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My name is James P. Morgan: I’m over thirty and have an Engineering degree from Purdue. I cuss, drink J&B Scotch, smoke an occasional cigarette, and cheat on my income taxes (just kidding). I also hold very dear the following reputation: “I’m the man who gets the job done.” I slipped this candid observation into my last resume and got the job.
Physically, I’m a small person. I put on shoes before I weigh to reach 150 pounds. However, I tend to think of myself as a husky guy, the macho type, who walks into a bar and yells, “I can lick any man in the house.” I actually did this, once!
It happened in Nome, Alaska at the Golden Nugget Saloon. That’s where I got this scar, the one above my right eye. Ah, that magical land, Alaska. I was much younger then, and yeah, the reddish scar remains today, a visual reminder of how easy it was to let one’s mouth override one’s ass. But you know what? That youthful bit of brash stupidity had kept me from uttering such like nonsense to this very day.
As I was saying, I’m not a big person. At five-foot-eleven and lanky, I don’t look as rough and tough as I actually feel.
Intellectually, I hold my own with my peers, almost every one of my Engineering cohorts. My GPA was high enough that I could have entered graduate school and began a doctoral chase, but I didn’t. Someday, when my life slows down, I’ll start to work on my Master’s Degree in Business Administration. For the time being, I’m content with who and what I am. I contain my deeply seeded desire to overindulge in the primrose world of scholastic gymnastics.
I think John Wayne, Lee Marvin, and Bronson make excellent role models for all aspiring Engineers. That ostentatious know-it-all mentality exhibited by those who hold their Master degrees just don’t hack it in the real world of getting things done. One must step on a few toes, kick some butt, cheat, lie and spit, when one must. These are the real moral values that one ought to follow. It’s my hope to reflect much deeper upon these vagrant moral issues later, when I’m too old to kick ass and indeed get the job done.
Philosophically, I am the center of my universe. The real world revolves around me and me alone. I have pocketed enough money to allow myself this grand illusion. I have also learned to enjoy the little eccentricities that materialize when one holds such flagrant and powerful views of innate being. Aside from all this, I’m considered deeply pragmatic, yet laid back, especially by my significant others.
To be pragmatic and laid back is possible, I suppose. Hell! Anything’s possible when it’s stated in philosophical terms. I still read Plato, which makes me appreciate those wonderful ideals proposed by that great entity, Aristotle. Hence, I see myself as a totally progressive thinker. But to what end? This I shall probably never ever know.
Meanwhile, I am James P. Morgan, adventurer.
* * *
This adventure began several years ago with a note attached to my bedroom door: CALL EUNICE. I had just entered the living quarters of Ice Hole Number Thirteen, an oil exploration site. Seeing the name Eunice tugged on a broken and still tender heart string. I reached for the note with a fat mitten on my hand but was unable to grasp the tiny slip of paper. Reluctantly, I left the message hang, entered my eight-by-ten arctic bungalow, and began the laborious task of removing my survival clothing: mittens, mukluks, parka, red scarf and three pair of woolen knee socks. I was nodding off as I undressed, a common occurrence when one finishes a twenty-four hour shift looking for oil under the vast and frozen tundra of the North Alaskan wastelands. With strewn gear and sweat-moist toes, I buried myself deep in the old colloquial fart-sack, that soft fluffy haven where one feels like he’s a dog snuggled up against a big ol’ heavyset cuddling woman. My last waking thought, “Call Eunice,” was a simple and incoherent mumble that quickly turned to a snore.
And I dreamt – of tiny birds, little swallows winging in and out of adobe walls. White arches topped with red-orange tiles like those that adorn old Mexican missions – and they were. It was San Juan Capistrano nestled below an azure blue sky, a sky of puffed laziness, of columned and tufted cumulus, of an ever relentless swooping, diving mass of frenzied swallows that chirped madly in their methodic annual celebration – their return home, their mass pilgrimage back to Capistrano, back to their avian Mecca.
I glided across State Highway 101. Ocean waves roared down on granulated shores beckoning me onward and onward, ‘til a lone foam-white sea gull floated genteel on an aerographic wind sang, “Look, look `round, look `round and wait, wait `round and you shall see.” Then it flew away, in the way that gulls do, with a graceful bank and a singular flap of its gray and white feathered wings, evermore departed.
An old convertible lumbered up from down on highway 101. It moved real slow – tortoise like – onward and onward. Its top was down to expose a heap of surfing paraphernalia and other odd beach junk. A green beach ball popped out of the back seat. The Chevy – I could now see that it was a Chevy – came to a bumper-jerking halt.
I watched as the ball began to spin then stop, and then soft bounce in a plop-dribble, dribble-flop. It began a downward move, zigzagging haphazardly toward the beach. I admired the pogo-hop, plop plopity dance that quickly turned into a frenzied roll that ended at the feet of a scantily clad sunbather, a woman, a good-looking woman – my Eunice.
She grabbed up the ball, studied it, poked it, and then placed it on her nose where she slapped it into a rapid spin. The sight reminded me of a circus act, an act that I had seen once when I was a very young boy, and I felt amused, giggly. This was way, way out of character for my Eunice.
Hiding myself behind an orange tree, I watched her flip the inflated ball up into the air then catch it back on her nose while still in full spin. I screamed out, “Bravo,” then slunk low into the tall coastal grasses in hope that she hadn’t seen me. She clapped her arms like seal flippers while the ball continued its spin. I was so enthralled I yelled out, “Clever, Eunice, very clever.” Then I sunk ever deeper into the lush grass in a controlled but contrite effort to conceal my voyeuristic presence.
The ball slowed, and then stopped. Everything became graphically still. I lifted my head to discern why, but couldn’t. There wasn’t any reason, at least that I could see. Then the ball fell with a flop, smack onto Eunice’s blanket. The ball appeared to be breathing. Yes, it was inhaling and exhaling, very deeply, as if it were an asthmatic on the verge of seizure. Then it changed color to a hot pink, a highlight pink, then it changed again, abruptly, into bright reddish carrot-orange, and then – it began to grow.
Eunice jumped away, stood startled, exposing fear and much of her deeply tanned curves. She began to punch the growing, now turned scarlet, now monstrous orb. Suddenly, in a fit of abject desperation, she threw herself physically on top of the now fiery beach toy.
And the ball grew larger and ever larger. The polyurethane globe began to rise carrying Eunice up and off the sand, ten then twenty feet into the air where she called out, screamed out, an unrequited cry, “Help me, Jimbo. Help me.”
I moved to help her but I couldn’t. My feet were frozen. I couldn’t move. I looked down. My feet were buried in an icy patch of tundra right up to my shins. I took hold of the blooming orange tree and began to hoist myself upward. It was no good. The only thing I accomplished was to shake down a ton of orange blossoms that rapidly transformed into snowflakes. I felt so doomed, so helpless, all I could do was watch.
I called out to her, “Hold on, babe. I have cold feet. See?” I pointed to my frozen feet. Surely she could see them. The blizzard of orange blossoms intensified. Huge oranges began to fall all around me. I picked one up and compared it to an apple that had suddenly appeared in my other hand. The orange was gigantic compared to—.
“Jimbo,” Eunice yelled out, “Quit comparing apples and oranges.”
“Just what does that mean, Eunice?”
Her balance faltered, she dug her manicured fingernails deep into the fiery ball’s magma, ripping and gouging in a violent, manic effort to deflate the yet expanding monster that she had precariously straddled. It worked. A horrendous psssss spewed from the ball and sent her on a skyrocketing excursion of loops, dives, and spins like no carnival ride could ever duplicate.
She zoomed across the sand, bumped a beachcomber, stage left, then a sunbather, stage right. It was madness. I heard her say, “Excuse me, sir.” Then calmly, “Pardon me, madam.” And to an old white bearded sage who attempted to grab her ass, “Watch it, Buster!” Her face showed anger then, it was brief, pointed, and vehement; but, luckily, it didn’t last for but a second or two. Then the thrill ride ended. Eunice fell from the shrinking ball and flopped hard on the sand with her legs spread north and south. She began to whimper. Her auburn hair was a tangled mess. Yet, she looked beautiful – in a sexy and depraved way. She looked at me with accusing eyes, like I should have helped her. Why didn’t I help her? I fell forward, slamming my face full into the sand, and the earth began to shake echoing my inner sobs, sobs of regret and sobs of unspeakable helplessness.
And I woke in a panic, confused and disoriented, automatically groping around for a cigarette, my nasty little link to reality. Finding one, I lit it, content to be back in the real world. I spent the next few minutes recollecting my nightmare and then, suddenly, recollected the tiny note which had spawned it: CALL EUNICE.
Yeah, I still loved her. I could still hear her saying, “Go away, Jim Morgan. I don’t want you anymore.”
And I went away. I went away because I did indeed love her, and now I’m supposed to call her. She probably needs my help with something. And it must be something urgent, and she must be desperate, calling me, of all people. Maybe this time I would help her and not let her fall. Out loud I said, “Okay. I’ll call you, babe.”
I could only hope she wouldn’t regret it.
CHAPTER 2
I woke that next day, the nineteenth of March, in a groggy stupor. My ears began to buzz from the deep isolation one finds on the frozen northlands. Seven months earlier, snow had drifted up and over our sleeping quarters and had brought with it a tomb-like, uncanny stillness. Ear ringing was a major malaise encountered the twenty-two souls who had volunteer for duty in this freezing hell, and I was no exception.
Switching on my defective lamp – some days it worked, some days it didn’t, today it didn’t – I forced my aching body out of bed and my feet onto the cold tile floor. My only light came from a dim hallway bulb that was hung two doors away. The light was good enough to dress by and leave. It was Ice Hole routine – work, sleep, and then get back to work. My forty-dollar an hour wages made up for a lot of those remote Alaskan nuances, not to mention the doubling for overtime and the frequent bonuses. Yeah, bathing in a bowl of melted snow and living with a defective lamp in a sunless, frigid land was quite profitable – and enjoyable when the Friday night green eagle came swooping in for its ritual payday landing.
I put on my supervisor’s hardhat and, although still numb-dumb, went off to find Sparks, our drunken Ice Hole radio operator. I soon found him, asleep in the radio room. Drool oozed out of his open mouth and formed a small stream down his cheek, pooling on the fur of a parka that he had rolled up to substitute as pillow for his fermenting head. Sparks was an ugly person everyone disliked. This cascade of slimy drool was one more of those added attributes that made him one repugnant human being. I had to look away from his opened mouth, as the gurgling snore was turning my stomach. Yeah, Sparks was the site’s most flagrant alcoholic.
I backed out the door and pounded on the red plywood wall. “Sparks! Sparks. Are you in there?”
His eyes opened slow, glazed from gin, or his favorite – Wild Turkey. Once, only a few days ago, I watched him chug-a-lug a whole fifth of Jack on a dare. He belched, grinned, and then fell on his face. Ten hours later, he was still lying where he’d fallen. No one helped him. No one, not even me, cared whether he was dead or not. His illness had simply progressed too far.
He began a cough, hacking himself into semi-consciousness, all the while pounding his fist on the metal desk. Then reaching into an open desk drawer, he withdrew an open bottle of bourbon and took a deep bubbling draw. His movement was swift and continuous, all the time keeping his bloody eyes locked solidly onto mine. Then he deftly set the bottle back into the drawer and blurted out, “Hey Jim, what you need, ol’ buddy?” He grinned.
I could only stare at him, appalled. He made a feeble attempt to stand but plopped back down hard, onto the wheeled office chair. Fingers grouping for the desk edge – he made an all-out effort to pull himself into a simple sitting position. I could only shake my head in disapproval—of alcoholics in general, and of him in particular.
“It’s the m-middle of the night, Jim,” he babbled. “You should be sleeping, ol’ buddy.” His words were drawled, and he ended with a muffled hiccup followed by a burp, then a thin smile, twisted smile, no doubt to show that, at least he enjoyed his infliction. He was hopelessly insane.
“It’s time to get up, Sparks, get some breakfast and coffee in you.”
“Never touch the stuff.”
Handing him the note, CALL EUNICE, I asked, “You got a number where I can reach her?”
He took the slip of paper from my hand and studied it several seconds as if it were written in Greek, turned it one way, then another – squinting – then he says, “Yeah, she left a number, but I didn’t write it down. I was too busy.”
Sparks began laughing. He was in hysterics. His joke about being too busy was too much for his demented state, and it was way, way too much for my serious state.
I reached over the desk and grabbed up a fist full of plaid shirt then pulled his face within inches of my own. “The number, Sparks.”
He whimpered, “Don’t,” and his pink eyes began to moisten. He smelled of vomit and booze. Black-headed zits speckled his forehead and nose. I shoved him away. He hit his chair squarely, and it zoomed backward slamming into a filing cabinet. His head snapped back hitting gray metal, hard. He turned white then, clenching his teeth, said, “You’re fucked now, Morgan. My dad’s the VP of this operation – you’re out of here, Dude.”
Pointing my finger directly at his nose, I said, and meant it, “I’m going to knock out all your teeth, one by one, if you don’t connect me with Washington, D.C. within thirty seconds flat, Dude.”
His face turned red.
I wasn’t sure he believed I would knock out his teeth, but I was fairly certain that he knew I could. His capitulation came out in a mousy voice. “Give me two minutes, Jim. It takes that long to reach an operator. Okay?”
* * *
Eunice May North holds a Doctorate in Psychology from Stanford University. She is now considered the foremost authority in that little known and even less understood field of Intuitive Thought. She has written seven books on ESP, holds a co-authorship on Psychoanalysis and has penned another dozen or so works on the benefits of intuitiveness. Recently she’d surrendered her full professorship at U.S.C. to become the Director in Residence of the recently founded Institute of Intuitive Thought, INTUIT U., located in Washington, D.C.
INTUIT U. specializes in parapsychology, ESP, intuitiveness, and most every other type of psychic phenomena. A major aspect of INTUIT U. is its collection of chemical compounds and herbal drugs that the institute has accumulated through anthropological field research. INTUIT U. is where ancient cures, potions, chants, and even talismans – good or evil – go under the microscope for study and analysis and, ultimately, for sale to the general public.
Funding INTUIT U. comes from the private sectors of industry where fully ninety percent of its capital stems from the bi-yearly compilation and sale of its world pharmacopeia. The huge pharmaceutical companies now rely heavily on the Institute’s vast discoveries to support their own individual research programs and in-house developments.
Eunice also gets some covert funding from our CIA – I only know this because she wanted me to know, and this is not in the realm of public knowledge. In return for taking these covert funds, she personally keeps the CIA informed of the latest technologies discovered at the Institute, which are considerable. There are other sources of revenue, but they are small in comparison to the monies generated by the pharmacopeia.
INTUIT U. employs sixty full-time researchers and another sixty on an associate basis. With few exceptions, everyone holds a doctorate in this-or-that scientific field. The researchers live on campus in small clusters of plush cottages. For tax reasons, they are all considered volunteers, but take home hefty paychecks. To be invited to volunteer one’s services at the Institute is considered a great honor within the scientific community.
Eunice occupies a two-story English Tudor that sits on the banks of the Potomac River. The campus is maintained by outside contractors and is landscaped with such perfection that Eunice has considered opening the grounds to a private tour group in an effort to generate more funds.
Eunice has a full time, live-in, domestic servant and cook whose name is Mureatha. Personally, maids make me uncomfortable. The way they dress, short skirts, dark stockings, high heels, at least in my mind, and the way they are available around the house all day for extracurricular activities, at least in my mind. Furthermore, it amazes me that women still hire themselves out for such mundane drudgery as cooking and cleaning. They could get married and do it for free.
* * *
In under two minutes, Sparks passed me the radio headset. He glared at me in a show of vehemence, then – with a wobbly arrogance – levered himself up from the chair and plodded out the door. No doubt to visit some other hidden stash of hooch.
A small metallic voice advised me to, “Please hold.” And was instantly replaced with an equally tinny violin solo. I kept expecting my connection to be broken, which was a common problem with arctic radio communications. It was also common for some ham operator in Japan or Chile to chime in with, “Break, break, want to chat, Americans?”
One just never knew. The tin violin music was being bounced from “D” layer to “E” layer all around the globe and back again. Eight whole minutes lumbered past. The violin was replaced with a fair piano concerto, maybe an opus? Tick-tock, tick-tock – the wall clock began to drown out the on-hold music, my damned ear buzzing returned, and I thought, gee, I hadn’t talked to Eunice in over a year.
“Eunice North, how may I help you?”
Electricity ran through my body. It was Eunice all right. Her voice seemed raspy, far away, but she sounded good, sexual. Hey, I hadn’t talked to a woman in months – she sounded terrific.
“Hi, Eunice, it’s me, Jim Morgan.” I’d spoken too fast; I’d heard my own voice and became self-conscious of a need to say so many, many things, and to say them all at once: I’m sorry. I love you. I shouldn’t have let you down.
“James, it’s so nice of you to return my call. I left word for you to call me four days ago. Are you well? Or are you sick or something, making me wait so long?”
“Well. You know, babe. There aren’t a lot of phone booths north of the Arctic Circle.”
I was being flippant, I knew, but was the silence that followed warranted? Had she hung up on me? Or perhaps she was busily considering how many phones there really were at the Ice Hole site. I broke the silence. “Are you still as good looking as when I saw you last?”
I visualized her mouth pucker up. She loved flattery, and the pucker was a way of accepting it. That way she’d never have to say, “Thank you, I do appreciate the compliment.” But, that was her way, so I groped for the mundane. “What’s it been now, a year, two, since we’ve spoken?”
“It’s been awhile, James. I must say it’s nice to hear your sarcastic voice again.” She sounded sincere. She sounded happy. But she sounded as if there was still a little hate left in her heart, at least, in her phone voice.
I decided to stick to business. “What did you call me about?”
