her two cents.
“I do not understand why we speak so of such extremes. What has happened is simple. There is chaos as there is whenever any dictator dies. There were uprisings and demonstrations, some in support of Inuru and some against. Those that are against are the smaller group but they grow every day. We have the power here to ask the State Department or the UN to look into this. You have watched the news and you know that the world is watching. We should know something. If you are serious, Afrikari, about being their president then you need to make it known. We should use the press. You should use that radio show you were on. You should let them know that we want answers and that the whole world wants to know what is happening over there.”
Most of the others agreed and let themselves be heard. Ali Amal nodded his head with them. He called upon Afrikari to do just that. “That girl could be just the tool we need to get in.”
“No, no,” Afrikari said raising his hands. “All press is banned outside and inside. There is no way a local radio show could get access to Eritrea.”
“But they syndicated you, did they not?” Samra said. “They sold your story to stations all over the country.” And so they did. Cecily was more than happy to pass Afrikari’s story across the nation through the National Public Radio networks. Just about every market picked it up. It even found its way across the pond and onto the BBC and a few other stations in Europe. The online blogs carried stories and plenty of comments. TengoSpat, working off a tip unknown to Melinda, ran an extensive blog about the story and the sad state of Eritrea. Mike received more comments on that piece than he had with any in a while.
“I don’t know if any of that has made a difference,” Afrikari says. “I can contact her and hope for a follow up, but I do not know if that will help or if she is interested in such a thing. There must be a better way. Has anyone here contacted anybody inside?”
There were grumbles and a plenty of heads shaking no. “Something sinister is at work,” one person in the back of the room complained.
“The embassy has stopped returning calls and I cannot open any communication with the UN ambassador,” Afrikari conceded. “It feels like there is little we can do.” He wasn’t admitting defeat but part of him was considering. The room fell with him. If Afrikari could not make it happen who knew if anything could happen. “It will take time. We must wait for them to open again. Hopefully we will not miss the elections. All of this might be for naught.”
“And so you just give up?” Samra says. “Is that your plan?”
His wife always knew how to push him. That was why he married her. Never would Samra let Afrikari quit especially after the roller coaster ride his decision had sent her on.
“No, I do not plan to quit. I plan to continue and succeed. We as a group need to find a better way. I just don’t see any way other than waiting.” And there wasn’t. They would have to wait for some sort of sign or contact. That came a few weeks later thanks to a visit from the State Department to the headquarters of the EPAA
In a prelude to that visit, Afrikari did take the chance of calling Melinda in an attempt to try one more time to get back on the air. Melinda listened and liked the idea, a follow up and a look at what was happening in Eritrea. She ran it past Cecily, who remembered the day but had forgotten Afrikari. If there was room, put him on, she told Melinda who could only find 15 minutes on a Tuesday. There was nothing Afrikari could do but accept.
He would call into the show and wait. They gave him the last fifteen minutes which meant it could be five if anyone else went long. The hour dragged eventually reaching the final quarter. The local children’s book author was continuing to fascinate with her story about how her cat Sophie is the inspiration for Terry the Terrapin in all her books. Cecily shrugged indifference but soldiered on. Her mind was far from the interview in front of her. Instead she was wandering off to the dinner her husband was treating her to that night. Would she have the lobster or the porterhouse?
When the author continued on past the fifteen minute point Melinda started to sneak in music. Totally unaware of the music she continued to speak while Cecily attempted to take back her show. As the music rose to a crescendo over their voices Melinda took them out. She checked on Afrikari to make sure he was ready and he was, then she checked as the intern escorted the appreciative author out of the studio. Cecily gave her the look and she brought up the music and restarted the show.
“Our next guest is a return visitor to the show. Mr. Afrikari Ndugu was on a few weeks ago talking about the nation of Eritrea, its past, present and future. Today he joins us to talk about what is really happening there or more specifically what we don’t know about what’s happening there. Thank you for joining us Mr. Ndugu.”
“Thank you for having me.”
“The last time we talked you had thrown your hat into ring as a candidate for president of Eritrea. What has happened since then?”
“There has been plenty. First I want to thank you and your program for bringing to light the situation in Eritrea. We have received many letters and phone calls of support from all over the world.”
“That interview was syndicated across the globe.”
“Yes it was. It is very reassuring to hear that there are still more who are concerned with our plight. Unfortunately, the news from Eritrea is not so reassuring.”
“That is because there is no news correct?”
“The nation has fallen into a lockdown, if you will. No one gets in or out and no information gets in or out. Even the state websites are not working.”
“Eritrea is shut off from the world.”
“Yes they are. There people here in America who do not know what has happened to their family members in Eritrea. Everything has become silent. There is fear of the worst among some people.”
“Why do you suppose that there has been little talk of this in the American media?”
“You will have to tell me that since you are part of that media. What I assume is that this story is not news enough for you. If one of your nation’s precious movie stars was trapped there, then there would probably be a rush of support maybe the Marines would be sent in.”
