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“The pursuit of normalcy drives people far.
East Garrison follows one woman as she strives for an ordinary life
during her pregnancy. Estranged from her father, she tries to make
things right, but that's not as easy as one would think, as she
faces many challenges on this road, both from external sources as
well as her own stubborn nature. "East Garrison" is an entertaining
and moving read.”

 


— Midwest Book Review

 


 


“…a riveting story with some rather
graphic and unforgettable scenes, especially when the action
converges on a confrontation between the humans and the predatory
animal whose territory they invade. … those who enjoy a story that
can be read on more than one level will find this a noteworthy
novel.”

 


— The Salinas Californian

 


 


“Grab a copy of East Garrison and settle in for
a mesmerizing read. You will find yourself, to borrow from the
author’s prose: in the company of the gods.”

 


— The Cedar Street Times

 


 


“Weger is a talented writer. She drew me in
from the very first page with her cast of eccentric characters, and
there were so many themes being explored -- impending motherhood,
family relationships, marital tensions, environmental issues, the
effects of war -- that I wasn't bored for a second.”

 


— Diary of an Eccentric

 


 


“This is a breathtaking thriller that it is
really hard to put down before the last page. G.M. Weger, just like
a good chef, takes complicated ingredients like family
relationships, history, man-nature coexistence, and suspense, and
skillfully mixes them into a powerful novel.”

 


— Eco-Libris

 


 


“East Garrison one of the most gut-wrenching
thrillers that I have read in 2009, so gut-wrenching, in fact, that
I have to warn readers … that this is not lunchtime
reading.”

— Book Chase

 


 


“This book is different from any other book I
have read and the ending was totally unexpected….most of the
characters in this book were more real than most books I have read.
Weger shows all of their flaws and the consequences these flaws
have on the lives of each character.”

 


— Debbie’s World of Books

 


 


“I didn't have high expectations for this book.
I was pleasantly surprised…it's a suspenseful novel. The
characters, especially Tracy, were likeable. The story was good and
interesting. Ms. Weger has good potential. I will look for her
future work.”

 


— Vita Dei

 


 


“This first published novel reads like the work
of a seasoned professional. East Garrison has it all: family
relationships, suspense, adventure, an encounter with the Divine
Female, all played out on the former Fort Ord army base near
Monterey, California. Don't miss EAST GARRISON!”

 


— Joyce Krieg, award-winning mystery
author of the Shauna J. Bogart Talk Radio Mystery Series from St.
Martin’s Press

 


 


“A stunningly impressive debut novel, East
Garrison combines the tale of four unique characters caught in a
dramatically dangerous, life-altering situation with the
fascinating history of the former Fort Ord military base. As she's
about to give birth to her first child, Tracy Dade feels compelled
to locate her long lost father, a mentally tormented Vietnam War
veteran, and try to repair their shattered relationship. But
Tracy's simple wish to have a normal, loving family life sets off a
chain reaction of events with potentially disastrous consequences.
G. M. Weger's fast-paced plotting and vivid descriptions leave her
readers anxious to find out what happens next. East Garrison is a
real page turner that will keep you reading far into the
night.”

 


— Nancy Baker Jacobs, award-winning
author

 


 


This is not your usual suspense novel with
cardboard characters and a predictable conclusion. Weger knows how
to tell a story. A skillful work by a gifted craftsman.

 


— Walter Gourlay, Amazon reader and
writer
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Author’s Note

 


The characters in this novel are fictional,
as is the plot; however, Fort Ord—formerly called “the sand hills”
by the valley’s pioneers and later nicknamed “planet ord” by the
Army troops stationed there—is a real place, as is the Whitcher
cemetery, old Comanche’s grave, CSUMB’s “fishbowl,” Machine Gun
Flats, the Ord Market, and the rest of the locations.
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Prologue

 


The mountain lion moved quietly through the
trees flanking the road, its large paws leaving distinctive
M-shaped pug marks in the moist sandy dunes. The sky was overcast,
and a cool wind shook the Spanish moss that hung like moth-eaten
rags from the limbs of the oak trees. The lion moved in a quick
stride, almost trotting as it traveled further than it usually did
through the dwarf Manzanita and shrub oak to the flat plains of
man-made roads and houses. It’d found food around the empty human
places before. The cat’s ears twisted at
a sound. Curious, it padded toward the noise, crouched behind some
pampas grass, and watched unseen as a man passed by on the
road.