“I’m looking for an Engineer to enhance my staff, Jim.”
I waited for her to elaborate. She always elaborated.
“I’ll make it worth your while. Interested in an offer? That is, if you can walk away from all your little Eskimo sweeties.”
The barb hurt, but I didn’t let her set the hook. “I could probably leave Ice Hole, but quitting wouldn’t look good on my resume. Problem is, I’m making good money up here, not to mention a few extra grand a month playing poker. How big a salary are you thinking?”
I lied about poker – it was a whim of the moment, a bluff, an ante up. Yeah, the cards were coming fast, and if I knew Eunice, she’d have a card or two up her silk sleeve. I fully understood that she’d said she’d needed an Engineer. Not I need you. I need your love. I want you. Come back to me. No. What she said was, “I need to enhance my staff.” And that would cost her dearly.
She elaborated, “I’ll match your current salary plus ten percent. I’ll give you a thousand dollar sign-on bonus; and, if I know you like I think I do, you’ll need that grand to pay off your gambling debts. Right?”
The offer was sweet. I was mentally packing my suitcase as soon as I heard, “...match your current salary.” I was ready to leave Hell Hole Thirteen for half my salary. Yet, I still needed to know how badly she wanted, me. You know my male ego and that sort of thing.
I countered, “Well, last night wasn’t my best night on the green felt, but I’m far from being in debt, Eun. However, I will need a bit of relocation money. Say, three grand...”
“That sounds fair to me, if you can get here in four days. I have a lot of nasty deadlines to meet.”
“I need a week. And – one more perk.”
“Ah... What’s that? What perk?” Eunice rarely uses, “Ah.” She was mentally running through her offer, assessing what it was that she had forgotten, what option she had inadvertently failed to mention.
“I get to use you on weekends, dates and stuff.”
There was a long pause – a terribly long pause. It was an embarrassing moment. My face flushed, and I sorely regretted saying, “...use you.” Yeah, I thought, I had blown one super fine offer, let alone my chance of leaving the bustling arctic wastelands.
“I’d have sworn that I had mentioned that, Jim, when we were talking about bonuses. Didn’t I?” The playfulness in her soft voice was sweet magic to my ears.
The ace of hearts had slid out of her sleeve. The cards were all in play. One of us was going to lose their shirt. Deftly, I called her hand. “I’ll be there in a week. By the way, how am I going to enhance your staff, Eun?”
“For starters, you’re going to run down a rare tortoise for me, Jim. A Malagasy Tortoise.”
“Break, break. Hello, Americanos. Want to chat, amigos?”
Then static. Our connection was broken. Damn ionospheric scatter up here by the North Pole. I set down the headphones and muttered, “Yeah, I can run down a tortoise.” Then I thought deeper about the fable… the Malagasy Tortoise was extinct.
CHAPTER 3
In a quickly drafted letter of resignation, I placed Sparks in charge of Ice Hole Number 13, my little joke on the oil industry, and began packing essentials: toothpaste, clean underwear, sunglasses, a picture of mom and dad on their sailboat, calculator, pens and pencils, alarm clock, and my gold-on-blue Purdue pennant. I stuffed this all into an overnight bag, took one last look around my room, said goodbye, and pulled the door shut on an era of self-imposed imprisonment. I had made a lot of money during my stay, but it was time to move back into more dangerous territory. Eunice May North territory.
Circling the Ice Hole in the site’s Cessna erased all doubts I may have subconsciously held about leaving the oil fields. I dipped my wings left and right in a grand adios to my cheering friends and fellow workers. Some of them I’d recall often, some of them would never again creep into my consciousness. I placed the nose cowl toward the southern horizon and headed for Kotzebue, forevermore away from the icy, barren Brooks Range.
Refueled and fed, I climbed out of Kotzebue airspace to cross the Arctic Circle and the Seward Peninsula to Nome, a mere two hundred nautical miles away. For companionship, I listened to some old Beatles’ tapes on an early Sony Walkman.
This helped me to not think or worry about what I was doing. Technically, I had borrowed the company Cessna although I hadn’t asked anyone if I couldn’t use it. And no, Virginia, I didn’t have a current pilot’s certificate. But after all was said and done, the three-hour flight was quite uneventful. This just showed that even great adventures had their lulls.
I circumnavigated Nome by a few miles to the west, about thirty, but was able to follow the coast eastward until I saw signs of life, roads and villages, and finally the cityscape unfolded below. My navigational skills were confined to visual flight rules, and luckily I had some nice weather, a true rarity anywhere near the Seward Peninsula. The airport was easy to spot, the only large area cleared of snow. I landed without incident.
Tony, a genuine bush pilot who worked for Wein Airline, came out of his office and pointed out a spot for me to park the oil company’s plane. Tony had taught me to fly. Together, we raised a lot of husky fur whenever I had cause to be in Nome, which was often.
Once, when he was too drunk to fly a DEW line mail run, I offered to steer his plane so he could sleep it off. The jaunt went well, and ever grateful Tony gave me free flying lessons.
He helped schedule me out to Seattle via a DC-10 that was departing within minutes of my arrival in Nome. The Golden Nugget pilot, a friend of Tony’s, let me fly free as a parting gift from the land of gold and frozen honey.
I entrusted the Cessna key to Tony who promised to keep it from my boss, Bob Carpenter, until I received my last paycheck. Tony hates Bob – over some girl – and I would be quite surprised if that Cessna is ever seen again, at least in one piece.
I waved my good-byes from the vibrating steps that led up to the DC-10 and hurriedly boarded. Twelve hours later, I was in a taxicab fighting rush hour traffic into downtown Seattle.
The young desk clerk at the Westin Hotel excused himself and returned with a sophisticated and very starched manager whose face flushed as he asked me whether I had reservations. It seemed that I was somewhat miscast for a stay with the Westin’s normally opulent clientele. My two-day beard was shabby, there was mud on my mukluks, my parka was lightly coated with Alaskan crude, and its fur hood was splotched with gobs of drill-bit grease. I may have had an odor problem too, but a crisp one hundred dollar bill made me an instant red carpet guest without further fanfare or ado.
As I signed the guest register, I told the young desk clerk to get a big, fat, medium-rare steak sent up to my room, preferable served by a naked woman.
He said, “Oh my gosh,” and set off to fetch Mister Starch for a second time.
He made me modify my order; a six-pack of beer would replace my desire for a hostess `d au natural. I tipped the kid a twenty and headed for the elevators. The plush lobby was scattered with a handful of beautiful women, and I soon caught myself staring. I really had been gone too long. Yeah, it was a wonderful feeling to be back in civilization and to discover that the libido was still functioning on all five or six senses. I saw a cute blonde, damn cute: Then a big brunette. Then another babe clad in a mini-skirt. And I saw yet another woman with legs all the way up to heaven – busty and smiling – in that order.
The elevator arrived. I entered the mirrored car and watched myself rub the whiskers of a neo-barbarian’s chin, my chin. And my mind began to race, I’d shave, I’d bathe, I’d – purchase a suit, I’d – I’d... Damn. I had been away too long. I decided there and then that I’d better chill out, keep my eye on the prize. Eunice.
While waiting for room service to bring up my dinner, I made a few phone calls. The first went to Bob Carpenter in Dallas for the week. I told him that I quit. That it was a simple case of cabin fever, that I was seeing naked girls running through the trees that surrounded Ice Hole 13, and that every time I caught one she’d be too skinny for my liking.
He wasn’t amused.
I told him he could pick up the Cessna in Nome, from Tony, and that I loved him like an only brother.
Bob thanked me for letting him know where the Cessna was and then, in the same breath, added, “I’ll see that your final pay check goes to a worthy charity, Jim.”
I could only say, “Fair is fair. By the way, I put Sparks in charge of 13, gave him a hundred dollar a week pay raise and the keys to the liquor storeroom.”
My second call went to an FTD florist. I sent Eunice a dozen white roses with a note that read: “With Love, Your Latest Staff Enhancement.”
The third call went to American Air Lines where I booked a dinner flight to Chicago for the following evening. I wanted to treat myself to a first class seat but had to settle for coach, a small concession for such short notice. My last call was that inevitable call home.
Room service arrived at the same time that mom answered the phone. “Hold on, ma. I gotta get the door.”
“Jimmy? Jimmy? Is that you, dear?”
“I’ll just be a minute, okay?”
I over-tipped the waiter, popped the tab on a beer, and began undressing while explaining to my mom why I was coming home to visit. She sounded excited, all gaspy voiced, said she’d been writing me a letter when the phone rang, asking me to come home.
“What a coincidence,” I said.
“Hold on while I tell your papa, Jimmy.” The line went quiet while she rushed off to find my dad. That was my mom, totally devoted to him.
I popped open a second beer and peeked at the steak under its silver domed plate. My stomach was out-voting my homesickness. I was just about to hang up when she returned.
“Your dad says we’ll pick you up at the airport. What time will you get in? Oh my, I’ll have to get your room ready. Will you be here for dinner? What can I make for you? Oh, I know, your favorite, spaghetti. Are you bringing a guest? How long will you—”
“Ma.” I cut her short. She was being over exemplary, covering all the bases and playing outfield as well. “I’ll be in late tomorrow. Call you then. I gotta go now. See you tomorrow. Love you, and say hi to Dad for me.”
I hung up the phone, devoured the steak, and took a thirty-five minute shower. Yeah, it would be nice to visit my parents again, especially a short visit, one day, two at most. Any longer would be madness. Yeah, their little boy was grown now. One day they would discover this fact of life, and our relationship would get better. Until then, it would be home tonight and gone tomorrow, at least, as long as I could afford the luxury of living without their constant doting.
CHAPTER 4
Falling snow obscured my view of the airport as the 747 settled down onto a runway at Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport and began negotiating its complex maze of crowded taxiways. Huge, moist flakes melted as quickly as they hit my window and the asphalt below; but in the lower, cooler grass fringes there remained spotty patches left by snowplows. These blotches told me, “Hey, it isn’t quite spring, no, not yet, not here in the Windy City.”
Outside ARRIVALS I hailed a cab. My female cabby, a chatty college student, yakked on and on about Chicago’s nightlife. “Ever been here? Ever been there? Ever been? Ever been?”
“No. Not recently. No. Not since the mid-eighties. No. Never heard of that club. No. I’m not married. No, I don’t like steamed clams on the half shell.”
When we pulled up in front of my house, my mom and dad were both peering out of the front window. They were like a pair of old pumpkins still flickering in expectation of at least one more late trick-or-treater to come rapping on their polished mahogany doors.
I tipped the cabby-student a twenty, and for a second I thought that she was going to kiss me in appreciation. Then she sped away. I rushed up the drive and into the open, loving arms of my dear old mom.
We sat up until sunrise chatting and solidifying our family bonds. We shared some warm smiles and much laughter, something that came easy when one was comfortable and at ease with one’s own parents. Yeah, mom was mom and dad was dad, and I their only child. As long as I followed their script, fulfilled their parental expectations, and played the role of needful, loving child, their world was mine, and I was prince and heir to all their worldly treasures.
In motherly efficiency, she had all the family news prepared for narration in chronological order. Dad, not to be outdone, had all of his latest innovations laid out on the living room floor for my personal viewing and inspection. His tool and die shop had been very productive over the last few years. He boasted of seven new patents, which I must admit, was very impressive. His latest innovation, a brass coil wrapped around a glass jug, “...will revolutionize the soft water industry.” Or so dad claimed, with flailing arms and animated gestures of universal magnitude that bespoke of a totally unique, uncompromising consumer necessity. Seemed like he want to sell me ten of them, on the spot, with cash.).
And then came his inevitable pitch. “Join the business, son. Share the glory.”
“But, what about money, Dad?”
“Your talents wouldn’t go to waste around here, son, no-sir-re-Bob. We could use that education of yours to expand.”
“How much money, Dad?”
“It would be fun, Jimbo. We could work side-by-side, twelve hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year.
“The money, Dad.”
“All right.” He licked his front teeth. “I can’t pay you a fat salary like the oil industry. But, we’d work something out. After all, the business will be yours one day. That’s something to consider, eh Jimbo?”
Dad couldn’t come close to matching Eunice’s lucrative offer. And we both knew I wouldn’t last long under his iron-fisted, mad-managerial dictatorship. But, I had fun fending off his partnership offers. He expected it, as he no more wanted me under his wing than I want to be there. We’d remain friends this way, and I loved him dearly for knowing and understanding how things really were. He had to play the charade for my mom’s benefit. So she wouldn’t think he’d wanted me left out of the family business. Which, I think he did, want me left out. But then again, maybe he didn’t? Yeah, life could be confusing, especially when dealing with parents.
We slept in until two. Mom started her spaghetti dinner while Dad helped me uncover the Austin 3000, vintage 1963. Rebuilding and restoring the Austin was my pet project, but Dad took over while I was away. He made many of the parts from scratch right there in his shop. One time he’d shut down his production line for two days while he molded a pair of rocker panels for the undercarriage. As shop owner and managerial tyrant, he got away with such extravagance.
When I announced that I was taking the Austin to Washington, he became ill-faced, all red and puffy. “No-no-no, son. You take my Volvo, it’s much safer, and you’ll be more comfortable on the road.” This was said with absolute parental authority.
I didn’t argue. I knew better. I simply dropped the subject and began to plan accordingly. I’d have to steal my own car.
It felt great to be back behind the oak steering wheel of my honey. I headed for the bank, the engine growling, as the old Austin responded to the road like the tiger she was designed to be. If it weren’t for the slushy conditions, I’d have put the top down.
At the bank, I asked the clerk, “How much is my portfolio worth?” I hoped it was considerable, and to my surprise it was more than that; it was astronomical. Dad would surely be impressed. Yeah, I had arrived at that point in life when I needed to safeguard my assets, in case I got married someday, maybe to Eunice.
Not wanting to get married unprepared, I ordered all of my stocks to be sold and the monies to be converted into safe Treasury Bills. My thinking was thus: avoid wedlock, but just in case, with all of my finances tied up in T-bills, they’d be safe from a money grab if things didn’t work out. After all, who in their right mind would cash in a Treasury bill and then get married.
I purred the Austin up and down Michigan Avenue in a lightheaded, early spring daze. I had become a relatively rich guy, and it had way before I’d expected. It was time to enjoy my fortune. I went window-shopping for women in mini-skirts, revving the 3000 at anything wearing nylon, but in spite of the smiles and waves I’d attracted, I could only see my beloved Eunice.
Did I really love her that much? I swung the Austin onto Lake Shore Drive and headed home. It was getting dark; the city lights were coming to life as Chicago transformed from business Mecca of the mid-west to entertainment heaven. I could have hung around and played the rich man in town, but hey! Mom was making spaghetti, what could I say?
That last night of my stay was sheer delight. We sat around, relaxed, watching carousel upon carousel of slides. Slides of Dad sitting on the Austin, Dad polishing the Austin, Dad working under the hood of the Austin, Dad in the driver’s seat of the Austin, Dad sitting on the Austin’s fenders, and there was even one of Mom working in her flower garden.
We snacked late on leftovers and washed it all down with a homemade apple pie, alamode. It was midnight when I crawled into my comfy teenage bed.
Mom hadn’t changed my room one bit since my college days. It was much cleaner, my poster of Janis Joplin had disappeared, and it didn’t smell like a pile of old gym socks. My collection of baseball cards was still boxed right where I had left them.
Yeah, it was comforting to be home, to languor in old memories, to be cared for. I flipped off the light and let the darkness clear my head of old, youthful times. It seemed like an eternity before I finally fell asleep, but I did, and I dreamt.
Eunice was in Chicago. She was auditing my bank. She was yelling out some terribly vicious nonsense. “Sell that stupid old sports car. Grow up. Settle down. Marry me, you – you goof-off, take the plunge.”
She picked up a stack of papers and waved them in my face, all the while continuing her angry tirade. Crumpling the papers in her fist, she thrust them toward me, shaking them vigorously, furiously, “And this? This really takes the cake of all things – T Bills. Don’t you know there’s a stiff penalty for cashing one of these before their time? – You make me sick, Jimbo.”
She finally threw the papers into my face. “You’re not coming into my bed with thoughts of an early withdrawal, you – you, financial philanderer.”
Mom entered the dream. Her soft, gentle voice purred out from the deep recesses of a shiny, but cob webbed, bank vault that was emitting a soft yellow incandescent glow. “Eunice is right, Jimmy. Treasury Bills suck. Now be a good boy, and put your money back into IBM, Microsoft, and Pepsi Cola like you did before. T Bills are so democratic – so wasteful, and so downright bureaucratic they actually turn my stomach, Jimmy. And, I do so want to be a grandmother, didn’t you know?”
A halo formed above her head, a halo that was inset with ABC blocks. Yeah, it was my mom okay, the saintly nun of procreation making her pitch for grandmotherhood – from inside a bank vault.
Dad entered, wringing his hands in a greedy-lawyer gesture, saying, “Don’t you worry, son, I’ll take that old Austin off your hands. That way you can be matured, boy. You know? Pleasing our women folk is a real damned important part of business. And, there’s nothing wrong with driving an Edsel – err, I mean the Volvo. So, act like a real grownup, mature adults drive junkers all the time.”
Dad’s grin expanded, “After all, we all have to mature. And sooner or later, I will, too.”
That’s when dad became soulful, morbid – he began to weep – “I want your Austin, Jimbo.” He fell to his knees. “I want that Austin. I want my Austin.” He turned into a two year old and went into a tantrum, kicking, spitting. He began throwing toy Volvos everywhere, in what one could only describe as nightmarish, vehement anger.
And I woke, fumbled around for a cigarette, lit one, and then tried to dissect my nightmare. I couldn’t understand Eunice’s anger. Mom, in her halo of ABC blocks, well, she was a sweetie. Dad? Well, dad would get over me taking the Austin. After all, it is my car.