“I’m not really sure that is the truth, Mr. Ndugu. There may be this idea that we Americans are shallow, but I don’t believe we would turn our back on Eritrea.”
“But you have. You have never shown your fronts either. If there was oil you would, if there was anything of interest to the US you would be there. But there isn’t. Just human life. What is that worth to you?”
It had all come over him so suddenly. He had never planned to be so mean to her. She had been so nice to let him on her show not once but twice she allowed him access to the airwaves. Yet here he was venting against the adopted home land he loved. All the freedoms he had here he felt should be shared everywhere. His attack was not against America but against the world. He felt that they all had abandoned his homeland. Afrikari also held himself in contempt for he too had neglected Eritrea. Had he been true and returned there instead of enjoying the easy life he set up here for himself then maybe things could have been different. All the frustration and pain of the past few weeks was weighing in on him. He closed his eyes and thought of any way to get out of the hole he had just dug himself. The whole world was listening and he was throwing it away. He was a better leader than this. His people knew it. His family knew it. He knew it.
“I don’t believe that we are accomplishing anything with this discussion,” he says slowly attempting to turn things around. “I don’t believe that America has turned a deaf ear on Eritrea. I just worry that no one is listening.”
“I can understand your frustration. This is your homeland and not some sort of game.”
“Yes. I want what’s best for Eritrea and if the people there could hear that then I believe they would listen.”
“Mr. Ndugu we are running out of time. Is there anything you else you want to say to the American people?”
“I beg you all to take the time to write your senators or representatives. To write to your UN ambassador, to take the proper steps to let them know that you want change in Eritrea and you want to open the doors and stop this silence that has plagued the people. If enough voices are heard and they are loud enough then there will be change.”
The voices came, though not a lot, enough were made to the right people. The junior black senator from Illinois who over the past few years had built up enough good will got his voice heard on the senate floor. There were hearings and calls to the UN where more hearings were done to look into the situation in Eritrea, thus leading to the visit from the State Department to the EPAA.
The agent was named Ephraim Staley. He was an average height black man with clean cut and finely tailored blue suit. In one hand he carried a black briefcase. Staley was led into Afrikari’s office by Russ after he arrived at the door the Saturday following the second radio show appearance.
“The State Department works on weekends?” Afrikari asked both in jest and sarcasm.
“Only when we have to Mr. Ndugu,” Staley opened up his briefcase on his lap.
“So what do I owe the pleasure of this special trip?”
“It has come to our attention that you have put in for a visa to Eritrea.”
“That is correct.”
“You also plan to run for president there as well?”
“I do.”
“You are aware of the situation there? We have put a warning out to any travelers to Eritrea. It is a very dangerous time to want to visit there.”
“I don’t want to visit Eritrea, sir. I want to run it.”
Staley looked up from his briefcase and produced a manila folder. “I know. What I have here is a dossier from my boss.”
“Who is your boss?”
“Under Secretary Ralph Kipper and his boss is the Secretary of State and she answers only to the president. You see, Mr. Ndugu, what we have here is a file on what the United States has on Inuru and Eritrea, not everything inside is available to the public.”
“Why are you giving me this?”
“We are interested in bringing better democracy to the Horn of Africa. We feel that Eritrea could be the tipping point. We have information that tells us if you are to enter the fray that your presence could greatly bring about a real change. More varied candidates means more choices for the people. The more choices they have the better the elections. I’m sure you are aware of the other candidates involved?”
“Puppets of the former regime.” Afrikari suddenly sensed something about this visit. The dossier in front of him contained no new information for him. The candidates were listed and the background on Eritrea was updated until the time of the lockdown. The state department seemed very interested in Afrikari, but why?
“The fact is they present very formidable opponents for you. Think about it. If you were a citizen of Eritrea and you had to choose between a group of familiar names who have never left the country, or someone from the past who has decided to come back when the time felt right, who would you choose?”
“Good point. Though, I have never left. I have always been in constant contact.”
“What we are offering you is passage to Eritrea. We have worked out with the interim government through the UN to lift this communication blackout and reopen the borders so long as they have free elections and those elections are monitored by a multinational committee under the watchful eye of the UN.”
“Safe passage?” Afrikari leaned back in his chair. He studied the man across from him and considered his options. He had never thought of how he would get to Africa. There was a small base of money that they had raised over the years through certain EPAA events that would be good enough for a one way trip. But was the Government sponsoring him? “What would I have to do?”
“Why just arrive there and run for president. There is still some interest from the people of Eritrea for your return. We can help get you there.”
“Not on taxpayer’s money.”
“Mr. Ndugu the American taxpayer wants what’s best for the world. They know that by giving their government their hard earned money that they are allowing us to make that happen. You need not worry about how or why but instead you should formulate your campaign. Of course, your family and whomever else you feel you need to help you is free to come as well.”