 



CHAPTER 1

 


Jack zigzagged his old bicycle down the
streets of the deserted military base at Fort Ord with a
circus-like display of grace. His Schwinn, a relic salvaged from
the Last Chance Mercantile program at the city dump, wobbled and
inched forward at an excruciatingly slow pace. It was an amazing
feat, as if he were defying the laws of gravity.

He was dressed in calf-high, black steel-toe
boots, blue jeans, a faded watch cap, and a green army fatigue
jacket that had seen the tomb of Khufu at the Great Pyramid of Giza
in Egypt, the Palace of Knossos in Crete, and the jungles of My
Lai, Vietnam. He was going to be fifty-nine that fall, although he
knew he looked much older. He was tall and skinny, almost skeletal,
with the hollow-cheeked look usually reserved for the sick and
dying, though in his case it was genetic. His fair skin burned even
in cloudy weather. He had striking indigo eyes, a meticulously
trimmed full beard, and fine silver hair. The Irish blood on his
mother’s side of the family gave him his pink complexion and “thin
skin” that sloughed off at the slightest bump. Even small nicks
took a long time to heal, so he always had open sores on his
fingers and tops of his hands.

As he pedaled along, he didn’t see the missing doors
and collapsed stairs, the spray-painted red marks across the fronts
and backs of the lifeless buildings, or the crudely written words
“to hell” on the paint-chipped wood side of a tiny, flat-roofed
duplex. He saw the streets filled with military men. Hundreds of
them standing tall, looking proud in their perfectly ironed
uniforms and polished black shoes, hats placed “just so” on their
heads. The American flag waved on dozens of flagpoles. He saw the
soldiers as they were when he marched in the parade on Third Avenue
almost three decades before, on the Fourth of July, 1971. There was
the white horse, Comanche, with old Bill on top. It was the last
year they appeared at the yearly celebration, and the guy was
dressed up like something right out of the Civil War, with his long
white hair, goatee, and red scarf tied around his skinny red neck.
Comanche’s left shoulder muscle twitched beneath the U.S. brand as
he pranced across the parade grounds.

As usual, the sun bounced off Major
General Fritzsche’s wire-framed, mirrored eyeglasses. But this
time, instead of being blinded, Jack saw the details, the sleepy
left eye with a tiny scar like a sickle below it, pockmarked face,
hair slicked back, right ear sticking out. The major general gave a
cocky Hitler-like salute, clicking his heels together and lifting
his right hand in a stiff-armed greeting. The general’s lipless
mouth opened, his purple tongue flicked out. He hissed,
“Sieg Heil, Herr
Erslager.”

Jack stopped his bike and stumbled off. He
shut his eyes, resisting the urge to shake his head, and forced
himself to count to ten before he opened them. When he did, the
street was drained and decayed, full of heartache and ghosts. He
heard a bicycle approaching from behind and turned to see a young,
blond-haired boy cruising along the barren street. The boy looked
so much like himself as a child that he had to blink to clear the
vision. He shivered. Had he really once been so flawless? The boy’s
face was tanned and even featured with small, pink lips over
perfect white teeth. Even from a distance he could see the brazen
Aryan confidence. Underneath, thinly veiled, was shyness and boyish
sensitivity. Innocence and beauty.