It was six a.m. I dressed and packed silently in an extreme effort to not wake my parents. I didn’t take many clothes, as nothing seemed to fit anymore. And, what I had wouldn’t be adequate in Eunice’s world anyway, at least, not in her public world.
I had just loaded my golf clubs and tennis racquets into the passenger’s seat of the 3000 and was trying to figure out how to fit in my fishing tackle when Mom startled me.
“Your father’s come to terms about you taking the Austin. Can I make you some breakfast, honey?”
Dad poked his head around Mom’s shoulder. “Don’t forget, she red lines at 7000, Jim. She doesn’t leak oil, but she does burn a little, check it every now and then. And the carbs, they’re set for winter, they’ll need adjusting when it gets a little warmer, okay? Well, drive defensively, Jimbo. You would have been safer in the Volvo. It has air bags and…
The phone rang inside.
Thank the almighty gods that he volunteered to answer it. I kissed mom on the cheek and told her not to worry about the Austin, it was insured. She smiled like an all-knowing sage from Tibet, and then a tear let loose and slipped down her maternal cheek.
I waved to them both – Dad had returned and was hugging Mom around the waist as I pulled out of the driveway. I felt sad to leave home. Heavy hearted and a little teary. I’d miss them both terribly – for two minutes.
The Austin growled down Maple Street. I reminisced over my visit, and wondered how long it would be before I’d returned home again. And then, I began thinking about Eunice, and the Austin came alive and began to roar. It had turned into the MGM lion itself, personified and unchained, free to venture where it willed. And I thought, next stop, INTUIT U., Eunice’s arms, and hopefully – all her charms.
CHAPTER 5
It took twelve hours to drive to Washington, D.C., gas, oil and comfort stops included. This trip required two additional, unscheduled delays. The first was in Indiana near the University of Notre Dame. I knew it was Notre Dame because I could see the golden dome above the budding trees south of the toll road. This was where an ugly, burly state trooper wrote me out a sixty-two dollar speeding ticket. I’m sure this was an act of god or something. Because, if I hadn’t been stopped, I’d have missed seeing the cathedral’s golden dome, and “Oh Boy,” that would have been a huge loss, right?
The second stop was in Pennsylvania where I was clocked on a state-of-the-art radar gun doing eighty-one miles per hour. This time I didn’t see any golden domes. I couldn’t blame that ticket on anyone other than myself. Yeah, I’d have to slow it down. The patrolman said so. Lucky for me, the cop had a sense of humor.
After ticketing me, he said, “Okay Anthony, keep old Cleopatra here under control. We post these-here speed limits for your health, you know.”
I must have been searching for golden domes or cursing the toll road gods, at any rate, I didn’t openly respond to his wit, and he added, gruffly, “Hey, got the message, Bud?”
Shaking my head yes in brash acknowledgement, I climbed back into “Cleo” thinking, “Bud? Yeah, right. What a dickhead.”
I phoned Eunice from Hagerstown and was surprised to hear her personally answer, “I know it’s you. How may I help?”
“It’s me, Jim Morgan.”
As soon as she heard that, “I’m so sorry, Jimbo, I thought you were one of my mind reading students. I loved the white roses. Thank you so much.”
“You’re welcome. I’m getting close to Washington D.C.”
“I’ll meet you at the institute’s gate house. Say around eightish?”
“Eightish it is.” I hung up. Eightish didn’t give me time for coffee, time to sightsee, or time to contemplate my existence. I slammed in a Deep Purple tape and cranked the volume up into the 100-decibel range. During their version of “Hey Joe,” I pondered away on such mundane thoughts as, “How many lovers had Eunice taken since we split?” And, “Did she wonder the same thing about me?” The Eskimo sweeties comment made me conclude that she had, but I figured it didn’t matter, as the closest I’d gotten to one of them was Sparks.
I crossed the bridge into D.C., noting that it was almost eightish.
Traffic was light, and I made the gate at eight sharp. Eunice was already there, standing outside of her limo, chatting with the young uniformed sentry. She looked radiant, poised, and obviously out of place alongside the overweight Rent-a-Cop.
Our reunion was somewhat awkward; neither of us spoke for a moment, we just smiled at each other, in reminiscence of what once was, I assumed, and in consideration of what might yet develop, at least speaking for myself. She broke the trance. “You’re looking well.”
“Yeah, you too.” And I thought, Damn, she looks better than just well, she looks great.
She nodded then said, “Follow me in. It’s not far.” She tipped here head. “Just up the road.”
I followed the institute’s limo, a huge dark-gray stretch, up a gently winding road where we turned into a circular red-bricked drive that fronts her residence, a huge English Tudor. Eunice bounded out of the limo and motioned for me to park near the door. As I turned off the engine, I noticed that the limo had left – to wherever it was that limos went.
As I stepped from the Austin, I noticed the appearance of a huge black woman who dwarfed Eunice, me, and the 3000. This endomorphic pudge-ball turned out to be Mureatha, Eunice’s maid-servant. She smiled at me as if we were long-lost friends, showing a gold tooth and open warmth that one usually reserves for one’s lover. And I smiled back, openly, thinking, “Yeah, we’d been lovers – in some previous hell on earth.”
Eunice was halfway to the door, yelling for me to follow her. “Leave your things. Mureatha will get them.” And I thought, so much for introductions. Perhaps it wasn’t proper to introduce one’s domestic.
I said to Mureatha, “Nice meeting you.” Then I headed after my beckoning employer, and, hopefully, soon to be lover.
Entering the massive foyer was an experience in itself. The floor was done in white slate surrounding a circular reflection pool that boasted a brass cherub pissing into the water from a small penis. The walls were done in a textured plaster and were inlaid with large rough-hewn wooden beams that immediately awed one’s senses with their bold and pseudo-western ruggedness. Eunice confided in me later that the effect was designed to evoke a sense of femininity in a masculine world. Then added, “Every time I come in this door I want to run up stairs and put on a pair of Levis. I think the architect blew it.”
A white deep pile carpet covered the double set of stairs that lead up to a balconied second story. How Mureatha kept this area clean was way beyond my imagination. And, it was always kept spotless.
Eunice held out her arms, for what turned out to be a platonic hug. She whispered, “Welcome to first class, Mister Morgan.”
Yeah, she had gone big-time, no doubt. She was a big-league, up-town, big shot, and she knew it. As I took a second astonished look around her designer cavern, I had to ask, “Where do I register?”
Eunice missed the one-liner. The poor creature had educated herself clear out of simple jocularity. Her seersucker suit and her dumbfounded stare were a major tip off. I looked at her with apathy expecting her to say something like, “Wait here, I have to run upstairs and put my hair into a bun, read a few classics, and then we’ll have a spot of tea and nibble at an itsy-bitsy crumpet.”
Instead she said, “It’s all a bunch of foo-fa-raw, Jim. All show.” She waved her arm in a grandeur sweep. “Although, it does demand a sense of propriety, don’t you agree?”
I did agree, and in my best Clark Gable, I said, “Frankly my dear, I do give a damn.”
Mureatha burst through the front doors. She was carrying all three of my suitcases, the golf clubs, and tennis rackets and – by mistake – the Austin’s passenger seat. Noisily she plodded across the slate and waddled determinedly up the stairs, first leaning deeply right, and then almost losing her balance in a lean to her left. Stabilizing her load at the halfway landing, she took a deep breath, and then sprinted up the last ten stairs. At the top, she uttered a loud grunt that sounded like, “Humph.” As if to announce an effortless climb.
Eunice grabbed my arm, and with a light tug led me off to her den. The den was not a working space in the true sense of labor. It was designed to host social gatherings for an intellectual few and could easily be mistaken for a library, tavern, meeting room, or a recreation salon. Everything was done in soft green leather and polished woods accented with a lot of brass. The entire east wall was windowed with small-pane glasswork that offered one a peek-a-boo view of the pool and patio, which was closed for the winter. A gas-log hearth made the room cozy and homey in spite of its vast dimensions.
Eunice moved behind the bar and dimmed the lights while asking if I still cut my Scotch with water. I nodded while studying the brush strokes on an original Monet that was lighted and on display between two neatly aligned bookshelves.
“It’s on loan, the Monet.” Eunice appeared to be enjoying my sincere show of wonderment. “Next month we’re getting a Picasso.”
I sat across from her on one of the ten bar stools. She threw a few toggle switches, and the patio lit up casting a mellow glow throughout the den. A white neon light flickered once before announcing the bar to be open.
“The pool is heated. It’ll be setup and running by the first of May.” Boast. Boast. “There’s an exercise room and sauna off the south deck.” She pointed. “We have a live-in fitness trainer who takes care of the pool through October.” She elaborated, “It was a bit much for Mureatha to cook, clean, and maintain a pool. The trainer will move in when the pool opens. You’ll like her. She’s from India. She’s into yoga and practices a lot of meditation...”
As Eunice went on, I couldn’t help but notice her radiance – she belonged here. She fit the décor and added to its ambiance. I put my arms on the bar and pulled my drink and monogrammed napkin to the rail. Momentarily, I fixated on my watch, my Rolex fit in, and I felt an instant relief – actually, more of a self-esteem boost. Yeah, it was a certainty – I fit her mosaic; I belonged too.
“...She doesn’t speak very good English; I think it’s a defense mechanism.” Eunice stopped her prattling, intuitively aware that I was tired from driving and not giving her one hundred percent of my attention.
“Mureatha will be down in a minute to show you to your room. I’ve had her draw you a bath. Are you hungry?” This was all said in one breath, business-like.
Although I wasn’t paying full attention, I did hear the “are you hungry” part. I smiled to mask my inattentiveness.“You look beautiful, Eunice.” Her eyes sparkled like blue ice; her lower lip curled into a playful I know grin and then we locked eyes on each other, searching, searching for clues, for some subliminal nuance that would erase all the hours since we last contemplated each other. It was an awkward moment, a weird moment, and it lacked something, something mortally essential, and I concluded it was intimacy.
I reached for my drink and presented her a toast. “To the boss.”
“Oh no-no-no,” she softly protested, smiling, hefting her gin and tonic. “To my latest corporate acquisition, you, James P. Morgan.”
And there I sat wondering was she only my boss? Was I only her latest “Corporate Acquisition?” I had to find out quickly. “Yes, a hot bath sounds terrific. And yes, I am a little horny... err, ah, hungry.”
Her ice blues twinkled mischievously. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d have believed that to be a genuine Freudian slip, Jimbo.”
Bested by her pulling the Freud card, I decided to change the subject and nodded backward toward the lobby. “How long has that troglodyte been your maid? Mureatha?”
“Mureatha’s an excellent corporate acquisition, Jim. She’s also an excellent cook. You better treat her nice, for my sake, okay?”
Smiling wickedly, I nodded.
“I wouldn’t know what to do without her. She’s really good, promise me, Jim. Promise.”
“I promise not to tease the help, Scout’s honor.” Then quickly added, “But if I know you, you wait on her, and she’ll be telling me how I should be nice to you before the day’s over, right?”
As if on cue, Mureatha entered. “Your bath’s done been draught, sir.” She spoke this with laughter in her voice, and then looked to Eunice for approval. Getting the nod, she waddled off.
I whispered to Eunice, “Done been draught?”
“She’s Cajun. Give her a chance. I think you’ll like her, Jim. She’s quite amazing. You’ll see.” Then wagging a chastising, motherly index finger to me, she concluded with, “Be nice.”
“Hey, I’m only an employee here, an acquisition; write Be Nice into my job description.” And there it was, the flippancy, the arrogance, and the wit that Eunice abhorred. And, as usual, I didn’t catch myself before the words came out. Now it was too late. I smiled quickly, quick enough that she had to take my remark in a humorous vein, which I guessed she did because she hadn’t slugged me. Instead her lips curled, she stretched, and it appeared she’d opted to ignore me, this time.
Rounding out from behind the bar, she announced, “I’m going up for a quick shower and slip into something more comfortable. We’ll eat here at nine. Mureatha will show you to your room.” As Eunice walked away, she added, “Enjoy your bath, ta-ta.”
It had been two years since I had asked Eunice to marry me. She wasn’t the same Eunice whom I had fallen in love with. Yeah, the “ta-ta” was new, as were her seersucker wool suits and her lavish environment. And there was an aloofness, a mysterious quality that I couldn’t quite pin down. Or maybe an old quirk was missing. An old look. An old turn of phrase. Whatever it was, I couldn’t put my finger on it. But then again she was still the same old Eunice in other ways, prim, self-confident, poised, controlled, on top of everything and ready for anything.
Mureatha, the Alley Oop mistress of the Potomac Riverfront, returned to announce, “I’ll show ya to your rooms now, Mister Mogins.”
“Morgan,” I corrected her. “Mor-gan. Not, Mo-gins, okay?” After all, I hadn’t seen my job description, not yet, and until I had, I’d have a say on how Miss Oop pronounced my name. “That’s M-O-R-G-A-N. Better yet, just call me Jim.”
“Yes, sir, Mister Jim Mogins. Whatever you like.”
Again, there was that laughter in her voice. “That’s a start.” Resigned, I followed her, mimicking her waddle, a small rebuff for bastardizing my name.
My rooms were on the second floor facing the Potomac River. The suite had three rooms and a huge bath. Everything bespoke of quality, plush quality. When Eunice had said, “Welcome to first class...” She wasn’t blowing smoke. Actually, she had understated the castle’s opulence by tenfold.
Mureatha stood at the door with her hand out, palm up. I had seen this gesture a million times before by bellhops, waiters, and valet parking attendants from New York City to the icy shores of Nome. I pulled out a small clip of bills and removed a five-spot. It was automatic – tip the help.
Mureatha jumped back a full two feet. “No, sir. No, sir. I just want your keys, Mister Mogins. Can’t be taken’ tips round here. Miss North is paying me plenty that I’m not taking tips from you, sir. I just need to move your car back to the garage.” She was pointing east, to a wall, to let me know in what direction my car would be stowed. It was an awkward moment, I put away the fin and handed her my keys, asking, with reluctance, “Can you drive a five-speed?”
“I can drive an eighteen-wheeler, sir, as long as I’ve got the keys.”
And I thought, “And I bet you do windows, too.”
She turned for the door.
Mureatha didn’t need the keys. No, she was physically capable of carrying the Austin out to the garage, on her back.
As I watched her descend the stairs, I came to a further conclusion: in actuality, she was like Jell-o. She had been molded into her humanoid figure by an evil fifth dimensional entity that used parallel worlds for its sick moments of levity and extraterrestrial entertainments. And as she reached the last step and began to waddle onto the slate vestibule, I had yet one more fleeting thought. “How in the hell was she going to get her big fat ass behind the wheel of ol’ Cleo?”
She’d better not break anything.
Contemplating my Dad’s anger if she did break something, I closed the door and began surveying my new home. The spacious three-room suite boasted a large bedroom with a walkout lanai. A small but adequately equipped office, PC, laser printer, and enough power software to choke the most avid hacker sat off the main TV/sitting room. This big room had an excellent film library and presumptuously shelved enough books to satisfy the needs of any intellectual pursuit. There was even a kid section that offered some talking books. It had been a long time since I had last read, “Chicken Little.” The fox button intrigued me to no end. Ah, such a literary marvel.
The suite proved out to be most functional yet very, very gracious. Eventually, I did add a coffee pot, two ashtrays and a three-way bulb to the bed lamp. Aside from those modifications, I found everything quite luxurious and exceptionally comfortable.
Everything was unpacked and neatly organized into a master walk-in closet. Fresh towels, oversized and fluffy, were laid out on the tiled bathroom vanity. The bath was designed for masculine efficiency, not necessarily the whirlpool sunken tub that measured seven by seven baker’s feet, but by the quick shower that had a surround-spray similar to that found in a drive through car wash, replete with an after-shower hair drier system. The mirrors were wired not to fog, and the shower doubled into a dry-heat sauna. I was impressed and very much spoiled by the suite’s ultra techno-bath.
The walls were tiled light gray with random Revolutionary War scenes staggered around all four walls. The room literally said, “Wake up.” And yet, it could relax one to a fault. Two wall chutes, one marked “Laundry” and one labeled “Dry Clean Only” disappeared to some unseen world of washing machines and driers somewhere below the suite. Overnight hamper deposits were returned to the suite’s door – crispy clean – and without charge.
I stripped and entered the churning whirlpool bath. A Celsius thermometer announced the water to be 40 degrees. As I sat there enjoying the sensation of twelve water jets massaging my flesh, I did a mental calculation to convert Celsius to Fahrenheit. Forty degrees times 1.8 equals 72 degrees, then add 32. The water was a tepid 104 degrees Fahrenheit. And I thought of Eunice. Imagined her naked in her own shower. Wondered if she desired me as badly as I desired her.
Next time I looked at the time, it was nearly nine. Twenty minutes had raced away since dunking my toes to test the warmth of Eunice’s refreshing waters. And it was with great reluctance that I stepped from the tub’s caressing heat to towel, blow dry my mane, and dress for a late dinner, and hopefully, much more.
I put on a new white shirt and pair of black slacks, then opted for a summer tan sport coat. Eunice would call me on the black slacks, but hell, it was Friday and late. I left my top two shirt buttons opened and put on a gold chain that I had purchased in Fairbanks because it matched my Rolex. When I stepped back from the mirror and looked at myself, I felt good – macho, and I caught myself in a soft whistle of an 1814 battle hymn.
It was a few minutes past nine when I walked out the door and bounded down the staircase. My stomach rumbled with hunger as I crossed the slate to enter Eunice’s multiple-function den. Yeah, it was time to strap on that old feedbag and put my heart out there for Eunice to trounce under her heels again. Corporate acquisition, my ass.