“I am not sure my family is coming, but I do have a group who will travel with me. This is very sudden. I had not planned to go there only because I did not know I if I could even step foot in the country.”
“Well, we are very happy to offer you the opportunity to return. Look over the dossier there. All the information you need to contact me is in there as well. When you are ready to travel call me and we will take care of the incidentals, inoculations, etc. Then Eritrea will open back up for business. Take the time to review everything in that folder. I look forward to hearing from you.”
With a shake of the hand Staley was gone. Russom came down the hall to check on his father who was both shocked and saddened by this. In order to help Eritrea he had to make some sort of deal with the American Government. It didn’t feel right and those were the words he used with Russom. Later he called Ali Amal to get his feelings on the deal. Ali was all for it.
“If making this deal ends the heartache and opens the doors as well as gets you to Eritrea I say go for it. The United States Government is not a bad group to have on your side.”
After the short phone call to Staley in DC, three visas and three airline tickets arrived the next day. Ali Amal would be traveling with Afrikari as well as Meseret a middle aged Ethiopian woman who works as a part time secretary for the EPAA. She came to Afrikari for a job and despite her Ethiopian background he hired her sensing her to be a quality worker, which she was. Her husband had been murdered a few years back by a pair of gang members in North Portland. Lost and confused with nowhere else to go for work, Afrikari took her in and brought her on board. She has been a real asset to his organization and will be in charge of organizing his campaign once they arrive in Eritrea.
Ali Amal was coming as the Philosophical Director, a phrase he coined to describe himself. He wants no place in the new government, but instead wants to document the process for a new volume of Eritrean history. Others were offered an opportunity to come but none accepted.
Samra, worried much more than she would show, offered to come along but Afrikari denied her. “You need to stay and watch the boys. When all this is over you will all come and live there until school starts.”
“How can you win?” she said for the first time. His optimism about winning was strong. His fears about entering the country were not. Afrikari always assumed he would win the election. With what he suspected to be the support of the USA behind him he was sure it was a lock.
The evening before they left the news carried a story about the opening of the country and the setting of the date of April 3 for elections. A recent poll conducted by the Eritrean government showed that Afrikari was third, but only trailing by ten percent. A very surmountable lead, Ali pointed out.
All the expatriates arrived at the EPAA packing the basement to the walls. They came to help work out a platform. For the most part they all agreed on the same principles: first, freedom; freedom of speech, expression, religion, the freedom to be Eritrean; second, rights for women. Women were to be allowed to vote for the first time ever. The abolition of female circumcision was always at the top of Samra’s list. The other women in the room agreed. In fact there were many old rituals they wanted to do away with. The men accused them of becoming too westernized and forgetting their heritage. Samra reminded them of what female circumcision is. “To take away your feeling, is to take it all away,” she closed her fingers like a pair of scissors effectively quieting the men.
After the meeting Ali Amal took all the notes and went home to transcribe them into a platform. Samra and Afrikari were left alone to talk. He was to leave in two days. She thought about the time. It was not enough. The family would be together for the rest of that time. They pulled the boys from school and retired to the coast for some time alone. They would make love for the last time in a bed facing the ocean with the waves crashing against the rocks illuminated slowly by the sun that rose just over the eastern mountains. A new day had dawned and their lives would change forever.
* * * * *
Jennifer Phillips walked into the executive bedroom and slipped out of her shoes. She crossed the floor removing her jacket and tossing it over the back of a chair which no one sits in. Her husband, the President of the United States, lay in bed asleep with the television showing the latest in reality cheese. She sits on the edge of the bed to remove her stockings and lets out a sigh. The movement of the mattress awakens Bill who rouses himself just enough to look like he wasn’t sleeping at all. “You’re back?” he says.
“Go back to sleep.”
“I wasn’t really sleeping.”
“Yes you were.” She looks back over her shoulder and through her hair. She gives him that smile, but also knows the both of them are too exhausted.
“How was New York?”
“It’s New York.” She lays herself back on the bed facing him, setting her feet on his chest. He immediately grabs her left foot and starts to rub the sore heel and arch. Jennifer lets out a tender sigh and throws her head back. He works her heel hard and pulls the foot up to his face where he begins to kiss her toes. “Not now,” she coos, “just the rubbing.” He obliges and sets her foot back on his chest while stretching her toes. “How’s the world?”
“A fucking mess. The usual.”
“What happened?” she sits up and looks him square in the face.
“It’s so much. So much happens so fast. For the most part I love it. Then there are moments that make me wonder why I’m even here. They all get this, you know. All the other presidents get that doubt. It doesn’t just happen in your first year but it never goes away. Look at all the past ones. They come in with dark hair and a few lines and leave dyed black or stark gray with a whole face of wrinkles. Every decision you make affects so many people and not just the ones here but everyone everywhere else.” He breathes out of his mouth and closes his eyes putting way too much pressure on Jennifer’s aching arch.