He remembered his boyhood game of
goose-stepping in his foster parents’ cow field in Fresno with his
black, knee-high leather boots. He would pretend he was a German
soldier marching, marching, marching in one great glorious line of
boys that went on as far as the eye could see. The war with Germany
had been over almost a decade—long enough for everyone to know the
terrible things that had happened there—but he was just an American
boy with a fascination for the German military. He had no idea why.
All he knew was it still made him quiver. That was what had brought
him to the swastika, but even back then, there was more to it than
just making a buck. There was something mystical in that tiny
scratch mark of a symbol. It looked like a wheel with pieces broken
off, or maybe a hooked cross. Hitler was brilliant to steal such a
powerful image, and Jack was a genius to find a market for the fake
militaria. His cup overflowed for a while.

It was much later that he discovered the
swastika’s true meaning of good fortune. For years he tried to
explain the lucky nature of the symbol. Most people thought it was
okay when it was pointed left and only Nazi when it was pointed to
the right, when in fact it didn’t matter which way it pointed.

He’d written the numerology formula he’d
discovered in the points of the cross onto scraps of paper, trying
to explain how everything corresponds to this number, but all he
got from people was dumb, blank looks. The government knew about
the secret behind the number, but he was the only one who saw
through their deception, propagandizing, and disinformation. There
is no religion higher than truth. They knew he knew this. That’s
why they watched him so closely. Like everybody always had.

Just like the nag his mother dumped him on
till he was ten. He could hear her shrill voice as if she were
speaking right into his ear, “Jack Earl! Time for your bath. Hurry
now before the water’s cold.” He ignored her. There was time. The
water would be cold anyway, like it always was after Lora. He hated
taking a bath in her used tub water. He preferred the dirt of the
cow field to her filthy leftovers. Even now, over fifty years
later, he could feel the deep, slow flush of resentment creeping up
his neck.

The boy was now spinning his bicycle around
on its rear tire. He stood on the pedals and leaned to the side.
His face had an intense look of concentration as he tried to make
the bike perform against its will.

A man appeared and yelled, “Bobby!” He was an
aged version of the boy, a Robert Redford type of golden beauty.
“Let’s pack it up, buddy.” He saw Jack and stared. People were
always doing that, looking at him and his bicycle or the vehicle he
drove, where he drove, where he parked, where he decided to take
the path. He got back on his cracked bicycle seat and pedaled past
the man and boy.

Jack stopped at a dingy blue van, carefully
got off the bike, and leaned it against the bumper. He pulled an
old tin box out of his pocket and opened it with shaky hands.
Inside were half a dozen hand-rolled smokes. He chose the fattest,
stuck it between his lips, and lit it. Sucking deeply on the
cigarette, savoring its flavor and the crackling noise it made as
he inhaled, he stepped around the van.

His favorite time to smoke was at night, when
the tip glowed red and he could watch the cigarette burn down as he
breathed in that wonderful nectar of the gods. Marvelous thing,
smoking. Tobacco and cannabis sativa were his staples. They
invigorated the mind and set it free, unlike alcohol, a treacherous
drug he’d sworn off many years before after a particularly bad
night.

That was the last time the nasty stuff passed
his lips. He thought he was dying as he lay on the gravel, throwing
up every time he tried to move. The next day, he went into the yard
to examine his trail and found dried black puddles of vomit with
what looked like shredded coconut every few feet. They made a
fifty-foot-long trail right to the back gate, then stopped. He
still remembered the last frantic stagger for the front door from
the gate, because it was so cold he was sure he would freeze to
death if he passed out. Even after he got into the house, holding
onto the porcelain toilet bowl with a thick quilt covering him, he
shivered. He spent half the night on the hard linoleum floor next
to the toilet. It wasn’t the first time, but it was the last. Booze
was an evil drug. Insidious. It was a good thing Kathy was there to
take care of Tracy and keep her from seeing him that way. He made a
lousy parent. Better no dad than the kind of father he had been.
But that was over now. Kathy was dead, and Tracy was all grown up.
She married a big, dumb cop, and Jack wasn’t a part of her
life—something he couldn’t change even if he wanted to.

He pulled a key from his pocket and opened
the van’s side door. Inside was his home.