CHAPTER 6
Eunice was standing at the bar preoccupied with a stack of classical CD’s, many of them still sealed in their original cellophane wrapping. She was wearing a white blouse, seductively open to expose a sensuous valley of cleavage. A snap glance lower disclosed the absence of a bra, and when I let my eyes roam even lower I was treated to a view of tight-fitting Levis. Levis cut to enhance her figure and to openly emphasize her model’s butt, small and yet so playfully proportionate to her curvy hips.
Yeah, she was Miss Erotica, youthful, seductive and totally aware of the look she projected. And, it wasn’t a look appropriate to do institute business. However, it was intuitive – at least in my mind.
Without looking up, she said, “What do you want to hear, Jim? Piano? Violins?”
As romantically as I could, I answered, “How about your heart beating against my ear?”
“Is that rap or heavy metal? I haven’t heard of it, so here we go – this will set a nice mood.” She slid a disk into a stereo component, punched a few buttons, and tiny green lights flickered across the system’s face as the room filled with the sound of exotic bells tinkling out in what I could only describe as quad-phonic bliss. She had selected some new wave, Enigma, soft and mystical.
She lowered the lights to invite a pair of translucent candles to flicker up warm dancing shadows throughout the den. It was eerie, romantic, and sensual; an immediate sensation of blatant seduction permeated my being, titillated my soul. She came to me, she in a quintessential smile of unspoken need touched me, and neared yet closer. Then spoke, soft, close to whispered, “I see that you’re still dressing like a pimp, Jimbo.”
“And you, my sweet, just where have you hidden your scarlet letter? Surely it’s not sewn into your bra.” I gently reached out cupping her left breast with a wanton sexual caress – ready for rebuff, yet praying for a positive, non-response.
“Ah, what’s this, no bra? My, my, such a flagrant dress-code violation for a woman of stature.” And our eyes locked, hazed in that reckless abandon that transcends emotional restriction. We were already making love – spiritually banging one another without so much as lowering one’s zipper or lifting one’s skirt.
A leaden silence ensued, the moment, the music – the entire atmosphere was threatening to explode, to disintegrate from idle tit-for-tatting on each the other’s dress. The passion, the frolic of nonsensical social intercourse was about to go “poof.” And, I didn’t want that to happen, no, not then, not on that night.
In placation I whispered, “Isn’t time supposed to cure old wounds, Eunice?”
She countered, sardonically, “Time cures broken bones, Jim. Nothing cures a broken heart.”
And then she changed, her eyes sparkled, and a weak smile overtook her exposed negative countenance as if she had caught herself being too open, too honest, and was innately compelled to cover up the heavy, close to dramatic, emphasis that she had overtly placed on the word nothing.
An icy chill shot up my spine, lingering momentarily along the nape of my neck. Something was amiss. Maybe it was the music – Enigma, the bells, the erotic symbols, the chants, that ethereal chanting and its suggestive, mystical taunts. No. Something was afoot, a devious switch had been made, and a hate filled statement was being shrugged off with a pacifying smirk-smile that belied a smoldering vengeance, one that time would never ever begin to quell... And then, as quick as the insight had flashed into being, it was gone, evaporated by that lovely, lovely heat of passion.
Our lips came together, hungry, warm and slightly trembling with that cosmic need to commingle, to fulfill the need of becoming one with the essence of the other’s being. It was a precursor, an open promise to fulfill an obsession, and that would not be denied, no, not by a mere broken heart, and surely not by—
Mureatha floated in like an over-gassed zeppelin, carrying two silver-covered plates of what turned out to be red snapper garnished with a pile of crisp, steamy asparagus spears. The hypnotic spell, our momentary know-nothing trance was shattered like so many of man’s capricious dreams. Yeah, Mureatha entered like the subservient blast of one’s trusted alarm clock when it dutifully screams out, “It’s reality time, Jimbo, wake up.”
And how did she know? What was her cue? Who directed her untimely entrance, and just who was it that ordered asparagus spears for a man? Surely not me, a macho knight fresh off the Alaskan oil frontier – no, not me. The blimp hovered, scanning her placement of silverware and now uncovered plates. Content that everything was proper and that no demands or complaints were forthcoming, she vanished like the metallic soul of a long-dead and forevermore deflated dirigible, oxidized into some ethereal dimension.
Eunice had given Mureatha a slight nod of approval before she departed, a deft dip of her head, a nod that directed that everything was going in accordance with her wishes. It said, “You’re excused, dear. I’ll ring if I need you. Now leave us. I, the white queen, have my male opponent in check – my pawns are no longer needed. You are simple fodder littering my game board and may impede my cry of mate. If I screw this one up I will need more than you, my maid, a mere servant, to reclaim my superiority. See? So go. You’re bid a hale and hearty goodnight, and beware, don’t let the oaken door hit you in the ass, amen.” Yeah, it was a small nod all right, a real oratory venture in silence.
Were Eunice a lesser soul, she would have simply waved Mureatha off, the way one waves off a pesky fly. But no, not Eunice, she had to tell her everything, and her perfected nod had said it all.
Eunice, using her index finger, began a contemplative poke at the buttered asparagus. Lifting one from her plate she poised it near her lower lip, and then spoke with a deliberately malicious stare focused dead-eyed into my corneas, “Do you really want to sleep with me, Jim?”
The stare held, unblinking, cold, and shark-eyed; then, tapping the spear to her lip, not sexually, but contemplatively and not so much as waiting for, or wanting my positive reply, she bit off the butter-dripping tip. Then – and this really boggled my mind – she threw the remaining sprig to her plate with a show of flared-nostril feminine vehemence.
The stare became a searching stare. She was looking for something, something that only she would recognize if, and only if, she were able to see it.
I must say that this display for the dramatic had made me feel uncomfortable to say the least. I actually felt that I was dining with a bona fide fruitcake that was exhibiting a poorly played role in an Alfred Hitchcock-type psychodrama. But then again, this was Eunice, the intellectual madam of intuitiveness. My supposition was that intellectuals just did these sorts of things on occasion. Didn’t they?
Deep down, I knew what she was looking for. It was no big secret, no mystery. Yeah, I did want to sleep with her. And yes, I’d allow her a moment of temporary madness if that was what it would take for her to clear away the stormy clouds that she had churned up above our once upon a time dynamic relationship. Yeah, even though her moment was somewhat bizarre and borderline schizoid – I loved her, and most certainly desired her.
I pleaded, “I really have changed, Eunice, I really have. Why, I’ve even put all of my money into Treasury Bills.” And there it was, I had bared my heart and opened up my soul. The rest was up to her.
Coldly, she said, “We’ll see, Jim. We’ll see.” Then she pushed her plate to the center of the bar. Apparently her appetite for the dramatic excluded Mureatha’s red snapper.
Still operating in a mode near melancholy, she popped the cork on a fine wine that dated back into the mid-30’s, and with a distant look, a look of remorse, filled our crystal flutes with a golden nectar that was fit for the finest of fine wine connoisseurs.
With all the sincerity that a beggar could muster, I hefted my glass in a toast to new beginnings, “To a fresh start, Eun.”
To which she added, in a cool somberness, “We’ll see, Jim. We’ll see.”
The red snapper was delicious, however, the asparagus was a bit stringy and way over-seasoned. But the wine, the wine was a gift from Bacchus the ultimate god of all worldly pleasures.
The music drifted into a slow-tempo saxophone that cried out in a nonverbal language that spoke of impetuous lust. Yeah, things had mellowed nicely since our new beginnings toast. Eunice’s eyes hazed with sexual anticipation. Our human needs, our sapient desires were now, mutually understood, impending, explosive, and demanding righteous fulfillment.
And I woke, the next morning, contented.
Eunice, warm in my arms, looking at me in a half-awake sleepy grin, asked, “How do you like working for me now, James Morgan?”
* * *
Two years earlier, almost to the day, I had asked Eunice to marry me. It was on April first, All Fool’s Day. I gave her a plastic ring, and she promptly told me where I could put it, and it wasn’t on her finger. Later that same evening, at a ritzy Hollywood restaurant, I paid a violinist to approach our table and play If I Were a Rich Man from Fiddler on the Roof as I presented her with a flawless one carat diamond. She calmly said, “No way. Daddy thinks you’re a bum.”
The violinist hit a sour note, eeeeeee. The other diners who sat around us stopped chatting. A horrendous silence overtook our entire section of tables. Heads turned toward us; questioning eyes demanded to know what was going on. And I thought about her words, “...Daddy thinks you’re a bum.” “No way. Daddy thinks...” And as my face paled and I honestly considered crawling under the rug, she smiled and said, “April fools, Jim.”
A slow but rising applause from our neighboring diners soon confirmed her acceptance of engagement. Nice champagne was sent to our table, and the violinist turned happy hillbilly and fiddled up a lively reel. Eunice, beside herself, left her seat to show off her ring to anyone and everyone who’d care to look. More wine arrived, I stood and toasted, “To my love and future bride.” It was fun, we were an instant hit, and some unknown benefactor paid our bill, and a third magnum of champagne came bucketed in ice to extend our blissful happiness. Yeah, our reckless spontaneity earned us a free meal and way too much bubbly for a weekday evening.
Later that night, on my way home, Eunice had to return to Stanford where she was lecturing the following morning, I was overcome with a need to express my excitement – yeah, I needed to shout it from a rooftop, paint it on a billboard. I rolled down my window, shouting my joy to the world, “She said, Yes!”
I pulled into a roadhouse called Rascals Only. As it turned out, Rascals Only was a topless dance club. The dancers were hot, and the beer was cold, and Bunny... Wow, she was so happy to hear about my engagement that... One thing led to another and I don’t know how such a thing could have happened but... Bunny accompanied me home and into my bed.
Eunice, elated from good fortune, decided to cancel her early classes and surprise me with her presence. After all, she did have a key to my apartment. It was a beautiful idea...
Eunice let herself in. Stripped naked. Then tiptoed silently into my bedroom where she quietly slipped under the covers – right next to my fluffy little friend, Bunny.
Ever hear the word “Pandemonium?” It’s a word used by the great philosopher Milton to describe the capital of hell. My apartment, my den of inequity, exploded with foul expletives and a rapid round of fisticuffs that left one blonde lumped-limp in my lap. The champagne, the beer, the gin, the toasted shots of Old Grand Dad, all the booze hefted to celebrate my future marital bliss came out the same way that most of it had entered, quickly. Although it wasn’t quite as liquefied as it once was... There is no nice way to say vomit. I knew I was ill – groaning, regurgitating, the dizziness... Yeah, it was an earthquake; the San Andres fault had opened up and swallowed me whole, casting me straight down to middle earth and Milton’s nightmare on Main Street, Hell.
I still have a vague recollection of Eunice walking stoically toward her car, naked, clutching her clothes. And, snippets of Bunny, whimpering, wiping puked-up lobster bits from her small (but well formed) breasts. Her cute little face all smeared in blood – Eunice had broken her nose. And occasionally I get this blurry flashback of myself, I’m hugging this cold white porcelain bowl, it’s huge and a big whirlpool kept trying to suck me into its depths but it only got my guts because I held on so tightly.
And I recalled waking on the bathroom floor, cold and very near that descriptive state of cadaver, awaiting burial. I heard someone sardonically say, “He’s alive.” It’s a cop, I see his shoes and hear a radio crackling off his shoulder... Yeah, I was still alive, but I didn’t care to be – it was that bad.
After weeks of trying to patch things up, I came to the realization that I was beating my head against a brick wall, so I threw in the towel. She was scorned. She was through with me – forever. She built a moat of hatred around her soul, a moat so deep and vast that a whole fleet of aircraft carriers couldn’t cross it, let alone costly flowers, and actually begging on bent knee.
Yeah, it was over. The band had packed it in, ticket stubs were reduced to so much chafe in the wind, the spotlights were off, and the stage was being dismantled. Did I once get a sign of hope? – A flickering spark? – Some inkling or hint at forgiveness? No! Nada. None.
My job in the aerospace industry began to suffer badly from my loss of love. I picked up two written reprimands for gazing out a window while the landing gear of the X-8-94S Super Condor, the project that I was working on, collapsed on its first experimental takeoff – as if it were my fault or something just because I had worked out the strut’s stress analysis. Yeah, the handwriting was on the wall – the axe would fall, soon. Life had become a nightmare, and I didn’t know how to wake myself out of it.
I called a college buddy whose father happened to be in on the Texas oil industry. They were looking for an Engineer to do field exploration around Brooks Range up in Alaska, could I get away? I could and I did. One week later I entered Ice Hole No. 13.
Apparently, my self-imposed exile made a positive impression upon Eunice. After all, I was back in her bed, life was once again beautiful, love was love not lust, and I had made a lot of money in the interim. Now, back to the adventure.
* * *
Over breakfast, Eunice delineated her expectations of me as her newest staff acquisition. My first assignment would be to guide and support a group of twelve scientists down to Madagascar, a large island off the southeastern coast of Africa, I was told. I’d be the advance man; I’d fly down, set up a tent camp and make everything as easy as possible for the following expeditionary force. I’d be given a hefty expense account and be authorized to use it as best as I saw fit to ensure that everyone came back happy.
To quote Eunice, “If you have to kiss some ass, pay off an official, or bribe someone – just do it.”
“No.” She wouldn’t put it in writing. And “No.” It would not be written into my Job Description. “Look, I need someone on this project who I can’t trust implicitly. That’s why I’ve brought you here.”
“Come on, Eun, you can trust me.”
“No farther than I can throw you, Jimbo. But I know you want me to trust you, and to gain back that trust there’s nothing you won’t do, no rule you won’t bend, no risk you won’t take. There’s no better man for this job than you.”
Nothing like a slap-in-the-face compliment. But how hard could this job be? Anyone could do it... unless... “What rules, what risk? We’re after a tortoise, here, not a nuclear secret.”
She moved to the window. Her back was to me; I think she was fixated on a tugboat that I could see beyond her that was chugging slow against the Potomac current. “The CIA has contacted me, Jim. They believe that an international spy is monitoring my expedition. They also believe that this spy will try to steal the tortoise – once we find one.”
She turned away from the window and moved back to the table. I knew she was being cautious about what she was saying, choosing her words carefully with an open deliberation as to what she’d divulge or not divulge to the one whom she didn’t trust, “implicitly.”
“I’m sure this all sounds a bit cloak and daggerish, Jim. But should this tortoise turn out to be genuine, it would be a very significant find. Not only to us, but to the entire free world as a whole.”
She sat down; she looked drained, limp, “Just trust me on this, Jim. This tortoise is really important.”
“Just what’s so important about this turtle, Eun?”
“Tortoise, Jim. Tortoise. Remember, tortoise on land. Turtle at sea. Turtles are aquatic, tortoises aren’t.” She caught herself over-explaining, her voice had risen, and she was on the verge of anger. Catching herself, she smiled and slowed her verbal chastisement. Collected, she continued.
“...It has to do with evolution or something. This particular tortoise, the Malagasy Rex, is believed to possess a chemical that may heighten one’s intuitive senses, namely, the sixth sense, ESP. We believe this chemical may be the trigger, the catalyst that causes an electro-chemical reaction in the brain’s neuron system. We think that dendrites can control the super string vibrations surrounding particle physics...”
She paused, looking at me quizzically, as if wondering whether or not I understood what she was saying. She must have felt that I was in tune to her techno-babble because she continued. “Our theory is tenth dimensional. If it should work, it will open a lot of technological doors, if we are right and the tortoise exists.”
“Do you believe this as scientific fact?”
“Yes. There’s technological, tangible data that has surfaced from our anthropological studies, too much to simply ignore. There’s a revolution in this tortoise, Jim. We’ve got to harness its intuitive power.” She paused, lowered her voice, she was excited, she was getting emotional then caught herself. “That is, if we can find it.”
I hated to suck the wind from her sails, but facts were facts. “I understand the Malagasy Tortoise has gone extinct.”
“The natives on Madagascar may have used them all up, but lately there have been reported sightings.” The excitement in her voice returned, unchecked.
Yeah. She believed it. And, she’d find one – if indeed, one did exist.
“One may have been found only one week ago; but we couldn’t confirm it.”
She went silent, contemplative, as if picking through her thoughts, organizing just how much she would, or could, tell me. Maybe she was waiting for me to ask, why not? So, I asked, “Why not?”
She elaborated, as usual. “About a year ago, an anthropologist was doing field work in Madagascar. He was specifically studying the old shaman ways of inter-island communication, namely, thought transference. He published an article on old tribal ceremonies and named a Malagasy Rex extract as the opiate used by the shaman to perform their silent communication from one end of the island to the other.”
I interjected, “I thought they used drums.”
“Will you let me finish, please?” Irritated and intent to emphasize her sincerity and the importance of what she was relaying to me, she stared me down and continued, “I called him, the anthropologist, and invited him here to the institute—”
“By phone?”
She rolled her eyes. “After picking his brain, I was convinced that the Rex was real and that they still existed. I hired him right on the spot to return to Madagascar, find a Malagasy Rex and bring it back here to the institute.
He called me from the airport in Madagascar. He was excited; he believed he had found a Rex. He was all set to take the next flight out...”
She stopped, stared down at the table with a pained look, as if not seeing the table but distantly collecting dark thoughts. So, I prompted her, “But?”
“He was murdered.”
It was my turn to study the table and to distantly collect my own thoughts; murder was a topic for the ten o’clock news. It wasn’t a good subject for an Engineer getting a rundown on his employment expectations. Yeah, the word murdered hung in the air like a big red balloon, a balloon filled with poisonous arachnids, ones that hadn’t been fed in six weeks, and the balloon was about to burst and rain spiders down on me. Wouldn’t you just know it? I really, really hated spiders. But, before I could orally vent my disturbed feelings, Eunice saved me from my own imagination:
“The CIA thinks he was killed for the tortoise. But, the Malagasy Police think it was a simple hold-up, for his wallet. Not, for the tortoise. An off duty policeman was at the airport and saw the whole thing. He chased the robber and killed him in a shootout. It was an open and closed case of mugging, as far as the Malagasy government is concerned. An airport janitor swept up the tortoise like so much trash and dumped it the trash, which ultimately made it into an incinerator.”