“Ow.”
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
He moves to her other foot and commences to work her arch and ankle. Bill had always been very forthcoming about work. As governor it was very therapeutic for him to let her know everything, though most of it she didn’t want to know.
“It’s this whole Africa thing. There’s very little chance that anything I do about Eritrea will have any consequences here, but yet here I am playing God over their country. Every meeting we have it seems like we get deeper and deeper into this mess. I should have just followed my gut and let them be.”
She slipped her feet from his grip and turned herself around towards him. Lifting his arm Jennifer slips under his grip and lays her head on Bill’s chest. “You knew going in,” she starts, “you weren’t going to be just the President of the United States, but basically the world.”
“I know.”
“Everything you say or do is going to be scrutinized and examined by everyone else in the world.”
“I am well aware.”
“You are the most famous man in the world.”
“Are you trying to make me feel better?” his sarcasm comes out much more bitter than intended.
“You have to trust those instincts that got you here and got you through life in Olympia. No matter what you do most people won’t agree with it. It’s the aftermath you need to worry about. If everything you did felt comfortable to you, then in the end it will work out. It always does.”
“There’s some optimism.”
This time she sits up. “You don’t believe that?”
“What if terrible things happen? What if people start dying?”
“They will. Terrible things happen every day. You can’t control them”
“But I can control this.”
“Choosing which candidate your country will support is not a terrible thing.”
“It’s not just that anymore.”
She puts a hand on his chest and searches for his eyes, the only place she finds the truth. “What do you mean?”
“It’s become more complicated than just choosing a candidate. I’m sure you’ve seen the news.”
“Yes. They shut down the whole country.”
“It was marshal law. The military took over and disowned the constitution.”
“A coup?”
“Not quite. They considered it necessary since the dictator died and no one was there to take his place. No one is sure how many people may have been killed if any at all. All Western aid relief has been stopped and no traffic of any kind had been let in or out.”
“I heard all that.”
“What you don’t know is that the UN sent in a group of African diplomats to try and ease things down. For the most part ever since I gave my okay on our pick I just forgot about Eritrea and moved on with my regular duties. Well it turns out the guy I backed is a raving lunatic who feels that there is no way he can receive a fair election. He called for general strikes and violence in the streets. Which some people followed. He claims the world’s powers are trying to influence the outcome because of Eritrea’s natural resources, mostly oil.”
“Is there any oil there?”
“Maybe in the Red Sea. There could be a few billion barrels, not very much but enough to satiate someone’s appetite. Some people in the cabinet want it controlled.”
“What about the whole energy dependence thing? Remember we’re trying to get off the teat. You remember your inauguration, don’t you? The promise, it’s like the new space age is what you said.”
Yes, the inauguration. Every president has one, some two. William Henry Harrison caught pneumonia at his and died thirty-one days later. Always in January in DC in the cold, sometimes rain and sometimes snow. On that cold January 20 in a blistering north wind, no snow this time, William Phillips stood before America and laid out his plan for his presidency. It was certainly a bold vision, the kind that all presidents carry with them that day. He told of how he would bring America back from the brink of uselessness and restore her to the top of the world’s nations. He planned to continue to change the landscape of America through understanding and, yes, love. He made bold promises about fixing the broken education system with funding in the right places to plug the holes. He equaled the falling student scores and crumbling schools to the civil rights movement in the sixties. He told the millions at home that he too had a dream, a dream that all American children will grow up with the opportunities that no other children had ever been given. His next promise echoed one of his heroes and the one hero of all Democrats, John F. Kennedy. He promised, like Kennedy with the moon, to remove America’s dependence on foreign oil in less than ten years. To make America the clean burning, clean air nation. He wanted a national investment, not just with dollars but with time and effort to help create clean burning fuels that could sustain America forever and remove them from dependence on oil. He wanted the nation’s most powerful companies to get on board and support this. He called for a cabinet level position to clean up the environment, something combining the EPA and the Energy Department. This part of the speech made Jennifer quite happy, but left most of the pundits shaking their head. They had heard most of this rhetoric before. The oil lobby was much too strong.
Public response was good. They believed what he said and felt he was capable of carrying through on most of his promises. His base was reinforced and he traveled the nation in an electric bus to spread the word.
He was now nearing the end of his first 100 days, an important marking for every president, though usually forgotten by the 102nd day. He talked a good game but was struggling on some of those core issues. First he was having trouble with the cabinet position on the environment. Neither the EPA nor the Energy Department wanted to give up any bodies or power. Both cited the Homeland Security problems that arose from the creation of that department. Second there was dwindling support for research in the private sector. Unless there was some sort of breakthrough scientifically in alternative fuels soon they just were not going to show any interest. Education was looking good though. Susan Jacobs had been a godsend. She took charge, passionately appealing to congress to rewrite the laws and open the checkbooks. They listened and new laws and amendments were being written.