A foam-covered board with a green sleeping
bag on top occupied most of the rear of the van. A shelved
countertop ran along the left side with plastic milk crates stacked
underneath. On the floor of the van sat a panting, black and tan,
seventy-five-pound German shepherd.

“Hello, sweetheart,” Jack said, opening the
doors wide. “Come on, Blondie girl.” The dog jumped out, circled
herself half a dozen times sniffing the ground, squatted briefly,
and darted off into the bushes.

Jack watched Blondie and thought what a
beautiful thing she was in her single-minded simplicity. Dogs were
truly one of nature’s miracles. She was like the seed in the cup.
When he was four years old, his mother showed him magic by putting
a lima bean in a clear plastic cup. If you give the soil a little
water, some sunlight, and a whole lot of shelter, eventually the
seed will sprout. The roots will go down as the plant grows up to
become what it’s supposed to be.

Nature is simple, and Jack respected her. If
humans would be like that and not screw things up all the time…but
humans are not simple.

He looked around. Blondie wasn’t anywhere he
could see. She usually checked in after a few minutes of chasing
whatever she could scare up. He felt uneasy at the thought of what
he would do if Blondie didn’t come back. She was all he had.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Officer William Dade prided himself on being
a simple, predictable man. His life began every day at 0500 sharp.
He didn’t need an alarm. His eyes just popped open when it was time
to wake. Every day, he would rise quietly from his side of the bed,
tread ten paces to the tiny kitchen, flip on the coffeemaker, turn,
march back five steps to the bathroom, strip off his plain white
boxer shorts and T-shirt, deposit them in the wicker laundry
basket, and get into the cold shower. He always washed with Zest
soap. It helped him wake up and feel, like in the advertisement,
zestfully clean. That, and a jolt of good strong coffee—the working
man’s breakfast—and he was ready to face the day.

He drove his white truck by the Cassandra girl’s
memorial on the left-hand side of Imjin Road five days a week at
exactly 0545 on his way to the station. He never passed without
touching the cross on his necklace and thinking some version of,
“There but by the grace of God go I.” He was not a practicing
Catholic, but when it came to murdered children, he fell back on
his religious upbringing. His mother always told him not to whistle
when he walked past the graveyard, and with his first baby about to
be born, he figured he couldn’t be too careful.

There was a permanent collage of multicolored
personal objects placed next to the memorial by sentimental
do-gooders who pretended to have some close, intimate connection to
the girl. It made him sick to his stomach. Once, out of curiosity,
he investigated the collection. He had to park his truck along the
side of the road about fifty yards away and hike the stone-bordered
path that led to the fifteen-foot-high wooden cross marking the
site.

At first, it reminded him of tripping up the
church aisle as an altar boy to meet the priest and receive Holy
Communion. With each step he felt more vulnerable and in awe of
something greater than himself. But what he saw at the Cassandra
girl's memorial just made him feel queasy. There were teddy bears,
a granola bar, wind vanes, a rubber ducky, flowers, a Snoopy doll,
what looked like a child-sized T-shirt with a picture of the
American flag, and lots of deflated balloons. All silly, inane
objects that spoke nothing of reverence. If he looked hard enough,
he’d probably find a used condom beneath the mound of garbage.

But what did he expect? An idol below the
cross with a candle burning and someone kneeling, holding a rosary
in her hands, saying twenty Hail Marys? This wasn’t church. It was
a Mickey Mouse memorial to a murdered girl, the kind of makeshift
cross you see marking the site of crash victims on Blood Alley or
any lonely highway across America. The memorial didn’t bring them
any closer to the bastards who killed her. For some reason he felt
the Cassandra girl deserved more than what the thousands of
unsolved murdered children cases received.

He pulled into the station five minutes later
for his 0600 to 1800 shift. He put the aluminum-colored sun visor
across the windshield before getting out and clicked the lock
button on his remote, pausing to caress the truck’s smooth hood
before turning and crossing the parking lot. As he came through the
door he glanced at the clock on the wall in front of him and saw he
was right on time.