This expanded story made me feel a little better.
Then she elaborated this, “The CIA is convinced that there was more to it. The robber turned out to be an old-school Russian spy who had defected to an African safe-haven that caters to terrorists. He had been inactive for several years, but they still monitored his whereabouts as he had caused Russia’s new order some significant resistance. He’s been linked to an organization known as the Recheeka, a bunch of die-hard anarchists and dangerous terrorists.”
Again she stopped. In response to her pause, I prompted, “And?”
“That’s all. I need an Engineer. I picked you. This expedition has been in the mill for some six months. It begins in a few days, and I fully intend to find a Rex. The CIA has promised to protect us. As soon as we find one, you’ll bring it back. And, of course, you’ll be fully escorted by the Secret Service. I do think it’s an unnecessary precaution, but the CIA insists. You’re not afraid are you?”
I answered the ragged gauntlet that was cheaply slapped against my face, “Nope.” And smiled, because I was thinking, just cautiously apprehensive.
She must have read the false bravado in my flippant, “Nope.” She shot back, “Well, it sounds easy enough to me. All I’m asking you to do is to bring me back a little ol’ tortoise, that’s all I’m asking, Jimbo.”
Her use of “Jimbo” after she was finished was a subtle key to the onset of a sexual interlude. That, and the way she rubbed her collarbone just above her cleavage. She did this when business was concluded. The nuance told me, “I’m thinking of me now, I like me, and I’ll stroke myself while I mentally withdraw from the dominant position of being a female corporate director.”
Yeah, Eunice could say, “Jimbo,” with twenty-four distinct and separate meanings. This “Jimbo” was totally sexual – no doubt sealed by her next words. “This wears me out, Jimbo.” She smiled coyly. “I’m going up for a nap. Want to join me?”
I looked at my Rolex. It was only nine. What could I say? I was just as tired as she was – or wasn’t.
CHAPTER 7
Eunice’s suite, like mine, was comprised of three rooms. Her rooms were somewhat larger, and there was a 1,400-square-foot walkout garden-patio that overhung the pool area. A spiral staircase descended artistically to a flagstone patio deck that extended outward from the den. A huge oak limb spread out and across one corner of the lofted garden which gave the terrace a genuine, flavored dose of Frank Lloyd Wright’s ideal of splashing bits of nature throughout one’s masonry. Eunice had shown me a blueprint plan, her own design, to enclose the garden. She conceded that it was a conditional plan, qualified with, “...if my fiscal budget passes.”
We frolicked and napped naked in her Swedish down feather bed for over two hours, then bathed together in her sunken six foot by eight foot Jacuzzi bathtub for another luxurious hour or, maybe, much longer. Ah, time, it became so fleeting when one found one’s self so totally immersed in such a sensuous activity.
Yeah, we were having fun. Eunice was being fun, her environment was fun – it was high-tech high-jinx and very exciting. I was in love with the boss, and the boss was in love with me. Life was indeed grand, and I was getting paid handsomely to endure such joyful exuberance.
Eunice had a business laugh that sounded like, “tee-heeee.” It was soft, yet penetrating, and demanded one to ask, “What’s so funny?”
And I did ask.
“Oh,” she said, “I was just thinking. I need to give you a title, something with dignity and an air of authority. I want people to recognize your position, your abilities, upon casual introduction. You do need to sound important if you’re going to accomplish anything, especially here, in Washington. I was thinking, Field Research Engineer, or Senior Vice President of Global Field Expeditions. But the only title that comes to mind is, Resident Dick.” She began to flail wildly in a frenzy of splashing, sloshing water everywhere. She was acting five, maybe six years old and had gone stupid, and I allowed her that moment of obstinate abuse. Obviously even a highly cultured psychoanalyst had periods of blatant hysteria. Resident Dick indeed. Ha, ha...
Later, we lolled around her sitting room, wearing fat robes and discussed her latest manuscript on ESP. Mureatha catered in a pot of fresh brewed coffee while I tried to appear interested as Eunice ranted on about super string physics unifying the quantum fields with the theory of relativity, “...the brain’s dendrites go somewhere, Jim. Particle physics may hold the answer. Blah, blah, blah...” She may as well have told the walls for all that I could understand of what she was saying.
Eventually, she began to outline my duties with the institute, that was, aside from my resident dick duties.
“Next Wednesday, you’ll meet with the CIA agent who will accompany you down to Madagascar. You’ll be immunized, get a passport, receive a crash course on the Malagasy language, learn the customs and courtesies of Embassy protocol and go through a small-arms training class.”
“Small-arms training?”
She waved her hand in dismissal. “It’s a package deal.” She didn’t elaborate and she wasn’t going to; the subject was closed.
“I’ve made reservations for you at the Hilton in downtown Antananarivo. That’s the capital of Madagascar. It’s pronounced, An-tan-an-a-ree-vo. It’s a mouthful even for the locals who have shortened it to Tanan. You’ll arrive there a full week before the scientists.”
* * *
My duties sounded fairly easy, I’d set up a tent camp, make arrangements for food and sundry supplies, employ a local cook, and do everything necessary to ensure the success of Eunice’s tortoise expedition.
The CIA agent would act as our political emissary. Mr. Agent Au Secret would be traveling under the guise of Personal Assistant to the Expeditionary Overseer – me. In essence, I would have a personal bodyguard.
Eunice gave me a fat portfolio on tortoises and an even fatter one on the island of Madagascar. She told me to, “Study them well. You are going to be my field expert while you’re down there.” She added something about, “...being way overpaid to sit around a Hilton...” But I think she was talking to herself, making a mental note for future reference.
We spent the remainder of the weekend rekindling old love, touring the institute, strolling about the grounds, and meeting a few of the resident professionals. We dined on Mureatha’s excellent cooking and even found the time for a cutthroat game of Scrabble.
Yeah, we’re fanatics when it came to scrabble. We used chess clocks (one hour limit), and kept each other honest with the latest edition of “The Official Scrabble Player’s Dictionary.” Eunice, the writer, usually creamed me with seven-letter words. She was ahead by sixty points by the third play. By the time the tile-bag was empty, we each had seven tiles left on our rack; she was ahead 390 to my sorry 311.
Eunice, because she counted all the letters, knew that I was stuck with three tiles of the letter i, and one letter u. She had thought the game was won and began to talk some trash. “Come on, Jimbo, play your four-pointer, bite the bullet – play.”
And play I did; I laid down all seven letters to spell out the word, “IRIDIUM.” The final score, after a formal challenge to the play, 413 to 390, a come-from-behind, last play victory.
Eunice fell silent, and then swiped the board off the table and onto the floor. She stood and walked haughtily toward the door. Without looking back, she stated, “My newest employee will clean up. I have work to do.”
Yeah, Engineers play wild Scrabble. And Psychologists? Well, they’re just wild. Eunice refused my offer of a rematch several times over the next few days. For all her refinement and highbrow mannerisms she still chortled out with trash, like, “Up my ass.” And, “Iridium, it’s a suck word.” So – Back to the adventure.
By Monday, I was beginning to feel at home in my new environment. I slept late and took long hot whirlpool baths. I had Mureatha bring me in gallons of coffee. After all, I was working. As an immediate task, I was given twelve dossiers on the scientists who would be hunting the tortoise. I was intent on being a good, trustworthy, employee and attacked the dossiers with a keen sense of propriety.
The individual folders were neatly organized, and the format was identical on all twelve scientists. Page one was an application form, and attached to each was a check for $2,500.00; it cost the scientificoes to hunt the elusive tortoise. Below the checks were resumes, biographies, and a 5 x 7-color photograph of the applicant. Under these were big fat red envelopes all marked with big, bold, and black lettering: CONFIDENTIAL.
I called Eunice to ensure that I was supposed to read through these. She told me that they were Expanded Background Investigations called EBI’s, and that I should read through them. She added, “You have a Need to Know security clearance, Jim. It’s a specific type of clearance that has been given to you by the CIA.”
And that was that. I’d tell you what they contained, but as of this writing I have been told that they haven’t been declassified and that they probably won’t be, at least, not in my lifetime.
All twelve of these scientists could literally walk on water. They could reasonably argue amongst themselves as to which one of them ought to get the next Nobel Prize. These twelve men and women held more degrees and certificates than there were marks on a Kelvin thermometer, not to mention their distinctive merit awards. I had read Journal this and Journal that until I was blue in the face and ready to puke.
One of these intellectuals, Dr. Altie, worked part-time as a lexicographer for Webster’s International. As soon as I read this, I went and unpacked my Scrabble set. I was a good word game player, but why tempt fate?
I finished the portfolios early on Tuesday afternoon and decided to do some sightseeing. Eunice had left me a message that said she’d be in late because she was, “On the hill,” or something until seven that evening. I translated this message to read, “Keep yourself busy, Jim. I’m going up to Congress. I’ve got to do a little soft-shoe shuffle on top the old pork barrels. See you at dinner.” And that translated into, “Confidential.”
I rang Mureatha and asked for the Austin to be brought around to the front. Affluence had some silly rules at the top, having one’s car brought around front was one of them. I went to the window and watched for her arrival, wondering what would have happened if I had gone down and got the car myself. Hell, I didn’t even know where the garage was; let alone where the keys were kept. I heard the Austin before I saw it. Mureatha ran through the gears like she was playing a cello at the Met. Yeah, she had a knack for the mechanical. I found myself smiling; the old broad had some spunk and a playfulness that she kept well hidden.
The near seventy-degree temperature dictated that the top was coming down. Mureatha studied every move I made, watched me undo every snap, make every fold of the top. She was a medical student doing her residency, readying herself for orals, no – for practicals. She helped button down the boot without directive. The Austin now belonged to her, and it was her responsibility. I would only drive it occasionally. The car had obviously been washed, and I’d be damned if it hadn’t been waxed too.
She produced a bottle of window cleaner and began to spot-clean the chrome as I climbed in behind the wheel. She smiled big, as if knowing it was her car. Her lone gold tooth gleamed out in a hearty farewell as I lumbered, easy, down and out of the laced-brick drive.
Washington, D.C. was a great place to cruise. It gave one a great sense of history, and – the women, Washington women were surely one of America’s greatest assets, no pun intended. It was grand to see so many mini-skirts. I believe there was a symbiotic relationship between long legs and politics, at least, in and around Washington. It was a difficult task keeping my eyes on the leggy traffic and driving safely all at the same time. I had to slow Cleo down from a guttural roar to a playful purr. I did this in the name of practicing safe visual sex.
A white Corvette fell in behind me, which also had its top down to expose two blonde, sightseeing locals. I slowed a bit further in an attempt to get them to pass me; I wanted to check them out. But they slowed, too. It was simply too nice a day to speed along and miss the sights.
I turned into a parking lot reserved for Washington Monument visitors and slid Cleo into a nearby slot. The lot was practically empty as it was early spring and kids were still in school where they belong. The girls followed me into the lot. As they passed, I noticed their license plate, which read: TA TA
I had this thought, “Ha, they must be friends of Eunice.”
The girls pulled into a space near the main path leading to the monument. I backed out and eased over to an empty spot next to the TA TA kids. It was such a nice day, what harm could a little friendly flirtation do?
The girls had already opened their trunk and were in the process of removing some expensive-looking camera equipment that included 200mm lenses and a tripod. I immediately pegged them to be professional photographers. I pulled my, by comparison, junky old 35mm camera out from under the seat and held it up. “Do you girls happen to know if there’s a film stand at the monument?”
They didn’t know, but the question had opened the door for some lively camera discussion.
We concluded that mine needed replacement. The girls sincerely enjoyed showing off all the auto-this and auto-that features of their equipment. They were both very cute, and we spent the next two hours taking photos of each other. Yeah, it was a nice interlude from the humdrum of historical sightseeing. I happily posed for them, on the Austin, on their Corvette, in front of the monument, sitting on the Austin with both girls (by tripod), at the TA TA tags, and rolling in the grass where we had mock wrestled for the undisputed crown of Monument Wrestle Mania Number One. All in all, we had taken some seventy-five odd photographs – some of them after dark.
The taller blonde, Sophie, was really cute. Her friend, Bess, was a mite standoffish and seemed to be deeply introverted, but that seemed to be a trait of serious artists and photographers. We had fun. It was innocent. It was spontaneous social intercourse of the highest order, and I had enjoyed myself tremendously.
Sophie wrote down my address at the institute and promised to send me copies of the pictures that we had taken. I had to beg off meeting with them on the following day due to my CIA briefing. But I did promise to call them as soon as I returned from Madagascar and the foibles of dealing with international spies. Sophie had given me her home phone number, saying, “I’m mostly free. Maybe we can get together and have dinner when you return. I’d really like to hear about your trip. It sounds so exciting, so mysterious, promise you’ll call, okay?”
I wholeheartedly agreed. But alas, we had to go our separate ways. Me, I’d go back to Eunice. And Sophie, well, being mostly free, left a lot of room for speculation.
It was dark and chilly when I entered the Institute’s gate. Mureatha met me at the front door. She looked tired, drained, and it was almost as if she were angry with me. And I thought, “Maybe one isn’t supposed to stay out after dark in D.C.”
She held her hand out for the keys, and as I handed them to her she said morosely, “You’re late for dinner, sir. Miss North is waiting on you. You best hurry on in, sir.”
Hell, something was amiss. I wasn’t that late. Kidding, I said, “Don’t forget to check the oil, babe.”
Mumbling, but coherent, she answered, “Dinner’s already been served, sir.”
Eunice was eating soup when I entered. She stopped and asked, “Did you have a nice day, James?”
“Yeah, babe. Washington is a neat city, and this weather, it’s something else, especially for someone fresh out of Alaska, eh?”
She snapped her spoon down hard on the table. Her face became ridged. “Did anything interesting happen while you were out this evening?” There was a distinct edge in her voice, a cutting edge, a bitter castrating edge. Her tongue was a well-honed sword, and it was at the ready for verbal combat.
With trepidation, I said, “No. Why do you ask, Euni?”
As soon as I finished the word, Euni, a term of endearment, I was overwhelmed with a bad feeling, a guilty feeling, a masculine, gut-guilt feeling – one that could cause nausea in a two count. Somehow, I intuitively knew, Sophie and Bess had become a major problem.
Honesty is always a good policy, especially when one was on the spot and suffering from rational guilt feelings. I volunteered, “I did meet a couple of cute blondes at the Washington Monument. I asked them back here for dinner and sex, but they refused. Aside from that, just plain old sightseeing.”
“Those blondes were CIA agents.” She looked hurt, she sounded hurt. She stared at me a long time exhuming her pain and open disgust.
I was in big trouble, and when one was in big trouble, and one should forget honesty and rely on silence, at least until one confered with his attorney. I kept silent and tried to look innocent, which was really hard because I felt so guilty.
“I have been advised...by a top CIA directorate, to keep you on a short leash.” She reached for her spoon and began to stir her soup. Nothing else was said. We ate in total silence. Oh, there was an occasional tinkling of China, and my napkin fell to the floor once – with what seemed a horrendous thud, but all in all, it was a very quiet meal. This may be understated, but Eunice was pissed.
Mureatha came in and cleared the table without looking at anyone. The grandfather clock ticked into the silence from a whole room away. Eunice cocked her head slightly, still not looking up from the table, and demanded my attention. “Jim?”
Looking up from my own mental preoccupation – I was rolling a pea back and forth on the table linen – our eyes locked and she said, “I’m only going to say this once, and you had better listen, and listen well.”
“I’m listening, babe.” I was sincere, and I was sure that Eunice recognized my sincerity.
“This tortoise, this expedition, is really important to a lot of people. Two human beings have already died...”
Her tirade continued for a full twenty minutes. I was humbled down to the bone. I was truly sorry. I pledged a whole new allegiance to flag, country, Eunice May North, and the entire free world, to include mom, apple pie, Fords and ‘55 Chevy convertibles. I really wanted her to believe in me, I even gave her the Boy Scout’s salute. But, as usual, I sounded like an ass.
On the bottom line, I didn’t get fired. Between the lines, I was almost fired. And, on the line was my love, Eunice. Not to mention the adventure. As a ramification, I had to sleep alone that night. Eunice was not a happy Institute Director and had developed one of her infamous migraine headaches.
That night, I lay awake a long time contemplating my own personal stupidity. Had the two blondes been Libyan sympathizers or Iraqi spies, the expedition would have been jeopardized, to say the least. I contemplated how the blondes, just kids, could have been involved with the CIA, and been, of all things, secret agents. Yeah, it was beyond my comprehension. They should have been cheerleaders for the Washington Redskins, not CIA spies.
It was way past midnight when I finally fell into a restless, nightmare filled sleep.
I dreamt of CIA blondes.
* * *
Sophie and Bess were two spiders webbing up and down the Washington monument. They scurried up one side, then conferring at the eye, they’d point and nod and then dance down a web stream as if in a race, or after the certain capture of some snared and helpless prey. Their moves were quick, deliberate, but once they arrived – there was no game, no food to feed their mechanical and hungered lust. They’d look upon each other in surprise, then shrug in a dumbfounded confirmation that they had accomplished nothing.
Then off they’d prance, awkward-looking, sixteen legs moving in harmony, yet, ten of them never touched the pink silk threads of their own device, ‘round and ‘round they’d go, up and up, until, back at the eye, a new conference, animated pointing, directives issued – then pounce. And again, they accomplished nothing; there was nothing there.
I moved to the base of the obelisk and shouted at them, “Hold still! Hold still. I want to take your picture so I can show it to Eunice, so hold still, okay?”