Now there was Africa, a situation that put two of his points at odds. First the need to fix America did not include involving his or his country’s reputation in another regime change overseas. Second because of the oil in Eritrea, or possible oil as it was, America was again looking like a resource hungry nation wanting to bleed another dry through war and secret intervention.
He had received a few briefings from his Secretary of State concerning Eritrea and the oil. “These people don’t have anything,” Cassie Weathers told him. “They live off international aid. The idea that they can find oil somewhere or anywhere would be a blessing. These aren’t just the hungriest people on Earth they are among the poorest as well.”
That point had been made numerous times to Phillips, but he was not one to back off his promises. “These things I say to the American people much like the ones I said to the people of Washington are important to me,” he told his staff during the campaign. “I never wanted to be one of those politicians that says the right stuff only to get elected. I hate those people and they’re the ones that are always running. What I want is to say the right things and I want everyone to remember those things I say because I will stand behind them. If they don’t work I’ll take the fall, but when they do, I want everyone to know that I meant them and I will never let them down.”
“Things are much more complicated now,” Jennifer says. “You can keep your integrity and do the right thing. As difficult as this Eritrea situation is you can maneuver out of it. Just ask Chris. He can get you out of most problems.” She slides out of his arm and starts to remove her clothes. The slim athletic body that hid under the unflattering business suit always amazed Bill. He watched his wife cross the room and look at herself in the mirror. Her shoulders slumped and she let out a sigh she figured no one else heard. Age had torn her apart on the inside. “The fact is honey,” she continued, “Most Americans don’t give a hoot about Africa. It’s too bad and we both know that our nation’s history with that continent is not exactly stellar. Most of the white world does not mix well with Africa. They have the right to be skeptical about our involvement.”
She was naked and crossing the room past the bed. She sucked in what she felt to be a larger than necessary belly and entered the bathroom to shower.
“There’s a new wrinkle.” Bill says as she opens the shower door and starts the water.
“What’s that?” The water in the executive shower takes almost two seconds to get hot. That wait bothered most past presidents, but Phillips and his wife didn’t mind. Bill gets out of bed and pads along the floor to the bathroom where she has already stepped into the water.
“In order to open the borders and hold elections, they wanted someone else in the race, an old military hero who lives here in the states.”
“That sounds easy enough.”
“He came here over thirty years ago with a checkered past. The FBI was never very sure what he did, but just recently he’s appeared on the radio and all over the TV. He’s the reigning expert on everything Eritrea. It doesn’t seem like a good idea to me, but Chris and Cassie think it’s great. It seems like there’s a lot of things I don’t know. Maybe that’s good, but in most of the decisions I need to make I don’t think it is.”
“Why don’t you like the idea? If that’s what they want, and what he wants, why not?”
“It feels like we’re throwing the sheep to the wolves, you know? I don’t know anything about this guy but something doesn’t feel right, like we might be being set up here. Trusting my instincts, you know that’s important. And that’s what I want to do. I just don’t think anyone else is with me on that. It’s more of a committee sort of leadership now. That’s what they tell me. Rely on your cabinet. That’s why you have them.”
She sticks her head out the door. “Who tells you that?” She points to the sink and its counter. “Could you hand me that bottle of shampoo, hun?”
“Yea.” He walks across the room and grabs the bottle. “Chris tells me that. He tells me that all the time.” He hands her the bottle.
“Do you sometimes think that maybe he’s in over his head here as well? That he was great on the state level but that maybe he might be giving you the wrong advice from time to time?”
“I don’t….”
“Hold that thought,” she says. “I’m washing my hair.” He waits while she lets gallon after gallon of water roll through her hair. Then the water shuts off and her dripping body appears in the open door. She reaches over for a towel and begins to dry herself off.
“So,” she says smiling.
“I think I owe him too much to go ahead and sack Chris over this. It isn’t fair after all we’ve been through together. During those loses and the hard times he really stuck in there for me.”
“Was it for you?”
“Of course, I was the candidate.”
“You know what I mean.” She walks over to the mirror and checks out her reflection. The look is quick and she looks around for the age-destroying lotion she lives on.
“This is an old tired discussion.”
“It rings some truth does it not?” she smears the goo into the cracks and wrinkles that only she sees.
“If it wasn’t for him we wouldn’t be here and we wouldn’t have all this.”
Jennifer’s mind drifts off to the unattainable dream she always kept close to her heart. That lost oasis of life before and outside of politics, a place where she could raise her kids and live in a normal house and go shopping when she wanted to and meet her friends without escort. Sure she was saving the world and preserving its fragile environment but the loss of freedom and life she gave up was always there.
“I just worry that you don’t think about it much. That maybe you listen to him and the others without making your decisions is all. This whole leadership by committee thing is great for some, but you’re much stronger than that and as president everyone demands something more.” She walks from the bathroom. Bill waits until she leaves and then follows. He listens to what she says and as usual it’s the same argument.