“Morning, Will,” said the dispatch
clerk, his long, skinny legs propped on a chair in front of him. He
was reading The Monterey
Herald.

Will nodded. “What’s the weather report,
Jim?”

“Gonna be a scorcher for this time’a
year.”

“Oh yeah? How hot?”

“You could fry’n egg on the hood’a old Betsy
out there.”

Will groaned. He disliked hot fall days about
as much as full moons. It seemed to bring out the worst in people.
He knew how his day would go. “Crap. Just my luck.”

 


Will drove his silver and blue Presidio of
Monterey police cruiser by the miles of empty houses with their
layers of dirt-tired paint, boarded-up doors, and broken windows.
Beyond them were pockets of housing for the mixed bag of people who
lived on what was left of the base: an American Youth Hostel,
interim housing, a battered women and children’s shelter, a
Veteran’s Transition Center, student apartments, and low-income
rentals for a lucky few. He’d read somewhere that 60 percent of the
people who lived on the Central Coast were unable to afford it.
Even double-income families like his, earning close to a hundred
thousand dollars a year, couldn’t buy a half-million-dollar starter
home.

It seemed as if most of the outcasts,
especially the bottom feeders, had gathered at Fort Ord since it
had been shut down. Will saw a homeless man in boots, cut-off
shorts, and a cowboy hat with feathers sticking out all over it
pushing a grocery cart filled with personal belongings down the
street. Locals called him Big Tom. Will shook his head in disgust.
How far he’d fallen. His mind said, “Better him than me.” It was
automatic.

As Will approached the Doughboy Theater
along Second Avenue, he began to feel a tightening in his stomach.
A couple weeks back, someone had spray painted “Freedom thru
Creativity” on the ancient marquee. He had no clue what that
meant. All he could think of was how
the Doughboy had once been the jewel of a soldier’s Friday
night. He knew from experience that the grunts counted
the minutes until they could sit in those red seats, no matter what
was playing. And, as he did every day, he felt rage that some
pimple-faced punk used it as his personal writing pad. In the past
Fort Ord had been filled with the kind of rugged men who had built
America: disciplined, tough, with a strong work ethic—men who
weren’t afraid to do what needed to be done. Not like today’s newly
sissified, environmentally conscious men. “What a waste,” Will
lamented.

He passed a young black girl grasping a thick leather
leash attached to a massive Rottweiler. At least the dog looked
intimidating. It reminded him of the Cassandra girl; she was
walking her useless mutt when she was abducted, as if the dog would
deter a fly let alone some pervert. The dog came back later wagging
its tail, the leash still dangling from its collar. There was no
sign whatsoever of when, where, or how she disappeared. She just
seemed to have dissolved into planet Ord’s misty air. The perpetual
fog was the reason the area was chosen to house a military
community in the first place. The weather and topography made it an
ideal infantry training ground. Enemy planes couldn’t see through
the clouds. Troops stationed at Fort Ord aptly nicknamed it “the
planet” because it seemed to be a world unto itself with its own
hazy microclimate.

The Cassandra girl wasn’t the first person to have
been killed or dumped on Fort Ord since The Base Realignment and
Closure Act pulled the plug in 1994. The thousands of acres of
thickly wooded scrub oak trees and sage were great for concealing
bodies. If the vultures, mountain lions, and coyotes didn’t
completely eat the corpses, they scattered the remains so widely
that discovering all the parts was rare, though it occasionally
happened. Just last year, a woman’s yellow Lab uncovered a badly
decomposed corpse that turned out to be a young woman from Seaside
who was killed by her convict boyfriend.

It had been three months since a hiker found
the remains of the Cassandra girl. She looked nothing like the
happy, smiling photo posted on every billboard and telephone pole
within a hundred miles of Fort Ord. Parts of her body had been
carried off by animals. What remained were mostly bones. Still,
they were able to identify her through dental records. The
beautiful thirteen-year-old girl was reduced to decomposed flesh, a
few bones, and a set of teeth—all because of some sicko with no
respect for human life.