The cute one, the one named Sophie, paused and – smirking – called down, “Call me for dinner, soon. I’m mostly free and always hungry.” And she added, “Bring your shit camera. I could use a good laugh, you, you, Bimbo Jimbo.” Then she scurried up and into the eye.
Bess called down, “I’m cute, too.” A tear formed in her spider eye as she backed into the monument’s window emitting a low hiss that was out of context with my personal knowledge of arachnids and then – I called out to her, smugly, “Ha, ha, ta, ta – spiders don’t hiss.”
Eunice tapped me on the shoulder startling me into a chill and giving me goose flesh and – I thought she was a spider. I spun around while screaming and found myself looking at an angry woman. Her hands were on her hips, her teeth were clenched, and her eyes narrowed as she spoke, “You’re supposed to be the Resident Dick, not the Residential Dick.”
I pointed up at the monument. “Look Eun, they’re not blondes after all, they’re just spiders, and see?”
I turned back toward Eunice, and when I did I was hit full in the forehead with a carrot that knocked me backward a good three feet.
Stunned, I could only watch as she began to throw carrot after carrot into my face. I fended them off as long as I could with my hands and arms, but soon, I was inundated, buried up to my neck in red-orange tubers, many of them tied into seven-strand bunches.
All the while, Eunice was screaming, “Take this and this and this... Share them with your fluffy little bunny bitches you, you – damned to all hell, Bunny Monger.”
“Eun, they aren’t bunnies – they’re spiders. Spiders don’t eat carrots.” It was a useless plea. The carrots kept coming. I was buried. All sound became muffled, everything became blackness and my body became ridged, I couldn’t move.
I wasn’t afraid – I was actually content with the tranquility that the blanket of tubers supplied. My thoughts focused on Eunice, and I wondered why she couldn’t tell the difference between a spider and a rabbit. Yeah, she really had over educated herself. I tried to push myself out of the carrots, but it was useless. I was doomed. I was going to suffocate. I made a small listless plea, “Help.” And as soon as I did, I began to laugh. Everything had become clear, I was experiencing this tremendous clarity of thought: “Eunice was a jealous person.”
I began to wiggle back and forth trying vainly to get my head above the carrots. I needed to share my new insight with Eunice. I had to tell her. Yeah, she’d see the error of her ways and stop her dang-blasted carrot barrage. Everything was going to be fine.
* * *
I woke to the sound of a foghorn blasting on the Potomac. It was probably a foggy morning. I lay awake recalling my dream and found that I held a vivid recollection of its detail. I lit a Camel and watched the smoke waif through a dim beam of light that was entering the room from between the curtains. I decided there and then to share my dream with Eunice. I’d ask her to analyze it for me; she thrived on analysis, she thought she knew it all, and maybe she did. Yeah, I’d wait until breakfast, or lunch, and ask her for a scholarly opinion.
I put out the cigarette and slept until the clock alarm rang. Upon reawakening, the dream had lost its backbone, the clarity of subconscious reasoning was muddied up into oblivion by the droning buzzer.
I showered and dressed conservatively. Hell, I had serious business to do. Yeah, I was to meet with the CIA. My adventure was culminating, and soon I’d receive my Small Arms Training.
Culminating? Hmmm, more like snowballing.
CHAPTER 8
My indoctrination into the covert dealings of the CIA was canceled. According to Eunice, “The CIA doesn’t want you anywhere near their headquarters.” Then capped her statement with an emphatic, “Jimbo.” This ugly and highly derogatory use of my name immediately perked up my ears, as it was meant to do. Normally, I’d challenge such obstinate name abuse. But, I was compelled to allow her this gross name bastardization because I deserved it.
Yeah, I was the victim of my own stupidity. And now, like it or not, and I didn’t, I allowed Eunice her open show of self-righteous employer indignation. It was in consideration of, or in condensation of, maintaining our happy and workable employee/employer sexual/financial relationship.
So, instead of a trip to Langley, I did an abbreviated orientation at the nearby, Andrews Air Force Base. The briefings took place that very morning. I was to meet a CIA agent at the main gate to the base, supposedly, the very agent who would accompany me down to Madagascar. He would personally escort me around the military complex to insure that I minded my p’s and q’s.
Eunice walked me out to the waiting Austin, Mureatha was not to be seen, and gave me a cool peck on the cheek as I slunk in behind the wheel. She bent down to the window while advising me to, “...act professional, and please, take these briefings seriously.” Then, trying to placate me with some humor, she said, “By the way, Jim. When are you going to get a real car?”
When I arrived at the base, I immediately began looking for the white Corvette with the TA TA tags. After all, it was a beautiful morning, a daydreaming morning, and I gave it some time for the memory of my spy, Sophie. Yeah, it was just a pleasant thinking day.
What I did find waiting for me was a young male Naval Cadet on loan from Annapolis. He was sitting at attention in a gray sedan with a government motor pool tag-plate that boasted, TAX EXEMPT.
After locking the Austin, I climbed into the gray, drab and very mysterious world of our seldom-exposed CIA circles.
By nine-thirty that morning I had undergone a complete physical exam, received an armful of international immunizations, underwent a dental exam, experienced a plastic-gloved finger probe for hemorrhoids, and had an ugly Physician’s Assistant hold my testicles while I coughed. She said she was hernia hunting.
By eleven I had visited Mr. Phlebotomist who had drawn way too much blood for a simple physical. I think it was a test to see how much blood could be taken from an individual before said individual fainted. Or, maybe I was being used as a secret donor for some covert military test project. Thanking me, as if I had a choice, the phlebotomist took my, now his, bucket of blood and left me sitting there in his five-foot square cubicle.
A long time passed before the starched cadet poked his head in and asked if I was okay. He was slightly grinning. Whatever it was that was going on, he was obviously in on it. He directed me onward by pointing down the hall, “Optometrist Clinic – three doors down on the left. Knock twice and wait. Someone will let you in.” His directions were curt and matter of fact followed by another tawny grin.
He must have read my apprehensive impatience as he gently added, “As soon as you’re through there, we go to lunch.”
I nodded approval, headed weakly down the hall, and knocked lightly on the unmarked optometry door. A balding man in his early fifties opened the door and bid me to enter. “Here, here, take a seat, here.” He had a German accent but looked to be more Asian than European. Three more Asians entered from a side door and aligned themselves in a semi-circle around my chair. They all wore horn-rimmed glasses and matching white lab coats. No one talked. They all seemed to be waiting for me to say something first.
So I asked, “Is this optometry? I am in the right place, aren’t I?”
“Ah, yes-yes. Please make yourself comfortable. This will not take long.” Then in pecking order from left to right beginning with Adolph Bruce Lee, they each took a look into my eyes. Each in turn made an audible, “Hmmm.” Then stepped back to their respective position in the semi-circle.
A large machine, one that resembled an armless robot was wheeled in and placed flush up against face. My head was then strapped taut against its cold metal eye-fittings. The eyepieces gave me a yellow-lit view of several small, numbered targets. I was asked to rotate my eyes clockwise from one target to the next as rapidly as possible. I did this for several minutes, and then, Zap, a bright flash of white light totally blinded me. I felt the straps being undone and old Adolph was saying, “All done, Mister Morgan. Your eyes are very healthy. When your temporary blindness passes, you will notice a fresh clarity of color in your surroundings. This will only last a few minutes before your normal vision returns.”
All I could see was a yellow-orange nothingness. I reached up to rub my eyes but was scolded sternly to not touch them. This temporary vision loss was deeply unsettling to me, and I voiced my alarm, “I think you should have prepared me for this blindness, don’t you think, Doc?”
“One needs to be relaxed for these tests, please forgive us for your discomfort. As soon as you can see, you may leave. Good luck to you, Mister Morgan.”
The door opened, and then closed; I was left alone, blind, and feeling quite helpless. It didn’t take long for my sight to return. And, as the optometrist had warned, I did experience a heightened visual acuity that lasted for several enjoyable minutes before my normal vision settled back in. Crying, I stood and left to find my cadet. He did promise me lunch, and I was ready.
On our way to the “O” Club, which stands for Officer’s Club, we made a short stop in a room entitled, Pass and ID. I was guided to a chair and photographed three, maybe four times. The entire photo session lasted two minutes, and then we were off to lunch without waiting for the photographs to be developed.
After a very good steak and some excellent coffee, we returned to the Pass and ID room. By the way, someone picked up the tab for our lunch and it wasn’t the cadet. We simply sat down, ate, and then left. Our conversation at lunch was sparse, “Pass the salt, please.” And, “Delicious steak, eh?” To which the cadet responded, with as much starch as there was in a sack of potatoes, “Yes, sir.”
When we entered Pass and ID, a young airman, a one-striper, said, “Here you go, sir.” And handed me a freshly printed, visa stamped passport. And it even had my real name on it, James P. Morgan, just waiting for my signature. I think I had expected it to read, “John Q. Smith,” or “John Doe.” But, there it was, “James P. Morgan,” bigger than life itself. I signed it and placed it in my inside jacket pocket. I think this was somewhat of a disappointment. I wasn’t to be a spy after all. I was destined to be me – my passport said so.
We moved to a basement room, a classroom that was replete with desks and a green blackboard. I was directed to sit in a chair at the side of the teacher’s desk and told to wait. “A language specialist is on the way over. I’ll wait for you outside.”
As soon as the door banged closed, an elderly woman re-opened it. She had an armload of multi-colored folders. She clopped across the room and slammed down the pile of papers. “Going to Madagascar, are we?” Each syllable was emphasized similar to the voice of a badly programmed speaking robot. There was no intonation and no inflection whatsoever in her vocal structure, and I couldn’t help but wonder, just where in the world did our government find these people? Surely they had to move a hefty rock and do some very serious digging to expose this one – my language instructor.
I kept a straight face and answered her question, parroting her monotone, “Yes we are.”
We babbled along in French for a good twenty minutes. I had not used my French since satisfying my foreign language requirement in my freshman year at college. I was really struggling to understand her, and likewise, her me. Finally, we decided that I’d get along just fine if I could get by eating ham and eggs three times a day.
The ten pounds of paper she carried in were tutorial aids for me to study – at my leisure. Somehow I had misplaced them prior to leaving the base.
And then it was back to the health clinic. A Chinese, Doc Ho, entered, bowed deep, and then smiled a most toothy smile to no one in particular. After a brief pause to read his notes, he said, “Ah. Hue smokes too much – the cigarettes. Hue muss do it more exercise. Hue uses too much the sauce. Cut down. Hokay?”
Emphatically, and as Chinese as I could, including a slight bow of my head, I promised, “Hokay, Doc.”
And so it went, one farce after another. Our next stop was at base headquarters. It was just after twelve o’clock – high noon. The purpose of this stop was for me to meet with one of the Ambassadors from Madagascar. We entered a sparsely decorated briefing room and waited at a podium facing a huge table that could easily sit twenty or more people. Within two minutes, several bird colonels escorted in our Malagasy Ambassador. I shook a cool, damp hand, never aware of him being formally introduced. He said, in essence, “Welcome to my country. I am confused here, at times. Now, I must go.”
Yeah, it was international protocol at its finest. I never did catch his name, and I have never seen him since. My cadet, who had stood at attention and didn’t breathe during the entire one-minute visit, said, after the small group had hurriedly departed, “He’s quite a nice fellow once you get to know him.” And, I was sure he was.
At twelve-thirty we entered the base theater. The place was empty except for an unseen projectionist and us. We took seats in the middle section halfway to the screen. The lights went off, and the cadet excused himself, saying, “I’ve got to make a few phone calls. I won’t be long.”
I asked him to bring back some popcorn. He said, “I’m sorry, sir. I’m not authorized to... Bla-bla-bla...”
And there I sat, semi-oblivious to the WW-II, black and white, and very tattered celluloid movie on the island-life of Madagascar. The narrator told of its military significance, of abundant crops, of vast forests, mineral wealth, and exotic ores and, not once did the movie mention, or show, a tortoise.
The movie ended in under an hour. My cadet returned just as the lights switched on. We walked in silence to the gray sedan, and he drove me to the main gate. He gave me a brisk academy salute and offered, “Good luck on you trip, Mister Morgan. I hope we meet again someday.”
My guess, at the time, was that nobody had informed him yet that he was to be my escort down to Madagascar. I saluted him back while saying, “Yeah, sooner than you’d ever think possible.”
Yeah, I was a cow. Prodded here and prodded there all morning. The Army is like that. But I now had indoctrination. And for what all that was worth, I did not know.
On my drive back to the institute, I found myself constantly checking the rearview mirror. I was watching for a tail. I was also experiencing a new sensation, namely paranoia. Yeah, I knew that I was being watched, if not by Sophie and Bess, then by some other spy hidden behind the lens of a 200mm telescopic camera.
As I turned onto the road leading up to the Institute’s gate house, I couldn’t help but laugh at the antics of my day of indoctrination. Hell, I already knew that I shouldn’t smoke. And, one knew when one had hemorrhoids, right? And, what had he said? “...Lay off the sauce.” Yeah, like this was just what a guy needed, a guilt trip. At least he hadn’t said, “Lay off Scotch.”
Later that evening, Eunice, ever the patriot, pointed out the value of my trip to Andrews Air Force Base. “If you had failed your physical, I’d be hunting for a new Engineer, Jimbo.”
“Oh no. Does this mean that I have to quit smoking?”
“A smart person would heed his doctor’s advice, Jimbo.”
“Yeah, but tell me, Eun. What’s a guy supposed to do after sex?”
She shook her head in bewilderment. “You’re hopeless.” Then added, “Maybe I can help you, Jimbo.” These were all good Jimbos.
Reluctantly, I asked, “How are you going to do that, Eun?”
“The next time we make love, I’ll pin you down until you fall asleep, hence, you won’t be able to smoke.”
“Yeah, right. You and your maid as a backup.”
She glared at me, narrow eyed, defiant, and said, “I bet I can.”
“Nah, no way. You’re the weaker sex. You’d never be able to keep me down. I’m not some little rag-doll that you can throw around at will. I’ve got forty pounds on you, Eun.”
She boasted, “I’ll have you to know, Mister Big Shot, that I’ve been taking self-defense classes. You’re going to be in for one hell of a big surprise if you try lighting a cigarette tonight, Buster.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, give it your best shot, Eun.”
Her eyes softened into a narrow playfulness, a romantic readiness – a readiness to prove me wrong. It was a tit-for-tat non-verbalized come on. It was time for sport, time for testing the proverbial pudding.
So I had to gloat. “You might, and I stress the might, be able to keep me down for ten seconds, tops. That is – if you’re not passed out from ecstasy.”
Eunice stood and moved sexually toward the stairs. Without looking back at me she wiggled her index finger for me to follow her. The time for talk was over. It was good old Missouri show me time. And I followed most willingly. After all, I had an image to maintain. I was the Resident Dick, and, “...if one talks the talk one had better be ready to walk the walk.”
Eunice’s clock rang at precisely five a.m. I threw her off and lit a Camel. Now I ask you. Who won?
CHAPTER 9
On Thursday, Eunice and I visited an L.L. Bean specialty shop to purchase a few expeditionary items. This shopping stint turned out to be quite an adventure, in and of its self. We even purchased an English pith helmet. It was great fun, and we shared some deep chuckles buying up all the various field gear. It was an insane spending spree, and to this day, I have never worn that English pith helmet – except to get a belly laugh out of Eunice.
My expeditionary wardrobe, which was all charged to the institute, cost $4,279.19 plus tax. One of the items that we had purchased that day was a Swiss Army knife, which I still have. It has proved itself over and over again, as a bottle opener, and most often as an excellent fingernail trimmer. Everything else purchased that day was for the sole purpose of appeasing Eunice’s sense of propriety. Yeah, her vision as to how an employee should dress to lead an expedition into the wilds of Madagascar was somewhat irrational. When all was said and done, we could have saved about $4,000.00.
We finished shopping around noon. As we waited for the limo-driver to load our packages, Eunice announced that we were lunching at the infamous Watergate Hotel with Senator Alberquist. According to Eunice, “...a major Midwestern political genus.” He also had a paid seat on the Institute’s Board of Directors.
“Be extra nice to him, Jim. He always votes in my direction.”
Senator Alberquist turned out to be a most affable personality. My negative expectations of dining with the hierarchy, an image of boredom and stuffy political rhetoric, fell over the transom as Alberquist told story after story on how to get a soybean to vote Republican.
Yeah, he was getting my vote, and I’d never set foot in Iowa. The eloquent Senator also had a gifted knack for listening. We talked on and on about such mundane, but virtuous, subjects as the owning and driving of a classic vehicle, namely an Austin 3000. It never dawned on me at the time how he knew that I drove an Austin, but he did. I was much too busy relating how a 3000 roared, how it drew attention to its driver, and how invigorating it was to weave in and out of slower, heavy traffic. That, taking the wheel of my Austin was akin to taking up the reins of a full-bred, full-blooded racehorse.
Eunice, who appeared out of the loop joined into the conversation nicely with a bit of highbrow humor. “The only thing that I have to handle is my chauffeur.”
And the Senator roared in with a very appropriate laughter, it was an oral art form that only a few distinguished personalities ever attain. Then, not to be out done, he closed Eunice out with a Ford and Chevy story that had left her red faced and excusing herself from the table. The lively conversation was pointed and bawdy; he was master and he knew it, let there be no doubt about it.
Eunice left us, and as to where she went? I neither knew, nor ever asked. On hindsight, it was a planned excursion, a disappearance that allowed her men a bit of mental intimacy, a male to male bonding that seemed so important in and around our nation’s capital and among the mover’s and shaker’s who legislated industry and directed – however subtle – its fortunes. Yeah, the Senator picked my mind with the crass expertise of a migrant farm laborer, quick and dirty. My mind was gleaned clean right down to my innermost thoughts and my deepest preservation motivations.