In the bedroom she has already changed into a fresh pair of flannel pajamas and is on her way to the bed. The television shows a new program something to do with lawyers. Jennifer searches the sheets for the remote. “You always have these doubts and the same question seems to come up about those around you especially Chris Gnomes. If you always are leaning on him to help make the decisions than maybe your choices aren’t to blame.”
Bill also strips down and puts on a pair of his dark blue silk Presidential pajamas with the seal of his office on the left chest. He always felt silly putting these on, but it’s what they give him and somewhere in Italy a pajama craftsman is very happy to know that the President of the United States is wearing his creations. “That’s ridiculous and you know it. You just want me to let him go. You never liked him.” He climbs under the sheets with her. Her hair, still slightly wet, falls on to her shoulders when she looks down at her husband.
“That’s not entirely true,” she says while reaching for the phone. “I’m hungry. You?”
“If you’re getting something.”
“Okay.” She dials down to the kitchen where the chef on duty puts down the evening’s newspaper and answers. She orders a pair of light turkey sandwiches and two bottles of mineral water.
Bill looked back on his life with Chris Gnomes. They sure had covered a lot of ground together. And for the most part his advice had been dead on. It had been a long time since Phillips thought Gnomes to be just lucky. He valued him as both a friend and advisor. Then again a good part of his cabinet was suggested by Gnomes, including Cassie Weathers. They could easily be working together to push an agenda that Phillips does not support. It wouldn’t be the first time. During his first term in Olympia a small group of dissenters tried to change his policy behind his back. Gnomes alerted Phillips to the plan and Phillips quickly squashed the initiative that would have raised the cost of prescription medicine for seniors. There was one instance that Gnomes helped him. He turned to Jennifer to remind her but she was already deep into the television and far from discussing politics or life in either Washington.
“This show is terrible,” she says not taking her eyes off the young hip lawyers who stumble through their first cases. “No one does that in a courtroom. The judge would toss them right out.”
“I guess so,” Bill says trying to get himself interested about the scene on the TV.
“Do you think it’s too late for food?”
“It’s only ten, a little after. I haven’t eaten since one.”
“Me neither. Maybe there’s a movie coming on or something.” Even as the first family they didn’t have every channel. Something the kids complained about all the time.
“I think I’ll spend tomorrow with the children,” Jennifer says. “I miss them so much. I feel I rarely see them.”
“Me too,” Bill tries to fight sleep again but feels he’s losing. Just then there is a knock on the door. Jennifer crosses the room to answer it. The food has arrived. It is wheeled in and left inside the door.
“Well,” she says bringing one tray to her husband. “Let’s eat.” She removes the cover to unveil a perfectly plated sandwich and bottle of water with a glass. She opens the other and brings them over one at a time to the bed.
“Don’t you just love this part about being president?” She asks both as a joke and for real. “I mean really, where else could we order whatever at anytime. We could have gotten some steaks or anything.”
“It is cool.” He had thought about all the perks before, but now it seemed weird and not quite right to be doing it. The bottles of water bothered him with all the waste. But she was happy and that was the most important thing for him right now. She leaned over and kissed him. They share a smile before returning to their sandwiches and whatever old movie she found on TV.
* * * * *
Henri Dopplinger and Herman Chang had built a silent although tenuous agreement between themselves. The majority of this agreement actually took place within Henri’s mind. According to Henri, as long as he took his medicine and ate his meals then Chang would stay away from his safe.
The hidden agreement seemed to hold up well. Initially Chang had no interest at all in the safe. Never did Henri have to worry about the key or combination. Whenever he took another letter from the mail, read it, then filed it away Chang didn’t seem to care. It had gotten to the point where Henri no longer clutched the key when Chang came near. They were getting along better as a result. They even engaged in conversations with one another. Seated in the living room discussing the topics on Melinda’s radio program, Henri found Chang to be quite knowledgeable. The nurse even listened to the old man’s opinions and at times even agreed with him. Although Henri would never admit it, he found himself starting to like the young man.
During a moment of unnatural clarity, brought on by the right dosage of medication applied while Henri carried the correct level of empty belly, Henri decided to build Chang a watch. He began the work in the evenings after Chang had left so as to not let the nurse catch on to what he was doing. After a week of work though, he abandoned it. The usual suspicions returned. There was something about Chang that did not sit well with Henri. He was nice, yes, but he seemed too nice.
Herman Chang handled all kinds of duties that past nurses never bothered with. There were dishes cleaned, laundry done, the bathroom was scrubbed to a shine and the house had taken on a very pleasant scent, knocking out the acrid smell of the elderly rocket scientist.
Melinda was very happy that Chang had come along. She too found him much more pleasant than the past nurses. She also felt he was great for Henri, making the old man a mellower person. Melinda very much enjoyed coming home to the clean house and the smiling face of Herman Chang, who had a fantastic personality, the kind that never seemed to suffer from the daily stress of life, which increases twofold while spending the day with Henri.