Will pulled into the parking lot next to
California State University Monterey Bay’s Media Learning Complex
and glanced about. Students were already hanging around. They were
everywhere—sitting cross-legged on the lawn, leaning against the
building, or huddled in small groups discussing whatever. Most
drank out of coffee cups, either their own or the generic white
cardboard ones from the CSUMB Dining Commons. He looked at his
watch—0715. The ex-president wasn’t due to speak until 0930. He
wondered why the rush to assemble, and more to the point, why they
were interested in listening to the guy. He wasn’t a minority and
didn’t exactly fit the multicultural picture the university liked
to paint. In fact, the ex-president was as all-American looking as
it gets with his even tan, perfect frosty-blond hair, and sparkling
cobalt eyes. He always wore an American flag pin or badge sewn onto
his clothes. Actually, the man reminded Will of an exaggeration or
cartoon caricature of what it meant to be an American, as if all it
took to be a successful politician was to look the part. He hadn’t
even served in the military.

Will sighed. He could already feel his back
sweating through his undershirt. It was uncommon for the planet to
have temperatures higher than the mid-seventies any time of year.
The odd weather made it especially challenging with his thick, navy
blue polyester uniform and fifteen-pound gun belt on the days it
spiked above eighty degrees. He knew Tracy would have a hard time.
Her body got overheated even when she wore shorts and a halter top
lately. He should call her before he started dealing with the
pseudo intellectuals, and before the good intentions he began the
day with vanished. Tell her to go to the pool after breakfast and
soak her swollen body in the cool water. The baby wasn’t due for
another week, and everyone knows first babies never arrive on time.
Of course she’d balk. She’d become so sensitive in these last
weeks. It didn’t take much to set her off. He had to remind himself
that it was just hormones.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Tracy Dade wasn’t beautiful in any petite, fragile,
soft, and feminine sort of way. She was loud-beautiful, in a
California sense of the word. Everything about her was amplified.
Her eyebrows had a natural, singular look that had never been
touched by tweezers, and she feathered her prematurely gray hair
and teased it into an outdated Farrah Fawcett cut that made it look
as thick and wiry as a horse’s mane. She was tall, stout, and
curvy, with big eyes, swollen lips, and a ski-slope nose. Her
Texas-born voice boomed—as if she were accustomed to calling people
at great distances instead of just a few feet away. Advanced
pregnancy had packed on fifty pounds to her already hefty frame.
She was almost equal to her husband’s weight. The extra bulk kept
her constantly winded and feeling like an out-of-shape, overheated,
bloated, beached whale—very vulnerable and grouchy.

It was early, and Tracy hadn’t eaten. Lately
she didn’t care if she ate or not. That was one of the things she
liked when she was alone—no one nagged her about whether she’d
eaten, taken her vitamins, gotten plenty of sleep, drank enough
water, or had a bowel movement. She could just be quiet and
peaceful without questions or polite conversation. The older she
got, the more she needed her solitude. It rejuvenated her to spend
an entire Saturday or Sunday in her comfy bed with a good book to
read and 150 channels on the television to surf through, with the
occasional catnap and snack in between. If she didn’t get at least
one day to do as she pleased, she became bitchy and disintegrated
emotionally as easily as a fall leaf crumbled in a baby’s hand. Now
that she was about to give birth, she felt even more protective of
her space—her last days alone, uninterrupted. All her coworkers and
well-intentioned friends warned her to take advantage of her
freedom before it was too late. They made it sound as if she was
about to lose herself. It scared her into an even deeper
indulgence.

The telephone rang. Tracy listened to the
answering machine pick up after the second ring and heard herself
say, “This is Will and Tracy’s place. We’re not here or we can’t
come to the phone. Leave a message and we’ll call you back.” She
recognized Will’s voice immediately. “Honey, if you’re not resting,
please pick up the phone.”