Fraternity, sports, achievements, affiliations, and even religion went ping-pong across the green linen tablecloth. I was interviewed, scrutinized and analyzed all in one fell swoop. And – it was fun. After all, I do consider myself to be an entity, and one with nothing to hide, at that.
Eunice returned, as if on cue, to hear the good Senator, stand and say, “I do need to leave. It has been a most rewarding afternoon.” We shook firm hands as Eunice told me to take care of the check. She was going to walk the Senator out to his chauffeured pick-up truck. The fertilizer magnate laughed heartily at her joke as they locked arms and left.
Yeah, there I sat, high from fine wine and fine conversation. I left a tip as hearty as Alberquist’s laugh and headed for our own limo. Life was grand and Washington was becoming fun. I’d even have something to inflate on my first Expense Account. What more could life offer, eh?
Eunice met me as I was leaving and we sat back down. “Senator Alberquist likes you, Jim.” She was jubilant, on the verge of laughter. She needed to be asked, “What’s so funny?” And I did ask.
“Oh, it’s Alberquist. He really does like you. He only likes people who he can manipulate, control with an iron hand. If he didn’t think he could dominate you, use you, he wouldn’t have said that he likes you.”
“Does he like you, Eun?”
“Oh, heavens yes. I’d do anything for that man. He’s a great and honorable person, Jim. When he uses someone, it’s only in a most noble and constructive manner. People literally prosper under his guidance and paternal leadership. His integrity around here, around Washington, is so well known and highly respected, that it’s practically legendary. His friendship is something to be very, very proud of, don’t take it lightly.”
On our way out, I physically bumped into the (then) Speaker of the House who gave me a horrid angry glare. Instead of apologizing, or saying, “It’s okay. I’m a friend of Alberquist.” I found myself saying, “Wow, it’s you.” Not, “Oh, how clumsy of me, Mister Speaker.” No, it was – “Wow, it’s you.”
Eunice ran out the door. She didn’t see, or didn’t want to see, what did or would happen. On my way to catch up with her, I decided that she didn’t see, and to leave the incident behind and to just not mention it, due to my own personal embarrassment.
Later, nearing INTUIT U., Eunice asked me to please work on my social clumsiness. To which I could only answer, “Hell, Eun, I’m clumsy enough without working at it.” I had said this humbly, and the issue was very discretely dropped.
Back at the Institute, Eunice went to work at her big, campus office. I busied myself packing the L.L. Bean wear into ten matching brown leather suitcases. I have always looked upon packing as a ghoulish nightmare. Inevitably, I’d forget something. Or, I’d run out of packing space. Like on my trip from Chicago, I forgot underwear. And when packing the car – I had no room for my fishing tackle.
This time things would be different. Eunice was totally thorough. Nothing would be overlooked on this trip. She even purchased handkerchiefs. Yeah buddy, hankies would have been right at the top of my list, yes-er-ree-Bob, and right along with that English pith helmet. Everything went well, and I even wound up with some room left over, room for returning with souvenirs.
Eunice returned from her business by four-thirty and announced, “I’ve ordered the tennis nets to be put up.” This was said with a hint of challenge in her voice. Tennis was Eunice’s number one love, and, “love,” is her normal score. She didn’t play well at all, but she loved the clothes, especially her white tutus.
The first modification to the Institute of Intuitive Thought under the North regime was to have tennis courts installed behind the Tudor. They were totally fenced in and lighted for extended evening play. A practice-ball cannon, which I had never seen uncovered, sat between the two separate courts. The courts were open to the university residents on a first come, first serve basis.
Eunice boasted that she could find herself a match at almost any hour of the day or night. Her tennis mania was well known around the campus, but alas – so were her skills.
“Sounds like a challenge, Eun?”
“Get your racket, and your wallet, Jimbo. First one on court wins serve.”
We grinned at each other, sizing up the competition. Me, knowing that Eunice had never beat me a full set, saw dollar signs etched on her forehead. And her, she was oddly looking at my waist... The race was on, the race for first service, like a pair of teenagers we bounded up the stairs for our rackets, pushing and shoving as if there was only one more life-boat to be had before our ship sank.
Eunice yelled out, “Whites only, Jim. And don’t forget your Camels, Chubby.”
“You’ll see Chubby, Eun. That’s what you’ll call my wallet when the match is over.”
I threw my clothes off in front of a full-length mirror, and indeed I had grown a small set of love handles. The passive years on the Alaskan frontier had taken its toll. I grabbed a handful of flesh, fat, and pondered the meaning of love handles as I pulled on a ten-year-old Rod Laver tennis shirt. Chubby? Oh boy, I’d give her Chubby. “Chubby aces.” Yeah, I needed to trim myself down, tone up the old muscle mass. I vowed then and there to begin a strict exercise program – as soon as I got down to Madagascar. I grabbed up my rackets, not bothering to tie my shoes, and headed for the courts. Chubby or not, I could still get myself ready faster than any woman alive, right?
I was first on court and did some stretching warm-ups, and then began a slow jog around the asphalt. I was making the third round when Eunice made her entrance. She wore her tutu whites with a matching headband. She carried a small cooler, some oversized towels, and a white leather tennis bag that held multiple rackets. If nothing else, she looked good. She looked like a pro. And, if I hadn’t known her better, I’d have been quite intimidated by her appearance.
The court lights came on. It was sixty-two degrees – perfect. The match was on. Eunice threw me three monogrammed white tennis balls. In script below her initials, the balls were effeminately embossed with, NUMBER ONE. I was impressed. I didn’t know that white tennis balls were still being manufactured, and it was the first time that I had ever seen one monogrammed.
She had moved into the green, two feet in, knees slightly bent as her body swayed tentatively right and left. She hadn’t warmed up, but she was ready. It had been a full two years since I had last swung a racket. I needed to warm up a little, hit a few, and get a feel for the court’s surface. So I asked, “Want to hit a few, Eun?”
“No, no way. I’m ready, serve.” She was out for blood.
I taunted her, “Did you bring your purse, Priss?”
To which she nodded in the affirmative, a very confidant and cocky, “I did.”
“Name your poison, Sweetness.”
Without hesitation she called out, “Best three out of five, a hundred each game and a hundred each set. And, a hundred on the match.” This was all said with a cold finality. There was no room for negotiating, no hedging in her voice, no hint of backing off, or – backing out. The terms were hers, and they were etched in stone. Her confidence was stoic.
I began to worry. This was really high stakes. Just what was she up to? I could hardly back down. I answered, “You’re on.”
Yeah, my confidence was rattled. A terrible thought raced through my mind. “Had she been taking lessons?” So, I asked, “Hey Eun, what makes you think you’re going to win? Been taking lessons? What?”
“A few, now serve.”
And there it was. I’d been hustled.
I moved to the line and served up an ace to her backhand. It was pure luck; I was aiming for her forehand. I was in big trouble, big time. Somehow, I managed to win the first game and that gave me a wholly renewed confidence.
We switched sides, and she came after me with a terrific top-spinner that forced me out of court. She had learned her lessons well; she was playing great tennis – for a girl. She held serve, and the set went six all. I won the set in sudden death. She accused me of a bad line call, which gave her a double fault, and gave me the set win. She bitched and moaned actually pleaded with me to take her serve over, but I stuck to my call. If she would have resorted to crying, I might have, might have, relented. I lit a cigarette in a stupid show of bravado, a victory thumb of the nose. My pretty, my cute little opponent, was looking somewhat disheveled and slightly worried, but, not quite ready, yet, to call it quits.
As we passed, to change sides, she verbally noted, “Why, James, I’ve never known you to sweat so profusely. Is that your stamina I hear faltering, or is it just your heart about to explode?”
Yeah, I was sweating profusely, my stamina was faltering, and indeed my heart was racing. But I was the one who was up a hundred bucks and wanted more. Eunice’s second set had always been her strongest. She played the set well and edged me out with really bad, flagrant, line calls. I knew they were bad calls. She even questioned me as to why I wasn’t arguing them, and I said, “I trust you, Eun. Just call ‘em like you see ‘em, babe.” And her calls got cleaner.
Yeah, if she were a man, I’d have punched her out.
She won the second set, six - four. She was up two hundred and began to gloat. But I knew I had her. Eunice had never beaten me at third set. It was money in the bank. And it was, I trounced her 6-2, and it felt good. I had no guilt, nor did I feel a need to show her mercy, no – none whatever. I was up 300 biggies.
The fourth and final set was cruel. Eunice was complaining to be cold. The temperature had dipped to fifty, comfortable to me, devastating to her. I killed her, six - love.
Throwing her racket toward the cooler and heading quickly off court, she called back, “I’ll pay you in the tub, if you can make it up the stairs – Chubby?”
Once again, the new employee – me, was left to clean up. I gathered up our props and headed for her tub and the earned payoff. On my way up the stairs, I momentarily considered not taking her money – for about ten seconds. Yeah, if she had won, she would have demanded to be paid right then and there, on the spot, gloating and smirking, no doubt.
Her tub was steaming and it had hundred dollar bills floating all about the surface. I couldn’t help but smile over her creativeness to pay up. Then, in a last ditch effort at poor sportsmanship; she turned on the Jacuzzi jets to launder my court windfall. The bills dipped and churned in a mad chaotic turmoil. Yeah, it was a simple show of capitalistic reality, money, no matter how much of it one had, it was still hard for one to part with it and – more often than not – much, much harder to grasp.
After diving for dollars, we dined late on a stuffed Cajun chicken, an ancestral specialty, ala Mureatha. Afterwards, we moved to the bar and sipped on an excellent brandy. Eunice prattled on about the expedition: “Be nice to him. Be extra nice to her. Ensure this. Ensure that. Don’t screw the women. Don’t gamble with the men. Stay sober. Be subservient. And – blah, blah, blah.”
I finally had to say, “For Christ’s sake, Eunice. I’m not a little boy. You’re beginning to sound like an overly protective mother.”
“Oh – I know, Jim. It’s just – you tend to fuck off so much. I just want this project to go as smoothly as humanly possible. I’ve gotten so close to it that I can’t help but worry about every little detail.”
Reassuringly, I advised, “Relax, babe. What can go wrong?” I placed a comforting hand on her thigh, which instantly brought a thin smile to her face, or maybe it was a grimace, because it was accompanied by a soft noise that sounded like, “Humph.” She then added, in a gently moronic tirade, “Everything goes wrong that can go wrong. It’s a law – Murphy’s Law.”
She scooped up her snifter and downed the remaining brandy in one huge unfeminine gulp. Then elaborated, “Okay, Jimbo.” – This was very near a sexual Jimbo. “Like they say in football, you got the ball, don’t bumble it.”
I didn’t correct her fumble on bumble – I thought it was cute. Raising my glass of nasty tasting but expensive brandy, I saluted her. “To your sensible capitulation of control.”
This time it was a real grimace. She was still reluctant. She couldn’t let it go, power, control, and authority, were three terribly hard things to surrender, especially, when one felt as strongly as Eunice did about finding herself a Malagasy Tortoise.”
So I added, “And to a safe and bountiful turtle hunt.”
“Tortoise,” she corrected, and the grimace departed. She was still able to correct me, and one could surely see the importance of that, right? Yeah, it was just another deft upper-cut to one’s chin, another outward show that she controlled her environment, it was autonomy on the edge of sublimating into a wisp of sub-microscopic invisibility, and then, she was saved by a bell, she knew, she’d always have some control, at least, as long as she was the one who signed my monthly paychecks.
“Yeah, yeah.” I agreed. “To the elusive tortoise.” I then threw down the fiery turpentine in a big brash swallow. My eyes watered, my throat contracted, and I could barely add – but did, “To serious business, no screwing off, no fucking around, and all work and no play.”
Eunice grimaced again, and then began to fidget with her collarbone, the “finished with business” fidget. The probe into her deepest latent sexual needs. As a read of holistic body language, I knew that a sexual encounter was about to unfold, no, erupt.
Then she stopped, just short of piercing her cleavage line, and made an abrupt return to a piece of unfinished expeditionary business. “Oh, Jim. I’d almost forgotten. Tomorrow you’re to meet with the CIA agent who’s going with you.”
“Oh yeah, I thought we’d met already, at the Washington Monument. What’s that blonde’s name, Sophie?” I was being playful, Eunice wasn’t.
“Our government doesn’t send attractive blondes halfway around the world into a jungle just to titillate the likes of you, James Morgan.” She squiggled up her nose while giving me a snooty glare, and then mumbled, “At least I won’t have that to worry about.”
“Ah. Do I detect a bit of jealousy?”
She responded with a pointed, “Yes.” Then, under her breath, added, “Love is a bitch. Isn’t it?”
Eunice was on the verge of melancholy. I changed the subject, “So, Eun, where do I meet this spook? Down some dark alley off Pennsylvania Avenue?”
“No, Jim. We’re meeting here, on the veranda. I’ve planned a barbecue for noon. Mureatha is marinating ribs right now. I thought it would be fun. There’s a chance of showers, but they shouldn’t hit until evening. It’ll be fun. Don’t you think?”
“Yeah, fun. I hope this agent of yours is more fun than that cadet I met at Andrews. One more hour with that piece of starch and I’d be howling expletives at the moon, Eun.”
“Come on, Jim, be nice. I know you can be – if you try.”
“Yeah, okay. So, what’s this spy like? I’m sure you’ve got a fifty-page top secret file on him, right?”
“No, I don’t. The only thing I know is his code name, Kidd, spelled with two ds. I swear, Jim. That’s all I know.”
She paused, contemplating, searching through her mind as to why she didn’t know more about this Kidd, other than how his name was spelled. My guess was that she felt snubbed, or – she really did know more than she was swearing to. She continued.
“We can pick his brain tomorrow. Just remember, be nice. Whether you like it or not, I do have to work with these people.”
“I’ll put on my kid gloves, Eun. I Promise.” I then crossed my throat, swearing, “Cross my throat and hope to choke, I’ll be nice to the kid from the CIA who spells his name with a double D, so help me God, amen.”
A brief silence ensued as Eunice weighed the sincerity of my oath. Her scrutiny was deepening – too deep, I had to break her trance. “Do you think he’ll wear a disguise, Eun?”
She shook her head in the negative, saying, “You’re hopeless, Jim, simply hopeless.”
* * *
Later, while Eunice held me in her “Lotus-No-Smokus” karate hold, I asked, “Would I be missed if I were to play a round of golf in the morning?”
“No. Just be back here by noon.”
Yeah, Eunice is my kind of boss. I asked my lovely, “Is there an easy course nearby?”
She pondered this, trance like, and then placing her nose flush against my own, said, “Yes.” Our eyes were but an inch apart. “I have a friend at East Potomac Park. It’s just down the road. I’m sure he can get you on. I’ll call him first thing in the morning. I think he can arrange a match for you. If you’d like?”
“I’d like. You’d better let your friend know that I haven’t played in over two years, and – my handicap is a nineteen.”
Eunice went into hysteria. “Nineteen? You have a nineteen-stroke handicap? Ha, I thought you were a good golfer, Jimbo?”
“I am, around the handicap set.”
I needed a cigarette bad, real bad. I tickled her ribs, and she dove away to protect herself. Before she could recover, I had my Camels out and was lighting up. So much for her karate junk, eh?
Eunice was up and in the shower by five. I scooped up my clothes and, naked, slipped into my own room and the luxury of a steamy hot shower. I shaved while playing golf in my mind. I was getting par after par and kept hitting the flag with my chip shots.
I dressed in yellow golf pants and a V-neck golf sweater that Mom knitted for me back when I was in college; it was my lucky sweater. I got a par on the first hole that I ever wore it on. I pulled out my bag and checked my shoes, everything was on the up and up; I had a lot of balls – golf balls, and plenty of tees. The only thing I needed was a tee time.
I went to the desk and worked on the financial kit that Eunice had assembled for the expedition. I’d have an emergency credit line of 100,000.00 dollars, American, at the Chase Manhattan Bank of New York City, New York, USA. And that converted into, a whole bunch of Malagasy Francs.
Mureatha catered in a pot of coffee and a homemade strudel. At ten after seven, Eunice called with a seven-thirty tee time. I rang Mureatha and asked for my car to be brought around front. She advised me that, “Miss North requested you a limo, sir. Do you still want your little one?”
I opted for the Austin, and I could hear an excitement in her voice when I did. She’d get to play with her new toy, which would make her day. Yeah, I just was not a limo person. What could I say?
Mureatha had put the top down – the slave was a free spirit at heart, no matter the fifty-degree temperature. As I pulled out across the bricks, she yelled out to me, “Don’t you be late for my ribs now. Hear?”
I waved out in acknowledgment and headed for Potomac Park. It was early in the season, and I was surprised to see so many golfers lined up at the first tee. I pulled into an open slot and, as soon as I stepped out of my door, a golf cart hummed up behind me. “Good morning, Mister Morgan. My name is Tim. Here, let me get those clubs for you, sir.”
Yeah, Eunice did have some pull around Washington. As soon as my clubs were strapped in, Tim said, “I’ve arranged a match for you, Mister Morgan. His name is Al and he has an eighteen-stroke handicap. He’s waiting for you on the back nine. Your fees have been taken care of. If you’d like to go right out, just follow the cart path and stay to your left.”
I tipped him a twenty, put on my golf shoes, and headed for the tenth tee.
Al, an ex-clubhouse pro, extended his deeply wrinkled, eighty-year old hand, and asked, “Want to play for skins?”
“Yeah. I can use the lessons. Name your poison, Al.”
We agreed on ten dollars a hole. We also agreed to discard our handicaps. Al took honors, based on age, and the match began.
Al shot par on the first hole and made me pay the ten skins, up front, before leaving the green. And so it went, ten after ten. We finished the back nine by nine-fifteen. Al was up by a hundred and twenty-five bucks, counting some foolish side bets, like longest drive, longest putt, and closest ball to the flag on the par 3, fifteenth hole.