Unbeknownst to both Melinda and Henri, Herman Chang had been giving Henri a much larger dose of medicine than the old man was used to. In fact he had been mixing a sleeping pill in with Henri’s daily drug cocktail. The pill knocked Henri out at around two o’clock every day for about an hour. It allowed Chang to clean the house and then find a way to enter Henri’s safe. Yes, Chang was interested in the safe but not in the same nosy way that the past nurses were. He was there to do a job. The actual job he was hired to do.
Every day at 1:55pm he got the pills together. He arranged them in the manner which Henri was accustomed, hiding the sleeping pill next to the heart pill where it looked as if there were two of the same variety for Henri to take. Henri was given notice by his doctor that a second pill was necessary to slow the over beating of his heart. Henri for a long time had suspected such a problem. He would spend a few minutes every morning listening to his heart suspecting that it was not only beating too fast but possibly too loud as well. He would place a hand over his wrist and count his pulse in his head while watching the small red second hand on his watch. Sure enough there had to be too many beats going by.
Melinda was worried about this increase in dosage. She talked to the doctor who assured her that there was nothing immediately wrong with her grandfather, but if the right steps were not taken then there may be reason for concern in the future. She talked to him on the phone from work then was called away from her desk. She let most of what he said go by, taking the doctor’s recommendation because she had to go. Later that day Herman Chang explained it all to her in a much less convoluted manner and it all made sense.
The pills were all given to Henri while he sat in the living room and listened to the radio or read a book. He took each with the same glass of water and the whole process took five minutes. Chang stood over him waiting for the glass of water to be finished, “Drink it all,” he would tell Henri. “You need all those pills to dissolve.” Henri took the advice and swallowed all of it. He would then sit there with either his book or radio and slowly grew tired. Eventually the book would fall to his chest and his eyes would close. Chang, who would be cleaning dishes or dusting shelves, would wait long enough to hear Henri snore and then check his pulse to make sure his heart had not slowed down too much. See most of the pills were made of sugar. The only worry was for the heart pill, which was real and could interact with the sleeping pill in a bad way. The doctor made sure the pill portions were just right. Too much and he could do serious damage to Henri’s heart. Too little and Henri may not sleep long enough for Chang to get his work done.
After the pills took effect and Henri was out Chang would leave him on the couch and start to work. He had less than twenty minutes, if he was lucky, to open the safe take out the letters and begin to photograph them. On his first day, after knocking out Henri with the pills, Chang took the key from around his neck and walked it outside to a waiting van where inside a duplicate was made. The combination took three more days of effort to crack. Once inside he began to take photos of the contents. A general photo is taken to assure that Chang has a record, so that when he replaced everything when finished it would be exact to how Henri had it previously.
The clock keeps ticking and Chang gets to work pulling out the box holding the envelopes. He needs to take one picture each of the letters and the envelopes. The postmark needs to be clear and legible and each letter needs to be easy to read as well, especially any signatures. On a good day he could photograph three of them. There had to be hundreds in there. Over fifty years of correspondence were located within. Chang assumed he would finish it sometime within the next year. After taking as many photos as he could in the time allowed he would check his camera’s LCD screen and rearrange the safe as it was before he entered it. Then he would close the door, make sure it was locked then return the dial to the number it was on when he first turned it. Henri was a crafty old man. He placed the dial on a different spot each evening so as to catch anyone entering it. Chang was smart enough to wear gloves. The safe had never been fingerprinted but don’t think Henri had been considering it.
Then one afternoon, at least three days into their silent agreement, Henri awoke early from his drug induced sleep. Chang was alerted by the premature moans just as he was in the middle of taking a picture. He had to act fast and replace the envelopes before the moans became groans and Henri would start calling his name. Chang had to be as careful as possible though he knew he was making a mistake somewhere. And he did. He had put two envelopes out of order. A letter from the Ukraine dated from 1975 was put after a letter from China dated 1986. He replaced the letters and closed the safe turning the dial back to the number 42.
Henri began to stir loudly as he tried to lift himself from his chair. Chang left the bedroom just as Henri opened his eyes. The old man was groggy and as he focused on Chang he never suspected him of being anywhere else but in front of him.
“How was your nap?” Chang asked as he walked into the room.
Henri rubbed his head and closed his eyes. “I feel like I’ve been sleeping too much lately. Every day it seems.”
“Well, we all sleep every day.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Henri snapped. “I never used to fall asleep so much in the afternoon. I do remember that.”
“You are getting older now. As we age our bodies…”
“That is not it you fool.” Henri attempts to stand but finds his legs aren’t quite ready yet. He stays in the chair and grips the armrests. “I need some water. Could you please go and fetch me some water?”