Tracy heaved herself up off the floor of the
garage with a grunt and did the third-trimester boogie to the
kitchen, hitting the light on the way out. She grabbed the phone,
breathing harder than she should, and gasped, “I’m here. Hold on a
sec, Will. Let me catch my breath.” As she stood gulping air, she
stared at her father’s latest postcard clipped to the front of the
refrigerator. Next to it was the last photograph she had of him,
standing in front of his battered van. The postcard was of a waving
American flag on a pole that was sticking out of a red circle.
Around the circle was a thick, white swastika with a black star
right in the middle. Her father called it the ninth point. She
frowned as she traced her eyes over the words underneath the
picture: “May our glorious flag and this ‘lucky star’ guide you and
keep you wherever you are.” Reaching between the wall and
refrigerator, she pulled out a small stepladder and sat down.

“That so-called good luck postcard my dad sent for my
birthday is really offensive. I mean, doesn’t he know by now how
much I hate swastikas? Why doesn’t he send a Hallmark card or
something in an envelope like normal people?” She thought of her
father, his face stupid with vodka, wearing that idiotic T-shirt of
a cow with sunglasses sitting on a throne saying, “If you can’t
dazzle ’em with brilliance, baffle ’em with bullshit!” and shook
her head, trying to rid it of the image. Even though he’d quit
drinking years before, it had made no difference. She still
couldn’t talk to him. He’d replaced one addiction with another. The
few times she saw him, he was stoned and ranting about Egypt, the
swastika, and truth—things she didn’t understand or care about. He
never asked about her. She considered him a lot like fudge candy—a
little bit went a long ways.

Will told her to lighten up, that her dad was a good
man, if a bit odd, but she refused to listen. It was an old battle.
Will had a curious tolerance for her father. He was usually
judgmental by nature and profession. Tracy was the polar opposite.
Normally sympathetic, she had an almost knee-jerk emotional
reaction when it came to her dad. This time was no different, only
more heightened because of pregnancy hormones.

Her eyebrows drew together even tighter
over bulging blue eyes. Once again she couldn’t believe what she
was hearing. “Like he’s some joe-blow patriot and believer in apple
pie and the American way. Lucky star, my ass! The only thing he
believes in is himself. The wandering messiah in search of truth.
Should be on The
X-Files.”

She tore the postcard off the refrigerator
door and felt the familiar wave-like emotion she got when the
subject of dear old dad came up—like a dry heave. It was his fault
all the kids thought her family was strange. It was his fault she
didn’t quite fit in. It was his fault she never got over that
feeling. It was his fault…

She remembered how he antiqued the
swastika armbands in the washing machine with some Rit number 1 dye
powder, stamped them with mysterious letters and numbers, and hung
them in plain view on a clothesline in the backyard as he listened
to German marching music, singing loudly in a drunken voice,
“Die Fahne hoch.
Die Reihen fest geschlossen.” She
could picture the black steel air-raid siren and how he would crank
its handle, then flip open the small metal door to let the sound
blare through the neighborhood. Then he’d laugh like a fool, his
face flushed, until he coughed himself hoarse. He didn’t care that
he made their family the local freak show. He enjoyed the
attention, even bought an authentic WWII German Kübelwagen with big
iron crosses painted on the doors to drive around.

A woman’s whiny voice piped into her
thoughts, “He was trying to make a living, Tracy, the
best way he could. It’s a wonder he could
do anything after the war.” Abruptly Tracy felt guilty
and clipped the postcard back up with a magnet, but a small voice
inside her protested, “It didn’t last long,
Mom.”

Will asked her something.

She’d forgotten he was on the line.
“I’m sorry, Will. What did you say? I’m feeling a bit off today.”
She sighed and stood up, ready to get on with her mission in the
garage. Again she felt a nagging twinge in her groin. Her doctor
said that it meant her cervix was slowly opening for the baby to
come out. It could go on for weeks. Then, three quick, sharp kicks
inside her uterus—boom, boom, boom—like a
basketball against the left side of her belly button. She was hot
and irritated and wanted to scream. Instead, with teeth clenched,
she asked, “Why’d you call? Did you need something?” She made
herself listen. “I’m fine, Will. This baby’s just making me an
emotional basket case. I wish you’d stop asking me how I am. I’d
like to rest or do something other than answer the damn
phone.”