Al, the big spender, insisted on buying coffee – laced with rum – between the nines. He said, “Your money’s no good in here, Morgan. My treat.”
Yeah. The old fuck had a way of making one feel special, all the way to his bank.
Al also had a penchant for telling great golf stories. Like the one he told me about Ben Hogan, how, “...he could kick a golf-ball farther than any man alive.” And about how, “...the last time that I played with Arnold I had to spot him three strokes.” But, now that I thought about it, he never said, “Palmer.”
I did decline his offer to, “...double the skins...” on the front nine. Fun is fun, but “stupidity,” well – that’s something else.
Al uncovered his Big Bertha and strode out onto the first tee. He bent over to tee up his ball. And then, kept going down until he had crumpled all the way over on top of it – dead. He had a stroke, a brain aneurysm. Our match was over. Al had lost the entire front nine with a single stroke. Yeah, he was probably happy wherever he was; after all, how many golfers could ace an entire nine. “Way to go, Al”
Yeah, it was so quick, so sudden, and so very, very final. I drove back to the clubhouse leaving Al where he had fallen. This was my first experience with real death. Oh, I had been to a few funerals and such, seen it on TV enough, but this was different. I felt so helpless.
I sat in the clubhouse bar and narrated my story to a local cop. Tim, whose official title was Golf Pro, left a bottle of J&B Scotch at our table. It turned out that I had inadvertently notified Al’s next of kin – as Tim was Al’s son. I deliberately omitted the use of Al’s last name in this writing. His son is now playing on the PGA tour and has asked Eunice to ask me not to use it. And, so be it. “Good luck to you and yours, Tim.”
After a short while I found myself quite alone in a most somber clubhouse. I had an overwhelming need to call home and talk to my mom, “Hi, mom. I just called to say hi. Someone just died on me, mom. And, I just wanted to ask, how come, why? What’s your thoughts on an afterlife, mom? And, by the way, how’s dad?”
The J&B was gone. I stood and reeled to the door just in time to watch the silenced ambulance haul away Al – and my 125 dollars. It was almost one o’clock. Damn, Eunice was going to be pissed. I flopped into the Austin and zigzagged off toward the Institute. Yeah, the barbecue was going to be awkward, the double D Kidd would surely get the wrong opinion of me. What was it that the CIA had told Eunice, “Keep me on a short leash?” Ha. I laughed. Things weren’t going well, no – not well at all.
“Extenuating circumstances?! Is that all you have to say for yourself, extenuating circumstances?” As an understatement, Eunice was furious. Her face was red and she looked very similar to a hungry timber wolf, a rabid lobo ready to tear into the fur of some unwary baby chipmunk.
Then she softened, suddenly. Her voice took on a personal calm-hurt tone. “How could you do this to me, Jim?”
Yeah, she was on the periphery of tears.
“I’ve only had a few Scotches, Eun.”
It hadn’t dawned on me to tell her about Al’s demise, and – for sure, I shouldn’t have used the endearment, Eun. I should have said “Madam” or “Doctor,” anything but, “Eun.” Yeah, Commandant, Stalag 13, would have been quite appropriate.
I turned my back on her and walked up the stairs and into the revolutionary bathroom. Eunice hung on my heels expelling a mouthful of enlisted sailor expletives. Wherever had she learned such obscene language? For sure, it wasn’t at a nunnery. She was coming up with some dandy shit, mostly directed at my manhood. I kept my back to her, undressed, and entered the shower.
She left, slamming the door. It didn’t shut and she returned to slam it again – harder. But not before yelling in, “The only expedition you’re going on is one to the blank-ity-blank Unemployment Office.” Slam! And then another, slam! And then she was off.
The silence inside the shower was wonderful. I turned up the heat, and the room filled with steam. I stood there for the better part of an hour contemplating life and all its situational foibles. My inner vision had me shooting a hole-in-one at the Master’s Tournament down in Augusta. I was smiling, and modeling my green blazer to a CNN camera crew.
I pondered Al’s claim of an eighteen-stroke handicap – he had shot par on the back nine. What did he say? “He was having a lucky day.” Yeah, something like that.
And I wondered just how far one could actually kick a golf ball?
I seriously wondered where all the hot water was coming from and how long it would be before it was exhausted.
I thought about life – working for dad, and that was a sobering thought. And then, I thought about Eunice. Just where in the world was I going to find another woman as bright and as childish as her?
And then this angelic voice pierced the steam, “Jim, honey, I’m so sorry. Can you ever forgive me? I, I hope you’re all right in there? – Jim? Are you feeling better?”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m feeling just wonderful, Miss North.”
“I was just informed about your golf match. Tim called me. He wanted to know if you were all right. You should have told me, Jim.”
“Tell me something, Eun. How big is your hot water heater?”
“I don’t know – it runs on solar power or something.” She paused, and then asked, “Want to talk about it, Jim?”
“No, not really. I’ll look it up on a heating schematic when I find some time.”
“I meant, about Tim’s father?”
“Not much to talk about, Eun. The old guy cheated me out of a hundred and twenty-five bucks, and then fell dead before I had a chance to get even. Technically, I beat him by one stroke on the front nine. He owes me ten dollars. Not much else to say about it, babe.”
“Want a woman to wash your back, Jimbo?”
“You offering?”
“Yes.”
Eunice slipped into the shower fully dressed. “This place does have a lot of hot water, doesn’t it?”
CHAPTER 11
Yeah, being in hot water by one’s own inadvertent device could be quite chilling. I shouldn’t have thrown down so many doubles. Hands down, I was still, somewhat, under the influence as I towel dried and began to dress for the barbecue. Perhaps I would have worn something a step nicer than a half-sleeve Purdue sweatshirt, Levis, and a pair of overused Docksides if I were thinking a little more sensibly. But I wasn’t, and I didn’t. I wobbled and did a slight reel as I reached for my Rolex, saying, out loud, “Easy does it there, Sparks.” I blew dry my hair, put out the lights, and headed out the door.
Halfway down the stairs I had to pause and lean against the wall in an open effort to steady myself. I couldn’t help but wonder what happened to the old Jim Morgan, the one who could party all night and still balance an assembly line when the eight o’clock whistle blew. Out loud, but to myself, I concluded, “I’m never going to drink again as long as I live, so help me G...”
But, I never got to finish my oath. Eunice was bounding down the stairs behind me. “Who on earth are you talking to, Jim?”
Eunice had changed into a stunning, form fitting, jumpsuit. She stopped abruptly on the stair just above me to wait for an answer, which was, “Myself.”
Hell, there wasn’t anyone else in the foyer, who else could it have been?
Her eyes rolled upward in a show of disgust, and asked further, “I suppose you’re answering yourself, too. Huh?”
“Yes, yes I am.”
She put on her psychoanalytic face, a forced-seriousness face, and said, in a bad German accent, “Dis is not goot, Herr Morgan.”
“Yeah? Well, too bad, Freud. Look, when this barbecue is over you can put me down on your couch and screw around with my head. Until then, if you want something to analyze, I’ve got some racing forms for you to study, okay?”
I don’t usually mind her analyzing me; actually, I rather enjoy it. Most often, I simply tell her to get off my back as I had a life to live, and that I didn’t give a damn if I didn’t meet her own ethnocentric views of existence. Nine out of ten times she’d back off and cheerfully change the subject.
She smiled at my chastising vituperation (verbal tirade), and offered, “We have a label for the likes of you, Jimbo. You’re eccentric.” She stepped down to my stair and took me by the arm while adding, “Ready to party?”
We had crossed the den and were about to exit the patio doors when Eunice said, “Oh, I have a big surprise for you, Jimbo.”
She threw open the door and there, sipping a lemonade, dressed in an all white sundress and a broad rimmed society floppy hat, sat a smiling and most dazzling spook, Sophie.
She said in a voice sweeter than a fifth of Southern Comfort, “Hi, Jim. All packed? Ready for our trip to Madagascar?”
“No. Not quite. I... I still need film for my camera.”
CHAPTER 12
By three o’clock that afternoon, our clandestine barbecue was forced indoors by a dense black line of ominous looking thunderstorm clouds that had rolled in on us from the western side of the Potomac River. We had watched the cumulonimbus build as we dined. They started out as small white puffs of fair weather cumulus off in the distance and then built and built, rolling higher and ever more massive until lightning bolts fingered out below their pinkish-green, slowly undulating, and continuously lowering bases.
Although the storm was accurately forecasted, we hoped for it to stay west and allow us our early outdoor venture, at least, into the evening. But, it was not to be. One humongous thunderclap and a series of bolted spherics sent us scurrying across the patio and into the safe haven of the Tudor’s interior. No sooner had we closed the veranda doors than a howling wind blew down to rattle each of the many little den windows. The institute’s very foundation seemed to tremble from the din of continuous thunder.
The frequency of lightning strikes had multiplied until it appeared that the Tudor was being subjected to an exterior strobe light, which, indeed, it was. It was eerie, and I couldn’t help but think of the storm as an evil omen, a negative portent of doom to our up and coming tortoise expedition.
We huddled together at the bar sipping on Harvey Wall Bangers. Sophie commanded the conversation with a rundown of her latest intelligence reports, reports that she had obtained only minutes before leaving her Langley office that very morning.
“A French Linguist had been kidnapped while photographing the Leaning Tower of Pisa on Monday. On Wednesday, the linguist was found floating, face down, below the Bridge of Sighs in Venice.”
“Whoa.” I had to interject. “Just what does a French language specialist have to do with us?”
Sophie was looking into her Wall Banger when she continued, “His language specialty was Malagasy, the official language on Madagascar. However, that in and of itself is not the problem. The real problem is an ex-Russian spy who goes by the name of Margolova. This Margolova, a genuine bitch, was spotted at the Tower of Pisa only minutes before the linguist disappeared.”
She took a deep draw on her Banger, for effect, and then continued, still looking into her umbrella-clad tumbler. “As of last night, Margolova has been seen in Venice, a mere two canals over from the Bridge of Sighs.”
An extraordinarily loud peal of thunder rattled the ice in our drinks. It had also rattled everyone’s nerves; we had all fidgeted in unison to the reverberating drum of the angry meteorological gods. Eunice uttered, “Holy shit,” with an emphatic stress on each of the orated syllables. Her remark may have been directed at the thunder, or at Sophie’s insight on the bitch, Margolova, or both.
With goose flesh prickling both my arms, I questioned, “Why doesn’t someone arrest her, or – shoot her. You say everything like she’s the kingpin behind it all. So why do you allow her to continue? It seems like a bunch of nonsense. Just – stop her?”
“It’s not that easy, Mister Morgan. We don’t have any proof that Margolova is involved with this kidnap-murder. There’s no motive either, only coincidence and proximity. Personally, it’s a smoking gun case to me as I’ve been tracking her for years. I’m absolutely positive that she’s involved – but that’s all.
“We have the Italian government watching her. Their police are calling the linguist’s death an accidental drowning. Our hands are tied. The only thing we can do is to watch her, follow her, document her moves, and hope that she makes a mistake. Besides that, there’s nothing else that we can do.”
A long continuous thunder roll had forced Sophie to pause. We all looked at one another with furtive glances, again, not knowing if the looks were for the thunder or for the intelligence that was being dumped on us so openly. A deluge of rain washed against the windows as Sophie continued.
“Margolova has been exceptionally shrewd. She has a genuine knack for avoiding the law. She – well, she’s living every day with a noose around her neck. We’re going to get her, soon. She’s been getting sloppy. It’s a simple combination of over-confidence and advancing age. Wherever she goes these days, she just – well, stands out, like a flashing red light. She’s doomed; and the scary part is we think she knows it and simply doesn’t give a damn. Her acts of violence have been getting bolder and more vicious by leaps and bounds. She’s begging to be stopped.”
Eunice began shaking her head, “This whole program has gotten way out of hand. I’m going to stop it, right here and now. I’m canceling the expedition.”
Sophie and I glanced at each other not saying anything.
Eunice lowered her head still shaking it in a slow negative. “Three deaths, three people have died over this tortoise and we don’t even know if one actually exists. It’s unbelievable.”
We all went silent. It was a weird silence. The storm relented, too. It was as if the storm abated just to acknowledge Eunice’s decision.
No one spoke for a full minute. A few dim flashes of lightening lit up the windows. A glowing reminder that a storm was still present. The brunt of it had passed, but indeed, the atmosphere was still in a chaotic and volatile state and was predicted to remain so throughout the evening.
My mind went into a vivid recall of Al crumpling over his golf ball only a few brief hours earlier. His death was much closer to home, for me personally. The other three, the linguist, the anthropologist, and the expatriated Russian mugger, well, they had all died in direct association with the expedition, true – but so had Al. I was about to point this out to Eunice, the fourth death, but Sophie spoke out ahead of me making a prudent plea for Eunice to reconsider her snap and emotionally laced decision.
“You know, if the tortoise falls into the wrong hands... a whole lot of people are going to suffer terribly. We can’t just back off and let her have it. It would be irresponsible and probably criminal, too. No, you can’t cancel, not now. Too much is a stake, Miss North. Way too much.”
“Oh, I know you’re right. It’s just that everything’s going so crazy. Murder...” Eunice let the word “murder” hang in the air.
She looked at me. “What do you think, Jim?”
I decided not to mention Al; I also decided not to mention how pleased I was to be going on an expedition with Sophie. I wanted to go. I said, “I’d like to go. I’ve never been south of the equator; besides, I don’t want to unpack.”
Humorously, I added, “If we don’t go, I’m going to look awfully funny walking around Washington in my pith helmet.”
Eunice laughed, and then said to Sophie, “I’m surprised that you still want to go, Miss Kidd, especially since meeting my Field Engineer, Mister Morgan.”
“Ha, ha, Eun. Very funny.”
Sophie and Eunice were clicking; somehow, they had found a moment to be hilarious. It was one of those times when, “You had to be there to appreciate it.” Actually, it was more of a tension release than anything else, a, “Thank you Harvey Wall Banger moment.”
Sophie excused herself to the bathroom. I had moved to the windows to allow them some giggle space. I was noting some open patches of blue sky when Eunice came up behind me and placed her hand on my shoulder, startling me.
“I’m sorry for getting you involved in all of this, Jim.”
“Oh, don’t be silly, Eun. How often does a guy get to lead an expedition, have foreign spies chase him, and all the while have a beautiful blonde tag along as his personal bodyguard?”
“Well, Sophie’s right – we can’t quit. The tortoise is important. I just want you to know that I’m having terrible guilt feelings over your being involved, I mean... I’ve really turned apprehensive about all this, Jim.”
“Aaaa – how guilty are you, Eun?”
“Very. I’ve got you hanging out on a precipice, Jim. I had no idea how dangerous this project was going to become. I feel terrible.”
“Well, I think it’s fun being out on a precipice. I’m enjoying the intensity, Eun. Deep down I’m chomping at the bit to get going.”
Eunice sighed, making a slight frown. “I’ve sensed this all along. I must confess. I was hoping that this project would burn out some of your wanderlust and maybe settle you down. But now, I’m just scared. This spy, Margolova, she sounds like a real psychopath. And, well – I do love you, you know?”
“Well, I’ve been thinking, Eun.” I paused until she prompted me to continue. “This is a great time to ask you for a pay raise.”
She backed up a step and slugged me on the arm – hard. I screamed out, “Hey, that really hurt.” And I wasn’t pretending.
Sophie returned. “Wow, how many rounds did I miss?”
“Ah ha. You saw it all.” I said. “You can be my witness. This is a blatant case of employee abuse. I’m going to sue.”
From the bar, Sophie called out, “I didn’t see a thing. What on earth is he talking about, Eunice?”
Eunice whispered into my ear, “I have never denied an employee a raise for thinking about it. I just ignore their thinking.”
Then, lowering her whispers another octave, “I’ll personally see to your raise later, Jimbo.”
Undeniably, this was a clear-cut case of sexual harassment – on the job. It was great!
Sophie, now caught up in the awkward position of a whispered conversation, asked, “Should I come back after the final bell?”
“No, no.” Eunice said, “The masculine element has been clearly subordinated, and the issue will be put to bed – later.” And again, the girlish giggles rekindled as Eunice joined Sophie at the bar. It was Eunice’s time to establish her role of dominance over me in the eyes of Sophie, the Kidd. And most likely, it would be a role of sexual dominance – no doubt.
I excused myself and went outside to enjoy a moment of fresh air and to light myself a cigarette. The storm had passed. Birds were chirping, and a rainbow, a very faint and dissipating one, spanned out above the eastern tree line. I walked back to the tennis court fence and was delighted to see that the courts didn’t puddle. Beyond the courts I noticed a downed tree limb. It looked to be wind damaged but it may have been downed by a lightning strike. I didn’t go closer, as the ground was wet and soggy. I took a final puff on my cigarette and flipped it out on the sprawling well-manicured lawn. I watched it smolder for a minute feeling guilty at having marred the pristine landscape with such a brash and obtrusive discard.
On my way back to the den, I recalled my visit to the Washington Monument. I vividly remembered Sophie’s come-on. “Call me for dinner sometime, I’m mostly free.” And I couldn’t help but say out loud, “Yeah, right.” And then I smiled to myself as I recited a quotation by Sigmund Freud about women in general, “...they are like a black forest.” And again – but I can’t recall the exact context, “...they are all members of a dark continent.”
Smiling, I reentered their den.
The two clams observed my approach up to them, they had obviously been discussing me, or some female subject, else they would have been openly jibber jabbing as I came in. Sophie pulled me in to their conversation with, “How did you do at the small arms training class, Mister Morgan?”
“It must have been canceled. Maybe they just forgot about it. There wasn’t one.” I did an exaggerated shoulder shrug. “I just didn’t have any...”
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