“Of course.” Chang crossed the room wiping the sweat from his hands onto his jeans. He pulls a glass from the cupboard then looks over his shoulder at Henri who still struggles to lift himself from the chair.
Chang just might luck out. He knows somewhere he had made a mistake but had no time to check on it. As long has Henri does not look at the letters tonight, he can double the dose tomorrow and fix the mess. He would have liked to have fixed it then but he knows Henri wouldn’t take another pill so late. Chang just takes him the water.
“Thank you,” Henri says as he sips. “I need to leave the house. I need to get to the post office before it closes. Let me finish this and I will gather everything I need.”
“Sure,” Chang grows nervous. Was there a letter, one that Henri was writing, that he failed to see? He had searched the old man’s room and his adjacent workshop where he built those watches. All he found there was a pile of parts and a few unfinished time pieces. The watches held no value to Chang or to anyone else other than Henri, but yet Henri still sends them out around the world. There must be some sort of connection. The FBI had swiped three of them over the years, broken them apart, attempted to put them back together, (for which they failed, so they sent the broken watches to their destination and blamed the carrier) and found nothing conclusive about them. There was a theory that like the letters the watches contained some sort of secret code that was quite difficult to break. That theory seems to hold little water since even the best code breakers the USA had to offer couldn’t find anything.
After finishing his water Henri finally lifted himself from his chair and walked to his workshop. “I’ll be ready in a moment. Go start the car.” He closed the door and walked straight to his work bench where he opened a drawer. Inside sat tin watch cases piled up to the top of the drawer. He takes one out and opens it. On his work bench sits his latest finished product. He winds he watch then listens for the tick. After setting the time Henri places it into the box then tightens the lid. From another drawer he pulls a folded white cardboard box and unfolds it into shape. He then places the tin box into it making a perfect fit. He seals the cardboard box and fills out the address on top. The address is for his physicist friend in Switzerland. The old joke at the NSA is that this Swiss must have hundreds of watches by now.
He takes the box and meets Chang in the kitchen near the door that feeds out into the driveway and Chang’s car. “Are you ready?” he asks while pulling his coat from the wall.
“Let’s go,” Henri says as he takes his coat from a nearby hook.
They rode most of the distance in silence. Henri kept his mouth shut as it appeared that Chang had made a few wrong turns that would make the trip longer. He nearly bit his tongue as Chang ended up stuck in traffic as a result of those bad turns. When they arrived at the post office, a small building with a long line, Henri told Chang to stay in the car while he ran in.
Inside Henri looked back over his shoulder to make sure the nurse hadn’t followed him. He did not. Henri then pulled from the interior pocket of his coat three letters. All of them were addressed to his friend in Switzerland. One was a letter to that friend, the second was a response to Iran talking about the horrors of a nuclear powered government, and the third was addressed to Japan. There had been very few Japanese addressed letters and the FBI would love to have seen this one. But Henri kept them hidden. He was still quite paranoid of Chang despite the silent agreement. He had been up late the night before writing these three and snuck them into his jacket that night so that Chang would have no clue.
The line moved very slowly. Henri began to worry that Chang would come into check on him. Henri stepped closer to the middle aged woman in front of him. Her hair was blond with a brown layer underneath. She wore an ill fitting business suit that made her look much fatter than she was. She tapped her left foot rapidly on the floor creating an echo that pounded through everyone’s ears especially annoying the clerks who worked no faster because of it.
The wait dragged as long as it possibly could then suddenly Henri was at the window. He placed his package on the shelf and then the three letters. The clerk offering no greeting just asked how he wanted it shipped. Henri replied and looked behind the clerk to the cart that would soon house his package. He watched as the clerk, ignoring Henri’s pleas far care, tossed the package into the cart. The clerk takes the letters, sighs over their foreign address and postmarks them. Henri gives his money quickly before he is brushed aside by the next customer.
Henri returned to the car where Chang was waiting for him. “How’d it go?”
“It was busy.” Henri sat down in the car and crossed his arms over his legs. “I need to go home. Melinda will be home soon.”
“Of course, that’s where I was heading anyway.”
* * * * *
Clifton Compton had met with William Phillips on two previous occasions. The first was after the inauguration when the senior leadership from the hill did their quad annual trip to the White House to meet the new (or reelected) president. It was all a big show for the media, a chance for them all to stand around, shake hands, mug for the camera and promise to put partisan ideals aside and look to focus on what the American people need. At this first meeting Compton had made up his mind that Phillips was too young, too inexperienced and just not close to being prepared to lead the nation. All this of course came from the campaign ads of Compton’s close friend and Phillips’ former rival for the presidency. At one time Compton was considered a safe choice for the Vice-Presidency but that rival’s staff considered Compton a better ally on the hill especially since he had a chance at minority or majority leader depending on how the election went. Well, it went bad on both counts. The Republicans failed to regain control of the senate and the White House. Compton, though, did become minority leader.
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