Will got through about two more sentences
before she lost what patience she had left. “You’re not listening.
I gotta go. I’ll talk to you later.” She slammed the phone back
into its cradle on the wall harder than she meant to. It wasn’t
fair to Will, but she figured if she couldn’t be a bitch to her
spouse, who else? She waddled to the bathroom and peed for what
seemed like forever. While inhaling through her nose slowly to a
count of five and exhaling out her mouth, she concentrated on
quieting her mind and consciously relaxing her body. It didn’t
work. The constant hum of the air pump in the tiny fish tank on the
bathroom counter helped a little. She felt mildly better and ready
to get back to business.

As the door closed behind her, sealing her in
the dim garage, she blindly groped the wall searching for the light
switch. The garage lit up, revealing a wall of meticulously
organized metal shelves marked, “Bedding, Window Covering, Holiday,
Cold/Hot-Weather Gear, Hats, Fragile-China, Miscellaneous Junk, and
Eatery.” She looked at the flimsy yellow box half-opened on the
floor. She’d already searched that one. Scanning the shelves, she
stopped at one marked “Old Letters, Diaries, & Important
Stuff,” and took it into the house. The garage was already too hot.
Dropping the box on the dining table, she collapsed into a chair.
Catching her breath after she’d exerted herself was becoming more
and more difficult. The pressure from her expanding abdomen gave
her the lung capacity of a bee.

Tracy knew exactly what she was looking for
as she began rummaging through the box and sifting through piles of
cards dating back to her sixteenth birthday, but after her brief
first pass she missed it. Her mother had been a virtual dream
machine. Every morning, she would recite her dreams as if they were
the next episode of an endless soap opera. They were frequently
about old lovers coming back to haunt her, and they were eternally
young, stuck in the age of perfection. But the gloomy imagery of
one dream her mother wrote about hit a nerve. Maybe it was because
she’d written it months before her death. It was coming up on the
anniversary again, and that always brought up a bunch of
conflicting emotions. Or perhaps it was that the dream her mom had
was so much like her own nightmares that she could never quite
remember, even seconds after waking. She’d only recall the end of
them where she tried to pull a large, dirty dog’s paw out of her
mouth. In her dream, the harder she tried to pull it out, the more
it was forced into her mouth. She’d wake in a panic, feeling sick
to her stomach, and the dream ruined her whole day.

“Where is that letter?”
she muttered, “I know it’s here somewhere.” Yet instead of
feeling hopeful, the sound of her voice in the quiet of the house
gave her a vague sense of déjà vu and dread.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Angela Gonzales approached the
pumpkin-colored buildings at a brisk pace with students passing on
her left and right, all apparently beating a path to the same
location in front of the Dining Commons where the ex-president was
coming to bless the campus with an impromptu visit. Several years
earlier he’d helped inaugurate the fledgling university. Now he was
back, and everyone was hurrying to listen to him. Everyone except
her, she imagined. Usually she felt like she fit in with the
university’s liberal, environmental crowd, but not today. She could
not fathom why anyone would care what the ex-president had to say
about anything. He was just another guy who used his position to
get a blow job from a dumb young girl. Before that he was a draft
dodger. At least he wasn’t a vulgar, over-inflated, ex-Nazi pig,
like the new governor, who wasn’t even born in America, just
reaping its rewards. It made no sense to her that the self-dubbed
multicultural university didn’t support talks by local grassroots
politicians who would have some influence over issues of meaning to
the everyday person. Issues like the thousands of acres and
buildings that lay unused on Fort Ord while countless homeless
people wandered the streets or lived in caves and other improvised
shelters in the hills and canyons of Prunedale. That land could be
put to good use, but there was so much government paperwork and red
tape to get through before it could be transferred.
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